
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...”
F ew  resid en ts w ill  h ave  any id ea  
o f  h o w  H en ry  V III ca m e  to  
m ix ed  up in  a ll th is , h o w  E ton  
g o t the land  in  the first p la ce , or  
w h at h a p p en ed  b efo re  that. T h is  
article sh ed s so m e  lig h t o n  the  
S u b urb ’s h istory  fro m  the ea r li­
e s t  t im es , or at lea st from  the  
d ep th s o f  th e dark a g es .

T h e  dark a g es  are a particu lar­
ly  appropriate starting p o in t th is  
year, b e c a u se  1 9 9 7  m arks the  
1400th  an n iversary o f  th e arrival 
in  5 9 7  A D  o f  St A u g u stin e , sen t  
b y  P o p e  G regory  the G reat on  a  
m iss io n  to  con vert the E n g lish . 
T h e land  o n  w h ich  th e Suburb  
n o w  stan d s w a s a m o n g  the first 
acq u ired  b y  the n e w ly  es ta b ­
lish ed  ch u rch  in  L o n d o n . 
H isto r ia n s w ill  p rob ab ly  n ever  
b e sure o f  th e  ex a ct se q u en ce  o f  
ev en ts , but th e tw o  great L o n d o n  
ch u rch es , S t P a u l’s C athedral 
and W estm in ster  A b b ey  b oth  
had  h o ld in g s  o f  land  in  th is area  
from  a very  early  date. T h e  
bou n dary  b e tw een  their esta tes, 
p rob ab ly  d atin g  from  S a x o n  
t im es , runs through  th e cen tre o f  
the Suburb; parts o f  it are still 
c lea r ly  v is ib le  today, n o tab ly  
w h ere  it fo llo w s  the e d g e  o f  B ig  
W o o d  and  L ittle  W ood . T h e  
ch u rch ’s in v o lv em e n t as a  
la n d o w n er  in  th is area (apart 
from  the P arish  C hurch  o f  
co u rse )  f in a lly  en d ed  o n ly  in  
19 5 8  w h en  th e  C hurch  
C o m m iss io n e r s  so ld  their last 
rem a in in g  freeh o ld s . I sh a ll lo o k  
m a in ly  at the A b b e y ’s h o ld in g s  
in  th is  article; in  th e  n ex t is su e  I 
sh a ll turn to  th o se  o f  S t P a u l’s.

T h e  A n g lo -S a x o n  C h ro n ic le  
records that in  the y ear  6 0 4 ,  
A u g u stin e  co n se cra ted  M e llitu s

as B ish o p  o f  L o n d o n  “to  preach  
to  the E ast S a x o n s” . S t M e llitu s  
es ta b lish ed  a ch u rch  d ed ica ted  to  
S t P aul on  a s ite  in  the C ity  
c lo s e  to  a tem p le  ab an d on ed  b y  
the R o m a n s. H is  p o s it io n  w a s  
n ot secu re , and  h e  w a s fo rced  to  
retreat to G au l. A  p er iod  o f  
in sta b ility  fo llo w e d  and S t 
E rk en w ald , ap p o in ted  B is h o p  in  
6 7 5 , is  g en era lly  cred ited  as the  
fo u n d er  o f  S t P au ls. M o re  o f  that 
in  th e n ex t article.

T h e  early  h isto ry  o f  
W estm in ster  A b b ey  is  ev en  m ore  
sh rou d ed  in  leg en d  than that o f  
S t P a u l’s. A n x io u s  that their  
ch u rch  sh o u ld  h ave  as v en era b le  
a n teced en ts  as the ir n e igh b ou rs  
S t P a u l’s, th e  m ed ia ev a l A b b ey  
m o n k s c la im e d  that their fo u n ­
d a tion  a lso  d ated  fro m  the  
b eg in n in g  o f  the sev en th  century. 
B u t n ot co n ten t w ith  th is , it w as  
sa id  that the first ch u rch  o n  the  
s ite  had b een  m ira cu lo u s ly  c o n ­
secra ted  b y  S t P eter  h im se lf , 
w h o  ca m e  b y  n ig h t and w a s fer ­
ried  a cross th e T h a m es b y  a f ish ­
erm an. W h en  S t M e llitu s  arrived  
th e n ex t m orn in g  to  p erform  the  
d ed ica tio n  cere m o n y  h e  fo u n d  
h o ly  o il and lig h ted  tapers and  
all th e s ig n s  that co n secra tio n  
had  alread y  taken  p la ce .

