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TuE custom of displaying :a list of the incumbents of a parish 
church within its walls needs no commendation. lt is a most 
valuable testimony to the historical continuity of the parish and 
its church, and, if accompanied by sufficient detail, may form a 
document of great service to the historian. But, in not a few 
instances, such lists me compiled from imperfect sources and 
without proper enquiry into the methods needed for their con
struction; while, even when the list of names by itself is full and 
correct, it often is without the addition of particulars which, given 
as they habitually are in the records from which those names are 
taken, do not deserve to be overlooked. It is for the use of those 
who wish to know something of the souroes from which lists of 
this kind are taken and to learn how they are compiled and what 
they should include that these notes are written. 

In the first place, an elementary distinction should be made. 
The incumbents of parish churches are either rectors or vicars. 
In the first case, they are the parsons of their churches, the 
personae who give the church or benefice, in itself an abstract 
idea quite distinct from that of the church as a fabric, its concrete 
individuality and legal identity. They are instituted by the 
diocesan bishop to its spiritualities, its cure of souls with the duties 
and privileges involved: by mandate from the bishop, they are 
inducted by the local archdeacon or some commissary in his place 
into its temporalities, the possessions belonging to it, its sources 
of revenue, the custody of its moveable goods, the occupation of 
the rectory house and glebe. In the second case, the rectory 
of the church with its revenues arising from the great 
tithe, i.e., the tithe of corn and hay of the parish, has pa!'!sed 
penuanently into other hands. The cure of souls, however, 
cannot be alienated from the church or served from a distance, but 
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" 
requires to be discharged by a resident. For this purpose the 
new rectors who, whether they be individuals or, as in most 
instances, corporate bodies of persons, are, properly speaking, the 
parsons of the church, must be represented by a deputy or vicar 
in priest's orders,, to administer the sacraments and preach to and 
instruct his flock. 1 In order to provide permanently for the 
maintenance of a vicar, the rector or rectors have to make an 
arrangement ensuring his stipend from certain fixed sources and 
guaranteeing him an adequate residence. This arrangement, con
firmed by the diocesan and sanctioned by his decree, has the effect 
of establishing the vicarage as a freehold benefice which, unless 
its incumbent incurs deprivation for misconduct, can be vacated 
only by death or resignation. To this, as to a rectory which has 
continued without the alienation of its revenues from the cure of 
souls, institution and induction, as described above, are necessary, 
and thus the succession of vicars remains on record. 

In either case, however, the existence of a patron is necessa1y 
to put the process of institution and induction into motion. No 
doubt, in early days, when parish churches grew up as missionary 
settlements among a population still largely heathen, spreading 
from the local centre of Christianity, the bishop made appoint
ments of the clergy whom he selected to serve them. But, with 
the process of time,, Christian land-owners founded churches on 
their estates for the use of their tenants. This became very 
general,, and naturally the founder of the church was regarded as 
the advocate of the church, its legal defender and patron, exer
cising as such the right of nominating the incumbent and pre
senting him to the bishop for institution and its consequences. 
At his death the right of patronage, the advowson (advoca,tio), did 
not go to the bishop, but descended to the founder's heirs, who 
remained the permanent founders and patrons of the church. In 
feudal language, the advowson of the church became appendant 
to the manor in whose jurisdiction it ·lay, and descended with 
it from heir to heir. 

lThe popular use of the term "parson" as an equivalent of "clergyman" 
has obscured its legal significance. See New Eng. Diet . s .v. Parson, 
with the instructive series of quotations. Note especially the dis~ 
tinction between parsons, vicars and curates, and Blackstone's remark 
that "the appellation of parson (however it may be depreciated by 
familiar clownish, and indiscriminate use) is the most legal, most 
benefici~l, and most honourable title that a parish priest can enjoy". 
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Sometimes, when a church was exceptionally well endowed, 
the rectory slipped into the condition of a sinecure. The patron 
still presented successive rectors, who were duly instituted and 
inducted, but were allowed to serve their cure by vicars for 
whom regula!: provision was made by consent of the diocesan. 
Thus one and the same church occasionally furnishes parallel lists 
of rectors and vicars, the rectors being presented to the bishop 
by the original patrons, while t'hey themselves were patrons of the 
vicarage and presented the vicars. But far more commonly than 
this, with the growth of monasteries throughout the land, patrons 
of churches bestowed their right of advowson on religious houses 
of which they were frequently the founders. Every student of the 
foundation charters of monasteries knows how constantly they 
include gifts of churches. This does not mean a gift of buildings: 
the church in such a case is the benefice, and its gift is the trans
ference of the advowson. The monastery becomes the permanent 
patron : its obligation for the bestowal of the gift is to pray in 
choir and at the altar for the donor's good estate in this life and 
for his soul in the next. The gift, moreover, left the benefice 
entirely :at the disposal of the new patrons, implying their freedom 
to enter upou and appropriate the rectori:al tithe. This in most 
cases they d:id and thus became rectors or parsons of the church. 
Not always, for monasteries with large possessions often were 
content to receive annual pensions out of the fruits of parish 
churches to which they could present influential clerks in orders 
arid so m.~ail themselves of their help in business affairs. At first 
the appropriation of rectories was somewhat indiscriminate and 
was doubtless regarded as directly implied in the gift of the 
advowson. The dispositions for the cure of souls of appropriated 
churches were probably somewhat haphazard. Monks were 
canonically incapable of serving parochial cures: this, however, 
may have been overlooke9- where a parish church was close to a 
monastery or where the parochial altar was within the monastic 
church.itself. Canons regular, on the other hand, in spite of the 
difficulty of combining cures of parish churches with attendance 
at service in their monastery, seem persistently to have regarded 
parochial duties in many instances as part of their sphere of work 
included in the intentions of their founders. Be this as it may, the 
usual practice seems to have been for an appropriating monastery 
to find a secular chaplain who would serve the appropriated 
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e church for a fixed stipend settled by mutual agreement. It was 
not until the end of the twet,fth century and the age of the third 
and fourth Lateran councils (1179 and 1215) that insistence was 
made upon the proper ordination of vicarages in appropriated 
churches, and it is from that era, so important from every point of 
view in the history of ecclesiastical organisation, that the syste
matic record of admissions to vicarag,es begins. But it was not 
until 1279 that the inroads made upon feudal proiJerty and the 
damage to the revenues of the Crown caused by unrestricted 
appropriations were checked by the statute of Mortmain, which, 
if it did not stop them, at any rate put them under control. 

Of these fundamental facts with relation to rectories and 
vicarages we may take local examples. First, from Leicester 
itself. When Robert Boss:u founded the abbey of St. Mary of 
the Meadows in 1143, he gave it the advowson of all the churches 
within the town, including the castle church of St. Mary, which 
was served by .a body of secular canons. His intention may have 
been that the abbot and convent should serve the churches by 
members of their own body. If such an experiment was made, 
it was soon abandoned. 'I'he Augustinian canons of Leicester 
Abbey, with an unusually large amount of parish churches at 
their disposal, were content to serve them by secular chaplains. 
In all the Leioester churches vicarages were ordained, even in 
St. Mary's, where the abbot of Leicester had complete control of 
appointments to the collegiate prebends. Institution to all the 
vicarages lay with the bishop of Lincoln as diocesan. He himself 
in the meantime was patron of the suburban church of St. 
Margaret, the parish church of the bishop's fee which had its 
origin at the Conquest. By the gift of St. Margaret's as a 
prebend, i.e., the provender of a canon, to the cathedral church 
of Lincoln, the prebendary, appointed by the bishop, became the 
patron of a vicarage ordained in the course of the thirteenth cen
tury, and this of course was another of the vicarages whose 
incumbents came to the bishop for institution. 

