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Constituencies (Shorter Version) 
 
(Terms in bold italics are explained further in the Glossary, terms underlined have their own articles) 

 
Introduction  
 
Today, Members of Parliament are elected by voters divided into 650 
constituencies. Each constituency is made up of roughly the same number of 
voters.  
 
In Tudor times each county elected two members (except for Wales, whose 
counties only elected one) and some boroughs (often towns) also elected MPs.  
 
MPs were not elected in secret as they are today, and you could not vote unless 
you owned property. Many owed their seats to powerful landowners or patrons 

who wanted MPs to represent their own interests in Parliament.  
 
Some towns, such as Newcastle, were able to pay their MPs salaries, which 
meant these MPs were more independent and elected by the leading men in the 
town. It was a very different system than it is now! 
 
Below are descriptions of different constituencies across England and Wales. They show how 
differently the Reformation happened across the country. For example, Protestantism gained more 
followers in the South, East, and in the towns. Many areas in the North and West had large numbers 
of Catholics well into Elizabeth’s reign. 
 
We have tried to show the effect the Reformation had on ordinary people, although this is not 
always easy as the evidence is limited. In some areas the Reformation brought about major changes 
to local politics.  
 
There were rebellions: some pro-Catholic (such as the Pilgrimage of Grace in Lincolnshire and 
Knaresborough, Yorkshire), some more Protestant (such as Wyatt’s rebellion in Kent).  
 
What is clear is that in most of England and Wales the Reformation caused a lot of upheaval. The 
greatest change was the dissolution of the monasteries. Whilst many Protestant reformers argued 
that England’s monasteries and religious houses (such as the convents, friaries and priories) were 
corrupt, they did provide schools, poor relief and hospitals for ordinary people. Sometimes the 
proceeds of their sale went into founding schools or hospitals, but more often they did not. Aside 
from the changes in religious beliefs that affected how people thought about God, the alteration in 
the structure of the church also had a major impact on local communities. 
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Lincolnshire 
 
During the Tudor period Lincolnshire was a very poor county. The land was largely marshy and had 
not been properly protected from flooding. The Lincolnshire towns were suffering from a decline in 
the wool trade.  

 
In the 1530s, the changes to the church and the dissolution of the 
monasteries further threatened the economic situation of the people of 
Lincolnshire.  
 
In 1536, the largest and most threatening rebellion of the Tudor period 
began in Lincolnshire: the Pilgrimage of Grace. In October rumours 
circulated around the county that the King not only wanted to close the 
monasteries but also wanted to confiscate parish churches’ funds and put 
a tax on births, marriages and deaths. 
 

On 2 October, a mob attacked a church official who had been sent to 
inspect some priests in the town of Louth. The rising spread and some of 

the most important local people joined the rebellion or did not stop it. 
 
The Lincolnshire rebels also captured the son of Yorkshire lawyer, Robert Aske, and converted him 
to their cause. Aske later became the leader of the Pilgrimage of Grace in Yorkshire.  
 
The rising in Lincolnshire soon collapsed, but it spread across the North, to places like 
Knaresborough, Yorkshire. In Lincolnshire Charles Brandon, the Duke of Suffolk, quickly put the rising 
down, and many of the elite asked for the King’s pardon. With no leaders, the common people’s 
rebellion was over. 34 rebels were hanged. Baron Hussey who had joined the rebellion was executed 
and lost his lands. 
 
This changed local politics in the area, as the Duke of Suffolk became the largest landowner and had 
more influence over the elections of MPs. For the ordinary people, little changed, the dissolution of 
the monasteries continued.  
 
Under Elizabeth’s reign, her chief minister, William Cecil, held or controlled the parliamentary seat. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
 
In 1532 Henry VIII visited Lincolnshire. He called it ‘one of the most brute and beastly [counties] of 
the whole realm’. 
 
Knaresborough, Yorkshire 
 
Knaresborough was a small town with a good market, close to York. It came under the political 
influence of the major families of both Lancashire and Yorkshire. It did not have an MP until the 
1553 Parliament. 
 
Before the Reformation many came to Knaresborough for pilgrimage to the ‘dropping well’. This 
was a spring said to flow from the grave of St Robert the Hermit. There was a friary (religious house) 
attached to the spring, and in 1536 its members (friars) became involved in the rebellion known as 
the Pilgrimage of Grace. 
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The rebellion began in Lincolnshire, but soon spread to Yorkshire. The leader, Robert Aske, was the 
younger son of a minor gentry family. When stating the aims of his rising he emphasised the 
religious issues. Saving the Catholic Church became the rallying cry of the rebellion. Throughout 
October several very important figures joined him, such as some members of the important noble 
family, the Percys. Aske captured Pontefract Castle. In Knaresborough, Robert Ashton, a local friar, 
spread news of the rebellion across Yorkshire and encouraged many to join. 
 

