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'"THE clerical poll-tax returns of 1377, 1379 and 1381 have 
J_ been curiously neglected by historians. The 'totals' ab­ 

stracted from these records have of course been used by J. C. 
Russell in his demographic studies and by David Knowles in 
his work on medieval monasticism, but in respect of more 
detailed scrutiny the clerical poll-taxes have lain somewhat 
in the shadow of their secular counterparts. 1 Whilst much of 
the lay poll-tax material has been systematically appraised 
and catalogued, the range and quality of the surviving clerical 
returns are, for the most part, unknown quantities. The only 
clerical poll-tax material so far in print, consisting of a few 
membranes relating to the diocese of Salisbury, is patchy in 
the extreme, and clearly cannot stand comparison with the 
more impressive series of lay returns. 2 A large proportion of 
the material from the diocese of Lichfield is of similarly un­ 
even quality, but amongst these returns there survives an 
unusually complete account of the poll-tax assessment of 1379 
in the archdeaconry of Chester.

The clerical poll-tax returns for the archdeaconry of Chester 
in 1379 are comprised in two slim membranes, classified at the 
Public Record Office as E 179/15/6a and E 179/271/4. The 
first of these documents is headed the 'account of Richard prior 
of Norton, assessor and collector ... in the archdeaconry of 
Chester' of 'a certain subsidy granted to the king by the 
prelates and clergy of Canterbury province ... in the second 
year (of Richard II's reign)'. It then lists all the regular clergy 
in the archdeaconry, house by house, and the amount for 
which each monk, nun and canon was liable. The second 
membrane, although much the more interesting, has neither 
date nor heading. It contains a list of some five hundred 
clergymen, both beneficed and unbeneficed, living in Cheshire 
and in the portion of Lancashire, the area to the south of the 
Ribble, included in the archdeaconry. Both from internal
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evidence and from its form of graded assessment (a marked 
contrast to the largely 'per capita' levies of 1377 and 1381) 
the second document, with the first, can be ascribed categoric­ 
ally to the year 1379. :i At the same time the two documents, 
although filed separately at the Public Record Office, clearly 
can be regarded as being directly complementary, the one being 
a continuation of the other. The first membrane (E 179/ 15/6a) 
begins with the heading to the account and a full survey of the 
religious houses in the archdeaconry, and this is followed in 
the second (E 179/271/4) by a thorough assessment of the 
secular clergy. The only overlap between the two documents 
is a summarised but otherwise identical account of the regular 
clergy which is included in the second membrane and is signi­ 
ficantly crossed through, with 'as above' appearing in the 
margin alongside.

These documents seem to have completely escaped the 
notice of local historians, and extracts from the first membrane 
and the whole of the second are printed here for the first time. 1 
The historical value of this poll-tax material is considerable, 
particularly as it constitutes the most comprehensive survey 
of the church in the pre-Reformation period. These returns 
provide a relatively complete break-down of the Lancashire 
and Cheshire clergy at a particular point in time, and thus 
furnish an indispensable basis for any thorough analysis of the 
social structure of the clerical population of the medieval 
archdeaconry. In the course of this introduction it is hoped to 
collate these returns with evidence drawn from the diocesan 
and other local records, and to draw attention to some of the 
great possibilities of this poll-tax material.

POPULATION

The poll-tax returns of 1379 are generally regarded as inferior 
to those of 1377 and 1381. In comparison with the first assess­ 
ment, in particular, the 1379 survey was subject to large scale 
evasion. Thus historians on the whole have been rightly sus­ 
picious of 'totals' derived from this source. The figures J. C. 
Russell obtained from the enrolled totals of clergymen in the 
archdeaconry of Chester amply illustrate the point. The total 
clerical population recorded in the archdeaconry in 1377 was 
498, that of 1381 was 308, whilst that of 1379 was a mere 271. 5 
Nor is Chester exceptional in these figures. In all dioceses the 
1379 figures were consistently well below those of 1377 and 
1381. The problem is that these enrolled 'totals' seem to bear 
little or no relation to the number of clergymen actually
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recorded in the document under discussion. According to this 
latter there were at least 509 clergymen in the archdeaconry. 
This is a higher figure than any of ihe enrolled 'totals' of the 
three poll-taxes, and suggests considerable under-enumeration 
occurring between the drawing up of the present document 
and the enrollment of the returns at the Exchequer. At the 
same time this hgure casts some doubts upon the high degree 
of accuracy always claimed for the 1377 figures. This is par­ 
ticularly the case because there are many definite omissions 
from the 1379 returns. From other sources the names of many 
more unbeneficed chaplains working in the area can be dis­ 
covered. A third membrane of clerical poll-tax returns, date- 
able to 1377, lists as many as fifty chaplains in the arch­ 
deaconry whose names are not found in the 1379 assessment." 
Some of these may be included under different names, others 
may have moved on, been promoted or died, but this cannot 
account for more than a small minority. At the same time there 
is clear evidence of under-enumeration amongst the beneficed 
clergy. Close examination reveals that around twenty bene­ 
fices are missing from the present document, although these 
probably represent the livings of absentees whose names 
should occur in the tax returns of another archdeaconry. What­ 
ever the case, Russell's optimum figure of 498 for the clerical 
population of the archdeaconry of Chester must be regarded as 
an under-estimate. The 1379 returns list 509 named clergymen 
and after a detailed scrutiny of the names it is clear that a 
minimum figure of 600 would be a nearer estimate, if the names 
of the clergy who have been omitted from this assessment 
are included.