In the second case, we may go for a striking juxtaposition 
of rectories and vicarages to a point where the counties of Leicester, 
Northampton and Rutland meet in the valley of the Welland. 
Here, on both sides of the stream, there were several churches in 
the patronage of lay lords of manors, such as Rockingham in 
Northamptonshire and Seaton in Rutland. The churches of 
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Gretton and Liddington were both held by prebendaries of Lin
coln and served by vicars. Higher up the river, towards Market 
Harborough, the churches of Weston-by-Welland and Welham 
were appropriated to the Augustinian prior and convent of Laund; 
and, had we asked any intelligent native of those .parts who was 
the parson of Wilbarston or of Harringworth, where the Welland 
takes an eastward turn towards Stamford, he would have 
answered "The abbess and convent of Elstow", near Bedford, 
for both churches were appropriated to these ladies, and they and 
Laund served their churches by vicars. But, close to Rockingham, 
there were two churches of wh~ch the advowsons belonged to the 
abbey of Peterborough, Cottingham in Northamptonshire and 
Bringhurst in Leicestershirn. These 1ong remained unappro~ 
priated by the convent, and Cottingham, now in the patronage of 
Bmsenose College at Oxford, had and still has tits individual 
rector or parson. Both churches were good livings which Peter
borough kept as a reward for friendly clerks whose aid could be 
invoked at court or in matters of law. Thus one of the rectors of 
Cottingham was for a time William of Edington, well known as a 
government official and minister of state and as bishop of Win
chester. The names of the rectors of Bringhurst are less famous, 
but the benefice was profitable and the rectory at an early date 
was regarded as a sinecure, while the cure of souls was delegated 
to a vicar with a fixed endowment, who was presented, just like 
the vicar of a church appropriated to a monastery, by the parson. 
Thus there is a parallel series of rectors and vicars at Bringhurst 
until 1496, when the abbot and convent of Peterborough, suffering 
at that date, as we know from other sources, from summers of 
drought which had deprived them of some of their principal 
resources, obtained licence to appropriate the rectory to their own 
uses. As there was already a vicar, serving the cure of Bring
hurst and its chapelry of Great Easton, theice was no need for the 
ordination of a vicarage, which went on as before until the disso
lution of the monastery, when the new dean and chapter of Peter
borough took the place of the abbot and convent. 

There are other types of benefice which we must take into 
account. No far from the district which we have just visited is 
the church of Hallaton, which had two rectors. In a case of this 
kind the advowson was divided between two patrons, the lords 
of two manors in the parish. It would have been possible in 
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the first instance for each of these landowners to found a separate 
church for his own tenants, a pnarctice of which we have surviving 
examples where we find two churches built close to one another 
or in the same churchyard. The alternative was either for the 
two to exercise their right of patronage over the same church by 
presenting incumbents turn and turn about, in which, case each 
was the owner of a moiety of the advowson, or to treat the church 
as two distinct benefices. In the latter case each was said to 
own the advowso,n of a moiety of the church, and each presented 
his own rector when his moiety happened to fall vacant without 
regard to the condition of the other moiety. There were many 
such churches throughout England, a. few of which were to be 
found within quite recent years; but from an early date we often 
find such moieties disappearing and consolidated into a single 
benefice. One very conspicuous example was the church of St. 
Wulfran at Grantham in Lincolnshire, which had been given by 
the Crown, late in the eleventh century, to St. Osmund, bishop of 
Salisbury. Here the history of the church was independent of 
that of the manor, but its revenues were halved, with those of its 
dependent chapels in neighbouring villages, to form two pre
bends in the cathedral church of Salisbury. The prebendaries 
were joint rectors of the church, each as a proprietor of a moiety, 
but without cure of souls, since they held their r ectories as mem
bers of the chapter of a greater church. Each, however, had to 
present a vicar to the bishop of Lincoln as the diocesan of Gran
tham, and so there were not only two sinecure rectors, but two 
vicars . This arrangement lasted until 1714, when the vicarages 
of North and South Grantham were consolidated under one 
incumbent. The double rectory continued until the ecclesiastical 
changes of the nineteenth century, but the titles Grantham 
Borealis and Grantham Australis are still attached to two pre
bendal stalls in Salisbury Cathedral. 

Of churches where for a long time a single advowson was 
treated as the joint property of two owners, who presented in turn, 
an example near Halla ton was Ashley on the Northamptonshire 
side of the Welland; while another instance, as at Hallaton, of a 
double advowson, was the church of Sheepy in west Leicester
shire, where, as at Hallaton, the double rectory survived into the 
last century. One would expect that the existence of two parsons 
in one church might not always be completely harmonious; but, as 
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a matter of fact, such parsons, with the licenoe which was allowed 
for definite r,easons in the middle ages, and in later times was too 
often taken for granted by those who could afford to leave their 
churches to curates, were seldom resident and might well agree 
to share the hire of a curate between them. This seems to have 
been the case at Hallaton in 1526, when there was only one 
curate and a chantry priest with an annual stipend. 

In this connex'ion it should not be forgotten that to the 
medieval mind the title "parish priest" belonged neither to the 
rector nor to the vicar, but to the curate. The rector was the 
parson, the proprietor of the great tithe, responsible for the upkeep 
of the chancel of the church, but very frequently possessed of a 
plurality of benefices and seldom, if ever, resident. The vicar 
was bound by canon law to reside upon his benefice, though this 
obligation was less strictly enforced as time went on and many 
vicars became non-resident. But rectors and vicars alike, where 
the revenues of their benefices were sufficient, hired curates for 
the purpose implied in the name, to be responsible to them for 
the cure of souls. It was to these, and not to the holders of free
hold benefices, that the term "parish priest" or "parish chapfain" 
was applied. 

Of these something must now be said, or, rather, of the 
positions which they held. A chaplain, it need hardly be said, 
is a priest who has something to do with a chapel; and a chapel 
in the middle ages was normally a foundation subol'dinate to a 
parish church, forming either part of the church itself or a 
separate building within the parish . In either case the chapel 
had its altar and the priest who served it was its chaplain, some
times holding a permanently endowed chantry as his freehold, 
but in :a very large number of instances subsisting upon a tem
porary endowment and upon casual hire. It is, however, with 
the separate chapel that we have to do. Leicestershire was rich 
in such foundations, and we have a valuable record of their 
ex'istence at the beginning of the thirteenth century in the 
Matriculus of Bishop Hugh Welles, a statement of details relat ive 
to the parochial benefices of the archdeaconry of Leicester. In 
this are enumerated the separate chapels in each parish, and in 
some there were several. In the parish of Market Bosworth were 
the chapels of Barlestone, Carleton, Shenton and Sutton Cheney; 
in the same neighbourhood Dadlington and Stoke Golding were 



ECCLESIASTICAL BENEFICES AND THEIR INCUMBENTS 9 

chapels to Hinckley. Burton Lazars, Eye Kettleby, Freeby, 
Sysonby and Welby were all chapels in the parish of Melton 
Mowbray; while the parish of Rothley, corresponding to a large 
and scattered manorial jurisdiction, embraced chapelries so far 
distant from the parish church as Chadwell, Gaddesby, Grimston, 
Keyham and Wartnaby. Each of these chapels needed its chap
lain to say mass within its walls daily, though sometimes two 
could be combined under one chaplain who said mass in each of 
them on alternate days; and for the supply of such chaplains the 
incumbent of the parish church was responsible. In many such cases 
no doubt the inhabitants of the chapelry found the chaplain's 
stipend and maintained the fabric of the chapel, and there is no 
need to pity the yicar of Rothley for having to endure the burden 
of looking after the fabric of the chapel or paying the curate at 
Gaddesby, or his neighbour at Barrow-on-Soar for having to pay 
similar attentions to the chapel of St. Bartholomew at Quorndon. 

