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NOTES AND NEWS 

The past year has seen changes in the ranks of 
those active in running this Society. The first 
was occasioned by the death of Mr. C. V. 
Davidge, Chairman of the Council since 
Ig67. A brisk and cheerful leader, he gave 
great service to the Sociery and will be missed. 
An obituary is printed on another page, with 
those of the late Mrs. Tynan and Canon 
Dunn, both of whom also served on the 
Council for many years. The Chairman's 
passing and the almost simultaneous resigna
tion of the recently appointed secretary, Mr. 
Wright, left something of a vacuum which 
was filled by the united efforts of the Presi
dent, Mrs. Tippleston, Mr. Farmer the Hon. 
Treasurer, and by Miss Sladden stepping into 
the breach once more to help out. To date, 
the chairmanship of the Council has been left 
unfilled, the President agreeing to serve in 
that capacity pro tem, and Mrs. Tippleston 
has taken over as Secretary, with aid and 
assistance from Mr. Hatley. 

A reasonably well-attended Annual Gen
eral Meeting for I g8 I was held once again in 
the hall of the Anglia Building Society at 
Moulton Park, Northampton, and we are 
very grateful to the Anglia for allowing us its 
use. Before the business of the meeting a 
cheque was presented to Dorothy Sladden to 
mark the Society's thanks and good wishes 
for her ten years' service as Secretary. Many 
compliments have been paid her before and 
since, but I should like to add mine. As a new 
and inexperienced editor, faced with the task 
of finding ways of reducing costs and keep
ing up the standard of this journal, I found 
her extremely helpful, unfussy and business
like. No one who has worked with Miss 
Sladden can have failed to appreciate her 
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commitment to the Society, to its members 
and its work of publication. We wish her a 
happy retirement, and it is nice to see her at 
Delapre Abbey still, working away in the 
Record Office. An open letter from her to 
members who contributed towards her pres
ent can be found on another page. 

The lecture, given after AGM business was 
completed, was by Mr. Charles Phythian
Adams, of the Department of English Local 
History at the University of Leicester. It was 
a very learned and lucid paper, drawing on 
disciplines outside those usually utilised by 
historians, notably that of social anthropol
ogy, to throw light on the web of old popular 
religious beliefs still current in the country
side in the later Igth century. Oddly enough, 
I drove home thinking more about Thomas 
Hardy than Levi-Strauss on such things as 
"wise women". Anyone wishing to read a 
version of Mr. Phythian-Adams' lecture can 
find one in the recently published The 
Victorian Countryside, edited by G. A. Mingay, 
and published by Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

I g8 I has been an annus mirabilis for the 
Spencers of Althorp. Heaven forbid that I 
should add anything to the broad acres of 
verbiage about the family called forth by the 
Royal Wedding except to say that all will 
wish the Prince and Princess health and 
happiness, and to hope that some of the 
publicity might help to launch our next 
publication, Vol. I of Dr. Peter Cordon's 
edition of The Papers of the sth Earl Spencer. 
The "Red Earl" was one of the great Whig 
magnates of the Victorian era, who served as 
Viceroy of Ireland in the tense time after the 
Phoenix Park murders, and who come close to 
succeeding Gladstone as leader of the Liberal 
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Party. Although primarily about "high 
politics", Vol. 1 has much oflocal Northamp
tonshire interest in it, the Earl being a 
notable local figure politically as well as a 
patron of the chase and local cricket. All 
being well, members should have received the 
book by the time this reaches them. 

1981 has also seen important develop
ments in the preservation of two of the 
county's country houses- Canons Ashby and 
Lamport. Though the Drydens have not lived 
at Canons Ashby all the year round since as 
long ago as 1937, the National Trust and the 
Historic Buildings Council have long been 
concerned about its future. When the three 
Dryden brothers, who live in Zimbabwe, 
advertised for a new tenant in the summer of 
1980 the problems of the house, desperately 
in need of extensive repairs, seemed over
whelming. Since tlien much has happened, 
the most important steps being the Drydens' 
decision to offer the house and church to the 
Trust as a gift, and the 'newly-established 
National Heritage Memorial Fund's decision 
to step in and provide the greater part of the 
money needed for an endowment. Although 
the National Trust still needs to raise over 
£3oo,ooo to go ahead with the full scheme for 
restoration and preservation, it now seems 
certain that this ancient manor house will be 
saved. 

When the late Sir Gyles Isham inherited 
his ancestral home at Lamport in World War 
II he found it in a poor state of preservation, 
and devoted much of the last thirty years of 
his life to restoring it. When he died in 1976 
he left it to a Trust renovated virtually com
pletely, expressing the wish that it should not 
only be opened to the public on a regular 
basis, but that creative ways of using the 
house should be devised. This year has seen 
the first attempts to bring this wish to fulfil
ment. Under the newly-appointed adminis
trator of Lamport, Bryan Porteous, an exten
sive programme of recitals, performances, 
educational courses and other events has 
been promoted for the first time. I taught 
part of a week-long adult education course 
there inJuly, and found both atmosphere and 

setting splendid. 

