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Key Words

• Monastery - An enclosed community of monks who 
lived and worked together. 

• Monk - A man who has given up all worldly possessions 
and devoted his life to serving God. 

• Abbey – the building/s occupied by a community of 
monks (or nuns).

• Abbot – The man in charge of a community of monks.

• Benedictine – A particular group of monks who 
followed the rule of St Benedict which was established 
in the 6th century. They wore black robes.  



Key Words

• Dissolution – The act of formally ending or closing 
something. 

• Relic – The physical remains or personal belongings of a 
saint. Relics are believed to have mystical powers which 
allow for miracles.

• Rule – The rules that govern the way of life for monks. 
• Commissioner – A senior official who is responsible for a 

certain task/investigation. 
• Hide – a unit of land measurement. 
• Villain – a person who is completely reliant on their lord. 

They have to seek permission to do anything and are 
required to give up part of their labour to their lord. 



Important Figures

• St Erkenwold – Founder of Chertsey Abbey in 666.

• John de Usk – abbot in the late 14th century.

• John Cowdry – abbot in the 1530s. 

• Thomas Cromwell – Henry VIII’s key advisor in the lead 
up to the English Reformation and the Dissolution of 
the Monasteries.

• Henry VIII – King of England (1509-1547), became Head 
of the English Church in 1534 and started dissolving the 
monasteries in 1536. 
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Primary Sources



The Benedictine Rule

Chapter 16: How divine service shall be held through the 
day

‘As the prophet says: “Seven times in the day do I praise You.” 
Which sacred number of seven will thus be fulfilled by us if, at 
Matins, at the first, third, sixth, ninth hours, at Vesper time 
and at Compline we perform the duties of our service; for it is 
of these Hours of the day that he said: “Seven times in the 
day do I praise You.” For, concerning nocturnal vigils, the 
same prophet says: “At midnight I arose to confess to you.” 
Therefore, at these times, let us give thanks to our Creator 
concerning the judgments of his righteousness; that is, at 
Matins, etc. ... and at night we will rise and confess to him ...’
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The Benedictine Rule
Chapter 33: Whether the monks should have anything of their 

own

‘More than anything else is this special vice to be cut off root and 
branch from the monastery, that one should presume to give or 
receive anything without the order of the abbot, or should have 
anything of his own. He should have absolutely not anything: 
neither a book, nor tablets, nor a pen – nothing at all. For indeed it 
is not allowed to the monks to have their own bodies or wills in 
their own power. But all things necessary they must expect from 
the Father of the monastery; nor is it allowable to have anything 
which the abbot did not give or permit. All things shall be common 
to all, as it is written: “Let not any man presume or call anything 
his own.’7But if any one shall have been discovered delighting in 
this most evil vice: being warned once and again, if he do not 
amend, let him be subjected to punishment.”
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The Benedictine Rule
Chapter 48: Concerning the daily manual labour

‘Idleness is the enemy of the soul. And therefore, at fixed 
times, the brothers ought to be occupied in manual labour; 
and again, at fixed times, in sacred reading ... But in the days 
of Lent, from dawn until the third full hour, they shall be free 
for their readings; and, until the tenth full hour, they shall do 
the labour that is enjoined on them. In which days of Lent 
they shall all receive separate books from the library; which 
they shall read entirely through in order. These books are to 
be given out on the first day of Lent ... Moreover on Sunday 
all shall engage in reading: excepting those who are deputed 
to various duties. But if anyone be so negligent and lazy that 
he will not or can not read, some task shall be imposed upon 
him which he can do; so that he be not idle.’
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The Benedictine Rule

Chapter 66: concerning the monastery

‘A monastery, moreover, if it can be done, ought to be 
arranged that everything necessary – that is water, a mill, 
a garden, a bakery – may be made use of, and different 
arts be carried on within the monastery so that there 
shall be no need for the monks to wander about outside. 
For this is not at all good for their souls’. 
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The Foundation of Chertsey Abbey

‘Before he became Bishop of 
London, Erkenwald had built 
two well-known monasteries 
[…] his own stood by the River 
Thames at Ceortesig’. 

(Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of 
the English People).
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St. Erkenwald instructing 
monks. A historiated initial 
from the Chertsey Breviary 

Bodley Ms Lat. liturg. d. 42, f. 
46rv.



Viking Sword

This Viking sword comes from 
the 10th century. It has a double-
edged steel blade and was 
designed as a slashing weapon 
to be held in one hand. 

The handle is decorated with 
copper and silver, and the 
maker's name, 'Ulfberht‘, is 
clearly inscribed on the blade. 

