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DELAPRE ABBEY 

NOTE 
The historian of Delapre Abbey was the Rev. R. M. Serjeantson, and it is prin
cipally from his article contributed to the Victoria County History (Vo!. I1), 
and to his History of Delapre Abbey which first appeared in the Journal of the 
Northamptonshire Natural History Society, Vo!. XV (1909), and which was 
subsequently published as a separate volume of 41 pages in 1909, that the 
following account has been compiled. Statements of fact to which no references 
are given will be found in this book. The present writers desire to acknowledge 
the help they have received in writing this article from Mr. P. 1. King, Mr. V. A. 
Hatley, Mr. C. E. V. Rowe, Mr. W. Ansell and Mr. H. M. Colvin, also from 
Mr. David Nye and Mr. Brian Bunch who have kindly supplied the plans on 

which the ground plan (1958) and diagrams here reproduced are based. 

THE NUNNERY OF ST. MARY OF THE MEADOW 

THE romantic revival of the late 18th and early 
19th century with its accompanying interest in 
and idealisation of the Middle Ages, has left 
some rather amusing traces behind it, such 
as the mock medieval towers and even ruins to 
be found up and down the country. Another 
manifestation of .this enthusiasm for the past 
was the re-naming of halls and manor houses 
with a completely secular history as "abbeys" 
and "priories," as was done for example at 
Abington and Cosgrove in our own county.1 
Delapre Abbey was known as plain Delapre 
for roughly three out of the four centuries 
during which it was a country house,2 but the 
late 18th century addition of "Abbey" which 
has stuck to it ever since, had at least some 
justification in that this home of many genera
tions of country squires was built on the very 
site and with some at least of the stones of the 
Cluniac nunnery which for a further four 
centuries had preceded it, thus carrying us 
back to the days of the Norman Earls of 
Northampton not very far on this side of the 
Conquest. 

At the time of William the Conqueror's 

1 Abington Abbey, as it is now known, the home 
succes3ively of the Bernards and Thursbys, was 
originally Abington Hall, but by 1821 had become 
"Abington Abbey." (Coles's Northampton). Baker, 
in his History of Northants (1836), writes of the 
"Manor House" at Cos grove that it is "now usually 
designated The Priory." . 

2 Bridges, writing between 1719 and 1724, calls it 
"De la pre" (History of Northants, Vo!. I1, pp. 364-
366) and it is thus referred to in legal documents after 
the Dissolution during the 16th and 17th centuries. 
In two advertisements in the Northampton Mercury 

invasion of England in 1066, Peterborough, 
Abbey, founded four centuries earlier, was the 
only surviving monastery in Northampton
shire, other smaller religious settlements of the 
Anglo-Saxon period at Peakirk, Weedon Bec, 
Brixworth, Castor and Oundle, having dis
appeared during the Danish invasions of the 
9th and 11th centuries.3 It was not until the 
religious revival of the 12th century under the 
Norman and Plantagenet kings, that the num
ber of monasteries Fapidly increased all over 
England. In Northamptonshire two were 
founded between 1090 and 1100, eleven in the 
12th, and six in the 13th century, making, 
with Peterborough . Abbey, a total of twenty 
monasteries and friaries existing between the 
Conquest and the Dissolution.4 Of these, six 
were nunneries. 

FOUNDATION OF THE Nl1NNERY 

The name of Delapre immediately betray's 
both the character of the site, - "of the 
meadow"- (on the south side of the Nene 
about a mile from the centre of Northampton), 
and the Norman origin of its founder, Simon 

in 1756 and 1762 it is still Delapre, but in Eyre's map 
of the County (1791) it is Delapre Abbey, since when 
this name seems to have stuck. 

3 V.C.H., Vo!. I1, pp. 3, 4. Northants. This scarcity 
of monastic foundations in Northamptonshire at the 
Conquest is in contrast to the number of important 
Fenland and East Anglian monasteries which had 
been established in the 10th century. 

4 T!J.is number refers to monasteries and priories 
and does not include hospitals and colleges, or the 
Preceptory of Knights Hospitallers, founded at 
Dingley in the reign of Step hen. 
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de St.Liz or Senlis, second Earl of Northamp
ton. Simon's father, another Simon, had come 
over from Normandy towards ,the end of the 
Conqueror's reign and had been created Earl 
of NorthamPFon by William Rufus .. He it was 
who built the castle here and founa.e-d, before 
1100, the Cluniac priory of St. Andrew at the 
northern end of the borough, which he en
dowed, among .other gifts, with land in 
Hardingstone. In,., about the year 1145,. the 
Prior and Convent of St. Andrew notIfied 
"all th\'! sons of Holy Mother Church" by a 
charter now in the Northamptonshire Record 
Office at Delapre Abbey, that they had granted 
for a consideration to Earl Simon II "the site 
which he sought from them in the territory of 
Hardingstone, on which to build a monastery 
of St. Mary where nuns may serve God and 
the aforesaid Virgin."5 

As Simon 1. had made St. Andrew's a priory 
of the Cluniac Order, which, as other priories, 
was ruled directly from the great Abbey of 
Cluny in Burgundy, so his son carried on the 
tradition by making his House for women a 
nunnery of the same Order. The nunneries 
were more independent of Cluny than the 
priories and had the right of electing their own 
'abbesses, subject to confirmation by the bishop 
of the diocese, who, instead of the Abbot of 
Cluny, as in the case of the priories, carried 
out the periodical visitations. Hence, perhaps; 
they were styled abbeys rather than priories. 
But in England a Cluniac nunnery was a great 
rarity. ~ House at Arthington in the West 
Riding of Yorkshire was founded about ten 

.. years later than Delapre,6 and, according to 
Leland, Henry VIII's Antiquary, a nunnery of 
this Order existed at Fotheringay from c.1141 
to c.1145, when it was transferred to Delapre.7 

These two, or possibly three, nunneries were 
the only ones of the C1uniac Order ever to be 
established in England. The Order; which was 
a branch of the Benedictines, had been a great 
centre of monastic reform in the 10th and 11th 
centuries, and had a great appeal to the 
Anglo-Norman aristocracy, which explains the 

5 N.R.S. Vol. IV, p. 144; where the charter is 
printed in facsimile with an English summary and 
notes by Professor Stenton, the editor, who says: 
"Its chief interest is that it brings us nearer than any 
other record to the foundation of De1apre Abbey." 

