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THE PARISH AND CHURCH OF 
ROTHLEY, LEICESTERSHIRE:  

A RE-INTERPRETATION
Vanessa McLoughlin

The following article draws on data gathered, interpreted and recorded in the 
author’s Ph.D. thesis of 2006 concerning the manor, parish and soke of Rothley, 
Leicestershire. During her research the author used a combination of historical 
and archaeological evidence, and concluded that the church at Rothley was a pre-
Conquest minster founded in the mid- to late-tenth century. Some of the evidence 
regarding the church and parish is summarised in this article. Subsequent 
archaeological evidence has led the author to revise the original proposal, and 
she now suggests a new date for the foundation of the church at Rothley between 
the late-seventh and mid-eighth centuries. This foundation can be placed in the 
context of a Christian mission and the work of bishops, who sought to found 
bases from which to evangelise and baptise a local population beginning to 
embrace Christianity.

DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE 

Post-Conquest documentary evidence for Rothley church and parish is readily 
accessible: for example, the Domesday Book refers to Rothley as a royal holding 
and records a priest which in turn suggests the presence of a church;1 and the Rolls 
of Hugh of Wells, circa 1230 (hereafter the Matriculus), record that a vicar was 
installed at Rothley with chaplains to serve each of the chapels at Gaddesby, Keyham, 
Grimston, Wartnaby and Chadwell (with Wycomb), and in addition Gaddesby had 
all the rights of a mother church.2 The Matriculus also recorded that both the chapel 
at Wanlip and the church at Skeffington made payments to Rothley church.3 When 
an endowment of Rothley church and chapels was made in 1240–41 by Bishop 
Grosseteste to Robert Saundford, master of the order of the Military Temple, it 
can be inferred from the grant that the land and benefits for the clergy serving in 
the parish were already in place.4 By 1277–78, during the episcopacy of Richard 
Gravesend, the earlier grant made by Grosseteste was ratified, and the endowment 
included the rectory of the church of Rothley with its glebe and stipulated the 
arrangements within the parish. The grant to Robert Saundford included the church 
of Rothley with all its appurtenances and its vacancy, save that of the perpetual 

1 P. Morgan, ed., Domesday Book: 22 Leicestershire (Chichester, 1979), folios 230 b, c, hereafter 
Morgan, Domesday Book: Leicestershire. 

2 W. P. W. Phillimore, ed., Rotuli Hugonis de Welles Episcopi Lincolniensis AD MCCIX–MCCXXXV 
(Lincoln, 1912), Vol. 1, pp. 238–79, at pp. 252, 259, hereafter Phillimore, ed., Rotuli Hugonis de 
Welles.

3 Phillimore, ed., Rotuli Hugonis de Welles, pp. 253, 258.
4 Nichols, J., ed., The history and antiquities of the county of Leicester, Vol. 3, part 2 (London, 1804), 

at p. 958, hereafter Nichols, Antiquities, Vol. 3, part 2.
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vicarage through which the vicar could appoint a suitable chaplain.5 Although the 
quantity of land attached to Rothley church was not specified, the vicar was to be 
granted altar payments, his own house and all land pertaining to the same church.6 
A similar but unspecified donation of land was described for the chapel of Gaddesby. 
Glebe attached to the chapels was as follows: Grimston held one virgate (about 36 
acres); Wartnaby held one virgate; Chadwell (with Wycomb) held one bovate (about 
18 acres); and Keyham held one virgate. Thus, the total glebe reckoned to these 
chapels amounted to 126 acres (approximately) which was short of one carucate 
by 18 acres, plus the unspecified land which belonged to both Rothley church and 
the chapel of Gaddesby. In the mid-thirteenth century, a custumal was compiled by 
the Templars which gave details of the rents and land holdings of the tenants for the 
Soke of Rothley, and there was an assessment of glebe for those vills where there 
was a chapel. This custumal also included an extent or assessment of the value of the 
church and chapels of the soke. This stated that the annual values of the glebe and 
other appurtenances of the church and chapels of Rothley, which had been granted 
and later confirmed by the bishop and chapter of Lincoln, were specified as follows: 
Rothley 26 marks (£17 6s 8d); Keyham 10 marks (£6 13s 4d); Wartnaby 10 marks; 
Grimston 10 marks; Chadwell 10 marks; Gaddesby chapel 14 marks (£9 6s 8d) – 
giving a total value of 80 marks (£53 6s 8d).7 The value of the appurtenances for 
both Rothley and Gaddesby equalled the values of the other four chapels combined, 
and by inference the total amount of glebe and appurtenances attached to both 
church and chapels appear to have amounted to approximately two carucates of 
land (about 288 acres). The assessment of the glebe for each chapel differed slightly 
from the assessment made in the Grosseteste grant in which Grimston held one 
virgate and three acres; Wartnaby held one virgate; Chadwell with Wycomb held 
40 acres; and Keyham held 18 acres and 1 rood.8 The total amount of glebe for the 
chapels which were named was about 133 acres, a figure just short of the 144 acres 
which would constitute one carucate. Coupled with the unspecified glebe attached 
to Rothley church and Gaddesby chapel, this does not appear generous as a royal 
endowment for, as Stenton pointed out, minsters which were royal or episcopal 
manors usually possessed ‘considerable estates’.9 It is not until the passing of the 
Enclosure Award for Rothley 1781–82 with the actual size of the vicar’s holding 
in Rothley, coupled with the glebe and holdings of the churchwardens, had a 
clearer idea of the land attached to the church in Rothley can be ascertained. This 
amounted to 3 acres 1 rood of meadow, 18 acres 9 perches of glebe and 11 acres 2 
roods 19 perches which had been granted to the churchwardens – in all it came to 
more than 32 acres (almost a virgate).10 It is unclear how much this had changed 

