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Abstract 

The elevation of Baldwin of Forde to the archbishopric of Canterbury in 1184, was a 

source of consternation for the Canterbury monks. A dispute ensued, concerning a 

plan of Baldwin’s to establish a collegiate chapel, in honour of St Thomas Becket, to 

provide benefices for the archbishop’s clerks. For fifteen years, the monks were at 

odds with Archbishops Baldwin and Hubert Walter, fighting a long legal battle to 

prevent the new foundation taking root. The dispute resulted in hundreds of letters 

being written by all the parties. The resulting letter collection was published by 

William Stubbs in the nineteenth century. However, lacking the sort of rich scriptural 

and patristic learning of the Becket correspondence, and indexed by Stubbs in such a 

way that names, places, and dates take precedence over ideas or ‘subjects’, these are 

letters that have many surprises and new discoveries still to disclose. This thesis is an 

attempt to disclose some of these secrets. A full history of the dispute has been 

constructed through a close reading of the letters in the collection, as well as 

connecting several extraneous letters to the dispute which has not been done before. 

The thesis also takes a close look at several important aspects of the dispute, 

including the role of Thomas Becket and diplomacy. Further, the thesis provides a 

biographical register of the participants and attempts to place the dispute into context 

by comparing it to several important church disputes of the twelfth century.   
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The Canterbury Letters and History 

For such a remarkable collection of twelfth century letters, the Epistolae 

Cantuarienses has attracted remarkably little interest from scholars as a piece of 

history. This could be due to the importance of (or lack of) the Canterbury dispute to 

the wider medieval world. The dispute was the outcome of a plan, of Archbishop 

Baldwin’s, to build a collegiate church for secular canons, to be dedicated to Thomas 

Becket. The aim was to provide a source of income for the clerks of the archbishop’s 

household, thereby decoupling the archbishops from their dependence upon a 

monastic cathedral chapter, in effect undoing six hundred years of the work of 

Augustine, Dunstan, and Lanfranc. The initial site selected for the new foundation 

lay at Hackington, just outside Canterbury, although in due course Lambeth was to 

emerge as an alternative. The monks of Christ Church believed that the archbishop’s 

plan would not only weaken their status as the cathedral chapter but, in short order, 

threatened to deprive them of the relics of their recently acquired but most beloved 

saint, Thomas Becket. They sought the pope’s aid in stopping the plan by appealing 

to Rome. The letters in Lambeth Palace Ms 415, were compiled by the monks as a 

history of this great dispute.   

For Bishop Stubbs, the history of the English Church during the reign of Richard I 

was a record of five great ecclesiastical disputes, the Canterbury case being one of 

them.1 Christopher Cheney, however, has highlighted the fact that even though the 

dispute involved kings, popes, and emperors (not to mention the litigants 

themselves), the dispute had a negligible impact upon the church and the wider 

world.2 The final settlement gave the archbishop of Canterbury permission to build a 

chapel on his own lands (although the incumbents were restricted in number and to 

being of the Premonstratensian order) and ensured that all of the rights of the 

Canterbury monks were preserved. The outcome was in no way controversial; it did 

not have any impact upon canon law nor did it change the way the English Church 

was governed. Nor did it have any significant impact on secular society, apart from 

the citizens of Canterbury – but even here things quickly returned to normal after the 

dispute’s conclusion. This dispute was only of the utmost importance to the monks, 

and to a lesser extent the archbishop. For everyone else it was either unimportant or a 

                                                 
1 Ep. Cant., vii. 
2 Cheney, Hubert Walter, 135-6. 
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nuisance. The fact that we know so much about the dispute is not due to the 

importance placed upon it by contemporaries, but because the manuscript produced 

by the monks of Canterbury at the beginning of the thirteenth century has survived. 

Lambeth Ms 415 

 

The only extant contemporary copy of the letters is in Lambeth Palace Ms 415.3 The 

manuscript is a quarto in size, containing 140 folios, with two clasps (one of which is 

missing) and was rebound, probably in the seventeenth century, as the cover is 

embossed with the arms of Archbishop Sancroft (1677-90). The original title was 

‘Epistolae Reginaldi de Tempore Baldewini’, with a more detailed title being written 

by Archbishop Sancroft on the facing page, and who also made several annotations 

to the margins of the text.4  

The manuscript was compiled by the cathedral monks c.1201-1205. If Reginald was 

the compiler then it must be the same Reginald who, as subprior in 1205, was elected 

by a party of the monks to be the new archbishop, as he is the only monk of that 

name in the community at the time.5 Alternatively, Reginald could have been the 

owner of the manuscript, in which case the scribe is unknown to us. The text is in a 

heavily abbreviated late twelfth/ early thirteenth century Canterbury hand, in double 

columns, with alternating red and blue stylised initials at the start of each letter, and 

titles in red ink. These were added later as on occasion titles are missing (such as on 

f.8v) or initials are consecutively in the same colour (as on ff.9r-v). Similarly, the 

title for letter 329 (dated November 1189), describes Geoffrey as prior, a position he 

did not gain until May 1191.6 A dark liquid has stained five pages (probably the 

result of galling) to the extent that they are almost undecipherable. The galling 

probably occurred during the seventeenth century or earlier as the copy (BL Harley 

                                                 
3 A seventeenth-century copy of the manuscript was also made and is now in the British Library, BL 

Harley Ms 788. 
4 ‘Honorii prioris et Conventus Cantuariensis epistolarum, sive per eos, sive ad eos, vel de eis, 

scriptarum, tempore litis quindecennis inter ipsos et Baldewinum, atque Hubertum archiepiscopos, de 

canonicorum saecularium collegio vel Hackintoniae S. Stephani, vel Lambhithae erigendo; per 

monachum ejusdem conventus collectarum et digestarum; libri tres; primus continet litis exordium et 

cursum usque ad mortem Urbani papae, a folio 1 b; secundus, causae conflictus sub pontificatu 

Gregorii, Clementis et Coelestini, a fol. 28; tertius causae resuscitationem ab archiepiscopo Huberto, 

sub Innocentio papa, usque ad demolitionem capellae Lambhithanae, et causae terminum 

compositionem, a fol. 99.’ The hand was identified by Stubbs. Ep. Cant., xii. 
5 Greatrex, Biographical Register, 262-3; For the election see C.R. Cheney, ‘A Neglected Record of 

the Canterbury Election of 1205-6’, Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 21 (1948) 233-38; 

Reprinted in C.R. Cheney, The Papacy and England 12th-14th Centuries (London, 1982). 
6 Lambeth Palace Ms 415 f.83r.  
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Ms 788) produced in the seventeenth century has gaps where the staining prevented 

the copier for deciphering the text.   
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Image 1: Lambeth Ms 415 f.1r. (Reproduced courtesy of Lambeth Palace Library). 
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Image 2: Lambeth Ms 415 f.5r, with evidence of galling. (Reproduced courtesy of Lambeth Palace Library). 
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Image 3: Lambeth Ms 415 f.8v, with missing titles. (Reproduced courtesy of Lambeth Palace Library).  
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The manuscript appears to have remained in the monks’ possession, until the 

dissolution of the convent. It most likely lived in the monastic library at the 

cathedral. Although now lost, the library appears to have been situated between the 

north-west transept of the cathedral and the monks chapter-house (where the verger’s 

rest room is now located).7 Sometime between 1160 and 1220, the slype (the passage 

from the east of the cloister running along the north transept wall) was blocked off 

and roofed to form the library.8 The lack of lighting in this chamber suggests the 

library was used for storage rather than for reading.9 From the mid-twelfth century 

until c.1304, the library occupied a single floor, with an additional floor being added 

sometime after.10  

From the oldest surviving library catalogue, dated to c.1170, it is estimated that the 

library held c.6-700 books, making this the largest monastic library in England at the 

time.11 The original library created by Archbishop Theodore in the late seventh 

century appears to have been heavily damaged by a fire in 1067. Most of the library 

therefore dates from the time of Lanfranc.12 Canterbury appears to have housed more 

books than any other English town – except possibly London. It is estimated that 

there were 6-10,000 books in Canterbury on the eve of the Reformation, with only 

about 10% having survived down the years.13 The number of books recorded as 

being in the Canterbury library in 1170 would not have included the more valuable 

books which were kept in the cathedral treasury, along with the service books. The 

list, although only a fragment of the original, provides us with an idea of what the 

monks were reading at roughly the time of the Canterbury dispute.  

The catalogue itself appears to have been used by the precentor, as many of the 

books listed are duplicates, suggesting they were used for education. Many of these 

                                                 
7 T. Tatton-Brown, ‘The Medieval Library at Canterbury Cathedral’, Canterbury Cathedral 

Chronicle, 82 (1988) 37. 
8 See map 1. 
9 R. Gameson, ‘The Physical Setting: The Medieval Library (to c.1450)’, in The Cambridge History 

of Libraries in Britain and Ireland: Volume 1, to 1640, ed. E. Leedham-Green, and T. Webber 

(Cambridge, 2006) 23. 
10 Tatton-Brown, ‘Medieval Library’, 41. 
11 Cambridge University library, Ms Ii 3/12. Printed in The Ancient Libraries of Canterbury and 

Dover, ed. M.R. James (Cambridge, 1903) 7-12. 
12 R. Gameson, The Earliest Books of Canterbury Cathedral: Manuscripts and Fragments to c.1200 

(London, 2008) 23-4; For Lanfranc’s rules on when and how books were to be borrowed by the 

monks see Lanfranc of Bec, The Monastic Constitutions of Lanfranc, ed. D. Knowles (London, 1951) 

19; The Rule of Saint Benedict ed. B.L. Venarde (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 2011) 160-5. 
13 Gameson, Earliest Books, 19-20. 
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are classical literature (such as the eight copies of Sallust, or the works by Priscian 

and Virgil) or works connected to the subjects of the trivium and quadrivium. But 

there were also more recent works, such as John of Salisbury’s Entheticus. The 

inclusion of these contemporary works indicates that the catalogue was updated at 

some point, as John is called ‘Carnotensis’ (‘of Chartres’).14 As John did not become 

bishop of Chartres until 1176, this entry cannot be earlier than that. As this book and 

four others, are in a separate column and different hand from the rest of the 

catalogue, this suggests they were added later. From this we can determine that the 

monastic library was growing, with new works being added regularly, allowing the 

monks to be keep up to date with the most recent scholarship. 

The monastic library does appear to have had an influence on the monks’ letters in 

the Canterbury collection. There are numerous references to the Bible, especially to 

the psalms and the gospels, but there are also several references to the classics. 

Lucan, Juvenal, and Boethius appear in the letters and the 1170 library catalogue.15 

There are also references to classics which do not appear in the 1170 catalogue such 

as Ovid and Horace.16 From this we can surmise that there were copies of works by 

these two authors in the library at the time. By the period of the Canterbury dispute 

there would also have been copies of works on Becket, including lives, miracle, and 

letter collections. These would have also been read by at least some of the monks 

involved in the dispute and helped shaped the Canterbury collection.    

The Canterbury letters were not likely considered to be important enough to be kept 

in the treasury with the more precious books. The library, therefore, is the likeliest 

place for where they were stored. This was not far from where they were likely 

produced as it was probably written in in the cathedral scriptorium, housed in the 

cathedral cloister. Although the scriptorium was in decline by the end of the twelfth 

century, manuscripts were still being produced and it is unlikely that Lambeth 415 

would have been produced elsewhere, as it is written in a contemporary Canterbury 

hand.17  

                                                 
14 Ibid., 12. 
15 Ep. Cant., 32 (no.38), 68 (no.80), 70 (no.82). 
16 Ibid., 41 (no.50), 116 (no.144) for example. 
17 L. Cleaver, ‘The Monks’ Library at Christ Church Canterbury c.1180-c.1250’, in Medieval Art, 

Architecture and Archaeology at Canterbury, ed. A. Bovey (Leeds, 2013) 156-7; Ramsay, N., ‘The 

Cathedral Archives and Library’, in A History of Canterbury Cathedral, ed. P. Collinson, N. Ramsay, 

and M. Sparks (New York, 1995) 347. 
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The manuscript is of a good quality which may suggest that it was produced from a 

copy book or a letter register, although we have no evidence that one existed. It is 

also possible that the manuscript was produced directly from the original charters 

and letters. There is clear evidence throughout the manuscript of a guiding hand, 

choosing which letters to include and which to ignore. A sophisticated ordering 

system has been attempted. The compiler has tried to place the documents into a 

chronological order, yet the simultaneous events occurring at Canterbury, the papal 

and royal courts, and with the various deputations moving about the continent, has 

often caused this order to go awry. This is interesting as many letter collections were 

ordered thematically.18 The clear exception to this are the Becket collections 

produced at Canterbury. These appear to have had significant influence over the 

production of the Canterbury letters.19 We cannot say for sure how ‘constructed’ the 

collection is. The lack of archiepiscopal letters clearly indicates it only shows one 

side of the story, but the inclusion of some potentially dangerous letters for the 

convent suggests that those which have been included have not been substantially 

altered.20 Nor do we have any concrete evidence for how these letters were received 

at Rome. The collection does not appear to have made an appearance at the curia, but 

some of the letters, such as those to popes and cardinals, and the catalogues of 

allegations, certainly were there. As the monks regularly received papal support, the 

documents which made the journey can be considered to have been received 

favourably.   

Copies of original letters very rarely survive as often they were either written into a 

copy book or simply discarded when no longer of use.21 In the case of the 

Canterbury dispute however, we are fortunate that 15 originals have survived.22 It is 

not clear where the original letters were stored in the convent. The more important 

ones, such as papal mandates and copies of the final award, were likely stored in 

chests in the treasury, with the other important documents. Less important 

documents, such as letters to individual monks, may have been kept in the library. 

Those written by the convent may have been preserved in drafts or copy books, 

                                                 
18 S. Niskanen, The Letter Collections of Anselm of Canterbury (Turnhout, 2011) 69-70. 
19 Below, 33-6. 
20 Below, 137-8. 
21 G. Constable, Letters and Letter Collections (Turnhout, 1976) 55. 
22 See appendix 1 nos. 53, 336, 362, 364, 531-3, 547-50, 596. Five of these originals are copies of the 

final award. These originals still only account for 3% of the letters in the Lambeth manuscript. 
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explaining why there are so many in the collection.23 Those not directly addressed to 

the monks would have to have been acquired. This must have been done almost 

immediately for the manuscript to have been completed by 1205 – just five years 

after the conclusion of the dispute. This suggests that the monks planned on 

chronicling the events in letter form from early on. Such a plan also indicates the 

importance of the events to the monks. They would not have gone to the effort 

otherwise. 

Lambeth 415 itself is not how it appeared in the twelfth century. The manuscript is 

split into three books. The first book covers the initial stages of the dispute between 

Baldwin and the monks; the second the remainder of Baldwin’s archiepiscopacy, the 

period when the see was vacant, as well as the election, and the first part of the 

archiepiscopacy of Hubert Walter. The final book contains the letters pertaining to 

the revival of the dispute under Hubert and its final resolution. In the catalogue of 

Prior Henry of Eastry, however, we have three entries which concern these letters. 

The first is ‘epistole de tempore Baldwini maiores’, the second ‘epistole de tempore 

Baldwini minores’, and the third ‘epistole de tempore Baldwini’.24 Lambeth 415 

appears to equate with the first two entries in the catalogue. No mention is made of 

Hubert Walter’s letters, but these were most likely included in one of the two 

collections. The third collection, according to the catalogue, also contained a 

penitential and sermons, which makes it unlikely to be the Lambeth manuscript. The 

Lambeth copy is missing the final six folios. These, according to a late thirteenth 

century marginal note, had been removed, along with eight others, to be copied and 

later returned. As the returned folios all concerned the dispute, it is likely the lost 

folios were on the same subject.25 However, it is possible that this third collection 

was the copy produced in the thirteenth century, and the culprit for the missing folios 

of Lambeth 415. 

This is also the only suggestion we have for the collection’s audience. With its 

existence in the monastic library, the collection was likely intended for the monks. 

This would make sense concerning the content and narrative that it is intended to 

create. The collection depicts a story of monastic triumph over oppressive 

                                                 
23 Below, 12-3. 
24 Ancient Libraries, 31, 50. 
25 Below128. 
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archbishops, with documents detailing and acting as examples of how to engender 

support and prosecute appeals at Rome. This, naturally, would have quite a limited 

audience. Many of the letters would be irrelevant to people not familiar with 

members of the convent or its history. The manuscript must, therefore, have been 

created for the Canterbury monks, to act as an historical memory and exemplar in the 

event of further disputes. On this last point they were quite correct to do so, as 

similar plans were raised by both Edmund of Abingdon and John Pecham.26 It may 

also have been intended to act as evidence for the arbiters who settled the dispute in 

1200. Carol Cragoe has demonstrated how Gervase’s De combustione (on the 

burning of the cathedral in 1174 and its subsequent rebuilding) was likely written for 

this purpose.27 Possibly the letters were to be part of the same package. If so then a 

draft or copy book must have been kept, as Lambeth 415 had not been produced by 

the time of the settlement. 

There may also have been a wider monastic audience to the collection. Alan of 

Tewkesbury is known to have written a prose history of the dispute, although this is 

unfortunately lost to us.28 We have no evidence to what sources he used, although 

Alan was an active participant in the dispute. He certainly kept in touch with his 

Canterbury brothers, and may therefore have had access to the letters.29 Even if he 

did have access, it was still a Canterbury centric audience, with Alan being a former 

member (and prior) of the community.   

There is no trace of the thirteenth century copy of the letters, and if it did live at 

Canterbury, it was likely lost at some point after the Reformation. Before 1610, 

Lambeth 415 found its way into Archbishop Bancroft’s library.30 Several names 

have been written on the fly leaves, such as Thomas Draper and Beaufey. These are 

possibly the names of people who owned the manuscript after the dissolution and 

before it was acquired by Bancroft. Further, the words ‘Eaton’ and ‘Aetonae’ suggest 

its possible home during this time.  

                                                 
26 Below 148-50. 
27 Cragoe, C.D., ‘Reading and Rereading Gervase of Canterbury’, Journal of the British 

Archaeological Association, 154 (2001) 49-51. 
28 Marlborough, History, 190. M.A. Harris, ‘Alan of Tewkesbury and His Letters, II’, Studia 

Monastica, 18 (1976) 319 (no.30). 
29 Ep. Cant., passim. 
30 Ibid., xiii. 
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The manuscript in its current form contains 557 letters and would originally have 

contained a few more on the now lost folios. Stubbs has included in his edition an 

appendix in which he includes additional documents concerning the dispute not in 

the manuscript.31 The majority of these come from Gervase of Canterbury’s 

Chronicle and the letters of Pope Innocent III, with several more from letter 

collections of others involved in the dispute (such as Peter of Blois and Alan of 

Tewkesbury) and the remainder from stray manuscripts.32 With this appendix, the 

number of documents relating to the dispute comes to 571. Added to this, I have 

found a further 42 documents connected to the dispute. Several concern the 

exchange of lands between Archbishop Hubert and the monks of Rochester for the 

manor of Lambeth, whilst others are concerned with the monks maintaining the 

rights of Canterbury during the dispute and are preserved in the monastic archives.33 

The most prolific author was the convent of Canterbury. As a body they authored 

235 letters, whilst an additional 57 were authored by monks (not including the priors 

or subprior) who were sent on conventual business. The dates of these letters cover 

the period 1186-1200, with the majority falling into two main date ranges: 1186-92, 

and 1197-1200. These dates roughly correspond to the periods when the dispute was 

at its height. The first period, 1186-92, covers the conflict between Baldwin and the 

monks and the imposed settlement by Richard I. The second, 1197-1200, covers the 

revival of the dispute under Hubert Walter and the final settlement. These letters 

were sent to anyone the monks believed could help their cause. Many went to the 

popes and cardinals to solicit their sympathy and support to gain a favourable 

outcome to the dispute. Other letters were concerned with more mundane matters, 

such as thanking supporters for their aid. For example, letter 15 thanks the dean of 

Reims for helping the convent’s prior, and letter 72 thanks the bishop of Winchester 

for his aid.34 Some of the letters were more like propaganda. Approximately 17 

letters were sent to the cardinals as a body, to ‘all the friends of the convent’, and ‘all 

                                                 
31 Ibid., 541-57 (nos.558-71). 
32 Ibid., 541-57, see Appendix 1 for their original locations. 
33 See Appendix 1 for details. Note that the statistics used in this chapter are taken from the appendix 

which includes extraneous letters as well as those in Lambeth 415. See Appendix 2 for a breakdown 

of each group. Where letters are included within another letter (e.g. no.24) they have not been counted 

separately but are noted in the letter’s entry in appendix 1. If counted they would increase the total by 

ten.  
34 Ep. Cant., 13-14 (no.15), 60 (no.72). 
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the Christian faithful’.35 These often informed their recipients about recent events 

concerning the convent and its appeal or asked the recipients for their aid.  Several 

documents at the end of the manuscript resemble broadsheets giving details of the 

monks’ sufferings and persecution. These were likely disseminated to other monastic 

houses, and possibly local churches to gain support for their cause, whilst at least 

one was taken to Rome.36 Having failed to generate sympathy for their cause in 

England, the convent resolved to seek aid abroad and sent similar letters to secular 

rulers, such as the king of France, as well as foreign clergy and convents, for 

example the archbishop of Reims and the convent of Clairvaux, to garner support. 

Excluding letters to cardinals and the curia, these letters total 28. 

Closely related to the convent’s letters, were the 51 letters sent to or by the priors 

and subprior. Most of these letters from the priors were sent to the monks or the 

subprior, reporting the latest developments concerning the appeal. Letters 25 and 35, 

for example, are from Prior Honorius, informing the convent that he had arrived at 

the papal court and a date had been set for the appeal to be heard.37 The majority of 

the letters are dated 1187-8, whilst Prior Honorius was personally conducting the 

appeal; a second group dates from 1189, when Subprior Geoffrey had travelled to the 

continent. A third group, dating 1197-9, concerns the revival of the appeal and 

Geoffrey (now as prior) setting out to Rome to prosecute it in person. 

The next principal contributors to the collection were the popes. Combined, the six 

popes who held office during the dispute authored 75 letters. Of these, Urban III was 

the most prolific, writing 29 letters, with Innocent III in a close second, writing 25 

letters as pope and one as papal elect. Apart from twelve letters (from 1185-6) all 

Urban III’s letters were written between June and October 1187. All of these are 

either orders to the English clergy (or in two instances Henry II), ordering them to 

enforce his judgements, or letters granting privileges to the convent against the 

archbishop. There are two exceptions to this. In 1186, Urban gave Baldwin 

permission to build a church to saints Stephen and Thomas, and permission to 

dispose of a quarter of the oblations from Becket’s tomb (with the intention that 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 62 (no.75), 121 (no.147), 126 (no.152), 157-8 (no.179), 262-3 (nos.278-9), 266-7 (nos.283-4), 

286 (no.302), 327 (no.343), 352-3 (no.384), 355-6 (no.390), 372 (no.414), 434-6 (no.469), 452 (no.490), 

453 (no.492), 475-6 (no.508) 
36 Below, 128-9. 
37 Ep. Cant., 21-2 (no.25), 30-1 (no.35), 
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these would go towards the building of the church).38 Clement III’s letters (from 

1188-19) follow in the same vein as Urban’s – they give full support to the monks 

against the archbishop as well as delegating papal legates to hear the case in 

England. Letter 333 is of interest for looking at Clement’s views of the dispute. In 

this letter to his legate, John of Anagni, Clement informs him that he must return 

quickly as the king of Sicily, as well as others, had died and Clement needed him to 

help deal with the situation.39 Clearly for Clement, the matter of Canterbury was a 

trivial affair compared with matters closer to home. 

Celestine III’s letters (from 1191-7) are more supportive of the archbishop’s position 

than those of his predecessors. On two occasions (30 January 1193, and 9 June 1197) 

he took the chapel at Lambeth under his protection, as well as granting Hubert 

Walter the legateship on 18 March 1195.40 Celestine’s support for the archbishop, 

however, is ambiguous at best. On 28 May 1191, he had annulled the privileges 

granted to Archbishop Baldwin, and confirmed John of Anagni’s judgement in 

number 336 (that the peace imposed upon the parties by Richard was not by the will 

of the monks and as such should not prejudice their rights).41 Similarly in May 1192, 

and September 1193, he ordered the chapel to be destroyed.42 Celestine’s ten letters 

in this collection give us very good evidence of how appeals to Rome worked. They 

were long and complex, and a victory once secured could easily be lost. 

Innocent III’s letters, dating 1198-1200, show us a more lawyerly and authoritarian 

approach to papal government. Several letters (such as letters 501 and 519) are 

orders to papal representatives commissioning them to execute papal judgements or, 

as in the case of letter 525, ordering them to re-examine the entire case.43 Innocent 

was also ready to nullify the archbishop’s spiritual sanctions or to impose his own. 

On 11 September 1198, he ordered the priors of St Augustine’s and St Gregory’s to 

declare null the excommunication of two monks by the archbishop.44 Similarly, on 7 

May 1198, Innocent had ordered the abbots of Lewes and Faversham to suspend the 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 543-4 (nos.560-1); There is also an interesting letter concerning the same thing in Ralph 

Diceto’s Ymagines, II, 42-3. This appears to be an amalgamation of three of the Canterbury letters, 

Ep. Cant., 4-5 (nos.1-2), 7 (no.6).  
39 Ibid., 321 (no.333). 
40 Ibid., 360 (no.396), 368-70 (nos.410-1), 371-2 (no.413). 
41 Ibid., 335-6 (no.356). 
42 Ibid., 361 (no.397), 366-7 (no.407). 
43 Ibid., 468-9 (no.501), 483-4 (no.519), 490-2 (no.525). 
44 Ibid., 551 (no.569). 
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archbishop’s ability to excommunicate, and on 22 December 1198, the archbishop of 

Rouen and the bishop of Ely were ordered to enforce the redressing of wrongs done 

to the convent with the use of spiritual censures.45 Similar to Celestine, Innocent’s 

decisions were not final and could be changed. On 20 November 1198, he sent a 

letter to Hubert Walter with his definitive judgement concerning the dispute; 

however, twelve more letters from Innocent, concerning the affair, were sent after 

this date, revealing that it was anything but settled.46 

For a dispute which greatly concerns the archbishops of Canterbury, it is surprising 

how few of their letters there are in the collection, with only 20 preserved in the 

manuscript.47 Nine of these are to the convent of Canterbury, two to the popes, one 

to King Richard and the rest are to other clergymen or monasteries. Most of the 

letters are from 1187-8 (for Baldwin) and 1198-9 (for Hubert), when the dispute was 

at its height. There are several possible reasons for why there are so few letters from 

the archbishops in the collection. First, the archbishop was the opposition. Even if 

the monks did ask for copies of their letters, it is unlikely that Baldwin or Hubert 

would have provided copies of their private correspondence revealing their plans. It 

also suggests that the monks had no friends in the archiepiscopal household, or that 

they did not try to get them. Donald Matthew has argued that part of the reason why 

Becket began to collect letters was because he could no longer act in person on the 

political stage.48 Acquiring letters, particularly from his friends enabled Becket to 

keep abreast of events. The monks may have been prevented from a similar action by 

lack of contacts in the archbishops’ household. However, there is clear evidence that 

in 1189, several Canterbury monks were in the archbishop’s party travelling to the 

Holy land.49 If this is the case, then why did they not attempt to collect some more 

letters? Quite possibly the answer is that they simply did not survive in the 

                                                 
45 Ibid., 399 (no.441), 483-4 (no.519). 
46 Ibid., 459-65 (no.498), 483-6 (nos.519-20), 490-4 (nos.525-9), 508-10 (nos.544-5), 517-20 

(nos.552-4). 
47 Ibid., 8-9  (no.8), 17-8 (no.22), 28 (no.32), 60 (no.73), 71 (no.84), 89 (no.111), 112 (no.140), 173-4 

(no.191), 324-5 (no.338), 328 (no.345), 370-1 (no.412), 394-6 (no.436), 429-30 (no.465), 439-40 

(no.475), 445-6 (no.483), 446-7 (no.485), 466-8 (no.500), 511 (no.547), 514-5 (no.550), 530-2 (no.556); 

There are also six more of Hubert’s acta preserved elsewhere, EEA 3, 38-41 (no.370), 42-6 (nos.372-

3). I have added a further three letters by Richard of Dover into the appendix as these relate to the 

disputed lands between Baldwin and the monks.  
48 D.J.A. Matthew, ‘The Letter-Writing of Archbishop Becket’, in Belief and Culture in the Middle 

Ages: Studies Presented to Henry Mayr-Harting, ed. R. Gameson and H. Leyser (Oxford, 2001) 288. 
49 H.E.J., Cowdrey, ‘An Early Report at Dijon of the Export of Becket’s Relics’, Historical Research, 

54 (1981) 251-53; Below, 112-3. 
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archbishop’s possession, if he even kept copies.50 To have been able to compile the 

manuscript within a few years of the end of the dispute, the monks must have 

intended to create an account about the conflict early on, and therefore kept copies of 

their letters. The archbishops probably saw the dispute as a minor inconvenience and 

not worth the time spent on it – keeping copies of unimportant letters therefore was 

not a priority, and so they may not have been kept in the first place.  

The remaining authors (writing approximately 170 letters between them) can be 

dealt with as a group. These letters are spread out across the whole period of the 

dispute from a variety of authors. 80 letters were written by the clergy, including 

Roman cardinals and French bishops. 60 were written by royalty, with the chief 

authors being Henry II (16 letters) and Richard I (32 letters), however, there were 

also letters from the kings of France and Sicily, the Holy Roman Emperor, and even 

one from the queen of France written under her own authority.51 Further, there were 

letters from royal  ministers, such as Ranulph Glanville, and secular lords, as well as 

three letters from John whilst count of Mortain, and one as king.52 There are also 13 

letters whose authors cannot be identified, and five documents with no author. 53 

Many of these letters with unidentified authors are headed ‘amicus amico’ or ‘suus 

suo’. Sometimes these are replying to previous letters, such as letter 251, which 

responds to questions asked in letter 222, or letter 254, which responds to letter 

213.54 In these cases a likely author can be determined – in the case of letter 251 the 

author is one of the monks at the curia, or possibly one of their hired proctors, as 

letter 222 was from the convent to Prior Honorius and his party at the curia. 

However, not all of them can be identified and, as the chronological order is at times 

confused in the manuscript, it is often difficult to discover a likely author. 

Whilst ultimately concerning the Canterbury dispute, the letters in Lambeth Ms 415 

have a wide array of topics, including reports on the progress of the third crusade, 

and royal influence on archiepiscopal elections.55 They even indicate the existence of 

                                                 
50 Constable, Letters, 55-62 for their preservation (or lack thereof). 
51 Ibid., 305-6 (no.321). 
52 Ibid., 46-7 (nos.59-60), 105-6 (no.133), 135 (no.159), 330-1 (no.349), 346 (no.374), 348 (no.378), 

440 (no.476). 
53 Ibid., 57-9 (no.70), 87-8 (no.108), 233-6 (nos.251-4), 239-40 (no.257), 241-2 (no.259), 246 (no.264), 

251-2 (no.269), 255 (no.273), 294 (no.309), 297-8 (no.313), 367-8 (no.409), 378-80 (no.422), 425 

(no.463), 520-30 (no.555), 532-8 (no.557), 547-8 (no.565). 
54 Ibid., 198 (no.213), 203-4 (no.222), 233 (no.251), 235-6 (no.254). 
55 Ibid., 328-9 (nos.345-6), 330 (no.348), 347 (no.375), 348 (no.377), 362-6 (nos.399-405) 
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a now lost Becket letter.56 The letters provide us with a detailed account of the 

disputes; however, most of them are from the convent of Canterbury or its brothers 

on conventual business and the manuscript was compiled by the monks. Hence, we 

see the conflict through their situation. We see their troubles with the archbishops, 

their journeys, and their appeals to Rome and the English kings. Very little 

correspondence from the archbishops is included. Whether it was a conscious 

decision by the monks to leave out the archiepiscopal letters is not known. The 

likeliest scenario is that the correspondence did not survive, or that the monks were 

unable to obtain it. However, as there are surviving letters not found in Lambeth Ms 

415, which are in other contemporary works, such as Gervase of Canterbury, editing 

clearly took place and that the manuscript was created by the monks with a specific 

use in mind. 

The Letters and Gervase 

 

The Canterbury letters are haunted by the spectre of Gervase of Canterbury. The 

cathedral sacrist from 1193, he was an active member of the convent during the 

dispute, although he only appears in one letter.57 He was also the convent’s 

chronicler. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Gervase’s Chronicle does not focus 

upon the affairs of the realm (although these are included), but rather upon his home, 

Canterbury cathedral. Several of his other works, such as his Imaginationes and De 

Combustione are similarly focused upon the affairs of Canterbury.58 This is linked to 

Gervase’s view of his work. After discussing the difference between chronicles and 

histories, he goes on to state that he does not wish to record everything that is 

memorable, but only those things which are worth being remembered.59 Just as his 

subject is focused, so also is Gervase’s audience. His Chronicle is aimed almost 

solely at his fellow monks of Christ Church.60 Most of it concerns the dispute, which 

                                                 
56 Ibid., 45 (no.56). 
57 Ibid., 315-19 (no.329). 
58 For Gervase’s works see Gervase of Canterbury, The Historical Works of Gervase of Canterbury, 

ed. W. Stubbs, 2 vols. (London, 1879-80). His Gesta Regum, a history of the kings of England, and 

Mappa Mundi, are the exceptions. Ibid., II 3-105, 414-49. 
59 Gervase, Chronica, 88. 
60 The preface is addressed to his brother Thomas and their poor family (‘mi frater Thoma, et nostra 

familiolae pauperculae’). Ibid., 89. Cragoe seems to suggest that this is his biological brother, 

however it could just as easily be a spiritual brother. There are at least two monks called Thomas who 

occur in the records as near contemporaries and could plausibly have been members of the convent at 

the time. Similarly, it is suggested that one of these men may also be Gervase’s biological brother. 

Cragoe, ‘Rereading Gervase’, 49; Greatrex, Biographical Register, 232, 303.     
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would only have been of relevance to the monks. Similarly, the Chronicle does not 

appear to have circulated very widely, being restricted to the Canterbury environs.61 

Further, at the end of his section on the dispute with Baldwin, Gervase states that 

‘these things have been recorded in rough style and in a diffuse manner, having 

passed over many things, as a warning to those who in future times ought be present 

at the election of an archbishop of Canterbury’.62 Here then is Gervase’s aim, to 

record the rights and customs of Canterbury so that they can be defended in the 

future. In this regard Gervase’s Chronicle is much like Thomas of Marlborough’s, 

who informed his readers to keep certain sections of his History secret as they were 

intended for the monks alone.63 Gervase was likewise recording events so the monks 

would remember and prevent them from being successful in the future.     

Gervase began writing his chronicle c.1188, during the height of the conflict with 

Baldwin. This itself may give an explanation towards one of Gervase’s more 

outlandish claims concerning the archbishop. According to the chronicler, it was 

Baldwin who came up with the idea of the Saladin Tithe (a tax to pay for the king’s 

crusade) to harm the monks.64 If written at the time of (or shortly after) the tax was 

being imposed, Gervase’s initial thoughts may have been recorded, rather than his 

more balanced opinion of events. Overall, however, his views on Baldwin are 

disparaging, whilst he has a much higher regard for Hubert Walter.65 Once more this 

may explain why the Chronicle ends in 1199, just before the final settlement. 

Gervase’s work is one of conflict, with regular references to battle and warfare.66 

The resulting peace and the general goodwill between Hubert and the convent 

afterwards would not fit the narrative and Gervase (a very careful editor of his text) 

therefore, chose not to include it.67  

The date when Gervase wrote is important due to its relationship with the Canterbury 

letters. Both were being compiled at nearly the same time, Gervase starting in 1188, 

                                                 
61 M. Staunton, The Historians of Angevin England (Oxford, 2017), 115; Gervase, Chronica, xlix-liv. 
62 Ibid., 325: ‘Haec autem aliquantulum diffuse, multis tamen praeteritis, stilo rudi scripta sunt, ad 

cautelam illorum, qui futuris temporibus electioni Cantuariensis archiepiscopi debent interesse’. 
63 Marlborough, History, 424. 
64 Gervase, Chronica, 422-3. Similarly, Gervase complains that the papal legate, John of Anagni, who 

had been sent to settle the dispute, was more concerned with collecting the tithe in Poitou than he was 

of doing his job. Ibid., 453, 462   
65 Below, 51. 
66 Staunton, Historians, 113. 
67 Ibid., 116-7. 
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and the letters being compiled c.1201-5. Both also had access to the letters as 

Gervase makes use of them. However, Gervase also includes some letters which do 

not appear in Lambeth 415.68 This indicates that both compositions were carefully 

edited to create a desired narrative. The narrative is, however, very similar; of the 

three letters included in Gervase and not in Lambeth 415, one is reproduced within 

the text of another letter in the manuscript, whilst the other two are very closely 

linked to letters in the collection.69 One, from 1191, protesting the consecration of 

the bishop of Worcester anywhere other than Canterbury, is almost the same as that 

in the manuscript.70 The differences are a slight variation in word order and 

adjectives. This suggests that one of these letters is most likely a draft. The slightly 

more informal incipt in the manuscript copy (‘Noverit fraternitas vestra’ compared to 

‘Noverit sanctitas vestra’ in Gervase) may hint at the existence of a now lost 

draft/copy book for the letters.  

The final letter concerns negotiations held before the king at Westminster in 

November 1189.71 It is addressed to the king and states that the monks will ratify any 

agreement their representatives make. This letter is very closely linked to two letters 

in the Canterbury collection which provide fuller details of the negotiations.72 As 

Gervase was involved in these talks, the letter he includes may be one he personally 

carried, which he then incorporated into his narrative. As the letter collection 

includes letters detailing the events, the compiler likely felt it unnecessary to include 

it when it did not provide any additional information. 

Both the accounts created by Gervase and the letter compiler therefore are closely 

linked. They both create a narrative of monastic triumph over archiepiscopal 

oppression and use almost identical documentary evidence. The primary difference 

is in the structure. Gervase is writing a chronicle and uses prose to tell his story, 

whilst the Canterbury collection constructs a narrative in an epistolary format. It is 

possible that Gervase’s Chronicle and the letters were intended to be read together, 

or at least to compliment each other. It may have also been an attempt to create 

another ‘Becket effect’. The numerous lives and miracle collections composed about 

                                                 
68 Appendix 1 nos.581, 593, 597. 
69 Gervase, Chronica, 412; reproduced in Ep. Cant. 166-9 (no.186). 
70 Ibid., 326 (no.341); Gervase, Chronica, 490-1. 
71 Ibid., 467. 
72 Ep. Cant., 315-9 (nos.3-30),  
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Becket complimented the letter collections. In the case of Alan of Tewkesbury’s 

collection for example, a life was intentionally attached to support the letters. 

Further, with Alan’s lost account of the Canterbury dispute, we once more see the 

connection to Becket. 73 It may then, have been the Canterbury monks’ plan to link 

Gervase’s account with the letters, and possibly also his De Combustione.74 If so, 

there is no account of it being a success at the time, although it certainly is now, as 

you cannot read the Canterbury letters without Gervase.     

The Letters and Modern Historians 

 

The Canterbury letters have frequently received little interest from modern 

historians. Individual letters are often referenced yet these are usually taken out of 

the context of the collection and used for what they tell us about other subjects such 

as travel and episcopal elections.75 As a collection therefore, the letters have been 

little researched. The two scholars who have studied the letters more than anyone are 

William Stubbs and Christopher Cheney. In 1865, Stubbs published an edition of the 

manuscript for the Rolls Series. The publication of the letters is interesting. Stubbs 

had to apply four times before the Master of the Rolls accepted him as an editor.76 

As part two of his Chronicle and Memorials of the Reign of Richard I, the 

Canterbury letters were his second edited volume published for the Rolls. The 

publication of this collection was a curious choice. It is not one of the great 

chronicles, such as Roger of Howden or Matthew Paris, found in British archives. 

Instead it provides an account of a single dispute in a short period of time, and 

although many of the letters are of great interest for their content on a variety of 

topics, it does not really fit into the same theme produced by the great chronicles in 

the series.  

The collection’s inclusion is a result of two factors. The first is the influence of 

Joseph Stevenson. One of the instigators of the project, Stevenson pushed for an 

                                                 
73 Marlborough, History, 190. Harris, ‘Alan of Tewkesbury II’, 319 (no.30). 
74 For the link with Gervase’s De Combustione, see above, 11. 
75  See for example R.L. Poole, ‘The Early Correspondence of John of Salisbury’, in R.L. Poole, 

Studies in Chronology and History, ed. A.L. Poole (Oxford, 1934) 263; S.D. Church, King John: 

England, Magna Carta, and the Making of a Tyrant (London, 2015) 41. 
76 D. Knowles, ‘Great Historical Enterprises IV: The Rolls Series’, Transactions of the Royal 

Historical Society, 11 (1961) 144-5. 
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emphasis on charters, letters, and papal bulls.77 The Canterbury letters fit this 

emphasis perfectly, as the collection contains all three types of documents. The 

second factor is Stubbs himself. In 1862, Stubbs became librarian at Lambeth.78 It 

was in the next year, that he was commissioned to work on the Rolls Series. With 

access to the Lambeth library, Stubbs looked for interesting manuscripts in the 

archive which suited the project. Particularly, he appears to have looked for sources 

which had very few surviving copies, thereby cutting down the necessary work of 

collation (and thereby increasing his own revenue stream).79 Whilst seeming an odd 

choice, the Canterbury letters were in fact a good fit for the rather inexpertly 

conducted Rolls Series.80 

In his introduction, Stubbs gives a brief history of the manuscript as well as a history 

of monasticism in England up to the Lambeth dispute.81 He then proceeds to give a 

detailed account of the dispute using the works of Gervase of Canterbury as the main 

source for his narrative. Although Stubbs did use many of the letters in this narrative, 

they play a complimentary role to Gervase. Stubbs chose to use Gervase as his 

principal source, because the Chronicle is a neat, well structured account with gives 

a clearer chronology and narrative than the letters. Fourteen years later Stubbs 

published his own edition of the works of Gervase of Canterbury including his 

Imaginationes which was written during – and concerning – the dispute.82 Although 

he does not discuss the Canterbury dispute in his introduction to these two volumes, 

he does instruct readers to look at his introduction of the Epistolae.83 

For Stubbs, the monks were the malefactors in this dispute. They were deceitful in 

their dealings with the archbishops and Rome, and wholly disobedient.84 Hubert 

Walter on the other hand comes out remarkably well: ‘he was a true patriot, a man of 

honest purposes, and of pure life’.85 His evaluation of Baldwin is more mixed. He 
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gives him glowing praise as ‘a man of singular sanctity, courage and honesty’.86 Yet 

he also criticises Baldwin’s actions towards the monks: ‘the errors of temper, 

harshness, arbitrary severity, and want of tact, of which he cannot be acquitted on the 

evidence of the following letters’.87 However Stubbs tries to salvage Baldwin’s 

reputation by arguing that these actions and bursts of anger were instigated by his 

advisors. His conclusion is that of the two archbishops, Hubert conducted himself in 

a better manner concerning the affair than Baldwin did: ‘the proceedings of Baldwin 

may be regarded as characteristic of an unworldly man under the influence of 

unprincipled advisors: but Hubert certainly acted for himself. Hubert was careful to 

observe some regard to the law and was ready to yield where he saw he could not 

succeed. But Baldwin, or those who acted with his authority, uniformly perverted the 

process of law, and preferred the weapons of terrorism’.88 

Christopher Cheney is the next historian to have done serious work upon the letters. 

His publications on the topic comprise three main pieces. The first is his From 

Becket to Langton, published in 1956; the second his Hubert Walter, (1967), and 

finally his article ‘The Settlement Between Archbishop Hubert and Christ Church 

Canterbury in 1200: A Study in Diplomatic’ (1989), which deals with the documents 

concerning the final compromise between the parties surviving in the Canterbury 

archives.89 Furthermore, Cheney briefly touches upon the subject in his English 

Bishops’ Chanceries, where he reproduces the final agreements of the dispute, and in 

his Innocent III and England, where he looks at Innocent’s involvement.90 

Even though Cheney considered the dispute to be insignificant for the history of the 

wider church, it does appear frequently in his work. In terms of his Becket to 

Langton, this is because the survival of the letters, where so much else has been lost, 

has caused the collection to become one of the most important sources for this period 

of English church history. This is perhaps the great strength (albeit unintentional) of 

the letter collection. If the dispute itself is not of much interest to historians, the 
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variety of material, including letters establishing fraternities, discussing travel, 

corruption, and electoral rights, means there is something for everyone. As well as 

creating a narrative of the events (which is what Cheney predominantly uses the 

letters for), the collection also enabled him to comment upon English clerical 

relations with Rome, as well as the process of appeals, and more generally the 

relationships of bishops with their cathedral monks.91 

Cheney takes a more neutral stance on the protagonists of the dispute than Stubbs. 

He describes the monks as a ‘jealous, frightened community which had been nursing 

real and imaginary grievances. Although Hubert is criticised for his questionable 

methods, Cheney states that his ‘motives in reviving the Lambeth project were not 

dishonest or unreasonable’ and that ‘in general, the archbishop behaved throughout 

the affair with singular mildness’.92 Furthermore, he considers Hubert’s record as 

archbishop to be better than the view held by Stubbs. For Stubbs, due to his secular 

commitments, Hubert was lacking as a bishop and this was to the detriment of the 

Church.93 For Cheney, Hubert was a pious man who strove to do his best at whatever 

he put his hand to. He was ‘the good pastor’ of the English crusaders in the Holy 

Land; as bishop of Salisbury he attempted to better regulate the monasteries in his 

diocese and was diligent in his work as archbishop and papal legate.94 

For Charles Young, Hubert was deserving of high praise, especially concerning his 

diligence to his religious duties. He describes Hubert as being ‘engaged in nearly the 

full range of duties expected in the twelfth century of an archbishop as diocesan, 

metropolitan and papal legate’.95 Although he does not spend as much time as 

Cheney looking at the dispute, Young does use the Canterbury letters in several 

ways. As well as using them to briefly describe the narrative events, for example he 

uses the letters to demonstrate Hubert’s commitment to his religious duties. 96 He 

uses letter 485 to show Hubert’s commitment to the organisation of the monasteries 

under his authority, letter 410 for Hubert’s commission as papal legate, and letter 

412 to show Hubert's commitment to performing this office through visitations.97 

                                                 
91 Cheney, Becket to Langton, 42-118. 
92 Cheney, Hubert Walter, 156-7. 
93 Ep. Cant., cxiv. 
94 Cheney, Hubert Walter, 35-7, 41, 49-87, 115-34, 172-86. 
95 C.R. Young, Hubert Walter, Lord of Canterbury, and Lord of England (Durham, North Carolina, 

1968) 172. 
96 Ibid., 66-9. 
97 Ibid., 81-2, 130-3. 



 

24 

 

Furthermore, Young uses the letters to look at Hubert’s relationship with Rome and 

as evidence for his charitable works.98 

Like Young, Cheney also uses the letters to look at relationships with Rome, 

predominantly in his Innocent III and England. He uses them as examples of some 

of Innocent’s decisions which casts the pope as someone desiring to stamp his 

authority upon the whole Catholic Church and is prepared to judge quickly and 

arbitrarily to achieve this – often suffering the consequences of his hasty decisions.99 

Although Cheney does touch upon relations with Rome in his Hubert Walter, he 

mainly uses the letters to look at the administrative skills and practices of Hubert as 

well as his involvement in diplomacy. This is where the letters truly come into their 

own, providing intricate details and a comprehensive account of the process of 

appeals to Rome, and how these were conducted and viewed by both those involved 

and those on the side lines.100  

A few other historians have used the letters although not to the same extent as those 

discussed above. Both John Gillingham and Lewis Warren use them in their 

biographies of Henry II and Richard I. For Warren, the dispute was a problem which 

Henry did not care about and only reluctantly got involved in when it impacted upon 

more important affairs.101 In Gillingham’s opinion, the ‘neurotic quarrel’ was a 

chance for Richard to show how great a statesman he was. He sees Richard’s 

attempts at settling the dispute, as showing him to be an astute and capable king, 

determined to ensure his rights and dignities were not infringed and a more 

scrupulous man than his father with all his ‘mousetraps’.102  

Christopher Holdsworth’s article on Archbishop Baldwin uses the letters to paint a 

portrait of Baldwin once he had succeeded to the archiepiscopal see. His interest is 

not so much in the dispute but rather in what it tells us about the man. He creates the 

image of a man devoted to his duty to God, as well as an accomplished judge and 

someone who cannot be classified as either ‘royalist’ or ‘papalist’, but both. 

Although Holdsworth states that Baldwin cannot be exonerated in some of his 

actions during the affair, he also points out that two of his contemporaries – Saint 
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Hugh of Lincoln and Alan of Tewkesbury – were extremely critical of the convent’s 

actions. He concludes that whilst Baldwin ‘was neither an archbishop nor writer of 

the first rank, he occupies a very distinct and honourable place among that larger and 

wider throng of lesser prelates’.103 

Margaret Gibson has used the letters to create another narrative of the events 

although in her case she is concerned with the cathedral priory rather than the 

archbishops or the new foundation.104 She demonstrates how the dispute was older 

than Baldwin’s archiepiscopacy, pointing out that William of Corbeil (if not his 

predecessors) had needed prebends for his clerks and had proposed to refound St 

Martin’s, Dover, as a college of canons. Just like the later dispute over Hackington 

and Lambeth, it was the monks of Canterbury who opposed the plan (on similar 

grounds to the later dispute) and were able to stop it from proceeding.105 Gibson does 

not tackle in any detail the finer points of the dispute, nor does she give a judgement 

upon the actions of those involved. She does, however, give the impression that the 

monks concern about the endowment of the new college and their fears that the 

archbishop would leave Canterbury were legitimate. She argues that the monks did 

not want a defeated archbishop but rather a ‘politically effective, modern archbishop 

who still lived in his community at Christ Church’, and it was this that the monks 

were predominantly fighting for.106 In this argument she certainly comes closer than 

Stubbs did in understanding the monks’ motives, however, her argument that they 

wanted a modern archbishop who lived in the community is rather unlikely. The 

monks had spent most of the twelfth century trying to either be freed of 

archiepiscopal control (which is the opposite of wanting him to live in the 

community), or gaining control over the archbishop, which would prevent him from 

being a modern, politically effective prelate. 

Charles Woodruff and William Danks have looked at the dispute in their Memorials 

of the Cathedral and Priory of Christ in Canterbury (1912). Although predominantly 

a narrative outline of the events, there are a couple of points which are worth 

mentioning. First, their view of the Canterbury monks is quite hostile. For example, 
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when discussing the monks claims to have sole rights in electing archbishops, 

Woodruff and Danks describe their argument as ‘preposterous’, without providing 

evidence as to why.107 Second, when looking at the purpose of the Hackington 

foundation, they accept the monks’ argument that the foundation was designed to be 

a new centre of archiepiscopal elections, and that the aim was to replace the monks 

with secular canons.108 The main problems with Woodruff and Danks’ account are 

their lack of analysis and impartiality. As mentioned above, they are hostile to the 

position of the monks, yet they accept their claims about the college without 

comment. This seems to be due to the stance they take upon the dispute. The affair 

takes up just five pages (of an almost 600-page book), which suggests they 

considered it to be unimportant and, as such, they did not try to understand the 

complexities.109 

The final historians worth mentioning are Dom David Knowles, Henry Mayr-

Harting, and Pierre Chaplais. In his Monastic Orders, Knowles uses the letters to 

create a brief narrative of the events. He also argues that the Hackington project was 

envisioned by Henry II to keep the bishops so busy that they would not try to secure 

their own liberties against the crown.110Although this does fit with what Peter of 

Blois tells us, it ignores so much of the existing evidence that it is very implausible. 

For Henry, the dispute had the benefit of keeping some churchmen from potentially 

interfering with his affairs, but it certainly did not provide enough benefits for him to 

have instigated the plan.111 In general Knowles is supportive of the monks (possibly 

the result of his own monastic vows). He goes on to look at Baldwin’s role in the 

events and criticises his actions, arguing that there was no justification for the 

violence which Baldwin used against the monks, without acknowledging the fact 

that they were effectively in rebellion and breaking their vows of obedience.112  

Further, Knowles implies that Baldwin was not a sincere monk. He describes him as 

a ‘distinguished recruit’ to Forde abbey, going on to say that although Baldwin may 

have appreciated Cistercian ideals ‘he can scarcely have been formed by them or 
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have himself become a living exemplar of the hidden simplicity of the monastic life’, 

and that Baldwin had ‘radical sympathy… with the secular clerks’ outlook in church 

politics’.113 If this was truly the case, why does Baldwin not attempt to remove the 

monastic chapter at Worcester whilst bishop there, or support Hugh of Coventry’s 

proposal to rid all cathedrals of monastic chapters?114 Knowles’ account has 

certainly gone a long way in highlighting Baldwin’s failings and proving the monks 

had a cause, but perhaps he went to far.   

Chaplais has used the Canterbury letters in a rather different way. Rather than 

looking at the narrative of the events, he has looked at the letters for what they can 

tell us about diplomacy and the construction of documents in medieval England. He 

looks at how several of the letters were letters close or styled Littere Patentes and 

what this meant.115 Chaplais also uses the letters to look at the clause Teste me ipso. 

He argues that the term, until the 1240s, was used when the draft of the letter was 

seen by the king or read in his presence. He uses letter 465 to show how Hubert 

Walter also uses this system for his own correspondence, and how Hubert did not 

use the clause when drafting a letter for Henry II in 1189 in the king’s name, but 

without the king seeing it.116 

Chaplais is the only author discussed here who does not use the letters for narrative 

purposes, and once more demonstrates the variety of information which can be 

mined from the collection. Mayr-Harting uses the letters in his article on Henry II 

and the papacy, and whilst not giving a full narrative of the events, he does use it to 

outline Henry’s actions in the dispute. For Mayr-Harting ‘Henry II’s behaviour [in 

the affair] was characteristically disingenuous’, although he ‘never made a real issue 

of the monks resorting to Rome’.117 He concludes that Henry did not interfere more 

because there was not enough at stake to make it worthwhile for him.118 This 

effectively sums up the conflict; with the exception of the monks and (to a lesser 
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extent) the archbishops, there was nothing to gain or lose from the dispute and, 

therefore, it has largely been ignored by contemporaries and historians alike. 

All historians agree that whatever aspects are looked at, the Canterbury letters are a 

remarkable collection. However, the majority also tend to agree that the dispute was 

largely unimportant. This, unfortunately, has led to the letters being ignored by many 

and what they can tell us about a myriad of topics being left largely unnoticed. 

However, this dispute is important for our understanding of the twelfth century, 

whether in terms of the practicalities of conducting appeals and sending embassies to 

the pope, the influence a monastic community could have on its local surroundings, 

or the ever more frequent clashes between bishops and their cathedral chapters. 
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Twelfth Century Letter Collections: The Canterbury Letters in Context 

The art of letter writing reached its apogee in the twelfth century with letters from 

almost all the great literary figures of the period surviving. The twelfth century saw 

greater variety in the types of letters being written and preserved, covering many 

aspects of medieval life, from practical administrative letters to esoteric theological 

and scholastic letters – or just simply to communicate with friends. The quotation of 

biblical and classical texts was also very popular, being used as metaphors for a 

person’s situation or to admonish the recipient.  Letters were often considered a 

scholastic endeavour and by using biblical and classical quotations, the author was 

demonstrating his skills as a scholar. The Canterbury letters share similarities with 

several of the more important twelfth century collections, which are worth 

discussing. 

There were several reasons for publishing letters. Many acted as formularies, 

comprised as exemplars to help write future correspondence. 119 The main reasons 

for the Becket and Canterbury collections were to act as a chronicle of events and, 

for the Becket collections, to act as a martyrology.120 John of Salisbury’s letters also 

act as a chronicle of the episcopacies of Archbishops Theobald and Becket. The 

letter collections of men such as Peter of Celle and St. Bernard were probably 

intended to be exemplars for a moral life and sources of advice, as well as being 

records of their lives. The author’s vanity could also be a factor. Peter of Blois 

wanted to be recognised by his peers as a great writer (and he was recognised as such 

throughout the Middle Ages). 

Private letters were often not intended to be private. The letters of Peter the 

Venerable and Bernard of Clairvaux were envisioned for future publication. Many of 

these letters circulated widely before being incorporated into the collections. In letter 

161, addressed to all the abbots and priors of Cluniac houses, Peter states that he 

feels it superfluous to repeat the causes and reasons of the Cluniac customs as he had 
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twice explained them in letters (letters 28 and 111) to the abbot of Clairvaux.121 

These letters were supposedly private, yet Peter expected that the abbots and priors 

of his order knew the details of these letters, which suggest that copies were 

circulated. The Canterbury monks may have envisioned a similar role for their 

letters. Many are addressed to the convent as a body and were likely read out during 

the morning chapter meetings. Similarly, letters addressed personally to Subprior 

Geoffrey were probably intended for a wider audience. In July 1187, Prior Honorius 

wrote a letter to him explaining his reasons for departing the papal curia. The monks 

had recently complained that Honorius had left the curia too early and as well as 

writing a defence of his actions to the community (in which he criticised their 

complaints), Honorius also wrote this more detailed letter to Geoffrey, stating that he 

would wait at Soissons for more news and would be happy to return to the curia if 

they sent him the most recent reports. 122 It would have been necessary for the 

convent to know these details and it seems in this case that Honorius wrote this more 

conciliatory letter to Geoffrey, with the intent of the others seeing it. 

The composition of many letter collections are predominantly letters from the 

authors. Peter the Venerable’s and Bernard of Clairvaux’s for example contain very 

few letters received by them. Out of 197 documents in Peter’s collections, there are 

166 letters sent by Peter, 29 received by him, and two hymns.123 This suggests that 

the collections were compiled from registers of the letters kept by Peter. These 

registers recorded the letters he had written, but apparently not those he had 

received, thereby reducing the number of these included in the collection. Peter then 

proceeded to select letters from these registers on the grounds of ‘elegance and 

interest, occasionally taking into account the importance of the recipient’.124 This 

process is similar to the Canterbury collection. Of the 557 letters in the collection, 

327 are from members of the community and 203 are addressed to them. These 

numbers are conflated by the fact that 136 of these letters were sent and received by 

Canterbury monks (leaving 85 letters sent to the monks from outside sources). 

However, this shows that, like many other letter collections of the time, the monks 
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were compiling the manuscript from their own correspondence. Possibly the monks 

kept a register for this purpose, or maybe they were just careful in preserving copies 

as they already planned to compile a collection.125 Although most of the letters are to 

or from the cathedral monks, there are still many letters by third parties not directed 

at them. King Richard’s letters to his mother and ministers concerning the election of 

Hubert Walter are good examples of this.126 The monks appear to have made a 

concerted attempt to collect as much material concerning the dispute as possible. 

This reflects the similar attempts of the Becket collections and seems to be a 

significant difference between the Canterbury collection and those of other twelfth 

century letter writers.  

There is a slight possibility that the Canterbury letters were intended as a type of 

formulary. There is a striking similarity between the types of letters used in the 

formulary of Master Transmundus formulary and those in the Canterbury collection. 

Heathcote states that: 

There are letters to the pope, to the king, to prelates and to lay 

benefactors on behalf of the order as a whole, of Clairvaux itself, of 

daughter houses and of individuals, sometimes asking for assistance, 

sometimes expressing thanks for benefits received, and at other times 

both. Other letters deal with the business of the order, the settlement 

of disputes and the internal administration of the filiation. There are 

letters of congratulation to newly promoted prelates, and others 

exhorting waverers to come to Clairvaux.127   

In the Canterbury collection there are letters to kings, popes, prelates, and laymen as 

well as monastic houses. There are letters asking for assistance and letters of 

gratitude for benefits received. Letters dealing with the administration of the house 

are also included. Letters 117, 118, and 270, for example are concerned with 

appointments to monastic offices.128 There were also letters of friendship (such as 

letter 29) pledging to support the convent in their time of need.129 It can be argued 
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therefore that the collection was intended as a formulary albeit a very specific one. 

The collection could act as a guide for monastic actions in any future disputes with 

the archbishops. In this case it would be understandable why letters such as 

Baldwin’s establishing a fraternity for the building of the new church would be 

included.130 It provided the monks the opportunity to guess and prepare for the 

archbishop’s future actions. However, this was not the primary function of the 

collection as there are still many letters, like John of Bremble’s account of crossing 

the Alps, or letters of support from friends, which would have no value.131 The 

primary function of the collection was instead to act as a history of the events, 

displaying monastic triumph over archiepiscopal oppression.  

