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

Introduction  
 
Tudor MPs were largely members of the ‘gentry’. They were from families of some wealth and 
property, and held important places in their communities, but they were less important than the 
aristocrats who sat in the House of Lords. The MPs were all men. Women could not vote or stand for 
election. Being an MP gave you power and authority. 
 
Many MPs brought lands that once belonged to the church after the dissolution of the monasteries. 
This influenced their decision about whether the country should become Catholic again.  
 
Below are the descriptions of 11 MPs from all over England and Wales.  
 

Thomas More (1477/8-1535) Chelsea, London 
 
More was born in London, the son of a lawyer. He grew up in the household 
of the Archbishop of Canterbury, and later studied theology and law at the 
University of Oxford. He was a committed Catholic. 
 
More played an important role in the 1523 Parliament and helped gain 
funding for Henry’s latest war in France.  
 
In 1529 More became Lord Chancellor, replacing Cardinal Thomas 
Wolsey. More and Henry had a close friendship. This protected More, for 
a while, when he disagreed with Henry’s plans to become Supreme Head 
of the Church of England. In 1532, More could not support Henry’s religious changes and he decided 
to resign. Out of government, he devoted his time to publishing anti-Protestant texts. 
 
More refused to swear the oath in the Act of Succession. For refusing to accept Henry as Supreme 
Head of the church he was charged with treason and tried in May 1535. Found guilty and executed 
on 6 July. Henry reduced his sentence from being hanged, drawn and quartered to a (gentler!) 
beheading. 
 
More is a controversial figure. To some he is a martyr who died for his Catholic beliefs. However, his 
record of persecuting Protestants for heresy, which led to several being burnt at the stake, has 
harmed his reputation. The Catholic Church made him a saint.  
 
      
     Did you know? 
Thomas More considered becoming a monk in his early life. He lived at London Charterhouse with 
the monks for four years but never took vows – he chose to get married and have a family instead. 

Thomas More, after Holbein  
© English Heritage (via 
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Thomas Cromwell (1485-1540) London 
 
Thomas Cromwell was one of Henry VIII’s most trusted officials, one of the 
most important figures in the Reformation, and very controversial to 
historians. 
 
Born in Putney, London, he was the son of a blacksmith and alehouse owner. 
Little is known about Cromwell’s early life. At a young age he left England and 
had an exciting career in mainland Europe. He joined the French army as a 
soldier, worked for a banker in Italy, and as a merchant in the Netherlands. 
He returned to England sometime around 1515 and married. 
 
He soon set up a successful business and law practice, and began working for Cardinal Thomas 
Wolsey, who was then Henry VIII’s chief minister. It was because of Wolsey that Cromwell first 
entered Parliament. 
 
He was appointed to the Privy Council in November 1530 and soon became its expert on 
parliamentary matters. His importance on Henry’s council grew, and before long he was the King’s 
most important minister. 
 
Cromwell was involved in developing much of the religious legislation passed in the Reformation 
Parliament, and that he was responsible for making sure it became law. This legislation made Henry 
the Supreme Head of the church. It meant that Henry could divorce Catherine of Aragon and marry 
Anne Boleyn – it also made Cromwell’s career. Cromwell was made Vicegerent in Spirituals, second 
only to Henry in church matters, and organised the dissolution of the monasteries. Between 1536 
and 1540 over 800 religious houses in England were dissolved and the lands sold off. The proceeds 
went to the King. 
 
Cromwell is a controversial figure. Many believe him to be scheming and ruthless. He is also seen as 
the man who destroyed the wealth, literature and art of the English medieval church, through the 
dissolution of the monasteries. However, others believe he was one of Parliament’s greatest figures, 
who brought in religious reforms and increased the power of the state.  
 
Most agree that he had a genuine commitment to Protestantism. For example, Cromwell was largely 
responsible in convincing Henry VIII to allow the publication of the English Bible. A copy was placed 
in every parish church. 
 
