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A good deal has been written of the religious changes of the 
sixteenth century, and it is not the purpose of this paper to speak 
of these. We shall consider here the more material side of the 
country parson's existence, his income, his house and furniture, 
and his worldly goods in general. The wills of the parish clergy 
in the sixteenth century, and more especially the inventories of 
their personal estate made after death for purposes of probate, 
tell us a good deal of the material side of their lives. In Leicester
shire, as elsewhere, they were mostly poor men, living their 
obscure lives in remote country parishes, never becoming known 
to the outside world exoept for some occasional misdemeanour 
or lapse that the archdeacon had brought to his notice at his 
periodical visitation. 

The Valor Ecclesiasticus, compiled in 1534, shows how 
meagre was the income on which the country parson had to live 
in Henry VIII's time. Of the 198 benefices listed in the arch
deaconry of Leicester, no fewer than 96 had a clear annual inc0111e 
of less than ten pounds. The commonest income for a parson was 
from six to eight pounds clear of all outgoings. In terms of modern 
money, we might say that half the clergy in the county had less 
than three hundred pounds a year to live on, and the typical 
parson had to manage on £180 to £250. This was doubtless 
adequate at a time when the clergy were unmarried and had no 
importunate children to feed and clothe, but, as we shall see, it no 
longer sufficed when the cost of living doubled and trebled as the 
sixteenth century went on, and the clergy married and plentifully 
reproduced themselves . 

Six parsons in the county had stipends of less than five 
pounds a year in 1534, of whom two held livings in th~ town of 
Leicester. St. Peter's in Leicester had a clear yearly income of 
only forty-five shillings (say seventy pounds a year to-day) 
and St. Nicholas's had only £3 lls. 3¼d. clear. In the country 
districts, the vicars of Cosby and Bitteswell, in Guthlaxton 
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deanery, received less than five pounds a year, though at the 
time the Valor was made the latter was held in plurality by the 
rector of one moiety of Misterton. Sparkenhoe deanery had one 
such poor living (Cadeby, £4 10s. 2d.) and Akeley deanery one 
(Diseworth £4 Os. Od.). 

Ninety parsons received from five to ten pounds a year 
beyond all outgoings from the living; forty-one received from ten 
to fifteen pounds; thirty-three received from fifteen to twenty 
pounds; and twenty-eight had more than twenty pounds a year 
clear (about six hundred a year to-day). The six richest livings 
of the county (all with a net income of over forty pounds a year) 
were Market Bosworth ( £55 18s. 2d .), Great Bowden ( £53 Ss. 
lO½d.), Bottesforc1 ( £51 4s. lld.), Church Langton ( £48 13s. 4d.), 
Belgrave ( £43 16s. 3½c1.), and Loughborough ( £40 16s. 3d.). 
Church Langton rectory was the first clerical preferment of the 
eminent Italian scholar Polydore Vergil, who came to this 
country in the early part of 1502 and was presented to this hand
some living by Sir Nicholas Griffin on November 6, 1503. He 
still held the living when the Valor was made in 1534, but 
according to Nichols had resigned it by the following year. It 
is hardly necessary to say that the Papal tax-collector, for that 
was Polydore Vergil's real business in England, did not reside 
in Church Langton but in London, where he drew the revenues 
from his many preferments. 

Eight benefices in Leicestershire were worth between thirty 
and forty pounds a year. These were Aylestone, Knaptoft, Aston 
Flamville, and Claybrooke in Guthlaxton deanery; and Hallaton 
(shared by two rectors), Kibworth, Medbourne, and Noseley (held 
by a warden) in Gartree deanery. 

There were great extremes of clerical income in each deanery. 
In Framland, Gartree, Akeley, and Sparkenhoe, the richest par
sons were ten times better off than their poorest brethren, and in 
Guthlaxton and Goscote they were eight or nine times better off. 
Only in the deanery of Christianity (Leicester Town), where, 
appropri~tely enough, all the livings but one were poor, were 
these extremes of wealth ,and poverty not to be found. 

Against this meagreness of the average country parson's 
income must be set the fact that he was, in nearly every parish, 
a practical farmer who, like other farmers down the village street, 
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had little need of money, since most of his wants could be met 
in his own household. Few things were bought from outside, 
except by the more well-to-do parsons nearer the town of 
Leicester. What the country parson could not get in his own 
sequestered village he went without. Of the few commodities in 
which there was a constant traffic in country places, coal was the 
commonest in Leicestershire, for· wood-fuel was becoming very 
scarce by the middle of the sixteenth century. Even in remote 
villages in the east of the county, well away from the coalfield, 
we find coal listed in one inventory after another after 1550, 
though we must bear in mind that the majority of the inventories 
are those of yeomen and husbandmen, and that the labouring 
families, who rarely left a will and inventory, most commonly 
used dried cow-dung, furze, and bean-haulms as fuel. Both wood 
and coal were beyond their small purses. 

The fact that the country parson could meet most of his needs 
in his own household is shown by the comparatively large sums 
of money which appear in clerical inventories. Few other people 
left any cash at death beyond shillings and pence, but the parson 
of Little Stretton, for instance, left five pounds ten shillings in 
ready money in 1531 out of a total estate of £13 6s. 8d. We do 
not know the value of his living, as it is one of the few not given 
in the Va.lor, but such a sum of money must have represented 
the best part of half a year's income. 

As a typical example of a poor parson in pre-Reformation 
days, we may take Sir Richard Brone, rector of Harston, a 
secluded little village high up on the borders of Lincolnshire, who 
died in 1519. In his lifetime he had enjoyed an income of a little 
more than eight pounds a year, roughly two hundred and forty 
pounds a year to-day. At his death his few possessions, which 
are listed in detail in the inventory, were valued at £8 10s. 8d., 
of which the greater part consisted of crops and livestock. These 
accounted for £7 7s. 7d. in all, consisting of five quarters of rye 
worth 33 / 4, five quarters of barley 15 / 8, six quarters of "blynd 
Come" 16/-, six quarters of oats 10/-, and hay valued at 16/-. 
Two kine, two heifers, two cows, a mare and a foal, and some 
pigs, made up his livestock, worth in all 56 / 4. In his house, 
too, lay three stone of hemp, valued .at 2 / 3, which would have 
been woven into some stout fabric. 

His apparel, or such as was worth valuing, was priced at 
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seven shillings and eightpence. His gown was valued at five 
shillings, and his "worstyt dowblytt" accounted for the 
remainder. 

