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A modern visitor to the Isle of Athelney, in the parish of Lyng, would have to exercise 
a considerable power of imagination in order to appreciate the particular significance 
of the site in the history of Anglo-Saxon England. The name 'Athelney' (/Ethelinga­
eigge) denotes ' the isle of the rethelings', suggesting that this island in the Somerset 
marshes was recognized for an association of some kind with the princes of the West 
Saxon royal dynasty. JEthelwine, son of Cynegils, king of the West Saxons (611-42), 
and brother of Cenwealh, king of the West Saxons (642-72), is reputed to have lived 
as a hermit at Athelney, and came later to be venerated as a saint. 1 It was here, of 
course, that King Alfred the Great sought refuge when the Vikings invaded and 
conquered the kingdom of Wessex in January 878; it was here that Alfred built a 
fortress or stronghold, using it as a base from which to conduct raids against the 
enemy; and it was from here, in May 878, that he set forth on the campaign which 
culminated soon afterwards with his defeat of King Guthrum at the battle of Edington, 
in Wiltshire. 2 According to the legends which began sooner or later to develop around 
these momentous events, it was on an occasion at Athelney that Alfred took shelter in 
a swineherd's hut, and contrived to burn the cakes which had been entrusted to his 
care;3 it was on another occasion that St Cuthbert appeared to the king in a vision, 
promising him victory over his enemies;4 and we may also read how from his base at 
Athelney the king entered the Viking camp disguised as a minstrel, in order to gather 
information about their plans.5 Asser, King Alfred's-priest and biographer, informs us 
more reliably that the king founded a monastery at Athelney, populating it with men 
recruited from overseas and appointing John the Old Saxon as its first abbot; he tells 
in the same connection how a plot hatched against Abbot John by a priest and a 
deacon of Gallic origin was foiled, and how the plotters were put to a horrible death. 6 

Asser ' s description of the site, as being inaccessible except by punts or by the 
causeway (pons) linking the stronghold at Athelney to 'a formidable fortification of 
elegant workmanship' built by the king's command at its western end, was doubtless 
based on personal observation : the causeway presumably lay on the line of the 
Baltmoor wall, and the 'fortification ' was the Alfredian burh estabiished on the 
promontory of East Lyng, itself protected from the mainland further west by an 
earthwork running across the promontory just below the church (Plate 1 ). 7 

In the early 12th century, the Anglo-Norman historian William of Malmesbury 
appears to have visited Athelney, and was moved to remark on the ingenious manner 
of construction of what he took to be King Alfred' s abbey ('four piers driven into the 
ground support the whole structure; four chancels of spherical form are disposed 
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Frontispiece: The Alfred Jewel, fo und at North Petherton in 1693, and given to the University of Oxford in 
1718 by Thomas Palmer of Fairfield, Stogursey. The jewel comprises a go ld frame which encloses a piece 

of transparent rock crystal superimposed on a figurative design in cloisonne enamel. An inscription in 
openwork lettering around the frame read : + AELFRED MEC HEHT GEWYRCAN (' Alfred ordered me 
to be made·) (see below pp. 1-8). The three hundredth an niversary of the jewel's di scovery has coincided 

with the remarkable reappearance of part of the text of the lost cartulary of Athelney Abbey, the 
Benedictine house established by Alfred the Great in thanksgiving for his victory over the Danes in 

AD 878 (see below pp. 149-59). Photograph courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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Plate I East Lyng and the Isle of Athelney. King Alfred 's biographer, Asser, wri ting in 893, described 
Athelney as a place 'surrounded by swampy, impassable and extensive marshland and groundwater on 

every side' (Life of King Alfred, eh. 92). The king 's place of refuge in 878 was a fo rtress built on the nearer 
of the two hill s which constitute the Isle of Athelney. In the 880s he established a more substantial fortress 

on the promontory of East Lyng (in the foreground), and founded a monastery on the further of the two 
hill s at Athelney (marked by the monument just visible to the left of the distant farm buildings) ; at the 
same time, he built a causeway between the two fortresses. Photograph courtesy of the University of 

Cambridge, Commi11ee fo r Aerial Photography 



The Lost Cartulary of Athelney Abbey 151 

around it'); he also remarked on the particular reverence of the monks for their patron, 
St JEthelwine.8 When the antiquary John Leland rode by in the 153Os, he noted the 
existence of 'a bridge of wood to entre to thabbay ' ;9 but to judge from Thomas Gerard's 
survey of Somerset, only 'mines' remained to be seen in l 633.10 Whatever traces of 
stonework survived thereafter appear to have been destroyed in the 167Os by workmen 
engaged in the building of a new house at Athelney farm. In a letter written from Bristol 
on 2 December 1689, Andrew Paschall, rector of Chedzoy, reported to John Aubrey on 
the progress of an early form of archaeological excavation. He begins by quoting a letter 
from a friend, dated 5 October 1674, which gives an account of a tomb found 'about a 
stone 's throw' to the south-east of the supposed church. He then quotes another letter 
from the same friend, written some time afterwards: 