The sword may have been 
thrown into the river as part of a 
burial ritual or possibly lost 
during a Viking raid on the area. 

Viking sword (left), 21st century replica (right). 
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Early Expulsion from Chertsey 
Abbey

‘[964] In this year King Edgar drove 
out the priests from the Old 
Minster, and the Minster of 
Winchester, and from Chertsey and 
from Milton Abbas, and planted 
monks in those churches. He 
appointed Aethelgar [as] abbot of 
New Minster and Ordbehrt to 
Chertsey and Cyneward to Milton 
Abbas’.

(Anglo-Saxon Chronicle). 
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King Edgar seated between St. Æthelwold, Bishop of 
Winchester, and St. Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury. 

British Library MS Cotton Tiberius A iii.



Chertsey Abbey in the Domesday 
Book

‘The abbey of St Peter of Chertsey holds Waddington, it 
was assessed at 20 hides […] the abbey itself holds 
Coulsdon, it was assessed at 20 hides […], the abbey 
itself holds Sutton, it was assessed at 30 hides […] the 
abbey itself holds Cobham, it was assessed at 30 hides. 
There is land for 10 ploughs […] the abbey itself holds 
Epsom, it was assessed at 34 hides. There is land for 17 
ploughs […] and 34 villains. There are 2 churches and 6 
slaves and 2 mills rendering 10s and 24 acres of meadow 
[and] woodland for 20 pigs.’ 
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Great Domesday entry for Chertsey 
Abbey, 1086

Great Domesday entry for 
Chertsey Abbey, 1086. 

This image shows some of the 
abbey’s landholdings of Chertsey 

Abbey in Coulsdon, Sutton, 
Cobham, Esher, Epsom, 

Weybridge, Streatham, Chertsey 
itself, Egham, Chobham and 

Thorpe.
TNA E 31/2/1/944.
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Chertsey Abbey’s Seal

10
TNA E212/64 (1525)



Chertsey Abbey’s Seal
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TNA SC13/F149 (undated).



Chertsey Abbey in 1362
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3D computer model showing what Chertsey Abbey may have looked like in 1362, 
based on archaeological evidence. Image courtesy of James Cumper.



Chertsey Abbey Today
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Map of 
Chertsey 

Abbey
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TNA E 164/25, f. 222.



Petition from John de Usk, Abbot of 
Chertsey, to the King and Parliament, 

1377-8

This petition from John de Usk, Abbot of Chertsey, to the King and Parliament 
shows a sense of historical thinking, as the abbot claims that Chertsey Abbey 
had been:

‘founded by Frithewold and St Erkenwold in the year AD 722.’ 

TNA SC 8/103/5106. 
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Document Doodles

Assorted doodles of scribe Manery, in the Chertsey Abbey Cartulary. TNA E 164/25. 
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Abbot’s account of Chertsey Abbey, 
including a valuation, 1531-33

This document shows that 
Chertsey Abbey had lands in 

Thorpe worth £4 7s. 9 ¼ d. and 
in Egham which were worth 
£68 4s. 5 ¼ d. In 2019, this 
would be worth £32, 042. 

TNA SC6/HENVIII/3456. 
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Letter from the monks of Chertsey 
Abbey to Thomas Cromwell, November 

1535

‘[The abbot] has sold wood and is bargaining away 

Chouceam (Chobham) Park’ and also ‘he has conveyed 

away the plate […] whereas the Abbot states in his letter 

that the portership has been given away, which you 

requested, it has not been granted under the Convent 

Seal’.

TNA SP 1/98 f. 145.  

18



The ‘Compendium Compertorum’ of 

Chertsey Abbey, 1535

‘Amongst the relics they have, as they say, the arm bone 
of St. Blasius, through which they give wine in cases of 
illness; there is also an image of St. Faith, before which 
they place a candle on behalf of sick persons, and hold 
that if the candle remain lighted till it is consumed, the 
sick person will recover, but if it goes out he will die’.

TNA SP 1/97 ff. 47-8. 

19



Letter from Richard Layton, priest, to 

Thomas Cromwell, June 1538
‘The Abbot has sold everything in London, and doubtless within a year 
would have sold the house and lands, for white wine, sugar, burrage
leaves, and seke, whereof he sips nightly in his chamber till midnight. 

For money to despatch the household and monks we must sell the copes 
and bells, and if that will not suffice, even the cows, plough oxen, and 
horse; the church we stir not. The grain crop is the fairest I have seen, 
and there is much meadow and woodland. Because of the hay harvest, 
we retain the carters and ploughmen. 