An interesting comparison can be made between the Canterbury letters and those of 

Peter of Celle. Peter was very successful as a mediator of disputes between monastic 

orders, and many of his letters concern his role as a mediator reflecting a similar theme 

to the Canterbury letters. 132 This success came from the cultivation of friendship in 

his letters.133 Peter’s friendship network spanned all the monastic orders as well as 

befriending secular clergy and laymen. Similarly, like the Canterbury dispute, the 

disputes which Peter was involved with were all within the Church rather than against 

the laity. There is also evidence of the use of amicitia in the Canterbury letters 

although this tends to be a more basic use (concerned with persuasion and furthering 

goals) rather than the more sophisticated use by Peter.134 If Peter had lived to the time 

of the Canterbury dispute, it would have been interesting to see if he (with his network 

of friends in southern England) would have been tasked with mediating a settlement 

and – more importantly – if he could have achieved it. 

The collections of John of Salisbury and Gilbert Foliot also have comparisons to the 

Canterbury letters. The second part of John’s collection chronicles the Becket dispute. 

The letters begin when John is already in exile and Becket is preparing to leave 

England. This collection does not have many letters concerning papal appeals, nor 
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does it have as many intimate letters. It does, however, have John's correspondence 

with Becket himself as John chose to live in Reims with Peter of Celle, rather than 

with Becket’s household, therefore requiring written correspondence. Most of the 

letters are letters of advice or news of events, as well as letters concerning the Becket 

dispute, its aftermath, and Becket’s canonisation. John seems to have conceived of his 

collection as being a commentary on the dispute, with evidence that he attempted to 

preserve the chronology from an early date.135 In this sense John's collections are like 

the Canterbury letters. It may even be that the Canterbury compiler was influenced by 

John whilst he was at Canterbury. In terms of letter types included, the collections are 

similar. There are letters concerning papal appeals, letters of advice, and newsletters 

in both collections. Furthermore, the variety of authors is also present in both. The 

Canterbury compiler would certainly have known of John's collections. Alan of 

Tewkesbury had access to at least draft copies of his letters, and it is possible that 

John's collections had a significant influence on the Canterbury compiler. 

Similarly, Gilbert Foliot’s collection can be compared to the Canterbury letters in the 

sense that they can both be seen as apologiae.136 A controversial figure in his lifetime, 

Gilbert used the publication of his letters to defend his position, primarily regarding 

his role in the Becket dispute. Likewise, the Canterbury letters can be seen as an 

apologia of the monks’ position in their dispute with Baldwin and Hubert. Both, 

moreover, were not widely read. Gilbert’s letters do not seem to have interested many 

people outside of his own circle and for such a long running conflict, interest in the 

Canterbury letters appears to have been restricted to members of the community. 

The Becket collections are those most like the Canterbury letters. The Becket letters 

were compiled at Canterbury initially by John of Salisbury and continued by Alan of 

Tewkesbury. Alan’s edition was the most popular during the Middle Ages, evidenced 

by the number of extant manuscripts spread over a wide geographical region.137 In its 

most complete recension, Alan’s collection contains 598 letters. It includes many 

documents only found at Canterbury, such as over 90 letters from the collections of 

John of Salisbury, and almost as many concerning the years 1163-6.138 The collection 
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contains incoming and outgoing letters, including from the pope, kings, bishops, and 

numerous other participants. Duggan describes the collection as being ‘didactic and 

propagandist in character’ as it ‘aimed at preserving a full and accurate record of the 

archbishop’s controversy with the king’.139 This sets the collection apart from many 

other twelfth century collections which had the more limited aim of publishing an 

individual’s letters for posterity. 

Many of the monks at the time of the Canterbury dispute had lived through the 

turbulence of the Becket conflict. This previous quarrel was clearly in the minds of all 

those involved in the Canterbury affair. Both sides for example evoked Becket’s 

memory, through the archbishop’s dedication of the chapel, and through Becket 

appearing in visions to the monks.140 The Canterbury corpus was also influenced by 

the Becket collections. Both were compiled at Canterbury within a short time frame 

of each other. Both had the same aim – to preserve a record of events. The letters in 

the collections also had a wide array of authors spanning the upper echelons of secular 

and clerical society. Each collection was arranged into several books with an attempt 

to arrange the letters chronologically. Moreover, they both include an introduction to 

the collection. In the Becket collections there are two: a short vita by John of Salisbury 

and another by Alan of Tewkesbury, whilst the Canterbury collection has a brief 

introduction explaining the cause of the conflict and the division of the letters.  

The main difference between the collections derives from the conditions of the 

conflicts. Fundamentally the Becket dispute was a clash between Church and State, 

with the eventual martyrdom of the protagonist. The Canterbury dispute on the other 

hand was a rather sorry affair within the Church. The State was only involved when 

the dispute had a direct impact upon it, or when asked. The Becket collections, 

therefore, had the added task of constructing a narrative of Becket’s life and death 

during this period, and although information on the lives of the monks can be gleaned 

from the Canterbury letters, this was not one of the compiler’s aims. 

The Canterbury letters are unusual in terms of their size. As Nick Karn points out, 

most collections were no more than a hundred or so letters.141 Collections written in 
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the late twelfth century, however, had begun to change this. Individuals, such as Peter 

of Blois, were beginning to compile extensive collections of their correspondence for 

publication. The Canterbury letters neatly fit into this trend. If the collection was split 

into two, as suggested by Henry of Eastry’s catalogue, this would still result in each 

volume containing c.2-300 letters.142 Few other collections come close to this. 

Anselm’s letters ranged from collections of a handful to 400 letters.143 Similarly, the 

Becket collections varied in size. The smallest collections contained a few dozen 

letters, whilst the largest editions were those by Alan of Tewkesbury. The first 

recension of Alan’s edition contained 598 letters, with the other two recensions 

containing a similar number.144  

Modern editions, however, tend to compile the various collections into a single 

edition, which creates the illusion that the letters were intended to be read together. 

Robertson’s edition of the Becket letters contains 808 letters, whilst Duggan’s is only 

329.145 The reason for this large difference in number, is that Robertson has taken 

letters from various other collections connected to the dispute, such as the collections 

of John of Salisbury. Duggan’s edition on the other hand, comprises solely of letters 

issued by, or addressed to, Becket compiled from surviving manuscript sources.146 

This numerical range and impressive survival of the Becket letters has two main 

reasons. First, Becket was a popular subject; his martyrdom was the talk of Europe. 

Canterbury became a centre of international pilgrimage and enticed numerous people 

to compile collections of letters relating to the dispute. Second, the calibre of the 

individuals involved in the dispute was especially high. Men such as John of Salisbury, 

Gilbert Foliot, and Arnulf of Lisieux, to name but three, were heavily involved, and 

later compiled their own letters for publication. These personal collections, therefore, 

increased the survival rate of the Becket letters, as well as allowing them to reach a 

wider audience. 

The Canterbury dispute on the other hand, had few participants of this importance. 

Neither Baldwin, nor Hubert Walter produced editions of their letters, thereby 

decreasing their chances of survival. Other big names, such as Peter of Blois, played 

                                                 
142 Ancient Libraries, 31. 
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only small supporting roles. The monks of Canterbury, therefore, were the only people 

who wanted to preserve the letters. This does have its benefits, however. The 

collection is comprehensive in scope. Having a single compiler, enabled the letters to 

be organised into a rough chronological order, which whilst not always accurate, 

allows us to see an almost entire picture of the Canterbury dispute. 

The Canterbury collection also appears to have been intended as what Karn describes 

as a library book.147 It is unlikely that they were taken out of the monastic library and 

would probably have been read by individual monks for specific reasons, most likely 

as a guide for appealing to Rome and dealing with future archbishops. It does not 

appear that they were intended for an external audience. Thomas of Marlborough 

refers to a now lost book of the Canterbury dispute written by Alan of Tewkesbury, 

indicating that literature on the dispute was circulating, but apparently not the 

letters.148 

The narrative nature of the Canterbury letters was clearly taken from the Becket 

collections. This also appears to be a system peculiar to Canterbury. Accounts such as 

Hugh the Chanter’s History of the Church of York, incorporated letters into their 

narratives, but they were still primarily a prose composition.149 The Canterbury 

collection, on the other hand, is wholly epistolary in form.150 The narrative is 

constructed entirely through the letters. The Becket collections compiled only a few 

years previously at Canterbury were the clear exemplar for this style. This style also 

reveals to us what the monks thought of the dispute. It was a continuation of Becket’s 

struggle for the rights of Canterbury. Possibly it was even more important to the monks 

than the Becket dispute, for now it was their interests which were directly at stake. 

The Canterbury collection was heavily influenced by the culture of twelfth century 

letter writing. Stylistically, many of the letters follow the rules of dictamen and use 

the language of rhetoric common to all the collections discussed above. Physically, 

the way it was compiled was very similar to other collections. It was divided into 

books upon specific lines, and the placement of letters into chronological order was 

                                                 
147 Karn, Monastic Letter-Collections, 37-42. 
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18 (1976) I, 101; Harris, ‘Alan of Tewkesbury, II’, 319 (no.30). 
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attempted with some success. In terms of subject matter, the collection was dependent 

upon material created by the dispute. But this is revealing; the correspondence of this 

dispute was chosen to be preserved. There was a clear interest in these types of letter 

collections, most obviously seen by the Becket collections. Furthermore, there is no 

doubt that more than the letters in this collection were written about the dispute. There 

was a guiding hand selecting which letters should be included, just as there were hands 

behind the other collections. Although the content of the collection is unique, the 

collection itself falls comfortably alongside the other letter collections of the twelfth 

century. 
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The Parties 

The Canterbury dispute primarily concerned two parties, the archbishops and the 

monks, with others such as popes and kings playing a secondary role. It is therefore 

worth discussing the archbishops and the convent before looking at the events of the 

dispute. As the plan started with Baldwin, with it is only fair we start with him as 

well. 

Archbishop Baldwin of Forde 

‘The most fervent monk, the warm abbot, the tepid bishop and the remiss 

archbishop’.151 Urban III’s verdict of Baldwin has often been accepted by historians 

and has given him a bad reputation. Stubbs for example, whilst calling him ‘a man of 

singular sanctity, courage and honesty’, also condemns him for his ‘errors of temper, 

harshness, arbitrary severity, and want of tact’.152 This, however, is an unfair 

assessment. As a man, Baldwin was kind-hearted, intelligent, and pious.153 As an 

archbishop, he assiduously performed his duties and did what he felt was necessary 

to enforce discipline on his monastic community, in order to save their souls. 

Born in Exeter c.1125, Baldwin studied law at Bologna and was appointed to be the 

tutor of Gratian, nephew of Pope Eugenius III, in 1150/51.154 Before 1150 Baldwin 

received a good education at home, probably in the cathedral school of Exeter, where 

he may have been a student of Robert Pullen.155 According to Gervase of 

Canterbury, Baldwin was born from low parentage.156 This remark, however, needs 

to be considered carefully. Baldwin’s mother could clearly read Latin – a fellow 

                                                 
151 Gerald of Wales, Itinerarium Kambriae, in Gir. Cam. Opera, VI, 149: Monachus ferventissimus, 

abbas calidus, episcopus tepidus, archiepiscopus remissus. 
152 Ep. Cant., xxxiii-xxxv. 
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Kam., 148):  
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monk at Forde suggested that Baldwin should have a copy of Elizabeth of Schönau’s 

Visions made in ‘legibiliori littera’ for his mother.157 Christopher Holdsworth has 

argued that to Gervase, ‘the son of a merchant in Exeter, was a provincial beneath 

his notice’.158 Baldwin therefore was probably not of peasant stock, but rather from a 

respectable merchant family.  

This is very similar to Thomas Becket whose family were also of a merchant class. 

Furthermore, both of their families appear to have come from Normandy.159 These 

similarities allowed contemporaries to make comparisons of the two. Gerald of 

Wales for example, quoting Becket’s cross bearer Alexander Llewelyn in his Vita 

Sancti Remigii, compared the two in terms of their piety and in terms of their defence 

of the church. Baldwin being the more pious, would, after dismounting, go straight 

to the church; whilst Becket would go to the court.160 Gerald however then criticises 

Baldwin by saying that he (and his predecessor Richard) had failed to preserve the 

liberties won for the church by Becket.161 Gervase’s comments about Baldwin’s low 

parentage, suggest that a similar view was held by the Canterbury monks of Becket’s 

ancestry. The convent’s animosity towards Becket is well known, and this is yet 

another comparison which can be drawn between the two archbishops.162 

By the mid-1150s, Baldwin was back in England, joining the household of 

Bartholomew, bishop of Exeter, before, in 1161, becoming archdeacon of Totnes.163 

It is likely that the previous archdeacon, Hugh de Auco (d’Eu?), was Baldwin’s 

father and the position was, therefore, hereditary as Baldwin received the 

archdeaconry upon Hugh’s death.164 During this time, he became acquainted with the 

leaders of the diocese and possibly did some teaching at the cathedral school.165 It is 

likely that Baldwin would have quickly risen to the episcopacy had it not been for 

the Becket dispute. Both Baldwin and Bartholomew supported the archbishop and, 
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as tensions grew, both considered it prudent to retire to a monastery. Baldwin 

decided to stay and, in 1170, made his profession as a Cistercian at the abbey of 

Forde, rising to the position of abbot within a few years166 

It was during his time at Forde that Baldwin took up his pen. According to Richard 

Sharpe, Baldwin is the definite author of nine works with a further one (Ad laudem 

Batholomaei Exoniensis episcopi de coloribus rhetoricis) also being attributed to 

him.167 There is also an edition of the De Sectis Hereticorum and Orthodoxe Fidei 

Dogmata, recently found and published by J.L. Narvaja.168 Although the manuscript 

which contains these texts (BNF Lat. 12264) lists the author as anonymous, Narvaja 

appears to be correct in attributing the texts to Baldwin.169 

Baldwin’s theology is monastic rather than scholastic. It was the contemplation of 

God which was important for him.170 His standing as a monastic theologian does not 

come from his treatises but from his timing. By the end of the twelfth century, the 

monastic theological tradition was being replaced by a more philosophical 

scholasticism. Beryl Smalley has noted that Baldwin's ‘many writings as a monk and 

abbot of Ford show a combination of theological doctrine and monastic spirituality 

which was becoming rare in the second half of the twelfth century’.171 Baldwin’s 

writings gave him a reputation for learning and piety throughout the western church. 

The number of extant manuscripts containing his treatises (26 – with a further dozen 

or so listed in various catalogues but now lost) indicate that Baldwin’s works were 

very popular amongst contemporaries. 22 of the 26 extant manuscripts date from the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with the rest dating from the fourteenth to sixteenth 

centuries. 172 This popularity was conveyed to Rome by Peter Ithier, cardinal-priest 
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of S. Crisogono, who, writing from France in 1178 to Alexander III, recommended 

Baldwin to the cardinalate: ‘Indeed, although we have not seen him, Master 

Baldwin, abbot of Forde, is commended by the whole Cistercian order for the great 

honour and piety of his manifold works’. 173 Baldwin, therefore, was one of the last 

representatives of the monastic theological tradition.  According to David Bell, it is 

because of this that Baldwin merits ‘an honourable and recognised place amongst the 

monastic theologians of his time, and rightly deserves… to occupy a due and proper 

position amongst the great Cistercian writers of the twelfth century’.174  

Although never made a cardinal, Baldwin’s reputation, along with the patronage of 

Bartholomew, bishop of Exeter, probably played a role in his elevation to the 

bishopric of Worcester in 1180. Baldwin’s role in the Becket dispute probably also 

brought him to the attention of King Henry II, who would have had a say in the 

election of a new bishop. 

Not much is known about Baldwin’s time at Worcester. He continued to act as a 

judge delegate on a regular basis, just as he had done as abbot of Forde. This side of 

his career has left us the Worcester decretal collection, which Charles Duggan has 

linked to him.175 There is also evidence to suggest that Baldwin kept writing whilst 

at Worcester. Walter Map praised him for his desire to continue writing, and Gerald 

of Wales reports that he heard a treatise on the cross written by Baldwin read whilst 

staying at one of the episcopal manors.176 His time at Worcester, however, was short, 

lasting only four years. On 22 July 1184, Baldwin intervened in the case of Gilbert 

of Plumpton. Gilbert was accused of rape and theft and was due to be hanged, but 

Baldwin prevented the hanging on the grounds that it was a Sunday and the festival 

of St Mary Magdalen. He persuaded the executioners to take Gilbert back to the 

castle, and when Henry II heard the story that night, he decided that Baldwin was the 
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correct candidate for the empty throne at Canterbury, to which he was elevated on 16 

December 1184.177  

The criticisms of Baldwin descend from his time as archbishop and concern the 

Canterbury dispute.178 Tensions between Baldwin and the monks of Christ Church 

were evident from the start. Firstly, as a Cistercian, Baldwin’s views on monastic life 

differed from those of his new Benedictine community. Where Baldwin was all for 

poverty, the monks of Christ Church were all for luxury. Baldwin’s claims as abbot, 

highly esteemed by the Cistercians, were also rejected by the monks. Furthermore, 

the monks had a personal dislike of Baldwin. The monks had wanted either Theobald 

of Cluny or Odo of Battle as their archbishop. Baldwin had been thrust upon them by 

the king.  

When discussing Baldwin’s actions in the dispute it is good to keep two points in 

mind. First, he attempted to regain the rights and properties of the archbishop which 

had either been misgiven by his predecessors or usurped by the monks.179 It was his 

duty as archbishop to uphold all the rights of his office and in this matter, he gained 

the support and permission to act from Popes Lucius III and Urban III.180 The second 

perspective concerns monastic discipline. As abbot, Baldwin was the monks' 

superior and they were sworn to obey him. This they did not do. By opposing his 

attempts to regain his rights, the monks, in Baldwin’s eyes, were both preventing 

justice and breaking their oaths of obedience. The monks’ opposition and numerous 

appeals against the Hackington foundation, even once Baldwin had received 

permission, was further evidence of disobedience and, as their abbot, it was his duty 

to punish them.181 
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Baldwin’s punishments seem harsh. He excommunicated the leaders of the 

opposition, confiscated monastic property, and imprisoned the monks within their 

own convent for eighty-four weeks. Each of these actions upon an individual, 

however, would not have merited comment. The most obdurate of sinners were 

excommunicated for their sins and were prevented from returning to the fold until 

they had performed proper penance. The confiscation of property was a common 

punishment in the secular world. Furthermore, disobedient monks were occasionally 

imprisoned within their convents as a punishment. Gervase’s reports that the monks 

had no food except for that supplied by the charity of the locals, suggests a harshness 

not normal to monastic punishment.  However, this may not have been Baldwin’s 

plan.182 Baldwin probably expected the monks to quickly give way on the matter – 

they would not have suffered unduly by going hungry for a few days. But, as the 

monks did not come to terms, neither could Baldwin. Relaxing the embargo would 

have appeared as a victory for the monks and this was something he could not allow. 

Baldwin’s reactions to the papal mandates are open to criticism. Simply ignoring a 

command from his spiritual superior puts Baldwin in the same position for which he 

was punishing the monks. His motives remain unclear. Possibly he felt that the pope 

had been misled or had not heard both sides and, therefore, the mandates were 

invalid.183 Alternatively, by appealing the mandates, Baldwin may have felt that they 

should not be put into effect until the appeal had been heard. In either case, 

Baldwin’s reactions to the mandates were probably affected by political 

manoeuvring and this aspect of his actions seem far more open to criticism than his 

treatment of the monks. 

It is sometimes forgotten that Baldwin’s time as archbishop was not solely filled 

with the Canterbury dispute. He assiduously attended to his duties as an archbishop. 

In terms of episcopal acta, he had a higher output (32 per annum) than any of his 

near contemporaries. Hubert Walter, for instance, has a rate of 27 per annum, whilst 

Becket had an output of 5.3.184 Baldwin also took his duties as papal legate very 

seriously.185 Appointed in January 1186 as a legate nativus, in June 1187, he made a 
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formal visitation to Wales.186 In the spring of 1188, he returned to Wales and made 

an extensive journey, visiting each of the country’s cathedrals and deliberately 

celebrating mass to emphasise his rights over them as both archbishop and papal 

legate.187 

The main purpose of this second visit was to preach the crusade. Baldwin had taken 

the cross at London in March 1185.188 It took five years of attending to his affairs 

and those of the kingdom before Baldwin finally departed England on crusade in 

March 1190.  When he arrived at Acre on 12 October, he discovered the crusader 

army in disarray. According to a letter sent to Christ Church by Baldwin’s chaplain, 

‘in the camp there is not chastity, sobriety, faith, love, or charity, which, as God is 

my witness, I would not have believed had I not seen it’.189 Baldwin set about to cure 

the army of its spiritual ailments.  However, disease overtook the septuagenarian, 

and he died on 19 November 1190.190 His will was executed by Hubert Walter and 

included payments to knights and sergeants, the relief of the army’s poor, and 

vestments for the convent of Canterbury.191 This generous gift, however, did not 

alter the opinion of the implacable monks.      

When discussing Baldwin, Gervase says that even though he wanted to speak of 

good things, ‘when I look at what Baldwin did, I am forced against my will to speak 

not of the good, but of the many evils’.192 Similar to Urban’s remark discussed 
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above, this seems unfair. Baldwin was a deeply spiritual man and a talented 

theologian and canonist. First and foremost, Baldwin was a monk. He had ‘the 

highest ideals about how one should live with others in community, in a communion 

which reflected the interchange between the persons of the Trinity’.193 This he 

appears to have found at Forde. He was only bishop of Worcester for a short time (a 

period for which we have little evidence) and so it is unknown whether he would 

have been comfortable there. At Canterbury he clearly was not. The monks, for the 

most part, were unfriendly, if not downright hostile, and did not share his views of 

community. Furthermore, the politics inherent with the position of archbishop was 

something which Baldwin could not deal with. It required a different skill set to that 

which he had. It is the criticisms from this part of his career which have tainted his 

reputation. As an archbishop, Baldwin was not a failure, but he did do many things 

wrong. The root of Baldwin’s problems was the way he measured people against the 

high ideals by which he measured himself. He attained these heights; the monks of 

Canterbury could not.   

Archbishop Hubert Walter 

With Baldwin’s death in 1190, it was left to the bishop of Salisbury, Hubert Walter, 

to assume the role of spiritual leader of the English crusaders at Acre. Hubert was 

consecrated by Baldwin on 22 October 1189, having been appointed as bishop by 

Richard I at Pipewell, on 15 September.194 Although enjoying a notable career before 

his elevation to the episcopacy, it was Hubert’s actions during the crusade and 

Richard’s imprisonment which would elevate him to the see of Canterbury. 

Hubert was probably born at West Dereham, Norfolk, into minor aristocracy during 

the 1140s.195 His maternal aunt, Bertha de Valognes was married to Ranulph 

Glanville. Ranulph had a distinguished career serving the Angevin kings, holding the 

position of Chief Justiciar to Henry II from 1180.196 It was in Glanville’s household 
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that Hubert Walter received his education and this likely included some sort of 

practical administrative education. 197 The assertion that Hubert studied at Bologna 

also appears to be wrong.198  

A grant (probably between March and June 1182) to the cathedral church of Wells, 

suggests to us Hubert’s first steps in his career. The grant was executed in the 

presence of Glanville and in the witness list, after six archdeacons, comes ‘Osbert de 

Camera, Hubert Walter and William Glanville, clerks’.199 Osbert was a well-known 

clerk who held the rectories of Faversham in Kent, and Haughley in Norfolk.200 

William Glanville appears to have been a relative of Ranulph; he occurs elsewhere in 

the company of the justiciar and Hubert. This leads us to the conclusion that Hubert 

was working as a royal clerk in the employ of his uncle.201 After this first mention, 

Hubert regularly appears as a royal judge as well as being active in the king’s 

service. 202  

It was likely his service to the king, as well as his family connections, that led to 

Hubert’s promotion as dean of York in 1186. When the deanery fell vacant, Henry 

exercised his regalian rights and instituted Hubert into the position.203 With the 

exception of a bishopric, this was the highest position that a secular clerk could 

achieve in the English church in the twelfth century, marking Hubert out as a 

favoured royal servant. During an archiepiscopal vacancy, the dean and chapter of 

York held metropolitan rights in the northern province.204 The see of York had been 

vacant since 1181, and so Hubert would have assumed these metropolitan rights 

from the moment he took office.  

In September 1189, Hubert was given the bishopric of Salisbury by the new king, 

Richard I. With this new position came a new set of responsibilities. He was now a 
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bishop and the head of a community of canons. His new responsibilities can be seen 

from the acta of his episcopacy. Of the 36 surviving charters, 13 are from his time 

before departing for the Holy Land.205 These included confirmations of lands and 

rights, grants to religious communities, and his profession of obedience to 

Archbishop Baldwin upon his consecration. There is a gap in the dates of those that 

survive. Thirteen are dated up to early 1190, whilst the rest are from 1193 onwards. 

This is the period in which Hubert was absent upon crusade. His deputies would 

have dealt with most of the business of the see.206 However, it is interesting to see 

how many letters and charters survive from after Hubert’s return, when he was 

bishop for little more than a month, before being elected to Canterbury. Yet there are 

23 extant acta. Clearly there were certain matters, such as the settling of a dispute 

between Hubert and a certain Stephen Tirell, which could not be dealt with without 

the bishop. 207  

Hubert may not have even visited his new bishopric in the six months before he 

departed on crusade. It is not clear when he took the cross, but possibly he took vows 

at the council of Geddington at the same time as many of the other bishops. On the 

other hand, he may have vowed to go on a pilgrimage at an earlier time as his uncle 

did. Possibly Richard put pressure upon him to do so after he made him bishop of 

Salisbury.208 In any event, Hubert was one of the few English bishops who kept his 

vows as a crusader. His close relationship – both personal and working – with 

Glanville makes it highly likely that he was heavily involved in the money-making 

methods used by Richard to fund the crusade, including the raising of the ‘Saladin 

Tithe’.209 

It was the crusade which brought Hubert to the fore of the English episcopacy. He 

did not join Richard on his leisurely progress across the Mediterranean but instead 

sailed directly from Marseille to Tyre on 16 September 1190, in the company of his 

uncle and Archbishop Baldwin. By early October, he had reached the crusader camp 

at Acre. Within a month, both Glanville and Baldwin were dead, leaving Hubert as 
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the leader of the English contingent.210  Richard’s arrival at Acre in June, further 

increased Hubert’s reputation. He became the ‘inseparable companion’ of the king 

for the sixteen months they were in the Holy Land together.211 He continued to act as 

the good shepherd for his flock as well as distinguishing himself in military affairs. 

Furthermore, he also acted as an advisor to the king and was entrusted with 

diplomatic missions.212 

In October 1192, Hubert set sail for home. His itinerary is not recorded, and he next 

appears in Speyer with the captive Richard. William of Newburgh gives us some 

clues as to Hubert’s journey. He states that Hubert landed in Sicily on his voyage 

home.213 It appears that he then made his way to Rome. A papal letter dated 30 

January 1193, giving papal protection to the canons at Lambeth, was probably 

written at Hubert’s instigation.214 News concerning Richard’s capture could not have 

reached him until January and it is likely that he remained at the papal court until 

news arrived. Hubert probably found Richard at Ochsenfurt, on the River Main, and 

may have been one of the first to find him.215 At the end of March, he left the king’s 

side and returned to England carrying messages for the king’s mother, justiciar, and 

the monks of Canterbury. These letters instructed them to elect Hubert as the new 

archbishop of Canterbury.216 

Although Gervase praises Hubert’s qualities, the monks really had no other 

choice.217 They were principally concerned with their rights in the matter of electing 

an archbishop. The election of Reginald had been fought out between the convent 

and the suffragan bishops. Although both parties elected Reginald, the monks were 

determined to make it clear that they had elected him and had not just confirmed the 

bishops’ choice.218 In order to ensure that the bishops did not gain any precedent in 
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the election of a new archbishop, the monks swiftly elected Hubert, the king’s 

choice, thereby securing the king’s support in any dispute that might occur in 

future.219  

Hubert’s election was down to the reputation that he had gained whilst on crusade. 

He had pursued a noteworthy career under Henry II, but so had many others. His 

impact upon Salisbury was negligible as he had only spent a few months there. On 

crusade, however, Hubert distinguished himself. He won the trust of Richard I and 

the respect of Saladin. He proved himself in military affairs and he gained a 

reputation amongst the crusaders for compassion and devotion to the ideas of the 

endeavour. Furthermore, apart from Archbishop Baldwin, Hubert was the only 

English bishop who fulfilled his crusader vow. This placed him at the forefront of 

the English episcopacy and made him the obvious candidate for the vacant see at 

Canterbury.  

Hubert appears to have been diligent in performing his duties. As archbishop, he had 

a vast range of duties including consecrating churches,  conferring holy orders,  

visitations, and hearing ecclesiastical disputes both in the archbishop’s court and as 

papal legate.220 His systematic visitation of English houses as legate is noteworthy, 

especially so as regular visitations by the English clergy were not established until 

the later thirteenth century.221 Although we have only scant records for these 

activities from Hubert’s archiepiscopacy, there is no reason to suspect him of laxity. 

He certainly performed his office of benediction twice (for the abbots of Langdon 

and St Radegund’s) and he likely did so on more occasions.222 He was certainly 

diligent in the administrative affairs of the diocese. His extant acta total 331. This is 

significantly more than the combined total for his two predecessors Richard of Dover 

(186) and Baldwin of Forde (93), although he was probably no more devoted to his 

office than those who came before him. 223 Just as Hubert is considered to be 
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responsible for the systematic recording of many government records, it is likely that 

he implemented a system for the consistent copying and preserving of archiepiscopal 

acta. It is entirely plausible that if Hubert had not been promoted to Canterbury and 

had instead remained at Salisbury, we would possess an equivalent abundance of 

records for his time as bishop rather than as archbishop.   

 Much of Hubert’s time was not spent in the service of the church, but, rather in the 

service of the king. His career had begun as that of a royal clerk in the service of his 

uncle, the justiciar, and around Christmas 1193, he was given the same office. The 

justiciar was in effect the regent during the king’s absence and Hubert’s appointment 

to the post lent greater legitimacy to the power that he already wielded. With this 

new office, he was able to quash John's rebellion against his brother. 224 

Perhaps Hubert’s most famous innovation was the systematic introduction of 

tripartite chirographs and their recording as ‘Feet of Fines’. This innovation allowed 

the parties in a case to have a copy of the settlement as well as the ‘foot’ being kept 

in the government’s records.225 The systematic recording of other documents also 

appear to have begun under Hubert’s guidance. Plea rolls begin to be regularly 

preserved during his time as justiciar and after he became chancellor in 1199, Hubert 

fixed fees for various chancery instruments, ensuring that all outgoing chancery writs 

and charters were enrolled. According to Cheney, although some rolls had been kept 

before this date, ‘there was nothing comparable to the comprehensive and continuous 

series which began within a few weeks of John's accession’.226 All of these 

developments which are of such great value to the historian, appear to have been 

undertaken at the instigation, or at least with the support, of the archbishop. It is 

thanks to this development that we have several surviving copies of the Canterbury 

dispute’s final settlement.227 

As a man, Hubert appears to have been well respected and probably liked. Gervase 

of Canterbury considered him to be a good Christian, just, wise, and energetic in 

conducting affairs.228 Those who took part on the Third Crusade also had a high 
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regard for him, especially concerning his charity, and he was highly thought of by 

both Kings Richard and John. St Hugh, bishop of Lincoln, appears to be one of the 

few to have had something bad to say about Hubert and this appears to be more of a 

friendly barb than any real criticism229 Whatever his role, be it as judge, bishop or 

military commander, Hubert was diligent in his duties. Above all, he was a diplomat. 

This can most clearly be seen in his dealings with his cathedral monks over the 

foundation at Lambeth. He did everything that he could to allay the monks’ 

concerns.230 He never succumbed to the bitterness which had characterized Baldwin, 

even when the monks did all they could to defame him at the curia. Once the dispute 

was settled, both sides were easily reconciled, as shown by Gervase’s generally 

glowing encomium. Towards Baldwin, Gervase could not bring himself to say 

anything good. Concerning Hubert, however, all he offered was praise. 

 

The Convent of Christ Church Canterbury 

As the chapter of the archiepiscopal cathedral, the convent of Christ Church 

Canterbury portrayed itself as the preeminent convent in England, and, befitting its 

status, Christ Church was a sizeable community. Lanfranc aimed for the convent to 

have a body of 150 monks.231 By 1190, there were 140, making   Christ Church an 

extremely large community and possibly this number was unsustainable. 232 By 

1207, there were only 77 monks which is a significant drop for a seventeen-year 

period.233 Possibly the financial costs of the conflicts with the archbishops caused the 

convent to refrain from replacing dead or translated brothers, as the size of the 

community could no longer be maintained, although this is mere speculation. 

As well as monks, the convent also housed lay servants. Their number is difficult to 

determine; in 1322, the cellarer alone had 38.234 Combined with the other 
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obedientiary offices, such as the sacristy, which needed servants as well as 

miscellaneous servants employed on an as needed basis, the number would have 

been high. It is likely that the ratio was in the region of two servants for every 

monk.235 In 1190, therefore, the community at Christ Church could have numbered 

between four and five hundred. This would have been an exceptionally large 

community with a heavy financial burden. This further suggests that the reduction in 

numbers at the beginning of the twelfth century may have been due to financial 

pressures. 

Theoretically the monks had the sole right to elect the archbishop of Canterbury; 

although in practice the influence of the king and the suffragan bishops also played a 

part. The convent gained such rights due to the peculiarly English phenomenon of 

having regular clergy, rather than secular clerks, attached to a cathedral.236 This 

phenomenon was a result of the tenth century reformation and the widespread 

dispersal and reading of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History in the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries. Bede’s work was ‘appreciated primarily as a contribution to monastic 

history’ and was enthusiastically adopted by the likes of William of Malmesbury and 

Lanfranc of Bec.237 This peculiarity meant that the archbishop was also the abbot of 

the cathedral convent. This could – and did – cause problems, mainly concerning the 

division of the mensa (the portion of lands/ property allocated to defraying the 

expenses of the convent and archiepiscopal household). It was often unclear who 

held the lands. Christ Church was a well-endowed monastery. The majority of its 

estates lay in eight counties – Kent, Sussex, Surrey, Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire, 

Essex, Norfolk and Suffolk – with other properties scattered all over England and 

even Ireland and France.238 During the period 1198-1213, the annual income of the 

convent was £1406 1s. 8d., and was probably similar during the 1180s and early 

1190s.239 Approximately two thirds of this wealth came from the convent’s estates, 
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with approximately another quarter coming from oblations (especially Becket’s 

tomb) and the remainder coming from tithes and miscellaneous payments.240 

According to Domesday Book, Canterbury’s lands were divided into three: the 

estates of the archbishop, the estates of the archbishop’s knights, and the estates of 

the monks.241 This division, however, was not complete. For example, in Domesday, 

Seasalter in Kent is described as belonging to the archbishop’s kitchen, however, in 

the Domesday Monachorum  (Christ Church’s personal Domesday of their estates) it 

is described as pertaining to the food of the monks.242 This suggests that the estate at 

Seasalter may have been transferred from the archbishop to the convent; however, it 

may also indicate that there was, at least in terms of the kitchen, common living 

arrangements at Canterbury.243  

It was however difficult to determine who held the lands. Many of the lands were 

listed in Domesday Book and the Domesday Monachorum as belonging to the 

archbishop, but their revenues were allocated to the support of the monks.244 

Maidstone and Lyminge in Kent, for example were held by the archbishop, but the 

revenue was allocated to the maintenance of the community.245 According to 

Eadmer, it was Anselm who granted the convent the right to administer their own 

lands separately.246 During Theobald’s archiepiscopacy, it appears that the convent’s 

lands were considered to be separate. It was the monks who requested that Theobald 

take over the administration of their estates to resolve their financial problems.247 

The mensa, however, was not always considered to be separate. Theobald’s will 

indicates that he believed the lands rightfully belonged to the archbishop, who 

granted them to the maintenance of the convent.248 In October 1164, at the Council 

of Northampton, Becket argued that if Henry II demanded that he hand over all of 

his valuables, the church of Canterbury would be ruined – identifying his wealth as 
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archbishop with the wealth of the church.249 Similarly, a deputation of the monks 

meeting with Baldwin at the end of 1186, claimed that Baldwin could not build a 

church on his land because ‘your wealth is our wealth, and your land is our land, and 

all that you are seen to have, is ours by right’.250 These two instances, however, have 

a political motive. Both were trying to defend their rights and estates, Becket by 

saying that his could not be taken without taking the convent’s, and the convent 

preventing Baldwin from building at Hackington by saying he had nothing to build 

on in the first place. It is therefore reasonable to assume that by this point the 

convent’s mensa was relatively independent of the archbishop. The convent’s prior 

and obedientiaries began to acquire separate households and seals during the twelfth 

century, which suggests there must have been a significant division of the mensa for 

this to be needed.251 Whether this mensa was granted from the archiepiscopal estates 

or whether the monks had sole rights over it was a significant cause of the dispute. 

The problem of the mensa is also related to the problems of the monks’ 

independence from their abbot-archbishop. The cathedral monks were often jealous 

of the monks belonging to other monasteries, who could acquire papal privileges 

granting them independence from their diocesan bishop. As the abbot of the 

cathedral convent was also the archbishop, the monks could not free themselves in 

the same manner; nor could they always ensure that their rights would be upheld by 

the archbishop. Because of this, the monks always wanted one of their own – or at 

least a monk from another house – to be the metropolitan. Advantage could then be 

taken of the archbishop’s sympathy and piety.252 For one hundred and twenty years 

the see of Canterbury was filled by monks.253 During this time the power of the prior 

and the convent was greatly increased. Lanfranc had recovered their lands; Anselm 

provided them with money, land, and all the oblations of the high altar and the 

exennia (the Christmas and Easer altar offerings).254 By doing this, Anselm 

(inadvertently) left himself little more than a nominal supremacy, which is exactly 

what the monks wanted.  
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Conflict with the archbishop was a central feature of life at Christ Church during the 

twelfth century, and their history can be told through these disputes. The early years 

of Theobald’s archiepiscopacy saw a clash between the archbishop and monks over 

the priorate. 255   This caused the second appeal to Rome of the monks against the 

archbishop. The first had been against Theobald’s predecessor William of Corbeil. 

William planned to convert St Martin’s Priory, Dover from a body of secular canons 

into a regular canonry. The Canterbury subprior, Jeremiah (the prior who Theobald 

was attempting to remove) appealed against the plan, arguing they had sole rights 

over the priory. What is particularly interesting in this case is that the prior of 

Canterbury (Elmer) supported the archbishop, which suggests that there was some 

tension in the convent during the period. This was also the case in the dispute with 

Baldwin. Several monks including Roger Norreys and Osbert of Bristol supported 

the archbishop, indicating that the convent was not a united body.256  

Just as Baldwin would do, Theobald ignored the appeal and continued with his plans 

to depose Jeremiah and appoint a successor. In order to achieve this, he refused to 

perform any sacraments in the cathedral until Jeremiah was gone. It is likely that 

both the prestige and finances of the priory suffered due to this, and this had the 

effect of turning the convent against their prior. Jeremiah, seeing the writing on the 

wall, resigned the priorate, leaving Christ Church for St Augustine’s Canterbury.257 

Although Theobald had won the contest, it gave the monks a precedent for their 

appeals, and an indication of what future archbishops would have to do to impose 

their will upon the convent. 

A second quarrel occurred in 1150; the monks were heavily in debt and begged 

Theobald to take over the running of their house to remedy the situation.258 That the 

monks decided upon this course of action suggests that their situation was serious. 

They were giving up some of their highly prized independence in exchange for 

economic security. The monks, however, regretted their decision. They watched 

Theobald closely and were soon alarmed by his actions. Their sumptuous diet was 

turned into coarse bread and vegetables and they accused Theobald of stealing their 

revenues to pay for his household. The prior and obedientiaries protested Theobald’s 
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actions and requested the management of their lands be restored to them. Theobald, 

losing his temper, refused, and threatened to depose the prior. For the second time in 

Theobald’s reign, the monks looked to Rome for help.259 

This time Theobald took more severe measures. The monks were prevented from 

going to Rome and the whole community was confined to the convent and placed 

under interdict.260 This situation lasted for eighteen days, at the end of which 

Theobald relented, and the monks, sufficiently chastened by their treatment, were 

ready for reconciliation. Theobald raised the interdict and the monks took back their 

estates after the prior (Walter Parvus) had agreed to resign his office. According to 

Gervase, Theobald refused to give back the churches on the conventual estates.261 

Stubbs however has suggested that the rights of presenting to these churches had 

always remained in the control of the archbishops, and that this had been a 

contentious issue between the two parties.262 Theobald also retained the exennia. 

Both were points of contention in the later Canterbury dispute, indicating that it was 

not merely about a new church, but longer sanding grievances. Probably during 

Richard of Dover’s archiepiscopate (1174-84), the exennia had been granted to the 

monks and one of Baldwin’s first acts was to take it back.263 With this settlement, 

amicable relations were restored between the archbishop and the monks until 

Theobald’s death.264  

Upon Theobald’s death, the situation of the convent changed. Although accepted by 

the monks, the new archbishop, Thomas Becket, was imposed upon them by the 

king. What was worse however was that Becket was not a monk, but a secular clerk, 

with a very worldly reputation.265 The monks had little contact with Becket, for he 
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spent most of his archiepiscopacy in exile in France. What was worse in the monks’ 

eyes, however, was that Becket’s cause was unimportant to them. His defence of the 

liberties of the English church was seen to be primarily about the privileges and 

jurisdictional rights of the secular clergy.266 Furthermore, Becket’s defence of the 

rights of Canterbury was mainly concerned about the rights of the archbishop.267 

Although the monks could not disapprove of Becket defending the rights of the 

church, his defence had little impact upon the rights of the convent. Furthermore, the 

aggressive nature of his defence threatened to harm the convent. When Becket went 

into exile, the monks were left to fend for themselves. 

Although the monks were never in direct conflict with Becket, their relationship was 

strained. If the archbishop has not gone into exile it is likely there would have been a 

clash between them.268 However, Becket’s death changed everything for the convent. 

Initially the monks were frightened by the violent act committed in their cathedral. 

Whilst preparing the body for burial, they discovered that under his episcopal robes, 

Becket wore the monastic habit as well as a hair shirt riddled with vermin.269 Then 

the miracles began to be reported and pilgrims flocked to the site of his martyrdom. 

It was only then that the monks started to see Becket as a martyr. Within a few 

months, Becket’s death had transformed the monastic community, and it ‘entered on 

a period of creative activity more brilliant and original than it had ever before 

experienced’.270 

One aspect of these activities was the literary output of the monks. Numerous 

biographies of Becket and collections of his miracles were written. Important for us, 

however, are the collections of Becket’s letters. These, unlike earlier collections, 

were designed to tell the story of Becket’s great struggle. The Canterbury letters 

directly reflects their influence. Both are of a comparable size and both have been 

laid out in a rough chronological order as a narrative of the events. Without Becket’s 

death and the creative spark that it caused, it is unlikely that we would have such 

extraordinary evidence for the disputes at the end of the twelfth century. 
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An added result for the monks was that with Becket’s death, one of their own, 

Richard of Dover, became archbishop in 1173. Richard was exactly what the monks 

wanted. As well as being on good terms with the convent, he also had a good 

relationship with the king. As a monk of Canterbury, Richard shared many of the 

same views as the convent. He had several monks in his household and he gave to 

the convent churches, revenues, and rights held by the archbishop which the monks 

believed were theirs.271 

 As well as overseeing the literary activity of the monks during this period, Richard 

also presided over the rebuilding of the cathedral choir after the great fire of 1174. 

Taking approximately a decade to build, the architects, William of Sens and William 

the Englishman, used new methods to create a magnificent structure worthy to stand 

as the primary church of England. Its importance for the monks can be gauged by 

Gervase’s chronicle. His description of the fire and reconstruction is highly detailed 

and takes pride of place at the beginning of his work. Importantly however, there is 

no mention of the archbishop’s role in the project. It is described as the work of the 

monks, and them alone. This fits with Cragoe’s argument that the De Combustione 

was written for the arbiter’s appointed to settle the Canterbury dispute in 1199.272 

Saying that the archbishop was involved in the project would have undermined the 

monastic position.273  

By the succession of Baldwin in December 1184, this renaissance had reached its 

end. Things started to return to normal. Again, the monks had an archbishop 

imposed upon them by the king. They should have been pleased that the man chosen 

was a monk and a scholar of some repute. Baldwin however was the wrong kind of 

monk. He was a Cistercian, and this immediately caused tensions, with conflict 

between them occurring almost immediately.  

 By the close of the twelfth century, Christ Church was a large, well-endowed, and 

well organised convent, with an impressive history – not to mention the impressive 

architecture created after 1174. All of this gave the monks an air of importance. 

Combined with the independence they gained from the archbishop due to his 

extensive duties elsewhere, this inevitably led to conflict whenever the archbishop’s 
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attempted to assert their rights over the convent. These circumstances led to the 

monks jealously guarding their rights and privileges, including by forgery, and 

seeing any hints of change as a direct attack upon them. This, rightly or wrongly, is 

how they saw the proposed foundations at Hackington and Lambeth and they threw 

all their substantial resources into fighting against the archbishops’ plans. 
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The Dispute 

The Canterbury dispute can be seen as two separate disputes about the same 

problem. The first, the Hackington dispute, involved Archbishop Baldwin and 

covered the period c.1185-91. This dispute was mainly about the building of a 

collegiate church at Hackington, just outside Canterbury. Baldwin effectively lost the 

dispute and moved his foundation to a new site at Lambeth, where work continued 

whilst he was on crusade. Baldwin’s death at Acre, however, caused a slackening of 

direction and support, and the building works were not completed. The second 

dispute, c.1195-1200, the Lambeth dispute, was fought between Hubert Walter, and 

the cathedral convent. Hubert wanted to complete Baldwin’s plan at Lambeth, but 

was frustrated by the monks, who, by 1200, had been able to defeat his efforts. For 

ease of reading, this chapter has been split into two. The first part looks at the 

Hackington dispute, whilst the second considers the Lambeth dispute and the 

eventual outcome. 

The Hackington Dispute 

1185 – November 1186 

Baldwin and the monks of Christ Church were at odds with each other from the 

beginning. He was not the monks’ choice as archbishop, they had desired either 

Theobald of Cluny or Odo of Battle. Baldwin had been thrust upon them by Henry 

II, and the monks were unable to refuse.274 Within a year of his elevation to 

Canterbury, Baldwin can be seen acting against the interests of the monks. On 15 

March 1185, he received a mandate from Pope Lucius III, granting him the power to 

regain rights alienated from the see by his predecessors.275 In Baldwin’s opinion, he 

was only regaining what was rightfully his, from those who had wrongfully 

appropriated it. In the eyes of the monks however, it was an outright attack upon 

their community. 

On 15 December 1185, Baldwin arrived in Canterbury and confiscated the exennia, 

the Christmas and Easter altar offerings provided by the monastic estates.276  He did 
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not, however, take the churches from the almonry. News of the death of Pope Lucius 

probably arrived at Canterbury in late November, and Baldwin considered it prudent 

not to proceed until he had renewed his licence. The unstable nature of the papacy in 

the 1180s and 90s was a factor in prolonging the dispute. Since the death of 

Alexander III in 1181, the men elected to the papal throne were old. Pope Lucius III 

was 71 when he was elected, Urban III 65, Gregory VIII 77, Clement III 57, and 

Celestine III was 86, with the longest reign being Celestine’s at a mere seven years. 

The instability caused many problems. With the death of the pope, all legations and 

mandates were nullified and required reconfirmation by his successor. Every time 

the Canterbury dispute was near a conclusion, the pope died and the whole process 

had to start again. Stability did not come until 1198, when the 37-year-old Innocent 

III was elected.  

Pope Urban III granted the renewal of the mandate on 19 December 1185, and in the 

next month, on 25 January, Baldwin’s clerks took possession of the disputed 

churches.277 According to Gervase of Canterbury, the clerks were able to gain access 

to the churches by deception. Feigning a desire to participate in the sacraments, they 

borrowed the church keys from the monks. Upon gaining access to the churches, the 

clerks proceeded to complete their coup by inducting the new incumbents into their 

benefices.278 

There is some confusion as to which churches Baldwin’s clerks seized. Gervase 

states that they took possession of three, although he does not state which three. 

Foreville suggests that they took possession of all four, whilst Stubbs only mentions 

Monkton and Eastry. Similarly, Urban III’s letters of 13 January 1187, only refer to 

Monkton and Eastry. It seems strange that Baldwin would only take possession of 

two of the churches when he had the right to all four. 279 There is, however, a 

possible explanation. 

On 18 February 1186, the monks appealed to Rome against the archbishop’s actions. 

In response, Baldwin seized the conventual manors. It was probably at this point that 

the other two churches at Meopham and Eynsford were seized. This would explain 
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why the papal letter only refers to Monkton and Eastry (by the time the messenger 

departed for Rome, these were the only two occupied) and why Foreville states all 

four were in the archbishop’s possession, for all four were in Baldwin’s possession 

when both sides agreed to mediation by three abbots at Wingham, Kent.280 The 

outcome was that the monks renounced their appeal, and, in exchange, Baldwin 

restored the conventual estates. Furthermore, the abbots judged that the archbishop 

had a rightful claim to the exennia and the four churches, hence he retained control 

of them.281 One monk, Hamo of Thanet, however, refused to renounce the appeal 

and personally took it to Rome.282  

This appeal appears to have had no effect. There are three papal letters dated 13 

January 1187, which could potentially deal with Hamo’s appeal. In these Urban 

orders Baldwin to restore the churches of Eastry and Monkton and not to oppress the 

monks because of the appeal, as well as commissioning the bishop of Lincoln and 

the abbots of Boxley and Faversham to persuade the archbishop to desist.283 But 

there is a problem with the dating; Jaffé dates these two letters to 1186.284 This date 

is clearly wrong as this would put the letters before Baldwin took possession of the 

churches and the convent’s appeal. Stubbs places the letters in 1187. This is most 

likely the correct date, however, if this is so, then they probably do not refer to 

Hamo’s appeal. These letters were issued almost a year later than the appeal and 

after a letter issued by Urban to Baldwin (which fails to mention it), as well as the 

second appeal of the convent concerning the Hackington foundation.285 It seems 

likely, therefore, that Urban’s letters refer to the second appeal, which also mentions 

the appropriation of the churches. If this is the case, then what happened to Hamo’s 

appeal? The likeliest scenario is that it was ignored. Lambeth 415 does not mention 

it, and this is telling. Hamo did not have the support of the convent. If he had 

support, then letters concerning his appeal would probably have been included in the 

collection. As they are not included this provides us with evidence of the constricted 
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nature of the collection. Hamo’s appeal did not fit the narrative and therefore was not 

included. Probably this is because events, in the form of the Hackington foundation, 

overtook Hamo. The monks made a new appeal and Hamo probably dropped his in 

favour of the new one, which had the backing of the convent and which also 

complained about the actions of Baldwin concerning the exennia and the churches.286 

In May 1186, to gain greater control over the convent, Baldwin decided to remove 

the prior and replace him with one of his own supporters. Prior Alan was promoted 

as abbot of Tewkesbury and, to balance things, Baldwin’s most fervent supporter in 

the convent, Robert of Hastings, became abbot of Chester.287 The appearance of 

Robert of Hastings here is worthy of note. Just like the later examples of Roger 

Norreys, Osbert of Bristol, and William Azelin, Robert provides us with evidence 

that the convent was not united in their opposition to Baldwin. This is an aspect 

generally suppressed by the Canterbury collection and Gervase. Further, from the 

example of Hamo, we can deduce that those in opposition to the archbishop were 

also divided amongst themselves. On 13 July, the cellarer, Honorius, became prior. 

Gervase claims that he was the monks’ choice.288 Formerly, Honorius had been 

Baldwin’s chaplain. It is likely Baldwin believed that he would be easily influenced 

and would promote the cause of the archbishop. Baldwin was wrong; the monks, it 

seems, knew their man better than the archbishop.  

It was probably at about this time that Baldwin decided to build the collegiate church 

which would cause so much controversy for the remainder of his archiepiscopacy. 

On 1 October 1186, Urban III gave permission for the building of a collegiate church 

dedicated to Saints Stephen and Thomas. The foundation was to be endowed with 

churches within the archbishop’s gift, as well as a quarter of the oblations from 

Becket’s shrine at Canterbury.289 Upon seeing this mandate, Henry II approved, and 

in November 1186, Baldwin, having received the necessary permissions from both 

the spiritual and secular authorities, established a fraternity to fund the building 

works.290 
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In the last week of November, the archbishop and his clerks travelled to Canterbury 

to install the college at Hackington. According to Gervase, the college was to consist 

of sixty to seventy prebends; one would go to the king and one each to the diocesan 

bishops. Furthermore, every incumbent of a church in the archbishop’s, as well as 

the convent’s, gift would also receive a stall.291 The number of prebends is most 

likely an exaggeration on Gervase’s part to emphasise the threat. With 60 prebends 

the new church would have been on a vast scale, dwarfing every other prebendal 

church in England and Europe. Salisbury for example had under 30 prebends at the 

start of the twelfth century, increased to about 40 by the 1180s, however, many of 

these would have provided relatively poor incomes. 

The monks had three main fears regarding the foundation at Hackington. First, it 

appeared that the church would be endowed from the convent’s property. A quarter 

of the oblations from Becket’s shrine had already been assigned to it by the pope, 

and the monks feared that Baldwin would also sequester various of their lands for the 

church’s endowment. The second fear involved Becket’s relics. His shrine at 

Canterbury brought great prestige – and great profit – to the cathedral convent. 

Hackington was being built in his honour. The monks were afraid that the martyr’s 

remains would be removed from their cathedral and deposited in the new church. In 

the convent’s opinion, such an action had already begun when a quarter of the 

oblations from Becket’s shrine had been diverted to the new church. The removal of 

the shrine altogether, risked reducing the prestige and wealth of the convent, 

potentially placing them in an unstoppable decline. Most importantly, the monks 

believed that the church would steal their privileges especially their right to elect the 

archbishop. In theory, as the archbishop was also the abbot, the monks had the sole 

right to elect the new incumbent. In practice, however, the king always had a great 

deal of influence over appointments to abbacies and bishoprics and, in the case of 
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Canterbury, the diocesan bishops also claimed the right to participate in the election. 

This situation occurred through the practice of having monastic rather than the more 

usual secular chapters.   

There was a great deal of antipathy between the regular and secular clergy. The 

seculars resented the way that monasteries built up large resources and gained 

privileges exempting them from the authority of the local bishops (often a secular). 

The regular clergy on the other hand, jealously guarded their revenues and privileges 

and often looked upon the secular clergy as morally and religiously inferior – a view 

which further aggravated the seculars.292 The monks therefore, feared that the 

collegiate church at Hackington was going to be used by the secular clergy to replace 

them in their role as electors of future archbishops. Such a view was reinforced by 

the actions of some of the bishops at the time, for example Hugh de Nonant of 

Coventry, who advocated the removal of all regular clergy from cathedrals and their 

replacement with secular canons.293 Under these circumstances, the threat that the 

monks felt from the foundation at Hackington is entirely understandable. 

It is unlikely that Baldwin planned to harm the convent in any of these ways. 

Regarding the endowment of the new church, he planned to use what he saw as 

archiepiscopal lands. Many of his predecessors had alienated lands and privileges by 

granting them to the monks – often at their instigation.294 The monks saw these lands 

and privileges as rightfully belonging to the convent; all Baldwin’s predecessors had 

done was to restore them to their rightful owners. The archbishop’s reaction to this 

view was very clear; the first two letters in the Canterbury collection are 

authorisations from the pope for him to recover alienated rights. Concerning the first 

of the monks’ fears, therefore, it was more to do with ownership of land rather than 

the use of such land.295In terms of replacing the monks with canons for electing 

future archbishops, this was never his intention. First and foremost, Baldwin was a 

monk, albeit a Cistercian.  Furthermore, he refused to become archbishop unless the 

monks elected him.296 Although in reality this position did not matter (it was the 
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king’s will which was important to the monks) it indicates that Baldwin saw the 

convent as the legitimate body in archiepiscopal elections. He accepted that the 

monks were the cathedral chapter and does not appear to have wanted to replace 

them. According to Gerald of Wales, when Hugh de Nonant urged the bishops to 

contribute to a fund dedicated to the removal of monks from all cathedral chapters, it 

was Baldwin who resisted.297 If he had wanted to replace the monks, it is unlikely 

that he would have opposed such a plan. 

If Baldwin did not propose to remove the monks from their position, it is probable 

that some of his advisors did. The secular clergy already had a strong enmity towards 

regulars and, furthermore, many of the prebends in the new church were going to 

men who already made claims upon the right to elect the archbishop (the king and 

the bishops). Although it is doubtful that Baldwin would have allowed a change to 

electoral procedure, the monks could not be certain that his successors would not 

embrace such change, and the mere existence of the collegiate church created a 

potentially harmful precedent. The monks’ fear in this regard, therefore, was valid, 

although it could potentially have been resolved if reasonable safeguards were 

implemented. 

Nor did Baldwin suggest that he intended to move Becket’s relics to Hackington. 

Although the church was to be built in honour of the martyr, it was Canterbury that 

was the site of Becket’s martyrdom. Canterbury had become an international 

pilgrimage site and it would have been unfeasible to move Becket’s remains; nor is it 

likely that Baldwin would have been given permission by the pope to do so. The 

granting of a quarter of the oblations from the shrine to the new foundation was 

probably the most that the archbishop could have asked for. Baldwin did not 

complain about the portion allotted to Hackington (which was a sizeable amount at 

just over £100 per annum) in any of the surviving letters.298 The amount was a 

sizeable loss for the convent, but they could afford it and, in the sense that it ensured 

that Becket would remain with them, it was probably a good deal as well. 
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November 1186- January 1187 

The monks determined upon an appeal to Rome when, on 25 November 1186, 

Becket revealed himself in a vision to Brother Andrew John.299 In this vision, he 

bade Andrew John rise from his bed and follow him into the tower next to the choir. 

There, Andrew John was shown a large Catherine wheel hurling blue flame. 

Withdrawing from the wheel, the monk saw Baldwin approach. Taking three swords 

and leaning on each in turn to test their strength, the archbishop summoned the prior. 

Upon his arrival, Baldwin said to the prior ‘I wish to destroy this new work [the 

recent renovations to the cathedral], and for this purpose I have made this wheel, but 

without you I cannot move it’.300 The dismayed prior obeyed and summoned other 

monks to help him. Andrew John begged Becket to intervene. The saint drew his 

sword, inscribed with letters of gold, and the archbishop vanished. He then gave the 

sword to Andrew John, showing him the inscription ‘Gladius beati Petri apostoli’. 

He ordered Andrew John to present the sword to the prior who should use it to 

destroy the Catherine wheel. Reluctant to disturb the prior, the monk had the vision 

three times before he finally spoke of it.301  

Prior Honorius immediately saw that the Catherine wheel represented Baldwin’s 

foundation at Hackington, and the sword an appeal to Rome. According to the 

vision, it was Baldwin’s desire to destroy the cathedral convent, and the blessed 

martyr’s wish that the monks resist. A further vision at roughly the same time 

depicted Baldwin losing his mitre whilst attempting to behead the martyr.302 These 

visions strengthened the monks’ resistance and made them believe that they could 

not lose. On 8 December 1186, the convent launched its appeal. 

It was the task of the chronicler, Gervase of Canterbury, to inform Baldwin of the 

convent’s actions.303 On 14 December, he met the archbishop at Gillingham, Kent, 

and announced that the date of the appeal was set for the following mid Lent Sunday 

(8 March 1187). Baldwin received Gervase calmly and allowed the appeal. However, 
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on 16 December, he travelled to Canterbury. The next day, he instituted his canons at 

Hackington despite the appeal – which technically prevented him from taking any 

further actions concerning the foundation until it was heard. Returning to Christ 

Church, Baldwin suspended the prior, all the monks who supported the appeal and 

confined the community to the convent. He then travelled to Otford where he spent 

Christmas – a clear insult to the cathedral convent, where it was customary for the 

archbishop to reside during the festive season when he was not in attendance upon 

the king.304 

Prior Honorius ignored the archbishop’s orders and, with a small group of followers, 

set out for Rome. On 22 December, after a turbulent crossing, his party landed in 

Flanders.305 He sent word to his brethren at Canterbury, informing them of his arrival 

and requested a letter giving him full authority to prosecute the appeal. It is not clear 

why Honorius waited until he was on the continent to request the letters. Possibly he 

was concerned he would not have been able to depart with such items in his 

possession. Another possibility is that Honorius chose a course of action without 

having discussed it with the convent. As some of the monks were Baldwin’s 

supporters, it is possible that Honorius feared they would sabotage his actions. 

Leaving so quickly, Honorius would not have had time to prepare the documents. 