These were all dependent chapels, chantry chapels isolated 
from the mother church : their services, we must not forget, were 
chantry services in which the prime reason of pious foundations, 
the duty of constant intercession for the living and the dead, was 
ceaselessly maintained. But there were also here and there 
c:hapels which, though nominally within parishes and owing cer
tain dues to parish churches, were yet freehold benefices with 
rectors of their own. The origin of these "free chapels" was 
often obscure; but as a rule they were founded as private chapels 
on small manors at a distance from a parish church, with encfow
ments furnished by their founders. Their incumbents were 
rectors receiving tithe, in recognition of which they were fre
quently charged with an annual payment to the incumbents of 
their parish churches; but the free chapel was regarded as 
involving no cure of souls, and its parishioners, like any others, 
were expected to go to the parish church for baptisms, marriages 
and burials. When a free chapel acquired the right of burial, as 
sometimes happened where the distance from the parish church 
was great and roads were bad, other rights followed and its status 
became distinguishable only inpame from that of a parish church, 
while gradually its special title was dropped. Sometimes, where 
it w:as at a smaller distance and the need for its separate existence 
became less pressing, it ceased to be more than a name: thus the 
free chapel of Kibworth Harcourt, though after the Reformation 
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it still had its own minister, fell by degrees into disuse and dis
repair, and the chapelry was eventually merged altogether in the 
parish of Kibworth Beauchamp. Or, again, in a small country 
place with a scanty population, the foundation of a free chapel 
on a local estate might be fatal to the continued existence of the 
neighbouring parish church : how this happened at N oseley 'has 
been told by the present writer in an earlier volume of these 
T ra1nsac bvons. 2 

The county of Leicester supplies an interesting example of a 
free chapel in one parish close to a dependent chapel in another. 
To-day the church of St. Giles at Blaston, now regarded as a 
parish church:, stands a short distance from the chapel of St. 
Micbad in the parish of Hallaton. The first of these was origin
ally a free chapel in the parish of Medbourne, which had virtually 
achieved independence and was claiming recognition of its com
plete freedom as early as the beginning of the fourteenth century. 
The other was attached from the beginning to the church of 
Hallaton, on a manor which belonged to the abbot and convent 
of Peterborough. T.he presence of these two buildings, so near 
one another yet so different in their history, in one rather remote 
village naturally arouses curiosity, and the continuity of the dis
tinction between them is emphasised by the fact that, less than a 
century ago, both, were rebuilt and are still in use. 

Rectories, vicarages, incumbencies of moieties of churches 
and of free chapelries have now been treated all in turn, while 
something has been said of the dependent chapelries which had 
no incumbents of their own, but were served by chaplains hired 
for an annual stipend and removable at will. Similar chaplains, 
it has been seen, were found serving cures of souls in parish 
churches at the appointment of their rectors or vicars. But 
there were also not a few parish churches, appropriated to religious 
houses, in which no vicarage was ordained, but a "removable" 
chaplain took the place of the vicar for whom, for some reason or 
other, no disposition nad been made. Most frequently, such 
churehes were in the immediate neighbourhood of the appro
priating monastery or at no great distance, and, if the monastery 
were one of canons, could easily be served from it by one of its 
members. Examples of this type of church in Leicestershire are 

2Transactions XII, 234-264. 
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few; and in spite of the privilege enjoyed by Premonstratensi.an 
houses in this respect, the appropriated church of Tugby, for 
example, was served by a secular vicar, though its distance from 
the abbey of Croxton was not an insurmountable impediment. 
The church of Prestwold is a conspicuous instance. Here the 
proprietors were the distant prior and convent of Bullington in 
Lincolnshire; but no vicarage had been ordained, a secular curate 
was in cha,rge, and the order of Sempringham, to which Bullington 
priory belonged, was exempt from episcopal jurisdiction. 
Although the exemption of a religious order did not carry with it 
the exemption o.f churches appropriated to its ,houses, in this pa1-
ticular instance the theory seems to have arisen that Prestwold 
was in the peculiar jurisdiction of the prior of Bullington; and, 
when, after the dissolution of the monasteries, a lay rector 
succeeded to the rights of the prior and convent,. the tradition was 
maintained and the church was treated as a donative, to be 
bestowed as he pleased. Last of all may be cited the parish 
church of Kirkby Bellars, which was appropriated to the free 
chapel founded by Roger Beler in 1319 and converted into a priory 
of Augustinian canons forty years later. Here, unlike Prestwold 
and Bullington, church and priory were close together and one 
could easily be served from the other. 

It is necessary to keep in mind that, in spite of the absence of 
a vicar, parish churches of this kind, served by unbeneficea: chap
lains without institution or induction, were quite distinct from 
dependent chapels served in the same way. But, while con
secutive lists of rectors and vicars of parish churches and many 
free chapels, wherever the diocesan bishop exercised his ord:ina.ry 
jurisdiction, are always possible, similar lists of chaplains who had 
no security of tenure and probably often succeeded one another 
at short and uncertain intervals cannot be obtained. Mentions of 
individual chaplains may be found in casual sources, but it was not 
until after the Reformation that the custom arose of recording 
licences to "perpetual curacies", as churches were termed in 
which vicarages were not ordained; and even then tihe practice was 
somewhat fitful until a later and more methodical a.ge . 
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II 

THE main sources for the lists which we are contemplating are 
the registers of diocesan bishops, of which in England we fortu
nately possess a great and unique series, not indeed complete, but, 
in spite of gaps, inexhaustible in the material which they furnish. 
Not always preserved with care nor exempt from casualties, they 
have nev,ertheless been spared the pillage and destruction which 
wars of religion and revolutions have brought about in other 
countries. Of such registers in general it need be said only that 
they :are collections of documents, letters and memoranda of 
episcopal acts, preserved for future reference. Their contents 
vary considerably in character accmding to the judgment and 
requirements of individual registrars. Couched in official and 
formal language moulded on precedents of which they themselves 
supplied abundant examples!, such documents, are 1highly im
personal : they tell us much of the administration of a diocese, but 
little of the personal character of those who administered it. And 
it must be remembered that, even when, as in the early part of 
the fourteenth century, they are most copious, there were matters 
in diocesan administration which wel'e outside the immediate 
province of the bishop, and for which we must look elsewhere 
than in books concerned purely with matters that came under his 
personal jurisdiction. 

Of the series which have come down to us, those of the bishops 
of Lincoln and the archbishops of Yark, both beginning in the· 
first quarter of the thirteenth century and in the form of rolls of 
parchment, are the earliest and most continuous: at York volumes 
of folios took the place of rolls from 1266, at Lincoln not until 
1290. The registers of the archbishops of Canterbury begin in 
1279 with Archbishop Pecham, those of the bishops of Exeter in 
1258, of Worcester in 1268, of Hereford in 1275. The first Winches
ter volume is that of Bishop John of Pontoise in 1282: the registers 
at Carlisle, Lichfield, Norwich and Salisbury all begin during 
the last decade of the thirteenth century. London, Bath and 
Wells, Durham, Ely and Rochester follow during the first quarter 
of the fourteenth century. Alone of medieval English dioceses, 
Chichester is without episcopal registers until the very end of the 
fourteenth century, and even then there is a gap of several years 
between the first and its next successor. Nor are the medieval 
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series in other dioceses unbroken. Canterbury itself displays a 
remarkable hiatus in the second quarter of the 14th century; there 
is a long gap at \Vells between 1363 and 1401; of Durham only two 
registers3 survive from the fourteenth, and one from the fifteenth 
century; at Carlisfe after the earliest only one is left . 

From the very beginning prominence of place is given in these 
registers to records of institutions to benefices. The early rolls 
at Lincoln are rolls of institutions, and very soon, in that large 
diocese, a separate roll was kept for ,each archdeaconry. In the 
first volume of the registers a division is made between institutions 
and memoranda of other kinds, which was maintained in 
succeeding volumes, two books, one of institutions, the other of 
memoranda, being allotted to some episcopates. With institu
tions are included deeds of appropriation of churches, ordinations 
of vicarages and other documents which concern the status of 
benefices. As a rule, however, this division of subject was not 
observed. The York registers, for the most part, while divided 
~nto convenient sections corresponding to ar~hdeaconries and 
other administrative areas and departments, mingle institutions 
with other memoranda in a more or less chronological order. 
Whatever method of sub-division might be employed, the regis
ters, kept at a central offi.ce, were made up at intervals from rough 
drafts, and not always with systematic regularity. 

