
 
Political turmoil of 1450/51: Bishop Beckington's building programme 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Today the citizens of Wells annually commemorate the munificence of Thomas Beckington  (c. 1390-
1465), Bishop of Bath and Wells from 1443 until his death.  His legacy as a great builder and 
enhancer of the architectural fabric of Wells Cathedral and its surroundings can still clearly be seen.  
At the start of his episcopacy he displayed a keen interest in the fabric of his diocesan estates by 
commissioning a survey on 26th February 14441 to report on the condition and cost of repairs of the 
property of the see.  We can only guess what extensive building plans Beckington had, if any, for the 
city of Wells, but it was the political turmoil of 1450/51 that catapulted him into embarking on a 
rapid defensive building strategy, in and around the cathedral itself.2 
 
The weak government of  the Lancastrian king, Henry VI (1422-1461, 1471), led to the loss of 
England's territory in France, culminating in that of Normandy in late 1449, leaving just a toe hold in 
Calais.  This heralded the end of the Hundred Year's War which England had waged with France since 
1338 in support of Edward III's claim to the French throne.  Accustomed to fighting in the long French 
campaign English nobles turned on each other with Henry's fragile government unable to control 
them.  This eventually led to two aristocratic factions, Lancastrian and Yorkist, battling for supremacy 
in the realm, plunging the kingdom into what we now call The Wars of the Roses (1455-1485). 
 
As a precursor to the full blown civil war amongst the nobles, local uprisings and murders occurred 
headed by a variety of rebel leaders.  Those nobles who were close advisors to the king were targets 
for revenge and accused of treachery against the crown and people.  In 1450 Bishop Beckington 
found himself under possible serious threat to his life.  Prior to his appointment as Bishop of Bath 
and Wells in 1443, Beckington had performed various roles in service to the king and remained a 
lifelong supporter of him.   He had been tutor to the boy king, and as the king's secretary he 
undertook various diplomatic missions on his behalf, becoming Lord Privy Seal before resigning his 

 
1Judd, A., The Life of Thomas Bekynton, The Regnum Press, (1961), p.153 
2It is not the intention in this short paper to look into all of Beckington's building activities in Wells, such as his 
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position in February 1444.3  In 1450 festering discontent against the government and its servants 
came to a head.  Henry was forced to impeach his chief advisor, the Duke of Suffolk, who was 
accused of having acted treacherously in France.  On his way to Calais, Suffolk was attacked and 
beheaded on 2nd May.  As events escalated government officials close to the king were targets for 
rebels, and these included bishops. 
 
During 1450, two of Beckington's colleagues and bishops of neighbouring dioceses were brutally 
murdered by angry mobs.  Adam Moleyns, bishop of Chichester and a close associate of the Duke of 
Suffolk , was attacked and murdered on 9th January 1450 during a dispute which broke out whilst 
delivering wages to troops waiting to embark to France. 4  Agitation continued throughout May and 
June with men of Kent under the leadership of Jack Cade who marched on London at the head of 
20,000 rebels. 5 While they marched against the capital, provincial riots broke out.  On 29th June 
William Aiscough, Bishop of Salisbury, and his close advisor Robert Russell 6 were murdered.  
Aiscough was dragged out whilst celebrating mass at the church of the Bonshommes, Edington, 
Wiltshire, and on a nearby hill hacked to death and despoiled.   Following Aiscough's death, the 
Bishop's Palace at Salisbury and several episcopal manners were ransacked. 7  There were also 
attacks on the bishops of Coventry and Norwich, and on the abbots of Gloucester and Hyde. 8 
 
Fear and unrest ensued at Wells too .9  As a former member of the royal household and supporter of 
the king, Beckington may well have found himself a target of revenge in the same way as Moleyns 
and Aiscough.   Protective measures were brought in to defend the cathedral and city.  Welshmen 
and clerks were hired to guard the cathedral church, and Lord Bonville 10came in from Chewton with 
a small contingent of men to help in the defence of the  cathedral ‘because of insurgents against the 
peace of the Church and the King’.11 Around this time a massive outer door was installed in the 
undercroft at the cathedral, to protect the cathedral treasures.  It is still there today with an 
impressive lock and bolting system (the tree felling date is around 1450).12  Further in September 
1451 a group of 5,000 to 6,000 rebels led by the Earl of Devon 13  together with five carts loaded with 
guns and other weapons stopped overnight first at Glastonbury, helping themselves to food and 
drink, before marching on to Wells the next morning.    Devon and his men were marching north to 
Bath, in pursuit of the Earl of Wiltshire, an ally of Lord Bonville.  On reaching Wells Devon and his 
men were met by Bishop Beckington and the Dean and were urged to keep the peace.  Devon replied 
roughly 'he would not discuss the matter until he had avenged himself on the Earl of Wiltshire'. 14 
Devon, Wiltshire and Bonville together with a number of other nobles, constituting a sixth or so of 
the realm's peerage, all found themselves imprisoned  at various times between 1450 -1455 for 
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disreputable and violent conduct. 15 Such a formidable group of marauding men led by Devon 
certainly presented a huge personal threat and challenge to Beckington and the Dean, both 
representatives of the establishment.  No doubt Beckington would have used all his formidable 
diplomatic skills to counter the threat.   Their brave response to the intruders succeeded in sending 
the band of armed rebels on its way leaving the bishop, his Dean, and city of Wells unharmed.   
 
