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DUNSTABLE PRIORY 

Augustinian Priory of St Peter 

County of Bedfordshire : Diocese of Lincoln 
Founded 1108 × 1125 

Dunstable is not mentioned in Domesday Book, and the town is said to 
have been founded by Henry I.1 A narrative describing the origins of 
Dunstable and its priory was printed ‘ex vet(usta) membrana in Officio 
Armorum’ in the first edition of the Monasticon (Dugdale, ii. 132–3, 
repr. Monasticon, vi. 239–40, no. i).2 This tells us that Henry I held 

1 The town of Dunstable was built over the remains of the minor Roman settlement of 
Durocobrivis, which stood at the junction of the Roman road Watling Street and the 
more ancient Icknield Way. Traces of timber buildings and a deep well dating from 
Roman times have been found on the site of the Dominican friary, but it seems that the 
settlement was abandoned when the Romans left Britain (C. L. Matthews, rev. J. P. 
Schneider, Ancient Dunstable (Dunstable, 21989), passim). 
2 A s. xviii copy at BL, MS Stowe 531, MS fols. 44v–47v, old pp. 102–108, reveals the 
source: ‘ista carta iam remanet in custodia Iohannis Tindall unius magistrorum curiae 
cancellariae sed in diuersis locis ita obliterata ut legi non potuit, abstract’ per me 
Ricard’ St George anno domini 1602’. A somewhat similar text, claiming that Henry I 
founded the town, and that he was authorised by Pope Eugenius III to place regular 
canons in the church, occurs in the ‘Tractatus de Dunstaple’, a manuscript produced c.
1290 which itemises the rights of the priory in Dunstable and Houghton Regis (G. H. 
Fowler, ‘Tractatus de Dunstaple et de Houcton’, BedsHRS 19 (1937), 1–99, at pp. 13–
15, 50, no. 16, printed from Bedfordshire Archives, DD. BS. 249). Eugenius III did not 
become pope until 1145, almost a decade after Henry’s death.  
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Houghton (Regis) and Kensworth in demesne. The place where Watling 
Street crossed Icknield Street, near Houghton, was home to many 
thieves. The king built a dwelling nearby, called Kingsbury, within a 
enclosure of nine acres.3

Furthermore, wishing to set up a vill there, he had it proclaimed throughout the 
realm, that all choosing to dwell there should give 12d annually for every acre, 
and all their heirs would have the liberties and quittances throughout his 
kingdom that the city of London or other English boroughs had from ancient 
times. And thus, by such people, the said place was built [. . . .] Moreover, the 
king kept the vill of Dunstable in hand as a free borough for seventeen years 
and a half. The burgesses of the said vill were free and quit throughout England 
in the abovesaid way for all the time of the said king; they never answered 
before the itinerant justices or other officials of the lord king outside the liberty 
and vill of Dunstable; but the justices and officials of the lord king used to turn 
aside to Dunstable, and by the oath of twelve jurors from the burgesses, without 
enlistment of any outsider, determined all pleas. And the same king established 
and held a market twice each week, and a fair lasting three days at the feast of 
St Peter in Chains in the said borough, and they had free gallows for hanging 
thieves outside the vill of Dunstable in a place that is called Edescote. At length 
the said king, within the bounds of the said borough, built a church in honour of 
St Peter, and constructed a monastery, and just as he had in his mind long 
intended, he placed a prior and canons regular there. And he gave to them and 
their successors, in free, pure and perpetual alms, the said church, the said 
borough with the burgesses, markets, fairs, liberties and whatsoever revenues, 
and all items and produce that he had been accustomed to receive when he held 
the same borough in his hand. He also gave and granted to them in perpetuity 
whatever liberty royal authority was able to bestow, to hold just as he himself 
held and had the said borough of God. And the foresaid king kept his chief 

3 Gerald of Wales, however, writing probably in the 1190s, implies that the priory had 
been founded in the reign of William II or before. He tells us that the prior of Dunstable 
had a dream in which he foresaw the king’s death by an arrow on the following day. To 
avoid his fate the king must repent his attacks on the church. The prior rose 
immediately, soon after midnight, and hastened to the New Forest, where he found 
William preparing to go hunting. William gave the prior 40 marks, ‘for he who 
destroyed the other churches, to the utmost of his power, throughout England, caused 
the church of Dunstable to be repaired at his own expense, and loved the place above 
others, as he loved the prior himself’. The king was not to be dissuaded from his course, 
however, and later that day met his end in the way the prior had foreseen (De principis 
instructione III 30, ed. G. F. Warner, 324–5; trans. J. Stevenson, Church Historians of 
England, v/1. 238–9). Since there were no Augustinian houses in England until the 
reign of Henry I, and other sources are unanimous that it was Henry I who founded the 
town of Dunstable and its priory, we must assume that Gerald was confused about the 
identity of the prior in his tale. 
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dwelling in his hand, because he did not have a suitable lodging within the 
canons’ enclosure. 

The narrative goes on to list confirmations to the priory by Henry II, 
Richard, John, and finally Henry III: ‘Item habent confirmationem 
Henrici regis tertii super cartam regis Ricardi et aliam confirmationem 
super cartam regis Henrici primi dicte ecclesie fundatoris’. The account 
must date from after February 1227, when the priory obtained Henry’s 
confirmations, and as he is called rex Henricus tertius rather than 
Henricus rex nunc, most probably after Henry III’s death in 1272. 
Edward II’s confirmation of 1320 is not mentioned, so that is the 
probable terminus ad quem. The curiously precise specification of the 
period between the king’s setting up of the borough and its being given 
to the priory, seventeen and a half years, may have been derived from a 
record of the supposed dates, but these are not given.4

The annals of Dunstable, edited by Thomas Hearne from a copy 
made by Humfrey Wanley, and by H. R. Luard, Annales Monastici, iii 
(1866), from the single medieval manuscript, BL MS Cotton Tiberius A. 
x, take almost no interest in the history of the priory in the twelfth 
century. Their compilation has been explored by C. R. Cheney, ‘Notes 
on the making of the Dunstable Annals, AD 33 to 1242’, in T. A. 
Sandquist & M. R. Powicke, Essays in Medieval History presented to 
Bertie Wilkinson (Toronto, 1969), 79–98. The annals were initiated in 
1210 by Richard de Mores or de Morins, the prior (Cheney, 83). Mores’s 
sources for the years up to c. 1200 were the versions of Ralph de 
Diceto’s Abbreuiationes chronicorum and Ymagines historiarum
contained in a manuscript, now BL MS Royal E. vi, which he borrowed 
from St Albans abbey, some 12 miles south-east along Watling Street 
(Cheney, 85–6). The words ‘et prioratum de Dunstaple’ have been added 
to Ralph de Diceto’s list of the religious houses founded by King Henry 
I, entered with the notice of the king’s death under 1135, but there is no 
separate entry under the year of the priory’s foundation, nor is there any 
other reference to the priory until the record of the election of Richard de 
Mores as prior under 1202 (Annales Monastici, iii. 15, 28). From then on 
the priory and its affairs are constantly referred to until the annals close 
at the end of the thirteenth century. 

