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The Orford & District Local History Bulletin, Editor Richard Quarrell, is published twice a year

and sent to members of the Friends of Orford Museum.

The Friends of Orford Museum, started in 1994, are responsible for manning the museum,

for raising funds to help pay for the Museum’s running expenses and the cataloguing

and conservation of the collection as well as promoting interest in, and the study of,

the history of Orford and the surrounding area.

Subscription rates:

2015: Individual membership £12 per year; joint membership (two adults at same address) £18;

Young people under 18 at any member’s address may be added as family members.

As well as the Bulletin, members receive newsletters giving details of

social events, an annual lecture and occasional outings.

Application for membership should be made to the Chairman

Elizabeth Spinney, Brundish Lodge, High Street, Orford, Woodbridge, Suffolk  IP12 2NW

01394 450622

Orford Museum reopened in the Upper Hall of Orford Castle on 21 April 2005, with the 

permission of English Heritage, the guardians of the castle. The purchase of display cases and 

information panels was funded by the New Orford Town Trust, the Heritage Lottery Fund, Suffolk

 County Council, Suffolk Coastal District Council and the Scarfe Charitable Trust.

Entry to the Museum is free of charge to all but it can only be open during English Heritage 

opening times. Friends of Orford Museum receive a membership card allowing them free access 

to the castle. English Heritage opening times apply to all. Without a Friends membership card 

admission charges to the castle apply. Orford Museum relies on voluntary donations and 

fundraising activities to cover its running costs. Guided tours of the Museum for individuals 

or groups can be arranged. Please apply to the Curator.

The castle does not have access for the disabled. To compensate, there is a touch-screen 

kiosk showing a ‘virtual tour’ of the Museum in the north aisle of St Bartholomew’s Church 

and an exhibition on display panels. Both by kind permission of the church.
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HigHway RobbeRy

A contributor to Suffolk Review quoted a piece from the Ipswich Journal of 1725 to demonstrate how haz-

ardous roads were at that time due to their poor condition and the presence of highwaymen. In November 

that year, when the Honourable Price Devereux and his wife were travelling from Ipswich to Sudbourne 

Hall, they were attacked by two highwaymen near Staverton Park. Devereux was the son of the ninth 

Viscount Hereford, and married to Elizabeth Martin. See the family tree in Issue 16 of this publication, 

dated Summer 2011. In 1740 he became the tenth Viscount and sold both Christchurch Mansion and the 

Sudbourne estate a few years later. The couple were in their coach and four accompanied by a servant on 

horseback. The two highwaymen jumped out and demanded they stop, but being refused they dismounted 

the servant by knocking him down, discharged their pistols at the coach, missed and rode off stealing the 

servant’s mare. Devereux offered a handsome reward for the apprehension of the two men and the recov-

ery of the mare, which was described in detail. The quotation ends with a note that one of the highwaymen, 

Thomas Watts was found guilty and sentenced to be executed. However the story of his capture in the next 

edition of the newspaper makes good reading.Thomas Curtis, alias Watts, was captured at Brockford near 

Wetheringset just off the road between Ipswich and Scole in Norfolk (today’s A 140). The two highwaymen 

left one of their horses at Melton and rode that night to Brockford and lodged at a public house there. The 

next morning Curtis was ordered by his accomplice, who reputedly was named Howard, to feed the stolen 

mare, but Howard perceived that they had been discovered, ran to the stable, took out his horse and cried to 

the Constable who was in pursuit of them, ‘That’s the man that stole the mare’ and made his escape. Curtis, 

greatly surprised to see the Constable at his heels, drew a pistol, ¿red and narrowly missed, whereupon an 
old woman seized ‘the skirts of his coat’ and held 

him fast until the Constable closed with him. Curtis 

then brought out a knife and in the ensuing struggle 

wounded the Constable in the head and foot, but 

Devereux’s servant and others present soon mastered 

Curtis and took him before a Justice who committed 

him to goal. Curtis was aged about nineteen and had 

been born in Chelmsford. He seemed to lament his 

unhappy condition and wished the Assizes were im-

minent so his life would soon be at an end. The horse 

left at Melton had also been stolen so there were two 

indictments against him. At Bury Assizes in March 

1726 Thomas Watts was found guilty and sentenced 

to be executed at Ipswich on 9th April. William 

Younger was suspected to have been his accomplice 

but was cleared only to be tried on another indictment 

for horse stealing, found guilty and sentenced to be 

hanged at Bury. The last mention of the case was on 9th April 1726 when the newspaper announced that 

the execution of Watts was to take place that day and afterwards an account of his death, with his last dying 

speech and confession would be published, price three-half-pence. 

	 	 	 Lamentations	of	a	Sinner	(¿rst	and	last	verses)

 O Lord, turn not they face from me,   Mercy, good Lord, mercy I ask

 Who lie in woeful state,    This is the total sum;

 Lamenting all my sinful life    For mercy, Lord, is all my suit:

 Before thy mercy-gate.    Lord, let they mercy come.

Vic Harrup

typical image seen on broadsheets of the time
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Clay, butteR and bang

Port Books survive at the National Archives from 1565 and they list crockets (receipts) for payment of duty 

for overseas trade and as evidence for coastal trade on which duty was not liable. Head Ports, as was Alde-

burgh, covered havens such as Orford and creeks like Butley, including Boyton Dock. Frank Britton, writing 

about clay being exported from Boyton to Holland, included an extract from the Aldeburgh Port Book of 

1687. Edmund Warner, whose daughter founded the Boyton Almshouses, exported ¿ne clay at certain times 
to Holland but regularly to potters in London, and three such entries are shown. Between 30 and 35 tons of 

clay were sent on a ship named “The Boyton”, master John Youngs, and “The Blessing from Dover” carried 

20 tons. The Boyton also carried butter, and there was an extensive farm called the Dairiehouse in Boyton 

recorded in documents starting with Robert Forth’s will of 1601. The reclaimed salt marshes which are now 

arable, were mostly used for grazing cattle for at least two hundred years, and Suffolk butter was highly 

regarded, although its cheese was derided. 

 various weightsa coin weight and an apothecary's weight

The extract from the Aldeburgh Port Book contains other interesting information. John Thurston was send-

ing butter and cheese to Chatham in Kent on a ship called “The Constant John”, John Stevens of Orford 

being the master. One shipment was 140 ¿rkins of butter and 900 cheeses. Chatham was a Royal Naval port 
and the hard cheese, known as Suffolk bang, was used on ships, probably grated over meals or melted beside 

a ¿re, since it was said to be ‘too hard to bite and too large to swallow’! John Stevens or Stephens made his 
will in 1699, leaving his son and ¿ve daughters his furniture and household goods, but one of them, Ann, 
was also bequeathed ‘two parts in my vessel or High’ which were to be sold. I puzzled over ‘High’ for ages, 

but it must be ‘hoy’, a coastal trading ship. What a delightful example of the Suffolk accent deceiving who-

ever wrote the will. The name Thurston is of interest since so far there has been no local connection found 

between Mary Thurston, whose 1659 trade token, showing a pair of scales, was presented to the Museum 

and reported in the Bulletin in 2009, and anyone of the same surname. Notes and Queries in Issue 19 (2012) 

of the Bulletin also dealt with Mary, who was believed to have been a grocer in Orford. Farmers made their 

own butter and cheese, but no individual farmer produced enough to be able to send cheeses numbering well 

over 2,000 to Chatham on three voyages within a period of three weeks in 1687. A dozen milk cows would 

have been quite a large herd in the Sandlings, requiring three milkmaids and producing about 300 cheeses a 

year. Therefore it seems likely that John Thurston was a factor dealing in cheese and perhaps Mary Thurston 

was related and also a dealer. 



Rose Farthings: the top right hand one  
shows the crown and Carolu(s), and  

the others a crown above a rose

foreign tokens known as jettons

Bartholomew’s Fair was held on the outskirts of Orford for three days around the saint’s day, 24th August. 

According to Norden, William Munday held a 21-year lease from Sir Michael Stanhope for a cottage ‘buylte 

nere the fayre place’. Recently Alan Calver has found ¿fty or more tiny copper alloy coins in a ¿eld to the 
northwest of the castle. They date from Charles I’s reign and are farthings. As explained in Issue 19 no small 

value coins were minted between 1649 and 1672 so trades-people produced their own tokens and the ones 

illustrated in that Bulletin came from the same ¿eld. They were issued by Mary Thurston and the Saxmund-

ham draper, Nicholas Shepherd. It seems certain that the Fair was held here. The fair was established by 

charter in 1256 and almost immediately coins and tokens were being lost. Alan has found a token, with a 

hole in its centre, dating from the reign of Edward I (1272-1307), and a coin from Edward III’s reign. Trade 

tokens of varying dates, known as jettons, emanating from Germany, France and Holland suggest that trad-

ers from the Continent also sold goods at Orford Fair. Among other ¿nds are a ¿fteenth century coin weight, 
used to check a coin had not been clipped, an apothecary’s weight, lead weights, a lead pot mender and some 

buckles. An odd reference to the fair appears in William Dux’s nuncupative will of 1603. William Capon, a 

Smith, with Margery his wife and others declared that the deceased had bequeathed all his goods to his niece 

Elizabeth Dux, ‘which was at the fair in Orford upon Bartholomew’s day last past, meaning the said Eliza-

beth, who at that time was at the said fair’. It seems an unusual way of identifying his niece. 

Vic Harrup
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a tRagiC tale

Samuel Pulham graduated from Cambridge University and became rector of Tunstall in 1688. Nine years 

later he also became rector of Boyton and was buried in Tunstall when he died in 1721. He and his wife 

Bridget had several children in both parishes, and the ¿rst-born girl and boy were named after their parents, 
Bridget in 1689 and Samuel in 1693. There is confusion about Samuel in that two baptisms are recorded in 

the Tunstall records, in May 1693 and December 1696, although the latter is on a page with other baptisms 

in 1693. Edmund, who had a family and lived for many years in Boyton, keeping school at the parsonage, 

was the next to be baptised in Tunstall. Two of the ¿rst burials recorded by Samuel Pulham in Boyton were 
those of Deborah and Samuel in 1698. Deborah was only a few days old and Samuel was, presumably, one 

of those children of the same name baptised at Tunstall. Perhaps the ¿rst Samuel was ‘weak’ and another 
child was given the same name, thus the deceased child was likely to be the one baptised in 1693. The next 

child was John, baptised in 1699, followed by Elizabeth and Daniell. David Elisha Davy, in his notes for a 

history of Suffolk, written a hundred years later, said that John ‘proved a Lunatick’ and was con¿ned in a 
moveable cage in Tunstall in the care of the Overseers there. However, documents at the time named him as 

Samuel and there is no mention of a cage. 

Whatever way he was con¿ned appears barbaric today, but it must have been better for him than being in 
an asylum which would have meant Bethlem Hospital, popularly known as Bedlam, at that time situated 

at Moor¿elds. This place represented the worst excesses in the era of lunacy reform. Friends and relatives 
could visit and were expected to bring food and other requisites for inmates, but scandalously the public 

was also allowed to witness the insane. Cesar de Saussure wrote during his 1725 tour of London that ‘on the 

second Àoor are cells reserved for dangerous maniacs, most of them being chained and terrible to behold. On 
holidays numerous persons visit the hospital and amuse themselves watching these unfortunate wretches’. 

However in Tunstall a tragic tale ensued. Samuel is named in the Tunstall records under the burial of John 

Dammant, ‘a married man’, who was killed by Samuel Pulham, ‘a man out of his senses’, on 21 October 

1726. The Ipswich Journal of 25 March 1727 reported Samuel’s trial for murder at the Assizes held at Bury 

St. Edmunds, where he was acquitted ‘being a Lunatick’. Dammant was the constable, elected for a year in 

1726, and succeeded by William Cooper until the next Whit Sunday. 

