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The last Newsletter was a bumper edition; this time we 
are back to our usual length. Our contributing editors 
for Cradley have again written articles for this 
Newsletter, both, as it happens, on rectors of Cradley. 
One rector, though a pluralist, seems to have been a 
popular incumbent; the other was outlawed for murder. 
David Whitehead looks at 19th- and early 20th-century 
Colwall as a resort village, taking advantage of the 
springs on the Malvern hills. I have been doing a bit 
more work on the Mordiford dragon and its origins 
since the brief note in last autumn’s Newsletter.

May I again make a plea for copy for the next number? 
As I have said before, we are interested in articles about all parts of the county. 
Perhaps by the spring more VCH volunteer groups will be up and running and able 
to make contributions to the newsletter, but we could still do with a wider range of 
articles. I cannot refer to volunteers without mentioning the Wills Group, one of the 
original Herefordshire VCH volunteer groups, which has closed down after nearly 
14 years of work. You can read a little more about the group elsewhere in this 
newsletter.

To turn to VCH work in progress. The Colwall text is going through the final editorial 
process at the central VCH. It has been peer reviewed, a process which threw up 
only a few additional queries, and all that now remains to be done is to finalise the 
illustrations and prepare the maps. Publication is tentatively scheduled for next 
summer, and we are already giving thought to a launch.

Notes from the Editor
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Work on Cradley is making good progress, as illustrated by the two articles by 
Anastasia and Fergus, which I have already mentioned. We hope that the first draft 
of the book will be complete by next spring, so that we can get it into the queue for 
editing at the centre. Meanwhile more fascinating titbits of Cradley research are in 
Anastasia’s blog: https:/victoriacountyhistoryherefordshireblog.wordpress.com/. 

Planning for a Red Book on the Ledbury area and the Malvern Hills continues, and 
the proposal for the book covering Ledbury, Bosbury, Coddington, Colwall, Cradley, 
Donnington, Eastnor, and Mathon has been accepted in principle by the central VCH 
staff. Publishing a Red Book will, as we have said before, involve considerable 
expenditure, and we are starting to think of ways of raising the money. As a start 
we are producing a new publicity/fund-raising leaflet to be sent to potential donors 
and to be available at HARC and in Herefordshire libraries.

We had a successful event at Whitfield House in June, which raised much-needed 
c. £1,000. We were fortunate in the weather, and particularly enjoyed the chance to 
wander round the gardens after tea. Plans are being made for a similar event next 
summer, probably in early June – more information in the next Newsletter.

The VCH celebrates the 120th anniversary this year of the 
publication of its first Red Book. To mark the event staff in every 
active VCH county have been asked to fill a specially made box, 
the size of a Red Book, with objects which represent their county 
history ‘in quirky or surprising ways’. This has presented a 
challenge to some people! The boxes will be opened at an 
‘unboxing party’ in the Institute on 20 November. It will be 
exciting to see what is in them, and the event should generate further publicity and 
thus support for the VCH.

We can report the publication in August of the latest Oxfordshire Red Book, 
Wychwood Forest and Environs. It covers about a dozen 
predominantly rural parishes in the west of the county near 
the Gloucestershire border. Essex VCH’s ‘Short’ on 
Harwich, Dovercourt and Parkeston in the 19th century (see 
left) was published in October. It describes the changing 
character of what is now the borough of Harwich as its port 
first declined then grew in importance, and a seaside resort 
developed.The next red volume to be published will be 
Yorkshire East Riding, volume X part 1 – The Howdenshire 
Townships, by David Crouch. It is in the press and should be 
with us any time now.

News from the Centre
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The Ledbury based Wills Group, which held its final meeting in September, 
was one of the original England’s Past for Everyone (EPE) groups, set up 
after the initial EPE meeting in December 2005. Since then up to a dozen 
volunteers have met monthly to transcribe, or latterly to take detailed notes 
on, the 16th- and 17th-century wills for parishes on which the Herefordshire 
VCH was working. To do this they have had to learn to read early modern 
handwriting – not an easy task, as the sample below will illustrate– and find 
the meanings of the many words used to describe household and agricultural 
items mentioned in the wills. Most of the original wills are in the 
Herefordshire Archives, so the group has also done a lot of photography to 
enable them to work on the wills at home. Other wills were downloaded from 
the National Archives.