T,he forms in which institutions are recorded differ. The 
registrars at York during the fourteenth century followed the 
custom of repeating in each entry the actual words of the fonnal 
letter delivered to the person instituted, in which he is greeted by 
name and this address is followed by the formula beginning with 
the words Te de cuius meritis in Domino pleme confidimus, etc . 
There are other forms employed of which no description need be 
given. But the normal method was to enter a plain statement of 
fact, an example of which may be giv,en in translation from the 
York register of Cardinal Wolsey, or rather of his vicar-general. 
This occurs among a batch of similar entries and relates to a 
church between Barnsley and Sheffield. 

Likewise on the sixteenth day of the month of November 
in the year of our Lord abovesaid (1518) sir Ralph Whit-

30ne in the Public Record Office, edited in four volumes for the Rolls 
Series under the title Registrum Pala.Unum Dunelmense. 
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feld, priest, was admitted to the parish church of Tankers
ley in the diocese of York, being void by the death of sir 
Thomas I ve, the last rector of the same, at the presentation 
of Robert Ga.rgrave of Tankersley, esq., and dame Elisa
beth Sayv.ell, late the \\ife of sir John Sayvell, knight, the 
true patrons for this turn of the said church, and was 
canonically instituted in the same; and, when he had taken 
the oath of obedience, a mandate was addressed to the arch
deacon of York or ,his official for the induction of the same 
sir Ralph into corporal possession of the said church, etc. 

Of the fuller type of entry this specimen may be quoted from the 
same register. The place referred to is Ferry Fryston, on the 
right bank of the Aire near Pontefract. 

Brian Higdon, doctor of laws, etc., vicar general in 
spirituals, to our beloved in Christ sir4 John Gascoyng, 
priest, greeting in the Lord. To the perpetual vicarage of 
the parish churoh of Friston upon Aire, in the diocese of 
York, being vacant by the free resignation, made into our 
hands and by us admitted, of sir John Nost,erfeld, the last 
vicar of the same, to which you actually are presented to 
us by the circumspect persons the succentor and warden of 
the college of vicars of the church of St. Peter, York, and 
the vicars of the same college, the true patrons of the said 
vicarage, we admit you in consideration of love and do 
institute you canonicaHy upon your oath in our pr-esence 
in the same with all its rights and appurtenances as per
petual vicar, with the burthen of continual and personal 
residence according to the .form of the constitution of the 
lords Otho and Ottobon, sometime Iegates of the apostolic 
see in England, uttered in this behalf, saving an annual 
pension of forty shillings of good and lawful money of 
England, by our ordinary authority lawfully assigned from 
and of the fruits and rents of the said vicarage, for the 
sustenance of the aforesaid sir John N osterfeld yearly 
during his life, which you have taken a corporal oath in 
our presence upon the most holy gospels of God to pay 
faithfully to the same sir John Nosterfeld every year of bis 

4I.e. dominus, the title usually given to a priest. Cf. Chaucer, Cant. 
Tales B 4010: "This sweete preest, this goodly man, sir John". 
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life according to the form of our decree made in this behalf; 
committing to you fully in the Lord the cure of souls of the 
parishioners and the rule of the same vicarage. In witness 
whereof the seal of our office aforesaid is appended to these 
presents. Given at York on the last day but one of the 
month of June in the year of our Lord 1519. And on and 
in the same day and place, when a corporal oath had been 
canonically and lawfully taken by the same sir John Gas
coyng, a mandate was addressed to the archdeacon of York 
or his official for the induction of the same sir John Gascoyng 
or any person whomsoever his proctor in his name into 
corporal possession of the said vicarage, etc. 

By a comparison of these two forms, the essential points to be 
noticed in both are the date of the institution, the name of the 
person instituted, the cause of vacancy of the church or vicarage, 
the name of the last incumbent, and the name of the patron or 
patrons. The second form includes the details of the provision 
of a pension for the retiring incumbent on his resignation, which 
is usually, as in this case, supplemented by the text of the decree 
of assignation. The mention of the obligation of residence laid 
upon a vicar by the leg.a.tine constitutions is common to all similar 
entries; while the notice of the mandate for induction is normal, 
without special details that call for notice. 

For the purposes of a list of incumbents, then, the Tankersley 
entry can be condensed as follows : 

Date 

1518, 18 
Nov. 

Name of incumbent 

Ralph Whiffeld, 
priest. 

Patrons Cause of vacancy 

Death of Thomas 
Ive. 

Robert Garg rave 
of Tankersley, 

esq., and Elisabeth, 
late the wife of 

sir John Sayvell, knt. 

A fifth column should be left for additional notes such as the 
amount of any pension with which the entering incumbent ma¥ 
be charged or particulars of any person other than the archdeacon 
or his official to whom the mandate for induction may be directed, 
or, again, the name of the proctor when the incumbent is admitted 
by proxy. Finally, the sixth column should contain the reference 
to the lea.f of the register or to any other source from which the 
record has been obtained. 

The impottan,ce of including the names of patrons in the 
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list should be obvious, and it is to be regretted that in many lists 
in churches the names of incumbents have been put on record with
out any notice of the persons who presented them. Of course, 
where a church was appropriated to a religious house, the patrons 
of the vicarage were constdnt; but towards the end of the middle 
ages both rectories and vi,carages in the gift of monasteries are 
often found in the presentation of lessees for one or more turns, 
and after the Reformation the patronage of such benefices under
went the usual vicissitudes of advowsons in private hands. But, 
where the advowson of a church was appendant from the begin
ning to a manor and has continued to be so appendant, the names 
of patrons form a record in brief of the descent of the manor, as 
interesting to the local historian as the names of rectors and 
vicars, and indeed more interesting from the genealogical element 
which the celibate clergy of the middle ages could not supply. 
Moreover, the record of patrons in the register was for legal pur
poses of the highest significance. Students of plea rolls know 
how often the right of presentation to .a living came into dispute in 
the royal courts of law, and how large a place the assize of darrein 
presentment (ultima.e presemta.tionis) takes among the measures 
devised to further the course of royal justice in the reign of Henry 
II. Where two claimants or moJCe brought before the court 
versions of their possessory pretentions which obviously conflicted 
with each other, when they often produced entirely incompatible 
lists of patrons and incumbents, where was the truth to be found? 
The episcopal registers were decisive on the point, and we can 
hardly doubt that this reason had considerable influence upon 
their origin and their subsequent history. Memoranda on the 
fly-leaves of such volumes show how, even to our own day, they 
continue to be produced in law courts from time to time to fur
nish evidence in various cases other than questions of patronage, 
such as endowments of benefices, parochial boundaries, or the 
obligations of chapelries to their mother churches. 

As we have seen, another important feature of these records 
is the statement of the cause of vacancy of the church in con
nexion with the institution of each incumbent. This is by no 
means regula,rly noted in the earlier registers, in which, indeed, 
its appearance is exceptional; but it becomes usual in the begin
ning of the fourteenth century and so links successive institutions 
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to each other. In very few instances, it must be owned, is the 
list thus formed without its omissions. Deaths and resignations 
are sometimes left without notice: very generally, where presen
tation for the time being lay with the Crown, the church is said 
to be vacant without further phr.ase. During th.e great pestilence 
of 1349, in the dioceses of Bath and Wells and Exeter, in which 
it Was at its ·height early in the year and many churches were 
vacant, it is only in rare instiances that the registers give the 
cause of vacancy or the name of lhe last il]lcumbent. Here, of 
course, we need not assume that intermediate institutions have 
been omitted; but there are many cases in which they are definitely 
wanting. Often this happens where the succession of incumbents 
has been rapid, for reasons to which we shall come presently; but 
it is probable that, in days when bishops, constantly on the move, 
received candidates for institution at one of their country houses 
or on the way from one place to another, notes of such institu
tions were sometimes lost or mislaid and so escaped entry in the 
register, which was kept at some central place and was posted up 
from these materials. But it is curious that at no period are 
records of institutions more frequently missing than at a time 
when they are also extremely numerous and complete in form. 