6 Knowles . and Hadcock, Medieval Religious 
Houses in England and Wales, (London, 1953), p. 222" 

7 Quoted by DU:gdale and V. C.H. Le1and does not 

devotion thereto of the Earls of Northampton. 
His new nunnery built and named, Earl 

Simon endowed it with lands in Hardingstone 
and elsewhere for the maintenance of the nuns, 
and gave to it also the churches of Earls 
Barton, Great Doddington and Fotheringay, 
and a tun of wine yearly at Pentecost for the 
celebration of the Mass. . Among numerous 
other benefactions was the right of collecting 
a cartload of firewood daily in Yardley Chase. 

THE DAILY ROUND, THE COMMON TASK 

Of the life of the nuns during the next four 
centuries there is little to report. "In truth," 
says Dom David Knowles, "intimate or 
detailed records of the nunneries are almost 
entirely wanting over the whole period between 
c.1200 and the Dissolution."8 And it is so with 
De1apre. The numbers varied. In the 13th and 
14th centuries there were probably about twenty 
nuns.9 At the bishop's visitation of 1530 only 
eleven appeared in the chapter-house. It 
may safely be assumed that in general the nuns 
were of gentle birth and came from a wide area 
around Northampton. They wore a black 
habit, and for the first two centuries they 
would, as others of their class, have spoken 
French among themselves. Though nuns of 
other Orders often took girls into their convents 
to educate, there is no evidence whether this 
happened at Delapre. The recitation of the 
daily offices of the church, beginning at 2.0 a.m. 
with matins and ending with compline before 
they retired to rest, occupied much of the day. 
The monotony of life was broken by the arrival 
of beggars at the gate, or by the entertainment 
of the Abbess's guests or of travellers, for the 
road to London lay within five minutes walk of 

. their doors. The great festivals of the Church ' 
were eagerly looked forward to. At long intervals 
repairs to the church or convent buildings pro
vided an interesting topic of conversation, as 
for example in 1258 when a new refectory was 
built. 

The periodical visitations of the Bishop of 
Lincoln must have ~aused mixed feelings of 

give the so:urce of his information. 

S David Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, 
. Vol. II, p. viii. 

. 9 Serjeantson, (Delapre Abbey, pp. 9, 10), s.uggests 
40, but this is probably · an over-estimate. Most 
nunneries had under 20 nuns. See Eileen · Power, 
Medieval English Nunneries (1922), pp. 2,3. - _ 
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excitement, awe, and trepidation, and the death 
of an abbess and the election of her successor 
was of course an event of the greatest' moment 
to the little community. Sometimes, as in 1334, 
there was violent disagreement in the convent. 
Isabella of Cottesbrooke was elected abbess by 
a small majority. The bishop intervened and her 
rival Katherine Knyvett was appointed. The 
supervision of the home farm at De1apre and 
the management of the Abbey's lands in many 
scattered parishes,IO though a steward was em
ployed, required the constant attention of the 
Abbess, who was thus kept in touch with 
mundane and practical affairs. But once a year 
all the nuns were in touch with the outside 
world, for each Easter Monday the members of 
the Weavers' Guild of Northampton used 

"after the good and commendable custom of 
their craft, to go honestly with their tapers of 
wax, as it hath been continued of old ancient 
time to the house of our Lady St. Mary of de 
la pre beside Northampton, there offering up 
their said tapers before the images of the 
Trinity and our Lady there. And to have after, 
their customable drinking and communication 
together." 11 

. All these comings ap.d goings, hO'wever, were 
of merely local or domestic interest, but on 
two notable occasions in the long course of its 
existence, the nunnery was brought moment
arily on to the fringe of national events. 

QUEEN ELEANOR'S CROSS 

On 28th November, 1290, the Queen of 
England (Eleanor of Castile, wife of Edward I) 
died at Harby in Nottinghamshire. Her body 
was embalmed at Lincoln, and on December 
4th the solemn procession, accompanied by t!J.e 
King, set out from that city on the long journey 
to Westminster. Halts for the night were made 
at Graniham, Stamford, Geddington, De1apre, 
Stony Stratford, Woburn, Dunstable, St. 
Albans, Waltham Abbey, West Cheap, and 
there was a final pause at Chari~g before the 
body was taken to Westminster Abbey on 
December 14th,12 where the funeral took place 
three days later. Of the two stopping-places in 

10 At the Dissolution the nuns had land in 18 
parishes in Northants, 3 in Bucks and 3 in Leicester
shire, in addition to their demesne land in Harding
stone and Far Cotton. 

11 Serje~ntson, op. cit., p. 19. On the strength of 
this old.custom, the Worshipful Company of Weavers 
in the City of London sent a donation to the De1apre 
Abbey Repair Fund in 1956. 

Northamptonshire, Geddington was chosen 
because there was a royal residence there. At 
Northampton the King probably lay at the 
Castle, while from the ' position of Queen 
Eleanor's Cross, it is evident that her body was 

QUEEN ~LEANOR'S CROSS ON ,DELAPRE HILL 

carried through the town and out at the south 
gate (where the Bridge Street traffic lights now 
are), over the river bridge, and, turning left, 
into the convent church at De1apre. Here the 
nuns kept vigil throughout the night while tJ1e 

r' 

12 For a description of the journey, see Joseph 
Hunter in Archaeologia, Vol. XXIX (1842), pp. 167-
191, On the Death of Eleanor of Castile, Consort of 
King Edward I, and the Honours paid to her Memory. 
The King left the cortege at St. Albans, going 
on ahead to make arrangements f9r the funeral. The 
average pace of' about 15 miles a day was not bad 
considering the time of the year and the state of the 
roads. The distance was about 150 miles. 
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divine offices were said.13 The next morning 
the funeral train wound out of the convent gate 
and turned south towards Lon~on. Half way 
up Delapre hill a pause was made while a place 
by the side of. the road was solemnly set aside 
and consecrated for the future erection of a 
magnificent monument in stone with figures 
of t!te Queen,-the very monument which we 
see there today .after nearly seven hundred 
years, and one of t}:I;e three surviving out of the 
twelve crosses erected by the King between 
Harby . and Westminster. The cortege then 
passed slowly out of sight of the roadside 
watchers from Northa~pton and the adjacent 
villages on its way towards London. 

