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FroM MINSTER TO PRIORY: ST. MILBURGA’S, WENLOCK

By ROSE LAGRAM-TAYLOR

Abstract: This paper is in two parts, the first concentrating on the size, wealth, and status of
Wenlock. The focus is upon the debate about Earl Leofric’s possible re-foundation, in order to
establish the nature of the religious house at the arrival of the Cluniacs, the extent to which the
Cluniacs altered St. Milburga’s, and a study of its landed estates through analysis of Domesday
Book evidence. The second part relates more specifically to the treatment of St. Milburga by
the Cluniacs through consideration of Goscelin’s Life of St. Milburga and Milburga’s Testament,
followed by reflection on The Translation of St. Milburga. The most important aspect of this part
is investigating the level of acceptance and utilisation of the Anglo-Saxon saintly cult by the
Cluniacs. Ultimately, change was certainly experienced at Wenlock, but the level of disruption is
questionable.

Introduction

‘The Earl filled it with Cluniac monks and now lovely shoots of virtue strain towards the sky’.'

The ruinous St. Milburga’s Priory in Much Wenlock, Shropshire, attracts little attention from medieval scholars
today, overshadowed by its own Dissolution history and by the more prestigious of Earl Roger of Montgomery’s
foundations, Shrewsbury Abbey. Yet a study of this unassuming site at Wenlock offers much to the student of
Norman Conquest England, including key questions regarding the level of change and continuity within religious
sites throughout England following the Conquest. What was the impact on religious life at Wenlock after 1066?
How were the estates of St. Milburga treated, and why did land values decrease? What was the Norman attitude
towards Anglo-Saxon saints such as St. Milburga? To what extent does the experience of Wenlock Priory
correspond with national patterns?

A brief history

A double monastery under an abbess was first established at Wenlock before 690, founded by Merewald, king of
the Magons@te as a dependent house of St. Botolph’s Monastery, Icheanog.? Milburga, daughter of Merewald,
became Abbess shortly after the foundation. Under her rule Wenlock flourished, receiving benefactions from her
brothers Merchelm and Milfred and holding lands across Shropshire, Herefordshire and Wales.* In 901, a charter
issued by Zlthelred and Athelfled refers to Wenlock as a minster, and suggests that, whilst the community was
still mixed, it was under a male ‘senior’.* Little is known of Wenlock until Earl Leofric of Mercia is recorded
by John of Worcester and William of Malmesbury as either endowing or re-founding the site, then presided over
by a residential community of secular canons.’ After the Conquest, Earl Roger of Montgomery re-established
Wenlock as a Cluniac Priory, dependent on La Charité-sur-Loire ¢.1078—1083, following the establishment of
the first Cluniac house in England at Lewes in ¢.1077-1078. A Life of St. Milburga was commissioned from
Goscelin of St. Bertin by the Wenlock community, and in 1101 an alleged discovery of St. Milburga’s remains
prompted the writing of the Miracula Inventiones Beate Mylburge Virginis, attributed to Odo, Cardinal Bishop of
Ostia. The community slowly developed and by ¢.1169—-1170 it was large enough to establish its own daughter
house in Paisley, and small dependent houses at Dudley, St Helen’s and Church Preen. The Cluniac Visitation of
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2 ROSE LAGRAM-TAYLOR

¢.1275-1276 records 40 monks and 3 lay brethren being present at Wenlock, a considerable increase from the
initial handful when it was founded.® It received independence from La Charité by papal bull in 1494 and remained
a religious establishment until the Dissolution in 1536.

Historiography and sources

There is no specific study on Wenlock Priory’s experience of the Norman Conquest. Rose Graham and Marjorie
Chibnall both recount a general history of the Priory from its early Anglo-Saxon foundation through to its later
Cluniac one, and A. J. M. Edwards and P. A. Hayward focus upon Odo of Ostia’s account of the translation of St.
Milburga.

Whilst a rich variety of sources is available, it is disappointing that Orderic Vitalis does not mention anything
about Wenlock, despite his local upbringing, and it is also disappointing that no pre-Conquest charters in relation
to Earl Leofric’s minster, or any form of document from Wenlock itself such as a cartulary, exist. However, this
simply invites closer analysis of the sources in existence. Particular attention will be given to John of Worcester,
William of Malmesbury, Domesday Book, St. Milburga’s Testament, Goscelin’s Life of St. Milburga and the
Miracula Inventionis, although it is regrettable that no English translation exists of Goscelin’s Life, limiting
analysis and causing reliance on the summaries of others. Engagement with these sources constitutes the backbone
of this study.

1: The Foundations of Wenlock Priory
Leofric’s refoundation?

The question whether the 11th century foundation on the site of the 7th century Anglo-Saxon monastery represents
a re-foundation by Leofric, Earl of Mercia, or the building of a new church by Roger, Earl of Montgomery, for
his Cluniac monks has sparked significant academic debate. Whilst archaeological reports by D. H. S. Cranage
in 1901 and Humphrey Woods’s 1981-6 excavation suggest in favour of Earl Roger, the 1962-3 excavations by
D. C. Jackson and E. Fletcher interpret the findings as revealing a re-foundation of St. Milburga’s original
monastery by Earl Leofric.” Marjorie Chibnall and H. P. R Finberg are adamant that no such re-foundation was
carried out by Earl Leofric, whereas R. W. Eyton and Rose Graham attest in favour of such a re-foundation.® This
confusion arises from the documentary evidence, particularly the inconsistent accounts of William of Malmesbury
and John of Worcester. Chibnall and Finberg both propose that Malmesbury misinterpreted John of Worcester
and that this has consequently led many historians into error.’” However, using Malmesbury, the archaeological
evidence, and Domesday Book gives greater plausibility to Earl Leofric being the re-founder of Wenlock through
his building a minster church on the site. This would have made St. Milburga’s on the eve of conquest a prestigious
site with little cause for adaptation when Earl Roger placed Cluniac monks from La Charité-Sur-Loire there. It
also points to a significant level of continuity from the original 7th century foundation through to the Cluniac
establishment after the Norman Conquest.

