g

i)

Heritage
&Culture Document of the Month September 2022

Warwickshire

Assessment of papists’ land at Coughton, 1723

CR1998/J/Box 86/15

The Document of the Month for September is an assessment of the land belonging to
‘papists’, now more familiarly known as Catholics, for the purpose of raising £100,000 for
King George |. Composed in 1723, the list of Catholic landowners includes Sir Robert
Throckmorton, 4" baronet, and also names his grandmother Anne Throckmorton (née
Monson), who was the widow of Sir Francis, the second baronet, and appears to be the

most prominent landowner at Coughton.
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The estate at Coughton Court was held by the Throckmortons from 1409, and they gradually
developed a reputation as an influential Catholic family." Even after the English Reformation,
many of the Throckmortons remained steadfast in their faith, although the local church which
the family had built, St Peter’s, converted to the Church of England.!

The hostile climate surrounding Catholicism persisted through the centuries, often via
legislation. The date of this land assessment suggests that it was created in response to a
1722 taxation act, which imposed a ‘papists tax’, thus raising money for the crown whilst also
limiting the powers and freedoms of Catholics." As can be seen from the document, the tax
owed appears to have been measured according to the land owned by each taxpayer. A full
transcript of the document has been provided separately.

Catholics in post-Reformation England and recusant records

It is unclear who exactly produced this land assessment, but it is likely that the Catholic
Throckmortons were already accustomed to keeping records of their lands and wealth due to
legal requirements. In 1717, the Forfeited Estates Commission had begun registering
‘papists’ and their estates in the wake of the 1715 Jacobite rising.” In the Commission’s
papers, both Anne Throckmorton and her son Sir Robert, 3" baronet, register their lands in
Warwickshire."

The laws against Roman Catholics find their origins in 1534, when the Church of England
was created under Henry VIII. By the late sixteenth century, recusancy, meaning the refusal
to attend Church of England services, had become an indictable offence, and from this point
records show Catholics being fined, forced to forfeit their lands, or required to register
themselves and their lands to avoid such penalties." The records relating to Catholics in the
Warwickshire Quarter Sessions include lists of ‘Popish Recusants’ and registers of ‘Papists’
Estates’. Sir Robert Throckmorton, 3" baronet, can be found in a 1717 roll which documents
his lands in Warwickshire.""

The family collection of the Throckmortons of Coughton Court also contains letters and legal
documents relating to recusancy, including a number of travel licences which Robert
Throckmorton paid for over the course of the early seventeenth century. As a ‘confined
recusant’, Throckmorton was required to obtain permission in order to go more than 5 miles
beyond his home in Weston Underwood, Buckinghamshire."

The Throckmortons of Coughton Court

Over the centuries, a number of notable Throckmortons held to their Catholicism in the face
of persecution. The family was involved in conspiracies to overthrow Protestant monarchs,
including the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, and the lesser-known Throckmorton Plot of 1593, in
which Francis Throckmorton was a key conspirator in a scheme to assassinate Elizabeth |
and crown Mary Queen of Scots in her place. Francis was executed for his crimes the
following year. There were also Protestant members of the Throckmorton family in the post-
Reformation era, some of whom were similarly non-conformist. Job Throckmorton
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represented the Puritan cause as a Member of Parliament in the late sixteenth century, and
is believed to have been one of the authors of the Marprelate Tracts, a series of pamphlets
which criticised the power of bishops in the Church of England.*

It was not until the Catholic Emancipation Act was passed in 1829 that the Throckmortons
were able to benefit from greater religious freedoms. In the 1850s, Sir Robert Throckmorton,
8" baronet, was able to commission the Church of St Peter, St Paul and St Elizabeth to be
built in the grounds of Coughton Court; a Catholic Church had not existed on the family
estate since before the Reformation.* Nevertheless, the legacy of religious secrecy can still
be seen at Coughton Court, which features a ‘priest hole’, a form of architectural trickery
used to conceal Catholic ministers during the years of persecution.”
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