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Ramsey Abbey Community Archaeology Project’s aims are to
research, survey and excavate the Abbey site. 

Through the Treasures of Ramsey Abbey exhibition and
Pilgrims Trail we will highlight the significance of monasteries

to Medieval England. This exciting project continues...



Ramsey Abbey Pilgrims Trail - 2020
A guide to the history, heritage and artefacts of

Ramsey Abbey, 969 – 1539

ABBEY HOUSE, RAMSEY

There are several basement rooms and floors in original
medieval stonework, primarily Barnack stone walls and large
flagstones.  The mid 13th century wall arcading in the
basement is known locally as the ‘Lady Chapel’, however

some think it may have
been the monk’s Refectory
or probably the Chapter
House.  This would be a
separate building in which
the monks and abbot could
meet in privacy from the lay
people to discuss the

running of the abbey, its estate and farms and the Benedictine
code of conduct.  The house was for a time used by Abbey
College.  It is still the property of Lord and Lady Fairhaven.  

Please note there are some worn steps and uneven flooring.

Where In the grounds of Ramsey Abbey College, 
Abbey Road, Hollow Lane Ramsey PE26 1DG.  

When By arrangement with the administration office at 
Abbey College.  
Opens April to October 
The first Sunday of the month
1pm – 5pm 
Admission Free.  

How Telephone 01487 812352 or 
email via the website

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk
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A Abbey  B Monastic buildings  C Hospitium (now St Thomas à Becket
Church)  D Guest range  E Inner Gate house (remains still existing) 
F Outer Gate house and precinct wall  G Great Whyte  H The Great Bridge
I High Street  J Little Whyte  

Ramsey the Golden

More than 1000 years ago, Benedictine Monks chose this
spot on the edge of the Fens to build an abbey.  Building first
began in 969 and the abbey grew to become one of the
richest of its kind in the country.  There was no town here
before the Benedictines came but a settlement soon grew up
at its gates and along the High Street.  The Great Whyte was
then a waterway spanned by The Great Bridge.  In the fens
nearby lay Whittlesea Mere, once the largest lowland lake in
Britain.  The rich natural resources of the fens made the abbey
so wealthy it became known as Ramsey the Golden.  It had 
a large library and a reputation for learning that lasted until the
Abbey was dissolved by Henry VIII in 1539.  

Following ‘The Dissolution of the Monasteries’ much of the
remains of the Abbey were scattered, but you can discover
what happened to some of “the pieces of the jigsaw” by
following the Pilgrims Trail and uncovering the treasures of
Ramsey Abbey.

Front cover photos:
Ramsey Abbey Gatehouse Almost all that visibly remains of the
10th century Abbey.  Situated on Abbey Green, Ramsey.

Ramsey Abbey Silver and Silver gilt Incense Boat, 1350 and
Incense Burner, 1325 – V&A Museum.  These magnificent items
were among several other articles preserved in the mud of
Whittlesea Mere and discovered when it was drained in 1851.

Mappa Mundi, 1400 from Ramsey Abbey World map by Ranulf
Higden – British Library, ‘Royal MS’.  This manuscript has the
ownership inscription of John Wardeboys, who was abbot
of Ramsey at the time of its dissolution in 1539.
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ST THOMAS À BECKET CHURCH, RAMSEY

The lower walls of this Ramsey Abbey church and tower are
part of the original Hospitium or Abbey Guest House, which
was founded about 1180.  It would have been used to
accommodate visitors, merchants
and pilgrims who were not allowed
to mix with the monks.  It was
consecrated as a church in 1238.  

The clock face in the tower almost
obliterates an early 13th century
window.  The 12th century font, 
of black Purbeck or Northampton
marble, is probably of an earlier
date than any part of the existing
church.  The lectern is probably
the oldest double lectern in the
country, dating from 1450.  It was
connected by an original chain to
the great bible, the cover of which
has several Tudor style roses
stamped on both clasps and
bosses.  The tower contains a
medieval Sanctus or priest bell,
cast in 1510.  The original
medieval roof was boarded over
by the Victorians but can be seen
from inside the tower.  High up
above the organ a wall painting 
of a praying figure in red has been
uncovered.  There are several
carved stone coffin lids (reused as
lintels in the tower, on the wall and
flooring near the organ) and a
stained-glass window to Ailwyn.  

A base and pillar of a 14th century
medieval cross is at the East end
of the church graveyard.  It was
possibly a preaching cross or
market cross, or even a Moot
Post. 

Where St Thomas à Becket
Church, Abbey Green, 
Ramsey, PE26 1DE

When Open daily from 
10am – 4pm in summer, and daylight hours in winter.

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk
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RAMSEY ABBEY GATE HOUSE, RAMSEY

Almost all that visibly remains of
the 10th century Benedictine Abbey
is a rebuilt entrance gate, an
ornate carved exterior with a
glorious oriel window and an
adjacent house for the gatekeeper.  

