
RALPH OF SHREWSBURY  - Bishop 1329-1363 

I have just been reading a book about Wells in the Middle Ages, which has given me far more 
information about the dispute which led to the digging of the moat and the construction of the 
gatehouse and fortified walls to the Palace. I have therefore modified my write-up about Bishop 
Ralph of Shrewsbury - and this is the modification!   
 
It turns out that most of the information I had gleaned from various sources over the past five years 

was correct. The most important fact is that Ralph was Bishop for a very long time - more than 34 

years. Reputations and behaviour can change over so many years!. But the other relevant facts are 

the following: 

• Ralph was not a courtier-turned-bishop like Jocelin and Burnell. He was an ordained 

academic. 

• Ralph was an unusually conscientious bishop. In an era when bishops tended to be in 

residence in their diocese only 3-6 months per year, Ralph seldom left the diocese, and then 

only for a few day at a time 

• Ralph became unpopular with the burgesses of the City of Wells (the predecessors of the 

City Council) and to a lesser extent with the citizens of Wells about twelve years after he 

became our bishop. It resulted from a dispute, which started small bur became massive and 

lasted all of three years And it concerned the basic issue of "Who runs the city - the Bishop 

or the King (via the city burgesses!)?" Formerly it had been the Bishop, but the city 

burgesses managed to get a decree passed which gave them partial authority. Rather 

sneakily the burgesses interpreted this as Full Authority and it was this exaggeration which 

Ralph resented. He therefore attempted through the courts, to get the decree reversed. He 

was successful in this "because it infringes the rights of the bishop" The reversal of the 

decree meant that the burgesses lost all their authority over the running of the affairs of the 

city. Hence the unpopularity of the bishop. 

• From a financial point of view, the most important aspect of the reversal of the decree was 

that it restored to the bishop substantial income from licensing , fees and commissions 

arising from the four annual fairs in the city (which lasted up to one week each). Also 

financially significant was the fact that the city of Wells was fined £3000 for allowing a 

disorderly dispute to arise. (But compare this with £147,000 fine against the burgesses of 

Bury St. Edmunds where a dispute had resulted in  loss of life.) This all resulted in the 

building of the fortifications, but it is worth noting that Bishop Ralph evidently went out of 

his way to appease the burgesses subsequently. He was clearly not interested in 

perpetuating the dispute once he had made the point "don't mess with the church" 

• The official date of the building of Vicars Close is 1348. But research reveals that it was only 

Vicars Hall which was completed in that year (the Black Death entered England in Weymouth 

in June 1348). Most of the houses were completed before Ralph's death in 1363, but the 

chapel at the top of the Close was not completed until 1430, probably as a result of chronic 

labour shortage following the Black Death. 

• Ralph himself escaped infection by retreating to his residence in Wiveliscombe between 

1348 and 1350. He also spent the last 10 years of his life in Wiveliscombe - preferred it  

Wells. 



• Controversially (he seems to have been something of a visionary here) during the Black 

Death, realising that many priests would die and be unable to hear the dying confessions of 

those with the Plague, he authorised lay men and women within his diocese to hear 

confessions and grant absolution to the dying. 

• He was also responsible for changing the status of some of the forest land on Mendip (part 

of the Bishops Estates) In Norman times up to 30% of the English landscape was described as 

Royal Forest. This did not imply that it was wooded - just that all hunting and many other 

activities were reserved for the exclusive use of the monarch. Sometimes these rights were 

delegated to nobles (including bishops), and this included the Mendip Forest (sometimes 

known as the Cheddar Manor). Thus relaxing the rules regarding exclusive rights enabled 

local residents greater freedom in earning a living - much appreciated by the citizens of 

Wells . 

• When Ralph died in 1363, his will left most of his possessions to the poor. No wonder that 

one of the published accounts of his life (all of which are very sparse in detail) described him 

as a "wise and compassionate bishop" 

In summary therefore, Ralph appears to have been a genuinely religious man , who got into a power 

struggle with the City Burgesses, resulting in his fortifying the Palace. But he remained as Bishop long 

enough to "mend his fences" and be remembered for his good deeds. No doubt the labour needed 

to dig the moat / build the fortifications was also instrumental in restoring his popularity 

As far as I can reconstruct it, the chronology of relevant events is as follows: 

 

c.1286  Ralph of Shrewsbury born. 
1308  Graduated MA (Oxon) 
1317  Appointed Doctor of Canon Law 
1317  Appointed Canon of Wells 
1328.  Chancellor of Oxford University 
1329  Consecrated Bishop of Bath and Wells 
1329  Dispute with Rome over his appointment (resolved May 1330) 
1330  Christmas visit of King Edward III to Wells 
1341  Wells Burgesses granted the right of partial self-governance by decree. .Decree  
  subsequently quashed on grounds of "Infringing the rights of the Bishop" 
  City Burgesses fined £3000 (a vast sum then) 
1343   Royal grant to Bishop Ralph to dig moat and build palace fortifications. 
1343-1347 Moat and fortifications added to the Palace 
1348  Vicars  Close started. Vicars Hall completed.  
  June - Black Death arrives at Weymouth. Spreads rapidly across England 
1348-1350 Bishop Ralph resident in Wiveliscombe 
1349  Bp. authorises laymen and women to hear confessions and grant absolution 
1363  Bishop dies in Wiveliscombe, leaving his estate to the poor 
1430  Vicars Close chapel completed. (Probably chapel was last building completed) 
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