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Coventry’s History to 1501 to 1750 
A city of unrest 

After the Dissolution Kenilworth Priory was acquired by John Dudley, Earl of Northumberland. After the death of Henry VIII, his son, a young Edward, became king.

By 1553 Dudley also acquired Kenilworth Castle and had become the most powerful lord in England. When Edward unexpectedly died, John Dudley tried to take control by placing his daughter-in-law, Lady Jane Grey of Astley Castle, Warwickshire, on the throne.

The attempt failed and Mary Tudor was crowned queen. John Dudley, with his eldest son, was beheaded.
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In 1563 John Dudley’s youngest son Robert, who was a favourite of the new queen Elizabeth, was given back his father’s castle of Kenilworth and given the title of Earl of Leicester.

Robert Dudley was probably the only man to ‘court’ Elizabeth and many thought the two might marry, but the queen was already married to England.

Entertaining Elizabeth was rather expensive and Dudley spent a large part of his fortune trying to impress the queen. He borrowed large sums from some places such as Coventry in his attempt to win the queen’s hand.

Dudley spent a huge sum, over £60,000, on improving the castle. Among his work was the grand gatehouse and the buildings known as Lord Leicester’s building which was created especially for a visit Elizabeth made to his castle.

Dudley entertained Elizabeth at the castle in 1565, 1568, 1572 and 1575. The most famous visit being that of July 9th, 1575 when he entertained the queen sumptously for eighteen days.

It was written by the poet Gascoigne that as the queen approached the castle and skirted the great lake she passed a floating island, which was:

“bright blazing with torches, upon which were, clad in silks, the Lady of the Lake and two nymphs waiting on her, who made a speech to the queen... which was closed with cornets and other loud music.

Within the base-court was there a goodly bridge set up.......over which the queen did pass, on each side whereof were posts erected, with presents upon them unto her, by the gods, viz., a cage of wild fowl by Silvanus; sundry sorts of rare fruits, by Pomona; of corn, by Ceres: of wine by Bacchus; of sea fish, by Neptune; of all habiliments of war, by Mars; and of musical instruments by Phoebus ... she was received into the inner court with sweet music.
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And so alighted from her horse, the drummes, fyfes and trumpets sounded: wherewith she mounted the satyres and went to her lodging...”

The queen was also entertained with firework displays, and in the Great Lake a giant mermaid, 18 feet long, which played music, followed by a dolphin, also ships.

Savages and satyrs, bear-baiting, a country bridal (a marriage feast), morris dancing and knights jousting at the tilt.

Coventry men came to the castle especially to entertain the queen with Coventry’s notable Hox or Hock’s Tuesday Play, led by Captain Croo.

This was a kind of battle acting out the massacre of the Danes in England on St. Brice’s Day, 1002. It ended with the women of Coventry leading subdued danes by their collars.

Elizabeth was said to have been greatly amused by the play and thanked her “stout-hearted men of Coventry” for it.

On the Monday the queen, with a huge retinue, went hunting, feasted a la carte and was led back to the castle by men bearing flaming torches.

As the royal party approached the Great Lake, out of the woods walked a wildman decorated with moss and ivy and holding a club. he stood before the queen and spoke:

O Queen without compare, You must not think it strange,

That there amid this wilderness your glory so doth range.

The winds resound your worth, the rocks record your name:

These hills, these dales, these woods, these waves, these fields pronounce your fame.

This may now seem a little extreme but Elizabeth had become a cult in England, a goddess, Gloriana, no praise was high enough for the Great Elizabeth.

On Tuesday there was music and dancing and on Wednesday, hunting again.

On Thurday in the outer court the queen watched one of her favourite entertainments, bear baiting, where 13 bears were baited by dogs.

So it continued for a fortnight, music, dancing, hunting and entertainment of every kind, one of the grandest events ever held in England.

At this time Robert Dudley, whose first wife Amy died mysteriously, was still trying to hold on to the queen’s favour despite already being in his second marriage to the widow of Lord Sheffield, whom he married two days before she gave birth to their son.

Dudley claimed the marriage had not taken place and later offered the lady £700 to ignore the marriage. He is also said to have tried to poison the lady, making her hair and nails fall out.

At the time of the Kenilworth festivities he was “seeing” Lettice, countess of Essex. He married Lettice in 1578, despite the fact that he was already married.

Elizabeth had soon had enough of Robert Dudley’s advances and learned to keep control of this man, who would be king.

Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, died, possibly of poison, in 1588, leaving Kenilworth as one of the greatest castles in the realm.

After his death Robert bequeathed his castle to his brother, Ambrose, Earl of Warwick who survived him by only one year.

Ambrose put things right in his will and gave the castle to Robert’s unacknowledged son Robert Dudley, his son by Lady Sheffield.

Lettice, Robert’s other wife, tried to stop proceedings, eventually forcing Robert Dudley into a position where he lost the castle and it was taken into royal hands.

At the beginning of the Civil War Kenilworth was held for the king who visited it twice in 1642 on his way to Edge Hill and in 1644.

The castle changed hands twice, eventually being held by Parliament, in the hands of the Earl of Monmouth. After the war had ended it was decided by Parliament to destroy the castle’s defences, probably as it was too near to fortified Coventry and a fortified city was more useful than a castle.

The Earl of Monmouth successfully petitioned against the castle’s complete destruction, and called to save the dwelling-house, basically Dudley’s gatehouse.

The slighting of the castle was led by Colonel Hawkesworth who arranged for the blowing up of the outer wall and towers.

In 1650 the castle remains were sold to Hawkesworth and ten other Parliamentarian officers.

He then ordered the destruction of the dams and the Great Lake, one of the finest sights in Warwickshire, literally drained away. Kenilworth was now as we know it today, a beautiful ruin.
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John Dudley, Earl of Northumberland and owner of Kenilworth castle was also owner of Warwick Castle being created Earl of Warwick in 1547. His second son Ambrose, brother of Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester attained the title of Earl of Warwick in 1557.

As at Kenilworth, Queen Elizabeth was also occasionally entertained at Warwick Castle. All the country people were invited to dance in the castle courtyard as the queen watched through a window.

The main entertainment was a display of pyrotechnics taking place between two wooden castles set up for the occasion and occupied by soldiers who fired cannons and guns, threw squibs and “balls of fire”.

The climax was to be a flying dragon shooting out fire balls and squibs. The beast was spectacular, so spectacular in fact that squibs cast from it fell into the town and many feared Warwick itself would be engulfed in flames.

This was a very real fear for two victims of the dragon were Henry Cowy, millar, and his wife, who lived next to the bridge at the bottom of Mill Lane.

Their house was struck by one of the dragon’s fire balls and was completely gutted, as were they. The next day they were brought before the queen who presented them with over £25 to make good their loss.

Ambrose Dudley was married three times and died childless in 1589, his title and property then reverted to the crown and began to fall into decay.

In 1604 Faulke Greville obtained a grant for the castle from James I. Greville spent over £20,000 on restoration and rebuilding, turning the castle into “the most princely seat within these parts of the realm”.

James I visited the castle in 1617, 1619, 1621 and 1624. It was James who in return for his hospitality dubbed Fulke, Baron Brooke.

Fulke Greville was very much a man of his time and gentleman and scholar, noted for his interest in literature, prose and poetry.

He died unmarried in 1628, stabbed by his trusted servant while on a visit to London. The reason was jealousy as his master had not included him in his last will and testament.

He was succeeded by his cousin, Robert Greville, Lord Brooke, who in 1642 declared for Parliament against the king. Lord Brooke became Parliament’s Colonel-in-Chief for Warwickshire.

Lord Brooke went to London to collect arms and troops and while he was away Lord Northampton, Coventry’s royalist recorder, called on the castle to surrender to the king.

Lord Brooke, hearing the news, brought back troops and Northampton was forced to withdraw. Brooke remained in control of the country and was made a general when the Earl of Essex arrived at Warwick in September 1642.

In March 1643 Lord Brooke was in Lichfield trying to dislodge Lord Chesterfield and his forces when he was shot through the eye and killed by a sniper on the cathedral close.

After the death of his eldest son the title reverted to his second son who was, unlike his father, a royalist. This Lord Brooke, also Robert was involved in the restoration of Charles II.

It was he who expended much on the castle and fitted up its state apartments. Title The title passed down through the family and in 1746, Francis Greville acquired the title Earl Brooke and in 1759 gained the title Earl of Warwick, bringing the honour back to Warwick Castle. Caludon Castle, Coventry, was in the hands of the Berkleys.

It became the property of Maurice Berkley around the year 1495. One of these Berkleys, Lady Katherine, wife of Henry Berkley once nearly found herself accused of witchcraft.

It happened in 1581, when it is recorded that Lady Katherine wrote a letter to one “Old Bourne”, a wizard who it is said dwelled in the Forest of Arden.

She sent her servant telling him to make sure the letter was destroyed and to bring back the answer by word of mouth. It had to be so for dealing with such things was strictly forbidden on pain of death.

The servant called Bott later lost his position and was thereafter asked by Lord Berkley to account for various amounts of cash spent by him on the new building adjoining “Callowdon House” and of the gatehouse and outhouse.

He wrote to his old mistress, Lady Berkley, asking her to take the accounts from him and sort them out, for if she didn’t he would tell her husband any anyone else interested in her contact with wizard Bourne.

Lord Berkley was informed and Bott was told that if he repeated his allegations he would be accused of making them up, and who would believe his work against that of Lady Katherine. Lord Berkley no doubt pointed out the consequences if Bott didn’t forget the indicent.