This was the second half of the fourteenth century. Ex
changes of benefices had, of course, been not uncommon a.t an 
earlier elate, but, in the years that followed the great pestilence, 
years in which it Decurred twice with considerable violence, the 
custom of exchange waxed until it became general. At Lincoln, 
Bishop Buckingham's register of institutions occupies two large 
and heavy volumes, covering some thirty-five years and full of 
records of exchanges, made at prodigious length with constant 
repetition of the same common forms, mutatis mutandis. Where 
two persons wished to exchange ·in the same diocese, the process 
was simple. But, if an incumbent in the diocese of Lincoln, for 
example, wished to· exchange with an incumbent in the diocese of 
Exeter, the exchange was managed by one of the bishops acting 
under commission from the other. To take an illustration, we 
may suppose that an exchange has been arranged between a rector 
of Loughborough, in the diocese of Lincoln, and a rector of 
Hackney, in the diocese of London. The bishop of Lincoln 
issues a commission, .authorising the bishop of London to effect 
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the exchange. He does so, instituting the rector of Hackney to 
Loughborough and the rector of Loughborough to Hackney, and 
makes out a certificate addressed to the bishop of Lincoln, whkh 
contains within it the full text of the commission and the account 
of his action in accordance with it. Armed with this, the new 
rector of Loughborough appears before the bishop of Lincoln and 
takes the oath of canonical obedience to him, when the mandate 
for his induction to Loughborough is issued to the archdeacon of 
Leicester. As Hackney is in .the diocese of London, the register 
of the bishop of London will probably contain nothing more than 
an entry recording the institution of the new rector with the 
notice of his exchange of the church of Loughborough. At 
Lincoln, however, since the new rector of Loughborough has been 
instituted by another diocesan, the practice is to enter in the 
register the bishop of London's c.ertificate with the bishop of 
Lincoln's commission in full, together ~ith the statement of the 
oath of obedience take.n by the rector and of the issue of the 
mandate to the archdeacon. 

The size of episcopal registers is greatly swelled by the 
inclusion of these lengthy and formal documents, whose contents 
can generally be summarised sufficiently in a few lines. In spite 
of this, however, the system of exchanges was so popular and, 
in the last quarter of the fourteenth century, became so general 
that it seems to have transcended the patience of registrars to 
keep pace with it. The system, moreover, was fostered by 
brokers who arranged exchanges in large numbers and in 1391 
called down the wrath of Archbishop Courtenay upon them in the 
mandate denouncing "Choppechirches" as accursed consorts of 
Gehazi and Simon Magus. 5 In spite of such outspoken lan
guage from the primate, he and his suffragans apparently found 
no hesitation in expediting exchanges which can have been 
arranged with no other reason than the financial profit involved, 
though it is sometimes difficult to ,ee who can have profited in 
the end but the broker. lt often :uppened that a man, instituted 
to a living by exchange, re0exchanged it for his previous or 
::: :-iother living on the same day or a few days later. Such a 
transaction was obviously intenG~d to bring him some emolument 

5Wilkins, Concilia III, 216. 
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from .a temporary occupation of the benefice, for which the 
obliging person or persons with whom he exchanged no doubt 
received a quid pro qua. Further, it is possible to discover 
"rings" of clergy deeply engaged in this traffic, exchanging bene
fices with one another or combining as lessees of advowsons which 
they freely manipulated. 6 

Nevertheless, however reprehensible this custom may have 
been, incumbents who profited by it, if only for a few hours, must 
take their place in a list, and, if the exchange has by any chance 
passed without notic.e in the register, it leaves a gap between one 
incumbent and the next, with a resignation and an institution un
accounted for, sometimes with only a few days to spare. It is 
very easy to see how rapid exchanges of this kind could pass 
unrecord,ed. When the benefices were in the same diocese, and in 
the same archdeaconry, it may not be difficult to recover the 
missing item, as the exchange may be recorded under the name 
of the other church involved : if they were in different arch
deaconries, some search among contemporary documents in other 
parts of the register may reveal it. But, if they were in two 
different dioceses, the earnest enquirer may have to travel from 
one set of registers all over England to another, and, after having 
gone through their contents for the given period, return empty. 
If every diocesan registry in England were supplied with a 
calendar of the exchanges recorded in other registries, it would 
be of great benefit to the local historian and save him those long 
and expensive pilgrimages which his conscience will impel him 
to take in search of a missing fact or two. 

We have perhaps spent too long over this topic, but it con
cerns a problem from which a very small number of lists of 
incumbents are wholly exempt, while it illustrates the genuine 
difficulties which beset the compilation of a really satisfactory list . 
Hitherto, also, we have been speaking of registers as if they were 
purely medieval. It is true that, shortly before the Reformation, 
the bishop's official register was ceasing to be the only record of such 
business as was thought worthy of preservation. At York separate 

6A comparison of the careers of three canons of Li~coln, ~homas ~aldyng , 
John Baysham and Nicholas Wymbyssh will provide an mstance. 
See Visitations ReUg. Houses dio . Lincoln (Lincoln Record Soc.) 
I, 192, 200, 201. 
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Institution books begin towards the middle of the sixteen_fo cen
tury, and, while at first they duplicate entries in the registers of 
the archbishops, they contain .additional notices and in time take 
the place of the official registers for this purpose. The field of 
research thus becomes somewhat wider after the Reformation : 
where one source fails us, we may have recourse to another, to 
collections of presentation deeds, to the subscription books in 
which are enter,ed the certificates of the subscription of persons 
instituted and licensed to benefices and curacies to conformity with 
the Book of Common Prayer and the Thirty-nine Articles, or to 
bishops' certificates of institutions, r,eturned into the Exchequer 
and later into the King's Bench, and preserved in the Public 
Record Office. To steer through the period between the Refor
mation and the Restoration is not always easy. After the sup
pression of the monasteries a v.ast amount of patronage fell into 
the gift of the Crown. During the changes in Church. and State 
of the sixteenth century, benefices may often have been filled up 
slowly, and gaps in registers and Institution books reflect the 
dislocation of public affairs. In the case of Crown presentations 
and of others .as well, names of retiring incumbents are habitually 
wanting: the church or vicarage is said to be vacant merely by 
the death or resignation of the last incumbent. It must be owned 
that, at a period when sources are both various and numerous, 
they leave much to be desired and the methods displayed in them 
are often somewhat casual-and this too at a time when, whatever 
changes in other respects the age may have brought, the ordinary 
jurisdiction of the bishop and the administration of his diocese 
remained unchanged. 

This unrest did not wholly cease with the sixteenth century, 
and the compilation of lists for the first half of the seventeenth 
needs great care and is liable to disappointment. For names of 
incumbents intruded into livings during the Commonwealth the 
chief sources are the volumes which at the Restoration came into 
the possession of Archbishop Juxon and are preserved at Lambeth 
Palace. But, with the Restoration the orderly conduct of diocesan 
registries improved, and, whatever were the shortcomings of the 
Church of England during the later Stuart and Hanoverian 
periods, episcopal registers did their work as methodically and regu. 
larly as is compatible with the natural imperfection of humanity. 
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Licences to curacies were now systematically entered with insti
tutions to benefices, subscription books 'help in checking and 
supplying material, and, in more recent years, "diocese books" 
contain in a succinct form the information entered more fully in 
Institution and Act books. 

