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EXETER, ST NICHOLAS 

Benedictine priory of St Nicholas; 
dependency of Battle Abbey 

County of Devon : Diocese of Exeter 
Founded c. 1087 

According to the chronicle of Battle abbey, building work for the new 
priory of St Nicholas in Exeter started during the reign of William I. The 
chronicle names three monks of Battle who were sent to Devon in the 
1080s; one of them, Gunter, was made abbot of Thorney in 1085. The 
single act of William II printed here is a forgery, which has similarities 
to some forged Battle acts. The archive as a whole, and the archival 
history, is considered with the six acts of Henry I. 

00†  Purported writ-charter making the church of St 
Nicholas, built by the monks of Battle, as free as Battle 
itself 

CHANCERY ENROLMENTS: Charter Roll 11 Edward III, C53/124, mem. 13, no. 29, 
inspeximus dated 22 May 1337 (CalCh, iv. 422, no. 29. 2) [B]; Charter Roll 2 Henry V 
pt 2, C53/184, mem. 25–24, inspeximus dated 1 November 1414 (CalCh, v. 474, no. 
13) [from inspeximus of 11 Edward III]; Patent Roll 18 Henry VI pt 3, C66/447, mem. 
13–12, inspeximus dated 8 May 1440 (CalPat 1436–1441, 434) [from inspeximus of 2 
Henry V]. 
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CARTULARY COPIES: BL Cotton Vitellius D. ix, fols. 26v–27r (old fols. 23v–24r) (s. 
xiii) (‘Carta Will(elmi) reg(is) A(nglie) donatione ecclesie s(ancti) Olaui’) [C]; ibid. fol. 
92v (formerly fol. 89v) (s. xiv) (no rubric) [D]; ibid. fol. 98v (old fol. 95v) (s. xiv) (no 
rubric) [E]. 
LOCAL COPY: Devon RO, Exeter City Archives, Misc. Roll 55 (s. xvmed) [from 
inspeximus of 18 Henry VI]. 
ANTIQUARY TRANSCRIPTS: Devon RO, Exeter City Archives, Misc. Roll 51 [copy dated 
1596, from inspeximus dated 20 June 20 Henry VII or VIII, annotated in error 1442, as 
if Henry VI (not found in CalPat Hen. VII, LP Hen. VIII)]; Devon RO, Exeter City 
Archives, Book 52, ‘Description of the Citie of Excester’, by John Hooker (c. 1527–
1601), fol. 137a–b/fol. 93a–b [from inspeximus dated 20 June 20 Henry VII or VII, 
probably via Misc. Roll 51]. 
PRINTED: Dugdale, i. 352 [from inspeximuses of 11 Edward III and 18 Henry VI], repr. 
Monasticon, iii. 377 (no. ii); Phillipps, ‘List of charters’, 61, 253, 374 (nos. 6, 205, 
215), noted only [from CDE]; Oliver, Monasticon, 117b (no. ii) [from Misc. Roll 51]; 
Hooker’s Description of the Citie of Excestre, Devon & Cornwall Record Society 11, 3 
pts (1919–47), ii. 312–15 (with English translation) [from Book 52]. 
CALENDAR: Regesta 401. 

W(illelmus)a rex Angl(orum) Willelmob uic(ecomiti) filio 
Bald(ewini)c et omnibus baronibus suis det ministrisd qui 
habitant in Deuenescira salutem. Notifico uobis quod mea 
condonationee ecclesia beati Olaui regis et martyris a 
monachis Belli edificatur in honore beati Nicholai quam cum 
omni terra que pertinetf ad ecclesiam suprascripti martiris meo 
priuilegio, uidelicet literis et sigillo, liberam facio et ita 
liberam get quietam per omnia cum saca et soca et thol et 
theam et infangenetheof et warpeni et murdr(o) et omnibus 
consuetudinibus et operibus et auxiliisg sicut pater meus 
liberam fecit ecclesiam hsancti Mart(ini) de Belloh ubi hostem 
deuicit et ubi coronam regni hereditariam sibi bellando 
adquisiuit. iT(estibus) Walchel(ino) Wynton(iensi) episcopo et 
Rogero Bigot. Apud Wint(oniam)i. 

