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CLERICAL INCUMBENTS IN 
LEICESTERSHIRE 1946–66

Gerald T. Rimmington

This article examines the way in which the clerical incumbents of Leicestershire 
during the post-war period adjusted to the changing circumstances. It analyses 
the way in which priests were appointed, the qualifications which they gained, 
and the incomes they were able to command.

English clerical incumbents who lived and functioned in the immediate post-1945 
period were much more fortunate than those who worked in the inter-war period. 
Their expectations were different from those who had waited in vain for the return 
of young men from the trenches after 1918. It was a period of relative stability. 
Throughout England as a whole the number of Easter Day communicants in parish 
churches rose from 1,728,940 in 1947 to 1,899,469 in 1956. Between 1956 and 
1962 there was an increase to more than two million. Electoral rolls varied very 
little, from 2,989,704 in 1947 to 2,682,181 in 1966. At the same time the number 
of benefices fell from 12,838 in 1951 to 11,314 in 1966, while the total number of 
incumbents was reduced from 11,300 in 1951 to 10,198 in 1966. The total assistant 
curates, however, increased from 2,200 in 1951 to 3,262 in 1966, indicating that 
there were plenty of men prepared to put themselves forward for ordination.1

In Leicestershire, the state of the Church was not exactly the same as the national 
picture. Electoral rolls of churches in the city of Leicester increased from 9,901 in 
1946 to 11,927 (+11 per cent) in 1966, but rural areas tended to lose members, as 
Fig. 1 indicates.2 Villages with populations less than 1,000 lost 20 per cent of their 
electoral roll members, as also did large villages (–27 per cent) and towns (–13 per 
cent). Medium villages, however, showed a slight increase. Altogether there was a 
reduction in electoral rolls in the diocese of 2,486 (–6 per cent).

To some extent the losses in rural areas were a function of depopulation, especially 
in the small villages. Ashby Folville’s population, for instance, fell from 285 in 1946 
to 202 in 1966. Similar falls can be seen in Copt Oak (903 to 367), Catthorpe 
(135 to 120), Cadeby (393 to 184), Gumley (130 to 65), Gilmorton (473 to 409), 
Hose (491 to 431), Owston (178 to 93), Ogsathorpe (400 to 284), Saxby (234 to 
101) and Shackerstone (356 to 300). This often reduced the number of worshippers/
electors to a barely viable total, and hastened amalgamation of benefices.

It was also true, however, that this was a period when the abandonment of town 
living by some wealthy people with their own transport facilities for village life 
increased the population of larger villages, especially those nearer urban settlements. 
Shepshed, for instance, an industrialised village near Loughborough, increased its 
population from 5,350 in 1946 to 7,510 in 1966. Similarly, Great Glen, located 

1 R. Currie, A. Gilbert and L. Horsley, Churches and Churchgoers: Patterns of Church Growth in the 
British Isles since 1700 (Oxford, 1977), 129, 199.

2 Figures taken from Leicester Diocesan calendars, 1946, 1966.
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near to the southern end of the Leicester conurbation, increased its population 
from 850 to 1,288. It is noticeable though that incumbents did not necessarily face 
proportionate increases in their electoral rolls. Kibworth, for example, though its 
population increased from 2,112 to 2,378 (+13 per cent), nevertheless had a decrease 
in its electoral roll from 263 to 221 (–16 per cent). Heather, a coalfield village, had 
a population increase from 550 to 800 (+45 per cent), but its incumbent found 
himself with an electoral roll reduced from 60 to 38 (–37 per cent). In some cases, 
one suspects, incomers were seeking to escape social ties that had previously held 
them. In others it was because non-conformity was more appealing. For the rectors 
and vicars it meant an increased workload as they sought to evangelise people who 
had lost contact with the Church.