Over the years the group has worked on the wills for Ledbury, Bosbury, 
Colwall, Cradley and Eastnor,  providing a rich source of material for the 
VCH researchers working on those parishes. The Ledbury, Bosbury and 
Eastnor wills are available  to all on the VCHExplore website:
https://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/explore/county/herefordshire/. 

The Wills Group

Janet Cooper

https://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/explore/county/herefordshire/
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Colwall: A Resort Village

Until the late 18th century, visitors seeking Malvern waters congregated at Malvern 
Wells, rather than at Great Malvern. The plural used for ‘Wells’ is significant since 
the spring that fed the famous Holy Well, just below the Wyche, was notoriously 
fickle and appeared on both sides of the hill. Indeed, the 1633 map marks several 
springs associated with Holy Well, all on the western side of the Malvern ridge. 
Among them was Prime’s Well and further south-west Walm’s Well. 
Communication with the wells on the west was via the Wyche Cutting, which is 
referred to in the early 15th century, and by the late 18th century was part of the 
local turnpike system. Presumably due to increasing usage in August 1823, the 
Ledbury Turnpike Commissioners met at the Feathers to discuss the erection of a 
tollgate on the road leading up to the Wyche, at or near the south-western part of 
Colwall Green. Apparently, this steep route was rarely used by carriages but was 
regarded as a useful short-cut by pedestrians coming from Great Malvern to Ledbury, 
and visa versa. A little earlier a public subscription had been raised in Malvern to 
build a road around North Hill, via Upper Mathon, which continued beyond the 
Wyche to join the main Malvern to Ledbury road coming-up from Little Malvern. 
The road over the Wyche was made suitable for carriages in 1846 through the 
endeavours of the Revd James Somers Cocks who consulted the Colwall Vestry 
about demolishing cottages and purchasing land that belonged to the inhabitants of 
Colwall. The Vestry agreed to the improvements, allowing the Somers-Cocks and 
his subscribers to make a profit from the road for three years before handing it over 
to the parish. These improvements in communications enabled Colwall to share in 
the flourishing tourist industry that depended upon the Malvern waters, but also 
increasingly, upon the picturesque ambience, which in some respects was more 
apparent on the western side of the Hills, than the east. Significantly, the earliest 
guidebook for visitors was written by the Revd John Barrett of Colwall. His 
Description of Malvern and its Environs (1796) was soon out of print, and Chambers 
(1817) hoped it would quickly be republished and urged his readers to ‘transmit any 
account of the Revd Barrett to the Malvern booksellers’. He does not appear to have 
been an incumbent of Colwall and was too early to have been a relation of the 
Barretts of Hope End.

Early tourists, like their modern counterparts, were keen to walk the Hills and take-in 
the more rugged views towards the Welsh mountains. In the late 18th century Mary, 
countess of Harcourt, improved the path up from the Holy Well to the Wyche and 
employed the legendary Ann Farmer to keep it swept clean.  On the brow of the hill 
she had constructed a ‘small thatched covered seat’ (or alcove), which was a popular 
objective for tourists. It was accidently burnt-down in the winter of 1820/1 but was 
immediately rebuilt using money raised by public subscription. A short detour down 
from the alcove, on the Colwall slopes, there was the short-lived Moorarls Well 



where in c.1800 there was a bath and a cottage. Chambers (1817) described it as 
‘filled-up’ but anticipated its restoration ‘to its original state, for use of the public’. 
Visitors with journals or guidebooks to write were keen to draw verbal pictures of 
the contrasting countryside of the Severn Valley and Herefordshire. Chambers, 
quoting ‘two gentlemen’ who had reflected deeply on the scenery felt the ‘richness, 
luxuriancy (sic) and beauty’ of the Severn Valley, was reminiscent of the paintings 
by Claude, whilst Herefordshire with its more rugged qualities was closer to Salvator 
Rosa.

