Exploring Medieval Beverley
Have you ever wished you had a time machine to transport you back to Beverley in the past? This is probably the fondest
wish of everyone with an interest in history, particularly if you are passionate about the town, as we are. The early history
of Beverley is especially difficult to visualise as very little of the medieval town can still be seen.
Unfortunately no time machine is available, but everyone has the ability to transport themselves back in time through
the medium of imagination, fuelled by word pictures and some background information. This is the approach taken by Ian
Mortimer in his book “The Time Traveller’s Guide to Medieval England” (highly recommended for further reading), and
will be the approach taken here to show you the Beverley you would have seen in the 14th century.
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Location on map handout

As you walk towards the town from the higher ground
of the Wolds the first thing you see in the distance is
the Minster, towering above the dense woodland in
front of you, even though it is missing the characteristic
west towers that you know. The third and final phase of
building is now underway to finish the west end, which is
surrounded by wooden scaffolding.

You may have been drawn to
Beverley because you have heard
stories of miracles performed
by St John of Beverley, who was
canonised by Archbishop Aelfric in
1037. Perhaps you will be able to
see the magnificent shrine which
is said to be made of gold, silver
and precious stones?

Courtesy Andy Marshall

Over the gentle sound of wind in the trees and the birds
singing around you is the constant ringing of bells in the
town. The bells are rung for each of the many daily services
and tolled for every person who dies, once for each year of
their lives. Two bells were first installed in the Minster 300
years ago, and another two added
more recently, in 1366.

By the 14th century there is little
evidence of that earliest Anglo
Saxon monastery. The first church
was probably a timber structure,
because there was a ready supply
of oak on the island at that time.
7th century timber church (Greensted, Essex)
The church was built within a
large enclosure surrounded by an enormous precinct ditch
and adjacent bank, possibly topped by a timber palisade or
hawthorn hedge. The ditch would have held water and, in
addition to serving as a form of defence, would be a source
of fish and used for processes such as retting flax or hemp.
Wikimedia (Creative Commons licence)

Your arrival

isolated island of higher ground
in the vast expanse of marshland
at the foot of the wooded slopes
of the Wolds. Here John founded
a monastery, presided over by
his friend Abbot Berhthun after
John’s death on 7 May 721.

As the site developed over the centuries the church was
probably rebuilt in stone. All the other buildings in the
enclosure would still have been of timber construction, with
buildings such as the refectory and dormitory in the centre,
and domestic, industrial and farm buildings scattered
around the edges.

14th century bell in the Minster

The earliest settlement
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By the time you arrive in Beverley in 1380 the settlement is
already well over 600 years old. Its earliest origins lie way back
in 714 when Bishop John of York retired here, selecting an

From the earliest times there were stories of miracles
performed by Bishop John. The cult that grew around
John’s relics brought large numbers of pilgrims here and
resulted in the growth of a religious settlement around the
monastery, with a strong trading community developing
along the ridge to the north and east to support it.

Pixabay

See extra sheets
for information on
the cult of St John
and some of the
miracle stories

Marshland

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020

Anglo Saxon agricultural building
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Before you reach the town you pass
a new Franciscan friary on your right.
This has recently been moved here
from further north outside Newbegin
Bar where the Franciscans originally
settled in 1267. The only other building
here is the chapel of St Thomas with
its associated burial ground, which
was consecrated in 1349 to provide
additional space during the Black
Death. Interestingly there was a hermit
in this chapel some years ago but you
can see no sign of him at the moment.
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Entering the town / Keldgate

The archbishop of York has been the sole lord of the
manor of Beverley since the time of Edward the Confessor.
By 1293 he had the right to have his own court and gaol,
to appoint his own justices and claim tolls on trade in the
town. The archbishop also has a gallows but that is at the
other end of the town. There are many officials taking
care of the archbishop’s interests, chief of which is the
bailiff, who is also the keeper of the archbishop’s gaol.

Franciscan friar

At the edge of the town you cross the town ditch, known as Bar
dike (Beverley has never been fortified with walls, relying only
on bars and the ditch). You become aware of foul smells rising
from the ditch, which is barely more than an open sewer, full of
excrement, refuse and animal carcasses.

The Minster
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Work on the west end of the Minster has only recently
restarted since it was halted in 1349 by the Black Death.
Although unfinished, it still towers above you, dwarfing
the tiny chaotic houses huddled at its base and glowing
a warm yellow colour in the sunlight. The size of the
building is designed to humble and impress you with the
power of God. Building work stops and starts as funds
become available. Possible donors are often encouraged
to donate money by the offer of an ‘indulgence’, in
which their sins will be forgiven and a period of penance
forgotten in return for their contributions.

There are some large merchant properties lining the street,
mainly timber-framed but some made of stone with window
tracery, possibly discarded from the rebuilding of the Minster
which started after the fall of the stone tower in 1213.