Following Samuel’s trial and acquittal an application was made to the Quarter Sessions, held in Woodbridge, 

that he be con¿ned by a chain in a convenient house and provided with ‘a slender diet’ by the inhabitants of 
Tunstall. It is likely that his family intervened to make sure he was treated better than that, and his allowance 

of two shillings and sixpence a week was more than that provided for others in Tunstall who required sup-

port in the parish. The inhabitants continued to pay for Samuel’s maintenance, and in 1756 it was agreed to 

increase his allowance to three shillings a week, and he was to be con¿ned ‘in his cote’, presumably a kind 
of strait-jacket, for ¿ve years in the house of Thomas Gater. Four years later Gater was told to allow his 
charge to go no further than his house and yards ‘for ease’. 

For another six years Samuel was cared for in Tunstall 

where he was buried on 9 March 1766, with a note in the 

register that he had been ‘con¿ned ever since the March 
Assizes in the year 1727 for the killing of John Dammant, 

Constable of this parish on 21st October 1726’. 

Vic Harrup

References at Ipswich Record Of¿ce
Boyton and Tunstall church registers  

on ¿ches Quarter Sessions ref. 105/2/19
Tunstall Town Book ref. FC164/A2/1
Ipswich Journal on ¿lm.

From Bethlem to Bedlam  
“The Prospect of Bridewell” from  
John Strype’s, An Accurate Edition  

of Stow’s “A Survey of London” (1720).  



Figure 1. The abbreviated text of the original is reproduced on the dust-jacket of  

the Phillimore Domesday Book (Author).

Mapping doMesday 

The year 1986 marked the 900th anniversary of the survey of England known as the Domesday Book. It 

was ordered by William the Conqueror who sent out commissioners to gather information about the country 

he had taken by force twenty years previously. Some two million words were neatly written on sheepskin 

using carbon ink and goose quill pens. The survey contained neither pictures nor maps. However, the 900th 

anniversary prompted an experimental recreation of a map of a tiny part of Suffolk. This article describes the 

task and reports some incidental discoveries. 

In point of fact the Domesday Book is not one book, but two. The smaller volume, known as Little Domes-

day, contains the full data collected for Suffolk, Norfolk and Essex. Probably due to the sheer number of 

smallholdings in the three counties, these three surveys had not been edited and reduced in length before the 

death of King William intervened and work halted. It resulted in the survival of fuller information relating to 

the most prosperous and populated region in all England. The Suffolk portion of Little Domesday ¿lls two 
volumes in the easily accessible Phillimore Press series. The original (very abbreviated) Latin entries are 

transcribed with an English translation on the facing pages. (Figure 1)
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An Index of modern place-names enables the reader to correlate the settlements listed. Ostensibly the vol-

umes are easy to use. However, there are pitfalls. As ‘Tenant-in-Chief’, William practised divide and rule, 

granting scattered and often partitioned settlements to nobles, ecclesiastics and of¿cials, so that any dissident 
would lack a power-base. The information is listed as he required it, that is to say, under each landholder and 

based on the returns submitted by each of the administrative divisions, known as hundreds, in which that 

individual’s landholdings lay.  Fortunately for historians, hundreds continued to be used for a few taxation 

purposes until the 19th century and some 18th-century printed maps mark the hundred boundaries clearly 

Place-names

Most of the settlements have names that have been identi¿ed without dif¿culty. It is a challenge for the 
reader to see which of the old spellings on Figure 2 can be identi¿ed without looking at the solution provid-

ed by Figure 3. A few settlements have been ‘lost’, i.e. are unlocated. Culeslea lay south of Hollesley. It was 

an outlier of Alderton and is shown at the bottom of the map. Laneburh is noted by the Phillimore editors 

(sub 6,151) as ‘Lost in Sutton.’ However, it occurs as an old name of the  river Tang and there are parcels 

of a Tenement Laneborough listed by Radulph Agas under ‘Tangham in Boiton’. Since the 18th century this 

bulge of Boyton parish has been known as Little Scotland, a reference to the widow of Scotland’s premier 

duke, on whose estate it lay. 

Staverton as a settlement has disappeared, although the group of cottages at Friday Street lie not far from the 

site of Staverton Hall which was burnt down in 1381 during the Peasants’ Revolt. Another recently iden-

ti¿ed settlement is Carlton. The Phillimore editors had a dif¿culty with the two entries with this name and 
noted: ‘6,69 CARLTON. At 3.94 this was assigned to Plomesgate Hundred, but the present entry appears to 

belong to Bishop’s Hundred through its association with the neighbouring Kelsale, a detached part of Bish-

op’s Hundred.’  Its relocation to the southern part of the parish of Butley, taking in a small part of Capel St 

Andrew, resulted from the realisation that the major portion of Butley, including Butley Priory, the hamlets 

of High and Low Corner and Burrow Hill, all lay in Plomesgate Hundred, and were apparently not listed in 

the Domesday Survey. Such an omission was inconceivable; for the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle asserted, ‘there 

was no single hide nor virgate of land... which was there left out’. As was described on page 87 in ‘Untold 

Tales from the Suffolk Sandlings’, a search for an explanation of the name Carlton Mill in Butley manorial 

documents led to Plomesgate Hundred. Realisation then dawned that the missing major part of Butley was 

none other than the Domesday manor of Carlton, granted to Hamo by King William’s son-in-law, Count 

Alan of Brittany. 

The major landholders

The area selected for the map contained 14 settlements divided into 87 parcels granted to the Abbey of Ely, 

Count Alan and four other men. They might choose to occupy a particular manor themselves, but for the 

most part granted their holdings to sub-tenants to farm. Robert Malet was Sheriff of Suffolk at some time 

between 1066 and 1086. His holdings in the county were later  known as the Honour of Eye. Malet’s late 

father had been a close friend of the King and Robert was by far the largest landholder in our area. He held 

581 acres in Staverton and an even larger manor of 780 acres at Hollesley. His mother held 202 acres nearby 

at Culeslea, while to the north his son Humphrey was farming on his own account 250 acres in Boyton. 

Although the largest landholder in Suffolk, Count Alan had only a third of Malet’s acreage in this part of 

the Sandlings. He possessed the whole of Chillesford, and in Wantisden he kept 60 acres for his own use, 

but his main holding was the 182 acres of Carlton adjacent to his 42 acres in Butley.  Roger Bigot, ancestor 

of the Bigot earls of Norfolk, became Sheriff of both Suffolk and Norfolk in 1086. He was the 7th largest 

landowner in the county, but held only small acreages in Wantisden, Capel and Rendlesham. Roger of Poi-

tou, younger son of the Earl of Shrewsbury, at this time was supporting William’s rebellious younger son, 

Robert of Normandy, and all his lands were to be con¿scated, including his 32 acres in Butley and 40 acres 
in Wantisden. Hervey took his name from Bourges in central France and was granted a number of manors 

in Suffolk. He held 66 acres in Sutton and 72 acres in Rendlesham. The powerful Abbey of Ely, listed as ‘St 



Figure 2. An imaginary map of Butley and surrounding villages as recorded in  

the Little Domesday Book (Drawing: V Fenwick)
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Etheldreda’, had an extensive jurisdiction comprising the ¿ve and a half hundreds known as the Liberty of 
St Etheldreda.  In our area the Abbey’s holdings were small and scattered in Wantisden, Capel, Rendlesham, 

Sutton and Shottisham, but it possessed the whole of neighbouring Sudbourne.

Making the map

In the absence of contemporary maps, a reconstruction based on the Domesday statistics was a challenge. 

This is a ¿rst depiction of a portion of the Norman landscape of England. It has been imagined as a contem-

porary needlework panel in the style of the Bayeux Tapestry which had been embroidered about 20 years 

earlier to narrate the Norman Conquest. The presumed coastline and the location of rivers and churches were 

the only ¿xed points within which to ¿t the information. A single animal with a numeral below is used to 
represent the number listed in an entry. The mill at Boyton, recorded as no longer in use by 1086, is depicted 

Figure 3. Portion of a map published by John Kirby in 1736. It shows Butley divided between the  

Hundred of Loes (L) and that of Plomesgate (P). The villages to the south lie in the Hundred of Willford (W).  

(V Fenwick’s additions in red)



as a ruined mill. Based on its name, a ford is assumed at Chillesford. An enclosure surrounds every church 

in order to depict, not a churchyard, but the acreage of glebe, or land granted to support the clergy serving 

it. Churches might be very small, merely timber-framed chapels, but are conventionally depicted. There was 

insuf¿cient space for incidental details, such as valuations and amounts of tax payable.

Density of population  

A number of formulas are used by historians, but for the purpose of this article I have multiplied by a factor 

of ¿ve the adult working males listed under each place, to allow for a wife, one or two children and one or 
two living parents. Slaves (serfs) are counted as individuals without families. By applying our formula a to-

tal of 2,322 inhabitants of our map is estimated. In the area no fewer than 71% of the working men are free.

Certain things stand out in contrast with today. Wantisden had by far the largest population, while there 

was only one household in Tunstall. Boyton seems to have been very devout with three churches to serve 

a population of 220, as calculated from its 44 working males; other settlements had one or none. The land-

scape is occupied by 331 freemen and 34 villeins, the latter the ordinary villagers, who were granted land in 

exchange for part-time labour on the lord’s farm. Below them were 96 smallholders – the borders or cottars 

who might variously be a swineherd, oxherd or shepherd with a smallholding on which to subsist. To coun-

terbalance the standard image of feudal England, in our area there are only two serfs: the slave probably 

owned by AelÀed at Wantisden and another down at Carlton.

On the same basis the area of cultivation per person ranges from four ¿fths of an acre in Wantisden and Tun-

stall, between one and two acres in Rendlesham, Gedgrave, Boyton, and Sutton, to acreages of more than 

¿ve per person in Butley and Capel, six in Chillesford, as high as nine in Shottisham and eleven in fertile 
Carlton. A rule-of-thumb calculation often used is that one acre is needed to support one person. However, 

it seems that a portion of the population will have supplemented the food supply, either in ¿shing or oth-

er activities, such as oyster-dredging, hunting and poultry-keeping, or in making products which could be 

traded for foodstuffs. The evaporation of salt, clay extraction, conversion of timber, rush and reed thatching, 

basket-making and weaving come to mind. Pottery and smithing were other rural occupations for specialists.

Farming

The largest areas under cultivation were in Hollesley, Sutton and Staverton, each with more than 500 acres. 

High acreages may either reÀect the ease of ploughing light Sandlings soils, or alternatively suggest that 
some communities had surpluses to trade. Oxen were essential for arable farming; on the heavy land west 

of the A12 a team of eight might be required in draw a plough. In the Sandlings a team of six oxen seems 

to have been suf¿cient, and three would be able to work the  lightest soil; half a team (three oxen) are quite 
frequently listed here. Where only one or two oxen are recorded, it seems likely that they were used to pull 

carts. Every settlement had oxen with the exception of Gilbert’s small farm at Tunstall. No doubt he ex-

changed his labour in order to borrow a neighbouring farmer’s team to plough his four acres. 

The working life of an ox was about four years. Very few cows are listed and their milk was  needed to rear 

the next generation of draught animals. However, the large herd of 20 goats which foraged at Staverton will 

have been milked to make cheese. More plentiful was the milk from sheep, the most numerous animal, tradi-

tionally walked on the heaths and salt marshes of the area. In addition their Àeeces were the source of home-

spun clothing, and mutton was a valued meat. Folded at night, the droppings of sheep fertilized the arable. 

Pigs at that time might be semi-wild as they sometimes escaped. It is no coincidence that a large number of 

swine browsed the wooded valleys of Staverton and Hollesley. Piglets could be captured in the woods and 

fattened on roots, mast and acorns. Fat pork was easier to preserve than lean meat. It was also valued for the 

extra calories it provided during austere winter months. Pig meat was smoked in the chimney or cured. Al-

though it is no longer necessary to use such methods, a preference for smoked or salted bacon is still with us.
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Only in Staverton were bees kept, but wild swarms would have provided opportunities for windfall honey. 