5 F. N. Davis, ed., Rotuli Ricardi Gravesend: Episcopi Lincolniensis AD MCCLVIII–MCCLXXIX 
(Lincoln, 1925), Vol. 20, pp. 162–4, hereafter Davis, ed., Rotuli Ricardi Gravesend.

6 Davis, ed., Rotuli Ricardi Gravesend at pp. 162–3.
7 Records Office for Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland (ROLLR) 44’28/867, Rothley Temple MSS: 

Custumal of Rothley soke, fo. 15 reverse.
8 ROLLR 44’28/867, Rothley Temple MSS: Custumal of Rothley soke, folios 11, 12, 13 and 14 

respectively.
9 F. M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 1971), 3rd edn, at p. 152, hereafter Stenton, Anglo-

Saxon England.
10 ROLLR 4D 72/1/2 Enclosure maps, awards and acts for the soke of Rothley, 1781–2, p. 107.
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in the intervening 500 years and more. It is possible that the parish of Rothley had 
become but a shadow of its former self by the thirteenth century. However, it can be 
inferred through the evidence of later payments made by churches and parishioners, 
indirectly attached to the medieval parish (see below), that the total glebe which 
had previously constituted the value of the parochial holding could once have been 
much greater and more in keeping with that of an old minster.

Hints regarding the status of the church at Rothley can be established in the 
later-medieval period from the rights which were granted – or re-granted – to the 
clergy and the rectory. For example, the Gravesend grant stipulated the right of 
the vicar to appoint his own assistant clergy, and the chapels were each entitled to 
have a chaplain and clerk installed and paid for by the vicar of Rothley. The church 
and chapels of Rothley would henceforth enjoy the services of 13 men. In addition, 
an agreement was reached between the archdeacon and the Templars, the latter 
to have not only the rectory but also the rights of a peculiar jurisdiction: namely, 
a jurisdiction outside the direct control of the bishop with the right to hold an 
ecclesiastical court with income attracted through fines; and the archdeacon was to 
receive an annual pension of 4 marks (£2 13s 4d) – perhaps as compensation for the 
loss of the ecclesiastical court – but allowing the archdeacon his accustomed regular 
visitation.11 The master of the Templar order in England would fulfil the obligations 
of a rector with responsibility for maintenance of the chancel of the church and 
preside over the ecclesiastical court within the parish. The delay in the appropriation 
of the advowson of Rothley church was due to the previous incumbent, John of 
Vercelli, surviving until AD 1277, forcing the Templars to wait almost 40 years 
before being able to appoint their own vicar.12 This grant confirmed Rothley parish 
as a ‘peculiar’ jurisdiction and had the effect of placing Rothley church at the head 
of a sub-diocese.13 

Further clues regarding the status and wealth of Rothley church in the pre-
Conquest period can be inferred from the dues and tithes paid by parishioners in 
later-medieval and post-medieval documents. Stenton described the cyric-sceat and 
sawol-sceat, later known as church-scot and soul-scot, which were amongst the 
earliest of payments made to minster churches for the rights of burial, and evidence 
for payment of church-scot could identify former minster churches.14 Such dues and 
payments are often the only extant evidence of former relationships between later 
parish churches. In the post-Conquest period, tithe replaced the church-scot and 
became a legal obligation for all parishioners. Blair pointed out that control over 
the place of burial became one of the real indicators of new parish churches which 
continued to pay the minster church some recompense for its loss of mortuary fees.15 
Parsons was convinced that these regular payments were one way of identifying 
former minsters and the churches they founded, although they might not appear 

11 Davis, ed., Rotuli Ricardi Gravesend, p. 163.
12 Thomson, ‘The vicars of Rothley’, pp. 122f.
13 The court for the church of Rothley was held within the church building in the early-seventeenth 

century. See Nichols, Antiquities, Vol. 3, part 2, p. 989.
14 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 154. 
15 J. Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon society (Oxford, 2005), p. 470, hereafter Blair, The Church in 

Anglo-Saxon society.
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in the sources until the late-medieval period.16 Payments to Rothley church from 
Wanlip and Skeffington have already been noted for the thirteenth century. Other 
such payments have been identified within the archives as late as the eighteenth 
century, which link churches or groups of parishioners who made payments to the 
church at Rothley despite living within the parish of another church; for example, 
payments from Shoby parishioners living within the parish of Saxelby were recorded 
within the glebe terrier for Grimston, a chapel of Rothley, for contributing payments 
to the church at Rothley,17 and South Croxton parishioners were making tithe 
payments to Rothley church although living within the parish of South Croxton 
church.18 A small number of Somerby parishioners paid tithes to Rothley church 

16 D. Parsons, ‘Before the Parish: The Church in Anglo-Saxon Leicestershire’, in J. Bourne, ed., Anglo-
Saxon landscapes in the east midlands (Leicester, 1996), pp. 11–36, at p. 23, hereafter Parsons, ‘Before 
the Parish’.