The household goods were worth but fifteen shillings and 
fivepence. All his furniture in the little hall or living-room con° 
sisted of "three hordes" (the earliest and simplest kind of table) 
and one chair, worth sixteen pence together. By the hearth 
rested a pair of tongs and a brand-iron; from the pot-hooks in 
the ·chimney hung his two cooking-pots. Four pieces of pewter 
and a pan served for eating utensils. The pots and pan ,vere 
probably of brass, for they were valued at the comparatively high 
sum of four shillings. 

Lastly, there was his bedding in the other room of the house, 
known as the parlour. Two pairs of linen sheets and a pair of 
harden (a coarser quality than linen) sheets gave some protection 
from the pair of rough blankets, and a "beyde Cower" kept him 
warm in his solitary winter bed. No bedstead is mentioned in 
the inventory. It is likely that he slept on one or two of the 
"three hordes" already referred to, for we know that the poorest 
people slept on such boards in the sixteenth century. The 
inventory of a Wigston labourer in 1586, for example, speaks of 
"the Bedd bords". There is, too, the well-known description by 
William Harrison writing about 1577 .... of "the great amendment 
of lodging" in the previous two generations. Old people in his 
Essex parish told him that "our fathers, yea and we ourselves 
also, have lain full oft upon straw pallets, on rough mats covered 
only with a sheet, under coverlets made of dagswain or hopharlots 
(I use their own terms), and a good round log under their heads 
instead of a bolster or pillow. If it were so that our fathers ,or 
the goodman of the house, had within seven years after his 
marriage purchased a mattress or flock bed, and thereto a sack of 
chaff to rest his head upon, he thought himself to be as well 
lodged as the lord of the town, that peradventure lay seldom in a 
bed of down or whole feathers, so well were they content and 
with such base kind of furniture; which also is not very much 
amended as yet in some parts of Bedfordshire and elsewhere 
further off from our southern parts. Pillows (said they) were 
thought meet only for women in child-bed, As for servants, if 
they had any sheet above them it was well, for seldom had they 
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any under their bodies to keep them from the pricking straws that 
ran oft through the canvas of the pallet and rased their hardened 
hides". The rector of Harston's bed must have been of this 
painful description. 

Thomas Traherne, though he wrote in the middle of the 
seventeenth century, might well have been describing the poor 
Leicestershire parson in his lines on Poverty : -

As in the house I sate 
Alone and desolate, 

No creature but the fire and I, 
The chimney and the stool, I lift mine eye 

Up to the wall, 
And in the silent hall 

Saw nothing mine 
But some few cups and dishes shine : 
The table and the wooden stools 

Where people us'd to dine: 
A painted cloth there was 

Wherein some ancient story wrought 
A little entertain'd my thought 
Which light discover'd through the glass. 

Like Thomas Traherne's poor cottager, the rector of Harston, 
sitting by his hearth or sppping from his solitary board, must 
have 

wonder'd much to see 
That all my wealth should be 

Confin'd in such a little room .... 

Sir Henry Burtby, parson of Little Stretton, who died in 
1531, lived in rather greater comfort than this, though he also 
probably had only a two-roomed dwelling as had most villagers, 
farmers and labourers alike, before Elizabethan days. But hi~ 
hall boasted a folding-table, two forms, a chair, two stools, and 
an aumbry or cupboard. Some of his four coffers would also 
have stood in the hall, and so too would the three spinning
wheels whereon village women would come and spin his wool 
and flax into clothing, bedding, and napery. In the hall, too, 
we should have seen the two brass pots, two pans, six trenchers, 
and eight pieces of pewter. Unlike the comfortless rector of 
Harston, eating off bare boards by rnshlight, the parson of Little 
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Stretton supped off a folding-table covered with a linen table
cloth which bore two candlesticks for light. 

A coffer held his clothes, which consisted of "a jakette a 
double[t] a pere of hosse ij cappeys and a typpette", while 
another coffer held his eight shirts, a surprising extravagance for 
a country parson. In yet another coffer lay neatly folded those 
of his sixteen pairs of sheets which were not in use, and his 
towels and napkins. The parson of Little Stretton was evidently 
a lover of fine linen. 

From the tattered sheet of paper which itemises his posses
sions, we may deduce that Henry Burtby had two good friends 
who often came to have a meal with him and to stay the night. 
For there were three towels, three napkins, and three cushions
one for the chair and one each for the stools-and six trenchers, 
all of which suggests provision for two frequent guests and com
panions. There by the hearth they would sit, keeping the fire 
going with the aid of hatchet, wood-knife and tongs, talking and 
drinking home-brewed ale by candlelight. 

The parlour to which they would at last adjourn contained 
sufficient bedding for two beds-two mattresses, a bolster, two 
pillows, two coverlets, and three blankets, besides all the sheets 
already mentioned. Village people of all classes slept in the 
parlour of their small dwellings until well into the eighteenth 
century, when it became a sign of gentility to clear out the beds 
and keep the parlour for a sitting-room. 

'I'he parson of Little Stretton was much less of a farmer than 
the majority of country parsons. Apart from three bullocks, 
valued at five shillings each, and some peas and malt, he had 
nothing in the way of crops and stock. In this he was excep
tional, for most parsons were farmers in their spare time, though 
not all actually pushed the plough. Only the poorest men did 
this, and, indeed, they must have depended largely on their own 
efforts in raising crops and animals to get an adequate livelihood. 

John Jordayne, the rector of South Kilworth, died in the 
early weeks of 1558 and an inventory of his goods was made on 
February 7 of that year. His living had been worth £10 Ss. lld. 
clear per annum, about £325-350 to-day. His total personal 
estate was valued at £40 3s. Od., rather more than the average 
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village farmer left at this date, and of this farm-implements, live
stock and crops accounted for three-quarters. He, too, was a 
farmer for six days a week. 

His house was rather qigger than most in the village. It had 
a third room, which was probably a kitchen, built on to the hall 
at the opposite end to the parlour. This addition was the com
monest improvement to ordinary dwellings in Leicestershire after 
Henry VIII's time. Farmers who were doing better now that 
prices, especially of wool, were rising rapidly, enlarged their 
houses first of all in this way. It marked a stage in domestic 
history in that it removed most of the housework from the living
room and left it for leisure and entertainment. We do indeed 
find kite-hens referred to in ordinary farm-houses before 1550, 
but they become much commoner after this date, especially 
among the more prosperous husbandmen, yeomen, and parsons. 
The two-floored dwelling-house, with the bedrooms or chambers 
on an upper floor, was a still later development. A few such 
houses were built in the early part of the sixteenth century, more 
in the middle decades, and by the last part of the century they 
were fairly common, though the majority of village people con
tinued to occupy little single-story cottages until the early 
nineteenth century. 