Hall Garth
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This is a prestigious project so has attracted a large
number of masons. Masons wander from place to place,
carrying their tools, to look for work. On arrival at a
new town the mason knocks at the door of the master
mason’s lodge, and before being admitted he is asked
questions about his past work. If the questions are
answered correctly, using signs and passwords,
he is recognised as a qualified mason. He is paid
according to how many stones he has cut or fitted
into the building, and a good mason can be very well
paid. He carves his mark
into the stones; the more
stones with his mark, the
more he gets paid. This
practice also allows each
mason who works on a
project to be identified.
Courtesy Kloskk Tyrer

At the far end of Keldgate, opposite the
imposing Minster, is the archbishop’s
house within a moated enclosure. A
timber bridge, possibly a drawbridge,
spans the moat near the north-west
corner of the enclosure (nearest you).
This site is all that remains of the
earliest Anglo Saxon monastery.

Masons

Site of Archbishop’s palace on Hall Garth

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020

Mason’s mark in the Minster
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The road on which you are walking consists of chalk blocks laid
on timbers. This is the southern limit of the town. Stretching to
your south are straight furlong (‘furrow long’) fields on drained
and reclaimed land, some of them cultivated with hemp and flax
for use in cloth-making, and some with cattle and sheep grazing
quietly.

Shutterstock

Courtesy Mike Frankland

Quickly leaving the ditch behind, you pass through a bar at the
west end of Keldgate. This was originally just a timber beam
across the road to allow for collection of tolls, but by the time you
arrive it is a more substantial structure known as South Bar.

The Minster is a collegiate church, in which the daily
worship is carried out by a secular college of canons,
who are supported financially by extensive lands and
income from tithes. Each of the canons is supported by a
separate income, or ‘prebend’, and is therefore known as
a ‘prebendary’.
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Education

Opposite the Bedern, in the south-west corner
of the churchyard is a small school building. Here
the choristers and some fee-paying boys have
been taught to read since the 12th century, by a
schoolmaster who is appointed by the chancellor
of the Minster.

The school

On your left as you walk around the west end
of the Minster is a large complex of buildings
filling the area between Keldgate and Minster
Moorgate. This is the Bedern, in which many of
the canons used to live. The buildings, which
include a dormitory and refectory, halls, kitchens,
larder, buttery, brew house, bake house and
granary, are in a line, with a central gateway
leading into an inner courtyard. Nowadays,
however, the town is becoming prosperous and
the canons are preferring to build their own
houses, many of them surrounding the Minster
to the north, south and east. The Bedern is now
occupied mainly by the vicars choral, who sing
the daily services on behalf of the canons.

The Bedern

Minster interior

Alongside the shrine, and High Altar with
its cloth of gold, you notice a stone chair,
its plainness and lack of ornamentation
completely contrasting with the
sumptuousness of the shrine. This is the
Saxon frith stool, or chair of peace, which
may have been here since the time of
St John himself. It is used by one of the
officers of the church when they are
receiving a sanctuary-seeker and taking
their Oath of Sanctuary.
Frith stool

On your left, near the High Altar, you can see the silver-gilt shrine
said to contain St John’s relics. The shrine is 5ft long and 1ft wide,
with columns and figures carved on it, and numerous jewels and
ornaments that have been presented by royal visitors since the
shrine was brought here in 1308. You are fortunate indeed to have
the chance to see this shrine because it will later be destroyed
during Henry VIII’s Reformation in 1541.

This is indeed an awe-inspiring
place, full of light and space
which is unusual at this time
when most buildings are low
and dark. There are sounds
echoing around you: chanting of
one of the many daily services,
muttering of pilgrims at prayer
at the sixteen altars around the
church, and the constant noise
of the many carpenters and
stonemasons at work.

You enter the Minster through
the main door, which is in the
north transept (the entrance you
know, facing up Highgate, will
not be completed until later).

Inside the Minster

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020
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See extra
sheets for more
information on
sanctuary

People do not like grithmen. They are allowed to
practice a trade provided they pay an annual fee to
the relevant guild, but they are not allowed the full
privileges of burgess-ship. The rights of sanctuary will
later be revoked by Henry VIII in 1540.
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Sanctuary-seekers (known as ‘grithmen’) are allowed to spend
30 days within the precincts of the church, with food and bed
provided. If, after that time, the canons have not been able to
secure a pardon the fugitive is proclaimed an outlaw, escorted
to the nearest port and banished from the country. Here in
Beverley, however, an offender can request a second period of
30 days. If still not able to obtain a pardon he can remain within
the town limits as ‘a servant of the church for life’, and
has to swear an oath of allegiance to the Minster and
the town authorities at the frith stool.

Beverley Minster
was granted the
important right
of sanctuary by
King Athelstan in
937. Unlike other
sanctuary churches
which only
have a one mile
Prisoner seeking sanctuary
limit, Beverley’s
sanctuary extends
two miles from the Minster. There are four crosses marking the
limits of sanctuary on the main toll roads into the town (you
passed one as you came in). If pursuers capture their fugitive
inside this limit they will be fined by the church. The nearer to
the church the fugitive gets the higher the fine will be until,
if captured at the high altar, the pursuers face the threat of
excommunication (a serious threat at this time).