The documentary evidence
John of Worcester in his annals for 1057 reports Earl Leofric’s death and records how he ‘enriched with precious
ornaments the monasteries of Leominster and Wenlock’."> Whilst showing that a monastery at Wenlock was
endowed by Leofric, there is no mention of his re-building it. John of Worcester’s account of Coventry as being
built by Leofric further suggests that Wenlock was merely a recipient of gifts and not re-foundation."! However,
William of Malmesbury in his Gesta Regum Anglorum contradicts this stating: ‘Leofric, with his wife Godgifu,
was a lavish supporter of God’s service and founded many monasteries, Coventry, St. Mary’s Stow, Wenlock,
Leominster and others, giving to the rest ornaments and estates’.!” This is feasibly a misinterpretation of John
of Worcester because of clear similarities: John of Worcester distinguishing Leominster and Wenlock as being
endowed in comparison with Coventry’s complete foundation, William of Malmesbury including them all as being
founded by Earl Leofric. However, Malmesbury, delineating other monasteries as being endowed only with gifts,
suggests that he had a greater knowledge of the foundations and endowments which Earl Leofric made. He does
not merely confuse enriching of monasteries with their foundation, but he makes a clear distinction between the
religious institutions which were enriched and those which were founded.

Which of these two differing accounts is the more believable? Although John of Worcester arguably had greater
knowledge of Salopian based events because he lived nearer, William of Malmesbury can be regarded as being
one of the finest historians of his time. While John of Worcester primarily used the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles as
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his source, Malmesbury placed considerable importance on conducting research and he travelled extensively to
acquire his sources.” It is likely that he travelled to Worcester, but this does not necessarily mean that he used
only John of Worcester as a source when writing about Earl Leofric and his Mercian religious establishments.
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle refers only to the death of Leofric and his burial in Coventry, suggesting that other
sources must have been available for John of Worcester to be aware of Earl Leofric’s foundations and endowments
to religious houses.!* The numerous references within Malmesbury’s works to his use of various sources (‘some
however say’, ‘widely reported’, ‘differences of opinion’) and his attempt at ‘refuting falsehood, setting forth the
truth’ give reason for putting more trust in his version of events.' It therefore seems arguable that William of
Malmesbury did not misinterpret John of Worcester, but collated assorted sources which gave him cause to believe
that the various monasteries, including Wenlock, were founded, rather than simply endowed, by Earl Leofric.

However, cause for doubting William of Malmesbury arises from an apparent contradiction within his Gesta
Pontificum Anglorum, describing Earl Roger’s Cluniac establishment at Wenlock as ‘quite abandoned when the
earl filled it with Cluniac monks’.'®* Why would Wenlock be abandoned if a minster had recently been built? Sarah
Foot asserts that this gives greater reason to trust John of Worcester, since it appears that Earl Leofric did not
re-found Wenlock. Similarly Jackson and Fletcher, despite their excavations seeming to suggest that Earl Leofric
did build a minster on the 7th century site, discredit all evidence from William of Malmesbury because of this
contradictory statement.!” However, there appears little reason to discredit Malmesbury completely. Stating that
Wenlock was deserted could refer to Earl Leofric’s minster becoming dilapidated and thus deserted by ¢.1078—
1083, when the Cluniac monks arrived. This is sufficient time for such change, especially considering the
disruption caused within Shropshire because of rebellions against the Normans by Eadric the Wild and Gruffydd ap
Llewelyn throughout the region. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle ‘D’ text records how losses were suffered in Hereford
when Eadric and the Welsh rose in rebellion in 1067."® There is likely to have been a similar outcome in Shropshire
during the rebellions of 1069—1070 when Shrewsbury Castle was attacked. As Wenlock is only 18km. from
Shrewsbury, it is plausible that reverberations would have been felt, either resulting in some level of destruction,
or giving cause for the canons to desert it. However with no documentary evidence attesting to high levels of
destruction within Wenlock it is possible that it was not deeply affected by the Salopian uprisings.

Another explanation may lie in a more careful reading of the William of Malmesbury extract referring to the
Cluniac arrival. Before the statement on the deserted nature of Wenlock, Malmesbury describes the presence of
an ancient nunnery, where St. Milburga lived and was buried. He then tells of its being abandoned and that the
incoming Cluniacs did not know the location of St. Milburga’s tomb.! It is possible that as Wenlock was originally
founded as a double monastery, Malmesbury was referring to the nuns’ church being abandoned rather than the
continuing male church. This is reinforced by the accounts of St. Milburga’s translation recorded by Malmesbury
and Miracula Inventiones, both describing the re-building of the church where St. Milburga’s relics were
subsequently discovered, suggesting that only this site was dilapidated and thus deserted.”® It is surprising that
Malmesbury makes no mention of the community of secular clerks occupying Leofric’s minster, but this oversight
does not necessarily mean that his references about Wenlock should be discredited with respect to his accounting
for Earl Leofric founding a new minster at the site.

Moreover, what is evident from both John of Worcester and William of Malmesbury is that Earl Leofric had
great interest in monastic patronage across Mercia. Stephen Baxter suggests this as being a survival strategy,
enabling the Leofwine family to create networks of allegiance. It is particularly significant that sites along the
Welsh border such as Leominster, Chester and Wenlock were all subject to Earl Leofric’s patronage, suggesting
that he purposely wanted to build strongholds in vulnerable areas where he lacked a strong landed base. It is
noteworthy that his choice of sites constituted centres of saintly cults stemming from King Merewald’s family.?!
As a newcomer to Mercia on his appointment as Earl, it makes sense to conclude that Earl Leofric would
choose the location of St. Milburga’s monastery to re-found a minster, rather than simply endow the pre-existing
establishment, in order to portray a greater show of strength in a possibly troublesome region. The account given
by William of Malmesbury regarding Leofric therefore corresponds with this conjecture, suggesting that his
description of the foundations is the more accurate.

