
After King Henry VIII broke away from the Roman Catholic Church in the 1530’s and 
established the Church of England, the reigning monarch has maintained the position of 
Supreme Governor of the Church of England, or Head of the Church. HRH Queen Elizabeth 
II has held this position throughout her reign. During her lifetime there have been ten 
Bishops who have held the title of Bishop of Bath and Wells, and seven since the beginning 
of her reign in 1952. 

There is a consistent, strong connection between the Bishops of Bath and Wells and the 
monarchy. Ever since the coronation of Richard I in 1189, where Bishop Reginald stood 
by the side of the King, they have acted as the ‘supporters’ of the incoming monarch. 
The Coronation Cope, which is on display in the Drawing Room upstairs, was made for 
the coronation of Edward VII in 1902, and has been worn at every coronation since. In 
the illustration on the right you can see King Edward entering Westminster Abbey for his 
coronation, flanked by the Bishop of Durham, and the Bishop of Bath and Wells: Bishop 
George Wyndham Kennion. 

One part of the process of becoming a Bishop requires the new Bishop to go to Buckingham 
Palace to pay homage to the queen, who officially appoints them. This ceremony includes 
the tradition of kissing the monarch’s hands, and pledging their loyalty to the monarch. The 
current Bishop of Bath and Wells, Bishop Peter Hancock journeyed to Buckingham Palace to 
pay homage to Her Majesty the Queen in 2014.

Every diocesan Bishop is, at some point invited to the Queen’s residence of Sandringham 
to preach a Sunday service for the Queen. The Bishop spends the weekend with the royal 
family as a houseguest, and is treated as a member of the royal household. Bishop Peter 
Hancock, visited in January 2016. Whenever the Queen visits Somerset, she is greeted by 
both the Bishop of Bath and Wells and the Lord Lieutenant. 

This display provides a short summary of each Bishop who has supported HRH the Queen 
during her life. Don’t forget to visit the Long Gallery upstairs, where you can find portraits 
of these and other Bishops, in addition to the stunning Coronation Cope.

The Coronation of King 
Edward VII, and Queen 
Alexandra took place at 
Westminster Abbey on the 
9th of August 1902. The 
Bishops are wearing the 
Coronation Copes.

Image:
King Edward VII entering 
Westminster Abbey on his 
coronation. Illustration 
for The Coronation Book of 
Edward VIII by W J Loftie 
(Cassell, 1902).
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In celebration of Her Majesty the Queen’s 90th Birthday, this 
display commemorates the Bishops of Bath and Wells who have, 
and who continue to support the Queen during her life and reign.

A Royal Connection

Bishop Harold Bradfield 
(nearest the camera)  is 
wearing the Coronation 
Cope at the Coronation 
of Queen Elizabeth II at 

Westminster Abbey on 
the 2nd of June 1953.

Image:
Original Tuck postcard.

Long may she  
       reign over us

By Josephine Watkinson and Rosemary Cooke.
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St John Basil Wynne Wilson
1921-1937

Bishop Wynne Wilson was the last resident Bishop to have employed a 
large domestic staff, including five gardeners, two chauffeurs, and eight 
indoor staff. He treated them well, and encouraged them not only to 
play croquet on the lawn, but play golf in and out of the ruins of the 
Great Hall. Bishop Wynne Wilson and his wife Lilian were caring, popular, 
and hospitable.

Bishop Wynne Wilson was a supporter of the Queen’s father, King George 
VI at his coronation in 1937 and during his time as Bishop of Bath and 
Wells, he welcomed the introduction of the new revised prayer book in 
1927, despite its rejection by Parliament. In his personal life, the Bishop 
was a collector of vintage cars, he enjoyed both golf and croquet.

Bishop Francis Underhill
1937-1943

During World War II Bishop Francis Underhill leased part of the Palace 
to St Brandon’s School for Daughters of the Clergy, as their pupils were 
evacuated out of Bristol, the fifth most heavily bombed city in Britain 
during the war. It is understood that Bishop Francis found the new 
residents quite a challenge. Sources document his comments on his noisy 
neighbours and their untidiness. In addition to opening his residence to 
St Brandon’s School, Bishop Underhill engaged with the local war efforts. 
In the face of criticism of the Church, he organised councils of Christian 
witness across the diocese to discover what role the Church might play 
in social reconstruction when the war finally ended. Unfortunately, he 
would not live to see the end of the war. 

Bishop Charles Wand
1943-1945

Bishop Charles continued to lease part of The Bishop’s Palace to St. 
Brandon’ school until the end of the war. Bishop Charles Wand was a 
distinguished New Testament scholar, ecclesiastical historian and prolific 
author. He was also friendly and had a dignified manner. The Education 
Act of 1944 enabled him to provide vigorous support for Church schools.
Bishop Wand had a short tenure as Bishop of Bath and Wells, and after 
two years he left to become the Bishop of London, helping the City to 
recover in the aftermath of the War.