He could not and would not run the risk of his lady becoming publicly associated with someone who had a reputation in the art of magic. The last of the Berkleys to hold the castle was George, Lord Berkley, who sold it to Thomas Morgan of Weston under Weatherley in 1632.

It is believed that the castle was besieged in the Civil War. By who we do not know, but tradition states that they camped in a field thereafter known as Camp Field between Henley Mill and Stoke Aldermoor.

After they took the castle, they blew up and pulled down the walls and much of the building. This, with the surrounding land, was sold to the Clifford family, who around 1800 pulled down more of the ruinous building and built a farm on the site around the remains, notably the cellars and the seven-foot thick north wall of the Great Banqueting Hall.

This farm thereafter came into different hands and was itself later demolished. The site is now part of the grounds of Caludon Castle School.

Man of the Millennium

The earliest mention of a Shakespeare in Warwickshire appears to take place in Coventry in 1358 when a certain Thomas Shakespeare was arrested for murder.
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This was not the only Shakespeare to be taken for a crime, for around the same time another Shakespeare was hanged in the county, this time for robbery.

Our William’s grandfather was most likely Richard Shakespeare, a farmer, who in 1525 was living in Budbrooke, near Warwick. A few years later Richard moved to Snitterfield and rented a farm from Robert Arden.

Here he had two sons, John and Harry. His eldest son, John, left farming and moved to Stratford under the trade of a glover and woolstapler.

Here he married the daughter of Robert Arden, whom he had known since a child. John and Ann prospered and acquired property including the building in Henley Street which is now known simply as the Birthplace.

Their first two children died in infancy, not unusual in those days. their third child, however, survived – he was born on St Georges Day, 1564.

Three days later, as was the custom of the time, the boy was baptised and recorded in the register of Holy Trinity church, Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakespeare, William son of John Shakespeare.

Thus began the life of a man who was recently voted man of the millennium.

It is interesting to note that up until the late 18th century there were two properties in Stratford which claimed to be Shakespeare’s birthplace.

The problem was solved quite simply as one of the offending properties was pulled down, leaving the building in Henley Street as the only contender.

John Shakespeare continued to prosper. He became an Alderman of the town a year after William’s birth and, in 1571, a senior alderman.

He took an active part in the administration of the town in those early days but as time went by he attended fewer of the council meetings, soon he stopped attending them all together.

His finances began to trouble him and he sold off and mortgaged his many properties. Finally in 1587 his fellow councillors gave up on him and appointed a new alderman to replace him.

As for the young Will Shakespeare, as his father was financially viable until he was at least 15 years of age, Will would have definitely attended the local Grammar School.
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No basic education this but classical learning, with latin as the second language. It has often been suggested that he stayed at the school beyond his school years, first as an assistant, then as a master.

It is believed during these early years he got a taste for the theatre from players who played in Stratford and the famed cycle of the Coventry Mystery Plays.

Coventry was also home to a thriving theatre tradition as all the most noted players of the time played the city.

The walk from Stratford to Coventry at this period would not be considered such an arduous task. It is also thought he probably visited Kenilworth during the great celeberations on the visit of Queen Elizabeth I.

During the summer of 1582, the 17-year-old Will was romancing Anne Hathaway, who was eight years his senior. Anne, the daughter of Richard Hathaway of Shottery, lived at Hewlands Farm, now known as Anne Hathaway’s Cottage.

Shakespeare may have been linked with more than one woman in these years for it has always been said that he was involved with a Coventry woman.

Things get more confusing when on November 27, 1582, the under-age Shakespeare had a special licence issued in the Worcester diocese for his marriage to Anne Hathaway, now three months pregnant.

This special licence was necessary for at this time there were closed seasons of marriage, unless huge fees were paid.

If they did not get the licence when they did they would have had to wait until April and Anne would have been eight months pregnant.

The register states that a licence was issued to “Wm. Shaxpere and Anna Whateley of Temple Grafton”. As there were no formalised forms of spelling at this time Shakespeare could be spelt in various ways.

As for Anna Whateley of Temple Grafton, not only the name is spelt wrong but also the place of occupation. This has generally been assumed to be a mistake on behalf of the clerk, having copied the entry from roughly written notes and confusing the spelling and the fact that he had made an entry referring to a Whateley earlier that day.

The actual bond of marriage which is normally issued prior to the wedding states definitely William Shakespeare to “Anne Hathwey, of Stratford, in the dioces of Worcester, Mayden”.

It is of course possible that Shakespeare was seeing Anna of Temple Grafton and Anne of Snitterfield, Stratford, had proposed marriage to one, only to be told by the other that she was three months pregnant, and did the right thing.

Well it would make a better script for Shakespeare in Love II.

Whatever the case, Shakespeare married his Anne Hathaway and she came to live with him in his father’s home in Henley Street, Stratford. The first child, Susanna, was baptised in 1583.

Two years later twins were born, Judith and Hamnet, named after Shakespeare’s close friends who lived in High Street. It is generally believed that William and Anne’s relationship began to falter after the birth of the twins.

Shakespeare was twenty years old, with a growing genius. He wanted more but was trapped, a married man with children in sleepy Stratford, what could he do?

Significantly from this time stories circulate concerning Shakespeare’s drinking binges with fellow Stratfordians. Then we have the tale of Shakespeare’s poaching exploits.

We are informed that Shakespeare fell into bad company and often poached deer from Lucy and was suspected by the keeper and on one occasion captured and locked in the keeper’s lodge overnight.

In the morning he was dragged into the great hall before Lord Lucy, humiliated and whipped, then released.

It is said that Shakespeare was so annoyed at his humiliation that he wrote a verse which he hung on Lord Lucy’s gate. This is an extract of the claimed verse:

A parliament member,

a justice of peace,

At home a poor scarecrow,

at London an asse,

If lowsie is Lucy,

as some volke miscalle it,

Then Lucy is lowsie,

whatever befall it.

He thinks himself great;

Yet an asse in his state,

We allow, by his ears,

but with asses to mate,

if Lucy is lowsie,

as some volke miscall it,

Then sing lowsie Lucy whatever befall it.

It is said that Lucy was so incensed by the verse that he applied to the County Attorney for Shakespeare’s arrest. This, we are told, was granted and Lord Lucy signed Shakespeare’s arrest warrant, traditionally on the Elizabethan table now in St. Mary’s Guildhall, Coventry.
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Many have dismissed this story simply because at this time it is said Thomas Lucy’s park at Charlecote was not emparked for deer, therefore the story must be untrue.

It is known that Lucy’s nearby park at Fulbrooke had deer, but this was probably set up by his son. It is a fact, however, that all Lucy land in and around Charlecote, like most of Elizabethan England, had numerous wild deer which were by law the property of the lord of the manor.

So a bored Shakespeare had plenty of opportunity to steal deer from Lord lucy’s land, not emparked but wild.

This is the point where Shakespeare is said to have left Stratford with the threat of arrest hanging over his head. This leads into a period of his life between 1585 and 1592 when little is known.

There have been suggestions as to what he was doing including working as a lawyer, fighting in Leicester’s army abroad and that some years were spent in Lancashire.

This theory is based on the idea that the Shakespeares were secretly Catholic. One of the main pieces of evidence for this is that a secret Catholic testament signed by John Shakespeare was found in the roof when Henley Street was being retitled in 1751.

The testament of belief however could be an 18th century forgery as it is signed john Shakespeare, butcher. This idea of Shakespeare’s father being a butcher appears to date solely from the late 17th century – he is recorded on all early official documents as being a glover.

The fine signature of the document is also supicious as John Shakespeare couldn’t write and would only leave his mark, a symbol of the glover’s dividers.

What is also suspicious about the discovery of the testament is that it was found when there was dispute about where exactly Shakespeare’s birthplace was.

Some Shakespearian scholars now believe that John Shakespeare received his Catholic testament (forgery or not) from Father Edmund Campion when he stayed with William Catesby at Lapworth.

Catesby was later arrested for hosting Campion. It has been suggested that William, then only fifteen, was allowed to travel north with Father Campion and Thomas Cottom, the brother of John Cottom master of the Free School where William is thought to have taught.

They stayed at Hoghton Towers near Preston, a clearing house for young Catholic rebels. Here it is believed, William acted as a tutor to the children of the Houghton family.

If this is the case we must assume that John Shakespeare was happy for his son to travel with men whose company may have endangered his life. The danger was very real for in 1582 Campion and Cottom were executed as traitors.

It is believed Shakespeare lived at Hoghton for about two years until the death of Alexander Houghton who wrote a will asking his friend thomas Hesketh to “be friendly” to the young Shakespeare.

Household records now suggest that he then moved into the Hesketh household. It has been suggested that from here he may have become acquainted with a group of players such as Lord Derby’s Men and eventually through them joined the Lord Chamberlain’s Men.

None of this takes into account his marriage to Anne and the birth of their children. To live both lives he would need to keep travelling back to Stratford, not impossible but rather inconvenient.

It is thought that Shakespeare left Stratford for London in 1587 leaving his wife and family in the care of his parents who were ill able to help them.

John Shakespeare had lost his place on the council and was being sued for debts his brother Henry had incurred which he had guaranteed.

Within a short time of arriving in London Shakespeare appears to have connected himself to a company and by 1589 was writing his first plays, much of which was based on the chronicles of Holinshead and Hall.

