
TH E SOMERSET ESTATES OF THE VlCARS Cl--lORA L OF 
\\/ELLS 

H \' Ro 11E1ff G H1u. 

T hroughou1 the.: medieval period, North Somerset had several well-m:maged large estates 
most ly in cn :lc.:s iastic.:a l ownership. T his paper c.:xaminc.:s the.: rn:urngement and fortunes of a 
smal l sca11cred Somerset c.:sl.ilc o f some 800 acres. which unlike other ecclesiast ical proper-
1ic.s survi l'cd the po li tical and religious upheavals of the I 6Ih/1 71h centuries and remained 
in 1he unbroken ownership o f Wei Is College of Vicars Choral for some 500 years ( 1348-
1866). 

THE FOUNDATION OF WELLS CATHEDRA L AND T HE VIC;,\RS CHORA L 

In 909 the Sarnn King Edward the elder subdi vided 1he large Wessex d iocese of Shcrhorne 
by designa1ing 1he Wells mins1cr church of St A ndrew as the cathedral for the new diocese 
o f \Vc lb. In 1148 the catheclrnl was rebuilt and reorgan ised with new statutes based on 1l10se 
in use at Sul ishury C 1theclral. Bishop Robert ( 1136- 1166) appoi n1ed Ihc firsl Dean and 
Chaptc.: r w ith 22 suppon ing residem iary canons who had been endowed with pre.bends (Lat. 
prtu>bl'nrla - a l)ension) the income for which c:,me from estates sca1tercd throughoul the 
diocese.' 

Later each nf the canons became responsible for the provision of n vicar (Lat. vicuri11.1· -
depuly) 10 undenakc cathedral choir duties. These men were the fi rst Vicars Choral, who 
c ilhcr l i ved w ith their respecti ve canons or lodged in 1hc town. It was the responsibility o f 
each c.uion w m.iintain his Vicar Choral in propon ion 10 the weallh o f his prebend. 

The numbers o f the Vicars Choral fiuciuatcd: by ihc early 14 th century there were 50 
v icars for the 51 s1:dls (including one swl l for the bishop) constructed in the new Chapter 
House (c. i 306) and later in the Quire (c.1325). 

In 1220. Bishop Jocel inc amended the customs and sI;11uIcs of the Cathedra l to give the 
Vicars Choral daily allowances in cash instead of k ind whereby ·each vicar 10 have a penny 
a d:.t)' i ns1ead of the bread' (q1101idiat1s).~ By the I '.l1l1 century the Vicars Choral received 
payment not only from their respectil'e canon's prchendal estate, hut al.so from sp ecial 
services such as obits or musscs. In 1298. the ,1verage wage received by a Wel l~ V icars 
Choral was [ 4 Os Od per annum. This compared favourably w ith rhc salary paid 10 1hc 52 
V icars Choral al Sal isbury Cathedral who. under rhei r co11s1i1u1ion or 12 14. received a fixed 
annu:1I payment from th;ll canon·s prebend as wel l as trnc penny ;1 day from the cathedral 
chapter:' 
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TH:. FOU11D1\TI01' OF 'HE COLLEGE OF VICAR 
EN OWMENT 

H AL AN D IT 

In 1348, Bishop Ralph of hrewsbury fol lowing a petition from Ih Vicars Chorul. obiain d 
from ing Edward Ill lc11crs p,tL n1 to incorporate the Vicurs Chora l sty ling th ·m <1s 'Coll1·g 
i11111 IIOl'i Clausi \1ir:a,-ion1111 infra fi/Jcrta1c111 Wcflt•11 si.{ and 10 bullcl for them suitable 
houses. Above al I. the lc11 crs pa1cn I granted 1he c ii lcgc 1h • righ1 ·1n sc1 1 le lands imcl revenues 
for I he ir ma i 111cn;.111cc ·: 

Bish p Ralph bui lt 42 bach I r houses and a common hall for meals which formed a co l lc •c 
qu:1drnnglc. known as the N ·w Close. now known a. th Vic.irs· Close. The bishop end wed 
the College with land: 1u Congresbury and Wookcy each f which provided an income of ·: 
Os Od per :mnum. Bishop Ra lph ·s g ncrosi ty marke<l the ·ginning of a c nccncd effort to 
end w the \ ell: V icars ChorLil wi1h propcrtie . . nm only 10 ma intain the new College builcl ing: 
bu1 als 10 improve Ihcir salari s. In 13-5 the V icars Ch ra l acquired 1he Welle: lcy c:1:11c n ar 
\Velis , in 1361 the Christopli ·r or New Inn in Wells High 1rcc1, anti in 1371 the gift from 

ub-dcan Nicho las de Po111csbury of propcnics in Soul hover, Wei Is . 
In 1384. Bishop Harcwcl l grunt ·d 1hc College the adv< wson of the church or King. 1011 · 

(near I Im ins1cr), va lued at 20 marks.~ The estates grn<lual ly increased. with gifts of land at 
Manock in 1413.~ mannr: nf E.,wn and Newlon Placey (nr,w known as Nort h Newton. 11car 
North Pc1hcrton) i11 14 37. t ge1her wi 1h 1hc :idvowson of Newton Placcy and Hawkridg · 
churches ·ror the use and profi t or 1h Vicar. Ch rul' .7 De pi1e the increase or cnclowme111 s. 
within 100 years of it. f undntion the Wells Vicars Choral were in serious fi nancial problem: 
b caus there was in_ufficien1 income tu maimain the college bui ld in~s or to improve salaries. 
In 1-163. Bi:hop Bcky111on. th mo:t gcncrou: fall the 151h century bishops. purchased from 
L·1dy Hungerford for L80 a :mall manor al Cheddar and hip! am which had a rent roll of [ 
11 s O I. Th, bishop repair d the lo:c houses an I hall , huil1 the c llcgc chapel and ,mde an w 
outside Stilircasc 10 th hal I. H add d, adjo ining the hall. a tow •r wi rh muniment room (forth· 
s1magc of' estate lcuscs) . a chcqu r room (where tcna111. paid 1h · ir rents) and. undcmc,111! . a 
treas ury. In 1459. tlu: co llege bui ld ings were completed with the ·cha in bridge ' which linked 
1hc Vica rs' Hal I to the ell apter house steps.~ Fun her endowments were gi vcn to the Vicar: 

T11e omerset E ta t:es of ef 
Wells Vicars Choral 

Sr/JIOI 
Chann<!I 

0 

• Tounlon 

R s . 
-Pl.lcoy 
i,:onh -) A,.,,_ 

King~ . ,:onn, -
Fig. I The So111crsc1 Estates or t11c Well~ Vicar Cl1oml 
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Plutc l ' Ilic E.\cl1c,1ucr Room In the Vicur1;" 1-120 oniccs at Wells. with Wtl'.hbasin. lin:pbcc und great chest. 
I lcrc the rents w ere rccci,•cd. Through the donr into the ~1unimcn1 Room cm1 be , ccn 1111! rncdiC\'aJ llling cubinct 

where c,tmc dcc1ls were kepi. lklow the ,\lunimcnt Room b 1hc Trcn,ury wl1 ich w,1s used for the ~,oragc of 
money and ,·aluablc.-. 

Choral wi1h land:. a l Hcy1home (Kingsbury Episcopi , near 11-'1.tnock) in 1437 .'' :11 Wes1 Penn.ird 
in 1453/4.10 Dulcu1c (near Wells) and Long Su11on in 1424. 11 

COLLEGE ADMINISTRATION 

n ishop Beky111on 1101 only improved 1he endowmcn1 income for the College of Vicars 
Choral. but in 1459 he sc1 up s1a1u1e:. for 1he smooth managcrnen1 of the estates and internal 
administration. These decreed lhat on SI Mathew' s Day (Scp1 2 1 st). members would meet 
in the Vicars· Hall 10 elect their officers for 1he forthcoming year - two p1i 11cipa ls. one 
receiver or eschcator responsible for 1he collection o f the est~llc rcms. and two V icurs Choral 
10 ~1ct as audi tors who would present a '1ruc account of the exchequer' 10 the College 
between S1 Andrew's Day (Nov. 30th) and ChrisLmas Day (Dec. 251h) .12 Each of the V icars 
Choral. wi th 1he exception of proba1iom:rl-. was expected 10 serYc in these office~. Fur 400 
years. unti l the transfer o f the estates 10 the Ecclcsiui-1ical Commissioners in I 866. 1his 
remained the me1ho<l o f adminiiam1io11 used by the College. 

TH E REFORMATION 

No major changes were made during Henry V lll 'i. reign either 10 the doc1rine or l iturgy of 
the Church of England. and. since Wells Cathedral was a secu lar founda1ion. service.,; con-
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tinucd wiIhout a break. In 1549. the firs1 English Prayer Book was introduced replacing the 
medieval round or daily services with Matins. Evensong. Li1any and Holy Communion. 