4 M. W. Beresford, New Towns of the Middle Ages (London, 1967), 201, 212–13, 394, 
misled by the abstracts from the narrative printed by Ballard, British Borough Charters 
1042–1216, pp. xxxiv, 23n, 46n), believed that there was a town charter, dated c. 1119. 
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Attempts to establish the chronology of the foundation of 
Dunstable and its priory have used the narrative printed above, together 
with the date assigned to the spurious ‘foundation charter’ for the priory 
in the name of Henry I (000, Regesta 1827, below). The first occurrence 
of the place name Dunstable comes in Henry’s charter for London Holy 
Trinity, 000, Regesta 897, apparently datable 1108, but of doubtful 
authenticity. Another charter, 000, Regesta 1339, for Tynemouth, 
probably authentic, was place-dated at Dunstable in 1121 × 1123, most 
likely when the king kept Christmas there in 1122 (ASChr). The priory 
appears to have been established by 1125 at the latest. According to a 
narrative concerning the early years of Holy Trinity priory in Aldgate, 
London, known only from fifteenth-century manuscripts, Bernard prior 
of Dunstaple, John prior of Launde, Geoffrey de Clinton, the (king’s) 
chamberlain, and others named, witnessed the gift of the Cnihtengild in 
London to Holy Trinity in that year. It is unsurprising that the priors of 
two recently founded Augustinian houses should witness a gift to Holy 
Trinity, thought to be the first Augustinian house in England. Their 
names were presumably taken from a contemporary deed or other record 
which has not been preserved (Hodgett, Cartulary of Holy Trinity, 168, 
no. 871; R. R. Sharpe, Calendar of Letter Books, C, 220). The king’s 
confirmation of the gift, 000, Regesta 1467, also witnessed by Geoffrey 
de Clinton, is apparently authentic and datable 1123 × 1127, so the 
narrative’s date of 1125 may well be accurate. According to the Holy 
Trinity narrative, Bernard was the first prior of Dunstable, and a brother 
of Norman, first prior of Holy Trinity. Bernard had accompanied 
Norman on his journey to Chartres and Beauvais shortly before 1108, 
where they learned about the Rule of St Augustine (Hodgett, Cartulary 
of Holy Trinity, 226–7, App. no. 8). Bernard was presumably a canon of 
Holy Trinity before Norman sent him to Dunstable, which Holy Trinity 
claimed as a daughter house (ibid. 228, App. no. 10). The narrative says 
that it was with Bernard’s counsel that Norman chose a certain master 
Ralph as his own successor at Holy Trinity (ibid. 231, App. no. 13). In 
conclusion, all that can be said is that Dunstable priory was founded 
some time after the foundation of Holy Trinity in 1108, and before 1125, 
when Prior Bernard was named as a witness. 

Evidence from the Gesta abbatum monasterii sancti Albani
shows that a school had been set up in Dunstable before 1119. Geoffrey 
de Gorron, who was abbot of St Albans from 1119, had been invited by 
his predecessor Abbot Richard to run a school at the abbey. When 
Geoffrey arrived at St Albans he found the post had been filled, so he 
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taught at Dunstable instead. When a fire destroyed his house and books, 
and certain copes he had borrowed from the abbey, he became a monk at 
St Albans (Gesta abbatum, i. 73). 

The post-Dissolution fate of Dunstable priory and its possessions 
is discussed at VCH Beds, iii. 361a. The priory was surrendered in 1540, 
and in 1545 Richard Greenway was appointed keeper of ‘the mansion, 
chief messuage and gardens’ (LP Hen. VIII, xx/1. 674, no. 64). The 
‘capital messuage’, presumably the prior’s house, was granted to Sir 
Leonard Chamberlain in 1554, who in the same year sold it to George 
Ferrers esq., Richard Denton, and others (CalPat 1553–1554, 167, 349). 
The borough remained in the king’s hands. It was included in the lands 
which became the royal honour of Ampthill by act of Parliament in 1542 
(VCH Beds, iii. 271a, 361a; LP Hen. VIII, xvii. 12, no. 21). This may 
explain the many medieval deeds concerning property in Dunstable in 
the Ancient Charters series in the PRO. The priory church survived, 
largely because the town had obtained the use of the whole of the nave 
for parochial purposes in 1392. St Peter’s still serves as a parish church. 
Though partially rebuilt and restored it retains much work of twelfth-
century date. Part of a gatehouse is the only significant survival from the 
priory buildings, though excavation has revealed something of their 
layout (Pevsner, Beds, Hunts and Peterborough (22014), 145–9). 

The fate of the priory’s own deeds and charters is unknown. They 
may have been in the hands of ‘Mr Meyryck and Mr Pare, gentlemen 
living in Dunstaple’, to whom ‘Mr Treasurer Fortescue’ (Sir John 
Fortescue, c. 1532–1607, of Salden, chancellor of the exchequer 1589–
1603) wrote in 1591, asking them to send him ‘that ledger-booke 
containg notes of all the lands belonging to that monastery’, or otherwise 
certify where it was (BL MS Harley 286, art. 109). 

A cartulary, presumably the book that Fortescue wanted in 1591, 
survives as BL MS Harley 1885 (Davis 320). By 1614 it was in the 
hands of William Duncombe ‘qui demoratur prope Dunstaple’, who 
loaned it to Arthur Agarde (Bodl. MS Dodsworth 39, fol. 98r, from 
JRUL MS Lat. 318).5 Excerpts were printed by T. Hearne, Chronicon 
sive annales prioratus de Dunstaple, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1733), ii. 676–713. 

5 Humfrey Wanley’s detailed description was printed in the Harleian catalogue. See 
also Wanley’s note in the catalogue, under MS Harley 286, no. 109: ‘The liedger book 
of Dunstaple is now, 27 June 1715, in this library. It was carried from Dunstaple by one 
Mr Clithero of that place, a clergyman, to Walsingham in Norfolk, very many years 
ago. I hearing of it by chance, used all the meanes I could to get it, for about 7 or 8 
years together; and at last accomplished my intent, at a dear rate.’ 
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The whole was calendared by G. H. Fowler, A Digest of the Charters 
preserved in the Cartulary of the Priory of Dunstable, BedsHRS 10 
(1926). An overview of the manuscript is given at pp. 6–7. Fowler’s 
view was that the volume ‘appears to combine at least two collections of 
transcribed charters’; he noted that several leaves had come from other 
works. It was ‘clearly a patchwork, probably thrown together by some 
early collector of manuscripts’. The earliest folios appear to have been 
written during the rule of Richard de Mores, 1202–1242. Fowler noticed 
‘a list of charters and cognate documents, the order of which does not 
appear to coincide with any part of the cartulary in its present form; it 
seems to be a classified inventory of the documents which the priory 
possessed, not a table of contents to those which had been transcribed. It 
is of value, however, as recording titles of some charters which have not 
been preserved ’. Despite his comment, Fowler gave few further details 
of the schedule, which was compiled during the reign of John, and 
occupies fols. 4r–6v (Ctl. Dunstable, 6, 17, 252, no. 3). It includes notes 
of many otherwise unknown royal, papal, archiepiscopal, and episcopal 
acts. The first two folios of the cartulary, now fols. 2–3, are fragments 
only. They contain abstracts of several royal acts, all known from other 
sources, and some notes on the reign of Henry I.6 Davis reports as ‘not 
traced’ another volume which he took to be a cartulary of the house, 
noted by Tanner as ‘Registrum coenobii de Dunstaple penes . . . . . 
Parson, unum ex auditoribus scaccarii regii, postea penes Jacobum 
Mickleton de Furnivals Inn, gen.’ (Notitia Monastica (1787), Bedford, 
VI. 1; Davis 321). This can be identified as a volume of fourteenth- 
century pleas from the public records, now London, Inner Temple MS 
Barrington 83, which contains no charters or deeds.7

