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THE ELECTION OF ABBOTS AT ST ALBANS 
IN THE THIRTEENTH AND FOURTEENTH 

CENTURIES1  

R. VAUGHAN 

THE comparative absence of royal interference makes St Albans one of the most 
suitable houses for a study of the mechanics of abbatial election. More important, 
however, is its wealth of source material, and its long tradition of domestic writing. 
Adam the Cellarer, in the twelfth century, provides a detailed picture of life at St 
Albans in his time, and his account is surpassed by that of Matthew Paris in the 
thirteenth century. At the end of the fourteenth century Thomas Walsingham takes 
up the story with a full and lively account of the abbacy of Thomas de la Mare, 
which spanned almost-the whole of the second half of the century, and hiswork was 
continued by an anonymous writer of considerable merit. But this mass of literary 
material is dwarfed by the documentary , matter which still survives: We have 
a Liber Memorandorum,2  which, though badly damaged in the Cottonian fire of 173 i, 
is still mostly legible, and which covers the period under review ;two fifteenth-century 
chartularies ;3  a Formulary ;4  and many other miscellaneous records. For information 
about the elections of abbots, apart from the accounts in the text of the Gesta 
Abbatum 5  and the documents copied there, we have a collection of letters concerning 
the election of abbot John in 1235 ;6  a long letter to Pope Boniface VIII in the Liber 
Memorandorum, 7  giving a detailed description of the election of John de Maryns in 
1302; and a tract on the various methods of electing abbots which was probably 
written by Thomas Walsingham. 8  There are some additional details about one or two 
of the abbatial elections in the Bute manuscript of the Gesta Abbatum, which was 
that lent by Sir. Henry Spelman to Dr Wats for the latter's edition of Matthew 
Paris. 9  Finally, it should be noted that dates and facts can often be checked, and 

1 This paper is a shortened version of that read to the Cambridge Antiquarian Society on 26 May 1952. 
2 B.M. Cotton MS. Tiberius E vi. Besides the . :memoranda, this book contains a great number of 

documents connected with the domestic history of the abbey. 
3 B.M. Co, tton MS. Otho D iii, and a manuscript at Chatsworth. These are ( sister '   books, each con-

taming an index of the other. 	 Cambridge University Library MS. E iv zo. 
5 The whole of this has been printed in Riley, H. T., Gesta Abbatum Monasterii S. Albani, Rolls Series, 

1867-9 (3  vols.), but for the earlier portion of it, the edition of Dr William Wats (London, 1639) has been 
used here. . 

6  Oxford, Bodleian Library, Digby MS. zo, fos. 105-9. 
7 Fos. I6ob-163 b. 	. 	 . 	 8  B.M. Cotton MS. Claudius B iv, fos. 359ff. 
9  Bute MS. 3.  I should like to thank Lord Bute for allowing me to have this MS. on loan for two months, 

and the University Librarian, . Cambridge, for allowing it to be deposited, during that period, in the 
University Library. 
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2 	 R. VAUGHAN 

new information occasionally found, in the Calendars of Patent Rolls and Papal 
Registers.. 

Before I go on to describe the thirteenth-century elections at St Albans, it will be 
as well, for a moment, to examine Walsingham's treatise on the different methods 
of election. The first of these is ' by inspiration '  or, ' the way of the Holy Ghost', 
which Walsingham tells us is not really a form. of election, but an exception to the 
various methods. It was very rare and rather dangerous, since it was hard to con-
vince the pope that an election made in this way was really genuine and canonical. 
It occurs when all the brethren at once agree on a person nominated by ' him who 
has the first voice ' , usually the prior. After a short and slightly cynical chapter on 
this method, Walsingham considers the method of election ' by compromise ' , which 
was one of the most usual and popular. The prior and convent appoint nine com-
promissaries (compromissores or compromissarii), who are given power to choose the 
abbot, and sealed letters from the prior and convent agreeing to accept whoever 
they choose without demur. They elect either by means of unanimous agreement 
or by a simple majority (major pars), and appoint one of their number to publish the 
result of their deliberations in the Chapter House. Walsingham illustrates these 
different modes of election with specimen letters, many of which are taken fro' m 
domestic sources and altered to suit his purpose; initials being substituted for the 
name of the abbot. The next method to be described is that by way of scrutiny, 
which, according to Walsingham, is the most dangerous of all, on account of the 
complicated form, attention to the smallest details of which is essential if the pope 
is not going to quash the election as uncanonical. Three monks, called scrutatores, 
are appointed to collect the votes of all the brethren, and these are then carefully 
scrutinized, and the election made. If there is no unanimous agreement in favour 
of one person, a collatio triplex has to be made: that is to say, every person who 
appears in any of the votes must be compared ' talent with talent, merit with merit, 
and-zeal - with zeal '  with his fellows, and the election is then made on the basis of 
this comparison. It is interesting to note that this is exactly opposed to the practice 
in a papal election by scrutiny, where only a numerical comparison is made. 