Most important was the beeswax, for multiple uses, including candles, paints and polishes and to rainproof 

cloth. Honey was the sole sweetener and was used in the preparation of foods and in medicines. A mere two 

horses are noted. They will have been used for transport purposes when yokes and baskets and backpacks 

were insuf¿cient, or when speed of travel was required. It may not be a coincidence that both the horses 
recorded were kept on manors with ¿sheries, the catch from which needed to get to the point of consumption 
fast. Hens, ducks and geese were not required to be listed, but will have been much in evidence; later medie-

val documents record rents and dues paid in poultry and eggs.

Mills and woods

The gentle topography of the area necessitated powering mills with either a vertical or a horizontal wheel 

turned by the stream below. Such undershot wheels were much less ef¿cient than the overshot type, but 
obviated the capital investment and labour involved in the construction of a leet (elevated water supply). Not 

all settlements possessed a watermill. For women in most households the ‘daily grind’ will have meant just 

that - using a quern to make the Àour for bread and pottage. It is a surprise to ¿nd no mill listed under Shot-
tisham, Butley or Chillesford as these villages used their water power at a later period. Where Shottisham is 

concerned, a mill on Shottisham Creek may be listed under ‘Halgestou’ in 6,176.

Woodland receives little mention, as indeed was the case in surveys made in later centuries. Staverton’s 

wood, subsequently emparked, was the only signi¿cant acreage here until the 1920s when much of the 
heathland became Forestry Commission plantations. In 1086 woods doubtless too small to be assessed grew 

in little combs and in the valleys of the Blackwater, Tang, Run, and Padley Water where they are found to 

this day.

Conclusion

It has been a time-consuming exercise to extract the scattered entries in the two volumes of the Phillimore 

edition of the Domesday Book for Suffolk. Aside from any incidental attractiveness, the resulting map cre-

ates a Norman landscape invisible in bare statistics. I hope that readers will take up the challenge to map the 

rest of the county - or at least to create a maplet of their own  corner of it.

Valerie Fenwick
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tHe use of boyton ‘wHite eaRtH’ to pRoduCe dutCH delft in tHe 17tH CentuRy

Few people realise that 17th and 18th century Dutch Delftware1 was not made with pure Dutch clay and that 

Boyton has played a signi¿cant role in Dutch ceramic history. The trade of Boyton ‘white earth’ from the 
Warner estate to the Netherlands in the 17th century is known and discussed by Valerie Fenwick and Vic Har-

rup in their publication Untold Tales from the Suffolk Sandlings. In this article I would like to provide more 

insight into the signi¿cance of this ‘white earth’ in the production of tin glaze wares and some interesting 
Dutch evidence of the use of this clay in Dutch Delft production. 

So what was the ‘white earth’ that had so much value? It was in fact ‘marl’, a material that is mainly chalk 

(calcium carbonate) combined with clay that is found near chalk or limestone deposits. By itself it cannot be 

¿red, but it can be mixed with other clays to adapt their working characteristics. The earliest tin-glaze potters 
discovered that using a clay with approximately 30% calcium carbonate was advantageous for making tin-

glaze wares as it lightened the colour of the ceramic and increased shrinkage preventing crazing of the glaze. 

In his book The Three Books of the Potter’s Art written in 1558, Cipriano Piccolpasso described the clays 

suitable for producing tin-glaze wares stating that ‘you must know where the soil is white, or contains gen-

ga’2, a local term for chalky clay. Italian potters brought this knowledge with them to the Low Countries and 

later to England. Clays naturally rich in calcium-carbonate were not available in the Northern Netherlands 

(the region that is now Holland) but from the late 16th century calcium carbonate-rich marl was imported 

from England and later from Flanders (Doornik) in the Southern Netherlands to mix with local clays. One 

can imagine that the potters who immigrated from the Netherlands to England looked for similar sources of 

‘white earth’.

The import of English ‘white earth’ 

The earliest evidence of the export of clay to the Northern Netherlands from East Anglia is a port record in 

Great Yarmouth dated 1567:

‘in de Goulden Draecke of Rotterdam ... ten lasts potter’s earth value 33s.’3 

The exact nature of this ‘potter’s earth’ is not known, but marl had been extracted from small local pits in 

East Anglia since Roman Times, primarily for use as a fertilizer. Trade between Norfolk and the Netherlands 

was well established and many traders and craftsmen from the Southern and Northern Netherlands settled in 

the Norwich area. One such settler was the Flemish potter of Italian origin, Jasper Andries, who established 

a pottery in 1567 in Cringleford a village south of Norwich. The earliest known records in the Netherlands 

documenting the import of English clay for tin-glaze production have been found in archives of Delft fac-

tories4. In 1621 and 1623 ‘English earth’ or Engelse aerde was listed in inventories of the Delft potteries De 

Romeyn (1606–1774) and Rouaan (1605–1715), the clay having been imported via Rotterdam. In the Rot-

terdam archives a number of documents dating from 1627 con¿rm the import of English clay to Rotterdam 
potteries. These early imports were probably from Norfolk via Great Yarmouth.

‘White Earth’ from Boyton

The earliest reference to the export of clay from Boyton is from 16395. Various references were found by 

the historian Frank Britton during his survey of port records which showed that ‘clay’ was exported to the 

Northern Netherlands from Boyton by Edmund Warner via London between 1639 and the early 18th century 

(see Figure 1). If one considers that Warner had bought the estate from William Forth in 1634, he clearly 

began the business of marl extraction and export fairly quickly. In the port records the marl was referred to 

as ‘clay’, ‘white earth’, ‘potter’s clay’ or ‘potter’s earth’. Britton calculated that about 500 tons per annum 

were transported, although it is not known what percentage went to the Netherlands as Boyton also supplied 

the London potters. The marl was apparently ¿rst transported to London where it was transferred onto larger 
ships for the North Sea crossing. 
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Figure 2 - Warner court document  

The 1694 record of the statements of Dutch witnesses claiming to have bought clay  

from Edmund Warner (National Archives reference E134/5W&M/East27).

Figure 1 - Aldeburgh Port Book  

An extract from an Aldeburgh Port Book for 1687: the second, fourth and seventh entries record  

shipments of Edmund Warner’s Boyton clay (PRO.E.190/506/5). ref: Britton 1987 pg 32

Interesting details regarding the trade in marl from Boyton can be found in the report of a court case in 

1694 (see Figure 2) that resulted when a cargo of clay sold by Warner on a ship travelling to Rotterdam was 

seized. England was at war with France and custom of¿cials believed that the clay was Fuller’s Earth, a raw 
material that was important for the (French) textile industry. During the case, statements were taken in Rot-

terdam from various witnesses including Warner’s agent in Rotterdam, Benjamin Furly6, and Bartolomous 

van Aarde, who described himself as ‘the only clay measurer in Rotterdam’. Van Aarde claimed that the clay 

pit used was near Aldeburgh and that the clay was not sent to any other port other than Rotterdam and Delft. 



Figure 3 Sijbeda recipe 

A page from the pottery recipe book of the Harlingen potter Petrus Sijbeda  

which describes a clay recipe dated 1674 using ‘English earth’

!
!
Hollybush!pit!in!Boyton!

Figure 4: Map of the Boyton area with the position of Hollybush pit

More importantly, statements were taken from ten tin-glaze pottery and tile makers from Rotterdam, Delft 

and Delfthaven who attested that they had ordered the clay. It has not yet been possible to identify all the 

potters mentioned, but some are known to have been well-respected factory owners. One witness, Adriaan 

van Meijer, came from one of the most important tile-making families in Rotterdam. At the time of the 

court case he held the important position of Head of the Potter’s Guild in Rotterdam. The witnesses claimed 

that in times of peace clay was obtained from ‘French Flanders’ (also speci¿cally named as ‘Doornik’) or 
‘Sweedland’, but in times of war from England. It was stated that the clay was used to make ‘white or paint-

ed pottery’. The clay was clearly being supplied in quantity as one potter bought 1000 last (a last being 1700 

kilos). The Warner trustee account books show that around 1775 the clay seam was becoming exhausted, the 

entries for sales ending in 1785. No trace of sales were found in port books after 1725.
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Figure 5: Hollybush pit and a sample of the raw clay found

Dutch archival evidence

A 160-page parchment-bound, hand-written Dutch potter’s notebook contains three clay recipes for making 

tin-glaze wares using English ‘earth’. The book was written between 1712 and 1720 by the Harlingen potter 

Petrus Sijbeda and contains more than 80 glaze recipes. On page 126 (see Figure 3) he provides a glaze reci-

pe of his father’s that he dates to 1674. Under the recipe he provides three clay recipes that suit the glaze, the 

¿rst recipe being a mixture of 3/4 local Fresian clay with 1/4 Flemish marl ‘doorniks aarde’ and the second 
4/5 Local clay with 1/5 English marl ‘engelse aarde’. The difference in mixes suggests that the English marl 
had a higher calcium carbonate percentage than the Flemish marl, approximately 70% calcium carbonate. 

The date of this recipe lies within the period that Boyton was exporting ‘white earth’.

The Search for Boyton marl

In the 1980’s Frank Britton visited Boyton and collected clay from what he claimed was the ‘only pit in the 

village that contains clay’. He was referring to a hollow known as Hollybush pit which is now situated on 

James Greenwell’s farm (see Figure 4). Britton found clay which, after testing at the Institute of Geological 

Science, proved to have 38% – 46% CaCO3 (sadly no record has been found of these tests). Britton even 

sent some of the clay to the well-known tin-glaze expert Alan Caiger-Smith who used it to make a tin-glaze 

plate. In an attempt to learn more about the Boyton marl I had the opportunity make a visit to the same ‘pit’ 

in June 2016 with the support of James Greenwell and Vic Harrup. 

We managed to ¿nd some calcium-rich clay at the surface,  
although ¿ring tests later showed that the clay ¿red red prov-

ing that it was not a true marl (see Figures 5 and 6). The purer 

‘white earth’ deposits probably lie deeper demanding further 

investigation. It would be extremely interesting to see if it were 

possible to chemically distinguish Boyton marl from Doornik 

marl in order to gain more insight into the historical signi¿cance 
of Boyton’s ‘white earth’ in the production of Dutch Delftware 

in the 1600’s.

Kate van Lookeren Campagne
Figure 6: A small sample  

of ‘Hollybush’ clay ¿red at 950˚C
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End notes

1. The term ‘Delftware’ covers all tin-glazed faience ware made in the Northern Netherlands and not only wares 

made in the city of Delft

2. Piccolpasso in the translation by Caiger-Smith, 2007, p.4

3. Britton 1987 p.26

4. van Dam p.108

5. Britton 1987 p.27

6. Benjamin Furly (1634 - 1714) was an English Quaker who was born in Colchester in Essex and settled  

in Rotterdam in 1677. He was a merchant and translator and his house in Rotterdam was a centre for religious, 

cultural and political meetings. 

http://www.historischnieuwsblad.nl/goudeneeuw/artikelen/rotterdam-in-de-gouden-eeuw/index.html.
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bede, botolpH and CHanging beliefs: tHe eaRly CHuRCH on tHe east anglian Coast

Introduction

Although the historical record of the East Anglian conversion is rather slim, it is complemented by a very 

rich archaeological record. This paper presents a short summary of these two contrasting sources of evidence 

and ultimately demonstrates that a combination of historical, archaeological and landscape-based approaches 

to the study of the East Anglian conversion yields far more signi¿cant results than any individual approach 
taken in isolation. The case studies chosen also serve to illustrate that, far from being a rural backwater,  

Anglo-Saxon East Anglia and the Suffolk coast in particular were at the forefront of the development of the 

early Church in the region. 