The five hundred or so clergymen listed in the 1379 returns 
can be divided into three main categories. In the first category 
there were the 127 monks, nuns and canons resident in the 
archdeaconry. Over half of these belonged to the three largest 
establishments, namely the Benedictine house of St Werburgh's, 
Chester (27 inmates) and the Cisterian abbeys of Whalley 
(24 inmates) and Vale Royal (18 inmates). The other religious 
houses in order of size were Norton priory (15 inmates), the 
nunnery at Chester (13 inmates), the abbey of Combermere 
(10 inmates), Burscough priory (7 inmates), Holland priory 
(5 inmates), Birkenhead priory (5 inmates), Penwortham priory 
(2 inmates) and the cell at Kersal (1 inmate). Though their 
numbers dwindled throughout the later middle ages, the 
regular clergy still constituted a sizeable proportion, almost 
exactly 25 per cent of the archdeaconry's total clerical popula­ 
tion. At the same time they remained inordinately wealthy and
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influential. Apart from their extensive territorial possessions, 
these religious houses had the patronage of about half the 
parish churches in the archdeaconry. 7 As a measure of their 
wealth, too, it is significant that whilst numerically the regulars 
represented 25 per cent of the total clerical population they 
were assessed to pay nearly 40 per cent of the archdeaconry's 
total contribution to the poll-tax. 8

In the second category can be placed the beneficed clergy, 
all those holding rectories and vicarages in the archdeaconry. 
According to the poll-tax returns, there were seventy-eight 
rectors and vicars living in the archdeaconry in 1379. As has 
already been mentioned, this cannot be regarded as the total 
number of clergymen beneficed in the area. From other sources 
it is clear that there were at least a hundred parishes in the 
archdeaconry at this time. The problem is how to account for 
these twenty-odd missing parsons. Some may have been omit­ 
ted on the grounds of poverty. It seems likely, for example, 
that the parsons of Brindle and Leyland, both missing from 
the lists of beneficed clergy, were actually recorded in the poll- 
tax as unbeneficed chaplains. 9 This line of reasoning, however, 
cannot account for the omission of the rectors of the very rich 
livings of Manchester, Middlewich and Malpas. It is more 
likely that these parsons were in fact absentees. Few licences 
for non-residence were actually recorded in the bishop's register 
for this period, but Thomas Wyke rector of Manchester, 
Thomas Fraunceys rector of Middlewich and Mr John 
Cuddington rector of Malpas all obtained such licences in the 
early 1360s. 10 Other evidence tends to support the view that 
these clergymen were rarely resident. Thomas Wyke spent 
much time on his lord's business in his native Lincolnshire, 
Thomas Fraunceys obtained permission to have an oratory at 
his house near Ashbourne, Derbyshire, and Mr John Cudding­ 
ton taught at Oxford until his death there in 1389. 11 Royal 
clerks, of course, were not expected to reside in their benefices. 
Thus it is of significance that the rectors of Prescot, Sefton 
and Croston, all of whom held their churches on the presenta­ 
tion of the king or the duke of Lancaster, were all missing from 
the poll-tax. To have included absentees in the returns would 
have made nonsense of the whole idea of a poll-tax, and 
would now present formidable problems for the historical 
demographer. Many of the missing parsons, like the rector of 
Warrington, were pluralists, and it is only reasonable to assume 
that their names do not recur in every diocese in which they 
were beneficed.12 Indeed these poll-tax returns probably pro­ 
vide the most useful index of residence amongst the beneficed
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clergy available for the medieval period. From this source it is 
thus possible to say that in 1379 at least 75 per cent and pos­ 
sibly 80 per cent of the beneficed clergy were actually resident 
in the archdeaconry (though not necessarily in their parish). 
More interestingly, a striking correlation can be found between 
absenteeism and type of patronage. In only one out of the 
seven churches to which members of the royal family had 
presented, and in only two out of the eleven parishes which 
were in the patronage of non-local baronial families, were there 
resident rectors in 1379.'" This contrasts neatly with the rela­ 
tively good record of residence, sixty-two out of sixty-three, 
apparent amongst parsons presented to their churches by 
local patrons, whether monastic or lay. These residence 
patterns are of course exactly as historians might have ex­ 
pected, but it is useful to have impressions confirmed in such 
an unequivocal fashion. 11

