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Opening a Door on Saxon History

On Saturday 5 July 2003, microcores were taken from Hadstock Church
Door by two leading dendrochronologists from Oxford University, Dan
Miles and Dr Martin Bridge, in an attempt to get a date from the tree
rings. … The great oak door was lifed off its hinges and laid on rugs over
the pew backs, for the drill to be fixed very securely into place. Four good
cores were taken during the day… Late in the afternoon the door was
carefully turned over so that the other side could be examined in detail
and finally it was lifted back into place…

Hadstock Church
©David Andrews
Hadstock is well-known for its late Saxon church. It is an unusually large
cruciform church. The crossing arches and north door have rare and very
fine carved ornament datable c.1060-80. The church has been explained
as the site of the monastery founded by St Botolph in 654, or as the
minister built by Canute to celebrate his victory at the battle of Assandun
in 1016. Excavation inside the church in 1974 by Warwick Rodwell showed
that the first church for which there was evidence was of cruciform plan,
but did not reveal anything to demonstrate a connection with Botolph or
Canute.
Another famous feature of the church is the north door, the carpentry of
which was believed to be Saxon by the late Cecil Hewett. Further research
by Jane Geddes showed that the carpentry techniques used to make it are
found from the mid-11th to the early 12th century. However the ironwork
on the outside of the door, apparently once a pattern of dense scrolls, is
consistent with examples in late Saxon manuscripts. The door has
remained a subject of continuing interest, partly because of its great age
and potential for dating by dendrochronology and partly because of the
interest in historic carpentry stimulated by Hewett's work. A grant from
the Society of Antiquaries made it possible for Dan Miles and Martin Bridge
of the Oxford Dendrochronology Laboratory to take cores from the door
using a microborer, a narrow hollow section drill specially developed for
drilling across the width of narrow planks to obtain cores for dating. This
was done successfully in 2003, and analysis of the cores indicated a date
of c.1040-70, confirming the door to be the oldest known in England. This
prompted a reassessment of its carpentry and ironwork by Jane Geddes
and Adrian Gibson.
To put these exciting discoveries about the door in the context of the
history and development of the church as a whole, a seminar was held on
8 July 2004 at the invitation of the Hadstock Society, bringing together
those who have worked on the church over the past 30 years. Pat
Croxton-Smith summarised the history of the church and the village,
emphasising its relatively small size and poverty, always with an absentee
manorial lord, which begs the question of why such a large church should
have been built there if there were not a connection with Botolph or
Canute.
Martin Bridge related how attempts had first been made to tree-ring date
the door 30 years ago, and described the technical feat of taking the door
off its hinges and using the microborer to obtain cores from all four boards
of which it is made. The boards probably all came from the same tree,
probably a large pollard perhaps 1.2 m in diameter and over 400 years

