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Reviews

J. Broad (ed.), Bishop Wake’s Summary of Visitation Returns from the Diocese of 
Lincoln 1705–15 (Oxford, 2012) 2 vols.

Visitation records can tell us about far more than just the Anglican Church, and 
Dr Broad has assembled within this publication a wealth of information collected 
by Bishop Wake that makes essential reading for anyone interested in the social, 
demographic or religious history of any Leicestershire town or village in the early 
eighteenth century, as well as for those with wider interests. 

Wishing to know more about the state of the Church across his extensive 
diocese, William Wake, who became bishop of Lincoln in 1705, introduced a 
detailed questionnaire for parish incumbents to complete and deliver to him at his 
first triennial visitation in 1706. He refined the questions for his visitations of 1709 
and 1712, and repeated the 1712 formulation in 1715. The responses received are 
of great value to historians for many reasons. These visitations were conducted in 
a period when the Church was still adapting itself at parish level to new patterns 
of nonconformity and occasional conformity resulting from the Toleration Act of 
1689, and the nature of that nonconformity was itself also changing. The questions 
also reached beyond the purely religious, to cover a wide range of topics, as outlined 
below. The surviving series of four consecutive returns (or six, if taken together with 
the responses to the almost identical questionnaires issued by Wake’s successor at 
Lincoln, Bishop Edmund Gibson, in 1718 and 1721) allow changes to be tracked and 
comparisons to be made within and between parishes over time. Additionally, as the 
questionnaires were answered by clergy in 1,272 chapelries and parishes stretching 
across the six counties which comprised the diocese of Lincoln, comparisons can be 
made between parishes, archdeaconries, or regionally. 

Until now, this information has been sadly neglected, especially at parish history 
level, partly because the sources are not well-known, and partly because they have 
been relatively inaccessible. The questionnaires completed for Bishop Gibson are 
lodged in the library of St Paul’s Cathedral, although there is a microfilm copy at 
Lincolnshire Archives. Bishop Wake’s returns are contained within 101 volumes of 
his papers bequeathed to his former college, Christ Church, Oxford. A summary 
of the six returns is held at Lincoln in the form of a single speculum, and was 
published (in the abbreviated Latin/English mix of the original) by W.G.D. Fletcher 
in the Leicestershire Architectural and Archaeological Society Report for 1894, 
but contains only part of the information collected in the original returns, and its 
highly abbreviated format makes it difficult for a non-specialist to follow. This new 
publication takes as its base Wakes’s own summaries of the responses he received 
at his first three visitations, together with basic facts about the incumbent and 
patron which Wake obtained from other diocesan sources, and the 1715 visitation 
returns. These are set out clearly, and in English. Where appropriate, Dr Broad 
then amplifies and supplements Wake’s summaries through footnotes containing 
additional information from the surviving returns themselves. The material is then 
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presented on an archdeaconry by archdeaconry (effectively county) and parish by 
parish basis.

Wake requested details of the number and denominations of any nonconformists 
in the parish, the number of communicants, the frequency of communion services 
and the number who received, the frequency of other services on Sundays and holy 
days, whether the incumbent was resident, whether children were baptised, and 
how often they were catechised. Incumbents were no doubt aware that their replies 
to these questions would suggest how well they were performing their duties. A 
question about the size of the population places the figures for nonconformists into 
perspective. Wake then turns to the wider parish. A question posed in 1706 about 
any almshouses, hospitals or schools was expanded for subsequent visitations, 
picking up on general concerns at the time about ‘missing’ charitable funds. One 
question in 1709, ‘Has any Charity Schole been lately set up in your parish’, also 
reflects contemporary social developments. In 1699, the newly-formed Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge sought to establish urban schools for the poor, to 
counter the perceived threat of Catholicism. This helped to draw the attention of the 
clergy to the role that education (beyond catechising) could play in strengthening 
the Anglican Church at parish level. The so-called charity school movement of this 
period has not been judged a great success in rural areas, but Wake raised awareness 
of the value of schooling (to both Church and child), and several new schools were 
reported during the period covered by these returns. Other questions asked whether 
any ‘person of quality’ lived in the parish (who could perhaps be called upon for 
a subscription to enable a school to be established) and whether there were any 
monuments or remarkable antiquities within the parish. Unfortunately, there were 
no questions about the condition of the church fabric, although there was a question 
from 1709 about endowments for its repair. 

