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The Biggin: a brief historyThe Biggin: a brief history

 The Biggin was founded as a The Biggin was founded as a 
Gilbertine Priory in 1361Gilbertine Priory in 1361
– Sir Edward de KendaleSir Edward de Kendale

 Whose tomb is in the churchWhose tomb is in the church
– In 1402, an indulgence was granted In 1402, an indulgence was granted 

to those giving alms for its upkeep to those giving alms for its upkeep 
on the Feast of the Annunciationon the Feast of the Annunciation

– Sold in 1544 after its Dissolution in Sold in 1544 after its Dissolution in 
15381538

 In the mid seventeenth century, run In the mid seventeenth century, run 
by John Kempe as a schoolby John Kempe as a school
– He bequeathed it to his sister on He bequeathed it to his sister on 

condition it became almshouses after condition it became almshouses after 
her deathher death

– She died in 1723She died in 1723
 It became the parish workhouse as It became the parish workhouse as 

well as housing “Kempe’s Old Ladies”well as housing “Kempe’s Old Ladies”
– The poorhouse moved to Bancroft in The poorhouse moved to Bancroft in 

18121812
 The Biggin converted to provide a The Biggin converted to provide a 

home for 18 elderly womenhome for 18 elderly women



    



    

The Listing recordThe Listing record

 According to the List, the building According to the List, the building 
is seventeenth-century in dateis seventeenth-century in date
– Seventeenth-century brickwork in Seventeenth-century brickwork in 

chimneyschimneys
– Later brickwork repairsLater brickwork repairs

 This was the opinion of the This was the opinion of the 
inspector in 1951inspector in 1951
– But resurveyed in 1954 and June But resurveyed in 1954 and June 

19681968
 It was concluded that it was It was concluded that it was 

fourteenth-century in originfourteenth-century in origin
 But it was not big enough to But it was not big enough to 

incorporate a church, a chapter incorporate a church, a chapter 
house, refectory, canons’ dorter house, refectory, canons’ dorter 
and lay brethrens’ dorterand lay brethrens’ dorter

 How could this be tested?How could this be tested?
– A search could be made for the A search could be made for the 

additional buildingsadditional buildings
 Excavation was the only option in Excavation was the only option in 

the 1960sthe 1960s
 So one took place in 1968-9So one took place in 1968-9



    

The excavationThe excavation

 Directed by Christopher Beresford-WebbDirected by Christopher Beresford-Webb
– As a project while studying at Putteridgebury As a project while studying at Putteridgebury 

CollegeCollege
 Never actually publishedNever actually published

– The location of the records and finds is currently The location of the records and finds is currently 
unknownunknown

 Dr Beresford-Webb retired to GozoDr Beresford-Webb retired to Gozo
 And died in January 2009And died in January 2009

– There is a typescript copy of his project in Hitchin There is a typescript copy of his project in Hitchin 
MuseumMuseum

 This seems to be the only available account of the This seems to be the only available account of the 
workwork

 There was a problem in relations with Hitchin There was a problem in relations with Hitchin 
MuseumMuseum
– Dr Beresford-Webb fell out with the curatorDr Beresford-Webb fell out with the curator

 Although the Assistant Curator, Mary Gadd, took part Although the Assistant Curator, Mary Gadd, took part 
in the excavationin the excavation

– He fell out with John Moss-Eccardt at Letchworth He fell out with John Moss-Eccardt at Letchworth 
Museum and the North Herts Archaeological SocietyMuseum and the North Herts Archaeological Society

– A Hitchin councillor, Bob Price, jumped into the A Hitchin councillor, Bob Price, jumped into the 
trench during an official visit on 29 May 1969trench during an official visit on 29 May 1969

 He declared that the site was needed immediately  for He declared that the site was needed immediately  for 
a car parka car park

– A two week stay of execution was grantedA two week stay of execution was granted



    



    

Where to dig?Where to dig?