old. The rings in the boards cover the period 663-1022. The outermost
sapwood rings have been removed, but making an allowance for these, it
can be estimated that the tree was felled after 1034, most likely in the
period 1040-1070.
Jane Geddes had reconstructed the history of the north door using
antiquarian papers now in the British Library. People first took an interest
in the door because of the skin on it, said to be of a Dane, but recently
shown by DNA analysis to be cowhide. A drawing by James Essex made
before 1775 showed decorative hoops at the top of the door. An early
19th century drawing by Buckler shows the Y-shaped hinge fittings
making it fairly certain these are original fixtures. These can also be
paralleled in an 11th century Norwegian door at Urnes. Evidence from
Saffron Walden Museum indicates that the door was repaired in 1830,
whilst Richard Neville's records reveal that the door was removed and
replaced with one more weathertight for some time in the middle of the
19th century. Adrian Gibson explained how the door had been repaired,
the three-quarter round ledges being carefully removed so that the hinges
could be repaired. The inner Y-shaped parts of the hinges had been
retained, but the bars had been cut off and new ones skilfully and almost
invisibly welded on and secured with specially made facet-headed nails.
Just when this restoration was carried out is uncertain. Examination of the
hundreds of nail holes in the door has identified some of the original
decoration, including the hoops shown in the antiquarian drawing sand a
series of S-shaped patterns. The original appearance of the door would
have been striking, with the decorative ironwork against the background
of the cowhide, which traces of pigment show to have been coloured red.
The door in the 15th century west tower has also been re-examined. The
boards of which this is made are probably contemporary with the tower
and have no potential for tree-ring dating. But the hinges have the same
Y-shaped fixture as the north door and must also date from the 11th
century. Remarkably, one strap has a decorative scroll still attached.
Warwick Rodwell reviewed the results of his excavation in particular for
what light it shed on the north doorway. This is not in is original position:
the evidence of the masonry around it indicates it has been moved here
and rebuilt, probably in the 13th century when the south door was
inserted. This raises the question of where the doorway was moved from.
Similarly, there is the related problem of where the ironwork of the west
door came from. Originally, the main door into the church was probably at
the west end. There was also a doorway about half way along the north
wall, before the existing one was formed, uncomfortably close to the
crossing. But there were also doors in the north wall of the north transept,
and the north wall of the medieval chancel. A 1775 drawing of the latter
shows it to have been Saxo-Norman in style. So the original positions in
the church of the north door, and of the ironwork of the west door,
apparently contemporary with that of the north door, remain problematic.

Eric Fernie considered the architectural context of the carved and moulded
stonework of the transept arches and north doorway. He argues that,
however, curiously irregular and rebuilt the stonework of the south
transept arch might seem, and even if the two bottom courses of the
bases are re-used, it was designed and originally built as a single entity.
In addition, the base mouldings are mirrored by the imposts of the north
door. As to dating, the detached shafts have a potentially wide date
range, and the palmette motif no very satisfactory parallels. However, the
angle roll round the doorway arch is much more diagnostic, not being
known before the 1060s. This, of course, fits well with the new date of
c.1040-70 for the boards of the door.
The transept arches and north doorway belong to the third building phase
identified in the church by Rodwell. They indicate a major programme of
work to the fabric, perhaps following a fire. The date, C.1-60-80 does not
fit in with the possible foundation of Canute's minster in 1020, or any
other known historical event which has been associated with the church.
Indeed, the archaeological evidence suggests there was a major church
here before then. That this church was a successor to Botolph's monastery
remains a possible and attractive explanation. A field adjacent to the
church, which has produced pottery and other finds and has long been
identified as a possible site of medieval settlement, may hold a key to a
clearer picture of Hadstock's origins. The Hadstock Society therefore
proposes to try to obtain grant aid for a project which would encompass:




A further limited investigation of aspects of the fabric of the church.
Publication by Warwick Rodwell of his excavation and research on the church.
Archaeological investigation of the field adjacent to the church.*