17 ROLLR 6D 46/4, Grimston, Leicestershire, glebe terrier AD 1757.
18 ROLLR DE 2/4 Ma/EN/A/24/1, Barsby and South Croxton enclosure award and map, 1798.

Fig. 1. The extent of the parish of Rothley as indicated in the sources. 
Sources: W. P. W. Phillimore, ed., Rotuli Hugonis de Welles Episcopi Lincolniensis AD 

MCCIX–MCCXXXV (Lincoln, 1912), Vol. I, pp. 238–79; ROLLR DE 2/4 Ma/EN/A/24/1 
Barsby and South Croxton enclosure award and map, 1798; ROLLR 4D 72/1/2 

Enclosure maps, awards and acts for the soke of Rothley.
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and continued to come under the jurisdiction of Rothley soke court in the eighteenth 
century.19 Such payments give a clear indication of earlier parochial connections, 
although none of these was recorded in the thirteenth-century Matriculus of Hugh 
of Wells and it is unlikely that such arrangements were made subsequent to the 
creation of that document.

In the thirteenth century, Rothley was a mother church to a large and scattered 
parish which crossed wapentake boundaries within Leicestershire, suggesting an 
extension to a merely local ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Rothley church also lay at 
the centre of a contiguous estate with two estate chapels at South Mountsorrel and 
Wanlip.20 Other churches, with or without chapels but within parochial jurisdiction, 
hint at estates under emerging local parishes.21 Rothley church and some dependent 
chapel buildings can be dated from the middle of the twelfth century, and as such 
they sit within the period of much parochial reorganisation.22 The emergence of new 
and smaller estates with parishes in the pre- and post-Conquest periods could have 
signalled the fragmentation of larger territories, and at the same time could have 
undermined the ecclesiastical relevance of an extensive parochia.

Architectural evidence 

The earliest extant fabric of Rothley church is of the Norman period and the font in 
the church has been dated at circa AD 1160.23 However, its double dedication to St 
Mary and St John the Baptist was a common feature noted by Blair for pre-Conquest 
minsters.24 Blair describes several of these dedications and noted that many churches 
followed a continental practice with the name of an apostle being paired with St 
Mary or the Holy Saviour, with the lesser church of St Mary standing due east 
of the greater apostolic one. Blair’s emphasis was on the gradual development of 
some minster sites which incorporated later chapels, tombs or crosses within the 
precinct of the minster. The recording of a priest in Domesday Rothley suggests the 
presence of an earlier ecclesiastical building, and it is possible that this structure 
was made of either wood or wattle and daub. However, this evidence alone is not 
sufficient to determine the status of the church. Franklin, in his work on churches in 
Northamptonshire, recognised similar difficulties in identifying early minsters.25 He 

19 ROLLR 4D 72/1/2, Enclosure maps, awards and acts for the soke of Rothley, including Rothley 
1781–82, Wartnaby 1764, Keyham 1771–72, Chadwell with Wycomb 1777–78, Barsby with South 
Croxton 1794–98, Somerby 1761–65.

20 V. McLoughlin, Medieval Rothley, Leicestershire: manor, soke and parish (University of Leicester, 
2006), unpublished Ph.D. thesis, p. 150, hereafter McLoughlin, Medieval Rothley. An edited version 
of the thesis was published in V. McLoughlin, Rothley Soke, Leicestershire: Landscape and People 
(Gloucester, 2017).

21 McLoughlin, Medieval Rothley, pp. 149–71.
22 See also D. Parsons, Churches and chapels: investigating places of worship (CBA, 1998), pp. 53f., and 

N. Pevsner, The buildings of England: Leicestershire and Rutland (London, 1984), 2nd edn, p. 129, 
hereafter Pevsner, Buildings, 2nd edn.

23 Pevsner, Buildings, 2nd edn, p. 364.
24 Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon society, p. 200, fig. 24.
25 M. J. Franklin, ‘The identification of minsters in the midlands’, in R. A. Brown, ed., Anglo-Norman 

Studies: Proceedings of the Battle conference (Bury St Edmunds, 1984), Vol. 7, pp. 69–89, hereafter 
Franklin, ‘The identification of minsters’. 
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believed that answers could only be reached through a combination of architectural 
and documentary evidence alongside later jurisdictional and parochial connections. 
He was willing to consider the possibility that churches which contained fabric dating 
later than the Conquest might well have been re-modelled on earlier ecclesiastical 
buildings. A careful consideration of the standing building formed an essential part 
of his approach to understanding a site.