As a contrast to the poorer parsons, let us take a rector of 
Narborough who died in 1554. Thomas Glover had been one of 
the few pluralists in the archdeaconry twenty years earlier, 
holding the livings of both N arborough and Peatling Parva, 
parishes nearly seven miles apart. From these two rectories he 
drew a clear annual income of £35 Ss. 3d., or something like 
eleven or twelve hundred a year to-d:ay. The inventory of his 
goods was made on December 17, 1554, and from this and his will 
(dated November 10, 1554) we obtain a good picture of a 
prosperous parson and his bachelor household. 

Unfortunately, the inventory does not specify the different 
rooms in the rectory of N arborough. This seems to have been 
rather larger than most parsonages, judging from the amount of 
furniture which is listed. Thomas Glover's will informs us also 
that the house was run by "Margaret my hows,ekeeper" and "Arne 
my servant". Altogether the rector left personal estate to the 
value of £70 18s. 4d. of which about eighteen pounds consisted of 
debts due to him. Of the remainder, thirty-two pounds repre-
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sented the value of his crops and animals. Thus nearly half the 
personal estate of even a well-to-do parson consisted of farming 
goods. The rector of N arborough left a far greater amount in 
crops and livestock than most of the farmers in the village. 

To Agnes Weston, whose relationship to him is not stated in 
the will, the rector left a miscellaneous collection of goods. Besides 
ten sheep and a mattress, he left her "my best brasse pott and the 
worst", a folding-table, an aumbry and a pan. To his house
keeper Margaret he left forty shillings (about fifty pounds to-day) 
"and my bed yt I lye in as yt is". She was also given "one 
chaffynge dish and the second brasse pott", a mash-vat, a folding
table, a pan, a pair of flaxen sheets, two swine hogs, three 
quarters of malt, and two quarters of rye. Margaret, her 
daughter, received "all the flax and hempe yt ys dressed". This 
varied assortment of goods bequeathed in kind and not in money 
shows clearly how little use there was for money in the Tudor 
village. There was still a good deal of barter, of goods for goods, 
and of labour for goods; the typical villager rarely handled coins. 
So Thomas Glover's personal estate was not realised for cash but 
was simply distributed as it was, in all its variety, to the legatees, 
who could make immediate and direct use of their acquisitions. 
The introduction of money into simple communities like this, and 
the creation of a money economy, has been the greatest single 
cause of the world's present plight and misery. 

With the great improvement in sleeping arrangements in the 
sixteenth century, it is very noticeable what great importance is 
attached in wills of the time to the handing on of comfortable bed
steads and bedding. Shakespeare's bequest orf' his second-best 
bed is well known. Thomas Glover had no fewer than three 
feather-beds, of which the best was left to his housekeeper, and 
one each to a brother and a friend. The eighteen pairs of sheets 
were similarly distributed, and so were the mattresses (another 
new-fangled luxury which an earlier generation would have 
despised). One of the mattresses went to "George my pryest", who 
also received twenty shillings, "my beste gowne", a pair of sheets, 
and "my typpet and my bonet". 

As was customary at the time, the rector left twenty shillings 
to his church ,at Narborough and a small legacy to every house 0 

hold in the village. Every "husbands howse in town" received 
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fourpence, and every "Cotych howse" twelve pence. Most vil
lagers who could afford it left such legacies to everyone in the 
village, sometimes twopence or threepence to every house, and 
sometimes the equivalent in bread. The vicar of Ashby Magna 
who died in 1558 left "to everyone of my paryshioners yt be 
occupeyed so mych tymber as shall make everyone of them a 
plow". A more sensible bequest than this can rarely have been 
made in any will. And then, "to every householder in the towne 
of Myche Ash be at the day of my berryal13d. in bredde And to all 
present at my berryall eight pence apese and meytt and drynke". 
The good vicar of Ashby Magna would be remembered for a time 
at least, while the memory of the funeral feast was green and so 
long as his ploughs continued to furrow the lands of the parish 
he had known. 

Roger Browne, a husbandman of Wigston Magna, made 
similar provision for the funeral feast in his will dated February 
20, 1567. After leaving twopence to "the poore man's boxe in 
\Viggeston" and twopence to "everie Cotych howse" in the vil
lage, he remembered a bushel of malt that Thomas Vanne still 
owed him. Of this, he said, "one stryke shalbe brewed for me 
at my buryall". 

A special interest attaches to the inventory of Matthew 
Knyghtley, r ector of Cossington, who died early in July, 1561. 
His will has already been printed in the rec,ently completed 
History of Cossington by Mr. and Mrs. Skillington, and Mr. 
Anthony Herbert has described the rectory in the same History. 
Much of the original sixteenth-century building which Doctor 
Knyghtley knew still stands, though many later alterations have 
obscured the older plan. But here and there the old rector, if his 
shade still haunts the best-loved places of life, as some say that 
shades do, would recognise familiar things. His ghostly eye 
would light with affection on the large bay window with its 
traceried head, the finely moulded beams in the kitchen, and on 
little rooms and odd corners tl;iat have not been touched since his 
day. 

Matthew Knyghtley, in his yonng days, had been a student 
at both Oxford and Cambridge. In the summer of 1509 he had 
graduated at Oxford as a Bachelor of Canon Law, and twelve 
months later as a Bachelor of Civil Law. He afterwards became 
a Doctor of Divinity, and must have been one of the most learned 
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men of his time in the diocese of Lincoln. We do not know for 
certain when he was instituted to the living of Cossington, which 
was to be his home until his death, but he was already there at the 
time of the archdeacon's visitation in 1526, and so he continued 
until the summer of 1561. He therefore held ,the living for at 
least thirty-five years, through the most stormy period of the 
Reformation. For a third of a century and more his venerable 
figure was known in the village street, and no doubt through all 
the changes and counter-changes of these decades the puzzled 
people of Cossington found a steady guide in the pulpit counsels 
of the learned "Master Doctour Knyghtley", as he is called in 
the churchwardens' accounts in these years. 