Readers of Miss Deanesly's article on "The 
Ancestry of Village Crosses"14 will remember 
that the erection of a cross at the spot where 
the body of a notable had rested on its way to 

, burial was a very ancient custom of the Church. 
Originally connected with exorcism, by the 
13th century this motive had become blended 
with the desire both to commemorate the dead 
and to secure the prayers of the faithful for the 
soul of the departed.15 And so we have Queen 
Eleanor's Cross, not near the Abbey but by the 
King's highway, so that the myriads of travellers 
who have since passed that . way should give a 
passing thought ' to the well-loved queen
"Regina bonae memoriae," as she was called.16 

THE BATTLE OF NORTHAMPTON 

A hundred and seventy years after Queen 
Eleanor~ death, the Battle of Northampton 

. was fought (10th July, 1460) between the river 
Nene and Delapre Abbey, and "the quiet life 
of the inmates was rudely broken in upon by 
war with all its attendant horrors." The long
drawn-out struggle between Lancastrians and 
Yorkists known as the Wars of the Roses was 
nearing its end. Henry VI had j~st held a 

13 No records have survived describing the occasion 
at Delapre, but on the analogy of what happened at 
St. Alban's Abbey, of which an account has survived 
in Rishanger's Chronicle, it i.~ safe to assume that 
the same procedure was followed at De1apre. 

U Northants Past and Present, Vol. I, No. 4, (1951), 
pp. 10-18. 

15 As Sir Robert Brudenell in 1530 provided in his _ 
will for "pictures" of him and his two wives to be 
placed on his tomb at Deene "for a remembrance 
only, for our souls to be prayed for." 0. Wake, The 
Brudenells of Deene, p. ' 34). 

16 The Northampton Cross was erected between 
1291 and 1294, and a pavement or causeway was laid 
from the town to the cross. J. Hunter, op. cit., p. 183. 

Parliament at Coventry when he heard of the 
approach of the Y orkist Earl of Warwick and 
his son with an army of several thousand men. 
Henry marched to Northampton, crossed the 
Nene, and "jn the meadows beside the nunnery, 
having the river at his back," as a contemporary 
described it, proceeded to dig himself in. 
Warwick advanced through Towcester and 
Blisworth and at 2.0 p.m. launched the attack. 
Owing to the treachery of Lord Grey of Ruthyn, 
in half an hour the battle was over, the leading 
Lancastrians had been killed and the King 
taken prisoner. The Archbishop of Canterbury 
and Bishop of London who had been watching 
the ·battle from Queen's Cross (which had 
already lost its head)!7 came down the hill and 
led the King into the nunnery, whence he was 
taken away captive to London. Many of the 
slain-there were not above 300-were buried 
in the Abbey church or ' in the church-yard to 
the east of it, and it may well be supposed that 
the wounded were taken in and cared for by 
the nuns. (The site of the churchyard was 
discovered in 1895 when a sewer was being laid, 
and stone coffins were unearthed in what was 
then the laundry ground on the south-west side 
of the present walled garden). 

THE NUNNERY 

The first abbess of Delapre was Azelina. 
There is then a gap in the record until the 
appointment of Cecilia de Daventry in 1220, 
but from her onwards the list is complete. Of 
the twenty abbesses recorded, seven came 
respectively from Daventry, Naseby, Wollaston, 
Cottesbrooke, Wootton, Moulton, and Sywell, 
while the surnames of three others-Mallory, 
,de Pavely, Knyvett,-suggest a local origin.18 
Katherine Knyvett was abbess from 1334 to 
1349 when she died of the Black Death, which 
also swept off seven of the nine incumbents of 

17 "The hill of the headless cross," so called (in 
Latin, of course) by the chronicler, Stone, in de
scribing this episode. (Serjeantson, p. 23). 

18 See Serjeantson and V.C.H., Vol. II. This local 
re.cruitment is a very characteristic feature of medieval 
English monasticism. It was a common habit for 
monks and nuns on entering religion to take the 
names of the villages from which they came, dropping 
any family surname they may have had, which 
enables thelrprovenance to be traced. See N.R.S. 
XII, p. 51, The Last Days of Peterborough Monastery, 
ed. W. T. Mellows, pp. xcvi, 51,52, where the list of 
monks at the Dissolution gives both their names--.in 
religion and their surnames resumed on quitting the 
monastery. 
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Northampton churches and the Master of St. 
John's Hospital. Only two lists of the nuns have 
survived: one for the year 1530 which records 
the names of eleven nuns present in the Chapter 
House at the bishop's visitation,19 the other 
(for 1538) is the list of the nine nuns pensioned 
at the Dissolution, for in 1536 Henry VIII 
proceeded to dissolve ~ll the smaller monasteries 
throughout the land. _ 

The nuns were human and it was inevitable 
that over a period of four centuries some of 
them should have fallen below the highest 
standards of grace. In 1300, for example, under 
the rule of Margery de Broke, three nuns 
named Isabella, Matilda and Ermentrude found 
the rigours of the life too much for them. They 
fled from the convent and were found living 
abandoned lives as apostates in secular clothing 
to the disgrace of religion, for which they were 
excommunicated with bell and candle. A few 
years later Agnes, another nun, was denounced 
for apostasy and for appearing in the choir in a 
velvet gown. In an attempt to mend matters 
the Bishop set the vicar of Rothersthorpe to 
rule over the House, but in the end Abbess 
Margery was herself excommunicated and 
eventually resigned. -This seems to have been 
the worst patch in the life of the nunnery, 
unless the neglect to keep proper accounts and 
to preserve the parchment rolls on which they 
were written, in the common chest "for the 
information of them that come after," as the 
Bishop of Lincoln bid the Abbess do in 1435, 
be counted a more heinous offence. It should 
be remembered that faults to be set right had 
to be recorded, whereas decades of virtuous 
and godly living or of heroic patience and 
humility towards an intolerable superior are 
passed over by the bishop with a laconic 

"Omnia bene." We may be veq' sure that much 
good lies interred with the bones of the nuns 
beneath what is now part of the walled flower
garden at Delapre. 