Inside is a late 13th century effigy 
of the Abbey’s founder, Ealdorman
Ailwyn (or Æthelwine), carved in
Portland stone.  

The information board on the
green is worth reading, it gives
more details about the Abbey
including the historic time line.

Where On Abbey Green 
by Hollow Lane, Ramsey.

When National Trust property.  
Opens April to October 
The first Sunday of the month
1pm – 5pm 
Admission Free.  

or by appointment
How Contact David Cozens on 01480-301494

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk
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RAMSEY ABBEY LIBRARY & SCHOOL OF LEARNING
Abbeys were some of the earliest recorded centres of 
learning, preceding colleges and Universities.  Peterborough
(Medeshamstede), Ely and Ramsey became renowned
Benedictine schools of learning, for the high born and
intellectually gifted.  Men and women were segregated but 
were offered education based around Christian doctrines.

Abbo of Fleury, an expert in the scientific disciplines of
the Quadrivium (geometry, astronomy, arithmetic, music) and
the arts of grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic – renowned as the
greatest scholar of his time, came to Ramsey Abbey in 985 
and stayed until 987.  He became the abbot and director of 
the school bringing with him a comprehensive range of texts
from the ‘Fleury curriculum’, grammar, logic and cosmology.  
No other religious house in England at this time had received
such a personal and detailed instruction in the new learning.

Byrhtferth, a monk of Ramsey, was a biographer, chronicler,
historian, mathematician, monk, prose writer, poet and teacher.
He began as a novice, and eventually became Ramsey Abbey’s
first schoolmaster.  The two-year visit by Abbo of Fleury proved
highly influential on the young Byrhtferth, he became well
versed in Aristotlian Philosophy, and wrote commentaries on
several works by the venerable Bede.  Byrhtferth’s first work
(988-96) written in Latin, a computistical commonplace book
called ‘Computus’, included tables on arithmetic formulae for
the calculation of the date of Easter.  His ‘Enchiridion’ or 
manual (1010-1012), written in Latin and Old English, was 
more like a teaching resource, designed to explain the
intricacies of computistical theory to ill-educated students.

In his time, Byrhtferth would have known Bishops Oswald
and Germanus,  Earldorman Æthelwine (Ailwyn),
Eadnoth Senior and Eadnoth Junior and would have had
access to the Abbey's extensive archives.  He was
commissioned by Archbishop Wulfstan of Worcester and York
in the late 10th century to write the life of St Oswald, known as
the ‘Vita S Oswaldi’ – in it he tells us that services were rich 
and elaborate, with sophisticated choir and organ.  Also, that 
a school had taken root and its scriptorium had built up a
capability for producing manuscripts of the highest quality. 

Gregory of Huntingdon, a monk of Ramsey in 1255, bought an
extensive collection of both Hebrew and Greek books when the
Huntingdon Synagogue was forced to close under Edward I.  
In the 11th century the Abbey became the foremost place of
learning, its Hebrew library reputedly the largest and most
comprehensive in Europe.  Scholars came from all over the
world to study theology in the original Greek and Hebrew.  

Sadly, the site of the school and its library is not known.
6

RAMSEY RURAL 
MUSEUM, RAMSEY

On display are Ramsey
Abbey artefacts donated 
by the public, particularly
carved limestone, unique
wall tiles, and glazed
pottery found during
archaeological excavations.  

The barn display exhibits 
a narrative of the Abbey’s
land ownership, power,
wealth and influence.  
This illustrates the simple
items of early and later
medieval life, with replicas
of pottery and the beauty 
of 3D imagery to show 
the buildings and iconic
religious items such as 
an incense burner and 
incense boat.  

There is also a description
of the Ramsey Abbey
Community Project
excavations and significant
historical information about
the Abbey and how it
functioned.  

Where Ramsey Rural
Museum, Wood Lane,
Ramsey, Cambs 
PE26 2XD

When
Thursdays 10am – 5pm.  
Saturday, Sunday & 
Bank Holidays 2pm – 5pm
Admission charges, see
website link below.

Available by appointment 
at other times.

How Contact the museum on 01487 814304 or email:
info@ramseyruralmuseum.co.uk 

Find out more www.ramseyruralmuseum.co.uk 

Ramsey Psalter illumination

4



RAMSEY ABBEY STONE at Cambridge Colleges

Most of the abbey buildings were pulled down after 1539 and
the valuable and scarce ‘Barnack’ limestone ferried to
Cambridge for use in constructing college buildings. Particularly: 

Gonville & Caius (founded 1348) Dr Caius paid 
£254 19s 8d for Ramsey Stone and Purbeck marble
for foundations and walls,
Where Trinity Street Cambridge CB2 1TA

King’s (founded 1441) for the repair or rebuilding of 
the Great Hall in 1560-1, costing £121 13s 10d,
Where King's Parade, Cambridge CB2 1ST

Trinity (founded 1546) for its first chapel, built from
1555.  A record of the prices paid for the stone from
diverse parts of the abbey, ‘casting’ down, carriage 
to the water side and carriage of the loads on to

Cambridge are recorded in ‘The Demise of Ramsey Abbey’ 
by David Cozens, 1981.
Where Trinity Street Cambridge CB2 1TQ

When Open daily except during exams; usually an entrance 
fee for visitors.