Sanctuary

ERYMS (1997.614)
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British Library (public domain)

ERYMS (1997.482)

Sneaking a drink
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See extra
sheets for more
information on
the friaries.

As you walk towards Eastgate you can see glimpses of the friary
itself. Apart from a modest stone church,
the buildings, which include a cloister,
library and dormitory, are largely timber.
The precinct has recently been walled, and
contains orchards and gardens so that the
friars can grow much of their own food.
The friary also has its own bake-house and
fishponds, and you can tell from the smell
that brewing takes place on the premises.
From your perspective as a 21st century
time traveller you know that, sadly, the friars
will be evicted in 1539 following Henry VIII’s
dissolution of the monasteries.

The archbishop, as landlord of the
town, granted them a damp and
empty site behind the industrial
tenements fronting onto Eastgate.
The site is insalubrious, separated
from the tenements by a polluted
Dominican friar
drain which is smelly and full of
rubbish (demonstrating the archbishop’s view of the friars).
However, the location is in the centre of religious life in the
town, surrounded by the Minster to the south west, the church
and hospital of St Nicholas to the east and the preceptory of the
Knights Hospitallers to the north, and is therefore well-regarded
by the friars themselves.

To your right, on Eastgate, a crowd
is listening to the preachings of
a black-robed Dominican friar,
so you decide to head in that
direction. The Dominicans (known
as Blackfriars because of the
colour of their over-garment) have
been in Beverley since 1240.

The Dominican friary

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020

Large market area north of the Minster (1811 map)

Hicks, 1811

The town has gradually grown north and eastwards from
the Minster. If you want to see the main area of the town
you must walk north along either the Alta Via (which you
know as Highgate) or along Eastgate. The area between
these two streets was originally a large open market place,
the first source of Beverley’s prosperity, and linked very
closely to the Minster. Now, however, much of the space
nearest the Minster has been built up with prebendaries’
houses. Peering up the Alta Via you can see that many
of the houses facing the road have been re-purposed as
shops selling silks and expensive fabrics. This is the site of
the Cross Fair which is held every year at Ascensiontide,
and is the main street where ‘foreigners’ (Londoners in
this case) are situated during the four annual fairs.

By 1380 Beverley has become very prosperous. It
is currently the 11th largest town in England with a
population of over 4000 people, but before the Black
Death it was probably even larger, maybe as many as 6000
people.

Although you would very much like to stay in the church
you have a long way to go if you want to see the rest of the
town and must therefore leave this beautiful place.
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North of the Minster

British Library (Royal MS 15 E III folio 269)
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As you continue to walk north along Eastgate you
notice that this is a fairly industrial area. On your right
hand side is a major dye-works for the cloth industry
that has made Beverley the prosperous town you see
today. If you look into the buildings you can see that
they are workshops containing large vats in which the
cloth is soaked in the dyes. Beneath the vats are raised
hearths or ovens to heat the water. Leading from the
workshops into the Walkerbeck are timber drains
carrying the waste products such as wool fats and water
coloured brightly by the dyes. The street is very smelly
because the dyes are bound into the textile fibres using
substances such as vinegar or the ammonia from stale
urine, so you hurriedly continue on your way.

Dye-works on Eastgate

Dyeing using wood chips

Shutterstock

Fishmarketgate and Alta Via
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Public domain

Wooden shutters used for shop counter

Shambles (York)
Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

Surrounding the open space
the houses are narrow, no
more than fifteen or sixteen
feet wide so that as many
merchants as possible are
able to have a frontage
on the market place. Each
house has a heavy oak door
alongside a shop front that
can be closed on Sundays
and at night, but when open
the lower half hinges down
to form a display counter
while the upper half is
propped up to create shelter
for the goods. In some
buildings the jettied upper
storey offers shelter instead.
As you look into the shops
you can see that inside is
actually a workshop in which
items for sale are being
made. Here, for example,
you can see people doing
carding and spinning for the
local cloths, as well as metal
working and shoe making.

Walking out of the Fishmarket you enter Fishmarketgate,
heading north. Beyond Fishmarketmoorgate on your
left (which you know as Well Lane) is the area where
the fleshers have their
slaughterhouses, as well as
the shops from which to sell
their meat products. You can
see why this street becomes
known as ‘Butcher’s Shambles’
(‘Butcher Row’ in your time),
because the word ‘shambles’
means “a place to slaughter
meat”. This is a good area for
the slaughterhouses because
there is a plentiful supply of
water with the Walkerbeck
running alongside the street
behind the houses to your left.
Pig slaughtering

www.thehaskinssociety.wildapricot.org

At the far end of Eastgate the street opens into a market
place which is bustling with people, many of whom have
come to the market from the surrounding countryside. This
is the first part of the town you have encountered in which
trading is carried out, and it is a noisy place. Here people
can buy vegetables, live animals, pots and pans, textiles and
much more besides. This market place is known as Fishmarket
because it is the main area of the town in which fish is sold.
Peasants come into the town to sell their goods, although
they must pay a tax to stand here with their goods displayed
on the ground. The stalls in the market are run by richer
tradesmen.