Much of the church tower at Rothley can be dated to the fifteenth century, but 
there is also evidence of Norman work, and the whole structure stands on a base 
which is not only larger but may once have supported an earlier structure. The 
dimensions of the church at Rothley are worth noting: the length of the twelfth 
century nave is approximately 20m (metres) (66ft 9in), and its width approximately 
5.25m (17ft 6in); the length of the twelfth-century north aisle slightly exceeds 
that of the nave, being approximately 21.07m (70ft 3in) long and approximately 
4.35m (14ft 6in) wide.26 The total external length of chancel, nave and tower is 
approximately 41.76m (139ft 3in). The chancel comprises twelfth-, thirteenth- 
and nineteenth-century masonry, and its interior length is approximately 12.45m 
(41ft 6in) by approximately 5.1m (17ft) wide. Within the twelfth-century walls 

26 The imperial dimensions of the church have been taken from J. Wallace-Watts, ‘III – The church’, 
TLAS 12 (1921–22), pp. 99–120, at pp. 119f., hereafter Wallace-Watts, ‘III – The church’.

Fig. 2. Plan of the church of St Mary the Virgin and St John the Baptist, Rothley,
Source: After A. Herbert, in J. Wallace-Watts, ‘The church’, TLAS 12 (1921–22),  

pp. 100–20, plate no. 1.
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there are two hagioscopes or squints, one from the north aisle and one from the 
thirteenth-century south aisle.27 It is possible that the squint from the south aisle was 
created within the twelfth-century masonry during the thirteenth century. The later 
clerestory windows appear to have been punched through the twelfth-century walls 
of the nave, which suggests that the original walls of the nave were approximately 
9m (30ft) high. Franklin postulated that in some Northamptonshire churches such 
high walls could have contained fabric from an earlier period which had become 
architecturally obscured by later alterations.28 At Rothley church the twelfth-century 
pillars supporting the arches adjacent to the thirteenth-century south aisle suggest 
that the wall was not blank at the earlier date, and could have been either open or 
leading into a contemporaneous building. The church is impressive in length and 
height, and gives the appearance of economic prosperity in the twelfth century, 
although as a royal holding much of the wealth at Rothley church could have come 
from the crown. The length of the chancel suggests a rebuild to incorporate an 
aligned chapel standing to the east of a smaller and earlier chancel. Speculation 
regarding the elongation of the chancel gains additional weight from the evidence of 
the two hagioscopes, for both squints focus on points which are about a third of the 
distance in front of the present eastern end. From this it is possible to infer that this 
was once the original position of the chancel altar, with elongation of the chancel 
taking place at a later date. The drawing of Rothley church in Nichols suggests that 
in 1791 the chancel was already long and thus the nineteenth-century rebuilding 
cannot have been responsible for this alteration.29 The origins of the chancel must 
therefore remain obscure and can only be resolved by archaeological means.30 

Other architectural evidence

Architectural evidence of pre-Conquest date has been used by Parsons as an 
indication of ecclesiastical activity.31 He assembled this evidence to come to 
some conclusions about the nature of church provision in early eleventh-century 
Leicestershire. Rothley has within its churchyard to the south of the church an 
Anglo-Saxon cross-shaft which was described by Herbert to be in two parts, the 
lower stone is approximately 3.12m (10ft 5in) in height; and the upper stone is 
approximately 0.60m (2ft).32 Routh compared some of the decoration of the cross-
shaft to an ivory panel in the Victoria and Albert Museum, which had a border of 
Carolingian acanthus and is dated at circa AD 1000.33 Routh noted that the fabric of 
the cross-shaft is course-grain millstone grit and probably originated in Derbyshire. 
The decoration includes a beast of Jellinge-type and Routh compared this with a  

27 Wallace-Watts, ‘III – The church’, pp. 104f.
28 Franklin, ‘The identification of minsters’, pp. 69–89. 
29 Nichols, Antiquities, Vol. 3, part 2, p. 958, plate CXXIX.
30 Further line drawings of Rothley church can be found in Wallace-Watts, ‘III – The church’, after  

p. 120.
31 Parsons, ‘Before the Parish’, p. 16.
32 T. E. Routh, ‘The Rothley cross-shaft and the Sproxton cross’, TLAS 20 (1938–39), pp. 66–76, at p. 

67, hereafter Routh, ‘The Rothley cross-shaft’.
33 Routh, ‘The Rothley cross-shaft’, p. 69.
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cross at Sproxton, Leicestershire, in the north east of the county. He also saw a 
parallel to the Rothley carvings in the responds of the original Saxon chancel arch of 
Bibury church, Gloucestershire. He viewed the acanthus foliage of the cross-shaft to 
be related to the Winchester school from which Brønsted derived the Ringerike style 
of carving, which occurred in England during the reigns of Svein Forkbeard and 
Cnut.34 Other carvings on the cross-shaft could be paralleled with similar designs 
which can be ascribed to any date between the early tenth and twelfth centuries. 
Similar crosses were recorded from as early as the ninth century as markers for sites 
set aside for the act of worship and prayer.35 The occurrence of simple crosses began 
at an early date and one of these crosses with early carvings is believed to mark 
the grave of Acca, bishop of Hexham, who died in 740.36 Bailey recognised that 
plain stone crosses were common in Britain and on the continent before the eighth 
century.37 He went on to describe several stone crosses from the eighth century which 

34 Swein Forkbeard was King of Denmark from AD 988 to 1014, and Cnut was King of the English from 
AD 1016 to 1035. See P. H. Sawyer, From Roman Britain to Norman England (London, 1998), 2nd 
edn, p. 129f.