III 

UP to this point we have dealt simply ·with episcopal registers, 
as the main source from which lists of incumbents may be com
piled. But these volumes do not overstep the limits of the bishop's 
ordinary jurisdiction-that is to say, the area within which his 
authority was recognised as the normal tribunal for purposes of 
discipline and legislation in matters spiritual. It was as 
"ordinary" that he issued constitutions in synods, that he held 
periodical visitations of his diocese, that he published injunctions 
for the regulation of monastic life, that he sat in judgment, per
sonally or by deputy , upon offenders against ecclesiastical law, 
that he claimed probate of last wills and testaments, and it was 
as ordinary that he instituted incumbents to ben efices. Never
theless, there were, in every diocese certain areas within which 
the bishop's writ did not nm and his jus ordinarium had no 
power, peculiar jurisdictions with ordinaries of their own. To 
this day the dean and chapter of Westminster are ordinaries 
within the precincts of the Abbey, a privilege inherited from the 
abbot and convent before them : they are, as it were, a law to 
themselves, members of a collegiate body in a free chapel, outside 
the jurisdiction of the bishop of London. Other great abbeys, 
such as St. Albans and Bury St. Edmunds~ enjoyed similar 
exemption; and not only a few of these, but monasteries of certain 
religious orders, Cistercian, Premonstratensian, Gilbertine and 
the orders of friars, formed independent republics beyond control 
of the diocesan. In addition to these, some monasteries, such as 
Dorchester Abbey in Oxfordshire, though themselves subject to 
visitation by the diocesan, had peculiar jurisdiction in a certain 
number of neighbouring parishes, for the churches of which they 
found incumbents or chaplains without reference to the bishop. 

There are instances in which a peculiar jurisdiction may 
include a large number of parish churches. Of these we have no 
example in Leicestershire, and indeed the whole diocese of Lin-
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coln, large as it was, contained no peculiar jurisdiction upon a 
large scale .apart from that belonging to St. Albans Abbey, which, 
though nominally in the diocese, was actually on its extreme 
frontier. The bishop, it is true, r,ecognised churches which 
formed prebends in the cathedral church of Lincoln as peculiars 
exempt from his visitation, but he retained the right of instituting 
vicars in them. In the adjoining diocese of York, however, the 
system of peculiar jurisdictions played a very prominent part. 
Not only was the archbishop's power of visitation in his cathedral 
church very limited-in which there was nothing unique; not 
only were prebendal churches entirely outside his control; but in 
them and in a considerable number of parish churches beside 
which were reckoned as part of the liberty of St. Peter, the dean 
and chapter were supreme, visiting them in the exercise of their 
ordinary authority and instituting incumbents in them. The 
canons of Beverley had similar rights in Beverley Minster and in 
the scattered churches in the East Riding whid1 belonged to the 
provostry; the canons of Southwell had their peculiar in Notting
hamshire; the canons of Ripon were ordinaries in their church and 
the large parish which it served, and in .a few others. In the 
"spiritualities" in Yorkshire which belonged to the bishop and 
the prior and convent of Durham the archbishop instituted to 
churches and prebends and appointed a warden whose office was 
akin to that of an archdeacon. But, by a very exceptional arrange
ment, one of the archdeaconries and that the largest, of the dio
cese, was entirely exempt from the archbishop's jurisdiction. His 
right of visitation within it was not denied, but seldom exercised. 
The ordinary in this vast district, which, in addition to Richmond
shire, the north-west part of Yorkshire, included Lancashire 
north of the Ribble, Cumberland smith of the Derwent and the 
southern half of Westmorland, was the archdeacon himself, who 
habitually exercised his office through a vicar-general. This is 
an extreme instance of the anomaly of peculiar jurisdictions, but 
it is by no means unique. 

It is obvious that, if we .are dealing with a church which 
formed part of one of these peculiars, the episcopal registers will 
not supply us with notes of institutions. In the case of an arch
deaconry, where the ordinary was an individual person, the right 
of institution during its vacancy would pass, with the arch-



ECCLESIASTICAL BENEFICES AND THEIR INCUMBENTS 23 

deacon's ordinary jurisdiction in other matters,, to the diocesan. 
Thus institutions to benefices in the archdeaconry of Richmond 
are entered at such periods in the archiepiscopal registers. But the 
dean and chapter of York and the canons of Beverley and South
well were corporate bodies whose existence was perpetual and did 
not admit of vacancies: if a dean of York died or resigned, the 
powers of the chapter were not suspended. Are there, then, any 
sources from which the succession of incumbents of churches and 
vicarages within their and oth~r such jurisdictions can be 
obtained? 

So far as the archdeaconry of Richmond is concerned, regis
ters of the archdeacons were kept, and of these, or of their 
contents during portions of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
much is available and has been published. 7 The chapter of York 
also had its registers, from which can be compiled lists of incum
bents of churches within its peculiar. But the churches in the 
provostry of Beverley and the liberty of Southwell have no such 
records, and any lists of their rectors and vicars must depend on 
casual mentions of their names encountered by accident, or upon 
notices of exchanges which may bring them for a moment into an 
episcopal register. Let us suppose that the rector of Patrington 
in the provostry of Beverley makes an exchange with the rector 
of Huggate on the wolds of the East Riding . The transaction 
will be recorded in the arch.bishop's register, because the church 
of Huggate is in his jurisdiction; and similarly, if the rector of 
Patrington exchanges for a rectory in Leicestershire, we shall find 
the exchange in the register of the bishop of Lincoln. But here, 
again, the _discovery of such notices at York or at Lincoln is 
merely a happy find which we cannot hope to follow up with any 
further success. 

The ecclesiastical geography of Leicestershire is little com
plicated by peculiars, and exemptions such as that of Garendon 
Abbey do not concern our purpose. There is, however, one 
instance which deserves mention.. It has already been said that, 
when the parish churches of Leicester were granted to Robert 
Bossu's abbey of canons, appointments to the deanery and pre
bends of the collegiate church of St. Mary in Leicester Castle 

7See Yorks. Archaeol. Journ. XXV, 129-268; XXX; 1-132 ; 
XXXII, 111-145. 
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were reserved to the abbot. Had his nominees been instituted by 
the bishop of Lincoln, as were the dean and canons of the later 
college -in the N ewarke, we should be furnished with means of 
making lists of the holders of those eight prebends in St. Mary's 
which were distinguished by the letters of the alphabet from A 
to H . But such means fail us, and, although the habit of 
exchange of benefices has pr,eserved for us a certain number of 
names in episcopal registers and in the Patent Rolls, these are so 
scattered that any attempt to collect them would produce no result 
commensurate with the labour entailed. 8 

IV 
THESE considerations bring us to some final questions which may 
now be put and answered. The first concerns vacancies of sees. 
We have seen that the normal source of information is the 
episcopal register with its record of institutions. But, during the 
vacancy of a see, the r egister ceases, unless a local vicar-general 
is put in charge of the spiritualities and the entries of his lieu
tenancy are preserved, as sometimes happens, and bound up with 
the register of the last bishop or his successor. What happens, 
then, when .a. benefice falls vacant during such a period and is 
filled up in due time- befor,e that period is over? 

In vacancies of the sees of Canterbury and York the ordinary 
jurisdiction of the archbishops passed into the hands of the cathe
dral chapter,s, the prior and convent in the case of Canterbury, 
the dean and chapter in that of York. When a suffragan see fell 
vacant in either province, the archbishop took charge of it, usually 
appointing a vicar-general to look after the despatch of business. 
In the province of York, the claim of the archbishops to administer 
the see of Durham during a. vacancy was constantly resisted and 
seldom pressed, .although it was occasionally effective. Similarly, 
during a metropolitan visitation of a suffragan diocese, all admin
istration for the time being belonged to the archbishop and the 
bishop and his officers were inhibited from exercising jurisdiction. 
For institutions to churches and vicarages at these times the 
archiepiscopal registers must be cnnsulted, just as we have seen 
in the case of vacancies of the archdeaconry of Richmond. Insti-

BSee Wyggeston Hosp. Records, p. 320, for the letters of institution granted 
by an abbot of Leicester to a dean of the college in the castle in 1382. 
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tutions to benefices in the diocese of Canterbury itself, when the 
see was vacant, were entered in the Sode Va.cante register of the 
prior and convent; and at York there was a like register kept by 
the dean and chapter. In these registers, too, were entered 
institutions to benefices in dioceses which might happen to be 
simultaneously vacant with the archbishopric. 