12

Shoemaking

Under the town’s original
charter, granted by
Archbishop Thurstan
in 1129, Beverley was
allowed to have two weekly
markets, on Saturdays and
Wednesdays, and up to
four fairs per year, each
associated with its own
religious festival. These
Pedlar
have helped the town’s
prosperity, which has also been boosted by the wool trade
and the excellent reputation of Beverley’s cloth. Many
merchants and pedlars travel long distances to visit the fairs,
which are also important for spreading of news and ideas as
well as bringing in fresh products.
Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020

Soon you come to a fork in the road. To the right is
Walkergate with the Walkerbeck running alongside, and to
the left is the Alta Via. You decide to walk over the Cross
Bridge to continue up the Alta Via because the Walkerbeck
is particularly smelly and disgusting at this point with all the
effluent coming from the textile works upstream.
The street layout seems familiar to you, although the
buildings are very different. You can see that the streets
follow the lines of sinuous watercourses such as the
Walkerbeck, and the shape has changed very little over
the 600 years to your time. Wandering through the streets
alongside you are sheep, which have an ancient right to
graze any vegetation they can find, but if pigs are found
roaming the streets
the owner is ordered
by the town Keepers
to pay a fine of
twopence.
Luttrell Psalter

Fishmarket

5
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Timber frame with brick infill

Artist’s impression of timber framed house

East Riding Museums Service

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020

Courtesy Colin Bradshaw

The extensive use of timber and thatch makes the town very
vulnerable to fire. In fact much of the town, including the
Minster, was destroyed by fire in 1188. This resulted in the
loss of the relics of St John until they were found and reinterred in 1197. As brick becomes a more popular building
material the wealthier merchants are using brick infills in the
timber panels. Only the wealthiest have buildings made of
stone so these are rare.

Peering inside you can see that each house has only one
large room, with a hole in the ceiling through which smoke
escapes from the fire in the centre, used for both heating and
cooking. There is no glass, only shutters at the windows.

Continuing north along the Alta Via you notice that the
narrow buildings continue along the length of the street,
often with arched passages leading to the rear where there
are plots in which livestock can be kept and vegetables
grown. Around each plot is a ditch, useful for dumping
rubbish, or a bank. Most of the buildings are of modest size,
usually only one or two storeys, with half-timbered walls of
interwoven sticks overlaid with either clay, planks or mud
blocks. Many of the roofs are thatched with reeds gathered
from the surrounding wetlands, but increasingly people are
using wooden shingles or clay roof tiles.

Alta Via
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There is someone in the pillory now, with
people standing around jeering and throwing
rotten fruit. You can hear people saying that this
is a butcher who has twice sold meat at more
than the agreed price; apparently if he does
it again he will lose an ear as well as having to
endure another pillory session.

To your right are the
pillory and cuckstool
(ducking stool). The
townsfolk are happy
to try and cheat
one another, and
the visiting pedlars
consider it a sport,
A pillory
so disputes often
arise, which can
quickly turn into a
riot if not kept under
control. The pillory
and the cuckstool
are used to punish
many minor offences,
Weights are standardised
such as drunkenness,
prostitution or even
not attending church, and market days are a
common time for the punishment to take place.

Keeping order

At the northern end of the Alta Via you enter the
Corn Market. After the enclosed streets along
which you have been walking this space feels vast.
Like the Fishmarket the place is bustling with colour
and life, filled with stalls, pedlars and peasants with
their wares spread on the ground around them.
There are also minstrels and jugglers entertaining
the crowds.

Corn Market

Bear baiting

Meat stall
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Towards the northern end of the market place you notice
a large rowdy crowd on the left side. You step closer and
peer over the heads of the crowd to see the cause of the
commotion, and are horrified to see that they are wagering
on a bear baiting. This is currently a popular form of
entertainment
but because it
offends your
21st century
sensibilities you
quickly move on.

Exploring the market place you
find that it is divided according
to the trades. Corn merchants
are at the southern end, fish
and meat behind the Dings,
butter and poultry in front of
the Dings. As you walk further
into the market you find the
bakers then the cobblers’
stalls, right at the top near St
Mary’s church. There are also
smiths and glovers over at the
Ladygate side.

Trades

Luttrell Psalter

Pixabay
Shutterstock

Piepowder Courts are used to settle disputes between
buyers and sellers, to make judgements about the quality
of goods and to check weights and measures. The term
‘Piepowder’ comes from the French ‘pieds poudre’ or ‘dusty
feet’ referring to the dirty state of the travelling traders who
visit during fairs. Permission from the Crown is required for
the Court to sit, but most have been common practice since
Saxon times and are rarely refused.

