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ART. II.— Alston. By T. H. B. GRAHAM, M.A., F.S.A.

Communicated at Carlisle, April 23rd, 193o.

T

HE town of Alston, formerly Aldeneston, lies high up
on a fell-side adjacent to the county of Northumberland, with which it has always been in some manner
connected.* Its bleak position, in the midst of inhospitable moors, presented little attraction in past times to
tillers of the soil, but its extensive tracts of common
yielded unfailing summer pasture for flocks of mountain
sheep.
Alston was not originally parcel of the ancient kingdom
of Cumbria, or parcel of Caerleolium (the medieval
" Land of Carlisle,") from which Dolfin, son of Earl
Gospatric, was ousted by William Rufus. It was
separated from those regions by the great Pennine range
and pertained to Northumbria.
The touchstone, which decides whether any given vill
formed part of the Land of Carlisle, is the fact that it was
included in the original diocese of Carlisle, and Alston was
never so included.
Beneath its soil lay valuable veins of lead, from which
it was possible to extract a considerable admixture of
silver, and so those veins of metal were deemed a " silver
mine," to which the king was entitled by prerogative.
The Norman kings cast greedy eyes upon its silver mine,
and the earliest ,existing pipe roll, that of 113o, renders
account of its profits under the heading Caerleolium, so
there can be little doubt that by that time, the site of the
mine, namely the vill of Alston and its appurtenant
moorland, had been annexed, at least for fiscal purposes,
to the Land of Carlisle, and it continues to this day part
*It

is now in the diocese of Newcastle-on-Tyne.
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of the county of Cumberland (these Transactions, N.S.
xxvi, p. 282).
A concise history of the silver mine, by the late Canon
James Wilson, is contained in the Victoria History of
Cumberland, vol. ii, p. 339.
The king's miners of Alston formed a separate community, enjoying great privileges, and protection was
granted to them from time to time by royal letters patent,
for example :In 1235, Henry III ordered the king's miners of Cumberland to come to work at his mine of Alston, with the
assurance that he was granting to those who came the
liberties and free customs to which they had been accustomed in the time of his predecessors; and ordered the
sheriff to cause them to come, and to cause the merchants
of his bailiwick to bring victuals (Cal. Pat. Rolls, p. 132) ;
and in 1237 he granted protection to the same miners,
their land and goods, and declared that any one who
disturbed them should forfeit rio. to the king (Cal. Pat.
Rolls, p. 174).
The king of Scotland always claimed that the manor
of Alston lay within the adjacent Franchise of Tindale,
which he held by homage as feudal tenant of the king of
England, and his under-tenant for a long period was a
branch of the family surnamed de Veteri Ponte, or Vipont.
The rights and privileges to be enjoyed by the two kings
and their men respectively were a constant matter of
dispute, and records relating to Alston are apt to be
puzzling, unless great care is taken to distinguish the
liberty of the manor from the liberty of the mine, which
lay intermixed with it.
Hodgson (Northumb., Part II, vol. iii, p. 27) and Mr.
Ragg (these Transactions, N.S. xi, p. 32o) have supplied
very full genealogies of the Vipont family, but the subjoined pedigree will suffice for present purposes.
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MANOR OF ALSTON.
PEDIGREE.
WILLIAM DE VIPONT,
I under-tenant of William
the Lion.
No DE VIPONT,
under-tenant of Wil li am the Lion,
obtained confirmation of his title by
King John, 1209, benefactor of
Hexham Priory.
NICHOLAS DE VIPONT,
living before

12 53.

ROBERT DE VIPONT,
I^d. before July, 1282.
NICHOLAS DE VIPONT,
d. 1314.
ROBERT DE VIPONT,
the settlor, d. 1371.
NICHOLAS,^WILLIAM,^JOHN,
predeceased predeceased the settlor. succeeded 1371.
the settlor.
ELIZABETH.^JOAN.