If we apply what we have learned to the churches of Leicester
shire, it is dear that the normal source of a list of incumbents will 
be the registers of the bishops of Lincoln, and here, allowing for 
occasional omissions, we may find all we want. But we may be, 
and occasionally shall be, obliged to seek missing entries in the 
registers of the archbishops of Canterbury, and it is possible, too, 
that we have to resort to the registers of the prior and convent, 
or of the dean and chapter who took their place after the Refor
mation. In these contingencies, however, the task is materially 
lightened by the existence of printed calendars. These are con
tained in volumes belonging to series which have only a limited 
circulation, but are at any rnte accessible. 9 

Here the regular sources for the record of institutions end. 
But there is a second point to be considered. It concerns pre
sentations to benefices made by the Crown. If, during the 
vacancy of a see, the final process by which a nevv incumbent came 
into the possession of a vacant living was in the hands of the 
spiritual authority which took the bishop's place for the time 
being, the presentation was still a matter for the patrons, and, 
ever since the reign of Henry II, questions of patronage had been 
placed outside the domain of ecclesiastical law and disputed cases 
came before the civil courts. When a bishop died, his personal 
patronage, together with his temporal property, escheated to 
the Crown and was administered by royal officers. The same 
thing happened when the abbot of one of those monasteries of 
,vhich the king was regarded as founder and patron died. The 
number of parish chnrches in the direct patronage of bishops was 
few, and, where we find a bishop admitting a nominee of his own 

9See Assoc. Soc. Reports & Papers XL, 33-,110, for institutions by the 
archbishops of Canterbury to benefices in the diocese of Lincoln 
sede vacante. Those for the archdeaconry of Leicester will be found 
pp. 74-85. Institutions by the prior and convent of Canterbury in 
all English dioceses have been published by the Kent Record Soc., 
vol. VII. 
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to a living, it is more often when a lapse of six months in a presen
tation had left him free to exercise his right of collation than 
when the benefice \\"aS in his own gift. He had, however, the 
patronage and the right of collation of the dignities and prebends 
in the chapter of his cathedral church and sometimes of 
other collegiate churches;10 and thus from time to time, 
as sees fell vacant, such benefices were at the disposal of the 
Crown and were generally given to clerks in the royal service. 

Parish churches, on the other hand, of which the rectories 
or vicarages were in the gift of the monasteries were many. When 
an .abbot of such a monastery as St. Albans, Peterborough or West
minster, possessed o.f much ecclesiastical patronage, died, the 
advowsons of rectories and of vicarages of appropriated churches 
passed to the Crown until a new abbot entered upon his office. 
This, of course, applied to lay as well as ecclesiastical tenants 
in chief, whose advowsons, sometimes in large numbers, escheated 
to the Crown at a death, and, if the heir was a minor, remained 
in the royal guardianship until he came of .age. At certain times, 
and notably when pestilences were raging and patrons and incum
bents .alike fell victims to their incidence, presentations by the 
Crown were extremely numerous. Such presentations were made 
by letters patent and were recorded upon the Patent Rolls of 
Chancery, and,. though the number naturally varied greatly at 
different times, no year was without its quota. 

We are able to study these in the long series of Calendars of 
Patent Rolls issued under the direction of the Master of the Rolls 
and edited by officials of the Public Record Office. These 
volumes are provided with indexes facilitating reference to the 
places and persons with which they deal, and no compiler of a . 
list of incumbents can afford to neglect them or leave any volume 
unconsulted. Occasionally they may be of the greatest service 
in supplying a missing name. Thus we know that John Wycliffe 
died rector of Lutterworth at the end of 1384, as duly noted in 
the register of Bishop Buckingham at Lincoln. B11t there is no 
record of his institution or of the previous vacancy : the bishop's 
registr.ar, who had entered his institution to the church of Fil-

1orn modern usage a bishop is generally said ,to collate an incumbent to a 
benefice. What he actually does is to confer the benefice upon the 
incumbent, and the collation, which is antecedent to. not iden tical 
with, the formal act of institution , is therefore not to, but of the 
benefice. 
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lingham in Lincolnshire in 1361 and, a few years later, to that of 
Ludgershall in Buckinghamshire, simply overlooked the matter. 
The Patent Rolls, however, tell us that Wycliffe was presented 
by the Crown in 1374, when Henry, son and heir of William 
Ferrers of Groby, was a minor and in the wardship of the King;11 

nor need We fancy that reports of the presentee's want of ortho
doxy deterred either the bishop from instituting him or the 
registrar from r,ecording the institution-quite apart from the fact 
that Wycliffe's heterodoxy did not come into question until some 
years later. Romances can only too easily be built up on such 
omissions. 

Crown presentations are, of course, constantly recorded in 
episcopal registers, and, as we have already noted, the usual 
method was to record them without a statement of the cause of 
the vacancy of the benefice to which: they were made, unless an 
exchange was in question. In this respect the register followed 
the terms of the letters patent themselves. But it is not always 
that the letters patent supply a link missing in the register. Crown 
presentations may occasionally, nay, often do, intrude where 
there is .apparently no vacancy in a benefice. Sometimes this 
may be due to the admission by the bishop of a presentee by some 
claimant of a disputed advowson without proper or after imperfect 
enquiry, and the Crown presentation may follow upon a recovery 
obtained at law. This, however, will habitually be noted in the 
register, together with other illustrations of the vicissitudes of 

* patronage. But the officers of the Crown were often misled by 
false information into concluding that a living was vacant when 
it was lawfully filled, and not only this, but Crown presentations 
occur without regard to the fact that they have already been 
made in another name., The fact is that, if we take the trouble to 
compare presentations enrolled upon the Patent Rolls with insti
tutions in the registers, we shall find again and again no 
correspondence between them : again and again there is no men
tion of presentations which, we can only assume, were made 
inadvertently or at a venture and had no result. For all that, 
such presentations should receive a note on any list, and it is 

11See Cal. Pat. Rolls 1370-1374, p. 424. The actual reason of the presen
tation is not stated there, but it is clear from other sources (see 
ibid., p . 179). 
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unsafe to leave any volume of the Calendars unconsulted on the 
presumption that we shall obtain nothing from it. 

Closely connected with this matter of presentations, of course, 
is the record of pleas of advowson in Plea Rolls, and chiefly in the 
gr,eat and formidable series of Placita de Banco, the Common 
Bench or Court of Common Pleas. Systematic research in these 
vast collections can be undertaken only by persons with abun
dance of time and other resources upon their hands; and fortu
nately numerous examples from Leicestershire exist in Mr. 
Farnham's volumes of Leiwstershire Vil/.age Notes. From 
records of suits, as has already been hinted, much misleading 
information · may be gathered, for medieval litigants did not 
scruple to produce lists of incumbents of their own which cannot 
be borne out from other sources and were no doubt the fruit of 
their learned counsel's ingenuity. It is .at least entertaining to 
read, as one can, two entirely different accounts of the descent 
of patronage of an advowson with correspondingly different ver
sions of the succession of incumbents, brought into court by two 
opponents . Here of course the testimony of the episcopal register 
becomes of the greatest importance as the decisive answer to the 
question raised by the contradiction. In addition to this, records 
of suits concerned with other matters may often contain men
tions by name of incumbents of churches for whom occasionally 
there may be no other evidence; and these, unlike the fictitious 
incumbents whose names were produced by unscrupulous liti
gants, must always be taken into account as supplying gaps in 
lists. 