Important and powerful though the owners 
of the soil were and are in English life, and 
dearly though Englishmen are supposed to 
love a lord, history is about more than squires 
and country houses. The problem is that 
representative voices of other sections of 
society are less clearly heard, and always 
least audible is the voice of the poor. One 
gets a chance to hear it in the EMMA 
Theatre Company's production of The Poach
er, a performance of which I recently caught 
in Leicester. A one-man show, it is based on 
the journal of James Hawker, a Victorian 
poacher from Northamptonshire. Born and 
brought up in Daventry, and knowing like 
the back of his hand all the places between 
Badby and Geddington where game could be 
taken, Hawker's memoirs are wonderfully 
vivid. They are however, much more than 
just the reminiscences of an "old country 
character". They are that genuine rarity, the 
memoirs of a "rough", and one moreover 
with a viewpoint. Throughout, Hawker 
maintains that he poaches to get back at what 
he calls "the Class", who for so long denied he 
and his kind their political rights, and he 
proudly proclaims his hero-worship of Brad
laugh. 

From this, the writers, Andrew Manley and 
LloydJohnson, who acts the part ofHawker, 
have fashioned a fine documentary play. The 
time-scale is one night's poaching, and the 
pace is varied nicely by scenes in which the 
techniques of poaching, close-calls with 
police and 'keepers, and stories of the thrill of 
knocking over game are interposed with 
episodes from his life as a shoemaker, 
Militiaman, early cycling-enthusiast and 
village politician. Lloyd J ohnson sustains the 
considerable task of being on stage alone for 
well over an hour extremely well, though it is 
odd how minor details such as variations in 
the actor's "rural" accent, or the mistake of 
calling Badby "Badly" (mis-transcribed, by 
the way, in the book and not by the play
wrights) can irritate. But these are minor 
quibbles. Go and see The Poacher when it 
comes round again. East Midlands Arts, an 
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often criticised body, deserves credit for this 
production. The book, by the way, A 
Victorian Poacher: James Hawker's Journal 
edited by Garth Christian, is available in 
paperback from Oxford University Press, 
price £1.50. 

Finally a fraternal word of welcome to the 
new Rutland Record Society, whose first 
volume The County Community under Henry VIII, 

Notes on contributors 

and the first issue of whose journal, Rutland 
R ecord, are noticed on other pages. Both are 
very worthy productions, and the Society
brought defiantly into existence as a reaction 
to the annihilation ofRutland as a county- is 
to be congratulated. The annual subscription 
is at the very reasonable rate of £'2.00 for 
individuals (£s.oo "instituional and corpor
ate"). The address of the Hon. Secretary is 
Colley Hill, Lyddington, Uppingham, LEr5. 

R.L.G. 

Dr. Cyril Hart is a specialist in later Anglo-Saxon studies, and is the author of several works 
on the charters of the period. He lives at Stilton near Peterborough. 

Dr. Geoffrey Parker is Reader in Modern History at St. Salvator's College, University of St. 
Andrews. 

D. K. Shearing lectures in education at Nene College, Northampton. 
Dr. James Alsop lectures in the School of History at the University of Liverpool, and was 

formerly a Research Assistant in the British Library. 
Dr. Peter Gordon is Reader at the Institute of Education, University of London. The first 

volume of his edition of the papers of the 5th Earl Spencer has been published by this 
Society this year. 

Keith Brooker is presently completing his Ph.D. on the transition of the Footwear industry 
from domestic to factory production, and is the author of several papers arising from this 
work. 

Bruce A. Bailey is a long-time student of the architecture and history of Northamptonshire, 
and is Librarian and Director ofTeaching Resources at the College of Further Education 
in Northampton. 

Thanks are expressed to 

Aerofilms Ltd., The Controller of H.M. Stationery Office, Northamptonshire Libraries, The 
National Union of Footwear, Leather and Allied Trades, Northampton Labour Party, and the 
Director General of the Ordnance Survey for permission to reproduce material in their 
collections, or of which they hold copyright. 

W ootton-Billing ham 
Anlitparian & SeconJhanJ 

Books, Maps& Prints 
Bstt~6/islJitlzln 

79 St Giles's Street, Northampton 
Phone(o6o4)34531 
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OBITUARIES 

C. V. DA VIDGE 

Cecil V ere Davidge, Chairman of the Council of the Northamptonshire Record Society since 
1967, died on January 27th, 1981, a few days before his 8oth birthday, while out hunting with 
the Oakley Hounds. 

He was born in Japan on 14th February 1901, but came to England as a boy, and was 
educated at Abingdon School and Pembroke College Oxford, obtaining degrees of Bachelor of 
Civil Law and Master of Arts. Subsequently he was called to the Bar at the Inner Temple, 
but within a few years returned to Oxford as Lecturer in Law at Keble College of which 
he became later a Fellow, and in due course Bursar. During World War II he served as 
a Principal in the Treasury and Cabinet Office. He had been a keen oarsman at Oxford, and 
during his time at Keble helped to build up 'the College's reputation for rowing. In his later 
life, when he lived at Little Houghton, as Lord of the Manor and Patron of the Living of 
Little Houghton and Brafield, he developed a passion for hunting, was Chairman of the Oak
ley Hunt, and no doubt the manner of his death, had he been able to choose it, would have 
been what in the event occurred. 

He had a robust and cheerful temperament, and liked to play down his academic 
connections, and be the hunting squire in a village for which he worked hard, and in which he 
took great pride. Nevertheless, the Yaluable experience of his earlier life, and his status in 
village and County, helped to make him an ideal Chairman of the Record Society. He had a 
happy knack of laughing his way through problems, whilst showing shrewd insight into their 
detail. He said of himself that he set out to enjoy life and thought he had largely succeeded. 