Once he had received this authority, he continued his journey to Rome.306 

At the same time as the prior’s journey, the monks began a letter campaign to garner 

support for their position. Support in England was scarce; the bishops were generally 

in favour of Baldwin, the three exceptions being St Hugh of Lincoln, who remained 

neutral, and the bishops of Chichester and Bath who supported the monks.307 In 

terms of monasteries, the Cistercian houses supported Baldwin as he was himself a 

Cistercian. The Benedictine houses were more divided. Many supported the monks; 

however, there were some, such as Reading which supported the archbishop. For 

example, a letter from the monks of Canterbury to the monks of Reading, implores 

them to prevent their abbot, Hugh II, from travelling to Rome in support of the 

archbishop.308 Some houses were divided on the issue. Ailgar, abbot of Faversham 
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from 1189, for example supported the archbishops, whilst the prior regularly acted 

on behalf of the monks.309 St Augustine’s of Canterbury, disliking both the 

archbishop and the monks of Christ Church, remained aloof.310 From this split 

amongst the Benedictines, we can see that Baldwin’s plan was not universally 

condemned by monks. Although many sympathised with the plight of Christ Church, 

the majority of English monks appear to have felt it was not their concern.  

The monks, therefore, had to look to the continent for support. Letters were sent to 

the king of France and the German emperor requesting their influence with the 

archbishop and a safe conduct for the prior’s party.311 The bishops of Arras and 

Reims, as well as the latter’s dean, were similarly asked to lend their support.312 The 

monks even sent letters to the Cistercians at Cîteaux and Clairvaux, to inquire 

whether they would use their influence over a member of their order to help the 

embattled Benedictines.313 Baldwin also began to garner support both locally and on 

the international stage. His chief supporters came from the English bishops as well as 

the king, all of whom wrote letters on his behalf.314 Many of the bishops had similar 

difficulties with their monks and were quite happy to aid the archbishop. On the 

international stage, Baldwin could rely upon the support of the king and queen of 

Sicily, who wrote a letter on his behalf, as well as the Cistercians who, although 

counselling him to treat the Canterbury monks with kindness, fully supported their 

eminent brother.315 

The papal curia was another location of support for both parties. Cardinal-bishop 

Henry of Albano had been the abbot of Clairvaux whilst Baldwin was abbot of 

Forde; he took the side of his friend. Henry’s position was supported by the papal 

chancellor, Cardinal-priest Albert (later Gregory VIII), and Cardinal-deacon 

Octavian. The main supporter of the monks, on the other hand, was Theobald, 

cardinal-bishop of Ostia. The monks also gained support from the less eminent 
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cardinals. Gratian, cardinal-deacon of SS. Cosma e Damiano, was a steadfast 

supporter of the convent, as was Cardinal-deacon Hyacinth (later Pope Celestine III). 

The monks could also count on the support of cardinals, such as Melior, cardinal-

priest of SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Ralph Nigel, cardinal-priest of S. Prassede, Gerard, 

cardinal-deacon of S. Adriano, Peter Diana, cardinal-priest of S. Cecilia,  John of 

Anagni, cardinal-priest of S. Marco, Lothario dei Conti di Segni,  – the future 

Innocent III – and, most importantly, Pope Urban III who ‘threw himself with his 

characteristic violence into the party opposed to Baldwin’.316 From this list it can be 

seen that the curia was generally in favour of the monks, although the archbishops 

were by no means without their supporters. This was a common occurrence with 

disputes of this kind. The cardinals were often more inclined to support the monks 

against their bishops, as a way of strengthening the power of Rome against local 

episcopal power. It may also have been down to the fact that the monks gave better 

bribes. John of Bremble, a monk of the convent, reported on the corruption of the 

curia in his letters and, on one occasion, offered a beautiful reliquary to the papal 

legate, Ralph Nigel, who was instructed to settle the dispute.317 Although this ‘gift’ 

was refused, the legate did use packhorses supplied by John and commended family 

members to his care (and purse). Whether these gifts would have had any effect upon 

the legate’s judgement is unknown as he died in January 1189, before leaving Italy. 

By looking at the extent of support for both parties, the impact of this seemingly 

insignificant dispute can be revealed. The dispute was not restricted to England, nor 

was it predominantly fought there. The papal curia became the centre of this great 

dispute. Men and money were dispatched by both sides to gain a favourable 

outcome. This itself is revealing. Both sides declared their readiness to accept the 

judgement of the pope, but they were also both prepared to manipulate or ignore any 

unfavourable papal judgements. This was both the great success and failure of the 

papacy in the twelfth century. It was seen by churches and monasteries across 

Europe as the ultimate source of ecclesiastical authority, but the popes also found it 

hard to enforce their decisions. Legal wrangling, appeals, and counter appeals could 

tie up even simple disputes for years, and revealed how easy it was to simply ignore 

the supreme pontiff. 
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January 1187 – August 1187 

Baldwin did not rely on his proctors at the curia to win the dispute for him. In 

January 1187, to pressurise the convent to come to terms, he tried to take control of 

the conventual estates. He forbade the convent’s tenants from paying their rents to 

the monks and, having summoned three of the brethren, he presented them with a 

commission to take control of the management of the convent’s affairs whilst the 

prior was absent. His plan failed; the monks refused to recognise the authority of the 

archbishop’s commissioners, claiming that the subprior had assumed all the prior’s 

duties until his return, forcing Baldwin to give way.318  

At the beginning of February, Baldwin turned to King Henry for aid. At his request, 

Henry appointed the bishops of Norwich, Worcester, and the bishop-elect of 

Coventry, to go to Canterbury to propose an arbitration to settle the dispute.319 The 

monks heard the speeches of the three commissioners in silence and refused to 

countenance arbitration. Subprior Geoffrey then travelled to Chilham, Kent, where 

he had an audience with the king on 10 February, which, according to Gervase, left 

the king highly impressed with the subprior. 320On Ash Wednesday (11 February), 

with his representatives spurned, Henry, along with Ranulph Glanville and Hubert 

Walter (then dean of York), went in person to Christ Church and begged the monks 

to renounce the appeal and accept arbitration. When the monks refused, claiming 

they had already sent a party to Rome, the king suggested making the arbitration 

conditional upon the consent of the prior, which was also refused. The king then 

turned to the archbishop and asked him to lift the suspension of the offending monks 

so that they could celebrate divine offices. Baldwin declined to do so unless the 

monks made confession and sought pardon before witnesses. Again, the monks 

refused on the grounds of their privilege which prevented strangers (in this case the 

witnesses) from being present on such an occasion. Baldwin did, however, grant a 

general absolution. This was probably done at the request of the king, who wanted to 

salvage something from his failed mediation. Once this had been granted, the 

assembly broke up and Henry sailed for Normandy on 17 February.321 
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It was probably just before sailing to France, that Henry dictated a letter to Pope 

Urban III.  Here he made no mention of his attempt at arbitration, but he did say that 

he had: 

learned from the testimony of the bishops, abbots, priors, and barons 

of the realm, and almost all the clergy and people, that this work [the 

new church] is pious and holy and he [Baldwin] has in mind the needs 

of the saintly archbishops of Canterbury, so that the godly effect of 

that work is reserved for the time of this archbishop.322 

Henry also requested that the pope support Baldwin in his plans, claiming that the 

monks had ‘unjustly troubled’ his archbishop in this manner. About the same time, 

that Baldwin addressed a letter to his suffragans, informing them of his intention to 

pursue building the church as it was the desire of both Saints Anselm and Thomas 

that he do so. He informed them that he had the consent of the pope, king, and 

bishops and asked them to write letters to the pope in support of his cause.323 These 

letters were likely carried by Baldwin’s emissaries (Peter of Blois, archdeacon of 

Bath, and William of St Faith, precentor of Wells), who set off for the papal court at 

Verona shortly after Henry’s failure to mediate a compromise.324 Baldwin did not 

wait for the outcome of his emissaries’ mission and, on 18 February 1187, began the 

foundations of his new church.325 

By the beginning of March, Prior Honorius’s party had arrived at the curia. On 1 

March, he received letters from the pope lifting the suspension of himself and his 

brothers, as well as ordering the archbishop to restore all things to the state they were 

in before the appeal. If he refused to do so, the abbots of Battle, Faversham, and St 
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Augustine’s were given authority by the pope to do so on his behalf. 326 As the 

archbishop’s proctors had not arrived in time for the hearing of the appeal (8 March), 

Urban postponed it until 10 April.327 During this time, Honorius was able to gain 

further privileges from the pope. The first granted the monks the right to dispose of 

the oblations received at the cathedral without interference from the archbishop, 

thereby negating the previous grant to the archbishop of a quarter of the oblations 

from Becket’s shrine.  The second granted the monks several protections against the 

archbishop; they were not to be tried for offences anywhere except in their own 

chapter house, they were given the freedom to appeal to the apostolic see whether 

against the archbishop, or on any other matter; furthermore, the archbishop was not 

to interfere in the management of the conventual estates, nor was he to remove the 

prior without good reason.328  These privileges gave the monks freedom from the 

archbishop in relation to a great part of conventual business. The letters were not 

apparently sent until sometime later. In a letter dated c.10 April–9 May 1187, 

Honorius enclosed the privileges as well as three more letters from the pope (one 

quashed all previous decrees concerning oblations, a second suppressed all decrees 

prejudicial to the convent, whilst the third ordered the clergy of England to obey the 

new privileges obtained by the monks). These letters appear to have been kept secret 

at the request of the prior. Possibly Honorius considered them to be a secret weapon 

with which any new action of the archbishop could be countered.329 

Baldwin received the pope’s mandates of 1 March at Otford, three weeks later, on 25 

March 1187. He chose to ignore them and, as an added insult to the monks, 

consecrated the chrism for the diocese at St Paul’s, London.330 The chrism was, by 

custom, consecrated at Canterbury. Consecration elsewhere was one of the monks’ 

fears concerning Hackington; Baldwin’s actions only reinforced their suspicions and 

belief in the righteousness of their appeal. As the archbishop failed to implement the 

pope’s mandates in the ten days prescribed, the abbot of Battle and his fellow 

commissioners publicly invalidated the archbishop’s sentences against the prior and 

brothers. However, they did not implement the rest of the mandate (the restoration of 
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the status quo ante appellationem) as the complaints of the monks did not match 

what was stated in the pope’s letter and the commissioners, considered the monks to 

be unreliable. The commissioners were probably also scared of implementing the 

latter half of the pope’s mandate. In his letter to Urban, the abbot of Battle 

complained that he was verbally abused and threatened by two of the archbishop’s 

clerks, a Master Henry Pigon and Master Sylvester.331 

As well as threatening the commissioners, the archbishop’s clerks also appealed 

against them. In retaliation for the convent’s actions, Baldwin confined two monks, 

John of Bocking and Ralph of Orpington, to the monastery and forbade them to have 

any part in the administration of the convent or its estates.332 John and Ralph were 

singled out as they were active members in the dispute; they travelled to London and 

had audiences with the king, as well as travelling to Rome when they were 

excommunicated by Baldwin. They also appear to have been wardens of the 

conventual manors. Confining them to the convent, therefore, would have had a 

practical effect, both on the monks’ legal battle and on their ability to manage their 

estates. As well as confining the two monks, Baldwin also commanded the erection 

of an eighty-foot wooden chapel at Hackington.333 This length indicates that 

Gervase’s assertion on the scale of the foundation is erroneous. A chapel just under 

thirty yards long would have been incapable of holding 60-70 prebends, nor would it 

have been a fitting size for an archiepiscopal see (Canterbury cathedral for example 

was over 500 feet long).334 Further, the surviving twelfth century foundations at 

Hackington do not support the theory that a larger church was envisioned by the 

archbishops.   

The monks’ letters concerning these events reached the pope at the beginning of 

May 1187. Baldwin’s proctors had failed to arrive for the hearing on 10 April (which 

appears to have been postponed again in anticipation of their arrival).335 After the 
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monks’ letters arrived, Pope Urban appears to have lost patience and, on 9 May, 

issued several letters. The first ordered Baldwin to cease building at Hackington; the 

second quashed the archbishop’s fraternity for the building of the church, whilst the 

third ordered him to restore all things as they had been before the appeal. A fourth 

letter was again sent to the abbots of Battle, Faversham, and St Augustine’s ordering 

them to enforce the pope’s will if the archbishop refused to do so.336 These mandates 

were received by Baldwin whilst he was preparing for a legatine visit to Wales. The 

first letter was received by him at Bredon, Worcestershire, on 10 June, whilst the 

others were delivered to him by brothers Simon and Aaron on 23 June, at 

Shrewsbury.337 Baldwin replied ‘we shall do what we have to do’; he began building 

his new church in stone.338 

Furthermore, Baldwin excommunicated John of Bocking and Ralph of Orpington 

‘on account of their manifest disobedience and intolerable contempt of our 

orders’.339 He also enlisted the support of Henry II. On the king’s behalf the justiciar, 

Ranulph Glanville, forbade the execution of the papal mandates and summoned the 

subprior to appear at Westminster on 25 July.340 Subprior Geoffrey refused to go, on 

the grounds of illness, and instead sent two elderly members of the convent, as well 

as writing to the king in France defending the convent against the justiciar’s claims. 

Once the two monks had arrived at Westminster, Glanville charged them with 

recalling the prior from the papal curia, and ordered that they send Subprior Geoffrey 

to Normandy, with five or six brethren, to show the king the convent’s charters and 

privileges, and answer the charges against them.341   

It was at about this time, that the monks received word from the prior. Believing the 

monks’ appeal to be a resounding success, Honorius began the journey home from 

Verona in June 1187. He left Master Pillius in charge of the appeal at the curia and 
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received several letters from Pope Urban to take back with him to England.342 Two 

letters addressed to Baldwin, asked the archbishop to pardon the prior and Brothers 

Hamo, Humphrey, and Edmund for their involvement in the dispute, whilst a third 

charged King Henry to protect the convent.343 The news appears to have reached the 

convent through Brother Hamo, who had left the curia some weeks before Honorius. 

The convent, however, was not pleased with Hamo as he had returned without a 

papal protection. He was therefore sent back immediately, and letters were 

dispatched to the prior complaining about his decision to leave the curia. As they did 

not know which route the prior was taking, the convent dispatched three messengers 

with copies of the letters; one to Cluny, another to Reims, and a third to Tours. 

Another copy of the letter was sent to Verona, along with orders for the brothers who 

were still there.344 Hamo met Honorius at Vercelli and informed him about the 

convent’s dissatisfaction. The prior however refused to return to Verona as Hamo 

did not have the most recent news. Honorius, therefore, continued to Soissons where 

he stayed with the dean of Reims, until he received new appeals from the convent to 

return to the curia.345   

August 1187 – January 1188 

In early August 1187, Baldwin returned from his visitation of Wales. As the monks 

still refused to obey him, he again seized the conventual estates. He also appealed to 

the pope against the injuries done to him by the monks and the mandates which they 

had secured from the curia.346 Baldwin then summoned the cellarer and chamberlain 

to him, ordering them to be responsible only to him and not the conventual chapter 

as was the norm. This was part of his plan for changing the way the conventual 

estates were run. He proposed that the revenues should be divided into three: part 

would go to the cellarer for the victualling of the house; another would go to the 

chamberlain for the clothing of the monks, whilst a third part would go to the sacrist 
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for the maintenance of the church. However, the obedientiaries in question had never 

held these revenues and estates. They had been held for them by three stewards: John 

of Bocking, Ralph of Orpington (who had both been excommunicated by the 

archbishop) and Roger Norreys.347 His plan having been rejected by the convent, 

Baldwin refused to restore their estates on any other condition and, on 11 August 

1187, set sail for Normandy. Once on the continent, he headed for Alençon to meet 

Henry II. Upon arrival, he discovered that the monks’ messengers were already there 

and had received a favourable reception from the king.348 

On 28 August 1187, at the king’s court at Alençon, the monks’ representatives – led 

by Robert the Sacrist and Roger Norreys – in obedience to the justiciar’s order, 

presented themselves. Henry induced the monks to accept Baldwin’s terms; Robert 

was reappointed as sacrist (a post he had held for forty years) and Roger Norreys 

was made cellarer. Both monks agreed to hold these positions from Baldwin, who 

they recognised as their feudal overlord and the source of their jurisdiction over the 

manors attached to their offices. They returned home with letters announcing the 

agreement, as well as a letter ordering the reappointment of Simon the Chamberlain 

on the same grounds, and a letter ordering the bishop of Rochester to oversee their 

institution to the offices. Henry also dictated letters to the pope and Prior Honorius, 

informing them that through this agreement which he had brokered, peace had been 

restored to the church.349   

The convent was outraged by the agreement, the representatives had gone against 

their orders. Simon refused to accept his institution in the required form, Robert the 

Sacrist (considered by the convent to be old and stupid) was forced to repudiate his 

actions and Roger Norreys – seen by the convent as a traitor – was deposed, arrested, 

and confined to the infirmary.350 The sacrist and three of his brothers were sent back 

to the king by the convent, with orders to declare that the convent would only accept 

restitution from the king and not from the archbishop, whom they did not trust. 

Furthermore, the restitution must be made to the prior and convent and not to the 

obedientiaries. The messengers were refused access to the king.351 
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Baldwin, exasperated by the obstinacy of the monks, again seized the convent’s 

estates, and closed the courts of justice held in the convent’s name. The monks sent a 

fresh complaint to Rome, including an allegation that by investing the obedientiaries 

in the king’s court, Baldwin had recognised a secular jurisdiction in ecclesiastical 

matters – everything their martyred archbishop had been fighting against.352 

These complaints reached Honorius shortly after he had returned to the curia. About 

a week after he had left the papal court Baldwin’s proctors had finally arrived. 

According to Gervase, they had waited until the prior had left the curia as they were 

uncertain about their reception.353 Upon arrival, Baldwin’s proctors refused to open 

the messages concerning their delegation until Master Pillius, the monks proctor, had 

left the presence of the pope. Once he had departed, they produced their answers to 

the monks’ charges. They then showed letters in favour of the new church and 

requests for the revocation of the privileges which Honorius had been granted in 

March. At this juncture, Pillius was recalled to respond.354He argued that the letters 

from the king in favour of the new church were merely a matter of form and granted 

to anybody of influence set upon such a venture. Regarding the archbishop’s claims, 

he replied by stating the convent’s rights and denied those of the archbishop who, he 

further added, had placed himself clearly in the wrong by continuing with the 

building of the church after it had been prohibited by the pope. Pope Urban then 

asked Peter of Blois what the purpose of the new church was: 

‘The church of Canterbury’ [said Peter,] ‘is highly exalted and 

glorious, and therefore needs help against the many princes and 

powers, especially such help as would be supplied by wise clerks, 

who are much more prudent and experienced in affairs than are 

monks.’ ‘But are not the monks’ asked the pope, ‘the ministers of the 

cathedral?’ Peter replied, ‘Yes lord they are the ministers of the 

cathedral’. ‘If they are the ministers, then why does the archbishop 

not use them as his councillors?’ Master Pillius then said to the pope: 

‘My Lord, the archbishop is bishop of the church of Canterbury, and, 

as our opponents say, abbot of these same monks. If, then, he is 

                                                 
352 Ep. Cant., 93-8 (nos.119-23); Gervase, Chronica, 382-3. 
353 Ibid., 366. 
354 Ibid., 367.  
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abbot, he ought not to change or alienate anything without the consent 

of his monks, nor in his capacity as bishop can he build a church on 

the estates of his chapter without their consent’. The pope then said to 

Peter, ‘What does your lord propose to do in this building? Does he 

not wish to move Saint Thomas there, as we have heard, or transfer 

the seat of the bishopric?’ Peter replied, ‘He proposes neither to move 

the see of Canterbury, nor Saint Thomas; but his predecessors, Saint 

Anselm and the same blessed martyr Thomas, held the same plan to 

build this church’. ‘Stop, brother,’ said the pope, ‘Stop. Did Saint 

Thomas wish to build a church in his own name?’ He was able to 

make the same objection concerning Saint Anselm, who had preceded 

Thomas, and who wished to build a church in the name of Becket, 

one of his successors. Peter however, seeing himself caught out, was 

silent.355 

The disputes between Master Pillius and Peter of Blois continued for several days 

and resulted in little more than the disillusioning of Pope Urban with Baldwin. The 

dispute, which was becoming time consuming for Urban, also occurred at an 

inopportune moment, amid his quarrel with the German Emperor, now threatened 

with excommunication.356 The people of Verona begged Urban not to 

excommunicate him whilst in their city, and so, in the last week of September, the 

pope left Verona and took the road to Venice. Peter of Blois, who had been a student 

                                                 
355 Ibid., 368-9: ‘Necessitas, domine, simul et utilitas magna est. Ecclesia enim Cantuariensis sublimis 

valde et gloriosa est, ideoque contra principes et potestates multo, et maxime clericorum sapientum, 

indiget adjutorio, qui in expediendis negotiis prudentiores monachis existunt et exercitatiores.’ Cui 

papa: ‘Nonne’, inquit, ‘monachi illius ecclesiae sunt cathedrales?’ Et Petrus: ‘Domine, cathedrales’. 

Cum papa: ‘Si ergo cathedrales sunt, quare dominus vester eorum ut cathedralium non utitur 

consilio?’ Pillius autem dixit ad papam: ‘Dominus archiepiscopus Cantuariensis eccelsiae episcopus 

est, et, ut dicunt adversarii, eorundem abbas monachorum; si ergo abbas est, absque conventus sui 

consilio aliqua in coenobio commutare non valet nec alienare. In eo autem quod episcopus, absque 

ecclesiae suae consensu in fundo ecclesiae ipsius aliam ecclesiam vel basilicam non poterit 

aedificare’. Papa dixit ad Petrum: ‘Quid est domini tui in hac aedificatione propositum? Vultne 

dominus tuus Sanctum Thomam illuc transferre, sicut audivimus, vel sedem episcopalem 

commutare?’ Et Petrus: ‘Nec sedem Cantuariensem commutare, nec Sanctum Thomam illuc 

transferre proponit; sed decessores sui, Sanctus Anselmus et ipse beatus martyr Thomas, hujus 

ecclesiae construendae idem habuerunt propositum.’ ‘Sta, frater,’ inquit, ‘sta. Voluitne Sanctus 

Thomas in nomine suo ecclesiam aedificare?’ Hoc idem poterat objecisse de Sancto Anselmo, qui 

quartus fuit ante eum, an voluerit in nomine quarti successoris sui aedificare basilicam. Petrus autem 

videns se deprehensum, obmutuit. Multis itaque diebus super his aliisque quae cotidie emergebant 

quaestionibus coram summo pontifice a Pillio et Petro disputatum est.’    
356 J.B. Freed, Frederick Barbarossa: The Prince and the Myth (New Haven and London, 2016) 461-

8. 
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with Urban, rode with him on the first day and sang Baldwin’s praises. The pontiff, 

in bad health and irritated by Peter, cried ‘May it please God, that I may never 

dismount from this horse or mount any other steed, if I do not shortly dismount him 

from his archbishopric’.357 Immediately, Urban’s great golden cross, which was 

carried before him, fell broken to the ground.358 That day, upon reaching Ficarolo to 

the north west of Ferrara, Urban fell ill with dysentery and was forced to complete 

his journey to Ferrara by water.  

On 3 October, Urban sent letters to Baldwin, ordering him to demolish his new 

buildings, deconsecrate the site, dissolve the college, and return the status quo of the 

convent. He was given thirty days to comply; if he had not executed the mandates by 

this time, the bishops of Bath and Chichester, as well as the abbots of Battle and 

Faversham were to do so. Urban also sent two more letters, one to the king insisting 

that the mandates must be executed, and one to the convent, annulling all sentences 

of suspension, excommunication, or interdict that Baldwin might place upon 

them.359This was to be Urban’s final act in the Canterbury dispute. On the same day 

that these letters were issued, Jerusalem fell to Saladin, who had already destroyed 

the crusader army at Hattin on 4 July. According to several chroniclers, it was the 

news of this defeat which caused Urban to die from grief on 20 October; although 

more likely he succumbed to the effects of dysentery. His successor, Pope Gregory 

VIII, was elected on 21 October.360 

The death of Urban was a blow to the monks. He had been a supporter of their cause, 

granting them many privileges and lifting the suspensions Baldwin placed upon the 

convent. Gregory VIII was not to be so favourable. His first act as pope was to 

                                                 
357 Peter of Blois, The Later Letters of Peter of Blois, ed. E. Revell, (New York, 1993) 55 (no.10): 

‘placeat deo quod descendam de hoc equo et ascendam in ipsum vel alium, si eum ab archiepiscopatu 

infra modicum tempus confusibiliter non depono’. 
358 Ibid., 55 (no.10). 
359 Ep. Cant., 100-5 (nos.126-31); JL, nos.16005-8; Gervase, Chronica, 383-8; Diceto, Ymagines, II, 

48-9. 
360 There is some confusion amongst chroniclers as to the exact date of Urban’s death and the 

succession of Gregory. According to William of Newburgh, Urban died on 19 October and Gregory 

succeeded 20 October. Gervase takes his dates from the letter of Prior Honorius sent to the convent 

which states that Urban died on 19 October and Gregory succeeded on 21 October. Roger of Howden 

and Ralph Diceto both give 20 October as the date of Urban’s death but differ on the date of 

Gregory’s succession (Howden gives 22 October, whilst Diceto gives 25 October, which agrees with 

a letter from Peter of Blois to Baldwin on the matter). The correct dates appear to be 20 October for 

Urban’s death, and 21 October for Gregory’s succession. These dates are both given in a letter from 

Gregory to the German church, who presumably knew the date of his predecessor’s death and his own 

election.  Newburgh, Historia, I, 266; Gervase, Chronica, 388; Howden, Chronica, II, 322; Diceto, 

Ymagines, II, 50; Gesta Regis, II, 14; Ep. Cant., 106-8 (nos.134-5), JL, no.16014. 



 

81 

 

confirm all his predecessor’s acts made within three months of his death. His second 

act, however, was to make an exception in the case of Canterbury. On 29 October 

1187, he invalidated Urban’s mandates to the monks.361 It was at about this time that 

the mandates reached England. On 1 November, the privilege exempting the convent 

from Baldwin’s sentence was read out at the synod of the Canterbury diocese. 

Baldwin had received his copy at Caen from Brother Hamo and declared that he was 

willing to do justice in this matter. The king also professed friendship for the monks. 

News of Urban’s death, however, changed everything, with both king and 

archbishop throwing off their masks of amity when they heard the news of Urban’s 

death. Henry ordered the foundation at Hackington to be taken under royal 

protection.362 Baldwin in the meantime ordered the community at Hackington to give 

thanks for the quashing of Urban’s mandate, and, on 17 December, forbade the 

convent from holding its courts.363 

At this juncture, Ralph of St Martin – a member of the archiepiscopal household and 

vicar of the London church of St Dunstan in the East – visited Canterbury and 

suggested to the monks that they throw themselves on the archbishop’s mercy.364 

The convent’s friend, Herbert of Bosham, one of Becket’s most loyal followers, 

suggested the same.365 Subprior Geoffrey, however, was defiant: 

Our lord and master, the lord pope, whose soul used to have refuge 

with us has now departed. Now the king may grow in power, our 

father and pastor may oppress us in every respect, he may afflict 

hunger and thirst upon the convent; likewise if he wished he may 

throw us into prison as captives; similarly he may remove the heads 

and the hands, and so, by God’s will, we shall celebrate neither the 

loss of our cause, nor the division of the church by our own free will, 

nor will we bear the disgrace of our glory. For it is the justice of the 

cause that we seek the liberty of the church, to which we are held by 

our promise, that we strive to uphold the status confirmed and 

                                                 
361 Ep. Cant., 111-2 (nos.138-9); JL, nos.16016-7; Gervase, Chronica, 388, 392; Howden, Chronica, 

II, 332; Diceto, Ymagines, II, 50-1. 
362 The order was carried out by Alan de Valoins, sheriff of Kent, on 18 November. Ep. Cant., 105-6 

(no.133) Gervase, Chronica, 388-91; Below, II, 99. 
363 Ep. Cant., 98 (no.124), 112 (no.140); Gervase, Chronica, 393. 
364 Below II, 1128-9. 
365 For Herbert’s relations with the monks see below, 178. 
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transmitted to us by the fathers. And, finally, you should certainly 

know that by this justice, so much as by good counsel, we will not be 

able to be forcibly removed, by the troubles we bear, to any other 

place whatsoever.366 

The monks were resolved to continue their fight. 

 Prior Honorius now resumed his campaign. He followed the papal court to Pisa, 

where he arrived on 10 December 1187. The pope refused to see him, claiming that 

he was far too busy with organising a new crusade to deal with the monks’ 

complaints. Privately, however, Honorius was assured that justice would be done; 

but the pope had to move cautiously, he needed the support of such men as the king 

of England if the crusade was to be successful. The justice promised to Honorius was 

not forthcoming however as on 17 December 1187, Gregory died. Two days later, 

Cardinal-bishop Paolo Scolari ascended the papal throne as Clement III.367 

 

January 1188 – March 1188 

Back in England, Baldwin saw the death of Urban III and the accession of Gregory 

VIII as a triumph against the convent. On 9 January, he sent Gilbert Glanville, 

bishop of Rochester, to Canterbury with a new proposal.368 Glanville extolled 

Baldwin's virtues and counselled the monks to submit. He did not, however, offer 

any relaxation of the harsh terms so far imposed by the archbishop and, when 

pressed, he revealed that he came to inspect the church treasures and place them 

under seal. The subprior received, a day’s grace in which to consider the bishop’s 

proposition. On the next day he replied: 

                                                 
366 Ibid., 393-4: ‘Domine et magister, quod dominus papa qui nobis unicum erat refugium jam 

decesserit, quod rex insurgat, quod pater et pastor noster nos undique comprimat, fame et siti 

conventum afficiat, captos etiam si voluerit in carcerem trudat, capita quoque vel manus auferat, nec 

sic volente Deo causae nostrae dispendium vel ecclesiae discrimen spontanei faciemus, nec infamiam 

gloriae nostrae inferemus. Causae etenim justitia est, quod libertatem ecclesiae quaerimus, cui 

tenemur ex professione, quod statum a patribus traditum et confirmatum conservare contendimus. 

Scias denique pro certo, quod ab hoc tam justo tamque salubri consilio, quovis illato et inferendo 

gravamine, non poterimus avelli’. Below, II, 128-9. 
367 Gervase, Chronica, 392; Ep. Cant., 122-3 (no.146), 124-5 (no.150), 128-9 (no.154), 136-7 (nos.161-

2). 
368 Ibid., 135 (no.159). 
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Yesterday, you proposed to us three things on behalf of the lord king 

and the archbishop: namely, that we receive our manors, just as you say 

they were restored to us at Alençon; that I show to you the treasures of 

the church; and that you inspect and are furnished with a copy of the 

seal. That restitution, if it is to be made as you say, is, as you know, to 

be made against God and the ancient customs of the church and the 

prohibition of the whole chapter. Certainly, before it had been made in 

this manner, we forbade it to be done, and after, we spoke out against 

what had been done and so far, we have always cried out against it.369 

The conventual obedientiaries added their own voices to the subprior’s, who 

continued: 

With the special treasure of the church, comprised of saintly relics, 

books, charters, privileges, and holy vestments, we are not able to, 

nor should we bring out, these things for your inspection, nor should 

we follow the most disgraceful examples of other churches. If you 

seek gold or silver, you can see what the reliquaries of the saints, that 

are open to all, contain. Truly the seal of the church is under four 

keys, nor at any other time was another in the convent made 

custodian, nor shall they be in our time. Nevertheless, when the lord 

king, whom you say is coming here soon, comes, we shall speak more 

fully about this and about other matters of the church.370 

He then made a new appeal to the pope and asked the bishop’s permission to take the 

appeal to the curia. Glanville, in dismay at his failure, forbade any monk to leave the 

                                                 
369 Gervase, Chronica, 396: ‘Tria nobis hesterno die ex parte domini regis et archiepiscopi 

proposuistis: de receptione scilicet maneriorum nostrorum, sicut factum fuisse dicitis apud Alenzun; 

de ostendo vobis ecclesiae thesauro; et de inspectione et copia sigilli. Restitutionem illam, si quidem 

ut dicitis facta est, contra Deum et antiquam ecclesiae consuetudinem et totius capituli prohibitionem 

factam esse sciatis. Nam ante factum ne ita fieret prohibuimus, et post factum contradiximus, et adhuc 

semper reclamamus’. The monks rejected the proposed restitution of the manors because the estates 

would have been held of the archbishop, thereby refuting their claim that they owned the manors 

rather than the archbishop. 
370 Ibid., 397: ‘Cum praecipuus ecclesiae thesaurus constet in sanctorum reliquiis, libris, cartis, et 

privilegiis, et sacris vestibus; haec vobis inspicienda proferre non possumus nec debemus, ne caeteris 

ecclesiis teterrimum tribuamus exemplum. Si aurum vel argentum quaeritis, in capsis sanctorum quae 

omnibus patent videre potestis. Sigillum vero ecclesiae sub quatuor clavibus est, nec unquam in 

alterius quam in conventus cujus est fuit custodia, nec nostris erit temporibus. Veruntamen cum 

domino rege, quem in proximo venturum esse dicitis, de his et aliis ecclesiae negotiis plenius cum 

venerit loquemur’. 
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convent and the knights who were with him seized conventual property and 

attempted to take over the monks’ court.371 

On 11 January 1188, the justiciar Ranulph Glanville arrived at Canterbury and spoke 

with the subprior.372 On the same day Baldwin landed at Dover. On 13 January, 

Subprior Geoffrey sent two monks to meet him at Wingham, Kent, and conduct him 

with the customary procession. Baldwin, however, was not pleased. He seized the 

horses from the two monks who he declared excommunicate.373 They returned on 

foot to Canterbury and were followed by William Fitz Neal, Becket’s former 

steward, who had ‘deserted St. Thomas in the hour of his last peril’.374 William 

found the convent’s precinct closed against him, so he proceeded to break through 

the wall and occupied the gate and outer offices. In response, Subprior Geoffrey 

suspended divine services and stripped the altars. The next day, the monastic 

servants were made to swear they would not allow the monks to leave the convent. 

The inner wall of the convent was sealed, and the monks were confined to the 

boundaries of the cloister. Their food stores were now in the hands of the enemy.375 

On the following Sunday, January 17, after the failure of a further attempt at 

reconciliation by the bishops of Rochester and Coventry, Baldwin excommunicated 

the subprior and his advisors.376 The next day, however, he received word of the 

death of Gregory VIII, and appears to have repented his actions. On 19 January, he 

preached a contrite sermon at Hackington and then departed for London. He also 

made a further offer of restitution to the convent – this time through the prior of St 

Gregory’s, and the sheriff of Kent – asking the convent to resume divine offices; the 

subprior refused. The gates to the monastic cemetery, however, were opened by 

Baldwin for the use of pilgrims and, a few days later, the sheriff opened the main 

gates, albeit under heavy guard.377 The convent remained in this state for eighty-four 

weeks and could only persevere in their cause thanks to the support of the citizens of 

Canterbury. The monasteries were crucial for the livelihoods of a large proportion of 

the city’s population. This group would have included cathedral servants, such as 

                                                 
371 Ibid., 394-8; Ep. Cant., 125-6 (no.151), 127-8 (no.153). 
372 Gervase, Chronica, 398. 
373 Ep. Cant., 131-2 (no.156) 
374 Ep. Cant., lx. 
375 Ibid., 131-5 (nos.156-9), 140-5 (nos.166-7); Gervase, Chronica, 398-400. 
376 The gate to the cemetery was also closed for three days. Ibid., 400-2; Ep. Cant., 140-3 (no.167). 
377 Ibid., 140-3 (no.167), 157-8 (no.179); Gervase, Chronica, 402-4. 
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Godfrey the baker, who had a wife and at least three children to support, as well as 

merchants, goldsmiths, and all manner of suppliers of necessities. 378 Although not 

all from this group supported the convent in its time of need (Godfrey the baker for 

one is singled out by the monks as an enemy), those who did supplied quantities of 

food sufficient to feed a convent of more than 100 monks.379 The convent’s food 

stores were still in the hands of the archbishop’s servants; starvation would have 

been a quick way to force the monks to agree to terms if the citizens had not turned 

the victualling of the convent into a competition to see who could give the most in 

quantity and quality. This was on such a vast scale that, according to Gervase, two 

hundred paupers per day were fed with the left overs. Even the Jews of the town 

contributed, providing food and prayers for the monks.380   

On 30 January 1188, Henry II landed at Winchelsea. His usual route would have 

taken him to Canterbury. However, as the subprior still refused to resume divine 

services, Canterbury was avoided and, after staying at Otford c.3 February, he went 

on to Northampton.381 On 4 February, he sent orders to Subprior Geoffrey to resume 

divine offices, as well as summoning him and six brethren to Geddington, 

Northamptonshire, for 11 February. Geoffrey claimed that he and his fellow monks 

could not obey the summons because they were excommunicated. They would obey, 

however, if the sentence was lifted. As the sentence was not raised, Geoffrey refused 

either to appear himself or to send representatives.382  

The council at Geddington was primarily concerned with the king’s crusade, but 

Henry also wanted to deal with the dispute. 383 During the council, the archbishop 

presented his case against the convent, requesting that the subprior be arrested as an 

unrepentant excommunicate.384 As the subprior had refused to send envoys, the 

                                                 
378 Urry, Canterbury, 163; Benedict of Peterborough, Miracula Santi Thomae Cantuariensis, MTB, II, 

58-9. 
379 Ep. Cant., 201-2 (no.219). 
380 Gervase, Chronica, 405-6; Ep. Cant., 155-7 (nos.177-8), 159-60 (no.181). 
381 Eyton, Itinerary, 284; Howden, Chronica, II, 337-8; Gesta Regis, II, 32-3. 
382 Ep. Cant., 166-9 (no.186), 259-60 (no.276); Gervase, Chronica, 406-9.  
383 Tyerman, England and the Crusades, 61; Howden, Chronica, II, 338; Gesta Regis, II, 33.  
384 After forty days of an excommunicate being unrepentant, the bishop could approach the secular 

arm of the law for aid. The royal chancery would issue a writ to the sheriff, who would then act and 

arrest the individual. The excommunicate would then have to perform penance and receive absolution 

from a judge before being released. See F.D. Logan, Excommunication and the Secular Arm in 

Medieval England (Toronto, 1968) 72-115, for details about the process. Baldwin was attempting to 

enact this process when he demanded the arrest of the prior. Henry probably refused Baldwin’s 

request because he was concerned that it would cause another incident like the Becket dispute. 
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convent was represented instead by Reginald, bishop of Bath, who countered 

Baldwin’s arguments. Henry then suggested a new attempt at arbitration. The 

bishops of Chichester, Hereford, Worcester, the abbot of Waltham, and Master 

Osbern, a royal clerk, were sent to Canterbury to entreat the monks to send 

representatives to the king. Subprior Geoffrey asked for time to deliberate with the 

monks. He then responded to the messengers with a long list of grievances the 

convent had suffered at the hands of the archbishop. Once these were recited, 

Geoffrey declared that he was willing to send representatives to the king if the 

bishops guaranteed their security, as they feared that Baldwin would arrest them as 

soon as they left the convent. Once this safe conduct had been given, on 24 February, 

four monks were sent to the king at Clarendon, together with copies of their charters 

and privileges.385  

The monks appeared before Henry on 1 March. After an inspection of their royal 

charters, the king declared that most or all of them were fraudulent, supported in this 

by all bar two of his counsellors (Roger the almoner and William de St Mère-

Église).386 In their report to the convent, the monks described a private audience with 

the king and a few of his counsellors, in which the king criticised them for their 

treatment of Roger Norreys.387 At the end of January, Roger Norreys, who had been 

imprisoned in the convent’s infirmary since September 1187, managed to escape by 

making his way through the convent’s sewers. This quite naturally gave rise to 

several puns on Roger’s name, including Roger Cloacarius and the unnecessary 

Roger Norreys.388 Upon escape, he travelled to Otford where he joined the 

archbishop’s household, after a failed attempt by Baldwin to install him as the prior 

of St Martin’s Dover.389 After criticising them, Henry bade the monks meet him and 

the archbishop at Winchester.  Once they had arrived at Winchester they were 

summoned on to Cirencester. Here, the monks met Baldwin as he was preparing to 

                                                 
385 Ep. Cant., 166-9 (no.186), 221-2 (no.240); Gervase, Chronica, 409-18. 
386 Henry’s action here is curious. The monks make no reference to any specific charters, so we do not 

know exactly what was in them. Nor do the Canterbury letters or chroniclers inform us of the outcome 

of this incident. Possibly Baldwin convinced Henry to make the claim to unsettle the monks and make 

them more amenable to his peace terms, or perhaps the king was looking for the monks to pay him to 

confirm their charters.  
387 Ep. Cant., 221-2 (no.240). 
388 Gervase refers to Roger’s escape as being through the sewer ‘per cloacam elapsus aufugit’, whilst 

in a letter to Prior Honorius, the convent described Roger as escaping through the necessarium (the 

lavatory) ‘per necessaria exivit immundus’.  Roger Cloacarius is also a pun on the obedientiaries 

offices, in this case Roger the drain cleaner. Gervase, Chronica, 404; Ep. Cant., 193 (no.208). 
389 Ibid., 252 (no.270). 
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go into Wales to preach the crusade. When they entered his presence, the monks 

saluted him, however Baldwin gave no answer. His clerks received the monks with 

ridicule and insults.390    

At this juncture Henry suggested another arbitration which was accepted by 

Baldwin. The monks complained that they would never receive a fair trial in England 

because the archbishop ruled supreme (they could claim very little support amongst 

the English clergy in general). Henry reproved them for their insinuations and 

suggested that they recall the prior from abroad. When the monks asked who would 

provide for the sustenance of the convent until their prior returned, the king refused 

to answer. He sent the monks back to Canterbury and summoned the three eldest 

members of the convent to appear before him. This appears to have been an attempt 

by Henry to force his will upon those more likely to acquiesce because of their age 

and infirmity. They were not sent however, as none were able to travel. One was on 

his deathbed; another had haemorrhoids, and the third was paralysed.391 Two others 

were dispatched by the subprior, but Henry sent them back immediately as they were 

‘unfit’ for purpose (seemingly their will was too strong for him to break). At this 

point Henry was called away on serious business. Baldwin remained in Wales during 

spring to preach the crusade. The dispute would have to wait.392 

Immediately after the bishop of Rochester's visit to Canterbury on 9 January, four 

Canterbury monks had been sent to the pope, including John of Bremble.393 John 

was a monk of considerable energy. He spent years serving the cause of the convent 

and travelled extensively in France and Italy to achieve victory over the archbishop. 

John also had some skill with the pen. Whereas many of the letters in the Canterbury 

collection are dry and lacklustre, John’s letters are amongst the most entertaining and 

revealing. They include descriptions of his journeys to and from the curia, anecdotes 

about his encounters with the archbishop’s messengers, and even his views on 

corruption at the papal court. These letters bring the dispute to life in a way that 

                                                 
390 Gervase, Chronica, 418-9. 
391 Ibid., 420: ‘Nam unus ex illis ruptura laesus lecto decubuit, alter vero emoroidarum fluxu et iliaca 

passione detentus est, tertius autem, dextra sui corporis parte praemortua, fere inutilis effectus est’. 

Possibly this was intended as propaganda to show the deceitful behaviour of the king. He would not 

treat with the able but instead wanted to force the weak into accepting his demands. 
392 Ibid., 419-21. 
393 Below II, 118. 
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would not be possible if this sharp tongued and insightful man had not been sent 

abroad by his brothers. 

In the middle of February 1188, John crossed the Alps into Italy via the Great St 

Bernard Pass.394 Whilst crossing, he met the bearers of a mandate that Prior 

Honorius had procured on 26 January 1188, reaffirming the last letters of Pope 

Urban; however, it had not been accompanied by a commission to enforce their 

execution.395 Although it was not as strongly worded as he might have wished, John 

counselled the brethren at Canterbury not to worry as good would still come of the 

mandate.396 Arriving in Rome, he had an audience with Pope Clement III on 1 March 

1188. At this meeting, he described the outrages which had been committed against 

the convent up to his departure from Canterbury.397 On 17 March, Clement 

commissioned the prior of Faversham and Master Feramin, warden of the hospital of 

St James at Canterbury, to pronounce a sentence of excommunication upon all those 

who had committed violence against the convent.398 With this commission, Prior 

Honorius sent a letter ordering the subprior to resume divine services.399 Further, on 

11 April, the pope promised to send a legate a latere to settle the dispute. In a letter 

dated after 11 April, Honorius informed the convent that although the individual who 

would carry out this commission had not yet been chosen, he was confident it would 

be someone well inclined to the monks. The brothers at Rome held out hope that it 

would be their great friend and supporter Theobald, cardinal- bishop of Ostia.400  

March 1188 – September 1189 

On 22 March 1188, the papal mandate of 26 January, (ordering Baldwin to 

destroy his foundation at Hackington, excommunicate the clergy involved in 

the controversy, restore the convent's possessions, and abstain from causing 

further injuries) was received by the archbishop, probably at Llandaff. 

                                                 
394 Below, 152. 
395 Ep. Cant., 174-5 (no.193); JL, no.16142; Gervase, Chronica, 421-2. 
396 Ep. Cant., 181 (no.197): ‘De litteris autem quas ad vos detulit papae Clementis, quae rigoris minus 

aliquid habere videntur, propositum erat scribere, ne terreremini, quia debile principum, melior 

prosperabit eventus’. 
397 Ibid., 188-9 (no.205), 193-4 (no.208). 
398 The use of the prior rather than abbot of Faversham suggests Abbot Guerric was dead and the 

abbey vacant at some point before John's arrival in Rome. Unfortunately for the monks, the new abbot 

appointed in 1189 (Ailgar) was a supporter of the archbishops. Below II, 98, 103-4, 109.  
399 Ibid., 197-200 (nos.210-6). 
400 Ibid., 188-9 (no.205), 197-8 (nos.212-3), 199-200 (nos.216-7), 201-2 (no.219), 210-1 (no.228), 215 

(no.233); JL, no.16179; Gervase, Chronica, 423-4, 427-8; Below, II, 138. 
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Baldwin gave no answer to the messengers. Instead he sent word to 

Hackington, ordering his servants to entrench the buildings, and put them 

into a state of defence.401 He had no intention of obeying the pope’s mandate. 

The next papal mandate (17 March) and the prior’s command to the subprior 

to resume services were received at Canterbury on Good Friday, 15 April.402 

Master Feramin appears to have had misgivings about executing the mandate. 

He left Canterbury for London claiming he wished to inform the king about 

what was going on. In his absence, he gave the prior of Faversham authority 

to act on his behalf.403 As none of the offenders had gone in penance to the 

prior, on Low Sunday, 24 April, the prior proclaimed excommunicate those 

who had taken possession of the monastic offices, together with their 

collaborators and supporters. The monks very helpfully published a list of 

names of those they called ‘the principalities and powers of the evil 

business’. They were Godfrey the baker, John the cook, William the 

watchman, Gilbert the clerk, Jun of Barton, and Thomas Croc.404 Upon the 

prior’s excommunication, rioting broke out in the streets of Canterbury. 

The local clergy treated the papal bull disdainfully, claiming that it had no 

force within the archbishop’s diocese.405 They encouraged their parishioners 

to continue associating with the excommunicates and to ignore the mandate. 

One priest, named Thomas, refused to baptise a dying child until the father 

had sworn on the Gospels that he would not avoid socialising with the 

excommunicated.406 The king, in support of the archbishop, declared that all 

those who shunned the excommunicates should be arrested. The monks’ 

supporters, including Ralph, the nephew of Thomas Becket, were seized and 

thrown into the city gaol.407 Some of the archbishop’s supporters decided to 

take things further. During the night, they made their way to the gaol with the 

intention of burning it down with the prisoners inside, however, they were 

                                                 
401 Gervase, Chronica, 421-2; Ep. Cant., 174-5 (no.193), 204-6 (no.223). 
402 Ibid., 201-2 (no.219). 
403 Urry, Canterbury, 166. 
404 Ep. Cant., 202 (no.219); Urry, Canterbury, 6, 110, 157, 159-60, 162-3, 167, 170, 173, 179, 183, 

186; Below II, 107-8, 119, 121, 138-9, 142. 
405 There are several letters in the Canterbury Collection which specifically discuss the 

excommunications and their value. Ep. Cant., 233-6 (nos.251-4). 
406 Ibid., 209 (no.227); Gervase, Chronica, 425. 
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prevented from doing so by a pack of local dogs, which started barking when 

they approached. Foiled, they made their way back into the town where they 

encountered more of the convent’s supporters, whom they assaulted. They 

also took pleasure in throwing stones at the roofs of prisoners’ houses to 

destroy the tiles. Nor did Master Feramin escape the rioters. Led by Robert of 

Beckington, one of the canons of Hackington, the rioters attacked the alms-

house of St James and carried off its possessions. Master Feramin was forced 

to seek a papal bull for the protection of the lepers under his care.408 

At Rome, once the pope had promised to send a legate, John of Bremble set 

out for home, leaving behind Prior Honorius and at least five other monks.409 

On his way back, John stopped at Arras in July 1188. Although a Cistercian, 

Bishop Peter of Arras was a friend to the monks. John prevailed upon him to 

offer the convent his help in mediating with Baldwin. In July or August, 

Peter visited Canterbury with a new set of proposals from him, but these 

were rejected by the convent. The bishop then offered to represent the monks 

at the Cistercian General Chapter to be held in September. The convent 

accepted the offer and sent a delegation of monks with him. It was rumoured 

that Baldwin would also attend, supplying an opportunity for the monks to 

gain the support of the Cistercians against the archbishop. The dispute was 

brought before the General Chapter, but Baldwin did not attend, instead he 

was represented by the abbot of Cîteaux. The abbot’s support for the 

archbishop prevented anything of value coming from the meeting.410 

It was probably whilst they were at the General Chapter, that news reached 

the monks of an outbreak of plague in Rome. In mid-September, the brothers 

received a letter from Prior Honorius. Five of the monks with him had died. 

The bishop of Ostia, another Canterbury monk named William, and the prior 

himself were also ill.411 Upon hearing this news, Subprior Geoffrey chose to 

send John of Bremble and two other monks (Brothers Elias and Simon) back 

                                                 
408 Gervase, Chronica, 425-7; Ep. Cant., 206 (no.224), 208-10 (no.227); Below, II, 132. 
409 Five are named (Brothers Hamo of Thanet, Edmund, Humphrey, Simon and Ralph the almoner) 

although, as evidenced by later events, more were present. Below, II, 102, 110, 115, 127, 136. 
410 Ep. Cant., 226-33 (nos.244-50), 256-7 (no.274).  
411 Hamo died on 7 July, Edmund 11 July, Humphrey 13 July, Simon 15 July, and Ralph the almoner 
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to Rome.412 John borrowed a mark from a friendly canon at Reims and set 

out.413 Before reaching Siena, a servant of the archbishop of Lyon informed 

John about the death of Prior Honorius on 21 October. This news was further 

compounded when, between Siena and Rome, John learnt of the death of the 

Theobald of Ostia.414 His death was a blow to the monks. He was one of their 

staunchest supporters at the curia, and his successor, Octavian, supported the 

archbishops.415 John's companions had reached Rome before him and, like 

those they had gone to replace, began to suffer the effects of the plague. 

John's first act upon arriving in Rome was to attend the funeral of the monks’ 

cook.416 This is the only time we have evidence of those accompanying the 

monks and suggests that these were substantial parties setting out for Rome. 

On 10 December, John received a papal mandate, reaffirming Pope Urban’s 

injunctions. This was committed to the new legate Ralph Nigel, cardinal-

priest of S. Prassede.417 

Brothers John, Simon, and William set out for England with the new legate, 

leaving Brother Elias at Rome. To make a good impression (and probably 

intended as a bribe – especially considering his views of the papacy) John 

offered the legate a splendid reliquary that he appears to have brought from 

England.418  Ralph refused the gift; however, he did borrow the prior’s 

packhorse as well as commending a member of his household to John's care. 

After the horse fell lame at Parma, John had to buy another at the cost of a 

mark. This horse turned out to be useless as well and John had to purchase 

yet another. He hoped that his generosity to these two men was a sign that the 

convent’s cause was prospering and that they would soon have victory. This, 

however, was not to be; the legate fell ill at Pavia and, after a difficult 

                                                 
412 Below II, 102-3. 
413 Ibid., 257-8 (no.275). 
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journey to Mortara, died on 30 December 1188.419 John and his companions 

returned to Rome despondent. The journey did not improve their mood. The 

prior’s packhorse was lost at Bardi. Arriving at Siena, they found one of their 

servants dead, and at Rome itself the king’s agents were present in full force. 

His proctor, Simon of Apulia, was urging that Cardinal Octavian – a 

supporter of Baldwin – should be sent to England as legate, that the 

archbishop be allowed to continue with the building of the church, and the 

disposition of the oblations should be restored to Baldwin.420 The pope, 

doubting their credentials, refused to listen to the king’s envoys and they 

angrily departed – leaving behind Robert of Rouen and Richard of Norwich 

to nurture the archbishop’s cause.421 

In January or February 1189, the monks had an audience with the pope. He 

received them favourably and sought their opinion on who should be 

appointed as legate. The monks suggested that he choose from three of the 

convent’s friends: Cardinals Gratian, Soffred, and Peter Diana.422 Pope 

Clement rejected all three. Peter and Soffred were already employed 

elsewhere, and Gratian was so hated by the king for his role in the Becket 

dispute that it was inappropriate to send him.423 At this point, Clement 

suggested John of Anagni, cardinal-priest of S. Marco. With the monks in 

agreement, a new commission was issued, and Brothers John and Elias set 

out for England in the company of the new legate.424 They made their way to 

Paris, where they arrived in April 1189. From here, they continued their 

journey to Le Mans, arriving in May.425  

Meanwhile, over the winter of 1188, there had been little change for the 

imprisoned convent. The king was in France, supposedly plotting further 

trouble and Baldwin was too busy with his own affairs to bother about the 

monks. The letters dating from this period are mainly pleas from the convent, 

requesting aid from monastic houses and foreign bishops, and letters of 
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condolence from their friends and those whom had received the convent’s 

pleas. Nothing of substance was sent to the convent, except 

encouragement.426  Around Christmas, the convent had dispatched two 

envoys, Brothers R. and Henry, to the king in France.427 Henry II had 

departed England for his last time on 10 July 1188. He spent this period on 

the continent embroiled in conflicts first with Philip Augustus, and then with 

his sons, Richard and John. By now Henry was also an old man; he had learnt 

the lessons of the Becket dispute and had no wish to jeopardise his soul at so 

late a stage in his life. Such an outlook would explain his treatment of the 

Canterbury dispute. Although he attempted to resolve the issue, he also tried 

to remain aloof, seeking to reach a concord through negotiation. He was 

never prepared to impose a settlement on the monks, unlike Richard, who, 

eager to depart on crusade, quickly enforced terms unwelcome to the 

convent.  

At Reims, Brothers R. and Henry met Brother Jonas carrying a copy of the 

pope’s letter, entrusted to Cardinal Ralph.428 He travelled with them to 

Chaumont-en-Vexin, just to the south of Gisors. Here, afraid to meet the 

king, Brother Henry left them. Jonas and R. carried on to Gisors and from 

there to Le Mans to confront Henry II and found Baldwin in attendance. 

Brother R. had an audience with them on 1 February 1189. Under the 

influence of Roger the almoner, a friend of the monks, the king listened 

calmly to R. and ended the meeting by swearing that the convent would have 

their rights. He ordered Roger the almoner and Hubert Walter to draw up a 

letter to the convent. However, according to R.’s report, Baldwin, hearing 

what was happening, stormed in and ordered Hubert and Peter of Blois to 

break the seal and read the contents of the letter to him.429 He then proceeded 
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to add three clauses of his own. When it arrived at Canterbury, the royal letter 

contained an assurance of the king’s goodwill, an account of the 

reconciliation attempt that had been made – and refused by Baldwin – and a 

proposal to send the bishops of Ely, Rochester, Ranulph Glanville, and the 

deans of York and Lincoln to attempt further negotiations. Further, the king 

ordered the convent to send representatives with full powers to make a 

settlement. The letter finished with a recommendation to submit and with 

threats should the monks refuse. It was probably these last clauses which 

Baldwin added.430    

On 24 March 1189, the envoys visited the convent and asked the monks if 

they would agree to the king’s proposals. The subprior refused, stating that as 

the case had been taken to Rome, he would not transfer it from the papal to 

the royal court. Ranulph Glanville suggested that, although the convent 

would not send representatives with full powers to the king, they might send 

a deputation to gain royal favour. The subprior, however, again refused. He 

hinted that since the meeting at Alençon in August 1187, the monks could 

not trust the king. Furthermore, Hubert Walter refused to give them a safe 

conduct. The bishop of Rochester then spoke, praying that the monks would 

confide in the king and not refuse his good offices. At this point, a messenger 

arrived at the convent. He announced that John of Anagni had been appointed 

as papal legate and was on his way to England. On hearing the news, the 

meeting broke up and the envoys returned to the king.431  

Upon their departure, the convent dispatched a letter to the king informing 

him of what had happened. They explained that they had not sent 

representatives because they could not obtain a safe conduct from Hubert 

Walter. It is unclear why Hubert withheld the desired safe conducts. Possibly 

Baldwin asked him to refuse the request. It is also possible that Ranulph 

Glanville rejected the application. He was clearly angered by the monks’ 

intransigence in June 1189 when, after the monks had rebuffed his attempts 

at mediation, he is reported to have cried ‘Rome is all you seek; Rome alone 
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will be your ruin’.432 On the other hand, it could have resulted from Hubert’s 

own anger at the monk’s resistance. According to one of the convent’s letters 

from September 1188, he was promised a prebend in the new church.433 He 

may have refused to provide a safe conduct for his own personal gain.   

The monks also indicated that they had sent a messenger to speak with the 

king concerning the dispute; however, this unnamed individual had returned 

to the convent with his mission unfulfilled as he could not gain access to 

him.434 This letter (no.298) presents us with something of a riddle. The 

reference to a messenger suggests that at least one letter must be missing 

from the collection. Letter 298 is the only one from the monks to the king 

which can be dated to 1189. Gervase, who is usually very good at chronicling 

the actions of the monks in the dispute, does not mention a messenger being 

sent to the king. Letter 299, from the convent to the Master of the Temple, 

also specifies the failure to gain a safe conduct from Hubert Walter as the 

reason why the monks did not send representatives to the king. 435 The 

likeliest explanation for all this is that a letter has been omitted from the 

collection and Gervase, whether mistakenly or on purpose, also omitted the 

incident in light of what happened on Passion Sunday, 26 March 1189. 

On that day, the monk Osbert of Bristol forsook the convent and fled to the 

archbishop’s palace, where he took an oath of fealty to Baldwin and divulged 

the convent’s secrets.436 Gervase links Osbert with Roger Norreys, that ‘other 

Judas’, who supported the archbishop against the convent.437 Osbert, 

however, is not mentioned until his flight from the convent. It is unclear 

whether he was confined like Roger, nor is it recorded how he escaped. From 

the monks’ surprise at Osbert’s actions we can deduce that he was not 

confined, as it is likely that Gervase or the letters would have previously 
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mentioned it, as they did with Roger Norreys. We also do not know why 

Osbert chose to leave. Gervase suggests that his aim was promotion to a 

bishopric and gives a disparaging description of his character: 

I may truly confess that he was proud and envious, insolent to 

correction, ready to disparagement, he fawned over riches and desired 

delights, and you always found deceit in his mouth; he fled the 

cloister for his love of revelry and intrigue.438 

Osbert’s later actions suggest that this was unlikely his motive.439 He 

probably felt the monks were being unreasonable and chose to get out when 

he could. He may possibly have believed that by leaving he could personally 

negotiate with Baldwin and find a solution to the monks’ problems. It 

appears that Osbert’s desertion was a greater blow to the convent than that of 

Roger Norreys. His escape through the sewers was a cause of hilarity. The 

language used in relation to Osbert’s defection, however, is bitter. Roger’s 

actions at Alençon clearly identified him to the convent as a traitor. Osbert 

emerged as a hidden enemy from within their midst. The first indication of 

his treachery was his flight from the convent. He was privy to the convent’s 

secrets in a way that Roger had not been after his perfidy was known. It was 

this that made Gervase more embittered towards Osbert, and probably also 

explains why the convent felt it necessary to send a letter to ‘All the Christian 

Faithful’ describing what he had done.440 Further, it provides us with more 

evidence of the divisions within the convent. Although the letters and 

Gervase make very little mention of them, there appears to have been a small 

body of monks in support of the archbishops. We have clear evidence for six 
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monks (Osbert, Roger Norreys, Felix, Robert the doctor, Zachariah, and 

William Azelin) but there may possibly have been more. 