1946 1966

City of Leicester  9,901 11,927 (+11%)
Towns a  6,416 5,568 (–13%)
Large villages b  7,120 5,186 (–27%)
Medium villages c  3,648 3,677 (+1%)
Small villages d 11,784 10,025 (–20%)
Total 38,869 26,383 (–6%)

a  Town: Loughborough, Hinckley, Melton Mowbray, 
Ashby-de-la-Zouch, Coalville, Market Harborough, 
Lutterworth, Oadby, Wigston.

b 33 villages with populations over 2,000.
c 23 villages with populations 1,000–1,999.
d 130 villages with populations less than 1,000.

Source: Leicester Diocesan Calendars.

Fig. 1. Parish Electoral Rolls in Leicestershire 1946–66.

Incumbents also had to face the policies of their episcopal leaders. For much 
of the period, episcopal control of the Diocese of Leicester was in the hand of 
Dr Ronald Williams, a capable, caring, scholarly man, who hoped, unusually 
and rather unrealistically, that church unity, which he favoured, would lead, not 
to disestablishment, but to the establishment of all churches within the state. He 
opposed widespread pastoral reorganisation, concerned that every parish, as far as 
possible, should have its own incumbent.3 He and his fellow bishops could, with 
satisfaction, point out that the Church, without reorganisation, had ‘regained by the 
mid-forties much of the ground they had lost in the early forties’.4 Williams’s ideal 
of a man for each parish was, however, not without its detractors in other dioceses. 
When the Church Assembly discussed a Pastoral Reorganisation Measure in 1948, 
it had been recognised that ‘the ideal of one man for each parish must be abandoned 

3 J. S. Peart-Binns, Defender of the Church of England: a life of Bishop Ronald Williams (London, 
1984), 97, 129, 166; also see Fifty Years – Thirteen Centuries: a History of the Church and some 
Churchmen….to mark the Golden Jubilee of the Refounding of the Diocese of Leicester 1926–1976 
(Leicester, 1976), 82–3.

4 Currie, Gilbert and Horsley, Churches and Churchgoers…., 114.
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as impracticable’. By some it was even asserted that ‘men rot in small parishes’.5 
It was moreover too expensive as a long-term aim. Because of it the Church of 
England, in Leicestershire and elsewhere, was unable to ensure that its ministers 
were paid reasonably well. In 1947 it was admitted that ‘no juggling with existing 
resources, however ingenious, can be of any avail’. One diocesan bishop stated that 
‘his clerical income rarely forms the entire maintenance of the clergyman….Men 
have told me repeated accession to their private means as reasons why they could 
afford to go to ill-paid parishes.’6 Even though the body of Church Commissioners 
was formed and charged with making more monies available, it was obvious at the 
time that unless there was a very rapid increase in funds there was little hope of 
improving clerical stipends substantially.7

Some headway was made, though, by Archbishop Geoffrey Fisher’s action in 
challenging church members throughout the country to raise enough money for 
minimum stipends of £500.8

Nevertheless, it is significant that, as Fig. 2 shows, there were 18 less incumbents 
in Leicestershire in 1966 than there had been in 1946. Generally speaking, this 
was a time of great hope. At Holy Apostles’ parish in Leicester, for instance, as 
well as sponsoring the development of a daughter church (St Oswald’s), where, in 
1964, there were 130 families involved in worship, some 1,011 copies of the church 
magazine were produced each month. Also, there were so many children in the 
Sunday school that a church worker was appointed at a salary of £400 ‘to help with 
general church work and assist with the Sunday school’. Furthermore, the parochial 
church council, concerned about the well-being of an overworked vicar, raised the 
stipend to facilitate the appointment of an assistant curate.9

Bearing this historical framework in mind, it is pertinent to ask who the 
incumbents were. How were they appointed? What were their qualifications? What 
were their stipends?

APPOINTMENTS

The appointments system was basically the same as it had been since the sixteenth 
century. Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries, which took many parishes 
out of the control of religious houses, had encouraged the growth of a market in 
advowsons (the right to nominate an incumbent). Many of them were acquired by 
landowners, who were also lord of the manor, sole landowner and patron of the 
parish. It was the responsibility of the patron to nominate a priest to become the 
incumbent, who was then inducted into the benefice. However, even though the 
system had not changed basically, certain modifications had been effected.