The fi rs1 major change affecting 1he linances or the Vicars Chorul came in 154 7. when 
Edward VI suppressed ch:m1ries. obits and anniversary ma!>scs. It had long been the tralli1ion 
al the Ca1hedral to c:ollmc the Vicar.; Choral to ccr1.1in chumries as chamry priests. These 
duties provided valuable e.,1ra income augmenting 1hci r stipends by 10-30 shillings a year. 
The K ing's Commissioners did granI to 1he Cathedral 1hc sum or .f.79 18s 9!d to provide 
pensions f'or displaced chan1ry priests of which the Vicars received II small share. 

The gre:uest lung tern, changes for Ihe V icars Choral came in 1549. when 1he Crown 
approved the marriage of ckrgy: linancially. the young Vicars needed an ade4uate income 
10 ~uppon a family. and socially. each fami ly required two or the smull bachelor houses for 
adequaie l iving accom111od,11ion. whilst the former collegiate l ife ()f meals in 1hc Vieitrs· 
Hall only wok plm:c on special college unniversarics. 

PRE-REFORMATION ESTA TES 

In 1534. Henry V III ordered a .~urvcy of al l e(:clcsiustical incomes known as 1he \lo/or 
£cdesit1stirns. The Wells Vicars Choral were listed as h,wing an income of (208 11 s 2d, 
comprising [ 136 h. IOcl in stall wages from the canons· pre bend al es1a1cs. and £66 14s 3d 
from cs1a1c rems. 171e 10 Vicars Choral each received from thi:- income £20 17s 3½d per 
annum. 

The e.~tate inco111c w:1s macie up us follows 

Wclh C I () Os 9d Cheddar f8 5s 9k:I 
Wellc~lcigh -I 19s IOcl Newton Placey 6 13s 9½<:I 
Wedmorc 2 I3s 4d (West) Pcnnard I 9s Od 
Kings1011c 20 Os Od Manock (Hey1hnrne) 9 I s Id 

\.\I care 3 Os 8cl 
Total £66 I4s 3d'·' 

THE ELIZA8ETH1\N Cl-lf\RTER 1591 

By the time of Queen El izabeth I (1559-1603). the Vic.irs Chor,1I faced ,1 1.:risis of conli
dcnce. They were an independent corporation. whose esu11es provided most or the income 
for their salaries: yet they were responsible to the Dean and Ch,1pter for their du1ic~ in 
singing 1he Cathcdrnl services. Nathaniel Chyles. the 171h century historian of Wells 
Ca1hcdral , described 1hc crisis as a ·debate o r differences over the Dean and Chapter·s 
efforts lO assume cont rol lwer 1hc college and i1s cs1a1cs·." 

The Vicars pcti1ioncd Queen El izabc1h for confirma1ion or their rights and privi lcgei. as 
set out in the early chancrs or Bishops Ralph of Shrewsbury and Thomas Bekynton. After 
an enquiry by a Com111is~ion, on 25th November 1591 Queen Eliwbeth granted a Royal 
Chancr. '~ which defined Ihe Collt:ge or Vic;1rs .is ·one body corporn1c and politiquc for 
ever· and con firmed 1hu1 ·1hcy may nr be able 10 gc1, receive. appropriate, have. enjoy. 
possess. grant and demise rnannors, lands. 1cne111c111s. parsonages. tt:mhs, advowsons of 
churches profius eascrncnls and hercdimen1s ·. "' Na1hanicl Chyle~ summed up the royal 
Chancr ·there being nothing adc.lcd to 1hern: nay 1is well 1hcrc was nothing taken from 
them·. 17 

T he Charter l is1cd 1he rropenies from which 1hc VicHrs had been receiving rents for the 
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previous t wcnty years. Whilst it docs not always give details of acreages or renis. the Charter 
<loci; provide the lirs1 pnst-Rcformatinn survey of the college estates: 

Manors 
Newton Placie (Nonh Pethenon) 
Cheddar 
Wellesleigh (near Dindcr. V-.lclls) 

Ath-Oll'S0/1 

Rights ()f prc.:,cntation to the bcncliccs of Hawkridge and Kingstonc 
L1111ds I T1•1111.111e111s i11 \\'ells 

Wells - including Vicars' Close houses (42) 
Tenements (33) 
The Christopher or New Inn ( I ) 
Horri11g1011 (near Wells) 

Lands in urher S0111erse1 parishes 
Hcy1ho111c & Fenncs at Kingsbury Epi scopi (near Manock) 
Wc,:1 Pcnnard: land called l·luclde.xcr~ 
Kingstonc (nc.ir llrni11s1er): 60 .icres 
Prcsltilc igh (near Sheptl',m Ma.llc1): nne 1cncmc111 
Thc<1lc (near \Vcdmorc): farm cal led ·Chambcrlainshams· (now Pillham) 
Weare (near A.xbridge): land called "Aimers Hammes· 
Nether We,1rc (near Weare): 2½ burgagcs 
Croscon1be (nea1· Wei Is): J 1e11cmen1s 
Dinder (near Wells): 2 acres or land calkcl ' 1hc Me;1de" 
Polsham (near We lls): 3 acres in the parish or St Cu1hben. Wells 
E,1s1011: a tenement in the parish of S1 Cuthbert. Wells 

The 159 1 Chancr also confirmed some importanl details of college administration: 

r\ppvi11/111c111s 
The Dean and Chuplcr were confirmed as having the right. within 1hrce months of a 
Vicars Choral vacancy. 10 make an appointment. st1bjcc1 w ra1ifica1ion by the principals 
und members of the College of Vic.H"s. 

N11111hers 
The number or Vicars should ·nOI be under 14 and not exceed 20'. from which 1wo 
wou ld be e lected on St r-.-1H1hcw 's Day (September 21 st) as princip.ils. and five as 
senior:,,. 

Culli:ge \lisiwr 
The Bishop of Bath & Wel l:-; was 11ominu1ed visiwr or the Cnllcge ·10 exercise all such 
and the same jurisdictions. r>rdinances, powers and uu1hori1ies of visiting, and or doing 
whatsoever else belongs 10 the office of a Bishop' . 

The Elizabethan Charter 1101 only g,11•e 1he College continuation of 1hcir rights. but also a 
new 111c,111i11g ,111d purpose which could only he revoked by a subsequent Act of Parliament, •K 

It did 1101 resolve their financial problems or pu1 an end 10 ot11s1andi11g differences between 
themse lves and the Dean and Chapter. 

17TH CENTURY EST ATES 

By the early 17th cenlLiry, the College of Vicars' Choral owned some SOO acres of land in 
Somerset comprising:-
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Wells and ll't•llcslcigh 
Al Wells the propcnics in this urban cemre compri:-cd mostly houses. swbles. burns 
and in the High Street. the Christopher or New Inn and Shambles. The Wel lcslcigh 
estate consisting of land in and around the villages of Dindcr and Du lcote was adminis
tered as the M anor of Wells. Wcl lcslcigh and Dulcote. whilst in Ihe large out-parish or 
St Cu1hben ·s. there were sca11ered land holdings al Easton. Polsham and Horrington. 

Ma11ors: N c ll'/011 Placic 011d Cheddar 
In the ~outh Somerset purish nf Newton Placic (North Pet hen on) there were 250 acres. 
mostly rich pastureland. and !--Ome 20 houses. A t Cheddar. under rhe soulhcrly slopes 
or the l'vlcndip Hi lls. the estate consisted or 90 acres. most! y rich pastureland. 20 houi,es 
and a water grist mill. ·n,e Vicars· Choral pmpc11y comprised small land holdings. the 
largest field being of 8½ .icrcs. 171e 33 tenants of the manor also had valuable gra1.ing 
rights on Lhe hill and moor which helped 10 make Cheddar an imponan1 West Country 
cheese making cent re in the J8Ih ccnIury. Included within 1he j urisdic1ion or the Ched
dar Manorial Court was property at Weare (near Axbridgc) which consisted or 21 
burgagcs at Netherweare and 50 acres of ptL~lure adjoining the main highway. 

Ki11g.mm c: 
Si1uated near the Dorset border, the Vicars Chnml held the right of presemmion 10 Ihc 
li ving of Kingstnne parish church together wiIh a compact eslnle. mns1ly arable. of 
some 60 acres which. because i i adjoined two other large cst,lle~ at Dill ing1011. neur 
II minster (Lee-Lee family) . .incl the Hinton SI George csIutc of the PoulCII!>. wa~ u:-ual ly 
leased to one or 1hc:-c neighbours as a complete holding. 

Nor//, West S0111crse1 
T he Vicars Choral ow11cd small amounli- of paslllre land. fair ly compact. in the parb,hcs 
of Wcdmore and West Pennard. 