The archaeological evidence

The original excavations at Wenlock by D. H. S. Cranage in 1901 had the initial aim of finding St. Milburga’s 7th
century church and Earl Leofric’s minster. His report demonstrates that he easily found Milburga’s church, but he
was unable to locate the minster.?? Finding good foundations of a central apse with smaller apses north and south,
alongside the unusual feature of a wall cutting across the central apse, was interpreted by Cranage as showing
the east end of the church begun by Earl Roger ¢.1080.% Little explanation is given as to why this interpretation
was reached, although it can be inferred that the finding of a Norman chapter house and an 11th century transept
determined this conclusion. Later technological and methodological advancements in archaeology, however, mean
that little reliance can be placed upon Cranage’s conclusions.
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The most recent excavations of 1981-6, conducted by Humphrey Woods, surprisingly reach the same conclusion
as Cranage, although Woods’s significant find was the existence of Roman foundations under the 7th century
ones, demonstrating an even longer period of religious continuity on the site. His main argument against a church
founded by Earl Leofric is the lack of Anglo-Saxon sculpture found during excavations. The discovery of two
sections of a chancel arch, dated as early post-Conquest, was taken to suggest a church being constructed by
Earl Roger.”* However, this seems an insignificant basis on which to discount the possibility of a pre-Conquest
foundation. Whilst Woods was able to make use of radio-carbon to date the chancel arch, he describes it as being
only 68% accurate.”® Additionally, burials dating from the latter Anglo-Saxon period (reliability of radio-carbon
dating accepted) being discovered supports there being a prestigious religious community present in the pre-
Conquest era. Woods supposes that this only shows a religious community residing within the older foundation,
but it is more suggestive of the presence of a newly established minster. According to Richard Morris, ‘to qualify
for burial within a church or minster, one had to be a person of rank...whose burial fees were worth having’ > A
newly founded minster would surely have resulted in higher status burials, as it is unlikely that an old 7th century
church would have constituted a desirable burial place for persons of rank. Woods’s conclusion, highlighting that
out of six trenches only one was ‘at a sufficient depth to draw blood’, implies that only a small proportion of the
site was fully excavated and as such no firm conclusions can be drawn.”’

The findings of the 1962-3 excavations seem more conclusive, despite consisting only of trial digs, with
trenches having to be backfilled each day to limit disturbance to visitors.?® The discovery of slender walls, barely
four feet thick, make compelling evidence in favour of a late Anglo-Saxon building rather than an early Norman
one, as the common characteristic of Norman architecture was thick walls. Moreover, Fletcher and Jackson
indicate that their discovery of the western end of the north aisle wall in line with the outer wall of the northern
apse suggests a rectangular planned church without the lateral transeptal extensions common to Norman design.?
The site therefore corresponds more with late Anglo-Saxon design rather than with Norman and thus suggests that
Earl Leofric was responsible for the building of the church.

This conclusion corresponds with Jane Croom’s topographical analysis of medieval Wenlock. Croom describes
how during the 11th century a cigar shaped market street, lined with regular burgage plots, was laid out to the
south-west of the ecclesiastical centre. She deduces that early through roads were diverted into town in the early
to mid 11th century, suggesting that the development of the market street was the cause of this.*® As there was
no community at Wenlock before it became an ecclesiastical centre it seems likely that as the religious house
developed, the town emerged. Therefore, Earl Leofric’s building a new minster would have provided a reason for
greater town development and it would be reasonable to believe that the market street was created at a similar
period as the minster’s construction.

The Domesday Book evidence

There has been a lack of attention given to Domesday evidence about the founder of the 11th century site
at Wenlock Priory. This oversight is significant, as the entry for Wenlock in Domesday Book provides reasons
for seeing this foundation as Earl Leofric’s minster. Wenlock’s value is given as £15 in 1066, demonstrating its
relatively high level of wealth before the Conquest.’' A higher valued estate seems more appropriate for a recently
built minster rather than for an ancient, early Anglo-Saxon one. Even more significant is that the entry states that
four of Wenlock’s twenty hides ‘were exempt from tax in King Canute’s time’.’? It is probable that this favour
bestowed upon Wenlock was due to its prestigious nature. It is arguable that this could suggest that Leofric gained
the exemption for Wenlock at the time of the building of his new minster. This indicates that Wenlock would have
been re-founded sometime between the late 1020s when Leofric was appointed Earl of Mercia by Cnut and 1035
when Cnut died. This is an earlier date than was previously assumed. Most scholars suppose that the re-foundation
occurred within Edward the Confessor’s reign before Earl Leofric’s death in 1057. Before the archaeological
excavations, Cranage stated that there was little reason why the re-foundation of Wenlock should not date from the
1050s given that King Edward was building Westminster and Harold Godwine was building his quire at Waltham.**
However, there is no documentary evidence to date Earl Leofric’s minster and nothing to suggest that it could not
have been built during the earlier period of Cnut’s reign. It would certainly explain why such royal favour was
bestowed on an otherwise small and ancient community at Wenlock.

Accepting that Earl Leofric did re-found Wenlock and did build a prestigious minster on the site of the previous
7th century monastery, it can also be accepted that on the eve of the Conquest Wenlock was a well endowed and fully
functioning religious establishment. When Earl Roger brought over the Cluniac monks little work was needed on the
main church, and the site merely changed in status, from minster to priory. Continuity must have been experienced
with little disruption to the wider community. It is interesting to note that Lewes (1077-8) and Bermondsey (1089),
two other post-Conquest Cluniac foundations, were both founded on pre-existing Anglo-Saxon sites. Norman desire
for continuity with the Anglo-Saxon past came from wanting to promote and legitimise their presence. It would appear
that Wenlock conformed to this general nationwide pattern through the utilisation of the pre-Conquest establishment.
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The Arrival of the Cluniacs

The establishment of Wenlock Priory

Domesday Book records that ‘in Patton Hundred Earl Roger has made St. Milburga’s Church into an Abbey’.**
Whilst the Domesday Inquisitors evidently mistakenly termed the new Cluniac foundation an ‘abbey’ as opposed
to a ‘priory’, given its subjection to La Charité-Sur-Loire, it can certainly be dated as before 1086. Its re-founding
as the Cluniac house must fall between 1078 and 1083, as Lewes, the first Cluniac establishment in England, was
founded by William de Warenne in ¢.1077-1078, and Wenlock pre-dated the foundation of Shrewsbury Abbey in
1083.

As has already been indicated, the Cluniacs re-used the minster built by Leofric as their own church. It is notable
that Shropshire born Orderic Vitalis is silent regarding any activity at Wenlock, especially in the light of his in-
depth description of the founding of Shrewsbury Abbey. Orderic states ‘Roger...began to build a new abbey in
honour of St. Peter, chief of the apostles, at the east gate of his own town of Shrewsbury’.* This implies that Earl
Roger did not build a new priory church for the Cluniacs at Wenlock, as Orderic evidently viewed the building of a
monastery within Shropshire a significant project to document. Furthermore, as Lewes received only three monks
from Cluny, it is unlikely that Wenlock received many more from La Charité-Sur-Loire.*® It is doubtful that a new
church would have been built for such small numbers.