The burgeoning reputation of Malvern as a resort in the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries opened-up many opportunities for the property owners and residents of 
Colwall. The Revd Thomas Hughes, headmaster of the Grammar School, whilst 
writing to the Hereford Journal about his lost dog, let it be known that he had a 
‘genteel parlour with two commodious rooms attached’, which he was prepared to 
let ‘during the season at Malvern Wells’. His successor, the Revd Thomas Dean, 
was equally keen to advertise the ‘healthy situation’ of the school ‘eminently 
participating in the benefits of Malvern Air and Water’ and equally ‘providing 
numerous walks over the Malvern Hill’ for ‘the improvement and preservation of 
health’. It seems the school flourished in this period.

Owners of houses also exploited the setting and proximity. The sale of a ‘substantial 
dwelling house’ at Chance’s pitch, adjoining the turnpike to Malvern Wells, not 
only had attractive gardens and two acres of orchard but it was located on an 
‘eminence…commanding an extensive prospect’. When the more secluded Brook 
House, adjoining Colwall Green, was for sale in 1800, the vendors were hoping to 
attract a ‘genteel family’ i.e. just the sort of people likely to take the waters of 
Malvern. Similarly, when Old Colwall was for sale in November 1819, the 
auctioneers pulled out all the stops, eulogising the ‘bold view of the whole line of 
the Malvern Hills, with rich prospects of woods and groves…and from its congruity 
to Malvern…(it) forms a part of the picturesque scenery of that much admired spot’.

Brand Lodge appears to have been one of the first high-status houses on the new 
road, which later in the century became Jubilee Drive. It had a series of owners and 
tenants in the early 19th century who came to enjoy the Wells and the Hills.  In 1810 
it had lately been the residence of Lady Ann Hamilton and her companion, Miss 
Beckford. Its picturesque views were much lauded but also its proximity to the 
‘celebrated waters of Malvern Wells’ – presumably via Lady Harcourt’s path. If the 
residents of Brand Lodge found this too strenuous, an advertisement informs us that 
the mansion had ‘an excellent cold bath and dressing room with a fireplace thereto’.  
In 1826 the mansion belonged to the Hon. James Phillip Cocks, half-brother of the 
1st earl Somers of Eastnor who was trying to sell it. Once again the setting was 
praised and the position ‘within a few hundred yards of the delightful terrace of 
Malvern Wells’. To achieve a good sale Brand Lodge seems to be moving, 
imperceptively, closer to the Wells.
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Within a few months a new tenant had been found. This was Samuel Rush Meyrick 
(1783-1848) and Llewellyn, hid 22-year old son, who had spent the summer 
negotiating with the ladies of Goodrich Manor for the purchase of Goodrich Castle. 
Llewellyn was in fragile health, and probably came to take the waters and enjoy the 
walks in the bracing ‘wind coming from the Cambrian Mountains’. He found the 
house quiet and ‘on the most beautiful spot to be found on earth’. During 1827 some 
significant visitors called at the Lodge to visit the Meyricks; these included Francis 
Martin, recently returned from Russia where he conferred the Garter on the new 
Emperor, Nicholas I and John Chessell Buckler (1793-1894), artist and architect 
who shared with Rush Meyrick a passion for gothic architecture and was at this time 
building Halkyn Castle in Flintshire in the Tudor Gothic style. He had also been 
sketching at Goodrich Castle. (Rosalind Lowe, Sir Samuel Rush Meyrick and 
Goodrich Court (2003), p. 108).