THE CIV IL WAR ( 1642-1660) 

The Civil War and Commo11wcalIh. when the Church of England. bishops and cathedral 
deans and chapters were abolished, hroughI the Vicar:- Choral the greatest sufferings and 
hardships which they ever had IO face in their history. In 1643 episcopacy was abolished. 
and following the execution of Archbishop L1ud in January 16-15 the traditional dioccsun 
administration ceased throughout England und Wales. P,1rliamen1. in the i.ume year. repl.iccd 
the Book of Common Prayer w ith a Directory of Public Worship. Wells Cathedral was 
closcd fol lowing the last recorded brief meeting of the Chapter on 28th March I 644/5. 
Subsequently Ihc Col lege of the V icars Choral was dissolved and the V icars were dispersed 
wi1hn11I work or homes. Between 1646 :md 1654 1he swIe confiscated and sold propcny 
belonging IQ the Crown, bishops. deans nnd chapters and their cnrpora1ions 10 help repay 
c:-. isIing government debts i11currcd during the Civil War. Cromwell , by such confiscat ion 
of Crown and Church lands. insIiga1cd the grcatest change or land ownership since the 
dissolution of the monasteries by Henry V II I. In 1649. Parliament scI up a commission 
(under a surveyor-general. Col. W i lliam Webb) 10 survey all Crown and Church lands with 
a view 10 selling. off the estates. A survey w.is made of Welts Vicars' Choral estates between 
March and July 1649 on 1he authori ty of the ·Act in Commons of England assembled in 
Parliament for the aholi:-h ing or Deans. Deans & Chapters. Cannons, Prcbcnd~·. The esIaIe 
survey w.is probably undertaken in the same way as that or Ihe bishop·s estates. by a local 
jury before a panel of Parl iamentary Commissioners. 

T he Parl i:1mentary Survcy19 gives valunblc informa1ion about 1he Vicars Choral Estates 
in Ihc mid-I 7th ccnwry. including details of demesne lands. copyhold rents. dues. chief 
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rent:.. lines charged upon renewal of leases and leaseholders lives. together with proposed 
rcvi~cd rents based on the current propcny market value. 

T he rcms I0Iullcd C I 13 I s 8d. T he Commissioners proposed rem increuses thut would 
have brought in an incoml: or [6-12 Xs 2d.!" T here is nci cvidcm:e 10 suggest 1hat the proposed 
rent increases were carried ouL In the c.tsc or Cheddar. rcn1i. rem,dned unchanged rrom the 
late 15th cenw ry until the Ecclcsi~L,;tical Commissiom:ri. sold 1hc propcrtic:-. in the la1c 19th 
century. 

During 1hc 15 year period of the Commonwealth. li11lc is known about the cswtes. Lease 
hooks cease hctwccn 16-0-1660. court rolls between 1638- 1660 and account books 
between 1642-1662. It would appear from the post-Rcfnrma1 ion problems that some of the 
Vicars Close houses wcre ·sold away·.z1 

THE RESTORATION - KING. CHURCH AND VICARS CHORAL 

Charle!> ll's relllrn from exile on 29th May 1660 marked the restoration 1101 only of the 
mun.irchy but also of the Church of England. The Wells Vict1rs Choral had for over Ii f tccn 
years been disbunc.Icd and withou1 work or home. When the Cathedral services wcre eventu
ally rcswrcd in 1660/61. r)ll ly live 111-.:111bcrs o f 1hc original prc-Commonwl.!al th V icars 
Choral were kft. 

Sometime during 1660/61 the cstutcs of Ihc Vicars Choral. like.: those of the Bishop and 
Dean and Chapter. wcre handed hack to the original owners. Gradually lhc tradi tional paucm 
or estaIc manageme111 through manr,rial courts rc1umed. and the li rst draft lease was made 
on 24th January 1660/61 for property at Dulcotc (near Wells). In spite of the financial 
problems facing the Vicars Choral , there appears 10 huve been no a11cmpI 10 bring rents or 
new lcasl:s into lim: with 17th century land values as proposed in the 1649 survey. e,xccpl 
for the Christopher Inn in Wel ls High Street. when the Vicars Choral in granting a new 
lcusc 10 John Cord went in 1661 . increased 1hc annual rent f rom £7 4s 0d 10 ( I I 4s 0d. The 
~urvey had recommended C I 2 I6s lid. The Vicars Choral o f Salisbury Cathedral. faced with 
a l>imilar financiul situ:Hion through low rents. had been advised by their hishop not to renew 
,iny lca:-.e:-. unIil ·,t1I the lives had run uu1 and then only renew al un imprO\'l:d rent ·.:?.? 

11 would appear that Wells Vicars Choral did nor bl:nclil from such sound financial advice 
given by 1hcir visitor , the hishop. L ike the Cathedral. the V icars Close propenics had suf
rcrcd c.:unsidcrable damage at the hands o f the Puritans to Ihe cx1e11t that many of the houses 
were either in a ruinous condition or had been sold by the Parliamentary Commi~sioners. 
The College of V icar).. without any financial re~ourccs, w:.is unable to meet the heavy costs 
or dilapidations. In 1663. it pctitione<.l the Bishop as visi tor for pennission to ·tease out 
Twcl,·e of the most decayed howses for the.: tcnne or One and Twenty yeares without any 
lines at nil oncly ror snwlc Rentes 10 persons of goode & hones, rcpuiacion as wi l l covenant 
to rebuild them ~11 thcirc owne proper Costcs and charges·, since •in the tyrnes of the Late 
Troubles most of Oltr howses in Close hall were defoced uncovered & extreamc ruinated 
which neither wee Ihe nowc Vicar:-. Choral I nor our Successors arc any wise able to rebuild 
or repuire havcinge but a smale yearely maintenance for us & our families & haveingc noc 
Benefactors nor likely to have any to hclpc us in this case·.1 • ·111is policy of leuing out 
surplus houses continued until the disi;olution of the College in 1936. 

T he peti tion 10 Bishop Piers give~ :, graphic description o f 1hc situation lit Wells during 
the Commonwealth: · A ll the Bishopps, Deanes and Chapters Lands & howses togeathcr 
wi11i all the Lands and howses nf 1he Corporacions o f V icars Chorall & pc11y Cannons 
bclongingc 10 the CaIhedn1II Churches were sold awayc & the purchasers o f them did goc 
on to demolish thcirc howscs & 10 sell the materialls thereof amongst which your pcticioners 
did cxtrcamcly i-uffer & were turned Nit of doores plunclrcd & imprisoned & were reduced 
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1 grea1e warn u· povcny umi ll ii pleased Gold ml rcs1 re 1his L.111d to her amicm & 
n llJ ri shingc estate by the Re:stuuraci n of our mo ·1 graI io s c' dreade Sovercig.nc K ing 

h:irlcs rhe Second unr o his k ingdnmcs & the Church of Engla l ndl un to her anciently 
cstabl i:-hed govem1em & Ih • Bi:-hopps Deanes & Chapters Chora ll Vic,1rs & pelly Cannons 
to Ihcirc ormcr rightcs and hubiwc ions. A mongsr whi ch your p ticioners (blessed be G d) 
cl now cnjoyc 1heire h wsci,.. Lands & Col ledge nguinc.·~·• 

TH E 18TH CENTURY ESTATE. 

The I ' Ih century saw the farming industry taking advantage o f a boom in agricul ture t 

feed a popu lation wh ich had ri:scn fr m some 5 mi l l ion in 17 I ro 8.7 mill ion in I '0 1.~ 
In April 1754. the V icars Ch ra l uncl ·110 k a survey o f 1hcires1atcs id mical t 1ha1 mad 

in I 9 - listing acreages. leaseholder:' li ves . va lue of hcriots. lines and ·1 propo:cd r 111 

rcvisi n. The rem r 111 <>r 1754 wa: shown as [1 33 15s 4d with a proposed market re111 r 
[658 Ss 4~d. ,111 increase of 388~. whilst landho lding had increa:cd by 72 ,1.:n:s 1sec Table 
bclow l.1" !1 is 1101 known why Ihis survey was ever e,11-r i ·cl ou1. since rhc Vic.irs he ra l 
app ar never 10 ha ve mad · an y ,IILcnIpt to improve their incc me c i1hcr b , rev i:,ing rc111s . . >r 
by changing from mecti va l cnpyhold for Ihrcc lives 1n a li.~ed 1erm lease. 

ump:1riso11 c, f 16-lY and 17: 4 e~iat ~urvcys. 

l(H9 Survey 1754 Survey 

fatatei. Acreage Rem Market 1\crca.,::c Rent ~larkc1 
Rcni Rent 

s d £ s d f s cl C s d 

Cheddar 8J 8 5 2 82 9 3 106 ' l 6 82 9 9 
Kings t1Jn 14 17 11 11 30 18 I 15 18 0 [) 66 () 

,r.,rn,ck 84 10 4 4 9J 7 9 87 10 3 10 90 12 J 
Newton l'lacic 25 1 10 13 11 216 10 6 267 11 13 s 243 13 (~ 