Henry VI, his first play, was begun in 1590 and over the years he wrote thirty-four plays and some probable collaborations.

Interestingly in Henry IV, Part 2 Shakespeare has his first pop at Lord Lucy the Magistrate. his character, Justice Shallow, refers to an “old coat” this is believed to have been taken directly from Lord Lucy who was very proud of his coat of arms and often referred to it as “a very old coat too”.

Also in the same play Falstaff, who wishes to get one over on Justice Shallow, refers to him as “the old pike”. This is once again a direct reference to the three luces, or pike, on Lucy’s arms.

Also, in the Merry Wives of Windsor Shakespeare lampoons Justice Shallow and refers to him as being a dozen white luces, to which the Welsh parson replies, “a dozen white louses do become an old coat well”.

The dozen white luces can be seen on the four shields on Thomas Lucy’s tomb and the “louses” remind one of the verse Shakespeare wrote.

The Lucy family believed his character to be their ancestor for their copies of Shakespeare’s works had the offending pages removed. These attacks on Lord Lucy may not have been simply because he may or may not have driven Shakespeare from his home, but also in the fact that when his father tried to acquire the coat of arms he was blocked by someone with influence, Lord Lucy perhaps?

In the early days Shakespeare not only wrote plays, prose and sonnets but also appeared as an actor. He became a leading member of the Chamberlain’s Men and became a shareholder of the Globe Theatre, built in 1599.

Like all acting companies of the times it was normal to tour the country playing to the nobility and rich. On Shakespeare’s last tour in 1603 he was part of the Chamberlain’s Men, players who played at Coventry.

The venue was most likely to have been St Mary’s Guildhall. In 1596 Shakespeare was obviously succeeding in London for he re-opened proceedings which his father had left some years earlier to acquire a family coat of arms.

The arms were issued and from 20th October, 1596 John Shakespeare ‘Gentleman’ got his arms, a gold shield with black cross bar and silver “spear”.

On top was a helmet on which stood a falcon holding another spear in its claw, shaking it. In the spring of 1597 Shakespeare was rich enough to buy the second largest house in Stratford.

Called New Place it was formerly the home of sir Hugh Clopton, ex-Lord Mayor of London. The house had two gardens, a great garden and a smaller one near the house. In the small garden near the back of the house Shakespeare is said to have planted his famous mulberry tree under which he is said to have sat with friends.

The tree was cut down around 1757 by the Rev. Francis Gastrill who grew irritated by people wishing to see it. The fallen tree was purchased by Thomas Sharp who made curios fashioned from it.

These sold quickly and it is said that sharp continued to supply his goods long after the original tree was gone.

To New Place he also added nearly one hundred and fifty acres of neighbouring land, making him one of the richest men in the town.

In 1601 his father died and was buried within the church of Holy Trinity, Shakespeare then became the owner of Henley Street, half of which he let to his sister and the other half to Lewis Hickocks who later turned his half into the Maidenhead Inn.

All was well until 1616 when the great bard fell ill and from his bed dictated and signed his will. His property in Henley Street and New Place, his house at Blackfriars in London and his Stratford land he gave to his daughter Susanna.

To his wife Anne he gave his “second best bed and the furniture”. There had been much controversy regarding this bequest but Anne was around 60 years old in the care of her daughter and her husband Dr. John Hall.

A story told by the vicar of Stratford in the 1660s says Shakespeare fell ill after over-indulging in drink with fellow playwrights, Michael Drayton and Ben Johnson.

A month later, St. George’s Day 1616, the same day he was born, William Shakespeare died.

He was buried three days later before the altar of Holy Trinity Church. Within two years of his death, copies of Shakespeare’s plays were being printed without permission and under false names.

So Shakespeare’s colleagues Hemmings and Cordell, gathered up his manuscripts and copies of his work from the stores of the King’s men and worked on the thirty-six works and had them published in 1623.

All the works of Shakespeare were now available to all, and through this folio they survived.

Dying for religious freedom 

ONE of the greatest problems in 16th century England was the rise and fall of the two main religions, the Catholic and the Protestant faiths.
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Those who were caught between the two often suffered for their belief. The humiliation and death of people for their religious belief was first recorded in Coventry in 1510, the second year of the reign of Henry VIII.

The faith at this time was Catholic and certain Coventrians were Lollards, followers of John Wycliffe who wanted to break the power of the established church by certain changes including the printing of the Bible in English.

In 1510 several Lollards were accused of heresy and forced to recant, then publicly humiliated by forcing them to carry faggots through Cross Cheaping and Broadgate.

One would not recant. She was Joan Ward. she died, burned to death in the Park Hollows at the bottom of Little Park Street.

In 1519 the Bishop of Coventry condemned others for heresy. These were Mrs Smith, Thomas Lansdail, her brother-in-law, a hosier; Hawkins, a skinner; Wrigsham, a glover; Robert Hockett and Thomas Bond, both shoemakers, and Robert Silksby. Widow Smith was found innocent of the charge and Robert Silksby managed to escape.

Unfortunately, when Widow Smith was returning home she was stopped and searched. On her, it was claimed, were copies of the Testament and Lord’s Prayer in English.

For this she was re-arrested and like the others condemned to be burnt at the stake. That year saw the eight martyrs taken down from Little Park Street, through Little Park Gate and to the old quarry, Park Hollows, where, horribly, eaten by flames, they met their maker.

Two years later Robert Silksby, who had escaped, was captured and sent to his death on the flaming pit of the Hollows.

Henry VIII, after his split with Rome, took the country away from the Catholic faith and his daughter Mary, when she became queen, returned to the ‘old faith’.

To persuade those who did not want to return to Rome she once again began the burnings, seeing over 300 die during her reign and earning herself the nickname Bloody Mary.

Here in Coventry the first to suffer was Laurence Saunders. Saunders was rector of all Hollows in London and had married a Coventry woman and spent much of his time here in the early days of his marriage.

Saunders was arrested for preaching a Protestant sermon despite a royal proclamation against them. He was arrested in his church and imprisoned for 15 months.

He was then questioned by the Bishop of London as to why he presumed to disregard the queen’s command. He replied that he had not called people to hear his words, but preached as normal and he believed his 15 month imprisonment was punishment enough.

The church was obviously looking for victims for next came the Bishop of Winchester who offered Saunders his freedom if he returned to the bosom of the ‘rightful church’.

Saunders’s answer was considered unsatisfactory and the next Bishop Bonner accused him of writing a document against the Catholic Church.

For this Saunders was declared a heretic and sentenced to be sent to Coventry, to die at the stake.

The city was chosen for two reasons. One, he was known here, and two, Coventry contained many Protestants and this was seen as a way of converting them.

The sheriff of Coventry, Richard Hopkins of the Palace Yard, Earl Street, was ordered to put Saunders to the torture before his execution but Hopkins refused, saying such a task was against his ‘good conscience’.

For this he was imprisoned at Fleet Prison in London and on his release, he and his family were driven to exile. He came back to Coventry to arrest John Glover of Mancetter Manor on the charge of heresy.

Coventry’s mayor, like its sheriff was also sympathetic and sent a man to warn Glover and he fled. When the officers arrived at Mancetter Manor they only found John’s brother Robert lying sick in his bed, so they arrested him instead.

Robert was taken before the Sheriff Richard Hopkins who questioned the bishop’s officers right to arrest him. Hopkins tried to help him, but he was already under scrutiny after refusing to torture Laurence Saunders.

Glover was placed in the city gaol and 11 days later the Bishop of Coventry arrived to interrogate him. Two days later he and Coventry capper or copper, Cornelius Bongey, were moved to Lichfield.

The mayor tried to keep Glover in the city because he was too unwell to travel but he could not get the bishop to change his orders.

In Lichfield both men sustained long inquisitions and both refused to save themselves by converting to the Catholic faith. They were both condemned and sent back to Coventry to face their end.

Two other Coventry men suffered elsewhere for their beliefs. These were Jocelyn Palmer and John Careless. Careless was said by one of his interrogators to be “one of the pleasantest Protestants I have ever met”.

This did not however save him, for he died in prison. Before reaching the stake.

As for Palmer, whose father was Coventry’s mayor, he was a Catholic until he witnessed the burning of protestant Bishops Ridley and Latimer.

Their strength had made him change his faith. He too went to the fire in July 1557.

The site of the Coventry burnings was Park Hollows, a shallow surface quarry dug from the city wall on land now bounded by Parkside and Mile Lane, just above the site of the Martyrs’ Memorial. The area later became known as Martyrs Field.

After the death of bloody Mary, Elizabeth I ascended the throne and although the ‘old faith’ was frowned upon it was not put down with the violence of Mary’s reign.

Coventry itself was on the road, as was much of England, to Puritanism.

The lost mansion 
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ON the boundary of the Radford and Keresley districts of Coventry, where the Keresley and Sadler Roads meet lies the site of a long forgotten building which was once considered one of the finest houses in England.

This corner of the city, which was once the edge of Radford Village, now houses nothing more remarkable than a doctors surgery, a block of flats and numerous red-brick houses, built some sixty odd years ago.

These everyday buildings cover and surround the site of what was once described as a mansion, a building fine enough to appear in an old book entitled, The Beauties of England and Wales.

The lost building in question was known as the New House, a superb domed and turreted 16th century Elizabethan gentleman’s residence, built as a country retreat outside the then walled city of Coventry.