Cromwell arranged the marriage between Henry and Anne of Cleves, a German Protestant princess. 
Henry was unhappy with the match and Cromwell’s enemies turned the King against him. He was 
charged with heresy, treason and corruption, and executed on 28 July 1540. The Protestants lost one 
of their major supporters, and Henry’s religious measures were afterwards more conservative.  
 
      
     Did you know? 
Cromwell was said to know the entire New Testament by heart, having learnt it on a journey to 
Rome in 1517-18. 
 

Richard Tracy (1501-69) Gloucestershire 
 
Richard Tracy came from a prominent Gloucestershire family. He was elected the MP for Wooton 
Basset in 1529, possibly with the support of local Protestants. 
 

Thomas Cromwell by 
Jacobus Houbraken  
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Tracy’s father William was an early convert to Protestantism. His son’s life was changed dramatically 
after his father died in 1530. In his will William had made a strongly Protestant declaration. Under 
Henry VIII’s church his views were heretical, and in 1531 William Tracy’s body was dug up and, 
illegally, burnt at the stake. This made William Tracy a Protestant hero. 
 
Richard Tracy was horrified this had happened, and began a legal battle on behalf of his father. The 
man who burnt the body illegally was eventually fined £300, and in the process, Richard Tracy came 
to the attention of Thomas Cromwell and became one of the leading Protestants in Gloucestershire. 
 
He was given land that had once belonged to Tewkesbury Abbey, which he made his family home. 
He was also involved in the dissolution of the monasteries in the South West. 
 

 
 

Hailes Abbey, Gloucestershire © Matt Northam 

 
Tracy did well out of the dissolution and gained many former church lands, but he was certainly a 
committed Protestant. When Edward VI was King he published Protestant texts. Under Mary I, he 
was twice in trouble with the Privy Council and lost his local government offices. Restored to his 
positions under Elizabeth, he was still unhappy with the new religious settlement. He wrote to her 
chief minister, William Cecil, to complain that it was not Protestant enough. 
 
Tracy died in 1569. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
Protestants chose biblical names to demonstrate their religion. Tracy’s three sons were Paul, 
Nathaniel and Samuel, and his daughters were named after Old Testament heroines – Hester, Susan 
and Judith. 
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John Story (1504-71) Salisbury/Oxford 
 
John Story was probably born in Salisbury. He received a good education and was sent to Oxford 
University where he became a brilliant scholar in civil law. He first entered Parliament under the 
patronage (support) of religious conservatives, and he opposed Edward VI’s reformation. In his will 
he said that he regretted taking the Oath of Supremacy, and he was sent to prison in 1549 for a 
speech in Parliament that criticised the Book of Common Prayer. He left England for Louvain (now in 
Belgium). 

 
Story returned to England when Mary became Queen. 
He became a major figure in Mary’s persecution of 
Protestants in Oxford and was one of the judges in 
Archbishop Thomas Cranmer’s trial for heresy.  
 
When Elizabeth came to the throne, Story faced many 
difficulties. He attended the 1559 Parliament and voted 
against Elizabeth’s reforms. He was imprisoned twice in 
the 1560s, the second time for refusing to take the 
Oath of Supremacy. He fled to the Netherlands, where 
he was said to help Catholics and gave his allegiance to 
the Catholic Philip of Spain. 
 

In 1571 he was kidnapped and brought back to England to face trial. He shocked Elizabethan England 
by claiming that he did not recognise Elizabeth’s authority. He believed people should have the right 
to choose their monarch according to their beliefs. Whilst today we accept that people can change 
their nationality, then Tudor public opinion thought this was horrifying treason. It is unclear how 
involved he was in helping Catholic rebels abroad plot against Elizabeth, yet he was both suspected 
of doing so and a prominent example to deter others. He was found guilty of treason and executed 
in 1571. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
John Story faced the gruesome traitor’s death: he was hung, drawn and quartered. Despite being in 
his sixties, it was said that during the ‘drawing’ (when he was disembowelled) he had enough 
strength to attack his executioner! 
 