Earl Roger

Earl Roger is recorded by Orderic as giving gifts to churches in Normandy and France, including Cluny.’” A
charter dated 1087x1094 confirms a grant made by Roger to the Abbot of Cluny, and, according to an inscription
from 1738 in the sacristy at Cluny, Roger built the refectory there.*® This evidence implies that Earl Roger had
a particularly close affiliation to Cluny and makes it unsurprising that he chose to establish a Cluniac Priory in
England.

Earl Roger was clearly a generous benefactor to religious institutions. The Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum
records several charters of William I confirming grants made by Earl Roger to cross-Channel monasteries
including St. Stephen’s Abbey in Caen in 1077 and 1079, St. Evroul-en-Rouche in 1081 and the Abbey of Troarn
in 1079-82.% Brian Golding comments on the generosity of William de Warrenne to other religious communities
such as Rouen.* Earl Roger likewise appears to follow this trend of giving grants, whereby newly acquired wealth
from England was bestowed upon French and Norman monasteries.

Golding also refers to Warenne being known to the Ely monks as a despoiler through his usurping their estates.*!
Whilst Earl Roger has not been termed as such, the Domesday Book provides evidence of his re-granting Stoke St.
Milborough, and the resulting opinion; ‘the church held Stoke. Earl Roger gave it to his chaplains, but the Church
ought to have it’.** Although Finberg highlights the fanciful view that these ‘chaplains’ were the last survivors of
the Anglo-Saxon community, pensioned off at the Priory’s expense, it is likely that they were Earl Roger’s personal
chaplains, brought over from Normandy, hence the use of the possessive pronoun ‘his’.** The willingness to re-
grant land and change the tenurial fabric of the area further demonstrates similarity between Earl Roger and King
William and suggests a shared pattern of behaviour by the Normans.

The Cluniac ‘family’ and the founding charter

The extent of the Cluniac ‘family’ in England was limited in William I’s reign to Lewes and Wenlock. Although it
might be expected that there was a connection between Lewes and Wenlock, no evidence exists to support this. It
also seems that, despite having the constitutional ties with the founding houses in France, a relatively independent
status was enjoyed by English Cluniac Priories.

Foundation charters show the main form of subordination to the French ‘mother house’, namely the annual
payment made in exchange for being a dependent house. Wenlock’s founding charter states that Earl Roger
‘grants St. Milburga’s church to the foreign house of La Charité, to which in token of subjection the monks of
Wenlock are to pay an annual rent of 100s’.** Despite Earl Roger’s own grants to Cluny there is no other evidence
to suggest a strong connection between Wenlock and La Charité. It is probable that the relationship between the
French ‘mother house’ and the English ‘daughter house’ was limited because of Abbot Hugh of Cluny. His caution
about the distance between England and France, and the impact which this would have on the level of Cluny’s
control, created a reluctance to send Cluniac monks to England.*® Sending only three monks to Lewes, and refusing
William the Conqueror’s offer to pay 100 marks to every Cluniac monk sent to England to assist in church reform,
demonstrate his unwillingness to form close bonds with England.*® This is probably why La Charité became
Wenlock’s ‘mother house’ rather than Cluny, albeit with only a loose relationship.

The original charter subjecting Wenlock to La Charité is only known from a late transcript in the Gough MSS
held in the Bodleian Library and transcribed in R. W. Eaton’s Antiquities of Shropshire*” The charter states
that it was made ‘with the consent of William II’, which is surprising since the Cluniac Priory at Wenlock was
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founded in William I’s reign. Eyton supposed that as the transcript is in facsimile the transcriber must have had
the original from which to copy, but he suggested that it probably contained errors because of the ancient hand
in which the original was written.*®* However, he did not question why this founding charter dated from about
ten years after Wenlock Priory’s establishment.*” As it is likely that this extant version contains inaccuracies and
misinterpretations, the transcriber may have mistakenly referred to William II rather than William I. Although the
charter is therefore unreliable, it can be used to show Wenlock’s subjection to La Charité and the agreement on a
yearly payment, thus definitely placing Wenlock within the context of the wider ‘Cluniac family’ even if through
limited connections.

How much did religious life at Wenlock change?

Wenlock was transformed from an Anglo-Saxon Minster serving a large parochia staffed by a collection of secular
clerks to a Priory of Cluniac monks. Religious life was greatly transformed. Wenlock illustrates the wider changes
occurring across the country following the Conquest, with the fragmentation of Anglo-Saxon minsters’ parochiae
because of tenurial reorganisation alongside Gregorian reform. Rather than collegiate establishments staffed by
groups of priests providing for a large area, a basic shift occurred, resulting in smaller parishes staffed by one
priest. Wenlock’s change in status to Priory therefore correlates with the general disintegration of minsters and
also corresponds with Cluny’s promotion of religious reform within monasteries, placing greater importance on
liturgical office and prayer.’! Cluny had already influenced the reform of Norman monasteries such as Jumiéges
and Mont St. Michel, so it is unsurprising that Cluniac monasticism would also impact on reforms within England,
especially considering that Pope Gregory VII was himself a Cluniac.

In relation to Wenlock, an essential consideration is what happened to the pre-existing community of secular
clerks. Accepting that Wenlock was never deserted it can be assumed that this Anglo-Saxon community was
present at the arrival of the Cluniacs, especially as Domesday Book records that ‘the Church itself held and
holds’” implying continuity between the two communities.* If only a handful of Cluniac monks were sent from La
Charité, it seems sensible to suggest that the clergy remained at Wenlock, if only to maintain its upkeep. It cannot
be assumed they were simply dismissed. Inference of this can be made from Domesday’s recording of Stoke St.
Milborough. The Domesday Commissioners evidently had some interest in St. Milburga’s because of their opinion
that Earl Roger should not have re-distributed this land.>* As the Cluniac monks were newly arrived to Wenlock,
it seems surprising that they would hold such interest in retaining this estate. Therefore it is more likely their view
represents that of a surviving Anglo-Saxon community, who did not wish to see their ancient estate granted to
Norman chaplains. In speculating about the continuation of the Anglo-Saxon community at St. Milburga’s, these
inferences from Domesday Book suggest that it is not implausible that the pre-Cluniac canons remained. Thus
Wenlock’s religious life altered drastically, but not necessarily to the detriment of the pre-existing community there.