In the third main section of the clerical population are all the 
unbeneficed clergy. In 1379 there were some 304 unbeneficed 
clerks recorded in the poll-tax returns for the archdeaconry of 
Chester. Their names were listed under the deanery in which 
they worked, and thus their distribution within the arch­ 
deaconry can be traced. There were 49 in Chester deanery, 
17 in Wirral deanery, 40 in Frodsham deanery, 25 in Maccles- 
field deanery, 23 in Middlewich deanery, 17 in Nantwich 
deanery, 9 in Broxton deanery, 22 in Warrington deanery and 
74 in the other Lancashire deaneries (Manchester, Blackburn 
and Ley land). In addition to these there were some 27 other 
poorer clerks and Roger de Salghale, the notary at Chester. As 
has already been said, there were in all probability a much 
larger number of unbeneficed clergymen living in the arch­ 
deaconry. Even the total of 304 suggests an unusually large 
ratio of unbeneficed to beneficed clerks. The ratio must in fact 
have been around four to one, proportions which D. Robinson 
suggests would have been typical (if at all) only in the years 
before the Black Death. 1 " The relatively large number of un­ 
beneficed chaplains in the archdeaconry was in all probability 
a function of the largeness of many of the Lancashire and 
Cheshire parishes. It has been calculated that prior to the 
parochial reorganisation in the last century, the three largest 
parishes in the country, at least in terms of townships served, 
were Whalley (44 vills) in Lancashire, Great Budworth (35 
vills) in Cheshire, and Prestbury (32 vills) also in Cheshire. 
In all these parishes parochial chapelries and chapels-at- 
ease were necessarily established at a very early date, and 
these must have provided a livelihood for many unbeneficed
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chaplains. The numbers of these unbeneficed clergy seem to 
have remained reasonably static throughout the later middle 
ages, there being 315 listed in the survey of 1541-2 distributed 
amongst the deaneries in almost identical proportions to those 
of 1379. 10

THE BENEFICED CLERGY

Apart from providing a useful estimate of the maximum 
number of clergy living in the archdeaconry of Chester at 
that time, the poll-tax returns of 1379 can furnish valuable in­ 
sights into the actual structure of the clerical population. Un­ 
like the 'per capita' levies of 1377 and 1381, the 1379 poll-tax 
was assessed according to wealth. Whilst bishops and mitred 
abbots were to contribute £4, other heads of religious houses 
and holders of benefices worth more than £10 per annum were 
to be assessed at sums ranging from 5s. to £3. Holders of bene­ 
fices worth less than £10 were assessed at a standard rate of 
2s., monks and nuns were to contribute sums ranging from 
4d. to 3s. 4d., and unbeneficed clerks were to pay a uniform 
4d. 17 Although this graded scale was rather rigid and, in all 
probability, inequitable, it seems to represent the most success­ 
ful attempt made in the middle ages to tax the real sources of 
clerical wealth, and it should be valued accordingly.

The tax returns for the archdeaconry reveal great disparities 
of wealth amongst the clerical population. The relative afflu­ 
ence of the regular clergy has already been mentioned. The 
wealthiest churchmen in the archdeaconry were the abbot of 
St Werburgh's, Chester assessed at £4, the abbot of Whalley and 
the abbot of Vale Royal both assessed at £3, and the abbot of 
Combermere and the prior of Norton both assessed at £2. The 
rector of Wigan alone amongst the secular clergy was expected 
to contribute more than £1. Similarly, the monks and canons 
of these five houses all were assessed at 3s. 4d., a sum higher 
than many of the beneficed clergy. The inmates of the smaller 
monasteries were to pay sums ranging from Is. to 3.v. 4d., and 
though these were comparatively modest amounts they were 
much larger than the sums expected of unbeneficed clerks. All 
in all an inordinately large proportion of clerical wealth seems 
to have been in monastic hands. Even though Richard, prior of 
Norton, was the assessor and collector of the poll-tax in the 
area, the regular clergy contributed 40 per cent of the arch­ 
deaconry's tax assessment, a percentage totally disproportionate 
to their numbers.

Amongst the beneficed clergy themselves, there were enor-
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mous differences in wealth. The poll-tax returns are particularly 
valuable in this respect in that both the assessment and the 
valuation were recorded for each benefice. At the top of the 
scale were the extremely rich rectories of Wigan (200 marks), 
Stockport (£90), Standish (£80), Astbury (95 marks), Wilmslow 
(85 marks), Rostherne (80 marks), Davenham (80 marks), St 
Mary's Chester (80 marks) and Halsall (80 marks). The par­ 
sons of these livings were assessed at sums ranging from 13.v. 4d. 
to 30.s. To their number might be added the names of some of 
the parsons omitted from the poll-tax, notably the rectors of 
the valuable livings of Manchester, Middlewich and Malpas. 1 ' 
At the other extreme were the really poor benefices of North 
Meols (8 marks), Grappenhall (£5), St Olaf's Chester (£5) and 
Walton (£5). These parsons, in common with the vast majority 
of the unbeneficed chaplains, were assessed in the poll-tax at a 
standard 2.v. In the main it seems that the poorer churches were 
those in the gift of religious houses. The average value of the 
37 benefices in the hands of local monasteries in fact only 
amounted to £17 85. This is a marked contrast with the £33 4s. 
which was the average value of the 25 churches in the patron­ 
age of local gentry families.