THE MANOR.
A charter of William the Lion, king of Scotland (11651214) runs :—" I have granted and confirmed to No de
Vipont the lands which his father William de Vipont held
in Tindale, namely Alston, to be held to him and his heirs,
of me and my heirs, in fee, by service of one knight " ; and
John, king of England, confirmed that gift to No in like
terms on May 17, 1209 (Placita de quo Waranto, Record
Commission, p. 1 97) .
The text of William the Lion's earlier grant of Alston
to William de Vipont, father of Ivo, is furnished by Mr.
Ragg in these Transactions, N.S. xi, p. 27o. That of
William the Lion's later grant to No and of King John's
confirmation thereof is likewise furnished on pages 271 and
272 of the same volume.
Early in the 13th century, the same No gave to the
prior and canons of Hexham all his demesne land in the
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vill of Alston, to be held of him and his heirs in perpetual
alms; and common pasture for 40 cows, io mares and
zoo sheep, with their respective followers until two years
old; also some other land on the west side of the Tyne;
with liberty to grind corn grown on the same lands at the
mill of Alston, without giving multure. The charter is
witnessed by W. bishop of Carlisle, dominus B. prior
of Carlisle, magister G. archdeacon of Carlisle and Laurence
de Vipont.
The boundaries of the land conveyed are described by
reference to the spot where the Nattrass gill flows into the
Tyne, the bridge, the land of " St. John " (that is to say
the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem) and the upper bridge
of Alston. The text of this charter is printed in Surtees
Society's Publications, no. 46, p. 120.
No de Vipont's said benefaction to the Priory of
Hexham was subsequently confirmed by Henry III in
1232 (Cal. Charter Rolls, p. 171; and by Edward I in 1307
Cal. Charter Rolls, p. 89) .
An assize was opened at Carlisle on November 3, 1278,
before John de Vaux and his associates, justices itinerant,
who were required to make inquisition concerning the
alienation from the king of the mine at Alston, and in
January, 1279, they sent two of their number, namely,
Sir Hugh de Multon of Hoff and Robert de Warwick, to
Alston, to hear and determine pleas of the mine only, and
the jury made some remarkable presentments:—
The alienation was made by Ranulf de Levington (d. 1253) who
held the manor of Alston in farm from Nicholas de Vipont. The
latter, when Ranulf's lease expired and the manor was again in his
own seisin, and likewise Robert de Vipont his son, the present
owner, have hitherto continued the same alienation. Robert
permitted the king of Scotland's " Coroner of Tindale " to act,
whereas the king of England's " Serjeant of the Mine " should
have acted as coroner. Very many evil doers were harboured
there, but when Robert learnt that the justices were coming he
removed all those evil doers (Cal. Doc. Scot., ii, p. 34). Ranulf de
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Levington, deceased, while he held Alston moor in farm from
Nicholas de Vipont, removed the king's gallows in Alston mine
from Arneshow (? Ameshaugh) to Bayles, and Robert, son and
heir of Nicholas, does justice there on robbers condemned in his
manorial court, contrary to the liberty of the mine (Cal. Doc.
Scot., ii, p. 4o).