How Through the Bursar’s Lodge or visitor entrance.

Find out more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk
8

BODSEY HOUSE, RAMSEY

The building is possibly a 10th – 15th century Abbey Manor
House with 3.6 metre high medieval walls.  It was a retirement
home for the last Abbot at the dissolution in 1539, and had its
own Chapel.  Previously it had been a small island on which a
hermitage or small cell for monks had been built.  It was also
reputed to be a hunting box for
King Cnut. His two sons, who
drowned on nearby Whittlesey
Mere, are buried here.  Their
tombstone which was situated
in the south east corner of the
dining room, is now reported to
be in Australia.  

Where Bodsey House, Bodsey
Toll Road, Ramsey PE26 2XH

When Currently inaccessible,
however the owners have
allowed photographs to be
viewed online. Follow the link 
or scan QR code, see below.

The 14th century doorway into the
chapel, now a dining room.
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WHITTLESEA MERE, GREAT FEN

The site of what was once the largest lowland lake in Britain,
can be seen from Engine Farm, Holme Fen, see page 11.  
The size of Whittlesea Mere varied from year to year, depending
on how hot and dry the summer had been.  In 1826, it even
dried up completely.  The Mere usually covered about 1,570
acres (four square miles) and was around 3.5 miles long from
east to west, and 2.5 miles wide from north to south.
Startlingly, it was only seven feet deep at its deepest. 

At the time of Ramsey Abbey there were numerous local 
Meres (freshwater lakes) around the island of Ramsey including:
Ramsey Mere, Ugg Mere, Brick Mere, and Benwick Mere.
Nobody really knows the size of these meres at that time, 
but John Speed produced a Map of Huntingdonshire in 1610 
which shows them all, and in 1786 John Bodger produced 
a map of Whittlesea Mere, which shows how, remarkably, the
Mere was slightly higher than the rest of the water level in the
fens.  Centuries of drainage had lowered the surrounding water
level but the Mere itself was safe, protected behind natural
banks and surrounded by a wide belt of over 14 foot tall reeds
and sedges, that were harvested for local thatching.  

Whittlesea Mere boasted a huge variety and abundance of
wildfowl and fish.  Ramsey and Peterborough Abbeys owned
extensive rights to ‘harvest’ the meres – a valuable source of
income.  Later, Sir Richard Cromwell, Oliver Cromwell's great-
great-grandfather, benefitted from his own fishing rights in the
Mere, at one of the fifteen fisheries known as a 'boatgate'.

In places, the ground was so boggy that it was possible to get
dangerously stuck, other areas supported rare flowers highly
prized by early botanists.  The Mere hosted recreational events
such as sailing regattas, and when frozen ice fairs and skating.

As it was at or below sea level and very difficult to drain, the
Mere remained untouched by the great drainage schemes, and
survived as the last remaining piece of wild fenland until 1851,
when William Wells, lord of the local manor installed a ‘powerful’
steam pump to lift water into the drains.  Clay was spread
across the bed of the Mere to prevent the peat from blowing
away, and by 1853 the area was already growing crops.  

The ‘Cambridge Chronicle’ reported on 15th Feb 1851, that
among other things, the Ramsey Abbey Censer and Incense
Boat were discovered during the draining of the mere.

Where A viewing area and information point is at the Great Fen
New Decoy site (B660 between Holme and Ramsey St Mary’s).
More information is at the the Countryside Centre at Chapel
Road Ramsey Heights.

Find out more www.greatfen.org.uk
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UPWOOD HALL & COURT, UPWOOD 

Upwood Hall appears in the chronicles of Ramsey Abbey as the
home of its founder Æthelwine also known as Ailwyn.  It had
been given to his mother Ælfwen with the fisheries of the
neighbouring streams by King Edgar.  An ‘Ealdorman’ is an
official, appointed by the king, responsible for law, order, and
justice.  Æthelwine was a son of Ealdorman Æthelstan Half-King
and Ælfwen. They fostered Edgar when his mother died in 944
and his father, King Edmund, was killed in 946.  They had also
probably lived at Upwood where there was a royal hall and a
court of style suitable to a family of great nobility.  Æthelwine
often stayed there to indulge in hunting and hawking.  Nearby
Wistow was originally called Kingston, indicating that this area
was home to a significant royal household and of course
Huntingdon was their hunting ground.