 On the south side, an eighteenth-On the south side, an eighteenth-
century building was demolished in century building was demolished in 
19581958
– No traces of earlier foundations No traces of earlier foundations 

were seenwere seen
 Hitchin UDC laid a drain in Biggin Hitchin UDC laid a drain in Biggin 

Lane to the north early in 1968Lane to the north early in 1968
– No traces of foundations were No traces of foundations were 

seen here eitherseen here either
 The River Hiz lies only a few The River Hiz lies only a few 

metres to the westmetres to the west
– So there is no room for conventual So there is no room for conventual 

buildings therebuildings there
 The Priory buildings must have lain The Priory buildings must have lain 

to the eastto the east
– And the building survey showed And the building survey showed 

that the north and south ranges that the north and south ranges 
were truncated on this sidewere truncated on this side



    

The stratigraphyThe stratigraphy

 The topsoil varied in depthThe topsoil varied in depth
– A minimum of 5 cm by the east A minimum of 5 cm by the east 

wall of the buildingwall of the building
– A maximum of 50 cm at the Queen A maximum of 50 cm at the Queen 

Street endStreet end
 This sealed a sandy soil containing This sealed a sandy soil containing 

mortar and rubblemortar and rubble
– Generally around 18 cm thickGenerally around 18 cm thick

 Beneath this was a very rubbly Beneath this was a very rubbly 
layerlayer
– Between 5 and 18 cm thickBetween 5 and 18 cm thick

 This sealed the foundations of the This sealed the foundations of the 
Priory building and a humic layerPriory building and a humic layer
– The organic soil was around 30 cm The organic soil was around 30 cm 

thickthick
– There was also a chalk floor 18 cm There was also a chalk floor 18 cm 

thick to the east of The Bigginthick to the east of The Biggin
 Which overlay the foundationsWhich overlay the foundations
 But its date is unclearBut its date is unclear



    



    

The foundationsThe foundations

 The building had dwarf The building had dwarf 
wallswalls
– The timber framing rested The timber framing rested 

on top of themon top of them
 They consisted of They consisted of 

mortared stone about 20 mortared stone about 20 
cm highcm high

 And projected 13.7 m And projected 13.7 m 
east from the existing east from the existing 
buildingbuilding

– They were at the same They were at the same 
level as in the existing level as in the existing 
buildingbuilding

 The walls rested on rubble The walls rested on rubble 
and hardcore foundationsand hardcore foundations
– These were 23 cm deepThese were 23 cm deep



    

FloorsFloors

 A layer of packed chalk on the south A layer of packed chalk on the south 
sideside
– Overlain by red floor tiles 5 cm thickOverlain by red floor tiles 5 cm thick
– UndecoratedUndecorated

 The Gilbertines insisted on plain The Gilbertines insisted on plain 
church interiorschurch interiors

– A step up of 30 cm just east of the A step up of 30 cm just east of the 
present building marks the present building marks the 
transition from nave to quiretransition from nave to quire

 Similar flooring on the northern sideSimilar flooring on the northern side
– Evidence for a fireplace in one areaEvidence for a fireplace in one area

 Between the two and marked by Between the two and marked by 
flimsy walls was an earthen floorflimsy walls was an earthen floor
– And a circular staircase with a And a circular staircase with a 

central wooden postcentral wooden post
 Floors had sixteenth-century pottery Floors had sixteenth-century pottery 

on themon them
– And fourteenth-century pottery And fourteenth-century pottery 

under the floor to the north-eastunder the floor to the north-east



    



    

The planThe plan

 The church is on the south sideThe church is on the south side
– The southern wing includes most of the The southern wing includes most of the 

navenave
 This is a typical Gilbertine arrangementThis is a typical Gilbertine arrangement

– The quire and presbytery have an apsidal The quire and presbytery have an apsidal 
east endeast end

 This is unusual for the fourteenth centuryThis is unusual for the fourteenth century
– It may be an adaptation to local It may be an adaptation to local 

conditionsconditions
 There may have been a gallery at the There may have been a gallery at the 

western end of the navewestern end of the nave
– This would lead to the Prior’s house in the This would lead to the Prior’s house in the 

south-western cornersouth-western corner
– The remainder of the western wing would The remainder of the western wing would 

have been the lay brethrens’ dorter and have been the lay brethrens’ dorter and 
kitchenkitchen

 The canons’ dorter lay to the north-eastThe canons’ dorter lay to the north-east
– Approached by the spiral staircaseApproached by the spiral staircase
– The warming room lay beneath itThe warming room lay beneath it

