
XLII.— Observations on Mr. Brand’s Opinion respecting the Origin o f  
the Prior's Haven at Tynemouth. Communicated by Thomas Brown, 
Esq. in a letter to the President and Council o f  the Newcastle Antiqua­
rian Society.

Gentlemen,
I reel induced respectfully to submit to your consideration the few 
following observations, with a view of drawing the attention of your 
learned body to a subject of considerable importance as connected with 
the local history of this neighbourhood.

To doubt the accuracy of even a conjecture of so able and learned 
a historian as Brand-—especially on any subject connected with anti­
quarian research, wherein he has so eminently excelled—may appear 
bordering upon presumption. There are, however, conclusions, at 
which that learned author has arrived, which do not seem to be quite 
warranted, by the premises from whence they are deduced. One of 
these, contained in the author’s account of Tynemouth, which is given 
in the second volume of his H istory o f  Newcastle, appears to furnish 
considerable room for doubt.

He thus commences his account— “ Notwithstanding what has been 
advanced to the contrary by the learned Horsley, some recent disco­
veries seem clearly to prove to us, that the Romans had a station in this 
place, during their residence in Britain”—and in a note subjoined, 
wherein he narrates the finding in Tinmouth Castle, the front of a 
Roman altar, and also a stone with a Roman inscription thereon, he 
gives it as his opinion, that the Haven on the south of the Castle, was 
one of the artificial harbours of the Romans.

Now that the Haven is not of Roman origin, will, it is presumed, 
appear almost undeniable, even upon a cursory examination of the pre­
mises upon which the author founds his conjecture, but it is appre­



hended that the document hereafter referred to, places the matter be­
yond even a doubt.

Whether or not the Romans had a station at Tynemouth, is not 
perhaps essentially material in deciding the question now under consir 
deration; but inasmuch as the existence of such a station gives a 
colourable basis for the author’s conjecture as to the origin of the Ha­
ven, it may not be inappropriate, to examine the grounds upon which 
he constructs the assumption, that this has been a Roman station.

The author in the outset, very candidly admits the authority of 
Horsley, as being on this point opposed to him, and he raises his hy­
pothesis, upon the single and isolated fact, of these two Roman stones 
having, been discovered near the castle ; he says that the front of the 
Roman altar was found by a Major Durnford, at the depth of six 
feet in the earth—■“ where it had been laid as a foundation stone p r o b a ­
b ly  of the ancient Christian church,* which is said to have been erected 
there soon after the introduction of the faith into Britain.” Now the 
only f a c t ,  we here discover, is the finding of the stone by Major Durn­
ford, at the depth of six feet in the earth, all the rest is purely an as­
sumption ; the fact of its having constituted part of the foundation of 
the ancient Christian church, could only have been established, from 
some trace of such foundation having been discovered ; but of this we 
have no account, therefore under what circumstances, or at what pe­
riod, this stone had been placed there, must be altogether matter of 
conjecture. •

The other stone with a Roman inscription, and which will bye and 
bye be more particularly adverted to, was found in the same place 
June 1 2 th, 1783,. “  where (as the author observes) it had been laid in 
the foundation of som e o f  th e  a n c ie n t b u ild in g s”—but he does not ven­
ture to assert, that this stone had along with the other been employed 
in the foundation of the ancient church, so as to raise the inference,

*  T h e  firs t  C h r is t ia n  c h u r c h  u p o n  th is  p la c e  is  s a id  t o  h a v e  b e e n  b u i l t  o f  w o o d ,  b y  E d -  
\yin, k in g  o f  th e  N o r th u m b r ia n s , s o m e t im e  b e t w e e n  t h e  y e a r s  6 1 7  a n d  6 3 3 , a n d  in  th is  h is  
d a u g h te r  R o s e l la ,  is  s a id  t o  h a v e  ta k e n  th e  v e i l ; O s w a ld , h is  s u c c e s s o r , w h o s e  r e ig n  c o m -  

- ih e n e e d  in  6 3 4 ,  c a u s e d  th is  w o o d e n  e d i f ic e  t o  b e  ta k e n  d o w n , a n d  e r e c t e d  u p o n  th e  s ite  
t h e r e o f  a  s t r u c t u r e  o f  s t o n e .—LelancTs Collectanea, v o l .  iv . t o m . iii. p . 4 2 .



that both stones had been in the hands of the builder at the same pe­
riod, therefore with regard to this stone, we are equally left in the dark, 
as to the circumstances under which, and the probable period when, it 
came there.