6 Whether this volume was the source for the 1614 abstract of title in Houghton 
Buckwood for Henry Coney and Philip Ferrers, dating back to the time of Henry I and 
‘deryved first from an old lidgier booke of the late priory of Dunstable’ (Bedfordshire 
Archives, Sebright of Beachwood Park papers, CDEF1/2/7/71, not examined), remains 
to be established. 
7 Anthony Parsons, sometime member of Gray’s Inn, was an auditor of the Exchequer 
from 1666 until his death in 1706 or 1707. James Mickleton (1688–1719), manuscript 
collector and lawyer, was a grandson of the Durham antiquary of the same name. He 
inherited his grandfather’s manuscripts, and was a member of Furnival’s inn from 1709 
until 1716. See D. Carpenter, ‘Found—The “lost cartulary” of Dunstable priory’ 
(forthcoming).  



21 MAY 2018 DUNSTABLE PRIORY 7

The cartulary contains a great deal of material from the second 
half of the twelfth century, but very little from the first half.8 The earliest 
material includes Morin du Pin’s gift of land in Cadeby (Leics), datable 
1130 × 1142, and associated deeds;9 Osbert Martel’s gift of the land of 
Sortegraue and its confirmation by King Stephen;10 Patrick and Matilda 
de Sourches’s deed giving land in Chalton (mentioned in the note to 000, 
Regesta 1826, below); and the gifts by Simon de Wadehull or Wahull, 
his wife Sybil and their son Walter of the churches of Segenhoe and St 
Giles of Totternhoe made before 1149.11 The schedule of papal acts at 
the beginning of the cartulary indicates the extent of what has been lost 
(Holtzmann, i. 127–8). It includes an act of Eugenius III (1145–1153), 
another of Adrian IV (1154–1159), and six acts of Alexander III (1159–
1181).  Other than the mutilated abstracts on fols. 2–3, there is no section 
for royal charters, but the cartulary copies some royal acts concerned 
with particular places alongside related documents. This deficit is only 
partly remedied by the copy of Richard II’s  inspeximus, entered c. 1500, 
on fols. 101v–103r (Ctl. Dunstable, 240–47, no. 955). 

The priory enrolled its ‘foundation charter’ in the name of Henry 
I (000, Regesta 1827) and Henry II’s confirmation of specified 
possessions and liberties (H2/795) late in the twelfth or early in the 
thirteenth century in what were to become the Cartae Antiquae Rolls 
(Ayloffe, Ancient Charters (London, 1774), 43; Cartae Antiquae Roll 
SS, C52/42, nos. 6, 7). In February 1227, within a month of the 

8 Eleven deeds of the late twelfth century were printed from the cartulary by Clay, 
Early Yorkshire Charters, vii, nos. 44–6, 48–55. 
9 Ctl. Dunstable, 80–81, no. 248; also printed Monasticon, vi. 240b, no. iii. The date is 
derived from the attestation of Philip (de Harcourt), dean of Lincoln. For Morin du Pin, 
steward of Robert I and Waleran II, counts of Meulan, see D. Crouch, The Beaumont 
Twins, passim. 
10 Ctl. Dunstable, 61–2, nos. 174–5. Stephen’s confirmation is not in Regesta, iii, nor in 
the addenda compiled by R. H. C. Davis and N. Vincent. For the manor of Shortgrave, 
which extends into the parishes of Totternhoe, Whipsnade, and Studham, see VCH 
Herts, ii. 278. This account commences only with the agreement the priory made with 
William de Cantilupe in 1209, noted in the Dunstable annals (Annales Monastici, iii. 
31). For Osbert Martel, see Eyton, Shropshire, vi. 355n; G. H. Fowler, ‘Calendar of 
Inquisitions Post Mortem, no. 1’, BedsHRS 5 (1920), 201–256, at pp. 211–13 n). The 
attestation of Osbern Martel to the gift to Colchester abbey by William Martel (steward 
to King Stephen), Albreda his wife, and Geoffrey Martel their son and heir, suggests he 
was a close relation (Cat. Ancient Deeds, ii. 172, no. A. 3262; Ctl. Colchester, 168–70; 
Loyd, Anglo-Norman Familes, 60–61). 
11 Ctl. Dunstable, 38–9, nos. 106–108. The deeds are addressed to Alexander, bishop of 
Lincoln, who died in 1148. 
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recommencement of the charter rolls at the end of Henry III’s minority, 
the priory obtained confirmations of Henry I’s ‘foundation charter’, the 
charter of Richard I, and King John’s gift of his house in Dunstable. For 
these the priory paid £100. The Dunstable annals record the transaction, 
and note that 100 marks towards the sum was demanded from the 
townsmen of Dunstable, provoking some resistance (Annales Monastici, 
iii. 106–7; FineR Henry III, 11/110). The annals report under 1291 that 
‘carta nostra de libertatibus’ was enrolled at the exchequer (Annales 
Monastici, iii. 366), but no other enrolment is recorded in the charter 
rolls until 1320, when Henry III’s confirmations of the charters of Henry 
I and Richard I were inspected and confirmed by Edward II (CalCh, iii. 
432, no. 20). There were many subsequent enrolments of Edward II’s 
inspeximus, including that of 1 Richard II added to the cartulary. 

These sources provide the two acts in the name of Henry I printed 
here, with a further lost act. These acts, a ‘foundation charter’ and a gift 
of a church in Bedford with confirmation of land given by Patrick de 
Sourches, are both spurious. From Stephen there is the act mentioned 
above confirming Osbert Martel’s gift. A lost act confirming the 
foundation charter is noted in the cartulary schedule of documents (fol. 
4ra). From Henry II there are five acts, with a further seven lost acts 
(H2/793–8). The acts include a confirmation of the land at Chalton as in 
the time of Henry I, a grant of the demesne of Houghton Regis, a 
confirmation similar to the spurious ‘foundation’ charter of Henry I, 
confirmations concerning the churches of Studham and Cublington, and 
a general confirmation of possessons and liberties.12 The schedule of 
documents also notes an act by Henry as duke before his accession (fol. 
4ra). A single charter of Richard I was preserved by enrolment in 1227. 
This was given at Vézelai on 3 July 1190 and confirmed an extensive 
range of liberties (Landon, Itinerary of Richard I, no. 322; CalCh, i. 9–
10, no. 213). It was cited in quo warranto proceedings in 1287 (PQW, 
14b). Two charters of Richard I are noted in the schedule of documents 
(fol. 4ra). One, presumably the  Vézelai act, is described as ‘item Ricardi 
confirmacio generalis’; another, described as ‘Ricardi confirmacio prime 
carte’, was presumably similar to 000, Regesta 1827, the forged general 
confirmation in Henry I’s name, and H2/795, its confirmation by Henry 
II. King John gave four charters altogether. At Rouen, on 1 July 1203, he 