 The canons’ frater (refectory) lay on the The canons’ frater (refectory) lay on the 
north sidenorth side

– A well was found just east of the present A well was found just east of the present 
buildingbuilding

 The chapter house was not locatedThe chapter house was not located
– It may have lain between the frater and It may have lain between the frater and 

the passage leading from the dorter into the passage leading from the dorter into 
the quirethe quire



    



    



    



    

““Charlie the monk”Charlie the monk”

 In ealry June 1969, a skeleton In ealry June 1969, a skeleton 
was discoveredwas discovered
– Its precise location is unclearIts precise location is unclear

 It seems to straddle the It seems to straddle the 
boundary between The Biggin boundary between The Biggin 
and the Seebohm Gardenand the Seebohm Garden

– It had important legal It had important legal 
implicationsimplications

 Human remains have to be Human remains have to be 
treated carefullytreated carefully

 Assumed to be the burial of one Assumed to be the burial of one 
of the canonsof the canons
– Not necessarily the caseNot necessarily the case

 Lay patrons could be buried in Lay patrons could be buried in 
the churchthe church

– But the burial seems to have But the burial seems to have 
been in the Chapter Housebeen in the Chapter House

 In which case it is possibly one In which case it is possibly one 
of the priorsof the priors

 Caused local controversyCaused local controversy
– One of the reasons the One of the reasons the 

excavation was never finishedexcavation was never finished



    



    



    



    

The end of the PrioryThe end of the Priory

 There seems to have been a There seems to have been a 
fire in the early sixteenth fire in the early sixteenth 
centurycentury
– The east end of the church The east end of the church 

was destroyedwas destroyed
 And never rebuiltAnd never rebuilt

– It probably affected the entire It probably affected the entire 
eastern part of the Prioryeastern part of the Priory

 When it became a house in When it became a house in 
1545, it needed a lot of repairs1545, it needed a lot of repairs
– A first floor was inserted into A first floor was inserted into 

the navethe nave
 Supported on brick walls to Supported on brick walls to 

make a great hallmake a great hall
– The eastern infill was addedThe eastern infill was added

 Creating a long gallery the Creating a long gallery the 
full width of the buildingfull width of the building

– Chimney stacks were addedChimney stacks were added



    

Use as a school and Use as a school and 
almshousesalmshouses
 Joseph Kempe acquired the Joseph Kempe acquired the 

building in the 1630sbuilding in the 1630s
– It became a boarding schoolIt became a boarding school

 With accommodation for six With accommodation for six 
servants and two masters as well servants and two masters as well 
as the pupilsas the pupils

– Extensive alterations would have Extensive alterations would have 
been necessarybeen necessary

 There is a 1920s report of painted There is a 1920s report of painted 
panelling, which must date from panelling, which must date from 
this periodthis period

 The school closed in 1723The school closed in 1723
– Hired out to the Overseers of the Hired out to the Overseers of the 

PoorPoor
– In 1730 a building was added to In 1730 a building was added to 

the south-western cornerthe south-western corner
 Demolished in 1958Demolished in 1958

– A pump was installed in the A pump was installed in the 
courtyardcourtyard

– The lead was stolen from the roof The lead was stolen from the roof 
in 1856in 1856



    



    

Overview of the buildingOverview of the building

 The Biggin is an unusual buildingThe Biggin is an unusual building
– It is the second oldest building in It is the second oldest building in 

the townthe town
 But not generally recognised as But not generally recognised as 

suchsuch
– Its ecclesiastical past is concealed Its ecclesiastical past is concealed 

beneath later alterationsbeneath later alterations
 It is still Listed as a seventeenth-It is still Listed as a seventeenth-

century structurecentury structure
 But its history is typical of an old But its history is typical of an old 

buildingbuilding
– Centuries of alteration and Centuries of alteration and 

adaptationadaptation
 Some good, some badSome good, some bad

– It survives because it was not It survives because it was not 
highly valued in the pasthighly valued in the past

 And was nearly lost in the 1950sAnd was nearly lost in the 1950s
 This raises questions about how This raises questions about how 

useful Listed buildings areuseful Listed buildings are
– Have the better and higher status Have the better and higher status 

buildings been lost?buildings been lost?



    
The end
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