Inevitably, too, there were considerable differences in the 
character and the backgrounds of these parsons. The clergymen 
instituted to the rich rectories in the patronage of laymen were 
usually of higher social rank than those presented to the poorer 
churches generally in the gift of monastic institutions. The 
former were often of gentry rank, closely associated with the 
family holding the advowson. In 1379 the rectories of Wigan, 
Standish, Stockport and Wilmslow were all held by close rela­ 
tives of their respective patrons. James de Langton, rector of 
Wigan, and James de Baggeley, rector of Stockport, both 
obtained their livings several months before their ordinations 
as subdeacons." Indeed the churches of Wigan, Standish and 
Halsall, the three richest benefices in the Lancashire assessment, 
seem to have been reserved almost exclusively for members of 
the patron's immediate family. In the fifty years following the 
poll-tax (to 1430) three Langtons were in turn presented to 
Wigan, three Standishes to Standish, and two Halsalls to Hal- 
sail. 20 Presentations to the rectory of Stockport, on the other 
hand, were subject to a great deal of competition between a 
number of gentry families. The rights of patronage seem to 
have gone to the highest bidder on a number of occasions, and 
in the resulting confusion groups of gentlemen attempted to 
install their nominees in the parsonage by force.- 1 Indeed these 
benefices were well worth fighting over. Their incomes stand
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comparison with the resources of many of the county's most 
prosperous knights. It is small wonder that many of these par­ 
sons followed the life-style of the class from which they were 
drawn. The rectors of Rostherne seem to have been particularly 
good examples of this class of parson. Thomas de Budenhale 
(1368-96) and, more notably, his successor, Roger Venables 
(1396-1436) were key figures in county society, assiduously in­ 
volving themselves in all the social activities of the Cheshire 
gentry. 22 It is interesting to note that in 1403 the parsons of 
Rostherne, Davenham, Pulford, Dodleston, Hawarden and 
Handley even joined the county's chivalry in armed revolt 
against Henry IV. 23

Patrons used their benefices not only to provide livings for 
younger sons, but also as a form of remuneration for clerks 
working in their service. The churches in the gift of the crown, 
the bishop and other magnates were almost always utilised in 
this fashion, and the parsons of these churches represent another 
category of privileged clergyman, the clerical careerists. These 
clerks, many of whom were still in minor orders at the time of 
their institution, simply used the Church as a source of income, 
holding their benefices as absentees whilst they pursued their 
careers in other fields. It has already been noted how the vast 
majority of parsons presented to their churches by royal and 
baronial patrons were missing from the poll-tax assessment. 
William de Burgh, rector of Warrington, was a pluralist, and 
other royal nominees like Simon de Melburn, rector of Sefton, 
and William de Huntelow, rector of Croston, were almost cer­ 
tainly absent in the service of the king or the duke of Lancaster. 
The parsons promoted by other non-local magnates, the Greys 
of Ruthin, the Lovells of Oxfordshire and the De La Warres 
of Lincolnshire, were also absentees, presumably for similar 
reasons. These royal and seignorial clerks and the well-born 
parsons of the rich family livings already mentioned, consti­ 
tuted the privileged elite of the late medieval clergy. Their 
benefices were not necessarily of the greatest value but, being 
absentees, they invariably had other sources of income and 
frequently held livings in plurality/ 4

Not unnaturally, these clerical careerists tended to be better 
educated than the average country parson. Although it is pro­ 
bable that there were quite a few local clergymen who had 
spent some time at one of the universities, it seems that only 
seven of those beneficed in the archdeaconry in 1379 were 
entitled to use magister before their name. Three at least of 
these were absentees at the time of the poll-tax. Mr William 
Newhagh, rector of Burton, was a diocesan official based at
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Lichfield; Mr John Cuddington, rector of Malpas, was a 
teacher at Oxford; and Mr Thomas L'Arblaster, rector of Tar- 
porley, was presumably a clerk of Lord Grey of Ruthin. 25 The 
other four graduates, too, seem to belong to the same category 
of clerk, and it is extremely improbable that they resided in 
their parishes on a permanent basis. Mr Roger Mulnegate was 
a nominee of the bishop, presented to the rectory of Halsall by 
lapse of the lay patron. Mr John Laas's tenure of the rectory 
of Plemstall can only be gauged through the occurrence in the 
bishop's register of two licences for non-residence granted to 
him in 1374 and 1384.-° Mr John Wetefield had held the rec­ 
tory of Bebington since 1355, but only occurs in local records 
in his later years, perhaps after retirement from some adminis­ 
trative service. 27 Mr Richard Winwick, vicar of Walton, cer­ 
tainly had a distinguished career already behind him in 1379. 
He was a Lancashire man and no doubt he held the poor par­ 
sonage of Walton for personal reasons, but even in later life his 
residence there was only intermittent. He held more lucrative 
benefices at both York and Lincoln, and was buried in the 
latter cathedral in 1409. - s None of these clerks could have 
contributed a great deal to the spiritual life of the community, 
especially as their qualifications were more administrative than 
pastoral. A graduate in the later middle ages was destined for 
higher things than a mere country parsonage, and nothing 
would be more misleading than to try and judge the spiritual 
quality of the local church from the proportion of graduates 
amongst its beneficed clergy.