12 In addition the Dunstable cartulary now has an original charter of Henry II bound in 
as fol. 73. This charter, which confirms land in Bugbrooke (Northants) to William de 
Bazenville, seems entirely unconnected with the priory (H2/162; Ctl. Dunstable, 221–2, 
no. 878). 
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granted the canons a fair in Dunstable for three days, starting on 10 May, 
not to be to the detriment of neighbouring fairs. The prior agreed to give 
three palfreys for the grant (PR 5 John, 93; PR 6 John, 11). The May fair 
was in addition to the three day fair at the feast of St Peter in Chains (1 
August), mentioned in the foundation narrative, and said to have been 
given to the priory by Henry I.13 On the same day the king confirmed 
‘the whole demesne of Houghton’, which his father King Henry had 
given, as in his charter (RChart, 107a; H2/794*). On 10 January 1204, at 
Marlborough, John gave to the priory the plot and garden where Henry I 
had houses in Dunstable ‘in front of the cemetery of the church of St 
Peter facing north’ (RChart, 115a). The schedule of documents (fol. 4ra) 
also records a writ of general protection in John’s name: this does not 
survive. Finally there are two acts in the name of Queen Eleanor, Henry 
II’s wife. These comprise a confirmation of a grant in Shortgrave made 
by her butler Ingram (Ctl. Dunstable, 63, no. 182), and a lost general 
confirmation noted in the schedule of documents (fol. 4ra). 

0 Lost act giving the churches of St Peter and St Cuthbert 
in Bedford. 1108 × 1135 

SOURCE: Medieval inventory of charters and deeds, BL MS Harley 1885, Dunstable 
Cartulary, fol. 4ra (s. xiii1/4) (under the heading ‘Priuilegia et confirmationes et 
donationes regum Anglie’). 
PRINTED: Not previously printed.
CALENDAR: Not in Regesta. 

Item H. primi donacio ecclesias sancti Petri et sancti Cutberti. 

SOURCE: Medieval inventory of charters and deeds, BL MS Harley 1885, Dunstable 
Cartulary, fol. 5vc (s. xiii1/4) (under the heading ‘De ecclesiis et terris de Bedeford’’). 
PRINTED: Not previously printed. 

H. primi regis de ecclesiis sancti Petri et sancti Cuthberti. 

SOURCE: Charter of Henry II datable 1175 × 1188, H2/798, Patent Roll 1 Richard II pt 
2, C66/298, mem. 16, inspeximus dated 12 December 1377 (CalPat 1377–1381, 75) 

13 At quo warranto hearings in 1287, the prior claimed the right to both fairs (PQW, 14, 
73). 
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[from inspeximus dated 15 May 1330, not enrolled] and subsequent enrolments; BL 
MS Harley 1885 (Dunstable cartulary), fols. 102v–103r (s. xv/xvi) [from the 
inspeximus of 1 Richard II]. 
PRINTED: T. Hearne, Chronicon siue annales prioratus de Dunstaple (Oxford, 1733), ii. 
700–702; Fowler, Ctl. Dunstable, 245–7 (no. 955. J).

. . . ex dono regis H(enrici) aui mei ecclesiam sancti Petri et ecclesiam 
sancte Marie et ecclesiam sancti Cuthberti de Bedefort cum omnibus 
ten(uris) et pertinentiis suis sicut carte predicti aui testantur . . . 

. . . by gift of King Henry my grandfather St Peter’s church and St Mary’s church and 
St Cuthbert’s church of Bedford with all their tenures and belongings just as the 
charters of (my) foresaid grandfather witness . . .

SOURCE: Record of plea of Hilary term 1220, Curia Regis Roll, Hilary–Easter 4 Henry 
III, KB26/72, mem. 10d, also in KB26/73. 
PRINTED: CRR, viii. 254.

Bed’. Radulfus filius Roberti petit uersus priorem de Dunstapl’ 
aduocationem ecclesie sancti Petri de Bedeford’ ut ius suum &c. et ut 
illam unde Leoficus antecessor suus fuit seisitus, ita quod ipse illam 
dedit cuidam Thome clerico, qui ad presentationem suam fuit admissus 
persona capiendo inde expleta ad ualentiam ut in oblationibus et 
huiusmodi; et de ipso Leofico descendit ius illius aduocationis cuidam 
&c. Et prior per attornatum suum defendit ius suum et dicit quod ipsi 
habent ecclesiam illam ex dono regis Henrici proaui per cartam suam, 
quam profert, que hoc testatur. Profert etiam cartam regis Henrici aui 
domini regis, que confirmat eis donum illud; et uocat inde dominum 
regem ad warantum. Et ideo sine die usque ad etatem domini regis. 

Bedfordshire. Ralph fitz Robert claims against the prior of Dunstable the advowson of 
St Peter’s church in Bedford as his right etc. and as that whereof Leofic his predecessor 
was seised, because he gave it to a certain clerk Thomas, who at his presentation was 
admitted parson, taking therefrom esplees to the value, as in offerings and the like; and 
from that Leofic the right of that advowson descended to a certain etc. And the prior 
defends his right by his attorney and he says that they have that church by gift of King 
Henry the (great-)great-grandfather by his charter, which he proffers, which witnesses 
this. He also proffers a charter of King Henry the grandfather of the lord king, which 
confirms that gift to them; and he calls the king to warrant that. And therefore without 
day until the lord king’s (full) age.
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DATE: After the foundation of the priory, so not before 1108; before the king’s death in 
1135. 
ADDRESS, WITNESS, PLACE-DATE: Not preserved. 
CONTEXT: Henry II’s charter shows that by 1188 the canons of Dunstable were in 
possession of acts in the name of Henry I granting the three specified churches. 
Whether the act concerning St Mary’s was the doubtful charter 000, Regesta 1826, 
below, or whether there was another authentic charter, cannot now be ascertained. 
Henry I, then, gave the priory these three churches, or so it seems: they may perhaps 
have been part of the foundation endowment. It is noteworthy that the churches do not 
appear in the forged foundation charter, 000, Regesta 1827, which one might expect to 
include all the possessions which the priory perceived had been given by Henry I or 
during his reign. 

Henry’s gifts did not include the most prominent church in Bedford, St Paul’s, 
then a house of secular canons. Domesday Book tells us that in 1086 the land in 
Bedford was not assessed in hides, except for one hide, which lay in the lands of St 
Paul’s church before 1066, in alms. That hide by right would still have been held by St 
Paul’s in 1086, but it had been taken by Remigius, the bishop of Lincoln (DB, i. 209a; § 
B). The canons of St Paul’s of Bedford are treated as tenants-in-chief; in Biddenham 
Canon Osmund held 3 virgates and Canon Ansfrid held 1 virgate (DB, i. 211a; § 13). 
The canons of Bedford also held 3 hides in Harrowden of Countess Judith (DB, i. 217d; 
§ 53. 32). The Anglo-Saxon chronicle implies there was an abbey at Bedford s.a. 971 
‘Archbishop Oscetel died . . . and his kinsman Abbot Thurcetel took the bishop’s body 
to Bedford, because he was abbot there at the time’. Whether St Paul’s was the 
successor to that institution remains a matter of speculation. St Paul’s, with its 
endowment, was converted into an Augustinian priory before c. 1166, and a few years 
later moved to Newnham, near Bedford (VCH Beds, i. 377–81; Ctl. Newnham, pp. ix–
xiii). 