Robert did not appear, and the justices decided that
the mine and its liberty should be taken into the king's
hand.
In the fifth week after Easter, 1279,* Robert came before
the justices itinerant at Appleby and acknowledged that
the mine belonged to the king and that he claimed nothing
therein, and in the octaves of Trinity the sheriff was
ordered to attach him to answer for his trespass.
But the justices wanted further information and two of
their number, namely, William de Saham and John de
Mettingham, took with them the sheriffs of Cumberland
and Westmorland and other worthy men and made stricter
enquiry concerning Robert's right and concerning the
boundary between Alston and Tindale, which they
perambulated, because the king of Scotland's bailiffs of
Tindale had alleged before them at Carlisle that Alston
was within the liberty of Tindale, but they found that the
ancestors of Nicholas and Robert de Vipont had no ingress
to Alston by any charter of the king of Scotland's ancestors
as they claimed (Cal. Doc. Scot., ii, p. 35) and it appears
from a later record that they found as a fact that the
manor, moor and waste of Alston lay wholly in Cumberland (Placita, p. 129) .
At York assizes 1278-9, before the same John de Vaux
and his associates, Robert de Vipont was summoned to
show by what warrant he claimed the manor of Alston,
demesne of the Crown. Robert produced William the
Lion's said charter in favour of No and its confirmation
by King John, but it was argued on behalf of the Crown
* Easter Day fell on April 2nd.
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that neither of those documents contained any clause of
warranty, and that Robert had nothing in the manor,
except by occupation and intrusion, and judgment was
asked for (Placita, p. 197) .
On the same occasion, Alexander III, king of Scotland,
was summoned to show by what warrant he claimed
liberties in the manor of Alston. Alexander said that he
did so because he and his ancestors had enjoyed them
from time immemorial, but he could not produce any
charter and so judgment was asked for on behalf of the
Crown (Placita, p. 197) .
The above-detailed proceedings lasted for many months
and firmly established the king of England's paramount
title to all the premises.
So on June 21, 1279, the sheriff of Cumberland was
ordered to restore to Robert de Vipont his land in Alston,
taken into the king's hand by order of the justices last in
eyre ; and to restore to Alexander III his liberty of
Alston, taken as aforesaid (Cal. Close Rolls, p. 532).
The document next cited shows that Robert de Vipont
had died in the meantime leaving a son and heir, Nicholas.
In July, 1282, it pleased Edward I to issue the following
letters patent :Know that, although we have recovered in our court against
Robert de Vipont the manor of Alston, as of our county of
Cumberland, We at the supplication of our nephew Alexander,
son of Alexander III, king of Scotland, have granted the said
manor to Nicholas, son and heir of the said Robert, to hold to him
and his heirs of the said king of Scotland and his heirs, by the
service due for the same, saving to us and our heirs the mine of
Alston, its miners and its liberty; and we grant that the said
manor shall be parcel of the said king of Scotland's liberty of
Tindale so, nevertheless, that the said miners shall answer for the
said mine as hitherto they have been accustomed to answer
(Placita, p. 129).
That important grant is further recorded in Cal. Pat.
Rolls, p. 29, and Cal. Fine Rolls, p. 165, of the same year.
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However, early in November of 20 Edward I, 1292,
Nicholas de Vipont was called upon to prove his title and,
as he did not enter an appearance, the sheriff was directed
to take the manor into the king's hand. But execution of
judgment was stayed at the king's desire, because his said
letters patent of July, 1282 were in evidence; and because
the rolls of John de Vaux and his associates in the last eyre
showed that William de Saham and John de Mettingham
had made the above-mentioned perambulation and found
that the manor, moor and waste of Alston lay wholly in
Cumberland; and because the late Robert de Vipont, who
at that time held the manor, had duly appeared to answer
for his trespass; and in January, 1293, the king directed
his justices itinerant in Cumberland to annul their judgment and to restore seisin to Nicholas, according to the
tenor of the said letters patent (Placita, p. 129).
John de Baliol, king of Scotland, by charter dated July
3, 1295, in the third year of his reign, granted to Anthony
Beck, bishop of Durham, his manor of Wark-in-Tindale,
presently mentioned, with all the rights which his
ancestors, kings of Scotland, ever possessed there, and the
grant was confirmed by Edward I (Cal. Doc. Scot., ii,
p. 229) .
But in the summer of 1296 the same king of Scotland
was deprived of all the lands which he and his ancestors
had enjoyed within the kingdom of England, and the
seigniory, or overlordship, of all those lands reverted as a
matter of course to Edward I, lord paramount thereof.
A messuage and four acres at Alston, lately held by a
certain William de Vipont, outlawed for felony, had been
in the king's hand for a year and a day, and it was ordered,
on December 7, 1296, that seisin of the same should be
given to the Prior of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem
in England, of whom William de Vipont lately held the
premises, and that Michael de Harcla, who had the king's
year and a day, should answer to the king for the same
(Cal. Close Rolls, p. 5).
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Towards the close of the 13th century, the Prior and
Canons of Hexham were in possession of 5 messuages,
8o acres arable and 12 acres meadow, besides 2000 acres
of moor and pasture at Presedale (now Priorsdale near
Tynehead) situate within the manor of Alston and held
by them of the lord of that manor in perpetual alms
(Placita, pp. 131 and 229). But, in 1296-7, the Scots set
fire to their House and nearly all their title-deeds were
destroyed. So, on November 23, 1298, Edward I inspected and confirmed an inquisition, which showed that they
held in perpetual alms, by the gift of No de Vipont, 8
messuages and a " carucate " of land at Alston and the
pasture called Presedale (Cal. Charter Rolls, 27 Edward I,
p. 474; and Surtees Socy.'s Publications, no. 46, p. Loy).
Nicholas de Vipont died in 1314. He had at Alston a
capital messuage, 14 acres arable in demesne, Ioo acres
meadow, 16 tenants who rendered 37s. 6d. yearly, a watermill and a fulling mill; at Garrigill 33 tenants holding
23 (sic) shielings ; at Ameshaugh 13 tenants; and at Corbygates and Nent 22 tenants holding 22 shielings. All those
items were held as of the manor of Wark, which was in
the king's hand, by service of suit at the court of Wark.
He held nothing else in Cumberland. Robert his son aged
14 was his next heir (Cal. inq. p.m., 8 Edward II, p. 280).
The Priory of Hexham had the bulk of the demesne
land at Alston, but inquisitions seldom notice property in
the " dead hand." Most of the other under-tenants
possessed only a " shieling," that is a hut with appurtenant rights of pasture upon the moor.
It was ordered on May 6, 1315, that the manor of Alston
should be delivered to Robert, who had done fealty, and
that John de Whelpdale should not meddle further with
the manor, which was in his keeping (Cal. Fine Rolls,
P. 246) .
There was an order in 1326 to array all fencible men in
the " liberty " of Wark-in-Tindale, the " barony " of
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Tindale and the " moor " of Alston (Cal. Pat. Rolls, p. 26o).
The barony of Tindale was an area quite distinct from the
king of Scotland's franchise or liberty of Tindale, to which
the Viponts' manor of Alston was formerly annexed
(Hodgson, Northumb. Part II, vol. iii, p. 2).
Robert de Vipont seems to have had some doubt about
the validity of his title to the manor under the new
regime, for, in 1334 he obtained from Edward III confirmation of the said letters patent of July, 1282, issued in
favour of his father (Cal. Pat. Rolls, 1 334, p. 492).
He obtained licence in 1337 to empark his wood of
Walnewod in Alston, if it was not within the metes of the
forest (Cal. Pat. Rolls, p. 55o).
By deed of gift equivalent to a family settlement, the
manor of Alston was limited to the same Robert de
Vipont for life, with successive remainders to his three
sons Nicholas, William and John and their respective
heirs male. It was held of the king, as of his manor of
Wark-in-Tindale, by service of one knight's fee (Cal. Close
Rolls, 1371, p. 256) .
Robert died in July, 1371, being then about 71 years of
age.
At an inquisition made on Tuesday before Michaelmas
of the same year, it was found that the manor of Alston
was of no yearly value beyond reprises and contained 3
carucates of demesne land, 40 acres of demesne meadow,
called " shiels," each worth 6s. 8d. ; the free
40
tenement of John de Williamston called the " house in
Gerardsgill," consisting of a messuage and 40 acres, held
of the manor by fealty and rent of one shilling; the free
tenement of the same John de Williamston and Richard de
gton at Raynerholm,* consisting of a messuage
and Ioo acres, held of the manor by fealty; the free
tenement of Walter de Tindale, consisting of a messuage
.