The method of election by compromise was invariably used at St Albans, and the 
simplest way of showing it at work will be to describe the four thirteenth-century 
elections. The first was that of William of Trumpington in 1213, and it is the 
earliest election at St Albans of which a description in any detail survives.' It is 
interesting in that twelve compromissaries were appointed by the prior and convent, 
and were apparently instructed how to vote by the rest of the convent. They actually 
made the election in the presence of the king, and, as it was known that the king 
wished William of Trumpington to be elected, the result was a foregone conclusion. 
It may well have been the unsatisfactory nature of this election which led the convent 
to revise the method when the abbacy again fell vacant in 1235. Matthew Paris 
attaches much importance to this election, for he gives a very detailed account of it, 

1 Wats, W;, Vitae. .. Viginti Trium Abbaturn S. Albani (London, 1639), pp. 112-14, henceforth quoted 
as 'Wats'. 	 - 	 . 



ELECTION OF ABBOTS AT ST ALBANS 	 3 
and copies out many letters concerning j,1  He also provides a minute description 
of the custom of electing an abbot at St Albans, as well as a chapter on ' How the 
elect ought to proceed ' . Walsingham also used much of this material for his tract, 
whilethe author of the Bute manuscript of the Gesta Abbatum, who usually abridges 
his exemplar; copied out all the documents. concerning the election word for word. 2  
We can be sure, then, that the election of abbot John of Hertford in 1235 was used 
as a precedent for later elections and that the various customs of election at St 
Albans were laid down, so to speak, at this time. One important change was made, 
which is much praised by Matthew Paris: formerly the compromissaries had not 
been allowed to elect from their own number, a rule which meant in practice that 
none of the seniors would be among them. They were now allowed to choose the 
abbot from among themselves, and it is probable that this reform materially altered 
the composition of this ' college of electors ' . Their number, however, was still twelve, 
although at the next election, in 1263, it was reduced to nine. 3  In 1235 the twelve 
compromissaries were appointed by three or four confessores, presumably the oldest 
and wisest of the brethren. The twelve were given sealed letters from the prior and 
convent agreeing to accept whomsoever they might choose. They announced their 
decision through the mouth of one of their number, in the Chapter House, and the 
prior and subprior then led the elect into the abbey church while .Te Deum Laudamus 
was sung. There the abbot elect prostrated himself before the High Altar to the 
. sound of bells and trumpets, and, after some short prayers, removed to the prior's 
lodgings, where he remained until papal . confirmation of his election had been 
obtained .4 • It is interesting to note the time taken for all this: William died on 
24 February 123 5;   he was buried on the 27th, 5  and a congé d'élire ,obtained from the 
king on the 28th. 6  The actual election took place on27 March although the new 
abbot did not receive his examination by the bishop of Ely until 13 August. He was 
finally blessed on 9  September.8 

We have no Matthew Paris, unfortunately, to describe for us the election of abbot 
Roger of Norton, and, consequently, our information is scanty. On the death of 
abbot John, on 19 April 1263, Ascillus the prior took charge of the proceedings, and 
despatched three brethren to the king for a. congé d'élire.9  This was easily obtained, 
and the election fixed for 7  May.'° Ascillus then summoned all who ought and were 
able to be present and, on the appointed day, they agreed to proceed, as usual, per 
viam compromissi. Soon after his election Roger of Norton sought the king in person 
and obtained royal confirmation of his :  election, and, with some difficulty (which 
entailed letters of recommendation from the prior of St Albans, the bishop of 
Norwich, the bishop ofEly, and the abbots of St Augustine's, Canterbury, and the 
Holy Cross, Waltham), he obtained pa-pal confirmation on 9  September, nearly five 

I Wats, pp. 135-41. • 	 2  Bute MS. 3,  pp. 258-67. 
3 Riley, H. T., Gesta Abbatum, i, P. 399. 	4  Wats, P. 141. 
5 Wats, P. 132. 	 - 	 6  Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1232-7, P. 95. 
I Wats, P. 136. 	 . 8 Wats, P. 140. 
9 Riley, I, pp. 398-400. 	 .10  Bute MS. 3, P- 278 . 
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4 	 R. VAUGHAN 

months after the death of his predecessor. The abbey was finally restored by the 
king on zi December.' 

