CHURCH AND SOCIETY IN WESTBURY SUB MENDIP 1535-1662

Tony Nott

On the 3rd of September 1544, the vicar of Westbury, Richard Erington, “ hole in mynde and bodye with a parfite mynde and a deliberate advyse” made his will. By this time he was in his early fifties, having gained his Oxford B.A. in 1510 and his Batchelor of Civil Laws in 1529. Erington had been vicar of Westbury from at least 1531 but there was no mention of the church or of any Westbury inhabitants in his will. This was because Erington’s ecclesiastical career had been based on Wells Cathedral where he was a canon resident and communar from 1534-5. As he was a pluralist, being also vicar of Wookey until his death in 1546, it is likely that he visited Westbury only rarely, his parochial duties being carried out by a curate whose name is unknown. The parish of Westbury, lying so near Wells provided a modest addition to Erington’s income, which was mostly provided by his financial endowment as a canon resident of Wells cathedral. This practice of pluralism was ingrained in the medieval church. 
 

Erington’s  church of St Lawrence at Westbury had been in existence since at least the mid 12th century and the 12th century Romanesque arch that supported the west tower still exists as does the north door [now blocked]. Between 1164 and 1166 the great tithes [corn, hay and wood] of the church were appropriated by Bishop Robert of Bath to the newly founded Augustinian priory at Bruton which now assumed the role of rector of Westbury. This was normal practice and it helped to provide a small part of the income of the priory. Bruton Priory was now responsible for the chancel of the church, which it rebuilt by the early 14th century; the lancet window, which still exists in the north wall of the chancel and the tracery of the east window are evidence of this. The Bishop however kept the appointment of the vicar in his own hands and in 1290 provided him with an establishment. The vicar was to have a “ fitting hall with a chamber” opposite the Bishop’s courthouse [now Court Farm]. The site of this building was most probably near where the old vicarage is situated in the present School Hill. For income the vicar was granted the small tithes of Westbury and the chapel at Priddy with the great tithe of hay from Priddy as well as the customary payments of mortuaries [second best chattel taken in respect of tithes unpaid on death] and chirchset [tithe of corn collected on St Martin’s day] from both Priddy and Westbury. The vicar was also given 3 acres of meadow with their tithe and the grass from the cemeteries at both churches. He also had to provide a fit priest to celebrate divine services in the chapel at Priddy; Christmas cheer was provided by the gift of a free log from the bishop’s park at Westbury. 

By the 1530s change was in the air and the ecclesiastical establishment together with the religious beliefs of the parishioners and their traditional communal activities centred on the church came under attack. The Church in England acknowledging the Pope as its head became the Church of England with Henry VIII as its Supreme Head in 1534 by the Act of Supremacy. From this time a period of unprecedented government interference in the government and beliefs of the church commenced which within 50 years dramatically changed the religious experience of ordinary people. The first changes that affected parishes were financial.  In 1534 Parliament passed the Act of First Fruits and Tenths which stipulated that from the first day of January 1535 the “first fruits” or the first year’s income of any ecclesiastical benefice or office should be paid to the Crown. The Act also levied an annual tax of 10% on the income of each benefice, a further burden on a parish so modestly endowed as Westbury. Non- payment of these new taxes was to cause the choice of vicar at Westbury to pass from the Bishop’s control for a while to lay control within 25 years. The Crown ominously also turned its attentions to the endowment and income of the monasteries and the Valor Ecclesiasticus was compiled in the Spring of 1535: the local return showed that the value of the land Bruton Priory owned in Westbury and Priddy was £12 8s 6d and that the appropriated tithes were worth £6 13s 4d. This land had probably been given to the priory from time to time, especially in the 15th century when donors hoped that the prayers of the Bruton canons would help to speed their souls heavenwards from Purgatory.