We ll~ ) 
Wcllc:lcy 

44 48 3 6 95 3 0 I 49 8 s 88 II s 
Well., 
S1 Cuthhcns out 228 7 ' 9 49 13 u 2-l I 7 13 ' ' :o 0 -I 
paii. he. - Ea..,11111 etc. 
Weare 50 3 13 J 3.' 16 ' :o J 6 36 13 0 
Wcdnmrc 
l'c nnar l 
I olsham 65 . I s 35 12 0 l'i4 (i 1 4 35 11 4 

Tora! 869 114 I 9! 595 10 9 94 1 133 15 4 654 8 J½ 

The c pyhold lease \\'U. an an ·icn1 fom, of manoria l l:ind t nure . ·c pyhold. re ferred 10 the 
1en:m1·s 1i1le 10 hi: land as: 1 ou1 in Ihe manorial c unrol ls. ,r which he receiv cl ·1 copy 
upon admi:sion to Ihe land . Th leusc would contain refer n cs 10 the paymenI of a tine 
upon becoming a 1ena111. und a hcric 1 - usually a best beusl r chaIt I due 10 Ih lord llpon 
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1hc tcnan,·s death. T he Wells V icars Choral copyhold leases were usually for three lives -
e.g. u.:rwnt. wife and child. It w as obl igaiory for 1he Icnanl. upon payment of :1 fi ne. 10 aurntl 
the manorial courts ror the paymeni of rent on Lady Day (25 ~'larch) and M ichaelmas (29 
September). The revenue from the estate courts was takt:n back 10 \\lei Is by ci1her 1hc reeve 
or the College receiver. 

Following an order from B ishop Lake in 1616. the Col lege Vicars were required to 
approve all leases nnd receive the tcnan1 ·s fi nes upon 1hc renew al of leases. He decreed. a~ 
visitor o f the College. that ' no lca~c or grant be scaled with the Common Scal but in the 
Common Hal l and that ye principalls for the time being do gil'c warning by the Receiver 
of the House w all V icars perpetua1e 10 be there prcsen1 al the time and do r ublicly make 
known what fines and conditioni. they have there :igreed".27 The bishop also ins1rue1ed 1ha1 
:.ill leases were 10 he recorded i n a Rcgis1cr Book. SubseqL1cntl)'. records or csiatc leases 
commence in 161 7. 

LEASE CONDITIONS 

Leases were made by 1he Vicars Choral w i1h these conditions: 

Suhll'lfill,l! 
No 1enant was allowed 10 ·gram, alicmuc, sel l or assign or set over' prnpen y for more 
1han one year wi thou1 obtaining pem1ission frum the Vicars Choral. 

/?!-pairs 
!-\ II propenics were leased on condi1ion 1ha1 the propeny was main1ained in good repair. 
Fai lure tn carry (Hll repairs coul.d. af1er d ue warning from 1he manorial court. lead to a 
fine or repossession of the property . Leases for cert ain large estates .. ~uch as for the 50 
acres called A llmcrsham a1 Weare (near Axbridge) were cnndi1iona l on ·surticicn1ly 
repairing. sus1ai11i11g, 111,1inIaining and keeping the mound:,,, bounds anti hedges, dilchcs 
a11li fc11ccs ·. ,~ 

Timher and Mi1wmls 
A ll leases co111aincd a rcs1ne11vc clause covering 1i111bcr and mineral rights: 1i 111ber 
could nm be felled or sold w ithout permission e.xccp1 on larger estatcs like Chamber
lai nshams tll \Veclrnore where the 1enan1 was gran1ed pe1111ission IO t:ul timber for 
'hedge boOI. hay boot. ploug h buol. gate boo1. and barn boot. wi1hou1 making was1c 
thereon· (hme = 0 .E. right 10 iake w ood from the common for rcpairs).2~ T he Vicars 
reserved all rights o111d access IO quaiTy for coal and s1011c. 

N.1•111 Arrears 
A clause sti pulated that repossession of a property would be carried ou1 11 rents were 
paid lalC: leases contained various 1ime limi ts for late paymen1s ranging from 14 10 30 
days. 

Mu11oria/ Co11rrs Affe/1(/mu;e 
It w:L~ ohligawry for 1he 1ena111 10 a11end 1he loca l manorial courl - •yielding. doing 
and performing sui1 service and ,11\cndance to and al all and every courl and court,; o f 
Lhc said Principalls kepi al :and for their manor' . Failure to a11c11d required an ·cssoin " 
or excuse which cou ld i ncur a penally fine o f 3d or 6d.30 

Tenani's A11or11eys 
Each lease nomina1ed two people, chosen from manorial 1cna11Ls. 10 serve as a11orncys 
for the leaseholder in case there wa~ any dispute wi 1h the lancllord. 
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EST ATE EXPENSES 

Administration cost~ nften appeared 10 be high and cou ld he as much as [ 120 per annum. 
ugains1 a rent roll of CWO per annum. For e.,,unple: 

Aparl from adminis1rn1ive expenses. the College incurred local and Government taxes. They 
also 111;1de generous allowances IO 1enan1s for rent arrears during times of poor harvests or 
disastrous weather conditions: 

1701 Chedtbr 1ena111s expenses and allowances t2 Os l½<J 
(rent roll £9 12s 5¥l) 

1701 ,\fonock 1enan1s expenses and allowunce~ [4 5s 0d 
(rent roll .[ I U 3s 4d) 

1724 T ot.t l l c~tateJ dcd11c1ions for 1ena111s [9 8s l½<J 
18 11 Dc licicncy on Cheddar rem and land ta .\ l3 12s 4d 

Toxcs I Te111hs 
' Ilic Vic.irs Choral paid an ancient 1ax c~11lcd 1hc 'Ten1hs' (Kings or Crown 101h) of 
£7 5s 7d p.a. 

f'mpen_,. To.r 
The College paid propeny tax on the V icars· Close properties e.g. 1809 [2 17s I0d 

Poor Nare 
The Close houses occupied by the Vicars Choral incun-ed Poor Rates levied by the 
local counci l from 1601 to 1834: 
1778 £9 15:- 0<.I 
I 8 I 2 £ I 6 12s 0d 
1~ 15 no si- 0d 

These outgoings for local and govem111e111 taxes must have meant a serious loss or income 
when the est.He revenues had remuined unchanged for cc111uries. 

LAND TAX 

In 1692. The Crown levied the first Land Tax on cs1a1cs and personal propcrt)'. The rate, 
ranging from I s 10 4s in 1he C was hused on the annual value of propcny. In 1798. 1hc rate 
was finully fixed at 4s in the L 

Example of paymcn1s: 

161.J3 £10 12s Xc.J 
1780 [ 9 19s 8<.l 
1806 C 9 I 9s 8<.l (£2 4!- 0d for Wells Christopher Inn) 

In 1806/07. the Vicars Choral . with money r.,ised from land sales. commenced redeeming 
this wx b,L~ed on a 15 year purchase price. Some 40 yeurs later in 1846. the College 
instructed the stew,trd · 10 redeem all land 1a.x not yet redeemed' .31 

Subsequently. annual payments to the GO\·emmem were reduced in 1814 10 [5 7s Ud and 
in 1839 10 [2 7!- 0cl. A t the same time as the tax was being redeemed, the Vicari. Chora l 
commenced levyi ng the annual 1ax upon their large landowners which provided an nddi1ion:1I 
source of income. 
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Examples of Land Tax income: 

1807 [ 12 7s 8~1 
I 8 12 C45 2s 8~cl 
I 860 (66 12s S¾c.J 

ESTATE MANAGEMENT - THE MANORIA L COURT 

tvlanorial Courts. customari ly helc.J twice a year. were used not only for the collection o f 
rents anc.J hcrio1s. but also 10 support 1hc steward or reeve in enforcing 111anagcmcn1 of tile 
es1:11e~ ~uch as keeping propcnies in good repair, cutt ing hedges. c learing ditches unc.J con
tmlling grazing upon 1hc commons. The courts also resolved dirricultics that arose between 
tenants. 

Each court elected 12 tenants 10 serve a~ a jury whose rcspunsibil i1y it was 10 bring to 
the s1ewarc1·s m1e111io11 maHers concerning tenants and the cs1:i1c. to wi tness the courts· 
decision,, and 10 uphold customary practice. The rn:morial jury did not have the jurisdiction 
u l' a modem j ury in deciding cases. 

The traditional court on the V icar.;' esrntcs was known as the Court Baron which all 
freeholders and customary tenants or copyhuld leases were obliged under the terms of their 
leases 10 aHend. 

The eouns were held either at the village inn or at a ten:uu·s house: 1he 1649 Parliamen
tary Survey for Cheddar noted that the coun was held ut Wilmot 's house.J1 

In 180 I. l'vl r Willi,1111 Tripp was appointed reeve for the manor o f Cheddar •in ennse
quence of his taki ng upon him the said o ffice the Cheddar Courts shall in future be held at 
his House·.-" 

The V icars Choral 17th ecniury coun rolls arc in a fragile condition and do 1101 survive 
in continuous runs. However. those rolls 1ha1 do exist provide a valuable insight into Somer
set fam1ing methods. social conditions and estate cus10ms:'"' 

By the 181h and 19th centuries, 1he coun rolls had become fonnal anJ stereotyped 
accoum~ uf eswtc business. 1'fanage111en1 of the sca11cred Somerset estates mus1 have been 
difficult for the College of Vicars without 1hc help of a full time professional steward. In 
spite or the efforts by the couns 10 enforce the condi tions of copyhold leases. the rol ls 
frequently record tenements and farm buildings to be in a ' ruinous state·. 