These two groups of clergymen the rectors of rich family 
livings and the clerical careerists stand out as the two most 
privileged elements in the local clerical population, but it 
would be inappropriate to separate them too rigidly from the 
main body of beneficed clergymen. There was, after all, no 
rigid divide between 'rich' and 'poor' benefices, and there was 
considerable flexibility in the type of patron making present­ 
ments. During minorities in gentry families and vacancies in 
relgious houses the crown or more strictly the earl of Chester 
or the duke of Lancaster considerably extended its rights of 
patronage. 29 At the same time influence could always be 
brought to bear on patrons and probably accounted for Richard 
Winwick's institution to Walton, a church in the gift of Shrews­ 
bury abbey. In any case 'rights of next presentation' were 
always a marketable commodity/"1 Indeed all the parsons in 
the archdeaconry, no matter how poor their benefices, owed 
their position to broadly similar operations of patronage. 
Gentry families used rich and poor churches alike to provide
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livings for their younger sons. Wigan (200 marks), Stockport 
(£90), Standish (£80) and Wilmslow (85 marks) have already 
been mentioned as churches held in 1379 by members of their 
patrons' families. To these can be added the rectories of 
Cheadle (40 marks), Bury (40 marks), Aughton (20 marks) and 
Radcliffe (11 marks). These churches actually represent a third 
of all the benefices in the gift of the local gentry, and the pro­ 
portion reserved for relatives would appear higher still if other 
kinsmen cousins and nephews, in particular could be taken 
into account. The medieval gentry always had need of the 
services of the clerical class for secretarial and other work and, 
where there were no aspiring clergymen in the family, it was 
only natural for gentlemen to use their benefices to promote 
local clerks who had (and would) prove useful in their service. 
In at least three cases Cheshire parsons were presented to their 
churches by their manorial lord. Nicholas Penne, a native of 
Brereton, was instituted to the rectory of Tilston on the recom­ 
mendations of Sir William Brereton. William de Kekwyk owed 
his promotion to the rectory of Thornton to Sir Thomas Button, 
the lord of a sizeable estate in Keckwick. John de Brunstath 
probably originated from Brimstage in the Wirral and was pre­ 
sented to the rectory of Mobberley by the lord of Brimstage, 
John Domville. In none of these cases were the clerks pro­ 
moted within their native parishes or even within their native 
deaneries. Their institutions make sense only in terms of the 
feudal geography of the county, and Penne, Kekwyk and Brun­ 
stath can all be found on occasion performing some form of 
service, often as trustees in property settlements, for their 
patrons and their families. 31 The ways in which religious houses 
used their rights of patronage, however, are rather more 
obscure. Although on occasion relatives and friends of mem­ 
bers of the convent were promoted to livings in their gift, and 
though monastic appointments were sometimes subject to the 
influence of the crown and other local benefactors, it seems that 
in the main the patronage of religious houses was less partial 
than the average layman. Indeed monastic patrons could well 
afford to be more disinterested in their appointments since in 
many cases they had already appropriated the revenues of the 
churches in their gift, leaving only poorly endowed vicarages 
for the actual incumbents. Thus many of the parsons presented 
by religious houses seem to have been of relatively humble 
origins, often recruited internally from amongst the stipen­ 
diary chaplains already working in the parish. Robert de Mon- 
ton, vicar of Eccles, Roger de Poghden, vicar of Childwall, 
John de Shagh, vicar of Prestbury, and Henry de Molynton,



1379 CLERGY 11

vicar of Backford, all seem to have originated from the parish 
in which they were ultimately beneficed. 32 For the majority of 
priests, however, it must be confessed that evidence relating to 
their sources of patronage is, where actually available, ex­ 
tremely confusing. Robert Kelyng, vicar of Wallasey, is a case 
in point. He was a native of Liverpool, and occurs in many 
property transactions in the town. He was ordained priest in 
the early 1360s to the title of Norton priory, but seems to have 
owed his institution to the vicarage of Wallasey to St Wer- 
burgh's abbey, Chester. In later years he seems to have obtained 
a degree, and in 1385 he was in Scotland in the service of Hugh 
de Segrave, Treasurer of England. 32 This evidence is far too 
fragmentary to build up a coherent picture of Kelyng's career, 
but it at least demonstrates something of the diversity of inter­ 
ests and connections which might influence the career of even 
the humblest of country parsons.

Though the beneficed clergy in the archdeaconry of Chester 
were a very mixed group, the vast majority had at least one 
characteristic in common; they were all local men. Over three- 
quarters of the parish churches in the archdeaconry were in 
the gift of local patrons, and since clerks promoted by outsiders 
tended to be absentees the resident body of beneficed clergy­ 
men was overwhelmingly local in complexion. Although it is 
impossible to be precise in such matters, it is very probable that 
as many as 90 per cent of the parsons of benefices listed in the 
poll-tax of 1379 were actually natives of the archdeaconry. 
Many of the parsons bore the names of local gentry families 
like Mascy, Wever, Cholmondeley, Davenport, Bulkeley, Fit- 
ton, Baggeley, Mere, Aston, Langton, Waleys, Standish, Rad- 
cliffe and Pilkington. Other distinctively local family names 
were Poghden, Shalcross, Shagh, Wemme, Kelyng, Wodehouse, 
Penne, Steresacre, Totygreve, Hallum, Belew and Rosumgreve. 
Other parsons bore as their surnames very distinctive Cheshire 
and Lancashire place-names such as Brunstath, Coppenhall, 
Altcar, Budenhale, Sandbach, Bromburgh, Winwick, Manches­ 
ter, Molynton, Bunbury, Kekwyk, Crowton, Formby, Salghton 
and Hondbridge. All these parsons, and many more, were 
natives of the archdeaconry, and their local provenance no 
doubt tended to reinforce the regionalised character of the 
Church in these parts. By the later middle ages the archdeacons 
of Chester had already obtained from the bishops of Lichfield 
extensive rights and privileges within their jurisdiction/" These 
privileges effectively gave the Church in Cheshire and south 
Lancashire a measure of freedom from episcopal control, an 
independence in ecclesiastical affairs which to some extent
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mirrored the franchises of the two counties palatine in secular 
matters.