Æthelwine was Ealdorman of East Anglia from 962 and one 
of the leading noblemen in the kingdom of England in the 
10th century.  His elder brother Æthelwald succeeded their father
on his retirement in 956.  Æthelwine appears to have followed
Æthelwald in office.  The principal source for his life is in
Byrhtferth's life of Oswald of Worcester.  Æthelwine founded
Ramsey Abbey in 969, and Byrhtferth and Ramsey Abbey
remembered him as ‘Dei amicus’ (friend to God), but the monks
of nearby Ely saw him as an enemy who had seized their lands.
He was also benefactor of the New Minster at Winchester.  His
gift to Ramsey Abbey of Upwood and Raveley its hamlet in 969,
was confirmed by King Edgar in 974; however he continued to
live at the hall until his death in 992.  

In 1086 the Domesday Book records the abbot of Ramsey had
“at Upwood 10 hides which paid geld, a church and a priest and
a considerable amount of woodland.”  Henry III in 1251 granted
free warren in this and other manors provided they were not
within the bounds of the royal forest. This grant was confirmed
by Edward III in 1334.  Surveys recorded in the Abbey cartulary
confirm that the chief manor of Upwood continued in the hands
of the abbot.  The tenants of Upwood and the Raveleys
attended manorial meetings with those of Wistow at the windmill
in Wistow.  The connection between Upwood and Wistow is
emphasised by the direction that, at the time of the St. Ives fairs
the Upwood tenant land holders should perform the same duties
as those of Wistow as to making 'cleys' walls & keeping watch.  

After the Dissolution the manors of Upwood, Great Raveley,
Moynes, and Walton were granted in 1542 to Sir Richard
Williams, alias Cromwell, in exchange for the manors of
Brampton, Hemingford Grey and other lands.

Where Upwood House, formerly Upwood Hall, is opposite 
St Peter’s Church. 1 Church Lane, Upwood PE26 2QF.
Please note: Upwood House is currently inaccessible.

STONE BLOCKS at ENGINE FARM, HOLME FEN

Seventeen Barnack stone blocks, some weighing a ton each,
were found – some with the remains of a wooden punt-like
boat, when Whittlesea Mere was drained in 1851.  Five of the
blocks are displayed at Engine Farm.  Carved into them are
the mason’s marks identifying who was responsible for their

extraction from the quarry
and which was the
weathered side, to assist
the builders to cut and lay
them on site.  A set of
attractive interpretation
boards display a wealth 
of historic fen information,
including the Abbey.

Where Engine Farm, Holme Fen, PE7 3PR, follow signs from
Holme or Ramsey St Mary’s on the B660.  Turn onto the drove
at Keepers Cottage toward Holme Fen, at Tower Farm take
the 1st right.  

When An automated locking gate at Engine Farm allows
passage across the dyke bridge from 8am  – 8pm in summer,
and day-light hours in the winter. 

How Contact Great Fen Team, Wildlife Trust Countryside
Centre, Chapel Road, Ramsey Heights, Cambridgeshire, 
PE26 2RS. Tel: 01487 815524.  Email: info@greatfen.org.uk

CHURCH OF THE HOLY CROSS, BURY

Built in 1139 for
Ramsey people, it
was visited for
generations 
by pilgrims on
their way to and
from the shrines
at Ramsey Abbey.
They would stop
and admire the
treasures at this
church, in particular a treasured image of the Virgin Mary, 
and to this image they would pray.  Gifts would also be left 
at the altar out of gratitude and love.  

These gifts and offerings were worth a considerable amount 
of money.  In 1508, William Eryth, the Ramsey Abbey almoner,
wrote that £17 0s 6d had been given back to Bury Church.
He also listed a number of black jet beads, silver and gilt, 
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ST JOHN THE BAPTIST CHURCH, WISTOW

Originally called Kingestune or Kingston in 969, Wistow was
the royal estate of King Edgar (959 – 975).  In 974 it was
obtained by Oswald, Archbishop of York and presented to the
newly founded abbey at Ramsey.  By 1085 Domesday Book
referred to it as Wistowe and it was still important enough to

have been assessed at 
9 hides, with a church, a
priest and a mill.  The
increasing frequency of
winter flooding made it
difficult for the Ramsey
Abbey monks based here
to remain in contact with
their mother church at
Ramsey.  In the winter 

of 1178 this forced them to leave Wistow and move to Bury.  
By the early 12th century it had been superseded by Bury of
which it became a chapelry.  Revenues went to support the
office of cellarer at Ramsey Abbey.  The church apparently fell
into disrepair at some time in the 12th century but was rebuilt,
traditionally in the abbacy of Robert Trianel (1180-1200).  
The church was rebuilt again in the 1st half of the 14th century.
The new chancel was consecrated in 1346, and the remainder
was dedicated in 1351.  It was again rebuilt in about 1500.  