It seems that as a direct consequence of these violent events of 1450-51, Bishop Beckington,  
embarked on a speedy building programme aimed at protecting the cathedral and citizens of Wells 
from possible attack.  But it was important to keep the citizens firmly on his side, and to encourage 
them not to collaborate with any rebellious forces threatening the cathedral or city.16  On March 22nd 
1451 Beckington obtained a royal licence for the renewal of the l340 licence which had previously 
been granted to Bishop Ralph of Shrewsbury, to crenellate Wells and build defensive fortifications 
around the cathedral precinct.17  This allowed him the authority to erect walls, towers, gates and 
posterns required to defend the cathedral and its surrounds.  An ecclesiastical enclave was formed 
with the churchyard (cathedral green) and episcopal and canonical houses protected by gates and 
the renewal and repair of walls as required.  Hence we still have today the three handsome 
gateways, leading into the cathedral green from the market place in the form of the Penniless Porch 
(1450/51), Brown's Gate (or Dean's Eye) (1450/51), and the Chain Gate (1459/60)18  He also built the 
Palace Gate (1450/51) leading from the market place into the Bishop's Palace.   Beckington's rebus (a 
beacon and a tun) or his coat of arms or both, can be found on all four gates as a reminder to us of 
the man who built them.19  The royal arms of Henry VI can be seen on the tower of the Penniless 
Porch, indicating Beckington's allegiance to the king. 20 The Chain Gate and bridge above it allowed 
the cathedral vicars safe passage at all times from Vicars Close to the cathedral, whether from 
unwanted intruders, or inclement weather! 
 
During the early 1450s extensive building work progressed in the city.  It is a reasonable supposition 
that the two new gates, Penniless Porch in the market place, and Brown's Gate in Sadler Street, were 
joined in some way either by a wall, or a mixture of wall, buildings and houses, running along the 
edge of the cathedral green, to enclose and secure it.   Otherwise leaving an open aspect onto the 

 
15Lander, J. R., Government and Community England 1450-1509, Edward Arnold, (1980), p.190 
16There was a history of incidents of unrest between many cathedral cities and townsfolk.  Earlier, in 1443, 

Beckington's long standing friend and colleague, the Bishop of Norwich, Thomas Brouns, found his 
cathedral church  under serious attack when the city had been taken over by a rebellious mob, only to be 
relieved by the intervention of the Duke of Norfolk.  Cannon, Jon, Cathedral, Constable, (2007), p. 378. 

17 Licence for Thomas, bishop of Bath and Wells,and his successors to execute all  things specified in letters  
patent dated 29 March, 14 Edward III, in favour of Ralph,then bishop of Bath and Wells, hitherto not executed, 
and to enclose the churchyard of the cathedral church of Wells and the precinct of the houses of them and the 
canons of the church in the city of Wells with a stone wall and to crenellate the same and make towers there 
for the greater security of the bishop and canons ; so that the gate and posterns whereof mention is made in 
the said letters be shut and opened at the due times,as shall seem good to Thomas and his successors or to the 
dean and canons resident there, for surety of the peace and quiet of them and of the other ministers of the 
church ; and mandate to the bailiffs and other officers and the citizens and ministers of the city to be intendant 
to the bishop and his successors herein and to commit to prison till further order any rebellious herein.  March 
22, 1451, Westminster 
Lyte, H.C. Maxwell (ed), 1909, Calendar of Patent Rolls (1446-5), Henry VI, vol 5, p. 473 online via 
www.gatehouse-gazetteer.info/LOC/14510322  8/6/20   
18A question can be asked: Why did Beckington build the Chain Gate so much later than his other gates?  Did he 