Richard Erington however was soon caught up in ecclesiastical politics as the changes to the Church of England accelerated. Thomas Cromwell, the man Henry VIII had assigned to deal with ecclesiastical affairs, turned his gaze on Wells Cathedral demanding in April 1536 to see all the writings and charters of the cathedral. Consequently on 22 April 1536,  Erington with another canon, was appointed by the Dean and Chapter to produce before Cromwell the desired writings. It soon became evident that Cromwell had his eyes on a possible ecclesiastical office in the Cathedral. His desire was soon fulfilled. When Dean Richard Woleman died in September 1537, the King ordered the Dean and Chapter to appoint Cromwell in his place. 1539 saw further attacks on the church that affected Erington and his parishioners in Westbury. On 1 April Bruton Priory was dissolved and the division of the spoils amongst the laity began. On 21 April 1539 the rectory of Westbury was granted to Sir Maurice Berkeley a gentleman usher at court and Sir John Horner of Mells purchased some of the Westbury lands belonging to Bruton Priory which he sold to Richard Hardwich, a prominent Westbury yeoman on 22 February 1549/50.

Erington was also deeply involved in ecclesiastical politics at this time. The same commissioners who had dissolved Bruton priory, Drs Tregonwell and Petre, had been to Wells Cathedral and taken some of the jewels and plate for royal use. As Thomas Cromwell the King’s chief minister was the Dean, the chapter told Erington on 6 March to make an inventory of what had been taken and present it to Cromwell whom they asked to be a mediator with the King for the return of some of the valuables for “honour of God and the necessary use of the church.”  Possibly Erington left for London immediately or he may have remained in Wells for six weeks before going. Whatever happened, he was certainly in London by 2 May representing the Dean and Chapter at the convocation held at St Paul’s held to coincide with the parliament to discuss new conservative doctrinal formulations i.e. the Six Articles. 

The next twenty years were to bring great changes to the religious services, the church building and the general culture of the village. After the death of Henry VIII in January 1547, the new regime of the Lord Protector, Edward Seymour Duke of Somerset launched a systematic attack on the traditional religion still practised in the parishes. The provision of bibles in English in churches from the early 1540s and the introduction of the 1549 prayer book meant the disappearance of Latin from services. Possibly the most important change was the attack on the doctrine of Purgatory and its associated rites. In the mid 15th century, the Westbury villagers had enlarged their church by adding a south aisle and chapel probably dedicated to the Virgin Mary. This chapel was constructed mainly as a place where obits could take place.  An obit consisted of a requiem mass and associated services to be held in perpetuity in memory of the donor. Prayers for the dead were very important to the villagers at this time. They believed that because of their sins they would not go straight to heaven but would go to purgatory, a half-way house between heaven and hell where their suffering could be relieved and their souls sent to heaven by the prayers of the living offered up at the annual obit. Obits could only be afforded by the more prosperous villagers and consequently there were only five or possibly six obits celebrated annually in Westbury. The rest of the population were remembered in the calling of the bede roll of names on All Souls Day, 2 November, when prayers were offered up for the dead. The normal annual cost of an obit in Westbury was 2s and from another source it can be suggested that it was likely that the 2s paid for the services of the priest – 4d, wax for candles– 8d, and the remaining 12d for the services of the parish clerk in providing a mock coffin and bier suitably draped for the anniversary requiem mass and for ringing the bells and publicising the obit throughout the parish. It was this practice, deeply affecting to the feelings of the Westbury parishioners when sudden death was a fact of life and fear of eternal suffering was a palpable one, with other traditional ceremonies that came under sustained attack from the government of Lord Protector Somerset in the autumn of 1547. 

Somerset’s injunctions of 31 July 1547 ordered churchwardens to destroy all shrines, paintings, pictures of saints and all images as well as limiting the use of candles only to the main altar. Processions in and around the church were also forbidden. All Somerset parishes were forced to return a bill to the Privy Council showing that the changes were made. There was some resistance to these orders and a further bill was demanded by the authorities. On 1 November 1547, the royal commissioners required the archdeacons of the Bath and Wells diocese to order churchwardens to “surcease from kepinge any church ales” and to “make yerely collection for reparacion of their churches.”  The churchwardens were further ordered to “abstein from such unnmeasurable ringing for ded persones at their burials, and at the feast of All Sowles.”  These orders attacked one of the important communal social events in the village and traditional religious beliefs.