* Williamston is a locality in Alston, Gerardsgill is Garrigill, Raynerholm,
now Randleholm, is geographically situate in Kirkhaugh, Northumberland.
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and 3 carucates in Kirkhaugh, held of the manor by rent
of 13s. 4d. ; and T000 acres of waste and moor of no
value at all.
The jury say. that Robert Vipont died on Saturday before St.
Mary Magdalene, 1371, and Elizabeth and Joan, daughters of
Nicholas son of the same Robert, are Robert's next heirs. Elizabeth is aged 22 years and more and Joan is aged 21 years and more.
And they say that the manor ought, by virtue of the said gift, to
remain to John and his heirs male, because Nicholas and William
and his heirs male are dead. And they further say that the
reversion of the same manor belongs and ought to remain after
the death of Robert, to John the survivor and present heir male
by the form of the gift, because Nicholas and William died
without heirs male as is aforesaid (Chancery, Inquisitio post
mortem, 45 Edward III, file 223, no. 6o).

The verdict appears at first sight to be strangely worded,
but the explanation is as follows :—` ` A gift to a man and
his heirs male is an estate in fee simple and not in fee tail,
for there are no words to ascertain the body out of which
they shall issue " (Blackstone, Commentaries, 1st edition
1766, vol. ii, p. 115).
John Vipont was thus absolutely entitled by the form
of gift to all the premises as tenant in fee simple. The
historians have overlooked that curious point of law.
In October, 1371, the bailiff of the liberty of Tindale
was ordered to deliver the manor to John Vipont, who was
of full age and had done fealty (Cal. Close Rolls, p. 256).
Subsequent records are silent concerning the date of
John Vipont's death and concerning his issue (if any) male
or female. No inquisition was made respecting his manor
of Alston, because it was holden in mesne, as a dependency
of Wark-in-Tindale. One might conclude that John was.
the last male representative of the local family.
But a well-known grave-slab in Edenhall church marks.
the tomb of " William Stapleton esquire, lord of Edenhall,.
who died August 26, 1458 (sic) and Margaret his wife,
daughter and heir of Nicholas de Vipont and lady of
c
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Aldeston Mor " (Lysons, p. cxcvii; and Trans. o.s. xiii,
p. 142) .
The inscription raises a presumption that the abovenamed John Vipont left male issue, the last of whom,
Nicholas by name, had a daughter and sole heiress, Margaret, wife of the last William Stapleton of Edenhall,* who
died in 1457, for that is the date of his inquisitio post

mortem.

