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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

“Our pleasure is that . . . you shall cause such dreadful execution to be done upon a good number of the inhabitants of every town, village, and hamlet that have offended, as they may be a fearful spectacle to all others hereafter that would practice any like matter.”


These words of Henry VIII to the Duke of Norfolk were the King’s response to the greatest Catholic rebellion of his reign, the rising of the northern counties in the Pilgrimage of Grace, which began 13th October 1536. 

History is written by the victors. For centuries the Protestant account has been that the Catholic Church was an oppressive burden upon the people of England, and that the monasteries were dens of monkish vice. 


Fortunately, there is plenty of evidence to show that the opposite was true: people were dismayed at Henry’s break with the rest of Christendom, the executions of More, Fisher and the Carthusians. They were angry at his putting away Queen Catherine of Aragon, and his confiscation of the lesser monasteries in 1536. 

The monasteries were a vital part of the local economy and welfare system. Monks were evicted or pensioned off. Their lands were leased or sold off. These were severe blows to the poor, to the tenant farmers, and to all those who sought spiritual consolation. 

When the King’s commissioners began taking inventories of parish church plate and valuables, removing images, and preaching against long-cherished Catholic practices, the smouldering discontent burst forth into open rebellion – first in Lincolnshire, as described here fortnight ago.

Across the Humber, for six months Yorkshire too had been “sputtering with riot.” When the men of Holderness saw the beacons blazing in north Lincolnshire, calling them to arms, they began to muster. Their leader was Robert Aske, a York gentleman and barrister, who had conferred with the Lincolnshire Rising leaders. 


The first town to demonstrate for the uprising was Beverley, with its glorious medieval Minster and shrine of St John.

On 16th October York, the second city of the kingdom, opened its gates joyfully to 20,000 horse and foot under Aske’s leadership. Four days later, Hull was occupied, and on 21st, the strategically sited Pontefract Castle went over to the Rising. Scarborough, however, held out for the King.

In the areas occupied by the rebels, the monasteries were reopened, and the monks and nuns restored to their convents.  The new tenants who had leased monastic land from the King were driven out.

Catholic observance was resumed in the churches, and the Pope again prayed for openly in the Canon of the Mass. The depredations of the Royal Commissioners were halted.


All taking part in the “Pilgrimage of Grace” had to swear an oath and obey the following conditions: 

“Ye shall not enter into this our Pilgrimage of Grace for the commonwealth, but only for the love that ye do bear unto Almighty God his faith, and to Holy Church militant and the maintenance thereof; to the preservation of the king’s person and his issue, to the purifying of the nobility, and to expulse all villain and evil counsellors against the commonwealth from his grace and his privy Council of the same. And that ye shall not enter into our said Pilgrimage for no particular profit to yourself, nor to do displeasure to any private person, but by counsel of the commonwealth, nor slay nor murder for no envy, but in your hearts put away all fear and dread, and take afore you the Cross of Christ, and in your hearts His faith, the restitution of the Church, the suppression of these heretics and their opinions, by all the holy contents of this book.”


The standard chosen for the Pilgrimage of Grace was that of the Crucified Saviour, with a chalice and Host. Each soldier had sewn upon his sleeve a badge showing the Five Wounds of Christ with the name “Jesus” in the centre.

This was evidently a religious uprising for the freedom to practice openly the Catholic Faith, to make an end of the alterations and “reformed” doctrines which were spreading throughout the land.


Political and economic motives played a part too: resentment against the royal divorce, against Thomas Cromwell and his heretic doctrines; worries that the new owners of monastic lands would be more exacting landlords than the monks. The commons feared new taxes on sheep, cattle, and on church rites of baptism and marriage. The gentry disliked the new Statute of Uses, which increased the King’s taxation yield from their land.



 Rapidly the insurrection spread from the Humber to the Tweed, and over into Cumbria, Furness and north Lancashire. The Percys marched down from Northumberland with 10,000 more men, and Lord Latimer from County Durham with 5,000. 