SUPPRESSION OF THE ABBEY 

In 1536 Henry VIII proceeded to suppress 
all the smaller monasteries throughout the land. 
By a great effort the aged Abbess of Delapre, 
by paying an enormous sum (£266 in addition 
to grants of land and rent) managed to obtain a 
re grant of the Abbey, for nothing could be said 
against her management of the House. But two 
years later, by an abominable breach of faith, 
she was forced to agree to a deed of surrender, 
which was executed in the chapter-house on 
December 16th, 1538.20 The King's Com
missioner who took the surrender was touched 
with compassion for the Abbess, who, he 
declared in his report a week later, was "a very 
sickly and a~ aged woman, and hath been 
Abbess here above 30 years." He begged that 
she might be treated generously. In another 
report (Dec. 28th) he wrote: "She is a good 
aged woman and her house in a good state." 

And' so, in mid-winter, the nuns packed up 
their clothes and with grief in their hearts went 
forth into the world again to lead a secular life 
among such of their friends alld relations as 
were ready to take them in. They all received 
pensions, the Abbess a very generous one. 
Their furniture and household goods- were 
presumably sold by the King's men, but we 
know for certain that two chalices and a pyx 
were taken' to London. The Convent was 
emptied and the doors closed, and thus ended 
the first chapter in the history of Delapre 
Abbey, which had lasted for just over four 
hundred years. 

A COUNTRY HOUSE-THE TATES OF DELAPRE 

The secular history of Delapre Abbey since 
the Reformation can be briefly given. Lead to 
the value of £136.6.8 was stripped from the 
roof and sold, as were the three convent bells. 
The buildings and demesne lands were let to a 
tenant in 1539 and in 1543 were exchanged by 

, the Crown for other lands with John Mershe of 
London, who was evidently one of the un-

19 Lincs Record Society, :XXXV, p. 114. 

. 20 Bridges Northants, Vol. I, p. 365. 

pleasant race of land speculators bred by the 
Dissolution.21 Within three years he had sold 
the property to the family who were to remain 
in possession for just over two centuries. The 
name of this family was Tate. 

Sir John Tate, citizen, ale-brewer and mercer 
of London, who was Lord Mayor in 1496, had 
a son Bartholomew, who was much employed 

21 See Letters flnd Papers of Henry VIII, Vol. XIX, 
pt. ii, p. 311, for his purchase of lands of several 
dissolved monasteries in 1544 . 
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on the continent and in military affairs by King 
Henry VIII. He married Anne Saunders of 
Harrington, Northants, and ·she it was who, 
with her son Bartholomew Tate and her third 
husband, Andrew Wadham, bought Delapre 
in 1548,22 and'built on the site of part of the old 
nunnery a range of rooms still in existence on 
the north side of the old cloisters. The seven 
generations of Tates who lived at Delapre 
produced some men of distinction. 

Bartholomew 11 (the first of Delaprt!) was M.P. 
for Coventry in 1572.23 His eldest son William, 
who was knighted in 1606, was a -conspicuous 
local character, under J ames I. He was appointed . 
a deputy-lieutenant for the Western division of 
the County by the Lord Lieutenant, Thomas, 

,first Earl of Exeter, and had a forcible way of 
expressing his opinion to his brother deputies. 
On 29th June, 1613, he wrote to Sir Edward 
Montagu at Boughton;-

" Sir, If we poor westernlings may know 
anything of your eastern passages -in which 
you are very reserved, . : . I pray you let me 

J understand whether my Lord· of Exeter be 
at Burghley ... I wish better correspon
dency, and mote equal respect which I must 
confess, and that with some trouble, I find 
a matter rightly to be complained of 
amongst us, who should have our mouth 
and our mind to speak and determine of 
public causes . . . I rest, . 

Your poor loving friend, 
. Will: Tate."24 

Sir William was also a Justice of the Peace, a 
Commissioner for · Subsidies, Sheriff of the 
County in 1603-4, M.P. for Corfe. Castle in 
1593, and for Northamptonshire in. 1614.25 He 

' died in 1617. 
William had a younger brother, Francis, who, 

in addition to being a justice itinerant in Wales, 
M.P. for Northampton (1601), and for Shrews
bury (1604-11), was, as will perhaps be of 
greater interest to our readers, ~'a very judicious 
antiquary, eminent for his knowledge in the law 
and his skill in the Saxon language, and an 
assiduous student of Domesday Book,"26 who 

22 Anne's second husband was Sir Thomas 
Longueville of Little Billing and Wolverton, and her 
third was uncle to the founder of Wadham College. 
See Bridges, op. cit., I, p. 365. 

23 He had a property it?- Warwickshire. 

24 The Mqntagu Musters Book, ed. Joan Wake, 
(N.R.S. Vol. VII, pp. 234, 235). The deputy lieu
tenants were in charge of the training of the militia, 
for which purpose they worked the County in two 
divisions, the east and the west. ,For further particu
lars of Sir Wm. Tate, see ibid., p. 247, also Musters 

has been given his niche in the Dictionary of 
National Biography. He would, one supposes, 
be glad to mow of the use to which his old . 

, home is now being put. 
Sir William Tate was succeeded by his son, 

Zouch, who was born in 1606. In 1640 the 
Mayor and Corporation of Northampton went 
out to Delapre to tell him that without his 
knowledge they had unanimously elected him 
as member for the Borough in what was later 
to be known as the Long Parliament. Tate was 
a 'strong Parliamentarian and in 1644 moved 
the Self-denying Ordinance. He had a pretty 
taste in building, and it is to him that we owe 
the lovely entrance porch and most' of the west 
front of Delapre (as far as the Victorian addition 
at the south end). On, the east side of what 
remained of the abbey buildings he built a 
kitchen with a huge fire-place which -is still 
there, and on the site of the chancel of the 
convent church he put up a dairy and other 
outbuildings, and ip doing so disturbed the 
vault, and it was , probably one of the stone 
coffins thrown out at this time that was found 
(empty) in 1940 just in front .of the former 
laundry, when it was being converted, into a 
cottage.27 Zouch died in 1651. 

Of the next two generations after Zouch, his 
son William was high sheriff in 1670, but of 
his grandson Bartholomew there is nothing to 
report. He died in 1704, leaving a son, also 
Bartholomew, who married Arundel Stratford 
of Overstone; Their only surviving child, Mary 
Tate, married in 1749 a sailor named Charles ' 
Hardy, who received from his parents-in-law 
as his wedding present, Delapre Abbey and 
estate, but less than eighteen months after the 
marriage, Mary died and was buried at 
,Hardingstone. Hardy had a most distinguished 
career and was Governor of New York from 
1755 to 1757.28 His long service overseas did 
not permit him to spend much of his time at 
Delapre, and in 1756 the house was advertised 
in the Northampton Mercury (March 8th) to be 

Beacons and Subsidies, ed. Joan Wake, (N.R.S. Vol. 
Ill). 