The last thirteenth-century election at St Albans was that of John of Berkham-
stead. Roger died on 3  November 1290, was buried on the 6th, 2  and a congé d'élire 
issued by the king at the request of the usual deputation of three, on i i November. 3  
The business-like prior, John of Maryns, who was afterwards elected abbot, fixed 
the election for 9  December, 4  and the usual method was agreed on. John of Berk-
hämstead was himself-one of the compromissaries, and it is amusing to find it 
stated, in the papal confirmation of the election, . that he was elected by himself 
and eight others, 5  although in fact, as will be seen, he was absent when the choice 
was made. John of Berkhamstead was the first abbot of St Albans to go to Rome in 
person for his confirmation; he left St Albans on 2 January, and returned on zz June, 
travelling with four monks of the house. • The full record of his examination by 
a committee of cardinals is preserved in the Gesta Abbàtum, 6  and was also copied out 
by Walsingham in his tract on abbatial • election. This document contains much 
Useful information about the details of the election. The abbot, for instance, was 
asked why it was decided to proceed by way of compromise rather than by way of 
scrutiny; to which he replied that those expert in the law maintained that this method 
was easier than the other. The abbot had to assure his examiners that the compromis-. 
saries  retired apart as soon as they had been given their commission, and that he 
himself was sent out when they began to discuss him. In reply to the question 
whether the elect agreed to his own election, the cautious abbot answered that, after 
much perseverance on the part of -his electors, he at last consented. He was careful 
to deny that at the time of election he was excommunicate, interdicted or suspended, 
and. that he gave anything to the compromissaries before the election; and he further 
assured his examiners that he was sufficiently learned, was circumspect in temporal 
matters, and was neither of servile status nor of illegitimate birth. 

According to the tract on elections which we have attributed to Thomas Walsing-
ham, the nine compromissaries should consist of seven monks of St Albans, and the 
priors of two of the dependent cells; while the priors of all seven cells should attend 
each election, together with a hundred monks of St Albans. 7  It is probable that the 
latter figure is purely nominal, and that in, fact all the monks of the house attended 
the election of an abbot. It is interesting to examine the compromissaries at various 
elections in order to ascertain what proportion of them were priors of cells. In 
129o—the earliest election for which we have a list of the compromissaries—only 
the prior of Binham, one Robert, was of their number; 8  but in 1302 the priors of 
Belvoir, Beaulieu and Binham were all compromissaries. 9  In 1326 four priors of cells 
were among the chosen nine: those of Tynemouth, Wymondham, Wallingford, and 
Hertford,'° and in 1349 again there were four; this time those of Tynemouth, 

1  Cal. Pat. Rolls, 1258-66, P-304. 	• 	 2  Riley, i, P. 485 
3 Cal. Pat. Rolls, 1281-92, P. 394. 	 4 Riley, ii, p. 6., 
5 Calendar of Papal Registers, . i, pp. 53 1-2. 	 6  Riley, ii, pp. 9-12. 
7 B.M. Cotton MS. Claudius E yj  fo. 363 a. 	. 	' Cal. Pap. Reg. i, pp. 531-2. 
9 BM. Cotton MS. Tiberius E vi. fo. 16za. 	 10  Riley, ii, p. 184. 
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Wymondham, Binham and Belvoir.' It may seem surprising that so distant a house 
as Tynemouth should have been a cell of St Albans, but it was conferred by Robert 
Mowbray in 1093. As things turned out, it proved of considerable value, at least to 
the abbots of St Albans, since it was used as a kind of penal settlement for intran-
sigent monks, and the exile of a malefactor or two to Tynemouth was a favourite 
method of quelling disturbances. Besides the priors of cells, one or two other 
officials are usually to be found among the compromissaries ; the archdeacon of 
St Albans was often among them, and it is probable that the prior of St Albans was 
normally chosen. Unfortunately . the sources often give only the names, and this 
fact makes it hard to be sure of the composition of the group of compromissaries. 
It is safe to assume, however, that they were always senior and responsible monks. 