I have been (since I was with you) at Athelney, where they continue digging up 
the ruines & foundations of that sometimes famous and ancient Monastery. They 
took up the Bases of the pillars of the church lately, & near by found some graves, 
one among the rest near 8 f. long as the workmen guess'd, with the bones 
answerable. They have wrought since south from the E. part of the church (which 
stood upon the top of the Hill to the N.E. ) & take up much freestone excellently 
well wrought, but broken in pieces most confused and mixd with the rubbish, yet 
shewes to my thoughts that it is the Window work, & carved roof of some 
Cloyster of good work &c. I directed them since to dig in the (supposed by me) 
E. part of the church, where they find pieces of carved freestone, shewing yet 
paint & gold on it, but not of bignes to demonstrate what it was; which pieces 
(some of them) I have now by me together with pieces of painted brick or tile, the 
undoubted floor or pavement of that part of the church and cloysters. 

Paschall remarks in conclusion that he can but add 'that the unfortunate Capt. Bucker 
was the purchaser of that Island Athelney, (that Insula Nobilium, & the Minturme of 
K. Alfred) and the Builder of the mentioned house, who employed those workmen, & 
that he himselfe told me, though I remember not distinctly all he said, that they found 
a great & curious spurr of gold in their digging, which as I remember he sayd they 
disposed of for their own Benefit, he could not know how'. 11 Some further digging at 
Athelney took place in about 1773, and revealed 'a vault eight feet square and seven 
high, containing three human skulls'. 12 The monument which now stands on the hill 
behind Athelney farm, on the site of King Alfred ' s abbey, is the only tangible 
reminder that Athelney has an honoured place in English history (Plate 2). 13 It bears 
an inscription commemorating the great events which took place there in the late 9th 
century, ending more mundanely as follows: 'To perpetuate the memory of so 
remarkable an incident in the life of that illustrious prince, this edifice was founded 
by John Slade, Esq., of Maunsel, the proprietor of Athelney, and lord of the manor of 
North Petherton, A.D. 1801'.14 

The history of Athelney abbey extended for 650 years from its foundation, 
probably in the late 88Os, to its dissolution in 1539. 15 The abbey had accumulated a 
modest endowment of land by the end of the Anglo-Saxon period; 16 but like its 
neighbour at Muchelney it must always have struggled to prosper in the shadow cast 
by the much greater Somerset house at Glastonbury. Our knowledge of Athelney's 
history, of its place in the society around it and of its relations with secular and 
ecclesiastical powers, rests to a great extent on documents entered in the only 
recorded cartulary of the abbey; 17 yet sadly the cartulary fared little better than the 
monastic buildings. Following the dissolution of Athelney abbey in 1539, the site of 
the abbey, together with its estates, fell in the usual way into the hands of Henry VIII, 
and became available for redistribution to other parties. 18 It was often the case that 
those who acquired estates which had formerly belonged to the religious houses were 
able at the same time to acquire the relevant muniments pertaining to the estates in 
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Plate 2 Watercolour by John Buckler, 1839, showing the monument erected in 180 1 by John Slade of 
Maunsel to mark the site of Athelney Abbey. The ground plan of the abbey is now known in remarkable 

detail as the result of a resi stivity survey undertaken in April 1993. From the Society's collection. 

question, and in this way numerous charters and cartularies passed from the archives 
of religious houses into secular hands ; of course it was also the case that many 
charters and cartularies were released, as it were , on to the open market, to be 
acquired thereafter by any person who wished for whatever reason to possess them. 
The estates of Athelney abbey do not appear for long to have retained their collective 
identity as a former monastic endowment, and it may be that under these 
circumstances its muniments were exposed to an uncertain fate . 19 It is possible that 
the cartulary of Athelney abbey had been acquired in the first instance by the Wadham 
family of Merrifield (John Wadham (d. 1577), and hi s so n Nicholas Wadham 
(1532-1609) , founder of Wadham College, Oxford), in view of their abiding interest 
in the abbey's estate at Ilton; for Nicholas Wadham was succeeded by his nephews Sir 
John Strangways of Melbury Sampford and Abbotsbury, Dorset, and Sir John 
Wyndham of Orchard Wyndham, father of Sir Wadham Wyndham (1610-68), thus 
providing one route by which the cartulary might have passed into the hands of its 
first recorded owner after the dissolution. In his register of the location of monastic 
cartularies, maintained in connection with his work on the Monasticon Anglicanum, 
Sir William Dugdale notes that a cartulary of Athelney abbey, and one of the 
Cistercian house at Cleeve, belonged to 'Wadham Windham unus justic . ad plac. 
co ram R. tenenda, AO 1662' ;20 he made no use of the former in his brief account of 
Athelney (published in 1655),21 though he did make some use of the latter for his 
account of Cleeve.22 The cartulary of Athelney abbey is next reported in the hands of 
Sir William Wyndham (1687-1740), in September 1735, when excerpts from it, or 
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from a copy of it, were made by the Revd George Harbin;23 and it was in October of 
the same year that Harbin made excerpts from a register of Ely, also in Sir William's 
possession.24 On 8 November 1735 Harbin wrote as follows to Lord (Edward) Harley: 
'By Sir William Wyndham's favour, I have had the Perusal of the Registre of the 
Abbey of Athelney, in Somersetshire; and also one of the Priory of Ely, as old as Edw. 
the 3rd's reign. Had it been possible to purchase them they wd have been soon in yr 
Lordship's Library. ' 25 It is not clear what became of the Athelney cartulary after 1735. 
A 'Regist. Abbat. de Athelney, MS.', cited quite extensively by John Collinson in 
writing his history of Somerset (1791 ), was evidently the cartulary in question,26 and 
it might follow that the cartulary remained for the duration of the 18th century at 
Orchard Wyndham; but Collinson does not indicate to whom it belonged at the time, 
and one is left wondering whether in fact he had only seen a transcript. 27 Moreover, it 
should be noted that the Ely register seen by Harbin in October 1735 appears to have 
been among the literary effects of the Wyndham family taken from Orchard Wyndham 
to Petworth House in Sussex by Sir William's son, Sir Charles Wyndham, on his 
becoming 2nd Earl of Egremont in 1750; its presence at Petworth was recorded by the 
Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts in 1877,28 and it was among the 
manuscripts and books from the library at Petworth sold by order of Lord Leconfield 
fifty years later.29 It is conceivable, therefore, that the Athelney cartulary (and perhaps 
that of Cleeve as well) travelled to Petworth with other books from Orchard 
Wyndham, and that some clues to its eventual fate may yet emerge from that vast 
archival context;30 alternatively, the cartulary might have passed into the hands of 
some other branch of the Wyndham family in Somerset.31 Whatever the case, it seems 
that we must resign ourselves to its loss. 