The site itself has a much older history dating back to the beginning of the 15th century (around 1410) when the monks of Coventry’s now long gone Benedictine Priory built a moated grange here, attached to Whitmore Park (then Whitemoor) a 436 acre hunting park, both fenced and ditched.

After the dissolution the grange, along with many other Warwickshire granges and religious establishments, fell into the hands of Henry VIII.

During the somewhat short reign of Henry’s son, Edward VI, the grange of Whitemoor was granted by the boy king to Sir Ralph Sadler for his services to the crown.

Sir Ralph sold it in July 1548 for £250.3s.4d to John Hales a Warwickshire landowner whose family held estates throughout the land.

John Hales lived at Whitefriars in Coventry, and it was here that he entertained Queen Elizabeth I during her visit to the city in 1565.

On his death John Hales’s estate passed to the son of his elder brother, also called John.

This new John Hales decided in the 1580s to move from Whitefriars to the outskirts of the city. He must have visited Whitemoor Grange with this in mind and finding the property old and unable to fill his needs he decided to demolish the old monastic grange and build a new house.

The New House as it was to be called was completed in 1586 and the Hales family moved in to the superb mansion, said to be built on an elevated position and commanding fine views of the city and its spires.

John Hales died in 1607 leaving a widow from his second marriage, a son, once again called John and three daughters. He was buried in the massive burial ground of St Michael’s, now the old cathedral, in the family vault with his first wife Frideswode to whom, “a monument had been erected by the north door”.

This third John Hales, like his father, was married twice. In 1624 he sold the New House to Sir Richard Burnaby, Knight, for £1,138.

Burnaby sold the house to a gentleman by the name of Cooke who quickly sold the property to Sir Christopher Yelverton of Etton, Northamptonshire, Knight of the Order of the Bath.

Yelverton still possessed the house in 1656, but within two years the house was occupied by a William Strode Esq, for a down payment of twenty marks and a yearly rent of five shillings.

The Strode family all died during their residence at the New House; beginning with William himself who died, aged 36 and was interred in the family vault at St Michael’s.

His wife Elizabeth joined him by 1663, also his daughter Margaret, aged 17, George aged 1 year and 2 days, Rebecca, 7 weeks and Ann who died at birth.

What brought this family to their premature deaths history does not tell us.

The next residents of the New House for many years to follow were the Bohuns. One resident of Coventry who kept a diary in the 1690s wrote of John Bohun’s funeral proccession from the New House to St Michael’s:

“December 2, 1690. Mr John Boun (Bohun), of Newhouse, Merchant, was buried in the vault (in the Lady Chapel of St Michaels) which was made on purpose for him and all of his family. There followed him 25 coaches.

The corpse was in a hearse drawn by six black horses, each of them having a small streamer upon the head and ten streamers about the hearse and the escruncheons also according to the mode. The body was kept a fortnight.

There was about 200 great candles burning in St Michael’s Church at the funeral.”

During this same year George Bohun, son of John, succeeded to his father’s estate and also represented Coventry in Parliament.

He was still representing the city in 1714 for he was referred to as Mr John Bohun Esq MP.

By 1721 the Bohun line ended with the death of Susanna Clarke, nee Bohun. Gilbert Clarke, her husband contined to live at the New House for a short time before he decided to leave.

The house as it appeared during the residency of the Bohuns was reproduced in ink and wash drawings by Elizabeth Smith, whose father owned the house which later occupied the site.

The drawings which were executed in 1805 must have been based on older works as despite being naive, they were very detailed.

The three drawings show the building from an elevated position, front and side views. The pictures show that the New House was built of local red-sandstone around a central courtyard, with front, side and rear entrances.

The house had many well-lit rooms as it seems to have had over 150 windows – an expensive luxury during a period when property owners had to pay tax on each window if they had more than seven.

The garden of the New House was made up of seven walled areas within a wall which completely surounded the property. Each area was grassed and intersected with pathways.

To the rear of the house was a kitchen garden which supplied the house with a variety of herbs and vegetables. The side entrance to the house with its corinthian colums was enhanced by geometrically laid out lawns and pathways adorned with two large classical Greek statues on plinths.

After the Bohuns the house had various occupants until the year 1779 when this beauty of England was demolished and all the building materials sold and a smaller residence built on the site.

All that remained of the New House was two stone pillars surmounted by balls which formed the entrance from what is now the Keresley Road.

The building which now occupied the site, because of the nearby remains of the moat from the original monastic grange, was given the name, The Moat House.

This new building was added to by its successive owners until by the beginning of the 20th century it had become a large residence, often housing some of the city’s most notable inhabitants.

The Moat House, like the New House, suffered the same fate and was demolished in the 1920s when the area was developed for housing.

With the house a large number of ancient trees were axed and the area above it known as The Wilderness.

The last things to be taken from the flattened site were the two old stone pillars which had formed the front entrance for about 340 years.

The area is now so different to how it looked in the 1920s. The small area of grass which has survived is the remains of a much larger grassy area once known as, not surprisingly, New House Green.

Unlike some of the grass, the name itself has been lost in time. What survives, covered by bricks, mortar and tarmac, are just vague memories of a long illustrious past, of an unremarkable looking street corner, hidden by history, that deserves to be remembered.

Coventry takes a Queen prisoner 

LATE in the evening on November 25, 1569 a large group of lords and soldiers entered Coventry. Among their number rode a tall, attractive yet solemn woman. She was the ‘Scottyshe Queen’, Mary Queen of Scots.

[image: image10.jpg]



Mary became queen when she was just seven days old, she was brought up as a Catholic in France and at the age of 16 married the Dauphin of France.

He became king and she queen, not only of France but also of Scotland. Also she claimed the throne of England as she was the nearest heir to Queen Elizabeth.

The French king died in 1560 and the Catholic Mary returned to Protestant Scotland, a country she knew little about.

Here she married her 18-year-old cousin Lord Darnley. They had a son who later became James I of England.

Darnley suspected Mary’s personal secretary, David Rizzio, of being her lover and had him murdered, stabbed to death before her. Thereafter the relationship began to break down and in 1567 Darnley himself was murdered, blown up then strangled, it was thought, at the queen’s instigation.

The Earl of Bothwell, thought to be the queen’s lover, was implicated in the murder and soon after he divorced his wife and married Mary.

Not surprisingly the Lords of Scotland were outraged by the queen’s behaviour, liaisons, murders and plots. Crowds of people also gathered in Edinburgh shouting “Burn the whore”.

Mary, after failing to stand against the lords with an army, was forced to abdicate in favour of her son, James. She tried to lead a rebellion, was imprisoned and escaped to England.

Once across the border Mary suddenly became a threat to the stability of England and its Protestant sovereign Queen Elizabeth I.

While she lived the state was under threat from those who wished a Catholic Queen back on the throne. Mary came into England without permission and was held under guard by Lord Scroop at Bolton Castle.

It was first intimated that England would regain her throne for her, but the queen, with the help of a commission, decided what was to be done.

Elizabeth, obviously not wanting to lead England into yet another war with Scotland, decided against retaking the throne for a queen many considered unworthy.

She offered Mary refuge in England but only if she would give up her right to the throne. Mary refused, thereafter she was placed into the hands of the Earl of Shrewsbury at Tutbury and her long captivity began.

In 1569 Catholic uprisings in the north threatened the safety of the Scottish Queen and Elizabeth decided that she should be brought to the safety of walled Coventry.

Elizabeth ordered that the Scottish Queen be kept in some such place as Coventry Castle. The castle was at this time little more than a ruin, standing at the rear of St Mary’s Guildhall.

The lords chose to hold the Scottish Queen in the massive Black Bull Inn in Smithford Street, the city’s greatest mediaeval inn.

The Earl of Shrewsbury wrote to Lord Cecil promising to keep Mary out of sight, ‘for the more she is seen the greater the danger.’

It must not be forgotten here that Mary was not a prisoner in the sense that she was locked in a cell. She had a retinue of her own people looking after her needs and was only given accommodation thought fit for her status.

Security, however, was of the utmost importance, the Crown of England could depend on it.

Cecil informed the Queen of the situation and she wrote angrily to the lords, rebuking them for, ‘carrying the Scottish Queen to an inn’ and informed them that they must move her to somewhere else such as Whitefriars, or anywhere they too could be accommodated under the same roof.

Whitefriars at the time was still in the possession of John Hales who had entertained Queen Elizabeth there in 1565. It has been suggested that Whitefriars may have been the site of her confinement.

There is, however, no written evidence of this. In fact keeping Mary in a building which bordered onto open countryside would be irresponsible.

There was a wall but any self-respecting rescue party could clamber over in the dead of night and affect an escape. On December 9th, the beautiful Lady Shrewsbury, who accompanied the party as a companion to the Scottish Queen, wrote to Elizabeth and told her that Mary was secure. Where, she didn’t say. Tradition and the City Annals tell us where, St Mary’s Guildhall.

The annals tell us that Mayoress’ Parlour, part of the hall’s gatehouse and tradition states that the uppermost room of Caeser’s Tower was her prison.

The only other reference we have to Mary’s imprisonment in the city is her connection to Sir Henry Goodere, who had a house in Much Park Street.

He had met Mary in May 1578 and devised a secret code for her to write to her friends. Being an influential man in Coventry he no doubt got to visit the Scottish Queen in the hall and stole out the odd coded letter for her.

The Scottish Queen spent her Christmas in St Mary’s Hall and in January 1570 she left to return to Tutbury. This was the beginning of nearly 18 years of imprisonment.