‘What St. Milburga’s holds’

Land held pre and post-Conquest

Domesday Book records suggest a high degree of continuity in the lands held by St. Milburga’s between 1066
and 1086. In 1066 it was assessed at holding fourteen estates. By 1086 only Stoke St. Milborough and Eardington
had been re-granted by Earl Roger.>* These two estates must have been retained by Wenlock immediately after
the Conquest as Roger became Earl only in 1071, following the fall of Edwin, meaning that there was little initial
impact on its land holding. Particularly noteworthy is the fact that Domesday also records the preservation of many
of St. Milburga’s 7th and 8th century estates, implying a considerable amount of continuity since the original
foundation.

The Testament of St. Milburga, as incorporated into Goscelin’s hagiography, documents the lands acquired
by Milburga during her years as Abbess. The integration of five charters within this document illustrates the
estates held.”® Although its incorporation into a post-Conquest text arouses suspicions, three original and existing
charters being assimilated within the Testament give greater credibility to its accuracy. These charters attest
to Abbot Leatherdale of Icheanog granting Wimnicas to Milburga ¢.675x690, Milburga’s brothers Merchelm
and Mildred bestowing land around Clee, the River Corfe, Kenecleag and Chielmers ¢.674x704, and Milburga
herself purchasing land at Magdalee ¢.727x736.% The Testament also accounts for land held in Penda’s Wrye and
Lingden.”” W. F. Mumford highlights the identification problem of these early Anglo-Saxon place names, but it is
generally agreed that “Wimnicas’ refers to Wenlock and ‘Magdalee’ to Madeley.”® Moreover, the land around Clee
Hill is assumed to be Cleestanton and Stoke St. Milborough, with Shipton and Bourton being the area around the
River Corfe.” Mumford suggests that Chielmers refers to Deuxhill as these are neighbouring estates.®® However,
it is more probable that the Chelmarsh estate is the equivalent of the earlier Chielmers. It is notable that this estate
is recorded by Domesday as belonging to Earl Edwin ‘in the time of King Edward’, making it probable that the
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estate was re-granted to the Leofwine family when Leofric founded his minster at Wenlock, to gain a landed base
alongside his ecclesiastical one.® Whilst St. Milburga’s did not retain the Welsh Penda’s Wrye, the Herefordshire
Lingden or Chelmiers, it otherwise appears to have maintained its holding over the other estates through to 1086,
which is remarkable, given the level of disruption which must have been experienced between the 8th and 12th
century, from Viking attacks, Welsh raids and the Conquest itself. It adds credulity to a continued, uninterrupted
usage of the monastic site up to the arrival of the Cluniacs, as otherwise it seems unlikely that St. Milburga’s would
have successfully retained any of its 7th or 8th century estates.

Fiscal assessment

Although Domesday Book provides evidence that the majority of the land held by St. Milburga’s in 1066 was still
held in 1086, it does show a change in its fiscal assessment. Most estates decreased in value. The estate at Wenlock
decreased in value from £15 to £13 by 1086.%2 Only three estates enjoyed an increase in value from 1066: Deuxhill
valued at £0.5 in 1066 and £1 in 1086, Shipton at £1.5 in 1066 and £1.6 in 1086, Sutton at £0.6 in 1066 and £0.8
in 1086.% These increases demonstrate that only small changes in value were experienced. Far more striking are
the total values. The total value of St. Milburga’s estates in 1066 was £49.40. In 1086 this fell to £26.50. Whilst
this figure may be deemed low, partly because of the loss of two estates, even by including the 1086 values for
the re-distributed lands, the total would still be only £37, demonstrating that a considerable decrease in value was
experienced across the estates held.

The 1086 assessment probably demonstrates a gradual regaining of value following a more significant initial
decrease. Since Shipton, Deuxhill and Sutton all increased in value, it is probable that they recuperated and
exceeded their original value at a faster pace than the other estates. The decrease in value can be accounted for
by Welsh incursions before and after 1066 and also as the result of the 1069-70 rebellions led by Eadric the Wild
(hence references to ‘it was waste when he acquired it’ in records across Shropshire).®* Destruction across the
country is doubtlessly also the result of Norman reaction to rebellious behaviour. Records stating ‘value before
1066...; later waste; now..." signifies the likelihood of this waste being caused within the context of the rebellions
but the gradual regaining of value following them.®® As R. T. Rowley has calculated, 43 vills across Shropshire
were ‘waste’ in 1066, 121 after 1066, and 45 in 1086, highlighting this gradual recovery.’® St. Milburga’s lands
have no reference to ‘waste’, and as the minster continued to function the level of destruction must have been
limited. Nevertheless, it is still likely that the decreased values represent some disruption caused by incursions. As
V. A. Saunders writes, the most significant feature of Domesday values for Shropshire is the frequent decrease in
value which occurred around 1066 and the subsequent recovery by 1086.°” St. Milburga’s therefore fits within this
countywide pattern.

The arable capacity documented through the number of ploughs also signifies some level of detrimental impact
on the land held by St. Milburga’s. Seven estates were acknowledged as having greater arable capacity than was
being utilised in demesne land, shown through the number of ploughs listed. For example, Madeley is recorded
as having ‘in Lordship 2 ploughs; 6 villagers and 4 smallholders with 4 ploughs. 4 slaves; a further 6 ploughs
would be possible there’.®® Through recording the number of ploughs, the capability of the hidated land to pay
the tax accessed upon it is revealed. The capacity for greater numbers of ploughs implies that the arable land was
under-stocked. This deficit suggests that over-taxation was occurring. The tax exemptions enjoyed by several of
St. Milburga’s estates can therefore be viewed in this context. The most plausible explanation of why this privilege
was granted was that it was to increase yields of the taxable land, thus implying that beneficial hidation was
occurring. Although, since Wenlock was recorded as receiving its tax exemptions from Cnut, it is likely that the
six other estates with tax exemptions received them simultaneously, with the probable motivation being to bestow
privileges on Earl Leofric’s newly re-founded minster.®” As St. Milburga’s and Montgomery are the only places
listed as having tax exemptions within or near Shropshire, this reasoning seems probable, given that numerous
estates countywide had capacity for more ploughs, but yet did not benefit from exemptions.