, 25 N.R.S. VII, 234-5. 
26 Bridges' op. cit., I, 366. See also D. C. Douglas, . 

English Scholars, p. 170. . 
27 Information from Mr. W. Ansell, Nov., 1958. He 

said the coffin was empty. It, was found on the east 
'side of the' building, close to the door then being 
made into the garden, and was re-buried where found. 

28 He was knighted in 1755, rose to the rank of Rear
Admiral, was M.P. for Portsmouth in 1774, dying ~n 
1780 (See D.N,B.). 
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let. The advertisement says that the coach
house and stables for 20 horses had been lately 
built. In 1762 it was rented by two Northamp
ton surgeons (Lyon and Litchfield) to house 
their patients undergoing inoculation.29 Even
tually in 1764 Captain Hardy sold the Delapre 
estate for £22,000. 

THE BOUVERIES OF DELAPRE 

The purchaser was Edward, the younger son 
of Sir J acob Bouverie, later Viscount Folkestone, 
whose eldest son was created Earl of Radnor. 
Edward married an heiress in a small way, 
Mary Clarke of Hardingstone. He was M.P. 
for Northampton for 20 years before his death 
in 1810 and was succeeded by 'his son Edward 
who took a great part in local affairs, and as a 
Liberal and staunch supporter of the Reform 
Bill, was immensely popular in Northampton. 
He died in 1858, aged 91, "emphatically the old 
English gentleman," as the Mercury described 
him (17th April, 1858). 

Edward was succeeded by his son, General , 
Everard William Bouverie (1789-1871), who 
fought in the Peninsula and was A.D. C. to the 
Duke of Wellington at Waterloo. He was 
Equerry to Queen Victoria, built schools at 
Hardingstone and Far Cotton, and was a man 
well-liked by his neighbours.3o 

On his death in 1871 at the age of 85, 
Delapre passed to his nephew, John Augustus 
Sheil Bouverie. On his death in 1894 he was 
succeeded in turn by his son of the same names 
who died in 1905, and then by his daughter, 
Mary Helen Bouverie. 

In 1905, the estate being somewhat encum
bered, the Abbey was let to John Cooper Esq., 
boot and shoe manufacturer of Northampton, 
who lived there with his wife and their fine 
family of one daughter and seven sons 1Jlltil his 
death in 1906. The sons, who were mQst of 
them in the family business, hunted with the 

. Grafton Hounds and kept their own pack of 
foot beagles. . 

Miss Mary Bouverie in the meantime lived 
with her mother at Hardingstone, and did not 
come to Delapre until the spring of 1914. She 
was one of the best of "squires," a Justice of the 
Peace for the County and a very able woman 
who did yeoman service in many good causes, 

29 Mercury advt., April 12th, 1762. These surgeons 
were the first on the staff of Northampton Infirmary 
when it was opened in 1749. 

notably for the Women's Institutes. She was 
always ready to throw open her park and lovely 
garden to the public, in which innumerable 
treats, functions, parties and agricultural shows 
were held. The present writer has a vivid 

MISS MARY BOUVERIE 

recollection of her many years ago singing and 
dancing "Here we come gathering nuts and 
may" with the Hardingstone children on the 
lawn at Delapre. She was unlucky in that her 

. life as mistress of Delapre began with the first 
and ended with the second World War. In 
September, 1940, the Abbey was requisitioned 
by the War Office, and Miss Bouverie moved 
to Pond House, Duston. In 1942 she sent for 
her bailiff, Mr. W. Ansell, and told him she 
wanted to die at Delapre. He had rooms in the 
stables prepared for her, where she died some 

30 His gold artd diamond snllfl:-box was given by 
Miss W. Pleydell-Bouverie in 1956 to be sold for the 
Delapre Abbey Repair Fund. It fetched £300. 
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months later on 20th January, 1943, the last of 
the Bouveries of Delapre. She was a kind and 
cheerful pers~n and her memory" is still green 
among her many friends and very fragrant in 
her own village, of Hardingstone wh~re she was 
much beloved. 

THE LAST TWELVE YEARS 

In 1946 her nephew and heir, Major Uthwatt 
Bouverie, sold Delapre Abbey with 586 acres of 
land to Northampton Corporation. The War 
Office relinquished the house in 1948, when it 
was requisitioned by the Ministry of Works, 
and the County War Agricultural Committee 
moved in and stayed until 1953. The Estates 
Committee of the Corporation occupied part of 
the house as offices for the next four years. 

In November, 1957, the Trustees of the 
Delapre Abbey Repair Fund were given right 
of entry, to repair the building and adapt it for 
use as the Northamptonshire Record Office and . 
as the headquarters of the Northamptonshire 
~ecord Society. With Mr . .. David Nye as 
architect and Messrs. Simcock and Usher of 
Far Cotton as contractors, the work was com
pleted within twelve months. How the long 

negotiation.s between the Local Authorities for 
the acquisition of the Abbey for the above 
. purposes had broken down, how in consequence 
it was very nearly demolished, and how the 
Record Society during 1956 raised £15,000 (to 
which the Ministry of Works added £5,000) 
to carry out the repairs, is another story. 

To bring the history of Delapre right up to 
date it remains to say that on November 10th, 
1958, a lease of the Abbey for 99 years at a 
pepper-corn rent by Northampton Corporation 
to the Northamptonshire County Council was 
executed, the building to be used solely for the 
purposes above-mentioned. Some fifty tons of 
records and 5,000 books have now been trans
ferred from Lamport Hall to Delapre, and 
though their arrangement is not yet complete, 
students are admitted. Thus, after four hundred 
years as a nunnery and another four hundred 
as a squire's home, having in these divers ways 
made its contribution to the life of Northamp
tonshire, Delapre Abbey has started anew 
career as a centre for the study of the history 
of our County, of its ancient Borough of North
ampton, and of the Soke of Peterborough.31 

JOAN WAKE. 

ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY 

(i) MEDIEVAL PERIOD 

(cf. drawings "on p. 241) 

WHEN the nunnery was founded in the mid
twelfth .century, it was presumably provided 

"with the usual set of buildings - church, 
cloister, chapter-house, dormitory, refectory, 
etc.-in the romanesque style of the period. 
About a hundred years later the need was felt 
for considerable repairs and rebuilding, for 
which the King gave grants of timber -from 
neigh,bouring forests at various dates between 
1232 and 1258, including ten beams in 1232 
for the repair of the church and five oaks in 
1258 for making the refectory (ad refectorium 

31 I am indebted to Mr. W. 'A. Pantin for reading 
the proofs of the above sununary history of Delapre 
Abbey, and for many helpful suggestions, which have 
been adopted. 

32 Close Rolls, 1231-4, p. 169; ibid., 1256-9, p. 261; 
cf. Serjeantson, op. cit., pp. 3-4. ' 

33 For descriptions and plans of some comparable 
nunneries, see: Kington Priory, Wilts, Archaeologia, 
LXXIII (1922-3), 244 ff; Little Marlow and Burn
ham, Bucks, Records of Bucks, VIII, 419 ff, 517 ff; 
St. Katherine's Priory, Polsloe, Exeter, Devon 

suum inde faciendum).32 Although there are few 
if any recognizable architectural features of 
medieval date to be seen above ground at 
Delapre, it seems possible to reconstruct con
jecturally the lay-out of the medieval nunnery, 
in the light of what we know about other 
nunneries, with a fair amount of probability. 33 

This does not seem to be one of those places 
,where a clean sweep was made at once of the 
monastic buildings to erect the post-suppression 
house. It seems very probable that the internal 
courtyard CV on plan) represents the cloister 
court of the nunnery, about 67 feet square, 
which is near the average size for the cloisters 
of smaller nunneries, and that the thick walls 

(continued on page 237) 

Archaeological Exploration Association Proceedings, 
11,110 ff ; surveys of twelve small Yorkshire priories, 
including, the Cluniac priory of Arthington, Yorkshire 
Archaeological Journal, IX, 197 ff, 321 ff; Hinching
brooke, Royal Commission on Historical Monuments, 
Huntingdon, .p. 152; Lacock Abbey, Wilts, (a larger 
house), Archaeologia, LVII, 125 ff. Some idea of the 
furnishing of a small nunnery, including the nuns' 
cel1s, can be got from the inventory of Minster Priory 
in Sheppey (1536), printed by M. E. C. Wakott, 
Archaeologia Cantiana, vii, 290 ff. 



DELAPRE ABBEY FROM THE SOUTH-WEST, (1ST JUNE, 1818) 

shewing the junction of the 17th century entrance front with the loftier 18th century 
fa9ade on the right. From an original drawing, probably by J. P. Neale 
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This probably 
represents the Nave of 
the Nuns' Church; 
there are traces of a 
medieval window 
between the se1cond 
and third windows, 
from the left, on the 
first floor 
Photo by National 
Buildings Record 

s 

N 

THE NORTH RANGE, FROM THE NORTH 

EIGHTEENTH CENTURY GROUND PLAN OF DELAPRE ABBEY 

shewing the new south range built c.1749. From the Bouverie papers 
in the Northamptonshire Record Office 
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DELAPRE ABBEY 

PART OF THE EARLY 17TH CENTURY WEST FRONT 

shewing the curvilinear gable, battlemented screen-wall, and porch 

Photo by H . C. Frost Esq. 
THE MID-18TH CENTURY SOUTH FRONT 

with the early 19th century library on the left 
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MID-16TH CENTURY DOORWAY 

leading to the spiral staircase 
in the' nOTth range 

STAIRCASE LEADING FROM THE ENTRANCE HALL 

to the South range: probably 18th century, 
remodelled in the early 19th century 

',~~.~""" ' ~ ... ' .• . ,'. 
. , / 

. .. ~ .i t1 

THE MID-18TH CENTURY STABLES, FROM THE WEST 

T hese three photographs by courtesy of th e National Buildings Record 
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on the north-west, north, east and south sides 
of the court contain a medieval core. It also 
seems likely that the corridor (B,B,B) running 
round three sides of the court is on the site of 

" the medieval cloister walks, though the actual 
walls must have been largely rebuilt after the 
suppression, since the medieval cloister would 
have had open arches giving on to the courtyard. 
There survive two curious stone lanterns, built 
into the corners of the wall at (1) and (1) on 
the plan, evi~ently designed to throw light on 
the north-west and north-east corners of the 
corridor or cloister walk; these may well be 
medieval, for a night -lighting device of this 
kind (like the stone cressets that have been 
found in other monastic sites) seems more 
suitable and useful to a nunnery, to light the 
nuns' access to the church for the night-office, 
for instance, than to a Tudor private house. If 
the courtyard represents the cloister, then the 
nuns' church, in order to be properly orientated, 
must have lain either north or south of the 
courtyard-more probably north, because stone 
coffins were found in 1895 in an area to the 
north-east (Z on plan), no doubt on the site of 
the medieval graveyard, which would be east 
of the church. The outer walls of the existing 
northern range (F,G,I,J) may perhaps repre
sent the shell of the nave of the church; there 
are many post-medieval insertions of doors, 
windows, floors, etc., but in the outside of the 
north wall (at (2) on plan) there seem to be 
traces of an older window, at a "level over
lapping the present ground and first floors, and 
this may be one of the nave windows ( cf. 
illustration on p. 234); and the very thick wall 
between E and F may be the west wall of the 
nave. This would give a nave of about 65 feet 
long and 20 feet wide (F,G,I,J on plan). East of 
this, divided by a pulpitum or choir screen, 
would have been the nuns' choir, perhaps about 
60 feet long by 20 feet wide (X on plan). The 
choir was probably aisleless and without tran-: 
septs; the plan of a simple aisleless parallelo
gram was common in nunneries, at any rate in 
the smaller ones, because nuns, unlike monks, 
did not need a large number of side altars for 
the celebration of private Masses. The east 
range would have been on the site of rooms K, 
L,M, and the eastern part of N; it has been 
largely rebuilt in the seventeenth century, but 
the thick west wall dividing it from the cloister 
probably has a medieval core and is continued 