The same author describes three stones which he states to have been 
found at Jarrow,* one of which he suspects to be of Roman workman­
ship, and the other two, from the inscriptions thereon, being obviously 
so ; these stones, he says, “ may have been brought to Jarrow at the 
first building of the monastery, from the adjoining Roman station near 
South Shields.” Now these stones furnish equally strong grounds for 
asserting, that at Jarrow also there had been a Roman station;—this 
however the author does not attempt to set up ; but accounts for these 
stones having come there, in that reasonable and probable manner, 
which, it is submitted, is equally applicable to the stones discovered at 
Tynemouth, especially when the immediate vicinity of that place to 
the station on the opposite bank of the river, is considered.
.. The various military works, which have from time to time been con­
structed, in and near the ruins of the ancient monastery, the excava­
tion of vaults within its site, and the digging of graves in the ceme­
tery immediately adjoining, together with the removal of the mounds of 
earth, on the outside of the present fortifications, must have afforded 
many and ample opportunities of discovering other remains of Roman 
antiquities, had any such existed there ; and the total absence of such 
indications would seem most fully to justify the presumption, that the 
Romans never had a station at this place.

The author having thus assumed the existence of a Roman station,, 
and having taken it for granted, that the stone secondly mentioned 
had been placed by the Romans, as a tablet on a temple erected there 
to the God of the Winds, he proceeds therefrom, and from the inscrip­
tion which he makes out upon this stone, to deduce the inference, that 
jthe haven, called Prior’s Haven, is of Roman origin.

The following is the inscription given as found upon this stone r



“ Gyrum Cumbas et Templum fec it Caius Julius Verus Maximinus L egii 
onis sextce victricis ex voto.” *

The note which immediately follows runs thus :—
“ I suppose Gyrum to mean here,—a circular harbour for the ship*' 

ping—and, in favour of this hypothesis, have to observe that there is 
still a recess of that form, called Prior’s Haven, adjoining on the south 
to Tynemouth castle, which has every appearance of having been one 
of the artificial harbours of that great people, and is, I presume the 
place alluded to in this inscription.” Now from the author’s own ac­
count, it does not seem quite clear, that he is accurate as to this word 
“ Gyrum,” upon which his whole argument hinges, actually being part 
of the inscription, for he says, “ The first letter of what I call the first 
line of the inscription, is confessedly faint and doubtful: the second 
letter appears plainly to be a Y, as does the third to be an ft, though 
at first sight, it resembles a P, there can be no doubt concerning any 
of the others granting, however, that he is correct as to the word, 
and without questioning the accuracy of his translation, as from autho- 
ritiest he quotes, the word would certainly seem to have been used to 
denote “ a harbour,” it does not for the following reason, as far as re­
lates to the term “ circular,” seem applicable to Prior’s Haven.

It is true that the banks inclosing the western side of the haven, 
have from the accumulation of sand at high-water mark, and other ad­
ventitious causes, assumed a sort of semi-cirular or amphitheatrical