If beneficial hidation was introduced by Cnut for St. Milburga’s estates, its still being in place in 1086 is
noteworthy. Because of the deficit in arable capacity, perhaps Earl Roger sought to maintain the tax exemptions
in order to assist in improving the yield of estates. The unfulfilled capacity, probably caused by incursions and
rebellions across Shropshire, both before and after the Conquest, would have resulted in the decreased value of
land. As Earl within Shropshire, and founder of St. Milburga’s Cluniac Priory, Roger would have had an interest
in increasing the value of the land to at least its 1066 amounts in order for greater returns to be made in the long
run. Therefore, whilst the Conquest might have initially had a detrimental effect on St. Milburga’s estates, this was
arguably only a short term impact.

The Church in Domesday
Domesday Book is renowned for inconsistency when recording churches. This raises the question of whether it
correctly records all the holdings of St. Milburga’s. It is probable that some inaccuracy exists, given the high use
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of round numbers and the tendency to enter values to the nearest 5 or 10 within St. Milburga’s entries. However,
St. Milburga’s is treated as a landholder by the Domesday Commissioners, being given a separate entry, rather
than referred to under the lands held by Roger. This is somewhat unusual, given that it is not listed as a tenant-
in-chief.” It is notable that other churches within Shropshire are recorded likewise, and striking that all constitute
old Shrewsbury minsters. Blair writes that it is widely accepted that the majority of Domesday Book churches
are records of minsters.”! It is therefore likely that the Shropshire Commissioners purposely documented this
group of churches apart from other landowners, deeming them ‘superior’ churches of the county with their own
taxable assets, thus suggesting possible greater accuracy in their recording. It is no coincidence that a similar
pattern is noticeable within neighbouring counties to Shropshire, suggesting that this methodology was specific
to the West Mercian based circuit. That the majority of other counties did not record churches as landowners in
this way highlights the wide variety of techniques used when the commissioners gathered their data, and illustrates
the problems which arise when one tries to compare differing areas of the country. This is evident when trying to
compare Wenlock with Lewes as there is no clear distinction about what lands are held by churches in the Sussex
folios. There is no mention of the Cluniac Priory being established at Lewes and the only references to land
belonging to the Priory record the monks acting as sub-tenants to William de Warenne in the vills of Iford and
Falmer.”” Thus St. Milburga’s seems fairly rare in having its lands so accounted in this way, and it suggests that the
Shropshire Commissioners had greater interest in documenting ‘superior’ churches as landowners in their own right.

2: The Cult of St. Milburga
The ‘Life’ and ‘Testament’ of St. Milburga

‘These Englishmen among whom we are living have set up for themselves certain saints who they revere. But
sometimes when I turn over in my mind their own accounts of who they were, I cannot help having doubts about
the quality of their sanctity’.”®

These are the words reportedly written to Anselm from Lanfranc, according to Eadmer. They illustrate the
standard attitude of the Normans after their arrival in 1066 towards Anglo-Saxon saints. The proliferation of
hagiographies of Anglo-Saxon saints commissioned by the Normans themselves demonstrates that this initial
attitude did not prevail. Anglo-Saxon saints could be utilised to harmonise relations between the English and the
Normans and to provide continuity with the pre-Conquest period. Religious establishments could gain higher status
through association with a particular saint and therefore receive more generous grants and endowments from the
secular community. Inspiration for post-Conquest hagiographies must have been the realisation of the usefulness
of accepting Anglo-Saxon saints, together with awareness that in order to utilise them successfully their fully
documented and effectively publicised history was required.”* It is within this setting that Goscelin’s Life of St.
Milburga must be viewed.

Life of St. Milburga

The commissioning of Goscelin’s Life by the Cluniac monks is significant, despite its lack of English translation.
A summary of its contents in A. J. M. Edwards’s thesis on Odo of Ostia’s Miracula Inventiones gives some
understanding of what it contains. After giving a genealogy of Milburga’s family, Goscelin recounts her childhood
and the foundation of the monastery, includes the Testament of St. Milburga and ends with homiletic material
praising Milburga’s saintly qualities and describing the miracles attributed to her. The climax of the work is
Milburga’s death. Goscelin expresses her eager expectation of it and her final words to the community at Wenlock,
exhorting them to keep peace and preserve the lands of the monastery.” It conforms to the usual hagiographic style
of praising saintly virtues and as such can be viewed as a tool for creating interest and participation in the cult of
St. Milburga.

The Testament

The Testament purports to be an autobiographical statement by Milburga giving an account of the various lands
held by her church. Finberg believes that Goscelin transcribed this supposedly early 9th century document word
for word, but this seems unlikely.”® Although the Testament incorporates three known authentic charters, it is
probable that some interpolation existed, hence Wenlock’s (“Wimnicas’) holding 97 hides in comparison with the
far smaller figure of 20 hides as recorded in Domesday Book.”” This seems a drastic reduction. Nevertheless, it is
plausible that the information conveyed within the Testament is largely correct in terms of the estates Milburga
held, as it is unlikely that the whole document is fabricated, despite the many occasions and motives for such
a fabrication between the early 8th century and the post-Conquest years. Not only are authentic charters used,
but that only a handful of estates was being claimed makes it improbable that the document is fabricated, as
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surely more estates would otherwise have been claimed. Therefore, the best explanation for the appearance of the
Testament within Goscelin’s Life is that Goscelin himself created the narrative around pre-existing charters, either
for stylistic reasons or, more likely, to give greater credibility to the contemporary Cluniac Priory by demonstrating
continuity in the lands held since its original founding in the 7th and 8th centuries.

Dating

The dating of the Life has proved to be controversial. P. A. Hayward, Edwards and Finberg all advocate post-
1101, following the Miracula Inventiones, because Goscelin refers to the parchment indicating the location
of St. Milburga’s tomb, knowledge presumed available only after her translation.”® Believing this is to take
Miracula Inventiones at face value and trust its dating of events. As caution arises because of the uncertainty of
its authorship, together with the fact that William of Malmesbury’s account of the translation makes no mention
of this locating document, nor gives any clues as to dating, then it cannot be presumed that this discovery
immediately pre-dates the translation. The parchment could have been discovered at an earlier period, and
therefore Goscelin might have known about it before the Miracula Inventiones was written. Goscelin is likely to
have known that Milburga’s remains were buried at Wenlock, given that this information is recorded in lists of
Anglo-Saxon resting places, such as one known list dating from ¢.1031.” Ascribing the Life to the later dating
therefore has little foundation.