Where St John the Baptist Church, 
High Street, Wistow, PE28 2QD

When If not open, the keys can be obtained from Lynda
Harding on 07739 330403. Or by appointment.

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk 

ST MARY MAGDALENE, WARBOYS

This Ramsey Abbey Church is an early 12th century flint and
limestone church built on a site that was mentioned in the
Domesday Book and on land that was known to have been
given to Ramsey Abbey by Archbishop Dunstan in 974.  
Its income was used to fund the Almonry at Ramsey.  
The chancel arch and a small section of walling in the South
West corner is all that remains of the
original Norman church.  

The font is an early 13th century
square bowl type in limestone, with
crude carved foliage, standing on one
large and four smaller pillars.  The
wooden cover was made from old
beams salvaged during restoration in
1926.  They probably dated from the
14th century, so the font cover could
be 7-800 years old.  On the inside 
of the North door to the chancel is a fine 12th century bronze
knocker consisting of a lion’s face holding a ring of two
dragons fighting.  On the West end of the building’s tower the
early 15th century stone window frame on the north side has 
a wonderful carved stone ram’s head.  

On the south side some unusual carved limestone pieces,
probably from Ramsey Abbey, have been erratically inserted
into the wall below the window sometime during the 17th

century.  Similar stones have been found in the high wall
bordering Abbey House and the graveyard at Ramsey Church.  

Where Church of St Mary Magdalene, 
Church Road, Warboys, Huntingdon PE28 2RJ

When Usually open most days 9am – 5pm.

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk 

fine silk, amber, crystal, pearls, a
pendant and chain of silver and gold.
Silver and gilt rings were put on the
Virgin's fingers, along with mother of
pearl and chains of purest gold!

It is recorded that the value of these
offerings did not entirely benefit the
village church, most of the revenue
stayed in the coffers of Ramsey Abbey. 

Where Holy Cross Church, High Street, Bury, PE26 2NS

When If not open, the keys can be obtained from the Church
Wardens: Roger Tayler on 01487 813731 or 
John Hayes on 01487 812468. Or by appointment.

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk 
12
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An etching of the 
14th century carved 
oak lectern.



ALL SAINTS CHURCH, BROUGHTON

There are rare 15th century Doom Paintings, on the nave and
chancel walls, also of Adam and Eve delving and spinning and
their expulsion from the Garden of
Eden.  They had been painted over
and were discovered during
renovation work in the 19th century.  

Fixed to the ceiling rafters are six
wooden carved angels of a similar
style to the famous ones in 
St Wendreda’s Church, March. The
unusal font, its stand and oak cover
are believed to be early 13th century,
as is the double piscina in the nave

Also, nearby, the earthwork remains
of the Abbot’s Manor House and
moat can be seen.  The title Baron
Broughton was used by the Abbots
of Ramsey in the House of Lords.

Where All Saints Church, 
School Road, Broughton PE28 3AT.
Just off the A141 between Warboys and Huntingdon.  

Through the church yard is a public footpath, ‘The Pathfinder
Way,’ that leads to the site of the Abbot of Ramsey’s Moated
Manor House, via Causeway Road and Illings Lane.  Some
remains of the moat and area of the house can be seen in the
field just after Illings Farmhouse.

When If not open, the keys can be obtained from:
Mr & Mrs Dalton, Bramblefields, School Road, or 
Mr & Mrs Graham, Ravenscroft, Bridge Road.

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk 
14

CHURCH OF ST PETER & ST PAUL AND 
THE MUSEUM, CHATTERIS

The exhibits from Chatteris Abbey, built in 980, include carved
abbey stones, a charter and seal, an artist’s impression of the
abbey layout and extracts from the Cartulary (the collected
deeds and charters it issued). There is also the family tree of
the first Abbess Ælfwyn, foster-mother to King Edgar and
sister to the first Abbot of Ramsey.  She and her brother
Eadnoth gave the land, which had been owned by three
generations of their family at Chatteris, to build on and support
a small group of Benedictine nuns.  

A hermitage had been lived in by 
St Huna at what is now Honey Hill
on the outskirts of Chatteris from
680.  Huna had been chaplain to
Etheldreda the founding Abbess of
Ely.  Pilgrims came to see him and
after his death came to his shrine which became a priory for
300 years. The Abbey was probably built at Chatteris because
of its early Christian reputation as well as its remoteness on a
fen island.  It was closed along with Ramsey by Henry VIII in
1538.  The Abbey and church were destroyed by fire at least
twice, in 1162 and 1302 and rebuilt and re-consecrated finally
in 1352 by the Bishop of Ely.  The Abbey and manor of
Chatteris Nunns had passed to Ely Abbey then to St Benet’s
College, now Corpus Christi, in Cambridge in the 14th century.