a Will’ E  b W. E  c B. E  d–d om. E  
e condicione E f pertinuit E g–g om. E  h–h Belli E 
i–i Test’ Willelmo episcopo Wint’ E 

William king of the English to William the sheriff fitz Baldwin, and all his barons and 
officials who live in Devonshire greeting. I notify you that by my grant the church of the 
Blessed Olave king and martyr is built by the monks of Battle in honour of the Blessed 
Nicholas, which with all the land that belongs to the church of the abovewritten martyr 
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by my privilege, that is by letters and seal, I make free and as free and quit through all 
things with sake and soke and toll and team and infangthief and wardpenny and 
murdrum and all customs and works and aids just as my father made free the church of 
St Martin of Battle where he defeated the enemy and where by fighting he acquired the 
hereditary crown of the kingdom for himself. Witness Walkelin bishop of Winchester 
and Roger Bigod. At Winchester. 

DATE: The apparent date is September 1087 × January 1098, after William became king 
and before the death of Bishop Walkelin. 
ADDRESS: Shire court of Devonshire. 
WITNESS: Bishop Walkelin of Winchester, Roger Bigod. The E text has the impossible 
witness of Bishop William [Giffard], nominated only after the death of William II, 
perhaps indicating that the forger was working from an authentic exemplar which the 
bishop witnessed only by his initial ‘W.’ 
PLACE: Winchester. 
CONTEXT, AUTHENTICITY: The omissions and errors in the E text may be the result of 
poor copying, but it is doubtful whether a monastic scribe would have omitted the list 
of liberties and exemptions. Alternatively, there were perhaps two false originals, with 
the E text representing a less developed form. The purpose of the act was to allow St 
Nicholas the same rights and liberties as the mother house and to show that St Nicholas 
had been given all the lands that had previously belonged to St Olave. The statement 
that the church of St Olave was built (perhaps intended to mean rebuilt or restored) in 
honour of St Nicholas by the monks of Battle conflicts with the account in the Battle 
chronicle, quoted in the headnote for Henry I’s acts. There it is stated that the church of 
St Olave was given to Battle abbey. Rather than use this ‘humble church’, a monastery 
was constructed close by, in honour of St Nicholas. It is clear that St Olave’s continued 
in use and that it was separate from the chapel of St Nicholas. St Olave’s seems to have 
been used as the parish church, though entries in the Taxatio of 1291 suggest that the 
priory church was being used as the parish church and St Olave’s as a chapel. H. W. C. 
Davis labelled the act ‘?spurious . . . the language and form . . . are suspicious’. Its false 
nature is most clearly demonstrated by its references to itself as ‘meo priuilegio, 
uidelicet literis et sigillo’, and, in the longer text, the conflation of jurisdictional rights 
such as sake and soke, toll and team and infangthief, with liberties from such 
impositions as wardpenny, murdrum, customs etc. Other suspicious expressions are 
‘qui habitant’ in the address, used only here and in a forged act for Battle in the name of 
William I (W1/21. ii); and ‘mea condonatione/conditione’, unique to the present act. 
The expression ‘uidelicet literis et sigillo’, reminiscent of the Old English ‘gewrit 7 
insegel’ meaning a sealed writ (Royal Writs, 110–11), may be deliberate archaising. If 
so, it is well informed. ‘Notifico uobis’ is similarly suggestive of Old English ‘ic cyðe 
eow’ as in, for example, W1/31 for Beverley minster. Detailed examination of the royal 
acts for Battle may shed further light in the future. The witnesses and place-date are the 
same as those for a doubtful act in the name of William II ordering the sheriff to cause 
Battle abbey to have the manor and church of Bromham (000, Regesta addenda 290a). 
Here too the name Walkelin is given in full, rather than an initial. The date of 
fabrication seems most likely to lie in the second half of the twelfth century. 