The dangers and difficulties which beset the business of electing an abbot - were 
considerable, and the expenses appear to have continually increased. At St Albans, 
as at other houses, both king and pope invariably claimed their pound of flesh.. 
A vacant abbey automatically escheated to the king, and, in order to avoid the 
depredations of the royal escheators, the convent usually compounded with him for 
the return of it into their own hands. At the election of abbot John in 1235 a fine of 
300 marks was paid, 2  and in 1263 this figure was doubled. 3  In 1290 the convent for 
some reason failed to make fine with the king, and the abbey fell into the hands of an 
extortionate royal escheator, who confiscated the keys of all the obedientaries and 
substituted for most of the monastic officials creatures of his own. He even searched 
the rooms of the -convent and wrote down everything he found in a schedule, and the 
indignant chronicler tells us that he wished to find many more things than he did, 
and that he claimed, on behalf of the king, that he had exactly the same powers over 
the convent as the abbot. 4  No wonder the monks were shocked when he attempted 
to gain control over the property of the convent, for even the abbot had never 
succeeded in obtaining this. In the outcome, the escheator, was bought off with 
a series of payments amounting to I5O and 170 marks. This disaster happily never 
occurred again, because the next abbot came to an arrangement with the king whereby,  
the convent paid a thousand marks per annum during every vacancy. 5  As in fact the 
abbey was never vacant for as long as a year, on no occasion was more than a thousand 
marks paid. It is hard to judge whether or not the convent gained by this arrange-
ment, but greatjoy was evinced in 1301, when the sub-escheator's visit was shortened 
almost to the time it took the eager prior and cellarer to read the new privilege. 6  
In the time of Thomas de la Mare another arrangement was made, which was almost 
certainly advantageous to the convent: instead of paying a large sum every year 
during vacancies, a kind of insurance premium against vacancies was paid every year; 
whether the abbacy was vacant or not. This annual payment was fixed at fifty marks: 
a sum small enough to be scarcely noticed among the annual expenses of a great 
abbey. . 

Apart from . those connected with vacancies,'.the king occasionally made other 
1 Riley, II, P. 382.. 	 2 Wats, p. 1 35- 	 3 Riley, I, P. 398. 
4  Riley, II, pp. 3-4. 	 1  Riley, ii, pp. 32-4. 	 6  Riley, ii, P. 52. 



6 	 R. VAUGHAN 

demands during the election of a new abbot: in particular, it was always necessary 
to obtain his confirmation of the elect. There is, however, only one recorded case of 
difficulties of this kind at St Albans, and this concerned the royal acceptance of the 
papal confirmation, not the royal confirmation itself, which had already been given. 
When he returned from Rome, John of Berkhamstead went with his bull of confirma-
tion to Norham, where the king then was.' He presented the bull to Edward I; 
but, to his dismay, neither the king nor his council would accept it, for want of a 
proper string attaching the seal to the parchment. The abbot expostulated, but no 
one would listen to. him. Luckily, however, he remembered that he had a duplicate 
with his chamberlain at Redbourn, and this was accepted by the king eight days 
later. , 

The exertion of pressure on the convent by the king, in favour of some favourite 
of his, was very rare at St Albans, and the only example seems to be that of the 
election of William of Trumpington in 1 2J3.  The method used by the king was to 
make it known that he favoured William, and to make the compromissaries elect in 
his presence. Matthew Paris gives a good description of a conversation held after 
the election, which merits quotation :2 

As soon as he' - had been made abbot, William, spurning his old comrades in the cloister, 
turned to seculars, and ate and talked with them; a fact which his electors, and the brethren, who 
thought they knew him well, refused to believe. There was much talk about this: Prior Reimund 
and Master Walter Remensis together with Fabianus the subprior (and several others) ... 
complaining among themselves and saying that they deserved to suffer these things on account of 
the sins of their house, and lamenting that in the election they had dreaded rex rather than lex. 
When one of the electors, a certain John Scot, tried with various assertions to defend the election, 
Master Walter Remensis replied as follows:" When the elect, Dom William of Trumpington, was 
presented to the king in London, he asked curtly " Who is your abbot-elect, and what is his 
name? ' ' • and the reply was made, " Dom Dom William of Trumpington ' ' . ' ' Aha ! ' ' said the king, 
" exactly exactly the person I wanted. It was indeed prudent of you to elect him, for otherwise you 
might have been disappointed. He is a relative of the excellent knight Sir William of Trumpington, 
and I hope he will follow his good example. " And once he knew who he was, the king joyfully 
embraced the elect.' Now from these words it is clear that it was not only the. will of God which 
was at work. 