Ralph the clerk, Juliana his wife, and Columba her sister, by Geoffrey of 
Bedford their attorney, successfully claimed the advowson of the church of St Peter in 
Bedford against the prior of Dunstable by assize of last presentation at Westminster in 
June 1218. The prior granted the right of presentation to the claimants and to Geoffrey, 
Columba’s son, for the lives of Juliana, Columba, and Geoffrey, with reversion to the 
priory, reserving an unspecified pension that the priory was accustomed to receive 
(Beds Fines, 45, no. 186; Ctl. Dunstable, 221, 339,  no. 876; the agreement is noted in 
the annals under 1217, Annales Monastici, 52). Accordingly Ralph de Cnoweshale, 
clerk (presumably Juliana’s husband, but not so described), at the election of Columba, 
Juliana, and Geoffrey son of Columba, ‘heirs of William fitz Ascelin’, and the 
presentation of the prior of Dunstable, was duly installed as rector (Reg. Welles, i. 107). 
This does not seem to have settled the matter, for in Michaelmas term 1219, the prior of 
Dunstable appointed an attorney against Ralph the clerk in a plea of advowson. There 
were other claimants for the church. In the same term the clerk Robert fitz Ralph was 
amerced as he did not attend court to pursue his claim against the prior for the 
advowson of St Peter’s in Bedford (CRR, viii. 33, 47). In Trinity term 1219 Ralph fitz 
Robert claimed the church against Geoffrey fitz Thorold, perhaps the same son of 
Columba. Geoffrey did not attend the hearing, but a canon of Bedford came and said 
that Geoffrey had no seisin in the advowson. The prior of Dunstable was now in seisin 
by a fine made in the king’s court between the prior and the said Geoffrey, which he 
proffered. Geoffrey was therefore without day, but Ralph could claim against the prior 
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if he wished (CRR, vol. viii. p. xiii; the fine is not in Beds Fines or Ctl. Dunstable). 
Henry I’s charter, with Henry II’s confirmation, protected the prior when Ralph fitz 
Robert pursued his claim, as is seen in the record of the proceedings printed above. The 
case is mentioned in the annals (Annales Monastici, iii. 57). In 1291 the priory had a 
pension of 6s 8d from St Peter’s in Bedford (Taxatio, 34b). The canons granted the 
advowson of St Peter and a pension of 6s 8d in the church to the bishop of Lincoln in 
1334 (CalPat 1330–1334, 567). 

Domesday records that Remigius, bishop of Lincoln held ‘ecclesia de 
Bedeford cum adiacentibus suis’ in 1086, and it was worth 100s (DB, i. 210c; Beds § 4. 
9)., The writ in the name of William I transferring the seat of Bishop Remigius from 
Dorchester to Lincoln includes ‘the four churches, namely Bedford, also Leighton 
(Buzzard), Buckingham, and Aylesbury which his (Remigius’s) predecessors held’ 
(W1/177). The church given to Lincoln is first specified as St Mary’s in the doubtful 
diploma of William II (W2/000, Regesta 328). There is no surviving act of Henry I 
confirming the church to Lincoln, but King Stephen gave a charter confirming the 
church in similar terms to William I’s act (Ste/487), as did Henry II, except that in his 
charter the church was again named as St Mary’s (H2/1560).  The surviving charter of 
King Henry I giving St Mary’s to Dunstable, 000, Regesta 1828, is almost certainly a 
forgery. Bishop Alexander’s confirmation of the king’s gift, of apparent date 1123–
1148, was copied into the cartulary immediately after the king’s act (Ctl. Dunstable, 48, 
no. 142; EEA 1 Lincoln 1067–1185, 16, no. 23). It has no witnesses and in view of the 
subsequent disputes over the church there must be a questionmark over its authenticity. 
In Trinity term 1200 Roger de Sumerford claimed the advowson against the prior of 
Dunstable (CRR, i. 224), and in Michaelmas term Geoffrey of Buckland and the dean of 
Lincoln claimed it against the prior (ibid. 282, 284, 298; W. P. Baildon, Select Civil 
Pleas 1200–1203, Selden Society 3 (1889), i. 16, no. 35; Plac. Abbreviatio, 27b, 30a). 
Geoffrey and the dean showed a charter of King William, ‘ostendunt cartam regis 
Willelmi, que testatur ipsum dedisse ecclesie de Lincolnia ecclesiam sancte Marie de 
Bedford’ (as noted above, W1/177, probably a near-contemporary forgery, merely 
specifies that Bedford church was one of four confirmed by the king; the purported or 
inflated diploma in the name of William II, 000, Regesta 328, however, does name St 
Mary’s church); they also showed the confirmation of ‘Henrici regis patris’, i.e. Henry 
II (H2/1560, another confirmation of William I’s charter, which specifies ‘ecclesia 
sancte Marie de Bedeford’). The prior of Dunstable showed a charter of ‘Henrici regis 
aui’, perhaps 000, Regesta 1826, and Henry II’s confirmation, presumably H2/798, here 
discussed. The prior claimed that Warin was the vicar and that he paid 20s annually. 
The case continued into Michaelmas term 1201, but the result does not appear (CRR, ii. 
16). Lincoln and Dunstable agreed a settlement in 1220–21 whereby Dunstable’s claim 
was satisfied by an annual payment of 20s from the church (Ctl. Dunstable, 221, no. 
875; D. M. Smith, Acta of Hugh of Wells, 81, no. 176; Reg. Antiquissimum, iii. 1–3, no. 
642). The pension of 20s is recorded in 1291 (Taxatio, 34b). The canons appear to have 
released their right in the pension to Lincoln in 1334 (CalPat 1330–1334, 567), and it is 
not visible in the Valor Ecclesiasticus. Further references concerning Lincoln’s 
possession of St Mary’s are given at Fasti, iii. 52 n. 3. 

The first mention of St Cuthbert’s in an authentic document appears in a deed 
of Cuthbert, prior of Dunstable, datable 1148 × 1176, giving the church to Nigel the 
priest and Alketin the clerk at a yearly rent of 12d (Ctl. Dunstable, 221, no. 877). In ‘c.
1190 × 1210’ Abel fitz Roland, apparently a son of Roland of Bedford and so a nephew 
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of Alketin the clerk, quitclaimed the church to the prior (ibid. 220–21, 338–9, nos. 872–
3). Prior Richard reserved a rent of 12d when he granted ‘the vicarage church of St 
Cuthbert’ to master Simon of Elstow in ‘1202 × 1220’ (Ctl. Dunstable, 108–9, 313, no. 
309). The church is not mentioned in the Taxatio of 1291, but the Valor, iv. 207b, 
records that the priory had a share in ‘Steppingley and St Cuthbert in Bedford’ worth 7s 
annually in 1535. 
AUTHENTICITY: Nothing can be said for certain, but it should not be assumed that the 
lost act was authentic.  