Margaret survived William and died in 1469. It is
likely that the grave-slab was then first adorned with the
brass inscription and effigies of William and Margaret.
The former wears a surcoat embl a zoned with the armorial
bearings of Stapleton and Vipont.
At Margaret's death, one of her daughters and coheiresses, Mariota (commonly called Mary) widow of
William Hilton, esquire, t became entitled to an undivided
moiety of the Vipont's manor of Alston.
But by a family partition made about that period
(9 Edward IV) it was agreed that the entire manor of
Alston should be allotted to Mary (then the wife of
Richard Musgrave) and the heirs of Mary (Nicolson and
Burn, ii, 439).
At Mary's death, the heir was her son William Hilton,
who came of age in 1471 (Trans. N.S. xxix, p. 341).
Before taking leave of the subject, it is necessary to
notice three definite statements, which have puzzled
many, but it is submitted that they do not run counter to
the above narrative :On November 13, 1 4 1 4, William de Stapleton, esquire, and the
tenants at will of his " manor of Aldeneston " and their ancestors
from time out of mind have paid and still pay io marks a year at
the Exchequer of Carlisle for the mine of Alston, known at the
Exchequer as the " mine of Carlisle," notwithstanding that, for
5o years past and more, it has ceased to profit them (Cal. Pat.
Rolls, p. 25o).
* Pedigree of Stapleton, Trans. N.S. xxx, p. 67.
t Pedigree of Hilton, Surtees, Durham, ii, p. 26.
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That record relates to the royal mine, of which the
Stapletons of Edenhall were grantees long before they
acquired the Viponts' mesne manor of Alston.
Again, John de Clifford, who fell in war, March 13,
1421-2, held the manor of Alston and some other items of
the king in capite, by payment of the annual rent of
6. 13s. 4d. at the Exchequer of Carlisle (Cal. Esch.,
io Henry V, no. 37). That seems to have been a superior
lordship, interposed between the Crown and the Viponts'
mesne manor.
And again, Thomas Whitelaw, having acquired the same
over-riding lordship, released it in 21 Henry VI, 1942, to
William Stapleton and Margaret his wife, then holders of
the mesne manor (Nicolson and Burn, ii, 439).
THE ADVOWSON.
The medieval church of Alston lay in the rural deanery
of Corbridge, Northumberland, and in the diocese of
Durham. The Taxation of Pope Nicholas, completed in
1291, valued the rectory of " Aldeston " at £8., and the
portio, or annual pension, therefrom of the prior of
Hexham at 6s. 8d. The prior was in the habit of presenting the rector. Edward I, in November, 1292, claimed
against the prior of Hexham the advowson of the church
of Alston, because Henry I, his great-grandfather, was
seised thereof and presented Geoffrey, his clerk, to the
benefice. The prior in defence said right descended from
Henry I to John, the king's grandfather, who enfeoffed
William de Vipont of the advowson, and from the said
Willi am right descended to No de Vipont, his son and heir,
who enfeoffed Prior Bernard, predecessor of the defendant,
of the same advowson, and after that Henry III, the king's
father, by charter dated in the 17th year of his reign,*
confirmed to the canons regular of Hexham the advowson
* Cal. Charter Rolls, 1232,

p. Ili.
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of the church of Alston and the chapel of Gerardsgill, now
Garrigill, which they had of the gift of Ivo, and the
defendant produced King Henry III's said charter and
claimed judgment by grand assize. But the jury found
that the king had the greater right and should recover the
advowson, and that the church was worth 40 marks
(Placita, p. 120).
Accordingly, on December 30, 1292, Edward I presented
Hugh son of Elias de Brengewenne, clerk, to the church of
Alston " in the diocese of Durham " Cal. Pat. Rolls. p. 2)
and on April 21, 1304, he presented John de Harcla to the
same benefice (Cal. Pat. Rolls, p. 225).
But the same king, when staying at Lanercost in 1306,
after reciting that he had lately recovered before Hugh de
Cressingham and his associates, justices last in eyre, the
advowson of Alston against the prior and canons of
Hexham, restored the same to them and their successors
for ever (Cal. Charter Rolls, 34 Edward I, p. 7o ; and
Surtees Socy.'s Publications, no. 46, p. 119).
In 1334, the Prior of Hexham petitioned Edward III,
in Parliament, for leave to appropriate the church of
Alston, but the answer was " non est petitio Parliamenti
(

Rot. Parl., ii, 77).
John de Waverton was presented to the church of Alston
on March 23, 1362 (Cal. Pat. Rolls, p. 184).
It was not appropriated to the Priory until 1378, while
Thomas Hatfield was bishop of Durham (Surtees Socy.'s
Publications, no. 46, p. ix). The deed of appropriation is
printed in Hodgson, Northumb., Part III, vol. ii, p. 82.
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