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Medieval Choir-Stalls at Leighton Buzzard Church, Bedfordshire

CHARLES TRACY

SUMMARY

For some 50 years now, the thesis of Frederick Gurney,
buried in the pages of the Leighton Buzzard
Observer, about a St Albans Abbey provenance for the
choir-stalls in the guardianship of the parish church of
All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, has enjoyed general
acceptance. This paper re-examines the issues, in
particular the heraldic evidence, formerly adduced.
Also the appropriateness of the Leighton Buzzard
furniture for use in a greater church, and in particular
at St Albans Abbey, is considered. It emerges that there
are too many inconsistencies in the arguments for the
traditional view to be tenable any longer. Unfortu-
nately, one can still only speculate on the furniture’s
origins. With our present state of knowledge, it is only
possible to say that the stalls were made, a little later
than had previously been supposed, for a greater
church in the Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire areas.

The tradition that the early fifteenth-century choir-
stalls now at Leighton Buzzard Church, Beds are
from St Albans Abbey, I have always treated with
some scepticism.' It is true that, where at the
Dissolution a monastic church was converted to
parish use, there is always the faint hope that some
fragments at least of the choir furniture may have
been saved by being employed elsewhere. In prac-
tice, this rarely occurred. There is the case of the
thirteenth-century misericord at Hemingborough,
North Yorks, which quite possibly came from Selby
Abbey,” and the fifteenth-century misericord at
the V & A, said to have come from Malmesbury
Abbey,’ but these are exceptions to prove the rule.
In practice, most of the fragments of woodwork that
were saved from abbey choirs at the Dissolution are
from houses that were altogether suppressed. Even
so, the number of instances is still very few.* The
stalls at Leighton Buzzard are considerably later
than those that are known to have been part of the
early fourteenth-century east-end refurbishment at
St Albans. Moreover, there is no recorded evidence
to suggest that the abbey choir-stalls were burnt or
replaced at any time before their removal after the
Dissolution.

The documentary evidence for a substantial re-
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furbishment in the liturgical choir at St Albans in
the early fourteenth century is unequivocal. In 1314,
during the abbacy of Hugh of Eversden, Edward II
gave one hundred marks and some timber “4d
stalla sua in choro monasterii sui ibidem emen-
denda”’ 1t is clear from this that the abbey had not
commissioned a completely new set of stalls. But, as
at Exeter Cathedral a few years earlier,’ a service-
able set of seats was probably salvaged and then
fitted with new canopywork. The name of the
master-carpenter in charge is recorded. The Gesta
Abbatum states that he “. . . and his servant (garcio)
were paid a joint fee of 4s weekly, and that Geoffrey
received a yearly robe of the suit of the Abbot’s
esquires, as well as other profits and fees”. In view of
the fact that the former liturgical choir was removed
long ago, how much can be conjectured about the
original arrangement? According to the local his-
torian, Frederick Gurney, in an undated article pub-
lished in the Leighton Buzzard Observer, probably
during the 1930s, the archaeological excavations
inside the abbey in 1874, in the crossing and at the
east end of the nave, revealed the foundations of a
single row of stalls each side, running between the
eastern boundary of the crossing and the second bay
of the nave.® They extended about seventy-eight
feet on the north side and some sixty-four feet on
the south, the abbot’s throne being, apparently,
isolated on the south side. Gurney reported that
there were sixty-eight stalls in total. The way that
the pilasters on the west side of the crossing die into
the walls at about eighteen feet from the ground,
has been taken as suggesting the use of tall canopy-
work. Above the stalls between the clerestory
windows there are traces of large painted figures.
The thirteenth-century pulpitum, in the third bay
from the east, continued in use until the late
fourteenth century. It seems to have had an “ante-
choir” to the west of it in front of the former rood-
screen. On the south-west face of the second nave
pier from the crossing, where the pulpitum began,
there are the remains of the steps of a staircase to
the loft above.

There seems to be no reason for the monks to
have needed to change their recently re-furbished




Fig1 All Saints’, Leighfon Buzzard,r Beds.

choir-stalls in the early fifteenth century. Apart from
the rood screen, the collapse of the south wall of the
nave in 1323 does not seem to have affected the
liturgical choir. The stalls could conceivably have
been replaced as part of a wholesale re-furbishment
ensuite with the new stone rood screen, usually
dated around 1380. But this seems unlikely, since
the monks had already been put to considerable
expense by the costly failure of the masonry in the
nave.