THE UNBENEFICED CLERGY

As has already been noted, the beneficed clergy only repre­ 
sented a small proportion of the total clerical population of the 
archdeaconry. Numerically more important were the 304 seem­ 
ingly unbeneficed clerks recorded in the poll-tax of 1379. These 
cannot be regarded simply as an impoverished clerical pro­ 
letariat. Their number included Roger de Salghale, the notary 
at Chester, who was assessed at 3s. 4d., and in fact the vast 
majority, 276 out of 304, were required to contribute 2s. a head, 
the same rate as the poorer parsons. These clerks clearly all 
held livings as valuable as some of the lesser benefices, 
although the sources of their income are more difficult to trace. 
Only the twenty-seven clerks assessed at 4d. can be regarded as 
completely unbeneficed. It is possible that some of these had 
no regular income, but then many of them seem still to have 
been in minor orders. 35 The truly destitute amongst the clerical 
population would doubtless have been omitted completely from 
the assessment.

The large number of unbeneficed chaplains in the arch­ 
deaconry must to a great extent have been a function of the 
immense size of many of the Cheshire and Lancashire parishes. 
At the time of the tithe commutation Whalley, Great 
Budworth and Prestbury were the three largest parishes 
in the country. a " In all these parishes many dependent chapel- 
ries had grown up during the middle ages. Some of these were 
only temporary establishments, but others acquired a more per­ 
manent standing as parochial chapelries. The churches at 
Nantwich, Northwich and Macclesfield, none of which were 
parishes, must have been fairly large establishments by this 
period. By the end of the fourteenth century there were at least 
six dependent chapelries at Clitheroe, Downham, Burnley, 
Colne, Church and Haslingden in the large, sprawling parish 
of Whalley. 1T In a few cases the names of the incumbents of 
these chapelries can be traced, and matched with those occurr­ 
ing in the poll-tax returns. John de Bowehurst (or Rowehurst) 
was chaplain of Church. 38 John de Rossyndale was almost cer­ 
tainly a chaplain at Macclesfield, and Richard Munne seems to 
have been the incumbent of one of the chapels at Liverpool. 39 
William de Derby and Richard de Doglis both seem to have 
been chaplains at the chapel of Douglas, and Thomas de Clay- 
ton was the priest at the chapel on the Ribble Bridge. 40 By a
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curious chance it is recorded that Nicholas de Minshull was 
chaplain of the important parochial chapelry of Knutsford. 41

Many of the other chaplains recorded in the poll-tax held 
position as stipendiary priests in the parish churches. Some 
were even responsible for the cure of souls in the parishes of 
absentee rectors. William de Wermincham probably acted in 
this capacity for the rector of Middlewich, John de Scoles for 
the rector of Manchester and Robert Davenham for the rector 
of Plemstall. 42 Richard de Stoke held the curacy and leased the 
profits of the appropriated church of Stoke in Wirral. 43 A large 
collegiate church like St. John's, Chester provided livings for 
a large number of chaplains. Richard Madelegh, Richard Fil- 
cock, John Sudbury, Robert Davenham, Richard Ku, Geoffrey 
del Wyche, John More, John de Stone, William de Kingelegh, 
Robert Hood and William Tewkesbury all occur as vicars- 
choral at this collegiate church." Adam de Astbury was a 
chaplain at Astbury and in the poll-tax returns chaplains 
are recorded at Over, Frodsham, West Kirby, Bebington, 
Malpas, Aldford, Tilston, Hanmer and Holford (presumably 
a private chapel). 45 At the same time there were many chantry 
chapels to be served in the archdeaconry. John Claviger 
and John Walton both seem to have been chantry priests at 
Huyton church. 4 '1 John le Archer was chaplain at the chantry 
chapel of Blackrod whilst Adam de Kekwik officiated in the 
chantry of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Standish. 47