*Since this was first published, further investigation suggests that the
archaeological dig found no evidence of activity in the village during the
Norman period, i.e. 1066 onwards and none during the time of Edward the
Confessor, but signs of much activity in the mid-late Saxon period. Edward
seems to have taken the royal minster endowments and used them to pay his
Chancery clerks (all Hadstock's parsons up to the Dissolution are witnessing
charters) so it looks as though the door dates to between 1034 and 1042 when
Edward came to the throne. He was apparently furious with his mother Queen
Emma for marrying Cnut, so the Minster of Assandun would be of no interest to
him. Hadstock Church was granted to Ely in 1087 but then seems to have been
ignored until the mid-13th century when the Bishop of Ely did some work on the
old Church. It looks as though the main door to the old Church was the blockedup one which Warwick Rodwell found in the Nave wall, as geophysical
examination showed a paved path leading diagonally from the NE corner of the
churchyard to that door. The examination also showed that the Saxon Chancel
had been 2.7 metres longer than the present Victorian one.
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Saint Botolph and Hadstock
©by Pat Croxton-Smith
Until 1974, Hadstock thought its large Saxon church was the minster built
by Cnut to commemorate all those killed at the Battle of Assandun,
whether Saxon or Dane, in 1016. When archaeologist Warwick Rodwell
undertook an archaeological excavation of the nave and transepts,
remains of at least one earlier church were found. The present church may
still be Cnut’s minster, dedicated by the Archbishop of York in the
presence of Cnut and most of the bishops and nobles, in 1020. A search
was then started to try to find out the earlier history of the site.
St Botolph began to build (actually 'timber') his monastery at Icanho in
654 according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Iken in Suffolk claims to be
Icanho, but there are historians who consider the name derives from the
Iceni tribe, who lived further to the north. R. Hippisley Cox in The Green
Roads of England gives the name Iceannum to the Roman town at
Chesterford. From the hill between Chesterford and Hadstock, there is a
good view of the Icknield Way to watch for the incursions of the Iceni tribe
- hence perhaps Icanho? In 906 the Icknield Way was Icenhylte (Oxford
Names Companion), possibly on the Hill of the Iceni. The name Iceni is
nowadays often pronounced 'Eyeseeni', but the Celtic languages have no
soft C and in the East Anglian dialects, the name is pronounced Ickany.
In The Lives of St Botolph, published in the Acta Sanctorum, the earlier
version from the Schleswig Breviary, says that seven years after the
King’s first grant of land, Botolph asked for a place where he could more

freely serve God. After 13 years, the old enemy came in the form of a
serpent and inflicted on the man of God a grievous disease. Botolph asked
the King for another place and chose a wild and desolate spot far from the
sea and, after passing through thorny country, came to a valley with a
stream. We have two very worn statues of a seated man with a 'serpent'
(?) crawling over his shoulder. Professor Dorothy Whitelock and Dr. Cyril
Hart thought they came from the gates of a religious establishment and
dated possibly to the 11th century or earlier.
In about 670 the Abbot Coelfrith was sent by Benedict Biscop to Botolph
to learn about the Benedictine Rule. Botolph was famous for his learning
and was also the patron saint of seamen and travelers. He is thought to
have died and been buried at Icanho in about 680. Soon after, the next
Abbot, Aethelheah granted to St Mildburg lands belonging to the
monastery of Icheanog to help found Much Wenlock (Finberg).
In 869, the Jervaux Chronicle records: 'Botolph’s monastery was
destroyed by the Great Army of the Danes, at the same time as the
fenland monasteries of Thorney, Ely and Peterborough, when they
returned from York on their way to winter quarters in Thetford - just up
the Icknield Way from Hadstock. One of the earlier buildings on the site of
Hadstock Church was destroyed by burning. The charcoal gave a radiocarbon date of 900 plus or minus about 40 years.
In the 970s, when there was apparently only a small chantry with one
priest left, Bishop Aethelwold was given permission to dig up the remains
of St Botolph. He was very active in this area, re-founding the
monasteries at Ely, Thorney and Peterborough. Of Botolph’s remains, the
head was given to Ely, part of the body to Thorney (which was dedicated
to St Botolph) and the rest to the King’s reliquary at Westminster. It has
been suggested that Ely’s relics were kept in Hadstock Church, but we
have no tradition of relics here. We do have a village tradition in the
Freeman/ Fordham family that a very long time ago there was a
monastery here in Hadstock. This family also said they were here before
the Conquest; we have found a Freeman in a survey of the Manor in 1249,
and there are wills from the 15th century in the Essex Record Office. It is
difficult to track this family all the way, as they were mostly farm
labourers with a few small-scale yeomen farmers, but their family
tradition is strong and it is certainly possible.
In the 1090s the Norman monks of Bury St Edmunds told a long tale of
bringing the relics of Botolph from Iken via Grundisburgh and interring
them under a new altar. However, at the same time, in the Liber Eliensis,
the Saxon monks at Ely are complaining that the 'foreign' monks have
entered their church (in ecclesiam Eliensis), broken open the chests and
stolen their relics of St Botolph and other saints. The medieval monks
seem to have been pretty unscrupulous in their efforts to bring pilgrims
and wealth to their establishments, so I am afraid I do not believe much