Pt•1missio11 IO s111,/r1 
It would appear that the tenants occasional ly sublet lhcir propcnics. Under 1hc tcnris of a 
lease pcm1is~ion had to be sought from 1hc manorial court: 

Cheddar Co11/'I 241h April 1622: Two tenants. Thomas Gill aml Thomas Marshal l. were 
licensed 10 sublet their tenements for half year on payment or l.s. 
Chl'ddor Court 26 April 1622: Licence granted to Tho111as Cullen to sublet tenement 
for the fol lowing year - 12d 
Licence to Thoma~ Gill 10 grant tenement for coming year for 2s (note in margin ·he 
doth now dwell upon it 25 March 1623".) 

Proof of rnpylwltl ro propary 
Occusionally 1e11:i111.~ were asked 10 prove thei r rights 10 a property: 

Neww11 l'/arl'y Cm11·1 16 Octolwr 1622: John W illes has not shown his wntmg by 
which he claims one acre of land near Stockmore as commanded - fined 6s Sd. 
This request was again made at the court on 23 October 1623 and John Willes was 
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lined 40s for not having shown his · writing for an ucre of land 111 Stockmon.: as ordered 
at the last court ·. 

Proper,_,. repairs 
Tenant~ n f thl! estates were obliged under the terms of their lease to repair their properties. 
It would appc:ir rrum the court rolls that this was 1101 ulways done: 

C/wddnr Co11rt 11 Ocwher 16?.1: ·we present that the mill house uf William Reeve i~ 
in need o f rep.ai rs to the roor - li ne 2s: and the bake hou:-.e of William Cutlcckc (lint'. 
3s 4d) is in cforepair in walls ancl roof. and also the roof of ouIhouse of Hcnl")' Addams 
is in di .~rcpair 2s: to repair ht'.fore the ne.xt court or li ned I s·. 

l.011d /l/{l/l{/ ,lil'll/('11/: 

Ne11•m11 l'lacey Court 15 M"y 1622: A survey made by the presentment of 6 persons 
made a v iew and set bounds 10 the scrubland lscrolmml o f Marques Ycnl dall "the far 
end or which cuts into the land and trees o f the said John Lewis because 1he aforesaid 
M arques is making a authorised enclosure· - penalty 12d. 
N en•11111 Plurey Court 23 At>ril 1623: The bounds be1ween Newton Wroth and Newton 
Placey 10 be surveyed. 
Nc11w11 l'laCl'y Co11rr 30 April 1663: Georgl.! Co.x to · restore g round which he has 
ploughed away on the hl!adland between 1he Iwo lundlords before 29 September· - line 
IOs. 

Fr/ling of L1m/'s timber 
Nc1,·11111 P!ac,•y Cmm 3 March 162314: Follow ing 1he death o f tenant Richard Palmer 
'there were fel led uppon his tenement by Robert Goocldcn and Edward Sully o f Newton 
fower Oakes a l it le before his death and presently after lol"I which 1hrec of them were 
tymber l rl.!cs worth 25s. A nti the same were sci1.ed uppon 10 the Lorries use ,mu the 
bayliff~ arc thought li u 10 arrest them.· 

l.ivl'stock 111011ag1•111t•111 
Nc 11w ,1 l'locl'y Court 15 Moy 1622: The court decreed that ·none doc comonly or 
purposely suffer theire Caucll 10 goe ubnut the highe Waye· - penalty 2s. It is ordered 
' that none cloc suffer 1hcire pigges to goc unringcd on payne of evc:rie pigg ~oe taken 
and irnpnunded 10 forfcitc 3d Whereo f to the dr iver Id.' 

Damagl' w the l'infold 
Newton l'lon:y Coun 16 Oc10/Jer 1611: Thomas 1'-•la~ters narrowed the pinfold (the 
pound for strny ani mals) so 1h111 •it was only hal f the size thai i i was hitherto in the 
memory or man." He i~ fined 6d and is to enlarge it us much as he can wi thout dctrimc111 
to his new ly erected house - penalty I Od. 

Floodi11° .~ 
The lands at Newton Placey were subj ect 10 flooding from two nearby rivers. the Tone and 
the Parre11. which merge together a1 Burrow Bridge. Conscquem ly flood prevention was or 
prior ity conct'.rn at the Manorial Court. 

Ne11•1011 l'laL'l!Y Court 15 May /622: The court forbade anyone to tear up :1 bay ·10 bee 
made at M oone lane 10 kcepe the Water in Richard Raphes ditch from annoyeing the 
waye.' Forfe it 3s .:lei encl,. 
Same Co1tr1: It i~ ordained ·1ha1 Ihc Tcnnarncs or N ewton Wroth do dyke 1heire d itches 
against Hc.11hefeilde Lane before Whitsunday nc.xt upon payne of 3s tic! a pcccc." 
New10 11 Plm:ey Court 16 Onober /622: Order "that John Edwardcs or his Tenn:1111 
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!'lute 2 ,\ Ncw1on fl laccy Coun Rol l. 15 1' !11y 162- shuwing a ~1m·cy of (i p.:r,011~ conccrnini; ~cruhlanu ,>f 
,\ lan1ucs Ycnldul I (~cc · 11111d 11wnagcmc111 ') and r.:gu la1io11 ,1 f ,1rny cu11lu ~cc Li vestock mt.magcmcnt ). 

George Collcrcl and all other where nccdc is. doc rays 1heirc banckes and : 10 p thcire 
gutter:- aga ins1 1he 1 1il lbrinckc 1ha1 1he water hreak · n 1 in10 1 or[thlm r· 1·11h•1 nly 
in the moneIh of Fehruarie on payn or cvcric one o fen tinge to forfeit 3s 4cl'. 

MANOR IAL CU T MS 

Manorial Coun ro ll:- :md copyho ld leas s occasionally refer to 1he ·cu 1oms of 1h manor' -
the ancient :ystcm or r igh ts and obl igations. tn the casc r hcddar. there was one rccog-
11iscd set f c11s1om: ob:crvcd by each the live manors whi h "hold and agree in ne and 
ye sn mc cus1om·. in lic,lling Ihat thcs • c:usIoms c uld huve ri •inatcd before 1hc 13th ccmu ry 
when Cheddar wa:, a single roya l possession. Of these Cheddar custom s, the thrc most 
commonl y re rerrcd 1 > in cnpyhold lew;cs and court roll s arc :'·1 

l . C()pylwld h·l1se for a ,,·idm,• 
When Ihe lm,1 of 1he th ree copyhold lives wa.<; a woman and :he married. Ihc husband 
became 1hc · h ad 1cnanI ·. I f :h • wa: :, wid w. she became the tenant of the propen y 
wh ich then ex tended the copyhold fr m 3 to 4 lives. N hcriot was due up n Ihc death 

· the hu sband since he !wd held 1h lca:c i n ' right of his wire·. 
2. P11rc:lws' of o ,:opylwld for C'hilrlrrn 

I f a tenant purchased a copyhold f' r children hut J'ai lcd 10 admit the lasI child to a 
1rce or Icn foot of ground as ye usiall custom is soc to doc ·. should the last life marry 
mid die before succeeding 10 the opyh Id 1hcn. •his or her manicr have noc right to 
en j oy ye cus1ome ·. 
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For example in :i Cheddar lease of IS July I 66 1. Maria Lacount. widow. surrendered 
her 1i1 le 10 one wa1cr mill ,llld 2 acres or land adjoining upon which John lsad. tool-. 
over said water mi ll 10 holcl 10 John lsacl, and Charle~ hil- son for their l ives. Charle~ 
was admi tted 1enan1 of ·1J r1. of garden and one apple 1rcc in the garden·.•• 

3. Tlw LorcJ's heriot 
I f a man or woman holds property from more 1han one lord. then upon 1hcir cle:uhs 
1hc lord of 1he property where ei1 her o f 1hem arc l iving ai the 1ime of their deaths has 
1hc right 10 clnim 'ye firsl choisc of their goods for an hcriot". 