The inventory of Matthew Knyghtley's personal estate is 
worth reproducing in full : -

A Inventory of all & singuler the goods of Mathew 
knyghtley clerk Doctor of Divinitie & parson of Cosyngton 
taken & made the ixth day of July 1561. And praysed by 
Richarde chamberlayne thomas knyghton mathew watkyn 
and Roger lewyn 

:ffyrst in the chambers 
In primis one downe bedde i bolster ij pyllowes and twoo 
blanketts of fustian praysed at iiijli 
Item iij olde fethre beddes wth bolsters & couerynges at iijli 
Item iiij coffers at xxs 
Item one table withe a forme & a chayre at iijs iiijd 
Item iij bedsteds & ij hangyngs at vjs viijd 
Item one table clothe of dyaper at xs 
Item iiij payres of flaxen sheates at xxs 
Item v payres of hurden sheats at xs 
Item iij table clothes at iiijs 
Item x table napkyns at ijs 
Item hys Apparell at xli 
Item iij sylver spones at xijs 
Item his bookes praysed at xxli 

Summa xlili · xiijs 
In the Hall 

Item iiij table bords iij formes and one chayre at xiijs iiijd 
Summa xiijs iiijd 
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In the Kechen 
In primis iij brasse pottes at 
Item one pane & iij kettels at 
Item xxxj peces of pewter at 
Item xvj sawcers & potyngers at 
Item iij spytts at 
Item a payre of coberts at 
Item ij anndryons one fryenge panne and one 
drepynge panne at 

xs 
xiijs iiijd 

xxxs 
viijs 

vjs viijd 
ijs 

Item twoo hoggisheads viij Ronletts one Lade & 
j masshynge fate at xvjs 

iiijli Item xij stone of woole at 
Item xij kyne & ij heyfers at 
Item viij yerelynges & vj yonge calves at 
Item ij geldyngs at 
Item vij score sheepe & iij score lambes at 
Item ix acres of corne of dyverse graynes at 
Item xvj loods of old hay & newe at 
Item x hyves of bees at 
Item wood cooles & hove11 ware at 
Item viij Swyne & xj pyggs to wene at 
Item in pultre as geese henes & ducks at 
Item cheese at 
Item bakon at 
Item hoppes at 

Summa lxvjli xijs 

liijs 

xiiijli 
iiijli 
iiijd 
xxli 
iijli 
iijli 
xxs 
iiijli 

xxxiijs 

xxvjs 
xxvjs 

xs 
viijd 
viijd 
xxs 

Summa totalis bonorum Cviijli ijs iiijd 
Exhibitum fuit xix 0 Julii 1561 apud leicester 
coram magistro Nicho harwar deputat' 
domini Archini leic' 

The inventory is not so explicit about the rooms and lay-out 
of the rectory as it might have been. There was the usual hall, 
in this case very poorly furnished, considering the learned doc
tor's comfortable means. The living of Cossington was worth 
£17 7s. 3¼d. clear a year, well over five hundred pounds a year 
in modern money, and besides this the profits from the farming 
side must have been substantial each year. It seems probable 
that the rector spent most of his time, when indoors, in his study 
among his fair collection of books, and that the hall was rela
tively little used except for meals. At one end of the hall was 
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the kitchen, with the usual implements and array of brass and 
pewter. "The chambers" must have induded a study and at 
least three bedrooms, which almost certainly means that the 
rectory had an upper floor. This is suggested, too, by Mr. 
Anthony Herbert's account of the older part of the present 
building. 

That there were at least three bedrooms is suggested by the 
fact that the rector occupied one, the cook and the other servants 
another, and there_must have been a guest-room also in which 
lay the "downe Bedde", with its bolsters and pillows of down, 
its linen sheets, and its blankets of fustian. This was not the 
rectorial bed, for Dr. Knyghtley tells us in his will that he was 
accustomed to sleep on a feather bed. He leaves to Sir William 
Pollard, his chaplain, "ij £ether bedds wch I my sel(am wonte to 
lye on''. 

\Ve learn also from the rector's will that the house was run 
with the aid of .a day-woman, one Emma the wife of Richard 
Wylkins, two servants-Robert Saunders and Richard Garland
and a cook, Ralph Peke. The good rector evidently did himself 
very well. 

He, too, was a practical farmer. His farm-goods were worth 
in all some sixty pounds, out of a total personal estate of £108 
2s. 4d.; his household goods were worth rather less than twenty 
pounds, and his books and apparel thirty pounds. Crops were 
of small importance in the rector's farming. He had nine acres 
under grain of various sorts, probably for the most part barley 
(this was the biggest grain crop in Leicestershire in the sixteenth 
century), worth only three pounds, .and his hay was worth 
another three pounds. Thus corn and hay together amounted to 
only ten per cent of his farm 0 goods in value. His two hundred 
sheep and lambs were the most important interest of his farming, 
valued at twenty pounds; while the twenty-eight cattle of various 
sorts were worth eighteen pounds . Various items in the church
wardens' accounts at this time refer to the rector's farming activi
ties, as, for instance, the item under 1557 which Mrs. Skillington 
quotes in her transcription of some of the accounts (Transactions, 
vol. XIX, 307)-"Rec of Master Doctour Knyghtley for kepinge 
of his close from lamas tyll candelmas iijs iiijd". 

By the time of Matthew Knyghtley's death in 1561 the pace 
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of economic and social change was quickening. Prices, which 
had risen generally by about a third between 1500 and 1550, now 
began to rise more rapidly, decade by decade, as the plunder of 
the Spanish treasure-ships reached England in vast quan
tities. The inflow of the new gold and silver from Potosi and 
other rich American mines had effects in the remotest English 
villages, for by the time of the Armada prices had risen a hun
dred per cent. in fifty years. By the first decade of the seven
teenth century, the general price-level was 2½ times what it had 
been in the 1530's. Thereafter the rise was rather less rapid, 
though by 1650 prices were three times as high as they had been 
a hundred years earlier. Not all commodities rose in price to the 
same extent. Some rose less than this, others (such as firewood, 
which was eight times as dear as it had been) rose to a far greater 
extent. But taking into consideration the prices of all the things 
that entered into daily life, we may say that it cost three times 
as much to live in Cromwell's England as it had done in the days 
of Henry VIII. 