During his time as Chairman the Northamptonshire Record Society faced many chal
lenges- changes of Editors and other personnel, and above all inflation-and thanks to his 
assistance in grappling with these the Society has been able to continue to flourish, and to 
maintain its objectives and the high standards of its publications. D.M.S. 

CANON ARNOLD DUNN 

Canon Dunn, who died in May this year, was for many years a member of the Council of the 
Northamptonshire Record Society. 

From 1943 to 1973 he was Rector of St. Margaret's Church, Crick. He was born in 1904, 
and grew up in London, where his father was parish priest in Bethnal Green. Educated at 
Merchant Taylors School and St. John's College, Oxford, he followed his father into the 
London Diocese, being ordained in r 929. 

In addition to his work as a parson, he was active in local government. He served on the 
parish council, and was for 27 years a member of the County Association of Parish Councils, 
serving as Chairman from 1952 to 1966. He was also a councillor on the Daventry Rural 
District Council from 1953 to 1970, and was chairman from 1967. From 1966 to 1977 he was 
chairman of the Northamptonshire Rural Community Council. 

After his retirement, Canon Dunn, who was single, continued to live in the village he had 
served so long. R.L.G. 



THE PETERBOROUGH REGION IN THE TENTH CENTURY: 

A TOPOGRAPHICAL SURVEY 
CYRIL HART 

This essay was prompted by Dr. Edmund King's article in Northamptonshire Past and Present 
(Vol. VI, No. 4) in which he discussed the early growth of Peterborough from a monastic site 
to a country town. A crucial issue in the history of the town's development is the date at which 
the first bridge was constructed across the River Nene. I do not know of any reliable evidence 
for this, either historical or archaeological, but my own researches into the early history of the 
region, undertaken more or less continuously over the past 25 years, lead me to believe that the 
first town bridge is unlikely to have been constructed before the end of the eleventh century, 
and may have been considerably later. 

It is well known that Peterborough grew from a monastic foundation of the seventh century, 
and it was not until the Reformation in the sixteenth century that it became the site of an 
episcopal see. It was an extremely wealthy abbey from its foundation, and beyond doubt a 
small township would have grown up outside the abbey gates at an early date, to house the 
abbey's servants and their families. The abbey was devastated by the Danes in the third 
quarter of the ninth century, and appears to have remained derelict until refounded by Bishop 
Athelwold of Winchester in 971 or a little earlier. Very quickly thereafter it surp::tssed its 
former glory, for Athelwold re-endowed it with the bulk of its early possessiom, and many 
other estates besides. It was probably one of the seven Danelaw boroughs referred to in annal 
1017 of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Its description in Domesday Book is disappointingly 
meagre when compared, for example with Northampton, Huntingdon, Cambridge, and 
Bedford, and it is evident that the township was only a small one, devoted almost wholly to 
serving the needs of the monks, with perhaps a limited function as a local administrative 
centre. The abbey itself was walled, but there is no evidence of defences for the town outside 
the abbey gates. As a trading centre it took second place to Yaxley five miles southwards, 
which had an ancient hithe or landing-place on its branch of the Nene. From here a packhorse 
route led through to the midlands, and Yaxley continued to vie with Peterborough for 
Continental and east to west internal trade until well into the thirteenth century, when the 
outlet became silted up. 

Peterborough did not develop, therefore, as a trading centre at the site of a major land route 
crossing a river, and in this it differs from the four towns I have already mentioned, all of 
which were fortified by the early tenth century. Its position on the very edge of the fenland 
was probably chosen in the first place as much for remoteness as anything else, though as an 
abbey it needed better communications than the sites chosen by hermits for cells at Crowland 
and Thorney, Peakirk and Eye. The Nene (along its old course) gave access by boat, in one 
direction to the ancient ecclesiastical and administrative centre of Oundle and its hinterland, 
and in the other to the Wash and so to Lincoln (via the Witham, the Roman Car Dyke having 
fallen into disuse when the legions left) and to Ely (via the Ouse), as well as the North Sea. 
Using the other arm of the Nene and Whittlesey Mere and Ugg Mere, it was possible to travel 
by water from Peterborough to Ramsey. 

So important were these waterways, that road communications probably took second place 
in the pre-Conquest period, and perhaps for some centuries afterwards. The route to Eye was 
above the peat level, so that a cart track from Peterborough must have existed at an early date, 
but how much further this went in the directions of Thorney and Crow land is problematical. 

243 
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FIG. 1. THE PETERBOROUGH REGION IN THE LATE TENTH CENTURY: A SUGGESTED 
RECONSTRUCTION 

A road certainly ran northwards from Peterborough through Walton and Glinton to Deeping, 
where the Welland may have been crossed by a ford. There must have been eastern offshoots 
from this to the early settlements at Werrington and Peakirk, and western communications via 
Barnack to Ermine Street, south of the Welland at Stamford. There is no doubt either that a 
road ran westwards from Peterborough north of the N ene, through Longthorpe (once a 
Roman fort ) and Castor (an early monastic site) to join Ermine Street at Wansford. The terri
tory to the north of this road was wooded and sparsely populated and it is uncertain how much 
use was still made of King Street, a secondary Roman road, in the Anglo Saxon period. I 
think by then it was probably no more than a cart track for local traffic. 