At the beginning of April, the convent received letters from John of Anagni, 

as well as letters from the monks accompanying him.441 These letters stressed 

that the legate was on the convent’s side and that they would soon have 

justice. Feeling safe under the legate’s protection, therefore, Subprior 

Geoffrey decided to dispatch four monks to the king.  However, they were 

prevented from leaving by the guards at the cemetery gate and forced to 

return to the cloister.442  

At Le Mans, on 19 May 1189, John of Bremble, in the presence of the legate, 

presented to Baldwin the pope’s mandate which had been issued on 12 

March.443 Baldwin received the mandate in silence. His clerks however, 

heaped abuse upon Brother John, who had once been a member of Baldwin’s 

household. He patiently bore the abuse and the archbishop took no further 

notice of him. The next day, John had a meeting with the legate, during 

which Baldwin arrived and laid out his complaints against the convent. In a 

letter to the convent, John described the meeting in detail. The archbishop 

denied the charge that the monks were confined to the convent and offered to 

restore their possessions if they would show him the same obedience that 

their predecessors had shown to previous archbishops. Further, Baldwin 

complained to the legate of how the monks had deposed and imprisoned his 

cellarer, Roger Norreys. Roger was there in person to lay his complaint 

before John of Anagni and accused John of Bremble of being one of those 

who had sat in judgement upon him. The cardinal begged Baldwin to make 

peace with the convent. The archbishop agreed to do so if the proper 

obedience was shown, but Brothers John and Elias refused until they had 

spoken with the convent. The legate then proposed that the subprior should 

send a group of monks to settle the dispute with the archbishop. Baldwin 

attempted to dictate who should be sent but was opposed by Brother John, 

who proudly relates how he goaded Baldwin into effectively confessing that 
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the convent was imprisoned. After this angry outburst from the archbishop, 

the meeting broke up. Brother John proceeded to show the convent’s 

indulgences to the legate who then wrote to the subprior with various 

proposals. John closed his letter by advising the subprior to agree to the 

legate’s terms, declaring that he was optimistic that Baldwin would yield.444 

On 9 June, a meeting was held between the kings of France and England at 

La Ferté-Bernard, approximately 30 miles east of Le Mans. The outcome was 

war.445 Ranulph Glanville was dispatched to England to raise levies. After 

landing, he stopped at Canterbury to speak with the subprior, who suggested 

that, due to his difficulties, the king might at last exercise mercy and give the 

convent their rights. Perhaps the subprior was thinking about Henry’s 

penitential acts during the Great Rebellion of 1173-4. Geoffrey’s hope may 

have been to duplicate that effect during this new crisis, to benefit the 

convent. Glanville retorted that the monks were yet to learn the meaning of 

mercy. He then left in indignation after the subprior told him that experience 

had taught them that King Henry and his advisors were not to be trusted. The 

justiciar’s final words to the monks were ‘Rome is all you seek; Rome alone 

will be your ruin’.446  

Subprior Geoffrey did, however, send a small party of monks to the king, 

who found him near Azay-le-Rideau. Upon entering his presence, the monks 

addressed Henry ‘The convent of Canterbury salute you as their lord’. 

Henry’s reply summed up his mood towards them: ‘I was once their lord, and 

am still, and will yet be, small thanks to you wicked traitors’.447 According to 

the report the monks sent to Canterbury, whereas the king considered the 

present crisis to be their fault, the magnates surrounding him believed that it 

was not the monks but the king’s bad treatment of them which was to blame 

for his current circumstances.448 This is likely a rather fanciful view by the 

monks. The convent enjoyed almost no support for their position from the 
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English episcopacy and seemingly almost no support from the secular lords 

of the kingdom. There are very few letters from the convent asking for the 

aid of secular magnates. The individual that they wrote to most often was the 

king's illegitimate half-brother, Earl Hamelin of Warenne.449 There is no 

indication, however, that he, or any other secular magnate, responded to the 

convent’s pleas for assistance. If this was the case, it is unlikely the magnates 

would have believed that the king’s problems were caused by his treatment of 

the monks. 

Henry listened to the monks’ petition and then dismissed them, promising 

that he would send a letter. Letter 312 was the result, in which the king 

assured the monks that he was not the one who was persecuting them and 

that the legate would soon be in England, to work for a solution to the 

convent’s troubles.450 The dating of this letter, especially when looked at in 

conjunction with the monks’ letter (no.311), is troublesome. According to 

Gervase, the monks approached the king after he had made peace with Philip 

Augustus and Richard.451 The king’s letter was clearly written whilst Henry 

was at Azay-le-Rideau (apud Aczai) which makes the date c.3-5 July.452 On 

the following day (6 July) Henry died at Chinon. The 5 July, when Henry left 

Azay-le-Rideau, is therefore the latest date on which the letter could have 

been written. However, the letter makes no mention of Henry’s illness and in 

fact suggests that he still hoped to return to England. This perhaps indicates a 

letter written on 3 July, as, by 5 July, Henry must have known he was 

dying.453 Gervase’s reference to the peace deal appears to mistake the 

agreement between the king’s representatives with the day on which Henry 

made peace with Philip in person. 

The next problem concerns the dating of letter 311. Stubbs dated this c.1-6 

July 1189, on the grounds that Gervase states that the king was buried within 
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seven days of his audience with the monks.454 This date, however, appears to 

be wrong, as Stubbs failed to consider the length of time it would have taken 

for the monks to reach Rouen, from where the letter was written. Rouen is 

approximately 180 miles from Azay-le-Rideau. At an average speed of 25 

miles per day, this would have taken the monks 7-8 days. If their meeting 

with the king had occurred c.30 June–1 July, then the monks would have 

arrived at Rouen c.7 July. An express messenger could cover approximately 

40 miles per day. If one had been sent north with word of the king’s death, 

then they would have reached Rouen c.9-10 July. The letter describes further 

negotiations with Baldwin, in which the archbishop’s proctors declared that 

he would do nothing without the king, apparently assuming that Henry was 

still alive. The likeliest date for this letter, therefore, is c.7-10 July 1189, 

before news of the king’s death had circulated. This date would also agree 

with Gervase’s statement that Henry had died and been buried within a week 

of his interview with the monks. 

After a year overseas, Baldwin returned to England on 31 July 1189. On 1 

August, he summoned the convent’s obedientiaries to Wingham, apparently 

to mend relations before Richard’s coronation. Some of the brethren, led by 

the third prior, Alan, appeared before him. Baldwin demanded that Subprior 

Geoffrey and John of Bremble be removed from their respective positions. 

Alan replied that he was merely a messenger and that he had no power to 

treat on such matters. Upon hearing this response, Baldwin is said to have 

thrice cried ‘God avenge me upon the subprior’.455 The meeting broke up 

with Alan declaring that the convent would never give in to Baldwin’s 

demands.456 On 5 August, the archbishop went to the cathedral and delivered 

the benediction after the gospel. Afterwards, he invited some of the elder 

monks to dine with him, but they all refused.457 On 6 August, he offered the 

monks the restitution of their possessions, saving their rights as well as his 

own and the pope’s mandate. This was accepted, and Alan received seisin of 

the lands by the gift of a book. However, as soon this had been done, 
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Baldwin declared that he would take the subprior wherever he could find 

him. He also deposed Hervey the cellarer from his office and appointed a 

monk named Felix to replace him (apparently another archiepiscopal 

supporter in the convent). In uproar, the monks demanded that Baldwin place 

them in possession of their estates. He retaliated by trying to impose the 

agreement made at Alençon in 1187.458 

The convent replied to this with a plea that Baldwin execute the pope’s 

mandate. He offered to do so, on condition that his right to appoint the 

obedientiaries be acknowledged; the convent would then manage their estates 

as before. The monks were inclined to accept.  However, before they could, 

Baldwin also demanded control over the appointment of the convent’s 

treasurer. Without waiting for their answer, he then left for Teynham, on the 

road to London. Subprior Geoffrey, feeling less than safe, fled Canterbury on 

9 August, crossed the Channel to Arras and from there went in search of the 

legate. The monks renewed their appeal.459 

To settle the matter before Richard’s coronation, the abbot of Hyde and the 

prior of Bermondsey were sent to Canterbury by Queen Eleanor and Ranulph 

Glanville. Through threats, they attempted to force the convent to accept 

Baldwin’s choice of cellarer and to receive restitution in his name. After 

much heated discussion, the monks accepted on 12 August. The conventual 

gates, shut since 13 January 1188, were finally opened. With their food stores 

exhausted, members of the convent were sent out to restock. The monks had 

regained possession of their property, but the dispute had not been settled.460 

September 1189 – March 1191 

On 3 September 1189, Richard I was crowned at Westminster. Eight monks 

represented the convent. They expected Baldwin to make a petition 

concerning his church, and the bishops of Durham and Bath were prepared to 

resist him on behalf of the convent. Baldwin, however, remained silent, as 
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with Richard’s coronation, Baldwin’s cause gained strength. 461 At Rome, 

Baldwin’s supporters were rising: Octavian was promoted cardinal-bishop of 

Ostia, Albinus cardinal-bishop of Albano, and Bobo cardinal-bishop of Porto. 

The only friends left to the convent, Gratian and Soffred, had left the curia.462 

In France, Richard had ordered the legate, John of Anagni, into Poitou to 

collect the Saladin tithe for the crusade, and to leave the monks for him to 

deal with. John of Bremble began to fear that the legate’s resolve was 

wavering. He wrote to Canterbury, asking the monks to send the legate gifts, 

including a handsome grey coat and a robe of marten fur  to secure his 

friendship.463 On 15 September, at Pipewell Abbey, Richard held a council at 

which he dealt with many of the pressing matters of the realm.464 He also 

confirmed the convent’s charters which had been presented to him by the 

monks.465 However, he still forbade the papal legate, John of Anagni, from 

entering England. In letter 325, the king thanks John for his efforts in 

collecting the Saladin Tithe and goes on to discuss the Canterbury dispute. 

He makes it clear that he intends to settle the dispute alone, and that only then 

would he allow the legate into England.466 This effectively gave Baldwin free 

reign. 

On October 3, Baldwin informed the convent that he was going to appoint a 

new prior. Honorius had died in Rome on 21 October 1188, and the convent 

had been without a head ever since. The next day, three of the monks visited 

Baldwin at Teynham, Kent, and begged him to defer his appointment.467 

According to Gervase, Baldwin replied: 
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I do not hear your petition, because it is not reasonable, but I shall do 

what I shall do. However, two of you I shall retain in my care, the 

third may depart.468 

On 5 October, Baldwin arrived at Canterbury. After arguing with various of 

the senior monks, he forced his way into the cloister with ‘many knights and 

a multitude of people’.469 He summoned the monks, who were at mass, to 

appear before him and refused the third prior’s request to finish mass Several 

monks who he had excommunicated refused to appear before him and fled to 

the church to seek sanctuary.470 The next day Baldwin appointed the 

treacherous Roger Norreys as the new prior. He placed place Osbert of 

Bristol, a man equally loathed by the monks, in charge of the conventual 

estates. The cemetery gate was seized by Baldwin’s servants to prevent the 

monks from sending any letters to the legate. Once again, the monks were 

confined to their precinct.471  

It is not entirely clear why Baldwin appointed Roger Norreys, later infamous 

for his conduct as abbot of Evesham. In 1213 he was deposed from this office 

for crimes including simony, the plundering of the abbey’s estates, and 

murder.472 In 1189, perhaps he had not yet revealed his true character. Except 

for his betrayal of and escape from the convent, there is no mention of his 

misconduct in the letters and Gervase’s chronicle in this regard is evidently 

partisan. Roger had always been a supporter of Baldwin and experienced in 

management through his previous positions as treasurer and cellarer 

(however short lived) at Christ Church. Baldwin, therefore, may have 

appointed him as prior because he believed Roger to be a good candidate.  It 

is unlikely he planned to keep Roger in this position as he was detested by 

the convent. There would never be peace between the archbishop and the 

monks as long as he was prior. His appointment, however, gave Baldwin 

leverage. If the monks were prepared to negotiate upon the other points in 
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contention, Baldwin would remove Roger. Quite naturally, the monks 

despaired at his appointment. In a letter to Subprior Geoffrey, the monks 

described the aftermath. They sent two monks, Brothers James and Elias, to 

the king.473 Richard had already recommended compromise, and now the 

monks attempted to treat for terms. He suggested that they agree to the 

collegiate church being built elsewhere; regarding Norreys, he showed no 

concern for their complaints.  Money rather than peace principally occupied 

the king’s mind at this time: he desperately needed resources, ideally liquid 

cash with which to finance his forthcoming crusade. James and Elias, failing 

to gain the king’s support, returned home. Three more monks were sent 

(Brothers Ralph of Orpington, R. of Eastry and H. – apparently a kinsman of 

the subprior) and offered the king a present of five hundred marks which was 

rejected by the king.474  When both attempts failed, the monks threw 

themselves on Richard’s mercy and reluctantly agreed to arbitration. On 

November 8, a deputation of fourteen monks (including Gervase and the 

satirist Nigel Wireker) was received by the king at Westminster.475 

The proceedings at Westminster were opened by Baldwin’s servant, William 

of St Faith, who demanded that Master William (a Canterbury monk) be 

removed as he was excommunicate. Master William is said to have replied: 

The Lord Pope has suspended the power of the archbishop, so that he 

is not able to publish a sentence upon me or on any of us, and see, the 

indulgences of the lord pope and the letters of the cardinals.476 

William was allowed to remain. Baldwin proceeded to accuse the convent of 

having embezzled the church’s treasure, to which the king replied that it was 

a day of love and concord (a sign that his arbitration was specifically framed 
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as part of a 'loveday'), and not a day for recriminations. 477 He turned to the 

monks and asked what it was they sought. They declared that they wanted the 

new church to be demolished and for Roger Norreys (whose name they 

refused to use – instead just referring to him as ‘that man’) to be removed 

from the priorate. They also demanded that their rights and privileges, as 

shown in their charters, be recognised, and accepted.478 Baldwin refused to 

acknowledge the charters given to the convent by his predecessor Richard of 

Dover, who, in Baldwin’s eyes, had unlawfully alienated archiepiscopal 

rights to the monks. The bishop of Durham, attempting to act as a mediator, 

proposed that the privileges granted by Archbishop Richard should be 

excluded.  This was supported by both Baldwin and the king. The 

cancellation of the privileges that the convent had gained from Richard of 

Dover was what Baldwin had always wanted. One of his first acts as primate 

had been to seek papal permission to regain these rights and privileges which 

he felt had been unlawfully given to the monks.479 The convent, supported by 

Reginald, bishop of Bath, resisted this suggestion.  Baldwin further 

demanded that he be placed in charge of the three main obedientiary offices 

as, without them, he argued, he was not in control of his own church. He did, 

however, agree to abide by whatever arbitration the king might offer. The 

bishops of Bath and Durham, as well as the master of the Temple in England, 

advised the monks to do the same. The next day (November 9) they yielded 

to this offer of arbitration; the king selected fourteen arbiters, with the monks 

opposing the choice of two Cistercian abbots who, they argued, would 

support their Cistercian archbishop.  The final jury consisted of eight bishops, 

five abbots and the prior of Merton.480 

The monks were then asked if they would abide by the decision of this 

committee. Master William interjected that they would only do so on the 

understanding that any decision would be guided by the charters and customs 

of the church of Canterbury. This caused another argument between the 
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parties with the monks withdrawing and the meeting breaking up. King 

Richard angrily insisted on the arbitration and stormed off in a rage. The 

legate was still refused entry to the kingdom.481 Baldwin’s reaction was to 

threaten to seize the monastery and disperse the monks. When the monks 

heard of this, they decided to send their excommunicated brethren away so 

that they would not be imprisoned. One of these, Walter of Stour, was 

apparently captured by the archbishop’s men and taken to Teynham.482 The 

convent was then besieged by the archbishop on 11 November. According to 

the letter sent by the convent to Subprior Geoffrey, five hundred men were 

used to besiege the convent.483 This is clearly an exaggeration. It would not 

require that number to enclose the precinct, and it is doubtful that Baldwin 

could raise so large a force so quickly. However, it does provide us with 

evidence of his temperament at the time. The archbishop was old, and desired 

to fulfil his crusading vows; he could not do so until the dispute had been 

resolved. He needed this to be done quickly, gathering a large body of men 

(whether 500 or 50) to besiege the convent was a crude, but effective, way of 

gaining an outcome.484  

The events of early November 1189 were clearly traumatic for the convent as 

can be seen by another claim, this time by Gervase, that Baldwin thought 

about torturing the monks.485 This claim cannot be substantiated by the 

evidence we have, nor is there any hint of this accusation in the letters. This 

is probably where the two accounts diverge the most. Gervase had a greater 

freedom to construct his narrative any way he wished. The letter compiler on 

the other hand had to restrict himself to carefully selecting letters in order to 

make his narrative, unless of course he chose to dabble in some forgery, but 

we have no evidence of this. Although many of Baldwin's actions were harsh 

and controversial, they never strayed beyond what the law and customs of the 

church and realm permitted. He had the right to excommunicate 
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contumacious monks, just as he had the right to confine the members of his 

convent when they refused to obey him. Gervase's allegations nonetheless 

reflect the mounting paranoia of the convent. They had already been confined 

for over a year; and they now feared this would be renewed. Baldwin had 

made it clear that he was prepared to arrest the monks given the opportunity, 

something that he had done in the past. For a monk such as Gervase, seeing 

his community under constant attack and his brothers imprisoned by the man 

who was supposed to be defending them, it was not much of a leap to 

demonise Baldwin further by claiming he was prepared to torture monks.  

The renewed imprisonment of the monks lasted only a few days. On 14 

November 1189, they gave in and accepted the king’s proposals for 

arbitration. On 27 November, Richard and his court arrived at Canterbury. 

The king sent the archbishop of Rouen, Walter de Coutances, to the 

convent.486 He asked the monks if they were still in the same mind 

concerning the dispute. The monks replied that so long as Roger Norreys was 

prior and the church at Hackington was standing, there could be no peace. 

They did however agree to arbitration if Baldwin would give way on these 

two points and if their charters received fair consideration.487 This agreement 

was in direct contravention to an order given by the papal legate, declaring 

the dispute to be postponed until his arrival.488 It is possible, though unlikely, 

that the monks had not received the legate's letter by this point. The letter was 

issued after 14 November and must have been sent before 24 November,  as 

on this date the convent wrote to Subprior Geoffrey, informing him that the 

legate, having landed at Dover on 21 November, had been prevented from 

travelling to Canterbury.489 Dover was a monastic port so it is likely that the 

monks, or more likely the monks of St Martin’s priory (a daughter house of 

Canterbury), would have been able to gain access to the legate and pass on 

his commands. The fact that the convent had ignored the legate’s orders 

indicates the pressure that they faced. King Richard was determined to settle 

the dispute and he wanted it done quickly. Baldwin similarly wanted the 
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dispute settled. Judging by the number of high-ranking churchmen that 

Richard assigned as arbiters, it was unlikely that the convent could rely on 

the rest of the English Church to back continued resistance. The monks were 

probably growing weary of the dispute as well. They had spent years and 

large sums of money prosecuting their case in Rome, to no avail. At home, 

they had been imprisoned, threatened, and excommunicated, with very little 

support from either clergy or laity. The arbitration offered was probably 

welcomed by all parties.  

Upon hearing of the monks’ willingness to accept arbitration, the king 

declared that, in accordance with the monks’ conditions, he himself would 

tear down the church and depose the prior if the archbishop refused to do as 

he was told. Baldwin complained about the unfairness of the terms. He was 

being forced to abandon two chief points in the dispute: his right to build a 

church on his lands, and his right to appoint conventual officers. Not only 

this, but he was then required to submit to arbitration on the rest. The king 

and bishops considered his position to be unreasonable. He therefore called 

for a copy of the Rule of St Benedict to be brought before him, insisting upon 

his rightful position as abbot in accordance with monastic precept.490 

Richard had to devise a new plan. On 29 November, he asked the monks, 

should Baldwin yield over the location of the church and the removal of 

Roger Norreys, whether they would place themselves at his mercy 

concerning all other points in dispute. The monks, advised by their friends, 

agreed to submit, on condition that a few of their charters were read for 

form’s sake. The king, whispering something to Baldwin, turned to the 

monks and told them not to be afraid if in the terms of the agreement certain 

words were introduced to spare the feelings of the archbishop. Both parties 

were then called to the chapter house.491 

It was growing dark by the time that everyone arrived. The archbishop of 

Rouen rose from his seat and began to deliver the judgement of the arbiters: 
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A certain discord between the lord archbishop and the convent of this 

church has been long protracted, but, by the counsel of the lord king 

and the present bishops and our self, a way for the restoration of 

peace has been found. For we have judged that the archbishop is able 

to build a church wherever he wishes and to institute his own prior. 

The convent may seek the mercy of the archbishop, and thus the 

archbishop shall remit his displeasure towards them.492   

The monks were shocked. These were the two points that Baldwin had 

supposedly yielded before the arbitration even began. When brought before 

the king, one of the brothers attempted to speak out, but was silenced and the 

king ordered them all to kneel. One of the older brothers made the request for 

pardon to the archbishop and Baldwin pardoned all except for the subprior. 

On their knees, the monks begged him to pardon the subprior as well, which 

he did, before asking the monks to pardon him for any offences that he had 

committed, which they also agreed to do.493 

When this was done, the bishop of Rochester stood up: 

This discord, so long protracted, has, by the counsel of the king and 

the present bishops, with the assent of the lord archbishop and the 

monks, been settled in this manner; the prior shall be removed, the 

chapel shall be abolished as shall the community of clergy made in 

that place. Indeed, it is certain that the archbishop would not have 

persisted in his purpose so long, were it not for the obstinacy of the 

monks. But now let us give thanks to the Lord for the peace that has 

been made and let us go into the church so that we may sing and 

praise God; then the archbishop may receive the reconciled sons with 

the kiss of peace.494  
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Those present did as the bishop requested, making their way into the church 

where the Te Deum was sung and, afterwards, Baldwin gave the monks the 

kiss of peace. 

On the following day (30 November), Baldwin restored the conventual 

estates which were still in his hands and removed Roger Norreys from the 

priorate. In compensation, he was given the abbacy of Evesham. A charter 

was then drawn up, attested by the king and the arbiters, dated 1 December 

1189, recording that the dispute had been settled by 

compromise.495Interestingly, there is no letter in the collection from the 

monks at Canterbury to their brothers overseas, informing them of what had 

happened. The monks needed to inform their proctors at the Roman curia that 

they had settled the dispute and were no longer pursuing the appeal. It is 

possible that the monks, forced into this compromise, never intended to keep 

to the agreement and, therefore, did not bother to draught such a letter. It is 

also possible that a letter was drafted but, due to what happened next, it was 

never acted upon. In this case it would not have been included by the 

compiler whose collection was designed to represent monastic triumph. A 

letter showing that the king and the bishops had ridden roughshod over the 

convent could have no place in the collection. 

On 1 December 1189, Richard left Canterbury. The papal legate was still 

held at Dover and there was a discussion amongst the prelates as to whether 

he should be allowed to go to Canterbury to see the monks. Baldwin’s view 

prevailed; the legate would be allowed to visit Canterbury but would be sent 

back as soon as was seemly. John of Anagni was lodged in the archbishop’s 

palace next to the cathedral, closely watched so that the monks could have no 

private audience with him.496  The monks did, however, manage to secure 

such a meeting with the legate and it was probably Baldwin who arranged 

this. It would have been impolitic for him to prevent the legate from meeting 

with the monks. If the meeting had not been private then there could have 
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been accusations of impropriety and coercion, which could have put the 

compromise at risk. Further, Baldwin probably felt that there was no risk 

from a private meeting between the monks and the legate. The decision of the 

arbiters was decisively in his favour; he had nothing to fear. 

When he met the monks, the legate informed them that he had spoken to the 

king about the compromise. He had been told that the collegiate buildings 

were to be destroyed and the chapel was to be staffed by a few priests to pray 

for the soul of the king’s late father, Henry II. The monks, astonished, told 

the legate that this was not what they had agreed to.497 By now, John of 

Anagni was heartily sick of the affair and was desperate to return to the curia. 

On 11 November 1189, King William II of Sicily died, and the pope 

dispatched a letter to John, asking him to  swiftly return to Rome as he was 

needed there.498 Although the legate did not dare tell the monks to resist the 

compromise, he did suggest that they should temporise, by obeying it in 

England and appealing against it in Rome. Before being escorted back to 

Dover by the archbishop’s clerks, John gave the monks a secret mandate in 

his capacity as legate. It declared that as the compromise had been imposed 

upon the monks by force and against their will, it was void.499 The convent 

kept the mandate hidden. They do not even appear to have informed their 

brethren overseas of what had happened, probably fearing that their letter 

would be intercepted, or its contents discovered by the archbishop’s agents. 

Alternatively, the compiler may not have included the letter fearing that it 

would portray the monks as Janus-faced. In any event, the legate’s mandate 

was kept, should it be needed in the future. In effect, it paved the way to the 

reopening of the entire dispute.500  

                                                 
497 Ibid., 482-3. 
498 Ep. Cant., 321 (no.333). The dating for this letter is unclear. Stubbs gives it as after November 

1189. As Sicily was a sensitive topic to the curia, it is likely that the news of the death of the king 

would have been heard by the pope quickly, probably within two weeks. Due to its importance, the 

letter likely would have been sent to the legate by an express messenger which would have taken 

about four or five weeks to get to England. As John of Anagni met the monks in early December it is 

possible that he had already received the pope’s letter or received it whilst he was dealing with the 

mess at Canterbury.  
499 Ibid., 323 (no.336). 
500 Gervase, Chronica, 481-3. 
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On 14 December 1189, Richard travelled to the continent before departing on 

crusade. Baldwin remained in England, organising his affairs until March 1190. As 

Roger Norreys had been translated to Evesham, a new prior was needed at 

Canterbury. The archbishop's choice was Osbert of Bristol.501 Like Norreys, Osbert 

had supported Baldwin in the dispute leaving the convent and joining the 

archbishop’s household. He then returned to the community when Norreys was made 

prior, being placed in charge of the conventual estates. Osbert genuinely tried to be a 

good prior, conscientiously fulfilling his duties towards the convent. He defended 

monastic rights regarding the consecration of bishops, and even sent to Rome for an 

injunction to ensure the demolition of the remaining buildings at Hackington, as well 

as confirmation of previous papal mandates including the secret mandate of the papal 

legate.502 Importantly Osbert does not appear to have warned the archbishop about 

the mandate. Possibly he felt the monks were coerced into the deal and therefore 

should appeal, or possibly he had a change of heart.  In some sense, Osbert can be 

seen almost as the monastic version of Thomas Becket. Before becoming prior, 

Osbert supported Archbishop Baldwin. Once he became prior however, things 

changed. He defended the rights of the convent and tried to ensure that they were not 

infringed by anyone. 

At Westminster, on 19 February 1190, Baldwin appealed to the pope against 

all those who might interfere with his church whilst he was on crusade. He 

also ordered the destruction of the collegiate buildings at Hackington and the 

removal of the materials to a new site at Lambeth. Under the terms of the 

compromise, he could refound his church there. To do this, he acquired land 

at Lambeth from the bishop and monks of Rochester.  This was traded for the 

archbishop's sheep pasture in the Isle of Grain, Kent, in an exchange then 

confirmed by the king.503 Baldwin then left England for France, on 6 March 

1190, and embarked on crusade. Whilst he was travelling to the Holy Land, 

Baldwin made a stop at the abbey of Saint-Bénigne at Dijon. In the abbey’s 

martyrology we have a description of the events: 

                                                 
501 He was duly elected 18 February 1190. HRH, 34. 
502 Ep. Cant., 325-8 (nos.339-44), 331-2 (nos.350-2).  
503 Ibid., 324 (no.337), 547-8 (no.565), 549-51 (nos.567-8); Registrum Roffense, 270-3, 370-1, 534-5; 

EEA 2, 211-3 (no.244); EEA 3, 37-46 (nos.368-73), 243 (no.590); Medway Archives Centre, Strood, 

DRc/T54/3; Lambeth Palace, CM XI/21. 
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In the year of our Lord 1190, the fifth kalends of May, the Friday before the 

Ascension of the Lord [27 April], two monks of Canterbury came to our 

church and they gave to us some relics of the blessed Thomas, archbishop 

and martyr, that is, some leather from his bed, a piece of his cowl, a cloth 

stained with his blood, and a cloth stained with the liquid used to wash his 

body. The names of these monks are William Azelin and Aimery, who have 

now departed for Jerusalem with their lord, the said archbishop of 

Canterbury.504 

This account provides us with valuable information on the relationship between the 

archbishop and monks after the compromise. From this, we can see that the monks 

were in Baldwin’s entourage, suggesting that they had been reconciled. However, 

from the Canterbury letters we know that William Azelin was a supporter of 

Baldwin. Aimery is otherwise unmentioned, but he could be the Brother A. referred 

to in several of the letters.505 If so then it was likely he who carried the relics as he 

supported the convent in the dispute, and from the martyrology we get the distinct 

impression that it was the Canterbury monks who were presenting the relics with the 

archbishop’s presence being purely coincidental. If this is the case, then there was 

clearly still some bad blood as the monks refused to trust their beloved Becket to an 

archiepiscopal supporter.   

On 12 October, Baldwin arrived at the crusader camp outside Acre. 

According to the report of his chaplain, the archbishop found the camp in 

complete disarray. He attempted to cure the army of its spiritual ailments but 

was unable to complete his task when disease overtook him. He died on 20 

November 1190.506 

                                                 
504 Dijon, Bibliothèque Municipale, Ms 634 (379) f.61v, printed in Cowdrey, ‘An Early Record at 

Dijon’, 253: ‘Anno ab incarnatione Domini M°Colxxxxo, vo kl. Maii proxima vi feria ante 

ascensionem Domini, venerunt duo monachi Cantuarienses in ecclesia nostra et dederunt nobis de 

reliquiis beati Thome archiepiscopi et martyris, id est, de corio lecti ipsius, de lectisternio, de cuculla, 

de panno sanguine suo intincto, et de panno intincto liquore corporis sui liquefacti. Sunt autem eorum 

monachorum nomina Willelmus Acelini et Aymericus, qui cum domno iam dicte Cantuarie 

archiepiscopo Iherosolimam tunc proficiscebantur’.  
505 Below, II, 98. 
506 Ep. Cant., 328-30 (nos.346-8). 



 

114 

 

March 1191 – March 1193 

News of Baldwin’s death did not reach Canterbury until March 1191. Upon 

hearing the news, the monks petitioned the king to allow them to hold a free 

election.507 More importantly, however, during a vacancy, the monks had the 

right to elect their own prior and other obedientiaries. By 10 May 1191, 

Subprior Geoffrey had returned to the convent. Under his direction, the 

monks demanded the dismissal of Felix the cellarer, Robert the physician, 

and another monk named Zachariah, described as being ‘adverse to the ways 

of truth’.508 Prior Osbert agreed and asked if they desired to dismiss anyone 

else. They replied yes: Osbert himself. Gervase reports that Osbert rose to his 

feet and addressed the brothers: 

Hear me, as you would have God hear you. You know how well and 

firmly I stood by you in your troubles, for which I was 

excommunicated by the archbishop and suffered much hardship. 

When, by the counsel of certain great persons and some of the 

brethren, I abandoned you for the archbishop, I always exercised my 

influence for your good and never for your harm. When I was made 

prior at the archbishop’s command and with royal assent, no voice 

from the convent was raised against me. I thought until now that I had 

your assent as well. God knows that if I had not thought so, I would 

never have taken either the priorate or any other office upon me. As it 

is, I will not hold it against your good pleasure.509 

The monks took Osbert’s speech as his resignation and immediately accepted 

it. He was deposed and Subprior Geoffrey, dragged into the prior’s chair, was 

recognised as the new prior.510 

                                                 
507 Ibid., 331-2 (nos.351-2). 
508 Ibid., 334 (no.354); Below, II, 103, 132, 144. 
509 Gervase, Chronica, 495-6: ‘Audite, domini mei, ut Deus exaudiat vos. Vobis notum est quam 

bene, quam firmiter in omnibus steterim vobiscum in tribulationibus vestris, unde et pro vobis 

aliquando ab archiepiscopo excommunicatus sum et nonnullas pertuli molestias. Abscessi tandem de 

consilio magnorum virorum et quorundam fratrum nostrorum instigante malitia, et in praesentia 

archiepiscopi nunquam vobis nocui sed saepe profui. Prioratum deinde adeptus sum, praecipiente 

archiepiscopo, volente rege, absque omni reclamatione, unde et vestrum assensum usque nunc adesse 

purabam. Novit Deus quod, si aliter de vobis sensissem, nunquam prioratum vel aliud officium 

suscepissem. Nunc vero sciatis quod nec prioratum vobis renitentibus retineo, nec quicquam praeter 

beneplacitum vestrum attemptare curabo’.    
510 Ep. Cant., 333-5 (no.354). 
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There are several interesting things about Osbert’s speech. This is the first 

time that we hear that Osbert had been excommunicated by Baldwin, as well 

as having stood by the convent in their time of need. We hear for the first 

time that Osbert had attempted to influence the archbishop in favour of the 

convent after he had fled. This is clear evidence that Gervase and the letter 

compiler were carefully selecting their documents, as this information 

appears to have been intentionally suppressed. It is also a rather dignified 

speech, at least as reported in Gervase’s chronicle. In the letter that the 

convent sent to their brothers at the curia describing these events, no mention 

of Osbert’s speech is made – although the speech of the monks evicting him 

was recorded.511 If Gervase was reporting Osbert’s actual speech, it is 

interesting that he allowed it to retain its essential dignity. Earlier in his 

chronicle, Gervase had heaped vitriol upon Osbert for his treason to the 

convent.512 Yet in 1191, the only scandal Gervase reports of Osbert was his 

connection with the other worthless monks removed from the community. 

Furthermore, Osbert, according to Gervase, was kept honourably in the 

infirmary after his deposition.513  Perhaps Osbert’s conscientiousness whilst 

prior had helped to restore some of the respect that the other monks had for 

him. In any event, it was not enough to prevent them from deposing him, but 

clearly enough to make Gervase change his opinion. 

Before his deposition, Osbert had sent to Rome for a mandate to demolish the 

remaining buildings at Hackington and for confirmations of the previous 

mandates issued in the monks' favour by Popes Urban and Clement III, as 

well as by John of Anagni. They were readily granted by the new pope, 

Celestine III. The bishop of Bath, and the abbots of Reading and Waltham, 

were delegated to execute the pope's mandates. The buildings were 

demolished, with the chapel being destroyed on 21 July 1191. Perhaps 

himself hoping one day to become archbishop of Canterbury, William 

Longchamp, the king’s chancellor, however, intervened to prevent the 

ejection of the archbishop’s clerks from the four parish churches in dispute 

                                                 
511 Ibid., 333-5 (no.354). 
512 Gervase, Chronica, 443. 
513 Ibid., 496: ‘Osbernus autem honorifice in camera honestiori infirmorum exhibitus est’. 



 

116 

 

(Eastry, Monkton, Meopham, and Eynsford).514 This was the state of affairs 

until Hubert Walter’s election as archbishop on 23 May 1193. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
514 Ibid., 498-502; Ep. Cant., 331 (no.350), 332-3 (no.353), 335-43 (nos.356-69); JL, nos.16711-3. 
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The Lambeth Dispute 

With the death of Baldwin in November 1190, the planned building works at 

Lambeth stalled. It seemed that no grand new church for Becket would be built. The 

monks had removed the archbishop’s obedientiaries from their positions in the 

convent and replaced them with their own men. The pope had issued mandates 

ordering the demolition of all the buildings at Hackington and the confirmation of all 

his predecessors’ mandates which were favourable to the convent. The monks, it 

appeared, had achieved victory.  

The dispute, however, was not just about the building of a church. It was about the 

monks’ rights vis-à-vis their archbishop. The convent’s ability to appoint its own 

officers and manage its own estates was connected to the dispute over the new 

church. For the monks only the first stage of the dispute had ended; they now had to 

fight for their right to elect the new archbishop. 

A New Primate 

On 10 October 1191, Walter de Coutances, the archbishop of Rouen and the king’s 

justiciar, summoned the monks to London for 22 October, to elect a new 

archbishop.515 If the election had been a free one, the monks would likely have 

chosen the bishop of Ely, William Longchamp. William had several points in his 

favour. As bishop of Ely, he was the head of a monastic cathedral chapter and, more 

importantly, one with which he was on good terms. He was an opponent of the 

worldly clerks who were also the enemies of the Canterbury monks. As chancellor 

and papal legate, William was favoured by both king and pope, features beneficial to 

the monks. He also had his advocates in the cathedral chapter. Nigel Wireker, a 

monk of Canterbury and a distinguished poet, was a close friend and 

admirer.516However, Longchamp’s election was not to be. His conflict with the 

king's brother, John, and his fellow ministers resulted in complete defeat; he was 

                                                 
515 Ep. Cant., 347-8 (nos.376-8). 
516 Ibid., 346 (no.374), 353-4 (no.386), 357-8 (no.392); EEA 31, lxxxii-xc; R. Heiser, ‘Castles, 

Constables, and Politics in Late Twelfth-Century English Governance’, Albion 31 (2000) 19-36; D. 

Balfour, ‘The Origins of the Longchamp Family’, Medieval Prosopography 18 (1997) 73-92; Nigel 

de Longchamp, The Passion of St Lawrence, Epigrams and Marginal Poems, ed. J.M. Ziolkowski 

(Leiden, 1994) 6-42; Nidel de Longchamp, Speculum Stultorum, ed. J.H. Mozley and R.R. Raymo 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1960); Nigel de Longchamp, Tractatus contra Curiales et Officiales 

Clericos, ed. A Boutemy (Paris, 1959); Below, II, 139-40, 143-4. 
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unseated and expelled from the kingdom. There was no chance that the monks would 

be allowed to elect him.517  

King Richard’s initial nomination was the Sicilian, William, archbishop of 

Monreale.518 This choice is likely due to the influence of Richard’s sister Joan, the 

queen of Sicily, and Richard's treaty with her late husband, King William II. 

Monreale was the royal archbishopric and Queen Joan may have had some influence 

in William’s recommendation. He was also involved in the affairs between Richard, 

the city of Messina, and Tancred of Lecce in 1190, which likely brought him to the 

king’s attention as well.519 It is also possible that Richard wanted someone outside of 

the English court, to prevent the primacy from becoming a bone of contention 

amongst the bishops serving as his ministers. It may have been simply a matter of 

finance. Richard had sold dozens of positions and perquisites to raise money for his 

crusade. Gaining extra cash by selling the archbishopric of Canterbury may have 

proved too hard to resist. In any event, no real effort was made to implement this 

recommendation by the king’s ministers in England.520   

On 22 October 1191, at the meeting in London, Prior Geoffrey was asked by the 

king’s justices whether the monks would accept the archbishop of Monreale as their 

new primate. Geoffrey replied that it would be dishonourable for the convent to go 

begging to a foreigner when the kingdom was full of able men.521 He then asked the 

justices for additional time for consideration and prayer before giving a definitive 

answer. The justices, who had never intended to elect the archbishop, thanked the 

prior and allowed him to depart.522 They then issued a second letter in the king’s 

name. They would go to Canterbury on 2 December, to elect the new archbishop. 

This was clearly not to be the archbishop of Monreale.523  

                                                 
517Gervase, Chronica, 505-8; Gillingham, Richard I, 227-9; Ep. Cant., 353-4 (no.386). 
518 Ibid., 329 (no.347). 
519 Howden, Chronica, III, 56-7, 60-4; Foedera, I, 52-3. William acts as surety for Tancred in the 

peace deal. 
520 Ep. Cant., 329-31 (nos.347-9); Gervase, Chronica, 508. 
521 Ibid., 508: ‘Nunc in id ipsum ex assensu conventus nostri vobis referimus, quod hunc de quo 

sermo agitur licet tamen valde commendabilem, salvo honore Dei, regis et regni, in archiepiscopum 

Cantuariensis ecclesiae ad praesens suscipere non valemus. Nunquid honorificum est Deo et 

ecclesiae, regi et regno, universas regni personas refutare, et ad mandatum regium in alieno regno 

personam ignotam mendicare? Absit. Nec tamen, ut verum fatear, de ipso eligendo vel non eligendo 

diffinitivam sententiam, sed differimus donec ignotum melius agnoscamus et auxilium Domini 

sentiamus super nos.’ 
522 Ibid., 508-9; Ep. Cant., 353-4 (no.386). 
523 Ibid., 349-50 (nos.379-80); Gervase, Chronica, 510. 



 

119 

 

A week before the appointed day the justiciar and several suffragan bishops arrived 

at Canterbury.524 Fearing that the bishops were trying to outmanoeuvre the convent 

by conducting a quick election, Prior Geoffrey quietly sounded out Walter de 

Coutances, asking him who he wanted them to elect. Gervase hints that Walter 

wanted the promotion for himself.525 Obviously, he was not successful in this as the 

monks asked him if the bishop of Bath, Reginald fitz Jocelin would obtain favour. 

Although he did not say yes, the convent took Walter’s demeanour as favourable. 

They therefore declared that they elected Reginald to the primacy and dragged the 

bishop onto his new throne before the others had a chance to act.526 

Reginald fitz Jocelin was an interesting choice for the archbishopric. A secular clerk, 

he was the son of Jocelin, bishop of Salisbury. Such lineage caused him problems. 

Upon his elevation to Bath in 1173, Reginald had personally to defend his election at 

the Roman curia where he provided sworn evidence that he had been conceived 

before his father was consecrated to the priesthood.527 Even though this evidence 

was accepted, Becket’s thoughts on Reginald (‘that offspring of fornication, that 

enemy to the peace of the church, that traitor’) likely resonated with many.528 From 

1167, he had faithfully served Henry II during the Becket dispute. According to 

Peter of Blois, Reginald desired to be reconciled with Becket but was unable to 

achieve this due to his devotion to his father, whom Becket had suspended.529 

Herbert of Bosham records that reconciliation came about when Reginald returned to 

Becket’s side after the martyrdom.530 This reconciliation did not, however, prevent 

him from continuing in the service of the king. He had been one of Henry’s 

representatives in Rome during the Becket dispute, and, after the murder, he returned 

to the papal curia to present the king’s case in 1171. It was his actions in this regard 

which secured for him the see of Bath in 1173.531     

                                                 
524 Gervase lists these as the Archbishop of Rouen and the bishops of Bath, Coventry, and Rochester. 

Ibid., 510. 
525 Ibid., 511. 
526 Ibid., 510-1; Ep. Cant., 352-3 (nos.383-4); L. Wahlgren, ‘Peter of Blois and the Later Career of 

Reginald fitzJocelin’, English Historical Review, 111 (1996) 1204-5. 
527 Diceto, Ymagines, I, 387-91; Foreville, L’Eglise, 381-3.  
528 Epistolae, MTB, VII, 181 (no.612). 
529 Ibid., VII, 195-8 (no

. 622). Similarly, Peter wrote a letter in defence of Reginald upon his election 

to the bishopric of Bath. Ibid., VII, 554-5 (no.791). 
530 Herbert of Bosham, Vita Sancti Thomae, MTB, III, 524-5. 
531 Foreville, L’Eglise, 381-2; Howden, Chronica, II, 25. 



 

120 

 

There was opposition to Reginald’s election. The Young King Henry appealed to the 

pope as he had not been involved, as was his right as king of England. Further, he 

also suggested that the men chosen for Bath as for other vacant sees (most notably 

Winchester and Ely) were not suitable for their positions, being enemies of 

Becket.532 His objections joined those of the Canterbury monks. The monks were 

primarily concerned about the election of Richard of Dover to Canterbury, but also 

voiced their opinions about the other bishops elect.533 Gervase, for example, 

described the elections as malicious.534 The opposition forced Richard and Reginald 

to seek confirmation in Rome. Richard then consecrated Reginald at St Jean-de-

Maurienne on 23 June 1174, after receiving his pallium.535 

Reginald’s actions as bishop proved his opponents wrong. He regularly attended 

provincial and ecumenical councils and was active in the administration of his 

diocese. 536 He also had many important connections, which would have been of 

benefit to the Canterbury monks. Reginald held a special devotion for Peter, 

archbishop of Tarentaise. It was Peter who helped consecrate Reginald as bishop of 

Bath in 1174, as well as taking up Peter’s preaching cause against the Cathars in 

southern France.537 Reginald also had connections with the French court. In 1164/5, 

King Louis VII had granted him the revenues of the collegiate church of Saint-

Exupère, in Corbeil.538 Of importance to the king, however, were Reginald’s 

connections to Savoy and the German Empire. His mother was probably 

Burgundian, which would help to explain his upbringing in Italy. Further Reginald 

chose to be consecrated at Maurienne in Savoy. He chose to be consecrated on the 

vigil of the Nativity of St John the Baptist (23 June), Maurienne’s patron saint, 

suggesting a personal attachment to the area.539 These connections were useful for 

                                                 
532 His letter to the pope is preserved in Gervase, Chronica, 245. Reginald clearly fitted into the 

‘enemies’ category. 
533 Although one of their own, Richard was by no means the first choice of the monks, but he was the 

person who King Henry II and Prior Odo agreed upon in secret. Mayr-Harting, ‘Henry II and the 

Papacy’, 50-51; The Letters of Arnulf of Lisieux, ed. F Barlow (London, 1939) 152-4 (nos.94-6), 157-

8 (no.98). 
534Gervase, Chronica, 243: ‘Dum hanc itaque diebus sacris Paschalibus molirentur explere maliciam, 

convocati sunt episcopi et clerus Angliae ad Londoniam circa finem mensis Aprilis.’ 
535 Foreville, L’Eglise, 381-3. 
536 See EEA 10, 48-137 (nos.58-179) for his acta as bishop. 
537 N. Vincent, ‘Peter Archbishop of Tarentaise: An Alpine Saint in Plantagenet Politics’ 

(Unpublished) 30. 
538 Ibid., 28. 
539 Ibid., 29. 
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the king’s relations with the counts of Savoy and the Empire. An attempt by 

Emperor Henry VI to enfeoff King Richard with the kingdom of Arles seems to have 

been instigated by Savaric of Bath, Reginald’s nephew and an imperial relative.540 

These connections would have provided the monks with good contacts at the French, 

German, and Savoyard courts, as well as improving their relations with the king of 

England. Most importantly for the monks, Reginald was one of the two bishops who 

supported their stance against Archbishop Baldwin. Fifteen extant letters concerning 

Reginald are in the Lambeth collection. Six are from him, either giving the convent 

advice or relating to his role in executing papal mandates.541 The other nine are 

addressed to Reginald and concern his role as a papal executor or appeals for aid 

from the monks.542 

Reginald’s support for the monks helped sway their decision in 1191, but there was 

also more to it. Gerald of Wales believed that Reginald had conspired with the 

monks to have himself elected.543 Certainly, two letters in the Canterbury collection 

suggest that he was actively seeking promotion. One, from the king of France, 

directly recommended him to the monks.544 The other, from the German Emperor 

Henry VI, recommended that the convent take the advice of his cousin, Savaric, 

archdeacon of Northampton.545 It is not clear whether Savaric was working for his 

uncle or for himself. He clearly gained from Reginald’s promotion, in due course 

acquiring the see of Bath.546 This foreign support, combined with his close relations 

with the Angevin kings, made Reginald a good choice in the eyes of the monks. The 

choice, however, was not welcomed by the justiciar, Walter de Coutances.  Alarmed 

at what had happened, Walter quickly returned to London, gathered the nobles, and 

appealed against the election. He asked Reginald if he would abide by the election. 

                                                 
540 A.L. Poole, ‘England and Burgundy in the Last Decade of the Twelfth Century’, in Essays in 

History Presented to Reginald Lane Poole, ed. H.W.C. Davis (Oxford, 1927) 261-73; Vincent, ‘Peter 

Archbishop of Tarentaise’, 29. 
541 Ep. Cant., 248-4 (no.267), 339-40 (nos.361-2), 340-2 (nos.364-6). 
542 Ibid., 102-3 (no.129), 105 (no.132), 150-1 (no.173), 172 (no.189), 337-8 (nos.358-9), 340 (no.363), 

343 (nos.368-9); JL, nos.16007 (9978), 16712 (10299). 
543 Gerald of Wales, De vita Galfridi Archiepscopi Eboracensis, in Gir. Cam. Opera, IV, 408. 
544 Ep. Cant., 351 (no.382). 
545 Ibid., 350-1 (no.381). 
546 Savaric had apparently received letters from King Richard assenting to his promotion to any 

bishopric which he might be elected to. As this letter was granted whilst Richard was in Sicily, and 

whilst Savaric was gathering support for his cousin’s election to Canterbury, it seems likely that 

Savaric had his eyes on Bath. Richard of Devizes, The Chronicle of Richard of Devizes, ed. J. T. 

Appleby (London, 1963) 29. 
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The bishop declared he would and Prior Geoffrey, also present, defended the 

election’s legality. The monks invoked the protection of Queen Eleanor, whilst the 

king’s ministers threatened further action. Nothing came of this, however, as, within 

a month of the election, Reginald was dead.547   

After the drama of the election, 1192 was a quiet year for the monks. Of the seven 

extant letters from this year, six concern the election.548 The seventh letter is a 

mandate, dated 16 May, from Pope Celestine III, ordering his delegates (the bishop 

of Chichester, and abbots of Waltham and Reading) to close the church of Lambeth 

and absolve the canons from their oaths.549 This letter is interesting; the last known 

monastic deputation to Rome had set out in early December 1191 to announce the 

election of Reginald. Previously, in May 1191, Celestine had sent a mandate to 

Reginald and the abbots of Waltham and Reading, ordering them to oversee the 

demolition of the buildings at Hackington, which was carried out on 21 July.550 It 

appears that the chapel however remained. In the pipe roll for 1195, there are two 

entries, fining the hundred of Bridge in Kent for concealing a robbery at the chapel 

of St Thomas at Hackington, and the hundred of Westgate for not pursuing the 

thieves. These were likely some zealous supporters of the monks furious at the papal 

mandate (ordering the destruction of all the buildings) being ignored.551 Neither the 

accounts of Gervase or the letters makes any mention of this incident, further 

suggesting that the people involved were supporters of the convent, and possibly 

acting under their orders. The continued existence of the chapel was an affront to the 

monks, who would have been very happy to see it damaged. It also suggests that 

there may have been more support for the monks in the town than previously 

realised. The Canterbury citizens are primarily involved in two events, feeding the 

convent during their imprisonment and rioting against their acquisition of mandates 

hostile to the archbishop.552 Feeding the monks does not show any active support for 

                                                 
547 Ep. Cant., 352-3 (nos.383-5), 354-5 (nos.387-9), 358-60 (nos.393-5); Gervase, Chronica, 511-2; 

Peter of Blois, Epistola, II, 165 (no.216), reprinted in PL, 207, col.492-5 (no.211). 
548 Ep. Cant., 355-60 (nos.390-5). Stubbs has dated these letters to January 1192, however, this date 

appears rather late. Reginald died 26 December 1191. As these letters are mainly asking for support in 

their election of Reginald, January would have been a strange time to write them. Late December, 

before the 24, is a far more likely date.   
549 Ibid., 361 (no.397); JL, no.16878 (10375). 
550 Ep. Cant., 337-8 (no.358); JL, no.16712 (10299) Above, 115-6.  
551 PR 7 Richard I, 6: ‘Hundredum de Bregge debet j m. pro concelamento fractionis et roberie capelle 

sancti Thome de Hakinton’; Ibid., 7 Hundredum de Westgate debet ij m. quia persecuti non fuerunt 

illos fecerunt roberiam capelle de Hakinton’. 
552 Above, 85, 89-90 
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the monks by itself as it could be down to simple human decency. The rioting on the 

other hand shows clear opposition to the monks, even amongst their servants. The 

pipe rolls in contrast indicate that just like the convent, Canterbury itself was divided 

over the archbishops’ plans.  

The mandate of 1192, on the other hand specifically names Lambeth as the site of 

the chapel. After the settlement enforced by Richard, Baldwin had transferred his 

foundation to Lambeth (where Urban III had granted him permission to build).553 

Although the building works had stalled with Baldwin’s death and lack of successor, 

the foundation was still considered a threat by the monks, and as a chapel was still 

present at Hackington, they may have feared that there would now be two churches. 

The monks therefore continued to prosecute their appeal at Rome. It appears that a 

new delegation set out, between late December and May, after the death of Reginald. 

The monks were obviously concerned that whoever was elected next would continue 

Baldwin’s scheme and chose to nip this plan in the bud whilst there was no 

organised opposition.554   

In December 1192, Richard was taken prisoner whilst returning from crusade. Three 

months later, he sent letters to England. The first, preserved in the Canterbury 

collection, went to the monks, informing them of his captivity and asking them to 

contribute to his ransom.555 Four days later, on 30 March, three more letters were 

composed. These were all aimed at securing support for the election of Hubert 

Walter to the archbishopric.556 Although Hubert’s election has been discussed above, 

we should revisit a couple of points.557 Richard’s initial letters from March 1193, 

were not acted upon immediately. On 28 May 1193, he sent a letter to the convent in 

support of Savaric of Bath’s promotion.558 Pressure was probably brought to bear 

due to Savaric’s familial ties with the emperor. In the following month, on 8 June, 

Richard sent another letter to his mother, again urging the election of Hubert and 

                                                 
553 Ep. Cant., 543 (no.560); JL, no.15675. 
554 They were probably opposed by the Lambeth canons, but it is not clear how organised this 

opposition was. A letter dated 30 January 1193, took the possessions of the canons under papal 

protection. This was probably procured by Hubert Walter, who was likely at the curia at this time. 

Ibid., 360 (no.396); JL, no.16952. 
555 Ep. Cant., 361-2 (no.398). 
556 One went to Queen Eleanor, another to the justiciar, and the third to the convent. Ibid., 362-4 

(nos.399-401). 
557 Above, 48-9. 
558 Ep. Cant., 364 (no.402). 
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requesting that she ignore any letters to the contrary.559 On the same day, he sent a 

letter to the monks ordering them to act on the advice of William de St Mère- Église 

and John of Bridport, two men who knew his mind.560 Both of these letters (and 

another, dated 10 July, forbidding the election of Hubert) arrived too late. The monks 

had written to the pope on 30 May, announcing Hubert's election.561 

This letter from Richard forbidding Hubert’s election is interesting. Landon, in his 

Itinerary of Richard I, suggests that it is a forgery, although he does not give his 

reasons.562 There are two problems with this letter. First is the location where it was 

written – it is not recorded. The second concerns the date. Hubert had been elected 

archbishop on 29 May. William Longchamp had been at a council at St Albans from 

1-5 June. One of the decisions taken at this council was the appointment of the 

guardians of the king’s ransom. Hubert was selected as one of these and it would 

have been known he was the archbishop-elect. Both Roger of Howden and Gervase 

of Canterbury for example refer to him as such.563 After the council, Longchamp 

returned to Richard in Germany. He must have arrived by 25 June, when he was at 

Worms negotiating with the emperor. 564 Further, from 4-12 July 1193, Longchamp 

was in France negotiating a peace with Philip Augustus.565 Richard, therefore, must 

have known that Hubert had been elected, if he did not then someone, likely the 

chancellor, had suppressed the information.   

The most likely explanation for this letter is that it is not a forgery but that the copy 

in Lambeth 415 has a transcription error; 10 July could quite plausibly have been an 

error for 10 June, which would fit with the chronology of events. A forgery created 

in July would have been useless, it was simply too late to have had an effect. If the 

original however, had been damaged this would explain why no place date is 

mentioned in the manuscript, nor is a gap left for it. If this is the case, then it was 

possibly written on behalf of Savaric of bath. The bishop appears to have been with 

                                                 
559 Ibid., 364-5 (no.403). 
560 Ibid., 365-6 (no.404). 
561 Ibid., 366 (no.405); Like Reginald’s election, the monks pre-empted the bishops by electing Hubert 

on 29 May, the day before the election was due to take place. Again, this was to reinforce their claims 

to be the sole body eligible to elect an archbishop. Diceto, Ymagines, II, 107-9; Howden, Chronica, 

III, 213; Gervase, Chronica, 518-9.  
562 Landon, Itinerary, 79. 
563 Howden, Chronica, III, 212; Gervase, Chronica, 519. 
564 Landon, Itinerary, 77. 
565 Ibid., 78-9; Howden, Chronica, III, 217-20. 
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the king by 12 July, and it is not much of a leap to suggest that such an ambitious 

man would attempt to manipulate the king into supporting his cause.566 We can see 

from Richard’s other letters that he was under pressure to grant concessions to some 

of his men. In a letter to his mother, for example, Richard wrote: ‘If by chance you 

have received from us any mandate to the contrary [i.e. against the election of Hubert 

Walter], on behalf of the chancellor, the bishop of Bath, or anyone else, we wish you 

to know without doubt that we quash it, and all mandates to the contrary coming 

from our chancery. For you know well, that whilst we are in prison, it is necessary 

for us to yield to the requests of great men, and to entreat for others, whom we by no 

means wish to promote.’567 This July letter, therefore, fits very nicely with Richard’s 

other letters and is most likely misdated. In any event, the letter failed to have an 

impact as Richard got his wish with Hubert’s election. 

The Dispute Renewed 

No mention was made of the Lambeth chapel in the first few years of Hubert’s 

archiepiscopacy. The convent was left to manage their affairs as they had previously 

done. According to Stubbs, Hubert would not have revived the idea of a collegiate 

church had it not been for ‘his old friends the clerks’.568 This view is too simplistic. 

Hubert had the same problem as Baldwin: how to provide for the clerks of his 

household. A collegiate church was a sensible answer. As Baldwin’s friend and 

executor, he had a personal interest in seeing the plan fulfilled. The reason Lambeth 

was not mentioned immediately after his election is that Hubert was busy dealing 

with the problems arising from Richard’s imprisonment and ransom. Only once 

these had been settled could he revive Baldwin's plan. 

In 1196, the Lambeth proposal was renewed. Knowing that the monks would still 

oppose him, Hubert offered a compromise. He suggested that the chapel be built at 

                                                 
566 He had also been in Germany in February. Between these two dates we do not have evidence for 

where Savaric was, but it is possible he remained on the continent or was regularly travelling to and 

from England. Landon, Itinerary, 73, 79.  
567 ‘Certissimum enim habemus, quod ipsius promotio Deo erit grata et regni nostri defensioni, et 

pacis conservationi, et liberationi nostre accelerande, valde necessaria... Et si forte aliquod mandatum 

a nobis accepistis in contrarium, pro cancellario vel pro Bathoniensi epsicopo, vel pro aliquo alio, 

proculdubio vos scire volumus quod illud cassamus, et omne mandatum quod de cetero de cancellaria 

nostra emanabit, in contrarium. Satis enim vestra novit dilectio, quod dum in custodia tenemur, 

oportet nos precibus magnorum virorum cedere, et pro quibusdam supplicare, quos nullatenus 

promovere vellemus.’ Ep. Cant., 365 (no.403). 
568 Ibid., xciii. 
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Maidstone on the conventual estates, thereby giving the monks significant control 

over the foundation. Maidstone was chosen as, like Lambeth, it was close to London, 

therefore making it a convenient site. Hubert had also received permission, in 1195, 

to hold a weekly market and an annual fair there.569 This might have brought added 

profits for the foundation had it been based at Maidstone. The monks, however, 

refused to countenance such a plan. According to Gervase, they carried their protests 

to Hubert. The archbishop, having heard the monks recount the long history of the 

dispute, declared that sorry as he was to go against the wishes of the church which 

had elected him as its head, he could not leave the proposed work unfinished. He left 

the monks and sought divine counsel through prayer.570 After this, he proceeded with 

his Lambeth plan. In April 1196, the king confirmed the exchange between Hubert 

and the monks of Rochester, by which Lambeth was obtained in return for the manor 

of Dartford, the chapel of Helles in Darenth, and property in the vill of Cliffe 

(Kent).571 Added to Lambeth were the lands already acquired from the monks by 

Baldwin.572 Hubert now felt he had sufficient resources to provide for the new 

foundation. Once the final exchange of lands had been confirmed in 1197, he sent an 

envoy to Rome to use the Lambeth estates for the planned church, and on 9 June 

1197, gained papal permission.573 

Hubert spent the Christmas of 1196 at Canterbury. 574 On 21 January, having 

recovered from illness, he held a meeting with the convent in the chapter house. His 

stance seems to have been conciliatory. Accepting the convention that only members 

of the convent could be present during chapter meetings, his clerks were excluded, 

and the archbishop’s cross was carried by a member of the convent, John of 

Dover.575 The conference appears to have lasted for three days and the result was 

kept secret. Curiously, the only person to mention this meeting is Ralph Diceto, 

essentially a London chronicler. Gervase of Canterbury’s chronicle ends 1196 with 

Hubert campaigning in Wales and the consecration of the bishop of Worcester.576 

                                                 
569 Lambeth Palace Ms 1212, f. 38.  
570 Gervase, Chronica, 537-43. 
571 Medway Archives Centre, Strood, DRc/T54/3; similar confirmations were given in June 1196, and 

April 1197. Ep. Cant., 549-51 (nos.567-8); Lambeth Palace CM XI/21; Registrum Roffense, 270-3. 