In 1586 a plot was uncovered. Its object was the assassination of Queen Elizabeth and the rising of England’s Catholics. Chief agents of the plot were a priest called Ballard and Antony Babington, who confessed that for over a year Queen Mary had been implicated in the plot. Mary was put on trial and found guilty.

In 1587 Elizabeth, after wavering for some time, signed Mary’s death warrant and William Davison, her secretary, sent forward the instructions to Fotheringhay for the Scottish Queen’s execution.

On February 27, 1587 the Earls of Kent and Shrewsbury arrived at Fotheringhay and informed Mary of her fate. Overnight a scaffold was erected in the great hall and the following day Mary was brought to the block dressed in black and carrying a bible and crucifix.

Mary laid her head on the block and with three cuts of the axe her head was severed. Afterwards her tiny dog was found cowering among the folds of her long dress.

Queen Elizabeth publicly went into a rage over her death, claiming that it was Davison’s fault in carrying out the command which had been done only for ‘safety’s sake’.

Davison was thrown in prison and the queen accused her privy council of criminal activities. Few believed her grief, despite the fact that the Scottish Queen’s existence in England had been a threat to the queen for nearly 18 years.

Coventry, like many other cities celebrated the death of Mary with bonfires and merriment. As for her son James, when he was informed of his mother’s death he said, “Finally I am now sole king.”

The secret of Guy Fawkes 
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PLEASE do remember the fifth of November, Gunpowder, treason and plot. There is no reason that gunpowder treason should ever be forgot.

Thus goes the rhyme, which for centuries has passed through the lips of children as they annually remember the Gunpowder Plot of 1605.

Few, however, realise the many Coventry and Warwickshire connections to the plot, including the fact that it was hatched in Warwickshire.

The story begins with the passing of the great virgin Queen Elizabeth and the undignified haste of James VI of Scotland to claim the English throne.

Sir John Harington of Exton and Coombe Abbey sent his wife to Edinburgh to congratulate the new queen, Anne of Denmark, and extend an invitation to the royal couple to stay at their seat at Exton when they travelled to London to claim the throne of England.

This was done and John Harington pandered to the new king using his alleged descendancy from Robert the Bruce. James repaid his kindness by conferring titles.

He made John, Lord Harington, 1st Baron of Exton. The king then left with promises of a similar reception for his daughter, the princess Elizabeth when she followed to attend her father’s coronation as King James I of England.

During the following three months there was more contact between the King and John Harington. On October 19, 1603, James issued a Priory Seal Order stating that, “I have sought fit to commit the keepying of Lady Elizabeth, our daughter, to Lord Harington and the lady, his wyfe.”

With this responsibility came a promise of an annual payment of two thousand pounds. This, however, was never forthcoming, for James was generous with titles but not with cash.

The cost of the princess was therefore laid solely on the back and purse of Lord Harington. Harington’s new ward arrived at Coombe Abbey, the home of the Haringtons which had been built on to the remains of the old Cistercian abbey.

Here the princess, with her newly-found friend lady Ann Dudley, was educated in the needs of a lady by the Haringtons.

Works of the mind were in the hands of Master John Tovey, master of the Free School, Coventry, now known as the Old Grammar School.

On April 3, 1603, the eight-year-old princess came to Coventry and visited St Michael’s Church and St Mary’s Hall. The princess then left the hall and rode past the Coventry Cross and down to Master Tovey’s Free School, where she looked at the library and gave some money towards its upkeep.

The procession then left through Bishop Gate, came back into the city through Spon Gate then through Gosford Gate back to Gibbets Ash where the mayor bade her farewell as she rode back to Coombe.

Life at Coombe was beautiful, but in the outside world things were not so settled for some in England yearned for the return of the Roman Catholic faith.

Under these circumstances what became known as the Gunpowder Plot was hatched in Warwickshire.

Its intention was to blow up the King, the princes Henry and Charles and Parliament in one sitting.

The young princess would then be taken by force from defenceless Coombe and indoctrinated in the Catholic faith, married to a Catholic peer and the ‘true faith’ would be restored to Protestant England.

The instigator of the plot was Robert Catesby of Lapworth, Warwickshire, a soldier of fortune, a religious fanatic and a gentleman.
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Soldier Catesby brought Thomas Winter of Worcestershire into the plot, who recruited his elder brother, Robert Winter and Guido (Guy) Fawkes, a soldier who had fought in the Lowlands of Holland.

Next came two of the best swords in England, Thomas Percy and Thomas Wright. The men gathered together and swore on their knees that they would destroy king and parliament on its next sitting.

The men acquired a lean-to in Parliament Place which belonged to the Warwickshire antiquarian Henry Ferrers of Baddesley Clinton.

Ferrers was a Catholic of the old school, not a plotter, so it was decided that Catesby, who had a reputation, would not approach him on leasing the property.

This task was given to Percy, whose past would not cause suspicion. The building was acquired and preparations for digging a tunnel into the cellars of parliament were just beginning when parliament was suspended.

In January, 1605 when Catesby was in Oxford he brought John Grant, another Warwickshire man from Norwood, into the plot. Grant owned a large moated house near Stratford and here he gathered horses and arms to fuel the main rebellion which was set to take place in Warwickshire, then advance to London.

More money and weapons were added as Catesby and Percy took more gentlemen into the plot. This included Francis Tresham, Catesby’s cousin, who promised £2,000.

Meanwhile in London, their plans suddenly changed when miraculously a cellar directly under the great chamber of Parliament became available and was acquired by the plotters who brought in thirty-six barrels of gunpowder, enough to bring the building down upon the king’s head.

Suddenly once again parliament was cancelled and many believed the plot had been discovered but all was well. Next to the plot came Sir Everard Digby of Drystoke, Rutland.

He took up residence at Coughton Court and promised £1,500 towards the rebellion. He invited all his like-minded friends to gather under the guise of a hunting party and to meet him at the White Lion at Dunchurch, a few short miles outside Coventry.

After him followed Ambrose Rokewood, a noted breeder of fine horses, who promised horses and weapons and moved his stud to Clopton House outside Stratford to be close to the action.

As November approached more clandestine meetings were held, this time at the Bull Inn in Smithford Street, Coventry. Here five conspirators including Robert Winter, were to meet John Littleton of Shelford who they hoped would bring more into the plot.

Shelford did not attend and soon after refused to have anything to do with the rebellion. Back in London Fawkes and most of the main conspirators had filled the cellar with barrels of powder and all it needed was for Fawkes to light a slow-burning fuse and climb aboard a boat for Flanders.

Then came the letter to Lord Mounteagle warning him not to attend the sitting of the 5th of November, it read thus: “My lord out of love I beare to some of youer frends I have a caer of youer preservacion therefore I would advyse yowe tender youer lyf to devyse some excuse to shift of youer attendance at this parleament for god & man hath concurred to punish the wickedness of this tyme...”

The letter was taken to the King’s councillors and news got back to the conspirators. They believed Lord Tresham was responsible but he denied it.

Meanwhile Fawkes timidly checked the cellar and found all intact. The plot was still on. In reality Lord Cecil had discovered the plot but was letting it continue until he considered the right moment to stop the conspirators.

On the afternoon of the 4th of November Robert Catesby and John Wright left London for Warwickshire to meet Sir Everard Digby at the White Lion.

Also that afternoon Lord Suffolk and Mounteagle led a search of the cellars. In one they found Fawkes who, when asked his business, stated that he was a servant of Mr Percy the coal merchant.

To this Suffolk replied, “Your master has laid in a good stock of fuel” and both men left.

Fawkes informed Percy of the event which finally convinced him that the plot could finally go ahead.

At two o’clock in the morning Fawkes entered the vault to wait to do the deed. He had hardly walked through the door when two guards jumped on him and pinned him to the ground.

Bound, he was brought to Whitehall and there in the royal bedchamber brought before the king who interrogated him and ordered him taken to the tower and put to the torture.

News of the arrest spread and Thomas Percy and Christopher Wright, brother of John Wright, left London for Warwickshire, leaving Rokewood and Keyes to see what the outcome was.

By late morning Keyes had left and Rokewood, who had a string of horses between London and Warwickshire, stayed waiting for any last-minute news.

Rokewood left London at midday and overtook both Keyes, Percy and Wright. He arrived at Lady Catesby’s house at six o’clock and told Thomas Winter of the plot’s failure.

They then rode to the White Lion at Dunchurch, where Sir Everard Digby and various other gentry were resting, while the main “hunting party” gathered on Dunsmore Heath.

News reached the hunting party as the night began to close in and many of the would-be huntsmen, knowing all was lost, left. Had the party rode on Coombe, which is probably what some still wanted to do, they would not have found the princess for she was already lodged safely within the walls of Coventry.

Earlier that day Lord Harington received a letter from Mr Bentock of Warwick, a horse trainer. He informed his lordship that some of his horses had been taken by John Grant of Norwood and he feared that a Catholic rising was at hand.

Harington also feared a rebellion and unable to defend unfortified Coombe, sent the princess under the protection of Sir Thomas Holcroft to Coventry.

The city guard was called out and the princess placed under guard at the home of Richard Hopkins which became known as Palace Yard, because of this and other, later royal associations.

In the morning the county was up in arms and there was much talk of cutting Catholic throats. Digby, Catesby, Percy, Rokewood and a few others were left.

Catesby refused to give up and suggested they ride to Wales and from there start a rising. They then rode to Norwood’s house and picked up more horses, men and weapons.

