
Thomas Godwin,  Bishop 1584 - 1590 

I decided to read up about Thomas Godwin for one reason only - he looks so peculiar in his portrait 

in the Drawing Room of the Jocelin Wing of the Palace! But the research threw up several points of 

interest - and a few mysteries! 

Thomas Godwin was born in Wokingham in 1517, of poor parents. But he was "adopted" as a child 

by Dr Layton, Archdeacon of Buckingham, who paid for his education, sending him to Magdalen 

College Oxford in 1537. He achieved a BA degree in 1544 and became a Fellow of Magdalen a year 

later. He then became Headmaster of Brockley School,(He was nominated for this position by 

Magdalen College School - suggesting a link between the two). Upon the accession of Queen Mary in 

1553, he had to resign this position. He was married (aged 37) and in 1555 he was licensed to 

practice medicine!. 

When Queen Elizabeth I came to the throne in 1558, he reverted to the cure of souls rather than 

bodies, and he was ordained in 1560. He soon became chaplain to the Bishop of London, where he 

frequently preached in the presence of the Queen, who liked his sermons so much that in 1565 she 

appointed Godwin one of her Lent Preachers - a position he held for 18 years. In 1566 he was 

appointed Dean of Christchurch (Oxford) where he became a Doctor of Divinity.  

So far so good, but in 1567 Elizabeth appointed him Dean of Canterbury, an appointment which 

turned out to be a poisoned chalice for Godwin. Whilst there he was given a hard time by a 

reportedly "turbulent" group of Canons, who repeatedly complained about him to Archbishop 

Parker. Finally in 1578 Parker accused Godwin of breaching Cathedral Statutes and of converting 

Cathedral property to his own use. 

In 1582, his first wife Isabel died. Little is known about her except that she bore him five sons and 

three daughters. Of these, three were ordained (one becoming a bishop and one a Canon of Wells 

cathedral) , one became a successful politician in Wells,  one a musician (in Exeter) and one of his 

daughters married the MP for Wells.   But in 1584 he  was remarried to a woman called Sybil and in 

the same year he was appointed Bishop of Bath and Wells by Queen Elizabeth.  

One (anonymous) commentator described him at this time as "aged, diseased and lame of the 
gout"!  What is certain, however, is that during his time as bishop he was in frail health. His portrait 
shows him leaning fairly heavily on a stick. It is also well documented that his sons and daughters 
exploited his promotion and his frailty in order to enrich themselves .Hence the strong Wells 
influence in his children's lives. 
 
Little is known of what he did as bishop - possibly because he did very little, frequently being absent 
from Wells. But in a personal sense he clearly suffered much. Lies were told to Queen Elizabeth 
about him - allegedly by Walter Raleigh, who wanted the episcopal residence at Banwell for himself. 
In order to save Banwell,  Godwin gave up his residence in Wiveliscombe.  I have been unable to 
discover the background to this messy dispute. 
 
In 1590, disgraced and in poor health he returned to Wokingham, where he died a few months later. 
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