Shutterstock
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Cloth bales

See extra sheets for more
information about guilds,
trades and Keepers

There is a Great Gild Book, which sets out “the customs
and liberties of the Town of Beverley from time
immemorial used and approved by the burgesses of the
same town”. By joining together, the guild members are
protected from excessive taxation and poor working
conditions, and prices can be fixed to prevent undercutting fellow workers. All members swear to keep trade
secrets and exclude strangers from working here. Rules
are enforced in a guild court and fines imposed for
“unhonest or unseemly words”.

The guilds bring benefits to their members, who work
in all the trades, including cloth production, building,
tanning, metal and woodworking, and the supplying of
food and drink. At present there are about 38 guilds in
Beverley, each laying down rules and standards of work,
as well as caring for aged or infirm members. As well as
these merchant and craft guilds there are religious ones
such as Corpus Christi, Blessed Mary and Pater Noster.

The Guilds

Great Gild Book

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)
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Although the Keepers regulate
the local industries and
Lead cloth seals
keep good relations with the
archbishop and his officials, responsibility for managing
the individual crafts rests with the guilds.

The market keepers have
ordered that baled cloth is only
to be sold in the Dings, with a
penalty of 8d a cloth if this is
not obeyed. The cloth bales are
marked with lead seals.

The centre of the market place is occupied by a large
stone building. This is the Dings, where the archbishop
previously had his palace before moving it down to Hall
Garth. The building, which consists of a double row of
shops, front and back, now belongs to the town Keepers,
the body of 12 men who have governed the town since
1320. From here a bell is rung to indicate opening and
closing of the market, and to summon the Keepers to
meetings.

The Dings
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On the Monday before Ascension Day (Cross Monday), the
relics of St John are carried in procession from the Minster
to St Mary’s Church in the morning, watched by members
of the guilds sitting in their ‘castles’ in carefully specified
locations. These Cross Monday castles represent the
ultimate symbols of guild prestige. They are made of wood
and must be “honestly covered”. In the case of the bowyers
and fletchers (makers of bows and arrows) this is achieved
by each member supplying a suitable bedspread which is
hung from the castle. All guild members must wear new
clothes, or the guild livery if possible.

Cross Monday procession

sheets for more
information on
mystery plays.

The performances take
Mystery play (Chester)
place on carts, known
as ‘castles’, which are drawn to six ‘stations’ around the
town at each of which a performance takes place. The
stations are at North Bar, the bull ring in the Corn Market,
Cross Bridge, Fishmarket, near the Minster (probably at
the southern end of the Alta Via), and the beck. The plays
include references to particular buildings or disputes
that have recently taken place. This makes the historical
religious stories feel more relevant to the everyday life of
the townspeople.
See extra

Mystery plays are an exciting new innovation, first
mentioned in 1377, in which each of the guilds present
elements of the bible stories that are relevant to their
trade, accompanied
by background music.
The aim is to encourage
the audience to lead a
Christian life, but also to
provide entertainment
and create a sense of
pride for the town.
Fines are imposed on
any guild that presents
a poor performance.

Mystery plays

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

ERALS (BC/II/3/1)

St Mary’s Church

St Mary’s has been adopted by the citizens and guilds as the
church of the town, as opposed to the Minster, which is the
archbishop’s collegiate church. Each of the guilds maintains its
gild-lights at separate altars around the church; for example,
the Merchant Gild has its light at the altar of Holy Trinity. This
is Beverley’s premier craft guild and may be the reason for
the large size of the Holy Trinity Chapel, built in 1280 over the
charnel-house.
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Charnel house in St Mary’s crypt

St Mary’s medieval parclose screen

Charnel-houses, or bone-holes, are common in larger town
churches. After centuries of burials the churchyard becomes full,
requiring graves to be opened and the bones removed to the
charnel-house to make space for new burials. The skull and two
thigh bones are all that is needed to ensure resurrection. There
is also a charnel-house at the Minster beneath the chapel of St
Martin.
Burials inside the church are a matter of wealth and status.
Those of higher status, who can afford the cost, are buried near
the high altar, which is an ‘actively’ holy place. The chancel is of
secondary status, and status then gradually decreases westwards
down the nave away from the altar. There are focal points for
burial, a saint’s image, a particular altar, or the font, and if
possible it is important to be buried near other family members.
The church also gains prestige from housing a notable person.
As you leave the church by one of the exits on the south side
and walk down Hengate you pass Dead Lane at the east end of
the church. This is the route by which bodies of ordinary people,
who cannot afford a place in the church, are carried for burial in
the churchyard. Here again, though, there is a pattern. The south
side of church is most favoured and the shady north side, the
least.