Sir Robert Tyrwhitt (1504-72) Huntingdonshire 
 
Robert Tyrwhitt was brought up at the royal court, 
and was one of the first to receive a grant of 
monastic lands after the dissolution of the 
monasteries. Between 1536 and 1547 he obtained 
over twenty grants of former church lands.  
 
The selling off of monastic lands was very 
unpopular. Although Protestants believed the 
monasteries and religious houses were corrupt, they 
also provided hospitals, poor relief and schools. It 
was because people were unhappy with Tyrwhitt getting an area of former religious land in 
Stainfield, Lincolnshire, that helped to provoke a rebellion in 1536. That rebellion later became the 
Pilgrimage of Grace. Tyrwhitt and his family fought against the rebels.  
 

Thomas Cranmer's arrest, from Foxe's Book of Martyrs 

Memorial to Sir Robert Tyrwhitt & wife,  
All Saints' Church, Bigby, Lincolnshire 

 (Photograph © Julian P Guffogg) 
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Tyrwhitt sat in Parliament first for his home county of Lincolnshire, in 1545, but later moved to 
Huntingdonshire, again buying more former church lands. Tyrwhitt and his wife were Protestants, 
Lady Tyrwhitt was known as a particularly devout woman. Despite this, Tyrwhitt supported Mary 
against Wyatt’s rebellion in Kent, 1553 and sat in the 1554 Parliament.  
 
After sitting in Elizabeth I’s First Parliament, he lived quietly in Huntingdonshire, holding local office 
and was ‘earnest in religion’. He died on 10 May 1572. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
Tyrwhitt’s wife was the cousin of Henry VIII’s sixth wife, Catherine Parr. Tyrwhitt and his wife were 
sent as overseers to Princess Elizabeth (who would later be Queen) after Catherine’s death and had 
to question Elizabeth about her relationship with her stepfather, Thomas Seymour. Elizabeth never 
forgave them for this! 
 

William Cecil (1520-1598) Lincolnshire 
 
Cecil served in Parliaments under Henry VIII, Edward VI and Mary I. 
He became Elizabeth I’s most trusted minister, and played a major 
role in her government and her religious settlement. 
 
Cecil was the son of one of Henry VIII’s minor courtiers. Cecil was 
well-educated at grammar school and Cambridge University, and 
this education helped make Cecil an excellent scholar, 
administrator, and Protestant reformer.  
 
Cecil was a member of Edward VI’s Privy Council, but when Mary 
came to the throne he retired from public life. He did not want to 
implement Catholic policies. He mostly stayed out of trouble 
during Mary’s reign, but did, on occasion, speak against her. During this time he entered the service 
of Mary’s sister, Elizabeth. 
 
When Elizabeth became Queen she immediately made Cecil an important government official, the 
Secretary of State. He played a vital role in her 1st Parliament, shepherding through the major 
religious laws. Cecil agreed with Elizabeth that England should be Protestant, but in such a way that 
would not upset a country that was divided by religion. 

 
Cecil was Elizabeth’s most trusted advisor.  In 1570 he was even 
allowed to stamp documents with her signature without speaking to 
her first. Yet they did not always agree. Cecil was not afraid to use 
Parliament to put pressure on Elizabeth. For example he supported, 
and sometimes even wrote, the petitions Parliament made to Elizabeth 
asking her to marry. He also supported some of the Puritan attempts 
to further change Elizabeth’s religious settlement.  
 
Cecil’s attitude towards Catholics hardened in later years, and he 
began to see them all as a threat to Elizabeth and Protestant England. 
This included Elizabeth’s cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots, and he was 
instrumental in Mary’s execution after the 1586 Parliament. For this, 
he was banished from Elizabeth’s sight for four months. 
 

