The early history of the Suburb I - out of the dark ages

Every resident, certainly all readers of Suburb News, will
be aware that this year marks the 90th Anniversary of the
Suburb. Those with some slight knowledge of Suburb his-
tory will probably also know that the land secured by
Henrietta Barnett in 1907 was acquired from Eton
College, and may perhaps be vaguely aware of Henrietta’s
notorious (but as we shall see inaccurate) remark that
“...the last time this land changed hands it was under the
signature of Henricus Octavus-Henry VIH-a king who
parted with the broad acres to enhance his pleasure. The
next time it changed hands the deeds were signed by
Henrietta Octavia, not a queen, but a woman...”

Few residents will have any idea
of how Henry VIII came to
mixed up in all this, how Eton
got the land in the first place, or
what happened before that. This
article sheds some light on the
Suburb’s history from the earli-
est times, or at least from the
depths of the dark ages.

The dark ages are a particular-
ly appropriate starting point this
year, because 1997 marks the
1400th anniversary of the arrival
in 597 AD of St Augustine, sent
by Pope Gregory the Great on a
mission to convert the English.
The land on which the Suburb
now stands was among the first
acquired by the newly estab-
lished church in London.
Historians will probably never
be sure of the exact sequence of
events, but the two great London
churches, St Paul’s Cathedral
and Westminster Abbey both
had holdings of land in this area
from a very early date. The
boundary between their estates,
probably dating from Saxon
times, runs through the centre of
the Suburb; parts of it are still
clearly visible today, notably
where it follows the edge of Big
Wood and Little Wood. The
church’s involvement as a
landowner in this area (apart
from the Parish Church of
course) finally ended only in
1958 when the Church
Commissioners sold their last
remaining freeholds. | shall look
mainly at the Abbey’s holdings
in this article; in the next issue |
shall turn to those of St Paul’s.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
records that in the year 604,
Augustine consecrated Mellitus

Cryptic
Crossword

across

1 &7 Little would one expect such a scatly

pair of luwies to meet Graf Otto von
Wenen's double (3,9,2,6)

Chap getting religious education in
Vegas? Unlikely (7)

7 Seel

(2]

10 Where you might find Babe - but not if

you get up here (2,4)

12 Commerce taking steps to avoid the
East (7)

14 At twelve o'clock, either way?
Certainly not! (2)

15 You may have it on your birthday, and
your birthday will give it away!
4,24, 4)

18 Short exercise (2)

19 Short tally; some behind; slim result
(7)-

22 What? A dog? A puppy? Someplace
in Kew? Take it back! (6)

24 My former French aunt has lost her
English, but still keeps going (6)

26 OK, ink it over (Unusual craft
required) (7)

27 Three times ten struggle for this
empty land (5,7)

10

as Bishop of London “to preach
to the East Saxons”. St Mellitus
established a church dedicated to
St Paul on a site in the City
close to a temple abandoned by
the Romans. His position was
not secure, and he was forced to
retreat to Gaul. A period of
instability followed and St
Erkenwald, appointed Bishop in
675, is generally credited as the
founder of St Pauls. More of that
in the next article.

The early history of
W estminster Abbey is even more
shrouded in legend than that of
St Paul’s. Anxious that their
church should have as venerable
antecedents as their neighbours
St Paul’s, the mediaeval Abbey
monks claimed that their foun-
dation also dated from the
beginning of the seventh century.
But not content with this, it was
said that the first church on the
site had been miraculously con-
secrated by St Peter himself,
who came by night and was fer-
ried across the Thames by a fish-
erman. When St Mellitus arrived
the next morning to perform the
dedication ceremony he found
holy oil and lighted tapers and
all the signs that consecration
had already taken place.

Legend also has it that the
Abbey acquired lands in this
area at a very early date. It is
said that “Bleccenham”-which
later formed part of the manor of
Hendon-was given to the Abbey
by Offa, King of Essex in the
early eighth century, although
the writer may have got con-
fused with Offa, King of Mercia
(757-796). Disentangling fact
from fiction in the Abbey annals

DOWN

1 Rag, tag and bobtail - back for a
pasta cook-up (11)

2 Start off with poles arranged in lines -
she’d teach you how (9)

3 Often found in the centre elevation of
a Suburb house (4)

4 Small water creature left inside,
permanently (5)

5 If it doesn't do its job, the hospital will
make it work (3)

8 African tube returning in Japanese
costume (3)

9 Degree of crowding in France (11)

11 Doctor has round of farmyard
soundings (3)

12 Hazel overturns a cask with a heavy
noise (3)

13 Having got unruly pupil seated, eg
teacher leaves assistant to take the
lesson (9)

16 Singlr from crooner (3)

17 Father's cured here(3)

20 It's more or less the usual way to do
exams (3)

21 Could sir, according to report. Surely
not, wearing this? (5)

23 H, Kate! Give me some of that pretty
woven stuffy

25 You'll get to this, Bill, if you don't waste
time on diplomacy (3)

The boundary between the Cathedral and Abbey estates. Although Saxon,

parts are clearly visible today

is in many cases now impossi-
ble, such was their fondness for
forged charters. However it is
certain that the Abbey was
refounded by St Dunstan in the
tenth Century and in about 971
King Edgar confirmed a grant of
lands in Hendon including
Bleccenham. In the Domesday
survey (1086) “Handone” is stat-
ed as belonging to the Abbey.
Another of the Abbey’s pos-
sessions in mediaeval times was
the Leper Hospital of St James.
This hospital for fourteen “lep-
rous damsels, living chastely and
honestly in the divine service” is
also thought to be of Saxon ori-
gin, although the first mention of
itis in adocument of around
1100. It was situated where St
James’s Palace is today. In 1259,
Bela, widow of Austin the mer-
cer, gave the Hospital some land
in Hendon which she held (pre-
sumably as feudal tenant of the
Abbey, as the Abbey still held
the lordship of the manor of
Hendon). In 1273 the Hospital