Sir Fulke Greville, the Earl of Warwick, rode on Catholic houses and confiscated their horses and weapons and placed armed men at all fords and bridges.

The Sheriff of Warwickshire, Sir Richard Verney, the Sheriff of Worcestershire and Sir John Ferrers raised a “Posse Comitatus” numbering nearly fifty men and rode in pursuit of the conspirators. This became known as the Bloody Hunt of Dunsmore Heath.

The men were followed to Holbech House in Staffordshire, the home of Stephen Littleton. Littleton was told of the problem and decided there and then to leave, closely followed by Sir Everard Digby who claimed that he was leaving to get assistance.

As he left a large amount of gunpowder which was drying before the fire blew up in Catesby’s face, badly injuring him and Rokewood and three others.

Rokewood was now panicking. Fearing that God had turned against them he led them in prayers before a painting of the Virgin.

Robert Winter realising things were falling apart slipped from the house and into nearby woods, quickly followed by Catesby’s servant.

Around midday the posse arrived and surrounded the house, ordering the men on pain of death to surrender. Sir Richard Walsh responded to their refusal by ordering the house put to the torch.

This was done while a second group stormed the front gate.

The main assault was underway and the plotters all ran from the house ready to face their attackers swords in hand.

Thomas Winter was the first hit, struck by a musket ball in the right arm. Robert Catesby seeing him in trouble shouted, “Stand by me Tom and we will stand together”.

Then as both men stood back to back, sword in hand, Catesby was hit, two one-ounce solid lead balls shot from one musket thudded into his chest and ripped through his flesh, their sheer weight and velocity sending them through his body and into the body of his partner in death Thomas Winter.

Both men slumped to the floor. Winter was dead. Catesby, amazingly was still alive and crawled back into the house where he was later discovered clutching a bloody image of the Virgin Mary to what was left of his chest.

John and Christopher Wright next fell to volleys of musket fire. Thomas Percy also fell and died the following day.

Rokewood, who was already injured by the exploding powder, had a pike thrust through his body before having his arm snapped by a musket ball.

He survived and was taken prisoner along with the other survivors. Within a few days Sir Everard Digby was taken, also Robert Winter, Catesby’s servant Thomas Bates was caught in Staffordshire and Keyes in Warwickshire.

On the 30th January, 1606 Sir Everard Digby, Robert Winter, John Grant and Thomas Bates after all confessing under torture, were taken to the west end of St Paul’s churchyard, and before a mass of people, partially hung, then their bodies were stretched and finally cut into quarters, the fate of those who committed treason against the king and state.

On the following day Guido Fawkes, Thomas Winter, Ambrose Rookwood and Keyes suffered the same horrible fate.

As for the princess she returned to Coombe and her pleasurable lifestyle, thanks to Lord Harington. Here she remained until 1608, when she moved to Kew, although her extravagant lifestyle was still paid for by Lord Harington.

On St Valentines Day 1613 she married Frederick, Elector of Palatine. Lord Harington led the procession and paid for it. On the 23rd August, 1613 Lord John Harington of Exton and Coombe Abbey died, leaving over £40,000 in debts.

The princess lived happily for five years, but things changed when she encouraged her husband to take the crown of Bohemia.

She wished to be a queen and told her husband when he hesitated, “Let me rather eat dry bread at a king’s table than a feast at the board of an elector.”

Frederick accepted the crown and soon found himself dragged into what became the thirty years war.

During the following year Catholic Spanish forces attacked Protestant Bohemia. English troops came to help and it was at this time that Elizabeth first met William Lord Craven, the new owner of Coombe Abbey.

He fought many spectacular battles in defence of Bohemia and swore his devoted service to its queen. Despite Lord Craven’s bravery things did not go in their favour and Elizabeth and Frederick found themselves on the run, stateless and titleless.

Elizabeth wrote to her father but no help was forthcoming. Then, with her husband, she passed from Germany into Holland where she was joined by her friend from Coombe, the recently widowed, Lady Ann Dudley.

In 1629, Frederick, a broken man, died aged 36 and was buried at Sedan. Elizabeth devoted herself to her thirteen children the most famous of whom was Prince Rupert of the Rhine.

Her children were no comfort and within a few years had deserted her, leaving her in a state of poverty. She was alone in the world except for one or two close friends.

Her main protector and provider, however, was Lord Craven. Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia, was invited to England by her nephew, Charles II, and arriving in May 1661 made straight for the London residence of Lord Craven.

Back in society Lord Craven treated Elizabeth like a queen and acted as her escort when she needed one. The couple appeared very close and rumours abounded that they were romantically involved or that they had secretly been married.

In February 1662 Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia also known as the Queen of Hearts, died. Lord Craven was devastated and fulfilled his last duty to her by having her buried at Westminster Abbey, where he bore her crown before her coffin.

Coventry under siege 

CHARLES I was a monarch of the old school. He believed wholly in the divine right of kings, they were God’s power on earth and what they believed so did their people.
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This was not always the case as parliament did not like the king’s power, or his attitude of absolute power. They fought against it and caused a rift between parliament and the monarchy.

Charles was also suspected of being a secret Catholic. He had married Henrietta, who was a Catholic. The king also opposed the many puritans in parliament from purging the Anglican church of its Catholic tendencies.

These were the ingredients for trouble and trouble came.

Charles fought against parliament and kept dissolving it when it suited him, bringing things to a head when in 1642 he tried to have members of the house arrested for treason.

The king left London and built an army as did parliament, thus were sown the seeds of the English Civil War.

Things were coming to a head and in January 1642 Coventry mayor, Christopher Davenport ordered that every household in the city should acquire their own weapons for times of need.

This meant that if anything happened the city walls could be manned by over 500 muskets. The gates were locked at night and guarded by men especially selected for the purpose.

In March 1642 four more cannons were brought to the city from Bristol. In May Charles was in Leicester and ordered the mayor and sheriffs of the city to attend him.

This was done to test the loyalty of the citizens of Coventry. The mayor, not wishing to annoy the king, agreed to go, but as he and the sheriffs mounted their horses a large group of Coventry citizens stopped them.

Despite this anti-royalist feeling it was decided by the council to entertain the king and the Prince of Wales and present them with £300.

As Charles rode through Warwickshire gathering men for his cause, he received news from Coventry’s recorder, Lord Northampton, that the city was to be occupied by supporters of parliament.

Back in Coventry, Northampton, secured the powder magazine in Spon Gate. This was, however, quickly retaken by a group of men led by Sergeant Wightwick and Alderman Baker, who had it transported to the safety of Warwick Castle.

Northampton raised 400 within the city for the royalist cause, but when he entered the Black Bull in Smithford Street looking for more recruits he was forced to make a quick escape via the Bull Yard and out of Greyfriars Gate.

He rode to re-join the king and informed him of the present situation in the city and of the fact that over 400 reinforcements were heading for the city from neighbouring Birmingham.

What happened to Northampton’s 400 recruits is not recorded; some were taken prisoner, but many living within a parliamentarian city may have reconsidered their position once the lord had gone.

Charles approached the city via Stoneleigh and stayed at the abbey, and knowing of the 400 Birmingham rebels who had now entered the city, he signed a warrant demanding entrance.

The demand was delivered at daybreak and in the afternoon the king, assuming he would not be turned away, headed towards the city with his army, bearing musket, pike and cannon.

As was usual a herald preceded the king to clear the way, on this day it was Warwickshire’s noted historian Sir William Dugdale.

Dugdale arrived well ahead of the army only to be told that the king could enter the city with 200 of his cavaliers only.

Dugdale headed back to the approaching royal force and informed the king of Coventry’s decision. Charles was infuriated by this answer.

As far as he was concerned Coventry was his city and the people in it should do as he told them. By their refusal they had become traitors.

He sent for siege equipment and ordered his cannon to be set up outside New Gate on the London Road and began bombarding the gate to try to make a breach.

Tradition states that during the bombardment the king stayed in two places, in a tent on top of a man-made hill called the Mount near the entrance to the present London Road Cemetery and at Whitley Abbey.

It is possible that this may be true for Charles would have become bored after the original attack and, realising it would take time, decided to retire to the comfort of Whitley Hall.

It is said that stray cannon balls struck the tower of the Whitefriars, killing Lady Hales and an old lady who was watching from a window.

The gate or wall was eventually breached but was blocked with carts and wood and despite continuous attempts the royalist force could not break through.

It is said only one defender died during the attack and up to 70 royalists died and were taken prisoner. Charles soon realised Coventry was not an easy target, and the attack could have a serious effect on his still small army.

Information came to him which forced his decision concerning Coventry. This was that Lord Brooke and his army of around 400 horsemen and 3,600 foot soldiers had entered the county and was heading for Coventry.

This was obviously not the best place to be and that evening Charles decided a strategic withdrawal was in order. A couple of days later the royal standard was unfurled in Nottingham and the civil war had officially begun.

Charles had no doubt come to Coventry to make it his capital of the war. Coventry was an obvious choice as Kenilworth Castle was held for the king and Coventry was the great stronghold of the centre of England. Where better to start a war?

Charles’s military intelligence was very poor in these early days and he could not judge where the city’s allegiance lay until informed by Lord Northampton, who had previously promised to hold the city for him.

After Charles’s repulse Coventry became a military town with its mayor, Alderman Barker, wearing buff coat and carrying a sword. It was permanently garrisoned by thousands of troops.