It is the road communications to the south of Peterborough in the early mediaeval period 
that give rise to the greatest speculation. Our chief point of reference is Ermine Street, which 
skirted the fenland as closely as possible as it ran northwards from Huntingdon to ford the 
Nene at Wansford and the Welland at Stamford. The placename Norman Cross is first 
attested in 971, so it must date from the Danish settlement in the late ninth century, but the 
road junction there is no doubt a good deal older than that. Westwards from the junction, the 
route to Oundle is likely to be an old one. Eastwards the road ran through the ancient settle
ments ofYaxley, Farcet, Stanground, Fletton, and Woodston to form a loop within the two 
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arms of the Nene, rejoining Ermine Street at Alwalton. It is fundamental to appreciate that 
the road now running northwards from Yaxley towards Peterborough is a modern one. So 
too is Yaxley Broadway. The original route ran along Main Street, Yaxley; the site of the 
church, here as elsewhere, gives us the clue to the ancient topography. The hythes at Yaxley 
and Farcet are attested in a charter of 956, but they were probably much older than that. The 
whole of the Nene valley was one of the earliest regions of Anglian settlement, and place
names such as Farcet are very old indeed. 

We return now to the question posed at the beginning of this essay. At what point did the 
route southwards from Peterborough originally traverse the Nene? Undoubtedly Ermine 
Street forded the river at Wansford, and a little further downstream the ford between Sutton 
and Stibbington is well attested . So too is the ford north ofWater Newton, where King Street 
parts from Ermine Street to cross the. Nene, just north of the Roman town of Durobrivae. But 
the most important route across the river in early medieval times must I think have been at 
Botulf's Bridge, which lay between Orton Waterville and Longthorpe. (See my paper on St. 
Mary's, Huntingdon, listed below). The bridge is attested in Domesday Book, as is its name
sake at Huntingdon. St. Botulf was an East Anglican saint who settled at Iken in Suffolk, 
where he died in 68o. In the late tenth century his relics were shared between Ely, Bury St. 
Edmunds, and Thorney. He became the patron saint of travellers, and bridges and causeways 
were often named after him. Those across the Ouse at Huntingdon and the Nene west of 
Peterborough lay directly on the route from Thorney to the south, and I have no doubt that 
these two bridges received their names before the end of the tenth century. 

No doubt too there was a ferry across the Nene at Peterborough, but we have no evidence 
of an early bridge or ford there, and I do not believe there was one. Any attempt to recon
struct the early topography of the town should, I think, start from this supposition until such 
time as firm evidence is produced to controvert it. 

In this short essay I have approached the matter from a historical standpoint, taking very 
little account of the archaeology or the geology of the region, in which I am not well versed. 
For brevity, I have made a large number of dogmatic statements, but I would not wish it to be 
thought that I regard the issues as closed. All I have done is to put forward my own opinions, 
in the hope that a fruitful debate may follow. I list below some of the books and papers on 
which my views are based. 

Books and papers on the region by Dr. C. R. Hart 
The Early Charters of Eastern England, I966. Leicester University Press. 
The Church of St. Mary, Huntingdon. Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, I966, 
LIX, pp. I05-III. 
The Hidation of Huntingdonshire. Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, I968, LXI, 
PP· 55-66. 
The Early History of Water Newton, Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, I969, 
LVI-LVII, pp. 86-7. 
The Hidation of Northamptonshire, I970. Leicester University Press. 
The Tribal Hidage. Transactions of the Royal Historical Society I 971. 5th series, Vol. 2 I, pp. 
I33-I57· 
Danelaw Charters and the Glastonbury Scriptorium. I972. Downside Review,Vol.9o,pp. I25-I32. 
Athelstan 'Half King' and his family. I973· Anglo-Saxon England, II, pp. I I5-I44· 
The Early History ofWisbech. I973· The Wisbech Society 34th Annual Report. pp. 8-IO. 
The Hidation ofCambridgeshire. I974· Leicester University Press. 
Hereward "the Wake". I974· Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, LXV(2), pp. 28-40. 
The Early Charters of Northern England. I975· Leicester University Press. 
The Kingdom of Mercia, in Mercian Studies ed. Ann Dornier. I977· Leicester University 
Press. pp. 43-6 I. 
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THE MEDIEVAL HERMITAGE OF GRAFTON REGIS* 
GEOFFREY PARKER 

In I964 and I965 an archaeological excava
tion directed by Miss Christine Mahany and 
financed by the Department of the Environ
ment was undertaken in a field adjoining 
the village of Grafton Regis in South North
amptonshire. The remains of a small religious 
house, constructed in the traditional manner, 
were uncovered: a pillared cloister ( measur
ing 34 by 25 feet internally) was flanked by a 
chapel (measuring 48 by I 5 feet internally and 
containing fourteen graves) ; there were 
several other buildings around the cloister, 
some of them two stories high; and beyond 
lay a dovecote, outbuildings perhaps used as 
a hospital, and a complex containing ovens, 
a drying kiln and an emplacement for a 
brewer's vat. Among the finds were a leaden 
papal bulla of Nicholas IV ( I288-g2 ) and a 
number of fifteenth-century tiles bearing the 
coat-of-arms of the Woodville family and of 
the royal house of York. 

