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The Creation of the Diocese of Bristol

By MARTHA C. SKEETERS

Henry VIII's scheme for creating new dioceses at the dissolution of the religious houses has
received very little attention from historians. Perhaps this is because in the end it came to very
little, or perhaps because of the paucity of sources. Five lists, including one in the king’s own
hand, generated suggestions of as many as 22 new sees by 1539, but only six were created
between 1540 and 1542. Geography suggests that some of the six new dioceses were aimed at
better diocesan administration, but the establishment of Bristol diocese was an untimely and
illogical act which poses a puzzle. This new diocese had nothing to do with more rational
diocesan administration, for it was not even geographically contiguous. When Bristol diocese is
put into the context of the king’s other new creations, it becomes even more puzzling. Why was it
created nine months after the division of Worcester diocese, which had moved Bristol into the
new diocese of Gloucester? It is to local circumstance rather than to the king that we must look
for an explanation of Bristol’s belated addition to the scheme for new bishoprics.

The idea of creating new bishoprics first appeared under Wolsey’s aegis in the 1520s but did
not gain the king’s sponsorship until the dissolutions of religious houses made some wealth
available and perhaps demanded some politic expenditures to justify the crown’s rapacity.' At
least five lists of potential new bishoprics had been made by 1539 when the House of Lords
passed a bill authorizing the king to establish any he chose.? One list, in the king’s own hand,
listed thirteen potential sees.’ Another manuscript contained two other lists with particulars
enumerated and two without, apparently compiled at different times by different hands.* A total
of 22 new sees were suggested in the five lists. Bristol was not on the king’s list and appeared on
only one enumerated and one unenumerated list. Three of the six new sees which actually were
created appeared on all five lists: Peterborough (1541), Gloucester (1541), and Oxford (as Osney
and Tame, 1542). Westminster (1540) appeared on all but the last unenumerated hst. Chester
(1541) did not appear on the king’s list, which was limited to sees in the province of Canterbury,
but did appear on the other two enumerated lists and one of the unenumerated lists. From the
beginning, it appears, Bristol was not a prime prospect for a new see.’

The appearance of Gloucester on all five lists reinforces this impression, for most of the city of
Bristol lay within the archdeaconry of Gloucester, which was in Worcester diocese.® Already an
ecclesiastical administrative centre, Gloucester was the logical choice for a see containing Bristol,
in spite of the fact that Bristol was a much larger city with some 10,000 inhabitants to
Gloucester’s 4000.” Given Bristol’s position as the largest port outside L.ondon and the only city
of its size not a see, it is not surprising that its monastery of St. Augustine received some
consideration for conversion to a cathedral. Nevertheless, it appears that by December 1539,
Gloucester had definitely been chosen over Bristol as the site of a new bishopric. When
monasteries in both cities were dissolved, services were maintained at St. Peter’s, Gloucester,
while services at St. Augustine’s, Bristol, were discontinued. The see of Gloucester was
established on 3 September 1541, and Bristol was included in it — at least, that part of the city in
Worcester diocese was included.

Since 1240, Bristol had been divided between the two dioceses of Worcester and Bath and
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Wells. In that year the city, which lay in Worcester diocese, had extended its walls to include the
suburb of Redcliffe, across the Avon river in the diocese of Bath and Wells. Some fifteen city
parishes remained 1n Worcester diocese and three in the archdeaconry of Bath in Bath and Wells
diocese. This division between two dioceses continued when the diocese of Gloucester was
created, and the trans-Avon parishes remained in what had become simply Wells diocese. If
better diocesan administration through reduced geographic area was the rationale for creating
(loucester out of Worcester and Hereford dioceses, this achievement was limited where Bristol
was concerned.’

Rationality was cast aside 1n any case when the diocese of Bristol was established on 4 June
1542, less than nine months after that of GGloucester.” The new diocese included the city and
county of Bristol (from Gloucester and Bath and Wells dioceses) joined to the county of Dorset
(from Salisbury diocese) and the manor of Leigh, Somerset (also from Bath and Wells)." This
diocese, unlike Gloucester, had no pretensions of rationality, for the administrative problems
involved 1n a diocese which was not even geographically contiguous, whose main parts were
separated by some 40 miles of another diocese, were clear. This patchwork diocese was an
unplanned oddity.

If from December 1539 until September 1541, the king had no intention of erecting a see in
Bristol, what changed his mind? What prompted him belatedly to create this anomaly in English
ecclesiastical history and in his own plan? Who wanted the establishment of Bristol diocese and
why? The answers to these questions are to be found by focusing on local circumstance rather
than the king’s scheme for new bishoprics. The diocese of Bristol was more the creation of the
city than the crown.