A further attack on the commemoration of the dead soon came. In December1547, Parliament passed an act dissolving chantries. The preamble to the act observed that much of the error and superstition afflicting the Christian church had resulted from ignorance of the “very true and perfect salvation through the death of Jesus Christ”, and consequently by the “devising and phatasing vain opinions of purgatory and masses satisfactory to be done for them which be departed.” Commissioners were appointed on 13 February 1548 to assess the value of endowments for the commemoration of the dead. In Westbury the rentals from four houses provided for four obits in the church while four acres of arable and one and a half acres of meadow in Wookey provided for possibly two more. The total annual income from this property and land was 13s 8d from which was deducted 1d paid to the Bubwith Almshouse in Wells and 12d for the repair of the fabric of Westbury church. The remaining income was then confiscated by the Crown and granted out to outsiders. The commemoration of the dead thus ended in Westbury. Some of the ceremonies were possibly revived during the brief Catholic revival under Mary I [1553-58] but the income had gone and within a generation the services for the dead were just a memory.

On 8 February 1548 some of the most popular traditional ceremonies of the church were forbidden i.e. the blessing the candles at Candlemas, ashes on Ash Wednesday, palms on Palm Sunday and the adoration of the cross on Good Friday popularly known as “Creeping to the Cross.” Two weeks later the Privy Council ordered the removal of all images resulting in Westbury of the dismantling of the images on the rood screen and the destruction of the image above the south door. Holy water stoups were damaged beyond repair – the condition of the holy water in the south porch at Westbury is eloquent witness of this. The institution of communion in two kinds, the banning of the burning and blessing of the paschal candle upon Easter Eve until Ascension day and the hallowing of the font on Easter Eve finally destroyed a whole world of popular custom associated with the parish church. These directives were enforced rigorously at a local level and the church wardens were forced to attend visitations at Chew Magna in 1547-8, Wells 1548-9 and Axbridge and Wells in 1549-50. Mary I’s restoration of catholic rites was welcomed in Somerset. Most churches, including Westbury, restored their rood images but the Elizabethan restoration of a more moderate Protestantism in 1559 was the final blow to the traditional Catholic practices so beloved by the villagers who although they ultimately conformed to the changes, did not welcome them.
 

As well as changing the religious and cultural life of the village, the Reformation changed the power structure in the village. The power of the Bishop and his officials was much denuded by the permanent loss of two-thirds of his manorial land. During the 1540s, his manorial establishment was cut by the Crown from 24 manors to eight. On 2 December 1550, the manor of Westbury as well as the Bishop’s Palace in Wells passed from the Bishop’s hands into those of the Duke of Somerset, erstwhile Lord Protector, and now recently released from prison. Westbury returned to the Bishop’s control only on 4 July 1552 after Somerset’s execution, neighbouring Wookey left the Bishop’s control forever on 16 April 1553.
 The   dissolution of Bruton Priory with the consequent sale of its lands and tithes created a market in land in the village that encouraged newcomers to acquire village property. 

Chief among this small group was George Rodney [c1508 – 1586], the second son of Sir John Rodney of Rodney Stoke [d 1527]. It was the Rodney family, which was eventually to replace Bruton Priory as one of the major landowners in the village after the Bishop. After his nephew John Rodney’s early death in 1547, George Rodney had rented the house and demesne of Rodney Stoke during his great-nephew Maurice’s minority and it was there that George’s son John had been born in 1549. Maurice reached his majority in 1558/9, and he took over the Rodney Stoke estate and so his great-uncle George had to find somewhere else to live. He chose Westbury. On his arrival with his wife Elizabeth, four daughters and one son at some time between 1559 and 1566, he found that Bishop’s manorial lands had been leased to Richard Bourne, the brother of Bishop Gilbert Bourne who had been dispossessed of the bishopric in 1559 for being a Catholic. Richard Bourne’s stewardship, which was not to end until 1580, was less than benign. He paid a rent to the Bishop of £47 per annum for the Bishop’s Westbury manorial land “with all the chief woods that should serve the Bishop for his house … to the utter destruction of the manor considering the spoil made. George Rodney’s first task was to find a suitable dwelling house. According to the account of his grandson Sir Edward Rodney written in the 1650s, “the Vicaredge of Westbury & Predy being much in arreare to Queen Elizabeth, Hee [George Rodney] compounded with the Vicar the Bishop, the Dean and Chapter for fourscore and one yeares, paying twenty markes pension to the Vicar of Westbury, and finding a Curate for Predy. Then hee pulled downe the olde Vicaredge-house, & built that which is now standing, where he lyved to his death.” The explanation of Sir Edward Rodney’s account is probably that the first fruits and tenths on the vicarage had not been paid by the vicar and that Rodney redeemed them. According to one account Rodney paid the vicar John Cantloe an annual pension of 20 marks to stay out of Westbury and replaced him in 1566 with his own nominee Leonard Stephens formerly vicar of South Brent. The vicarage house he built was situated in the modern School Hill on the site of the present “old Vicarage”. It was described by John Richards, the vicar of Westbury in 1755 as “a large old vicarage house and stable, which have been for many years … quite decayed and dilapidated.” It is possible that the vicar, displaced by George Rodney may have lived on the site of the present Westbury House, south of the church, which was called “the parsonage” in the earliest large scale Victorian ordnance survey map and may have been the site of the Bruton rectorial manor which certainly had a parsonage in Westbury; however no documentary evidence has been found for this supposition at the time of writing. George Rodney now became the pre-eminent person in the village leasing more land than any other tenant, much of it independent of the Bishop. He procured his land in the village from two sources: on 2 April 1574 he bought land from John Hardwich the elder which had formerly belonged to Bruton Priory before 1539 and then at some time during his 27 year stay in Westbury was able to lease just over 120 acres of the Bishop’s demesne land mostly on the north side of the park and well as a lease on part of the park. The position and size of George Rodney’s tomb in the south aisle chapel in place of the altar where obits were celebrated pre 1548, is striking evidence of his pre-eminent place in the village hierarchy and of the cultural change that had taken place in the village in 40 years.
 