L e g en d  a lso  h as it that the  
A b b e y  acq u ired  lan d s in  th is  
area at a very  early  date. It is  
sa id  that “B le c c e n h a m ”- w h ic h  
later fo rm ed  part o f  the m an or o f  
H e n d o n -w a s  g iv en  to  the A b b ey  
b y  O ffa , K in g  o f  E s se x  in  the  
ea rly  e ig h th  century, a lth ou gh  
the w riter m a y  h a v e  g o t  c o n ­
fu sed  w ith  O ffa , K in g  o f  M erc ia  
(7 5 7 -7 9 6 ) . D ise n ta n g lin g  fact  
fro m  f ic tio n  in  th e A b b ey  an n als

Cryptic
Crossword

a c r o s s
1 &7 Little would one expect such a scatly 

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

6 Chap getting religious education in 
Vegas? Unlikely (7)

7 See 1
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!
(4,2,4, 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)

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 Hi, 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  m an y  c a s e s  n o w  im p o s s i­
b le , su ch  w a s the ir fo n d n ess  for  
fo rg ed  charters. H o w ev er  it is  
certa in  that the A b b e y  w a s  
re fo u n d ed  b y  S t D u n sta n  in  the  
ten th  C entury and in  ab ou t 971  
K in g  E d gar co n firm ed  a grant o f  
lan d s in  H en d o n  in c lu d in g  
B le c c e n h a m . In the D o m e sd a y  
su rvey  (1 0 8 6 )  “H a n d o n e” is  stat­
ed  as b e lo n g in g  to  th e A b b ey .

A n o th er  o f  th e A b b e y ’s p o s ­
se s s io n s  in  m ed ia ev a l t im es w a s  
the L ep er  H o sp ita l o f  S t Jam es. 
T h is  h o sp ita l for  fo u r teen  “le p ­
rou s d a m se ls , liv in g  ch a ste ly  and  
h o n estly  in  the d iv in e  s e r v ic e ” is  
a lso  th o u g h t to  b e  o f  S a x o n  ori­
g in , a lth o u g h  th e first m en tio n  o f  
it is  in  a d o cu m e n t o f  around  
1 1 0 0 . It w a s situ ated  w h ere  S t 
J a m es’s P a la ce  is  today. In 1 2 5 9 , 
B e la , w id o w  o f  A u stin  the m er­
cer, g a v e  th e  H o sp ita l so m e  land  
in  H en d o n  w h ich  sh e  h e ld  (pre­
su m a b ly  as feu d a l ten ant o f  the  
A b b ey , as the A b b ey  still h e ld  
th e lord sh ip  o f  th e m an or o f  
H en d o n ). In 12 7 3  the H o sp ita l

acq u ired  so m e  m ore land  in  
H en d o n  from  W illia m  d e  P a v ely  
and h is w ife  M illic en t. T h ese  
lan d s in c lu d ed  w h at later  
b eca m e  k n o w n  as the W y ld es  
estate .

In ad d ition  to  th e fou rteen  s is ­
ters, the h o sp ita l a lso  h o u sed  
e ig h t brothers. It s e e m s the w a y s  
o f  the h o sp ita l b eca m e  in crea s­
in g ly  lax . T h e  reports o f  the v is i ­
ta tion s b y  the A b b o t o f  
W estm in ster  in  th e thirteenth  and  
fou rteen th  cen tu ries lis t  variou s  
step s taken  to  k eep  the brothers  
and sisters o u t o f  each  others  
ro o m s and  to  preven t dru n k en ­
n e ss  and “in co n tin en cy ” a m o n g  
the in m a tes . In 1 3 2 0  o n e  o f  the  
brothers w a s sa id  to h ave  fre­
q u en ted  taverns and sp en t the  
h o sp ita ls ’s fu n d s on  h is  p lea ­
sures; an oth er had  g o n e  to  the  
s is te r s ’ ro o m s w ith o u t lea v e  o f  
the m aster and  ate and drank  
there; th e sisters w ere  sa id  to  b e  
sp read in g  slan d erou s reports o f  
the m aster and  the prior and o n e  
M argery  F lyn tard  had brok en