Under these circumstances, our attention focuses on the excerpts made from the 
lost cartulary by George Harbin in September 1735. Among his many other 
accomplishments, Harbin was a remarkably industrious copyist of historical 
manuscripts; but the proper appreciation of his varied interests is hindered by the 
subsequent dispersal of his literary effects. 32 Following his death in 1744, the major 
part of Harbin's collections appears to have passed into the hands of his nephew the 
Revd Alexander Malet, rector of Combe Florey; and it seems to have been in this way 
that Collinson was able to consult Harbin 's collections, c. 1790.33 In 1831, much of 
this material was purchased from Sir Alexander Malet (1800-86) by the renowned 
bibliophile Sir Thomas Phillipps, and became MSS 4801-4911 + 10658 in the 
Phillipps library at Middle Hill, Worcestershire (from 1863 at Thirlestaine House, 
Cheltenham).34 One cannot peruse the list of Harbin manuscripts in the printed 
catalogue of the Phillipps library without wondering what interesting historical texts 
might lie hidden therein;35 yet the story of the dispersal of the library as a whole, 
following Sir Thomas's death in 1872, is so long and complex that it is not always 
easy to trace the present whereabouts of any given volume.36 Several of the Harbin 
manuscripts were included in a Phillipps sale at Sotheby's on 15-18 June 1908;37 

some were sold at Sotheby ' s on 19 February 1947;38 and others can be tracked 
through sale catalogues of various dates, only then to disappear from view.39 One 
should add that several volumes of Harbin's collections had remained all the while in 
the possession of the Malet family, some of which were sold to the British Museum in 
1882;40 other volumes have come to rest in the British Library by more circuitous 
routes. 41 

Among the Harbin manuscripts which passed via Sir Alexander Malet into the 
library of Sir Thomas Phillipps were two quarto volumes, containing successive parts 
of Harbin's excerpts from the lost cartulary of Athelney abbey. They have always 
been well-known to historians: John Mitchell Kemble included the texts of two 
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charters from this source in the sixth volume of his Codex Diplomaticus, published in 
1848,42 and in 1899 Edward Harbin Bates published an abstract (in English 
translation) of the documents contained in both volumes which remains the only 
available form of reference to the lost cartulary itself. 43 The two Harbin volumes 
(Phillipps MSS 4810-11) were sold at Sotheby's on 19 February 1947 as part of Lot 
539. They were acquired by Dr D.M. Rogers of the Bodleian Library, Oxford; and in 
his hands the volumes have continued to be available for consultation by interested 
scholars.44 Yet it has long been clear that the two volumes do not represent the whole 
of Harbin's work in September 1735. In the catalogue of his library, Sir Thomas 
Phillipps refers to the transcript as in three parts , adding ' 1 is missing' . One volume 
(Phillipps MS 4810) is designated 'Pars secunda' by Harbin, and comprises pages 
numbered in his own hand from 33 to 224;45 the other (Phillipps MS 4811) is 
designated 'Pars tertia', and comprises pages numbered from 225 to 247,46 continuing 
thereafter with different material in a fresh numerical sequence. Bates himself was 
advised by John Batten, FSA, who collated the transcript on his behalf, that 'the first 
32 pages of volume one are torn out'; and since the coverage of the abbey's 
endowment seemed reasonably complete, he was prompted to speculate that 'the 
missing part was taken up with the history of the foundation of the Abbey, including 
perhaps the life of the founder; and it may even be that this part, being of the nature of 
history, was removed from the cartulary proper to be placed with other documents 
relating to the period, and now lost ' .47 However, it is immediately clear from 
inspection of Harbin 's 'Pars Secunda' that the volume is whole and undamaged, in the 
sense that the missing 'Pars prima' (pp 1-32) had not been torn from it.48 In an 
optimistic moment one might suppose that the missing part should be lurking 
unrecognized at the back of another quarto volume of Harbin's transcripts; and on this 
basis it seemed worthwhile to pursue Harbin's trail further, in search of the elusive 
'pp. 1-32' . 