 
Drawing of the Pilgrimage of Grace 

 
The King’s forces were initially outnumbered by the rebels, and Henry VIII was forced to offer a 
truce. The rebels had three major demands:  

 a general pardon for all who rebelled,  

 a Parliament held in the North to address their grievances,  

 protection for the monasteries.  
 
Historians are divided about whether religion or politics was more important to the rebels, but the 
motivation for many ordinary people seems to have been the threat to the church.  
 
Henry VIII first agreed to the demands and then changed his mind. Over 200 rebels were killed 
including Robert Aske, and many of those who had titles or land lost these as well. Henry never held 
a Parliament in the north, and the dissolution of the monasteries continued. 
 
In Knaresborough, the priory was dissolved in 1538, and the friar Robert Ashton fled to Scotland to 
escape.  
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Historians believe that many in Yorkshire continued to hold Catholic beliefs. In the reign of the 
Catholic Queen Mary I, Knaresborough was given a parliamentary seat. As a small town it could not 
afford to pay the wages of the MP, so it was likely this was done to ensure a pro-Government and 
pro-Catholic MP was selected.  
 
      
     Did you know? 
Places of pilgrimage like the spring in Knaresborough were very popular. Travellers came from far 
and wide to pray to saints, who could cure their illnesses or help them in their lives. The church and 
the local communities made a lot of money from this. 
 
Bodmin, Cornwall 
 
In the Tudor period Bodmin was a small market town. Until September 1538 there was a priory (a 
religious house), and there were often disputes between the leading townspeople and the Prior, 
who controlled a great deal of land. In 1523 the townsmen complained that the Priory was becoming 
too involved in elections of MPs. However, many of the MPs were local men of the town in this 
period. 
 
Edward’s First Parliament and his government introduced a number of major reforms to the church, 
such as the removal of images, services to be held in English, and a new Book of Common Prayer. In 
June 1549 riots broke out across Bodmin, calling for the return of the old Catholic services. A force 
from Bodmin marched into Devon, and soon over 7000 men were in arms. They held siege to the 
town of Exeter. 
 
The rebels wanted the religious changes reversed. Edward VI’s government 
had underestimated the strength of the rebellion and it took some time for 
their forces to arrive in the West. In a battle in August, the rebels were 
defeated. 4000 died at a battle in Stampford Courtenay, Devon. Six priests 
were also executed as an example. 
 
In Bodmin, all returned to normal. The religious changes stayed in place until 
Edward VI’s death, as many of the local gentry had not supported the rising. 
Both of Bodmin’s MPs were rewarded for their part in putting down the rising. 
Historians have debated how far the ‘Prayer Book Rebellion’, as it is 
nicknamed, demonstrates resistance to Edward’s religious changes. Clearly 
many were unpopular with ordinary people, but there may have been other 
reasons that led to this large rebellion. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
The Prayer book rebels complained that the new services were ‘but like a Christmas game’ – they 
simply were not the real thing. 
 
Coventry 
 
During the 15th Century, Coventry was the fourth largest city in England. However, by the Tudor 
period the wool trade, which had been so important to its success, was in decline. 
 
The dissolution of the monasteries had a large effect on Coventry, as there were several different 
monasteries in the city and much of their property went to the crown. Although many of the leading 
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townsmen held Catholic beliefs, the Mayor Christopher Warren used money donated to the city to 
purchase some lands and build the famous cross that stood for 200 years.  
 

There were two attempts to involve Coventry in rebellions against the 
Catholic Queen, Mary I. Edward VI’s Lord Protector, the Duke of 
Northumberland tried to have Lady Jane Grey proclaimed Queen in 
Coventry. However, the people of the city supported Mary. The rest 
of the country agreed with Coventry – Lady Jane Grey was ‘Queen’ 
for just 9 days, after the people, both Protestant and Catholic, 
overwhelmingly supported Mary. The Duke of Northumberland and 
Lady Jane Grey’s husband the Earl of Warwick were both executed. 
 
In 1554 Lady Jane Grey’s father, Henry Grey, Duke of Suffolk decided 

to join Wyatt’s rebellion against Mary’s marriage to Philip of Spain. 
This rebellion was most successful in Kent. The Duke of Suffolk tried to 
make Coventry the headquarters for his rising. However, the city’s 
mayor ordered the great gates shut to the rebels. The Duke of Suffolk 

was caught and executed in February. After this, Mary decided that Lady Jane Grey was too large a 
threat to her to live. Despite the fact she knew little about either rebellion, she too was executed. 
 