her v o w  o f  ch astity . T h e  A b b o t  
d o e s  n o t se e m  to  h ave  brou gh t  
ab ou t any im p ro v em en t w ith  the  
resu lt that the K in g  instru cted  
h im  n ot to  in terfere in  the run­
n in g  o f  the h osp ita l. A  d isp u te  
b e tw e e n  the A b b o t and the  
K in g ’s T reasurer o v er  w h o  w a s  
en titled  to  the su p erv is io n  o f  the  
h o sp ita l fo llo w e d  and ju d g m en t  
w a s ev en tu a lly  g iv e n  in  the  
K in g ’s favour in  1 3 4 2 . T h e ver­
d ict refers to  th e h o sp ita l’s 
esta tes  in  H en d on .

T h e  B la c k  D ea th  carried  o f f  
a ll but o n e  o f  th e in m ates; and in  
1 3 8 4  there w ere  n o n e  and the  
h o sp ita l w a s le t to  L ad y  le  
D esp en ser . It w a s b ack  in  u se  
aga in  b y  the b eg in n in g  o f  the f if ­
teen th  cen tu ry  w h en  a h orse -  
th ie f  is  record ed  as h av in g  taken  
re fu g e  in  the ch a p el. E v en tu a lly  
in  1 4 4 9 , H en ry  V I g a v e  p erp etu ­
al cu sto d y  o f  the h o sp ita l to  
E ton  C o lle g e . W ith  the h o sp ita l 
w en t its lan d s, and thus E ton  
b ec a m e  the o w n er  o f  the W y ld es  
esta te  in  H en d o n  (as w e ll  as the  
C h a lco tts  esta te  in  H am p stead , 
w h ich  th ey  so ld  o n ly  la st year).

In 1531 H en ry  V III w a s on  
th e throne, and the h o sp ita l, 
w h ich  la y  n ot far from  the roya l 
p a la ce  o f  W h iteh a ll, h o u sed  o n ly  
fou r sisters. A s  the n in eteen th  
cen tu ry  h istorian  E d w ard  
W alford  put it “H en ry  V I I I . . .se t  
h is  co v e to u s  e y e s  on  the p lace;  
and se e in g  that it w a s fair to  
v iew , w h ile  the sisters w ere  
d e fe n c e le s s , h e  r e so lv e d  to  p o s ­
s e s s  h im s e lf  o f  it m u ch  as A h ab  
re so lv ed  to  b e c o m e  m aster o f  
N a b o th ’s v in eyard .” T h e  P rovost  
and F e llo w s  o f  the R o y a l  
C o lle g e  o f  O ur B le s s e d  L ad y  o f  
E ton  w ere  req u ested  b y  the K in g  
to  hand  o ver  the h osp ita l. T h e  
K in g  w a s prepared to  le t E ton  
k eep  W y ld es  and C h a lco tts  and  
as c o m p en sa tio n  for lo s in g  the  
h o sp ita l i t s e lf  h e  o ffered  them  
so m e  land  in  S u ffo lk  and K ent. 
E ton  had  little  c h o ic e  but to  
c o m p ly  but regarded  th is as a 
pretty  raw  d ea l, and w e ll in to  the  
tw en tie th  cen tu ry  E ton  sc h o o l­
b o y s  w ere  sa id  to  chant:

“H en ricu s O ctavu s
T ook  aw ay  m ore than h e g a v e

us
a lth ou gh  tod a y  the p laygrou n d  

a c tiv itie s  o f  y o u n g  E to n ia n s are 
p rob ab ly  m o re  lik e ly  to  in v o lv e  
co m p u ter  g a m es  than k eep in g  
a liv e  o ld  gru d ges.