In fact the missing first part of Harbin's transcript is safely preserved among the 
papers of Thomas Carew ( 1702-66) of Crowcombe Court, Somerset, which have been 
on deposit in the Somerset Record Office since 1961.49 The transcript is in the form 
not of a bound volume but of two gatherings of loose sheets, written in what is 
unmistakably Harbin's hand; the first gathering is of three folded sheets (paginated 
1-12), and the second is of five folded sheets (paginated 13-32). The first page is 
headed 'Extracts from the Registre of the Abbey of Athelney, Com. Som.', without 
any further details . The last page contains the text of a charter of King Alfred, 
extending as far as the beginning of the witness-list and ending (in the bottom right­
hand corner) with the word 'Ego' of the second attestation; the first page (33) of 
Harbin's 'Pars secunda' (Phillipps MS 4810) begins 'Edward filius regis consensi' 
and continues with the rest of the witness-list. Preserved with these two gatherings are 
several other loose sheets, containing rough notes and short excerpts from the 
Athelney cartulary, in the hand of Carew himself. One of the sheets is headed 
'Excerpta e Registro abbatire de Athelney, e Bibliotheca Will. Wyndham'; and since 
the notes contain information which could not have been derived from Harbin ' s 
excerpts , they constitute further and independent evidence of the lost cartulary. It is 
not difficult to account for the preservation of the ' missing' pages of Harbin ' s 
excerpts among the papers of Thomas Carew. In the later 1730s and early 1740s 
Harbin and Carew corresponded about antiquarian affairs in a way which suggests 
that they enjoyed a fruitful collaboration;50 and just as one finds examples of Harbin's 
work in the Carew archive, so too does one find examples of Carew's work among the 
papers of Harbin.51 It may be that at one stage Harbin had lent his excerpts from the 
Athelney cartulary to Carew, and that the loose sheets comprising 'pp. 1-32' became 
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detached from the two bound volumes ('Pars secunda' and 'Pars tertia') when the 
time came for their return. 52 Whatever the case, it is now possible to gain an 
impression of the contents of the lost cartulary as a whole, and to recover the texts of 
a fair number of documents pertaining to the abbey's history from the late 9th to the 
mid 15th century. 

'Pars prima' of Harbin's excerpts from the lost cartulary of Athelney abbey 
includes a writ of Henry I, a writ of Henry II, a number of documents illustrating the 
abbey's dealings with other religious houses, with the diocesan bishop, and with the 
pope, as well as various 'private' charters and memoranda. Copies of a few of these 
documents may prove on further investigation to have been preserved in other 
archival contexts;53 and it must suffice for present purposes simply to draw attention 
to the existence of all this material in Harbin's 'Pars prima'. From the point of view of 
an Anglo-Saxon historian, interested in Athelney as the abbey founded by King 
Alfred the Great in gratitude to God for granting him victory over the Vikings, the 
most important component of the 'new' material comprises the three charters which 
date, or which purport to date, from before the Norman Conquest. The first is 
preceded by a narrative account of the circumstances leading up to King Alfred's 
foundation of the abbey;54 and the text itself is a charter of King Alfred for the church 
which he has founded at Athelney in honour of St Saviour and St Peter, granting free 
passage 'in Stathmoor, Saltmoor, Haymoor and Currymoor and in the other moors 
within our manor of North Curry', and granting to the church and to Abbot John 
specified rights and revenues in East Lyng. 55 It is clear that certain parts of the 
formulation of this charter were derived from pre-Conquest texts; but equally there is 
enough to show that it cannot be authentic in its received form. 56 None the less, the 
charter is symbolic of the abbey's own conception of its origins, and is suggestive of 
its relationship with the royal estate at North Curry and with the Alfredian burh at 
Lyng. The second is a charter of King Alfred granting to God and St Peter, for the 
church which he has built at Athelney, a certain piece of land at Reodbeorh ('red 
hill'), with the fishery beside the hill at Reodwer; in return for which the abbot and 
his monks are evermore to pray for the king's soul and for the souls of his 
successors. 57 Again, one would hesitate before accepting this text as an authentic 
instrument of King Alfred the Great; but it is of considerable interest as representing 
the appearance, in an Athelney context, of a particular type of charter which seems 
from its other occurrences to have originated at Glastonbury towards the middle of 
the 10th century.58 The third is a charter of King }Ethelred the Unready granting tithes 
(decimatio) from the royal estate at Somerton to the abbey of Athelney, thereby 
renewing a grant said on the authority of Archbishop Dunstan to have been made to 
the abbey by the king's predecessor, 'famosissimus rex Alfredus' .59 The charter would 
have to be judged in the context of 12th and 13th century documentation concerning 
the tithes of Somerton Erleigh, entered in the same part of the cartulary; but there 
could be no doubt that the received text depends on authentic pre-Conquest material. 60 

