1

A Hanging at St Keverne:

The Execution of Two Cornish Priests in 1549

Scholars have long been aware that the parish of St Keverne - which lies in the Lizard peninsula, in the far West of Cornwall - exhibited a remarkable pattern of rebelliousness during the early modern period.
 It was here that the great Cornish insurrection against King Henry VII broke out in 1497, for example; here that a plot to raise the banner of the Five Wounds of Christ in protest against King Henry VIII’s assault on the Church was laid in 1536, and here, too, that a popular rising against the religious policies of the Protestant boy-king Edward VI and his ‘Protector’, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, began in 1548.
 Hitherto, there has been no hard evidence to show that the inhabitants of St Keverne took part in the still more serious popular rising which occurred in the West Country during the following year, when Edward’s decision to impose a new Prayer Book on his subjects provoked angry protests in Devon: protests which quickly spread into Cornwall and at last developed into the major insurrection against the Crown which is today known as ‘the Prayer Book Rebellion’.
 But now the chilling testimony of a manuscript preserved in the National Archives - a manuscript which is reproduced in this article for the first time - shows that a double-hanging took place at St Keverne in the immediate aftermath of that insurrection: an execution which strongly suggests that - in 1549, just as in 1497, 1536 and 1548 - the government’s local agents believed the people of St Keverne to have been deeply implicated in rebellion.
Kept among the Exchequer Papers and perhaps originally drawn up at the direction of the Sheriff of Cornwall, the manuscript is an inventory of the goods of ‘Rob[er]te Raffe, late vicar of Sainct Kerian and John Wulcoke, late vicar of Manackan’. Both men are described as ‘Rebellyers’, or rebels, and the inventory’s anonymous compiler notes that both men had been ‘hanged at St Kirians’ on 24 August 1549.
  B. L. Beer and A.R. Greenwood - the only previous historians to have discussed the manuscript - jumped to the conclusion that the references to ‘Sainct Kerian’ and ‘St Kirians’ in the text were references to the little parish of St Kerrian, in Exeter.
 They therefore assumed that Raffe had been the vicar of the latter parish and that Raffe and Wulcoke had been hanged in the regional capital - but, in fact, we can be certain that this was not the case. Not only is there is no record of anyone named Robert Raffe having served as the incumbent of St Kerrian in Exeter during the 1540s, but the Bishop of Exeter’s register reveals that, on 14 May 1547, a certain ‘Robert Rawe’ had been admitted as vicar of the parish of ‘St Keveran, als dicto Sci Keran, com Cornubie’.
 Robert Rawe was quite clearly Robert Raffe, therefore - it would have been the easiest thing in the world for a double ‘f’ to have been mistakenly transcribed by a contemporary notary as a ‘w’, or vice versa - while the ‘Sainct Kerian/St Kirians’ of the inventory was quite clearly St Keverne in Cornwall.
Further evidence that ‘Robert Raffe’ and ‘Robert Rawe’ were one and the same man comes from a subsequent entry in the same register, which notes that, on 24 January 1550, a certain Thomas Poley was admitted to the benefice of St Keverne, which was then vacant as a result of the attainder of the last vicar.
  This reference was spotted over a century ago by Frances Rose-Troup: the author of the monumental study which remains, to this day, the standard history of the Western Rebellion.
  Yet Rose-Troup did not grasp its precise significance. She assumed that the attainted clergyman referred to in the bishop’s register must have been ‘Martin Geffrey … of St Keverne … clerk’: the priest who had played a prominent role in the West Cornish rising of April 1548, and who had been executed in London three months later.
 This in turn led Rose-Troup to suggest that Geffrey might have succeeded Rawe as vicar of St Keverne at some point between the latter’s admission to the benefice in May 1547 and the outbreak of the West Cornish rising in April 1548.
  The evidence of the inventory conclusively demonstrates that this was not the case, and that Rawe had continued to serve as vicar of the parish from the time of his admission in May 1547 right up until his execution in the wake of the Western Rebellion in August 1549. Two clerical residents of St Keverne were executed during the risings of 1548-49, in other words, rather than just one, as Rose-Troup - quite understandably - assumed.   
Were it not for the chance survival of the inventory, we might never have known that Rawe was executed as a rebel in 1549, but about his fellow-sufferer just a little more evidence survives. Writing in 1586, the Elizabethan chronicler Raphael Holinshed observed that, of the ‘priests’ whom he described as ‘the principal stirrers’ of the insurrection, eight had subsequently been executed. Holinshed then went on to list these unlucky clerics - and among them was a certain ‘John Wolcocke’ (though no Robert Rawe).
 Rose-Troup was unable to find any further information about Wolcocke.
 But the evidence of the inventory now permits us to identify him as the vicar of Manaccan, a parish which lies just a mile or two to the north of St Keverne - and the fact that both Wolcocke and Rawe were hanged at St Keverne within days of the vengeful royal forces having re-conquered Cornwall in August 1549 surely suggests that, in 1549, just as in 1548, the Lizard peninsula was regarded as a hotbed of rebellion.                      