Lord Northampton’s title of city recorder was withdrawn and given to Robert Devereux, the Earl of Essex one of the principal commanders in the war.

On October 14, 1642, the King’s nephew, Prince Rupert of the Rhine, tried his luck at Coventry. Some of his cavaliers got into the city before a gate was closed, but they were trapped in a narrow street with carts and killed.

Rupert disappeared back into the countryside and nine days later fought at the inconclusive battle at Edgehill, the only major Civil War battle to take place in the county.

At this time the number of inhabitants in Coventry were counted and found to be just over 9,500. New towers were added to the city walls and outside the main gates further defensive ditches were dug.

The moat was also re-dug and filled with water. Coventry was bursting at the seams, and unable to cope with its growing population. Many, not native to the city, were expelled.

Troops regularly led patrols from the city and soon royalists learned to avoid the area. As the years passed and the war continued the city accommodated many prisoners, notably after the battle of Preston in 1648, when the city housed several hundred Scottish prisoners sent down by Cromwell.

It is thought that the phrase Sent To Coventry dates from this time.

When the prisoners were being exercised in the streets the people refused to speak to them, thus they were sent to Coventry.

The phrase, however, could be far older, dating from a time when Coventry was used as a place of execution. Those who were sent to Coventry to be executed would certainly never be spoken to again!

Cromwell came to Coventry twice, a fact unrecorded in the City Annals, probably because they were copied by a latter-day royalist in the late 17th century.

He was in the city in May 1647 when he must have visited St Mary’s Guildhall, from which troops were controlled in Warwickshire and beyond.

In January 1649 King Charles suffered his final defeat at the hands of Oliver Cromwell and his New Model Army. He was taken prisoner and put on trial at Westminster Hall, found guilty of tyranny and beheaded before a large crowd.

One of the men who signed his death warrant was Coventry’s recorder Colonel William Purefoy of Caldercote Hall. Colonel Purefoy is said to have died the year of Charles II’s restoration.

Coventry itself became a victim of Charles II’s vengeance for in 1662 he decided that Coventry’s great city wall should be demolished as it held out against his father and it should never again be used as a stronghold against monarchy.

On July 22, 1662 Lord Northampton, now the Earl of Northampton, who had been reinstated as city recorder, led a group of 500 troops and began to breech the city walls.

Northampton, having a point to prove, was said to have exceeded his orders, resulting in the near demolition of the city wall. On top of the Mount where King Charles I had watched the attack on the city was planted an oak to grow above the city and to remind Coventrians of the time they held out against their rightful king.

Furthermore the title of the Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield was reversed to Lichfield and Coventry and the city had to pay for damage caused in royalist Lichfield to its cathedral.

City's pride in a cross 

COVENTRY has held rights to hold a market since the time when Earl Hugh Kevilok of Coventry Castle obtained such rights. These short-lived rights were removed after the earl encouraged his tenants of Coventry in joining him in a rebellion against Henry II.
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After Hugh’s death his tenants regained their rights by paying a fine of twenty marks.

The next Earl of Chester, Ranulf Blundeville, extended the rights of his Coventry tenants and obtained a grant from Henry III in 1218 for the city to hold its own yearly fair on the same site as the market.

In the deeds of Holy Trinity Church we can find the first reference to a cross in Coventry.

This stood near the church as a deed of 1300 describes a piece of land on the corner of Broadgate, probably at its junction with what became Cross Cheaping in the occupation of Richard de Spycer.

It is described as ‘illud messuagium quod est in foro prioris de Coventria ante crucem,’ this basically reads the piece of land (messuagium) by the priory (prioris), before (ante) the cross (crucem).

It is interesting that the roadway leading from Broadgate to Butcher Row, occupied by Spycer, was known as Spicer Stoke.

Another document, known as the ‘Cartulary’ of St Mary’s Priory, compiled around 1400, describes the bounds of Broadgate and again mentions the messuage now belonging to Robert Shippeley, who became mayor of Coventry in 1402 and 1416 as “near the cross in the market-place”.

What did the cross look like?

Well we can safely assume it was a basic market cross as found throughout the land, consisting of a tall shaft decorated with a simple cross and standing on a plinth consisting of three or four steps.

In 1422 the city leet ordained that a new cross be made to replace the old one and in 1423 it was erected.

Made of local sandstone the cross consisted of a cross set up upon eight pillars. Those who paid the £50 for it included Henry Peyto the mayor.

This cross stood for over a hundred years but part of it had to be dismantled in 1537 when it became unstable. The remains of the cross stood for some years and for as many years there was talk of replacing it.

In 1506 Thomas Bond gave £6 13s 4d towards building a new cross and in 1518 John Haddon left £20 for the same purpose.

Things really got underway in December 1541 when Sir William Hollis, former Mayor of London and son of Thomas Hollis of Stoke, Coventry, left a will directing that: ‘...I give and bequeath unto the Mayor and Aldermen of the City of Coventry, and to the Commons of the same, £200 sterling, to the intent and purpose hereafter ensuing, that is to say, to make a new cross within the City...’

There was an indenture or contract written, giving details, specifications etc for the building of the cross which was based on a similar design standing in the market place of Abingdon in Berkshire.

In it we find references such as that it should be made of ‘seasonable free-stone of the quarries of Attleborough or Rowington ... or of both the said quarries’.

Other more hardwearing stone for the steps was to come from, ‘the late Priory of the said city’.

It was to be erected where, ‘the old cross now standeth’ and on every pinnacle of the lower storey should be placed, ‘a beast or fowl holding a fan’.

On the second storey, ‘the image of a naked boy with a target and holding up a fan’.

It was also stated that, ‘six or eight old images to be set in the said cross’. These images came from the now dissolved Whitefriars monastry and possibly from the priory. Other figures were probably specially made.

The City Annals state that Cuthbert Joyner the Mayor laid the first stone of the new Coventry Cross in 1541.

It rose to a height of 57 feet and excelled all expectations, it was a fine piece of gothic art.

The finished cross was decorated with flags, devices and in the lower section the figures of Henry VI, King John, Edward I, Henry II, Richard I and Henry V.

In the second storey stood Edward III, St Michael, Henry II, St George and Richard III. The top held St Peter, St James, St Christopher and two monks.

At its top a decorated lantern held figures such as justice and liberty.

Once completed the council accounts show monies being paid for ‘gylding’ and painting the cross. It was now considered one of the finest crosses in the realm.

Sir William Dugdale, educated at Coventry’s Grammar School and our most famed county hisorian, wrote of the cross: “it is one of the chief things wherein this city most glories, which for workmanship and beauty is inferior to none in England.”

Coventry’s famed cross found its way into the nursery rhyme books, it is believed before the Banbury Cross rhyme:

Ride a cock horse to Coventry Cross,

To see what Emma can buy,

A penny white cake,

I'll buy for her sake,

And a two penny tart or a pie.

The Coventry Leet Book contains a reference to the cross in 1544, (I have updated the text and spelling): 

Whereas the inhabitants of Cross Cheaping in times past have not only commonly used to lay dung and other filth right up unto the cross, where to the great inconvenience of the market place, to the danger of infection of the plague, but also have commonly used to sweep the pavements thereby raising dust do deface and corrupt the said cross. It is now enacted by the authority that no inhabitant of this city shall from henceforth lay any dung or filth in the Cross Cheaping, nor shall at any time sweep the pavements there except if they immediately before they sweep they cast and sprinkle water upon the side pavements, upon pain of a fine of 7 shillings & 4 pence.

So much for the keeping Coventry’s glory clean and tidy, some things never change.

The city fathers however looked to the needs of the cross, religiously and materially. In 1609 the image of Christ was thought innapropriate to the growing puritan council.

They removed the figure and replaced it with something more appropriate, or so they thought at the time, a figure of a naked woman, Godiva.

Within a couple of years others considered Godiva innappropriate and replaced her with the royal arms.

In 1626 Thomas Sargenson, a stonemason, was asked to make a report on the condition of the cross. He reported that cross was in some parts thereof decayed.

This was soon followed by a massive restoration project on the cross, including its re-gilding and re-painting in oil paints.

Unlike other crosses around the country which were destroyed by puritan zealots, Coventry Cross was threatened twice, once in the Reformation when the butchers of Butcher Row protected it and secondly during the Civil War when Mayor Robert Beake took it under his protection.

The cross had another major restoration in 1688, costing the huge sum of £323 4s 6d.

Sixty eight pounds was spent on 15,403 books of gold leaf which was used for guiding the cross. When the sun shone it was said that it shimmered so much that country people could hardly bear to look at it and horses would shy away from it.

Coventry’s dazzling cross was dilapidated by 1753 when the top was removed for safety. On August 27, 1771, the council decided that Coventry’s once-famed cross should be taken down.

The stones and statues were carted away to various gardens around the city. A few images went to a farmhouse, which became known as the Image House in Berkswell, home to a city alderman named Brockle.

The base of the Coventry Cross was re-erected in the grounds of Keresley House and lay there for many years forgotten and overgrown. So ended the famed Coventry Cross.

Reformation of the Church 

THE great priory of St Mary in Coventry was flourishing and was still a draw for royal visitors.
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Henry VII and Elizabeth of York took advantage of its hospitality in 1500 (some sources state 1499), when they both became members of the Guild of the Holy Trinity in St Mary’s Guildhall.

The guildhall was built between 1340 and 1342 and became the hall of the amalgamated merchant guilds of St Mary, St Catherine, St John the Baptist and Holy Trinity.