leave an exposed flank in his defences and enclosure of the cathedral precinct by not erecting a gate at the 
same time as the others i.e. 1450/51, in St, Andrew Street which joins the walled Liberty? Was there some 
sort of barrier or gate, wooden or otherwise, somewhere in the street, which meant there was no rush to 
erect the Chain Gate, unlike the other gates?  Further investigation is needed into this question. 
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green would negate the functionality of the gates.  In building his defensive gates Beckington would 
not want to be seen to be creating a 'fortress' cutting himself off from the city, and alienating it and 
its people.  Therefore in collaborating with the citizens in a building programme in the city, he and 
the people together formed a mutual supportive partnership in enhancing the city's fabric and 
security.  Beckington erected twelve tall houses in the market place called the 'New Works' and these 
properties give the square its general appearance today. The ground for the houses was acquired in 
September 1451 and they were completed by August 1452. 21  These houses not only improved the 
appearance of the market place and provided high quality residences,  but contributed to forming 
part of a barrier around the cathedral green.   The plan to build similar houses on the opposite side 
of the market place to form a square was not completed.  Beckington must have felt those houses 
which backed onto the cathedral green had priority.   
 
In these unpredictable and violent times, Beckington was keen to make sure he had in place not only 
physical defences to protect his life, but all that was needed to support his soul after death. 
Therefore he put in place endowments.   His fifteen houses were not intended for the clergy, as they 
were situated outside the ecclesiastical enclosure, but as rented tenements with the income from 
these given as a perpetual endowment for his chantry.  He erected his chantry with his transi tomb 
(now situated in the south aisle quire), and dedicated it to 'the most Blessed Virgin Mary and to St. 
Thomas the Martyr'.22  Once his tomb was completed it was consecrated in 1452. 23  We can imagine 
in dedicating his chantry and tomb to the renowned English martyr and saint, Archbishop Thomas 
Becket, he would recall the recent brutal deaths of two fellow bishops, Adam Moleyns and William 
Aiscough, giving him thought as to whether he himself would die like them, or survive the violent 
turmoil of the times.   In fact he did survive and spent the next thirteen years conducting services at 
his chantry altar, until his death on 14th January 1465,24 at the the ripe old age of seventy-five, for his 
time. 
 
Beckington also gifted a free supply of water to the city.  The grant for this was confirmed by the 
chapters of Bath and Wells on September 20th, 1451.25  Again this generous gift would have been 
highly appreciated by the citizens of Wells, and at the same time help to further cement a good 
relationship with the bishop in such unpredictable times.  The water runs through an underground 
conduit from St. Andrews well in the Palace grounds to the market place, with the surplus of water 
running freely down the High Street.  In return for the free water the citizens bound themselves  to 
'visit, once every year, the spot in Wells Cathedral where Bishop Thomas should be interred, and 
there pray for his soul and the souls of all the faithful deceased', and for which service they would be 
granted an indulgence of 40 days.26  To this day the citizens of Wells still commemorate his gift to the 
city.  This commemoration takes place on the nearest Sunday to his death, 14th January, with the 
Mayor and town council placing flowers on the Beckington tomb in his chantry in the cathedral. 
 
Beckington is recognised as a renowned diocesan bishop.27  A tall man of commanding stature with 
prodigious energy, he fulfilled all the precepts of the ideal bishop: repository of spiritual wisdom, 
charitable donor, a scholar and benefactor of education, performing diplomatic duties for the crown, 

 
21Ibid., p.159.  Beckington also built three houses in Sadler Street. 
22Loc.cit. 
23  In building a transi tomb Beckington was following his former mentor and Archbishop of Canterbury, Henry 
Chichele (1414-1443), reputed to be the first to have a transi tomb in England.  Van Der Zee, Elsa, op.cit., p. 87 
24ODNB,  Thomas Beckington 
25Britton, John, The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church of Wells, Francis and John Rivington, (1848), 
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27Harper-Bill, Christopher, The Pre-Reformation Church in England, 1400-1530, Longman, (1989), p.28 



and engaging in conspicuous expenditure in building works.28 As well as epitomising the ideal bishop 
he went even further.  It was with great determination, at the age of over sixty, from 1450 onwards 
that he pushed forward a huge defensive building project in Wells to protect himself, the cathedral 
and its clergy, and erected buildings to enhance the city itself.    The violent deaths of Bishops 
Ayscough and Moleyns would have been a constant reminder to him of his own mortality.  In Wells in 
1451, he showed great personal courage in confronting the threat from the Earl of Devon.  At a time 
of national crisis Bishop Beckington displayed great leadership and determination to protect both the 
ecclesiastical centre and city of Wells, and his reputation as one of the great bishops of Wells, and 
indeed of his generation, is justly founded. 
 
         Rose Longden-Phillips MA 
          9.6.20 
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