The chapel of Helles is probably St Margaret’s Church in Darenth. 
572 Ep. Cant., 324 (no.337). 
573 Ibid., 371-2 (no.413); JL, no.17564. 
574 Diceto, Ymagines, II, 150-1. 
575 Ibid., II, 151. 
576 Gervase, Chronica, 543. 
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Similarly, there is a significant gap in the Canterbury letters for 1196 and 1197. 

There is only one document for 1196 (King Richard’s confirmation of the exchange 

of lands at Lambeth in June), whilst the first five months of 1197 are also 

unrepresented.577 The lack of any account in Gervase's chronicle may be due to 

confusion. The meeting earlier in 1196 was reported by him in detail and it may be 

that he simply linked the two meetings together.578 However, combined with the lack 

of letters, this silence hints that something more was going on. Stubbs suggests that 

one of the topics of conversation was the acquisition of lands at Lambeth.579 This is a 

reasonable assumption. The convent would have been aware of the archbishop’s 

actions and likely confronted him about them. It is also likely that Hubert attempted 

to negotiate another solution. Possibly the monks felt they had come off worse in 

these discussions and therefore chose to expunge the meeting from their historical 

records. 

Clearly this position did not last. On 9 June 1197, Hubert received permission from 

the pope to dispose of the church at Lambeth in whatever way he wished.580 The 

monks’ proctors at the curia must have warned the monks about Hubert’s actions for, 

around early June, the convent renewed its letter campaign. A general letter was sent 

to all their friends, informing them of what was happening and requesting support in 

the convent’s time of need. Personal letters were also sent to Bishops Hugh of 

Lincoln and John of Worcester, Abbot Alan of Tewkesbury, as well as their 

supporters abroad. 581 Cardinals Gratian, Gerard, and Peter Diana received missives 

asking them to prevent the pope from hearing the archbishop until the monks had 

time to send representatives; a similar request was also sent to the pope.582  

Hubert was called away from England on 17 June and remained abroad until 3 

November.583 On his return, he briefly visited the convent, before sending the abbots 

of Chertsey, Waltham, and Reading with new proposals. He suggested that every 

                                                 
577 Ep. Cant., 549 (no.567). The first letter from 1197 is dated 9 June, Ibid., 371-2 (no.413); JL, 

no.17564.  
578 Gervase, Chronica, 537-43. 
579 Ep. Cant., xciv. 
580 Ibid., 371-2 (no.413); JL, no.15764. 
581 Ep. Cant., 372-4 (nos.414-7). 
582 Gerard is probably the cardinal-deacon of S. Adriano, 1182-1208, of that name. This was the same 

Gerard who had received a letter from Hugh of Lucca in 1188. Maleczek, Kardinalskolleg, 78-9; Ep. 

Cant., 374-7 (nos.418-20), 380-1 (no.423); Below II, 105.  
583 Gervase, Chronica, 544-5; EEA 3, 310. 
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newly appointed canon should swear never to claim a voice for the college in the 

election of future archbishops; no canon would participate in any plan to translate 

Becket’s remains anywhere other than Christ Church; likewise, no canon would 

consent to the consecration of chrism anywhere other than Canterbury, nor would he 

seek (or allow another to seek) to be relieved from this oath. Further, every canon 

would be installed in person and would have taken their oath before being installed. 

The prior would hold one of the prebends and would attend or be represented in 

chapters held at Lambeth in the habit of a canon. The archbishop further stated that, 

on these grounds, he would secure assent for his plan from the king and pope. The 

monks replied that, although they had the utmost respect for the archbishop, they 

would not consent to his plans. As for the securities he was offering, they said they 

would seek the advice of their friends and would give an answer later.584 

Hubert returned for the convent’s answer in early 1198. Their reply was a list of 

allegations, amounting to a complete refusal. Stubbs is likely correct in suggesting 

that the final document in the Lambeth collection, titled ‘Allegationes Conventus 

Cantuariensis contra praecedentia capitula’, was the document presented to 

Hubert.585 The document recounts the history of the dispute, countering each of 

Hubert’s proposals, as well as complaining about the damages the monks had 

already suffered (and might suffer in future) because of the plan. The placement of 

this document in the manuscript is interesting. The letters are arranged in a rough 

chronological order. However, this document comes after others concerning the final 

settlement of the dispute. There are approximately six folios missing from the 

manuscript, so it is not clear what was originally at the end of the collection.586 As 

nos.555-7 in the collection are all general statements about the positions of the 

convent and archbishops, it is likely that the last few folios carried something 

similar. The reason these documents were out of chronological order is probably to 

do with their contents. They are all manifestos outlining the positions of the parties 

and the wrongs done to them. Possibly the documents were some type of 

‘broadsheet’ published regularly throughout the dispute informing people about their 

situation. Like the Allegationes document, these would have provided a summary of 

                                                 
584 Gervase, Chronica, 545-7; Ep. Cant., 382-4 (nos.425-8), 429-30 (no.465), 530-2 (no.556). 
585 Ibid., xcvi, 532-8 (no.557). 
586 Lambeth Ms 415 f.133r for a marginal note recording the lending of the last few folios. 
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the dispute, and combing them at the end of the manuscript would provide a quick 

overview of events for anyone reading the collection. 

Recourse to Rome 

After patiently listening to the monks’ list of allegations, Hubert suggested that both 

parties should consult the pope, albeit on the understanding that neither party would 

apply for a mandate without the other’s knowledge. The monks agreed, and Hubert 

left Canterbury, without knowing that two monks, Nicholas and S., had secretly 

departed the convent for Rome in early January.587 Included amongst the letters of 

early 1198, is a document titled ‘Allegatio Monachorum coram Papa Coelestino’.588 

This is a statement of the monks’ grievances against the archbishops and their plan 

for a collegiate church, which were to be laid before the pope. Stubbs dates this to 

either 1197 or 1198, and it is likely the document that the two monks took with them 

when they departed for Rome in January 1198.  

Hearing of the monks’ duplicity, Hubert was greatly angered and travelled to 

Canterbury for an explanation. Although no date is given for Hubert’s visit it was 

likely in February. The letters relating to this incident are from February or March 

(with only one in January). Gervase mentions the monks as having left after the 

consecration of the bishop of Ely in March. This is clearly wrong as the letter from 

the monks excusing their actions is dated January. As such, mid to late February is 

the likeliest date. 589 Prior Geoffrey declared that the two monks had left without 

permission and produced a letter from them, admitting their offence and appealing to 

the pope against the archbishop.590 Geoffrey’s lack of consent is interesting, and it is 

unclear how involved he was with the duplicity. Stubbs suggested that Geoffrey had 

either ‘lost some of his earlier energy’ or considered Hubert’s proposals to be 

reasonable.591 It is unlikely that at this stage he wished to reopen the wounds that had 

festered from 1188-91. He had agreed with the archbishop to seek the pope’s counsel 

                                                 
587 The S. is likely Brother Solomon. Solomon appears in 1198, when he meets Prior Geoffrey at 

Lucca, whilst being in possession of a papal mandate. The prior then retained Solomon as he was 

‘odious to the archbishop’. This would fit with Hubert’s excommunication of the two monks who had 

left secretly. Greatrex, Biographical Register, 270, 276; Ep. Cant., 377 (no.421), 458 (no.497); 

Gervase, Chronica, 551. 
588 Ep. Cant., 378-80 (no.422). 
589 Gervase, Chronica, 550-1; Ep. Cant., 377 (no.421), 387-90 (nos.430-2).    
590 Ibid., 377 (no.421). 
591 Ibid., xcvi. 
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and not to apply for a mandate without Hubert's knowledge. It appears, however, 

that, he lost control of some of the more hot-headed of his brethren. Geoffrey’s 

deposition of Prior Osbert, had set a bad precedent. He could not be seen to be 

lacking in zeal for the cause in which he had been a very active member. He had no 

choice but to support the monks' appeal. 

Regardless of the appeal, Hubert excommunicated the two monks.592 Gervase 

defended the convent’s actions stating that the archbishop had already sent envoys to 

Rome with large amounts of cash (hinting that this was intended for bribery).593 As 

head of the English church, it is likely that Hubert maintained agents at Rome. In this 

specific case, however, it appears that the archbishop had acted in good faith and was 

honestly trying to reach an amicable agreement over Lambeth. The monks, perhaps 

still smarting from the traumas of Baldwin’s archiepiscopacy, could not bring 

themselves to fully trust him. 

Upon reaching the curia in the early months of 1198, the monks found that Pope 

Celestine had died. He had been replaced by their supporter, Cardinal Lothario di 

Segni, who ascended the papal throne as Innocent III. Innocent had been a staunch 

supporter of the monks whilst a cardinal. This was possibly due to a special devotion 

to Becket, whose canonisation took place in 1173 at Segni, Innocent’s hometown. 

Likewise, he appears to have made a pilgrimage to Becket’s shrine at Canterbury 

whilst studying in Paris, suggesting a close affinity with the saint and those who 

cared for the shrine. 594 The monks’ business was immediately expedited by the new 

pope. Without waiting to hear Hubert’s ambassadors, Innocent issued two letters on 

24 April 1198. The first, to the archbishop, insisted upon the demolition and 

abolition of the college, on pain of suspension, within thirty days of receiving the 

letter. The second was to Hubert’s suffragans. They were to withdraw their 

obedience if the archbishop did not carry out the pope's commands.595 

                                                 
592 Ibid., 389-90 (no.432). 
593 Gervase, Chronica, 550-1. 
594 Ibid., 550; Howden, Chronica, IV, 41-3; Diceto, Ymagines, II, 159; Ep. Cant., 385-8 (nos.429-30); 

J. Sayers, Innocent III: Leader of Europe 1198-1216 (New York, 1994) 19.    
595 Ep. Cant., 391-4 (nos.434-5), 405 (no.448). There are several letters dated to May 1198 that are 

related to this mandate. Most are cardinals requesting Hubert to observe the mandate, or letters to the 

king requesting the same. Ibid., 396-8 (nos.437-9), 399-403 (nos.442-5), There is also an interesting 

letter from Innocent to the priors of Lewes and Faversham, ordering them to suspend the archbishop’s 

power to excommunicate the chapter if it was true that he had excommunicated Brothers Nicholas and 

Solomon. Ibid., 399 (no.441). There are two things of interest in this letter. First, the monk Solomon is 

recorded as being with Brother Nicholas. This suggests that it was he who secretly left the convent to 
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News of these letters reached Hubert on 31 May, whilst at Lambeth. The next day, 

he called together his advisors and appealed against the mandate, claiming that it had 

been obtained under false pretences. The bishop of Rochester and Simon, 

archdeacon of Wells, on behalf of the canons of Lambeth, joined the archbishop’s 

appeal. Their support suggests that these men were to receive prebends in the new 

church.  Hubert then sent the abbots of Chertsey and Waltham to Canterbury with a 

letter of complaint, ordering the monks to set down a true statement of events to be 

sent to Rome.596 The involvement of these abbots provides us with further evidence 

of divided opinions on the new church. Chertsey was a Benedictine house, whilst 

Waltham was Augustinian. Once again, we have regular clergy acting in opposition 

to their fellow regulars. 

The convent requested time to consider the archbishop’s orders, whilst in the 

meantime they dispatched four brothers to Hubert to serve him with the papal letters. 

Arriving at Lambeth on 7 June, they were kept waiting for two days before they 

could perform their task.597 By this time, Hubert’s letter to King Richard had reached 

the royal court in Normandy. In a letter to the suffragans of Canterbury, dated 14 

June, Richard prohibited the archbishop and his suffragans from obeying the papal 

mandates as they had been obtained against the king’s dignity and the liberties of the 

realm. He further sent letters to the pope and the cardinals, protesting their 

interference in the affairs of the English church.598 

Hubert travelled to Canterbury on 19 June 1198, having summoned the bishops to 

attend the consecration of Geoffrey Muschamp, the elect of Coventry, two days later. 

On 20 June, he visited the convent and complained to the monks about the prior’s 

perfidy, whilst the bishop of Rochester complained about their opposition to the 

pious endeavour at Lambeth. On 22 June, the day after the consecration, Hubert sent 

the abbots of Reading, Waltham, and Chertsey to speak with the monks. Several 

bishops accompanied them, as well as Geoffrey fitz Peter and Hugh Bardolf as the 

king’s representatives. These envoys presented a letter from the king, placing 

                                                 
prosecute the appeal. Second, no record of the suspension of the archbishop’s powers appears to exist. 

It is likely that, even though Hubert did excommunicate the two monks (proven by Cardinal John of 

S. Clemente’s annulment of the excommunication), the priors refused to obey the mandate. Perhaps 

they believed that Hubert had taken the correct course of action. Ibid., 398 (no.440).   
596 Ibid., 394-6 (no.436), 407-11 (no.450); Gervase, Chronica, 552-4. 
597 Ep. Cant., 391-4 (nos.434-5). 
598 Ibid., 405-6 (no.449); nos.446-7 are incorrectly dated in the manuscript. These should be dated to 

June rather than July; Gervase, Chronica, 554-5. 
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Lambeth under royal protection, forbidding the execution of the papal mandate, 

announcing the king’s appeal against it, and summoning the prior to appear before 

him to account for the injuries the convent had done to the liberties of the realm 

whilst opposing the archbishop’s plan.599 After the letter was read, Hubert asked the 

monks to renounce their appeal and settle the dispute through arbitration. Finding the 

monks intransigent, he left Canterbury on 23 June. As soon as he had departed, royal 

officers seized the convent’s possessions. This occupation lasted for only a few days, 

with the possessions being restored after the archbishop’s intercession.600 

Both parties now sent new messengers to Rome. Hubert’s messengers were the 

Cistercian abbots Robert of Boxley and William of Robertsbridge. Both had 

attempted to act as mediators in the dispute. They carried letters from the suffragan 

bishops and the English Cistercian abbots, defending Hubert.601 Gervase also accuses 

the archbishop of sending large amounts of money for use as bribes, whilst 

contrasting this with the actions of the monks: 

Therefore, he [Hubert] arranged to send messengers to the lord pope 

with letters, and no small amount of English relics, namely of Rufinus 

and Albinus… However, the monks wrote simply and plainly about 

what had happened to the lord pope and their brothers who were 

present at the curia.602 

This image of the corrupt archbishop opposed to humble and Christ-like monks is 

purely fictitious. Gervase’s aim was to portray the righteousness of the monastic 

cause. He did this by depicting the archbishops as corrupt tyrants and contrasting this 

image with an ideal type of the monk: humble, simple, and poor – in all things a 

successor to Christ. The monks used many of the same methods as the archbishops. 

Pursuing legal cases at Rome was an expensive business, as well as travelling to the 

                                                 
599 Gervase, Chronica, 556-8; Ep. Cant., 407-11 (no.450). 
600 Ibid., 407-11 (no.450); Gervase, Chronica, 559-61. 
601 Ep. Cant., 420-5 (nos.461-3); Gervase, in his chronicle, places these letters at the end of July 1198, 

after the monks refused another arbitration. Although a date in late July is plausible, it is more likely 

that the letters were sent in late June. The bishops’ letter mentions their meeting at Canterbury and the 

subsequent attempt to settle the matter by arbitration. This all fits in with the events of late June and it 

would seem more likely that the bishops, who were together then, would pen the letter immediately 

after the events rather than waiting for a month. 
602 Gervase, Chronica, 560-1: ‘Inde vero ad dominum papam nuntios dirigendos paravit et litteras, 

cum non modico pondere reliquiarum Angliae, Rufini scilicet et Albini...Monachi vero simpliciter et 

plane scripserunt domino papae ordinem rei gestae et fratribus qui superstites erant in curia.’  
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curia, litigants had to pay for their upkeep, various legal fees, and ‘gifts’ for those in 

important positions.  

There are no surviving financial records for the Canterbury dispute. However, from 

the expenses of Richard of Anstey’s case (1158-63), a general idea of how much it 

cost to take a case to Rome can be inferred.603 Richard spent £344 7s 4d; most of this 

came in expenses incurred from travelling, gifts, and loan repayments, all of which 

the monks would also have had to pay for. Monastic envoys were regularly sent to 

the curia, the royal court, and across Europe to seek support for their cause. Their 

travel expenses must have been far more than those of Richard of Anstey. Likewise, 

the monks are known to have received loans. On one occasion, the brothers who 

were staying at the monastery of Saint-Bertin at Saint-Omer in northern France, 

borrowed 60 marks to cover their expenses.604 Another time, John of Bremble found 

one of the convent’s messengers unable to set sail from Wissant due to a lack of 

money, and paid the passage himself.605 The monks also presented gifts to members 

of the curia who could influence their case. On one occasion, John, unsuccessfully, 

attempted to give the legate, Ralph Nigel, cardinal-priest of S. Prassede, a reliquary 

as a gift.606 Such an item was probably brought from Canterbury and indicates that 

the monks knew full well how the papal curia worked. 

In another letter, Prior Honorius mentions how he offered the relics of Saints 

Rufinus and Albinus, just as Gervase describes Hubert as doing.607 Rufinus and 

Albinus were not saints, but the personification of gold (Rufinus) and silver 

(Albinus) whose ‘relics’ were payments in bribery. The twelfth century saw a rise in 

satirical literature concerning the church.608 The popularity of such parodies of 

Christian motifs  as Nummus vincit, Nummus regnat, Nummus imperat (instead of 

the usual Christus vincit, Christus regnat, Christus imperat) and works such as the 

                                                 
603 Richard of Anstey’s case concerned who should inherit the lands of his uncle, William de 
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Tractatus Garsiae and the Gospel According to the Mark of Silver enjoyed 

widespread circulation in the twelfth century.609 From the Canterbury letters, it can 

be seen that criticisms of the twelfth-century church (and particularly of the papal 

curia) did not come purely from the laity. All the letters which use this language 

come from the monks. If more letters had survived, we would no doubt find similar 

criticisms from the archiepiscopal side. Meanwhile, such language is also prevalent 

in Gervase’s chronicle, indicating how widely the Canterbury monks were familiar 

with curial corruption. 

Hubert believed that the likely outcome from Rome would be defeat. Therefore, he 

continued his attempts to persuade (and compel) the convent to accept another 

compromise. He received a letter from the king, dated 23 July 1198, ordering the 

monks to choose five abbots and five bishops as arbiters.610 The monks firmly 

refused, stating that they could not reject all the proceedings that had been, and still 

were, going on in Rome. They also argued that, as almost all the bishops and abbots 

supported Hubert, no fair arbitration could be obtained. If the monks’ allegation is 

true, then it suggests that the archiepiscopal plan was widely accepted by English 

monastics, as well as the division within the monastic orders which we have already 

observed.  

The monks decided to send letters to Queen Eleanor, asking for her support, and to 

Eustace, bishop of Ely, a leading official in the royal chancery, enquiring whether he 

thought it possible for them to bribe the king to remain neutral.611 A full-scale 

renewal of the conflict now seemed inevitable. During July and August 1198, the 

monks revived their letter campaign in earnest. Letters were sent to the pope and the 

cardinals, keeping them up to date with events and requesting their support.612 The 

monks also decided that the time had come for them to reveal the secret mandate, 

issued by John of Anagni, in December 1189, declaring the previous settlement 

void.613 Letters were sent to their friends at the convent of Saint-Bertin and to the 

cathedral chapter at Reims, requesting that they confirm the authenticity of the 
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mandate and its subsequent renewal by Pope Celestine III.614 The monks hoped that 

by revealing this letter, they could protect themselves from Hubert’s schemes. In 

August, Hubert again sent the convent his proposals for building his new church 

whilst securing the rights of Canterbury, but these were once more rejected.615 

Clearly the monks felt that Pope Innocent might consider the previous compromise 

(allowing the archbishop to build a church anywhere he wanted, except at 

Hackington) a reasonable one, as well as Hubert’s new proposal.  Their fear was that 

Innocent would give his blessing to the archbishop. By revealing the legate's secret 

mandate, the monks hoped to nip this line of argument in the bud. 

The monks also proceeded with a smear campaign against Hubert. According to 

Roger of Howden, they complained to the pope that he was holding secular office in 

breach of canon law, preventing him from properly attending to the affairs of the 

church. Upon hearing this, Innocent wrote to the king, demanding that he release the 

archbishop from his duties as justiciar.616 In a letter of 11 July 1198, Richard 

informed the realm that Hubert had resigned from the justiciarship due to ill health 

and the heavy burden which ruling both church and state placed upon him.617 This 

may well have been true, Hubert had offered to resign the justiciarship in 1196 on 

these grounds.618 However, if ill health was an issue in 1196 and 1198, why did he 

accept the chancellorship from King John only a year later? Howden’s explanation 

appears more probable. John Gillingham has shown that Howden was most likely at 

the Roman curia during this period.619 His information therefore came from members 

of the papal court, or from the monk’s representatives. Similarly, the timing of the 

incident is peculiar. Although there are no extant letters concerning this matter in the 

Canterbury collection, this does not preclude the monks’ involvement. The collection 

was intended to be a testament to the righteousness of the monastic cause. Letters 
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revealing that the monks had been involved in smearing the archbishop would not 

have suited the desired narrative. 

In September 1198, King Richard sent his new justiciar, Geoffrey fitz Peter, to 

Canterbury, to take an inventory of the convent’s treasures. Ostensibly, this was to 

aid the king's French wars, but it was probably also intended to punish the monks for 

their opposition to the archbishop’s plan and to stop further money being spent at 

Rome. Once the treasures of Canterbury had been listed, Geoffrey was to do the 

same for all the other cathedrals with monastic chapters.620 The decision to survey 

the treasuries of monastic cathedrals suggests that the plan may not have originally 

been Richard’s. Hugh de Nonant, bishop of Coventry, was hostile towards cathedral 

monks until his death in March 1198. He actively sought the support of the bishops 

in his attempts to remove the monks both from his cathedral at Coventry and from all 

other episcopal churches. The bishops were apparently inclined to support him, 

except for Archbishop Baldwin.621 If this is the case then it is quite possible that after 

Hugh’s death, various bishops continued to suggest this idea to the king. 

Inventorying treasure was a way to determine if such expulsions might prove 

profitable. 

The royal officers arrived at Canterbury on 26 September, together with the 

archdeacon of Canterbury, the abbot of Faversham, and the prior of Leeds (Kent) as 

the archbishop’s representatives. Prior Geoffrey refused to allow them to view the 

cathedral treasury and the officers preferred to depart, rather than use force. The 

king, however, saw this as an act of rebellion and, on 28 September, his men 

occupied the convent’s estates.622 Hearing what had happened, Hubert immediately 

wrote to the king, asking him, because of his love for the archbishop, to restore their 

property. He stated that the confiscation would anger the pope and would harm his 

case at the curia. Richard granted his request and restored the estates on 29 

October.623 Before the lands were restored in the middle of October, Prior Geoffrey, 

having received no news from Rome since 31 May, had once again departed for 

Italy. He circulated a letter renewing his appeal (whilst the convent produced one 

declaring invalid anything done against the prior during his absence) and set out with 
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a bundle of letters for the pope, recounting the monks’ case and the persecutions they 

had endured.624 Reaching Lucca in late November, Geoffrey met one of the 

convent's previous envoys, Brother Solomon, carrying papal letters. Solomon was 

returning in triumph.   

In early September, Innocent had authorized two letters for the convent. One, to the 

priors of Faversham, St Augustine's, and St Gregory's Canterbury, ordered the lifting 

of all ecclesiastical censures placed upon the convent. The other informed the monks 

that their representatives at Rome had died, and requested they send new proctors.625 

The monks did not receive these letters until after Prior Geoffrey had departed, and 

they were nullified by the arrival of Brothers John and Hubert (who had been 

excommunicated by the archbishop) at the curia c.11 September. Upon reaching the 

curia, they were given a letter from the pope annulling the sentence of 

excommunication passed against them.626 Another letter, written probably a few days 

later, refuted King Richard’s arguments in favour of the archbishop. Innocent went 

on to state that, as the archbishop’s representatives had not yet arrived, he would 

postpone any decision until he had heard from them.627  

Hubert’s envoys (the abbots of Robertsbridge and Boxley) arrived c.17 September, 

whilst the papal court was at Perugia.628 The case, however, was not heard until 21 

October, once the curia had returned to Rome. On the first day, Innocent heard the 

abbots as well as a long letter from John Bellemains, former archbishop of Lyon, in 

support of Hubert.629 On 22 October, the monks were heard, with the archbishop’s 

representatives responding the next day. Innocent spent a month drawing up his final 

decision. It was read to the parties on 6 and dispatched on 20 November. It contained 

a summary of both sides of the argument and concluded by reiterating the former 

mandates in favour of the convent. Hubert was to demolish his church, restore the 
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property of the convent (including the alienated churches and exennia) and suspend 

the offending clerks within thirty days of receipt. If he did not do so, he was to be 

suspended and further punishments would be imposed if necessary. Similar 

notifications went to the suffragan bishops and the king – who was also threatened 

with ecclesiastical censure if he attempted to interfere.630 

Hearing the news, Prior Geoffrey summoned three of the monks from Rome to 

accompany Precentor William and the mandates back to Canterbury, whilst he 

himself kept Brother Solomon to prosecute his own appeal. On 11 December, 

Geoffrey arrived in Rome and obtained an interview with the pope. He formerly laid 

his complaint against Hubert and the royal officials concerning their visitation in 

September. Immediately Innocent wrote to Richard, ordering him to restore the 

estates, and to the archbishop of Rouen and the bishop of Ely, demanding that they 

enforce canonical punishment where necessary – even upon the king.631 Hubert 

received his mandate on 2 January 1199 and prepared to fulfil the pope’s wishes.632 

The chapel was levelled on 27 January, but the collegiate buildings were left 

standing. The executors of the mandate (the bishops of Ely, Lincoln, and the abbot of 

Bury St Edmund’s) summoned the rectors of the alienated churches to appear before 

them on 10 May, to account to the convent.633 Whilst the monks were celebrating 

their victory, the papal letters, acquired by the prior, arrived. The monks were 

dismayed. The tone of the letters, especially concerning the king, would be ruinous 

to their cause, so the convent suppressed them.634 That these letters were included in 

the collection therefore is interesting. The compiler clearly felt they were of value, 

which from the monastic perspective they were, in that they upheld the monks’ 

position. It also supports the position that the collection was intended for the 

Canterbury monks alone. Publishing such letters could have harmed their relations 

with the royal court if they had been seen. 

The king’s representatives at Rome, however, appear to have informed him of the 

letters’ contents as, on 13 March 1199, the priory's estates were again seized, on the 

grounds that the monks had refused the king’s officers permission to inspect their 

                                                 
630 Ep. Cant., 459-72 (nos.498-504); Gervase, Chronica, 575-86. 
631 Ibid., 587-90; Ep. Cant., 477-8 (nos.510-1), 483-6 (nos.519-20). 
632 Ibid., 466-8 (no.500). 
633 Ibid., 472-7 (nos.505-9); Gervase, Chronica, 587-90. 
634 Ep. Cant., 486-7 (no.521). 



 

139 

 

treasure.635 This time, Hubert refused to help the convent and, according to Gervase, 

heaped abuse upon the convent’s messenger.636 In all likelihood, Hubert had harsh 

words for the monks. On the previous occasion, his successful (and unasked for) 

intervention does not appear to have elicited any thanks from the convent. Instead, 

the prior departed to Rome to make more formal complaints against the archbishop. 

The new sequestration of estates was carried out with Hubert’s knowledge, and 

possibly at his instigation, for he was with the king until 12 March.637 Richard had an 

excuse to confiscate the convent’s estates but, as he had restored them a year before 

upon the archbishop’s request, it is unlikely he would have seized them again 

without Hubert’s go-ahead.    

After having their plea for aid rejected by the archbishop, the monks travelled to 

Poitou to plead with the king. They were not able to speak with him, however, for 

Richard died on 6 April 1199.638 Shortly after hearing the news of his death, the 

justiciar restored the monks' estates. Possibly Richard had requested this on his 

deathbed, or alternatively, this may have been part of a pardon on the succession of a 

new king, like the pardoning of prisoners upon Richard’s succession.639 The monks, 

however, did not regard the restoration as an act of reparation, instead seeing it as a 

confirmation of what was rightfully theirs, as was customary upon the accession of a 

new king. They therefore sent a new set of complaints to Rome, primarily concerned 

with the continued custody of the disputed churches and the undemolished collegiate 

buildings, effectively in rejection of the earlier papal mandate.640 It is at this point of 

the dispute that Gervase’s chronicle ends. The chronicle very carefully details the 

dispute and it is strange that he would end it before the final settlement, especially as 

it appears that he planned to continue the chronicle into John's reign and was the 

author of the Actus Pontificum (in which a very brief description of the final 

compromise is present) at least to 1205. Like the Canterbury letters, Gervase’s 

chronicle shows the trials and successes of the convent. It also shows the power of 

Rome, and the convent’s hopes that the pope would come to their aid. This is 

perhaps the reason why Gervase stops in April 1199. The dispute was settled by 
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compromise in England, not Rome. Continuing the chronicle would show that Rome 

had failed the monks and would negate one of the themes of his work.641 

The Final Arbitration 

Having destroyed the chapel on 27 January, Hubert now devised a new scheme to 

complete his project. He believed that the pope might be willing to listen to a 

petition on behalf of the college, if it were made to him first, before being laid in 

front of any other judge, ecclesiastical or secular. He therefore sent messengers to 

Rome, to inform the pope that, so far, the papal mandate had been fulfilled and that 

he was ready to grant the convent further redress for any injuries they could prove 

they suffered due to their opposition. The messengers then petitioned for the granting 

of a papal licence to found a college, in honour of Saints Stephen and Thomas. 

Although this was to be built at Lambeth, it would be on a new site, thereby obeying 

the papal order removing the college from its current location. Innocent could not 

easily refuse such a pious request, combining the archbishop’s aims with obedience 

to papal mandates.  He therefore directed a commission to the bishops of Lincoln, 

Ely, and the abbot of Bury St Edmunds’s to examine into the entire case. They were 

instructed to restore good relations between archbishop and convent. If they failed, 

they were ordered to compel the archbishop to restore all the property taken from the 

convent for the endowment of the college, or due to the monks’ opposition, and then 

to pass judgement on the case itself. If they could not decide, they were to hear the 

evidence of both parties and refer it back to him. Further, they were ordered to go to 

Canterbury, to examine the condition of the monastery.642 Cheney is probably 

correct in suggesting that this final clause was added at the request of the archbishop.  

The monks could gain nothing from such a visitation, yet the archbishop would. He 

had already offered to pay for any damages done to the convent which could be 

proven. His actions at this time appeared to be reasonable and conciliatory and this 

may have led Innocent to reconsider if all the blame lay solely with the archbishop. 

The convent it seems, was beginning to lose the favour of Rome.  
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Whilst his agents were at the curia, Hubert was ‘provoked to fresh acts of 

aggression’.643 What the provocation was is unclear. It is possible that after 

Richard’s death and the restoration of the convent’s estates, Hubert was looking for 

another way to put pressure on the monks. A more likely explanation is that Hubert 

was acting upon a commission he had acquired from Innocent III, dated 18 

September 1198, which allowed him to reclaim alienated possessions.644 This would 

account for his seizure of the marsh of Appledore, Kent, and his appropriation of the 

exennia from the High Altar, both of which he had a claim to.645 His closure of the 

conventual courts towards the end of May 1199, is another matter. Probably this was 

done to punish the monks for their resistance to his seizure of Appledore and the 

exennia. In any event, Hubert’s actions were a further cause of complaint to the 

pope. Innocent was told that the archbishop refused to allow the monks to approach 

him, even during church processions, and always hemmed himself in with secular 

clerks, whose very clothing was offensive to the regulars. By this time, Innocent was 

probably weary of the incessant complaints from England. On 21 August, he sent a 

letter to Hubert, ordering him to restore to the convent all churches on the priory's 

estates and, on 11 September, another letter inducing him to be more fatherly 

towards his monks.646 

On receiving their commission from the pope, the bishops of Lincoln, Ely, and the 

abbot of Bury St Edmund’s, summoned the parties to appear before them on 30 

September 1199.647 The monks refused to appear. Hubert Walter came before the 

judges and laid out his terms of reconciliation. They in turn informed the convent of 

the terms and that they would visit Canterbury on 18 November, as well as ordering 

the monks to appear before them at Westminster on 26 November. Details of the 

visitation have not survived but the monks reported the events to the pope, along 

with their terms for peace. The monks were prepared to remit three years of the 

revenue of their possessions, the mesne profits of the disputed churches, and the 

exennia. The churches were to be confirmed for life to their current incumbents, 
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minus small annual pensions, and the archbishop was to hold the exennia for his 

lifetime. Furthermore, the monks were prepared to allow Hubert to build a college of 

regular canons in an ‘unsuspected place’, once they had completed the rebuilding of 

Canterbury Cathedral.648 Although it is unclear what they exactly mean, the monks 

reference to the rebuilding is probably related to Becket’s shrine. Becket was not 

translated to his new shrine until 1220, but it was probably intended to be in 1186, 

once most of the rebuilding of the cathedral had been completed.649 The monks 

informed the pope, and several cardinals, that Hubert refused to listen to their 

proposal and instead demanded that the convent throw themselves on his mercy. 650  
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Image 4: CCA-DCc-ChAnt/C/175, letter of the judge delegates to the convent 1199. (Reproduced courtesy of the Chapter of Canterbury). 
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Stubbs has dated these letters after 18 November 1199, but this should be pushed to 

after 26 January 1200. The letters contain accounts of events of January, and, 

therefore, must have been written later. A later date also makes more sense regarding 

what the monks were trying to achieve. In November 1199, they may have been 

afraid that they would lose the case if it was heard in England and attempted to 

garner support for a new set of hearings at Rome. By late January 1200, however, the 

monks knew they had lost on the first point of the dispute (damages caused by the 

new college). Returning the case to Rome, therefore, was the only way they could 

see of winning, and, as such, the letters fit more comfortably with early 1200.    

When the monks did not appear at Westminster on 26 November 1199, the judges 

peremptorily summoned the convent to appear before them on 26 January 1200. If 

they failed to appear for a third time, judgement would go against them by default.651 

This time, the monks did present themselves. Hubert opened proceedings by making 

a formal claim to be allowed to build his college. The monks countered by stating 

that before the archbishop’s request could be heard, the convent’s claims for 

restitution had to be satisfied, arguing that this was the wording of the papal 

commission and warned the judges not to exceed the letter of their authority. Hubert 

apparently accepted this line of argument and the judges proceeded to hear the 

evidence. They ruled that the convent had failed to prove that it had lost anything 

because of the new church. They then sent their decision to the pope. On this point, 

they found entirely in favour of the archbishop.652 

Hubert’s supporters celebrated this success and King John (who had succeeded to the 

throne in May 1199) forbade the papal judges from enquiring into the question of the 

disputed churches. Having lost at home, the monks returned to their policy of 

seeking justice in Rome. They prevailed upon the pope to rescind the powers of the 

judges and recall the case to the curia. Letters to this effect were issued on 21 May 

1200, ordering that if the judges had not decided by 11 November, the archbishop, or 

his representatives, were to appear before the pope to receive judgement.653  

Before this new mandate was received, however, both parties seem to have changed 

their minds. According to a letter to the pope, datable between July and October 
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1200, the monks had gained confidence in winning their case in England.654 They 

claimed that several unnamed foreign scholars had intervened with the archbishop on 

the convent’s behalf and that as the judges had begun hearing evidence (with the 

final hearing to be 26 October) the newly arrived papal letter need not be used. The 

optimism of this letter cannot be attributed purely to the unnamed 'scholars' – it is 

unlikely that they alone could have swayed the archbishop after so many years of 

argument and expense. Probably Hubert found that he could no longer rely upon the 

king’s support. There may also have been less pressure emanating from the secular 

clerks, who were the main source of support for the project, as most of these would 

by now have been obliged to find other sources of revenue. It is also possible that as 

the former justiciar, and now the king’s chancellor, Hubert wanted the case settled in 

England, and in a way consistent with English law, rather than at Rome and gave 

way to achieve this.  

Before the final day of the hearing, Hubert arrived at Canterbury and proposed to the 

monks that, instead of proceeding on the papal letters, they should agree to elect the 

judges themselves. The bishop of Lincoln was dying, the dean of Lincoln, Roger of 

Rolveston, would therefore take his place, whilst the bishop of Ely and abbot of 

Bury St Edmund’s would continue in their roles.655 The monks agreed to the plan. 

By this time, they had received Innocent’s letter revoking the commission; they 

knew they would be able to quash proceedings if they did not go in their favour.656  

This was not needed however, as when the arbiters announced their final decision on 

6 November, it was highly favourable to the monks. The archbishop could build a 

church of Premonstratensian canons at Lambeth, to be endowed from the 

archbishop’s estates, with no more than £100 per annum. There were to be no more 

than twenty canons, and no less than thirteen. No consecrations or ordinations were 

to be celebrated in the church, nor could the archbishop build a church of secular 

canons without the express permission of the convent. The alienated churches were 

to be held for life, at a small rent, by their current incumbents.657 When the churches 

fell vacant, they were to be divided between the archbishop and the almonry. The 
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exennia were to be held by Hubert Walter for life. The dispute concerning the marsh 

of Appledore was to be settled by a jury of twelve men. The arrangement was 

reported to the pope, who ratified it on 30 June 1201.658 After fourteen years, the 

Canterbury dispute was at an end.  

 

                                                 
658 Ep. Cant., 511-9 (nos.547-53). 



 

 

 

1
4
7 

 

Image 5: CCA-DCc-ChAnt/A/5, the final 

arbitration. (Reproduced courtesy of the 

Chapter of Canterbury). 
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Conclusion – After the Dispute 

At the close of his introduction to the Canterbury letters, Stubbs gives his opinion on 

events. For him, the case was never tried on its merits and the monks are condemned 

for wasting the church's resources on appeals to Rome.659 In his opinion, the 

archbishop’s plan was a good one. It would have:  

Served to provide for the learned and legal clergy, and have left 

parochial endowments to their natural purpose… It was partly with 

this view that Henry II and his ministers encouraged the design of 

Baldwin; and this, like every effort after the reformation that 

proceeded from the bishops, was foiled by the appeal to Rome.660  

This is a rather cynical (and anti-papal) viewpoint. Stubbs’s anti-monastic leanings 

here have prevented him from seeing any good in the monks’ resistance – he is 

totally on the side of the archbishops.661 The monks however were not doing it for 

themselves, but to preserve the convent’s rights and privileges for future generations; 

appealing to Rome was the only method they had. Endowing a new collegiate church 

was unlikely to free up parochial endowments for their ‘natural purpose’; it would 

simply have created a new source of patronage for the archbishops. Clearly, they felt 

they needed this extra resource, otherwise they would not have persisted in their 

efforts for almost 15 years. However, after the final settlement, Hubert dropped the 

plan. He never built a Premonstratensian abbey at Lambeth, nor did he get 

permission to build a secular college. Archbishop Edmund of Abingdon attempted to 

revive the scheme. In 1236, the monks sued him for the recovery of the churches and 

the exennia. A compromise was reached between the two parties, but this was 

repudiated two years later when the monks discovered Edmund was planning to 

build a collegiate church, this time at Maidstone.  

The monks took their opposition to Rome where they based their defence upon the 

Magna Carta Beati Thomae. The Magna Carta was supposedly granted by Thomas 

                                                 
659 Ibid., cix-cxx. 
660 Ibid., cxviii-cxix. 
661 For how his religion and role in the Protestant church affected Stubbs’s historical works see J.E. 

Kirby, ‘An Ecclesiastical Descent: Religion and History in the Work of William Stubbs’, Journal of 

Ecclesiastical History 65 (2014) 84-110, esp.88, 93-4; For examples in Stubbs’s work see W. Stubbs, 

Historical Introduction to the Rolls Series (London, 1902) 370-1; W. Stubbs, The Constitutional 

History of England in its Origin and Development, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1880) III, 323, 344, 367-8, 542; 

W. Stubbs, Lectures on Early English History (London, 1906) 91-2. 
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Becket shortly after his return from exile. The contents can be divided into twelve 

clauses, all of which grant to the monks the rights and privileges at issue during the 

Canterbury dispute.662 The charter however was a blatant forgery, likely constructed 

during the 1230s. It was certainly extant by 1236-7, when the monk Ralph of 

Orpington confessed to the archbishop that he was unwittingly involved in the 

forgery. As an expert on seals, Ralph had been asked by the prior to attach the seal 

from the ‘original’ but now heavily damaged charter to the new ‘copy’.663 Possibly 

this is the same Ralph of Orpington involved in the dispute with Baldwin. If so, he 

was a leading figure in the convent for over 50 years. Yet his previous efforts did not 

help him as the community placed him in chains for confessing to the archbishop, 

before being allowed to join the Cistercians at Melrose Abbey.664    

The use of forgery here is interesting. There is no evidence of forgery in the 

Canterbury letters. This does not mean that it was not going on, but simply that the 

compiler was judicious enough to not include any suspect documents in the 

collection. However, the creation of the Magna Carta does suggest that forgery was 

not being used against Baldwin or Hubert. The Magna Carta clearly reflects the 

monks’ position during the disputes of the twelfth century. Many of the clauses 

either support their case or directly give them what they were arguing through 

ancient custom. Further, the charter passed initial scrutiny because it was believed 

that Becket had given these rights to the monks – a testament to their successful 

appropriation of the martyr’s image. In 1238, it was accepted as genuine by the pope 

before the scandal was unmasked.665 But within 40 years, the document’s spurious 

nature had been forgotten, and throughout the later middle ages it was often copied 

as an authentic charter.666 Cheney describes the charter as being of ‘slight 

importance’ historically and this is perhaps why it survived. There was nothing 

ground breaking in it. The rights and privileges granted by Becket were simply those 

which the convent had claimed throughout the period. The monks who forged the 

charter did not solely do it to reinforce their claims. They did it because they 

                                                 
662 For a detailed description of the contents see C.R. Cheney, ‘Magna Carta Beati Thomae: Another 

Canterbury Forgery’, BIHR, 36 (1963), reprinted in C.R. Cheney, Medieval Texts and Studies 

(Oxford, 1973) 105-7. 
663 CCA-DCc-ChAnt/A/227 (Letter of Albert, chancellor of Cologne, sent to investigate forgery at 

Canterbury); Cheney, ‘Magna Carta’, 99. 
664 Ibid., 100. 
665 Ibid., 98. 
666 Ibid., 104.  
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believed that Becket wanted them to do it. If he had lived, Becket would have 

granted this charter to the convent. Where, then, was the harm in fulfilling his 

wishes?  

During the Canterbury dispute, Becket had come to the monks in a vision, to help 

them in their time of need. Through this charter, he came to their aid again. But in a 

reversal of fortunes, Becket’s help in the form of his charter was not enough, for the 

monks lost their case against the archbishop at Rome, but succeeded in gaining the 

king’s support, who forbade the construction of the college.667 It was not until the 

archiepiscopacy of John Pecham that a modified version of the plan was successful. 

His foundation was at Wingham and had a mere six prebends. 668 This was almost 

certainly smaller than the foundation envisaged by Baldwin and Hubert, but still 

closer to the mark than Gervase’s number of 60. 

The monks feared that their rights as the principal church of England, including their 

lands and their relics of Saint Thomas, would be stolen by the new foundation. 

Clearly this fear persisted into the thirteenth century. The monks of Canterbury 

formed a proud corporation that desired the body of lands and rights they had 

inherited to be passed whole to their successors. The final compromise between 

Hubert and the convent did not allow this to happen. The monks lost lands they 

believed were rightfully theirs. So, they persisted in their attempts to reclaim them. 

First with Stephen Langton, then Edmund of Abingdon and, finally, with Simon 

Islip, who ruled that Baldwin had unjustly taken Monkton and Eastry and restored 

them to the almonry.669  

Stubbs is correct in stating that the case was never tried on its merits, if he considers 

the merits to be what the college could achieve, i.e. a regular source of income for 

scholars and secular clergy who were involved in the administration of the church. 

However, this is not what the dispute was about. Instead it was about the impact the 

new college would have on the community at Canterbury. The monks feared it 

would ruin them, and they were probably right. Although Baldwin and Hubert never 

appear to have considered moving the see from Canterbury to Lambeth, the monks 

                                                 
667 C.H. Lawrence, St Edmund of Abingdon: A Study of Hagiography and History (Oxford, 1960) 

164-8. 
668 D.L. Douie, Archbishop Pecham (Oxford, 1952) 148-51. 
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had no assurance that a future archbishop would not do so. Even the system of oaths 

which Hubert suggested as a compromise could probably have been circumvented by 

a determined archbishop. By Stephen Langton’s time, the monks were already 

ignoring the settlement and working to regain their lost churches. Likewise, Edmund 

of Abingdon appears to have ignored the condition in the settlement (the need for 

permission to build a secular college) when planning his new foundation at 

Maidstone.     

Taking the case to Rome may not have been successful for the monks, as the 

settlement was achieved by a compromise at home. However, it was the only 

practical course of action they had open to them. The English bishops were opposed 

to them, as was the king. Rome had saved them in the past, and they hoped Rome 

would save them again. In a roundabout way it did. Hubert wanted the dispute settled 

at home, without further interference from Rome, which would have involved him in 

even greater expense. With support flagging from the king, and more than likely 

everyone else, he was prepared to come to terms which were unfavourable to him in 

respect to the college but were favourable in respect to the advowsons and exennia. 

This probably gave him the resources for what he needed. Hubert was also a 

relatively old man by this point; he may simply have lacked the energy to keep the 

dispute going. This was where the great strength of the convent lay. As an undying 

institution, maintaining the same values and beliefs from one generation to the next, 

they could outlast the individual whims of any archbishop.    
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Diplomacy, Travel and Becket: Aspects of the Canterbury Letters 

Many themes occur in the letters of the Canterbury collection, and this chapter looks 

at three of the more important. The first is travel; a major part of the Canterbury dispute 

was fought out at the papal court, and many of the letters deal with the practicalities 

and dangers of accessing the curia. Another important aspect is the image of Thomas 

Becket. The martyred archbishop was central to the dispute and his image was 

manipulated by all the parties involved to give credence to their arguments. Closely 

related to these themes is the matter of diplomacy. The diplomatic methods employed 

by the parties in the dispute indicate how diplomacy was conducted in the twelfth 

century as well as revealing the relations between the archbishops and the monks.  

Travel 

A particularly vivid description of an Alpine crossing occurs in letter 197. In 

February 1188, John of Bremble crossed the Great St Bernard Pass. He wrote to 

Subprior Geoffrey in which he described the journey: 

I have not named undeservedly [these places as] the places of torments, 

where blocks of ice strew the rocky land, where it is not possible to make 

an imprint of your foot, nor indeed to place it without danger, and even 

more so since you are not able to stand other than in a slippery place, 

where you fall to your death if you stumble.  Here I put my hand in my 

satchel, so that I might write a word or two to your sincerity, and I found 

the ink bottle, hanging from my waist, filled with dry and hardened 

liquid. I was unable to move my fingers to write. My beard was also 

stiffened with frost, and my breath congealed into a long icicle.670 

 There are approximately one hundred letters in the collection which contain 

information about the journeys undertaken by many of the monks to defend their 

community from their dreaded Cistercian archbishop. 

The monks appear to have had intimate knowledge of the route to Rome. Letter 11, 

for example, is a request from the monks to the Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, for a 

safe conduct through his lands.671 Barbarossa was in control (at least theoretically) of 

                                                 
670 Ep. Cant., 181 (no.197). 
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northern Italy and, in principal, the monks needed his permission to travel through 

his domain. It is interesting that there is no safe conduct from the king of France 

preserved in the collection. Letter 10 is a plea from the monks to Philip Augustus, 

entreating him to intervene with the pope on their behalf, but it does not specifically 

say anything about a safe conduct.672 Probably, the monks were confident of their 

reception in French lands. Most of the routes, however, did not go through French 

royal domains, instead taking a more easterly route. These routes were most likely 

chosen due to being faster than a route through royal territory. But, once again we do 

not have safe passages from the various counts and dukes who controlled these 

territories. They had extensive privileges through France, granting them freedom 

from tolls and customs. Although many of these are concerning the transport of the 

Becket wine, some are more general and cover all the ‘business’ of the convent, 

which might indicate why specific safe passages concerning the dispute do not exist. 

Further, a lack of such grants in imperial lands may have driven the monks to seek a 

specific safe conduct from the emperor.   

As well as being informed about the political situation, the monks were aware of the 

physical routes. They would have known of the journeys of men such as John of 

Salisbury who, in the service of Archbishop Theobald, travelled to Rome on several 

occasions.673 Similarly, pilgrims had been setting out for distant lands for a long 

time, following well established pilgrimage routes, as well as those who for the past 

ninety years, had been participating in crusades. Canterbury was ideally situated for 

hearing news about these journeys. The main ports for crossing the channel (for 

example Dover and Sandwich) were close by, and returning pilgrims frequently 

stopped at the cathedral to give thanks for their safe journey and to tell their stories 

to the monks. 

There were also several written itineraries in circulation which the monks could use. 

One, to which the monks likely had access, was that detailing the journey of Sigeric, 

archbishop of Canterbury (990-4), who set out for Rome c.990 to receive his 

pallium.674 A more contemporary itinerary recorded the journey of the Icelandic 

                                                 
672 Ep. Cant., 10 (no.10). 
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abbot Nicholas of Munkathvera, who travelled to Rome c.1150 and from there to the 

Holy Land.675 The best known English itinerary is that recorded by Matthew Paris, 

many years after the Canterbury dispute had ended.676 Although from a later period, 

Matthew Paris’s itinerary best reflects the routes taken by many of the monks. The 

itinerary lists three routes by which a pilgrim from England could travel to Rome and 

the Holy Land, whilst visiting many of the devotional sights along the way. The first 

route departed England from Dover and, landing in the Pas-de-Calais, headed to 

Paris via Boulogne.677 Once at Paris, the traveller followed a route via Troyes and 

Beaune to Lyon. From there, they would follow the route to the Mont Cenis Pass. 

The second possible route was almost identical, with the exception that upon leaving 

Paris, the pilgrim travelled to Beaune via Sens and Vézelay, rather than Troyes. The 

third itinerary followed a more northerly curve, avoiding Paris. From Boulogne, the 

pilgrim would head to St Omer and from there to Chalons-en-Champagne, via Arras 

and Reims. Once at Chalons-en-Champagne, they would then travel to Troyes and 

take the same route as the first option to Mont Cenis. Once across the Alps, the 

pilgrim had several options for reaching Rome. They could take the road south of the 

Apennines, via Pavia and Pisa, or north of the Apennines via Milan, Bologna, and 

Spoleto. Although not mentioned by Matthew Paris, travellers could alternatively 

take a ship from a port such as Genoa and sail to Rome.678 

 

                                                 
F.P. Magoun, ‘The Rome of Two Northern Pilgrims: Archbishop Sigeric of Canterbury and Abbot 

Nikolás of Munkathverá’, The Harvard Theological Review, 33 (1940) 268-77; Memorials of St 

Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. W. Stubbs (London, 1874) 391-5.  
675 Ibid., 277-88; O. Springer, ‘Medieval Pilgrim Routes from Scandinavia to Rome’, Medieval 

Studies, 12 (1950) 103; E. C. Werlauff, Symbolae ad Geographiam Medii Aevi, ex Monumentis 

Islandicis (Copenhagen, 1821) 9-32.  
676 BL Royal Ms 14 C vii; G.B. Parks, The English Traveller to Italy: Volume One the Middle Ages 

(to 1525) (Rome, 1954) 179-85.  
677 The two main ports travellers could have used were Calais and Wissant – the preferred choice of 

the twelfth century English kings and archbishops 
678 See D.K. Connolly, The Maps of Matthew Paris: Medieval Journeys Through Space Time and 

Liturgy (Woodbridge, 2009) for a detailed discussion of Matthew Paris’s maps, esp.19-39, for a 
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Map 2: Matthew Paris Itinerary via Lyon and Mont Cenis  
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Map 3: Matthew Paris Itinerary via Sens and Lyon 
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Map 4: Matthew Paris Itinerary, via St Omer and Mont Cenis 
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Map 5: Matthew Paris Itinerary in Italy 
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What is of interest in Matthew Paris’s itinerary is that all three routes take the Mont 

Cenis and not the Great St Bernard Pass. The Great St Bernard was in use, and, more 

importantly, it was in use by Englishmen, indicated by five extant charters from the 

reign of Henry II, granting various rights, including land and freedom from tolls, to 

the canons of Montjoux hospital, which catered for the pilgrims crossing the Great St 

Bernard.679 John of Bremble took this route, indicating that Matthew Paris’s itinerary 

does not entirely match the routes taken by the Canterbury monks in the 1180s and 

90s.680   

However, the journeys of the monks by and large do follow the routes as described 

by Matthew Paris. This can be seen by a comparison of four journeys: that of Prior 

Honorius in 1186, his return journey in 1187, the expeditions of several of the 

convent’s messengers in 1187 and John of Bremble’s route to the curia in 1188. 

These are the those which supply the best evidence for recreating the itineraries. 

Where there is no evidence for which route the monks took, I have assumed they 

used one of those recorded by Matthew Paris. These were well established, and they 

seem the most likely choices given the known waypoints of the monks.  

In a letter dated after 22 December 1186, Prior Honorius informed the convent that, 

after a horrendous crossing, he had landed safely in Flanders.681 Honorius likely 

landed at Wissant. With many monasteries nearby, especially Saint-Bertin's at Saint-

Omer, the monks could be sure of a good reception. Canterbury was in confraternity 

with Saint-Bertin and many other monasteries in France.682 These could potentially 

be utilised in their journeys to the papal court. In some cases, however, this would 

have been impractical. Canterbury had close connections with the abbey of Pontigny, 

especially since Becket’s period of exile there. Pontigny, however, was a Cistercian 

monastery. The Cistercians supported the archbishops and it is unlikely that 

                                                 
679 Oxford, New College Archives, NCA 10745, 10772, 10835-6, 10867, printed in The Letters and 

Charters of Henry II of England (1154-1189), ed. N. Vincent, 5 vols. (Forthcoming), nos.110-14H.   
680 See also Y. Renouard, ‘Routes, étapes et vitesses de marche de France à Rome au XIIIe et au XIVe 

siècle d’après les itinéraires d’Eudes Rigaud (1254) et de Barthélemy Bonis (1350)’, in Y. Renouard, 

Études d’histoire médiévale, 2 vols. (Paris, 1968) II, 677-97, for a discussion of later routes to Rome 

which do not correspond to Matthew Paris. 
681 Ep. Cant., 16 (no.19). 
682 N. Vincent, ‘The English Monasteries and their French Possessions’ in Cathedrals, Communities 

and Conflict in the Anglo-Norman World, ed. P. Dalton, C. Insley and L.J. Wilkinson (Woodbridge, 
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Pontigny would have been particularly favourable to the monks using their 

monastery as a base from which to carry out their appeals. 

Landing at Wissant would have provided Honorius with other benefits. The counts 

of Boulogne had granted the monks and their men quittance from all tolls at Wissant, 

so that they may freely cross.683 Although primarily concerning the Becket wine, the 

language of the grant indicates that it covered all monastic business. Landing in this 

area also had another bonus. Upon his flight from England, Becket landed on the 

French coast somewhere between Marck and Gravelines. From here, he went to 

Saint-Bertin. By landing in the same area, Honorius was presenting himself as the 

heir to Becket. Like Becket, Honorius was forbidden from leaving the country, and, 

like Becket, fled secretly. By following the martyr’s route of exile, Honorius was 

calling upon the saint, as well as his supporters, to look favourably upon the monks 

in their hour of need. 

After landing, Honorius made his way to Reims, probably via Saint-Omer and Arras. 

A letter from the monks dated February 1187, thanks the dean of Reims for his 

kindness to the prior.684 The letter must refer to Honorius’s journey and it suggests 

that Honorius was sending reports back to the convent on a regular basis; if so, these 

letters were deliberately excluded from Lambeth 415, an important indication of the 

heavily edited nature of the collection as it presently survives. From Reims, 

Honorius took the route via Troyes to Beaune. At this point, Honorius had two 

choices. He could take the Mont Cenis route described by Matthew Paris, or he could 

take the route via the Great St Bernard. We do not have any information on which 

path was chosen. From 1174, the archbishop and monks of Canterbury held living 

quarters within the cathedral precinct at Lyon and land at Quincieux, just outside the 

city.685 This property was apparently intended to aid communications between 

Canterbury and Rome. Lyon lay along the Mont Cenis route and it is possible that 

Honorius travelled to the curia via that way. However, they may possibly have not 

used these lands near Lyon. The grant was addressed to Archbishop Richard of 

Dover and his successors. As such, the monks may not have been able to utilise these 

estates for their own benefit whilst in conflict with the archbishop.  As later monastic 
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delegations travelled via the Great St Bernard, it suggests that the holdings at 

Quincieux and Lyon were not available to the monks, indicating that Honorius likely 

chose to take the Great St Bernard route. A further indication that the Great St 

Bernard was a preference, is Canterbury’s connection to Dijon as evidence by the 

Saint-Bénigne martyrology.686 A route via Dijon, suggests a decision to use the 

Great St Bernard, most likely travelling via Besançon and Lausanne. This, again, is 

further evidence that the estates at Lyon were not open to the monks.  
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Map 6: Prior Honorius Routes to Verona 
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Map 7: John of Bremble to Verona 
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In 1188, John of Bremble chose the Great Saint Bernard Pass. He could still have 

travelled via Quincieux and Lyon, but it would have been a strange choice, adding 

considerably to his journey time. Why John chose this route is unclear. Perhaps he 

thought it was quicker – which in terms of distance it was. He may also have chosen 

it as the previous delegations of monks had gone by this route (possibly because 

Quincieux was not welcoming to them). The reasoning for this decision, however, 

eludes us. 

The difficulty in long distance communication during the period can be seen from 

the routes of several messengers dispatched by the convent in 1187. In early May, 

Honorius sent word to the convent from the curia at Verona. Believing the monks’ 

appeal to have been a resounding success, he informed the convent that he was about 

to depart the papal court and would begin his journey home in a few weeks.687 The 

news appears to have reached the convent through brother Hamo, who had left the 

curia some weeks before Honorius. The convent, displeased with Hamo for returning 

without a papal privilege of any real substance, sent him back, and letters were 

dispatched to Honorius complaining about Hamo's failure. As they did not know 

which route the prior was taking, the convent dispatched three messengers with 

copies of the letters; one to Cluny, one to Reims, and a third to Tours. Another copy 

of the letter, carried by Brother Hamo, was sent to Verona, along with orders for the 

brothers who were still there.688 Tours as a destination is interesting, as it is the only 

route which suggests travel through Plantagenet controlled lands. All the other 

territories were controlled by either the kings of France, the German emperors, or the 

various dukes and counts in eastern France and Flanders.689 A lack of travel in 

Plantagenet lands suggests that the monks felt unsure of what reception they would 

receive from the English kings – perhaps indicating that the kings played a more 

substantial part in the dispute than the letters suggest. 

 

                                                 
687 Ep. Cant., 42-3 (no.52). 
688 Ibid., 57-9 (no.70), 64-9 (nos.77-81); Gervase, Chronica, 366-7. 
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Map 8: Route of the Convent’s Messengers 
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Hamo did not need to go as far as Verona, for he met Honorius at Vercelli, where he 

informed him of the convent’s dissatisfaction. The prior, however, refused to return 

to Verona as Hamo did not have the most recent news. He continued to Soissons 

where he stayed with the dean of Reims, until he received new requests from the 

convent to return to the curia (the orders were received late July-early August 

1187).690  It can be seen from this incident that there could be serious confusion in 

the prosecution of long-running disputes. The convent did not know by which route 

Honorius would return and, therefore, sent out messengers in a wide net to find him. 

It also suggests that the monks did not consider a route via towns such as Tours 

(which is quite a considerable detour from the standard route) to be significantly less 

likely a route than the standard routes recorded by Matthew Paris. A route via Tours 

also suggests that the monks considered it possible for Honorius to travel to the 

king’s court, probably to campaign for royal support. Such a view would indicate 

that the monks were aware of the king’s movements. Henry had left England via 

Dover (the monks’ port) c.27 February 1187.691 Further, it also indicates that 

Honorius was no longer sending bulletins to the convent as regularly as he had done 

in the earlier stages of his journey. This may have been due to a lack of men with 

whom messages could be sent. More likely, however, it became pointless to send a 

message every week or so; by the time the message had reached the convent it would 

have been out of date. Similarly, Honorius refused to return to the curia whilst at 

Vercelli, as Hamo did not have news of recent events – he had been on the road for 

too long. Speedy messengers to deliver fresh news therefore were essential. 