William Cecil  by Jacobus Houbraken  
© Palace of Westminster 

The Commons Petitioning Elizabeth 
to Marry by Solomon Joseph Solomon  

© Palace of Westminster 
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In 1571 Cecil became Lord Burghley, and moved into the House of Lords. He still used his influence in 
Parliament to push through Elizabeth’s business. He died at home on 4 August 1598, one of the most 
important statesmen of the whole Tudor period. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
As Secretary of State, Cecil dealt with almost all of Elizabeth’s formal correspondence. He managed 
to do this with the help of just six assistants! 
 

Alexander Barlow (1525-84) Wigan, Lancashire 
 
Alexander Barlow came to prominence when his sister married Edward Stanley, 3rd Earl of Derby. 
This connection helped him gain his Parliamentary seat in Wigan. 
 
Barlow was Catholic. He remained so after Mary’s death, when he wrote to a Catholic bishop 
offering his obedience. He had a number of prominent Catholic friends in Lancashire. 
 
Barlow managed to avoid persecution for his beliefs largely thanks to his important brother-in-law, 
but when Edward Stanley died Barlow came under more scrutiny. He was imprisoned in 1583, and 
he died soon after, either in prison or on parole. 
 
His family remained Catholic. His son, also called Alexander, outwardly conformed to the Protestant 
faith but died a ‘true and perfect’ Catholic. One of his daughters became a nun abroad. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
For many years Barlow was in a business partnership with his neighbour, Edmund Trafford. Trafford 
was a committed Protestant and was called ‘a most bitter enemy of the Catholics’, but he remained 
on good terms with Barlow. 
 

Sir Henry Stafford (1527-66) Shropshire 
 
Henry Stafford was the son of Henry Stafford, first Baron Stafford. He was part of a large and 
important family, based in Staffordshire and Shropshire.  
 
The Staffords were a family of divided loyalties and opposing religious beliefs. Henry’s grandfather 
had been executed for treason. His father, Baron Stafford, held some Protestant views early in 
Edward’s reign, but then changed his mind and became a strong supporter of Mary. 
 
Henry Stafford’s siblings were divided. His sister Dorothy married a committed Protestant and fled 
with him to Europe when Mary became Queen. His brother Thomas did the same, but returned to 
England in 1557 attempting to launch a Protestant rebellion. Another brother Edward, seems to 

have been a Catholic, sitting in Parliament under Mary, but he was 
also an MP under Elizabeth. 
 
It is hard to decipher Henry’s own religious convictions. He did not 
outwardly oppose Mary’s rule, so he may have been Catholic. Yet 
he became the Keeper of the Records in the Tower of London 
under the Protestant Elizabeth, and later succeeded to his father’s 
title. He died in 1566 without children. 
 

 Tower of London  
(via Heather Mitchell, pics4learning.com) 
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     Did you know? 
Stafford’s sister, Dorothy, was a favourite of Elizabeth I. She often slept in the same bed as the 
Queen. 
 

Sir John Perrott (1528/9-92) Pembrokeshire 
 
Sir John Perrot was said to be the illegitimate son of Henry VIII, 
although many historians no longer believe this. He was born into a 
Welsh family with lands in Pembrokeshire. His father (if it was not 
Henry!) died young and he was raised by his Catholic stepfather. 
However, his stepfather sent him to a Protestant school in St David’s. 
 
Perrott’s commitment to his Protestant faith was strong. He sat in 
Edward VI’s Parliaments. After Edward’s death, he got into trouble 
with the government. He refused to hunt out Protestants in 
Pembrokeshire, and instead hid them in his house. He was known to 
oppose Mary’s legislation in Parliament and was arrested for alleged 
involvement in plots against Mary. Aware that Mary’s patience could soon run out, he joined the 
navy and fought in France. 
 
After Mary died he was favoured by Elizabeth. He was given many grants of land in Pembrokeshire 
and he became an important local administrator. He began to rebuild Carew Castle and make it his 
home. Unfortunately, his violent, quarrelsome nature and his ambitious plans meant that he upset 
people, in Pembrokeshire and in London. 
 