The effect of this rapid rise of prices was that all people with 
fixed incomes, or whose incomes did not keep pace with the 
rising prices, grew steadily poorer; while those who had a margin 
of income over and above the bare costs of living were able to 
profit on an unprecedented scale from the golden opportunities 
for enterprise and investment. So, as the rich grew richer, the 
problem of poverty in town and village, during Elizabeth's reign, 
became much more acute, not because the dissolution of the 
religious houses had dried up the springs of charity, but because 
life was becoming harder for those whose incomes lagged to an 
increasing degree behind the rising cost of living. The "great 
amendment of lodging" of which Harrison spoke did not affect 
the poorer classes to any appreciable extent; by the end of the 
sixteenth century, indeed, the cottagers, small farmers, and 
labourers generally were only half as well off as their great
grandparents had been in the golden age when the century was 
young; but the moneyed class, landlords and merchants alike, 
were growing vastly rich and were beginning to build themselves 
grand houses in the new style. 

In the Leicestershire village, then, the cottagers and small 
farmers, those who worked for a wage or who merely got a bare 
living from their holdings, lost ground. In so far as the smaller 
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husbandmen were able to live off their own produce, the rise of 
prices did not affect them directly, except when it was a question 
of replacing stock and making purchases in the town. Their 
greatest danger was that some prosperous yeoman would buy 
their holdings over their heads, or offer a higher rent to a land
lord who was equally anxious to increase his income to meet the 
rising costs orf living. The larger farmers, especially the yeo
men, for whom farming was a business and not merely a means 
of getting food, shelter, and clothing, profited greatly from the 
nsmg prices. Their wool, above all, fetched better and better 
prices at Leicester and Melton, and soon they were able to buy 
or lease more land, convert arable into pasture for yet more profit
making sheep, build themselves larger houses with two floors, 
and often buy the lordship of manors on which their fathers and 
grandfathers had been customary tenants. 

So the poor parson, like the labourers and petty village 
farmers, grew poorer; but the parson in the fatter living, whose 
farming was as profitable as many a yeoman's, was able to build 
himself a more commodious house or to enlarge the old medieval 
rectory or vicarage after the new fashion. 

William Rustat, vicar of Barrow 0 on-S0ar, who died in 1588, 
will serve as an example of the changing times. In the Liber 
Cleri of 1576 he is described as resident in his parish, aged sixty 
years, married, and presented to the living by the Lord Keeper. 
He was reported to be well skilled in Latin, moderately versed 
in the holy scriptures, and a teacher in his benefice. His living 
was worth in the Va.Zar of 1534 rather more than fifteen pounds 
a year, or roughly four hundred and fifty pounds to-day. 

At the time of his death, his personal estate amounted to 
£116 11s. 3d. (equivalent to about £1,750 in modern money), 
about as much as a prosperous husbandman would have left 
behind him. The inventory shows that his house contained a 
hall, parlour, study, a little chamber within the parlour, the great 
chamber, the Pigeon chamber, a kitchen, and a buttery. There 
were also the farm offices-two malt chambers, a milkhouse, a 
boulting house, and a workhouse. 

The list of the contents of each room gives us a good idea 
of the interior of a comfortable village house at the time of the 
Armada. The hall, or principal living-room, was a vastly 
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different place from the bare and simple room of the poor parson 
of two generations back, such as that of the rector of Harston 
which we have described. It contained, first, two framed tables, 
themselves a great advance on the tables of an earlier date, for 
instead of a top supported at each end by a stout plate of wood 
and joined by a long stretcher, the framed table had four or more 
bulbous legs, all joined by stretchers near the floor-level. This 
sub-structure was known as the "frame", hence the name of this 
type of table. A livery cupboard stood at one side of the hall, 
probably at the kitchen end, at which the "liveries" or allow
ances of food were put out. 

The chairs .and stools also show the influence of the new 
fashion. \Ve read of "three joined chairs and two other chairs", 
that is, three chairs in the new style made by a joiner, as distinct 
from two chairs of an older and rougher pattern made by the 
carpenter. Similarly, there were four joined stools in the room, 
together with .a long form or bench such as had been the only 
form of seating in earlier times. Then there were six "Turkey 
worked cushions" to provide a little soft comfort, and the "old 
say hangings" which concealed the bare walls and lent some 
warmth to the room. Around the hearth was a land-iron (that 
is, bars to support logs in the fire) and all the other implements 
so often listed in old farm-houses, but here dismissed simply as 
"other ironwork about ye chimney". 

The parlour, which was still used as a bedroom, contained 
"one bedd with the furnishings", one little framed table with 
a form, two chests "with certain linens", some cushions, "the 
old hangings", the usual fire-irons, an old chair and two little 
stools. A room described as "the little chamber within the 
parlour" was used as a bedroom. The study was a simple room 
containing a bed, a table, an old form and .a chair, and two 
shelves. No mention is made of books, but there must have been 
some originally. They may have been removed before the 
inventory was made. 

Upstairs, in the Great Chamber, the walls were hung with 
"paynted clothes". These hangings, found especially in bed
rooms, were made of canvas on which biblical or mythological 
scenes were depicted in water-staining or tempera, and they were 
a part of the furnishings of any well-appointed household in the 
sixteenth .and seventeenth centuries. But the principal object 
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of the room was the vicarial bed, a magnificent affair with expen
sive hangings,which alone was valued at six pounds, as much 
as the entire furniture of many a farm 0 house. A number of large 
chests contained linens, and there was in addition a cupboard. 
Two square tables, two forms, and a chair completed the furniture 
of this room, which also boasted "two carpet clothes". These 
usually covered tables or chests at this date, rather than floors, 
and in William Rustat's bedroom probably covered the two 
square tables. The beautiful rug which appears in so many of 
Vermeer's pictures is used in this way. The other bedroom, 
called the Pigeon chamber for some reason, contained nothing of 
interest. 

Returning downstairs, we find in the kitchen the usual spits 
and irons arom1d the hearth, a lead (or brewing-vat), and querns 
-that is, hand-mills such as had been used from prehistoric 
times for grinding corn. In the malt chamber was wool and tow, 
while "an old chamber" contained yarn, malt, and "other 
grayne''. 

The buttery contained six barrels, pewter, five brass candle
sticks, a pestle and mortar, and six silver spoons. In the milk
house was a consider.able array of vessels for producing various 
kinds of food-brass pots and pans, posnets (small boiling-pots 
or saucepans with long handles) earthen pots and puncheons, a 
salting-trough (in which meat of all kinds was salted down for 
the long winter) and cheese-vats. All these things stood on long 
trestle tables. 

