
Martyrs and Rebellions of the Reformation 

The best known Catholic Martyrs of the Reformation were those who died in England under the 
reign of the Tudors. Most people have heard the stories of Thomas More, Archbishop John 
Fisher, and Edmund Campion and many others, but these well-known martyrs, who have been 
officially recognized as saints, are just the tip of the iceberg. Thousands of British Catholics 
were killed, died in poverty, or lost all their property during the Reformation era, and their stories 
are mostly unknown. 

It is difficult to say exactly how many Catholics were persecuted or killed during the Reformation 
era. Hundreds of Catholics were formally accused of treason and executed. Many more driven 
off their land, fined, forced to flee England Over 700 were executed by Elizabeth in retribution 
for Northern Rebellion Thousands more died in uprisings under Henry VIII and Edward VI Tens 
of thousands lost their homes and were thrown into poverty, but accurate statistics are not 
readily available. 

The official story is that mass dislocations of British peasants during the 16th century were 
caused by "enclosures", which occurred when the new owners of church land evicted thousands 
of families who had lived on the properties for generations. The connection between the 
confiscation of Church land and the suffering and impoverishment of thousands of peasants and 
religious is barely mentioned in many Protestant histories. 

Catholic Martyrs of England and Wales 

The following is a list of some of the well-known, canonically recognized British martyrs. Most 
were canonized in 1970 as Forty Martyrs of England and Wales who were individually tried 
and executed for treason during the English Reformation. 
 
Catholic Martyrs under Henry VIII 
 

 John Houghton (1486-1535) — Prior of the Carthusian Charterhouse in London 
during the reign of Henry VII. Tried for treason when he refused to take oath 
required by the Act of Supremacy. 

 John Fisher (1469-1535) — Bishop of Rochester who was executed for upholding 
Catholic doctrine and refusing to accept Henry VIII as head of the church in 
England. 

 Margaret Pole (1473-1541) — Matriarch of the Royal family of England who was 
executed by Henry VIII shortly after her son, Cardinal Pole, refused to recognized 
his marriage to Anne Boleyn. 

 Thomas More (1478-1543) — Lord Chancellor under Henry VIII. Dismissed, 
imprisoned, and finally executed for failing to support Henry's divorce. 
 

Catholic Martyrs under Elizabeth 
 

 Cuthbert Mayne (1544-77) — Anglican rector converted by Edmund Campion, was 
ordained at Douai and returned to England as a missionary. Tried for treason for 
saying mass. 

 Edmund Campion (1540-81) — English priest who renounced Anglicism, became 
a Jesuit and worked to restore the faith in Tudor England before being martyred. 



 Margaret Clitherow (1556-86) — Matron from York accused of hiding priests in her 
house. Crushed to death with stones for refusing a trial in which her children would 
be forced to testify. 

 Margaret Ward (1540-88) — British noblewoman who helped a priest escape from 
prison and was tortured for refusing to disclose his location. One of the 40 Martyrs 
of England and Wales. 

 Henry Walpole (1558-95) — Jesuit missionary priest sent to England during the 
reign of Elizabeth. Imprisoned and tortured in the Tower of London until his 
execution in 1595. 

 Philip Howard of Arundel (1557-95) — Cousin Elizabeth whose family remained 
Catholic. Arrested for trying to leave England. Imprisoned for 10 years and died in 
Tower of London. 

 Robert Southwell (1561-95) — Jesuit sent as a clandestine missionary to England 
during the reign of Elizabeth. Known for his poetry and writings as well as his death 
as a martyr. 

Catholic Uprisings against Protestant Britain 

There were large scale uprisings and rebellions throughout England during the reigns of all of 
the Tudor monarchs in response to the changes wrought by Protestantism, and hundreds of 
'rebels' were put do death in towns that participated throughout England. Local leaders were 
executed in their home towns specifically to discourage future uprisings. However, those who 
were killed are considered victims of political, rather than religious disturbances and are not 
considered martyrs. Although vagrancy and pauperism were significantly increased by these 
changes, especially in rural areas, the Protestant nobility and merchant classes profited from 
the disruptions. Since the economic dislocations due to the Reformation in England enriched 
rather than impoverished the upper classes, the abrupt transfer of a third of English property to 
new owners is not considered to have had negative economic effects overall. 

Catholic Uprisings under Henry VIII 

The series of rebellions listed below followed immediately after Thomas Cromwell began closing 
monasteries. The rebellions were all suppressed and hundreds of the leaders were executed. 
They are all sometimes referred to as the "Pilgrimage of Grace", the largest of the uprisings. 

 Lincolnshire Rising, 1536 — Rising involving over 20,000 peasants, demanding 
the right to practice the Catholic religion and protection of Church property. Began 
in Lincolnshire as the result of the closure of a local Abbey. It dispersed when 
threatened with King's forces, but most of the leaders were executed. 