Asiswell known, St Albans Abbey was reduced to
the status of a parish church on its dissolution in
1539. The liturgical choir was adapted as far as
possible to the needs of the Reformed Use. By the
end of the eighteenth century, at least, a gallery had
been interposed on the north side of the crossing,
and a pulpit on the south. In addition, box pewing
was fitted from the east side of the crossing probably
as far back as the stone rood-screen.’ Wooden
panelling clothed the walls to just below capital level
at the east end. Presumably, the western portion of
this preaching-box-within-a-church was panelled
also. Unfortunately, there seem to be no views

Viewic;f éﬁoir-stalls from West

surviving with a westerly aspect. Certainly, it would
have been very inconvenient and illogical for the
parish to have retrained the abbey’s choir-stalls,
which would have simply got in the way.

Quite reasonably, histories of St Albans Abbey
have assumed that the medieval choir-stalls were
ejected at the Dissolution. In these circumstances, it
is normally supposed that such woodwork would
have been burnt for firewood, or left outside to rot,
there being no incentive for the town to find a new
home for it. By contrast, in the case of a fully
suppressed rural institution, a former benefactor
and landowner might arrange for the transfer of
some of the contents to certain parish churches in
his patronage."

The choir-stalls at All Saints, Leighton Buzzard
(P1 1) are an incomplete set, and they are clearly
refugees from a larger building. There are eleven
lateral stalls each side, with six on the returns,
making a total of twenty-eight seats in all. They can
never have been canopied, since there are no
mortises in the seat capping extensions for any
uprights." The evidence for their re-use is the fact
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Fig 3  All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, Beds. Fig4 All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, Beds.
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that the doubled seat standards at the corner of the
returns, which were formerly carved in the solid,
have been sawn right through on each side (PI 2a).
The junction of the seat capping in the corner on the
south side does not match, and there are slots for
more seats visible at all four ends. The desking,
where returned on the north side, does not fit
together properly as it does on the south, a clear
indication of some later interference with the
original scheme. Presumably, in the first place, there
would have been four return stalls each side, a
possibility quite beyond the capacity of the
Leighton Buzzard choir.

In terms of carving, the furniture is only of run-of-
the-mill quality. On the other hand, it contains a
number of interesting stylistic features. The human
bust elbows, some of them with their personal
emblems, are of the common fifteenth-century type
(P13)."” The winged figures (P1 4), with their feathers
tucked under, along the seat standard moulding,
and long fingers running down the edge of the
divider, probably occur for the first time at Lincoln,
¢1370.” The stone plinth upon which the stalls sit is,
again, an example of a convention that was ubiqui-
tous in the fifteenth century. It is comparatively
shallow with discreet ventilation holes, as again
found for the first time at Lincoln Minster. The
corner seat junction standards at Leighton Buzzard
are both of the Lincoln type (Pl 2b) with a crowned
head above a column. In both cases the treatment of
the hair, with the cork-screw curls, conforms to the
late fourteenth-century type. The misericord of a
face with brimmed hat (P1 5) displays the fleuron,
the “trade-mark” of the Lincoln stalls. On the other
hand his forked hair-style seems to point to an early
fifteenth-century date. An example in some ways
comparable would be the head of a bishop on a
misericord (N7) at Ludlow Church, carved c1415-
25 Finally, the lion’s head misericord (N6)
strongly recalls the Lincoln treatment of the same
motif. All these stylistic characteristics point to the
date of manufacture in the late fourteenth or early
fifteenth century.

There have been a number of different theories
put forward as to the origin of these stalls, the most
plausible based on the heraldry displayed on the
misericords. In 1930 a somewhat fanciful suggestion
that the furniture came from Fountains Abbey was
made by a Mr Joseph Procter, whose ancestor was
living at Leighton Buzzard at the beginning of the
seventeenth century.” His father, having acquired
Fountains Abbey, dismantled the church in 1609.
Without a shred of evidence in support Mr Procter

suggested that his ancestor might have arranged for
the Yorkshire choir-stalls to be shipped down to
Leighton!