*  I t  s h o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  ' Cypum cum basi, et Templum, fyc.— i. e . C a iu s  J u liu s  V e r u s  
M a x im in u s  o f  th e  S ix t h  V ic t o r io u s  L e g i o n  a c c o r d in g  t o  a  v o w  e r e c t e d  th is  C ip p u s , w it h  
its  b a s e  a n d  a  t e m p le . T h e  C ip p i  w e r e  c o lu m n s  e r e c t e d  o n  p e d e s ta ls  o r  b a s e s  as b o u n d a r y  
m a r k s , m e m o r ia ls  o f  a f fe c t io n  o r  e v e n ts , a n d  f o r  m a n y  o t h e r  p u r p o s e s . S o m e t im e s  w h e n  
p la c e d  in  t e m p le s  t h e y  w e r e  s u r m o u n t e d  w ith  th e  s ta tu e  o f  th e  D e i t y  t o  w h o m  th e  b u i ld ­
i n g  w a s  d e d ic a t e d .  W h e n  C h r is t ia n ity  b e c a m e  th e  e s ta b lis h e d  r e l ig io n  o f  E u r o p e ,  c r o s s e s  
w e r e  e r e c t e d  f o r  p u r p o s e s  s im ila r  t o  th o s e  f o r  w h ic h  th e  R o m a n s  h a d  u s e d  C ip p i .— J .  H .  
Sec. .

f  S k e f f e r  in  h is  b o o k  de Militia Navali Veterum, p .  2 1 2 ,  c i t e s  C o lu m e l la ,  l ib . i x .  as 

d e s c r ib in g  t h e  a n c ie n t  m o d e  o f  m a k in g  h a rb o u r s  in  th e  fo l l o w in g  w o r d s , “  p ra e ja c iu n tu r  in  
G y r u m  m o le s .”  T h is  w o r d  s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e e n  c o r r u p t e d  a fte r w a r d s  in to  u Gyrrus” s e e  
D u f r e s n e  in verbo, w h e r e  h e  g iv e s  a  q u o t a t io n  f r o m  a n  a u t h o r it y  o f  th e  d a te  o f  1 0 6 4 , in  
w h ic h  th e  f o l lo w in g  p a ss a g e  o c c u r s — “  e a n t  e t  r e d e a n t  p is c a t o r e s  G y r r u m .”



shape, yet it cannot but be quite apparent to the most common observer, 
that the land must at one period have reached out to the. present ex­
tent of, and have covered the rocks lying on the north and south sides 
of the haven, consequently, that when it has been cut, the haven itself 
instead of being c irc u la r , must have been decidedly o b lon g .

Independent, however, of all that has before been observed, the con­
jecture of the learned historian appears to fall to the ground on the 
score of improbability ; for what motive or inducement had the Romans 
it may reasonably be asked, when by means of a strong and formidable 
station on the south bank of the Tyne, they had the full command and 
use of a good n a tu r a l harbour, to form an a r tif ic ia l harbour,, so imme­
diately in its vicinity ?

That the place now called Prior’s Haven, was, as its name imports, 
made by the Priors of Tynemouth, for the use of that monastery, 
seems to be placed beyond a doubt by the document presently referred 
to. It would appear that during the thirteenth century, great feuds 
and contentions had existed between the priors and the burgesses of 
Newcastle, who claimed the port under the crown, respecting certain 
alleged infractions on the part of the monastery, with reference to the 
duties and customs upon goods landed for its use ; the supplies for the 
monastery coming by sea, and' these would not be inconsiderable in 
amount, would, when brought within the limits of the .port, .be liable to 
these imposts—to avoid this, and perhaps other exactions of the king’s, 
officers and burgesses, it is fair to presume that the prior had been in­
duced to cut the harbour in question, without the limits of the port, 
and the jurisdiction of the town of Newcastle; for by the record 
of a suit, appearing to have been instituted before the king in parlia­
ment in the term of St. Hilary, in the 20th of Edward I. (1292) between 
the king and the burgesses of Newcastle, and the prior of Tynemouth, 
the prior is required to answer for certain grievances and injuries al­
leged to have been committed by him, as well against.the king as 
against the said burgesses, and he is charged ( in te r  a lia ) with h avin g-  
m a d e  f o r  h is  o w n  u se a n d  ben ejit, in: his domain and lands lying between 
the town of Newcastle and the sea, a  p o r t  w h e re  no p o r t  b e fo re  e x is te d .

vol. ii. r r



The following are extracts from this record, a copy of which is given 
by Brand, in the appendix to his second volume of the H i s t o r y  o f  N e w ­
c a s tle .