The museum has an explanation of the nearby, upside down,
smoke blackened, wall embedded sun dial.  Reused stone
from the abbey can also be seen in some of the houses and
walls on South, West and East Park Streets, Park Street and
Victoria Street.  Seymour cottages on London Road are also
built from the re-used abbey stones originating from Barnack.
The church of St Peter and St Paul was also built of stone in
987 for the less godly townsfolk to be kept away from tainting
the nuns in the nearby abbey.  Lady Ælfwyn, who died on the
8th July 983 is buried in the nun’s cemetery at Chatteris.  Her
husband Æthelstan Half-King who had been Ealdorman of
East Anglia was buried at Glastonbury in 955.  Their son
Æthelwine, founder of Ramsey Abbey, was also Ealdorman 
of East Anglia 962 – 992 and a close associate of King Edgar
and his successors.  

Where Chatteris Museum, 
14 Church Lane, Chatteris PE16 6JA  

When Tuesdays and Thursdays 2pm – 4.30pm and 
Saturdays 10am – 1pm. Or by arrangement.

How Contact the Curator, Ian Mason at
chatterismuseum@tiscali.co.uk

15
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HINCHINGBROOKE HOUSE, HUNTINGDON

Barnack stone and three oak doors from Ramsey Abbey
Gatehouse are set in a gateway rebuilt by the Cromwell family,
when the original was dismantled and relocated to

Hinchingbrooke House in the 
17th century.  Two finely carved
figures flank the arched main
gate.  They are called Wild men:
both holding what seems  to be 
a tree club and dressed like
green men of the forest.

There are also two bay windows
on the north front of the house,
just through the gatehouse facing

into Apostle courtyard.  They now contain armorial glass
panels added by the Cromwells.  Nearby Hinchingbrooke
Nunnery had also been granted to Cromwell under the
dissolution.

Where Hinchingbrooke House, now a school on the
Brampton Road, Huntingdon.  The school car park off
Hinchingbrooke Park Road, heading toward the hospital, is in
front of the gate.

When Anytime for the gatehouse, but during school hours
parking is not easy.  There is a layby further along the road
toward the hospital.  To see the windows the house is usually
open for tours during the summer months on Sunday
afternoons, 2pm – 4.30pm.  

How To arrange, please contact
communications@hinchbk.cambs.sch.uk 

ST MARY THE
VIRGIN CHURCH,
GODMANCHESTER

A wooden door and
stone arch from Ramsey
Abbey were re-sited into
the west end of
Godmanchester Church.
Inside are twenty carved
oak seats called
Misericords, in groups 
of seven and three either
side of the chancel.  
The seats are hinged
and tip up, there are
additional carved motifs
under the seat.  These
were to support the
aged and sick monks to
sit down if they needed
to, during the long hours
of prayer and ceremony.  

The carvings of beasts,
birds or fishes were
inspired by fact and
fiction from bestiarys,
wonderfully illustrated
books on early religious
themes.  The spiritual
significance of for
instance geese, which
fly in order, as do those
who live an orderly
Christian life, and are
always on the watch,
suggesting a
watchfulness against
evil, was well
understood by our
Anglo-Saxon

predecessors.  From as early as the 4th century in Europe,
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the four evangelists, were
represented as animals and birds as well as men.  More
misericords can be seen at Over church, see page 23.

Where St Mary The Virgin Church, Chadley Lane,
Godmanchester PE29 2AW

When Most days 9.30am – 5pm.
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HOUGHTON WATER MILL, HOUGHTON

Ealdorman Æthelwine, also known as Ailwyn, had purchased
the meadow and mill at Houghton in 969.  He gave them to
Ramsey Abbey as part of his founding endowment in 974.

During the Middle Ages
the abbey’s peasants
were under an obligation
to have their flour ground
in the mill.  Part of the
flour was withheld as
payment by the miller,
who in turn supplied it to
the Abbot for the Abbey.
In 1500 the abbot of

Ramsey installed sluice gates in the river in order to supply the
mill with controlled power, but the neighbouring village was
flooded.  The villagers rose up in protest and stole the sluice
gates.  Fifteen years later they were eventually granted
permission to change the course of the water.  

Several mills have occupied this site over the centuries.  
The present five storey mill dates from the mid 16th century,
with 19th and 20th century additions.  This mill is the most
important of the few remaining mills on the river Great Ouse,
because it is the only working mill capable of producing
stoneground flour from a water powered wheel.  

Where Mill Street, Houghton Huntingdon PE28 2AZ 

When April to October, 11am – 5pm, Monday, Tuesday,
Wednesday, also Saturday and Sunday.

National Trust Admission charges apply to non-members and
there is a charge for using the car park.