000† Purported gift of the church of St Mary in Bedford, and 
confirmation of Patrick de Sourches’s gift of one hide 
of land in Chalton 

CARTULARY COPY: BL MS Harley 1885, Dunstable Cartulary, fol. 22v (old. fol. 21v, 
originally p. 56) (s. xiii1/4) (‘de ecclesia sancte Marie in Bedeford’ et j hida in 
Chaltun’’) [B]. 
MEDIEVAL INVENTORY: BL MS Harley 1885, Dunstable Cartulary, fol. 4ra (s. xiii1/4) 
(‘Item confirmatio de ecclesia sancte Marie in Bed’f’ et una hida in Chalton’’, under 
the heading ‘Priuilegia et confirmationes et donationes regum Anglie’); ibid. fol. 4vb (s. 
xiii1/4) (‘Henrici regis confirmatio’, under the heading ‘De Chaltona’); ibid. fol. 5vc (s. 
xiii1/4) (‘H(enrici) reg(is) de ecclesia sancte Marie’, under the heading ‘De ecclesiis et 
terris de Bedeford’’). 
PRINTED: Fowler, Ctl. Dunstable, 47 (no. 141) [from B]. 
CALENDAR: Regesta 1826. 

H(enricus) rex Angl(orum) omnibus fidelibus suis francis et 
anglis de Bedefordesyr’a salutem. Sciatis me dedisse in 
perpetuam et liberam elemosinam ecclesie sancti Petri de 
Dunst(aple) et canonicis regularibus ibidem deo seruientibus 
ecclesiam sancte Marie de Bedeford cum omnibus pertinenciis 
suis. Et confirmo eis unam hydam de terra in Chalton’ quam 
Patricius de Carducis antedicte ecclesie sancti Petri in 
perpetuam et liberam elemosinam dedit. Et uolo quod sit 
quieta de geld(is) et danegeld(is) et omnibus consuetudinibus 
et seruitiis terrenis. Et prohibeo ne aliquis super hoc faciat illis 
iniuriam siue disturbacionem super forisfacturam meam. 
Test(ibus) Rog(ero) episcopo Salesb(erie) et Rob(erto) de Ver. 
Apud Westm(onasterium). 
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a Bedefordefordesyr’ B 

Henry king of the English to all his sworn men French and English of Bedfordshire 
greeting. Know that I have given in perpetual and free alms to the church of St Peter of 
Dunstable and the canons regular serving God there the church of St Mary of Bedford 
with all its belongings. And I confirm to them one hide of land in Chalton which Patrick 
de Sourches gave to the foresaid church of St Peter in perpetual and free alms. And I 
will that it shall be quit of gelds and danegelds and all customs and earthly services. 
And I forbid anyone, upon this (writ), to do them injury or disturbance on my forfeit. 
Witness Roger bishop of Salisbury and Robert de Vere. At Westminster. 

DATE: The apparent date is 1121 × 1133; after Robert de Vere starts to attest after the 
king’s return to England towards the end of 1120, and before August 1133, Henry’s last 
crossing to Normandy. 
ADDRESS: The king’s sworn men, French and English, of Bedfordshire. 
WITNESS: Roger bishop of Salisbury, Robert de Vere. 
PLACE: Westminster. 
CONTEXT: St Mary’s was one of three churches in Bedford said to have been given to 
Dunstable by Henry I: see the note to the lost act, 000. Chalton lies about three miles 
north of Dunstable. In 1086 it was assessed at 10 hides, and held by Adeliza, wife of 
Hugh de Grandmesnil (DB, i. 217d; Beds § 54. 3). The hide confirmed here seems to 
have become attached to Toddington, about two miles north-west of Chalton, or to have 
passed in some way to the lords of that manor. Ernulf de Hesdin held Toddington as 
15½ hides in 1086 (DB, i. 212a–b; Beds § 20. 1). Patrick de Sourches took his name, in 
later years rendered as ‘de Chaurces’, ‘de Chaorces’, or ‘de Chaworth’, from Sourches, 
dép. Sarthe (Round, Cal. France, p. xlviii; Complete Peerage, iii. 153). He appears to 
have acquired the land in Charlton through his wife Matilda. She is said to have been 
Ernulf’s daughter and heir. The deed of Patrick de Sourches (Chauarz) and his wife 
M(atilda), made for their souls and that of their antecessor Ernulf was copied to the 
cartulary (Ctl. Dunstable, 80, no. 244, from fol. 31v). Patrick and Matilda granted 
Toddington church to the abbey of Saint-Pierre de la Couture in Le Mans in 1100 ×
1107 ‘pro anima Ernulfi de Hodine, qui ante nos terram habuit quam modo tenemus’ 
(Sanders, English Baronies, 125; Ctl. de la Couture et de Solesmes, 48–9, no. xli); the 
gift of Toddington was confirmed by Henry I in 1105 × 1107 (000, Regesta 960). 
Patrick and Matilda were both living in 1133, according to the date given in a deed by 
which they gave a virgate in Kynemereforde (Kempsford, Glos) to Gloucester abbey 
(Hart, Ctl. Gloucester, i. 344–5, no. cccxxxiv). In 1154 × 1172 Henry II ordered that the 
prior and canons were to hold one hide in Chalton ‘as well and freely and honourably 
and quietly [. . .] as they quietly and well held it in the time of King Henry my 
grandfather and just as the charter of my grandfather King Henry testifies’ (H2/793). 
There are many other deeds concerning the priory’s possessions in Chalton in the 
cartulary.  
AUTHENTICITY: The phrase ‘in perpetuam et liberam elemosinam’, which appears 
twice, is suspicious. It otherwise appears in acts of Henry I only in the other act for 
Dunstable, a forgery, and two forgeries for Saint-Valery. The grant of freedom from 
‘seruitiis terrenis’ is another strong indicator of falsehood. The combination of the 
king’s own gift with confirmation of Patrick’s gift is unlikely. The quare uolo clause 
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omits the usual command that the priory should hold ‘honourably, freely, quietly’ or 
similar. These abnormalities are sufficient to mark this act as false.