His son Sir John Rodney [1549-1612], on his father’s death, renewed the Episcopal lease on demesne land and acquired the rest of the Bishop’s park on a 120 year lease. He also leased the parsonage of Westbury [late of Bruton] probably from the Berkeley family and the great tithe from the Ashton Ayleworth son of John Aylworth a former official of the Court of Augmentations who had leased the former St John’s Hospital and the College of St Katherine and St Anne for chantry priests in Wells from the Crown. On his marriage prior to his father’s death, Sir John had lived in Cheddar but in 1586 instead of moving to Westbury, he leased Pilton Park and lived there with his growing family. The lease of Westbury Park from the Bishop was cancelled in 1590 when the Bishop was forced by the Crown to grant a lease of the park to Queen Elizabeth for 120 years. The Queen promptly then leased the park to Sir Thomas Gorges of Wraxall, one of the gentlemen of the privy chamber but John Rodney being the principal landholder in Westbury was ironically forced by the Bishop to enter into a bond of £100 to ensure that the new lessee of the park did not cut down any timber trees there except those required by the Bishop and his officers for essential house repairs. He finally succeeded to the Rodney estates in 1607 on the death of his cousin Sir George Rodney.
 

The Rodney family’s physical removal from Westbury meant that the running of the village was firmly in the hands of the small reasonably prosperous group of yeoman farmers pre-eminent amongst whom were the Hardwich and Arney families, the Hardwich family having benefited particularly from the sale of ex-Bruton lands. Other prominent surnames which continually appear in the earliest parish register are Russell, Spenser and  Boulting. The church officers constituted the pivotal organisation that took care of the religious, social and welfare problems that arose in the parish, while problems concerned with property and agriculture were dealt with in the yearly manorial court held at the Bishop’s Court House [now Court farm]. The churchwardens were responsible for maintaining the fabric of the church, and for the social and moral guardianship of the village, while the constable or tythingman was initially responsible for law and order. Villagers who offended against the accepted moral codes were presented in the Bishop’s consistory court or at the court of the Archdeacon of Wells while those who were responsible for any breakdown in law and order could be presented at the quarter sessions. The two overseers of the poor were responsible under the codified poor law legislation of 1601 with levying a parish rate to support the deserving poor of the parish, finding apprenticeships for poor and bastard children, providing some parochial work and keeping a wary eye on any newcomers to the village who might become a charge on the parish through their poverty. All these officials were appointed at the annual parish meeting on the Tuesday after Easter and were usually drawn from a small group of more prosperous villagers.  