So much for the part played by the king in the elections of abbots at St Albans: 
We must now turn to examine the.various ways in which the pope added difficulties 
and expenses. It was not until the thirteenth century that the popes began to take an 
interest in the elections of abbots in exempt houses, and the important date is 1215, 
when Innocent III, at the Fourth Lateran Council, passed a d  abbots 
of exempt houses to visit the pope in person in order to receive their confirmation. 
Abbot William had been elected before this decree, and he never travelled to Rome. 
In 1235, however, there was much discussion in the convent as to whether abbot 
John  ought to go to Rome ;3  but in fact he, and also his successor Roger, avoided this 
tedious journey by successfully tendering the excuse of old age. It was at this time, 

r Riley, II, p. 18. This was in 1290. 	 2 Wats, p. 114. 	 Wats, p. 133. 
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however, that the abbey first began to feel the effects of papal exactions: this. is. how 
Matthew Paris describes the journey of the proctors to Rome in 1235:1 

As soon as they (the proctors) arrived at the papal court, which was then at Perugia, they 
proferred a sum of money to the pope, in the hopes of obtaining his favour as quickly as possible. 
The pope immediately ordered his Treasurer and Chamberlain, a Friar Minor, to take the money 
to his treasury. Once the money was safely there . . . the friar refused to leave the chest; while the 
pope, who should have been polite and sociable, would not even invite the proctors to a snack. 
(Prandiolum). The proctors, therefore, retired for the@ night promising to return on the morrow as 
they had been instructed, having first tipped the papal servants and doorkeepers, who were 
standing about with mouths agape for presents. In the morning they were at last allowed to see 
the pope, and they produced the royal letters, as well as others which they had with them from 
friends of the king. On account of -these letters, as well as because of their gifts, they at last 
obtained the favour of that venal court. The king's friends had taken good care (since letters, 
alone are sterile and unfruitful, and would count for but little at the papal court) to enclose with 
their letters certain valuable gifts. Once the elect had been confirmed and the benediction received 
on his behalf, the proctors left with joyful hearts, and never again were they able to love, or even 
to have a good word for, the papal court. 

We may perhaps. excuse Matthew Paris his rather cynical speculations, at about 
this time, on the fact that the impression of the papal seal at the top of the tower of 
the abbey church had not prevented it from being destroyed by lightning. 2  

The cost of papal confirmation increased considerably during the thirteenth 
century. In 1263 the proctors had to raise a loan of k700  to pay their expenses at 
Rome,3  a sum which must have been a heavy burden to the convent for a number of 
years. The election of abbot John in 1290 was even more expensive, as he himself 
had to travel to Rome. The domestic chronicler estimates that the total cost was 
well over k 000, and this was perhaps the average cost of the journey to Rome and 
of papal confirmation during the fourteenth century. The pope, incidentally, was 
always very ready to provide facilities to the abbot of St Albans for raising loans to 
pay his expenses at Rome. Only in the case of the confirmation of abbot John of 
Maryns in 1302 has the detailed list of expenses at Rome survived, and some excerpts 
from this document give a clear idea of the way in .  which expenses mounted up 
through no fault of the abbot. 5  

To the Lord Pope, for his private visitation, 3000 forms; that is to say, 1250 marks. Item, for 
the public visitation, ioo8 marks . . . in sum, 2258 marks to the Lord Pope and his cardinals. 
Item, to obtain a respite . . . zoo marks. Item, to the examiners . . . (two cardinals and a monk) 
a cup each. Item, to two other cardinals ; the pope's nephew and the Referendary . . . a platter 
each. Item, to the advocates of the Lord Pope's doorkeeper . . . 34 gros tournois.6  (Presents to 
various other persons follow) Item, by the hand of Corsini in the matter of obtaining the bulls 
and . for writing them for the first time . . . 63 gros tournois ; to Master Blondino, who corrected 
the annulled letters . . . z forms ; to the scribe, for the second time . . . 6o (ros tournois ; to Master P. 

1  Wats, pp. 137-8. 	 . 	 2 Wats, P. 142. 
3 Cal. Pap. Reg. i, P. 386. 	. 	 Riley, ix, p. 13. 
5 Riley, II, pp. 56ff. 
6 One gros tournois was equal to about fifty marks. 
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that they might the sooner be enregistered . . . 4 gros tournois ; for three supplicatory letters... 
65 gros tournois ; to the clerks who sealed the bulls . . . iz forms and z gros tournois ; for the 
Registrar . . . 6o gros tournois ; for sealing his own supplicatory letters. . . i form. 

The total comes to 2,561 marks, which the late Dr Coulton, whose translation I used 
for the above extract, made about k34,000  of the money of his day.' 