A l Newton Plaeey. there arc 1wo examples of cuswms 111en1ioned in 1hc m.inorial lc~1scs: 

I. Acco1111110dmio11 for \ 'il'(11·s Choral 
Newton P/0('{'1' ll•as,• 2 7 .lm11wn· I 750: Lo John Moss of Wells: 7 acres o f land of 
tcncmcm Ci.tllcd Jackrclls und 7 llCl'CS of old ausler and 2 acres meadow over land in 
Moonlane and a tenement known as Heads and 11 acres meadow: 101al rcn1s I 7l-: 
Hcriot 40s ·To provide sunicieni meal . drink and lodging for 1wo nigh1s for 1hrcc of 
1he Vicars and 1heir steward und Hay. Straw and Foclclcr for 1hcir horses and so in like 
manner once i 11 every Ten years·. 
Ne 11•1011 P/a(:ey h•a.1·c I 8 .l1111e 1747: 10 Richard Derhams ol' Lyng. yeoman: lease of' 
mcssuagc or 1c11c111e111 w iIh adjoining Sanon and Orchurcl, one acre situated at ,\!loon 
Lnne and three ac.:re~ lying al Broadmead 'shal l according to the cuswm of the said 
manor provide sufficient l\itca1 Drink and Lodging for 1wo nights for two of the Vicars 
and their s1cwards' and hay. straw and fodder ·for 1hcir horses and so in l ike manner 
once in every Ten ye:irs afterwards during the said Tenn and also shall and wil l from 
time 10 time during the said Term at his and 1heir own proper costs and charges·. 

1. Lirillg IIJJVII a /('111!11/('1// 

Ncww11 Plan•y lea.I'<' 30 April I 663: 
·custom if any 1enan1 dies before Lady Day the nc.xt possessors to pay seed ancl ear1h. 
If he live arter our Lady Day 1he11 to enjoy the benelit or the corn as i1 i s sown. Cuswm 
is 1ha1 no man is 10 bU)' ouI 1he es1a1e of any 1en11nt ci1hcr possession or reversion 
before he has the refusal thereof" . 
N,•wro11 Placey /('(1,1·1· 30 April /663 
' llem: 11 was the cus10111 of the manor 1ha1 all who have copyhold tem1n1s arc 10 live 
upon them or obiain licence 1101 10 l ive on a 1em1re·. 

19TII CENTURY AGRICULTURE 

The Napoleonic Wars ( 1795-1815) brought prospcri1y tn wcs1 cou111ry farmers who were 
cnenuragcd 10 modernise 1hei r agricuhural rruc1ices und cultivate more land to meet 1hc 
need f'or increm,cd food produc1io11 brought abou1 by 1he loss or foreign imports and u rising 
popula1ion. Land owners hncl enclosed commons and wustcs in orckr LO bring rnorc land 
into produc1iu11: thi~ resulted in some progressive landlords iaking the opponunity 10 
improve 1heir rem rc1urns. On some of 1he V icars Choral es1a1es. parishes had taken s1eps 
10 enclose common land~ - Wcdmore I 77S/S5. Wesl Pcnn:ard 1787. Weare 1796. Newwn 
Place}' 1798 and Cheddar 180 I. However 1hcrc is no evidence from 1his period of agricul-
1ural boom 1ha1 1hc Vicars Choral ei1hcr raised rcn1s or a11cmp1cd LO change from 1hc ancicn1 
1hrec l ives copyhold lease 10 a fixed 1em1 lease. John Billingsley. lhe Somerset agricultural 
pioneer. commented in 1795 on landlords· fai lure 10 i mprove rcms: · some gentlemen· he 
wro1e. · rrorn 1he best of motives. have been long in rhc huhi1 o f lcuing their cs1a1cs a1 1he 
old ren1s. 1hough 1he price of the articles or produce has. in 1hc course o f 30 years, advanced 
(Jne lhird al leasI '.~7 
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The following three examples show ho,, rents on different types or propenics hud 
rcmaine<l unchanged from the 17th century until the Eccle,-ia;.tit:al Commissioners took 
comm! in 1866. 

I. Ch11ddar Grist Mill (Mill house and orchard) described in 1875 as h.iving an ·undershot 
wheel. 5 rect broad working one pair or stones·. 

Year Tcnam Rent 
l-l63 Thomas She1e (2 6s Sd 
16 10 Wm. Reeve £2 6s Sd 
1740 John Sayer C2 fo. Sd 
1759 Joseph Jeffery (2 6:- Sd 
1806 l3cuy Durban (2 6s 8d 
I 860 James Ford (2 6s 8d 

Rents recommended by the Surveys or 1649 anc.J 

2. Ki11g.1·1011e Estme 

Fine 
'! 
'! ., 
[ 160 
£60 
[388 

175-l were CS 0s 0d per annum. 

A compact esi:ue wi1h Parsom1gc. barns. 66 acres an<l receipts or al l tithes. 

Date Tenant Rent Fine 
1615 Joanne Osborne [17 ? 
1688 Henry Tripp £17 l.'.90 
1735 Henry Palmer £17 '! 
1754 Rev. E Lovell [18 £1.-W0 
1792 Geo. Lovell [ 18 [420 
1804 Earl Powlen [ 18 £400 
1833 G Lovell [18 £900 
1841 John Lee-Lee £ 18 C 1.200 
1857 John Lee-Lee £18 [2.000 
1864 John Lee-Lee £18 [500 
Rents recommended by Surveys were: 1649. .[72 per annum. and 17 54. .1'. I 40 per 
a11nt1111. 

3. 01°1.'l'll't:<1re Estmc. \\'rare lll'Or A.rhridge 
A compact agricu ltural holding or 4 closes w1al ling 50 acres. 

Dille Tcnant Rent Fine 
1621 Thomas Wall n 6s 8d [25 
1661 Thomas Wall C3 6s 8d '! 
1682 George Wull C3 6s 8d £132 
1717 Beuy Card C3 6s Sd [ 126 
1747 Thomas Hinchcliff n 6s Xd .[40 
1803 Thomas Hinchcliff C3 6s 8d £500 
1847 John Curdc £3 6s 8d £500 
1864 William Day £3 6s Rd £497 Ills 
Rents recommended by Surveys were: 1649. £36 13s 4d per annum. and 1754. [36 
13s 0d per annum. 

FINES 

Copyhold rents on the Vicars Choral estates. in spite of inllu1ic,11. had remained largely 
unchanged over the centuries, rossibly bccau~c of a 1radi tinn that rents were tixcd by cus-
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toms of the 111t111or:'~ Landlords were able, however. to make use of dues or fines. payable 
upon a new lease, II) hring in aclcl it ional income. It has nm been easy m assesi- .1ccuratcl y 
the value or the College of Vicars· income from this source since the tenants· leases. College 
copy lease hooks .1nd Receiver's accounts all consistently rail 10 record the actua l amoun1 
of fines. but instead use the phrase ·upon payment of a compc1en1 sum o f English money·. 

It was not unti l the 191h century correspondence was e.,amined that 1he scale and import
ance o r line:- as a source of income was real ised. In the Repo11 by the Cathcdrnl & Collegiate 
Churches Enqui ry o f 1854. ii was reported or 1he Wel ls Vicars Chor:.i l inco111e that •i t was 
.:.xtremcly difficull 10 s1a1c the jus1 average.: of their income, .1rising as i1 chiefly docs from 
fines on Ihe renewal of lc.1ses of their estates which arc held almost entire ly on lives. The 
:11rn,ur11 is 1hcrcfore very variable. If in a long course of years 1he average may he computed 
a1 C80 p.a. in some years Lhe amouI11 is very small": '" 

The re111rns Ill 1hc CaLhedral Commission of 1854 show 1ha1 the College of Vicars Choral 
uf \Velis received. for Lhe period 1846-1853. 1'.1648. This comprised t:290 I Us from fines 
on leases held for years and CJ 557 13s 7d from leases held on copyhold lives. The 101al 
income from fines provided an extra £52 3s 9d p.a. for each of the Vicars Chornl."0 In 1hc 
period 1852-1861. the 101al income l"r<,m lines was t:5678 6s 0d providing t:5 1 15s Od per 
annum f'or each Vicar Choral cnmparccl wi1h 1hci r salary of [60 6s Ocl tlcrivecl from esw1e 
rcn1s and c.i1hcdral fees."' 