000† Purported ‘foundation’ charter 

CHANCERY ENROLMENTS: Charter Roll 11 Henry III pt 1, C53/18, mem. 27, no. 212, 
inspeximus dated 13 February 1227 (CalCh, i. 10) [B]; Charter Roll 14 Edward II, 
C53/107, mem. 6, no. 20, inspeximus dated 16 November 1320 (CalCh, iii. 432, no. 20. 
1) [from inspeximus of 11 Henry III]; Charter Roll 4 Edward III, C53/117, mem. 29, 
no. 79, inspeximus dated 15 May 1330 (CalCh, iv. 175, no. 79. 1. 1) [from inspeximus 
of 14 Edward II]; Patent Roll 1 Richard II pt 1, C66/298, mem. 16, inspeximus dated 12 
December 1377 (CalPat 1377–1381, 75) [from inspeximus of 4 Edward III]; Patent 
Roll 2 Henry IV pt 2, C66/363, mem. 27, inspeximus dated 12 February 1401 (CalPat 
1399–1401, 434) [from inspeximus of 1 Richard II]; Patent Roll 1 Henry V pt 5, 
C66/393, mem. 15, inspeximus dated 26 January 1414 (CalPat 1413–1416, 163, no. 1) 
[from inspeximus of 2 Henry IV]; Patent Roll 2 Henry VI pt 4, C66/415, mem. 11–10 
(CalPat 1422–1429, 225, no. 1. 1. a) [from inspeximus of 1 Henry V]; Patent Roll 2 
Edward IV pt 6, C66/504, mem. 16, inspeximus dated 25 October 1462 (CalPat 1461–
1467, 251, no. 1. 1) [from inspeximus of 1 Richard II]; Patent Roll 13 Henry VII, 
C66/581, mem. 11 (35), inspeximus dated 26 October 1497 (CalPat 1494–1509, 125) 
[from inspeximus of 2 Edward IV]; Confirmation Roll 2 Henry VIII pt 5, C56/37, mem. 
12–14, inspeximus dated 6 June 1510 (LP Hen. VIII, i/1. 305–6, no. 519. 19. F. 9. 1) 
[from inspeximus of 13 Henry VII].
EXCHEQUER ENROLMENT: Cartae Antiquae Roll SS, C52/42, no. 6 (s. xii/xiii) (‘Carta 
\H(enrici) r(egis) .j./ de ecclesia beati Petri de Dunestapell’/’) [C]. 
CARTULARY COPY: BL MS Harley 1885 (Dunstable Cartulary), fol. 2v (old fol. 1v) (s. 
xiii) (only the right hand side of the folio has been preserved, so much text is lost; first 
two witnesses only copied; what remains does not differ significantly from the charter 
roll copies); ibid. fols. 95v–96r (now fols. 101v–102r) (s. xv/xvi) [from inspeximus of 1 
Richard II]. 
MEDIEVAL INVENTORY: BL MS Harley 1885, Dunstable Cartulary, fol. 4ra (s. xiii1/4) 
(‘Henricus fundator huius ecclesie’, under the heading ‘Priuilegia et confirmationes et 
donationes regum Anglie’). 
LOCAL COPY: Hertfordshire Archives, Ashridge II Collection, AH 914, ‘late sixteenth-
century office copy on paper (damaged) of the 1413/14 inspeximus of Henry I’s charter 
. . .’ (not examined) [from inspeximus of 1 Henry V]. 
ANTIQUARY TRANSCRIPTS: BL MS Harley 6748 (s. xvii1/2), fol. 4v (abbreviated) [from 
C]; Bodl. MS Dodsworth 24, fol. 15v–16r [from inspeximus of 4 Edward III]. 
PRINTED: Dugdale, ii. 133–4 [from B], repr. Monasticon, vi. 240 (no. ii); Hearne, 
Chronicon prioratus de Dunstable, 694–5 [from cartulary]; A. F. Leach, Educational 
Charters and Documents (Cambridge, 1911), 92–5 (abstract, with English translation) 
[from B]; Fowler, Ctl. Dunstable, 240–42 (no. 995. E) [from cartulary]. 
CALENDAR: Farrer 607; Regesta 1827. 
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aH(enricus) rex Angl(orum) archiepiscopis episcopis abbatibus 
comitibus baronibus uicecomitibus et omnibus ministris suis 
francis et anglisa salutem. Sciatis me pro deo et pro salute mea 
et anima Willelmi filii mei et Mattill(dis) regine uxoris mee 
dedisse ecclesie sancti Petri de Dunstapl’ quam ego in honore 
dei et eiusdem apostoli fundaui et canonicis regularibus 
ibidem deo seruientibus in perpetuam et liberam elemosinam 
[1] totum manerium et burgum de Dunstapl’ cum terris eidem 
uille pertinentibus scilicet quatuor culturas circa uillam de 
Dunstapl’ et mercatum eiusdem uille et scolas eiusdem uille et 
omnibus libertatibus et liberis consuetudinibus eidem uille 
pertinentibus ita bene et in pace et libere et quiete et honorifice 
et integre sicut eam ego melius in dominio meo tenui. [2] 

Retineo autem in dominio meo meas domos uille et gardinum 
ubi hospitari soleo. [3] Et habeant socam sacam et tol et theam 
et infangenethef et grithbrich et hamsocne et blodwyte et 
forstal et flemenesferd [4] et communionem in bosco Hoct’ et 
communes pasturas Hoct’ et Cadendon et Keneswurh et 
Tothenho et quadrariam eiusdem uille. [5] Precipio autem quod 
homines qui uenerint ad mercatum de Dunstaple habeant 
meam firmam pacem in eundo et redeundo et ne quis eos 
disturbet iniuste super decem librarum forisfacturam. [6] 

Concedo etiam predictis canonicis quicquid rationabiliter 
adquirere poterunt et quod ipsi et homines sui sint quieti de 
syris et hundredis et murdris et tallagiis et placitis et querelis 
et geldis et denegeldis et hydagiis et de theloneo et passagio et 
pontagio et stallagio et omni consuetudine et omnibus 
secularibus exactionibus et terrenis seruiciis per totam terram 
meam et sicut de<o> auctore predictum manerium libere et 
quiete de deo tenui ita ipsum liberum et quietum ecclesie 
sancti Petri et canonicis ibidem deo seruientibus regia 
auctoritate inperpetuum possidendum concedo et confirmo. Ita 
quidem quod in hac et in omni possesione sua habeant 
inperpetuum quantamcumque conferre potest potestas regia 
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libertatem. T(estibus) Rob(erto) episcopo Hereford’ et Simon’ 
episcopo Wirecestr(e) et G(alfrido) cancellario et Rob(erto) de 
Sigillo et N(igello) nepote episcopi Milone Glocestr’ et 
Hunfr(ido) de Boun et G(alfrido) filii Pagani et P(agano) filii 
Iohannis et Drogone de Monceio et Maur(icio) de 
Windr(esores). Apud Cumbam. 

The text is printed from B, which abbreviates the address, as was common in 
enrolments made soon after the charter rolls recommenced in 1226. 
a–a H. rex Angl’ &c. B; the remainder of the address is supplied from C52/42. The full 
address also appears in the cartulary copy of the inspeximus of 1 Richard II.

Henry king of the English to archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, sheriffs and 
all his officials French and English greeting. Know that I have given, for God and for 
my salvation and for the soul of William my son and of Queen Matilda my wife, to the 
church of St Peter of Dunstable which I founded, in honour of God and of the same 
apostle, and to the canons regular serving God there, in perpetual and free alms, [1] 
the whole manor and borough of Dunstable with the lands belonging to the same vill, 
namely four tillages near the vill of Dunstable, and the market of the same vill and the 
school of the same vill and all the liberties and free customs belonging to the same vill 
as well and in peace and freely and quietly and honourably and fully as I well held it 
[sc. the vill] in my demesne. [2] However I retain in my demesne my houses of the vill 
and the garden where I am wont to lodge. [3] And they shall have soke and sake and 
toll and team and infangthief and grithbreach and hamesoken and bloodwite and 
forestall and flemensfirth and [4] right of common in the wood of Houghton (Regis) and 
common pasture in Houghton (Regis) and Caddington, Kensworth, and Totternhoe, and 
a quarry of the same vill. [5] And I order that the men who will have come to the market 
of Dunstable shall have my firm peace in coming and going and no one shall disturb 
them unjustly forfeit of ten pounds. [6] I grant also to the said canons whatever will be 
able lawfully to acquire and that they and their men shall be quit of shires and 
hundreds and murdrums and tallages and pleas and plaints and gelds and danegelds 
and hidages and of toll and passage and pontage and stallage and all custom and all 
secular exactions and earthly services throughout all my land and just as I, at God’s 
behest, held the said manor of God freely and quietly, so I grant and confirm it so free 
and quit to the church of St Peter and the canons there serving God by royal authority, 
to possess forever, that they shall have forever in this and in all their holding whatever 
liberty royal power can bestow. Witness Robert bishop of Hereford and Simon bishop 
of Worcester and Geoffrey the chancellor and Robert de Sigillo and Nigel the bishop’s 
nephew, Miles of Gloucester and Humfrey de Bohun and Geoffrey fitz Payn and Payn 
fitz John and Drogo de Mouchy and Maurice of Windsor. At Combe.  