35 Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon society, p. 321.
36 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 150. 
37 R. N. Bailey, England’s earliest sculptors (Toronto, 1996), p. 48, hereafter Bailey, England’s earliest 

sculptors.

Fig. 3. The Rothley cross-shaft in the churchyard, Rothley, Leicestershire.
Source: V. McLoughlin
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were centred on the cult of Oswald in Northumbria, and he speculated whether the 
presence of such cults could provide a possible background for decorated crosses 
to emerge.38 Thus decoration became the means of indicating possible dates and 
stylistic provenance of certain stone sculptures, and the style of the Rothley cross-
shaft fits well with other sculptures of the tenth century or later. 

The preceding evidence and arguments were included within the thesis submitted 
by the author in 2006, and led to the proposal that Rothley church was a late 
minster with a parish which had been founded possibly in the mid- to late-tenth 
century, based primarily on the evidence of the cross-shaft standing within the 
churchyard.39 Neither the historical nor archaeological evidence up to that point 
offered any conclusive proof that the foundation of the church or the establishment 
of the parish were any earlier. However, this still left many unanswered questions 
and it was with eager anticipation that the author learned of the excavation which 
was to take place to the north of the church burial ground. This excavation gave the 
opportunity to learn something new about Rothley, and perhaps offer insights into 
the foundation of the church and its parochia. 

Assessment of recent archaeological evidence

In March 2007 archaeologists from the Northamptonshire Archaeology Unit were 
contracted to investigate anomalies on a site in Rothley which lies to the north-east 
of the churchyard of St Mary and St John. Their timescale was limited to a few 
months before the builders moved in. Work on the site produced various finds and 
the archaeologists unearthed the remains of 298 burials, all buried west–east and 
without grave goods, which suggested that these burials were Christian in terms of 
the religious belief of either the people who were buried or of the mourners who 
brought their loved ones for interment. 

The report from the archaeological excavation was published in 2011.40 It revealed 
Roman activity north-east of the modern churchyard comprising a boundary ditch, 
building material in the form of an extensive layer of roof-tile, and associated pottery 
dating to the third and fourth centuries AD. Later activity from the medieval period 
suggested that some Roman materials were being reused. Other features suggested the 
presence of a substantial Roman timber building. The burials uncovered on the site 
were sent to the University of Southampton for analysis and have been radiocarbon 
dated. The burials were shown to span a period from the late-seventh or mid-eighth 
century continuing through to the tenth century, or perhaps a little later, giving a total 
time-span of up to 300 years when the site was in regular use. 

As a response to this new evidence the author considered it necessary to revise 
the dating of the foundation of the church at Rothley. These newly discovered 
Christian burials at Rothley, originating more than 200 years earlier than the date 

38 Bailey, England’s earliest sculptors, p. 50.
39 McLoughlin, Medieval Rothley, p. 223.
40 T. Upson-Smith, Archaeological Excavation at The Grange, Rothley, Leicestershire, March–June 2007, 

Report 11/121, X. A52.2007, Northamptonshire Archaeology, Northamptonshire County Council 
(June 2011), hereafter Upson-Smith, Archaeological Excavation at the Grange, Rothley. 



106   vanessa mcloughlin

originally proposed, have led to a further examination of the possible context in 
which these burials could have occurred. Two questions, therefore, would be useful 
at this juncture – firstly, ‘What was the Christian context out of which these burials 
could have appeared?’; and secondly, ‘Does this burial site give clues about the 
possible foundation of Rothley church and its parochia?’

The Christian context

In about 731, Bede completed A History of the English Church and People. In his 
book, Bede wrote for the year 653 that the Middle Angles under the rule of king 
Peada, son of Penda, accepted the Christian faith, thus beginning a new chapter 
in the lives of the people of the East Midlands.41 Peada had been baptised in order 
to marry a Christian bride, Alchflaed.42 The conversion of the local population to 
Christianity had begun in the second quarter of the seventh century, led by an Italian 

41 L. Sherley-Price, ed., Bede: A History of the English Church and People (Harmondsworth, 1968), 
revised edition, p. 176, hereafter Sherley-Price, ed., Bede: A History.