Courtesy Chris Hairsine

This is also the time
when work starts on
heightening the tower
to accommodate the
new height of the
clerestories. Surprisingly,
considering how skilled
these people are, they
have not considered the
need for strengthening
St Michael’s chapel, completed by 1345
the lower sections
of the tower which
have already been weakened by successive alterations.
Tragically, as you know, this eventually results in the
collapse of the tower in 1520, causing the deaths of a
number of worshippers, men, women and children.
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Courtesy Chris Hairsine

Courtesy Chris Hairsine

Burials and Dead Lane

Courtesy Martin McNicol

Like the Minster, building
work has recently
restarted at St Mary’s,
with clerestories (upper
level of windows) being
added along the nave to
fill the church with more
daylight. At the same
time a new west front is
also being added. Once
again you are seeing
a church covered in
wooden scaffolding and
bustling with masons
who are getting plenty of
work in late 14th century
Beverley!

Oliver (1829)

Leaving the noise and hubbub of Corn Market behind,
you come to St Mary’s Church. This was originally a
chapel-of-ease to the altar of St Martin at the Minster,
and was first established in 1120. Since then a series of
building schemes have altered and extended the church.
The floor plan has now almost reached its full extent
(only missing the south porch and a bit of the west end)
but the chancel, nave and transepts are low and dark,
with thatched roofs, side aisles which are not much more
than lean-tos, and a low tower.

Remembrance pew for those who died in 1520

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020

Funeral bier
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In Beverley at this time no strangers are allowed to remain
in the taverns after nine o’clock unless they are “true and
honest persons” for whom the host must answer to the
town community. You therefore need to convince the
innkeeper that you are such a person, although you are at
a disadvantage as you are arriving on foot, and speaking to
the innkeeper may also be difficult as the conversational
style is very different.
You must not enter the inn without permission as this is
the height of ill manners (and be sure that you are not
bearing any sort of weapon).

The only available light
comes from the fire and
rushlights or candles made
from tallow (animal fat),
all of which add to the
stench of the room, as do
the nearby toilet facilities
which are simply a barrel
with a seat.
Shutterstock

The evening is now drawing in and the 14th century is no
time to be wandering round at night. You therefore decide
it is time to seek bed and board. Different establishments
are available: inns which
offer accommodation,
alehouses which are
generally ordinary
dwellings in which the
householder serves
home-brewed ale
and beer, and taverns
which sell wine to
richer patrons. Each of
these advertises their
business with a pictorial
sign hanging outside
for the largely illiterate
The Golden Fleece, sign on an inn for sheep shearers
population.

Shutterstock

Finding a place to stay

You are very aware that the hall has a distinctive aroma,
comprising of stale food and drink, mud, horse dung and the
urine of the guard dogs, all mixed into the rushes that cover the
compacted earth of the hall floor. Luckily you have selected an
inn of quality so the rushes are regularly replaced with fresh
ones intermingled with lavender, rose petals and herbs, but the
smell still lingers.

Rushlight

Sanitation
You have already encountered one of the problems of 14th
century sanitation as you walked through the town – they are
supposed to take full chamber pots to the outskirts of the town,
but of course no-one does! They are just emptied straight onto
the street and left to run into the rainwater ditches in the middle
of the road along with all the other rubbish, ultimately running
into the already overflowing Walkerbeck. Places such as the
Dominican friary and the Archbishop’s Hall have ‘garderobes’,
which are facilities located directly over a culvert so that the
waste is flushed away into the Walkerbeck, but no such luxury
exists at your inn.

Inside the inn

Armstrong et al (1991)

Having located a suitable establishment and convinced the
innkeeper that you are respectable, you find yourself in a
hall with a hearth set on flagstones in the centre. A trestle
table runs along one side of the room and smoke rises
from the hearth to a louvre in the roof. The innkeeper is
not permitted to serve you food and drink unless you are a
guest, so this is a gathering place for travellers.

The Archbishop’s palace has a garderobe (bottom right)

Manners

Shutterstock

There are strict rules of etiquette; when you enter your host’s
chamber you must bow, you must wash your hands before your
meal, you must cut your bread rather than breaking it, do not
lean on the table, and when offered a drink you must wipe your
mouth before lifting the cup.
Do not select the best food for yourself, and do not pick up the
food and dip it in the salt (this is highly disrespectful). You must
also not speak with your mouth full, or talk to anyone while they
are drinking.

Inn interior
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Despite your concerns about the sanitation you must eat
here. Bread is a staple at this time, as are peas and beans,
with fruit and nuts supplementing the normal diet. All
vegetables are cooked for a long time as it is thought to
be dangerous to eat green coloured vegetables, and raw
vegetables are thought to be poisonous!

These people love good food, good jokes and good stories.
They also enjoy games such as ‘cross and pile’ (which you
know as heads or tails) and dice games. Board games such as
chess, tables (a form of backgammon), draughts and merrils
(nine men’s morris) are also very popular. However, gambling is
frowned upon as it can lead to ‘poverty and nakedness’, and if
you choose to play
chess with one of
the other guests
you should be
aware that several
of the pieces move
differently to the
chess game that
Playing draughts
you know.

Trenchers are made of hard bread by the bakers and used
as plates and afterwards given to the poor, although most
people eat off a wooden plate with a spoon. It is a sign of
coming of age to be given your own spoon, not having to
share with your parents.