The writings of the Venerable Bede (d. 735) provides our main historical source, so we begin with an analy-

sis of the sources from which he derived his account of the East Anglian conversion and an examination of 

the historical framework which he constructed from them. Bede’s work focuses our attention on a number of 

relevant sites, some of them already well known and others perhaps less  

familiar, and the rest of this paper discusses the archaeological evidence retrieved from sites throughout the 

region which exhibit important material traces of the East Anglian missions. 

In order to aid the reader, Figure 1 is a map giving the locations of many of the sites referred to in this paper, 

while Figure 2 provides a genealogy and, where applicable, the regnal dates of the East Anglian royal dy-

nasty. It should also be noted that archaeologists working in the Eastern region use the term Early Saxon to 

describe the period AD 410–650, Middle Saxon to describe AD 651-850, and Late Saxon to describe the 

period AD 851–1065. These terms are also employed in this paper. 

Figure 1. East Anglia showing  

the principal places mentioned  

in the text.

Figure 2. A genealogy of the Wuf¿ngs,  
the East Anglian royal dynasty

The Historical Framework

Bede was the most learned and inÀuential Latin writer of Anglo-Saxon England, his Historia Ecclesiastica 

Gentis Anglorum (hereafter HE), probably completed in AD 731, is widely recognised as the most impor-

tant source for early English history (Colgrave and Mynors 1969). Indeed, in many cases the HE is our only 

historical source. One of the main themes explored in the HE is the gradual conversion of the Anglo-Saxon 

kingdoms, a feat most often achieved via royal baptism, the establishment of the episcopal sees and the  



patronage of missionaries. The East Anglian kingdom appears to have been no exception, and the HE  

emphasises the role which the East Anglian kings played in the Christianisation of the region, the most  

important developments, in Bede’s eyes at least, being the establishment of the episcopal see at Dommoc and 

the missionary activities of Fursey. Yet we must proceed with caution, for Bede was primarily a theologian 

and his motives for writing the HE were more than simply to provide an historical account of the English 

Church. Consequently, we must be wary of taking the historical framework Bede presented at face value, but 

at the same time we must make the most of what information we do have.

Bede’s East Anglian sources can be reconstructed with some certainty, for he cited some of them in the pref-

ace and conclusion of the HE, and occasionally acknowledged his informants in the text; other sources can 

be inferred. In his Preface to the HE Bede stated that he ‘learned the history of the church of East Anglia, 

partly from the writings or the traditions of men of the past, and partly from the account of the esteemed 

Abbot Esi’. It is a reasonable assumption that Esi was the abbot of an eighth-century East Anglian monas-

tery, but unfortunately history tells us nothing more about him. The singling out of Esi in this manner would 

seem to suggest that he was Bede’s major source of information pertaining to East Anglia, and in turn might 

be taken to indicate that Bede had no direct contact with the East Anglian bishops during his researching the 

HE, for he would surely have mentioned them speci¿cally if he had. In addition, many of the East Anglian 
details which Bede provided can be shown to have been drawn from Northumbrian traditions and those of 

Wessex and Essex (Kirby 1966). 

Another of Bede’s East Anglian sources was his copy of the anonymous Vita Sancti Fursei, extracts of which 

he incorporated into the text of the HE, embellishing them in places with information derived from other 

sources. The extent to which Bede quoted from the manuscript available to him is highlighted in Plummer’s 

1896 edition of the HE, and Rackham similarly draws attention to the discrepancies and embellishments in 

his translation of the Life of Fursey (Plummer 1896, 163–8; Rackham 2007). Bede’s account of Fursey and 

the implications of his words are considered further below.

According to Bede, the ¿rst East Anglian king to come into contact with Christianity was Rædwald, who 
ruled the region in the ¿rst quarter of the seventh century and was reportedly baptised in Kent in about AD 
604 (see Figure 2). Although a king in his own right, Rædwald was subordinate to Æthelberht of Kent at 
the time of his baptism and his acceptance of the new faith should perhaps be seen in terms of a statement 

of political allegiance rather than a genuine conversion. Certainly Rædwald’s conversion did not last long, 
for upon returning to East Anglia he apparently lapsed back to his heathen ways, establishing a temple in 

which stood two altars, one dedicated to the Christian God and one dedicated to devils (HE II,15). Despite 

Rædwald’s reputed retention of a nominal Christian altar, Christianity clearly did not become the dominant 
religion of East Anglia during his reign—no attempt was made to develop a diocesan infrastructure, for  

example - and if Rædwald was indeed the individual buried in the famous ship-burial at Sutton Hoo, then 
those who buried him clearly did not consider him to be a Christian (Carver and Fern 2005, 283–313). 

Rædwald’s was succeeded by his surviving son, Eorpwald (see Figure 2). In AD 627, Edwin of Northumbria 
converted to Christianity and, we are told, ‘he also persuaded Eorpwald, son of Rædwald and king of the  
East Angles, to abandon his idolatrous superstitions and, together with his kingdom, to accept the Chris-

tian faith and sacraments’ (HE II,15). By then Edwin had become the over-king of the southern kingdoms 

and Eorpwald’s acceptance of Christianity should therefore be viewed in the same subservient context as 

Rædwald’s baptism under Æthelberht. Again, there is no corroborative evidence to suggest that the East  
Anglian kingdom was converted in anything more than a nominal sense under Eorpwald. Indeed,  

Eorpwald’s conversion was literally short-lived, as he was assassinated not long afterwards (HE II,15). 

Following a short period during which the kingship seems to have faltered, Eorpwald was succeeded by 

his brother Sigeberht in about AD 630. Described by Bede as ‘a good and religious man’ (HE III,18) and ‘a 

devout Christian and a very learned man in all respects’ (HE II,15), Sigeberht had been exiled in Gaul during 

his brother’s reign, where he had become a Christian, and Bede stated that ‘as soon as he began to reign he 

made it his business to see that the whole kingdom shared his faith’ (HE II,15). Unlike those of his predeces-
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sors, the reign of Sigeberht saw the true beginning of the East Anglian conversion. Not only was the king a 

devout Christian himself, he also set a number of religious developments in motion, not least the creation of 

an East Anglian diocese and the encouragement of the missionary Fursey.

Felix and Dommoc

Sigeberht was aided in his efforts to convert his kingdom by Felix, a Burgundian bishop, sent to East Anglia 

by Archbishop Honorius, perhaps in direct response to a request from Sigeberht himself. In AD 630/1 Felix 
was appointed the ¿rst Bishop of the East Angles and Sigeberht granted him the site of Dommoc to estab-

lish his bishopric (HE II,15). Felix died seventeen years later and Dommoc remained the sole East Anglian 

see until about AD 673, when Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury divided the diocese and consecrated two 

bishops (HE IV,5). One bishopric continued to be centred at Dommoc, while a new see was established at 

Elmham, although it is not clear if this was Suffolk’s South Elmham or Norfolk’s North Elmham (Hoggett 

2010, 40–4).

The location of Dommoc is traditionally identi¿ed as being the east-coastal town of Dunwich, although 
this association is largely without foundation (Rigold 1961; 1974; Haslam 1992). Our only real clues to 

Dommoc’s location are offered by the descriptive terminology employed by Bede and the signatories of the 

ninth-century Council of Clovesho, both of which suggest that Dommoc was, in fact, a site with a signi¿cant 
Roman past. Furthermore, twelfth- and thirteenth-century documents clearly identify the site as lying on the 

coast at Felixstowe, probably within the walls of the Roman fort at Walton Castle (Haddan and Stubbs 1871, 

546–7; Campbell 1979, 40). Unfortunately for anyone attempting to examine the archaeological evidence for 

the East Anglian conversion Walton Castle was destroyed by the sea in the eighteenth century, although not 

before the site was recorded by a number of antiquarians. Their accounts describe a fort over 100 yards long, 

with round corner-bastions and bands of decorative red brick in its walls, making it broadly comparable with 

the extant Roman fort at Burgh Castle (Plate 1; Fox 1911; Fairclough and Plunkett 2000). 

Several strong arguments can be made in favour of Walton Castle having been the site of Dommoc. As a 

standing Roman masonry structure, Walton Castle would certainly have warranted Bede’s description as 

a civitas (HE III,21), emphasised by the signatory at Clovesho, and the reuse of Roman buildings as early 

Plate 1. An aerial view of Burgh Castle showing the walls of the Roman fort (centre left) and  

the parish church (bottom right). North is to the right of the photograph. ©Google Maps 2016



ecclesiastical sites is a well-attested phenomenon which is explored more fully below (Rigold 1977; Bell 

1998). Walton Castle’s location also makes its identi¿cation as Dommoc more favourable: the site stood at 

the gateway to the Wuf¿ngas’ heartland in south-east Suffolk, for the Deben valley was the site of both the 
royal burial-ground at Sutton Hoo and the royal vill at Rendlesham (for which see Scull et al. 2016), making 

Walton Castle a ¿tting site for the king’s new bishopric and one which he was well within his rights to gift  
to Felix. In addition, there is surviving documentary evidence which suggests that a pre-Conquest church 

once stood inside the fort and that it survived the construction on the site of Roger Bigod’s eleventh-century  

castle, although the church appears to have been relocated in the twelfth century (Davison 1974). The  

destruction of Walton Castle represents the loss of what was probably one of the most signi¿cant archaeo-

logical sites pertaining to the East Anglian conversion, but there are numerous other relevant sites which do 

survive.

Fursey and Cnobheresburg

The establishment of was not the only step towards the Christianisation of the region which occurred during 

Sigeberht’s reign. In a chapter of the HE largely derived from a copy of the Vita Sancti Fursei Bede report-

ed how the Irish missionary Fursey was honourably received by Sigeberht, who subsequently granted him 

the site of Cnobheresburg on which to build a monastery (HE III,19; Rackham 2007). The site of Fursey’s 

monastery was described by Bede as being ‘pleasantly situated close to the woods and the sea, in a Roman 

camp which is called in English Cnobheresburg, that is the city of Cnobhere’ (HE III,18). Cnobheresburg is 

almost universally thought to have lain within the Roman fort at Burgh Castle (Plate 1), the earliest equation 

of the two sites having been made in Camden’s Britannia, ¿rst published in 1586 (Camden 1695, col. 376). 
However, the evidence that Cnobheresburg was located at Burgh Castle is not particularly strong. 

Bede openly acknowledged that he used a copy of the Vita Sancti Fursei when writing the HE, and a com-

parison of the original source and Bede’s account is instructive. Of Fursey’s monastery the Vita states that  

it was built in a castrum, it lay in the vicinity of woods and the sea, and that King Anna (AD 640–54)  

provided the site with further buildings and gifts (Krusch 1902, 437; Rackham 2007). Signi¿cantly, the Vita 

did not name the site, ‘Cnobheresburg’ being an addition of Bede’s own which must have been derived  

from one of his other East Anglian informants, perhaps most likely to have been Abbot Esi. Tellingly, Bede 

also described Cnobheresburg as an urbs and not a civitas, which suggests that he knew the site to be a 

non-Roman forti¿ed enclosure: Bede’s use of the two terms was very speci¿c, and he used the latter to 
signify a site with a Roman past and the former one without (Campbell 1979, 35–7). Unlike Dommoc, which 

given its likely location at Walton Castle Bede rightly called a civitas, his use of urbs for Cnobheresburg 

suggests that he was aware it was a non-Roman site and may be taken to indicate that Bede was therefore 

not referring to Burgh Castle. 

Ultimately, the question of whether or not Cnobheresburg was or was not situated within the walls of Burgh 

Castle is one to which neither the historical or archaeological record can provide a comprehensive and  

conclusive answer. However, although it cannot provide a speci¿c identi¿cation, the archaeological record 
does demonstrate that Burgh Castle was indeed host to signi¿cant ecclesiastical occupation during the  
Middle Saxon period (AD 650–850) and that the site undoubtedly played an important role in the East  

Anglian conversion whether or not it was it was actually associated with Fursey. 