The journey itself must also have been laborious and expensive. We have an 
interesting description of that of Thom'as de la Mare in 1349.2  The plague claimed 
two of his attendants on the way, and the state of war between France and England 
added further difficulties. At Calais the abbot and his attendants donned secular 
garb, and the party split up, each person making his own way to Avignon. This 
arrangement was repeated on the way home, one clerk only, accompanying the 
abbot. A further difficulty was the necessity of ensuring that the election was fully 
canonical, for the pope might seize on any irregularity in the proceedings and quash 
the election. When this happened he might, as Professor Knowles puts it,3  either 
' refer the elect back to England for another and better attempt, or graciously 
provide the pretender to his post ' . In his description of abbot John's election in 
1290, the chronicler explicitly states that the pope supplied the defects in the 
election out of the fullness of his power .4  A more serious case was that of Richard of 
Wallingford in • 1326, when the election was actually found to be uncanonical, and 
Richard was forced to resign. 5  The grounds of the illegality of this election were 
threefold: In the first place, certain instruments were lacking which should have been 
included in. the report on the election sent to the pope. Secondly, in this same 
report, in the place where the various electors said ' I, so-and-so, consent and 
subscribe ' , all was found to be in the same handwriting. Thirdly, it was said that the 
proctors had not sufficient powers given to them. Abbot Richard, after some under-
standable hesitation, agreed to renounce his election, on condition that the pope 
should at once provide a good shepherd for the house, and that he, Richard, should be 
reinstated in the same status in the convent which he had before the election. The 
pope in fact provided Richard, and the chronicler describes how he rushed to thank 
the pope for this signal act of kindness as soon as he heard the good news; for other-
wise he would have been compelled to give presents to each of the cardinals who 
announced it to him. 6  . . 

A point of some importance in any discussion of abbatial elections is the question 
of eligibility: who was considered a suitable person to be elected abbot? Between 
1200 and 1500 there were fifteen abbots of St Albans, and a glance at this list shows, 
in the first place, that a monk'who held office of some kind was at a definite advantage: 
five of these fifteen abbots were ex-priors of St - Albans, and three others had been 
priors of cells, while one, Hugh, was an ex-cellarer of St Albans. The remaining six 
abbots were probably all monks of St Albans, though this is not quite clear in the 

1  Life in the Middle Ages, vol. iv, P. 282. 
2  Riley, II, pp. 382-3. 
3  The Religious Orders in England, P. 278. 
4  Riley, II, pp. 8-9. 	• 	 Riley, ii, p. 189. 	 6  Riley, ii, p. io. 
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case of Ralph, who was elected in i 146. A further examination of this list shows that 
neither obscure birth, nor even scholarship, was a bar to the abbacy. Of three abbots 
it is definitely stated that they were of obscure birth; while, as regards learning, it 
looks very much as though, at least in the twelfth century, the monks of St Albans 
preferred to be ruled by a scholar. In the second half of the twelfth century they 
chose three learned men one after. the other; Simon, Warm, and John of Walling-
ford. Of this last Matthew Paris records that he was a Priscian in Grammar, an 
Ovid in verse, and a Galen in medicine.' His time was so devoted to learning and 
meditation that the secular affairs of the house had to be managed entirely by the 
prior and cellarer. In the fourteenth century two of the abbots at least, Richard of 
Wallingford and Thomas de la Mare, were Oxford scholars of repute. Richard of 
Wallingford was undoubtedly one, of the most interesting abbots of St Albans, and 
his antiquarian pursuits demand some mention of him in the present company. 2  
Richard played a not unimportant part in his own election, for he was among the 
compromissaries, and he was devoutly convinced, while celebrating Mass before the 
election, that all would be well, and that the most fitting person would be elected. 
This message, so to speak, from the Holy Ghost, gave him not a little worry when he 
heard that his fellow electors had decided on himself; but his pious conviction 
overcame his modesty, and, spurred on also by a fear of offending the Holy Ghost, 
he 'accepted the abbacy. 3  It was not until some time afterwards, says Walsingham, 
that he began to repent of his ready assumption of so' arduous an office. Richard is 
an interesting example-of an unpopular abbot, for, though the author or authors of 
this part of the Gesta Abbatum praise him warmly, they report several attempts to 
have him deposed, one of which was made on the grounds of infirmity, for, besides 
being nearly blind, the abbot suffered from leprosy. Richard's scholarly activities 
included a register of the more important events of his time; a compilation of 
various constitutions of Provincial Chapters; an excellent gloss on the Prologue to 
the Rule; and many works on Astronomy and Geometry. 4  In this latter branch of 
knowledge abbot Richard excelled all his contemporaries, and the domestic chronicler 
. several times mentions a magnificent astronomical instrument which was built by 
Richard, and which he named ' Albion ' ;  a word which, we are told, means ' totum 
per unum '—all by one. He also constructed a very fine clock, which so surprised 
Edward III when he was visiting the house, that he remonstrated with the abbot for 
spending so much time and money on a mere clock, when the fabric of the church 
needed repair. To which Richard replied that any one of his successors could repair 
the fabric of the church, whereas only he was capable of providing it with I a really 
good clock. 5  