A few years later, in August 1831, Hope End was advertised for sale – an estate 
‘adapted for the accommodation of a nobleman or family of first distinction’. Once 
again the descriptive powers of the London auction house are stretched to the limit 
in describing the virtues of the place ‘which may be said to vie with Eastnor Castle’, 
but no mention is made of Malvern. Clearly being on the west side of the parish this 
was not a consideration, or may be the attractions of Malvern were fading.  As early 
as 1784 the Hon. John Byng, Viscount Torrington, noticed that the ‘Belle messe – 
who numbered among their company several titled ladies, a number of clergymen 
and some prominent citizens of Worcester’ had settled with their families ‘at the 
village of Great Malvern…..and look down upon the vulgar society of the well-
house’ at Malvern Wells. Great Malvern had an ancient priory, St Anne’s Well, the 
patronage of the Foleys of Stoke Edith, a new library, baths and assembly rooms 
and several new hotels. Nevertheless, auctioneers with property to sell in Colwall 
were still keen to harness the reputation of the Wells, vulgar or not. The Colwall 
Court estate was up for sale in 1832 and included Slye House, a small farm on the 
west facing slopes of the Hills with ‘remarkable pleasant….fine picturesque views’ 
and within ‘ten minutes ride of Malvern Wells via the turnpike road’. Similarly, 
when the Winnings came up for sale in August 1832, the particulars claimed that 
the property shared with Malvern Wells ‘the salubrity of the air, purity of the waters 
and the romantic grandeur of Malvern proper’. Moreover, the estate was ‘equal to 
any on the east side of the Hills’, and the popularity of the area was ‘daily increasing 
in importance’ and becoming ‘a resort and residence for many distinguished 
families’. An added attraction was ‘hounds for fox and hare were kept within the 
neighbourhood’ – an advantage noticed at Hope End a few years earlier.

David Whitehead
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Cradley Clergymen
‘HIS HOUSE AND BORD WERE EVER SIDONS 

AND A DEED HIS WORD’

One of the parts of the Cradley Short volume Passim: inconsistent capitalism,which 
I have most enjoyed researching is ‘Religious Life’, and I have found the parish’s 
rectors especially fascinating. It was hard to pick which one to discuss in this short 
newsletter article, as there were so many colourful characters! 

It is likely that Morgan Powell was baptised in the early years of Elizabeth’s reign, 
and was thus among the first generation of Church of England clergymen who had 
no memory of England ever having been Catholic. His name suggests that his family 
may have been from Wales or near the Welsh borders; it is possible that he was born 
and grew up in Herefordshire. Powell studied at Brasenose College, Oxford, 
acquiring not only an MA in 1578 but also a BD [Batchelor of Divinity] in 1586. 
After his studies at Oxford, he became Chaplain to the Bishop of Hereford. 

Powell was appointed rector of Cradley in August 1587. From the very beginning 
of his time as Cradley’s Rector, he was a pluralist, becoming Chancellor of Hereford 
Cathedral in the same year, and a prebendary at Hereford Cathedral just a year later, 

in 1588. Evidently he was not satisfied with merely 
these three positions, as in June 1611 he was given 
a Faculty Office grant to hold another benefice (so 
long as it was not more than 10 miles distant from 
Cradley), and became vicar of Ocle Pychard 
(Herefordshire). Naturally, Powell could not do all 
the work of four benefices by himself, and so a 
succession of curates were necessarily appointed 
at Cradley. We know the name of Nicholas 
Robertes (curate in 1587), Christopher Gapnons 
(curate in 1592), Mr Dennis (curate in 1597) and 
John Haylings (curate from 1620/21).

It is difficult to deduce from the surviving 
documentation how much interest Powell took in 
the parish. The 1589 terrier (i.e. the detailed 
description) of Cradley’s glebe land (i.e. the land 
owned by the parish church) seems to have been 
produced by six other men; Morgan Powell’s 
signature is not among those at the bottom of the 
document, although one of the men, John Powell, 

could have been a member of his family. However, he was mentioned first among 
those who compiled the 1607 terrier. Moreover, in the 1607 terrier, Powell is 

Cradley Church doorway and 
communion table



described as not only the rector but also parish clerk. He seems to have held this 
role for most of his time as rector and to have fulfilled it dutifully. 