Bishop Harold Bradfield
1946-1960

At coronations, the Bishop of Bath and Wells acts as one of two key 
supporters of the monarch, and Bishop Harold supported Elizabeth II in 
1953. The Bishop of Bath and Wells stands on the left of the monarch, 
and the Bishop of Durham on the right. The Coronation Cope can 
be seen in the Palace Drawing Room.  The Palace, like all households, 
was subject to post-war rationing, and a shortage of building materials 
meant the state rooms in the palace, which were in a poor state, could 
not be renovated. This meant that Bishop Harold moved into the North 
Wing, which had been the servants’ wing. He created more comfortable 
domestic rooms, and more suitable offices for staff. A keen sportsman, 
Bishop Harold was elected President of Somerset County Cricket Club 
in 1954. 

Bishop Edward Henderson
1960-1975

Known as Bishop Jock, he served as Royal Naval wartime chaplain and 
won the Distinguished Service Cross, which is granted in recognition 
of ‘gallantry during active operations against the enemy at sea’. As Bishop 
Harold had been unable to renovate the state rooms, Bishop Jock found 
them derelict. To gather funds to restore the rooms, and allow for the 
sustainability of the Palace and its beautiful gardens, he formed the 
charitable trust, which remains so important today. He was also the 
first Bishop to regularly open the Palace to visitors. In 1970 the Palace 
Exhibition was held, which featured examples of work from the Somerset 
Guild of Craftsmen, floral art, horse drawn vehicles, and royal silver loaned 
by Princess Margaret which was the centrepiece of a Victorian wedding 
tableau. Bishop Jock enjoyed rowing, and practiced the sport on the 
moat! A conversation he had with two young locals led to the Moat Race 
which, like so many of Bishop Jock’s ideas, still continues to this day! In 
1974 he was created an honorary Freeman of Wells. 

By Josephine Watkinson and Rosemary Cooke.
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Bishop John Bickersteth
1975-1987

Bishop John Bickersteth descends from a long line of Bishops; in total six 
family members have held the post in the Church of England. In 1979 he 
was appointed Clerk of the Closet, which involved him recommending 
the appointments of royal chaplains. For the Queen’s 25th Jubilee he 
commissioned the creation of the arboretum, which opened to the 
public in 1982. He forged links with the dioceses of Zambia, which are 
still active today; Bishop Hancock visited in 2015. He and his family 
personally undertook renovation work in the palace, taking 13 layers 
of white paint off the Jacobean staircase, and uncovering two blocked-
up windows. Bishop Bickersteth allowed a lot of community use of the 
Palace and gardens; on one day in June Southmead Hospital Bristol were 
holding a musical event in the palace, the Mother’s Union were using the 
chapel, and 300 Brownies attended their annual Brownie Revels on the 
lawns! It was also under Bishop Bickersteth that the Palace Croquet Club 
was born. Bishop Bickerseth was also a passionate conservationist.

Bishop George Carey
1987-1990

Bishop George Carey was born in 1935 in the East End of London, 
the son of a hospital porter. He left school at 15 and began working 
at the London Electricity Board as an office boy, and also served with 
the Royal Air Force in Iraq during the fifties. By the age of 20 Bishop 
Carey had undergone a religious conversion with what he described 
as the simple conviction that he had found something special. He has 
written several books of spiritual and theological interest. In 1990 he 
received the freedom of the City of Wells. The next year, in 1991, he 
became the 103rd Archbishop of Canterbury which he continued until 
his retirement in 2002.

Bishop James Thompson
1991-2001

Bishop Jim is perhaps best known for his broadcasting, as he spoke 
Thought for the Day throughout his time as Bishop of Bath and Wells. 
He loved the countryside, and gave great support to the farming 
community. He was also passionate about education and young people 
in the dioces e, but also more widely as Chairman of The Children’s 
Society. At the Palace, he built the Palace Visitor Centre, and received 
the Pilgrim statue, on the South Lawn. He also began archaeological 
research in the grounds. In April 1993 the Queen visited Wells to 
distribute the Royal Maundy, distributing alms, in the first official visit 
of a reigning monarch since the Tudors! In September 1995, Bishop 
Thompson was present when the Palace hosted Antiques Roadshow. 

Bishop Peter Price
2002-2013

In 1999 Bishop Peter Price was presented with the Coventry 
Cross of Nails, which was an award for his reconciliation 
efforts, which lasted for over 40 years and spanned Northern 
Ireland, Latin America, Africa and the Middle East. He also 
sat in the House of Lords as one of the Lords Spiritual from 
2008 until his retirement in 2013. Bishop Peter was keen to 
develop the Palace in order to broaden access to engage the 
local community and so more people could visit, and see the 
value of its history and spiritual character. This also ensured 
the Palace’s financial stability. The project led to the new 
ticket office, gift shop and Bishop’s Table Cafe, opening up 
and developing more of the gardens, including the Garden 
of Reflection and Community Garden. In 2005 HRH The 
Princess Royal, Princess Anne, visited for a reception for 
volunteers and supporters of Save the Children Wessex 
Walks. The lady featured in the portrait is Mrs Dee Price.