A :-1udy o f the Bish,ip ·s estates. which had been managed by a pcnnanent professional 
steward. show:- 1h:11 in 1hc late I 61h cenlUI)' large fines were charged 10 offse1 the loss of 
revenue caused by a reduct ion of 1hc csta1es at the Refonnu1ion and the effects of inflation. 
Fines from 1hc Wells propert ies 101allcd £187 ls Sd in 1597 and [135 I3s 4d in 1599 whils1 
1hc Bishop ·s Banwell es1:11e brnughI in 07 1 3s 4d in 1597. £278 4s 0d in 1598 and []27 
IOs in 1599.''2 

Using inforn1a1io11 from 1hc Vicars· Bargain Books o f draft leases. and from Re111. ,\-linutc 
and Le:L~C Books. i1 ha.~ been possible 10 assess 1hcir income f rom fines on leases. which 
increased considerably in the 191h century as a rcsull or the V icars Choral taking pro
fessional ad,·icc for 1he assessment of fines. l11e College minutes in 1804 noted that lines 
for the renewal of lem;es were being calculated by ' tables of calculation·. whils1 in 1808 1he 
V icars Choral n.:ccivcd the advice or a Mr William i\•l organ of 1hc Equi 1ablc Assurance 
Office in 131ackfriars. London Ill sc11 le a d isp111c over a new lease al Dulco1c. near Wells. J., 

Aflcr 1840, Ihcrc was :i subs1:in1ial increase in revenues front lines - the average during 
1830-39 was t:421 per annum whilst in 1hc period 184 1-44 ii was C482 per annum. This 
can be anributcd 10 the College using a new system for calculating line:... In I 843. the 
Minutes maJ...c a reference 10 the College asking the steward 10 calculate the value of :1 line 
by ·1nwooo·:.. Tahlcs·."" William lnwood ( 177 1-1843) had published in 18 11 Tables for 
1he p11rcha5ing of e~1:11ei.. freehold. copyhold or leaseho ld '. Although such 1ablcs had been 
published in Ihc l.11e l81h century. lnwood w:L~ the lirst 10 produce a mc1hod of calcula1ing 
lease fines b.1sed upon logarithmic H1blcs. lnwood·s 111e1hod was I<) use a compound imercs1 
111uhiplicr (in thc c,L~c uf the Vicars· Chor.ii cs1a1cs 1his was usually 5% ). tugc1hcr with 1he 
ages ur the copyhold lives. rnuhir,lied by the cun·e111 unnuul property value. T he prope11y 
value was often provided by the manorial siew:ird or professional surveyor. since the last 
property valu.11ion had been made in 1754. l11is method was invaluable for small estates 
such as 1hc Vicars Choral who rel ied upon amateur or part time es1a1e 111an.1gcrs. 

The me1hod of caku lmion used scl 1hc level of a f1nc when a lea:-c w11s ei ther renewed 
or l i ves added. lnwootl"s Tables calculated 1he equivalc n1 number of years i1 wou ld take 10 
get back 1hc principal. ,11 a 5% rn1e or in1ercs1. based 011 1hc ages speci fied in Ihe lease. T his 
figure was then reduced by 1hc equi vule111 years of' any existing leascholdcr(s). To ealcu la1c 
1he fine. the clear annual rent v:iluc of a property was then mulliplicd by 1he nc1 equivalent 
years. 
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Fii;. ] \Vdb Vicars Choral E~t:Hc Fine, and Rent~ ( 1779-1866). The graph shm,·s revenue inm:a,~s from lines 
following 111:w 111c1hocl, of as~<:s,n,cnl ic1 llic earl)' I soo·~ whibl rent, rc111a,11ctl u11ch:111gcd. 

Examples or calculation methods used: 
Lease 19 November 186 1 10 Charles Lemon. Chcdd~tr (pa~1urcland I a 3r 2Sp) IO repl;1ce 

2 lives on a lease datcd 1809 rent 1/- per annum, land tax 1/- per annum. 

Proposed leaseholders 
Less c.x is1 ing leaseholder 
Ne1 equivalcnl years al 5% tables 
Calcu la1ion or Fine 
Net equivalcn1 year~ 
11 

Ages in years or lessors 

11- 20-70 
70 

x Annual rcni 
n 17s Oct 

Lease 25 September 186 1 to acid I life m lca~e da1ed 1840 

By lnwoocrs Tables 
Eq11ivalcn1 Year:; 
17 
6 
11 

Total Fine 
£42 7s Od 

Mr Geo Hard,1cre. Cheddar (moorland Ja I r l 4p) rent 3s, land tax 3s. 

Add le,L~C holder 
Less c.xis1ing lcascholclcrs 
Net cquivalc111 year~ a1 5% tnhlcs 
Calculaiion or Fine 
Ne1 equivalen1 years 
4 

Ages in years of lessors 

50 
50-51 

x Annual ren l 
£8 IOs Od 

By lnwood·s Tables 
Equivalcnl Year~ 
11 ¼ 
7( 
4 

Total Fine 
[34 Os Od 
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The Vicars Choral denied tenants de1ails of 1hc reason~ ancl me1hods of calcul,11ing 19th 
century line incrcw,e:. and 1cnant:. somc1imes refu~cd tu accept the propsed change. Only 
after negotiation would a new figure. acceptable 10 both paniel>. he agreed. e.g.: 

1857 
1860 
1864 

K i ngs1one Estate 
Cheddar Mill 
Over Weare Estate 

Fine requested: £2402 
Fine requested: [450 
Fine requested: [567 

ESTATE MANAGEMENT ( 159 1-1866): AN APPRAISAL 

1-\greed line: £2000 
Agreed line: 088 
Agreed line: [487 I 0s 

The mandate for the Vicars Choral 10 own and m:111age estates was given to them in the 
I 591 Elizabethan Charier. which conlim,ed the collegiate body. its rights. independence, 
and. above all. the authority ·10 get. receive. appropriate. huve. enjoy. possess. gr.1111 and 
demise munors. lands. tenements. parsonages, Tenths. advowsons of Churches. profits. case
Ine111s and herediments whatsoever·.~~ The estates. scauercd across Somerse1. had provided 
over the centuries a sma ll bu1 assured income which was enough to guar,111Icc a basic b111 
increasingly inadequate salary for members or the College. The land holdings in some 
parishes consisted o f small ucreages which, with low rents. were uneconomic. This situation 
could have been improved i f sud1 smlll l parcels of land had been consol idated or exchanged 
wi1h the co-operation o f other l.ui tllords and made into larger more pro fi table holdings. The 
Vicars Choral failed to take any action in land management that would have resultcc.l in an 
improved estate income. 

The College of Vicars was a sympathetic and. ,II times. generous landlord giving rent 
allowances to smal l 1ena111s who suffered considernble hardship in years of famine. poor 
harvests or adverse weather. The Vicars Choral could never overcome the problem of late 
rents which should have bcen paid hy Michclmas Day (September 29th). These were often 
nnt received al Wells until al'ter the annual audit day on December 2 1 st, although leases 
conwined clauses stipulating the landlord·s right w repos~e:;s a property upon late payment. 
They had long been accuswmcd 10 the fact that their estate income of around £300 p.a. was 
1101 surticient 10 provide a busic salary for the choirmcn us wel I us cover repairs 10 the Wells 
properties and make improvements tu estate bui ldings. T he blame ror this linuncial ~i,uation 
must to some extent rest with the College who. without any endowmcms since the Refor
mation. should have administered its estates with a more professional and long term manage
ment approach and taken steps. like other large landowners. 10 maintain the value of estate 
income in l ine with inflation ancl land values. 

From 159 1 to 1866. the Vicars continued to use outdated medieval methods. Their officer.
responsible for 1hc estates - principals. receivers and auditors - were elected 10 serve for 
one year only. which inhibited any long term pli1nning or management of the estates. The 
officers seemed 10 lack hasic information about the estates: they appeared 10 be without 
maps or current land valuations. and ultimately relied upon tile advice o f a local manorial 
reeve c>r steward. himsel f usu,illy a Icnan1. to provic.lc cun·ent land values as the surveys o f 
1649. 17.54 and 1840 became obsolete. A l 1hc end of their year o f office. the orficers signed 
1he annual accounts with the words ·having taken (or obtained) 1hcir Q11ie111s·. T he officer.-: ' 
discharge sounded like a relief IhaI the management w:L~ now someone else·s responsibili ty. 
and 1101 thei rs. 

RELAT IONSHIP W ITH THE CATHEDRAL CHAPTER 

The independent altitude of the College of Vicar;~ Choral often brought it into confl ic1 wi 1h 
Ihc Dean and Chapter who professed themselves unuware o f the College 's financial si tu-
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Fi)l . 3 Well; Vicars Chural Eslatc lll"omc antl E,pcn~c, 159 1- ISM). The gr.1ph illu,1rJ1~, 1hc high cs1:11c 
.:.,pcnsc~ in com p:or i,nn wi th 101al income which co11si~1cd ur re .. .,., rcru,. bequest, aml. frurn I 81 1. hmd Hu . 

Fine, wc1c nm inclull~tl. 

:uion. Dean G >ml nou •h . in I R3 -, wro1 that the Chapter hnd · 110 exuct know ledge of 1he 
Vicars· income .. having no control c vcr 1heir accounis· . In th opinion of 1h I · n. the 
problem· being experienced by the Coll ge were due ·10 the consequence~ of their having 
separnte esrntcs mannge I by themse lves· since they ·ar mud, worse off than if the same 
est at · s we re vcs1ctl in Ih • Dean uncl hnptcr or in the Commiss ioners ( l:cc\csiasti cal and 
th ·y received an equ iva lent for thei r quart ·rl y or half ye:1r paymcni' :u, Th J · 11g:1 anding 
m istrusl and ~u:pi ·ion between the Coll ·gc and the Deun arid haptcr implici r in the 1591 

hurter led 10 a lack of' co-operat ion e1wcc11 the two b die ·. Throughout 1hc ccn1uri ~:. 1he 
m.:counts : how 1hat 1here was never en ugh surplus income t carry out cs1.-11e impr vcments. 
cscept for the small ren ts from the Vicars · Clo:e h use: wh ich\ ere used :olcly for rcp;ii r · 
in 1hc Close. 