Cradley’s baptismal register for Powell’s time as rector is in his very neat 
handwriting, and the bottom of every page is signed (in Latin) ‘by me, Morgan 
Powell, rector of the parish church of Cradley’, until the page of 1620-1, which is 
written and signed by John Haylings, who describes himself as the ‘curate’. Given 
that Powell died in 1621, it is likely that his health was failing, forcing him to give 
up his role as parish clerk. Curiously, although the baptismal register dates back to 
before Powell started as 
rector, beginning in around 
1560 (the first page is 
damaged), every page from 
c.1560 to 1619 is in 
Powell’s handwriting and 
signed by him. This 
suggests that Powell was 
either copying from another 
book for the years pre-1587, 
or compiled the previous 26 
(or so) years of baptisms 
from various sources. Either 
way, it perhaps shows a dedication to his duties at Cradley to have undertaken this 
work, and certainy we owe Powell our gratitude, as without this we would be missing 
a quarter-of-a-century’s worth of records (c.1560-1586).

Although Powell served as parish clerk, he may not have been resident in Cradley 
much of the time. This impression, suggested by the continual appointment of 
curates, is perhaps strengthened when we look at the surviving wills. Powell is listed 
among the witnesses on only a couple of them: the wills of the yeomen Richard 
Woodiatt (1605) and Christopher Long the Elder (1606). Given that the names of 
other men of importance in the parish often appear over and over among the 
witnesses, this may suggest that Powell was infrequently present in the parish. 
Nonetheless, Powell and his family seem to have felt some attachment to the parish, 
perhaps regarding it as their home parish, or respecting it as a wealthy benefice, 
since Powell’s daughter Elizabeth (who died in 1611) was buried in the church and 
is commemorated by a memorial inscription there. His sons Richard and Francis 
matriculated at Oxford in 1626 and 1632 as ‘son of Morgan of Cradley’.

After his death in 1621, Powell was commemorated by an inscription in the parish 
church. If the inscription is to be believed, despite his pluralism, and probable 
non-residence, Powell was a well-liked, good, honourable, and kind man. The 
inscription commends his ‘singular integrity and love of all. Whom city, shire and 
all that knew commended... Whom all men loved... [He] was of all men furthest 
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from that sin [pride]. The meekest man alive; his house and bord were ever sidons 
[apparently a local term, meaning unclear] and a deed his word. Among the virtues 
all, there is not one which in his heart had not her mansion.’  It is, perhaps, likely 
that Powell was indeed missed by the people of Cradley. He had been Rector there 
for thirty-four years, and therefore had doubtless become a feature of the parish. 

Powell’s time as rector coincided with an important period in the history of the 
Church of England. Between the 1530s and 1560s, England had seen around five 
major changes of religious identity, and had swung precariously backwards and 
forwards between Catholicism and Protestantism. During Elizabeth’s long reign, a 
measure of stability returned, as her religious settlement was imposed upon the 
country and maintained for over four decades. This was certainly not achieved 
without bloodshed or persecution, although (besides Cradley’s rector probably being 
deprived of his position in 1560 due to his Roman Catholic beliefs), little evidence 
has yet come to light that Cradley saw much of either. England settled down into a 
new religious “norm” in the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I, and conformist 
Protestantism slowly became a core-part of English religious identity. 

For Cradley’s residents, this new, and enduring, religious settlement must have been 
encapsulated in the persons of their rectors and curates. It is thus striking that 
Powell’s time as rector coincided with most of this period; he was as steady and 
enduring a presence as the Elizabethan religious settlement which he represented. 
However, it is also intriguing that, from the limited evidence we possess, we know 
almost nothing of Powell’s own religious beliefs. Was he one of the new generation 
of Puritan clergymen who, by the 1580s, represented the majority of those being 
ordained? Was he, like many in Herefordshire in the 1580s, sympathetic to the old 
ways, with some closet Catholic beliefs? Or was he a middle-of-the-road man? Did 
he even have much interest in theology at all? Even his funeral inscription does not 
seem to give us a hint. 

Anastasia Stylianou

Wishing everyone a
 Very Happy Christmas and 

a Wonderful New Year
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A year ago, after our morning at Mordiford church, I wrote a short note on the 
Mordiford dragon, concluding that more work could be done on the beast. This 
article is the result of some of that work.