southwards by a wall below ground level 
(marked 3,3 on plan), which divides the cellars 
under room N into two. The medieval eastern 
range was probably about 20 feet wide and at 
least 90 feet long, that is to say, reaching to the 
line of the present south front. The first floor 
would have been occupied by the nuns' dormi
tory, which in the later middle ages would 
probably have been divided into two rows of 
cubicles or chambers, each about 8 feet by 10 
feet, lit by small window.s, as can be traced for 
instance at Littlemore nunnery near Oxford; 
it may have been reached by a staircase at the 
north end, conveniently near the church for 
access for the night-office. The ground floor of 
the ea~~ range would have certainly contained 
the chapter house; the southern half may have 
served as a "warming house" or a parlour or 
day room for the nuns. The south range (on 
the site of rooms P,O, and the western part 'of 
N) would certainly have contained the refectory; 
the ground rises here, and the refectory (like the 
present south rooms) was probably raised up a 
few feet above the level of the cloister, with an 
undercroft below. The kitchen would have been 
at the south-west corner" (Q), where it could 
have served both the nuns' refectory and the. 
adjoining guest-house. The west range (on'the 
site of the seventeenth century entrance 
front, A,C on plan) probably contained at the 
north end, nearest the church (C), the abbess's 
lodging on the first floor with the outer parlour 
below, and south of this, a guest-house con
sisting of a hall, with perhaps a buttery anq 
chamber reaching to the kitchen; this hall may 
have been raised up on the first floor (as at 
Lacock and Polsloe) and would have served 
both as the abbess's hall and the guest hall. 

John Bridges, writing c.1719-24, says of 
Delapre Abb,ey: "The modern house stands on 
the site of the old convent; of which there 
remain only some battlements at the west end 
and what is supposed to have been part of the 
chapel."34 The "part of the chapel" was perhaps 
the nave, i.e., the north range, which may have 
had some recognizable medieval features before 
the 18th century sash windows were inserted 
(cf. illustration on p. 234). Bridges may possibly 
have mistaken the battlements on the seven
teenth century west front ( see below) for 
medieval work, taking the screen wall for a 
ruin. 

34 John Bridges, History of Northamptonshire (Oxford, 1791), I, p. 366. 
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(ii) SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

Soon after the suppression, the Abbey was 
acquired by. the Tate family, and it was 
probably Bartholomew Tate (d. 1572) who 
began the process of adapting or reQuilding the 
abbey buildings for domestic purposes. The 
nuns' church would be the part least suitable 
for domestic use and would require earliest and 
mos~ drastic remodelling. The outer walls of 
the nave may have:been retained, but this shell 
was evidently divided up by cross walls and 
floors (F,G,I,J) and on the south side were 
inserted the two Tudor doorways and the 
newel stair (4; H on plan, cf. plate on p. 236). 
The nuns' choir was no doubt dismantled and 
left a ruin. The monastic buildings round the 
other three sides of the cloister may have been 
used for the time being with little alteration; 
the western range, containing the abbess's 
lodging and guest-house, and the eastern or 
dormitory range, containing the nuns' chambers, 
could easily be adapted for domestic purposes, 
and even the refectory in the south range may 
have served as a great hall (as at Hinching
brooke). The cloister walks, except for the 
lanterns at the corners, must have been rebuilt 

· ~ither now or in the next century; the doorway 
1n the east walk (5 on plan) looks more like the 
later period. 

(iii) SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
(cf. drawing on p .. 233) 

Zouch Tate (1606-51) was probably respon
sible for, the removal of much medieval work 

. and for the extensive rebuilding which has 
given Delapre its predominantly seventeenth 
century look. Walker, in his Sufferings_ of the 
Clergy (London, 1714, pt. I; p. 91), tells us that 
Zouch Tate "built on the Scite of the Nunnery 
and Part of the Church; turned other Parts of 
it to prophane Uses, Particularly, the Chancel, 
to a Dairy, Buttery, and other such~Offices. In 
digging and altering, he Violated . the Ashes of 
many great Personages: and among them, those 
of Simon, sometime· Earl of Northampton, the 
Founder of the Nunnery; who lay interr'd 
there in a Vault." This probably means that 
Zouch Tate among other .things demolished 
what was left of the nuns' choir and that he 
erected the existing range of outbuildings (Y 
on plan) on the site of the east end, where the 
founder is likely to have been buried. It was 
Zouch Tate who· probably rebuilt the east 
range, containing the kitchen (K) and other 

offices (L,M) and the rooms above; and he 
probably inserted the ground floor windows in 
the north range; all the mullioned windows on 
'the east, north and west sides of the house have 
more or less the same style of mouldings, 
though those on the west are a little more 
elaborate. The most spectacular change must 
have been on the west side, where the medieval 
west range was presumably pulled down, and 
in place there was built a new entrance front, 
consisting of two projecting wings with curvi
lin~ar gables, one south-west (= Q, later re
built), the other north-west (= C),with a plain 
g~ble (= D,E) beyond. Between the projecting 
WIngs 1S a recessed central fa~ade with a porch 
(A) flanked by two stories of four-light win
dows; the whole composition is well shown in 
the. 1818 drawing (facing p. 232). The most 
cunous feature of the entrance front is this: we 
should expect the entrance porch (A) to lead 
~to a solid range of building containing a great 
hall and other important rooms; but instead it 
only leads into the side of a narrow corridor on 
the site of the west cloister walk (B). In fact 
the west fa~ade is, and must always have been, 
a mere sC,reen wall, a kind of dummy, masking 
cOII~parat1v~ly low and unsubstantial buildings
behind, as 1S shown by the gable at the back of 
the north-west wing (C). It may be that Zouch 
Tate intended to build a solid block, containing 
a great hall, etc., behind his entrance fa~de, 
and a new south range at right angles to it, but 
never achieved either, having to leave the west 
cloister or corridor and (perhaps) the medieval 
south range still in use. It is possible on the 
other hand that he did build a new south range 
which was swept away in the eighteenth century. 
The whole of the ground floor of the northern 
and eastern ranges seems to have been used as 
servants' offices. 