5 Crockford’s Clerical Directory (1948), XI.
6 Ibid. (1947), XII.
7 Ibid.
8 T. Beeson, The Bishops (London, 2002), 128.
9 Record Office for Liecestershire, Leicester and Rutland DE5358/21/15 April 1959, 11 July 1963, 15 

Jan. 1964, 16 Sept. 1958.
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As Fig. 2 indicates, the Crown still acted as patron for about 8 per cent of the 
benefices. Some had been acquired by Henry VIII and kept by the monarchy since 
then. They may be described, therefore, as feudal left-overs. Others had reverted 
to the Crown because the benefice had been vacant for more than a year. Colleges 
and universities had valued their patronage because it had enabled them until the 
1870s to nominate Fellows who had not been allowed to marry while employed by 
the college. Almost invariably they had continued to nominate their own graduates, 
even though the marriage rule had been rescinded and many fellows had been 
appointed who were not in holy orders. By the post-war, however, although the 
colleges continued to take their role as patrons seriously, the nominated priests were 
frequently not graduates of that college.

Between 14 per cent and 16 per cent of the patrons were clergy other then the 
bishop of the diocese. Some of them were people who had inherited the position, 
but were no longer able to nominate themselves to a vacancy. Others were bodies 
like the Dean and Chapter of the Cathedral. In some cases it was the rector of a 
neighbouring parish, which had been sub-divided. One such case was to be seen in 
the parish of Anstey, where the rector of nearby Thurcaston, who had himself been 
appointed by the Fellows of Emmanuel College Cambridge, was the patron. It was 
an indication that the nineteenth-century industrialised Anstey parish had originally 
been carved out of Thurcaston.

Between 16 per cent and 14 per cent of the patrons were Trustees. Often 
this was a temporary arrangement following the death of a private patron. 
However, there were, increasingly, bodies like the Peach Trustees or Simeon’s 
Trustees, or the Martyrs’ Memorial and Church of England Trustees, or the 
Society for the Maintenance of the Faith, whose main interest was in ensuring 
that a particular sectional interest (like Catholicism or Evangelicalism) was  
maintained.

Private patronage controlled, as it always had, a considerable proportion of 
the total number of advowsons. This proportion had been declining from a large 

1946 1966

Crown 23  (9%) 20 (8%)
College and universities 17 (7%) 19 (8%)
Companies 4 (2%) 2 (1%)
Private patronage:
 Titled 32 (12%) 24 (9%)
 Untitled 46 (18%) 36 (15%)
Clergy 23 (9%) 14 (6%)
Bishop 70 (27%) 92 (40%)
Trustees 44 (16%) 34 (14%)
Total 259 (100%) 241 (100%)

Source: Leicester Diocesan Calendars.

Fig. 2. Patronage in Leicestershire 1946–66.
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majority (71 per cent in 1846)10 to 39 per cent in 1925 and 30 per cent in 1936, as 
the landed aristocracy itself had declined.11

Whereas in the past parishes where appointments were in default if they had 
not been made within a year became the concern of the Crown, the tendency in the 
post-war years was to allow parishes in this situation to become the responsibility 
of the diocesan bishop. So the policy of Bishop William Magee, the Episcopal leader 
of a much larger Peterborough diocese that included Leicester, and other nineteenth-
century bishops, to acquire advowsons wherever possible, gained momentum in the 
1940s. In 1880, Magee had control of appointments in only eight benefices in rural 
areas, but in Leicester Episcopal patronage was gained in 13 out of 17 benefices.12 
By 1946 the Bishop of Leicester was in control of 70 benefices (27 per cent), a figure 
which rose to 92 (40 per cent) in 1966. This enabled Bishop Ronald Williams to 
plan the diocesan staffing more effectively than had been possible earlier.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING

The post-war Church of England sought to produce ministers who were both well-
educated and well-trained. It was no longer possible for an Oxford graduate without 
some training in a theological college to move straight into a curacy. In 1846, 151 
incumbents (75 per cent) in Leicestershire were Oxford or Cambridge graduates, 
none of whom had been trained as ministers.13 A century later the number of 
graduates was 121, of whom 78 (64 per cent) were products of ‘Oxbridge’, all of 
whom had received some theological college training. Specially noteworthy were 
those graduating at Durham University, some 16 per cent of those with degrees. 
Altogether the graduates constituted some 13 per cent of those entering from 
university. In 1966, although the ‘Oxbridge’ graduates were no longer a dominant 
force, the ancient universities were still the most significant providers of incumbents.

Although by 1846 there had been theological colleges training non-graduate 
clergy at St. Bees, Lampeter, Chichester, Wells and Birkenhead, none of their 
products had found their way onto the Leicestershire scene. The number had tended 
to remain low partly because Bishop William Magee (1868–91) preferred men who 
had associated with students in other faculties at university, and partly because 
Leicestershire was able to attract sufficient graduates to fill most of the vacancies. 
During the twentieth century, however, the situation began to change. In 1925 there 
were 43 incumbents (17 per cent) who had been trained in theological colleges. This 
increased to 68 (29 per cent) in 1936. By the post-war period the number of non-
graduates had increased considerably, graduates often preferring to opt increasingly 
for other professional opportunities, where the financial rewards were much greater. 
Almost half of the 1925 and 1936 incumbents had been products of a great variety 

10 G. T. Rimmington, ‘Early Victorian Clerical Incumbents in Leicestershire’, Midland History, XXVII 
(2000), 101.

11 G. T. Rimmington, ‘Early Victorian Clerical Incumbents in Leicestershire between the Two World 
Wars’, TLAHS, 80 (2006), 166.

12 Rimmington, ‘Early Victorian Clerical Incumbents….’, 101.
13 Ibid., 102.
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of colleges, the most popular being King’s College, London and Durham, where 
non-graduates had the opportunity of mingling with undergraduates. At King’s 
College, in particular, there was the possibility of becoming Associates of King’s 
College, a qualification which was close to a university degree level.14

Among theological training establishments in 1966 was Launde Abbey in 
Leicestershire, where by this time four incumbents could claim to have been trained 
there. Like many other colleges, Lichfield and Lincoln included, this was a project 
set up by the diocesan bishop. Through it, Bishop Ronald Williams sought to make 
training available to those who were not free to undertake residential training, 
but whose business and commercial and professional expertise were judged to be 
invaluable. Among those who were listed as having been trained at Launde, there 
was a watch and clock repairer and two teachers. Among the latter was Alan Green, 
who had trained as a woodwork teacher at Loughborough College. During the war 
he had played a part in Operation Market Garden, landing as a paratrooper at 
Arnhem. He was later to become an Honorary canon and the Warden of Launde 
Abbey, which had been given to the Diocese of Leicester as a retreat centre in 1957.15

14 Crockford’s Clerical Directory (1948), XVIII.
15 J. C. Hughes, Launde Abbey: the Story of the Abbey (1998), 158.

Graduates: 1946 1966

Oxford 29 22
Cambridge 49 35
London 6 9
Dublin 7 8
Durham 16 28
Other universities 14 24
Total 121 126

Non-graduates:

King’s College London 18 11
Durham 14 8
St Aidan, Birkenhead 6 6
Kelham 9 5
London College of 
Divinity

12 2

Cheshunt 2 6
Lincoln 3 4
Launde Abbey 4
Other colleges 33 57
Total 105 103

Grand total 226 242

Source: Leicester Diocesan Calendars.