The boulting-house contained "loomes" (these were casks 
for .. home-brewed ale), a kneading-trough, a boulting tun and 
other wooden vessels, while the workhouse contained all the 
carpentering tools. In "the orchard house" were hemp and 
flax which would be spun and woven into sheets, tablecloths, 
napkins and shirts by the women of the household. Up in the 
orchard, where the vicar was wont to stroll, were his bee-hives. 
We may imagine him tending these on some summer morning, 
while the cuckoo's ancient plain-song echoed from a vanished 
spinney and the air was heavy with the scent of the hawthorn 
that hedg.ed off the orchard and gardens from the village fields. 
Beyond the orchard hedge, the vicar would see his barley, rye 
and wheat ripening in the Midland sun, and somewhere out of 
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sight his tethered livestock grazed in the common pastures. 
Coming back from the orchard, William Rustat would cross the 
yard where his poultry picked about, past the carts and other 
farm-gear that were kept there, and the wood-stack and the coal
pile, and so into the kitchen where the women were already hard 
at work; and would then vanish into his study for a morning of 
leisurely reading. 

Unlike the rector of Cossington, who depended chiefly on 
sheep, the vicar of Barrow paid special attention to grain crops. 
These were valued at forty pounds (about six hundred pounds 
to-day) at the time of his death and they represented over a 
third of the total value of his personal estate. Altogether his 
farm-goods were worth £53, nearly a half of the total inventory. 

Here we have a picture, then, of the comfortable country 
parson in his largish vicarage, in which almost everything 
necessary for life was produced. William Rustat's household 
grew its own wheat and rye, ground its own corn, baked its own 
bread in the kitchen oven; grew its own barley, made the malt, 
and brewed the ale and beer; produced butter, cheese ,milk, vege
tables, fruit and honey; spun and wove wool and flax into 
clothing, sheets, napery and bedding; reared, killed, and salted 
down its own meat (chiefly beef and bacon); made its own 
candles and rushlights; and did all its own carpentry. In all 
things essential to life, except for warmth, the vicarage at 
Barrow in 1588 was fully able to meet its own require
ments. In this comfortable house we have moved a very long 
way from the medieval poverty and bareness of the rectory at 
Harston seventy years earlier. The two houses seem, not merely 
two generations, but centuries, apart. 

The great increase of prices between 1550 and 1650 was not 
so disastrous to the clergy as might be supposed, for since the 
greater part of their income came from tithes in kind, and the 
price of all commodities had gone up, the value of benefices had 
risen accordingly. Nevertheless, as Canon Foster shows (in The 
State of the Church, Lincoln Record Society, vol. 23), there were 
many parishes where tithes had not increased pari passu with 
prices, as often a composition in lien of tithes in kind had been 
fixed by agreement and these customary payments soon ceased 
to represent current market values as prices continued to rise. 
Thus we find the vicar of Queniborough pleading poverty in 
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reply to a demand for his contribution to the clerical subsidy of 
1614, saying "my livinge by reason of an old composition is very 
small not worth p annum xxli and my charge is very great and 
of late I have bene relieved by my neighbours and brethren by a 
motion from the late Bishopp Barlowe". 

It seems, however, that in Leicestershire, at least, such cases 
were exceptional, for a sample of seventy-eight parishes in the 
deaneries of Framland and Guthlaxton shows that the value of 
benefices multiplied by nearly four between 1534 and 1603, when 
a "Survey of the Churches and Incumbents in the County of 
Leicester" was made. This survey is printed in the first volume 
of Nichols (pages xcvi-xcviii) where it is wrongly assigned to 
the year 1650. Mr. Percival Moore shows (in Reports and Papers, 
1907) that the survey must be dated very early in James I's 
reign (certainly before 1607) and it probably corresponds to a 
similar survey made in the deaneries of Lincolnshire in 1603. 

Benefices had not increased uniformly in value, however. 
Some had increased six or seven-fold, one (Harby) even ten
fold; others had not kept pace with the rise 0£ prices. In both 
deaneries, as we should expect, the value of rectories had 
increased generally more than that of vicarages. Thus in thirty
seven parishes of the deanery of Framland, the value of rectories 
had multiplied almost exactly by four, but that of vicarages by 
only three. In forty-one parishes in the deanery of Guthlaxton, 
rectories had multiplied by four in value, but vicarages had risen 
in value by only 170 per cent.-roughly corresponding to the 
rise in prrces. 

If these two deaneries are a fair sample of what had happened 
throughout the county, as there is every r,eason to suppose they 
are, then parsons had not, as a whole, suffered any diminution of 
real income. \Ve find, however, that some livings had not im
proved proportionately with prices, and in such cases as these 
the lot of the parson was far worse than it had ever been. One 
in four of the benefices in Framland deanery had diminished in 
real value (i.e., their money values had not risen in the same 
proportion as prices), and of these diminished livings all but one 
were vicarages. Stonesby had been a miserably poor living even 
in 1534, worth only £5 Os. 6c1. a year (about £150 to-day), but 
by 1603 it was very much worse. The vicar's stipend of eight 
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pounds a year was equivalent to less than a hundred a year to-day. 
G.arthorpe, Hose and Eaton were nearly as poor. In Guth
laxton deanery, on the other hand, all the livings but two had 
improv,ed as much as prices had gone up, and, of these two, one 
was a fat rectory where the diminution was no hardship. 

Taking both deaneries together, twenty-one benefices out of 
seventy-eight had incomes of twenty pounds a year or less (about 
£240 to-day). Almost all of these were vicarages, and as for 
the opulent impropriated rectories we must remember that in 
many of these the spiritual duties were performed by underpaid 
vicars and curates. Sir William Faunt of Foston, for ex.ample, 
drew £130 a year (£1,560 to-day) as the impropriator of the rec
tory of Lowesby and allowed the vicar the pittance of £6 13s. 
4d . annually ( £80 a year to-day), out of which he had to meet 
tenths, subsidies, and archdeacons' fees. Instances such as 
these were common, and Sir William Faunt must not be regarded, 
by any means, as an exceptionally rapacious impropriator. 