At a time when the idea of moral reformation was prevalent, the churchwardens presented to the church courts anyone suspected of moral deviance. The more “respectable” parishioners were often happy to give depositions against their neighbours who kept up the traditional pastimes so disapproved of by those with a puritan outlook and frowned upon by some of the local puritan JPs. In 1604-1605 two villagers Katherine Bendle and Thomas Holder excited the opprobrium of their neighbours because of their association “hee is a marryed man, and shee a single woman”. Holder had been cited in the ecclesiastical court before when he had had a liaison with Barbara Browning in 1603. Both Katherine and Thomas according to the charge had “a long tyme haunted each to thothers companie early and late, abroade at dauncing”, they had been together in her father’s house and had gone together to revelle and markets “to the dislike, and offence of theire neighbours.” Katherine was also accused of being idle and a “common resorter of alehouses”. Their most heinous crime in the eyes of their neighbours was cross dressing: “they did play the mummers by night, and hee ware her clothes & and shee ware his, & hee trust her breeches and settled her clotheis playing in her breeches, he resorteth to her at her father’s howse”
. This Westbury incident is interesting because it pre-dates the 1607 Wells May Day celebrations and Midsummer shows which caused such great offence to the puritan constable John Hole and led to a Star Chamber case against the revellers which he won. 

Of possibly more concern to respectable villagers was the growth of alehouses both licensed and unlicensed which was considered by the village hierarchy to be a threat to law and order and to the stability of traditional village life. The alehouse was a “stronghold of a populist community, beyond the writ of the ruling classes”. The old church orientated entertainments and gatherings had been seen as socially inclusive while emphasising social precedence and cohesion while the alehouse, free from the involvement of the village elite appeared to “reinforce class solidarity amongst the lower orders” and was consequently feared by the more well to do. Drunkenness had increased in the late 16th and early 17th centuries owing to the availability of cheaper and more potent beer and the growth in population during this period had the effect of increasing the number of people below the age of 25 many of whom often resorted to drinking when they were under-employed – beer being only 1d per pint. The situation was exacerbated by the practice of some families who resorted to selling beer without a licence to supplement their meagre incomes. These were the unlicensed “tipplers” who appears so often in court records at this time. The alehouse was seen as a place where grown children and servants could spend their time and money away from the tutelage of parents or masters and where they could be led into immorality and petty crime. 

Westbury, like many other villages was affected by drunkenness. Katherine Bendle’s father, Henry Bendle was brought before the quarter sessions in 1611-12 for selling beer at his house without a licence. His most serious crime in the eyes of a group of respectable Westbury villagers led by John Hardwich senior and John Boulting, the churchwardens, was that “he hathe usually kept in his house the children and servants of the inhabitants of … Westbury as well by night as in the time of Devine service on the Sondaies and holydayes, and they have bin there so longe that they have fowght and committed bludshed to the greate disturbance of the neere neighbors” He had also entertained in his house two men recently let out of gaol one of whom was John Browning, father of Barbara Browning [see above]. Both John Hardwich and John Browning had problems inside their own families that possibly made them determined to deal with Henry Bendle. Thomas Hardwich, John’s son and Michael Boulting the younger, a relation of John Boulting’s had been drunk in Wells in 1610. “Thomas Hardwich of Westbury, … Henry Spiringe and George Spiringe of the same labourers, they … within the space of one year … have been drunken in Wells and are common Haunters of alehouses and all be swearers and that the said George Spiringe … being drunken did ride up and down the said city … with a hacket scythe to the terror and danger of the inhabitants there dwelling”.  Michael Boulting was drunk and disorderly as well as “profaining himself” when being apprehended by the Wells constable. The Bendles do seem to have been a dysfunctional family at the time because in 1612 Joan Boulting gave birth to an illegitimate child, the father being John Bendle. 
    

The incidence of these problems in Westbury was at its greatest, according to the available records, in the earlier part of the 17th century. By the late 1620s the powers of petty and quarter sessions regarding licensing of alehouses and the suppression of illegal ones were increased. Parliamentary Acts in 1623-4 and 1625 made it easier to convict drunkards and “alehouse haunters” and penalised victuallers who allowed such people into their houses. Traditional local customs also came under puritan attack and traditional dances, mummers, May festivals etc were discouraged by the local puritan justices in Somerset, despite the efforts of the Crown to encourage them by the issuing of the Book of Sports in 1633. The arrival in the village in 1623 of Purefoy Middleham as vicar was to bolster those in the village hierarchy who had puritan leanings.