Perrott was twice made Lord Deputy (the Queen’s representative) of Ireland. His time there was 
difficult. In 1579 he was unable to stop Spanish soldiers from landing in Ireland and starting a 
rebellion against English rule. By the time he left the country for good in 1588 he had restored 
peace. On his return to Wales, during the year of the Spanish Armada, he was responsible for the 
defence of the South Wales coast.  
 
He was charged with treason, and was found guilty in 1592. He died in the Tower before he could 
either be executed or possibly pardoned. His son was allowed to inherit the family home. 
      
     Did you know? 
Sir John Perrott had a bad reputation for violence – he was first introduced to Henry VIII because of 
a brawl with two guards at court! 
 

Sir Henry Percy, 8th Earl Northumberland (1532-85) Northumberland 
 
The Percy family were a noble family that had controlled large areas of the 
North of England for many years. However, when Henry Percy was just five 
years old his father, Thomas Percy, was executed for his part in the 
Pilgrimage of Grace.  
 
Because of this Henry Percy and his elder brother lost their inheritance until 
1549, when some lands were returned to them. Henry’s brother became 
Earl of Northumberland in 1557.  
 
 
 

Sir John Perrot (mezzotint attributed to 
Valentine Green) 

Emblem of Percy moon receiving light 
from the Tudor sun  

© The British Library (Illuminated 
manuscripts Royal 18 D II f. 200) 
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Henry Percy’s religious beliefs were unclear. Some thought he was Protestant, others were not 
convinced. In 1569-70 his brother was part of a Catholic rebellion against Elizabeth, but Henry 
stayed loyal. Many believe he only stood for Parliament in 1571 to make sure he inherited his 
brother’s title. He did, in 1572, and afterwards sat in the House of Lords.   
 
However, Percy soon became involved in Catholic plots himself, mostly surrounding Mary, Queen of 
Scots. He was tried in secret in 1572, fined, and placed under house arrest.  
 
He returned to court later in 1572 but was soon in trouble again after he helped another Catholic 
plotter escape from England. He was arrested and placed in the Tower of London. By this time 
several of Elizabeth I’s councillors believed he was a Catholic. He was found shot in the Tower in 
1585, with his pistol by his side. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
Not everyone believed Henry Percy committed suicide. A rumour circulated that his jailor killed him. 
However, the investigation declared that he had committed suicide, which meant that his family 
could inherit his property. 
 

William Strickland (d. 1598) Scarborough, Yorkshire 
 
Little is known of Strickland’s early life. He held local government posts in York and sat in four of 
Elizabeth’s Parliaments as MP for Scarborough, his local borough. He was a committed Puritan, 
described as ‘a grave and ancient man of great zeal’.  

 
The Puritans were a religious group united by 
their intense belief in the Protestant religion. 
They campaigned for a more Protestant church 
and to improve the morals of those who did not 
share their religious views. For example, they 
often spoke out against drunkenness or people 
playing sport on a Sunday. 
 
Strickland was one of the Puritans in Parliament 
who campaigned to further reform the religious 
settlement. 
 
During the 1571 Parliament he introduced his 
own bill to reform the Book of Common Prayer. 
This upset Elizabeth and her Privy Council, and 
he was removed from Parliament. This caused 

MPs to debate their freedom of speech, and Strickland was allowed to return. Elizabeth did not 
agree with Strickland’s proposals. She was very reluctant to change her religious settlement, and 
tried to prevent MPs from discussing it. 
 
The next time Strickland came to Parliament he still worked for further religious reforms, but was 
much more cautious and spoke very little. He last sat in 1584. He spent the rest of his life in 
Yorkshire, where he died in 1598. 
 
      
     Did you know? 
Strickland was known as ‘Strickland the stinger’ because of his opposition in Parliament. 

The Puritan publication 'A Godly meditation day and night to be 
exercised', c.1600  

© The Trustees of the British Museum  1932, 0709.4 