But what was it? No popular memory of a 
priory or hospital on the site has survived, 
and nothing was found in the course of the 
excavation which offered positive identifica
tion to marry the historical and the archaeo
logical records. It is virtually certain, however, 
that the site excavated was the "Hermitage of 
Grafton", a small religious house of the 
Augustinian Order. Admittedly the nine
teenth-century antiquarian, George Baker, 
confidently situated the Hermitage in Shaw 
Wood, three miles from Grafton Regis; but 
Baker based this topographical attribution on 
a single document- a will of I434-and even 
there the context does not in fact indicate the 

Notes 
*In preparing this paper I received valuable com

ments and suggestions from Professors C. R. Cheney, 
J. C. Dickinson, Rosalind Hill, David Knowles and 
Waiter Ullmann, from Dr David Lowe, Mr. H. M. 
Colvin, Mr P. I. King and Mrs Dorothy Warren. I am 
also most grateful to Miss Christine Mahany, director 
of the excavation, and to Dr David Coombs her deputy, 
for assistance on the site. Miss Mahany has also pro
vided expert criticism and help at every stage. 
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house's location with certainty. 1 Earlier 
documents, however, always refer to "the 
Hermitage of Grafton", and sometimes to 
"the Hermitage of Grafton iuxta Alderton"
and the site lies precisely between these two 
villages. It is most unlikely that another 
considerable religious house existed so close 
to our site, even though Northamptonshire is 
particularly rich in them; and it is equally 
unlikely that a house as large as the one 
excavated at Grafton should have entirely 
escaped notice in every surviving historical 
source. The assumption that our site was the 
Hermitage receives support from two scraps 
of evidence. First, the historical record shows 
that the Woodville family were the patrons of 
the Hermitage, and our site contained 
unmistakeable signs of the family's presence 
-the crested Woodville tiles. Second, a 
description of the villages of Grafton and 
Alderton prepared by the crown's surveyors 
in I 558 mentioned a small wood in the area 
where the excavation took place, called, 
significantly, "Ye Armitage Grove". 2 This is 
as firm a link between the archaeology and 
the history of our site as we are likely to get. 

The earliest reference to a hermitage at 
Grafton comes from an undated charter of 
Abbot Walklin (I I80-I205) of St. James's 
monastery at Northampton: it was witnessed 
by "Helia, hermita de Grafton". 3 Hermits 
were so common in Angevin England-there 

1 George Baker, The history and antiquities of the 
county of Northampton, II (London, I83o), I70-I. 'Shaw 
Wood' appears only among a list of properties associated 
with the Hermitage. 

2 P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], S.P. I I/I2 no. 68, fo 
I 36vo: survey of the royal manor and park of Grafton 
in I558. An earlier but less thorough survey, in I526, 
also mentioned a 'grove oftymber' but did not name it: 
PRO E. 36 vol. I 79 fo 36. 

3 B[odleian] L[ibrary] O[xford], Bridges Ms E. 4I2. 
This manuscript is a copy of the cartulary ofSt.James's, 
subsequently destroyed by fire, and was made by 
assistants of the antiquary John Bridges (I66o-I724), 
whose work was only published in full in I79I. The 
surviving fragments of the original cartulary are in 
British Library, Cotton Ms. Tib. E. 5· 
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were probably more of them there than in any 
other country save Italy- that even though 
nothing further is known of Helias himself, we 
can make certain assumptions about him. 
The fact that he witnessed the charter of an 
Augustinian abbot suggests that Helias was 
living under the Augustinian rule (the short
est and vaguest of the three then current) . He 
may even have begun his religious life at St. 
James's, which had itself only been founded in 
the I I40S, and later followed a call to solitude. 
Monastic authorities tended at this time to 
look favourably on the eremitic way oflife and 
sought to establish and strengthen contacts 
between the hermits and themselves (partly 
through conviction and partly because the 
existence of a celebrated holy-man among 
their number, whose remains could be 
returned to the parent abbey at his death, 
increased the prestige of their house and 
might thus help to attract new recruits and 
even new donations) . By the early fourteenth 
century, the abbey of Bury St. Edmunds had 
forty-two rdependent hermitages, all of them 

in or near Suffolk; it is unlikely that the 
Hermitage of Grafton was the only one be
longing to St. James's, Northampton. 4 

In the course of the thirteenth century, the 
Hermitage came to be occupied not by one 
solitary recluse but by several. By I256, and 
perhaps a little before, a small religious 
community under a Master was living there; 
and in I 268 we have the first recorded induc
tion of a new master (Richard of Herleston, 
chaplain) to the "corporal possession of the 
said hospital". The bishop of Lincoln, in 
whose diocese Grafton lay, enjoined the 
"brothers and other ministers of the said 

4 H. Dauphin, 'L' eremitisme en Angleterre aux 
XIe et X lie siecles' in L' eremitismo in Occidente nei 
secoli XI e XII (Milan, I965 ), 27I-3IO, especially pp. 
299-303; and J. C. Dickinson, The origins of the Austin 
canons and their introduction into England (London, I 950), 
I43· At p. I25 n.3, Dickinson reconstitutes the early 
history of St. James's, but he does not mention the 
Hermitage. Since no record of the house's foundation 
exists in the records of the bishop of Lincoln, which are 
full from I 203 onwards, it would seem that Helias was 
established at Grafton before that date. On the general 
phenomenon of hermits see R. M . Clay, H ermits and 
anchorites of England (London, I9I4). 
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house" to obey their new master, who had 
been presented to the post by a local land
owner, James Wydeville or Woodville. 5 It 
was perhaps Herleston who presided over the 
building of the Hermitage, with its chapel, 
cloister and dormitory (all of them clearly 
thirteenth-century work), and who received 
donations from three local landlords for the 
"Hermitage of St. Mary and St. Michael": 
three undated charters from the reign of 
Henry Ill ( r 2 r 6-72 ) bestowed an annual 
revenue of 8s. rod. for the support of the 

s PRO C. 66/70 [Patent Roll 40 Henry Ill] membrane 
506) : royal protection was granted for three years to the 
master and brothers, which may well have been re
quested by the patron for a new foundation; but letters 
of protection were granted very frequently at this time 
and do not necessarily imply recent establishment. The 
institution of I 268 is printed in R egister rif bishop 
Gravesend 1258-79 (Lincoln Record Society vol. XX), 
r IO: r6 Kal. anno 10 ( = I268). 