Bishop Peter Hancock
From 2014

Our current Bishop, Bishop Peter Hancock was previously 
Suffragan Bishop of Basingstoke. Children and young people 
have been at the centre of his ministry, and he has also 
been district scout chaplain, continuing a long association 
with scouting and guiding. Bishop Peter is also passionate 
about the countryside, which goes hand-in-hand with his 
concern for the environment and rural issues. This, alongside 
encouraging children and young people, and supporting the 
homeless and most vulnerable in society, forms what Bishop 
Peter describes as the “three threads” of his ministry. Bishop 
Peter has a passion for the countryside. Bishop Peter and his 
wife, Jane, can often be found out and about walking their 
Golden Retriever, Juno.

Bishop Peter is due to sit for a painted portrait soon, and 
his portrait will join the collection which can be seen in the 
Long Gallery.

By Josephine Watkinson and Rosemary Cooke.



1909  Tuesday 22nd June
  Their Royal Highnesses the Prince and Princess of Wales, a
  prince who would later become King George V, visited the
  Palace after staying at Longleat House. Their journey 
  continued to Glastonbury.

1922  Thursday 31st November
  HRH Prince Albert Duke of York arrived in the Wells without
  a throng of cheering crowds. It was a solemn visit with a
  special ceremony at the Cathedral - a Dedication of the
  County War Memorial which honoured the 10,000 Somerset
  men who lost their lives in the Great War. Upon the  
  abdication of his brother, the Duke succeeded the throne as 
  George VI.

1940  Sunday 12th May
  HRH Queen Mary visited The Bishop’s Palace together 
  with Princess Alice of Athlone. Evacuees were invited in to
  the Palace to greet the Queen, and she expressed a wish to 
  have her photograph taken to mark the occassion. She is 
  pictured alongside Bishop Underhill.

1977  Friday 1st July
  HRH The Prince Charles of Wales visited Wells in his capacity
  as Patron of Wells Cathedral Preservation Trust in connection
  with the appeal to save the West Front of the Cathedral. He 
  attends a reception in his honour in the Palace rooms where 
  a buffet luncheon is hosted by Bishop John Bickerseth.

1993  Thursday 8th April - Royal Maundy Service
  The Queen is joined by Bishop of Bath and Wells, Bishop
  Jim Thompson, for the Royal Maundy Service held at
  Wells Cathedral. This visit marked the first official visit of a
  reigning monarch since the Tudors! The Queen then 
  attended a reception at The Bishop’s Palace along 
  with 134 Royal Maundy recipients.

The Bishop’s Palace has hosted a number of royal 
visitors over the years. These photographs highlight 
some key moments when royalty crossed the medieval 
drawbridge and welcomed members of the Royal 
family to the Palace.

(Above) Wartime evacuees from London were invited inside The 
Bishop’s Palace, where they lined the drive to welcome Queen 
Mary.

(Below) Queen Mary poses for a photograph outside the Entrance 
Hall, together with (L-R): Mrs Underhill (Bishop Underhill’s sister-
in-law), Lady Constance Milnes Gaskell (Lady in Waiting), the Hon. 
Major John Coke (Equerry), Miss Underhill, H. M. Queen Mary, the 
Earl of Athlone, Lord Bishop of Bath and Wells Dr. Francis Underhill, 
Princess Alice Countess of Athlone.

The Bishops of Bath and Wells have maintained a close, 
supportive role of the monarch since the medieval period.

In fact, Bishop Robert Burnell, Chancellor to King Edward 
I, went to extraordinary effort in his preparations for 
a royal visit from King Edward I. Between 1275-1292 
Bishop Burnell brought stone masons from his own castle 
at Acton Burnell in Shropshire to build a Great Hall. The 
two-storey hall measured an impressive thirty-five by 
eighteen metres. Unfortunatley the Kind never made it to 
The Bishop’s Palace, and the ruins of the Great Hall still 
stand today.

Images taken from the Wells and Mendip Museum collection.

Royal Visitors to 
The Bishop’s Palace

2004 Thursday 7th October
  An informal visit by HRH The Duke of Gloucester which included a tour 
  of the palace and gardens with information on the history of the site.

2005  Monday 10th October
  Her Royal Highness The Princess Royal arrived for a reception for 
  volunteers and supporters of Save the Children Wessex Walks. Whilst 
  here, she unveiled a plaque to open the Henderson Conference Room.

2009 Thursday 17th December
  HRH Prince Edward Earl of Essex attended the launch of the Bishop’s 
  Palace Development fundraising appeal which successfully raised funds 
  to build our Community Garden, Welcome area and our Learning Room.

2012  Thursday 21st June
  Three years after the fundraising appeal was launched, HRH Prince 
  Edward Earl of Essex arrives at The Bishop’s Palace to open the new 
  development, unfortunatley in the pouring rain!

(Above) HRH Prince Edward 
Earl of Essex address a crowd 
in the Long Gallery during 
the launch of the fundraising 
appeal for The Bishop’s 
Palace Development in 
2009.

By Josephine Watkinson and Rosemary Cooke.