The average distance to Rome via these routes was 1150 miles. Taking this as a base 

figure, an average speed can be estimated for people walking and riding. Matthew 

Paris lists 45 stages on his itinerary.692 Assuming each stage roughly equated to a 

day's journey, the traveller would have covered approximately 25 miles per day. This 

speed must have been accomplished by riding and suggests that it took between five 

and six weeks to ride to Rome. To consistently walk 25 miles per day would be a 

Herculean achievement and would leave very little time for rest or visiting the sites 

(especially the shrines) which most travellers likely took the time to do. Individuals 
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carrying important messages on the other hand probably did not stop at tourist 

attractions and could potentially have achieved close to this distance each day 

(although if the message was of such importance the messenger would most likely 

have been provided with a horse). Archbishop Sigeric’s itinerary can be used to 

determine the speed of pedestrian travel. The itinerary lists 79 stages, completed in 

just over 11 weeks, giving an average daily journey of 14.5 miles.693  

Prior Honorius did not go to Rome. Instead he travelled to Verona, where the papal 

curia resided at this time. This destination is further indication that the monks had a 

good level of knowledge about the situation at Rome. Honorius appears to have 

known that the curia was not in Rome and, therefore, having crossed into Italy, he 

does not appear to have headed south, but rather east, directly to the curia (he was 

probably informed about the pope’s location after crossing the Alps). If Honorius 

had travelled by Wissant and the Mont Cenis Pass, this would have been a journey of 

approximately 840 miles. From letter 19, we know that Honorius landed on the 

continent after 22 December 1186, and that at the beginning of March 1187, he sent 

a letter to the convent informing them that he had reached the curia. This provides a 

journey time of roughly eight weeks. The length of the journey suggests that 

Honorius chose to walk rather than ride, although snow may well have delayed him 

in the Alpine passes. However, Honorius also stayed with the dean of Reims and it is 

possible that he spent further time in France promoting his cause and gaining the 

support of the French clergy. If this was the case then Honorius probably rode, but at 

a more leisurely pace than the 25 miles per day Matthew Paris suggests. There are 

several letters from the monks seeking the support of the French clergy, and it is 

unlikely that Honorius would have missed the opportunity to make sure of such 

support in person.694 

Messengers could, however, make the journey far more quickly than the speeds 

indicated by Matthew Paris, or by the journeys of Prior Honorius. A papal mandate 

dated at the Lateran on 17 March 1188, was received at Canterbury on 15 April.695 It 

took a total of 29 days, equating to just less than 40 miles per day. Another papal 

                                                 
693 Memorials of St Dunstan, 391-5; See P. Chaplais, English Diplomatic Practice in the Middle Ages 

(London and New York, 2003) 147-51, and Barnes, ‘Anstey Case’, 11, for examples of journey times. 
694 Ep. Cant., 11 (no.12), 13-4 (nos.14-5), 74 (no.88), 84-5 (no.100-1), 113 (no.142), 186-8 (nos.202-4), 

219-21 (nos.238-9), 244-5 (no.262), 415-7 (nos.455-6), 430-1 (no.466), 451 (no.488). 
695 Ibid., 198 (no.213), 201-2 (no.219). 
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mandate dated, 24 April 1198, was received, according to letter 451, by Hubert 

Walter on 7 June (probably at Lambeth).696 This equates to a journey time of 44 days 

(26 miles per day). Roger of Howden, however, gives the date of this papal mandate 

as 8 May, which equates to a journey of 31 days from Rome to Lambeth (37 miles 

per day), suggesting a similar speed to that achieved in 1188. These are very fast 

journeys, and it is likely that the messengers had to change mounts at various points 

during their journey, although unfortunately we do not have any details here. 

Another alternative for these speeds would be travelling by river. Boats could travel 

at greater speed than horses and as many of the established were close to (or on) 

rivers, it is a distinct possibility that the couriers chose this form of transport.697   

A significant failing of the Canterbury letters relates to the costs of travelling to 

Rome. There are no records within the letters, or seemingly elsewhere, which detail 

how much these journeys cost the monks. We can, however, get an idea from 

Richard of Anstey's financial accounts concerning his litigation at the curia. The total 

cost of his dispute came to just over £300, almost half of which was spent on ‘gifts’. 

On one occasion, Richard’s representatives, having gone to Rome, spent 62 days 

awaiting a papal sentence and spent just over £7. A further £6 6s was spent by 

Richard on all the mounts necessary for his journeys. 698 As the monks made a 

greater number of journeys to Rome, as well as sending messengers to numerous 

influential people across Europe, it is likely that tripling Richard of Anstey’s costs 

would get us still somewhere substantially under the minimum of what the monks 

had to invest in their legal dispute.  

Another serious limitation of the Canterbury letters involves their lack of 

information concerning the journeys of the archbishop’s proctors. This is especially 

frustrating in respect to one of the earliest delegations sent by Baldwin. In February 

1187, Baldwin sent Peter of Blois, the archdeacon of Bath, and William of St Faith, 

the precentor of Wells, as his emissaries, to deal with the appeal of Prior 

Honorius.699 The initial date of the hearing of the appeal was set for 8 March, but this 

was delayed until 10 April, to give Baldwin’s representatives time to arrive. Even 

                                                 
696 Ibid., 391-3 (no.434), 411-2 (no.451). 
697 Niskanen, Letter Collections, 58; N. Ohler, The Medieval Traveller, trans. C. Hillier (Woodbridge, 

2nd ed. 2010) 32-7. 
698 Barnes, ‘Anstey Case’, 17-23. 
699 Gervase, Chronica, 356. 
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then, they did not arrive by the April deadline. Nor did they arrive in May; 

eventually they appeared at the beginning of June.700 None of the letters indicate the 

reason for this long delay, during this time one set of letters from the curia had 

reached England, were acted upon and the replies already returned to Rome.701 

Clearly something must have been going on, but we do not know what.  

Travel was an important aspect of the Canterbury dispute, both for the prosecution of 

the appeals and the garnering of support. The information we receive concerning 

travel from the letters is at best partial. Roughly a fifth of the letters in the collection 

mention travel, but there remain large gaps in our knowledge. There are no specific 

references to the amounts of money spent or on how mounts (and particularly 

remounts) were acquired. The letters do, however, provide a taste of what it was like 

to travel in the late twelfth century and of the dissemination of news through these 

networks.    

The Appropriation of Thomas Becket 

Andrew John’s vision of Becket on 25 November 1186, has been discussed above, 

but it is useful to revisit.702 Upon ascending the tower, Andrew John saw Baldwin 

ordering Prior Honorius to help him destroy the cathedral’s recent renovations. After 

intervening to stop Baldwin, Becket gave his sword to Andrew John, showing him 

the inscription ‘gladius beati Petri apostoli’, and ordered him to give it to the prior.703 

Andrew John had this vision three times before he ventured to tell the prior, who 

immediately understood it to mean that the convent should appeal to Rome.  

Becket’s relations with his monks had been anything but cordial.704 However, this 

changed with his murder in 1170. The revelations of Becket’s monastic 

undergarments and the miracles which began to be reported, rallied the monks to the 

side of the martyred archbishop. Within a few months, Becket’s death had 

transformed the monastic community; he became their standard bearer, who had 

fought and died for their rights. The miracles which he performed brought further 

glory to his cathedral, promoting it as a centre of international pilgrimage to rival 

                                                 
700 Ibid., 366. 
701 Ep. Cant., 22-6 (nos.26-8). 
702 Above, 67. 
703 Gervase, Chronica, 338-41. 
704 Above, 57-8. 
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Rome or even Jerusalem itself. Surely, Becket must have loved the convent.  

Certainly, the convent now loved him. 

The monks were given the opportunity to demonstrate this love in spectacular 

fashion following the fire that engulfed their cathedral on 5 September 1174.705 After 

the fire, the east end of the cathedral needed to be almost entirely rebuilt. The work 

was entrusted to the French architect, William of Sens, and was completed by 

William the Englishman (after the Frenchman’s fall from scaffolding forced him to 

return to France).706 With William the Englishman, the building works took on a 

grander form. The chapel which was to house Becket’s shrine was no longer planned 

in conservative mode, as one faction of the monks had apparently wanted, but in the 

most opulent modern French Gothic.707 Peter Kidson has argued that the change in 

architects marked the point at which the monks wholeheartedly committed 

themselves to Becket. More likely, the change in architects and the grandeur of the 

design reflected a change in the priorate. On 10 July 1175, Odo was elected abbot of 

Battle and resigned as prior of Canterbury.708 He had been popular amongst the 

Canterbury monks, chosen by them as Becket’s successor as archbishop in 1173, an 

election that had then been blocked by the King.709  

However, Odo was not popular with Becket. The archbishop had refused to 

recognise him as prior since the monks had not sought archiepiscopal licence for his 

election. Becket’s dissatisfaction can be seen in his letters to the convent. All three 

are addressed to Subprior William.710 The animosity between Becket and Odo 

continued after his return to England in 1170. Indeed, the archbishop began 

proceedings to have Odo deposed, until martyrdom intervened.711 Odo knew how 

difficult a man Becket had been and probably found it difficult to accept him as a 

saint, let alone as a saint of such significance that the entire east end of the cathedral 

                                                 
705 Gervase, Chronica, 3-6; See P. Kidson, ‘Gervase, Becket and William of Sens’, Speculum, 68 

(1993) 969-91, on the fire as arson. 
706 Gervase, Chronica, 20-1. 
707 Kidson, ‘Gervase, Becket and William of Sens’, 989-90. 
708 The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, ed. E. Searle, (New York, 1980) 282-97. There is a fascinating 

passage at 288-90, which describes how Richard of Dover conspired to remove Odo from Canterbury 

due to feeling threatened by him. This could very well be accurate. Odo was trying to secure Christ 

Church’s charters based upon those of Battle. This would have given the monks more freedom from 

the archbishop, which Richard resisted. The elevation of Odo – just as Baldwin elevated Prior Alan to 

Tewkesbury in 1186 – was an effective way of removing the threat. 
709 Gervase, Chronica, 243-4; Diceto, Ymagines, I, 369; Gilbert Foliot, Letters, 291-5 (no.220). 
710 Becket Correspondence, II, 911-21 (no.209), 1092-7 (no.254), 1238-41 (no.292). 
711 Barlow, Becket, 249. 
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church should be remodelled as a setting for his shrine. It was therefore probably 

Odo and his supporters who placed restraints on the architectural plans. With Odo’s 

removal to Battle however, Becket’s supporters were able to elect one of their own 

into the priorate: Benedict of Peterborough. Benedict was a devotee of Becket; a 

witness to the murder, the first custodian of Becket’s tomb, and the author of one of 

the two great collections recording miracles at Becket’s shrine. With his promotion, 

the Becket faction came to power, proceeding with the rebuilding in a manner they 

considered suitable for their newest saint. 

The plan for a new church at Hackington appears originally to have been Becket’s. 

According to Peter of Blois, Anselm had built a church dedicated to St Stephen at 

Hackington, and Becket’s plan was to renew this foundation (dedicated, let us note, 

to a protomartyr, who was later prominent in Becket’s self-image).712 It was not only 

Peter of Blois who made this claim; Baldwin likewise stated that it had been 

Becket’s desire to build a church for secular clerks, whilst Gervase of Canterbury, 

the local chronicler, relates an argument at Rome between the proctors of the 

archbishop and the convent in which it was declared that it had been Becket’s 

intention to build the church at Hackington.713 Kidson has suggested that Becket 

hired William of Sens to build this new church, before returning to England in 1170. 

714 Although an unlikely theory (for which there is no supporting evidence), his 

argument fits convincingly with the actions of the monks during this period. After 

Becket’s death, the monks did all they could to appropriate his image to their 

convent. They collected the letters concerning his dispute; they commissioned and 

wrote ‘lives’ and miracle collections devoted to Becket; they created a centre of 

pilgrimage for his cult, and after 1174, they set about rebuilding their cathedral in his 

honour. It appears that the initial plan was to translate Becket’s body in 1186. In 

1185, Alan of Tewkesbury, then prior of Canterbury, had written letters to King 

Henry II and Archbishop Baldwin outlining a timetable for the translation and asking 

them to broadcast the news of the event as widely as possible.715 It was probably this 

                                                 
712 Ep. Cant., 556-7 (no 571): ‘ad instaurationem ecclesiae beati Stephani, quam sanctus Anselmus 

inceperat’. Similarly, Richard of Dover appears to have had a plan to establish a church at Maidstone 

but was dissuaded by the Canterbury monks. Ibid., 557 (no.571). 
713 Ibid., 8-9 (no.8); Gervase, Chronica, 368-9. A similar passage, although rather devoid of detail, 

appears in Gervase’s Actus Pontificum. Gervase, Actus Pontificum, 401. 
714 Kidson, ‘Gervase, Becket and William of Sens’, 980-1.  
715 Alan of Tewkesbury, Alani Prioris Cantuariensis, 36-9 (nos.3-4); Epistolae, MTB, VII, 580-2 

(nos.804-5). 
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planned translation that caused the partial rewriting of William of Canterbury’s 

miracle collection. The translation did not take place due to the conflict between 

Baldwin and the convent, however, the monks continued to disseminate the miracle 

collections. They were no longer intended purely to advertise Becket’s translation; 

their role evolved to show that the martyr was on the side of the convent. He was one 

of them.716  If Becket had hired William of Sens to build his new church, it was 

logical for the monks to hire him too. In doing so, they appropriated Becket’s plan 

for a church at Hackington to the rebuilding of their cathedral, thereby rendering the 

new foundation superfluous. 

If it had indeed been the monks’ intention to negate the plans for Hackington, then 

they were sorely disappointed following Baldwin’s promotion in 1184. His election 

was accomplished against the wishes of the Benedictine monks. They had wanted 

their old prior, Odo (now abbot of Battle).  However, they were overruled, and the 

King’s choice was imposed upon them. Baldwin was one of those hardworking, 

pious men whom Henry II had always favoured. According to William of Newburgh, 

Henry would complain about churchmen who embraced the world with both arms.717 

Baldwin was certainly not one of those. Having entered the Cistercian monastery at 

Forde in 1170, he had risen quickly, becoming abbot within only a few years. In 

1180, he was appointed bishop of Worcester, and only four years later was translated 

to Canterbury. 

There were reasons for the Canterbury monks to be pleased with Baldwin. He was a 

monk, after all, albeit the wrong kind of monk. In the event, Baldwin’s Cistercian 

attitudes grated on the convent, especially in his distaste for the flamboyant 

rebuilding of the cathedral and his demand for absolute obedience from his monks.  

Much as they had wished for a monastic archbishop, absolute obedience was 

something that the convent had never conceded, either to a monk or a secular.  

Indeed, some of their graver disputes of the past century had been against monastic 

heads: Lanfranc, Anselm, and above all Theobald. For the monks, Baldwin’s plan to 

                                                 
716 Evidence for the setting of the collection in the 1180s can be seen from the horror of secular 

canons present in it. As Nicholas Vincent has argued, this horror does not fit quite as neatly into the 

circumstances of 1174 as it does into the circumstances of the 1180s and the dispute with Baldwin.  

N. Vincent, ‘William of Canterbury and Benedict of Peterborough: The Manuscripts, Date and 

Context of the Becket Miracle Collections’ in Hagiographie, idéologie et politique au Moyen Âge en 

Occident, ed. E. Bozóky, (Turnhout, 2012) 382-4.  
717 Newburgh, Historia, I, 280-1; Warren, Henry II, 534-6, 553-5; Cheney, Becket to Langton, 26-9.   
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build a church at Hackington was a step too far. They launched their first appeal on 8 

December 1186, almost two years to the day after Baldwin’s elevation to Canterbury 

(16 December). Throughout this dispute, Becket’s image had been a constant, yet 

constantly contested, theme. Both sides declared they were acting in accordance with 

the will of the blessed martyr, the monks claiming that the saint did not wish the 

collegiate church to be built and the archbishops insisting that he did. The letters 

give us a remarkable insight into how both parties appropriated Becket’s image to 

further their aims. 

For the monks, their appeal against Baldwin’s scheme began with Becket. The 

martyr appeared in several visions calling upon the monks to resist the archbishop’s 

plan. These visions were all recorded by Gervase in his Chronica as well as being 

mentioned in various Canterbury letters. The first such vision was that experienced 

by Andrew John. When he had been brought before the Catherine wheel, he asked 

the man who had led him here what his name was. Becket replied, ‘I am Thomas 

your archbishop, who for and in this church suffered martyrdom’.718  According to 

Gervase, the Catherine wheel was interpreted by the prior as symbolic of the new 

church that Baldwin planned to build.719 Its depiction as a Catherine wheel is 

significant, since the wheel was a device of torture or execution to which the victim 

would be tied so that their bones might be shattered. This was the method by which 

the Emperor Maxentius had tried to execute St Catherine. The attempt failed, 

however, with the wheel miraculously fragmenting upon Catherine’s touch, 

beheading the emperor and several hundred bystanders.720 To the monks of 

Canterbury, the Catherine wheel represented the destruction of their convent. In its 

shadow, the monks viewed (and presented) themselves as righteous martyrs for the 

Christian faith. God, who protected Catherine from death upon the wheel, would 

surely protect them too.721 

                                                 
718 Gervase, Chronica, 339 ‘Ego sum’... ‘Thomas archiepiscopus vester, qui pro hac ecclesia et in hac 

ecclesia martyrium passus sum.’  
719 Ibid., 342. 
720 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend, ed. W.G. Ryan, 2 vols. (Princeton, 1993) II, 334-41.; J. 

Jenkins and K.J. Lewis, ‘Introduction’, in St Katherine of Alexandria: Text and Context in Western 

Medieval Europe, ed. J. Jenkins and K.J. Lewis (Turnhout, 2003) 5-7, for a discussion on whether St 

Catherine existed. 
721 Devices like Catherine wheels were also seen on building sites. The monks had been living on 

such a site for many years and it is probably no coincidence that it was this object which was seen in 

the vision, both as a symbol of building and of martyrdom.  
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More important is the portrayal of Becket in this vision. When asked by Andrew 

John who he was, Becket replied that he was your (vester) archbishop. Here Becket 

was clearly made to align himself with the monks and the convent rather than with 

his successors as archbishop, or with the wider English church. Similarly, when 

speaking of his death, Becket was made to state that he died for and in this (hac) 

church. Again, Becket was shown here as keen to be appropriated to Canterbury 

Cathedral and to those who served the cathedral, the monastic chapter.  At the end of 

this vision, at Andrew John's urging, Becket used a sword to destroy the Catherine 

wheel and frustrate Baldwin’s plans. This sword was then presented to the monk to 

be given to their prior, the writing upon its blade revealing the sword to be that of St 

Peter. The monks would clearly have interpreted the sword as representing the 

process of appeal to Rome. Just as St Peter had attempted to protect Christ with his 

sword, so would the successors of Peter protect the monks with their spiritual 

weapons.     

The importance of Andrew John's vision is further reinforced by the fact that he saw 

it three times. The number three had a special power in medieval numerology, 

representing both the Trinity and the three elements in man (body, reason, and 

spirit). The fact that the vision was repeated three times revealed that it was divinely 

inspired. It also, however, revealed the frailty of Andrew John. The monk was too 

afraid of what he had seen to tell the prior and Becket had to return twice more to 

upbraid him so that he would do as he was bidden.722 This is clearly intended to 

depict the monks as Christ’s true disciples. In the garden of Gethsemane, Christ 

upbraided Peter and the sons of Zebedee three times for falling asleep when he had 

asked them to remain awake whilst he prayed.723 In Andrew John’s vision, Becket 

took the place of Christ and Andrew John the place of St Peter. 

This was not the first vision that the Canterbury monks had of Becket. William of 

Canterbury claimed he experienced a vision of the martyr, in which he was 

encouraged to write a collection of the saint’s miracles.724 Of greater interest in 

relation to the Canterbury dispute, is William’s tale of a vision of an angel 

experienced by Honorius, the future prior. According to this account, three days after 

                                                 
722 Gervase, Chronica, 340-1. The use of three was also a common device in storytelling, especially in 

the Bible. St Peter for example denied Christ three times. Luke 22:54-62. 
723 Matthew 26:36-46. 
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the saint’s martyrdom (1 January 1171), Honorius dreamed that, upon entering 

Canterbury cathedral, he was confronted by an angel with a drawn sword. The angel 

told Honorius that on the day of the archbishop’s murder, he had been appointed 

guardian of the church of Canterbury.725 This vision has several striking similarities 

to Andrew John's. In both accounts a drawn sword is used as a symbol for the 

protection of the church. In both Honorius is present and associated with the 

protection of Canterbury. As well as this, Becket is linked directly to Honorius in 

each vision, in Honorius’s through the appointment being made on the day of the 

martyrdom, and in Andrew John's directly through Becket's orders. In both cases, 

Honorius is revealed as Becket’s favourite and successor. Upon Honorius’s death in 

October 1187, Nigel Wireker even penned a few lines extolling the prior’s virtue and 

referring to him as another martyr for the cause.726 

Andrew John’s vision was not the only one that the monks experienced regarding the 

Canterbury dispute. Another monk, this time unnamed (he is merely referred to as 

being a priest), had a vision of Baldwin attempting to cut off Becket’s head so he 

could carry it away. The monk warned him to desist, but he ignored this and tried to 

take the head. Thereupon, Baldwin’s mitre vanished and the monk, amazed, woke up 

and reported to his brethren what he had seen.727 In this vision, rather than Becket 

ordering the convent to resist, the monk saw what would happen to Baldwin if he 

followed through with his plan. By attempting to remove the head (Becket) from the 

rest of the body (Canterbury Cathedral), Baldwin would lose his mitre – the symbol 

                                                 
725 Ibid., I, 145. 
726 J.H. Mozley, ‘The Unprinted Poems of Nigel Wireker’, Speculum, 7 (1932) 402-3 (no.11):  

 O preciose prior, o splendide martir Honori 

 ad superos superi te rapuere chori. 

 Cum sociis prior alme tuis miserere 

 ut tribuatur ei gratia summa Dei. 

See also Vincent ‘William of Canterbury’, 385-6, for how Honorius’s travels abroad are likened to 
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727 Gervase, Chronica, 341-2. ‘Subsecuto est e vestigio alia visio, quae, licet brevio sit, suo tamen est 
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et perstans in proposito caput inclinavit, sed mitra ejus disparuit; martyr intactus remansit, et 

monachus admirans evigilavit. Mussitabant de his fratres adinvicem conferentes, et mirati sunt 

universi.’ 
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of his office. In effect, Baldwin would lose both his right to be archbishop and God’s 

support.  

The use of the word amputare here is interesting. As well as meaning to amputate, 

the verb can also mean to steal by cutting loose, as in the modern English 'cut purse'. 

It is clear from this word that the monks believed that Baldwin’s attempt to remove 

Becket from Canterbury was tantamount to theft.  Moreover, the head of Becket – 

the seat of reason, and the very instrument of his martyrdom, injured in the head, 

with blood and brains scattered at the sword point of his attackers – was crucial to 

his survival after death, as both saint and miracle worker.  This ‘corona’ of Becket, 

both bodily skull and spiritual high point, was crucial both in the flesh and bones of 

Becket’s relics and in the newly built east end of Canterbury Cathedral.  Here, posed 

dramatically like a head reclining on the shoulder of the choir and body of the 

cathedral nave, a series of chapels surrounded the ‘corona’ to which the martyr’s 

body was to be translated.728 

Becket’s sanctity was employed in another way by the monks. Relics were powerful 

items and the bestowal of a relic as a gift was a great honour for the recipient. Not 

surprisingly, the monks used the relics of their beloved saint as a means of gaining 

support. In a letter to the German Emperor, Frederick Barbarossa, they offered to 

send him relics in return for safe conduct for their brethren travelling through 

imperial lands.729 It is not clear what relics were on offer, or if they were ever sent.  

However, it is likely that they were more substantial than the ampulle of Becket 

water (in theory infused with the martyr’s blood) that were available for ordinary 

pilgrims to buy.730 They were likely similar to the relics given to Saint-Bénigne in 

April 1190. These were a piece of leather from the saint’s bed, a piece of his 

monastic habit, a cloth stained with his blood and a cloth stained with the liquid in 

which his body had been washed.731 The use of Becket’s habit as a secondary relic 

here is interesting. It indicates that the monks were promoting the view of Becket as 

a monk of Canterbury, and therefore as a monastic saint, through exporting relics 
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directly related to monasticism. It is also probable that the German emperor was not 

the only ruler to be offered relics. It is reasonable to suggest that the monks offered 

something to King Philip of France. He supported the monks throughout the dispute 

and it is likely that they gave Philip tokens of their appreciation.732 The sheer number 

of late twelfth-century reliquaries, generally of Limoges-work decorated with images 

of Becket and his martyrdom, many of them preserved in continental collections, 

stands as testimony to the stream of relics that must have flowed from Canterbury, 

the sole potential source for bodily remains of the saint.733 The bishop of Poitiers, 

John Bellemains, had relics by 1174, and the fact that there was also a collegiate 

church in Becket’s name at the Louvre (founded in 1180, by Robert de Dreux, 

brother of Louis VII) strengthens the likelihood that relics were sent to King 

Philip.734 

The use of Becket in this respect by the monks of Canterbury supplies clear evidence 

of their appropriation of Becket and his miraculous powers. Through bestowing his 

relics, the convent claimed to be the rightful possessors of both the martyr and his 

cult. It was they who decided what happened with the saint’s remains. Just as 

importantly, combined with the second vision discussed above, we learn a great deal 

here of how the monks perceived themselves. When Baldwin attempted to move a 

piece of the martyr, he lost his authority; when the monks did so they were 

promoting the greater glory of their house and their beloved saint. 

As well as appropriating Becket, the monks also laid claim to Becket’s friends. 

Many such received letters from the monks seeking their support in the conflict with 

the archbishops. Some of these were powerful men. King Philip’s father, Louis VII, 

had supported Becket during his exile and the monks hoped his son would continue 

this tradition.735 Cardinal Gratian had acted as a papal commissioner during the 

Becket dispute, rebuking King Henry. After 1186, his support was sought (and 
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received) by the monks.736 Other individuals were less prominent but could still lend 

prestige and a sense of righteousness to the monastic cause. One such was Alexander 

Llewelyn, known as the Welshman.  Alexander had been Becket’s cross bearer, and 

a loyal follower throughout the martyr’s exile. In 1170, he had been sent to safety in 

France. The monks were sufficiently impressed with Alexander’s abilities and status 

to seek his support.737 They were perhaps less impressed by the support of another of 

Becket’s favourites: Herbert of Bosham.  

Herbert’s relationship with the Canterbury monks is somewhat unclear from the 

sources. Gervase claims he maintained a ‘special love’ for the convent. He certainly 

maintained links with them during his exile after Becket’s murder, and these may 

have been established when he was serving in the archbishop’s household before his 

flight to France. He visited the monks on at least two occasions after Becket’s death 

and apparently gifted several books to them.738 Further, Hebert’s prologue to his life 

of Becket was addressed to Archbishop Baldwin, exhorting him to act like the 

martyr.739 The exhortation is in support of the monks against Baldwin and reinforces 

the monastic appropriation of Becket by upholding the view that Becket was a 

monastic defender. Very likely the monks were pleased with this prologue, it 

indicated another source of support for their cause whilst playing into their own view 

of Becket’s historical role. Herbert’s intervention in 1187, however, was not so 

welcome. During December of that year, things looked particularly grim for the 

convent, with news of the death of Pope Urban III, and the archbishop forbidding the 

monks from holding their customary courts. Under these conditions, Ralph of St 

Martin, a supporter of Baldwin, arrived at the convent and recommended that the 

monks throw themselves on the archbishop’s mercy. Herbert, visiting the convent 

from his exile at the Cistercian house of Ourscamp, counselled them likewise.740 

Herbert’s significance to the convent is clear from Gervase devoting specific 

attention to his intervention. This was for two reasons. First, like Alexander 

Llewelyn, Herbert was one of Becket’s most loyal followers and the prestige of such 

                                                 
736 Barlow, Becket, 183, 187, 191-2, 197-8, 217; Ep. Cant., 45 (no.56), 182-3 (no.199), 375-6 (no.419), 

419 (no.459), 419-20 (no.460), 503 (no.538). 
737 Ibid., 32-3 (no.38). 
738 Smalley, Becket Conflict, 72-3; Ancient Libraries, 85. These books were comprised of biblical 

texts such as the psalms as well as a composite book on Thomas Becket. See also Sharpe, Handlist, 

177-8. 
739 Herbert of Bosham, Vita, III, 155-6. 
740 Ep. Cant., 105-6 (no.133), 112 (no.140); Gervase, Chronica, 388-94. 
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a man increased the prestige of the convent. Secondly, in this instance, Herbert 

wanted the monks to back down. His failure to stand firm against the power of a 

tyrannical archbishop (especially for a man who resolutely stood beside Becket in a 

dispute which led to murder) made the monks’ constancy and eventual success 

appear an even greater triumph. 

It was not just Becket’s supporters, but also family members, who supported the 

monks. After Becket’s death, his sister, Rose/Roheise, moved to Canterbury with her 

two sons, John, and Ralph, where she was granted a pension by Henry II.741 With the 

advocacy of Prior Alan, John was presented to the vicarage of St Mary Bothaw in 

London. Ralph appears to have been an early master of St Thomas’s Hospital at 

Eastbridge and was a firm supporter of the monks.742 A papal mandate of 17 March 

1188, ordered the prior of Faversham and Master Feramin, warden of the hospital of 

St James at Canterbury (and another former associate of Becket), to pronounce a 

sentence of excommunication upon all those who had committed violence against 

the convent. This list included many of the citizens and the local secular clergy.  

Upon receiving this mandate in April 1188, the citizens of Canterbury rioted.743 

Conventual supporters including Ralph, were arrested and imprisoned in the city 

gaol. Some felt this was insufficient punishment and unsuccessfully tried to burn 

down the gaol with the prisoners inside. Virtually our only references to Ralph, 

Becket’s nephew, come from his support for the monks: a significant victory in the 

monastic campaign to be viewed as successors of Becket. Perhaps more important 

than his support for the monks was the fact that the citizens considered Ralph to be 

conspiring with the convent. Clearly his views were well known amongst the 

citizens, who recognised that, Becket himself, as well as his family, were 

intrinsically linked to the monks of Canterbury. 

 

The monks were not the only party to appropriate Becket to their cause. Both 

Baldwin and Hubert attempted to do so, albeit with limited success. As archbishops 

                                                 
741 Barlow, Becket, 262; J.C. Robertson, ‘On the Kindred of Archbishop Becket’, Archaeologia 

Cantania, 10 (1876) 18-20; W. Urry, Thomas Becket His Last Days, ed. P. Rowe (Stroud, 1999) 162; 

Urry, Canterbury, 124, 182.  
742 Ibid., 199. 
743 Ep. Cant., 202 (no.219); Urry, Canterbury, 6, 110, 157, 159-60, 162-3, 167, 170, 173, 179, 183, 

186; Above, 89-90. 



 

180 

 

of Canterbury, they were arguably the true heirs of Becket. In general, Becket’s 

defence of the church was a defence of archiepiscopal rights and lands as well as the 

rights of the English Church, rather than a defence of the monastic community of 

Canterbury, with whom his relations had been strained beyond breaking point. 

Hubert Walter (and later Stephen Langton) adopted Becket’s martyrdom as an image 

incorporated within his archiepiscopal seal: virtually the first artistic commission that 

any incoming archbishop was required to command.744 Baldwin attempted to 

appropriate Becket by dedicating a new church in his honour. 

Although the original plan for a new church was apparently Becket’s, it was Baldwin 

who decided to dedicate it to his predecessor, as well as its original dedicatee, St 

Stephen. He did this, we are told, because he considered it ‘exceedingly shameful’ 

that Becket did not have a church dedicated to him in England.745 Possibly he also 

wanted to complete a plan the martyr had been unable to fulfil. Conveniently, 

Baldwin appears to have forgotten the existence of several other churches already 

dedicated to St Thomas, not least the priory of Augustinian canons at Lesnes, near 

London, founded in his honour by Richard de Lucy in 1178.   Nor was Lesnes the 

only such foundation; the Premonstratensian abbey of Beauchief, Sheffield, was also 

dedicated to St Thomas as was the slightly later priory at Woodspring, Somerset, 

founded in 1210, by William de Courtenay – grandson of Reginald fitz Urse (one of 

Becket’s murderers). 746 From these it can be seen that there was a growing tradition 

of dedicating houses to Becket and one which Baldwin’s foundation would have 

                                                 
744 BL, Harley Charter 75 A 14; Likewise, the monks also added the scene of Becket’s martyrdom to 

their seal when it was redesigned in 1232, M. Späth, ‘Architectural Representation and Monastic 
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745 Ep. Cant., 8-9 (no.8). 
746 Monasticon Anglicanum, ed. W. Dugdale, J. Caley, H. Ellis, and B. Bandinel, 6 vols., (London, 
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fitted into neatly. The monks, who might have used Lesnes and its fellow memorials, 

as ammunition against the archbishop’s plans, seem to have made no reference 

whatsoever to the other churches dedicated in Becket’s honour.  Here we see what 

was perhaps a deliberate short-sightedness: a refusal to acknowledge that any 

location beyond Canterbury itself could claim to serve as a focus of Becket’s cult 

and commemoration. 

At Lesnes, as at Hackington, the Canterbury monks may have feared that these new 

foundations would in some way lay claim to Becket’s relics, presently preserved in 

the cathedral crypt. This was never Baldwin’s intention. Although he disliked the 

opulent new east end of the cathedral, there is no evidence in any of the documents 

to suggest that he planned to remove Becket from Canterbury, just as he did not plan 

to alter the electoral body for future archbishops.747 Even so, for the paranoid, there 

were instances that could be cited in large number for churches being deprived of 

relics that they believed to be rightfully theirs, not only of the more ancient saints 

such as Nicholas at Myra/Bari or Mark at Alexandria/Venice, but in more recent 

times, of Dunstan (disputed between Canterbury and Glastonbury), Patrick (between 

Glastonbury, Dublin and Downpatrick), or Birinus (between Winchester and 

Dorchester).748  With Dunstan as a particular local concern, the monks of Canterbury 

may have been doubly determined to remain vigilant over the relics of St Thomas. 

It was harder for the archbishops than the monks to appropriate Becket as they did 

not have control of the martyr’s relics. The monks had the actual ownership of the 

relics and of the site of martyrdom. It was the monks who tended the shrine and 

recorded the miracles related to them by visiting pilgrims. Furthermore, it was the 

monks who distributed relics of the saint. The way the monks used this to their 

advantage in the dispute has been discussed above. Apparently, they were also 

                                                 
747 Baldwin clearly saw this body as being the cathedral convent. Upon his election to Canterbury by 

the king and diocesan bishops, he declared that he would not accept the post unless the monks (who 
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cautious in allowing access to the relics. There is no mention in the letters, or in 

Gervase’s chronicle, of either Baldwin or Hubert being allowed access to Becket’s 

remains, closely guarded in the monastic crypt. In December 1186, Baldwin 

confined the monks who opposed him to the convent and, again, more famously, in 

1188, he placed the entire community under house arrest for eighty-four weeks. But 

these activities confined not just the monks but their principal treasure of Becket’s 

relics. 

It is not clear if the archbishops sent relics as gifts to the curia. Stubbs, in his 

introduction to his edition of the Canterbury letters, states that in 1198:  

Both parties now sent accredited messengers to Rome. Hubert in the 

simplicity of his heart, furnished his with a load of the relics of SS. 

Albinus and Rufinus; not neglecting, however, to send a great treasure 

of ready money with them.749 

In a footnote appended to this, Stubbs states that Prior Honorius had previously 

taken some of these saints’ relics to Rome ‘to work upon the feelings of Pope 

Clement’.750 This however is a misreading. The sentence in the letter Stubbs refers to 

is ‘Cum itaque venerandas martyrum relliquias Albini et Rufini domino papae, per 

priorem et fratres porrexerimus’.751 These two venerable martyrs, Albinus and 

Rufinus, were not in any sense saints, but rather the medieval personifications of 

silver (Albinus) and gold (Rufinus) employed for bribery. In the letter, Prior 

Honorius is not claiming to have carried holy relics to Rome, but bribes.752  

There is, therefore, no evidence that the archbishops used relics as gifts in the 

dispute. However, in general, there is also very little extant evidence of the 

archbishops’ methods of proceeding.  With only 18 of the 557 letters in the 
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collection originating from the archbishops, we must rely for details of their actions 

on the obviously unfavourable reports of the monks, and the odd snippets of 

information we can glean from the letters of other participants such as kings and 

popes. What is perhaps most interesting here is the failure of the monks to gain 

access to this ‘other side’ of the story. In the 1160s, Becket and his agents had 

worked long and hard to obtain copies not just of their own self-justifying 

correspondence, but of the letters that passed between their enemies, most notably 

between Henry II, Frederick Barbarossa, and other agents of the anti-pope.753 No 

such successful espionage seems to have been accomplished by the monks in the 

1180s and 90s. 

The appropriation of Becket’s image was not unique. Royalty often appropriated 

saints. Henry III for example singled out Edward the Confessor as his personal 

patron. In France, the Capetians went one step further. It was not just the cult which 

Louis IX appropriated but sanctity itself, both during life and after his death.754  

The image of Thomas Becket was a powerful weapon for anyone who could harness 

and wield it. Both sides in the Canterbury dispute attempted to do so, but only the 

monks succeeded. Their success is not surprising. They were in a far stronger 

position when it came to Becket, even despite the martyr’s dislike of them in life. It 

was the monks who cared for Becket's relics and shrine; it was they who compiled 

numerous lives and miracle collections as well as experiencing their own more 

personal visions of the martyr. More importantly, they were in the midst of creating 

an opulent memorial to his life and sacrifice for themselves (as the embodiment of 
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the English church). The rebuilding of their cathedral was accomplished with their 

own resources, on their property, and in all senses literally around them as they 

prayed, ate, and slept. By contrast, the archbishops were effectively excluded from 

all of this by the convent. Becket was monastic property, and not the archbishops. 

The monks did not, perhaps, care greatly whether the archbishops presented 

themselves as the heirs of Becket on their seals. Controversy only came when the 

archbishops attempted to create something I material far grander and longer lasting 

than wax. 

Diplomacy  

On 13 January 1188, two monks of Canterbury were sent by their subprior to 

Wingham, Kent. Their task was to welcome Baldwin, who had just returned from the 

continent. The archbishop, however, was not pleased. He confiscated the monks’ 

horses, declared them excommunicate, and sent them back to Canterbury.755 The 

monks were followed by William Fitz Neal, Becket’s former steward, who 

proceeded to confine the monks to their conventual precinct and to confiscate their 

food stores. The convent was under siege. 

In many ways the Canterbury dispute was primarily a matter of diplomacy. Both 

sides acknowledged the legal systems of the day, prosecuting their case in courts at 

home and abroad. But they also engaged in a wide-ranging diplomatic battle. 

Support was sought from the clergy of France, from members of the papal curia, 

kings, and emperors. All of this was necessary. To reach Rome, the monks and their 

opponents had to travel through foreign lands. This itself required permission from 

the local authorities. Diplomacy was needed. Each phase of the dispute began with a 

round of negotiations and a final settlement was only arrived at through negotiated 

compromise. Again, diplomacy was called for. The letters therefore offer detailed 

insights into how diplomacy was conducted in the late twelfth century. However, 

there is a problem with the collection. The monks assembled their own letters but 

failed to acquire those sent or received by their opponents.756 As a result, we tend to 

be told only one side of a two-sided story. The evidence for the dispute comes almost 

entirely from the monks, and as such, it tells the story that the monks wanted told.  
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We can observe the diplomatic practices of the monks, but only rarely those of the 

archbishops. Even so, the extant archiepiscopal letters are still useful. They reveal 

how the two archbishops involved (Baldwin – who authored 10 letters – and Hubert 

Walter – who authored 13) attempted different approaches to the monks. 

Diplomatic letters usually follow a standard structure. It starts with a protocol; a 

preamble upon an appropriate theme, followed by a narratio – a statement on the 

relevant particulars. Next comes a petition (the main point of the letter), followed by 

a conclusion and a farewell.757 Many of the convent’s letters, such as those to the 

Roman cardinals, conform to this typology.758 They are rigorously structured, full of 

rhetorical flourishes, and follow the correct diplomatic protocols. The four letters 

sent from Baldwin to the monks, however, do not follow these lines. The first letter 

(dated c. April 1187), begins with the standard salutation clause. The remainder of 

the letter, however, is a strict command, forbidding two monks (Ralph of Orpington 

and John of Bocking) to leave the convent or take part in the administration of its 

affairs.759 The next two letters are also mandates; one excommunicates the same two 

monks – who had defied Baldwin’s previous order – and the other ordered the 

monks to receive Baldwin’s administrators during the prior’s absence. The final 

letter is a brief note from Baldwin informing the convent that he had arrived in the 

Holy Land.760 In all of this, and by contrast to the general run of diplomatic 

correspondence, Baldwin treated the monks as his subjects and inferiors, 

acknowledging no obligation to recognize their independent authority. 

His three letters, therefore, have nothing diplomatic about them. Baldwin was 

simultaneously archbishop and the monks’ abbot. He was their spiritual father and 

responsible for the health of their souls. Obedience was a virtue, whilst disobedience 

was a sin. Chastising the monks for their sins and restoring them to the path of virtue 

was Baldwin’s duty. This was no doubt how he had conducted himself whilst head 

of the Cistercian abbey of Forde. The unruly Benedictines of Canterbury, however, 

had other ideas. They were happy to follow an archbishop who did what they 

wanted, but when one did something they did not like (such as Theobald of Bec, or 
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their latterly beloved Becket), the convent was more than willing to withdraw its 

support and impede their father at every step. 

Hubert Walter’s letters to the convent adopt a different tone to Baldwin’s. Five of the 

thirteen are addressed to the monks. Of these, one is an order – commanding the 

monks to allow the bearers to inventory the conventual treasures.761 The other four 

letters follow diplomatic protocols. They have formal salutation clauses, a preamble, 

and a petition. 762 These letters also indicate Hubert’s desire to negotiate with the 

convent in order to settle the dispute. In letter 485, Hubert informs the monks that he 

has convinced King Richard to restore the convent’s property. He then asks the 

monks to come to terms so that harmony might be restored.763 

The different styles adopted by the two archbishops resulted from their differing 

backgrounds. Baldwin was raised in the monastic life and therefore firmly convinced 

of the obligation to show obedience to superiors. Hubert on the other hand cut his 

teeth in the secular world. He rose through the ranks of secular government, acting as 

a judge and, more importantly, as a diplomat, making a name for himself on the 

Third Crusade, where he acted as Richard’s representative in negotiations with 

Saladin.764   

 One further letter illustrates the different approaches of Baldwin and Hubert. Letter 

556 sets out proposals from Hubert to ensure the security of the Canterbury monks, 

whilst facilitating the construction of the church at Lambeth. These proposals 

included making the prior a canon of the church, each canon swearing never to assert 

a claim in the election of the archbishop or to consent to the translation of Becket’s 

relics, as well as an annual renewal of these oaths.765 The proposals were carefully 

crafted and covered all the monks’ concerns, but, needless to say, the monks rejected 

them. Here, Hubert’s past as a diplomat came into its own; there were no such 

proposals from his predecessor. For Baldwin, this was not a matter for negotiation, 

but for obedience. For the practical Hubert on the other hand, diplomacy was exactly 

what was called for.  
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The parties’ approaches to one another reveal their diplomatic skills. Baldwin’s 

actions were often heavy handed. He used suspensions and excommunications to 

punish his disobedient monks and attempted to impose his own obedientiaries upon 

the convent. The most famous instance here was that of Roger Norreys. In August 

1187, Roger accepted the office of cellarer from Baldwin. The monks, furious and 

regarding this as treason by Roger, seized and confined him to the infirmary. In 

January 1188, he made his escape through the convent’s sewers and joined the 

archbishop’s household until Baldwin appointed him prior in October 1189.766 To 

achieve this, Gervase tells us, Baldwin forced his way into the cloister with ‘many 

knights and a multitude of people’.767 Yet Baldwin’s aggressive tactics worked. The 

monks, desperate to rid themselves of Roger, agreed to a settlement – albeit 

temporary – imposed by the king in November 1189. 

Another example of Baldwin’s aggressive policy towards the monks is supplied by 

the eighty-four-week siege of the convent: unrecognized as such, but perhaps the 

longest siege ever conducted in medieval England, longer certainly than that of the 

castle of Rochester in 1215, of Kenilworth in 1265-6, longer indeed than that of 

Antioch in the 1090s. As mentioned above, upon Baldwin’s return to England on 11 

January 1188, monks were sent to meet him at Wingham. Here, the monks followed 

tradition and offered him the customary procession for the archbishop’s entry into 

Canterbury. It is not clear what this entailed as it has not been recorded in any detail. 

However, if it was anything like that granted to Becket on his return from exile, it 

would have been an elaborate affair. After landing at Sandwich, Becket made his 

progress to Canterbury through Ash, Wingham, and Littlebourne, and then over St 

Martin’s Hill. Whilst he descended the hill, a procession of chanting monks emerged 

from the city gates, along with a large crowd of citizens, who received the 

archbishop’s largesse. He then processed into the city, either by Burgate or 

Newingate, before entering the cathedral precincts via the Christchurch gate. Here, 

Becket would have been welcomed by a liturgical acclamation, quite possibly the 

Christus vincit, Christus regnat, Christus imperat, that Herbert of Bosham was to 

repeat later that evening.768 Upon entering the cathedral precincts, Becket removed 

his shoes and was received into the cathedral barefoot, via the western door. He 
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prostrated himself on the pavement and then walked the length of the church before 

again prostrating himself in front of the high altar.  Only then did he approach the 

archiepiscopal throne. Standing before it, Becket gave the kiss of peace to each of 

the monks, before leading them into the chapter house to preach a sermon.769 

                                                 
769 Urry, Thomas Becket, 45-6. 
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Although Becket’s return was a special occasion, the procession afforded him was 

probably not dissimilar from that given to archbishops upon their entry to the city. 

We know that Baldwin came to Canterbury via Wingham, so it is likely that he 

entered the city by Burgate or Newingate. It is also possible that a party of monks 

met the archbishop at the gates. Similarly, the poor of the city may have turned out to 

receive charity from their returning prelate. The monks would most certainly have 

met the archbishop at the entrance to the cathedral precincts and participated in a 

liturgical procession, culminating in the kiss of peace and a sermon in the 

chapterhouse. Rather than accepting such a procession, however, Baldwin 

excommunicated the monastic greeting party and confiscated their horses. This 

rejection was a serious breach of tradition and diplomacy. The monks, although 

disliking Baldwin, still acted courteously; the archbishop did not. Again, this reflects 

Baldwin’s view of the dispute as an internal matter between an abbot and his 

disobedient flock. More importantly, it suggests that he did not consider the monks, 

or at least their disputes, worthy of diplomatic niceties. 

This is further seen in the confinement of the monks. Baldwin’s men sealed the inner 

wall of the convent and confined the monks to the line of the cloister. This included 

confiscating their food supplies, with the monks only staving off starvation through 

the charity of the townspeople. This was not the first time that the monks had been 

confined. In 1151, Archbishop Theobald had attempted something similar.770 In 

1151, however, the monks held out for only eighteen days before coming to terms. 

The novelty of the 1188 imprisonment was its length. For over a year and a half, the 

monks were confined and unable to perform many of their usual tasks. Baldwin had 

the authority to confine the monks, however, it was not the diplomatic thing to do. 

Forcing them into submission would achieve little, as canon law decreed that 

agreements imposed by coercion were invalid. This is what happened in November 

1189. The monks informed the papal legate that the compromise to which they had 

agreed had been made against their will, and the legate declared it invalid.771 To 

resolve the dispute, Baldwin needed to compromise. He needed to build bridges; 

instead he burnt them. 
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Hubert’s actions towards the convent were quite different. Although on occasion he 

allowed his anger to show, Hubert’s actions were usually thoughtful and forbearing – 

those of a diplomat. One case in particular shows this. In September 1198, King 

Richard, furious at the monks’ obstinacy, confiscated the conventual estates.772 

Naturally, the monks appealed to Rome. Hubert, however, does not appear to have 

been party to the king’s decision. Upon hearing of the seizure, he requested Richard 

to restore the lands to the convent. According to his letter, he did this because the 

king’s actions were likely to be viewed negatively by the pope and might damage his 

case at Rome.773  

After having the lands restored, Hubert sent a letter to the monks, informing them of 

what had happened. He hoped this gesture of goodwill would make them more 

amenable to reaching a compromise. The monks, however, did not behave as he 

wished. To them an injustice had been corrected, but this had nothing to do with 

their archbishop. In their letters mentioning the restoration, Hubert's aid goes entirely 

unmentioned. Evidently, this stung him, for in March 1199, when the estates were 

once more seized, he refused the monks’ appeal for aid.774 Indeed, he appears to 

have been the instigator of the seizure; according to Gervase, Hubert heaped abuse 

upon the convent’s messenger.775 Although it may not have been abuse, Hubert 

likely had harsh words for the monks. They had repeatedly rejected his attempts to 

reach an amicable compromise. Goodwill had failed him. Harsher tactics were 

needed at home, whilst the diplomatic niceties continued at Rome. 

The papal curia played a large part in the dispute. The monks saw Rome as their 

salvation. Almost all the bishops, and many of the monasteries, in England were 

hostile to their position.776 The monks had nowhere else to turn but Rome. 

Diplomacy at the curia could take several forms. First there was the pope. Appeals to 

the papal court theoretically suspended all action in a case until it had been heard (or 

delegated to another) by the pope. The monks usually had good relations with the 

papacy during these years and found them ready to defend monasticism in the face of 

aggressive episcopal power. But first they had to gain access to the supreme pontiff. 
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A good way of doing this lay through the cardinals. The monks used this method 

extensively. Thirty-five of the monks’ letters (roughly 10%) are addressed to the 

cardinals. Of these, seven were sent to cardinal-bishops of Ostia, whilst eight were 

open letters to the college of cardinals more generally. The number of letters 

addressed to the cardinals, spread out across the entire dispute, suggest that the 

monks benefited from the cardinals’ support, otherwise, it would not have been so 

regularly solicited. 

The archbishops on the other hand, do not appear to have attempted to enlist the 

support of the cardinals in any systematic way. There are no extant letters to them – 

although this proves little, given that we have only the monastic side of the story, 

with most of the archbishops' diplomatic initiatives being hidden from view. Henry 

of Marcy, cardinal-bishop of Albano, for example was a friend of Archbishop 

Baldwin. He, along with Albert de Morra, cardinal-deacon of S. Lorenzo in Lucina 

(and soon to be Pope Gregory VIII) supported the archbishops. Clearly, the 

archbishops had support amongst the cardinals – but unfortunately the evidence here 

remains thin. But they also sought the support of other parties; royal support was 

eagerly pursued. The kings of England were staunch backers of the archbishops, 

whilst the kings of France supported the monks. Monastic orders were also 

approached. In August 1187, the monks requested the aid of the Cistercian order in 

convincing Baldwin to desist from his plan. Although the General Chapter asked 

Baldwin to look favourably upon his monks, the Cistercians in general continued to 

support him.777 

A letter not found in Lambeth 415, but in Douai Ms 887, indicates one form this 

support could take. 778 The letter, from Abbot Hugh II of Reading to Pope Celestine 

III, was written sometime between 1195 and 1198. Full of rhetorical flourishes, it 

recommends Hubert Walter to the pope, lauding the archbishop’s abilities and 

requesting that the pope act kindly towards him. Hugh was a big catch in any 

diplomatic contest. Abbot of Reading from 1186, he was to become abbot of Cluny 

in 1199. He was an active participant in the Canterbury dispute, acting as an 

ambassador for the archbishops and as an executor of papal mandates. This second 
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role is particularly interesting. The mandates Hugh executed were solicited by the 

Canterbury monks, and it would, therefore, have been they who selected the 

executors. Clearly, the monks felt Hugh was a valuable ally and in 1188 tried to 

prevent him from working on behalf of the archbishop.779 Even though Hugh 

consistently supported the archbishops, the Canterbury monks appear to have valued 

and trusted his fairness and good judgement. 

A similar letter came from the Cistercian abbots of England. With the elevation of 

Innocent III to the papacy, Hubert was concerned that his cause would suffer. The 

new pope was hostile to the archbishops’ position. Whilst a cardinal, he had 

vigorously acted in favour of the monks. Hubert, therefore, sought the aid of the 

Cistercians. In late June 1198, the abbots of the English houses sent a letter to the 

pope, praising Hubert’s qualities and interceding on behalf of his chapel at 

Lambeth.780 This was quite a coup for the archbishop. To the active support of Hugh 

of Reading, Hubert now added the support of the English Cistercians. The 

combination of Cluniac and Cistercian support for the archbishops indicates that this 

dispute was not a clear-cut affair between the secular and regular clergy. Likewise, 

Stubbs’s comment that ‘the whole order of Cluny, at home and abroad, undertook 

the defence of the convent, to which they were attached by their earliest traditions’, 

requires revision.781 

Gaining support was not so simple as asking for it. Something had to be offered in 

return. Money was a great motivator at the Roman curia. In one of his letters, John of 

Bremble remarked upon the corruption of the court.782 On another occasion, he 

attempted (albeit unsuccessfully) to bribe the newly appointed legate, whose task it 

was to settle the dispute.783 The proffered bribe was a reliquary, most likely carried 

by John all the way from Canterbury, suggesting the monks were aware of what it 

took to be successful in Rome. This rather cynical view of diplomatic methods can 

be glimpsed in two other letters. One, from the monks to Eustace, bishop of Ely, 

enquired what it would take to bribe the king into supporting them.784 Another, from 

                                                 
779 Ep. Cant., 218-9 (no.237). 
780 Ibid., 423-5 (no.462). 
781 Ibid., xliii. 
782 Ibid., 213-5 (no.232). 
783 Ibid., 271-2 (no.290). Although these are referred to as gifts, they are clearly different to the 

customary gifts given to the pope and cardinals when taking leave. See Marlborough, History, 376. 
784 Ep. Cant., 438-9 (no.473). 



 

194 

 

Prior Honorius, mentions that he took relics of Saints Albinus and Rufinus to Rome, 

noting how popular such relics could prove.785 Gervase accuses Hubert of recourse 

to these same saints.786 Rather hypocritically, he uses this term to indicate Hubert’s 

impiety – knowing full well that his fellow monks were doing the same thing. 

Actual saints were also used by the monks. Relics were offered to Frederick 

Barbarossa in exchange for safe passage.787 What form these relics took (and if they 

were even sent) is unclear, but they likely took a similar form to those of Becket 

given to the monks of Saint-Bénigne.788 On the archiepiscopal side, there is no 

evidence that relics were used as gifts. Likewise, there are no indications in the 

letters or from Gervase that the archbishops had any access to Becket’s relics. The 

monks were very careful in restricting such access; Becket was their source of 

power. They were not going to share him with their enemy. However, as the monks 

offered relics to aid their cause, it is reasonable to assume that the archbishops may 

have parted with a relic or two from their private collections, if they felt it would be 

advantageous. 

Overall, the methods employed by the archbishops varied with their different 

personalities but were, ultimately, targeted at the same goal. Baldwin regarded the 

monks as defiant of their spiritual father and, therefore, attempted to impose 

obedience through punishment. Disobedience was a sin – punishment offered to 

bring the sinners back to God. Hubert Walter, who came from a secular background, 

saw himself as an outsider, having to deal with a well-defined monastic corporation. 

He chose the way of compromise and negotiation. But when the obstinate monks 

rejected all approaches, he too fell back on punishing his disobedient children. At 

Rome, all parties used the same tactics; acquiring the support of influential people 

and – most importantly – spending enormous amounts of money.   
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Canterbury and its Contemporaries: Contextualising the Canterbury Dispute 

Canterbury was not the only ecclesiastical dispute in twelfth-century England. 

Episcopal desire to have greater control over the composition of cathedral chapters 

led to conflicts at several cathedrals, as at Coventry, or the dispute between the 

bishop of Bath and the monastery at Glastonbury.789 Nor were such disputes 

restricted to England, as this trend can be observed on the continent as well. 

Episcopal elections at Sées for example were dogged by conflicts between the 

secular and regular canons of the cathedral.790 Nor were disputes restricted to 

bishops and monastic chapters. The archbishop of York had several confrontations 

with the secular canons of his cathedral chapter, and many abbots were in direct 

conflict with their monks.  Many of these disputes were contemporary to the 

Canterbury dispute and played a part in influencing, or being influenced by, the 

affairs at Canterbury. An analysis of some of the more important of such disputes 

enables that at Canterbury to be placed in context.   

York791 

An interesting comparison can be made between the upheavals at Canterbury and 

those at York during the archiepiscopacy of Geoffrey Plantagenet.  Although both 

were archiepiscopal sees, York had a chapter of secular canons. This provides a 

useful comparison with Canterbury. At York, the interplay between the interests of 

the chapter, the archbishops, and the kings was far more pronounced than in 

monastic cathedrals. The first comparison to be made concerns the archbishops. 

Elected to York on 10 August 1189, Geoffrey had enjoyed a distinguished career 

serving his father, Henry II. Geoffrey was granted the archdeaconry of Lincoln by 

1170/71, and was already bishop-elect of Lincoln when he played an important part 

in suppressing the northern rebellion of 1173.792 He could not be consecrated 

however, until he had been ordained a priest, something which he refused to 

                                                 
789 For Glastonbury see Adam of Domerham, Adami de Domerham Historia de Rebus Gestis 
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undergo. In 1181, nine years after Geoffrey was elected, Pope Alexander III 

demanded that he either be ordained or resign from his see so that another might be 

appointed in his place.793 Geoffrey chose to resign. In his letter of resignation to the 

pope, He claimed that his main motivation was his preference for a military 

career.794  

Such a preference is in clear contrast to Baldwin’s background. The son of a clerk, 

Baldwin appears always to have been intended for the clergy, and specifically for the 

monastic life. Although his retirement to Forde abbey may have been a means of 

removing himself from the Becket dispute, Baldwin chose to stay, and fully 

committed himself to the Cistercian life. His rapid rise to abbot, then to bishop, and 

archbishop, indicates a strong devotion and aptitude for his chosen career. Hubert 

Walter on the other hand, had more similarities to Geoffrey than to Baldwin. 

Although Hubert appears to have felt a stronger commitment to clerical life than 

Geoffrey, he, like the future archbishop of York, had distinguished himself in royal 

service. Like Geoffrey, Hubert’s promotion through the clerical ranks was a reward 

for dedicated service and took the form of the deanery of York in 1186. Here again it 

was York which provided for both men. 

It was also this that led to conflict between the two men. On his deathbed in 1189, 

King Henry declared that he wanted Geoffrey, the only son who had remained 

faithful to him in the latest rebellion, to be made either archbishop of York or bishop 

of Winchester. The new king, Richard I, consented to his half-brother’s elevation. 

On 10 August, Geoffrey was elected to the archbishopric. The only dignitary present 

was the precentor, Hamo, although the chancellor later assented to the election by 

proxy.795 This election was opposed by the two most powerful men in the diocese: 

Hubert and Hugh de Puiset, bishop of Durham. Hubert probably wanted the position 

for himself (he had been recommended for the post by the chapter in 1186, although 

King Henry refused to make any appointment). Hugh appears to have wanted it for 

his son/nephew Burchard du Puiset. Both Hubert and Hugh appealed to Rome, on 
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the grounds that their absence combined with Geoffrey’s illegitimacy, secular tastes, 

and refusal to be ordained, invalidated his election.796 

This was the first difficulty that Geoffrey was to face as archbishop and one that 

continued to dog him after his failure to deal with it in a reasonable manner. At this 

stage, Geoffrey still had the support of his brother, King Richard. To smooth ruffled 

feathers, and ensure Geoffrey’s promotion, Richard made several further episcopal 

appointments at Pipewell on 15 September 1189. Hubert Walter was given the 

bishopric of Salisbury, Henry Marshal (youngest brother of William Marshal) was 

appointed to the vacant deanery, whilst the bishop of Durham was promised 

Burchard’s appointment as treasurer of York.797 

Geoffrey, however, continued to cause problems. With the support of the precentor, 

Hamo (who had been promised the reversion of the treasurership by Archbishop 

Roger), Geoffrey refused to install his brother’s appointees, on the pretext that only 

the archbishop could make such promotions and that he was not archbishop until he 

received papal confirmation.798 Furious at his brother’s obstinacy, Richard 

confiscated Geoffrey’s estates and prevented his representative (Adam of Thornover) 

from travelling to Rome to collect the pallium. The estates were quickly restored 

when Geoffrey promised to pay £2000 towards the king’s crusade and to confirm the 

dean and treasurer in their offices.799 

This first dispute supplies a useful comparison to Canterbury. In both cases, the king 

played a prominent role. In the York dispute however Richard, although initially on 

Geoffrey's side, thereafter opposed the archbishop. He viewed Geoffrey as the 

instigator of the troubles. He desired to go on crusade but could not without settling 

the kingdom’s affairs. The disputes at Canterbury and York were headaches which 

he could do without. At Canterbury, the intransigent monks were tricked, forced by 

the king to accept his terms. At York, Richard attempted to settle affairs more 

diplomatically through the appointments he made at Pipewell. It was Geoffrey’s 
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refusal to cooperate here which caused the dispute to escalate. By seizing Geoffrey’s 

lands, Richard ensured his brother’s compliance, as well as funds for his crusade. 