By 26th October, the Pilgrims, 30,000 strong, “all the flower of the north,” were encamped on the north side of the Don, facing the Earl of Shrewsbury, with 5,000, holding Doncaster for the king. Moreover, many of Shrewsbury’s soldiers might prove sympathetic to the rebel cause.  The decisive moment had come: fight or negotiate. 

Many of the commons wanted to fight, and then to advance on London. It was likely that they could have deposed the schismatic King and put the Princess Mary, daughter of Queen Catherine, on the throne.  The success of the northerners was encouraging unrest too in other parts of the country, especially Norfolk and East Anglia.   


The Pope meanwhile had given legatine powers to Reginald Pole, of the Plantagenet line, and sent him to Flanders, to await the opportune moment to cross to England and lead the rising, to drive out the schismatic syphilitic monarch. 

Henry was evidently worried. With a certain lack of courage, he declined to take the field, but spent his time fortifying the defences of the Tower of London as a safe refuge for himself. 


Ashe, however, resolved to negotiate. Like many of the Lords and gentry, he had a naïve reverence for the mystical role of the King. 

Henry ordered Thomas Howard, 3rd Duke of Norfolk to parley and play for time. Norfolk had presided over the trial and condemnation of Anne Boleyn.  However, thanks to his opposition to Cromwell he had fallen from the royal favour and been effectively banished from Court. He therefore had some credibility with the Pilgrims as an honest broker. 


He proved to be a “servile, cynical, corrupted” man (Philip Hughes). He would now perjure his soul and betray the rebels, to ingratiate himself once more with the King. What Henry really wanted was either a total surrender or a wholesale massacre of the Pilgrims, but he hadn’t the forces to achieve it, so he needed to play for time. 

Norfolk and Shrewsbury opened negotiations with the insurgents at Doncaster. These dragged on through November. In December, 200 representatives of the Pilgrims held a convocation at Pontefract Castle. 


Here, free of Henry’s totalitarian rule, with its spies and the death penalty for speaking against the King as Supreme Head of the Church, Englishmen could once again state freely what they thought. 


They agreed upon an armistice, provided that the following demands were satisfied: 

· That a general pardon should be granted, without any exceptions;  

· That a parliament should be held at York or Nottingham, or some other convenient place;  

· That no man residing north of the Trent should be compelled, by subpœna, to attend any court except York, unless in matters of allegiance;  

· That some Acts of the late Parliament, which were too grievous to the people, should be repealed;  

· That the Princess Mary should be declared legitimate;  

· That the suppressed monasteries should be restored to their former state;  

· That the Papal Authority should be re-established;  

· That heretical books should be suppressed, and heretics punished according to law;  

· That Lord Cromwell, the vicar-general, Lord Audley, the chancellor, and Rich, the attorney-general, should be removed from the Council;   

· That Leigh and Layton, visitors of the northern monasteries, should be prosecuted for their briberies and extortions. 

Thirty leading Pilgrims met with Norfolk in the Carmelite priory in Doncaster on December 5th and 6th. He offered the King’s pardon, and a promise of a free Parliament. He also promised that no more abbeys would be dissolved. 

On December 9th, the Pilgrimage ended, and the Pilgrims separated to return to their homes. Further disturbances in January and February, in East Yorkshire and Cumberland, gave Henry the excuse he needed to break his promises and settle scores. 

Robert Aske was lured to London for negotiations, then taken a prisoner to York and hanged in chains until he died. In addition to local massacres, 216 were judicially put to death: lords and knights, the abbots of Fountains, Jervaulx, Barlings, Sawley, Whalley and Rievaulx, the prior of Bridlington, 38 monks, and 16 parish priests.


It is a pity that none of these martyrs for the Faith has been beatified, and that there is no annual festival to mark this brave Catholic attempt to halt Henry’s Reformation, which would sow endemic religious division in British society for the next five centuries. 
Christ crucified!
For thy wounds wide,
Us commons guide!
Which pilgrims be,
Through God's grace,
For to purchase
Old wealth and peace
Of the spirituality. 

Great God's fame
Doth Church proclaim
Now to be lame
And fast in bonds,
Robbed, spoiled, and shorn
From cattle and corn,
And clean forth borne
Of house and lands. 
(Ballad for the Pilgrims, written by a monk of Sawley abbey)