42 Sherley-Price, ed., Bede: A History, p. 176.

Fig. 4. Site of a cemetery to the north-east of Rothley Church.
Sources: First edition OS 25-inch series, XXV.6. Cemetery (hatched area) at the Grange, 

Rothley, as outlined in T. Upson-Smith, Report 11/121, June 2011, X.A52.2007.
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missionary named Paulinus who had been sent from the Northumbrian court of 
Edwin to travel from one royal estate to another, taking Christianity to the East 
Midlands and converting the people of east Mercia.43 When Peada returned to 
Mercia he was accompanied by four missionaries from Lindisfarne, who went on to 
establish a see at Lichfield by the year 669.44 By 657–59, Peada had been murdered 
and he was succeeded by his half-brother Wulfhere as king of Mercia, who also 
played a major role in supporting the christianisation of the East Midlands.45

At about this time Theodore, the newly created Archbishop of Canterbury, began 
to reorganise the English diocesan system.46 At the synod of Hertford in 672 it was 
agreed that new bishops would be created as the need arose in a population which 
was being increasingly christianised. Theodore divided east Mercia into the dioceses 
of the Middle Angles and Lindsey.47 In about 680, five new dioceses were created 
which were centred on Hereford, Worcester, Dorchester, Lichfield and Leicester, and 
of these five Leicester was the bishop’s seat for the Middle Angles.48 Kirby believes 
that the name of the first bishop of Leicester was Cuthwine in the late-seventh 
century.49 Both Bailey and Kirby agree that the second bishop of Leicester was 
Wilfrid who succeeded Cuthwine, probably in the last decade of the seventh century, 
and he was a man noted for his missionary zeal.50 Wilfrid was replaced by Headda 
who was followed by Ealdwine. By 737, Bailey records that Totta (or Torthelm) had 
become the Bishop of Leicester. Further bishops of Leicester are listed by Kirby.51 It 
was the role of a bishop to oversee his diocese through preaching, teaching, baptising 
and ministering communion.52 In the early days of the bishopric priests had not 
yet been appointed to take on these tasks and the responsibilities of the bishop 
must have become increasingly overwhelming.53 The presence of Christian burials at 
Rothley dating from this early period suggests that the process of christianisation in 
the form of preaching and teaching had been successful here by the late-seventh or 
mid-eighth centuries. These early converts at Rothley could have been evangelised 
by a missionary or by any one of these early bishops appointed for that task. Local 
monasteries such as Breedon-on-the-Hill could also have played their part.54

The identification of the church at which these bishops of Leicester had their 
cathedra and from which they undertook the task of mission has created some 
debate. Bailey believes that the large church of St Nicholas in Leicester, sited near 
the middle of what had once been the Roman town, could be where this early 

43 P. Stafford, The East Midlands in the Early Middle Ages (Leicester University Press, 1985), p. 98, 
hereafter Stafford, The East Midlands.

44 R. Bailey, The early Christian Church in Leicester and its region, Vaughan Paper No. 25 (University of 
Leicester, 1963–64), p. 4, hereafter Bailey, The early Christian Church.

45 Stafford, The East Midlands, p. 99. 
46 Bailey, The early Christian Church, p. 5.
47 Stafford, The East Midlands, p. 99.
48 Bailey, The early Christian Church, p. 7. 
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cathedral was built.55 Today, St Nicholas’ church is still situated next to the Jewry 
Wall which is a considerable Roman structure, and the church fabric incorporates 
Roman material. Stafford believes that the foundation of this church could be as 
early as the seventh century.56 From such a seat the bishop could undertake his work 
of evangelising and ministering to the Anglo-Saxon community.

Would such early burials indicate the presence of a newly founded Christian 
church at Rothley? Although there is a dearth of pre-Conquest documentary evidence 
for the territory subsequently known as Leicestershire, elsewhere it can be shown that 
Christian churches began to appear during the seventh century.57 The foundation of a 
church depends on a grant of land and financial support, and to this end Cherryson 
noted that during the conversion process in Hampshire both royalty and nobility 
were targeted perhaps initially to create churches in which they would ultimately 
be interred. However, she found no evidence that people of lesser rank in this early 
period were being buried inside churches or even in ground surrounding a church. In 
fact, she believed that seventh-century evidence suggests that many Christian burials 
were taking place outside churchyards and that the custom for churchyard burials did 
not become established until after 800. She considered that non-church cemeteries 
once begun could continue into the tenth or eleventh centuries, at which point there 
appears to have been a final move for all burials to be placed in or near a church. 
Buckberry, in her studies in Lincolnshire, concluded that it was difficult to establish 
which came first on some church sites – the cemetery or the church.58 She noted that 
on some excavation sites churches cut through earlier burials, suggesting that the 
burials came first. From the archaeological evidence at Rothley it is possible to suggest 
that the earliest Christian burials could either have predated a church on the site or a 
church could have appeared simultaneously at some distance from the burials. 

Why were these early Christians buried at some distance from the place which 
would ultimately become Rothley church? Within the enclosure boundary for this 
early Christian cemetery at Rothley remains of Roman buildings were uncovered 
during the archaeological excavation. Such buildings standing (or recently standing) 
on a site could act as a focus for Christian burial. Sites with Roman remains have 
elsewhere become places used for the establishment of a Christian church.59 This 
early Christian cemetery at Rothley was active for almost 300 years with several 
graves containing up to four burials directly overlying one another, suggesting 
serially used family plots.60 The proximity of the earliest excavated grave was some 
a new church could gradually become obsolete once a later graveyard was created in 
closer proximity to the church building. 