The quantity of information supplied to Wake is readily apparent from the size 
of this publication, and the returns for Leicester Archdeaconry alone (in volume 
II) extend to 170 (of 1,052) tightly-packed pages. There is also a valuable 33-page 
scholarly introduction to the documents, four appendices setting out the questions 
asked, with accompanying letters, and an index of parishes and chapelries which 
delivered returns, arranged by county. There is no index of subjects or people which 
could, for example, help to identify owners of multiple advowsons, or track named 
nonconformist ministers around the countryside. Neither does the index include 
other villages mentioned within parish returns. Taking the entry for Nailstone as 
an (admittedly extreme) example (p. 882) the return for 1706 mentions Barton 
(township), Normanton-le-Heath (chapelry) and Congerstone (ancient parish 
intermixed with Nailstone). Barton and Normanton do not feature in the index at 
all, while the only index entry for Congerstone relates to that parish’s own return 
(which in turn mentions Market Bosworth, Shackerstone and Nailstone). 

This omission is regrettable but should not be allowed to detract from the value 
of this publication to the historian, which can be readily demonstrated by a few 
examples taken from its pages. The changing nature of nonconformity at the level 
of individual villages is fascinating. In Frisby on the Wreake for example (where one 
Papist but no Protestant nonconformists were recorded in the Compton Census of 
1676), no Papists are mentioned in 1706, but there was one ‘Anabaptist’ and ‘The 

13_Reviews_227-232.indd   228 26/09/2013   17:27



reviews      229

Presbyterians have 2 Meeting Houses, in the houses of 2 Weavours’. Three years 
later there were two Papists, one Quaker and one Presbyterian, but there had been 
no meeting in the parish ‘for the last 6 months’ (p. 815). In Knaptoft, dissenting 
families sometimes attended the Baptist meeting, and sometimes the Presbyterian, 
‘as the Weather permits’ (p. 855). New schools were reported in several parishes, 
including Blaby, where the rector recorded in 1712:

I am now collecting Subscriptions for a Charity School to teach our miserable poor 
to spin, read write & to learn & understand the Church Catechism. The children 
will be obliged to come to church Wednesdays, Fridays and Holy days as I have now 
found the means to bring severall of those poor parents thither at those times also, 
in some degree of frequency. 

In 1715 he reported that total annual donations of £4, including his own subscription, 
enabled six children to be taught to spin, and ‘when they have learnt [an]other 
six succeed’ (p. 840). There are also other interesting snippets of information, for 
example the entries for Melton Mowbray reveal that two adults had been baptised 
in 1709, ‘One a Negro: The Other a Quakers daughter’ (p. 767), in Wanlip, 
Presbyterian meetings were held in the house of the owner of the advowson (p. 748) 
and Claybrooke church had ‘A little Gallerie built for the young Singers’ (p. 842). 

Historians should be immensely grateful to Dr Broad for the time he has  
spent editing this material and preparing it for publication. It is one of the most 
useful volumes of primary sources covering Leicestershire to have been produced 
for several years, and is strongly recommended to anyone with interests in this 
period. 

Pamela Fisher
University of Leicester

Dominic Johnson, Kenneth Hillier, Lesley Boatwright, Christopher Dyer, Grace 
Dieu Priory, Leicestershire, The Draft Account Book of the Treasuresses, 1414–1418 
(Ashby-de-la-Zouch Museum for the Grace Dieu Priory Trust), 175 × 251mm, xxxv 
+ 279pp, 1 b/w illus, ISBN 978-0-95477-998-6 (pbk), £35 + £4 postage. Available  
from Mrs Ann Petty, 174 Leicester Road, Whitwick, Coalville, Leics LE67 5GJ 

Transcriptions and translations of medieval documents are generally produced as 
part of a county series of Record Publications by local learned societies, but this 
volume has been published by a local amateur group, the Grace Dieu Priory Trust.  
They have been supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Helen Jean Cope 
Charity, Leicestershire County Council, North West Leicestershire District Council, 
The National Archives, and Christopher Whittick, Senior Archivist at East Sussex 
County Council. The book is dedicated to the late Lesley Boatwright.