Shutterstock

If you have arrived on a day other than Wednesday, Friday
or Saturday (when Christians are supposed to abstain from
meat) you may be able to have spit-roasted pig (frying is
only just starting to be popular), probably seasoned with
imported spices such as coriander, dill, garlic or poppy.

The water is considered unsanitary so you will
need to drink ale, beer or cider, weakened for
everyday use.

See extra
sheets for more
information on
medieval food.

After eating you
must brave the bed.
If you are unlucky,
you must go outside
and climb the
wooden staircase
to the bedchamber,
which holds up to
a dozen beds, each
accommodating two or more men. Although women would
share the same room it is uncommon to find women staying
at an inn by themselves. Fortunately again, you have chosen a
good establishment and your bed is in a chamber next to the
hall. Here there are just one or two beds per room, a chest for
your possessions, a pitcher of water and a brass basin in which
to wash. The beds are made of wooden frames strung with rope
and a straw mattress inside a hemp or canvas cover.

Shutterstock

Sleeping

Cleanliness
There is no bath available
to you here, but it may
surprise you that cleanliness
(both spiritual and physical)
is very important. Most
people keep their hands
and face clean by washing
Double bath
in the morning in a basin of
water, and every meal sees the hands washed both before and
after. Anyone who has undertaken a long journey is expected to
wash their feet. Only the wealthy have access to their own bath,
which is usually a wooden tub with a tent-like cloth over it. Less
wealthy people bathe in the river in summer, or simply wear
perfume or fresh linen.

Public domain

During the last century the Assize of Bread dictated all
aspects of bread production, specifying how many loaves
are to be made from a ¼ of grain and how much the baker
can charge. Some bakers make 13 loaves to a dozen to
give the impression that people are receiving more bread,
although the amount of actual dough is specified by the
Assize. There are different types of bread available in the
markets of towns with their own bake houses. In Beverley
Baker’s Row or Bread Row lies east-west across Corn
Market. Wastrel is the finest bread, simnel is twice baked
bread and cocker bread is made with wholemeal flour.

British Library (MS Stowe 17 f. 141)

Entertainment

Shutterstock

Food and drink

Paying for your board
You have probably not slept well here, so it is with a sense of
relief that you set off again early the following morning, having
paid the innkeeper his exorbitant fee of 2½d plus extra for the
meat and wine you had last night (the price you pay for a better
establishment).

Museums & Galleries: Beverley Guildhall, 2020
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Cloth production in Walkergate
At the far end of Hengate you reach another wooden 19
bar across the road, and then a small bridge over the
Walkerbeck. Stretching in front of you is the width of
Norwood, site of a cattle fair several times a year but
currently empty (the horse fair is held inside the north
bar, and the sheep fair outside).

Here on Walkergate, following the course of the Walkerbeck
which runs along the west side of the street, there is a plentiful
supply of the water needed for cloth-making processes. Here
the ‘walkers’ or ‘fullers’ soak the newly woven cloth in a fulling
agent and trample it in troughs to cleanse it by eliminating oils
and other impurities, and to make it thicker. This is a process
known as ‘fulling’, which takes place all along the Walkerbeck
from Walkergate out to Beckside where some of the tenter
grounds are located.

www.nationalclothing.org

To your right is Walkergate, which you are interested
to see as it is one of the centres of cloth production in
Beverley, although aspects of the industry take place all
over the town.

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

Fulling

The tenter grounds are areas of large frames, known as ‘tenters’
on which the fullers stretch the cloth to dry. There are streets
called ‘Tentur Lane’ and ‘Tentoure Lane’ all around the outskirts
of the town where these frames are located.

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

Sheep shearing

The export of wool from the large flocks of sheep on
the Wolds was an early source of Beverley’s wealth,
reaching its peak in 1350. Nowadays, however, it is
the manufacture and export of cloth that is key to the
town’s prosperity. The excellent quality of Beverley’s
cloth was confirmed in 1163 when a royal charter
permitted Beverley weavers to make rayed (striped) and
dyed cloth.

Tenter frames (Otterburn)

On the east side of Walkergate you pass Old Newbegin
and Oswaldgate, leading to the mills which you can see in the
distance, and along which there are carts bringing heavy goods
from the riverside staith at Groval (Grovehill).

Luttrell Psalter

By the reign of Henry III Beverley’s cloths had acquired
a national reputation, with the king making regular
purchases of burnets, coloureds and blues. Spanish
merchants were buying Beverley scarlets in the 1270s.
Much of the spinning and carding of the wool is done
as cottage industries in people’s houses. Although the
town is famous for its wool cloth the weavers also work
in other materials such as hemp and flax, and linen and
canvas are also produced.