55 Bailey, The early Christian Church, p. 10.
56 Stafford, The East Midlands, p. 99.
57 A. K. Cherryson, ‘“Such a resting place as is necessary for us in God’s sight and fitting in the eyes of 

the world”: Saxon Southampton and the Development of Churchyard Burial’, in J. Buckberry and A. 
Cherryson (eds), Burial in Later Anglo-Saxon England: c. 650–110 AD (Oxford and Oakville, 2010), 
p. 54. 

58 J. Buckberry, ‘Cemetery diversity in the Mid to Late Anglo-Saxon Period in Lincolnshire and 
Yorkshire’, in J. Buckberry and A. Cherryson (eds), Burial in Later Anglo-Saxon England: c. 650–110 
AD (Oxford and Oakville, 2010), p. 8. 
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Dating for the foundation of Rothley church

The early Christian burials at Rothley pre-date the tenth century by some 200 years 
or more, suggesting that a church building could also have existed much earlier. 
However, a church not only required parishioners, it also needed patronage to 
found and maintain the fabric of the building to which those parishioners were 
associated. In the seventh and eighth centuries conversion to Christianity was aided 
by an alliance of churchmen, kings and nobles.61 As the Christian church gained 
converts Stafford believed that churchmen sought patronage from those who could 
supply them with land and resources to create bases from which to further their 
missionary aims. She further noted that during this time minsters were founded; 
that is, churches with a community of clergy serving a large area or parochia. 
Stafford gave examples of churches at Bakewell, Southwell and Stow which were 
founded on important royal or episcopal centres. She also noted that there were 
other old minsters such as the church of St Alkmund in Derby, with a community 
of seven priests to serve the area over which it bore responsibility for preaching, 
teaching, baptising new converts, burying their dead and ministering communion 
to the faithful. Although many of these old minsters were reduced to the status of 
mother churches by the tenth century, some were still recognisable in the eleventh 
century with daughter chapels serving the area which had once been their parochiae, 
recognisable only through the continuation of dues such as tithe or other types of 
payment made by the chapels to their mother church.62 Blair was convinced that 
royal minsters were more likely to have been founded in the last quarter of the 
seventh century, with the smaller, aristocratic minsters appearing in the first third 
of the eighth century.63 Old minsters run by a group of priests falling within the 
purview of a bishop could have been founded at this early date in the East Midlands; 
their duties would have included evangelism to the uninitiated and ministry to the 
converted. The foundation of a church at Rothley fits many of the criteria for an old 
minster, and it can be inferred that the church and its parochia fulfilled a brief with 
an emphasis on Christian mission. The late-seventh to mid-eighth century Christian 
burials at Rothley support this proposition. As no clear church building of this date 
has been excavated, then further work would be needed to reveal its foundations. 
However, if such an early church had been constructed in timber all traces might 
now be lost. 

The role of priests and the privileges of a minster

Hints about the role of a group of priests in the eighth century at Rothley church 
can be gleaned from the extant evidence. In the canons laid down by the Council of 
Clofesho of 747, bishops were declared to have overall responsibility for pastoral 
care, and priests were to discharge their evangelical office in those places or regions 

61 Stafford, The East Midlands, p. 182.
62 Parsons, ‘Before the Parish’, pp. 23f.
63 Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society, pp. 95–106.
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where they were assigned by the bishop.64 By this date, therefore, priests were 
enjoined to carry out the duties assigned by the bishop in the areas to which they 
were appointed. It would appear likely that at least one priest would be in office in 
Rothley by the eighth century, but as the parochia overseen by Rothley church could 
have been extensive any priest would need to consider the support of additional 
deacons to assist in that task. The number of this group of clergy could have evolved 
as the role of the priest in charge saw fit. Further than this it is impossible to reach 
a conclusion. It has been shown that the later-medieval vicars assigned to Rothley 
church gained a lot of control – and presumably prestige – because they appointed 
and remunerated their own chaplains and clerks, in effect offering patronage of their 
own. A vestige of this patronage continues today as the Rector of Rothley church 
supplies spiritual support to two of the medieval daughter chapels at Grimston 
and Wartnaby, and oversees priests who minister to the needs of the local Anglican 
parishioners.65

The privileges granted to minsters in the mid- to late-eighth century might also 
give clues to the origins of some of the later privileges attached to Rothley church. 
In 749, Aethelbald released the Mercian minsters from certain public duties except 
those of bridge building and forts, and he gave special provision for minsters not 
to be forced to provide secular feasts for kings and nobles.66 It is possible that the 
annual carting service by the privileged tenants of Rothley in the later middle ages 
reflects something of these early concessions to their local minster.67 In addition to 
these privileges, in the latter part of the eighth century King Offa protected from 
episcopal interference those minsters he had built or acquired.68 The patronage 
provided for the initial building of Rothley church is unknown, but at the time of 
Domesday Rothley was a royal holding and, supported by the early dating of the 
Christian burials on this site, it can be inferred that royal patronage played its part. 
The removal of the bishop’s hand was a privilege which Rothley church continued 
to enjoy in the later middle ages, giving rise to the ecclesiastical peculiar in that 
parish.69 