Documents relating to Nunneries in the medieval period are scarce, and Grace 
Dieu Priory is no exception. The small account book has been kept in The National 
Archives at Kew and is to be found in Special Collections: Ministers’ and Receivers’ 
Accounts’, piece number SC 6/1257/10.

The small book, 6¼" × 9", comprises gatherings of hand-made paper, un-
watermarked, bound together between leather boards that were covered with a finer 
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leather with an extension to the back cover that folded around the paper gatherings 
and under the font cover, protecting the edges of the paper. The outer cover has been 
attacked by insects over time, no longer extant, and red tape has been used to keep 
the book closed, and to support the TNA document label.

The original book has been numbered at a later date with a stamp on the right 
hand side of each open page. (In the absence of page numbers, these ‘pages’ are 
known as folios.) The page on the right hand side of an open book is described 
as ‘recto’ and that on the left hand side is known as the ‘verso’, being on the back 
of a recto sheet. The book is presented in the ‘recto–verso’ format with the Latin 
transcription on the left hand side and the English translation on the right hand 
side that makes the reading of the book very simple. The single black and white 
illustration of folio 9, is used as a frontispiece. This is a very tidy page that gives 
little idea of the complex problems of transcription. There are 116 folios in the 
original book, each of which is listed either as the later allotted number or with an 
additional ‘v’ in the text, indicating that it came from the back of the numbered 
folio, with the exception of folios 0 and 116, where strips of parchment have been 
inserted into the book at a later date, not being bound into the original volume.

There is little information in the book about the history of the accounts, 
except the fact that it had probably been kept in the National Archives since the 
reformation, as part of SC 6 – Special Collections. The only comment made in the 
book states that it must have been a draft, with many crossings through and some 
arithmetical inaccuracies. Abbot Gasquet used information from the Account Book 
in 1904 in Chapter VIII of his book on English Monastic Life, later slated by G.G. 
Coulton in no uncertain terms.

The preface to the Draft account book has been written by Professor Christopher 
Dyer, who offers words of wisdom on the method of producing financial accounts 
in medieval England, and their understanding. The source of income and the 
yields from it was listed first, as in probate accounts, and then followed by various 
categories of expenditure. 

The well-written, readable and very informative introduction to the book has 
been produced by local historian Kenneth Hillier of Ashby-de-la-Zouch, who has 
put the new volume into its academic context. The history of the house and it’s 
foundation are examined in a local context. So many of these smaller houses were 
founded by widows in the thirteenth century, on their dower lands for women 
of the lower gentry. Roesia de Verdon was a wealthy woman who endowed the 
nunnery with her manor of Belton, confirmed in 1242, the advowson of the church, 
and ‘in demesnes, villanages, meadows, pastures, woods, the park, warren, mills, 
men rents, services, sequels and all other things to the same manor belonging’. 
Two years later, the King granted a weekly market on Wednesday to the nuns, and 
an annual fair on the ‘vigil, day and morrow of the Octave of the Holy Trinity’. 
The nuns continued to receive grants of land and rents in north Leicestershire, 
Lincolnshire and Derbyshire.

The nunnery is situated in the bottom of the valley of the Gracedieu Brook, 
which, with its tributaries, forms the boundary of the site on west, north and east 
sides. Not only was the situation a classic one, the layout of the buildings conformed 
to the standard monastic pattern, with a central cloister with the church in the north 
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range, 60m in length and 10m wide. There were no side chapels because the nuns 
could not perform the masses that would have taken place in them. Fortunately, the 
site has remained in agricultural use, with the exception of a railway embankment 
and a canal in the vicinity. This ensures that it would be possible to undertake more 
archaeological work on the site. Rooms of the house were mentioned – particularly 
the kitchen, the prioress’s hall, a brewhouse, a bakery, a maltchamber and a buttery 
There is no indication of the whereabouts of an infirmary, the sacristy and the vestry 
The Chapter House is recognisable from the state of it’s preservation.

The nunnery was home to 15 named nuns including the prioress, many of whom 
had locative local names. By 1377 there were only 12 names listed. Chaplains or 
mass-priests were compulsory in nunneries, to perform the mass – an office denied 
to the nuns. The Chaplain often resided in chambers above the gatehouse. Monies 
from boarders and secular personnel were also recorded in the accounts.