 Middleham, who was to remain as vicar until his death in 1661, was a major puritan influence in the village. He was the son of Thomas Middleham, vicar of Wookey until 1647. Thomas had been a chaplain and clerk to Bishop Godwin 1584-90 and Purefoy had got his singular Christian name from the Bishop’s son-in-law Thomas Purfey. Purefoy was educated at Magdalen Colege, Oxford a college well known at the time for its puritan leanings and was ordained in Llandaff cathedral by the Bishop, Francis Godwin the son of Bishop Thomas. Because of his puritan views, he was not allowed to preach by Bishop Piers but was recognised in the Commonwealth survey after the death of Charles I in 1649 as a “painful [painstaking] preacher”.  There was certainly some resistance in Westbury to the attempt by Bishop Piers in the mid 1630s to impose his authority on the village. The churchwardens were pronounced contumacious in 1634 and 1635 in the Bishop’s court for not producing a glebe terrier of the village showing in detail the sources of the vicar’s income. Part of the problem may have been Bishop Piers’s vigorous pursuit of his property rights in the village in 1635 when he had drawn up a rental of those tenants, leasehold and copyhold, who paid their rents directly to the reeve in Westbury.
 

With the coming of the Civil War and the ensuing Commonwealth and Protectorate the divisions inside the worshipping community grew and in Westbury these were associated with one man, Thomas Collier. It likely that it was Purefoy Middleham who was a source of inspiration and instruction to Thomas Collier, a young farm labourer from Westbury who became a famous preacher in the New Model Army in the Civil War and founder of the Western Baptist association in 1653. Collier’s early life is obscure but he was possibly the illegitimate son of Agnes Collier who died in 1662. The Colliers were related to the Hardwich family by marriage and it is probably from association with them and with Middleham that he became literate. The advent of war in 1642 provided him with an opportunity to leave the village and by 1646, still probably only in his early twenties, he had become recognised as an army preacher. He was present at the Putney debates on 29 September 1648, preaching before Cromwell. Here he outlined his main belief that the rule of the Saints had arrived. “Christ will come in the Spirit and have a glorious kingdom in the spirits of his people and they shall by the power of Christ in them reign over the world and this is the new heavens and the new earth”. He stressed the revolutionary nature of the times quoting St Paul’s Second letter to the Corinthians: “He that is in Christ is a new creature. Old things are passed away. Behold all things are become new … God will create a new heaven, a new church estate in the Spirit which will produce spiritual communion, spiritual joy and gladness amongst the Saints who live in this light and glory”. Collier was against divinely instituted magistrates and campaigned vigorously in Somerset for the King’s execution being the author of the Somerset petition which urged: “that justice be done on great offenders in satisfaction of the blood shed in the late quarrel”.  By 1652 he was back in Westbury teaching and baptising. A hostile commentator wrote of him: “This Collier is a great sectary in the west of England, a mechanical fellow, a great emissary and dipper”.  Whether or not he received the vicar’s approval or permission to preach and baptise in the village is unknown. His denunciation of tithes and his enthusiasm to found a separatist church would probably not have endeared him to Middleham. His preaching possibly split the parish. The Cheddar constable Henry Bankes protested at Collier’s activities in the Cheddar valley: “ None but rogues would put down Common Prayer.” He declared that he hoped to see Thomas Collier and his friends hanged because they were Independents “and would not go to church”. Undeterred, Collier then proceeded to establish a new church organisation, the Western Association of Baptists in Wells in 1653-4. He continued his work but little is known of his later career although he was still possibly active until as late as 1691. 
 

Purefoy Middleham died in October 1661. Had he lived he may well have been dispossessed of his living in 1662 because of puritan sympathies. His successor Andrew Warler died in 1663 and for the next seventy years the church at Westbury was served either by a pluralist non-resident vicar or a vicar of another parish. The cultural and religious changes in the years between the dissolution of Bruton Priory and the death of Middleham had eroded the communal, religious and social culture centred on the church and opened the way for a more individualistic religion based on a personal approach to God without the mediation of the church. As the eighteenth century progressed, the parish church was to become less and less the focus of the whole community as separatist religious groups grew and established their own meeting houses. The socially inclusive religion based on the parish church as experienced by the parishioners in Westbury in 1535 had gone never to return.       
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