6 Catalogue of the Fermor-Hesketh (Easton Neston ) Papers 
(National Register of Archives), no. 915, grant by 
Robert de Tuyford, witnessed by Thomas, William and 
Richard de Wydville (all alive in the I240s and '5os); 
BLO Bridges Ms. E. 402, grant by William de Bonde of 
Alderton (witnessed by William and Richard de 
Videvyll); and E. 403, grant by Engelram Cumyn. 

"master and brothers" in perpetuity. 6 Al
most certainly, a further endowment came 
from the patrons of the house, the Woodville 
family, who had already founded, circa I I ss, 
a Praemonstratensian abbey fifteen miles away 
at Welford (later moved to Sulby). In the 
early thirteenth century a branch of this 
family succeeded to lands in Grafton and 
moved there, and no doubt they shared the 
desire of most other knightly families in the 
shire to endow a local religious establishment 
where masses and prayers would be said 
continuously for them and for the souls of 
their ancestors. 7 Finding the local parish 

7 W. Farrer, Honors and knights' fees, Ill (London, 
I925), 379-80. The parish church of Grafton, like 
the manor, belonged to the Benedictine abbey of 
Grestein in Normandy until I348, when it (and the 
abbey's seven other English manors) were sold to a 
wealthy merchant. In I 354 they were conveyed to Sir 
Michael de la Pole, but were alienated after his fall in 
I 388. In the fifteenth century Grafton became the caput 
honoris of the Woodvilles, and charters of the I46os even 
refer to it as Grafton Woodville. On the alien priories, 
including Grestein, see D. Matthew, The Norman 
monasteries and their English possessions (Oxford, I 962). 
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church to be held by an alien abbey (Grestein 
in Normandy), they seem to have turned to 
the other spiritual centre in the village and 
built upon the pious work of Helias. Turning 
a hermit's cell into a small convent and 
preserving its links with a larger neighbouring 
house (St. James's at Northampton) was a 
sensible and safe way of ensuring that the 
founder's grant would produce a longer 
return in spiritual benefits than a single 
hermit could provide. 8 The transition from an 
eremitic cell to a complex of church for ora
tions, hospital for travellers or paupers, and 
accommodation for the brothers was there
fore a frequent one in the thirteenth century, 
often aided by the natural tendency for 
hermits to attract disciples or assistants: the 
terms "chantry" or "chapel", "hospital" and 
"hermitage" became largely interchange
able. 9 Although no trace of a Woodville 
donation has survived, we may assume that 
one was given: on the one hand, the family's 
right to present to the mastership was always 
upheld, indicating a founder's rights; on the 
other, the cost of building the cloister, chapel 
and the rest must have been substantial and a 
large endowment would have been needed to 
cover it. 1o 

s Numerous examples of this development are given 
by Dickinson, Origins of the Austin canons, I45-8, and by 
Dauphin 'L'eremitisme en Angleterre', 278-9 and n. 35 · 

9 See Dauphin, op. cit., 272-3 and 309-10. The 
hospital at Aynho, a few miles from Grafton, was very 
similar: see The Victoria County History of England: 
Northamptonshire, II, ISO. 

10 It is quite likely that the papal bulla ofNicholas lA 
(April I288-March I292), found on the site, was 
attached to a letter which either confirmed the establi
shment of the new religious house (albeit at least thirty 
years afterwards) or, more probably, authorized the 
construction of new buildings. There is no record in 
Rome, for only between 5 and I o percent of all papal 
letters are thought to have been registered, and un
fortunately neither the published registers of Nicholas 
IV ( ed. E. Langlois) nor the Calendar of entries in the papal 
registers relating to Great Britain and Ireland (ed. W. H. 
Bliss) mention the Hermitage. Papal missives on 
~ore serious matters concerning the Hermitage--for 
mstance relating to the disputed election of I 284 or the 
appointment of a judge delegate-would have been 
sent to the biship of Lincoln or the abbey of St. James, 
but again the registers are silent, so further speculation 
is-poil'itless-. 