“  Pretextu ctijus mandati venerunt predictus prior et predict* bur- • 
genses personaliter modo hie et pred’ burgenses pro Domino Rege di­
cunt quod cum ipse Dominus Rex habeat et habere debeat totum 
portum in aqua de Tyne a mari usque ad locum qui dicitur Hydewine- 
Streames, ita liberi quod non liceat alicui carcare seu discareare 
mercandizas aliquas seu denaratas nec forstallum facere de hujus modi 
mercandizis seu denar’ emend’ vel vendend’ eadem nisi infra villam 
Novi Castri predict’. Ita quod Dominus Rex tolneta sua prisas et cos- 
tumas et alia ad dominium suum ibidem spec taut’ percipere possit.—  
Predictus prior qui habet domitiicas terras suas predict’ aque adjacent’ 
inter mare & villam pred’ carcare & discarcare facit ibidem mercandizas 
& denar’ quascunque ibidem applicant’ emend’ et vendend’ in terris 
suis pred’ pro voluntate sua f a c ie n d o  ib i  p o r tu m  u b i n u llu s  p o r tu s  p r iu s  

f u i t  et etiam forstalla mercandizarum in prejudicium Domini Regis et 
ville sue.”

“ Dicunt etiam quod homines et tenentes predict’ prioris de Tynemutli 
et de Sheeles per ipsum priorem apud Sheeles receptati carcant et dis- 
carcant mercandizas et denarratas ac si essent mercatores secundum 
quantitatem bonorum suorum, e t  i ta  p o r tu m  e t  fo r s ta l lu m  ib id em  f a c iu n t  
u b i n u llu s  p o r tu s  d e  j u r e  f i e r i  d e b e re t.
- “ Et quia compertum est per veredietum jur’ sicut in recordo patet 
superius quod portus in aqua de Tyne a mari usque ad locum qui dici­
tur Hidewyne Streames est liber portus Regis, et quod nullus in portu 
illo carcare aut discarcare potest sine licent’ Regis aut ballivorum su­
orum. Ita quod a p u d  T y n e m u th  neque apud Sheeles n a v e s  c a rc a n tu r  
s iv e  d is c a r c a n tu r  bona vel mercimonia ibidem de cetero vendantur in­
fra eoopertum nec extra, &e. Et recuperet Dominus Rex datnpna sua 
que taxantur per jur ad quatuor libras ra c io n e  ca rca c io n is  e t  d isca rca -  
c io n is  n a v iu m  ib id e m  p e r  p r e d ic t ,  p r io r e m .”

The foregoing extracts from this record, seem clearly to show that 
the prior of Tynemouth was c h a r g e d  at least, with, not only having



made (“ faciendo” is the term used) a port where no port before existed, 
but also with having loaded and unloaded ships th e re  (i. e.) “ apud 
Tynemuth.”

That the parts of this voluminous record, appearing to bear upon 
this question, may have been overlooked by Brand, is by no means im­
probable ; inasmuch as he has contented himself with quoting from 
Bourne, that which p r o f e s s e s  to be a translation of the record, but 
wherein the foregoing passages are altogether omitted.*

I am, Gentlemen,
With much respect,

Your obedient and very humble Servant,
THO. BROWN,

N e w c a s tle , O c t. 6, 1829.

. #  S in c e  th e  p r e c e d in g  re m a r k s  w e r e  d ra w n  u p , I  h a v e  m e t  w it h  th e  f o l l o w in g  n o t e  in  
th e  m a r g in a l M S .  a d d it io n s  m a d e  b y  G r e y  t o  h is  Chorographia, a n d  p u b l is h e d  b y  th e  
N e w c a s t le  A n t iq u a r ia n  S o c i e t y .  T h e  n o t e  is  m a r k e d  p . 1 8 , l in e  2 4 .  “  T h e  p r io r  o f

T in e m o u t h  c o n t e n d e d  w it h  t h e  T  *  *  f o r  th e  p r iv i le g e  o f  K e y  *  *  b u t  w a s  fo i l e d ,  w h ic h  
m a d e  th e  p r io r  t o  m a k e  th e  h a v e n  c a l le d  P r io r  H a v e n .