The accounts themselves are complex and this may have led to the idea that 
the nuns were incapable of managing money. Far from it – they had to cope with 
a myriad of expenses and sources of income. They had to cope with stipends, their 
clothing, travel, old loans to be repaid, gloves for members of the Household for 
working in the fields at harvest time, builders, tilers, brick making, carpenters – the 
list is never-ending. Payments for work in the fields often name the fields involved.  
Ploughs needed to be mended, stock – cattle, pigs and sheep – bought and sold, 
herdsmen, swineherds and shepherds paid. Materials of the period – oil for wool, 
wax for the shepherd’s room, paper by the quire, parchment, tar and bitumen for 
the sheep, pieces of iron, bowls and dishes for the hospital, cartloads of coal, pea 
straw, vestments, spurs, horse collars, shovels and milking pots.

The greatest expense of the house was that of food. Grain was produced on 
the nunnery land, barley, wheat, oats and rye. Barley was used for bread and 
beer, of course. Peas and beans were also produced. Cheese was purchased and 
probably produced in the kitchen. Smaller food items included chicken, geese and 
doves. Surprisingly, no rabbits were mentioned. The most important item of food 
expenditure was that of fish – particularly herrings, most of which came all the way 
from Hull. Saltfish was bought in the winter from Loughborough and Ashby, to 
maintain the necessity of eating fish on Wednesdays and Fridays, every day in Lent 
and on the eve of festivals.

The account book gives a degree of detail not easily obtained from other written 
sources, or archaeology. It is a treasure chest of details of life in the fifteenth century 
over a period of five years, some of which are quite unexpected. I find the payments 
for weaving 524 yards of linen quite puzzling. This could have been used for altar 
cloths, tablecloths, nun’s summer clothing or for personal hygiene. In the Elizabethan 
period, bathing was not common and ‘washing’ was carried out by rubbing the 
body down with dry cloth.

The editorial conventions used in the production of the book are explained 
alongside the ‘Latinity’ – the use of medieval, rural Latin and its quirks – was 
produced by the late Leslie Boatwright, to whom the book is dedicated. The notes 
and abbreviations are discussed by Dominic Johnson, who undertook the marathon 
task of translation and transcription. The thoroughness with which she undertook 
her task is reflected in the 505 footnotes used to explain minor points in the text.
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Following the complete transcription, there are a series of indexes and useful 
lists for those who wish to interpret the accounts. The accounts are dated in 
medieval style, by the Saints Day or Festival on which the purchases were noted 
The dates of these occasions are no longer familiar to us, and the list of Saints Days 
and Festivals is very welcome, particularly when there is no mention of it in the 
Index (for example, the Finding of the Holy Cross). There are indexes to places 
(84) and people mentioned in the text (475), some of whom appear several times.  
The spatial information is very valuable, in that the reader becomes aware of the 
distances travelled for foodstuffs, particularly fish, and the area over which the nuns 
sourced their food, craftsmen and other necessities.

Apart from the problems of omissions, there are a few typographical errors, 
mainly in the form of spacing – here and there. I feel that these can be forgiven in 
view of the amount of work that was involved in the production of the text as a 
whole. The final result is a volume that cries out for interpretation of the voluminous 
facts and figures over a five year period that will shed so much light on the economic 
dealings of the nuns and their life in this small, now isolated, priory in fifteenth 
century Leicestershire.

The modern layout of the book presents some problems in that two sets of 
indexes are listed with Roman numerals, one before and one after the main body of 
the accounts. The lack of a ‘Contents’ page that would have made navigation of the 
volume much easier has been overcome by an insert with the contents list, pictures 
of the original document, a map of the site location, a plan of the site itself, and a 
photograph of the adjacent public house whose landlord provides the car park for 
those who wish to visit NW Leicestershire and see the ruins for themselves.

This is a volume that can make a very large contribution to our knowledge of 
monastic history at a national level and unravel the local history of two parishes in 
north Leicestershire, the transport network of fifteenth century Leicestershire, and 
the minutiae of life in a nunnery of the period.

Anne Tarver
Independent scholar
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