Burgh Castle

The late third-century fort at Burgh Castle is strategically situated on the River Waveney and in the Roman 

period it sat on the southern side of the Great Estuary, an area of tidal water at the conÀuence of the rivers 
Bure, Yare and Waveney (Johnson 1983; Gurney 2002). Today the fort’s walls and external bastions survive 

on three sides; the western wall collapsed into the river shortly after the end of the Roman period (Plate 1). 

The site was reoccupied during the Middle Saxon period and after the Norman Conquest a motte was con-

structed in the south-western corner of the fort. The motte was ¿nally ploughed Àat in 1837. A number of 
small trenches were dug along the western perimeter in 1850 and 1855, and a series of excavations was con-
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ducted by Charles Green between 1958 and 1961 (Harrod 1859; Johnson 1983). In total, less than a quarter 

of the interior of the fort has been excavated. 

Like many, Green ¿rmly believed Burgh Castle to be the site of Cnobheresburg and con¿dently expected 
his excavations to discover the remains of Fursey’s monastery. Indeed, so strong was his conviction that in 

the excavation records some layers were simply labelled ‘Fursey’. The circular arguments inherent in this 

approach are plain to see, but the site did produce evidence for a signi¿cant phase of Middle Saxon occupa-

tion. The topsoil of the north-eastern corner of the fort produced nearly 300 sherds of Middle Saxon pottery, 

suggesting that the majority of the archaeological features pertaining to this period had been destroyed by 

ploughing. Indeed, the only area of the site in which undisturbed Middle Saxon features were found was 

the south-western corner where the medieval motte had stood and the depth of overlying soil was conse-

quently greater. Here the remains of an extensive cemetery were discovered, although the original ground 

surface from which the graves had been cut and several higher layers of burials had clearly been destroyed 

by ploughing. Excavations further north revealed no trace of burials, suggesting that the northern extent of 

the cemetery was reached, but burials apparently continued beyond the eastern and western extents of the 

trenches. The southern extent of the cemetery was delineated by the line of a Roman wall aligned broadly 

west-east.

The cemetery clearly post-dated the Roman occupation of the fort and was sealed beneath the eleventh-cen-

tury motte. Three radiocarbon dates suggested that the cemetery began in the early seventh century and con-

tinued to be used into the Late Saxon period (Johnson 1983, 111-12; Jordan et al. 1994, 27-8). The excavated 

cemetery comprised 163 graves and much disarticulated bone, which subsequent analyses demonstrated to 

contain a mixture of males and females ranging in age from infancy to old age (Anderson and Birkett 1993). 

All of the burials were orientated west-east and arranged into rough north–south rows. In places there was 

evidence for later burials having been dug into earlier ones, suggesting that the cemetery was in a con¿ned 
area and used over a long period of time. On this basis the cemetery at Burgh Castle can be interpreted with 

certainty as being Christian, a conclusion which has sparked much speculation about the presumed where-

abouts of the associated church, although unfortunately it seems that any trace of an associated church has 

also long since been ploughed away. 

Given that the Middle and Late Saxon religious focus clearly lay within the fort it is notable that the pres-

ent parish church stands approximately 250m north-east of the fort (see Plate 1). This church comprises a 

nave, chancel and Romanesque round western tower, to which a north aisle and vestry were added in the 

mid-nineteenth century (Pevsner 1975, 128-9). In 1993-4 a small excavation was conducted immediately 

to the south of the churchyard by the Norfolk Archaeological Unit, revealing several Romano-British and 

Late Saxon agricultural ditches (Wallis 1998). No evidence for Middle Saxon activity was found near to the 

church, which, combined with the agricultural nature of the underlying Late Saxon evidence and the date of 

the tower, suggests that the church might have been relocated to its present site in the early Norman period, 

when the fort was converted into a motte and bailey castle. This is a pattern not entirely dissimilar to that 

seen at Walton Castle.

The Reuse of Roman Enclosures

The fact that the bishopric should have been founded within the walls of the Roman fort at Walton Castle  

is particularly telling, for it is part of a wider pattern of the reuse of Roman enclosures for ecclesiastical  

purposes which is seen across Britain (Rigold 1977; Morris and Roxan 1980; Bell 1998; 2005). Links 

between Roman sites and early ecclesiastical foundations are also commonplace in continental Europe, 

particularly Gaul and Italy (James 1981; Percival 1997). The Roman withdrawal from Britain in the early 

¿fth century did not result in the sweeping away of the existing Roman infrastructure and the Anglo-Saxon 
landscape contained the remains of Roman towns, villas, settlements and roads. Many of these structures 

were old even at the end of the Roman period and by the seventh century many would have been in a poor 

condition, if not entirely ruinous (Dark and Dark 1997, 135-47). Dilapidated Roman masonry buildings, 

sometimes of immense size, would have been particularly awe-inspiring to the Anglo-Saxons, whose archi-



tecture largely comprised timber structures. But why should ruinous Roman sites have been considered by 

the early ecclesiastics to be such suitable locations? One traditionally cited explanation for this association 

is the ready source of quarried stone that Roman buildings provided for the new churches (e.g. Eaton 2000). 

While this may well have been a factor in some parts of England, timber churches appear to have prevailed 

in East Anglia during the Middle Saxon period, meaning that their founders had no immediate need of build-

ing stone. The real explanation for the association is to be found not in pragmatic considerations of building 

materials, but in the symbolic connotations carried in the seventh century by all things Roman.

By the seventh century the Church had come to regard itself as the natural successor to the Imperial Roman 

state, in both actual and metaphorical senses, and Pope Gregory appears to have approached the conversion 

of the Anglo-Saxons not only as the evangelisation of a new people, but also as the spiritual reclamation of 

a lost Roman province. Such notions of romanitas - the desire for the ideals of Roman culture - were so in-

grained that on their arrival in Britain the missionaries of the Roman church would not only have recognised 

the extant remains of Roman buildings for what they were, they would have considered them to be extreme-

ly appropriate sites to host new episcopal and ecclesiastical foundations (Blair 1992, 235-46). Consequently, 

from the mid-seventh century strong intellectual associations were made between Roman sites and Christi-

anity, a concept which not only resulted in the missionaries of the Roman church being drawn to such sites, 

but which was also widely disseminated as a result of these missionaries’ subsequent actions. 

Doubtless as a result of speci¿c requests from the missionaries, ruinous Roman forts across the country 
became the subject of royal gifts so that the sites might be reoccupied and put to ecclesiastical use: alongside 

the gift of Dommoc to Felix discussed here, other examples include the gift of the Roman fort at Bradwell-

on-Sea to Cedd by the king of Essex (HE III,22). Nationwide, more than forty-six early ecclesiastical sites, 

many of them directly attributable to missionaries of the Roman church, are associated with Roman forts  

or enclosures (Rigold 1977; Bell 1998). In every case, the walled enclosure itself seems to have been of 

greatest importance to the occupiers, rather than the presence of any particular building within it. These  

enclosures were not used for defensive purposes, but it would appear that the walls served to mark the 

boundary between the secular exterior world and the religious precinct within, while simultaneously provid-

ing a strong symbolic link with the Roman past. 

In addition to the historically attested example of Dommoc at Walton Castle and the more tenuous linking 

of Cnobheresburg and Burgh Castle, it is clear that many of East Anglia’s Roman enclosures were put to 

ecclesiastical use in the seventh century. Although not all instances of this reuse are documented, many of 

the reoccupations can be materially demonstrated to have been an active part of the evangelisation of East 

Anglia. 

Caister-on-Sea

Situated to the north of Burgh Castle, on the opposite side of the Great Estuary, a similar sequence of Middle 

Saxon reoccupation to that at Burgh Castle occurred at the Roman fort of Caister-on-Sea. Built in the early 

third century AD, the fort was approximately 400m square and comprised an earthen rampart, stone wall and 

outer defensive ditch (Darling with Gurney 1993). The walls of the fort were still standing in the seventeenth 

century, although they appear to have been demolished by the eighteenth century. There have been a num-

ber of small- and medium-scale excavations in and around the site of the fort, many of them in response to 

development, but large areas of the fort’s interior remain unexplored. 

Excavations within the fort revealed two ranges of Roman buildings, the southern gatehouse and a stretch  

of interior road, and demonstrated that the fort had fallen out of use in the last decades of the fourth century. 

As at Burgh Castle, the overlying Anglo-Saxon archaeology had been greatly disturbed, although large  

quantities of Middle Saxon pottery and a number of coins were discovered (Darling with Gurney 1993, 

37–45). Very little evidence for Anglo-Saxon settlement survived, but the excavations did reveal evidence 

for two Middle Saxon inhumation cemeteries, one inside the fort and one immediately outside it to the south. 
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Excavations in 1935 revealed the remains of an inhumation cemetery in the north-eastern quadrant of the 

fort (Rumbelow 1938). It would appear that 50-100 burials of men, women and children were discovered, all 

of them unfurnished, orientated west-east and laid in broad rows, like those at Burgh Castle. In places there 

were apparently several layers of burials, which occasionally intercut. Unfortunately no plans were made of 

the cemetery, but the burials did not apparently continue far to the west. Further excavations in the 1950s, 

also conducted by Charles Green, revealed two isolated burials towards the centre of the fort, and three  

additional burials were discovered in the north-east corner in the 1960s (Darling with Gurney 1993, 45). 

Excavations within the fort conducted by NAU Archaeology in 2006 revealed further evidence for the cem-

etery within the north-eastern quadrant of the fort (Crawley 2009). Several inhumations orientated west–east 

were also revealed immediately to the south of the fort in 1932. More burials were discovered further south 

again in 1946–7 and in 1954 a medium-sized trench revealed at least 147 inhumations, all unfurnished, laid 

west–east and with areas of dense intercutting (Darling with Gurney 1993, 45–61). The 139 skeletons from 

the cemetery comprised infants and adults, males and females. 

It is clear from the archaeological evidence that both the intramural and extramural cemeteries at Caister-

on-Sea were of Middle Saxon origin and similar in character. The lack of recorded details for the cemetery 

discovered in the north-eastern corner of the fort means that interpretation can only be speculative. It would 

seem likely that the intramural cemetery had its origins in the seventh century, at the point when the ruined 

fort was presumably reoccupied and put to ecclesiastical use. This cemetery seems to have continued to have 

been used into the Late Saxon period. 

We can be more certain about the extramural cemetery, which is attributed a start date of about AD 720 on 

the strength of associated ¿nds. This cemetery also continued into the Late Saxon period. If the intramural 
cemetery was a part of the original refoundation of the fort, it would seem that the extramural cemetery was 

established to accommodate the increasing numbers of burials which the site must have attracted as its in-

Àuence grew. Certainly the number of burials outside the fort suggests that this was the more regularly used 
cemetery, perhaps indicating that the right to be buried in the intramural cemetery had become more exclu-

sive over time. 

Rather than being situated within the walls of the fort, the medieval church at Caister-on-Sea stands some 

300m to the east. This church was heavily restored in the late nineteenth century, but traces of thirteenth- and 

fourteenth-century masonry survive (Pevsner and Wildon 1997, 424-6). No traces of Middle or Late Saxon 

activity have been discovered on the site, indicating that the church was almost certainly a later foundation. 

Unlike at Walton Castle and Burgh Castle, there was no Norman occupation of Caister fort which might 

have precipitated the relocation of an intramural church, yet the fact that the church was founded in close 

proximity to the larger of the two Middle to Late Saxon cemeteries might be signi¿cant. 

As was the case at Burgh Castle, it is clear that the Roman enclosure at Caister-on-Sea played host to a sig-

ni¿cant Christian inÀuence during the conversion period. The discovery of two cemeteries provides us with 
an insight into the way in which the initial religious focus might have expanded over time as its inÀuence 
grew, although again the fact that the parish church stands on a slightly different site is perhaps indicative of 

a dislocation of settlement during the Late Saxon period.