S o  th e sisters w ere  p e n s io n e d  
o f f  at £ 6  13s 4 d  (£ 6 .6 7 p )  per  
year; th e K in g  b u ilt S t J a m e s’s 
P alace; and E ton  k ept W y ld es  
for  anoth er 3 7 6  years.

E ton  gran ted  variou s le a s e s  o f  
th e e sta te , freq u en tly  w ith  rent 
“in  k in d ” . A s  late as 1845  a ten ­
ant d e liv ered  3 0 8  g a llo n s  o f  
w h eat, 6 4 8  g a llo n s  o f  m alt and  
2 4  sh eep  to  th e G reat H a ll at 
E ton  as part o f  the h a lf  y ea r ’s 
rent.

W y ld es  farm h ou se , k n o w n  for  
m any y ears as C o ll in s ’ Farm , 
w a s su b -le t in  1823  to  the  
p ain ter John  L in n e ll ( c o m m e m o ­
rated b y  a b lu e  p la q u e tod a y )  
w h o  w a s v is ite d  b y a m o n g st  o th ­
ers John  C o n sta b le  and W illia m  
B la k e . Later it w a s le t to  su m ­
m er v is ito rs , in c lu d in g  C h arles  
D ick en s .

F in a lly , as is  w e ll  k n o w n , h a v ­
in g  in itia lly  re fu sed  to ob ta in  an  
op tio n  o f  a ll th e land sh e  w an ted  
b eca u se  sh e  w a s “o n ly  a 
w o m a n ” , H en rietta  B arnett  
secu red  from  E ton  an o p tio n  on  
th e W y ld es  esta te , and it w a s not 
lo n g  b e fo re  R a y m o n d  U n w in , 
w h o m  sh e  had en g a g ed  to  p lan  
her n ew  G arden  Suburb, w as  
tak in g  up re s id en ce  in  W y ld es  
farm h ou se  (a lso  co m m em o ra ted  
b y  a b lu e  p laq u e). O n e o f  the  
sy n d ica te  w h ich  H en rietta  put 
to g e th er  to  take the o p tio n  from  
E to n -h e r  “ sh o w m a n ’s h appy  
fa m ily ” as sh e  put i t -w a s  D r A  F  
W in n in g to n  Ingram , B ish o p  o f  
L on d on . 1 3 0 0  years after St 
A u g u stin e  co n secra ted  St 
M e llitu s  B ish o p  o f  L o n d o n , 
H en rietta  u sed  the in flu en ce  o f  
h is su c c e sso r  to  acqu ire land  
o rig in a lly  granted  to  
W estm in ster  A b b ey .

H en rietta  B arnett m ay  h ave  
b een  lax  ab out h isto r ica l accu ra ­
cy, but the truth is n o  le s s  
in tr igu in g  than her fic tio n .

Colin Gregory

Quick Crossword 
a c r o s s

1 Ad lib (2,4,8)
6 U np leasant (3,4)
7 Hindu festiva l (6)

10 W inner (6)
12 S truggle  (7)
14 C ondition m aker (2)
15 R eady to be got rid of 

(4,3,3,4)
18 R ight (2)
19 C rie r (6)
26 C upids (7)
27 Learners need one (7,7)

DOWN
2&1 S uburb ce lebra tion  (9,11)

3 R equest (4)
4 Tree (5)
5 Ply needle  (3)
8 Snake (3)
9 C heap (11)

11 Not on (3)
12 O btain (3)
13 Beast of burden (9)
16 S eedbed (3)
17 G reek island (3)
20 S lack betw een peaks (3)
21 G erm an fo r ‘ahead ’ (5)
23 Bucket (4)
25 Sw edish g irl’s nam e (3)

A bottle of bubbly 
for the first correct 

answer drawn 
on August 20. 

Cryptic solutions 
only to the Editor.
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