The reconciliation lasted less than a month. Again, the revival of the quarrel appears 

to have resulted from a clash of personalities. On 5 January 1190, Geoffrey arrived 

late at York. Finding that the canons, led by Dean Henry Marshal, had already begun 

Vespers, he ordered the office to be restarted. The dean however, ordered the choir 

to continue and, when they stopped singing as the archbishop had ordered, the 

treasurer, Burchard, extinguished all the lights. In response, Geoffrey laid the 

cathedral under interdict until he received satisfaction for the insult. The following 

day (the feast of the Epiphany), rather than making an apology, the dean and 

treasurer abused Geoffrey, to such an extent that the archbishop had to restrain the 

citizens from attacking the two men. Dean and treasurer fled the cathedral, and the 

archbishop placed them under sentences of excommunication.800 

Clearly, this spat was caused by personal antagonisms. Although Geoffrey forced the 

issue by ordering Vespers to be restarted, there would have been no harm – or loss of 

face – for the dean and treasurer to assent to this. Instead they consciously chose to 

provoke the archbishop to extremes. There does not appear to have been any benefit 

for the dean and treasurer. Their actions led to their excommunication and appeal to 

Rome, which was a costly business. It seems that the cause of their actions was anger 

at an overbearing archbishop whom they already disliked. The result of their actions 

was to revive the dispute between Geoffrey and Hugh du Puiset. 

The bishop of Durham naturally supported his nephew and, with Hugh's appointment 

as justiciar north of the Humber, prevented the raising of the £2000 Geoffrey had 

promised the king. With no money forthcoming, Richard backed Geoffrey’s enemies 

and sent Bishop Reginald of Bath and Burchard du Puiset to the papal curia, to have 

the archbishop’s election quashed. Pope Clement however, upheld the election, and 

gave the pallium to Geoffrey’s clerks. Although unsuccessful in having Geoffrey’s 

election quashed, Burchard did gain absolution from his sentence of 

excommunication, as well as a papal bull for his uncle, exempting Hugh from taking 

an oath of obedience to Geoffrey. 801 This effectively rendered the bishop of Durham 
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independent of his metropolitan. Soon after, however, with the succession of 

Celestine III, Geoffrey’s envoy, Simon of Apulia, managed to get Hugh's privilege 

annulled.802 

Geoffrey was eventually enthroned at York on 1 November 1191. On 18 September, 

he had been violently dragged out of St Martin’s Priory, Dover, and arrested by the 

men of William Longchamp, the king’s justiciar.803 Longchamp’s actions had 

increased Geoffrey’s popularity, and with this additional support, the new archbishop 

of York decided that it was time to assert his authority over his enemies. He 

summoned the bishop of Durham to a synod at York, to be held on 30 September 

1191, to take an oath of obedience, and to account for the non-payment of the 

oblations due to the archbishop from the estates of Howden and Northallerton, 

Yorkshire. Hugh de Puiset, however, refused the summons and renewed his appeal 

against the annulment of the privilege he had received from Clement III. After Hugh 

failed to appear in answer to three canonical citations (instead he had renewed his 

appeal after each summons), Geoffrey excommunicated him. On discovering Hugh 

was still celebrating mass, he also ordered the altars at which the bishop of Durham 

had officiated to be overturned and the sacred vessels broken. Further, he 

excommunicated the dean and treasurer of York, and several other canons, for 

supporting the bishop. He even went as far as to include his half-brother, Count 

John, in the excommunication, for having spent Christmas at Howden with Hugh.804  

The result of the bishop’s appeal was a papal letter, addressed to the bishops of 

Lincoln and Rochester, and the abbot of Peterborough, ordering them to proclaim the 

excommunication invalid and to inquire into the destruction of the altars. If the 

destruction had happened after Hugh’s appeal, then the bishop of Durham was not to 

swear obedience to York for as long as he and Geoffrey held office.805 
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Before the papal delegates reached York, an attempt was made to settle the conflict. 

Hugh du Puiset was prepared to accept Queen Eleanor, the archbishop of Rouen and 

the English bishops as arbiters so long as the privileges of his see remained intact. 

This proviso was itself a problem; it is very likely that Hugh intended here to include 

the privilege exempting him from professing obedience to Geoffrey. As this was one 

of the disputed issues it is unlikely that Geoffrey could have accepted any such 

proposal. Discussions stalled long before this, however, as Geoffrey demanded that 

Hugh first go to York to receive absolution and declare his willingness to submit. 

Countering this, Hugh demanded that Geoffrey first publicly declare the 

excommunication invalid. Further, he took under his protection all of Geoffrey’s 

enemies, refusing to go on a royal mission to Normandy unless their 

excommunications were lifted, and their offices and benefices restored. Pressure was 

brought to bear upon Geoffrey by threating the confiscation of his temporalities. The 

archbishop however, refused complete surrender, and demanded that the 

excommunicated should first go bare-footed to York for absolution and to accept the 

judgement of his chapter. All the canons gave way except for the dean, who, 

according to Howden, did not wish to humiliate himself.806 

Regarding the treasurership, an arrangement was made to share its revenues between 

Burchard du Puiset and Geoffrey’s supporter, Hamo the precentor. Burchard gave 

Hamo the church of Alne, Yorkshire, whilst Hamo quitclaimed any right he might 

have to the treasurership, save that he should receive it in the event of Burchard’s 

death or promotion. In October, the judge delegates reconciled Hugh and Geoffrey, 

with the bishop of Durham swearing obedience.807 This settlement ended the 

disputes between the two prelates. By now an old man, it is possible that Hugh had 

grown tired of the constant quarrelling and desired a quieter life. It is also possible 

that Count John’s rebellion against King Richard forced a settlement. Meanwhile, we 

can observe several similarities here with the Canterbury dispute. In both cases, 

appeals were made to Rome, and excommunications imposed upon incalcitrant 

enemies. In both, the bishops of Lincoln and Rochester were active. The bishop of 

Lincoln served as a papal judge delegate in both, whilst the bishop of Rochester was 

                                                 
806 Gesta Regis, II, 249. 
807 Ibid., II, 247-9; Gervase, Chronica, 513; Howden, Chronica, III, 172; Scammel, Hugh de Puiset, 

179-81; Douie, Geoffrey, 6-7. 



 

201 

 

involved in the royal attempts at arbitration.808 The main difference between the two 

disputes was that at York it was the archbishop and the bishop of Durham who were 

the main actors, with the cathedral chapter, including dean and treasurer, in a 

secondary role. 

This changed with the promotion of Dean Henry Marshal as bishop of Exeter in 

1193. Henceforth, quarrels with his canons became one of the archbishop’s primary 

concerns. Geoffrey seems to have prevaricated over the appointment of a new dean. 

He did not want the royal nominee, John, provost of Douai, and so gave the position 

to his half-brother, Peter. However, he then decided that Peter’s illegitimate birth and 

absence in Paris made him a bad candidate. He therefore appointed Simon of Apulia, 

who was already chancellor. Even then, he had third or fourth thoughts, deciding 

instead to acquiesce to the king’s second nominee, Philip of Poitou – later bishop of 

Durham – declaring that he had merely given Simon custody of the office until a 

final decision was made. The canons, however, supported their chancellor, and duly 

elected Simon to the deanery, claiming that the office was elective, and that it was, 

therefore, up to them to choose a candidate. Both parties appealed to Rome.809At the 

same time, Geoffrey also demanded that the canons contribute to the king’s 

ransom.810 This demand probably had an influence upon the canons' decision to defy 

Geoffrey by electing Simon. The canons protested that contributing to the ransom 

would destroy their church’s liberties, a line in which they were perhaps encouraged 

by Simon. Appointing him, therefore, enabled the canons to better resist Geoffrey’s 

demands.811 

As well as seeking out the pope, both parties also sought the support of the captive 

king. Richard furiously forbade the appeals of both parties and summoned Geoffrey 

to Germany so that he could settle the dispute in person.812 Before he could leave for 

Germany, however, Geoffrey had to return to York. His demand for a contribution to 

the king’s ransom had caused the canons to abandon their duties. They stripped the 

altars, refused to celebrate the offices, locked the archbishop’s stall in the choir and 

                                                 
808 He was not used as a papal judge delegate in the Canterbury dispute as he was a supporter of the 

archbishops. 
809 Howden, Chronica, III, 221-2. 
810 It also appears that Geoffrey had sold off several of the minster’s treasures to help pay for the 

ransom. The Fabric Rolls of York Minster, ed. J. Raine (London, 1859) 150-3. 
811  Howden, Chronica, III, 222. 
812 Simon had gone in person to seek the king’s support. Ibid., III, 223. 



 

202 

 

blocked up the cathedral door leading to the archbishop’s palace. In response, 

Geoffrey sent clerks to demand that the canons resume divine offices. When they 

refused, he returned himself, and, on 1 January 1194, excommunicated the canons, 

replacing them with a body of chaplains to act as the chapter.813  

In Germany, Simon was joined by four of the canons: Hamo the precentor (now 

Geoffrey’s bitter enemy) and the archdeacons of Nottingham, Cleveland, and the 

West Riding. They obtained the king’s permission to appeal to the pope. In January 

1194, Celestine postponed any decision on whether the dean’s office was elective or 

in the archbishop’s gift and instead provided Simon to the deanery.814 He then 

proceeded to absolve the canons from their excommunications and restored them to 

their benefices. The bishop of Durham was entrusted with the execution of these 

mandates, indicating the close links between chapter and bishop.815With this victory 

under their belts, the canons decided to go one step further and attempted to have the 

archbishop deposed. He was accused of riding roughshod over the liberties of the 

church of York, of treating appeals to Rome with contempt, ignoring the papal 

mandates the canons had already received, and neglecting his episcopal duties in 

favour of his secular pursuits. Further, Geoffrey was also accused of having entered 

York minster with armed men, to seize the property of the canons. This act is 

reminiscent of events at Canterbury where Baldwin forced his way into the cathedral 

precincts in 1189, to appoint Roger Norreys prior. Likewise, at Coventry, Hugh de 

Nonant was accused of violently removing the monks, even of spilling blood.816      

To the canons' accusations were now added the complaints of the regular clergy. 

Roger of Selby and eleven other Premonstratensian abbots added their voices to the 

canons' appeal.817 The result was two papal letters dated 8 June 1194. The first, 

addressed to the bishop of Lincoln and the archdeacons of Nottingham and Leicester, 

ordered that the appellants be restored to their prebends and damages be assessed. 

The second, addressed to the bishop of Lincoln, the archdeacon of Nottingham, and 

the prior of Pontefract, ordered the three men to go to York and investigate the 

                                                 
813 Ibid., III, 223, 229-30; Scammel, Hugh de Puiset, 181; Douie, Geoffrey, 7-8; EEA 27, xlv. 
814 Simon was invested on 17 May.  The Historians of the Church of York and its Archbishops, ed. J. 

Raine, 3 vols. (London, 1879-1894), III, 92-4 (no.74); EEA 27, xlv. 
815 Douie, Geoffrey, 8; Howden, Chronica, III, 230-1. 
816 Gervase, Chronica, 460; Below, 236-48. 
817 The use of twelve heads of houses in this appeal was probably designed to be symbolic. The 

twelve heads represent Christ’s disciples, with the pope (God’s representative on earth) taking the 

place of Christ. EEA 27, xlv; Howden, Chronica, III, 279-81. 
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charges brought against the archbishop.818 When they arrived in York in January 

1195, the archbishop’s clerks declared that Geoffrey had already appealed and 

departed for the curia. The judges therefore cited him to appear at the curia on 1 

June, as well as setting the canons’ damages at 1000 marks. The next month, Simon 

of Apulia returned in triumph to York. Some of the archbishop’s clerks 

unsuccessfully attempted to prevent his entry to the minster by force and were 

excommunicated for their troubles by the bishop of Durham.819  

These events appear to have emboldened the canons still further. They forbade 

Geoffrey’s suffragan, John, bishop of Whithorn, from consecrating chrism at York 

on Maundy Thursday. When the bishop instead performed the ceremony at 

Southwell and gave chrism to the archbishop’s clerks, the canons refused to accept it 

from them. The archdeacon of Cleveland was even accused of throwing the chrism 

onto a dung heap. The canons then applied for the chrism from Hugh, bishop of 

Lincoln. He, however, was forbidden to grant the request by his archdeacon, 

Geoffrey’s brother, who had appealed against their actions. The canons added insult 

to injury by obediently attending Hubert Walter’s legatine council at Yok on 14 and 

15 June, despite Archbishop Geoffrey’s protests.820 

The date for the appeal to be heard by the pope, 1 June, came and went without 

Geoffrey’s appearance. He excused himself on the grounds that plague was raging at 

Rome, and that the king had forbidden him to go. The pope therefore set 18 

November to hear the case.821 It appears that Geoffrey’s plan was to gain the support 

of the king, rather than having the case heard at Rome. At around the time of the first 

papal deadline, Geoffrey was reconciled with Richard.822 As in the Canterbury 

dispute, it appears the archbishop had more faith in a favourable outcome from the 

king than from the pope. However, whereas Baldwin and Hubert could rely on the 

king’s support, Geoffrey could not keep himself in check. He again quarrelled with 

                                                 
818 Ibid., III, 279-81; HCY, III, 99-104 (no.76). 
819 Howden, Chronica, III, 281-4. 
820 Howden, Chronica, III, 286-7, 293-8; EEA 27, xlvii; This action perhaps most of all reveals their 

animosity towards Geoffrey. They were prepared to accept without complaint an archbishop of 

Canterbury leading a church council in the diocese of York – something that could potentially harm 

their privileges in the future. 
821 Howden, Chronica, III, 282. 
822 Ibid., III, 287; EEA 27, xlviii. 
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his royal half-brother, rebuking Richard for his sins.  The king retaliated by 

confiscating the archbishop’s temporalities and the shrievalty of Yorkshire.823 

Geoffrey’s gamble with the king had failed.  By choosing him over the pope, he also 

lost at Rome. On 8 June, Celestine had ordered Hugh of Lincoln to suspend 

Geoffrey. Hugh protested the suspension, declaring that he would rather be 

suspended himself than suspend the archbishop.824 Celestine does not appear to have 

forced the issue. Instead he waited to hear the appeal on 18 November 1195. When, 

however, Geoffrey did not appear, the pope enforced the suspension himself, on 23 

December, and invested Simon of Apulia with additional authority in York.825 The 

pope’s actions finally forced Geoffrey to submit. Defying the king’s orders, he 

travelled to Rome in 1196, to answer the charges against him. The canons' case 

rapidly collapsed and the archbishop was fully acquitted.826 

The resolution of this dispute provides an interesting comparison with Canterbury. 

Stubbs’s assertion that the Canterbury dispute was never tried on its merits is 

accurate – politics always intervened. At York, however, the case was tried on its 

merits in Rome. As soon as Geoffrey bowed to pressure and travelled to the papal 

court, he was exonerated. Possibly if Baldwin and Hubert had prosecuted their case 

at Rome, and without defying papal mandates in England, their plans might have 

been successful, especially so in the case of Hubert, who proposed a range of 

methods to secure the liberties of the convent. In the case of Canterbury, the 

archbishops had the constant support of the king, which gave them better prospects 

of solving the dispute at home. Hence, perhaps, their failure to appear in Rome. For 

Geoffrey on the other hand, the king was nearly always in opposition, substantially 

limiting what the archbishop could achieve.    

                                                 
823 Geoffrey acquired the shrievalty in March 1194. PR 6 Richard I, 161; Howden, Chronica, III, 241. 
824 Why Hugh did this is uncertain. He may have believed that Geoffrey was innocent of the 

accusations and therefore refused to execute an unjust mandate. Alternatively, it may have been due 

to his affection for Henry II, to whom Geoffrey had been consistently loyal. 
825 Ibid., III, 309-17; JL, nos.17300-2 (10556-8). Howden’s account of these events is very confusing. 

In Howden, Chronica, III, 231, 281, the postponement of the appeal is dated to 18 November, 

however, p.231 places it in 1194 whilst p.281 correctly dates it to 1195 (when the representatives 

met). The papal letter of 8 June, to Hugh of Lincoln is clearly 1194 (Ibid., II, 279-81; JL, no.17121 

(10476); HCY, III, 99-104 (no.76) incorrectly places it in 1195). If the representatives had met in 

November 1194, there would not have been enough time for Hugh’s protest of the suspension to have 

reached Rome before Celestine’s actions of 23 December. As Lovatt suggests, it is possible that 

Howden is repeating himself to tell the whole story uninterrupted and made an error in the dating. 

EEA 27, xlviii n.107. 
826 Howden, Chronica, IV, 7. 
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Geoffrey experienced further problems when he left Rome for France. Richard’s 

anger and obstinacy towards him had not abated and the archbishop was forced to 

return to the curia. It was not until 1198 that Geoffrey was reconciled with 

Richard.827 Characteristically, this did not last, especially when Simon of Apulia 

arrived at court.828 Although the dispute had supposedly been settled between the 

canons and the archbishop, both sides distrusted each other. This was clearly not 

helped by two events which occurred in 1196. Whilst severely ill in Rome, Ralph of 

Wigtoft, a clerk of the archbishop, confessed to having sent to England forged letters 

on his master’s behalf. The pope ordered Hubert Walter to confiscate any papal 

letters connected with the business of the archbishop of York. At about the same 

time, Roger of Ripon, another of Geoffrey’s servants, was arrested in London for 

carrying forged letters and plotting to poison Simon and several of the York canons. 

829  

With Richard’s death in 1199, Geoffrey was finally able to return to England. For the 

rest of his career, he was beset by numerous minor disputes, mainly over 

appointments to benefices. Few of these directly involved the king, and none caused 

similar scandals to those of the earlier part of his archiepiscopacy. 830 Possibly 

Geoffrey had grown tired of the incessant fighting. It may also have been that he felt 

he could not rely on King John any more than he had relied on Richard. Justice was, 

therefore, sought by all at Rome. This is perhaps the greatest difference between 

Canterbury and York. Another difference is the number of disputes. At Canterbury, 

monks and archbishop fought one single dispute, albeit spread over the lifetime of 

two archbishops, with a few supplementary issues attached. At York, on the other 

hand, it was one new headache after another. Although most of these concerned 

appointments to benefices, each was a new case in its own right.  

                                                 
827 Ibid., IV, 44; Walter of Coventry, Annales Angliae, in The Historical Works of Walter of Coventry, 

ed. W. Stubbs, 2 vols. (London, 1872-73), II, 99; Gervase, Chronica, 543. 
828 It was probably at La Roche d’Andely that Geoffrey and Simon accused each other of various 

crimes. King Richard assigned Walter de Coutances, archbishop of Rouen, Godfrey, bishop of 

Winchester, and John, bishop of Worcester, to arbitrate. The canons, however, demanded to be judged 

by secular canons (although the three men chosen were secular clerks, the canons of York obviously 

felt they would be naturally inclined to find in favour of their fellow bishop). The arbitration did not 

occur, however, due again to Geoffrey’s uncanny ability to alienate everyone – this time by refusing 

to confirm the king’s presentations to York during the archbishop’s absence. Howden, Chronica, IV, 

44-5, 51-2; Walter of Coventry, Annales, II, 123; EEA 27, xlix-l; Douie, Geoffrey, 10-1.   
829 Coventry, Annales, II, 103-4; Howden, Chronica, IV, 15-6. 
830 EEA 27, lii-lviii. 
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Another difference concerned the level of distrust between the parties. At 

Canterbury, once the dispute was over, the parties returned to amicable relations. 

Even the criticisms of Baldwin in Gervase’s Chronica were not particularly severe. 

At York, however, the distrust and hate appear to have continued smouldering, 

flaring up with each new disagreement. In hindsight, perhaps Baldwin and Hubert 

should have been grateful for being pitted against a monastic rather than secular 

chapter. 

Rochester 

The affairs of Rochester were closely linked to those of Canterbury. The diocese was 

effectively revived after the Norman Conquest, and in effect made it a dependency of 

Canterbury, a unique position in the English church.831 There were three aspects to 

this dependence. First, the archbishops and monks of Canterbury claimed a role in 

the election of the bishops of Rochester (just as the king claimed a role in the 

election of other bishops) with the elections themselves being held at Canterbury. 

Second, during vacancies, the diocese was placed in the hands of the archbishops of 

Canterbury, rather than the king, and, similarly, Rochester owed knight service to the 

archbishop instead of the king. Although listed as a tenancy-in-chief in Domesday 

Book, Rochester’s lands are also listed in the Domesday Monachorum, indicating 

that the Canterbury monks saw them as relating to the Canterbury estates. At roughly 

the same time, the bishop of Rochester’s ten knights’ fees were listed amongst the 

archbishop’s.832 Further, bishops Ralph, Ernulf, Walter and Waleran all swore a 

vassal’s oath of obedience, as well as the standard profession, to the archbishop.833 

Archiepiscopal rights were further strengthened in 1182 when, upon Bishop Walter's 

death, Archbishop Richard took into his own hands the lands of Rochester, and 

successfully upheld his right to do so against the king’s justiciar.834  

                                                 
831  For Rochester’s history prior to the conquest see M. Brett, ‘The Church at Rochester, 604-1185’, 

in Faith and Fabric: A History of Rochester Cathedral 604-1994, ed. N. Yates and P. A. Welsby 

(Woodbridge, 1996) 1-11, 20 
832 The Domesday Monachorum of Christ Church Canterbury, ed. D.C. Douglas (London, 1944) 95-

8, 105. Nor did the bishop of Rochester make a separate return for the Cartae Baronum in 1166. 
833 Eadmeri Historia Novorum in Anglia, ed. M. Rule (London, 1884) 196, 225; Gervase, Chronica, 

132-3; Gervase, Actus Pontificum, 399; Canterbury Professions, ed. M. Richter (Torquay, 1973) 44.   
834 The Red Book of the Exchequer, ed. H. Hall, 3 vols. (London, 1896) I, 193-4; Gervase, Chronica, 

302. 
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The bishops of Rochester also had the duty of acting as the archbishop’s proxy 

during his absences from the archdiocese. According to the Textus Roffensis, 

whenever required to do so by the archbishop, or during a vacancy, the bishop of 

Rochester was to perform all the duties of the archbishop, whether in his capacity as 

a diocesan bishop, or in the consecration of kings and bishops. For this, he was to be 

paid. When travelling at the request of the archbishop, he was to receive twenty 

shillings per day. During an archiepiscopal vacancy, he was to receive an allowance 

for himself, his clerks and servants, fourteen large, and twenty-five small candles, 

wine and beer in sizable quantities, and five shillings a day for his household and 

horses.835 

The monastic community at Rochester was founded after the Norman Conquest. 

According to the Life of Gundulf, Bishop Gundulf and Archbishop Lanfranc 

established monks at the cathedral before the death of William the Conqueror in 

1087.836 The foundation was so successful that there were around sixty monks by the 

time of Gundulf’s death in 1108, with the cathedral’s estates being increased to 

provide adequately for the community.837As with other monastic cathedrals, the 

monks of Rochester did not always enjoy good relations with their bishops. Things 

came to a head with the election of Gilbert Glanville in 1185. Gilbert was a relative 

of both the justiciar, Ranulph Glanville, and Hubert Walter. According to Herbert of 

Bosham, Gilbert was one of the last to join the circle of Becket’s eruditi but proved 

one of the most loyal.838 After Becket’s death, Gilbert entered the service of Bishop 

Arnulf of Lisieux, and became archdeacon of Lisieux sometime before 1179. It was 

probably c.1184 that Gilbert joined the household of Archbishop Baldwin. From 

here, he was swiftly elected as bishop of Rochester, on 16 July 1185, being 

consecrated at Canterbury on the feast of Michaelmas, 29 September.839 

Gilbert was not remembered fondly by the Rochester monks. His actions as bishop 

caused a dispute like that at Canterbury, and long-lasting resentment amongst the 

                                                 
835 Textus Roffensis, ed. T. Hearne (Oxford, 1720) 227-8 (no.212); Registrum, 140-1. 
836 The Life of Gundulf, Bishop of Rochester, ed. R. Thomson (Toronto, 1977) 40-1; Lanfranc was 

certainly giving gifts to the monks by 1088. Flores Historiarum, ed. H.R. Luard 3 vols. (London, 

1890), II, 21. 
837 Ibid., 17; Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 196. 
838 Herbert of Bosham, Vita, III, 526. 
839 M. N. Blount, ‘Glanville, Gilbert de (d. 1214)’, ODNB (2004) 

[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10792, accessed 9 Sept 2017]. 
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community.840 The dispute primarily concerned Gilbert’s decision to establish a 

hospital at Strood. His choice in this regard resulted from the monks' scandalously 

inadequate provision of charity. The Rochester monks had to admit that no income 

had ever been allocated for the accommodation of travellers. Likewise, Gilbert was 

shocked by the poor provisions for the sick and poor.841 The new hospital was 

designed to remedy this situation. 

For what is known here we depend upon a large body of charters, issued by the 

bishop and others, surviving both as originals in the Medway Archives and in the 

various Rochester cartularies.  The Rochester archive, and the Strood Hospital 

archive in particular, is riddled with forgeries, so that we must steer a cautious path, 

even with those charters that might be assumed unimpeachable.  The hospital of St 

Mary’s was completed c.1193-4, when the bishop had the financial arrangements of 

his foundation confirmed by king, pope, and archbishop of Canterbury.842 Gilbert 

certainly used monastic lands to endow his new hospital. Two parish churches, 

Aylesford and St Margaret’s, were appropriated to the hospital at some time between 

1190 and February 1193. In compensation for allowing these churches to go to the 

hospital, the monks of Rochester received a pension of two marks from Aylesford 

and half a mark from St Margaret’s, paid by the master of the hospital. This suggests 

that the monks were involved in the appropriation, however grudgingly. The charters 

concerning Aylesford and St Margaret’s were witnessed by Prior Ralph and the 

monks of Rochester, and there is a charter from the prior renouncing all claims to the 

church of Aylesford, except for the pension.843 From a charter of Bishop Gilbert, we 

know that as well as the two churches already mentioned, the hospital was given the 

church of Boxley and the parochial altar of St Nicholas in Rochester cathedral. 

Again, the monks were compensated with pensions, eight and a half marks from 

Boxley and forty shillings from the altar.844 These benefices had previously been 

held by Paris, archdeacon of Rochester, for more than forty years.845 Paris died 

                                                 
840 Flores, II, 149-50; Flight, C., The Bishops and Monks of Rochester 1076-1214 (Maidstone, 1997) 

235. 
841 Registrum, 57. 
842 EEA 3, 272-8 (nos.623-9); The Letters and Charters of Richard I, ed. N. Vincent (Forthcoming) 

nos.318R, 319R, 320R, 321R, 4956R, 4957R, 4958R; Registrum, 392-3, 631-5. 
843 Ibid., 152-3, 530. A similar charter for St Margaret’s probably existed and was probably acquired 

by the monks in 1239, when they regained the church. The monks likely destroyed the evidence of 

their previous grant to ensure it could not hurt them in the future. Flores, II, 235.   
844 Registrum, 178. 
845 Fasti 2, 81. 
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before August 1191, when the monks obtained a papal mandate from Celestine III 

granting the churches of Boxley, Aylesford, Dartford, Frindsbury, St Margaret’s, and 

the altar of St Nicholas, to the monks for the use of charity.846  

As at Canterbury, in the dispute concerning the four churches appropriated by 

Baldwin, the dispute at Rochester concerned who had rightful presentation of the 

churches. The monks believed they had right of advowson, reinforced by Pope 

Celestine’s mandate, and were therefore opposed to the bishop’s allocation of the 

churches, even though this conformed to the usages as designated by the pope. 

Gilbert’s claim to the churches apparently derived from precedent. Previous bishops 

had appointed incumbents to the churches even though this was disputed by the 

monks. Gilbert, therefore, may have believed the churches were his to dispose of at 

will. Alternatively, realizing that the monastic muniments were mired in forgery, he 

may have taken an arbitrary decision to play the monks at their own game.  

Things came to a head when the two monks sent to take possession of Boxley were 

attacked by the bishop’s men and dragged out of the church. This was probably one 

of two occasions when the monks appealed against the bishop’s actions, although 

neither appeal was pursued. According to the monks, this was because they feared 

further persecution by the bishop who, favoured by king and archbishop, was at the 

height of his power.847 But there is probably another explanation why the monks 

failed to pursue their appeals. They were heavily in debt. Appeals were an expensive 

business and the monks may have simply been unable to afford a potentially 

protracted dispute at Rome. By 1198, however, the monks appear to have been 

relieved of most of their debts. The royal Pipe Roll for that year records the monks 

were no longer in debt to any Jew.848 Ironically, this solvency was due to Bishop 

Gilbert. In a charter dated 1193, the prior and convent of Rochester granted lands in 

Strood to St Mary’s hospital. In exchange, Gilbert had paid off the Jewish debts of 

£30 plus interest accrued by the monks, which ‘had grown to an immense amount’. 

He also paid for the cathedral cloister to be finished in stone, had an organ built, and 

                                                 
846 PUE, II, 457-8 (no.264). 
847 Select Cases from the Ecclesiastical Courts of the Province of Canterbury c.1200-1301, ed. N. 

Adams, and C. Donahue Jr. (London, 1981) 45. 
848 PR 10 Richard I, 214. 
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conferred ‘many other kindnesses’ on the monks.849 By 1205, the monks were 

disowning these kindnesses, stating that the expenses for the building of the cloister 

and the organ had been met from the sacrist’s accounts.850 However, they did not 

deny that the bishop had settled their debts for them. The monks, therefore, appear to 

have been two-faced, supporting the bishop’s new foundation to gain financial 

support, and then later appealing against such grants when it suited them. 

It was not until 1203, that the monks finally pursued an appeal to its conclusion. 

There is no explanation why it took eighteen years of hardship before they were 

prepared to prosecute an appeal. There are two possible explanations. The first 

concerns their debt. Although free of Jewish debt by 1198, it could have taken the 

community several years to build up enough reserves to finance an appeal, and 

possibly repay debts from other lenders. The monks could also have been 

encouraged by the success of their brothers at Canterbury against Hubert Walter. If 

Canterbury had succeeded against an archbishop, could not Rochester succeed 

against a bishop? Possibly the Canterbury monks suggested such a course of action 

to the monks of Rochester, although this is unlikely. Except for general circular 

letters, there is no evidence that the Canterbury monks expected aid from their 

brethren at Rochester in their conflict with the archbishops. On the contrary, the 

Rochester monks may have been suspected of leaguing with the archbishops by 

selling them land at Lambeth.851 Further, the Rochester monks were considered as 

dependent inferiors by the convent of Canterbury. There were regular clashes 

between the two communities over who had the right to appoint the bishop of 

Rochester and where the ceremonies should be held. By 1229, the monks of 

Rochester had won a victory in this regard, but the Canterbury monks repeatedly 

tried to reassert their superiority.852 Under these circumstances, it is unlikely that the 

Canterbury monks would have suggested a course of action that could potentially 

have weakened their control over Rochester. 

                                                 
849 ‘in retributionem liberavit nos erga Iudeos de triginta libris et usuris que in immensum excreverant, 

et fecit claustrum nostrum perfici lapideum, et organa nobis fieri fecit, et multa alia nobis contulit 

beneficia’, Registrum, 633. 
850 Select Cases, 47. 
851 Above, 112-3. 
852 Flores, II, 189-90; M. Brett, ‘Sandford, Henry of (d. 1235)’, ODNB (2009) 

[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/95167, accessed 15 Sept 2017]; A. Oakley, ‘Rochester 
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The monks’ appeal concerned several complaints which had built up over the years. 

They complained about the bishop’s appropriation of parish churches which were 

rightfully theirs, they accused the bishop of usurping the right of appointing the 

convent’s servants, and they also appealed over the bishop’s use of the exennia. 853 

Comprising a variety of foodstuffs from the monastic estates, the exennia at 

Rochester was presented to the bishop each year, in lavish quantities, on the feast of 

St Andrew. According to Gundulf’s charter detailing these offerings, the monks of 

Rochester were to receive a sizeable portion from them, and if the bishop was absent 

from Rochester during the feast, his share was to be given to the poor.854 Gilbert, 

however, claimed the exennia even when he was not at Rochester.855 The exennia 

was a significant part of the monks’ revenues and, as such, it is understandable why 

they were so concerned with it.856 

The main complaint of the convent however, concerned St Mary’s Hospital at 

Strood. According to the monks, the hospital was the cause of many of their troubles. 

It was due to the hospital that the bishop had misappropriated their lands and begun 

to act unfavourably towards them.857 Gilbert responded by questioning the legality of 

the tithes and pensions paid to the monks by various churches in the diocese, arguing 

that they were ‘contrary to the Lateran Council and without episcopal authority’.858 

Further, he suggested that it might be an appropriate time to remove the monks from 

the cathedral and replace them with canons. Failing this, he asked for various 

conventual manors to be given back to him. This statement has led historians to 

conclude that Gilbert wanted to remove the monks from Rochester.859 Similarly, 

Gervase claims that Gilbert’s predecessor, Waleran, also such an action.860 This, 

                                                 
853 Select Cases, 41-6. 
854 Registrum, 6-7. 
855 Such a claim suggests that by Gilbert’s time at least part of the exennia was being rendered in 

money. It would seem strange to demand offerings were to be delivered to him wherever he was in 
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Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 202, 212. 
857 Select Cases, 47. 
858 ‘Contra concilium Lateranense et citra auctoritatem episcopalem.’ Registrum, 52-5, at 53. The 
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however, appears to be a misunderstanding of events. Waleran apparently had good 

relations with the monks; they certainly remembered him fondly.861 Gervase’s 

accusation was written at the time of the dispute with the archbishops and is highly 

suspect. It was inserted in his chronicle more to reinforce the position that the 

bishops were opposed to the regular clergy, rather than as an accurate account of 

what was happening at Rochester.  

Nor did Gilbert apparently plan to remove the monks, but merely used the 

suggestion as a negotiating tactic, to ensure the possession of the lands with which 

he had endowed his new hospital. As mentioned above, he was shocked by the lack 

of care being provided by the monks and therefore remedied it by using monastic 

lands to endow St Mary’s. The hospital was staffed by secular canons and 

provisioned from monastic lands just as Baldwin had planned for his foundation at 

Hackington. Apart from this, there is no evidence that Gilbert ever attempted to 

remove the monks from Rochester Cathedral and his new foundation, on a relatively 

small scale, would have been wholly unsuited to replace them.862 If the Rochester 

monks had provided the necessary hospitality, then quite possibly Gilbert would 

never have pursued his course of action.    

The arguments employed by the bishop and monks of Rochester were like those 

employed at Canterbury. The Canterbury monks complained about the archbishop’s 

appropriation of monastic property, his appointments made without their consent, the 

exennia, and the archbishop’s new foundation. Likewise, the archbishops countered 

by claiming that the monks had misappropriated estates and had no right to the 

exennia or to appoint officials without consulting them. Similarly, both disputes 

were settled by arbitration at home, rather than in Rome, although with different 

results. The planned arbitration failed at Rochester due to the death of Hubert 

Walter, who was one of the judges. Instead, the monks decided to throw themselves 

on Gilbert’s mercy, agreeing that he could deal as he pleased with their complaints if 

he dropped his own. Why they did this is not clear. Gilbert had received a letter from 

Innocent III, dated 2 February 1206, in which the pope denied the bishop’s request to 

resign and encouraged him to persevere with his good work.863 The monks may, 
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possibly, have seen this letter as support for any actions Gilbert might take regarding 

the convent. Combined with his threat to remove them from the cathedral, this could 

have been enough to convince the monks to surrender.  

Their surrender was total. Gilbert did not give way on any of the major points at 

issue. For example, it was decided that the exennia were to be paid to the bishop 

whether or not he was present for the feast.864 Gilbert had also requested reform of 

the disproportionate allocation of lands between the bishop and monks. This does not 

appear to have happened. However, the hospital at Strood kept the lands that had 

been assigned to it, which Gilbert probably considered a satisfactory outcome. In 

December 1206, a papal mandate was issued at the instigation of Gilbert, appointing 

judge delegates to enforce the settlement.865 On 8 July 1207, a cyrograph, clarifying 

and modifying various of the terms, was drawn up, and a detailed record of the 

proceedings was issued by the judges.866 With this, the dispute at Rochester was 

over, although, as at Canterbury, the monks later attempted to reverse the settlement, 

with some success, in 1239.867 A striking difference between the two disputes is the 

use of forgeries by the Rochester monks, a tactic which does not appear to have been 

used during the Canterbury dispute. Canterbury was certainly involved in the 

production of forgeries, for example the Magna Carta Beati Thome and the 

documents connected with the dispute over the primacy. The case of the Canterbury 

dispute, however, was never tried on the merits of the charters but was based upon 

accusations and recriminations from both sides. Fundamentally it came down to an 

argument over who should have control of Becket: the monks or the archbishop.  

Many English houses began to make forgeries in the early twelfth century, for 

example those concerning the Canterbury-York dispute.868 Rochester’s unique 

relationship to Canterbury, however, shielded the diocese from many of the 

problems experienced by other monastic houses. It was not until the middle of the 

twelfth century that they started to experience problems with their bishops. King 

Stephen’s imposition of Bishop John of Sées on the diocese, 1137-42, seems to have 
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supplied the occasion for Gundulf’s grand charter (as well as his vita) to be written 

by the monks.869 However, it was the dispute with Bishop Gilbert which apparently 

sparked a protracted period of forging charters for the benefit of the convent, lasting 

well into the thirteenth century.870 Interestingly, many of these forgeries are of poor 

quality and would have been easily spotted. Because of this, Martin Brett has 

suggested that many were never intended for public production. They were instead 

designed to boost the morale of the monks in their time of trouble. 871 At Canterbury, 

the monks could sustain their morale with the visions they received of Thomas 

Becket, and letters of encouragement from abroad. Rochester, as a less influential 

house, may not have had this luxury. Possibly the forgeries were also designed to 

suppress dissent amongst the ranks. Some of the Canterbury monks, most famously 

Roger Norreys, had supported the archbishops in their great dispute, and possibly 

some of the Rochester monks had similar misgivings about their convent’s stance. 

This would explain why the forgeries are of such poor quality; a top-notch forgery 

was not needed to convince the wavering brethren. 

Another possible reason for resorting to forgery may have been a lack of resources. 

The monks of Rochester were very poor compared to their brothers at Canterbury, 

and many of the other large monastic houses in England. Whereas the Canterbury 

monks could sustain the costs of protracted litigation at Rome, and a propaganda 

campaign across Europe, it is unlikely Rochester could. This would explain why 

they chose to surrender so suddenly. The hint of papal support for the bishop left 

them fearing failure and heavy debts. Forgery, although carrying greater risk, was 

also substantially cheaper than litigation.872 It was this difference in resources which 

caused the two disputes (with such similar causes) to have very dissimilar outcomes. 

Canterbury had the reach, influence, and finances to sustain, and achieve victory in 

its dispute. The monks of Rochester on the other hand, lacking all three of these 

things, were outmatched by their bishop.  
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Dublin 

The situation of Dublin from the end of the twelfth century onwards provides an 

interesting example of what might have happened at Canterbury if the archbishops 

had succeeded in their plan to build a collegiate church. Dublin was peculiar in 

having two cathedrals, not more than 500 meters from each other. Both cathedrals 

had claims to be the seat of the archbishopric and, as a result, were often in dispute. 

An analysis of the situation at Dublin, therefore, provides us with a good 

counterfactual example of what could have happened at Canterbury.  

Holy Trinity (now Christ Church) cathedral, Dublin, was founded in the first half of 

the eleventh century. At the time, Dublin was a bishopric, and looked to Canterbury 

as its superior.873 It appears that this outlook affected the composition of the 

cathedral chapter. As at Canterbury, monks were installed at Dublin. By 1152, 

however, the monastic element appears to have disappeared from the cathedral 

chapter. In that year, Bishop Gregory was elevated to the archbishopric at the Synod 

of Kells.874 Under his successor St Laurence (Lorcan O Tuathail), in 1163, the 

cathedral chapter was reformed into a house of regular (Augustinian) canons.875   

With the Anglo-Norman conquest of Ireland, the Irish church was brought into the 

sphere of influence of the English kings. The result was the appointment of royal 

servants to Irish bishoprics. John Cumin, the third archbishop of Dublin, was one 

such man. A faithful courtier of Henry II, he was used frequently as the king’s 

representative in the Becket dispute. It was probably this service which gained him 

the archbishopric in 1181.876 Cumin appears to have been a diligent archbishop. 

Having been consecrated at Velletri, he returned to England with detailed letters 

from the pope concerning various abuses apparently prevalent in the Irish church. 

The detail of the letters suggests that he had familiarised himself with the issues of 

his diocese, or at the very least was receiving counsel from well informed 

advisors.877 Cumin travelled to Ireland in 1184, to prepare the way for the king's son, 
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John. It was from John that he received various grants which increased the size of his 

diocese, including the parish church of St Patrick.878   

In 1191, Cumin issued a charter elevating St Patrick’s from a parish to a collegiate 

church. His stated aim was to improve the level of education in the diocese by 

establishing a centre of learning.879 Whether this was the true intention of the 

foundation is unclear. He certainly needed prebends to provide for the clerks in his 

administration.880 His comments concerning the lack of education amongst the Irish 

could be accurate, or it could be more evidence of the outlook of the Anglo-Norman 

conquerors towards their barbaric Irish subjects.881 What is curious about the 

foundation is that Cumin's letters do not mention any officials of the collegiate 

church, whether a dean or a master of the schools. It was not until the time of his 

successor, Henry of London, that the four offices of dean, precentor, chancellor, and 

treasurer were established.882 Another possible reason for the foundation was as an 

attempt to impose English rule on the Irish church. Holy Trinity, staffed by Irish 

clergy, may have been too native for Cumin’s liking. It may have been easier to 

establish a college of secular canons, filled with Englishmen, than it was to attempt 

to remove the Irish of Holy Trinity.883 

St Patrick’s did not achieve cathedral status during Cumin’s archiepiscopacy, and it 

is not clear if Cumin ever planned to promote the church to cathedral status. He 

would have been aware of the contemporary conflicts occurring at Canterbury and 

Coventry. Potential resistance to such a scheme may have been enough to dissuade 

him from attempting it. The role of Holy Trinity may shed some light on the 

archbishop’s plans. There does not appear to have been any formal protest against 

the foundation of a collegiate church from the canons. Instead, the community seems 

to have given its tacit approval, allowing the prelates gathered for the consecration of 

St Patrick’s, in 1192, to begin the procession from their church.884 A possible 
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explanation for the canons' acquiescence here may lie in an agreement, c.1192, by 

which the canons of Holy Trinity undertook not to oppose the archbishop in return 

for full autonomy in their own affairs.885 Although such an agreement would not 

have satisfied the monks of Canterbury, Dublin was in a different situation. It was a 

small, and relatively poor diocese in a conquered land. The Irish canons were in a 

much weaker position than their English counterparts. Acquiescing may have been to 

make the best of a bad situation. 

It was John Cumin’s successor, Henry of London who turned St Patrick’s into a 

cathedral. Nicknamed ‘Scorchvillein’ (‘flayer of serfs’) by his Irish tenants, Henry 

was another example of the curialis who gained his bishopric through royal 

service.886 Henry appears to have been a protégé of Bishop Hugh de Nonant.  Before 

April 1192, he had received the church of Mayfield, Staffordshire, from Hugh and by 

that month, Henry was archdeacon of Stafford.887 He also gained the church of 

Cheadle, Staffordshire, after April 1196.888 This close relationship to the bishop also 

extended to Hugh’s dalliance with Count John’s conspiracy against King Richard. In 

1195, Henry is recorded as offering a fine of £200 to obtain the king’s goodwill.889 

Henry’s career truly took off during John's reign. He served the king in a variety of 

capacities, including judicial and diplomatic embassies. He remained loyal to John 

during the interdict and actively endeavoured to delay the proclamation of the king’s 

excommunication. It was probably due to this loyalty, that John twice attempted to 

appoint Henry to English bishoprics. Both attempts failed; the monks of Coventry 

blocked his appointment to that see, and Archbishop Langton refused to consecrate 

Henry as bishop of Exeter.890 

Henry’s election to Dublin in 1212, does not appear to have caused any objections. 

Why the canons of Holy Trinity accepted him so demurely is unclear but may be 

related to the sheer degree of repression imposed upon Ireland in the aftermath of the 
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king's expedition there two years earlier. Henry was a man who had quite openly 

aligned himself with the anti-monastic faction in the English episcopacy, headed by 

Hugh de Nonant.891 Similarly, his support for John’s stance against the pope was no 

secret. Possibly the canons felt that they were not in a strong enough position to 

resist, and accepted Henry's appointment without harming their own interests. The 

canons came to regret this decision for it was under Henry that St Patrick’s received 

cathedral status c.1220.892 He probably took this course of action to reduce the 

influence of the Augustinians at Holy Trinity. As mentioned above, he was generally 

opposed to the regular clergy. Further, Henry attempted systematically to install 

Anglo-Norman personnel into influential positions in the Irish church. His 

establishment of a new cathedral, with secular canons whom he could appoint, 

should be seen, therefore, as part of his attempt to impose Anglo-Norman rule on the 

Irish.893 

It was not until Henry’s death in 1228, however, that the two cathedrals openly 

engaged in dispute. With both cathedral chapters treated as equals by Archbishop 

Henry, it was not clear which was intended to be the electoral body. Henry 

undoubtedly wanted it to be St Patrick’s.  However, he seems to have left no 

instructions in this regard. As a result, both chapters sent parties to the king to seek 

his permission to hold an election. Holy Trinity, however, was outmanoeuvred by St 

Patrick’s, who gave their party authorisation to hold an election at the royal court.894 

The man chosen was Luke, dean of St Martin’s London. A close associate of the 

English justiciar Hubert de Burgh, Luke was undoubtedly the king’s preferred 

candidate and the party from St Patrick’s probably saw the advantage of gaining 

royal support in their electoral claims by appointing the king’s choice. The canons of 

Holy Trinity promptly appealed to Rome and had the election quashed. Luke was 
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then re-elected by representatives of both cathedrals, supervised by three English 

bishops nominated by Pope Gregory IX.895  

It was probably shortly after his election that Luke attempted to settle the dispute 

between the two chapters. His simple solution was that the chapters should both take 

part and perform future elections at Holy Trinity.896 This settlement held until 1253, 

when the canons of Holy Trinity decided to appeal against it.897 However, upon 

Luke’s death in 1255, with apparently no decision on the appeal having been made, 

the two chapters followed Luke’s settlement to elect his successor. Their choice, 

Ralph of Norwich, was rejected by Pope Alexander IV, who instead provided Fulk 

of Sandford, treasurer of St Paul’s London.898 Fulk’s archiepiscopacy saw no change 

in the relations between the cathedrals. The appeal of Holy Trinity appears to have 

quietly disappeared. Possibly the judges appointed by the papal letters (the bishops 

of Emly, Limerick, and the dean of Limerick) convinced the canons to accept 

Archbishop Luke’s settlement. This would explain why Holy Trinity consented to a 

joint election after his death and why there was no further action on their part in 

Fulk’s time. With his death in 1271, however, the conflict between the two chapters 

was renewed, and continued sporadically until the sixteenth century.899 On 29 

September 1300, St Patrick’s and Holy Trinity agreed to the Compositio Pacis, 

which was to regulate relations between the two cathedrals until the Reformation. 

This effectively reiterated, with greater detail, the earlier agreements. Both chapters 

were jointly to elect the archbishop.  However, Holy Trinity received the greater 

dignity. The archbishops were to be consecrated, the chrism blessed, and a deceased 

archbishop’s cross, mitre, and ring to be kept at Holy Trinity. Archbishops were to 

be buried, alternately, in each cathedral.900  

 In March 1301, Archbishop Richard de Ferings confirmed the Compositio, with 

some slight alterations in a list of privileges of Holy Trinity. According to these 
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privileges, St Patrick’s was to be limited in future elections to the number of canons 

in the chapter at the time of Pope Nicholas II’s settlement in 1279.901 Archbishops-

elect going to Rome should take an equal number of canons from both cathedrals; 

synods were to be held alternately in each cathedral, but provincial councils were to 

be opened and closed in Holy Trinity; during times of vacancy, the archiepiscopal 

seal was to be kept at Holy Trinity. 902 In effect, the Compositio was enforced, with 

the more important aspects of cathedral status shared equally, and attaching greater 

prestige to Holy Trinity. 

This settlement lasted until the Reformation, when the chapter at St Patrick’s was 

dissolved and Holy Trinity was secularised.903 The existence and survival of these 

two cathedral chapters in close proximity, provides an excellent counterfactual 

example of what could have happened at Canterbury if the archbishops had 

successfully built their collegiate church. Holy Trinity did not lose its rights, 

although it did have to share some of them. If the college at Hackington had been 

built, a similar compromise might have been reached, although it would also have 

had to include the suffragan bishops (and the king) who always staked a claim in 

archiepiscopal elections. It is unlikely that the prestige of Christ Church Canterbury, 

constructed over many centuries, would have been tarnished. A similar settlement to 

the Compositio, could possibly have worked at Canterbury, even though, as at 

Dublin, it might have taken a century or more to secure.  

There are however two significant differences between Canterbury and Dublin. The 

first is Thomas Becket. The martyred archbishop was a rich source of income for the 

monks, with one of their chief fears being the removal of the saint to the new church. 

Baldwin had already been able to acquire papal permission to sequestrate a quarter 

of the oblations from the saint’s tomb to his new foundation.904 The threat therefore 

was very real, although it is extremely unlikely that Baldwin ever planned to move 

the saint's remains. Closely connected to the saint was the convent’s standing. The 

prestige of Canterbury was greater than that of Dublin. Canterbury had more lands, 

more wealth, more influence. It was in a far stronger position to resist than its Irish 
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cousins. This is perhaps the crux of the matter. From the events of 1299-1301, it is 

clear the canons of Holy Trinity were not pleased with the situation that their 

predecessors had effectively agreed to in the twelfth century.905 If the twelfth-century 

chapter at Holy Trinity had wielded more power and influence (and if they had not 

been a native chapter in an occupied land), then perhaps they would have pursued a 

similar policy to Canterbury and resisted every attempt of their archbishops to 

establish a new cathedral. 

Evesham 

Of all the disputes of the period, the case of Evesham was a direct consequence of 

events at Canterbury. The settlement at Canterbury, imposed by King Richard on 29 

November 1189, resulted in the removal of Roger Norreys from the prior’s office. 

His reward for loyally serving Archbishop Baldwin, was the abbacy of Evesham, 

which fell vacant with the death of Abbot Adam on 12 November. By January 1190, 

Norreys had been installed as the new abbot.906 For the next twenty-three years, he 

squandered the resources of his abbey, oppressed the monks and lived lavishly.  

Norreys’ unsuitability for the position may not have been known until after his 

promotion to Evesham. Gervase of Canterbury’s damning assessment was probably 

not written until 1199, at which point he would have been aware of Roger’s initial 

actions at his new home.907 Stubbs has suggested that Norreys’ bad qualities were 

not manifest until after his promotion, whilst Knowles (accepting Gervase’s account) 

argues that his nature was known before.908 The Canterbury monks were probably 

aware of the full extent of Norreys’ flaws only after his appointment as prior. 

Baldwin, however, may not have been. his motive for promoting Norreys as prior 

Canterbury was to force the monks to submit. To this end, he probably approved of 

Norreys’ heavy-handed actions towards the monks, possibly even ordering them. 

With a settlement at Canterbury, Baldwin no longer needed Norreys in that role, and 

may have thought he would make for a good administrator at Evesham, setting the 

abbey’s finances in order and ruling without controversy. For Norreys was not 
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without talent; before supporting the archbishop, he had been appointed by the 

monks as treasurer of Canterbury. He was also well connected, being generally 

favoured by kings and prelates.909 In the end, however, Norreys was to disappoint 

everyone.  

We are fortunate to have a detailed narrative of the subsequent Evesham case 

preserved in a single manuscript (Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson A 287). This 

manuscript contains the only extant copy of Thomas of Marlborough’s History of the 

Abbey of Evesham, an account of the legal disputes between the monks, the bishop of 

Worcester, and Roger Norreys. During the 1180s, Thomas had studied at Paris under 

Stephen Langton, before reading, and teaching, law at Oxford.910 It was probably 

around this time that Thomas had close contact with Evesham, for he began to write 

a life of St Wigstan, and an abridged version of the Life of St Ecgwine by Prior 

Dominic of Evesham, a decade before his profession as a monk.911 Thomas’s 

account of the affairs at Evesham before his profession is very detailed and suggests 

that he took an especial interest in the abbey’s business.  

It is also invaluable for procedure at the papal court. There is very little evidence for 

what happened, in terms of legal proceedings at Rome, during the Canterbury 

dispute. Apart from the preservation of a speech by Peter of Blois, the conduct of the 

legal case is mentioned only in passing.912 Instead, we have the results of the 

proceedings, the papal mandates. With the Evesham case, in contrast, we have a 

highly detailed account of the legal manoeuvrings of both parties, recorded by an 

eyewitness and legal expert. Conversely, without Thomas of Marlborough’s account, 

we would have very little evidence for the Evesham case, whereas for Canterbury, 

we have both the chronicle of Gervase and a rich body of letters preserved by the 

monks. There is no evidence that the Evesham monks attempted to collect the letters 

of their dispute, but by itself this does not mean much. Such a conclusion however is 

supported by the composition of Thomas’s account. Gervase's account of the 

Canterbury dispute is compiled both from his personal memory and regular referrals 
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to the Canterbury letters. Thomas’s account of Evesham, however, appears to be 

based solely on his involvement, with precious few letters referred to.913 It is 

plausible, but unlikely, that Thomas deliberately chose not to refer to letters. The 

nature of the Evesham dispute, an internal conflict between the monks, and a 

tyrannical and (according to Thomas) murderous abbot, may have precluded any 

attempts at preserving correspondence. Simply put, the monks may not have wanted 

to risk Norreys seeing them. 

The Evesham case had two distinct phases. The first involved the dispute between 

the abbey and the bishop of Worcester. The second stage was the dispute between 

the monks and their abbot. Founded in the eighth century, Evesham had a long 

history, kept alive for the monks through the works of the abbey's historians, such as 

the Life of St Ecgwine and the Lives and Deeds of the abbots of Evesham.914 

Through these, the monks came to believe that their monastery had a jealously 

guarded privilege: exemption from diocesan control. In particular, two papal 

privileges apparently existed in the monastic archives from Pope Constantine, in 

which the abbey was exempted from diocesan control and instead placed under the 

control of the archbishops of Canterbury as special representatives of the pope.915 

These privileges were most likely forgeries but were to prove vital in the abbey’s 

dispute with Mauger, bishop of Worcester.916 Norreys’ actions at Evesham had led to 

the monks complaining to Hubert Walter on two occasions in 1197 and 1198.917 

However, on both occasions, Norreys escaped deposition. With Mauger’s 

appointment to the see of Worcester in 1200, his position was again threatened.918 

Mauger was a diligent bishop who took accusations of misconduct seriously. 
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Hearing about the abbot of Evesham’s oppressions, and fearing for the state of the 

abbey, he informed Norreys that he wold visit Evesham on 15 August 1202.919 

Intent on keeping his position, Norreys was prepared to accept the visitation, hoping 

his usual tactics of flattery would work on the bishop, just as they had done on so 

many others before. A party of the monks, on the other hand, wanted to resist. A 

legal expert, the newly professed Thomas of Marlborough was summoned to give 

advice. According to his account, Thomas forbade the abbot from receiving the 

bishop, as it would contravene the convent's privilege of exemption and set a 

dangerous precedent for the future.920 Disagreement over which course of action to 

take seems to have led to significant divisions amongst the monks – something we 

do not see, but that may nonetheless have been a factor in the Canterbury case.921 

Thomas describes how some of the monks, accomplices of the abbot ‘who had been 

wallowing with him in their own dung like swine in a hog-pool’,922 supported the 

abbot’s decision to allow the visitation. Resistance would inevitably lead to an 

expensive papal appeal. The abbot’s supporters wanted to maintain their lavish 

lifestyle. The easiest way to do this was to allow the visitation. Others, older men 

who feared further costs from a legal case, also supported the abbot.923 On the other 

side were monks, described as having ‘a zeal for God based upon knowledge and a 

zeal for liberty of the sort Phineas had for the law, knowing that liberty is a precious 

possession’.924 Thomas’s portrayal of these monks as martyrs for the cause of justice 

reflects the imagery used by the Canterbury monks, who depicted themselves as the 

heirs of Becket. Nigel Wireker, for example penned a poem, depicting the recently 

deceased Prior Honorius as a new martyr for St Thomas' cause.925 

                                                 
919 Marlborough, History, p.202; Prior to the visitation, Mauger had gained a papal letter which 

allowed him to visit and correct conventual churches subject to him under diocesan law, 

notwithstanding appeals made with the goal of evading ecclesiastical discipline. Letters of Innocent 

III, 66 (no.407); Potthast, no.1665. Clearly Mauger knew he was on unsure ground and, by acquiring 

this letter, attempted to prevent any appeal against him by the monks of Evesham. 
920 Marlborough, History, 202-4. The word Thomas uses is prohibui. 
921 Although there were monks that supported the archbishop at Canterbury, such as Roger Norreys, 

they seem to be few and are barely mentioned in the sources, (Norreys being the exception). 
922 Ibid., 204: ‘Quibusdam enim fautoribus abbatis bene erat, qui cum ipso in stercore suo quasi sus in 

uolutabro computuerant’. 
923 Ibid., 204-6 
924 Ibid., 208: ‘fratres habentes zelum Dei secundum scientiam, zelantes libertatem sicut legem Finees, 

scientes quod libertas rei est inestimabilis’. Phineas showed his zeal for the law by killing an Israelite 

who was lying with a Midianite woman. Num. 25: 6-8 
925 Mozley, ‘The Unprinted Poems of Nigel Wireker’, Speculum, 7 (1932) 402-3 (no.11):  

 O preciose prior, o splendide martir Honori 

 ad superos superi te rapuere chori. 
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The monks who desired to resist, argued that the abbey, as an undying institution, 

would be able to raise larger amounts of money than the bishop.926 This was 

probably a view also expressed by the Canterbury monks. Money was clearly an 

issue at Canterbury. The papal grant of a quarter of the oblations from Becket’s tomb 

to the archbishop was certainly a sore point for the monks, both in their control of 

Becket’s tomb and the significant reduction in their income.927 The Evesham case 

involved great expense for the abbey. In 1214, a debt of 500 marks was repaid to 

Roman moneylenders, with the monks owing at least another 60 marks.928 The 

monks would have also spent a sizeable quantity of money directly from their 

revenues, suggesting that the body of monks who feared to prosecute the appeal due 

to expense had a valid point. However, Thomas’s party were also correct in arguing 

that they could eventually pay off the debt. 

Thomas’s party carried the day, and the community agreed to resist the bishop’s 

visitation. On 17 August 1202, word was sent to Bishop Mauger, informing him that 

the monks were appealing against his visitation.929 The bishop, however, signified 

that he was still coming, and Norreys, after failing to make terms separate from the 

convent, decided to retreat to his manor at Broadwell, Gloucestershire.930 When the 

bishop arrived, he found all the doors locked against him, except for the entrance to 

the church.931 He therefore, proceeded through the church to the high altar. There he 

gave a speech and summoned the monks to appear before him. A group of monks, 

with Thomas as their spokesman, appeared before the bishop declaring that they 

were still appealing against the visitation and he must leave. On 23 August, having 

failed to convince the monks to accept his visitation, Mauger excommunicated the 

                                                 
 Cum sociis prior alme tuis miserere 

 ut tribuatur ei gratia summa Dei. 

See also Vincent ‘William of Canterbury’, 385-6 for how Honorius’s travels are likened to Becket’s 

exile. 
926 Marlborough, History, 208. 
927 Oblations at the cathedral averaged £426 3s. 7d. per annum during the period, with Becket’s tomb 

contributing £309 5s. of this amount. A quarter of the oblations from Becket’s tomb, therefore, was a 

substantial amount. C.E. Woodruff, ‘The Financial Aspect of the Cult of St Thomas of Canterbury’ in 

Archaeologia Cantiana, xliv (1932) 16. 
928 Marlborough, History, 472-4. It is not clear from Thomas’s account whether this additional debt 

was paid. 
929 Ibid., 212. 
930 Ibid., 212-4. 
931 Ibid., 214. 
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convent, except for the abbot, who had once again managed to evade ecclesiastical 

censure.932  

The appeal was heard by Hubert Walter at Worcester on 3 September, with a further 

hearing at Lincoln, and another at London on 19 October.933 During this time, 

Thomas and his supporters came to terms with their abbot. Norreys would agree to 

take the lead on the appeal and in exchange the monks swore not to raise any 

accusations against him.934 This was a better deal for Norreys than it was for the 

monks. He did not care whether the appeal succeeded or not, so long as his position 

was secured. The monks on the other hand had much to lose if the appeal failed, and 

in the meantime, they had to suffer the depredations of their abbot.  