These three Anglo-Saxon charters complement the several others known previously 
from the second and third parts of Harbin's excerpts. To a greater or lesser extent all 
of the texts have suffered in the course of their transmission, whether at the hands of 
an early generation of monks who adapted original charters to suit new purposes, or at 
the hands of a cartulary copyist in the 15th century, or in the act of the later 
transcription.61 At least we may be grateful that the charters of Athelney abbey have 
managed (if only just) to escape the fate which befell its fabric. 

A set of excerpts made in the I 8th century is no better a substitute for a lost 
cartulary than a cartulary is for an archive of original charters. It is to be hoped, 
however, that the 're-appearance' of the missing part of Harbin's transcript will lead 
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in time to the publication of the complete text of his excerpts from the lost cartulary 
of Athelney abbey, collated with any independent excerpts made by other antiquaries 
who gained access to the manuscript before it disappeared from view.62 With luck, the 
exercise would then be upstaged by the more dramatic re-appearance of the cartulary 
itself. 63 

REFERENCES 

1. See J. Armitage Robinson, 'An Essay on Somerset Medieval Calendars', in B. Schofield 
(ed.), Muchelney Memoranda, Somerset Record Society, 42 (1927), 143-78, at 156-7. In 
the calendar in the breviary of Muchelney abbey (BL, Add. MSS 43405-6), St .t'Ethelwine 
was originally commemorated on 14 September, though it seems that the festival was 
subsequently moved to 18 September. 

2. Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, for 878, in Dorothy Whitelock (ed.), English Historical 
Documents c. 500-1042 (2nd ed., 1979), 195--6. 

3. For the story of King Alfred and the cakes, first recorded in the 11 th century Vita S. Neoti, 
see Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge, Alfred the Great: Asser 's 'Life of King Alfred ' 
and Other Contemporary Sources (Harmondsworth, 1983), 197-202. 

4. See Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred the Great, 211 , n. 11, and Luisella Simpson, 'The King 
Alfred/St Cuthbert Episode in the Historia de sancto Cuthberto: its Significance for mid­
Tenth-Century English History' , in Gerald Bonner et al. (eds), St Cuthbert, his Cult and 
his Community to AD 1200 (Woodbridge, 1989), 397-411 . 

5. See Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred the Great, 212, n. 12. 
6. Asser, Vita Alfredi reg is, chs. 92-7, in Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred the Great, I 02-5. 
7. See David Hill, 'The Burghal Hidage - Lyng', PSANHS, 111 (1967) , 64--6; Michael Aston 

and Roger Leech, Historic Towns in Somerset (Committee for Rescue Archaeology in 
Avon, Gloucestershire & Somerset, Survey no. 2, 1977), 87-91, with Maps 35-6; and 
VCH Somerset, 6 (Oxford, 1992), 53-64 (Lyng, with Athelney), at 53. 

8. N.E.S .A. Hamilton (ed.), Willelmi Malmesbiriensis Monachi De Gestis Pontificum 
Anglorum Libri Quinque, Rolls Series (London, 1870), 199. For discussion of the church 
see A.W. Clapham, English Romanesque Architecture /: Before the Conquest (Oxford, 
1930), 147-8. 

9. Lucy Toulmin Smith (ed.), The Itinerary of John Leland in or about the Years 1535-1543, 
5 vols . (London, 1906-10) , 1, 161 ; see also John Chandler, John Leland's Itinerary: 
Travels in Tudor England (Stroud, 1993), 421. 

10. E.H. Bates (ed.) The Particular Description of the County of Somerset, Drawn up by 
Thomas Gerard of Trent, 1633, Somerset Record Society, 15 (1900), 215-19 (from 
Northamptonshire RO, Finch-Hatton MS 113). 

11. Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Aubrey 13 (S.C. 25287), fol. 84. This letter was printed in 
[Richard Rawlinson (ed.)] , Miscellanies on Several Curious Subjects: Now First Publish 'd 
from their Respective Originals (London, 1714), 15-21, at 15-17, and is summarised 
thence by John Collinson, The History and Antiquities of the County of Somerset, 3 vols 
(Bath, 1791 ), 1, 88 . Aubrey incorporated a copy of the letter in his 'Monumenta 
Britannica' (Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Top. gen . c. 24-5 (S.C. 28426-7)); for a 
facsimile see John Fowles and Rodney Legg (eds), Monumenta Britannica: or a 
Miscellany of British Antiquities by John Aubrey, 2 vols (Sherbome, 1980-2), 2, 868-71. 
For an earlier (undated) letter from Paschall to Aubrey, pertaining to the tomb found 
south-east of the church, see MS Top. gen. c. 25, fol. 121 ; part of this letter is printed and 
reproduced ibid., 988-9, wrongly described as a 'fragment' of the letter of 2 December 
1689. For Aubrey and Paschall see Michael Hunter, John Aubrey and the Realm of 
Learning ( 1975). 