At the death of Richard of Herleston in 
I 284, the community at Grafton was already 
thriving, for when John de Woodville pre
sented Brother Waiter Frusellu (a monk) to 
the mastership, the brothers of the Hermitage 
put forward a rival candidate of their own; 
but the bishop of Lincoln upheld Woodville's 
right to choose the master. In I 3 I 3, after 
Frusellu's death, two rivals of Woodville tried 
to gain the right to present the next master, 
and the patron had to take the matter to the 
king's court in Westminster before his 
advowson was finally upheld, and "the 
brothers and sisters and other ministers of the 
house" were ordered to accept Woodville's 
choice for the mastership, the priest Adam of 
Banfield. 11 Clearly the Hermitage was worth 
squabbling over at the turn of the century; 
but it did not long remain so. Although the 
Woodvilles presented a new master in I 340 
(William of Radford, priest) and I 349 
(Simon of Olney, also a priest), both incum
bents were instructed to serve as "perpetual 
chaplains": no mention was made of any 
brethren at the house, nor of any hospital 
functions. Simon of Olney became rector of a 
neighbouring parish, Paulerspury, in I 364, 
and no new master was presented by the 
Woodville family, although they resided at 
Grafton and were extremely active in the 
county. Eventually, in I370, the bishop of 
Lincoln himself appointed Waiter Childe 
"priest of the chantry of the hermitage of St. 
Michael of Grafton" because the lay patron 
had failed to present a candidate within the 
stipulated time. Childe seems to have been 
the last master: no further appointments 
appear in the very full episcopal registers at 
Lincoln. Grafton Hermitage had evidently 
become one of the hundreds of perpetual 
chantries in England, many of them formerly 
small convents no longer able to attract new 
recruits, which had to be totally abandoned 

11 Rosalind M. T. Hill, ed., The register of Bishop 
Oliver Sutton, II (Lincoln Record Society vol. XLIII), 
4I; L[incoln] R[ecord] O[ffice], Bishop's registers 2 fo 
I 25v: Dalderby's order, quoting the royal writ in 
favour ofWoodville. 
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due to the shortage of clergy after the Black 
Death. 12 

Yet the Hermitage still possessed lands and 
revenues in seven villages which yielded a 
revenue of 35 shillings yearly, and in 1434 a 
conscientious patron, Thomas Woodville, 
tried to revive the moribund institution for 
which he felt responsible. In the will he had 
drawn up that year, a fine example of early 
English testamentary style, he instructed his 
trustees to convey the Hermitage, its lands 
and revenues and his rights over it, for the 
term of fifty years, to_ the abbey of St. James at 
Northampton (the nearest house of the Aug
ustinian order which was in a position to help 
the ailing Hermitage and which might feel an 
obligation to do so). In return, Thomas asked 
that the abbey should use the new revenues 
to maintain "five poor men and a keeper" 
(probably, although this is not made explicit, 
living at the Hermitage).1s 

Thomas's will was disputed by his half
brother and heir Richard, so that St. J ames's 
did not receive its donation until 1442, a year 
after Richard's death; but there is little 
archaeological evidence to suggest that the 
abbey ever fulfilled its part of the bargain
only a pair of spurs and a few sherds of 
pottery clearly belonging to this period were 
found. Probably, like many other religious 
houses at this time, St. J ames's did not have 
any men to spare for outlying cells and instead 
used all available resources on maintaining 

12 LRO Bishop's registers 4 fo. 235 (for 1340), 9fo. 179 
(for 1349) and 1 o fo. 180 (for 13 70) . See also, for parallel 
developments elsewhere, K. L. Wood-Legh, Perpetual 
clzantries in Britain (Cambridge, 1965), 36-7, I 16. 
Dr C. Given-Wilson of the university of St. Andrews 
has pointed out to me the existence of another religious 
house with a history very similar to that of the Hermi
tage. Finchale Priory, in Weardale, was a twelfth
century hermitage 'colonized' by monks from Durham, 
who added a cloister and offices and extended the 
original chapel in the thirteenth century. Before the 
Black Death, there were about fifteen brothers at the 
Priory, but afterwards it fell into disuse until in the 
fifteenth century it was restored to serve as a 'holiday 
camp' for the monks, who spent a period of leave there 
in rotation. See C. Peers, Finchale Priory (H.M.S.O. 
Guidebook: London, 1973). 

13 Will printed in Baker, History and antiquities, II, 
I62-3; subsequent litigation in PRO Early Chancery 
Proceedings, C.I/I9/330-2. The conveyance finally took 
place in 1442: see Baker, op. cit., II, I7I, quoting from 
the Fermor-Hesketh (Easton Neston) papers (N.R.A. 
catalogue no. 921). 

the standard of service at the main complex. 
Perhaps in disgust, at some point during the 
reign ofEdward IV (1461-83), the Woodville 
family took the Hermitage over again. This is 
clearly stated in a royal writ of December 
1483 which ordered the sheriff of Northamp
ton to restore the house and its revenues to 
St. J ames, which had been "wrongfully and 
ayenst right put out and disseased" by the 
Woodvilles. 14 No doubt the family, who after 
1464 were the king's brothers-in-law, were 
responsible for the considerable reconstruction 
of this period discovered during the course of 
the excavation: the cloister was sealed off, 
curtailing the inhabited area, a new room 
with two hearths was built, and the chapel 
was re-floored with Woodville and York tiles 
-all indicating a considerable investment of 
time and trouble on what must have been a 
fairly derelict building. A number of coins of 
Edward IV were found in the rebuilt areas of 
the Hermitage, indicating that it was used if 
not occupied; but by the time the Woodvilles 
fell from power, just after the king's death, 
there was still no resident priest, for in the 
will of Antony Woodville second earl Rivers, 
in June 1483, money was left "toward the 
fynding of a preest of tharmitage" .1s Perhaps 
Rivers had used the Hermitage as a private 
family chapel, since the one in his house at 
Grafton appears to have become dilapidated: 
as late as 1482, Antony was concerned to 
repair his "chapel" and his attorney and 
business agent, Andrew Dymmock, was told 
to "goo to Grafton to se my chappell ther for 