The monks then obtained from Rome the appointment of judges delegate to hear 

their case: the abbots of Malmesbury, Abingdon, and Eynsham.935 Hubert Walter, 

relieved by their appointment, withdrew himself and allowed the three abbots to 

fulfil their commission. However, proceedings were halted by an appeal from 

Mauger, protesting against the partiality of the judges: all three were Benedictines 

and likely to find in favour of their brothers at Evesham.936 With Mauger on his way 

to Rome, Norreys felt safe to continue oppressing the community at Evesham. 

According to Thomas, he further appropriated revenues from the convent’s officers 

and proceeded to alienate conventual property to his relatives.937 In desperation, the 

monks once again approached the archbishop (with Thomas once more as the 

convent’s representative). Hearing what was happening, Hubert determined to travel 

to Evesham in the spring of 1203, to make a settlement. To prevent a new round of 

appeals, he invited both parties to choose arbiters, by whose decision they swore to 

abide without appeal. Norreys selected the abbot of Chertsey and the monks chose 

                                                 
932 Ibid., 214-8. 
933 Ibid., 218-226. The date for Lincoln is not certain. Cheney suggests early October (EEA 3, 314), 

however, as Sayers suggests (Marlborough, History, 223 n.5), it could just as easily have been 

September.  
934 Ibid., 222-4. 
935 Hugh, abbot of Abingdon, Robert, abbot of Eynsham, and Robert of Melun, abbot of Malmesbury, 

HRH, 25, 49, 56. 
936 Marlborough, History, 226-8. Usually judges were appointed with both sides’ agreement. 

Mauger’s appeal suggests that he had no one at the curia who could oppose the appointments, and this 

was therefore his first opportunity to do so. J. Sayers, Papal Judges Delegate in the Province of 

Canterbury 1198-1254: A Study in Ecclesiastical Jurisdiction and Administration (Oxford, 1971) 

 109-13. 
937 Ibid., 228-30. 
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the bishop of Ely.938 However, before anything could be done, Mauger returned from 

Rome. 

With the agreement of the convent’s representatives at Rome, Mauger had acquired a 

new papal mandate, appointing the bishop and prior of Coventry, and the archdeacon 

of Northampton as judge delegates.939 They were ordered to hear the evidence 

concerning the abbey’s exemption and the churches of the Vale of Evesham, decide 

on the present facts and report back to Rome. This they did, creating a compromise 

by judging the bishop to have proved his actual jurisdiction over the abbey and the 

abbey to have proved its actual jurisdiction over the churches. This itself was a 

strange judgement. As Thomas of Marlborough remarked, it is unclear how, legally, 

a non-exempt church could have any rights founded on exemption. However, as 

Knowles has pointed out, the judges were trying to avoid canonical issues, ‘realizing 

that wheels within wheels were at work’. The compromise, therefore, was more 

concerned with maintaining peace than providing justice.940 Understandably, this 

commission, however, failed to settle matters. Both sides were dissatisfied and 

decided to pursue their case before the pope. 

The men sent to Rome by the convent were Roger Norreys and Thomas of 

Marlborough. Norreys apparently wanted to be out of the reach of Hubert Walter’s 

arbiters in case their commission was revived. The monks, unable to trust their 

abbot, chose to send Thomas, both to keep an eye on Norreys, and to prosecute the 

appeal. Thomas departed Evesham on 29 September 1204 and arrived at the curia 

forty days later.941 Norreys, however, was not to arrive until later. He refused to 

travel with his fellow envoy, instead assigning one of his clerks, Thomas of 

Warwick, to accompany him. Norreys was further delayed by his arrest at Chalon-

sur-Saône. It is not clear why he was arrested; Thomas of Marlborough suggests that 

                                                 
938 Master Martin, abbot of Chertsey, and Eustace, bishop of Ely. HRH, 39; D. M. Owen, ‘Eustace (d. 

1215)’, ODNB (2004) [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8935, accessed 14 Oct 2017]; 

Marlborough, History, 230-42.  
939 Geoffrey de Muschamp, bishop of Coventry, Joybert, prior of Coventry, and Master Ricard of 

Kent, archdeacon of Northampton. This new group was very different from the old one. They were 

now primarily secular clerks. M. J. Franklin, ‘Muschamp, Geoffrey de (d. 1208)’, ODNB (2004) 

[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10534, accessed 14 Oct 2017]; HRH, 41; Fasti 3, 22, 31, 80, 

167-8; Cheney and Cheney, Letters, 78-9 (no.478); Potthast, no.1915; Marlborough, History, 246-50. 
940 Knowles, Monastic Order, 337 n.1; Marlborough, History, 242-58. 
941 Ibid., 264-6. Thomas’s reference to the length of the journey is biblical (for example 3 Kings 

19:8). A journey time of forty days is physically possible. This would be approximately 30 miles per 

day. Above, 166-8. 
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it was due to his ‘holy acts’, leaving it up to the reader to decide how ‘holy’ these 

were.942 Hearing the news at Piacenza, the two Thomas’s decided to part ways to 

find the abbot, agreeing that whoever found him was to inform the other. Thomas of 

Marlborough went to Pavia, and Thomas of Warwick to Vercelli, where he met the 

abbot. Rather than informing Thomas of Marlborough, however, Norreys and his 

clerk decided to circumvent him and travel via Milan to Rome.943 

The Evesham case provides us with a good example of the delays in taking a case to 

Rome as well as the infighting that could occur within a monastic house. Initially, it 

appeared that the abbey’s case was about to collapse. Roger Norreys refused to speak 

to Thomas, obtaining papal permission to excommunicate him, and possibly even 

conspiring to murder him. Thomas makes several references to Norreys’ plots to kill 

him. Likewise, one of the many accusations he levels against Norreys is the murder 

of monks and servants at Evesham and Canterbury.944 The reference regarding 

Canterbury is wholly unfounded as there is no evidence that monks were killed there 

by anything other than natural causes (such as those who died at Rome during the 

dispute). Similarly, neither the letters nor Gervase makes any reference to such 

actions, although they are highly prejudiced against Norreys. The references to 

deaths at Evesham may be more grounded in truth. If things were as bad as Thomas 

suggests, then it is possible that some monks died from a lack of food or exposure. 

Similarly, the death of Augustine de Salford, severely flogged, and later dying of his 

injuries, is possible, but it is more likely that many of the generic references to 

murder are biblical, for example Cain and Abel.  

The two men managed to patch up their differences and borrowed 400 marks from 

moneylenders to be used for judicious gifts to members of the curia.945 As the 

judges’ report had not yet arrived from England, nothing further could be done 

regarding the case. Norreys, therefore, decided to return home to his comforts, 

carrying papal letters authorising Evesham to use all its old privileges. Thomas on 

the other hand, at the suggestion of Pope Innocent, proceeded to Bologna, where he 

spent six months studying canon law.946 In October 1205, he returned to the papal 

                                                 
942 Marlborough, History, 268: ‘Timeo etenim uerenda patris mei detegere, ubi nulla utilitas sequitur 

ex reuelatione, nec graue animarum uel ecclesie dispendium prouenit ex taciturnitate’. 
943 Ibid., 268. 
944 Ibid., 236. 
945 Ibid., 268-74. 
946 Ibid., 274. 
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curia, where the judges’ report, carried by the bishop’s proctors, arrived on 18 

November.947 The case appears to have been quickly settled. According to Thomas, 

this was due to the naivety of the bishop’s proctors, who sought to have a decision 

made on the case as soon as they arrived, even though the bishop was in de facto 

possession of the abbey and, therefore, in a stronger legal position if he waited.948 

The bishop’s proctors also injured their cause by making long-winded speeches, not 

to Innocent’s liking.949 The case of the abbey’s exemption was heard in three 

sessions, all described in great detail by Thomas.950 When Innocent withdrew to 

reach judgement, Thomas went to pray and visit the holy sites of Rome, giving 

generously to beggars and fasting for two days. Although there was a pious element 

to his actions, their timing was political. By acting in this manner, Thomas hoped to 

portray himself as the more pious and deserving, thereby swaying the pope’s verdict 

in the abbey’s favour. It was for that reason that when he was called to hear the 

judgement on Christmas Eve 1205, he embraced the feet of each cardinal as they 

arrived. 951 

Thomas’s actions did perhaps work, as the case was decided in favour of the 

monastery. However, the dispute over the churches of the Vale was left open. It was 

a common practice of the curia to offset a defeat with a victory and, as the Evesham 

evidence for the case was lacking, Innocent found it convenient, in February 1206, to 

refer the case back to England.952 Thomas, however, was unable to return home. The 

debts incurred by the appeal had not been repaid to the Roman moneylenders, nor 

had the customary gifts to the pope and cardinals been given. He was, therefore, 

forbidden to leave. Master Adam Sortes, a monk of Evesham, was, however, able to 

slip out of the city with news of the monks' victory.953 Whilst stuck in Rome, 

Thomas prevented another attempt of Bishop Mauger to have Roger Norreys 

deposed. Mauger had obtained a large amount of evidence indicating Norreys’ 

misconduct and forwarded it to his proctors at Rome. Thomas, by a bit of legal 

chicanery, convinced the bishop’s proctors not to prosecute the case any further, 

                                                 
947 Ibid., 278. 
948 Ibid., 278-80; Knowles, Monastic Order, 338. 
949 Marlborough, History, 280-2. 
950 Ibid., 278-342. 
951 Ibid., 310-2. 
952 Ibid., 344-64; Knowles, Monastic Order, 339. 
953 Marlborough, History, 372. 
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obtained the documents and destroyed them. His actions were to cause the monastery 

many years of hardship.954  

In the late spring of 1206, Thomas managed to depart for England. Hidden amongst 

a crowd of pilgrims, he received a general blessing from the pope and slipped out of 

the city without the curia or the moneylenders noticing.955 Upon returning home, he 

found his abbey in an even worse state. Feeling safe from deposition, Roger Norreys 

had stepped up his oppression of the monks, even persecuting those he had 

previously favoured.956 With a successful outcome at Rome, the deal between the 

monks and the abbot had also ended, and the monks now proceeded to complain of 

the abbot’s conduct to the newly arrived legate, John of Ferentino, cardinal-deacon 

of S. Maria in Cosmedin.957 Cardinal John arrived at the abbey and began a detailed 

investigation of the complaints of both parties. Unable to finish in time, however, 

John appointed the abbots of Lilleshall and Haughmond to complete the 

investigation, reserving spiritual correction to himself.958 The result was a settlement 

entirely in the monks’ favour. All the revenues assigned to the monastic offices, and 

the customs relating to the office of cellarer, were set down in writing and confirmed 

by the papal legate.959 Even then, however, Norreys still maintained his position. He 

ingratiated himself with the legate at the Council of Reading, when he bestowed a 

gift of ten marks on the legate’s nephew.960  

Intent on consolidating his position, Norreys decided to act against the monks he 

most hated. When the monks requested that he put his seal to the settlement 

organised by the legate, he refused, and used the papal mandate he had acquired in 

Rome to excommunicate them, expelling Thomas of Marlborough and Thomas of 

Northwich from the convent.961 Rather than allow the two monks to leave 

unaccompanied, thirty of the younger brothers decided to go with them. According 

to Thomas, they entrusted the conventual treasures and relics to the old and infirm 

                                                 
954 Ibid., 374. 
955 Ibid., 374-6. 
956 Ibid., 376-8. 
957 Maleczek, Kardinalskolleg, 136-7; Tillmann, Legaten, 92-3. 
958 C.R. Cheney, ‘The Papal Legate and English Monasteries in 1206’, English Historical Review, 46 

(1931) 446; Knowles, Monastic Order, 339-40; Marlborough, History, 378-80. 
959 Ibid., 378-80, and 386-412 for a version of the agreement amended during the time of Abbot 

Randulf; Cheney, ‘Papal Legate’, 446; C.R. Cheney, ‘Cardinal John of Ferentino, Papal Legate in 

England in 1206’, English Historical Review, 76 (1961) 657; Monasticon, II, 23 (no.27). 
960 Marlborough, History, 380. 
961 Ibid., 380. 
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monks who remained and buried the convent's seal matrix to prevent Norreys from 

misusing it. They then set out on St Catherine’s Day (25 November), passing the 

church of St Lawrence, where the abbot was holding court.962Seeing the monks pass, 

Norreys called together as many of his followers as he could and pursued the monks. 

Catching up with them about three miles outside Evesham at Wickhamford, he 

ordered the monks to come to him, and when they refused, ordered his men to use 

force against them. A scuffle broke out and the abbot’s men were forced to retreat.963 

The monks continued for another couple of miles until they reached Childswickham, 

at which point they were beyond the abbot’s jurisdiction. Norreys, now afraid that 

the monks would raise the local people against him, once more approached the 

monks, this time in a conciliatory manner, agreeing to accept the legate’s settlement 

and promising not to seek reprisals. Thomas gives the impression that he did not 

believe the abbots words, and blamed acceptance of the terms on some weak-minded 

(pusillanimes) monks. Having accepted the offer, the monks received the papal 

letters allowing Norreys to excommunicate the brethren and promptly destroyed 

them. They then had their seal brought to them, and the two parties sealed the 

settlement, before returning to Evesham.964     

Shortly after the legate’s departure from England in late 1206, Mauger cited the 

monks to appear before the papal judge concerning the exemption of the churches in 

the Vale of Evesham. The monks attempted every means possible to delay 

proceedings, including informing the bishop that they were applying to Rome for a 

mandate ordering him to pay their litigation costs amounting to £2000.965 Norreys 

arranged a compromise, in which the abbey would give up its claim for expenses, 

and abandon claims over the jurisdiction of certain churches outside the Vale. The 

bishop on the other hand would give up his claims to jurisdiction over the Vale and 

rights over the churches at Ombersley, Stow, and Willersey (Gloucestershire).966 The 

monks, however, refused to countenance the deal. Just like the Canterbury monks, 

the monks of Evesham refused to give up any of their rights or privileges, no matter 

                                                 
962 Ibid., 380-2. 
963 Ibid., 382. 
964 Ibid., 382-4. 
965 Ibid., 412-4. 
966 Ibid., 414-6. 
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how tenuous their claims.967 According to Thomas, the monks refused the deal as 

they believed it was tainted by simony.968 Exactly why they thought simony was 

involved is unclear. Possibly they believed Mauger had bribed Norreys into 

accepting the loss of the abbey’s rights by promising not to depose him, which is 

certainly the type of deal the abbot would have been happy to make but does not 

sound true to Mauger’s character. 

The case, however, was not taken any further due to the Interdict on England from 

1208 to 1214. The Interdict was in some ways fortunate for Evesham. Mauger went 

into exile, thereby preventing him from pursuing the case concerning the Vale.969 

The Roman moneylenders who had travelled to Evesham for repayment were seized 

by the king, who confiscated their goods and expelled them from the kingdom. Papal 

bulls that had been pawned to them were held at Corfe castle and the abbey was 

relieved of the need to find the cash to settle its debts.970 However, the Interdict also 

meant that Roger Norreys remained in power. Shortly before the imposition of the 

Interdict, the abbot had been able to remove two of his bitterest opponents. Thomas 

de Northwich had died, and Master Adam Sortes was so hounded that he begged for 

letters dimissory, permitting him to settle outside the convent.971 At the intervention 

of the monks, Norreys appointed Master Adam as prior of Penwortham, a distant 

position he was to hold until the abbot’s deposition.972 With the Interdict in place, 

the monks had no way of removing Norreys, who had free reign to do as he pleased 

for seven years.973 

The monks may well have rejoiced at the arrival of the new papal legate, Nicholas, 

cardinal-bishop of Tusculum, in 1213 – even if he was followed by the abbey’s 

creditors.974 Thomas of Marlborough spent several months negotiating with the 

legate and the creditors to arrange a deal. The moneylenders demanded the 

repayment of 1100 marks, 400 for the debts and 700 for compensation, interest, and 

                                                 
967 The church of Willersey for example, was given to the convent in Cenred’s charter of 709, which 

is considered a forgery. Ibid., 416 n.2.  
968 Ibid., 416. 
969 Cheney, ‘Mauger’; Marlborough, History, 418. 
970 Ibid., 418. 
971 Letters from the abbot as the superior which allowed a monk to leave the convent and 

recommending him to another house. 
972 Ibid., 416. 
973 Ibid., 426. 
974 Maleczek, Kardinalskolleg, 147-50; Tillmann, Legaten, 98-107; Marlborough, History, 428-30. 
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expenses. They finally agreed upon a sum of 500 marks, ratified by Pandulf, the 

pope’s chamberlain.975 This was a substantial achievement on Thomas’s part and, 

given the seven years of leeway to gather the money, an easy amount for the 

monastery to pay. The convent applauded Thomas’s efforts upon his return to 

Evesham, but Norreys was not happy. He swore that he would never pay a single 

penny and that as Thomas had spent the money in Rome, he should be the one to 

answer for it.976 Thomas therefore, returned to London, to give the abbot’s reply to 

the legate. Nicholas was furious when he heard the abbot’s response. 977 His fury 

rose however, when he heard about Norreys’ actions at Evesham. Thomas 

meanwhile approached Stephen Langton, and his old friend Richard Poore, to 

discuss what was going on at the abbey.978 Langton was reticent to take any action as 

the legal case was unclear. Apparently, when the party was travelling to Oxford, 

Richard Poore informed the legate of what had happened. Upon arrival, the legate 

summoned Thomas before him and, after berating him, informed him that he would 

go to Evesham to settle the matter.979 

To prevent Norreys from preparing any sort of defence, Thomas declined to tell his 

abbot of the legate’s plans, and the legate’s letter, informing the convent of his visit, 

was delivered to the abbey only a few hours before his arrival. Having assembled all 

the monks, Nicholas ordered them to speak about the state of the abbey. When no 

one spoke, he called upon Thomas by name, who rose and delivered a long 

indictment of Roger Norreys’ crimes. He began by describing how monastic life had 

collapsed at the abbey, due to a lack of the necessities of human life, such as food 

and clothing. He accused the abbot of only providing hospitality for the rich – those 

with power and influence that could either help or hinder him. The church was in 

disrepair; holes in the roof prevented divine services during bad weather. The 

revenues allocated to the fabric of the church (as well as the other offices) had been 

stolen by Norreys, who Thomas also accused of perjury for failing to honour the 

settlement over revenues. He then moved on to discuss Norreys’ election, declaring 

                                                 
975 Marlborough, History, 428-30. 
976 Although as Thomas makes clear, he had only borrowed 70 marks in two years, whilst Norreys 

had borrowed 530 marks (of which he had repaid 200 marks) for a period of six weeks. Ibid., 430.  
977 Ibid., 430-2. 
978 Richard Poore, dean, and later bishop, of Salisbury, had been a pupil with Thomas at Paris, 

studying under Stephen Langton. Ibid., 432-4. 
979 Ibid., 434-8. 
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that it was uncanonical, as the abbot was presented by the king, rather than being 

elected by the monks. At this point, Thomas also made a reference to Norreys’ time 

at Canterbury. According to Thomas, the Canterbury monks were seeking 1000 

marks from him, as compensation for his depredations during his time as prior. 

There is no suggestion of such action in any of the Canterbury sources, and as the 

monks had failed to get compensation from the archbishop, it is very unlikely they 

would have tried to get anything from Norreys, having even less evidence for his 

actions than for the archbishop's.980 

After this, Thomas accused Norreys of committing simony and even murder. 

According to him, the abbot was guilty of killing monks and servants through 

starvation, as well as killing a reeve by the name of Augustine of Salford.981 Thomas 

then accused Norreys of plundering the abbey’s lands and losing others through 

litigation. Finally, he attacked his personal life, his manner of dress and his sexual 

proclivities, before declaring that if the abbot was not deposed, the monks would 

desert the monastic life.982 If Thomas’s account is an accurate representation of his 

speech, then he must have prepared it in advance. He cited specific dates and 

incidents, as well as witnesses to each accusation he made. The exceptions to this are 

the accusations of murder or attempted murder, which were probably exaggerated. 

The death of the reeve might have been the abbot's fault, although Norreys was never 

punished for it. If the speech was indeed made in advance then the events preceding 

it (the legate asking each monk to speak) were carefully choreographed, by Thomas, 

and probably by the legate as well. 

After hearing his speech, the legate asked each of the monks whether what Thomas 

said was true; all but three confirmed it. The next day, Norreys presented an 

unconvincing defence before accusing the monks of a sworn conspiracy against him. 

Having listened to this reply, Nicholas pronounced judgement. For his many crimes, 

Norreys was deposed on 22 November 1213, and Randulf, the prior of Worcester, 

was elected in his place. Norreys was sent to the priory of Penwortham, where he 

became prior for five months, until he was deposed again for his delinquencies. After 

                                                 
980 Ibid., 438-48. 
981 Ibid., 448-50. According to Thomas the reeve was thrown into prison and flogged to the point of 

death for Norreys to extort money from him. When Norreys saw the man was dying he had him 

dragged home, so that he could not be accused of killing a man in his charge.  
982 Ibid., 450-8. 
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five years as a wandering monk, he was reappointed, by the new legate, Pandulf, as 

prior of Penwortham, where he died on 19 July 1223.983 

With the removal of Roger Norreys, the abbey recovered its former glory. Under 

Abbot Randulf and the new prior (and later abbot) Thomas of Marlborough, the 

abbey’s finances were put in order, the church was repaired, and life returned to 

normal. It was during his time as abbot that Thomas wrote his History, as a memorial 

to recent events. In this manner, Thomas’s History, like the Canterbury letter 

collection, was intended to stand as a testament to the affairs of his house. Further, 

both accounts were intended to be read by their communities. In the Canterbury 

collection, a helpful summary of the arguments was placed (out of chronological 

order) at the end of the manuscript for quick reference. Thomas’s History was clearly 

intended as a guide for the monks to help them regain rights which they had lost in 

the dispute with Bishop Mauger. But there are also distinct differences between the 

collections. The Canterbury letters formed a collection chronicling the convent’s 

complete triumph, providing them with the resources to defend their victory in the 

future if ever the need arose. Thomas’s History is a guidebook, informing future 

monks what had happened, what they had lost, and how to get it back. In particular, 

it was only meant for the monks of Evesham. At one point, he clearly states: 

‘Although I have said these things elsewhere, I advise you to conceal the fact that I 

have said them’.984 Whether or not it was the compiler’s intention, the Canterbury 

collection had a wider audience, as evidenced by the thirteenth century marginal note 

in the Lambeth manuscript, recording that the borrowing of fourteen folios for 

copying.985 This, along with Alan of Tewkesbury’s account, indicates the Canterbury 

affair had a wider audience than just the community, even if only amongst former 

Canterbury monks. A further difference between the two is that without Thomas’s 

History, we would know very little about the case. At Canterbury, the letters were 

preserved, and a chronicle written by Gervase. At Evesham, the only record we have 

is Thomas’s History. Letters relating to the dispute do not appear to have been 

preserved in any systematic way, only those of special importance, such as papal 
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mandates– either in the History, or in collections beyond Evesham. Without 

Thomas’s History, therefore, we would know very little about the Evesham case. 

In both cases, Roger Norreys was a prominent character, and one whom both 

communities wanted to get rid of. In each case jurisdictional rights were a key factor. 

At Evesham, there were two disputes in this regard; the first between the bishop and 

abbey, and the second between the abbot and convent. At Canterbury, this was one 

dispute as the archbishop was also abbot. The main difference lay in the resolution. 

The Canterbury dispute was resolved by arbitration at home, entirely to the 

advantage of the monks. The Evesham case, on the other hand, was partly resolved 

in Rome (with the monks only winning half of their claims) and partly in England by 

a papal legate. As an exempt monastery, there was no choice for the monks of 

Evesham if they wished to depose their abbot: they had to go to Rome. 

Coventry 

The most infamous church dispute in twelfth century England involved the cathedral 

priory at Coventry. The see was one of those strange phenomena where the bishop 

had a cathedral in more than one town. Originally at Lichfield, it moved to Chester, 

before, in the early twelfth century, moving again to Coventry.986 As such, the 

bishop’s title did not become standardised, as Coventry and Lichfield, until the 

episcopacy of Alexander of Stainsby in the 1220s.987 The dichotomy was reflected in 

the see's possession of two chapters in twin cathedrals.988 Lichfield had a secular 

chapter, whilst Coventry was staffed by Benedictine monks. The bishopric was also 

poor. The move to Coventry had opened the possibility of appropriating part of the 

convent’s revenue to the episcopal household, which itself was probably a factor in 

the decision to move. Bishop Peter, for example, was rebuked by Archbishop 

Lanfranc for harassing the monks of Coventry, taking their building supplies and 

                                                 
986 For the early history of the bishopric see William of Malmesbury, Gesta Pontificum Anglorum, ed. 

M. Winterbottom, 2 vols. (Oxford, 2007), I, 464-72. 
987 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 116; For Alexander of Stainsby, see N. Vincent, ‘Master Alexander 
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consuming their food stores, before the see had even transferred.989 The monks, 

therefore, were not likely to have been overly pleased with the move. 

They were certainly not pleased by the election of Hugh de Nonant in 1185. Hugh 

had not been the choice of the monks, but rather that of the king.990 A nephew of 

Arnulf, bishop of Lisieux, Hugh had a distinguished career. He held several prebends 

in Normandy (gained by the patronage of his uncle) and was a member of Becket’s 

household from 1164. He followed Becket into exile at Pontigny, until, in 1170, he 

was reconciled with Henry II.991 From then on, he was a loyal servant of the king, 

acting on several occasions as royal ambassador. It was probably his involvement in 

settling the quarrel between Duke Henry the Lion and the Emperor Frederick 

Barbarossa, in 1184, that convinced Henry II to promote him.992Although elected in 

1185, Hugh was not consecrated until 1188.993 The cause of this appears to have 

been his continued involvement in royal service. In February 1187, for example, 

Hugh was involved in trying to settle the Canterbury dispute.994 The year before, he 

had been sent to Rome, apparently to gain papal blessing for John's coronation as 

king of Ireland.995 It was during this visit, that Hugh obtained a papal privilege, 

allowing him to appoint the prior of Coventry himself, according to the ‘custom of 

England’.996 This privilege suggests that Hugh may have been in conflict with the 

Coventry monks from the very beginning, and this may have also delayed his 

consecration.997 If so, it was the first indication of turbulent times looming at 

Coventry. 

The details we have of the Coventry dispute are thin. There is no evidence that the 

monks collected the letters from their dispute as those of Canterbury did. Similarly, 
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there does not appear to have been a chronicler at the convent during this period. The 

closest contemporary source for the dispute from the monastic viewpoint dates from 

1226. In this year, the convent was in dispute with the canons of Lichfield. Both 

communities wanted their status clarified and turned to arbitration at Westminster. 

The deposition of Prior Geoffrey has survived.998 He also appears to have written a 

chronicle of the events, extant in the seventeenth century but now lost.999 Geoffrey 

appears to have been well versed in the history of his house; his deposition was 

extensive, giving detailed attention to the loss of the convent’s documents (many of 

which were burnt by Hugh when he expelled the monks).1000 However, Geoffrey also 

admits that he was not at Coventry during Hugh’s episcopacy, having served his 

novitiate under Hugh’s successor, Geoffrey de Muschamp. Further, the deposition 

was intended to emphasise that the right to elect the bishop resided with the monks. 

The royal intrusion of Hugh into the see therefore, is fudged to suggest that the 

monks had played a role. Likewise, the convent had been in dispute with Geoffrey de 

Muschamp over the disposition of the mensa.1001 This likely clouded the prior’s view 

of events at Coventry during Hugh’s episcopacy and we must, therefore, be careful 

when using his account. With no account originating from Coventry before 1226, 

therefore, we must rely upon the scattered mentions in chronicles and the odd letter 

or charter which has survived elsewhere. The three main chroniclers of use to us are 

Gervase of Canterbury, William of Newburgh, and Richard of Devizes. All three 

were hostile to Hugh and strongly supported the monks in the dispute.1002 Gerald of 

Wales on the other hand supported the bishop. His Vita Galfridi and his Speculum 

Ecclesiae, which mention the Coventry dispute on several occasions, can be useful in 

balancing the monastic accounts.  

Hugh’s first act against the convent appears to have been the acquisition of the papal 

privilege mentioned above. Why he sought this at the time is unclear. It may merely 

                                                 
998 The deposition of Geoffrey and Brother John are in Dugdale’s Monasticon, VI, 1242-4. Dugdale 
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have been opportunistic. He was in Rome on the king’s business and saw an 

opportunity to tend to his own affairs. Alternatively, it may have been proactively 

sought, to prevent the monks electing a future prior. The current prior, Moses, had 

been elected the day before the election of Gerard Pucelle, Hugh’s predecessor.1003 It 

is likely, therefore, that Hugh was attempting to prevent the election of a prior from 

becoming a custom of the monks, thereby guaranteeing the bishop’s right to appoint. 

After gaining his privilege, Hugh apparently began to interfere in the affairs of the 

convent. According to William of Newburgh, c.1189, he sowed discord between the 

prior and monks. What he did is unclear; possibly he attempted to work on the 

feeling that Prior Moses, as a Canterbury monk imposed by the archbishop, was an 

outsider. In any event, the fact that William records such discord, suggests that it 

achieved some success. On 9 October, Hugh arrived at Coventry to perform a 

visitation, supposedly responding to allegations of scandal in the convent.1004 A 

fracas then ensued, in which Hugh was physically attacked by the monks. According 

to the account preserved in the plea rolls, Hugh was attacked by a monk wielding a 

crucifix, who drew blood from the bishop’s head.1005 Who started the fight is 

unclear, however, according to Gervase, Hugh entered the church with armed 

men.1006 Clearly, he was expecting resistance or, perhaps, hoped to provoke a display 

of violence. The account of Hugh being struck on the head also bears connotations 

with the murder of Thomas Becket, killed by blows to the head, with blood and 

brains scattered at the sword point of his attackers.  This ‘corona’ of Becket was 

crucial both in the flesh and bones of Becket’s relics and in the newly built east end 
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of Canterbury Cathedral. 1007 Quite possibly Hugh exaggerated this aspect of the 

affray in order to emphasise his similarities with the martyr. Both men had bad 

relations with their cathedral chapters, it was only after his death that the Canterbury 

monks came to accept Becket and adopted him as one of their own.1008 Hugh may 

have intentionally provoked the monks in order to generate the comparison. 

Another indication that Hugh was the instigator comes from the date. On 5 October, 

Archbishop Baldwin had forced his way into Canterbury Cathedral and the chapter 

house, before appointing Roger Norreys as prior the following day.1009  There would 

have been enough time for a fast messenger to have reached Hugh with news of 

these events, or, alternatively, Hugh may have learnt of Baldwin’s plans when they 

were together at Warwick on 20 September.1010 In either case, Hugh may have felt 

that it was opportune to work in concert with Baldwin, thereby lending his own 

actions greater legitimacy. 

Using his injury as a pretext, Hugh expelled the monks, destroyed some of the 

claustral buildings, broke open the monks’ chests, and selectively destroyed many of 

their charters.1011 On 22 October 1189, at Westminster, Hugh complained about the 

monks conduct at Coventry. He then suggested that the bishops pool their resources 

to gain the support of Rome to remove all monks from English cathedrals. As well as 

attending at Westminster for the consecrations of Godfrey de Lucy and Hubert 
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Walter, the bishops were also there to pronounce upon the Canterbury dispute. Hugh, 

therefore, chose his time well. Besides presenting his injuries, he could point to the 

Canterbury monks as another troublesome house, suggesting that other monastic 

chapters might follow suit. According to Gerald of Wales, he was successful in 

convincing all the bishops, except Baldwin. Lacking Baldwin’s support, Hugh 

dropped his plan for combined action. However, he did manage to convince the 

bishops to pronounce a sentence of excommunication against his enemies, before he 

himself appealed to Rome.1012   

Hugh’s appeal was for permission to fully remove the monks from Coventry as, 

according to William of Newburgh (himself an Augustinian canon), they had given 

up the regular life and become indistinguishable from secular clergy.1013 Hugh 

intended to establish a new prebendal system to provide for secular clerks, assigning 

several prebends to cardinals, in order to gain their support.1014 In the end, this 

support was not needed. Pope Clement III, having waited six months for the monks 

to answer the appeal to no effect, consented to Hugh’s request. The papal mandate 

was published at Westminster c.15-16 October 1190, and the final few monks were 

removed at Christmas that year.1015  

The monks apparently did not go to Rome due to lack of money. This lack itself 

reveals their predicament. Hugh had probably confiscated all their moveable goods 

before expelling the first group, and without collateral, they could not raise loans.1016 

What is interesting is that slightly later, when Prior Moses brought a suit of novel 

disseisin against Hugh in the king’s court, Moses clearly had money.1017 The source 

of these funds is unknown, although they could possibly have come from Alan, 

abbot of Tewkesbury. He had many incentives to support Moses, with personal 

friendship likely playing a part. More importantly, Alan may have thought that his 
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help at Coventry could prevent a similar fate befalling the Benedictines at 

Canterbury.1018 

The situation of the monks in exile is hard to determine. Dugdale’s comment that 

they had been ‘scattered up and down to seek their future in the world’ is certainly 

wrong.1019 It is unclear how many monks were members of the community at this 

period, but it is likely to have been somewhere between twenty and thirty.1020 From 

the evidence we have of the monks in exile it is evident that they remained as a 

sizeable body, rather than dispersing as Dugdale suggests. For example, Abbot 

Samson of Bury hosted fourteen of them at dinner in 1197, before they were 

reinstated at Coventry.1021 Possibly Alan also helped here, providing shelter for the 

refugees at Tewkesbury, although this is pure speculation. Eventually, despite their 

financial problems, a delegation of monks did manage to reach the papal court, 

where they pursued their case to be fully reinstated at Coventry.1022  

The fact that the monks remained as a body and sued Hugh at both the royal and 

papal courts, indicates that the monks acquired money from somewhere. Possibly 

other monastic houses contributed. It seems strange that houses such as Canterbury 

were almost silent about the Coventry monks, when they themselves were fighting 

very similar battles. William of Newburgh and the Winchester monk, Richard of 

Devizes, were particularly outraged by what had happened to their brethren, but, 

except for their pens, gave no aid to the monks. It is understandable why houses such 

as Worcester might not have wanted to get involved. They were on good terms with 

their bishop; any action in support of the Coventry monks could have been seen by 

other bishops as an act against episcopal interests. It was best, therefore, to stay 

silent. The likeliest scenario is that the monks were able to gather small loans from 
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friends, family, and moneylenders, but without the conventual accounts for the 

period, it is impossible to know for sure. 

Whilst the monks were still in exile, Hugh set about establishing his secular 

cathedral. The secular chapter had been established very soon after the monks had 

been expelled at Christmas 1190. It was certainly active by St Cecilia’s Day (22 

November) 1192, when its seal was applied to one of Hugh’s charters.1023 The 

monastic estates were divided into prebends and assigned to individuals, in theory 

with the consent of the king, himself at this time first a pilgrim and later a prisoner in 

Germany.1024 Interestingly Hugh appears to have claimed sole exercise of the rights 

of patronage formerly in the power of the monks, rather than transmitting these 

rights to the secular chapter. This can be seen through two documents. The first is a 

grant by John, count of Mortain, in 1192, of the church of Hope and the chapel of 

Tideswell (Derbyshire), with all their appurtenances and John’s right of advowson, 

to the bishop. The charter specifically states that Hugh could dispose of it as 

prebends as he wished, in either Lichfield or Coventry.1025 Likewise, on another 

occasion, Hugh presented one of his clerks to the living of Corley, Warwickshire, 

and removed the incumbent previously placed there by the local lord.1026 His 

appropriation of these rights suggests that, as with Baldwin at Canterbury, patronage 

was an important factor in establishing the secular chapter at Coventry. 

From another charter we learn some of the canons’ names.1027 Of especial interest is 

the appearance of William St Faith, the chancellor of Coventry. As well as being a 

canon and precentor of Wells Cathedral, William was also in Baldwin’s 

household.1028 He played a prominent part in the Canterbury dispute, acting on at 

least one occasion as an emissary to the pope, as well as being involved in 

negotiations between the parties at Westminster in 1189. William was clearly hated 

by the Canterbury monks, who made puns of his name (such as William without 
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Faith and William of Bad Faith) to ridicule him.1029 William’s move from 

Canterbury to Coventry after Baldwin’s death, suggests that he was of value to the 

bishop.1030 It also suggests that he was one of those secular clerks, like Walter Map 

and Gerald of Wales, who were highly critical of monks. The move to Coventry gave 

William a greater income as well as allowing his animosity to be aired further. 

The Coventry monks appear to have inspired very little support. At Rome, unlike the 

Canterbury monks, they apparently did not have consistent support from the 

cardinals. This may have been due to Hugh’s grant of prebends to cardinals. It may 

simply have resulted from a lack of regular contact with the papal curia. Canterbury, 

for example, held lands at Quincieux, and at Lyon, precisely to aid their 

communications with the curia.1031 No such system or international reputation was 

ever established by the Coventry monks. Partly this was due to Coventry having 

fewer resources when compared to Canterbury. However, it is also probably a 

reflection on the number of times the convents pursued litigation. Canterbury, 

perhaps one of the most litigious monastic communities in England, had far more 

need of (and opportunity to gain) regular curial support than Coventry did. 

Furthermore, the Coventry monks do not seem to have received any substantial 

support from the local laity. The town of Coventry was effectively split between the 

earl of Chester and the cathedral convent, with the monks owning the north and the 

earls their ‘half’ in the south of the city. Bishop Hugh gained the support of Earl 

Ranulf III of Chester in his plans for removing the monks. This is evidenced by two 

of the earl’s charters, recognising Coventry cathedral’s authority over the chapel of 

St Michael and its appurtenances, as well as Hugh’s presentation of one of Ranulf’s 

clerks to the chapel.1032 With the earl backing the bishop, there seems to have been 

no local outcry when the monks were evicted, perhaps suggesting that the townsmen 

resented the position of the monks. In Canterbury on the other hand, the monks 

received support from a proportion of the citizenry, for example when they were 
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besieged by the archbishop’s men.1033 The lack of such support at Coventry, 

probably prevented the monks from mounting any substantial resistance to Bishop 

Hugh.  

By 1194, however, the tide had begun to turn in favour of the monks. Hugh’s 

relationship with Count John had caused him to fall out of favour with King 

Richard.1034 By 30 September 1193, he was at Worms with the king.1035 Whether 

Hugh had been summoned, or went of his own accord, is unclear. What is known, 

however, is that relations broke down sufficiently for him to go into hiding in France 

by the time of Richard’s release on 4 February 1194.1036 On 31 March, Richard sat in 

judgement upon Hugh, with the result that the bishop’s temporalities were 

confiscated. He was only restored to his lands on 20 May 1195, after paying a fine of 

two thousand marks to have the king's grace.1037 It may have been Hugh’s fall from 

favour that inspired Prior Moses to sue the bishop for novel disseisin in the king’s 

court during the autumn of 1194. The prior and monks claimed that they had been 

disseised unjustly and without judgement. The canons responded that Henry II had 

granted the priorate and barony to Hugh as it had been held by his predecessors, and 

that the prior had attested to this.1038 The canons then offered the king six hundred 

marks for his confirmation. Prior Moses countered by producing a royal charter 

stating that he had been given the priory and barony, as his predecessors had held it, 

as well as matching the six hundred marks for the confirmation of his charter.1039 No 

judgement, however, appears to have been reached. Hubert Walter intervened, 

rejecting the civil plea and claiming that it should be heard in the ecclesiastical 

                                                 
1033 Above, 84-5. 
1034 The refusal of Hugh’s brother, Robert, to stand as a hostage for the king’s release, appears to have 

put a heavy strain on the bishop’s relations with the king. EEA 17, xliii; For Hugh’s relations with 

John during this period see Desborough, ‘Politics and Prelacy’, 4-6. 
1035 Letters and Charters of Richard I, no.1327R; Landon, Itinerary, 80 (no.386). 
1036 Howden, Chronica, III, 233; EEA 17, xliii; Desborough, ‘Politics and Prelacy’, 5; For an account 

of Richard’s time in captivity and the effect on England see Gillingham, Richard I, 222-53. 
1037 The exact date of the confiscation is uncertain. Hugh was still in control of his temporalities at 

Michaelmas 1194, with the two thousand marks fine appearing in the pipe roll for the next year. PR 6 

Richard I, 5; PR 7 Richard I, 191; Letters and Charters of Richard I, no.2998R; Landon, 102 (no448); 

Magnum Registrum Album, 103 (no.222); EEA 17, xliii-xliv. 
1038 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 128-9; Magnum Registrum Album, 78 (no.168), 216-7 (no.454), 284 

(nos.590-1).  
1039 This charter no longer appears to exist. It seems strange that a royal charter would grant the priory 

and barony to the prior when the convent was not exempt from the bishop as either their diocesan or 

abbot. Possibly this may have been one of the charters the monks forged to aid their claim to 

exemption. Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 118-20; Coss, ‘Bishops, Chronicles, and Historians’ 36-8; 

For a discussion on the forged Coventry charters see J.C. Lancaster, ‘The Coventry Forged Charters: 

A Reconsideration’, Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 27 (1954) 113-40.   
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courts. The royal justices on the other hand claimed that it concerned the bishop’s 

barony and, therefore, fell under secular jurisdiction. The compromise they reached 

was to allow the king to make judgement personally, but even so he seems never to 

have ruled on the issue.1040 

The monks were more successful at the papal curia. After failing to contest Hugh’s 

appeal, they managed to finance a party to travel to the curia and lobby the pope for 

reinstatement. At the end of 1197, they were successful. Celestine III appointed the 

archbishop of Canterbury, the bishop of Lincoln, and the abbot of Bury St Edmund’s 

to restore the monks to Coventry without further inquiry into the case.1041 In January 

1198, the commissioners met at Oxford to fulfil the commission. According to 

Jocelin of Brakelond, they received letters from the king, asking them to postpone 

the matter. Hubert Walter and Hugh of Lincoln supposedly ‘dissembled and were 

silent, as though they were courting the favour of the clerks’.1042 Abbot Samson 

spoke out, supporting the Coventry monks and defending their cause, and arranged 

for the monks to be given seisin, symbolised by a book (almost certainly a gospel-

book).1043 This is the only account which suggests that Hubert and Hugh of Lincoln 

hesitated in their execution of the papal mandate.  Gervase, Howden, and Diceto 

merely report that the archbishop of Canterbury expelled the canons from Coventry 

and reinstituted the monks.1044  

Interestingly, Prior Moses was not restored, instead the commissioners appointed 

Master Joybert, the prior of Much Wenlock, in Shropshire. Why is unclear, but 

apparently the monks had lost faith in their prior. They make no protest at this 

change. Quite possibly Hugh’s earlier attempts to sow division between the prior and 

monks had proved successful. Moses proceeded to Rome to prosecute his appeal 

against the decision, with some success. On 3 June 1198, Innocent III issued a 

                                                 
1040 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 128-9; Rotuli Curiae Regis, I, xviii-xxviii, 3, 66-7. 
1041 JL, no.17600 (10670); Howden, Chronica, IV, 34-7; Brakelond, Chronicle, 94-5. 
1042 Ibid., 94: ‘Archiepiscopo et episcopo dissimulantibus et tacentibus et quasi clericorum favorem 

venantibus’. 
1043 Ibid., 94.  
1044There is, however, no reason to doubt Jocelin’s account. He had access to Samson, whereas the 

other chroniclers do not appear to have had access to the commissioners (with the possible exception 

of Gervase). There is also a difference in dates. Gervase states this was done on 11 January, whilst 

Ralph claims it was 18 January. Howden unfortunately does not provide a date. Jocelin says that 

when the feast of St Hilary drew near (13 January 1198), Samson went to Coventry to reinstall the 

monks, leaving both dates as possibilities depending on when he arrived. Howden, Chronica, IV, 34; 

Gervase, Chronica, 550; Diceto, Ymagines, II, 159; Brakelond, Chronicle, 95.  
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mandate for the restoration of the monks to Coventry with ‘M.’ as prior.1045 Nothing 

came of this however, as Moses died in Rome on 16 July.1046 

With the restoration in January 1198, the monks had won their conflict. Hugh’s 

death after a protracted illness (and in great agony according to the gleeful monastic 

chroniclers) in March 1198, prevented him from attempting to restore his secular 

chapter.1047 Although there were disputes between the bishop and the monks in the 

thirteenth century, they were like many other disputes concerned with lands, 

privileges, and jurisdictions, rather than the removal of monastic chapters.1048 This is 

one of the great differences between the Canterbury and Coventry disputes. At 

Canterbury, the archbishops did not intend to replace the monastic chapter, only to 

build a collegiate church as a source of patronage. At Coventry in contrast, the aim 

was the complete removal of the monks from the cathedral. Another difference was 

the bishop’s success. For seven years the monks of Coventry were in exile, their 

lands and privileges controlled by the secular chapter which replaced them. At 

Canterbury, although there were hard times, the monks were always able to maintain 

their position. This was probably due to differences in resources; Coventry was poor 

compared to Canterbury. The wealth of Canterbury enabled the monks to maintain 

contacts at the papal curia, which proved essential for their success. Coventry's 

monks, on the other hand, did not have these connections; when their case was 

initially heard in Rome, they apparently had no support from the cardinals. 

Of course, we cannot know for certain what the Coventry monks’ situation was at 

this time, due to the lack of records. This is the greatest difference between the two 

disputes. Canterbury produced letter collections and chronicles detailing the monks' 

triumph. The Coventry monks appear to have preserved nothing in written form. 

Prior Geoffrey in the thirteenth century, certainly knew what had happened, but most 

probably he learnt this orally, through the stories of the monks who had lived 

through such turbulent times. Without a Coventry chronicle or letter collection, it is 

difficult to know anything more than the bare bones of the dispute. We do not know 

what the monks said privately to each other; we do not know what they thought 

                                                 
1045 Cheney and Cheney, Letters, 6 (no.28); Potthast, no.253. 
1046 Ep. Cant., 558; HRH, 41. 
1047 Gervase, Chronica, 552; Giraldus, Speculum Ecclesiae, IV, 68-71; Roger of Wendover, Rogeri de 

Wendover Liber qui dicitur Flores Historiarum, ed. H.G. Hewlett, 3 vols. (London, 1886-9) 274-6. 
1048 Crosby, Bishop and Chapter, 130-2. 
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about the Roman curia or the king’s court; nor do we know where the monks went in 

their exile. The lack of records may be precisely because of this exile. If they were 

dispersed, the monks would have found it hard to collect the relevant documents and 

would have had nowhere to store them. The monks of Canterbury were clearly 

collecting documents whilst their dispute was ongoing. The fact that the archbishops 

did not want to remove the monks, may be precisely the reason why we have so 

much information from the convent saying that this was exactly what the 

archbishops intended.   

There are also many similarities between the disputes. Many of the characters 

involved at Coventry were also involved at Canterbury. Hugh of Lincoln and 

Samson of Bury were active in both cases. Likewise, Hugh de Nonant was involved 

in attempts to settle the Canterbury dispute, whilst Hubert Walter played the same 

role at Coventry. William of St Faith also occurs in both disputes, in Canterbury as a 

member of Baldwin’s faction, and at Coventry as a secular canon. The situation of 

Prior Moses is reflected in the treatment of Prior Osbert at Canterbury. Although 

Osbert had broken faith with his monks and joined the archbishop, the Canterbury 

monks appear to have made no objection to his promotion as prior. Whilst in this 

office, Osbert proceeded to defend the rights of the convent against the new 

foundation at Lambeth. The monks, however, could not forgive so easily and, after 

Baldwin’s death, deposed him.1049 This is very similar to the fate of Moses. During 

the exile from Coventry, Moses continued to fight for his monks' reinstatement. 

However, when the monks were restored to Coventry, he was replaced by the 

Cluniac, Master Joybert. This was most likely done with the consent of the monks. 

At the very least they did not object. 

The Coventry dispute, therefore, is indispensable for placing Canterbury in the 

context of twelfth-century church disputes. The disputes occurred at the same time, 

with the monks eventually triumphing in both cases. At Coventry, however, we also 

see what could have happened if the archbishops of Canterbury had wanted to 

replace their monastic chapter with a secular one. Most importantly, however, the 

Coventry dispute makes us appreciate the record keeping of the Canterbury monks. 

                                                 
1049 Above, 114-5. 
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Without their carefully documented reconstruction of the events, we would know 

very little of what went on at Canterbury at the end of the twelfth century.  

Conclusion 

By studying late twelfth and early thirteenth-century church disputes, we can acquire 

a better understanding of what was going on at Canterbury. Church disputes were 

prevalent in these centuries, both in England and on the continent. Yet the English 

disputes were also distinctive in that many of the English cathedral chapters were 

staffed by regulars, something very uncommon in Europe. It is also significant that 

these great disputes all occurred in the period between c.1170 and 1210. This was a 

time when papal power was rapidly increasing, especially in terms of appeals, 

enabling monastic houses to better defend themselves against the jurisdictional 

claims of their bishops. This was the key point for the disputes discussed above. 

Monks wanted autonomy from their bishops, whilst maintaining their status and 

power. They were not willing to allow bishops new sources of patronage, but nor 

were they willing to do the work of those for whom this new patronage was 

intended. Even at Evesham, where the monks were desperate to get rid of Roger 

Norreys, they rejected the aid of the bishop, who could have swiftly completed the 

task. The good or bad intentions of bishops, therefore, were irrelevant. What 

mattered to the monks was the preservation of their rights and status. They were 

prepared to sacrifice much to achieve their goals.   
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Conclusion 

In the conclusion to his introduction Stubbs condemned the monks for their 

resistance, stating that ‘The Hackington and Lambeth foundations may be regarded 

as the last attempt to utilize the property of the monasteries before the 

Reformation’.1050 This disparaging view is primarily due to Stubbs’s Protestant faith 

rather than an objective assessment of the dispute.1051 Irrespective of whether the 

proposed foundation was the last attempt to utilise monastic property, the monks 

were not wrong to resist the archbishops’ plan. 

Baldwin was clearly building his new church in honour of Thomas Becket and 

believed his plan was a continuation of the martyr’s proposal, left unfinished due to 

his murder. However, there was never any intention of moving Becket’s tomb to the 

new foundation. The monks’ resistance based upon this issue was therefore 

unfounded. On the other hand, if this plan had been undertaken in the 1170s, the 

monks may have been right. It was the destruction of Canterbury Cathedral in the 

great fire of 1174, which secured Canterbury as the site of Becket’s resting place. 

The ambitious rebuilding by the monks brought the novel gothic style to England, 

and, if Peter Kidson’s suggestion is correct, the appointment of William of Sens by 

the monks was an attempt to appropriate Becket’s proposed foundation to their own 

cathedral.1052 By doing so, the monks (at least in their eyes) negated the need for a 

new foundation. 

Of course, this was not the view of the archbishops. For Baldwin and Hubert, the 

problem was a lack of patronage and resources for the clerks in their administration. 

The monks failed to provide the necessary personnel for running the archbishopric, 

forcing the prelates to look elsewhere. This failure to understand each other’s 

positions, was one of the tragedies of the dispute. Baldwin utterly refused to listen to 

the monks’ views, instead seeing them as disobedient children who needed to be 

punished. The monks on the other hand refused to accept the archbishops’ need for a 

source of patronage. They considered it an unnecessary extravagance, as they were 

the cathedral chapter the responsibility was theirs – even if they refused to perform 

those functions. The conflict between Baldwin and the monks is easy to comprehend. 

                                                 
1050 Ep. Cant., cxix. 
1051 See Kirby, ‘Religion and History in the Work of William Stubbs’, 84-110. 
1052 Although his theory is very unlikely. Above, 170-1. 
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A lack of understanding, combined with antagonistic behaviour, on both sides led to 

the sorry state of affairs. 

The dispute between Hubert and the monks was dissimilar. Even though it concerned 

the same issues, Hubert’s approach was different to Baldwin’s. He apparently 

understood, and possibly even sympathised, with the monks’ concerns. This may 

have been due to his prior involvement in the dispute, when he acted as the king’s 

representative to try and negotiate a settlement.1053  It may also have been due to his 

background. Unlike Baldwin, Hubert was not a monk and did not see the conflict 

through the prism of monastic disobedience. Instead he saw it as a diplomatic 

problem, requiring compromise from both sides.  This is reflected in his actions in 

the early years of the Lambeth dispute. He made several proposals which would have 

potentially secured the monks’ rights whilst providing him with a source of 

patronage.1054 The monks, however, had other ideas. Their dispute with Baldwin 

clearly damaged their trust of any archbishop. Merely by trying to complete the plan, 

Hubert was revealing himself to be their enemy – one that must be stopped at any 

cost. The monks’ treatment of him at this point in the dispute was reprehensible. 

When considering the monks’ rejection of Hubert’s proposals, Cheney describes the 

convent as a ‘jealous, frightened community which had been nursing real and 

imagined grievances for the past ten years’.1055 This is a fair assessment. The monks 

were paranoid about losing their status. Gervase, whilst fully supporting the 

convent’s stance, does acknowledge the friendly approach Hubert made to the 

convent in 1196 to settle the dispute, as well as his intercession with the king to 

restore the convent’s lands.1056 But the monks had suffered under Baldwin, and when 

Hubert revived the plan, they could see no difference between him and his 

predecessor. But by refusing all attempts at compromise, they prevented an amicable 

solution from being found, as well as further depleting their resources. However, 

their fears about Hubert were somewhat justified by the latter half of the dispute. 

Failing to find an amicable solution, Hubert reverted to Baldwin’s tactics of 

confiscations and suspensions. It was only through his capitulation on the main 

points of contention, that the dispute was able to be resolved. After the dispute was 

                                                 
1053 Above, 71, 93-5. 
1054 Above, 126-9.  
1055 Cheney, Hubert Walter, 157. 
1056 Gervase, Chronica, 543, 574; Gervase, Actus Pontificum, 409. 
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resolved in their favour, the monks were happy to forgive Hubert for his actions 

towards them, and good relations were restored until the archbishop’s death in 1205. 

Although the monks were jealous about guarding their property, this was not the 

primary reason for their resistance. In the final compromise, the parish churches of 

Monkton, Meopham, Eastry, and Eynsham, were to remain in the hands of the 

archbishop’s incumbents for their lifetimes. Afterwards, they were to be shared 

equally by the two parties. The monks considered this to be an acceptable 

compromise for the time being. It was only under later archbishops that they sought 

to regain all of them.1057 The primary cause of their resistance was Thomas Becket. 

In life, the monks had been opposed to their troublesome archbishop, however, in 

death they loved him. The revelation that he wore a monastic habit under his outer 

garments, as well as his miracle working, changed the monks’ view of their martyred 

archbishop. Becket now became one of them. The dispute provided the convent with 

the perfect opportunity to show this. Having already rebuilt the cathedral in honour 

of him, Becket now revealed himself in a vision to the monks, ordering them to 

defend the rights of the convent for which he died, and where he wanted to 

remain.1058 This was the perfect opportunity for the monks to portray themselves as 

the champions of Becket, carrying the torch passed on to them by his martyrdom. 

They did this through an extensive letter campaign across Europe, supported by the 

occasional gift of some choice relics. 

This aspect is particularly interesting. Part of the monastic campaign in the dispute 

was to decouple the archbishops from Becket, just as the archbishops attempted to 

disentangle themselves from the convent. By preventing the archbishops from 

having access to Becket’s tomb, and the granting of relics, the monks portrayed 

themselves as they alone having the connection to the martyr. Merely by 

coincidence, the archbishops had the same title. The report of a visit to Saint-

Bénigne at Dijon, is an example of their success: 

In the year of our Lord 1190, the fifth kalends of May, the Friday before the 

Ascension of the Lord [27 April], two monks of Canterbury came to our 

church and they gave to us some relics of the blessed Thomas… The names 

                                                 
1057 Above, 148-50. 
1058 Above, 67-8. 
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of these monks are William Azelin and Aimery, who have now departed for 

Jerusalem with their lord, the said archbishop of Canterbury.1059 

Here, it was the monks who presented the relics. The connection with Baldwin is 

only mentioned after they had made the gift, and even then, it is coincidental. They 

were merely travelling with him to the Holy Land, the suggestion being that they 

were not working on his behalf. Yet the not glosses over the fact that William 

Azelin, although a Canterbury monk, was in fact a supporter of Baldwin. The 

archbishop may, therefore, have had something to do with the gift. However, from 

the note we can see that the monks of St Bénigne saw Becket as belonging to the 

Canterbury monks, to the point that Baldwin's visit is not directly linked to the gift of 

relics. 

The survival of the St Bénigne martyrology also provides us with additional 

evidence of divisions amongst the Canterbury monks and their apparent 

reconciliation after November 1189. We have clear evidence for six monks (Osbert 

of Bristol, Roger Norreys, Felix the cellarer, Robert the physician, Zachariah, and 

William Azelin) but there may possibly have been more. These names are revealed 

to us in the Canterbury letters and in Gervase’s Chronicle, but in these sources, there 

is no hint of a rapprochement between the convent and the dissidents. Instead these 

men are depicted as traitors, with several being called ‘adverse to the ways of truth’, 

jokes about Roger Norreys’ escape through the latrines, and the overthrow of Prior 

Osbert.1060 Clearly then the convent was not unified in its opposition to the 

archbishops’ plan, yet our monastic sources are careful to suppress this information 

where possible, or to denigrate these monks when not.  

The role of kings in the dispute is another interesting aspect which is often glossed 

over by the monastic sources. Richard I actively engaged in the conflict, forcing a 

compromise on the parties, managing the election of a new archbishop and on 

several occasions confiscating monastic property. The role of Henry II is harder to 

evaluate. On a personal level, he appears to have approved of the archbishop’s plan. 

His attempts to settle the dispute however were half-hearted; he clearly did not want 

to be dragged into a potentially new Becket affair. Henry, therefore, did not use his 

                                                 
1059 Cowdrey, ‘An Early Record at Dijon’, 253.  
1060 Above, 86-7, 114-5. 
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royal power in the same blunt manner that Richard did. Instead he appears to have 

worked through members of his household. Master Simon of Apulia was a royal 

agent, yet he appears in 1189, working for the archbishop in Rome.1061 His mission 

must have been authorised by the king, suggesting that there is more to royal 

involvement in the dispute than is evident in the letters. 

The monks were wholly victorious in the dispute. No church was built, they 

remained the cathedral chapter, kept Becket, and in the future even regained the 

churches they had conceded to Hubert Walter. Resistance was, therefore, very much 

to the advantage of the monks. What is peculiar about this affair, is the preservation 

of the letters. Similar church disputes, such as Coventry and Rochester, did not result 

in similar preservations. Some disputes did result in chronicles, the most famous 

being Thomas of Marlborough at Evesham and, a slightly later chronicle, by Adam 

of Domerham at Glastonbury.1062 There is also evidence of a now lost narrative 

account of the Canterbury dispute, separate to the account written by Gervase.1063 

This indicates that there was interest in the subject, but it was limited to the 

Canterbury monks and former members of the community. It is not clear, for 

example, where the missing folios of Lambeth Ms 415 went but it is possible that 

they were copied into another manuscript at Canterbury, once again showing that the 

dispute was only of a local interest.1064  

The accounts of the dispute by Gervase and the letters are very similar. Both use the 

letters, whilst Gervase also uses his own memory of proceedings and likely those of 

the other monks. He may also have drawn sources from elsewhere but this unclear. 

Roger of Howden and Ralph Diceto for example both seem to acquire much of their 

evidence from the royal, and possibly the archiepiscopal, household, and it is 

possible that Gervase may have done so as well. In particular, Gervase’s account is 

excellent for speeches, which help bring the dispute to life. However, the account is 

also somewhat more partisan, and Gervase appears to manipulate the evidence more 

than the letter compiler. A good example of this is Gervase’s accusation that 

Baldwin thought of torturing the monks, for which we have no evidence except for 

                                                 
1061 Ep. Cant., 274-7 (no.292). 
1062 For Evesham Above, 221-36; For Glastonbury, Domerham, Historia. 
1063 Harris, ‘Alan of Tewkesbury, II’ 319 (no.30) 
1064 Above, 10.  
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Gervase.1065 Alan of Tewkesbury’s lost account may have been very useful in 

balancing views. Although a former Canterbury monk, by the end of the dispute, 

Alan was being very critical of the monks’ actions.1066 As the archbishop’s have left 

very few records, we are reliant upon the convent’s accounts, which are consciously 

constructing a narrative of monastic triumph and independence from archiepiscopal 

control. The accounts show that they were fighting to have sole authority over 

conventual lands, and, in this sense, the dispute was about far more than just a new 

church; it was about the monks’ autonomy.   

Although other monasteries were recording, at least in part, the histories of their 

disputes, Canterbury had far more literature in this regard. This is probably down to 

Becket, whose martyrdom resulted in an explosion of literary works, much of it from 

Canterbury. The Becket letters are especially important in this regard. They provide 

a clear example of a narrative constructed purely through letters. This is the exact 

same structure that the Canterbury letter compiler used. The Canterbury monks saw 

the dispute as a continuation of the fight championed by the blessed martyr. It is very 

likely that the monks cared about the dispute with Baldwin far more, for now, it was 

their rights and privileges which were under direct threat. 
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