The Reformation ended a long custom in the city. The ‘Corpus Christi’ pageants had been held in 
Coventry since the 14th century, and comprised a procession and a series of medieval ‘mystery 
plays’, which were based on texts in the Bible. They took place on Trinity Sunday, 8 weeks after 
Easter Sunday. Although many towns held similar plays, Coventry’s pageant was known for its 
quality and was extremely popular. Henry VIII, Catherine of Aragon and Princess Mary had all seen 
them. However, they were seen as a Catholic custom. They were suppressed for good in Elizabeth’s 
reign. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
Coventry’s mayor Christopher Warren was also notorious for using the heresy laws to pursue his 
private vendettas, but this did not stop his service to the city. 
 
Kent 
 
Kent was a prosperous county. It had good farmland, strong industries (such as cloth, paper and 
shipbuilding) and was strategically important because of its ports. These ports also gave the county a 
link to the mainland of Europe. 
 
The Reformation in Kent was not always popular. A lot of 
land in the county was owned by the church, and much of 
it was sold off during the dissolution of the monasteries. 
For years, pilgrims had prayed at the famous (and very 
rich) tomb of Saint Thomas Beckett in Canterbury. It was 
dismantled.  
 

In 1533 Elizabeth Barton, the ‘Holy Maid of Kent’ had a 
series of visions of terrible things that would happen if 
Henry VIII continued with his religious changes. It is now believed she suffered from epilepsy, but at 
the time people believed that her fits were signs of visions from God. Under the control of monks 
unhappy with the religious changes, she prophesised that Henry VIII would die if he married Anne 
Boleyn. She and her sponsors were arrested and hanged in 1534 for fraud. 
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The Protestant Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, had an important effect on the city of 
Canterbury. He helped make sure that the religious changes of Edward’s reign were carried out 
across the county, and was initially very unpopular in Canterbury for doing so. 
 
However, Protestantism began to take root in the county. Many of the county’s MPs were close to 
Edward VI’s government, and several were related to Lady Jane Grey. In 1554, Sir Thomas Wyatt led 
a rebellion in the county against Mary I. Wyatt said he was rebelling against the Queen’s proposed 
marriage to Philip of Spain: 

Forasmuch as it is now spread abroad ... of the Queen's determinate pleasure to marry with 
a stranger ....no other earthly cause could move us to this enterprise ... wherin we seek no 
harm to the Queen.  

 
The rebels marched to London. However, the capital stayed loyal to Mary and Wyatt was executed 
for treason. In Kent, 150 people were hanged and 303 received pardons. 
 
By the time of Mary’s reign Protestantism certainly had a strong presence in Kent. A number of 
Protestant refugees arrived in Canterbury from the continent, and by 1548 even had their own 
church in the town.  
 
      
     Did you know? 
During Mary’s reign 70 people in Kent were burnt at the stake for heresy, one of the largest 
numbers across the country. 
 
Oxford 
 
Oxford was home to one of the only two universities in the country. The University was dominated 
by the church, and so the town was to play an important part in the Reformation. Local politics was 
influenced by the bad relations between ‘town’ and ‘gown’ (the townspeople and the university) at 
this time, as university members had many privileges. MPs for Oxford were mostly leading 
townspeople.  
 
The religious nature of the University meant that the controversies of the Reformation were often 
played out in Oxford. There were fewer early Protestants in Oxford than in Cambridge, and in 1530 
Henry VIII had to force the University to accept his divorce. However, a Protestant community had 
grown by the reign of Edward VI. 
 
The most famous Reformation event in the town was the notorious burning of the ‘Oxford martyrs’. 
In 1555 and 1556, three of the major Protestant bishops under Henry VIII and Edward VI – Hugh 
Latimer, Nicholas Ridley and the former Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer – were found 
guilty of heresy (the MP John Story presided over Cranmer’s trial). 
 
Latimer and Ridley were burnt together. Latimer was later reported (in some pro-Protestant texts) to 
have said to Ridley: 

Play the man, Master Ridley; we shall this day light such a candle, by God's grace, in England, 
as I trust shall never be put out 

 
Thomas Cranmer was forced to watch. After this, he gave up his Protestant beliefs. However, when 
he realised that he would be executed no matter what he said, he publicly declared his commitment 
to Protestantism. 
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The martyrdom of Latimer and Ridley, from Foxe's Book of Martyrs 

 
These three Bishops have become the most famous of the Protestants who were martyred under 
Mary. Later Protestant writings, published during Elizabeth’s reign, celebrated them as great heroes. 
 
Many historians argue that by creating these martyrs the persecutions did the Catholic Church more 
harm than good. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
When Thomas Cranmer was burnt at the stake it is said that the thrust his right hand into the fire 
first, to punish it for writing a denial of his Protestant faith 
 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne 
 
Newcastle was a leading provincial town and port, often used as a base for war against Scotland. It 
had a population of 10,000 in 1545. There were several periods of war and unrest between England 
and Scotland during the reigns of Henry VIII and Edward VI. 
 