The guild had many important members including knights and lords and was very useful for getting on in trade and society. The hall also doubled as the city council house and through the guild had a connection with the church of St John The Baptist which was maintained by the Trinity Guild.

Henry VIII came to Coventry in 1510 with his first wife Catherine of Aragon. They stayed at the state apartments in the priory and while here they witnessed the Mystery Plays, played on the corner of Much Park Street, Broadgate with “diverse beautiful damsels” and finally in Cross Cheaping.

Henry was the last monarch to visit the priory, (although the princess Mary, his daughter stayed there in 1525). Henry’s private life would soon lead to the monastery’s destruction and the destruction of all monastic establishments in the land.

Henry, as yet, had no children and he asked the Pope to grant him a divorce, but the Pope refused.

Henry therefore decided to split England from Rome and declare himself head of the Church of England. No one could now tell him what to do.

He divorced himself and Bishop Rowland Lee, soon Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield married Henry to Anne Boleyn.
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Lee was ordered to persuade Sir Thomas More and Bishop Fisher to agree to Henry’s changes to the church. Lee’s negotiations failed and both men went the block.

Sir Thomas More visited Coventry at least once as his sister, Anne lived here after marrying a Coventry man.

Henry’s break from Rome and his excommunication by the pope had major repercussions around the realm for the many monastic houses were part of the Catholic faith.

This was not acceptable to Henry’s newly-formed church.

In 1536 Henry decided on the dissolution of all the smaller monasteries in the land valued under £200, a task he entrusted to his newly-appointed Vicar-General, Thomas Cromwell.

There was very little opposition to the dissolution as many thought that the church was too rich and held too much power and land.

Others who could afford it were happy to acquire old church land and property, purchased of course from the Crown and swelling Henry’s coffers.

Now that finally the Bible was officially translated into English the people were becoming less tolerant of the Catholic faith and grew to dislike the monks who held no allegiance to the king, but only to the Pope in distant Rome.

The dissolution of the monasteries began in 1536 with the confiscation of 400 houses and the pensioning off of the monks.

All the houses were to make a stock list of their contents, including their more valuable church plate.

Not surprisingly very few churches in the county were found to contain much plate of value and claimed ownership mainly of pewter and latten objects.

What happened to the gold and silver church plate of the county and country we do not know, but much of it probably made its way to Rome or the purses of the clergy.

The houses of the Whitefriars and Greyfriars in Coventry fell during this period. These houses, however, were not allowed to hold any property so the crown only benefited by the sale of the buildings.

Others got limited reprieves because of their excellent reputation. these were St Anne’s, better known as the Charterhouse (dissolved 1539), and the Hospital of St John in Bishop Street (dissolved 1545).

The first dissolution was so successful and profitable to the king that in 1538 he decided it was now the turn of the larger establishments.

Thomas Cromwell sent agents to assess Coventry Priory and local monasteries such as Coombe Abbey and Stoneleigh. The Prior of Coventry pleaded to save his house, as did the Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, Rowland Lee.
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Lee got a response from Cromwell assuring him that the Cathedral church would survive, but not the monastic buildings which formed the rest of the complex.

Despite this assurance the king’s agent returned again to Coventry bringing a notice to the city council. The Bishop once again was forced to put pen to paper:

My singular Good Lord Cromwell, My duty remembered unto your good lordship, it may please the same to call unto your lordship’s remembrance, my suit made to your lordship, for the Cathedral Church of Coventry, for the continuance of the same, that, upon alteration, it might stand.

Whereunto your lordship did give the loving answer of comfort, and now I am informed by the letters herein enclosed, from the Mayor and Aldermen of the City, that Dr Loudon repairs hither for the suppression of the same...

Lee pleaded for the house and suggested that like its sister church at Lichfield it be turned into a Collegiate Church. Despite this letter Cromwell had gone back on his word and the Priory of St Mary, Coventry valued at £731 19s 5d, was taken by the Crown on January 15, 1539.

Thereafter the King’s agent Dr Loudon wrote to Thomas Cromwell informing him that the Prior of Coventry was ‘a sad honest priest as his neighbours do report him, and a Bachelor of Divinity. He gave his house unto the King’s grace willingly, and in like manner did all his brethren.

The monks received their pensions, although if they were actually paid we do not know. They packed their goods and left the church which the brotherhood had occupied for nearly 500 years. The cathedral and priory lay empty.

The buildings were turned into stone quarries and within a short time the once great cathedral was reduced to rubble leaving only the west entrance and a few outbuildings, the mill and some walls standing.

The land was sold to the corporation and later sold on to individuals such as John Hales, who turned Whitefriars into a family residence.

Hales at first set up a school within the church of Whitefriars, but there was some argument whether he held ownership so he transferred the Free School to the Chapel of St John, now known as the Old Grammar School.

Other buildings such as the Greyfriars church and friary were turned to rubble leaving only the tower and spire of the church.

Coombe Abbey was mentioned in a letter written by Dr Loudon dated September 28 1538.

He wrote:

As Coombe is so nigh to Coventry and the abbot and all his friends are at Cromwell’s command, I would gladly go through with that house also.

All the sort of them look daily for their parting and make their hands by leases, sales of wood and of their plate. Supposes the abbot will leave his house and lands like an honest man and Cromwell had better take this house while at its best....
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Cromwell had previously forced the abbot of Coombe, Oliver Adams to abdicate in favour of his own man Robert Kynner. When time came for the abbey to be given up Kynner had changed his ways and pleaded for Coombe to continue.

He was refused and Loudon feared that the monks would wreck the house and destroy its contents. The Sheriff of Coventry was told to intervene before it happened.

Eventually on January 21, 1539 Coombe Abbey and its land was surrendered by Abbot Kynner. Loudon wrote to the Chancellor of Argumentations stating that:

I have taken surrender of Coombe, where the abbot the same day 12 months after being made abbot, left the house again. ...He voluntarily surrendered the land worth 293 pounds, 2 shillings and 4 pence a year clear.

The rents due at Lady Day will satisfy the debts. I therefore assign the pensions following and beg that they may be ratified to encourage others...

This was not the end of the story for as Dr Loudon was preparing to leave Coventry, he was informed by the Sheriff that the Abbot Kynner had hidden £500 inside a feather bed in his brother’s house.

The bed was searched but only £25 was found. Kynner claimed he had hidden it here for safety to pay off Coombe debts due at Candlemas.

Loudon ordered his men to take possession of the Abbey quickly before anything else disappeared. The abbey and its lands and nearby depopulated Smite was granted to Mary, Duchess of Richmond and Earl of Nottingham.

By 1547 the land came into the hands of John Dudley, Earl of Warwick. After his execution in 1557 Coombe and Smite were in the hands once again of the Crown, before being acquired by Sir John Kelway.

When Sir John died in 1581 Coombe Abbey passed to his daughter, Anne, who was married to John Harington, thus the estate came into the Harington hands and thereafter from 1622 to 1923 remained in the hands of the Cravens.

Later Henry sought to acquire the vast properties of the rich merchant guilds through their connection with the church. In 1549 the Guild of the Holy Trinity, like many other guilds around the land was dissolved.

The guild church of St John the Baptist in Fleet Street fell from use and was used later as a prison, warehouse, stretching yard, etc.

The Guildhall itself, which was already used as the council house, continued to be so used. The merchant guilds, however, were finished.

St Michael’s and Holy Trinity lost their vast numbers of priests who attended the various altars in the chapels, tucked away in the aisles of the churches.

After the death of Henry in 1547 Cranner led a radical reformation bringing Protestantism into the English church. This led to the mass destruction of certain religious images such as Jesse Trees and images of Christ or the Holy Trinity.

This left modern Britain with practically no pre-reformation religious art, of which there had been much. With the destruction went the huge and impressive rood screens, carved in oak and supporting full-size images of the crucified Christ, originally to be found in St Michael and Holy Trinity.

In 1569 the registry books of St Michael were destroyed because they contained signs of popery. This destruction didn’t stop with the Reformation for in the reign of James I Sir John Harington wrote of St Michael’s Church, stating:

“The pavement of Coventry Church is almost all tombstones, and some very ancient; but there came in a zealous fellow with a counterfeit commission, that for avoiding superstition, hath not left one pennyworth, nor pennybreath of brass upon all the tombs, of all the inscriptions, which had been many and costly.”

The effect of the dissolution was hard upon the city as many of the monastic houses had individuals and families relying on them for all or part of their income.

John Hales stated that the population of the city was 15,000 and after the dissolution fell to 3,000. The 15,000 figure is thought to be an exaggeration, the real figure being nearer to 10,000.

This was, however, a significant fall in a city which had passed its peak and had been in decline since around 1500. The countryside was awash with beggars who roamed the land committing various misdeeds.

The government brought in laws to deal with the problem as they did to deal with the growing number of unemployed and poor.

Tradesmen such as masons, carpenters, tilers and labourers who were without work were ordered to gather in Broadgate, with their tools, so that they could instantly be taken on by prospective employers.

This was basically the beginning of what became known as Mop or Hiring Fairs where employment could be found. With the dissolution Coventry was never to be the same again, it had lost many of its most prestigious buildings, a great deal of its income and some of its population.

It would however continue with its basic but depleted trade of weaving, keeping the city’s head above water.

Coventry's prosperity would soon again level off as it eventually settled down and took on the guise of a market town. Apart from its powerful presence in the Civil War, Coventry’s days of greatness were now definitely over.
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