DATE: The apparent date is c. 1131 × 1133, i.e. after Robert de Bethune accepted 
election as bishop of Hereford, and before May 1133, when Nigel, nephew of Roger, 
bishop of Salisbury, was elected bishop of Ely. 
ADDRESS: General address. 
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WITNESS: Robert bishop of Hereford, Simon bishop of Worcester, Geoffrey the 
chancellor, Robert de Sigillo, Nigel the bishop’s nephew, Miles of Gloucester, 
Humphrey de Bohun, Geoffrey fitz Pain, Pain fitz John, Drogo de Mouchy-le-Chatel, 
and Maurice of Windsor. 
PLACE: Combe, but which place of that name? This is the only act of Henry I so dated. 
CONTEXT: Many monasteries furnished themselves with charters of this type, 
confirming their most important possessions, with associated jurisdictions, liberties, and 
exemptions. This charter was repeatedly enrolled. The inspeximus by 4 Edward III had 
only recently been acquired when it was produced in quo warranto proceedings of 1330 
in an attempt to protect the priory’s rights (PQW, 72–4). 
[1] The foundation of the town of Dunstable and Henry’s gift of it to the priory is 
discussed in the Headnote, as is the evidence for the existence of a school some time 
before 1119. The foundation narrative states that the market was held twice weekly. It 
is noteworthy that this act does not confirm the three day fair at the feast of St Peter in 
Chains, mentioned in the same narrative as having been established by Henry I and 
subsequently given to the priory. The four fields of Dunstable were most likely the 
quadrants defined by Watling Street and the Icknield Way and the boundaries of the 
vill.  
[2] For the king’s house at Dunstable, see King’s Works, ii. 924–5. The guardian 
(custos) of the house at Dunstable was allowed 15s 2½d for half a year in the pipe roll 
of 1130 (PR 31 Henry I, 100), i.e. 1d each day. It was excluded from the initial 
foundation gift of Dunstable, so the College of Arms narrative tells us, because the 
priory was not yet in a position to provide the king with suitable lodgings. The 
specification in the present charter excluding the house from the gift was presumably 
intended to emphasise that everything else held by the king in Dunstable was to be 
handed over to the canons. The king’s retention of the house was specified in the 
charters of Henry II (H2/795) and Richard I (CalCh, i. 9–10). The house was given to 
the priory by King John by charter dated 10 January 1204 (RChart, 115a). 
[3] The five usual jurisdictions, soke, sake, toll, team, and infangthief, are here 
accompanied by grithbreach, hamesoken, bloodwite, forestall and flemensfirth.  
[4] The four places named surrounded Dunstable. In 1086 Houghton (Regis) was a 
demesne manor of the king, assessed at 10 hides (DB, i. 209c; § 1. 3), which probably 
included all the land that was assigned to Dunstable. Caddington, which answered for 5 
hides, belonged to the canons of St Paul’s, London (DB, i. 211a; § 12. 1). Kensworth, 
listed under Hertfordshire, also belonged to St Paul’s and was assessed at 10 hides (DB, 
i. 136b; Herts § 13. 1). There were two manors in Totternhoe: the larger, of 10 hides, 
was held by one Osbert of Walter of Flanders; the other, of 7 hides, was held of the 
king by William the Chamberlain (DB, i. 215c, 216b; §§ 32. 1, 40. 3). The king could 
have granted rights of common in Totternhoe, Kensworth, and Caddington, as the vills 
were not in his demesne. The small area of Dunstable may have made the Dunstable 
men’s right of common in neighbouring vills of critical importance. VCH Beds, iii. 
349b, gives the area of the parish, which seems to have been practically coterminous 
with the borough, as 453 acres. A. Jones, ‘Caddington, Kensworth, and Dunstable in 
1297’, EconHR 32 (1979), 316–27, at pp. 316–17, postulated that the small size of the 
town was an important factor in the acquisition by Dunstable men of property in 
Caddington and Kensworth. The grant of quadraria in Totternhoe may have been 
intended to imply a right of obtaining stone there, or to confirm the canons’ rights in a 
particular quarry, rather than giving control of all quarrying in the vill. In any case, the 
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quarries and rights in them were not in the king’s gift, for Totternhoe was not in the 
royal demesne. The quarries of Totternhoe supplied limestone throughout Bedfordshire 
and Buckinghamshire, though the stone weathered badly and was more suitable for 
internal work (VCH Beds, iii. 448a; Pevsner, Beds, Hunts and Peterborough (22014), 
313). 
[5] This clause prohibiting interference in the market, under penalty of £10, is of 
standard form and may have been copied from an authentic writ. 
[6] Freedom from a long list of impositions such as this is a firm indicator of forgery in 
acts of Henry I. 
AUTHENTICITY: Few general confirmations of land and rights in the name of Henry I 
can be considered authentic. The entire formulation and the unusual phrasing show that 
this is not a chancery production. It is also highly unlikely that it is a contemporary 
beneficiary draft that received the king’s seal. The most obvious indication that the act 
is false is the omission of an injunctive section. There are injunctive clauses, i.e. the last 
part of § 2, the whole of § 3, and much of § 6, but these are scattered throughout the 
disposition. Also fatal are the phrases ‘in perpetuam et liberam elemosinam’, ‘omnibus 
secularibus exactionibus et terrenis seruiciis’, ‘regia auctoritate inperpetuum 
possidendum’. An authentic charter of date 1131 × 1133 which refers to the souls of 
Queen Matilda and the king’s son William would surely mention Henry’s second wife 
Queen Adeliza, then living. The long lists of liberties and exemptions are a further 
indication of forgery. The clause concerning the market, and the witness list and place-
date may have been taken from authentic acts. King Stephen confirmed Henry’s 
charter, but his act does not survive (BL MS Harley 1885, fol. 4ra, ‘Stephani 
confirm(atio) prime carte’). Henry I’s charter was apparently confirmed by Henry II in 
near identical terms in 1155 × 1158 (H2/795, not marked as false by N. Vincent). That 
act twice mentions the present charter. Henry II’s charter has the same structural 
difficulties as Henry I’s, and includes the phrases ‘in perpetuam et liberam elemosinam’ 
and ‘omnibus secularibus exactionibus et terrenis seruiciis’, but does not repeat the ‘pro 
deo et pro salute’ clause, nor ‘regia auctoritate inperpetuum possidendum’. What is a 
definite indication of forgery in a charter of Henry I may perhaps be acceptable in 
Henry II’s near-verbatim confirmation of the forgery. The removal of some poor 
wording is perhaps an indicator of authenticity. If we could be confident that Henry II’s 
act was authentic we might postulate that Henry I’s charter was confected to secure it, 
but it is possible that both acts were fabricated later in the reign of Henry II. The 
surviving confirmation by Richard I varies significantly. It does not mention Henry II, 
but refers to the gift of Henry I and his charter. However, two charters of Richard I are 
noted in the medieval inventory (fol. 4ra) and it is possible that the act described as 
‘Ricardi confirmacio prime carte’ was more directly connected to the present charter.  