12. Collinson, History of Somerset, 1, 88. 
13. For recent excavations in the immediate vicinity of the monument, see E. Dennison (ed.), 

'Somerset Archaeology, 1984--5', PSANHS 129 (1985), 1-35, at 19-20. 



The Lost Cartulary of Athelney Abbey 157 

14. The full text of the inscription is given by Beatrice A. Lees, Alfred the Great (New York 
and London, 1915), 467. The 'Private Book of Memorandums for Mrs Slade' (SRO, 
DD/SLM 14) contains a draft form of the inscription, in which the foundation of the 
monument is dated 1798. 

15. See Thomas Hugo, 'Athelney Abbey ', PSANHS, 43 (1897), 94-165; VCH Somerset , 2 
(1908) , 99-103; and R.W. Dunning, 'The Abbey of the Princes : Athelney Abbey, 
Somerset', in R.A. Griffiths and J. Sherborne (eds), Kings and Nobles in the later Middle 
Ages (Gloucester, 1987), 295-303. 

16. Caroline and Frank Thorn (eds), Domesday Book: Somerset (Chichester, 1980), I 0.1-6 
(Ilton, Long Sutton, Seavington, Hamp, Lyng, Ashill) and 32.5 (Bossington). 

17. G.R.C. Davis, Medieval Cartularies of Great Britain: a Short Catalogue (London, 1958), no. 15. 
18. See Katherine S.H. Wyndham, ' In Pursuit of Crown Land: the Initial Recipients of 

Somerset Property in the Mid Tudor Period' , PSANHS, 123 (1979), 65-73. 
19. An original charter of Abbot Benedict of Athelney belonged in 1633 to 'Jo. Sidenham ar.' 

(see Gerard, in Bates (ed.), The Particular Description of the County of Somerset, 15-16: 
'a faire Antient deed of Bosington ' ); but it is not clear whether the charter had been 
liberated from the abbey's archives , or whether it had been preserved among the 
muniments of the Sydenham family. 

20. Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Dugdale 48 (S.C. 6536), fol. 60v. 
21. Monasticon Anglicanum, 3 vols (London, I 655-73), 1, 202-3 . Dugdale prints a text of 

King Alfred ' s grant of land at Long Sutton (P.H. Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters: an 
Annotated list and Bibliography (London, 1968), no. 343) , from Clement Reyner's 
Apostolatus Benedictinorum in Anglia (Douai, 1626), tract 2, p. 132; this text was derived 
not from the cartulary, but from a version of the charter which appears still to have existed 
in single-sheet form in the 17th century (cf. Bates (ed.), The Particular Description of the 
County of Somerset , 217-18). 

22. The Cleeve cartulary (Davis, Medieval Cartularies, no . 262) is reported to have been in 
the hands of Hugh Wyndham in 1677, but it has since disappeared from sight; see Thomas 
Hugo, 'On the Charters and Other Archives of Cleeve Abbey' , PSANHS, 6 (1855) , 17-73. 

23. The title-page of 'Pars secunda' of this transcript (formerly Phillipps MS 48 I O; see further 
below) was inscribed by Harbin as follows : 'Excerpta ex Regi stro Abbatire de Athelney in 
Agro Somersetensi 1735 G.H. Pars Ilda. N.B . Hujus Registri mihi copiam fecit , pro 
summa sua humanitate , Dominus Gulielmus Wyndham Baronettus, mihi amicissimus, 
hujusque comitatus Somersetensis Decus et Tutamen , quern penes est iste Codex 
manuscriptus. A.D. 1735, Mense Septembri .' 

24. This transcript (formerly Phillipps MS 4806, now University Library, Cambridge, Add. 
MS 4539) ends with the following note , in Harbin 's hand (p . 144): ' Hujus Registri 
Elyensis Prioratus MS . membranacei mihi copiam fecit , summa cum benevolentia, 
Dominus Willelmus Wyndham Baronettus, de Orchard in Agro Somersetensi. A.D. 1735, 
Mense Octobri.' 

25 . The letter is among the Harley papers in BL, Add. MS 70423. Harbin was a regular visitor 
to the Harley library: see C.E. Wright and Ruth C. Wright (eds), The Diary of Humfrey 
Wanley 1715-1726, 2 vols (1966) , passim. 

26. Collinson, History of Somerset, 1, 47, 84 and 86-7 ; 2, 38 and 61 ; 3, 70, 72, 83, 84, 92, 99 , 
124, I 86, 197 and 301. 

27. See further below, nn . 33 and 52 . It remains to be established whether all of the 
information supplied by Collinson from the Athelney cartulary could have been derived 
from Harbin's excerpts, or whether he must have had access to the original, or to a fuller 
transcript. His remarks on the succession of the abbots of Athelney (Collinson, History of 
Somerset, 1, 86-7) suggest that he had seen charters dated 888, 890, 892 and 1016, not 
known from Harbin's excerpts. 