Natural Isolation 

Pre-existing enclosures, Roman and occasionally also prehistoric, were not the only feature which attracted 

the early ecclesiastics and a high number of important Anglo-Saxon churches are situated on the summits 

or shoulders of low hills, promontories or islands in marshy Àoodplains (Blair 1992, 227-31). Such sites, at 
once both topographically separated from the surrounding world and yet fully integrated into the major riv-

erine routes of communication, were ideally suited to the purposes of those who were seeking to combine a 

traditional life of monastic devotion with the pro-active conversion of the surrounding population. A number 

of East Anglian religious foundations conform to these patterns, suggesting that they were particularly early 



Figure 3. The topography of the Iken peninsula rendered  

from digital Lidar data put in the public domain by the  

Environment Agency. The blue indicates a water level  

some 0.8m higher than at present and highlights  

the isolated nature of the site.I am grateful to  

John Rainer for processing and providing this image.

Further details about Botolph’s Icanho are provided by the Vita Ceolfridi, written by an anonymous monk 

of Jarrow between 716 and 725 (Plummer 1896, 388-404; Whitelock 1979, 758-70). The biographer record-

ed that long before he became the founding abbot of Jarrow, Ceolfrith visited Kent to learn more about the 

monastic way of life and then ‘came also to East Anglia to see the monastic practices of Abbot Botwulf, 

Plate 2. The four faces of the Iken cross shaft, which  

is now on display in the nave of Iken church.  

© Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service

foundations which may have played an active role 

in the conversion. The ¿rst of these sites to be 
considered here is the historically attested site of 

Botolph’s monastery at Icanho, although again it 

is clear from the archaeological record that several 

further, undocumented sites are also relevant to 

this discussion.

Botolph and Icanho

We know that Fursey’s missionary activities were 

by no means unique, for we hear of other mis-

sionaries at work in East Anglia the most notable 

being Botolph, whose founding of a monastery at 

Icanho is recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

for the year 653 (Plummer and Earle 1898, 28-9). 

It is interesting that Botolph was not mentioned in 

the HE, although Bede had almost certainly heard 

of him, and this serves as a reminder that the HE 

is not a complete and comprehensive history. 

whom report had proclaimed on all sides to be 

a man of unparalleled life and learning, and full 

of the grace of the Holy Spirit’ (Whitelock 1979, 

759). As a result of his visit Ceolfrith ‘returned 

home abundantly instructed, as far as he could be 

in a short time, so much so that no one could be 

found at that time more learned than he in either 

the ecclesiastical or the monastic rule’ (Whitelock 

1979, 759).

Icanho has been ¿rmly identi¿ed with Iken and 
the church is situated on a spur of land which pro-

jects into the river, as the -ho place-name element 

suggests (Figure 3). Here, it is the topographic 

isolation of the site rather than an extant building 

which appears to have been attractive to the mis-

sionary, the surrounding water effectively forming 

a natural enclosure. The fabric of Iken church 

comprises a Norman nave, a ¿fteenth- or six-

teenth-century tower and south porch, and a Victo-

rian chancel. The recognition of a broken piece of 

carved Anglo-Saxon cross shaft built into the base 

of the tower prompted an archaeological exca-

vation in 1977 (West, Scarfe and Cramp 1984). 

Trenches inside the church revealed the Norman 

foundations of the nave, which cut a series of ear-

lier graves. Excavation in the churchyard revealed 

a series of clay-¿lled trenches, thought to have 
been the foundations of an earlier, timber church. 
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The excavations also produced three Middle Saxon 

Ipswich ware and two Late Saxon pottery sherds. 

The carved stone was removed from the wall and 

revealed to be a 1.5m section of broken cross-shaft, 

decorated with interlace, crosses and animals (Plate 

2). The cross is an unusual artefact in this region 

and would have stood 3m high. It is stylistically 

dated to the late ninth or early tenth centuries and  

is thus later than the documented period of the 

monastery’s occupation, but may well have been 

erected as a monument to Botolph, whose remains 

were buried there until the tenth century.

Iken was presumably destroyed, or at least disrupt-

ed, in the Viking raids of 870, along with many of 

the region’s other major institutions, but in the later 

years of the tenth century royal consent was giv-

en for Botolph’s body to be exhumed and divided 

into thirds, to be shared between the Abbeys of Ely 

and Thorney and King Edgar himself (Stevenson 

1924, 42-3). Thorney clearly received its portion of 

Figure 4. The topography of Burrow Hill rendered  

from digital Lidar data put in the public domain by  

the Environment Agency. The blue indicates a water 

level some 0.8m higher than at present and highlights 

the isolated nature of the site. Note the hollow on the 

crest of the hill left by quarrying. I am grateful to  

John Rainer for processing and providing this image.

Plate 3. The footings of the timber Anglo-Saxon  

church revealed at Staunch Meadow,  

Brandon, looking east.  

© Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service

the body, prompting the eleventh-century Vita to be written, but it is not clear whether Ely and Westminster 

received theirs. Tradition records that Botolph’s body (or at least bits of it) rested for some time at nearby 

Grundisburgh, from whence Cnut ordered it be transferred to Bury St Edmunds in 1020. This later interest  

in Botolph’s relics led to a revival of his cult, attested by the many churches which are dedicated to him 

nationwide; his cult even spread to Scandinavia, where it enjoyed wide support (Toy 2003).

Burrow Hill 

A similarly isolated topographic situation was 

exploited at Burrow Hill, Butley, some 10km south 

of Iken. The site’s purported medieval name, Insula 

de Burgh, indicates that the hilltop was once an 

island in the river valley, cut off from dry land by 

tidal mudÀats over which an arti¿cial causeway 
was constructed during the Anglo-Saxon or early 

medieval period (Figure 4). By 1898 gravel-digging 

on Burrow Hill had revealed traces of a Middle 

Saxon cemetery, but it was not until rescue excava-

tions were conducted between 1978 and 1981 that 

an inhumation cemetery of at least 200 individuals 

was revealed. All of the inhumations were unfur-

nished and orientated west–east, with some exhib-

iting cof¿n-stains. Only two infants are recorded 
and the adults are described as being ‘mainly male’ 

(Fenwick 1984). 

The excavations also revealed Middle Saxon  

settlement evidence and an unusually high quantity 

of metalwork, indicative of high-status occupa-

tion. In the Interim Report published in 1984, the 

excavator emphasised the defensive nature of the 

island and stressed its strategic importance, but as 



is apparent from the arguments presented above, the topographically isolated location of the site and Middle 

Saxon Christian cemetery are all strong indicators that its closest parallels are the other religious sites dis-

cussed here such as Iken. Burrow Hill fell out of use during the Anglo-Saxon period, perhaps as a result of 

Viking depredations, and consequently the site never acquired a masonry church; indeed, the hilltop was not 

reoccupied until an unrelated Augustinian priory was founded there in the late twelfth century. 

Brandon

One of the consistent characteristics of all of the sites discussed thus far is that little or no trace of any Mid-

dle Saxon churches contemporary with the excavated cemeteries has been discovered. This is for a variety 

of reasons, foremost amongst them being the ephemeral nature of the timber structures themselves and the 

impact of the later land-use of the sites in question. However, there is a similarly peripheral site on the edge 

of the west Suffolk fens which provides us with a spectacular example of what a church of this period may 

have looked like: Staunch Meadow, Brandon. 

Like Iken and Burrow Hill, the Middle Saxon site at Brandon was located on an island in a river valley, 

linked to the mainland by a causeway. Large-scale excavation of the site undertaken between 1980–88 re-

vealed extensive evidence for a monastic settlement engaged in river-borne trade, arable and pastoral agri-

culture and light industry (Carr et al. 1988; Tester et al. 2014). The excavated features included the remains 

of the most complete example of a Middle Saxon timber church in East Anglia. At its greatest extent the 

church was a three-cell structure, with a total length of approximately 25m (Plate 3).

In its ¿rst phase the church comprised a nave measuring 14m by 6.5m with an adjoining chancel of 5m by 
4.3m. The chancel contained an isolated burial which had been disturbed by a later feature, and the remains 

of a structure at the eastern end of the nave have been interpreted as an altar. The walls were constructed 

from posts and planks set vertically in foundation trenches and the nave had opposing doors in the centre of 

each long side. A smaller door entered the chancel from the south. A third, western cell, measuring 5.5m by 

4.3m, appears to have been added during a second phase of Middle Saxon building and it was also entered 

via a southern doorway. The function of this third cell remains an open question, but it could have been a 

baptistery or even the base of a small tower.

A contemporary inhumation cemetery was excavated to the south-east of the church. It comprised at least 

220 inhumations of mixed age and sex, some of which had been buried in cof¿ns. This cemetery appears to 
have gone out of use at the same time as a third phase of building saw the removal of the chancel and the 

replacement of the nave and the western cell with a similarly sized building in broadly the same position. It 

is likely that both the church and cemetery ceased to function at this point and were presumably refounded 

to the north of the site, where a second cemetery was partially excavated.

Conclusions

East Anglia is among the most poorly represented Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in terms of its historical sources, 

but fortunately its complementary archaeological record is extremely rich. This enables us to take the chron-

ological framework presented by these historical sources and build upon it. 

It is clear that a number of the region’s walled Roman enclosures played an instrumental role in the evange-

lisation of East Anglia, as indeed they did in many other parts of the country. There is compelling evidence 

that the Roman fort at Walton Castle became the site of the episcopal see, from which the authority of the 

bishop radiated across the region. Further north, the pair of forts which Àanked the Great Estuary, Burgh 
Castle and Caister-on-Sea, each became the focus of a Middle Saxon Christian community, the archaeolog-

ical evidence for which is abundantly clear, albeit heavily disturbed. Once the early ecclesiastics had occu-

pied these Roman enclosures they became missionary stations from which the holy men could begin their 

work within the local population. 
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A good indication of the degree of success enjoyed by early missionaries is provided by the presence and 

extent of the Christian cemeteries associated with the Roman sites described above. From the sheer quantity 

of burials discovered, particularly at Caister-on-Sea, it would seem that each missionary station had a zone 

of inÀuence which extended far beyond its walls, with many individuals from the surrounding area being 
buried within or close to the fort. This interpretation is supported by the fact that all of the excavated cem-

eteries have contained a mixture of males and females ranging from infancy to old age, indicating that the 

cemeteries catered for whole communities, rather than one exclusive section of society.

Roman sites were clearly attractive to the ¿rst wave of Christian missionaries, but that is not to say that they 
were occupied to the exclusion of all other sites. In many cases the Roman sites are only the most archaeo-

logically obvious form of sites which could have been employed in this manner and also happen to be sites 

which have attracted more archaeological attention. Many other sites were either converted to a Christian 

purpose or founded anew during the course of the conversion, such as those sites discussed above which 

utilised plateaux, promontories and riverine islands to achieve topographic isolation. 

It is certain that the account of the East Anglian conversion derived from the documentary sources does not 

provide a comprehensive explanation of events; rather, it provides a framework against which the contempo-

rary archaeological evidence can be measured, compared and contrasted. Sometimes it is possible to recon-

cile the historical and archaeological evidence - such as in the case of Iken - but in other cases the sources of 

evidence are more ambiguous - such as is the case with Burgh Castle. Yet, despite this, what we are able to 

say is that both the historical and archaeological evidence point towards there having been a rich and varied 

ecclesiastical landscape in East Anglia during the seventh century.

Dr Richard Hoggett
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tHe bRigHtlingsea Raids on tHe oRfoRd oysteR fisHeRy.