There is one other source which deserves a word. Among 
the volumes of Calendars already mentioned are those known as 
the Calendars of Papal Letters, containing extracts from the papal 
registers relating to England. These, together with a volume 
taken from the registers of Petitions to the Holy See, have a great 
value as illustrating the workings o.f canon law in England, 
notably in such matters as the papal control over English benefices 
and their holders. Much of these volumes is taken up by dis
pensations for plurality of benefices, and here some additional 
information may be gained, especially with regard to the rectors 
of the more prominent and well endowed churches, which 
naturally were tempting attractions to those collectors of benefices 
who abounded in England before, and no less after, the Refor-
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mation. Here, however, if we find it confidently asserted that a 
man is rector of a church, or that the pope has thought fit to pro
vide him to one on his own petition or that of a well-wisher, it 
does not follow that he has gained, or will certainly gain posses
sion of it. It was a long way from Rome or Avignon to Eng
land, papal commands were not always obeyed with promptness, 
mandataries charged with the execution of bulls sometimes pro
crastinated in carrying out their task, and a living treated as 
vacant at the papal court might be full all the time or might be 
filled before a. papal mandate arrived. The information which 
reached the foreign court was often insufficient and inaccurate, 
and claimants for benefices and dispensations were not above 
inventing evidence to support their claims. Although to papal 
officials the fees gathered from the issue of bulls of provision 
and dispensations were doubtless more important than the exact 
truth of the facts alleged to obtain them, flaws nevertheless might 
be discovered and wer e not overlooked by functionaries well 
acquainted with the nature of suppre,ssio 1;eri and suggestvo falsi. 
Equally capable too were the law experts of the king's court and of 
episcopal chanceries, and even the leading authority on canon 
law in England of the fifteenth century .early in h,is career was 
unable to run their gauntlet successfully in an attempt, with a 
writ of Quare im.p e-dit and the connivance of the sheriff's officers, 
to dislodge another clerk from a prebend in the free chapel of 
Tettenhall.12 

V 

FROM what goes before it will d early be seen that the compilation 
of a thorough and trustworthy list of the incumbents of a church 
or vicarage is by no means a light matter, but, if the result is to 
be something more than a mere list of names and dates, involves 
some training in research and some knowledge of ecclesiastical 
and civil records, with some detective ability in using them. In 
some parts of England the task is complicated and difficult, owing 
to the imperfect condition of the main sources, so that the best 
results may still leave much to be desired. There is also one 
drawback common to all lists, the deficiency of information with 
regard to the names of early incumbents before the date at which 

12see Cal. Pat . Rolls 1405-1408, pp. 96, 182. 
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episcopal registers appear. Of the existence of this type of docu
ment before the thirteenth century we have no trace, and there 
is good reason to think that it took its origin in the administrative 
activity of the pontificate of Innocent III, a critical period in 
ecclesiastical history. Although lists of witnesses to charters of 
the eleventh and twelfth century, of which there are plenty sur
viving, give the names of incumbents from time to time, of A ... 
persona we B, sometimes when he happened to be a rural dean, 
distinguished as A ... decanus de B., such mentions are extremely 
fitful, if not exactly rare. Moreover, charters in those days were, 
save in exceptional instances, left undated, and their dates can 
only be approximate, with their probable extremes, more often 
than not, many years apart. The student will be fortunate if 
he can head his list with one such name, and if he is able to give 
some limiting date other than the mere century. 

Charters and the art of dating them have a singular fasci
nation for scholars who may well be reckoned among the elect of 
their kind, and it may be the compiler of such a list as we have 
in mind, beguiled by some unexpected find, may set out on an 
endless journey of exploration in the never fully harvested field 
of charters, still nursing the unconquerable hope of finding some
thing more, still clutching the inviolable shade of a twelfth
century rector, who eludes pursuit. If the ordinary person can 
adorn the head of his list, as a final trophy, with one or two such 
names, so much the better, but to begin his researches in these 
regions may well dispirit him. In Leicestershire, too, it must be 
owned that from the thir1.eenth century onwards his course is easier 
and plainer than that of his fellows in many other parts of England. 
The episcopal registers of Lincoln, as we have seen, take him back 
to the first quarter of that century. Gaps in them there are, but 
fewer and shorter than those in the registers of other dioceses; 
omissions there are, disappointing and tantalising; sometimes an 
entry has been inadvertently placed in a wrong archdeaconry. But 
until the second quarter of the nineteenth. century Leicestershire 
remained a member of the diocese of Lincoln, and the searcher 
at Lincoln will find a short cut to much of what he wants in the 
RePertorium of benefices compiled by Master Robert Toneys early 
in the sixteenth century and in the indexes to the later registers. 
From about 1840 he will hav-e to take recourse to the registers at 
Peterborough., and there and in the records of the modern diocese 
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of Leicester after 1926 all is plain sailing. At the same time there 
will be other sources which he should consult, and of these and 
of their special utility and methods of using them some description 
has been given in this paper. 

FinaJly, what of lists already printed? It was the custom of 
the older county historians, working on large and leisurely lines, 
to include lists of incumbents in their schemes. The records of 
institutions at Worcester, for example, were well worked by 
Nash in his history of Worcestershire and by Thomas in his 
edition of Dugdale's Antiquities of Warwickshire. For a great 
paxt of his work, too, Thomas used the registers at Lichfield, 
which were also well employed in Helsby's edition of Ormerod's 
history of Cheshire, in Cox's Chwrches of Derbyshire and in the 
Victoria County .History of Lancashire. Without referring to 
other dioceses, though a tribute should be paid to the work of 
Newcourt in his Repertorium of the diocese of London, and of 
his continuator and reviser Hennessy in hi,s N orvum Repertorium 
of the benefices in London and Middlesex, we need speak only of 
Lincoln. Here only a comparatively small part of a huge diocese 
has been touched in this way. Clutterbuck's and Cussans' his
tories of Hertfordshire, Bxidges' and Baker's histories of Nor
thamptonshire, have done their duty in this way, though Bridges 
made the unfortunate omission of causes of vacancy. Lips
comb's history of Buckinghamshire contains lists in considerable 
need of revision. Huntingdonshire lists were printed some years 
ago by W. M. Noble in the Transactions of the Cambridgeshire 
and Huntingdonshire Archaeological Society. But, though much 
has been done with regard to individual parishes by skilled 
workers, a great part of the diocese stills needs its printed lists. 

For Leicestershire Nichols made some use of the early Insti
tution rolls at Lincoln, but no systematic employment of the 
registers. The result is extremely disappointing in a work of 
great size, in which so much miscellaneous information is 
included, together with many valuable documents. It could be 
wished that some patient antiquary, in those spacious days of the 
eighteenth century, whose hours seem to have run at a slower 
pace than the hours of to-day, had spent his life in the pleasant 
task of resolving the contents of the Lincoln registers into orderly 
lists, like James Torre of Snydall, who did this useful service 
to the registers at York. Torre's lists, which cover the counties 
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of York and Nottingham and are preserved in the library of the 
dean and chapter of York and in various whole or partial copies, 
are full and accurate and are of special value because they give 
references here and there to sources which seem to be lost. Such 
work is, no doubt, laborious : it may become mechanical. Pur
sued as a pleasure for its own sake, whe11i the making of a list 
becomes an end in itself, it may be unprofitable; and it must be 
owned that by no means every list affords names of persons who 
have made a contribution to history. Nevertheless, such a list 
properly constructed, with full use of the essential details pro
vided by records of institutions, is a most valuable adjunct to the 
history of :a parish and may epitomise and illustrate important 
features of that history. 

Where lists oJ incumbents are found in churches, they are 
sometimes exhibited in a more or less permanent form, engraved 
in brass or wood or marble, or painted on boards. While this 
shows a desire to perpetuate the history of the church in a worthy 
form, it has its drawbacks, and it is seldom that more appears in 
these instances than the succession of names of clergy. As has 
been shown, much more may be made of the list than this, and it 
is often found that lists preserved in this way are far from im
peccable. It is the present writer's belief that a clearly printed 
list, with full details and such notes as are necessary, suitably 
glazed and framed, is the proper form to be adopted. If alter
ations and additions are needed, they can be easily supplied, and, 
if one copy becomes worn with use, another can take its place. 
It is tempting to think that a list of incumbents, when completed, 
is finished for good and all, but the fact remains that no form of 
research, hovrev,er simple it may seem and however insignificant 
may be its purpose, is final. To those who have attempted this 
particular task, attracted by its apparent simplicity, its difficulties 
and problems become familiar before long, and it is always 
possible that new facts may come to light which will entail the 
revision or modification of some of those which have been a«;_cepted 
as certain and permanently fixed. 