 Pilgrimage of Grace, 1536 — Non-violent rising followed immediately after the 
Lincolnshire uprising, but was more than double the size and spread to many towns 
in Northern England. It dispersed as a result of false promises made by 
representatives of the kings. Dozens of leaders, including monks and priests were 
executed, but none are considered martyrs. 

 Bigod's Rebellion, 1537 — A Third uprising occurred when the participants in 
previous incidents realized the king had no intention of keeping his promises. This 
time the reaction against the organizers was harsh and swift. Over 200 leaders, 
including dozens of nobles, clergy, and monks, were executed for treason.  
 
 



Catholic Uprisings under Tudors 
 

 Prayer Book Rebellion, 1549 — The Prayer Book Rebellion, which occurred 
during the reign of Edward VI, was instigated by the dramatic changes to the Liturgy 
imposed by Cranmer with the Book of Common Prayer. It was an explicitly pro-
Catholic, anti-Protestant rebellion that first arose in Devon and Cornwall and 
threatened to spread throughout the country. The rebels demanded a return to 
Catholic worship which the Protestant leaders had no intention submitting to, so the 
rebellion was put down harshly with a force of over 8000 soldiers, including foreign 
mercenaries. At least 2000 of the rebels were killed in battle, and thousands more 
were savagely massacred after surrendering or died of injuries. None of the 
rebellions under Henry VII were put down as brutally as the Prayer Book rebellion 
and the atrocity had the effect of discouraging opposition to the extremely 
unpopular changes to the liturgy imposed by the Church of England. 
 

 Northern Rebellion, 1569 — At the time that Elizabeth came the throne in 1558, 
much of England, especially in the North and West, was still Catholic. Many 
Catholics in England and Europe disputed Elizabeth's claim to the throne, and saw 
Mary Queen of Scots as the legitimate heir. During her early years Elizabeth did not 
provoke Catholics but worked gradually to consolidate power and encourage the 
Protestants. Eventually, the Northern nobles formed a plan to oppose her and put 
Mary on the throne, and gathered an army in the north, but it was put down quickly 
and the rebels fled to Scotland. Few were killed in battle, but the reprisals following 
the rebellion were severe, with over 1000 executions including both noble and 
peasant supporters of Mary. Elizabeth explicitly called for at least 700 executions in 
villages throughout Northern England as a warning against future rebellions. 

 
Catholic Uprisings under Stuarts 

Most of the Catholic uprisings under the Tudors appeared to be authentic incidents organized 
by disgruntled Catholics. Under the Stuart regime, however, many of the most prominent 
Catholic rebellions are thought to have been at least partially organized or manipulated by 
Protestants for the purpose of was the Northern Rebellion, and that appeared to be an authentic 
plot to replace Elizabeth on the throne. Many other Catholic rebellions in later years however, 
such as the Popish Plot and the Gunpowder Plot, are thought to have been "False Flags", 
organized by Protestants in order to provide a pretext for anti-Catholic confiscations and 
legislation. 

 Gunpowder Plot, 1605 — The Gunpowder Plot was allegedly a Catholic plot to 
blow up Parliament, but there are many suspicious factors pointing to a "False Flag" 
occurrence. For example, the plot was "discovered" due to a suspicious letter, the 
plotters were executed immediately on the basis of a confession that appeared 
forged, and the government had a monopoly on Gunpowder and could not have 
misplaced such a large quantity of it. The plot was conceived after England made 
peace with Spain, and had the effect of stirring up anti-Catholic fervor, and 
preventing further co-operation between the countries. The anti-Catholic faction 
used the incident as an excuse to pass oppressive legislation and delegitimize the 
pro-Spanish faction in government. The most famous character related to the 
Gunpowder plot was Guy Fawkes, a soldier caught guarding the gunpowder store. 
 



 Popish Plot, 1678 — The Popish plot was an alleged conspiracy to assassinate 
Charles II, put forth by Titus Oates, that was intended to foment anti-Catholic 
hysteria and force Parliament to pass and "Exclusions" bill preventing the Catholic 
James II from the throne. At least 22 people were executed as a result of Oates 
accusations until they were proven false. 

Other Catholic Martyrs of the Protestant Reformation 

 Martyrs of Gorkum (d. 1572) — Nineteen Dutch clergy and monks were captured 
by Calvinist militants in Brielle during the Netherland's revolt, and hung when they 
refused to renounce their faith. 
 

 Fidelis of Sigmaringen (d. 1622) — Capuchin Friar who worked as a missionary in 
Fribourg Switzerland and had great success in converting Protestants back to the 
faith, until he was captured and martyred by Calvinist soldiers. 

 