The oyster beds in the River Ore were a valuable resource for Orford in the eighteenth century and suc-

cessive royal charters from 1256 onwards had been interpreted by the members of Orford Corporation as 

giving them exclusive rights to this ¿shery. At the end of the eighteenth century a challenge emerged to 
Orford’s assumption of rights to the oyster ¿shery, which led to the Court of the King’s Bench making a 
determination of the matter in 1791. Fortunately the events from 1770 to 1791 were chronicled in detail in 

the diary of John Randall of Orford and it is from that diary that the account below is taken. John Randall 

was the “Tide’surveyor of the Customs” for Orford and as such he was a senior customs of¿cer responsible 
for searching newly arrived vessels for goods liable for payment of duties. As he says in his diary he had to 

be aware of ships coming into the Ore both day and night and in that he was assisted by the Water Bailiffs 

employed by Orford Corporation

There was a history of ¿shermen from Brightlingsea coming into the river Ore and taking oysters and oyster 
brood. In his diary John Randall says that this problem began in 1771 and that the Brightlingsea men wanted 

to make Orford River a free river where they could ¿sh at will. Some of the raids on the ¿shery took place at 
night and the boats “would steal all the oysters they could and sail away with them.” When the Brightling-

sea men found that they could not take oysters without being opposed by local vessels they came in larger 

Oyster Legends (two lead and one brass) used by the Water Bailiffs to check annually on the size of oysters  

taken from the river by Orford residents. The Bailiffs took average sized oysters each year and ¿lled them with  
lead or brass. Villagers would be required to throw back any smaller oysters which were known as Spats. The  

brass oyster legend is dated 3rd September 1689. (Ref: 1993.184.5) 



numbers, often with 20 or 30 vessels. The Mayor of Brightlingsea told the Corporation of Orford that they 

wanted to hire the river from them but the Corporation “told them ye Fishery belonged to ye Borough of 

Orford which they always meant to protect for its Inhabitants.” This stance seemed to have the desired effect 

as there were no more raids until 1788 when a severe frost lasting several weeks destroyed the oysters and 

oyster brood in the river Colne and other shallow rivers. John Randall records, “The Dredgermen being very 

much distressed in those parts by such an event and there being more vessels employed in the Oyster Fishery 

at Colne, Burnham and other rivers in Essex, than ever were known before, made them venture once more to 

come to Orford River to supply their own Fishery’s from thence with Oysters and Oyster Brood.” 

Oyster Dredging at sea, painted by E Duncan,  

Exhibition of the Society of Painters in Water Colour, Illustrated London News 1856 

The trouble resumed on August 31st 1790, when ten oyster vessels from Brightlingsea and Colchester 

appeared in the River Ore in order to dredge for oysters and oyster brood. In his capacity as Tide’survey-

or John Randall boarded the vessels and told them that they must not dredge for oysters or take any ¿sh in 
“Orford River” as the right to the ¿shery lay with the Corporation of Orford and that the Corporation would 
immediately take action to defend this right. Having heard this, the vessels left the river “peaceably” the 

next day. However, they were not away for long, as on September 11th four vessels from Brightlinsea came 

into the river and were seen by John Randall and others dredging for oyster and oyster brood. John Randall 

accompanied by one of the Corporation’s Water Bailiffs and others went out to the vessels and brought them 

in to Orford quay, where they discovered that each vessel had taken about 30 bushels of oysters and oyster 

brood. The Brightlingsea men were then taken to appear before Samuel Randall (Justice of the Peace for the 

borough of Orford), the Earl of Hertford and other members of the Corporation and they were threatened 

with legal action and severely reprimanded. John Randall records that “the ¿shermen begged for mercy and 
pardon and promised that they would never come into Orford River again, unless by stress of weather, if 

the Corporation would forgive them.” Their pleas were successful as the Corporation forgave them and sent 

them on their way and must have hoped that this show of strength would be the end of the matter.
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The problems began again in the New Year, as on January 31st twelve vessels from Brightlingsea came into 

the river and began dredging for oysters despite a strong north-westerly wind. Several boats left Orford to 

board the Brightlingsea ships and take away the oysters on board. When they tried to do this Mark Noble, 

the master of the Mary Ann (a Brightlingsea vessel), rammed one of the Orford boats and sank it. George 

Cullum who was in the Orford boat re-acted with great speed in jumping into the small boat that was in 

tow, cutting the line and rescuing his shipmates who would otherwise have drowned. The Brightlingsea 

vessels all left the river immediately following this incident and the Orford men must have hoped they had 

seen the last of them for a while. However, on February 9th 1791, 26 vessels from Brightlingsea and Col-

chester arrived in the river. John Randall was ready to intervene again and with great perseverance boarded 

each of the vessels, examined their certi¿cates and took down details of the names of the owner and master. 
Matters were escalating at speed as on the following day a further 26 vessels came into the river and the 

combined Àeet of 52 vessels “dredged in Orford River ‘till they were full of oysters and oyster brood.” John 
Randall recorded that Mark Noble, master of the Mary Ann, was again dredging for oysters. It would have 

been quite a sight for the people of Orford to see such a Àeet under sail in their river and many must have 
wondered where and when this threat to the town ¿shery would end. On February 12th twelve vessels were 
again in the river and John Randall recorded, “Twelve vessels came into Orford River ye Masters of which 

had the impudence to dredge almost quite up to the Town. Once again the Orford men opposed these ves-

sels and took away a great number of oysters and brood and also managed to seize 36 dredges belonging to 

the Brightlingsea men, which were placed in the town hall “till further orders.” On March 4th three vessels 

came into the river, two of which had been seen to dredge before and the masters of these two vessels were 

apprehended and brought before Samuel Randall , Justice of the Peace, as had happened in September 1790. 

This time the Corporation of Orford intended to take a much ¿rmer line with the two masters concerned and 
Henry Seymour-Conway and other members of the Corporation joined Samuel Randall in committing them 

to Orford gaol where they were imprisoned for ¿ve or six days and then given notice that they would be re-

quired to appear “at ye next Sessions of the Peace to be holden at Orford.” John Randall records at this point 

in his diary that when he boarded the Brightlingsea vessels their masters always told him that the borough of 

Vessels Dredging for Oysters, The Popular Science Monthly 1874-1875



Orford had lost its charter and as such they had no right to the river and unless the Corporation could show 

them proof of their rights to the ¿shery “they would Dredge in de¿ance of any person and by so doing would 
make it a common river. This legal challenge to the rights of the borough of Orford was to become a theme 

in later legal developments.

In the middle of March (Randall does not give a precise date) 24 vessels came into the river with one dis-

playing a commodore’s pendant on its mast and carrying on board the clerk of Mr Smithies, an Attorney 

from Colchester. The clerk wanted to know on what authority the two ¿shermen had been committed and to 
have copies of warrants relating to the matter. He also asked that the Corporation produce its charter so that 

he might read it. The Corporation refused him sight of the Charter and told him “that they shou’d proceed 

against the Dredgermen by Law, which if they thought the Corporation had not an exclusive right to the 

Fishery they ye Dredgermen might defend it.” 

The Corporation were not bluf¿ng and they engaged John Moulsdale an Attorney from the Middle Temple 
in London to act for them and he brought actions “against the most wealthy of the owners and masters of ye 

Vessels, which they defended. The defendants were John Tabor (Mayor of Brightlingsea), Matthew Tabor, 

John Richardson and William WinterÀood. These men were the owners of several of the vessels involved 
and are described by John Randall as “people of property.” The Brightlingsea men engaged Mr Smithies, a 

Colchester Attorney to defend them, but he insisted that there should be a joint agreement between all the 

owners of the vessels involved before he would proceed. In due course the matter came to trial at the Bury 

St Edmunds Assizes on 13th August 1791.

The main argument advanced by the counsel for the defendants was “that Orford River was an arm of ye 

sea, where the tide Àowed and reÀowed, where ye ships and vessels sailed, and as such all the Subjects of ye 
Realm had a right to Fish.” The case was heard in Bury and the defendants from Brightlingsea produced as a 

witness, an 80 year old man from Aldeburgh called Groom, who claimed that as long as 60 years ago he had 

taken oysters from the river without being challenged. However, witnesses from Orford who were 50 to 60 

years old said they had never seen Groom ¿shing in Orford River. A second witness, 82 year old Arthur Hail 
claimed that he had bought a house in Orford in order to be able to dredge for oysters in the river but contin-

ued to do so even after he had moved to Aldeburgh. He was asked who had given him leave to catch oysters 

in the river and he said George Mingay and Mr Probart had given leave for him to ¿sh. As both Mingay and 
Probart had been Mayors of Orford during the later eighteenth century Arthur Hail’s evidence served only to 

demonstrate that it was the Mayor and Corporation of Orford who had rights to the ¿shery, as Randall says, 
“The Evidence of Arthur Hail went much in favour of ye Plaintiffs.” A third witness called Pallant, who was 

40 years old and a resident of Aldeburgh claimed that he ¿shed in Orford River for oysters and “Àoating 
¿sh” and had never been challenged. John Randall gave evidence against Pallant’s testimony, telling the 
court that he had been in the service of the Customs since 1772 and that his duty was to be on the look out 

for boats in the river both day and night. He told the court that he had never seen Pallant ¿shing in Orford 
River as he would certainly have done in the course of his duties. Several witnesses from Brightlingsea were 

called, all of whom claimed to have ¿shed in the river unmolested. The Orford witnesses included John 
Randall who described boarding Brightlingsea vessels laden with 30 bushels of oysters. William Knight and 

Henry Ablett who were the water bailiffs from Orford, gave evidence of the Brightlingsea vessels dredging 

for oysters in the river. Several ¿shermen from Orford told the court that “Orford River was not a free one, 
and that strangers had always been denyed ¿shing there. Mr Lindsell Burnwood who was master and owner 
of a large brigg from Orford and lived in the town, said that he sailed regularly from Aldeburgh to London 

and Newcastle and knew that strangers were not allowed to ¿sh in the river. Thomas Spurling from Alde-

burgh said that he had been caught trawling in Orford River by William Knight, the water bailiff, who had 

warned him never to ¿sh there again. Orford’s ¿nal witness, Christopher Prentice, a 60 year old water bailiff 
from Ipswich, who had married an Orford woman, said he had applied for leave to dredge and ¿sh in Orford 
River and had been told that he would need to live in Orford for such leave to be granted.
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Legal arguments then turned to the documentary evidence and John Randall says that Mr Moulsdale, the Or-

ford Attorney, “carried all of the writings with him to Bury, from out of the Corporation Chest at Orford, that 

could be of any use; the Charter of Henry the eighth; the Charter of Queen Elizabeth; the Charters of James 

the 1st and second; and several Charters besides previous to ye Reign of Henry the eighth – Letters patent 

were carried to Bury granted by several Princes of England.” John Randall says that he and Mr Moulsdale 

examined the Corporation chest of documents in the May previous to the trial and found a book of man-

uscripts in folio containing all the bye laws that were made several hundred years prior to 1791. Some of 

the documents were in Latin and some in English but “in old court handwriting” and in general they were a 

challenge to decipher as “even ye lawyers themselves upon the Tryal found it dif¿cult to read.” John Randall 
refers to one bye law which”forbids strangers from Fishing or Dragging for Oysters in Orford Haven.” John 

Randall then digresses from the dispute with Brightlingsea and gives us a window into the discontent that 

many inhabitants of Orford must have felt at their lack of representation on the Corporation and their inabil-

ity to inÀuence the governance of the town. He says of the book of bye laws, “There are also in this Book, 
Laws concerning the Fair of this Town – The keeping of Cattle and Geese; The Market and a Thousand 

other things that the inhabitants of Orford are quite ignorant of, for were they fully known to the inhabitants, 

there is not ye least doubt but many of ye Laws would be found to be of the greatest bene¿t and use to the 
Town of Orford; whereas things have been conducted for some years back in this Borough, the Laws, the 

privileges, and a great many bene¿ts that were formerly granted to ye honest men of Orford (so related in 
the Charter) are entirely lost, for ye want of the inhabitants themselves being of the Body Corporate and they 

themselves seeing into their rights and preventing them from being infringed upon.”