Today we despatch the monks who are desirous to be gone. Yesterday, 
when we were making sale of the vestments in the chapter house, 
the monks cried a new mart [market] in the cloister and sold their cowls’. 

TNA SP 1/133 f. 170.  
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Accounts for the Dissolution of 
Chertsey Abbey, 1538

• ‘Item paid to Richard Langley of Chersey for 2 great 
baskets, serving for to let down the small stones of the 
pinnacle of the steeple, price (per piece), 2 pence’.

• ‘Item paid to Sir Thomas Poonder, vicar of Charsey for 
one load of straw, of him bought and delivered in to the 
abbey at 20 pence the load, serving to cast down stones 
for breaking’.

• ‘Item paid to Thomas Buttler of Egham for carriage of a 
dozen of wheelbarrows and 3 best ropes from Hampton 
Court to Chersey bridge’.

TNA E 101/459/22. 
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Accounts for the Dissolution of 
Chertsey Abbey, 1538

TNA E 101/459/22. 
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Surrender of Bisham Abbey, June 
1538

On the left-hand side 
of this document you 
can see the names of 

the monks who signed 
the surrender 

including the abbot 
John Cowdry. 
TNA E 322/39.
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The Abbey Ruins

‘I went with eager steps to view the abbey, or rather the site 
of the abbey, for so total a dissolution I never saw; so 
inveterate a rage against even the least appearance of it as if 
they meant to defeat even the inherent sanctity of the 
ground. Of that noble and splendid pile, which took up four 
acres of ground and looked like a little town, nothing 
remains, scarcely a little of the outer wall of the precincts. I 
left the ruins of this place, which had been consecrated to 
religion ever since 666, a sigh for the loss of so much national 
magnificence and national history’.

Dr Stukeley (1752). 
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Suggested Activities



Site Specific Investigations

Abbey Ruins

• What remaining evidence can 
you find for Chertsey Abbey in 
the town today? (Top Tip! 
Don’t just look for physical 
objects, look out for road 
names and building 
materials!)

• What can these remaining 
traces tell us about the 
abbey?

• How do you think the abbey 
should be remembered in the 
local community? Why?

Chertsey Museum

In the Runnymede Room are a 
number of artefacts from 
Chertsey Abbey. What can the 
following items tell us about life 
at Chertsey Abbey?

• Abbey tiles

• Masonry

• Kitchen utensils



Source Investigation Questions

• What can sources 10-14 tell us about how the abbey 
may have looked? 

• Why do you think the abbey had seals?

• Look at sources 10, 11 and 14, what can this tell us 
about the abbey’s position in the community? 

• What do sources 1-4 tell us about the daily lives of the 
monks at Chertsey Abbey?

• Look at sources 21 and 22, why do you think they chose 
to dismantle the abbey carefully rather than destroy it?

• What does source 19 tell us about medieval religion?



Source Investigation Questions

• What can sources 18 and 20 tell us about the abbey in 
the 1530s?

• What do sources 10-15 tell us about the abbey’s local 
importance?

• What can we infer from sources 10-14 about how the 
abbey may have looked and its wealth and status?

• Can source 16 tell us anything about the abbey’s scribe 
‘Manery’?

• Why is source 6 an important local discovery?



Creative Activities

• Write an account of the surrender or destruction of Chertsey 
Abbey for a newspaper/news report.

• Produce a 60-second news round up of the 871 Viking raid on 
Chertsey Abbey.

• Have a go at a mock trial for either the 1377-8 dispute between 
the abbey and its tenants, or the misdeeds of abbot John Cowdry
in the 1530s.

• Create a graphic novel for the story of Chertsey Abbey, from its 
foundation to its destruction.

• Write a blog post about an aspect of Chertsey Abbey’s history.

• Create a podcast about the history of Chertsey Abbey, including 
interviews with local historians and staff at Chertsey Museum.



Useful Links & Further Reading
• Chertsey Museum: https://chertseymuseum.org/home

• Blog post by Dr Euan Roger about the 2019 exhibition at 
Chertsey Museum ‘Chertsey Abbey Reimagined’: 
https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/chertsey-abbey-
reimagined/

• Video on the foundation and development of Chertsey 
Abbey, presented by Dr Euan Roger: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YUa1A4Oaz1s

• Video on the dissolution of Chertsey Abbey, presented by 
Dr Euan Roger: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=At-
gR0Jn5Ic

https://chertseymuseum.org/home
https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/chertsey-abbey-reimagined/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YUa1A4Oaz1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=At-gR0Jn5Ic