If we took into account merely the money-incomes of 
Leicestershire benefices we could not say that most country par
sons were worse off at the end of the sixteenth century than they 
had been at the beginning. In the majority of livings, incomes 
had kept pace with prices. But in fact the economic position of 
the parson had been radically altered for the worse by a new 
burden, and that was the freedom to marry and to have children, 
which had been one of the changes brought about by the Refor
mation. It is to this aspect of the country parson's life that we 
must now turn. 

Although it is said that "about a fifth of the beneficed clergy 
were found to be married at the time that M.ary came to the 
throne" in 1553 (Salzman, England in Tudor Times, 106), a 
return made in 1560 shows that of a total of 129 clergy in the 
archdeaconry of Leicester all but nine were still unmarried. The 
list is not complete for the whol.e county, but the fact is clear 
that very few of the clergy in Lei-cestershire were married at this 
date. Within a few years, however, the situation had changed 
greatly, and when the Liber Cleri was compiled for the arch
deaconry in 1576 the majority of Leicestershire clergy were found 
to be married. Out of the 121 clergy whose marital state is 
reported, 64 were married and 57 were not, and the proportion 
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of married clergy, though we have no figures for later years, pro
bably tended to increase as time went on. 

Onqe married, the clergy entered upon their connubial duties 
with as much industry and enthusiasm as the laity. Year by 
year the number of little hostages to fortune to be seen playing 
oq the parsonage lawn increased with mathematical regularity 
(as the parish registers show) and the country parson began to 
find that an income which had been just sufficient for an un
married predecessor was wholly inadequate for his new status 
of husband. and father. Soon even the church authorities began 
to notice the problem of the poor parson, who was far more 
common than his affluent brother. Archbishop Grindal wrote 
to the Qt1een on December 20, 1576 : "So as at this day in mine 
opinion where one church is able to yield sufficient living for a 
learned preacher there are at least seven churches unable to do 
the same, and in many parishes of your realm where there be 
seven or eight hundred souls (the more is the pity) there is not 
eight pounds a year reserved for a Minister". 

The replies of the Leicestershire clergy when the subsidies 
of 1614 and 1615 were demanded of them show how poor many of 
them were and how large were their families. "My v'~ry good 
Lord", wrote the vicar of Cosby, "my livinge is verie small about 
xli communibus annis my charge verie great xiii children livinge 
and I live in debt". The subsidy was certainly a stiff demand; 
the poor vicar . was being asked for a tenth of his whole income 
at once. From Enderby-with-Whetstone Zachary Goddell wrote 
"My benefice is not worth above twentie markes by the yeare 
my estate very poor my children are tenne". Thomas Pollard, 
vicar of Peatling Magna, was trying to bring up twelve children 
on less th(ln twenty pounds a year. The rector of. Knaptoft, 
though he was much .better off, also had twelve children; the 
rector of Peckleton had "ten children and an innocent expending 
upon my small maintenance". From Hungerton the vicar wrote 
"My living is verie smaU Mr. Bryan Cave reapeth and receiveth 
all the tythes and for myne own part my state is soe weak as 
that if I had not lately received a gratuity from the rest of the 
brethren I had not been able to have maintayned myselfe and 
eight children till this tyme". From Dunton Basset, Ibstock, 
Higham, Skeffington, and Twyford, too, came the cry orf many 
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children and little money; still other parsons were written off by 
the bishop's tax-collector as paupers. 

The vicar of Plungar tried treating the tax-collector airily, 
with the usual lack of success. "Cum desint vires", he wrote in 
reply to a demand for twenty shillings, "tamen est laudanda 
voluntas", to which the collector noted "Sententias loqnitur but 
208 were more worth, more silver and lesse latin would doe well". 
And the cowed vicar was obliged to write again, saying "I have 
neither corn nor cattell neither will I keepe my livinge long it 
is so poor". 

Since the material rewards in the church were so miserably 
inadequate, so far as the majority of parsons were concerned, it 
is not surprising to find a low standard of attainment and scholar
ship among the clergy of this time. The Liber Cleri of 1576 
shows that in the archdeaconry of Leicester only one parson in 
eight was sufficient in Latin; the others were either "insufficient" 
or quite ignorant. In the holy scriptures, twelve were suffi
ciently or moderately learned, and ninety-three were insufficient 
or ignorant. Many men were dismissed as "mere ignorant" in 
both branches of learning, and some relegated to an even lower 
level as "utterlie ignorant". 

The poorest livings were generally occupied by men devoid 
of Latin or of the Scriptures, or of either. In three livings worth 
under five pounds a year in the Valor-Cadeby, Bitteswell, and 
Cosby- there were two ignorant men (though one had "some 
knowledge'' of the scriptures), while the third man failed to 
appear before the bishop's examiners at all. Richard Tilley, 
the vicar of Bitteswell, the poorest country living but one in 
Leicestershire, was described as resident and married in 1576, 
having no knowledge of Latin, but some of the scriptures; and 
in the Liber of 1585 he is dismissed as "daye laborer". The 
living was so utterly inadequate that he was obliged to hire him
self out to farmers in the village for a wage. Poor Richard 
Tilley had no hope of preferment, though total ignorance in itself 
was no obstacle to more opulent appointments, any more than 
general ineptitude is to-day; but he lived on and died a t Bitteswell 
in 1605 at the age of eighty-two, ignored and forgotten by the 
great ones at Lincoln. 

The vicar of Peatling Magna, another poor living ( £5 9s. 2d. 
a year in the Valor) was described as "a mere ignorant" by the 
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comm1ss10ners in 1576, and nine years later is called "husband
man". At Glooston, a living worth eight pounds a year in 153.4, 
George Parkin the vicar was eighty years old and unmarried, 
and apparently beyond all examining, for of him the commis
sioners noted ''he understandeth nothing''. The vicar of Thrus
sington was condemned as "utterlie ignoraunt". 

There were, however, a few parsons with some scholarship, 
and not all in good livings. The parson of Bruntingthorpe was 
the only man in the archdeaconry with any Greek-"well learned 
in the latine tongue and somewhat in the greeke, and indiffer
entlie in the scriptures"-while the parson of Sheepey was a 
young man "prettily learned both in grammar and divinitie". 
Henry Lynney'; the twenty0 six year old vicar of Whitwick, made 
an unfortunate impression on the bishop's commissioners: "he 
seems in his own eyes to be wise but in ours to be without judge
ment, a diligent teacher in his benefice so far as in him lies''. He 
had not, however, Canon Foster observes, the supreme contempt 
for men of riper years that was shown by one youthful incumbent, 
elsewhere in the diocese of Lincoln, who was reported to the 
bishop for preaching, inter alia, that all old me.n are damned. 