Quick Crossword

across
1 Ad lib(2,4,8)
6 Unpleasant (3,4)
7 Hindu festival (6)
10 Winner (6)
12 Struggle (7)
14 Condition maker (2)
15 Ready to be got rid of
(4,3,3,4)
18 Right (2)
19 Crier (6)
26 Cupids (7)

27 Learners need one (7,7)

DOWN

2&1 Suburb celebration (9,11)
Request (4)

Tree (5)

Ply needle (3)

Snake (3)

Cheap (11)

11 Not on (3)

12 Obtain (3)

13 Beast of burden (9)

16 Seedbed (3)

17 Greek island (3)

20 Slack between peaks (3)
21 German for ‘ahead’ (5)
23 Bucket (4)

25 Swedish girl's name (3)
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A bottle of bubbly
for the first correct
answer drawn
on August 20.
Cryptic solutions
only to the Editor.

acquired some more land in
Hendon from William de Pavely
and his wife Millicent. These
lands included what later
became known as the Wyldes
estate.

In addition to the fourteen sis-
ters, the hospital also housed
eight brothers. It seems the ways
of the hospital became increas-
ingly lax. The reports of the visi-
tations by the Abbot of
Westminster in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries list various
steps taken to keep the brothers
and sisters out of each others
rooms and to prevent drunken-
ness and “incontinency” among
the inmates. In 1320 one of the
brothers was said to have fre-
gquented taverns and spent the
hospitals’s funds on his plea-
sures; another had gone to the
sisters’ rooms without leave of
the master and ate and drank
there; the sisters were said to be
spreading slanderous reports of
the master and the prior and one
Margery Flyntard had broken

her vow of chastity. The Abbot
does not seem to have brought
about any improvement with the
result that the King instructed
him not to interfere in the run-
ning of the hospital. A dispute
between the Abbot and the
King’s Treasurer over who was
entitled to the supervision of the
hospital followed and judgment
was eventually given in the
King’s favour in 1342. The ver-
dict refers to the hospital’s
estates in Hendon.

The Black Death carried off
all but one of the inmates; and in
1384 there were none and the
hospital was let to Lady le
Despenser. It was back in use
again by the beginning of the fif-
teenth century when a horse-
thief is recorded as having taken
refuge in the chapel. Eventually
in 1449, Henry VI gave perpetu-
al custody of the hospital to
Eton College. With the hospital
went its lands, and thus Eton
became the owner of the Wyldes
estate in Hendon (as well as the
Chalcotts estate in Hampstead,
which they sold only last year).

In 1531 Henry VIII was on
the throne, and the hospital,
which lay not far from the royal
palace of Whitehall, housed only
four sisters. As the nineteenth
century historian Edward
W alford put it “Henry VIII...set
his covetous eyes on the place;
and seeing that it was fair to
view, while the sisters were
defenceless, he resolved to pos-
sess himself of it much as Ahab
resolved to become master of
Naboth’s vineyard.” The Provost
and Fellows of the Royal
College of Our Blessed Lady of
Eton were requested by the King
to hand over the hospital. The
King was prepared to let Eton
keep Wyldes and Chalcotts and
as compensation for losing the
hospital itself he offered them
some land in Suffolk and Kent.
Eton had little choice but to
comply but regarded this as a
pretty raw deal, and well into the
twentieth century Eton school-
boys were said to chant:

“Henricus Octavus

Took away more than he gave

us

although today the playground
activities of young Etonians are
probably more likely to involve
computer games than keeping
alive old grudges.

So the sisters were pensioned
off at £6 13s 4d (£6.67p) per
year; the King built St James’s
Palace; and Eton kept Wyldes
for another 376 years.

Eton granted various leases of
the estate, frequently with rent
“in kind”. As late as 1845 a ten-
ant delivered 308 gallons of
wheat, 648 gallons of malt and
24 sheep to the Great Hall at
Eton as part of the half year’s
rent.

Wyldes farmhouse, known for
many years as Collins’ Farm,
was sub-let in 1823 to the
painter John Linnell (commemo-
rated by a blue plaque today)
who was visited by amongst oth-
ers John Constable and William
Blake. Later it was let to sum-
mer visitors, including Charles
Dickens.

Finally, as is well known, hav-
ing initially refused to obtain an
option of all the land she wanted
because she was “only a
woman”, Henrietta Barnett
secured from Eton an option on
the Wyldes estate, and it was not
long before Raymond Unwin,
whom she had engaged to plan
her new Garden Suburb, was
taking up residence in Wyldes
farmhouse (also commemorated
by a blue plaque). One of the
syndicate which Henrietta put
together to take the option from
Eton-her “showman’s happy
family” as she put it-was Dr A F
Winnington Ingram, Bishop of
London. 1300 years after St
Augustine consecrated St
Mellitus Bishop of London,
Henrietta used the influence of
his successor to acquire land
originally granted to
Westminster Abbey.

Henrietta Barnett may have
been lax about historical accura-
cy, but the truth is no less
intriguing than her fiction.

Colin Gregory
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