Some idea of the type of person considered suitable for the office of abbot may be 
obtained by examining the recorded cases of opposition to the choice of the majority. 
There are only two such cases at St Albans during the period under review, and the 

1 Wats, p. 103. 	 . 
2 For the rule of Richard, see Riley, ii, pp. 186-299. 
3 Riley, ii, pp. 183-5. 	 4 Riley, ii, P. 207. 	 5 Riley, ii, pp. 281-2. 
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earlier of these in fact belongs to the twelfth century. Matthew Parisgives the 
following description of the election of Warin in i 183:1 

On the death of abbot Symon of pious memory, and the consequent vacancy of the abbey, the 
business of providing another abbot had to be undertaken, and Warm, the prior, was duly 
elected. Everyone agreed to this except for William Martel, the Sacrist, who himself aspired to 
the dignity of abbot rather more than was seemly. He asserted that Warm (who in fact suffered 
only from a squint) was completely blind, and that he was born of a vulgar townee family who were 
interested only in financial gain. Indeed he went so far as to refer to the proposed abbot's family, 
in Chapter, by the opprobrious term 'salinarii '   (salt merchants). His words were not in fact 
altogether mistaken, as subsequent events showed, for he pointed out that Warm, with the help 
of his brother Matthew, would crush the convent under foot and disperse any that muttered 
against them. The opinions of this one person, however, could not affect the fixed intention of 
the many, and so Warin was elected and created abbot.... 

Again, during the election of John of Maryns in 1302, there was one person who 
could not brook the choice of his fellows; in this case it was Richard of Hatford, 
prior of the convent's ' rest house '  at Redbourn. According to the domestic chronicler, 
Richard's efforts to hinder, the election took the following form :2 

On the day of the election he put off the hour for a long time by reading in Chapter some 
trifling compilation which he had fatuously composed, so that everyone in Chapter, overcome 
with boredom, quite lost interest in what he was saying. His tract was in fact on canonical 
elections, and it continued through the whole extent of a hungry day, until evening. 

This device, however, Jailed to hinder the election of John of Maryns, and a letter 
of complaint which the misguided and jealous prior addressed soon afterwards to the 
archbishop of Canterbury, was no more successful. It is interesting to note that no 
mention of this incident is made in the report on the election sent to the pope, where 
the election is stated to have been unanimous. 3  

It is remarkable that these are the only recorded cases of differences of opinion at 
St Albans during the election of an abbot. It looks very - much as if the choice was 
often an obvious one, and that opposition was usually due to jealousy. The election 
of abbot Hugh, in 1308, throws some light on the question of the qualifications of an 
abbot. The chronicler tells us that, although there was none better than him in 
English and French, he was not well versed in Latin. He is said to have spoken 
thus in Chapter soon after his election : ' I know, brethren, that you could easily have 
elected someone more learned and more subtle than myself, but you could hardly 
have chosen a better fellow o The monks were evidently not worried 
about his lack of Latin, but Hugh himself dreaded the visit to the papal court, and 
he sent proctors to Rome for the express purpose of putting it off. Unfortunately he 
had armed the proctors with too many letters of recommendation: the pope insisted 
on seeing personally an abbot-elect who was recommended by. so. many prelates and 
magnates, not to mention the king and queen. He was forced, therefore, to travel to 
Rome, where he eventually managed to secure his confirmation, though at a greater 

1  Wats, p. 94. 	. c 	 • 	 2  Riley, II, P. 54. 
3 M.B. Cotton MS. Tiberius E vi, fo. 16zb. 	 4 Riley, ii, p. i 13. 
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expense than usual. In connection with this election, it is to be noted that the abbot 
of a house like St Albans, one day'sjourney out of London and a favourite resort of 
kings and prelates, had to possess at least a modicum of social graces. 