It seems that the dragon was first described in the 1670s by the Herefordshire 
antiquary Thomas Blount, who recorded that on the wall of Mordiford church was 
a picture of a serpent with the inscription:

‘This is the true effigies of the strange
Prodigious monster which our woods did range.

In Eastwood it by Garson’s hand was slain,
A truth which old mythologists maintain.’

Blount gave no indication as to which wall the picture was on, or indeed as to whether 
it was inside or outside the church. The presence of the inscription, which is not 
mentioned again, might suggest it was inside.

A few years later, another antiquarian, Thomas Dingley of Dilwyn, made a drawing 
of a strange serpent-like creature with eight wings and eight legs (pictured right). It 
appears on an otherwise blank page of his 
notebook which is filled mainly with 
drawing of churches and tombs. There is 
nothing in Dingley’s notebook to identify it 
as the Mordiford dragon, but as that section 
of the notebook is all about Herefordshire 
there seems nothing else it could be, and 
Blount had described the creature as a 
serpent. The only other Herefordshire parish with a dragon legend is Brinsop. There 

it is clear that the legend derives from the 
surviving Romanesque tympanum of St 
George and the dragon. That dragon is also 
a serpent with neither wings nor legs. 

Little if anything appears to have been 
recorded of the Mordiford dragon for the 
next century: indeed a visitor who described 
the church in 1784 said nothing at all about 
it. At the end of the century, however, two 
quite detailed accounts of the legend were 
published. In 1797 Samuel Ireland, an 

engraver and travel writer from London, in his Picturesque Views on the River Wye, 
recorded an enormous dragon or serpent represented in plaster on the east end of 
Mordiford church. Some centuries before he wrote, the terrifying dragon had 

cc-by-sa/2.0 - St George, Brinsop 
by Philip Pankhurst - geograph.org.uk/p/639150

More on the Mordiford Dragon



devoured all the cattle on the adjoining hills called Offwood. No one dared to attack 
it until finally a condemned criminal agreed to try, and successfully killed the dragon 
while it was consuming a hogshead of cider

In 1802 the Buckinghamshire antiquary George Lipscomb in his account of a 
Journey into South Wales, made in 1799, told a similar story. He said that the east 
end of the church was decorated with a painting of a large green dragon, the exact 
size of the dragon which had once terrorised the neighbourhood. If that was so, the 
creature would have been about 12 feet long. Its head was very large, ‘of a terrible 
aspect’ with a red mouth and a forked tongue, its wings were ‘elevated and 
expanded’, and it was web-footed. No one was brave enough to attack it, until a 
‘malefactor’ under sentence of death agreed to do so. He hid in a barrel at the 
confluence of the Wye and the Lugg where the dragon went to drink, and after a 
long fight killed the dragon, but was himself killed by the creature’s poisonous 
breath. Lipscomb was very sceptical, and further enquiries produced the suggestion 
from ‘a gentleman of Hereford’ that the ‘dragon’ was an amphibian left on the banks 
of the Lugg after a flood. Lipscomb suggests that a snake 12 feet long would be 
sufficiently frightful without the other attributes of the dragon. 

The Herefordshire historian John Duncumb referred briefly to the dragon in his 
introduction to the Collections towards the History and Antiquities of the County of 
Hereford,  published in 1804.  Commenting on the surname of Uther Pendragon, he 
remarked on the respect shown to dragons in ‘several places’, but the only example 

he cited was Mordiford where ‘the 
supposed form of a dragon has been 
described and renewed on the west end 
of the church of Mordiford … from 
time immemorial’. It will be noted that 
the dragon seems to have moved from 
the east to the west end of the church 
between Lispcomb’s visit and 
Duncumb’s, otherwise the stories are 
compatible with each other. The 
drawing on the left, made in 1808 
shows the dragon, with wings and two 
legs, on the west end of the church. 