It is more probable that an earlier dating is correct. Goscelin wrote the majority of his hagiographies in his exile
period between 1078 when he left Sherbourne Abbey (following the death of his patron, Bishop Herman, who
had initially encouraged him to come to England from Belgium ¢.1058) and 1091 when he arrived at Canterbury.
Goscelin would have been occupied at Canterbury until at least 1099, writing numerous hagiographies for the
Canterbury saints following the grand rebuilding programme there 3 He was about 64 years of age once this
project was completed, which makes it improbable that he would have begun travelling around the country again
seeking commissions, as he had done during his ‘exile’, especially as he had settled at Canterbury. The most likely
dating is therefore before 1091.

The inclusion of the 7estament means that the Life should be viewed in the context of Domesday England. The
most convincing reason for incorporating original charters into a hagiography commissioned by a set of recently
introduced Cluniac monks was doubtless either to provide a sense of legitimacy over the lands they now held,
or to show to the Domesday Commissioners their claim to the estates listed within the Testament. This would
explain the continued existence of these lands after the Conquest, when the majority of England witnessed the re-
distribution of Anglo-Saxon estates. The Cluniac monks, being able to prove their claim to the pre-Conquest lands
listed as belonging to St. Milburga’s, would thus have emphasised a sense of continuity with the Anglo-Saxon past
and would surely have stregthened their position amongst the local community. Not only would the Cluniac Priory
be viewed as upholding the dedication to St. Milburga, but also they would be seen as maintaining the historically
valued estates belonging to the site. The quotation from the Testament, ‘If any one, be he King or bishop or
personage of any rank whatsoever, shall attempt to gainsay these donations and make bold to infringe, in whole or
part, this gift consecrated to God, let him be accursed at the coming of the Lord’, is particularly poignant when it
is read with the Domesday context in mind.®' Therefore whilst exact dating is impossible, it seems plausible that
Goscelin’s Life dates from ¢.1086.

Edwards concludes that it is ill advised to endow Goscelin’s Life of St. Milburga with any considerable historic
value.®> However, whilst an in-depth discussion of Goscelin’s Life is not possible because of a lack of translation,
the placing of the Life within the post-Conquest context in which it was written gives it substantial historic value,
especially in considering the Norman treatment of Anglo-Saxon saints. The Wenlock monks’ commissioning of
such a highly esteemed hagiographer to write the Life demonstrates their desire for legitimacy and continuity
with the Anglo-Saxon past, a pattern apparent across the country. Bearing in mind that Anglo-Saxon saints could
become rallying points for the English in their uprisings, as occurred in Ely and Durham with St. Etheldreda and
St. Cuthbert respectively, it is unsurprising that the Cluniacs wished to harness the cult of St. Milburga to their
own cause, especially because of the unsettled conditions within Shropshire. What is written in the Life may not be
deemed of fundamental importance, but its very existence is what makes it such a significant text.

The ‘Translation’ of St. Milburga

The account

Miracula Inventiones informs the reader that ‘in the year of our Lord eleven hundred and one...the Lord revealed
by miracles the resting place of his virgin Mylburga’.** The account, as a retrospective report, describes the events
leading up to the discovery, the translation itself and the subsequent miracles which occurred. It is evident the
author was not an eye witness, hence the repeated use of ‘they’ as opposed to ‘we’. That he states ‘before I came
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to Wenlock and had examined the evidence’ implies that not only had he travelled to hear about the translation, but
he had come in order to investigate the claims that St. Milburga’s body had been discovered and the veracity of the
miracles associated with it.3* The author gives asides such as ‘this wooden box I have seen myself and handled’ and
‘such was the girl I saw’, alluding to the fact that whilst he was not an eye-witness, he had arrived fairly soon after
the event and was dedicated to making a thorough investigation

The author

The attribution to Odo, Cardinal Bishop of Ostia, is highly dubious. It is very unlikely that such an eminent figure
would have travelled to Wenlock simply to inspect an alleged translation of a saint. Although there was a Cardinal
Bishop Odo of Ostia, whose career corresponds with the dating of the translation, with no other documentary
evidence such a visit seems doubtful. This is especially the case as William of Malmesbury who gives an account
of the translation makes no mention of a high ranking figure visiting the site.® It is probable that this authorship
was fabricated in order to give greater weight to the account.

It is more likely that the author was a Cluniac, given the inclusion of statements such as ‘our venerable father
Hugh, Abbot of Cluny’ and ‘a member of our congregation’, which identifies him with the order.®” This gives
reason to suppose that the investigation was a visitation made within the context of the Cluniac family. As Wenlock
was dependent on La Charité it seems unsurprising that the ‘mother house’ would investigate the claims made by
the ‘daughter house’ in order to verify them.

It is also probable that whilst the author was a Cluniac ‘visitor’, it was the Wenlock community which
commissioned the account to be written, given its detailed and laudatory nature. The author argues relentlessly
for authenticity in what was recorded, constantly reiterating that he is speaking the truth and has little reason to
lie: ‘Let no man judge that I am arranging anything in this narration by lying’.®® The incessant declarations about
the ‘truthful foundations’ of the account generate suspicion, giving the impression, perhaps unwarranted, that the
author has something to hide.® Doubts are raised about the likelihood of such events occurring, at least in the
period to which they are ascribed. Remembering that the Cluniac Priory had been established for twenty years,
the time lapse between the foundation and the translation is surprising and perhaps occurred at an earlier date than
that given in the Miracula Inventiones. It therefore seems probable that the Wenlock community commissioned the
account specifically in ¢.1101 when they sought greater legitimacy.

The context

A. J. M. Edwards describes the style and attitude of the text as truthful and persuasive, but yet it seems more
applicable to view it as a highly manipulative text.” The cleverness of the rhetoric makes it impossible to tell
fiction from fact. It is possible that some unknown relics were found, but that the Cluniac monks wished to portray
them as St. Milburga’s. Throughout the account are references to ‘the Lord revealed’, ‘the Lord who desired that
His beloved should be brought into the light’, ‘our loving Lord wished her virtues to be made manifest’, which
imply that the Cluniacs wanted to claim divine approval for their presence at Wenlock by suggesting that the
remains of the saint were revealed to them by God.’' It is in this regard that the context of 1101 is so significant.