It would be difficult to estimate the incomes of these chap­ 
lains. The stipends of priests were regulated throughout the 
later middle ages but although in 1378 they had been fixed 
at 8 marks per annum for chaplains with cure of souls and 7 
marks for all other chaplains, these rates clearly did not always 
obtain in practice. 18 The priests at the newly founded chantries 
at Huyton were to be paid 10 marks per annum. 49 In 1383 the 
new chaplain at Chester castle was to receive £5, and this was 
almost certainly in addition to his board and lodging"' 0 . Many 
chapels and chantries, too, had their own revenues, not only 
from oblates and other ecclesiastical sources but also from 
rents and lands donated by their founders. The chantry estab­ 
lished in the early fourteenth century at Standish church had 
been endowed with two messuages and sixty acres of land. 51 At 
the same time it is necessary to take into account other sources 
of income available to these chaplains. There were always 
occasional rites such as services in private chapels, masses for 
the dead, which could be performed by these chaplains for a 
fee. In 1369 Sir Thomas Lathom left £20 in his will to find a 
suitable chaplain to say masses for his soul for five years. 52
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There was also a great deal of secretarial and administrative 
work which a chaplain might perform on behalf of gentlemen 
and merchants. In particular, many chaplains acted as trustees 
in the property settlements of landowning families, and over 
half the clerks recorded in the poll-tax can be found acting in 
this capacity in surviving deed collections. 53 These services 
must always have been remunerated in some way, whether 
directly by payment or indirectly by patronage. In his will of 
1395 William Mainwaring made bequests to numerous clergy­ 
men who had doubtless served him in the past, including 
13s. 4d. each to John le Pecok and Peter Blys. 54 Some chap­ 
lains, too, seem to have held property on their own account. 
Nicholas le Baker and John le Pecok are both recorded as hold­ 
ing burgages in Nantwich in 1385/' r> Richard Munne, William 
Crouther held lands respectively in the towns of Liverpool, 
Stockport and Altrincham. 511 Richard de Bromburgh (alias 
Richard Vernon of Bromborough) held property in Brom- 
borough, Thomas del Walle had a small estate in Halton and 
John de Hephales was a tenant in the forest of Macclesfield.* 7 

It is unlikely that any of these chaplains, taxed as they were 
at the same rate as many parsons, were without regular source 
of income. Indeed they would not have been allowed to pro­ 
ceed to holy orders at all without having had a guaranteed 
living (or 'title', as it was known) of at least five marks a year. 1 " 
For the vast majority of clerks this had meant seeking the 
sponsorship of a local monastery, and in the period 1370-79 
Lancashire and Cheshire houses granted 'titles' to 125 ordi- 
nands. 39 Theoretically the granting of titles committed the 
monastery to providing livings for their newly-ordained priests, 
but in practice titles meant little in terms of real patronage. 
Holland priory, with only one vicarage in the archdeaconry at 
its disposal, gave twenty-seven titles in this period. St Wer- 
burgh's abbey, with eighteen Cheshire churches in its gift, gave 
none. Although over twenty of the priests ordained in the years 
1370-79 ultimately obtained benefices, only two of these were 
actually promoted by the monasteries which had originally pro­ 
vided their titles."" Indeed the significance of this system of 
sponsorship is difficult to assess even in the most general terms. 
The ordinations of over 40 per cent of the chaplains in the 
poll-tax can be traced, but these do not reveal many coherent 
patterns. Certainly it seems that many clerks, predictably, took 
their titles from the monastery nearest their home. It is clear, 
for example, that most clerks from the eastern half of Lanca­ 
shire from Blackburn, Whalley, Eccles and Rochdale 
parishes, in particular looked to Whalley abbey for sponsor-
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ship. Clerks from the western half of the country, on the other 
hand, such as Richard More of Liverpool, William Derlyng of 
Whiston, William le Ferour of Croston, John Morsolles of Hale 
and Thomas Scharpe of Sefton, generally took their titles from 
Holland priory. Most of these chaplains, moreover, seem to 
have found employment in their own locality, and the main 
north-south highway through Warrington, Wigan and Chorley 
seems to mark a divide between the areas in which the priests 
sponsored by Whalley and those sponsored by Holland were 
active.'" Similar spheres of influence can be detected "in 
Cheshire, with Norton priory giving more titles in the north 
and Combermere abbey giving more titles in the south." 2 These 
are only very general patterns, however, and in many cases it 
has to be admitted that there is no direct correlation between 
the area in which a clerk resided and the location of the 
monastery which granted him his title. At least a fifth of the 
chaplains whose ordinations can be traced owed their titles to 
religious houses from outside the archdeaconry. Where these 
monasteries held property in the archdeaconry, of course, the 
connections between the clerks and their sponsors can some­ 
times be traced. Thus Adam de Brekale and John de Lunt, 
who were ordained to the title of Merevale abbey, both came 
from hamlets to the north of Liverpool, an area in which Mere- 
vale had territorial interests." 3 In other cases, however, the 
nature of the connection remains a complete mystery. Clergy­ 
men from the larger towns, in particular, seem peculiarly 
eccentric in their choice of sponsors, reflecting, no doubt, the 
wider connections of the mercantile classes. In the poll-tax 
returns for the deanery of Macclesfield the names of three clerks 
from Stockport were recorded, each of whom obtained his 
title from a different monastery from outside the archdeaconry. 
John le Walker was sponsored by Merevale, William Edkus by 
the house of St. Katherine outside Lincoln and William de 
Bagelegh by the hospital of St. John the Baptist by Stafford." 4 
At the same time there were a fair number of chaplains resident 
in the archdeaconry in 1379 who were clearly not local men. A 
few of these, like John de Snayth (alias John son of Henry 
le Taillour of Snaith, Yorkshire), had actually been sponsored 
by local religious houses, and had no doubt been offered livings 
in the locality."" Others, like the group of Irish chaplains in the 
deanery of Chester, had probably moved into the archdeaconry 
in the hopes of finding employment."" Indeed it is all too easy 
to under-estimate the geographical mobility of the clerical 
population. Many Lancashire and Cheshire chaplains doubt­ 
less found work in other parts of the country, and within the
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archdeaconry itself the unbeneficed clergy seemed to have 
moved around with considerable facility. Of the thirteen un­ 
beneficed chaplains whose names are recorded in the poll-taxes 
of both 1377 and 1379 only eight were resident in the same 
deanery on both occasions. 07