(iv) EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

.( cf. illustrations on pp. 233 :'and 235) 
Some extensive rebuilding took place about 

the ~ec0I?-d quarter of the eighteenth century, 
p~rhaps m 174?, when the heiress Mary Tate 
(d. 1750) marned Admiral Charles Hardy. A 
new s~uth range was built, containing the main 
receptIOn rooms (N,O,P), on a loftier scale and 
at a higher floor-level than Zouch Tate's work. 
At the west end, the, south-west wing of Zouch 
Tate's entrance front was retained (Q . in its 
smaUer form), and this wing thus had a seven- . 
teenth century . west gable and a much taller 
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eighteenth century south front (cf. the 1818 
drawing). Behind the main rooms was a vaulted 
corridor (T), with a circular dome-topped 
staircase projecting into the courtyard (on the 
site' of U, later rebuilt). A series of plans, un
dated but probably made in the eighteentl). 
century,35 show these alterations and give us ' 
the names and functions of the ground floor 
rooms. In 'the south range, the largest room, 
N, was the "Eating roome," 0 was the "Draw
ing roome," P the "Shilloon" (i.e. Saloon), 
and the corner room Q the "Lit~el Eating 
roome." In the north-west wing, C was the 
"Housekeeper's roome" (later the Justice 
room); in the north range (the nuns" nave), I 
was the "Buttelers pantry," J the "Small Bear 
seller" -was it the cellar or the beer that was 
small? In the east range K was' the kitchen, L 
the "Sculleary," . M the larder; a "Shooe 
roome" and a "" Stoore roome" encroached 
upon the north side of the courtyard (cf. W, 
W); and next to the circular staircase was an 
early example of a water-closet. A new staircase 
was made (R) to give a more dignified access 
from the old entrance porch (A) to the new 
rooms in the south range, via the. Saloon (P), 
while another branch of the stans (S, now 
destroyed) led up to the first floor of the nor~h 
range; this new staircase seems to be shown In 

the eighteenth century plan, but it was prob
ably remodelled and redecorated ilJ. the early 
nineteenth century, since it has domes and 
pendentives rather in the manner of Soane 
(plate on p. 236). The upper part of the east 
range may have been rebuilt and a third 

. storey added. The fine stables, to the north
east of the house, were built shortly before 
1756 (plate on p. 236). 

(v) NINETEENTH CENTURY 

The small seventeenth century south-west 

35 See note on early plans of De1apre, below. 
36 This must be after the drawing of 1818, a~d 

before the two drawings by George Clark, made In 

wing (Q) ,was rebuilt as a large library in the 
"gothic taste," c.1820-40,36 by Edward Bouverie 

,' (1767-1858). In the lat~r nineteenth century 
the main staircase (U) was rebuilt; and a con
servatory and other annexes were added at the 

. east end of the south range. 

NOTE ON EARLY PLANS OF DELAPRE 

The following plans are among the Bouverie 
papers in the Northamptonshire Record Office 

. at Delapre Abbey: (1) A ground floor plan, with 
the names of rooms (as described in the text); 
no scale given, but dimensions given; ink and 
wash; watermark = bend on shield with fleur
de-Iys and LVG, cf. E. Heawood, Watermarks 
(Hilversum, 1950), no. 159 and A. H. Shorter, 
Paper Mills and Papermakers in England 
(Hilversum, 1957), fig. 187 = 1754 (James 
Whatman I); (2) first floor plan of east and south 
ranges, without the circular staircase, and inset 
of "Eating roome" on ground floor; no scale 
given; but dimensions given; ink and wash; 
watermark = "Pro Patria" with figure of 
Britannia and Lion, cf. Heawood, no. 3708 = 
1751, and cipher "WD~'(?); (3) First floor 
plan of east and south ranges showing circular 
staircase; no scale given, but dimensions 
marked; ink and partly hatching, partly wash 
(for new work ?); watermark = bend on shield, 
as above and "JW"; (4) Plan of the out
buildings, showing the stables east . of the 
stableyard, and buildings north of it, and east 
of the kitchen the outbuilding (Y on plan) 
containing a laundry ,to the north and a dairy 
to the south; probably the same date as the 
previous plans; (5) Plan and elevation showing 
schemes of decoration for the passage behind 
the south range (T on plan). These plans may 
have been made when the property was sold to 
the Bouveries in 1764. 

W. A. PANTIN 

1854, reproduced by J. A. Gotch, The Old Halls and 
Manor HOllses of Northamptonshire (London, 1936), 
pI. 126-7. 

11 
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c::==J KEY TO THE GROUND PLAN OF DELAPRE ABBEY 
AS EXISTING (1958) 19 TH CENTY 

"Littel Eating roome" (18th century plan); 
rebuilt on larger scale c.1820-40. 

West front, rebuilt in 17th century. 
Porch. 
Corridors, probably on site of medieval 
cloister, rebuilt in 17th century. 
"Housekeepers roome" (18th century plan); 
later justice room. 
Seventeenth century staircase. 
North west room. 
North range, probably the shell of the medieval 
nave, adapted in 16th and 17th centuries. 
Passage. 
Cellar. 
Newel staircase and arched doorway, mid 
16th century. 
"Buttelers Pantry" (18th century plan). 
"Small Bear Seller" (18th century plan). 
East range, rebuilt in 17th century, on site of 
medieval dormitory range. 
Kitchen. 
"Sculleary" (18th century plan). 
"Larder" (18th century plan). 
South range, rebuilt in mid 18th century, on 
site of medieval refectory range. 
"Eating roome" (18th century plan); two 
brick vaulted 18th century cellars below. 
"Drawing roome" (18th century plan). 
."Shilloon" or Saloon (18th century plan). 

Q 

R 

S 
T 
U 

V 
W,W 

x 
y 

z 
1,1 
2 

3-3 

4 
5 
6 
7 

Stairs from · entrance to south range, 18th 
century, remodelled in early 19th century? 
Stairs to north range, now removed. 
Vaulted corridor, 18th century. 
Staircase, rebuilt in late 19th century, on site 
of 18th century circular staircase. 
Courtyard. 
Former outhouses, now removed: "Shooe 
roome" and "Stoore roome" (18th century 
plan). 
Probable site of medieval choir. 
Outhouses, probably built in 17th century on 
site of choir; contained laundry (north) and 
dairy (south) in the 18th century. 
Probable site of medieval graveyard, where 
stone coffins were found in 1895. 
Stone lanterns, probably medieval. 
Straight joint in masonry, probably marking 
position of medieval nave window. 
Line of wall in cellars, probably marking con
tinuation of medieval eastern range. 
Arched doorway, mid 16th century. 
Arched doorway, 17th century. 
Stableyard. , 
"Cestern" (18th century plan); perhaps on 
site of a medieval well ? 
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