I \>TH CENT URY REFORM 

In February I , 35. th · Prime M inister. G.i rl Grey. set up 1hc Ecclesiastica l Cornmissi ncrs 
10 enquire into 1hc : t· tc of 1he Ecclesiasti al Church in England and Wale: and. in panicular. 
10 consider the r venue: of sever 11 dio cscs. In I, .:19. Parliament gave 1hc Com mi ·sioncrs 
p ·rmi ssion 10 fonn 1l1e ' Es1a1es Com111 i 11c• · with power I , sell , purchase. exeh:mgc. let or 
manage church states on behalf or the Commissioners. From 1835 a series of qu ·s1io1111aires 
wcn.: scn1 out u c·11hcdrn ls. sc~king. am ngst many other matt rs. infom1:1tion on the num
bers. pay and role of Vicurs Chornl. We lls C,11h ·dral Chapter rep lied that there vcre 3 pr iest 
and , lay Vicars Ch ra l. each receiving an average wage.: f C80 a year. Th replies 10 1hc 
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Comm issioners provitle valuable de1aib of 1hc financ ial problem:.. which con1 inucd 10 con
fro111 the independent V icars. 

COMMUTATION OF CATHEDRAL AND COLLEGIATE ESTATES 

In 1863/4. Parliament empowered 1hc Commi ssioners to commu1c 1hc estates or cathedrals 
and their corpora1 ions n r Vicars Choral or minor cunons which. wi1h 1he consent of 1hc ir 
visitors (in 1hc c.isc or Wells. 1hc l3ishop) were to 1ransfer thei r l,inds and hercdime111s 10 
the Commissioncrs.J7 

/\-:,, early as 1852. 1he Wells Vicar:.. Chornl had approached the Ecdesi
astic,11 Con1111i:..:..ioncrs w i1h a view 10 their taking over "the whole of 1hc possessions and 
pay such income per annum as may upon examinaiion appear jus1 and foir' .J' The reques1 
was tumecl clown .. ,ince 1he Commissioners d id nrn a1 1h:11 t ime have 1he powers 10 ·en1er 
into arrangements of 1he nature proposed ':'9 

In I 865, the csw1es or Wells Cathedral were 1mnsfcrrcd IC> the Ecclesiastical Com
missioners in exchange for a fixed annual income. In the following year. agreement was 
reached w ith the Vicars Choral for the transfer o r ' 1he whole o r 1h.:ir es1a1es and property. 
suhj ccl l(J all charges·. T he Vicars were c111i1led 10 receive fi nes agreed upon for 1he renewal 
of 1wo lc:1ses and ·each o r the present v icars shull be enti1led 10 nccupy the house in the 
close now occupied by him free f rom rent· .50 

The ugrcement wa ... scaled by the College of Vicar ... Choral on 2 I :-1 September 1866 and 
1hei r estates and property. with the e.xccption of 1hc V icars Close hou ... es. chapel and hall 
were 1rnnsfe1Ted 10 1hc Commis:-ioner~ for an annu.il paymcni or £880 (based 011 I I vicars 
each receiving [8() p.a.). T he p:11ronage of Kingswne Church was 1ra11sfcrreu IO 1he Dean 
anti Chapter. The benefi ts from co111111u1a1ion of the estates for a fi xed incnme were shon 
l ived: by 1873. 1he Dean and Chapter had increased the number of' Vicar:- Choral 10 14. 
which mc:~1111 each only received 1/1-hh ... hare of 1he Commissioners income (£62 I 7s 2d). 
wi1h 1hc Dean and Chapter mak ing up the salary 10 £XO. Al the same time the Vicars· 
n:111aining income which comprised ren1s from C lose houses and fees from the Dean and 
Chap1er was i nsufficient lCl cover 1he upkeep of the Vicars· Close. chapel and hul l. 

Parlia111e111 and the Ecclesius1icul Commissioners were laying plans for funhcr church 
refom1s which wou Id include the dissolu1ion of the collegiate stullls of the Vicars Choral. As 
early us 1882, the Bishop of Bath & Wells. the college visitor. hud forsecn this eventual change 
when he replied 10 1hc Cmhedral Commissioner.~· q11es1ionn.iirc 1ha1 i1 might be ·c1csi r:1blc 1ha1 
the Co llege be abolished and the existing rights of members done away with '.51 

Parliament in 19 19 approved legislation for 1he Church of England to h,we its own lcgisl
a1ive ~1ssembly. which was known as the NationuJ Assembly of the Church of England. In 
Apri l 1926. a commi:-sion led by the l3ishop of O.xford came to Wells on behalf of 1hc 
Church Assembly 10 inquire into the uffairs of the Cu1hedral and the Col lege of V icars. A 
s1a1e1nc111 was presented to 1he Commission by 1he V icars Chor,11 c.xpressi ng their concern 
1ha1 ' 1he mint! of 1hc commission is 1owards abolishing o f all Corporn1 io11s o f Vicars Choral'. 
The College was dcspondcn1 ubou1 1he si tuat ion and ·wondered if 1hcre is any other corpor
ation in England from which ~o much can be required and which receives comparatively so 
li11lc in return'.~~ 

Finally. in 191 1, 1he Church A:-sembly approved 'The Cathedrals Measure·. which under 
Statulc XII decreed that in com mon with all other cathedral colleges, 1he "Priest V ieur1- and 
lay V icari; shall be knc,wn collcc1ively as the College of Vicars of the Cmhcdral Church of 
SI A ndrew in Wel ls, hut shall have no corporate rights. possessions or du1ies in vinue of 
1ha1 dcsignatio11.13 The chapel :md college hall 'together wi1h contents. hooks. muniments 
and plate. formerly in possession of princirals, e1e: passed to 1he Dc:1n and Chapter. whi le 
the Vicars' Close houses were transferred to the Ecclesiast ie11I Commissioners. O n Sep-
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tcmbcr J01h 1936. agreement wa:- reached between 1he Dean and Chapter and the Vicars 
Choral for the dissolution of thei r anci.;111 college. When the V icars Choral put their seal or 
approval 10 the agreement for the 1r;1nsfer of their e:,tatcs 10 1he Ecclesias1irnl Com
missicmers on 21st Sep1c111hcr 1866. li11lc had they anticipated that 70 yc:trs later their 500 
year old col legc would be dissolvecl. 

For five centuries. the Somerset estates had remained intact in spite of religious and 
political upheavals of 1he Rcfor111mio11, the dissolution of the monasteries :111d the Civi l \Var. 
The csuucs. cndo\\'cd in the I 41h and I 5th tcnturics. were 1101 large in comparison with 
those of either the B ishop or the Dean ancl Chaplcr. and never provided an adequate income 
10 maintain the Wells. College buildings. provide sa1isf"ac1ory ~alarics nr fund any improvc
menis necessary 10 the estate propenies. The estates did provide a guaranteed income. which 
however smal l. had since 1348 made the College of V icars Choral independent of the 
Ca1 hcclnil Chapter in 1ha1 they were responsible for their own s,tlarics. 

In tracing the history o f the esrntcs. it docs become apparent that over the centuries improve
ment~ could have been madl! in their 111anage111e111 if only the V icar~ had possessed the wi ll w 
change frc,111 their medieval methods to a more progressi ve approach in keeping with 1he con
ditions of Ihe times. This did eventually huppen. when 1hc Ecclesias1ic,il Commissioners took 
over co111rol in 1866: they surveyed and valued the properties. u11d only renewed leases at 19th 
cc11Iury land values. The 19th ancl 20th century church reforms brought abou1 far reaching 
chunges which 1101 only s1r ipped 1he College of 1he estates. but also of thei r independence 
which l1:1d been so vigorously upheld since the Elizabethan Charter of 1591. 

The College of Vicars Choral wa:- founded prim:trily :J)i a College of choral singers whose 
sole purpose was to asl- ist the Dean and Chapter in the daily worship aI the Cathedral. ll1c 
management of their estuIes wa;,; a task that was only undertaken out of necessity to support 
themselves financially. Nathanial Chyles. writing after the suffering and hardship of the 
Civil War. said of the Vicars Choral th;n ·we may perceive if we rcnect on the Honour and 
worthiness of cheir founder. rhc number :111d quality o f their Bcnel"aciors. the V icars Choral 
of 1his Church 1101 10 have been such pitiful Fellows. and inccmsidcmble persons. as some 
would now have 1hem•.'J Throughout the centuries since their foundat ion i11 1348, Ihe Ce>l
legc of Vicars Choral had pcrpc1uaIccl their founder·s ideals. 1101 perhaps as estate managers. 
hur a:- mu~ic maker:-: in the daily .,crviccs at Wells Cathedral. 
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