Newcastle was an independent parliamentary seat, and those elected to represent parliament under 
the Tudors were chosen by the townsmen. They were often merchants or had mining interests. 
These men were largely Catholic but there were no rebellions in the town against the Reformation. 
These merchants were very powerful, and in 1553 they attempted to bring the Protestant town of 
Gateshead under the control of Newcastle. This was despite the fact that Newcastle was largely 
Catholic.  
 
Newcastle, like most of the North-East, remained stubbornly Catholic well into Elizabeth’s reign. The 
town’s priests were under the leadership of the Bishop of Durham, and a Protestant did not hold 
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this post until 1561. There were several local risings associated with Catholicism or in support of 
Mary, Queen of Scots in the North-East, and in 1593 a Catholic priest was executed in the city.  
 
      
     Did you know? 
During Edward VI’s reign, there were plans to create a Bishop of Newcastle. The first Bishop was to 
be Nicholas Ridley (who would later become a Protestant martyr at Oxford). These plans were 
dropped when Edward died. 
 
Denbighshire 
 
Before Henry VIII’s reign, Wales was not represented in Parliament and instead governed by the 
‘marcher lords’ – a group of powerful English land owners. Henry VIII and Thomas Cromwell wanted 
to secure the King’s power over Wales, and through something called the ‘acts of union’ Wales was 
brought under direct parliamentary rule. Wales then had seats in Parliament. 
 
Denbighshire was one of four new shires created in 1536 to send a representative to Parliament. It 
covered parts of present day Gwynedd and Powys, its main towns Denbigh and Wrexham.  
 
The county was largely controlled by the Salusbury family, who originally came 
from England. But their power was reduced under Elizabeth I. Robert Dudley, Earl 
of Leicester, was made Baron of Denbigh. Dudley was a Protestant, and his plans 
for Denbigh included a large Protestant church. He also supported the publication 
of the Welsh Bible. The first version of the New Testament in Welsh was published 
by the Denbighshire scholar William Salesbury (a full Welsh Bible followed in 
1588). 
 

Under Elizabeth I, local politics became dominated by a pro-government and 
(mostly) Protestant faction comprised of Dudley and some of the Salusbury family. 
Many of the important local families, however, were Catholics, and they resented 
this group. They formed their own faction and even managed to get some of their 
candidates elected to Parliament. 
 
Many of the leading families in the county held on to their Catholic beliefs even after Elizabeth’s 
reign. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
In 1584 the first Catholic martyr in Wales, the teacher Richard Gwyn, was hung, drawn and 
quartered in Wrexham for treason. He was accused of planning a rebellion and converting others to 
Catholicism. 
 
Lancashire 
 
Lancashire was a thinly-populated county in the Tudor period. It was often considered to be ‘remote’ 
from London. The largest industry was agriculture, but there was also some coal mining in the 
county. 
 
There were a few large monasteries that were sold to local landowners during the dissolution. Most 
of the MPs lived in the county, and the majority remained Catholic. 
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Under Elizabeth’s reign many Catholics decided to 
outwardly conform to the Protestant Church at first. 
They attended church services but still held their own 
private beliefs. As time went on this became more 
difficult – especially after Elizabeth was 
excommunicated by the Pope and Catholics came under 
greater suspicion. The Catholic MPs of Lancashire faced 
a stark choice. If they did not at least outwardly conform 
to the Church of England they faced losing their 
position, being fined and later even imprisonment.  
 
The Lancashire MPs dealt with this in different ways. Sir 
Thomas Gerard, for example, was implicated in a plot 
surrounding Mary, Queen of Scots and imprisoned in the 
Tower of London. By November 1594 he made a ‘show of conforming’, however, and received a 
pardon.  
 
Another Lancashire MP, Sir John Southworth, was also imprisoned for involvement in a rebellion. It 
was also reported that he, his family and servants celebrated Catholic religious services in his house. 
Again, he later appeared to conform and contributed money to the fund raised to fight the Spanish 
Armada. After this, however, he was arrested for holding Catholic writings and images. 
 
Many women were reported for their Catholic beliefs. They were often responsible for bringing up 
their children as Catholics whilst their husbands outwardly conformed to protect their wealth and 
position.  
 
Richard Bold’s wife was a known Catholic, and in 1582 a servant reported that they were hiding a 
Catholic priest in their house. Sir Gilbert Gerard was said to be ‘a protestant at London and a papist 
in Lancashire’, and both his wife and daughters were listed as Catholics.   
 
      
     Did you know? 
During the 1570s missionary Catholic priests arrived in England. The government were extremely 
concerned by these men because of their involvement in plots against Elizabeth. Wealthy Catholics 
would often hide priests in their house to worship privately. There was a network of ‘safe houses’ for 
these priests, which often included a ‘priest hole’ – a secret chamber for the priest to hide. 
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