Later historical context

In the year 793 there was a Viking raid on Lindisfarne which heralded the beginning 
of the Scandinavian incursions.70 The Vikings sought plunder and had little interest 
in either literacy or the Christian church, and Sawyer pointed out that the Danish 
army arrived in East Anglia in 865 and conquered York in 866. The Scandinavians 
took control of eastern England including those centres at Leicester, Nottingham, 
Derby, Stamford and Lincoln, which in Danelaw became known as the Five 

64 Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society, p. 114.
65 T. Sheppard, Community Heritage Officer of the Rothley Parochial Church Council, personal 
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70 P. H. Sawyer, From Roman Britain to Norman England (London and New York, 1998), p. 114. 
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Boroughs. The years 790 to 870 saw many raids on Christian sites.71 The bishop 
of Leicester relocated to Dorchester at the end of the ninth century.72 The years 870 
to 950 appear to have had a negative impact on Christianity in the East Midlands, 
although there is some disagreement between workers as to how far this impact was 
felt. 

The middle of the tenth century witnessed a Christian revival, but it is not known 
how many churches were founded – or re-founded – at this time.73 The process 
of conversion during this period of transition is not clear; however, the people 
of Danish Mercia seem to have accepted Christianity by about 942.74 It has been 
suggested that the Rothley cross could have been erected in the mid-tenth century 
as an indication of Scandinavian support.75 The conversion of the Scandinavian 
settlers could have formed part of the price of alliance in the early tenth century.76 
Throughout this period it is possible that old minsters such as Rothley church could 
have supported a group of priests who continued the process of evangelisation in 
the face of initial Viking opposition. Abrams pointed towards the destruction of 
charters and books in the ninth century, suggesting a great deal of disruption to 
Christianity.77 Blair recognised the significant impact of Viking destruction but 
saw religious continuity in churches which had paired dedications,78 and Rothley 
church with its double dedication to St Mary and St John perhaps demonstrates this 
continuity. Despite this potential for disruption there was an increase in the number 
of Vikings who settled in the Wreake Valley within the parochia of the church at 
Rothley, as evidenced by the names of their settlements.79 Gradually they appear to 
have accepted the ways of their Christian neighbours and were assimilated despite 
their pagan beliefs. Christianity offered literacy and a potential for reconciliation 
and peace, and after years of embittered fighting and hostility such a resolution 
might have proved inviting.

By the tenth century the role of old minsters was already diminishing: great 
estates were becoming fragmented and there was a move towards local parishes.80 
However, the rights of the old minsters were protected and thegns wishing to 
establish a church on their own estate were required to make a payment to the 
former mother church. These payments can often be traced through various grants 
and other dues, giving a paper trail of evidence pointing towards the older mother 
church. Such payments have already been noted for Rothley parish and give a good 
indication of former parochial relationships.81 

71 Abrams, ‘The conversion of the Danelaw’, p. 33.
72 L. Abrams, ‘The conversion of the Danelaw’, in J. Graham-Campbell, R. Hall, J. Jesch and D. N. 
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77 Abrams, ‘The conversion of the Danelaw’, p. 33f.
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A combination of archaeological evidence, coupled with later documentary 
evidence, has enabled an interpretation of the foundation of Rothley church and parish 
which is consistent with the known historical context. Other large medieval parishes in 
Leicestershire could also reveal parochial connections through a similar combination 
of evidence.82 Local historians working in this field through careful analysis of extant 
Tithe and Enclosure Awards and glebe terriers could well find information which 
would enable them to identify minsters and former mother churches, and lead them to 
postulate the extent of early-medieval parochiae in Leicestershire.

Conclusion

The writing of this article was prompted by the discovery of burials near Rothley 
church in 2007, giving potential evidence for a new dating of the church and 
its parochia, which was earlier than that proposed by the author in 2006. The 
Christian context out of which these early burials appeared – namely, the conversion 
of the king of the Middle Angles to Christianity in the mid-seventh century and the 
establishment of a bishop in Leicester in the late-seventh century – supports the 
claim that the church at Rothley could have been founded as an old minster placing 
its beginnings between the late-seventh and mid-eighth century, with the earlier 
date being preferred because of its royal connections. This proposal is strengthened 
through the discovery by the archaeologists of associated Roman building material, 
and is consistent with the christianisation of the East Midlands in the late-seventh 
and early-eighth centuries. The Anglo-Saxon bishops of Leicester, supported by royal 
concessions, would have been instrumental in the foundation and continuation of 
such a church and its parochia. 

The 2007 archaeological excavation revealing burials in Rothley has enabled a 
much clearer understanding of the church to which these people would later become 
associated. At the time of writing negotiations are underway for the return of the 
archaeological human remains to Leicestershire. The people of Rothley hope that the 
bones removed from the site in 2007 will one day be reinterred in Rothley church 
graveyard. With that end in view, the return of the remains of these early Christians 
is eagerly awaited. 
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