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Reviews 

Christopher Taylor, Christopher Brookes, Evelyn Lord and Sam Lucy 

Medieval Bourn a Cambridgeshire Village in the 
Late Middle Ages 
David Baxter 2008 
Mission Computers, Cambridge, x + 190pp., 5 maps, 3 
figs, 18 tables & 11 plates ISBN 1902044 15 0, unpriced 

At first sight this is a standard, old-fashioned history 
of a single village in the long tradition of English Local 
History. Except that it turns out to be non-standard, 
up-to-date and certainly not the history of just a vil-
lage. The only point of similarity with many local 
histories is that there are not enough good maps. The 
author fails into the old trap of assuming that the read-
er knows the parish as well as he does. A situation 
made worse by the computer-generated maps that are 
both hard to read and an abomination of cartography. 
Even this reviewer, who has puzzled over Bourn since 
1960, had to dig out his old 6-inch OS map to under-
stand fully the text. In particular because much of the 
book is a landscape history of Bourn, the four parish 
maps are totally inadequate. 

Despite this Medieval Bourn is very good indeed. 
This is because it is not a run of the mill local history. It 
does not begin with the discovery of a prehistoric axe, 
moving on to the traces of a Roman villa found in the 
eighteenth century, passing straight on to Domesday 
Book and filling most of the rest with a transcript of 
the Church Wardens' Accounts. The book is expressly 
the story of the last three centuries of the medieval 
period in Bourn and concentrates on what is the best-
documented part of its history. This, of course, is 
helped by the fact that its late-medieval institutional 
lords, Barnwell Priory and Christ's College, made and 
kept very detailed accounts of the lives of the peo-
ple of Bourn, providing a wealth of information not 
available at many other places. In Chapter 1 this fine 
documentary record is analysed carefully and set in 
its landscape context, using the author's local knowl-
edge. This demonstrates how much most of us miss of 
the medieval landscape without the kind of documen-
tary sources that Bourn has in such abundance. 

The author correctly points out how different the 
morphology of the village, with its dispersed 'ends' 
and hamlets, is when compared with that of its near  

neighbours and that of much of Midland England. 
However, it is not quite as unusual as he claims. 
Similar villages exist in the south-west of our coun-
ty and survived at nearby Wimpole until the seven-
teenth century. Nor is his explanation for the layout 
of Bourn, its size and complex pattern of tenure really 
convincing. A better one would be that Bourn still re-
tains remnants of its Anglo-Saxon pattern of dispersed 
settlement that other villages have subsequently lost. 
However, the book contains much more than a recon-
struction and interpretation and of the late medieval 
landscape. Chapter 2 covers the life of the village and 
includes its social structure, changes in the status of its 
peasants, the impact of plague and famine and much 
else. Chapter 3 is a detailed account of the economy 
of Bourn, its crops, their yields, agricultural practices 
and trade. The book ends with a chapter on the re-
markable iron-working industry, the remains of which 
were found as a result of excavation and fieldwork, 
but were more fully explained by the documentary 
record. A fine piece of work that should stand as an 
exemplar for future Cambridgeshire local historians. 

Christopher Taylor 
Formerly head of the Archaeological Survey for England 

RCHM 

The Cartulary of the Hospital of St John the 
Evangelist, Cambridge 
Edited by Malcolm Underwood 2008 
Cambridgeshire Records Society, Vol 18 Cambridge 
Iv + 292 pp. 10 illustrations ISBN 090432320X £21.50 

The Hospital of St John the Evangelist had a similar 
destiny to the convent of St Radegund's: just as the con-
vent was converted into Jesus College shortly before 
AD 1500, so, soon after, the site, the archives and some 
of the buildings of the hospital passed into the hands 
of the college of St John the Evangelist. The buildings 
were swept away, apart from small fragments, in the 
1860s; but the archives remain, and very fortunately 
they have been for many years now under the care 
of Malcolm Underwood, one of the most senior and 
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respected of Cambridge college archivists. These re-
cords, and especially the late thirteenth- century car-
tulary, formed the basis of Miri Rubin's notable study, 
Charity and Community in Medieval Cambridge (1987). 
Those of us who have seen the cartulary and know 
Rubin's work have long hoped that the transcript 
she made twenty years ago would be translated into 
an edition of this vital text for the study of medieval 
Cambridge. That Malcolm Underwood had under-
taken this work himself was very welcome news, and 
he has given us an admirable edition. It comprises 
a calendar of the documents—with full texts for the 
most important and the least susceptible to summa-
ry—with ample notes and a fascinating introduction, 
sketching the history and endowment of the hospital, 
and analysing the cartulary. 