Another long account of the dragon was published in 1848 by the Hereford writer 
J Dacres Devlin.  The painting had by then been destroyed in the major repair of the 
church in 1811. He claimed to have derived his information, at second hand, from  
a man named Wigley, who lived in Hampton Bishop, but a lot of the detail was 
almost certainly the product of Dacres Devlin’s imagination. According to this 
version, a little girl called Maud was out blackberrying when she found a baby 
dragon which she took home and fed. Despite her parents’ opposition she made a 
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pet of the creature, which grew to terrorize the neighbourhood as in Lipscomb’s 
version. The dragon seems finally to have been killed after a chase along ‘Serpent 
Lane’ leading from the church up into the hills. The spot was still pointed out in 
Dacres Devlin’s day.

The Woolhope Club visited Mordiford in 1886 when the President, G.H. Piper, read 
a paper on the dragon in which he quoted Blount and Lipscomb and also referred to 
the suggestion put forward by Cooke’s suggestion in his continuation of Duncumb’s 
work that the painted dragon was to be associated with the arms of St Guthlac’s 
priory. Piper himself proposed that the dragon was a member of the ‘great Saurian 
family’, in short a dinosaur, which had somehow survived into the 17th century.

A surviving dinosaur is unlikely to have been the source of 
the legend of the dragon of Mordiford. The connection with 
the arms of St Guthlac’s priory in Hereford, which had 
owned the rectory (i.e. the rector’s income) of Mordiford in 
the Middle Ages, is much more probable. The priory’s arms 
apparently included a gold ‘wyvern’, a heraldic, two-legged 
dragon. Is it possible that the arms appeared somewhere in 
the chancel, for which the priory as rector was responsible? 
At some point, perhaps in the 17th or 18th century after it 
had given rise to the legend, the picture of the wyvern was painted on the outside 
of the church. The creature in this 1808 illustration appears to be a wyvern, though 
Dingley’s 1680s beast was certainly not one. Duncumb was surely correct in saying 
that the beast was repainted over the years, which might account for the change, but 
it would mean that the beast changed from a wyvern to a serpent dragon and back 
again.

The Outlaw Priest: the Uninspiring Rectorship of 
Master Gervase of London

There are several challenges in tracing the medieval rectors of Cradley. The first is 
that, while the episcopal registers provide fourteen names, they are erratic at 
recording collations. As such the dates of several of the rectors are uncertain. Even 
with the aid of resources such as Julia Barrow’s Fasti volumes and Emden’s 
Biographical Register of the University of Oxford, the careers and dates of some 
rectors, like Thomas Birmingham (1366-1393-) and Maurice Trevenaunt (-1455) 
are largely a mystery. What is evident, however, is that the rectors of Cradley tended 
to be well-educated and enjoy fairly prestigious careers. Eight of the men in the 

Janet Cooper
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registers, for example, can be firmly identified as holding canonries, most at 
Hereford, some also elsewhere. Seven held a master’s degree, and one a bachelor’s. 
Two (John Nans and William Burghill) held doctorates in canon law. Nans also held 
one in Civil Law. Three men served as treasurers of Hereford Cathedral (William 
de la Gare, Henry Martyn and William Burghill) and two as archdeacons.

For the period prior to the surviving registers, however, we are reliant principally 
on chance mentions in charters or royal records. These render the names of two 
additional rectors, neither of whom were identified as such by Barrow. The first 
firmly identified rector in the late twelfth century was Ralph Foliot, who was a canon 
at Hereford by the end of 1178 and became Archdeacon of Hereford soon after 15 
March 1179. Ralph was also a senior royal servant, serving as Henry II’s sigilarius 
in the Chancery and as a royal justice, as well as possibly holding a prebend from 
Salisbury Cathedral and several other benefices elsewhere. Ralph’s career indeed 
seems largely in line with that of many of the later rectors of Cradley.