How Contact the National Trust on 01480 301494 or email
houghtonmill@nationaltrust.org.uk
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RAMSEY ABBEY MANUSCRIPTS 

Ramsey Psalter – 1250 (MS468)
It contains a calendar of the Benedictine Abbey of Ramsey 
and probably belonged to the prior, Gregory of Huntingdon 
(c. 1290).  On the front flyleaf are the cipher characters of a
Greek system of numbers brought back from Greece by John 
of Basingstoke, archdeacon of Leicester (d. 1252).  The book
also contains a section of verses concerned with prognostics,
proverbs and the world of nature.  
Where Online via the Corpus Christi College, ‘The Parker
Library’ Cambridge website.
https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/sw561ph9670 

Ramsey Scientific Compendium, 
Star Catalogue – 1120 (Cotton Tiberius C1 f 27v-c), and the
Mappa Mundi  – 1400 (Royal MS 14.C.IX, ff 1v-2) scientific and
religious calculations and a map of the world with Jerusalem 
at the centre (see illustration on front cover).
Where Online via the British Library, London website – Digitised
Manuscripts.
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Cotton_MS
_Tiberius_C_I&index=16 
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/world-map-by-ranulf-higden

Ramsey Psalter Illuminations – 1286-1318 (MS M 302) 
Manuscript of five leaves without text (folios 6-10v) from the
Ramsey psalter, which contain thirty-seven of the forty scenes

from the prefatory cycle; written and
illuminated in East Anglia or London for
Ramsey Abbey, Huntingdonshire, England,
circa  1300 – 1310.  The psalter was
probably given to Abbot John of Sawtry
(abbot 1285-1316) by his cellarer, William 
of Grafham, between 1303 and 1310; 
it then went to Kloster St. Blasien (Abbey
of St. Blasien), in the 15th century; then
removed to Abbey of St. Paul in Lavantthal
(Carinthia), in the 19th century.  At some

point after 1807, the five folios now in the Pierpont Morgan
Library were detached from the manuscript.  Decoration: 10 full-
page miniatures, most subdivided into four scenes to a page.
Where Online via the Pierpont Library New York.
http://corsair.morganlibrary.org 

Thorney Computus  – Thorney Text – 1110 (MS17f6s) Scientific
calculations.  Probably copied from the work of Abbo of Fleury,
while a tutor at Ramsey Abbey.
Where Online via the Digital Bodleian Library Oxford.
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk

Note Digital copies are fully accessible and free to everyone,
anytime via the internet, unless a database backup is in progress.
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RAMSEY ABBEY CARVED WOOD, ST IVES

Most of the abbey buildings were pulled down after 1539 and
the fabric was used to repair and decorate local buildings.  

A carved lintel is in place above an entrance to a shop in 
St Ives.  The coat of arms seems to have an Abbots mitre on 
a shield with ram’s heads on a raised diagonal.  The shield has
a sheep and a bull either side, facing it.  These animals are
synonymous with Ramsey Abbey, as seen below, in the Abbot
of Ramsey – Baron Broughton’s Coat of Arms: 3 x Rams
heads on a blue chevron with gold shield and
Abbots mitre (hat of office).  

Where 6-7 The Pavement, St Ives PE27 5AD

How Visible from the street 

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk 

THE NORRIS MUSEUM, ST IVES

Opened in 1933 through the legacy of Herbert Norris, it 
was built upon the site of an old maltings alongside the river.
The building retained the foundations of the maltings, which
included large blocks of dressed stone, probably taken from
the ruined St Ives Priory centuries before.  Visitors to the
museum may read about the artefacts from the Abbey and
Priory that it holds and make a rubbing from a page from the

Ramsey psalter.  On display in the
garden of the museum is The
Hurstingstone which once stood on a
hillside where RAF Wyton is now.  It is
known locally as ‘The Abbots Chair’ 
but it was actually the square socket for
the base of a wayside cross.  The cross

was probably pulled down during the Reformation, which
wrenched the socket on to its side.  Maybe before it ended up
at the museum travellers over the centuries stopped and used
the stone as a seat to rest awhile.

Where The Norris Museum,
41 The Broadway, St Ives, PE27 5BX

When Monday – Saturday 10am – 4pm 
(Sundays 1pm – 4pm May – September)

How to make an appointment to study artefacts email
info@norrismuseum.org.uk or call 01480 497314

20

ST IVES PRIORY,
BRIDGE & FAIR, ST IVES

The Anglo Saxon village of
Slepe, meaning ‘muddy’, later

known as St Ives, was founded near the site of the present day
parish church of All Saints.  The whole parish was part of the
Ramsey Abbey estates.  The year 1001 marks a major change
to the fortune of Slepe, this was the year a villager, while
ploughing, uncovered a stone coffin, containing a human
skeleton, said to be of St Ivo, a Persian Bishop and two other
skeletons.  Ramsey Abbey kept the bones of St Ivo, to exhibit
as relics, the bones of the saint's two companions were
returned to Slepe and put in a Priory, built in 1017 to
commemorate their discovery.  The Priory was destroyed by fire
in 1207 but rebuilt and re-consecrated in 1238.  All that is left to
see are five bays of the 14th century Priory Barn in Priory Road.  