Fig. 3. Qualifications of incumbents in Leicestershire 1946–66.
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INCOMES

Clerical incomes were a continuing problem. There were still considerable gaps 
between gross and net income. There was also the amalgamation of the Queen 
Anne’s Bounty scheme and the Ecclesiastical Commissioners, to form the Church 
Commissioners in 1948, which was accompanied by a strengthening of central 
provision for impoverished clergymen. As a result, the incomes in Leicester, where 
there was a little agricultural input, were much improved. Leicester incumbents had 
always lagged behind their country cousins in matters of income, despite the large 
number of worshippers they had to serve. As Fig. 4 shows, the average income of 
incumbents in the city rose from £433 in 1946 to £610 in 1956.16 Whereas most 
incomes were below average in 1946, the median being £350, there was little 
difference in 1956. The average and median in 1956 in the city was almost the same 
as the incomes of country parsons.

1946 1956

Leicester
More than £1,000 1 2
£800–£999 1 –
£600–£799 6 19
£400–£599 28 18
Less than £400 3 1
Total incumbents 39 40
Average income £433 £610
Median income £350 £606

Leicestershire (outside Leicester)
More than £1,000 4 4
£800–£999 10 8
£600–£799 39 50
£400–£599 130 109
Less than £400 26 9
Total incumbents 199 181
Average income £506 £618
Median income £451 £591

Source: Leicester Diocesan Calendars.  
Figures not available for 1966. By this 
time stipends were no longer published.

Fig. 4. Clerical incumbents’ incomes in Leicestershire 1946–56.

There were still disparities in income that persisted over the next few decades. 
In 1956 there were only six incumbents in Leicestershire whose annual income 

16 Figures for 1966 are not available. In 1960 there was still a column in the Leicester Diocesan Calendar 
for its inclusion, but it remained blank. By 1966 the column had disappeared. See also Rimmington, 
Clerical Incumbents….between the Two World Wars, 173.
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exceeded £1,000, while 10 received less than £400. Often the income was not related 
in any way to the size or complexity of the parish. For instance, the small parish of 
Kilby and Wistow, with no more than 242 people, had an income of £588 in 1956, 
while Earl Shilton, a busy industrial village, with a population of 6,565 in 1956, had 
an income of £589. Blaby, another industrialised village, with a population of more 
than 6,000, had an income of £521 in 1956, while Croxton Kerrial, an agricultural 
village with 316 people, had an income of £1,027.

The real problem lay in the way in which income was generated. Despite efforts 
to reform the system, it was still agriculturally based, in a county which had become 
industrialised. The Leicester Diocesan Calendar (1956) noted that net benefice 
income consisted of ‘(1) Gross endowment income less rates, dilapidations and other 
charges on the benefice; and of (2) Non-endowment income, i.e. fees, together with 
“non-secured” grants by the Parochial Church Council, the Diocese, the Church 
Commissioners and others’. It was obvious that, in an age when gentlemanly 
aspirations were no longer as appropriate as they were in the nineteenth century, 
great increases in locally raised funds would be necessary if incumbent incomes were 
to be considerably increased. 

CONCLUSION

The clerical incumbents of this period were mainly limited to life and work in 
parsonages designed for large families that needed the employment of a number of 
servants. Large families were no longer fashionable and servants were too costly; life 
was no longer easy. Stipends, although much improved, were in general inadequate, 
and many of the incumbents were reliant upon private incomes, particularly those 
who were limited to £400 per annum or less.

Despite the difficulties, however, most incumbents were optimistic. Both 
graduates and non-graduates were well-trained. They were less concerned about 
their position in society than many of their Victorian and Edwardian predecessors. 
Despite all their good work, they were still facing difficulties over membership 
toward the end of the period. By 1960 the rise in membership associated with post-
war reconstruction had come to an end. As Currie and his associates note: ‘it seems 
probable that a smaller proportion of Anglican confirmees communicated in 1960 
than in 1939’.17

Further incumbents would be less concerned with maintaining the status quo 
and more concerned with evangelism in a much-changed world. 

17 Currie, Gilbert and Horsley, Churches and Churchgoers, 114.