Returning to the trial John Randall says that the only concern that the Corporation had was that ¿shermen 
from London had ¿shed in Orford River for “Floating Fish”, which they had been allowed to do without 
being challenged. Mr Moulsdale argued that the Àoating ¿shery had not been of any consequence for many 
years and that it was impossible for a man to make a living by that ¿shery alone in Orford River and that 
explained the Corporation allowing the London ¿shermen their access to the ¿shery. John Randall says that 
the Àoating ¿shery had in the past been very important and in the time of Lord Willoughby, in the ¿rst half 
of the sixteenth century, the herring ¿shery was so productive that in the season “there were two Fish Fairs 
every day in two different parts of the Town of Orford.” The decline of the herring ¿shery had been matched 
by a decline in the numbers of sole and cod to be caught and John Randall looks forward to the day when 

these ¿sh will return in numbers to the river.

The Jury at Bury reached their verdict after a trial lasting “several hours” and they found in favour of the 

plaintiffs from Orford. John Randall kept a press cutting which gives a brief account of the proceedings. The 

St James’s Chronicle of 20th August 1791 which described the case, as follows:

“On Saturday last came on to be tried, at Bury assizes, for the county of Suffolk, before Sir Willian Henry 

Ashurst, Knight, and a Special Jury, an action in the Court of King’s Bench, of considerable importance 

respecting the right of ¿shery in the river and haven of Orford, in the county of Suffolk, wherein the 
Mayor and Commonalty of the borough of Orford were Plaintiffs, and John Richardson and William Win-

terÀood, both of the town of Brightlingsea, on the borders of the river Colne in Essex, (owners of certain 
oyster vessels) Defendants: when after a fair and impartial trial, which lasted several hours, a verdict was 

reached for the Plaintiffs.

And on Monday last also came to be tried, before the same Judge and a Special Jury, another action 

against John Tabor, Esq, the Mayor of Brightlingsea, (owner of several oyster vessels) ; and a third action 

against Matthew Tabor, of Brightlingsea, master of a certain oyster vessel called the Liberty, at the suit of 

the same Mayor and Commonalty, respecting the aforesaid right of ¿shery: when by the consent of Coun-

sel on both sides verdicts in both actions were found for the Plaintiffs, with full costs of suit: by which 

three several verdicts, the sole and exclusive right of ¿shery in the aforesaid river and haven, is con¿rmed 
to the Corporation of Orford.

Counsell for the Plaintiffs, Mr Sergeant Le Blanc, Mr Adair and Mr George Wilson – Attorney Mr Mouls-

dale, Middle Temple.

Counsell for the Defendants, Mr Joddrell and two other gentlemen whose names we do not re-collect. 

Attornies, Mr Smithies, the Town Clerk of Colchester, and Mr Lowton, Temple.”
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The damages referred to above amounted to a total award of ten guineas and one shilling to the Borough of 

Orford. John Randall writes in his diary that the trial was a fair and impartial one, but notes that Mr Smith-

ies and his Brightlingsea clients later endeavoured to have the matter referred for re-trial to the Court of the 

King’s Bench in London. 

The grounds advanced for a new trial were the admission of improper evidence by the Judge, namely a copy 

of an award by Edward VI giving Lord Willoughby of Parham right to the ¿shery. Again John Randall kept 
the press cutting from the Whitehall Evening Post of Saturday November 12th 1791, which reports on the 

decision made in the Court of the King’s Bench as follows:

“The BOROUGH of ORFORD versus PARKENSON & c

This was a motion for a new trial, on the grounds of improper evidence having been admitted by the 

Judge who tried the cause. The plaintiffs claimed a prescriptive right to a ¿shery; and in support of their 
claim, the copy of an award in the reign of Edward the Sixth, in favour of Lord Willoughby of Parham, 

allowing him a prescriptive right to this ¿shery, was produced as evidence. This, as it was contended, 
ought not to have been received.

The Court, however, were of a different opinion, maintaining that deeds against which no suspicion lies 

are admissible.

The rule was of course discharged.” 

Mr Moulsdale, the Attorney representing Orford Corporation, wrote to them on November 21st 1791 to 

con¿rm that the attempt to have the matter referred for a new trial had failed and that the Corporation had 
been completely successful in their legal actions against the Brightlingsea men. Thus ended a dispute which 

had dragged on for twenty years causing great concern to John Randall and the Corporation, ¿shermen and 
oyster dredgers of Orford, all of whom could now relax in the knowledge that they had seem the last of the 

oyster raiders from Brightlingsea.

Mike Bradshaw
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Medieval flooR tiles fRoM butley pRioRy

Butley Priory was ¿rst excavated in 1931-33 and the report published the following year in a long article on 
its history and archaeology by the excavator, J N L Myres1. His excavations allowed a plan of the priory to 

be produced, which shows he excavated small areas of the nave and presbytery of the church, and much of 

the cloister which lay to its south, namely the whole of the refectory range, much of the cellarer’s range on 

the west side of the cloister, part of the undercroft of the dormitory range on the east side of the cloister and 

the latrine block to the south-east of the dormitory. Amongst the ¿nds were fragments of pottery and window 
glass, human remains and large quantities of Àoor-tiles, the latter by far the most interesting. The decorative 
tiles were illustrated in his excavation report. Some of these are still on display in the Priory Gatehouse but 

the great majority were put into crates in store. Some have found their way into the British Museum and 

even Nottingham Museum (presented by a Mr R Cooper). Orford Museum has two tiles on display in Orford 

Castle.

Butley Priory Gatehouse (OrfMus: 1996.39.6)

Butley Priory was one of Myres’s major archaeological projects, done under the encouragement of Dr J 

M Randall, sometime headmaster of Winchester and occupant of the gatehouse, with the permission of Sir 

Bernard Greenwell, the owner. He retired as Professor Sir John Myres CBE after a very distinguished career 

as Bodley Librarian, co-author of The Oxford History of England volume I, an expert in Anglo-Saxon pot-

tery, and president and gold medallist of the Society of Antiquaries of London. There is a photograph of him 

excavating at Butley in Untold Tales from the Suffolk Sandlings by Valerie Fenwick and Vic Harrup2.

In 2016 Sir Bernard’s grandson, Sir Edward, kindly placed six boxes of Àoor-tiles on loan to Orford Muse-

um. These, along with the others in the gatehouse and elsewhere on the estate which were studied in 1980, 

were examined in April 2016 by Paul Drury, assisted by David Sherlock and Jennifer Hall, for the forthcom-

ing census of medieval Àoor-tiles in East Anglia3. This latest lot, numbering about 231 (including 16 plain, 

plus the 22 fragments mounted in a panel) tiles, allow a much more detailed study to be made of the tiles 

from Butley Priory, even though it is thought that other excavated tiles still remain stored elsewhere on the 

estate (297 were recorded in 1980). Some are plain and many are very worn4 but the decorated examples, 

even the fragments of tiles, have allowed Paul to produce more detailed and accurate drawings of the de-

signs already known to him from Butley. Secondly, they allow him to note where else the same designs are 

known and so to build up a picture of the origins and distribution of medieval tiles in the region. The follow-

ing is a brief account of the tiles, illustrating some of their attractive designs. 



36

Friday, 1st April 2016 at Sir Edward Greenwell’s estate of¿ce: Paul Drury and David Sherlock are both 
knowledgeable about medieval Àoor tiles, therefore this day of sorting tiles in Sir Edward’s of¿ce turned out 
to be fascinating and an educational one for me as curator of Orford Museum (as well as an artist who is in-

terested in the process of making). Our ¿rst task was to take the tiles out of their boxes and to sort them into 
designs, each tile being given a gentle wipe with a damp cloth to remove the surface dust and expose the 

image beneath. Slowly, there grew across the whole width of Sir Edward’s of¿ce Àoor small stacks of tiles, 
each stack a particular design and all in varying degrees of completeness and image condition. 

The different designs were quickly recognised by Paul and David5, each grouping was looked at careful-

ly and any new, or more complete design was added to the census being compiled by Paul. He traced or 

rubbed graphite dust on to tracing paper (laid over the tile) to capture the designs of the tiles, adding in some 

cases just a bit more to an incomplete drawing. It was clear that the tiles were made in different ways and 

this sparked a discussion on how a medieval tile was made depending on where it ended up – on a Àoor, a 
wall or the roof. The most common style and particularly suited to Àoors, was the inlaid or indented tile.  A 
wooden stamp or mould, with a carved design on it, was used to make the image on the tile. When this was 

pushed into the surface of an air dried clay tile to a certain depth and removed, it left a clear indentation of 

the design behind. The indentations within the design were then ¿lled with a cream coloured clay slip which 
was scraped back to remove any excess, exposing the ¿nal two coloured image - terracotta brown from the 
underlying clay and cream from the surface slip. Two examples and a fragment are illustrated below.

David Sherlock (left) and Paul Drury (right) sorting the tiles into design types 

G10/914



Once ¿red, the resulting Àoor tiles would have been ideal for laying as a patterned Àoor because the sur-
face of the tiles were Àat - the image was protected by being ‘inlaid’. There were variations of this method; 
for example using a very slight indentation into the terracotta clay which had already been coated in slip 

and then scraping it to reveal the pattern, or using a stencil rather than an indentation. The pale clay slip 

was, with this latter technique, painted onto the exposed surface of the tile within the con¿nes of the stencil 
design. Both these methods would have looked very similar to the inlaid method described ¿rst, however, 
as the designs were directly on the surface of the tile it would not have been so durable when walked upon6. 

The two tiles shown below demonstrate the method of production in which the design was stamped into a 

tile already coated with slip, with the tile on the right showing a lot of wear and tear – the technique pro-

duced a sharp initial outline, but the thin layer of slip was vulnerable to wear.

It was also possible simply to paint an image with the clay slip directly onto the surface of the terracotta 

coloured tile. Again the image would have been vulnerable given its thin surface. However, all the tiles 

would have had a lead glaze applied to the surface and then been ¿red once in a purpose built wood ¿red 
kiln up to a temperature of around 1000°C. The glaze, during this process of ¿ring, became extremely hard 
and often changed colour depending on its make-up and that of the tile. It was also dependent on the texture 

of the surface of the tile, this could harbour concentrations of the glaze which once ¿red gave a deeper col-
ouring. The difference in the glaze’s colouring was due to the copper content and whether it was being laid 

onto a terracotta surface or a pale clay slip surface. Five colours were possible; brown, yellow, light green, 

dark green and black. The hard surface achieved with the lead glaze gave the tiles a protective covering 

which wore down slowly and helped to make the tiles last longer. It also gave the tiles an uneven colouring 

which affected the general overall appearance of the tiles when laid7. 

Amongst the tiles on Sir Edward’s of¿ce Àoor were some relief tiles - that is to say their designs look as if 
they have been embossed. 

The essence of the embossed tile proper, however, is that the design itself should appear in relief against a 

Àat, sunken background. […] but on the ¿ner thirteenth-century tiles, e.g. those at N. Berwick or Butley, 
the surfaces are modelled and present gradations of relief which are often of considerable complexity8.

These relief tiles may have been better used as a wall decoration given their uneven surface but were nor-

mally used, as at Butley, as Àoor tiles and dominated the collection found at the site. Two examples are 
shown below (on page 38):

Gp10/920 (DS96)G10/917 (DS122)
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G95/922(DS89) G95/918(DS105)

Myres surmised in his article that the prevalence of relief tiles at Butley Priory, as opposed to the more com-

mon inlaid tile, may have been due to the lack of pale coloured clay in the area9. Now that many more Suf-

folk tiles have been found, however, it is clear that relief tiles were particularly popular in the region from 

north Essex to south Norfolk. Some relief designs that look as though they should have been inlaid tiles, 

are in fact sometimes found with an inlaid slip, which would have made them look more like the diagrams 

shown beneath. The photographs clearly show the relief and indented areas. They were produced in Ipswich 

alongside stencilled designs in the third quarter of the 13th century.

G85B/952G85B/876

The tile to the right (G85B/952) has to have all four parts of the design  
laid together to see it. Paul has put together a ‘strip’ to show what they  

would look like on the Àoor: laid at 45 degrees to the walls, usually  
separated from the next by a line of plain tiles.


