[Source: The National Archives, E 199/6, item 52]

‘The goodes and catalles of Rob[er]te Raffe late vicar of Sainct Kerian [i.e. St Keverne] and John Wulcoke late vicar of Manackan, Rebellyers, which were hanged at St Kirians the xxiiiith day of August in the thirde yere of the Reigne of our Sovereigne lorde Kynge Edwarde the Syxte 
The goodes and catall[es of] Rob[er]t Raffe

Furst iii kyne




- xxxs

Item ii hefferes




- xxs

Item ii olde gownes



- xiiis iiiid

Item i bedd, ii quysshyns of lether, one 
quylte, one little chyste, one chare,

ii dishes, one potte of tynne, one payre
of blankettes, one shete 



- xvis [?] 

The goodes of John Wulcoke

Furst ii peynted clothes, ii olde gownes,

one olde bedd, one flocke bed, ii payre

of sheets, one coverlet, a quylte,

vi platters, iii potyngers, iii sanars [?]

ii brasyn pottes & ii pannes of brasse

- xxiis iiiid

Item a chayre & stole, a candelstyke &

andirons





- iiis iiiid

Item one fouldinge borde



- iis

Item corne in the barne



- xs

Item ii kyne





- xxs

Item one bull




- xs

Sum of all the goodes above mencioned
- vii li  viis [i.e. £7 7s]’ 
REFERENCES
� See, for example, W.J. Blake, ‘The Rebellion of Cornwall and Devon in 1549’, Journal of the Royal Institute of Cornwall, 18 (1910), p. 149; A.L. Rowse, Tudor Cornwall: Portrait of a Society (1941, New York, 1969 edition), p. 122; and M. Stoyle, ‘Cornish Rebellions, 1497-1648’, History Today, 47 (1997).  


� See Letters and Papers, XII, I, no. 1001; R. Carew, The Survey of Cornwall (London, 1602), p. 98r; and J.P.D. Cooper, Propaganda and the Tudor State: Political Culture in the West Country (Oxford, 2003), p. 139.


� For a revised account of the basic chronology of the rebellion, see M. Stoyle, ‘Fullye Bente to Fighte Oute the Matter’: Reconsidering Cornwall’s Role in the Western Rebellion of 1549’, The English Historical Review, volume 129, no. 538 (June 2014), pp. 549-77.  It is not clear when the insurrection first began to be referred to as ‘The Prayer Book Rebellion’; the earliest use of this title which I have so far come across appears in  B.F. Cresswell (ed.), The Edwardian Inventories for the City and County of Exeter (London, 1916), p. xii.  


� For a similar reference to the insurgents as ‘rebellorns’ in another contemporary document, see M. Stoyle, Circled With Stone: Exeter’s City Walls, 1485-1660 (Exeter, 2003), pp. 190-91.


� See B.L. Beer, Rebellion and Riot: Popular Disorder in England during the reign of Edward VI (Kent State University Press, 1982), p. 239; and A.R. Greenwood, ‘A Study of the Rebel Petitions of 1549’ (University of Manchester PhD thesis, 1990), pp. 122, 126, 136 and 372.


� See F. Nesbitt, ‘Rectors of Exeter Churches: No. 10 - St Kerrian’, Devon and Cornwall Notes and Queries, volume xvi (1930-31), pp. 377-78; Devon Heritage Centre, Exeter [hereafter: DHC] , Exeter City Archives, Miscellaneous Roll 29 (papers relating to the parsons of St Kerrian parish); and DHC, Chanter 14, Bishop Veysey’s Register, Volume 1 (1519-1551), f. 126.


� Ibid., f. 134, reverse.


� F. Rose Troup, The Western Rebellion of 1549 (London, 1913), p. 76, note 2.


� For Geffrey, see Anon, Fourth Report of the Deputy Keeper of the Public Records (London, 1843), pp. 217-19 (quotation, p. 218); and for Rose-Troup’s discussion of him, Western Rebellion, pp. 76-92. 


� Rose-Troup, Western Rebellion, p. 76. For a recent expression of doubt about Rose-Troup’s suggestion that Geffrey was the vicar of St Keverne, see Ian Arthurson’s important article, ‘Fear and Loathing in West Cornwall: Seven New Letters on the 1548 Rising’, Journal of the Royal Institution of Cornwall, New Series II, Volume III (2000), p. 85.


� R. Holinshed, The Third Volume of Chronicles (London, 1587), p. 1002.


� Rose-Troup, Western Rebellion, p. 104. Neither Rawe nor Wolcocke feature in the helpful ‘list of insurgents’ which Rose-Troup provides in an appendix to her book, see Western Rebellion, pp. 497-502.





Mark Stoyle 





