
William Piers - Bishop 1632-1670 
 

When William Laud was translated from Bath and Wells to London in 1628 he rapidly became the 

most influential churchman in the country. This influence was seen in his selection of two of his three 

immediate successors as Bishop of Bath & Wells. 

His immediate successor (and an appointment in which Laud himself apparently played no part) was 

Leonard Mawe (b.1552. d.1629). He was principally a Cambridge academic; elected a Fellow of 

Peterhouse in 1595, he remained at Cambridge for the next 33 years, serving as University Proctor 

1609-10, University Vice Chancellor 1621-22,  and as Master of Peterhouse 1617-25. During the latter 

part of this time he was sent on an embassy to Spain, and as a reward for services rendered was 

appointed Master of Trinity College on his return. He served in this position until his death in 1629. 

But at the age of 76 he was appointed Bishop of Bath and Wells in 1628. But he survived less than one 

year after his consecration, and it is not known whether he ever took up residence in Wells. 

Mawe's successor a Bishop was a loyal supporter of Laud named Walter Curle. Quaintly he was also a 

Fellow of Peterhouse Cambridge. Born in 1575, he became Dean of Lichfield in 1622, where his 

"Laudian" leanings were noticed. Laud had him appointed as Bishop of Rochester in 1628, whence he 

transferred him to Bath & Wells a year later, and then in 1632 he became Bishop of Winchester, 

where he remained until bishops were abolished in 1646 . He died in 1647. 

Much more, however, is known about our next bishop, William Piers. Born in Oxford in 1576, into a 

"churchy" family, he went to Christ Church Oxford in 1599, was then ordained and became Chaplain to 

the Bishop of London in 1506. From quite early he was destined for promotion, being appointed to 

several lucrative livings over the years, including Archdeacon of Northolt in 1611, a  Canon of Christ 

Church Oxford in 1616, a Prebendary of St. Pauls in 1618. All this time he was living in Oxford, where 

he came under the influence of Arminianism, and thus became an enthusiastic follower of Laud. From 

1621 until 1624 he was Vice Chancellor of Oxford University, where he used his power to crush 

Calvinism and promote the high church practices of Laud. The latter heard about this and arranged 

preferment for Piers, who in 1622 became Dean of Peterborough, rising to Bishop of the Diocese in 

1630. Two years later Laud was instrumental in having him translated to Bath & Wells. 

Piers got off to a bad start at Wells, particularly with the city corporation. This latter forgot to present 

him with the customary silver bowl and a pair of gloves for his wife. Piers took this as a personal slight 

and shut off the water supply from the wells to the city. He then demanded to see the legal document 

by which Beckington had granted water to the city, none of which endeared him to the citizens of 

Wells.  In ecclesiastical matters, as diocesan bishop Piers immediately set about instituting Laudian 

reforms. This included insisting on moving the Communion table from the centre of the chancel to the 

East end thereof where it was to be surrounded by railings. 140 parishes obeyed him - the rest did not. 

So Piers decided to make an example of the parish of Beckington, whose Churchwardens he 

excommunicated. They did not accept this lying down and it became a very messy dispute. Thus 

encouraged he engaged in disputes with several other parishes, and even accused his predecessor 

(William Curle - now bishop of Winchester) of neglect of Wells Cathedral during the three years he 

was Bishop here. All this made him very unpopular in the diocese.  



But then in 1640 Piers' mentor Archbishop Laud fell from grace. It was inevitable that Piers would 

follow him into disgrace. He was impeached by Parliament, whose report described him as "a 

desperately profane, impious, turbulent prelate; unparalleled for prodigiously profane speeches and 

actions, and only fit to be cast out and trampled underfoot". (those parliamentarians certainly knew 

how to put the boot in!). In 1641 William Piers was charged with High Treason and committed to the 

Tower of London. Surprisingly, (since he was never put on trial), though he lost his bishopric when 

bishops were abolished by Oliver Cromwell in 1646, he was released from captivity. Now no longer 

Bishop of Bath & Wells he went to live on his estate in Cuddesden (Oxfordshire). There he kept very 

quiet! 

On the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 he was restored as Bishop of Bath and Wells. But, now 84 

years old he did not return to Wells, preferring to remain in Cuddesden and to enjoy the riches of 

diocesan rents etc!. He had also remarried, and in the late 1660s his new (young) wife persuaded him 

to go and live in Walthamstow where he died aged 94 in 1670. 
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