During the 1530s Bristol was the scene of a great deal of religious conflict, beginning with the
preaching of Hugh Latimer in the city in 1533 and culminating with a visit from the radical
(George Wishardt in 1539." Particularly during the Latimer episode the corporation found events
complicated by the influence of diocesan authorities. Its authority under attack by local clergy
with ties to conservatives outside the city, the corporation tried to influence local preaching.
Although national ecclesiastical policy in 1533 was in the hands of Thomas Cromwell, Bishop
Clerke of Bath and Wells and Chancellor Bagarde of Worcester did not always follow his lead,
and the corporation’s attempts to assert control of city pulpits were hindered by the absence of
centralized ecclesiastical authority. With two ecclesiastical authorities granting or withholding
preaching licenses, sometimes without regard for the wishes of Cromwell or the city’s secular
powers, the municipal authorities had difficulty managing the popular religious conflict which
erupted after Latimer preached. When they wanted Latimer back to defend himself and the
corporation against the conservative clergy, Bagarde at first denied his license.” Within months
the corporation also was unable to get a license from Bath and Wells for the preacher of their
choice, John Hilsey, for an annual civic service in a parish church." Hilsey would have countered
the preaching of the outrageous William Hubberdine. In spite of these difficulties the local
corporate €lite does not seem to have seriously pursued a new bishopric in the 1530s.

A traditional story says that Henry VIII promised to make Bristol a city when he visited
nearby T'hornbury in August 1535." This might have been a response to visiting Bristolians’ gifts
as well as to their concern over his nomination of Latimer to the see of Worcester. He had,
however, given the title of Bristol to a suffragan bishopric in 1534, a move which suggests no
plans to make Bristol a genuine see.' As for Bristol’s governors, their job probably was made
easier by Latimer’s nomination since he stayed out of Bristol and governed his diocese in tandem
with Cromwell.” The newly obsequious behavior of Bishop Clerke toward Cromwell also made
matters somewhat less complicated in regard to ecclesiastical policy.*

The king’s religious reaction in the spring of 1539 and Latimer’s resignation in the summer
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clouded the situation again, giving the corporate élite reason to be concerned. The religious
reaction and the harsh punishments dictated by the Six Articles Act inspired 500 indictments for
heresy and many arrests in London."” In Gloucester there were protests against the dissolution of
monasteries and sermons against the king’s articles. Cromwell’s representative in the area,
‘Thomas Avance, was in Gloucester in February 1540, meting out light punishments to those
detected during the last visitation, and Bristol’'s mayor and aldermen requested that he come to
Bristol to ‘reform certain points.” Apparently the corporation wanted his help before the city
was visited by the new bishop of Worcester, John Bell, in April.” There is no evidence that the
visitation caused any problems, but the death of Cromwell in the following summer signalled the
victory of conservative forces in the battle for the monarch’s ear and the end of an era for local
authorities accustomed to dealing with Cromwell in theirr management of popular religious
discord. They were left to wonder if the king would return to more direct reliance on diocesan
authorities and 1if harsh punishments of Bristol’s religious dissidents would follow. The six mcn
cxecuted at Smithfield only two days after Cromwell’'s death included both Catholics and
Protestants, and three of them had been active in Bristol.?

These concerns apparently still did not translate into strong pressure for a local bishopric,
however, for in just over a year the king created the diocese of Gloucester. This probably was the
trigger which set in motion some effort in Bristol’s €lite to gain their own diocesc. The inclusion
of Bristol in a jurisdiction centred in Gloucester, a rival city, was threatening. The cities had
recently feuded over scarce food supplies, and the prospect of Bristol having an episcopal
authority influenced by this rival urban oligarchy was a serious matter.” In addition, civic pride
suffered when Gloucester gained the title of city. To make matters worse, the newly named
bishop was John Wakeman, who had been abbot of Tewkesbury, and probably a foe of the
corporation during the Latimer affair.” Clearly, at this point the crown had no plan to create
Bristol diocese, and the only other force interested and strong enough to change the royal
direction was Bristol’s secular élite. While no direct evidence of this pressure is extant, the
context of the creation leaves no other explanation. Local concern with diocesan authority and,
more importantly, the rivalry with Gloucester were strong motivations for Bristol’s élite to seck a
diocese of their own.

While the diocese of Bristol was created in the era of Henry VIII's new bishoprics, it cannot be
regarded as part of his considered plan. He may have toyed with the 1dea of making Bristol a see,
but gave the idea up to create a bishopric in Gloucester. The peculiar timing of the establishment
of Bristol diocese and its odd geographical make-up indicate the existence of external pressure on
the king, pressure which could only have come from Bristol’s governing class.
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