Following the accession of Henry I in 1101, Roger of Montgomery’s son, Robert of Belléme, to whom the
earldom passed in 1094, actively opposed Henry I by supporting Duke Robert of Normandy’s cause. In 1102 Earl
Robert’s lands were confiscated and Henry I made moves to claim them himself. Orderic Vitalis records that ‘the
stern king, however, remembered all his wrongs and resolved to hunt him down with a huge army and grant no
quarter until he surrendered unconditionally...the king confiscated Robert’s whole honour and the estates of the
vassals who had stood by him.””> These events would motivate Wenlock to protect its own lands by re-affirming
their legitimacy, especially as Shrewsbury Abbey’s cartulary depicts its struggle to retain its rights and lands in
the aftermath of Robert’s fall.”® In this context, it is possible that the monks of Wenlock contrived the invention of
St. Milburga’s relics in order to appear to have divine favour. It is for this reason that the fabrication of authorship
presumably occurred, giving the appearance of having both godly and papal support in order for the Cluniacs to
deter Henry from confiscating their lands. Since Wenlock’s estates were retained, and William of Malmesbury gave
a summarised account of the finding of the relics, it appears that the Cluniacs were successful, and they received
national recognition of their cause, as the result of a re-affirmation of St. Milburga’s cult, thanks to the supposed
miracles attributed to her remains.

Thus Miracula Inventiones cannot be taken as a factual text, documenting true events. In order to understand
it, it must be firmly placed within the context of the beginning of the 12th century. It is a significant example of
how the Normans were able to manipulate Anglo-Saxon cults to their own cause. Wenlock followed in a typical
hagiographical fashion of looking for divine support in the midst of crises after the fall of earthly protection and
sought to maintain its claims on land through the eyes of the ‘State’.** This manipulation of the cult of St. Milburga
shows how Anglo-Saxon saintly cults were ultimately used to legitimise the colonisation of a pre-Conquest
religious establishment.
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Conclusion

Wenlock was never ‘disturbed by the venomous attacks of envious men’ as feared by St. Milburga.” It may have
experienced significant alterations, but the Norman Conquest did not bring about destruction or despoliation. The
well-established minster built by Earl Leofric survived to be utilised by the Cluniacs, and the Domesday evidence
demonstrates the retention of the majority of its lands not only between 1066 and 1086, but from the 7th and 8th
centuries through to the 11th century.

Ultimately both Earl Roger and the Cluniacs conform to the wider pattern of Norman England: Earl Roger
through his founding of an English monastery and endowing Norman religious institutions, the Cluniacs in
utilising the cult of an Anglo-Saxon saint to their advantage. Despite Earl Roger not being at the Battle of Hastings
it is likely that he followed in similar footsteps to the Norman aristocrats who were. Bishop Ermenfrid of Sion
in 1070 gave a model tariff of penances for those involved in the Conquest, stating ‘anyone who does not know
the number of those he wounded or killed must, at the discretion of his bishop, do penance for one day in each
week for the remainder of his life; or if can, let him redeem his sin by a perpetual alms, either by building a
monastery or endowing a church’.® Given the proliferation of Norman built monasteries and churches in England
it is probable that most Normans opted for the latter. Earl Roger, on coming to England, merely embraced this
pattern of religious endowment.

The Cluniacs in adopting the cult of St. Milburga successfully legitimised their presence to the local Anglo-
Saxon community and to the wider ‘State’, ensuring their survival and their retention of landed wealth. In all
likelihood, the Norman Conquest and the introduction of the Cluniac Priory at Wenlock was to Wenlock’s
advantage. Religious reform was already occurring as initiated by Pope Gregory VII and the old Anglo-Saxon
minsters were becoming redundant in a move towards smaller parishes. Therefore, St. Milburga’s would have been
subject to change regardless of the Conquest, albeit at a slower pace. The Cluniac foundation ensured that Wenlock
remained a prestigious and well endowed site, and despite some initial loss of value it ultimately benefited from the
events of the latter half of the 11th century.

In 1535, St. Milburga’s was still a practising religious community. Valor Ecclesiasticus records it to have had a
total net value of £434 1s. 2d., with eight of its total fourteen estates being those recorded in Domesday Book.”” St.
Milburga’s therefore shows considerable resilience from its very foundation at the end of the 7th century through
to its dissolution in the mid 16th century. Its ability to maintain its existence, despite being located within a highly
turbulent region, is testament to its capacity to adapt and change according to events.
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A StuDY OF ‘RADMAN VILLAGES’ RECORDED IN DOMESDAY BOOK IN
WESTERN SHROPSHIRE

By MARY ATKIN

Abstract: This is a study of villages across three hundreds of western Shropshire, recorded in
Domesday Book in 1086, which included one or more radmen (riding men) among their inhabitants.
The word ‘radman’ is of Anglo-Saxon derivation, and so presumably was the nature of his service.
They are almost entirely recorded in the counties of the Welsh Border, and apart from recording
their existence Domesday Book offers no further information. It seemed possible that their distribu-
tion and the nature of the villages which they inhabited might provide them with a context.

Introduction

As a historical geographer recently arrived in Shropshire, I wished to know something of the area’s early history,
and was intrigued to know more of those peasant Anglo-Saxons called ‘radmen’ (riding men), who were recorded
in Domesday Book in 1086, and found almost exclusively on the turbulent Welsh Borders. Large numbers of these
Anglo-Saxon riding men were now working for the Normans more than twenty years after the Conquest. What role
did Anglo-Saxon radmen fill that made Norman overlords want to retain them? I plotted on my Ordnance Survey
maps the settlements where radmen were recorded, and I was sufficiently interested to explore further. Since they
‘disappeared’ from the records soon after their mention in Domesday Book, I decided to look at the villages where
they were recorded, to provide some context for them.

My study area has been confined to ‘radman villages’ in two of the western hundreds of Shropshire south of
the Severn, i.e. the Domesday Hundreds of Rhiwset, and Wittery, and the adjacent (western) part of Condover
Hundred; I have also included the village of Fitz in Baschurch Hundred. This restriction of numbers made feasible
field examination of at least some of the 30 villages where radmen were recorded. That these were areas very
vulnerable to attack by Welsh raiders is indicated by the numbers of villages recorded in Domesday Book as
‘wasted’, some so seriously that they never recovered, and even their sites were forgotten. A characteristic of the
area was the tiny size of so many of the settlements; many Domesday settlements had fewer than f