How desirable and popular was the post of abbot at St Albans? This is an extremely 
difficult question to answer, as the chroniclers seldom provide a balanced judgement 
On this point. We have seen that John of Berkhamstead told his examiners at Rome 
that he had hesitated before accepting the office,' and the same is reported of John,  of 
Maryns in the report of his election sent to the pope. 2  We have also had a glimpse at 
the thoughts of Richard of Wallingford on hearing of his election. The only recorded 
case of a refusal to be abbot is that of Henry of Stukely, prior of Wymondham, in 
I349. According to Walsingham, Henry made up various excuses for his lack of 
enthusiasm for the office of abbot, . and he compares him to John, surnamed Mark, 
who left Paul and his company in Pamphylia and returned to Jerusalem. It is 
possible, however, that Henry was more interested in the welfare of his own house, 
and wished to continue his period of office there. 

It is impossible to tell whether, in view of the fact that the choice of abbot at 
St Albans appears usually to have been made without difficulty and without dif-
ference of opinion, it was ever decided beforehand. William Martel, the Sacrist, is 
the only person mentioned at any time as actually desirous of becoming abbot, and 
the only other evidence on this point is a story added by Walsingham to Matthew 
Paris's text of the Gesta Abbatum, concerning abbot John of Hertford, who was 
elected in 1235 :4 

 . 

It is said that when he (John of Hertford) was summoned to the election, he was derided by 
many of the inhabitants as he rode modestly along, as old men do. ' Just look at that old fellow', 
they called out, ' pretty well decrepit, and yet.-he thinks he's going to be abbot.' These words, 
though said in derision, had, in the event, a serious import. John had with him, in a fold of his 
cloak, a cup and twelve silver spoons, which he had brought to the election in order to present 
to the abbot-elect, and these he dropped by mistake, after his election, in front of all; thus proving 
that he neither knew he was going to be made abbot, nor even desired this honour. 

We may sum up in a general way by saying that, in order to be chosen abbot of 
St Albans, one would have had to have been a monk there, or in one of the cells, and 
that it would have been a decided advantage to have held office of some kind. An 
abbot was also required to have a considerable knowledge of secular affairs, and a keen 
and successful litigator would always be looked on with favour. He had also to be 
a sociable person, capable of entertaining the king and others, and he needed the 
usual qualifications of piety and modesty, as well as those peculiar to the ruler of 
any community. St Albans seems on the whole to have been remarkably successful 
in its choice of abbots during the two centuries under review, and it seems reason-
able, therefore, to conclude that the method of election was efficient, and that the 
best man was normally chosen. We may note in passing that the priors of the various 
cells were appointed by the abbot of St Albans, so that in this respect the merits of 

1  Above, P.  4. 	 2 B.M. Cotton MS. Tiberiüs E vi, fos. i6ob if. 
3  Riley, II, P. 382. 	 4 Riley, i, P. 312. 
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. the abbot would - have considerable repercussions. Abbot William of Trumpington, 
who had a certain reputation for ferocity, -  went so far as to depose the prior of 
St Albans as well as those of several of its cells. 
. A few words may perhaps be said, in conclusion, on those aspects of monastic 

elections which we would today call ' democratic '..  Exactly how much say did the 
average monk at St Albans have in the election of an abbot? And can one assume 
that, because a certain person was elected, the majority of monks in the convent 
wished him to be their abbot? These questions are difficult to answer, because we 
have no clear idea of how the compromissaries were appointed, and by whom. They 
were probably chosen by all -the monks in Chapter; the prior perhaps reading out- a 
list of names which had been suggested to him by the seniores, and which normally 
included his- own. It is certain that in theory the compromissaries were -appointed 
by the prior and brethren, and it therefore seems probable that all the monks had 
some say in the election. It must be remembered that the medieval idea off -a majority 
is not ours. Aristotle's theory of distributive justice was taken over by the medieval-
canonists and political thinkers; the general idea being that those who contributed 
most to the welfare of the community should have most say in the choice of its ruler; 
and we read therefore in medieval sources -of a sanior or valentior pars, rather than of 
a major pars. A numerical majority, in fact, is not thought of, and it is probable that, 
in the case of an abbatial election, a younger monk was quite content to wait until 
he was senior, if not also sanior, before he could join in with much effect. It was 

- probably due to this insistence that the choice of a ruler should lie with the better 
part, rather than the larger part, of the community, that the elections of abbots at 
St Albans resulted in so large a proportion of excellent choices. It is not, -however, 
my intention to attempt to draw lessons from the study of medieval abbatial elec-
tions: it is one of the delights of antiquarianism that it does not ask us to find patterns 
or to draw parallels, but simply to enquire, to examine, both the - curious and the 
interesting, and to be entertained by these things for their own sakes. It is for this 
reason that I omit to trace the connection between the elections of abbots at St Albans 
in the middle ages, and modern parliamentary democracy; even if this feat- of 
historical gymnastics were possible. 
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