14 Warrant of IO Dec. I483, printed Baker, op. cit, II, 
171. 

1 5 Will printed in S. Bentley, ed., Excerpta historica or 
illustrations of English history (London, I 83 I), 246-8 (from 
a copy in the Canterbury Prerogative Office; the 
original has been lost). A floor of Woodville tiles 
alternating with Yorkist insignia would scarcely have 
been laid after Antony's execution in June 1483, nor 
before the accession ofEdward IV in I461. Perhaps the 
floor pattern was a pleasing and subdued form of 
propaganda for the marriage of Edward IV to 
Elizabeth Woodville, Antony's sister, in I464. It is 
indeed possible that the wedding took place in the 
Hermitage, since the chroniclers who provide detail on 
the event record that it took place in Grafton itself, but 
'prevely in a secrete place'. It must have been a 
consecrated building all the same, and the village only 
had the Hermitage-apart from the church, which was 
hardly 'secrete'. See Fabyan's chronicle, ed. H. Ellis 
(London, 181 1), 654; and Warkworth's chronicle, ed. 
]. 0. Halliwell (Camden Society ,London, 1839), 3· 
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such work as must be done ther" .16 But a few 
months later Antony was executed for treason 
and it is unlikely that any work had been 
commenced. 

It is also unlikely that St. J ames's was able 
to finance further activities at the Hermitage 
after its procurators resumed possession late in 
I 483, for the abbey was already experiencing 
difficulty in maintaining its charitable obliga
tions in Northampton. Perhaps it was form
ally decided to suppress the Hermitage, for no 
record of its survival is contained in the papers 
concerning the dissolution of St. James's and 
its dependent houses in August I538. The 
will of Richard Woodville, third and last Earl 
Rivers, made in I49I, mentioned the "old 
inheritance" which he had of the Hermitage 
- no doubt referring to the fact that his uncle 
Thomas's grant to the abbey of St. James, for 
fifty years, was now almost expired. But he 
left no money for the upkeep of the Hermitage, 
even though several items were bequeathed 
to the village church (including a special bell, 
a "tenor", to toll in the steeple "for a 
remembrance of the last of the blood" ) .1 7 

The rest of the Woodville lands were left by 
Richard to the son of his sister, Queen Eliza
beth, by her first marriage: Thomas Grey, 
marquis ofDorset. He and his son, the second 
marquis, either began or expanded a park at 
Grafton where they could hunt. By I526, 
when the marquis conveyed Grafton to King 
Henry VIII, the park covered 102 2.cres; by 
I 558 it had expanded to 307 acres, and a 
survey of that year recorded the existence of 
"ye Armitage grove", covering 3t acres and 
apparently situated right over the excavated 
site.1s No mention of ruins was mc-.de in the 

16 PRO E. 3I5/486, no. 24, Rivers to Dymmock 
(undated, but written after I475 and before I483, 
probably in I482 ). See E. W. Ives, 'Andrew Dymmock 
and the papers of Antony Earl Rivers, I482-3', 
Bulletin of the Institute of Histroical Research, XLI (I g68), 
2I6-2g, at p. 221. The 'old chapel' in the manor house 
was repaired again in I 536 by Henry VIII's builders. 

11 Parts printed by Baker, History and antiquities, II, 
I65-6. 

1s PRO E. 36/I79 fos. 3I-g and SP I I/I2 no. 68. The 
Parliamentary survey of I649 (PRO E. 317 Northants. 
no 23) recorded 1002 acres, 200 deer, 7533 trees and the 
'fishpond well stored with small fishes' . But the 'Armi
tage Grove' had disappeared. The site excavations 
revealed a substantial collection of lead shot for pistols 
and arquebus, but no more than would be explained by 
generations of hunters stalking or hiding in the 'grove' . 

detailed survey, so perhaps the Hermitage had 
been levelled: planting trees over disturbed 
ground in the new park was obviously a 
sensible measure. Levelling might also ex
plain why the dressed stones of the old religi
ous house were not used in the repair of the 
manor house at Grafton by the king's sur
veyor of works, James Nedham. Henry VIII 
enjoyed visiting his new possession (hence the 
change in the name of the village to Grafton 
Regis) and he commanded several changes to 
be made to the house (including the con
struction of a bowling alley). But in the 
detailed accounts of the works carried out in 
the I 53 os, although used stone was brought 
from a decayed castle three miles away 
(Castlethorpe, which was demolished speci
fically to provide stone for Grafton), there is 
no mention of any being carried across the 
road from the adjacent site of the Hermitage. 
Since carriage charges were high, it is safe to 
assume that, had any stone been easily 
available at the excavated site, it would have 
been used. 19 When Henry VIII looked out of 
the new front windows ofhis house at Grafton, 
all he saw was parkland and woods. By I g64, 
not even a local tradition or memory was left 
to identify the bewildering complex of rubble 
which lay just below the surface. 

19 References from the books of James Nedham 
(or Nedeham) kindly supplied by Mr H. M. Colvin. 
A list of them is appended to H. M. Colvin, The 
history of the King's Works, III (London, 1975), 398-9. 
There will be a full notice on Grafton House, which 
was partially pulled down by a royal lessee in the I 63os 
and was virtually razed to the ground in I643 by 
Parliamentary forces, in volume IV of The histor_y of the 
King's Works. Castlethorpe had been forfeited by the 
crown from the earl of Warwick in I 4 7 1. 
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