Especially interesting are the indications the car-
tulary provides of the topography of this part of 
Cambridge, of the hospital's relation to the Jews and 
Jewry of the town, and to the scholarly communities 
growing up around and in it. The latest documents 
originally included in the cartulary were of c. 1280, 
though there are some later additions, and it is not 
too much to say that this is the richest source for our 
knowledge of the town and its folk in the thirteenth 
century. 

The hospital was a characteristic product of its 
age. The late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries 
witnessed the foundation of many institutions for 
the sick and the old: they reflected a fashion in which 
the Christian charity of the founders mingled with 
the urgent needs of a period of growth in English 
towns, accompanied by a corresponding increase in 
the poor and the sick. Concern for the urban poor was 
part of the wider European scene: the hospital of St 
John was founded when St Francis was in his teens. 
It was founded by a charitable layman or a perhaps 
more correctly by a group of laymen; but as it was a 
religious house, with a chapel served by a small com-
munity of priests at its heart, it was also founded by 
ecclesiastical authority—by Eustace, bishop of Ely. 

The cartulary in its present state is incomplete, and 
Underwood has supplemented it with Appendices 
giving us texts of other documents from this rich 
archive. They whet our appetite: we may hope that 
another volume will follow giving us more of the 
documents not in the cartulary. In one of the most in-
teresting of the originals printed here Bishop Eustace 
makes a settlement between the hospital and the nuns 
of St Radegund; for the hospital was in the parish of 
All Saints, of which the nuns possessed the rectori-
al tithes. The bishop made the kind of arrangement 
common when a chantry was established within the 
boundaries of a parish: the nuns allowed services and 
sacraments to be performed in the hospital, and buri-
als in the hospital cemetery; the parishioners of All 
Saints were forbidden to worship in the hospital; and 
three of the lay patrons of the hospital gave the nuns 
rents in recompense for any losses the nuns might 
incur (Appendix 3, no. I, 236). In view of this and 
other interventions, Bishop Eustace was reckoned by 
his successors to be the founder, but in the memory  

of the townsfolk it was they who had founded the 
hospital. This not unnaturally led to friction and ar-
gument later on but immediately, it seems, a peace-
ful settlement was made; not for nothing was Eustace 
one of Richard Is foremost diplomats—and he served 
King John too until Pope Innocent III, in his quarrel 
with the king over the election of the archbishop of 
Canterbury, insisted that Eustace become one of the 
administrators of the Interdict laid on England from 
1208 to 1214. 

These events clouded Eustace's last years (he died 
early in 1215); the document we have been examin-
ing belongs to an earlier phase. Underwood dates it 
1208 x c. 1210. The acta of Bishop Eustace are being 
edited by Dr Nicholas Karn for the series of English 
Episcopal Acta of the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries; 
and both he and I would be inclined to date it to the 
very beginning of the century. William of Devon be-
came prior of Barnwell between 1198 and 1202, not in 
or after 1208, as Underwood suggests; 1  Hugh prior of 
Ely gives it a terminus a quo of 1200, and there seems 
no reason to date it later than c. 1200. It must take 
us to the very root of the foundation, for the hospi-
tal—even if it started in temporary shelter—could not 
have survived as a religious house for the sick and 
elderly without chapel and cemetery. It is witnessed 
by a mingling of local ecclesiastics, of leading mem-
bers of the bishop's household (including John Grim, 
who was apparently one of those engaged a few years 
later in founding the university) and members of the 
town's lay patriciate. The hospital, it seems, started 
in a peaceful settlement between townsfolk and the 
religious institutions of Cambridge brokered by the 
diplomatic skills of Bishop Eustace. 

The study of these documents, under Malcolm 
Underwood's skilled guidance, can take us, time and 
again, to the heart of thirteenth-century Cambridge. If 
I have strayed a little beyond his cautious account of 
its foundation, that is due to the clarity with which he 
has laid out the evidence. The book is a very notable 
addition to a splendid series. 

Christopher Brooke 
Emeritus Professor of History 

Gonville and Caius College 
University of Cambridge 

Cambridge 

1 See Heads of Religious Houses, England and Wales, I, 940-1216, ed. D 
Knowles, C N L Brooke and V C M London, 2nd edn (Cambridge 
2001), 151. The prior of Ely was Hugh, not 'Henrico' (cf. ibid. 46). I am 
very grateful to Nicholas Karn for showing me a draft of his edition 
of the acta of Euastace. 