Although most of the 304 unbeneficed clerks were assured of 
a reasonable living, their chances of real ecclesiastical prefer­ 
ment were extremely limited. Many of the chaplains listed in 
the poll-tax seem to have served as priests for thirty or forty 
years without any real hope of being promoted to a benefice. In 
the deanery of Frodsham, for example, Adam le Mason, Gil­ 
bert de Gropenhale, John Hank, Thomas Forste, Robert de 
Walton and William Geffeson had all been ordained over 
twenty years previously. 08 With a ratio, in 1379, of about four 
chaplains to every parish in the archdeaconry, the chances of 
being presented to even one of the poorer churches were slim 
indeed. The situation was aggravated by the fact that such a 
large proportion of the benefices were habitually reserved for 
scions of local gentry families, royal servants, diocesan officials 
and the like. In the period 1380 to early 1385 new institutions, 
as opposed to exchanges, were made to eighteen Lancashire 
and Cheshire churches. Three of these were filled by clerks 
nominated by the king and other magnates. Three more went 
to clerks still in minor orders, presumably relatives of their 
patrons. Two were granted to priests who were already 
beneficed, and two more were filled by monks of Whalley and 
Burscough. This left only eight benefices to be shared amongst 
all the other local chaplains, and in fact only one, the rectory of 
Wilmslow, went to a chaplain listed in the poll-tax of 1379. 09

Only about one in ten of the chaplains recorded in the poll- 
tax seem to have eventually attained a benefice. Thomas Forste, 
after nearly a quarter of a century as a priest, was presented to 
the rectory of Wilmslow in 1380. Three years later, although 
his institution was not recorded in the bishop's register, John 
de Craunton (alias Graunton) was vicar of Eccles. In 1389 
Roger de Belgreve acquired the rectory of Astbury, John le 
Ficheler the vicarage of Rochdale and John Liverpool the 
rectory of North Meols. In the 1390s John Molyneux, Hugh le 
Strynger, John de Burton, John Birkyn, John Wodehouse, 
Richard Twoyereold, John de Alston, Robert de Colayn, 
Philip Egerton, John Spencer (alias Claviger) and Roger de 
Salghale were presented to the churches of Thurstaston, War- 
mincham, Over, Lymm, Swettenham, Eccleston (Cheshire), 
Leyland, Middleton, Heswall, Backford and Acton. 70 Others 
even found preferment outside the archdeaconry. Thomas de
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Hornby was vicar of Kirkham in Amounderness, a church in 
the diocese of York but in the gift of Vale Royal, from around 
1394. 71 John Case, a chaplain from the deanery of Macclesfield, 
seems to have acquired the Derbyshire living of Grendon-in-the- 
Moors. 72 Stephen le Lene, another Macclesfield chaplain, 
seems to have followed the fortunes of his fellow-townsman, 
John de Macclesfield, the distinguished royal clerk. In the 
1390s almost certainly through Macclesfield's influence at 
court he was presented to the rectory of Horsmonden in 
Kent. Like many of the other Cheshire parsons who joined the 
rebellion of 1403, Stephen le Lene remained loyal to Richard II 
after his deposition. In May 1402 he was executed in London 
along with a group of friars for conspiring against Henry IV. 73 

In the main the benefices to which these chaplains were pro­ 
moted were of the poorer sort. The vicarages of Rochdale and 
North Meols were two of the most meagre livings in the arch­ 
deaconry, and the churches of Eccles, Thurstaston, Swettenham, 
Middleton and Backford were all valued at less than £10. Even 
where chaplains from 1379 were instituted to the richer bene­ 
fices their fortunes were not always advanced very substan­ 
tially. Roger de Belgreve's tenure of Astbury seems to have 
been subject to the payment of a heavy annual pension and 
Hugh de Toft, who attained the rich rectory of Stockport in 
1404, seems to have been forced to resign three years later. 71 
Most of these chaplains in any case seem to have obtained their 
benefices very late in life, and hardly any found any further 
preferment. Both Hugh de Toft and John de Merbury (rector 
of Brereton, 1403-10) were chaplains with close connections 
with the Cheshire gentry, and yet both had to serve extremely 
long apprenticeships, one of nearly fifty, and the other of nearly 
thirty years, as unbeneficed priests, 7 "' Indeed it seems that if a 
chaplain were not sufficiently well-connected to possess a bene­ 
fice at the time of his ordination, there was little likelihood of 
his having a really successful career in the church. John Button 
seems to have been the only clerk in the poll-tax who later 
obtained a whole succession of lucrative benefices, and his in­ 
clusion amongst the unbeneficed chaplains of the archdeaconry 
was in any case rather incongruous. He had already been pre­ 
sented to the church of Lawton in 1377 but, being then in minor 
orders, his institution had not been ratified. By 1382, however, 
he was a bachelor of civil law and his future career was put on 
a surer footing by his promotion to the rectory of Barrow, a 
sinecure then in the gift of Sir Lawrence Button. 7U