The second, a Gervase, is mentioned only once c.1242, in the context of a legal 
dispute in the parish concerning the receipt of tithes from the chapel in the manor 
of Barrow and the right to present its chaplain to the bishop. Gervase claimed both 
rights but was defeated in court by Robert de Baruwe. Working on the assumption 
that Gervase, like Ralph and so many of his successors, might have been a canon at 
Hereford, a search of the Fasti yielded a promising and surprising find. Records of 
only one canon Gervase survives, Gervase of London, and he dates from exactly the 
period which Gervase rector of Cradley is recorded in the court case. This Gervase 
was both a canon at Hereford – prebend unknown – and at Lichfield where he held 
the prebend of Wolvey. In Herefordshire he is recorded as clerk c.1234 - 1239 then 
as a canon in 1240. His father was Gervase of St. Paul’s, and possibly a relative of 
another Gervase of London who was also a canon of Lichfield earlier in the century.

This of course does not mean that the two men were the one and the same, nor does 
Barrow link him to Cradley. However, two points leap out from the records of 
Gervase of London. The first was Gervase’s identification as ‘of London’. The 
significance of this is that a Gervase of London appears in another curia regis case 
relating to Cradley, again from c.1240s. While this Gervase is not referred to as 
rector of Cradley, he is referred to as magistrum, confirming that he is a churchman 
and probably a full priest. In this second case, Master Gervase of London had 
attempted to claim the right of wardship over the heirs of Robert de la Ethe (Heath) 
of Cradley. A female relative of Robert’s, one Edith de la Ethe, took Gervase to the 
king’s court, disputing his right to hold the wardship and also contesting his assertion 
that the de la Ethes held their land in the parish through military service. This Gervase 
also lost his case and was amerced.

While it is not impossible that Gervase rector of Cradley and Master Gervase of 
London were different people, it does seem highly improbable. If we take it that this 
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Gervase of London was also the canon of Hereford, then the story of Cradley’s rector 
takes an even more dramatic turn when we turn to the second notable point from the 
records. In c.1252, Gervase became outlawed for murder.

The details of the case are frustratingly vague. The murder apparently occurred in 
1252. The victim was one Bernard, prior of Champagne (possibly either diocese of 
Saintes or Poitiers). What actually transpired in the case is unknown, but it is certain 
that Gervase was an outlaw by 6 January 1254 when a royal writ ordered the sheriff 
of Herefordshire to arrest Gervase of London along with a Henry Boystard and others 
if they came into his bailiwick. He was also to arrest anyone who helped or fed the 
outlaws. Gervase was to remain an outlaw for the next two years. By January 1255 
the search had switched to Oxfordshire when Gervase of London ‘outlawed for 
larceny’ was said to be ‘now wandering from place to place’. Why the charge had 
changed is uncertain. Again those who helped him were to be imprisoned until 
further order. He was still being hunted in January 1256, when he was referred to 
as ‘sometime canon of Hereford’, and the charge was once more the death of the 
prior of Champagne. On 21 May 1265 Gervase received a pardon. His intercessor 
was one Master Rostand, a papal sub-deacon and chaplain. It appears Gervase had 
been hiding for a time in Oxfordshire with a Thomas de Gersindon and Gunter de 
Winteneye, who the king now ordered to be not molested by the sheriff.

Remarkably Gervase resurrected his ecclesiastical career. By 1259 he was still a 
canon at Lichfield, as well as a papal sub-deacon and chaplain. Gervase’s 
connections clearly served him well. It seems, however, that he remained persona-
non-grata with Bishop Peter Aigueblanche of Hereford. A papal register entry refers 
to the bishop as ‘persecuting’ him regarding a papal provision in his diocese and 
regarding a ‘suit between them for certain benefices of which the bishop has deprived 
him’. He was granted an exemption from the bishop’s episcopal jurisdiction. This, 
and the original writ of outlawry, seem to suggest that Gervase’s crime was originally 
in Herefordshire. One of the mentioned benefices was probably Cradley, which he 
likely lost when stripped of his canonry at Hereford.

Gervase’s tenure in Cradley seems to have been rather uninspiring to put it mildly. 
His subsequent career is unknown, but he may have had cause to be glad to be away 
from Hereford during the Barons’ War, when Peter was dragged from the cathedral 
in chains by his enemies in 1263 and subsequently the manor of Cradley was attacked 
and despoiled.
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