28. Sixth Report of the Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts (1877) , Appendix , 
287-319, at 289-300. 

29. Sotheby 's catalogue, 23-4 April 1928, Lot 47 ; the cartulary was acquired for the British 
Museum, and is now BL, Add. MS 4 I 612 (Davis, Medieval Cartularies, no. 375). 

30. See Francis W. Steer and Noel H. Osborne (eds) , The Petworth House Archives: a 
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Catalogue, 2 vols (Chichester, 1968-79). I am indebted to Richard Childs of the West 
Sussex Record Office for advising me that the recorded catalogues of books at Petworth 
and elsewhere, compiled c. 1780 and c. 1800 (ibid., 2, 51), do not appear to contain any 
references to the missing cartularies; but he adds that these catalogues do not seem to list 
many of the manuscripts known to have been at Petworth. 

31. I am most grateful to Dr Katherine Wyndham for reassuring me (letter, 16 July 1993) that 
it is not to be found at Orchard Wyndham (despite her best efforts with a crowbar). 

32. For an account of his life see S.W. Rawlins and P.B.G. Binnall, 'Dr. George Harbin', 
PSANHS, 93 (1947), 68-83 . 

33. In his preface, Collinson thanks ' Mrs . Malet, of Staplegrove, for several volumes of 
inquisitions and other ancient documents ' (Collinson, History of Somerset , 1, ix-x) ; 
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discussion of Collinson ' s use of sources, see Robert Dunning ' s introduction to the 
facsimile reprint of Collinson's History (Gloucester, 1983), [7-8]. I am most grateful to Dr 
Dunning for his guidance in this connection. 

34. See A.N.L. Munby, The Formation of the Phillipps Library up to the Year 1840, Phillipps 
Studies 3 (Cambridge, 1954), 56 and 159; and, in general, A.N.L. Munby, Portrait of an 
Obsession ( 1967). 

35. See The Phillipps Manuscripts: 'Catalogus Librorum Manuscriptorum in Bibliotheca D. 
Thomre Phillipps, Bt ' , with an introduction by A.N.L. Munby (1968), 80-2 and 173. 

36. See A.N.L. Munby, The Dispersal of the Phillipps Library, Phillipps Studies 5 
(Cambridge, 1960). 

37. Lots 346-52. Lots 347 and 350-2 were bought by Edward Harbin Bates, and are now in 
the Somerset Record Office (SRO, DD/HN box 3) , accounting for Phillipps MSS 
4817-18, 4823, 4841 , 4853, 4855, 4860-2, 4876, 4881 and 4884-5 . Lot 348 was bought 
by Canon P.B.G. Binnall, accounting for Phillipps MSS 4867-8 and 4872. 

38. Lots 536-9 . Lot 539 was bought by Dr D.M. Rogers, accounting for Phillipps MSS 
4807-11; see further below. 

39. The photocopies of Munby's interleaved and annotated copy of the Phillipps catalogue, in 
the Bodleian Library and elsewhere, provide the essential key to the process. 

40. BL, Add. MSS 32091-6. 
41. BL, Add. MSS 29545-7;47192 (copy, by Harbin, of John Anstis's materials on the history 

of the Carew family); and 47893 (formerly Phillipps MS 4828). See also Rawlins and 
Binnall, 'Dr. George Harbin ' , 83, and C.E. Wright, Fontes Harleiani (London, 1972), 179. 

42. J.M. Kemble, Codex Diplomaticus /Evi Saxonici, 6 vols (1839-48), 6, nos. 1306 and 1324 
(Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters , nos. 921 and 979). 

43. E.H. Bates (ed.), Two Cartularies of the Benedictine Abbeys of Muchelney and Athelney in the 
County of Somerset, Somerset Record Society, 14 (1899), 126--201. The Revd Edward Harbin 
Bates (1862-1918) was the grandson on his mother's side of the Revd Edward Harbin; in 
1909 he succeeded to the Harbin estate at Newton Surmaville, Yeovil, and took the family 
name, becoming Edward Harbin Bates Harbin. There is an obituary of him in PSANHS, 64 
(1918), 92-5. 

44. The Harbin transcript was considered ' missing' in 1956 (H.W.C. Davis et al. (eds), 
Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum 1066-1154, 4 vols (Oxford, 1913-69), 2, no. 1426); 
but its location was soon afterwards recorded by Davis, Medieval Cartularies, no. 15. The 
Latin texts of four pre-Conquest charters were printed from the transcript by H.P.R. 
Finberg, The Early Charters of Wessex (Leicester, 1964), nos . 398, 415 , 436 and 483 
(Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters, nos . 267, 343, 432 and 652), and two writs of King 
Stephen were printed from it in 1968 (Regesta, 3, nos 27 and 28) . The text of a curious 
'private' charter, recording a grant made at Athelney during the reign of King JEthelstan 
(Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters, no. 1207), was printed from the Harbin transcript by 
Oliver Padel, 'The Text of the Lanlawren Charter', Cornish Studies, 7 ( 1979), 43-4. 