Ramsey Abbey also owned the bridge with the chapel.  The
original bridge was built of oak in the 12th century.  The current
bridge and chapel (dedicated to St Leger) were built around
1415 with Barnack stone, and financed by Thomas Butterwick,
the Abbot of Ramsey.  The chapel altar was consecrated in
1426.  During the Middle Ages it was common for ‘Chantry
chapels’ to be built, often into the structure of a bridge.  
A priest/warden would live on site and minister to the spiritual
needs of travellers, who were expected, after hearing mass, to
donate money.  The two windows strategically placed low down
were used for collections and tolls, very lucrative when people
flocked into St Ives fair, one of Ramsey Abbey's biggest local
sources of income. People visited from all over England and
Europe to buy cloth and the unique licensed blue dye woad. 

The chapel had a chequered life, over the years it has also been
a house of of ill repute, an inn and at one point comprised of
three storeys.  After the dissolution of the monasteries in 1539
the chapel became the property of the crown.  Robert Hutchen,
the last prior of St Ives Priory was allowed to live there for the
rest of his life, with a pension of £12 a year.

Where Bridge Chapel, London Road, St Ives PE27 5UW

When Weekends in summer.  When closed, key available from
the Norris Museum. A £20 refundable cash deposit is required.

18
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ST MARY’S CHURCH, OVER

The first Saxon church, of timber and thatch, may have been
built around 700.  Two wooden carved oak stalls called
Misericords, are sited either side of the chancel.  The six seats
are hinged and tip up, there are additional carved motifs under
the seats.  One has a ram and bulls head carvings,
synonymous with Ramsey Abbey.  These were to support the
aged and sick monks to sit down if they needed to, during the
long hours of prayer and
ceremony.  On the West
wall of the tower, flanking
the sculptures of the
Assumption is supposed
to be the arms of Ramsey,
also as a carved shield
over the arch of the West
door.  Several surprisingly
large gargoyle water
spouts are mounted either side of the porch.  The Abbots had
also allotted small pieces of land called “Pennylands” or
“doles” to help support their tenants during bad harvests in 
the Middle Ages.  The medieval sanctus bell above the East
end of the nave was noted in an inventory for Edward VI and 
is thought to be the only one remaining in the county.

In 986 Æthelstan Mannesson left Over to his wife, she left it to
her son Eadnoth, a prior and then Abbot of Ramsey Abbey,
who bestowed it to the Abbey.  Also known as Ovre or Oura,
from the Scandinavian word for riverbank or shore, because 
of its position to the river Ouse and that it was a peninsula 
with water on three sides, North, West and South.  In 1070
Hereward the Wake reputedly fought against the Normans
here, to keep them out of the Fens.  Unusually, the
appointment of rectors varied between the Abbot and the
King.  King Henry III in 1231 and King Edward II in 1318 made
appointments.  From the 10th – 15th century Over was famous
for growing woad for dyeing cloth blue and oziers for weaving
baskets.  A Saxon tower and church is thought to have been
replaced after a fire, following the grant of a licence by the
Bishop of Ely in 1254.  It was built in Barnack stone, ferried by
river from Northampton to “Headlake”,which is at the bottom
of the vicarage garden.  A Saxon cross is recorded on a path
leading to Mill Pits on Cross Street, renamed as New Road in
1840.  The church porch, built about 1320 – 1330 was
believed to have been used as an early civic centre for village
meetings.  

Where St Mary’s Church, Church Lane, Over CB24 5NH

When Most days 9am – 5pm
22

ST JOHN THE BAPTIST CHURCH, HOLYWELL

The 8th century Church at ‘Haliewell’ was given to Ramsey
Abbey by Ealdorman Æthelwine and a Saxon lady Ælfwa; 

it predates 969.  An Anglo-Saxon
parish priest known as Gode was
there in 990.  The font has a base
and supporting pillars from the
13th century.  Two late 15th century
wooden carvings are attached to
pillars either side of the nave.
Materials for the tower were
brought from Ramsey Abbey 
after the dissolution and erected
between 1547 – 1551.  These
carved stones are partly elaborate
side arches, which may have
come from a four-way crossing
point in their original position at

the abbey.  The distictive Ramsey Abbey Coat of Arms can 
be seen in the church windows.

The Holy Well, is actually a spring on the south side of the
church, fed by water from nearby Somersham. A well here 
and  several other springs along Holywell Front, pre-dates 
the Christian site.

Where St John the Baptist Church, 
Holywell Front, Holywell PE27 4TG

When Usually open, most days, 9am – 5pm 

How Contact Jill Harvey on 01480 460429 or Stephen York
on 07768 924249

See more www.ramseyabbey.co.uk 
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