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

Carding and weaving

14th century post mill
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Tanning barrels

Unhairing the hide
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Also in this area is
Beverley’s second most
important industry,
tanning, as you can
tell by the stench you
encounter here. Tanning
is a noxious and antisocial process, which
is why tanneries are
predominantly located
downwind of the main
residential areas. The
skins with which the
leather is made mainly
come from local animals.
The hides are submersed
in lime or urine and the
hair and fat scraped off
with a knife The hides
are softened using a
paste made from the
dung of animals such as
dogs and chickens, and
then tanned by steeping
them for up to a year
and a half in pits or vats
containing oak bark.

As you continue south you eventually reach Cross Bridge
again, and must retrace your steps along Fishmarketgate,
through Fishmarket and Eastgate, walking past the east end
of the Minster to Flemingate. This was settled by traders and
Flemish cloth workers from Flanders (hence the name) in
the 12th century, and
continues the process of
cloth production all along
here towards the beck.

20

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)
East Riding Museums Service

Tanning in Flemingate

Flemingate is the main route between Beckside and
the town, and passage is controlled by a bar and
chain at its eastern end.

Flemingate is one of the poorer areas of town, with
dense, relatively poor quality houses along its length
and open fields behind. Although Flemingate itself
is paved, the roads leading from it are not, even
though they are low-lying and the ground is wet.

Shoemaking

The tanning industry also supports numerous other
industries in the town, such as shoe, glove and
saddle making. Barrel making (coopering) is another
industry that is important to make the vats for both
the tanning process, and for the dyeing of cloths.

Shutterstock)
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As you arrive at the
head of the beck you
can see St Nicholas
Church up the road
to your left. Like
St Mary’s this was
originally established
as a chapel-of-ease to
the Minster by about
1160. The fact that St
Nicholas is the patron
14th century St Nicholas Church (artist’s impression)
saint of sailors and
merchants suggests
that the beck may also have been established by that time.
This church is a simpler building than the other two churches
in the town, and you are also surprised that it is in a different
location to the St Nicholas Church that you know, further south
and on the opposite side of the street.

St Nicholas Church

The banks of the watercourse (now known as the beck) are cut
and shored up with timber, and regularly scoured to keep it
navigable. The mud from the scouring is used by brick and tile
makers who operate kilns along much of the length of the beck
to the river. The archbishop particularly supports maintenance
of both the beck and the river because he receives the tolls
from all waterborne trade.

Beckside comes as quite a surprise to you as it is actually one
of the richest areas of Beverley at the moment. More than
a hundred years ago one of the many watercourses running
through the town was developed as a route for vessels to
transport heavy or bulky goods to and from the river, and from
there to Hull and the wider world. Larger vessels continue
to load and unload at the staith at Groval, and goods are
transferred to smaller vessels or onto carts that reach the town
via Old Newbegin and Oswaldgate.

Beckside

Water mill

Luttrell Psalter
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Tile kilns

The clay is dug from the beck during the autumn and left
in heaps to be broken down by frosts over winter. The
heaps are turned occasionally and, in late spring, dug over
and moulded into bricks which are left for about a month
to dry. Once dry they are put into kilns fuelled by turves,
wood, refuse or coal and burnt, eventually making bricks
of a characteristic dark red colour. Currently most of the
bricks and tiles produced are used in the town, but Hull is
also starting to take Beverley bricks.

This is your departure point from Beverley, as there is
an opportunity for you to beg a lift on one of the boats
heading to Hull. As you travel downstream you pass the
brick and tile works which line the north bank of the beck.
Beverley is a major producer of brick and tile, as these
become increasingly popular building materials because
of the lack of building stone in this area.
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You can see evidence of a bit of boat building going on
here, as well as three water mills, the Maliface mill,
Ragbrook mill and the Bedern mill.

A market place (obviously, cloth is not actually sold at Barleyholme, only at the Dings)

The south side of the beck is known as Barleyholme and
is particularly prosperous, being slightly higher and drier
than the northern side. There is also a regular meat
market here. The whole of this area is bustling with
people; there are fishermen and fowlers who keep their
boats on the beck here, basket-men unloading the boats
and porters transferring the goods onto carts for final
transport into town.

Brick and tile making

East Riding Museums Service
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Peasants’ Revolt (Wat Tyler in red, bottom left)

There are also disputes
amongst the townsfolk,
between the craftsmen
and the Keepers, which
is threatening to run
over into open strife.
And, to cap it all, news of
an impending Peasants’
Revolt has been reaching
the town, brought by
the many pedlars and
merchants who come to
the markets and fairs. It
Longbowmen practicing
is therefore with a sense
of relief that you sit back
and let the boat carry you away from it all.

13

This is a good time to leave 14th century Beverley. It is
becoming a time of unrest, and you have noticed a tension
in the streets during your journey through the town. There
are mutterings about Archbishop Neville, a fiery character
who causes fear among the folk of Beverley, who is currently
intervening in disagreements between Beverley and the men of
Hull, as well as causing disputes with the Minster canons.

Leaving Beverley

Wikimedia (Creative Commons Licence)

Barleyholme

Luttrell Psalter
East Riding Museums Service