of the Bury St Edmunds tale. lken was in the Manor of Sudbourne; Bishop
Aethelwold gave that Manor to Ely but there is no mention of Botolph,
neither is there any mention of him when the manor was returned to Ely
after the Conquest (Liber Eliensis).
There have been attempts to explain the dedications to Botolph by the
movements of his relics but this is nonsense. They have been plotted out
and they are all placed beside major travel routes (not on the routes
because of the risk of raiders); or at ports such as Botolph’s in Sussex,
Boston (meaning Botolph’s Town) in Lincolnshire, or St Botolph’s Bridge in
Huntingdon where the Roman road crosses the river, or Botesdale
(Botolph’s Dale) in Suffolk - an important route. There were four outside
the gates of London, at Aldgate, Aldersgate, Bishopsgate and Billingsgate
(this not rebuilt after the Fire of London), where travelers could pray for
or give thanks for a safe journey. Mr. Botolf Botolfson of Oslo mapped out
all the dedications to Botolph in Norway and Sweden and found similar
positions. In Denmark, the cathedral in the great port of Aalborg is
dedicated to St Budolfi. He is still the Patron Saint of Seamen and
Travellers in Scandinavia and in Saxony. This tradition has got lost here
when Botolph seems to have been supplanted by St Christopher, brought
from Rome possibly by the Normans, who seem to have made a point of
getting rid of Saxon influences wherever they could.
Out of more than 65 dedications to St Botolph, Hadstock Church is the
only one that was granted the right to a holiday and a fair upon St
Botolph’s Day, well before the Conquest, confirmed by later kings. Without
St Botolph, why Hadstock at all? It was a royal manor and very large royal
minster church but it is not a rich farming area. The land is mostly boulder
clay with flints, difficult to plough before the invention of powerful
tractors. In the 12th century, the Bishops of Ely were pardoned for assarts
from woodland amounting to 360 acres. The open fields were well away
from the centre of the village, where the soil is river silt and so more
workable for their implements. As a source of wealth, Hadstock seems
unlikely. A holy origin seems more probable: 'stock' usually means an
outlying farm, but rarely it can mean a 'holy place'.
In 1140-41, Archbishop Theobald of Canterbury, in a letter to Ely, quoted
in Saltman (1956), refers to Hadstock as 'that place consecrated to
religion in the days of old by the Holy Botolph there at rest'. This surely
refers to where he was originally buried as his relics were scattered. It
cannot refer to relics as these definitely went to Ely and thence to Bury St
Edmunds; the monastery at Thorney was dedicated to St Botolph and is
recorded as having relics of him. The king should have had the rest: St
Botolph without Aldgate has a tradition that the king’s share rested at
their church on the way to Westminster.
There is also the 'empty grave' found by Warwick Rodwell, and thought to
have contained a stone sarcophagus mostly above ground, perhaps to be

venerated by pilgrims, as it was sited in the holiest place against the east
wall of the south transept. So far as we can find out, there is no other
saint or person of great importance who has 'gone missing'. We never had
a resident squire or lord of the manor, or anyone of an important
aristocratic family. If not St Botolph, who lay in that grave? Finally, the
Liber Eliensis has a charter of 1004 granting some 22 hides in Littlebury (a
parish then almost next to Hadstock) which mentions 'Botulfs heale'
(Botulf’s secret clearing) as one of the boundary marks, which gives an
independent local connection to Botolph.
In conclusion, there is thus a collection of evidence regarding the
connection between Hadstock and St Botolph, some of which suggests
that St Botolph may have lived and been buried in Hadstock Church,
although we shall never know for sure, since his relics were moved in the
970s and are not now in Hadstock.
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