45. Bates (ed.), Two Cartularies, 126--97, with a (discontinuous) system of numeration within 
the excerpts running from 'n. 43 ' to 'n. 200'. Bates took Harbin's system of numeration as 
the foliation of the manuscript (see ibid., 126), but replaced it with his own numeration of 
the separate documents (from ' l '). To judge from his usual practice, Harbin's numeration 
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tracks his progress through the pages of the manuscript he was copying; in other 
transcripts, he uses 'p.' or 'f.' in this way, as opposed to 'n.' 

46. Ibid., 197-201, with a system of numeration 'n. 136, 137' (sic) and 'n. 202' - 'n. 211 ' . 
47 . Ibid., 115-16; see also VCH Somerset , 2, 99-100. 
48. I am grateful to Dr Rogers for making it possible for me to examine the Harbin transcripts, 

on temporary deposit in the Bodleian Library. 
49. SRO, DDffB box 20/4. I must express my thanks to the owner of the document, Mr A.H. 

Trollope-Bellew, for kindly allowing me to publish this preliminary account of its contents. 
50. SRO, DDffB box 16/18. 
51 . SRO, DD/HN box 3. See above, n. 37. 
52. One should add that Collinson is known to have used the Carew papers as well as those of 

Harbin, raising the alternative possibility that Harbin 's 'pp. 1-32' strayed into the Carew 
papers by accident of some kind. 

53. For example, a copy of the record of an agreement in 1254 between the abbots of 
Muchelney and Athelney (Harbin, p. 16) was also entered in the Muchelney cartulary 
(Bates (ed.), Two Cartularies, 50). 

54. Harbin's transcript, pp. 7-9. The account was either based on, or in an earlier form was the 
basis of, William of Malmesbury 's account of these events (William Stubbs (ed.), Wille/mi 
Malmesbiriensis Monachi De Gestis Regum Anglorum Libri Quinque , 2 vols, Rolls Series 
(London , 1887-9), 1, 124-6). Cf. Collinson, History of Somerset , 1, 86. 

55. Harbin 's transcript, pp. 9-11. A 'Custumary de North Curry in corn. Summerset script. 
anno domini 1033' was among sources used by the antiquary Francis Tate (d. 1616) for a 
glossary of technical words (University Library, Cambridge, MS Ff.5 .15); but the citations 
are hardly extensive enough to judge the nature (or actual date) of this intriguing item. I 
am indebted to Professor J.H. Baker for drawing my attention to Tate's glossary. 

56. For example, the royal style and the sanction are characteristic of charters issued towards 
the middle of the 10th century. 

57. Harbin's transcript, p. 32, with Phillipps MS 4810, p. 33 ; also copied by Carew. The 
Ordnance Survey (ST 32) shows a 'Crimson Hill ' on the boundary between North Curry 
and Curry Mallet, and a 'Red Hill' in Curry Rivel. The tail-end of Alfred' s charter is 
registered as Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters , no. 1605. 

58. The type in question is that known as 'Dunstan B' ; see Simon Keynes, The Diplomas of 
King !Ethelred 'the Unready', 978-1016 (Cambridge, 1980) , 46-8 , and 'Two Additions to 
the Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Charters', Anglo-Saxon England, 23 (1994). 

59. Harbin's transcript, pp. 13-14; cf. Collinson, History of Somerset , 3, 186. 
60. The charter is dated '894' , in the '7th' indiction; the indiction would be correct for 994. 

The text ends with the attestation of King ;Ethelred; Harbin states that the rest of the 
witnesses were omitted in the cartulary. 

61 . It is odd that all three of the charters of King Alfred are misdated. The charter relating to 
the moors in North Curry is dated '872', in the '7th' year of Alfred 's reign; the charter 
which purports to represent King Alfred 's grant of Long Sutton to the abbey (Sawyer, 
Anglo-Saxon Charters, no. 343) is dated '852' , in the '4th' indiction (for 871, or 886); and 
the charter relating to Reodbeorh is dated '835 ' , in the '15th ' indiction (for 882, or 897). 
There is little point in trying to 'correct' these obviously aberrant figures . 

62. For example , another extract from the Athelney cartulary occurs in a volume of 
collections on the Poulett family, by John Anstis (SRO, DD/S/CR 1, p. 107). The form of 
acknowledgement to Sir William Wyndham inscribed by Harbin in his Athelney and Ely 
transcripts (above, nn. 23-4) seems to imply that Sir William had made a copy of each 
manuscript for Harbin ' s use ; in which case one might imagine that Harbin made his 
extracts at leisure, and returned the copy thereafter. The possible existence of such copies 
should be pursued further, perhaps at Petworth. 

63. This paper is the outcome of a necessarily fleeting visit to the Somerset Record Office on 
4 August 1993. I should like to thank Mr Tom Mayberry, in his capacity as Assistant 
County Archivist, for his most generous help, and also, in his capacity as Honorary Editor 
of this journal , for finding space for the Athelney cartulary in the 300th year after the 
discovery of the Alfred Jewel nearby. 