Ignorance was not the monopoly of the poorer parsons, for 
some of the fattest livings were held by men who had little or no 
knowledge of either Latin or Divinity. The rector of Aylestone, 
who is described i.n 1585 as a "serving man", was reported in the 
earlier Liber to be "indiffere11tlie learned in the Iatine tongue and 
in the scriptures", and the equally rich livi.ng of Knaptoft was 
held by· another man ignorant of both. Richard Blackwin, · the 
rector of Knaptoft, had had an interesting career. The Lib er of·1576 
informs us that he had "no letteres to shew because he was a 
religious man" and that he had been ordained at Luddington by 
a suffragan· in the time of John Langland, bishop of Lincoln. 
He had, in fact, been ordained sub-deacon at the age of twenty, 
in 1532, as a Dominican friar of Leicester. The Dominicans, 
or Black Friars, had a small house in the town of Leicester whkh 
was surrendered to the Crown on November 10, 1539, Richard 
Blackwin being among those who signed the deed of surrender. 

Doubtless, like all the other dispossessed monks and nuns, 
he received a pension, but of this there is no record, and his 
career for some time after the Dissolution is unknown. In 1560 
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he appears as rector of Knaptoft, one of the richest livings in 
Leicestershire, worth nearly a thousan9" a year in modern money, 
.and as yet unmarried. Like many another monk, Richard 
Blackwin had made the best of the changed conditions and his 
lines had fallen in a pleasant place. Here, at Knaptoft, already 
a decaying parish, where squire Turpin's sheep grazed over the 
site of vanished houses, he occupied a rectory just outside the 
new Hall which the Turpins had built for themselves, looking 
across the green amphitheatre in which streams gather and run 
down to three seas. 

The rectory is described in a terrier orf 1606 as a house "of 
three baies builte of wood and covered with stone into many 
large Rooms of ancient Buildinge". It stood in an acre of ground, 
"containing a little garden place with a quicksett round it", and 
on another side stood a barn of four bays .and a stable of one bay. 
In this pleasant spot, Richard Blackwin married late in life (he 
was almost or quite fifty by then) and raised a family of six 
children, four daughters and two sons, all of whom he left com
fortably off when he died in 1587 at the age of seventy-five. To 
his three unmarried daughters, he left in his will thirty pounds 
each and "her Coffer", if they should be ruled by his sons 
Samuel .and George in their choice of a husband, but if they 
would not be so guided they were to have only the coffer and its 
linens, and no money. 

Nothing has yet been said of a long-standing scandal in the 
church, the holding of livings in plurality. Though in some 
cases a very poor living might be held together with a better one, 
solving the problem of the former to some extent, this was not 
the commonest motive for pluralism. Most of the grosser 
instances of non-residence occur among the weaithier clergy, who 
often lived hundreds of miles, from parishes from which they 
drew handsome incomes. Thus the rector of N arborough in 
1576 lived in Yorkshire, where he was chaplain to the countess 
of Cumberland. Narborough, from which he drew an income 
equivalent to nearly ,eight hundred a year to-day, was served by 
a cur:ate whose stipend is not known but was certainly meagre. 
The rector of Bottesford, the third richest living in Leicester
shire (worth the equivalent of fifteen or sixteen hundred in 
modern money) lived somewhere in Nottinghamshire, where he 
had another benefice. Kegworth was held by Dr. Hawford, 
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Master of Christ's College at Cambridge, where he resided. This 
living was worth £200 a year in 1603, but the curate who per
formed all the duties of the parish received only eight pounds of 
this. The vicar of Melton lived at Chester in 1576, and the rector of 
Saddington at Oxford, and so one could go on with the scanda
lous list. Altogether there were thirty-seven pluralities in 
Leicestershire in 1576; fifteen men held two livings within the 
archdeaconry, fifteen others held one living in Leicestershire and 
another outside it, and seven others are not exactly specified. 
By 1603, when the survey of the churches and incumbents was 
made, the number of pluralists had been reduced to twenty-four, 
but they were just as scandalous as they had been a generation 
earlier. 

The Survey of 1603 revealed a sad state of affairs in Leicester
shire. In one parish after another the parson was reported to be 
insufficient, scandalous, or negligent, and such backsliders were 
to be found in rich and poor livings alike. The vicar of Brun
tingthorpe, whose predecessor had been noted for his Greek, was 
found to be "weak, negligent, and worldly": at Misterton the 
rector was "weak, pluralitan, non-resident, altogether negligent 
and scandalous"; the rector of Knipton was "negligent and sus
pected of popery" . Many parsons were suspected of being 
unsound, but the commonest complaint by far was that the 
parson was no preacher. While there were six men "corrupt 
and unsound in religion", and thirty-two "of infamous and scan
dalous life", no fewer than seventy-six were "unpreaching and 
dumb ministers". Moreover, of the men who preached, twenty
five were regarded as not worth listening to ("weak in gifts and 
unprofitable") and another twenty were put down as careless and 
negligent. 

The time was coming when the sermon was to be the climax 
of the service, culminating in Cromwell's days in services that 
were little else but one long sermon with a few intervals for singing 
in which the preacher gained his second, and third, wind. We 
may, indeed, end this account of the country parson in Leicester
shire with an anecdote from Nichols which is worth reviving, 
though it relates to the seventeenth and not to the sixteenth 
centu,ry. At Bottesford, in the north-eastern corner of the county, 
bordering upon Lincolnshire, "an old clerk of the parish, who 
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died in the winter of 1728, and had been parish clerk here up
wards of sixty years, used to tell a pleasant story as he had it 
from his father, clerk here before him, that in the long-winded 
days of Oliv,er Cromwell, they were wont to have sometimes 
three or four gifted men preach here one after another, with only 
a psalm between each sermon; and that while the psalm was 
singing, several people who were not so fond of psalms as of 
sermons, often went out to warm themselves by a good fire; but 
that there was one old woman who would never stir till all was 
done, and at last died in the church for want of refreshment: the 
old clerk used to say, She was preached to death". 

I wish to thank Mrs. S. H. Skillington for the photograph 
of Peatling Magna church, and Mr. F. L. Attenborough for the 
photographs of Knaptoft and Little Stretton. 