In 1913 the local historian Mr R. Richmond wrote
to the College of Arms for advice about the heraldry
on the misericords. The response suggested a
number of lines of investigation.' However, it was
not until the 1930s that there was an attempt to draw
any conclusions. At that time Gurney’s article,
which set out to solve the problems of the identity of
the coats and the origins of the stalls once and for all,
was published.” He pointed out that the stalls must
have been inserted after the destruction of the rood-
loft in 1562. He observed that, as there must
originally have been eight return stalls, a choir very
much wider than the one at Leighton Buzzard, of
almost twenty-nine feet, would have been needed
to accommodate them. Finally, on the basis of his
identification of the coats on the misericords he
claimed that the stalls originated from St Albans
Abbey.

The shields with a chevron between three lions’
masks (S2; Pl 6) were the arms of the Frowick
family, of South Mimms, Middlesex." It was
correctly postulated that the devices on the miseri-
cords were the arms of two brothers, Thomas and
Henry Frowick. Usually, the shield of the younger
brother, Henry, bearing a molet for distinction, are
displayed on the dexter side. A molet should be the
mark of the third son, not the second. On the other
hand, at this juncture, a fully consistent system of
cadency marks had probably not been worked out."
In any case, Henry’s priority in this context probably
tells us something about the relative prestigiousness
of his social position, and his role as artistic patron.
Gurney correctly states that Henry, who lived at
Gunnersbury, was a wealthy merchant. He was a
mercer, and alderman of the City of London 1424-
57. Unfortunately, Gurney, apparently not realising
that the brothers’ father and grandfather were both
called Henry, inadvertently skipped a generation in
the pedigree, confusing the grandfather with the
father. He associated the family closely with St
Albans, pointing out that Thomas Frowick held the
manor of South Mimms in his wife’s right. He also
stated that the Henry Frowick, who died in 1384,
was active on the town and monastery’s behalf
during the Peasants’ Revolt.

The shield with the roundel and rings (S8; P1 7)
was identified by Gurney as that of a Thomas
Thorneburgh. He was born at Selside in Westmor-
land, and being a younger son became a lawyer and,
in 1391, took up the office of Steward of the Abbey
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Fig 5  All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, Beds. Misericord with man in brimmed hat

Fig 6  All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, Beds. Misericord S2
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Fig 7

of St Albans. He also worked for the fourth Earl of
Warwick “himself the hereditary friend and pro-
tector of the Abbey”” On moving to London in
1402 he kept his house in St Albans. Gurney
claimed to have found his will and stated that
Thorneburgh was buried in the abbey. The fleur-de-
lys in the central ring at the top of the shield, it was
claimed, was used to distinguish his arms from
those of his brother, although it was normally the
cadency mark of the sixth son.?

The arms on the sinister side of this misericord
were identified as the older shield of the earldom of
Warwick. This belonged in the first place to a
thirteenth century earl called Neubourg. It was
pointed out that there should have been ermine
spots on the chevron, and, indeed, claimed that one
of them could still be made out. Its position along-
side the Thorneburgh shield was seen as entirely
consistent with the relationship of the two parties.
The identity of these coats agreed with the College
of Arms opinion.

The shield on the sinister side of misericord N1
(P1 8) was associated with John Aynel of Pendley,
who died before March 1402. It was claimed that the
carving on the left side was an Agnus Dei,”® which has
been split away. However, after looking carefully at
the damage, it seems much more likely that there

All Saints’, Leighton Buzzard, Beds. Misericrd S8

was originally a heater-shaped shield in that
position. This is another family closely connected
with St Albans, this time, by land holding. The
shield on the dexter side was attributed to that of
John Crowmer or Cromer of Aldenham, Herts. His
dates are not known but his son was Lord Mayor of
London in 1413 and 1423. The Crowmers’ land at
Aldenham belonged to the abbots of St Albans. The
first crow on the shield faces sinister, unlike the
other two which it should follow. Certainly, the
three crows face to dexter on the Crowmer
monuments at Aldenham Church.

The misericord S1 (P19) bears the swan badge of
the Earls of Warwick and the arms of Beauchamp —
the fess and six crosslets — on the dexter side. The
shield was associated by Gurney with Earl Thomas,
who died in 1401. In summing up his arguments,
Gurney states that the name of St Albans keeps
occurring throughout the series “like a refrain”. “We
have the personal emblems of its chief tenants — of
its hereditary friend and chief lay-patron, the earl —
and of the steward and judge of its courts”
(Thorneburgh). Finally in his view, the identity of
the saltire cross on the sinister side of S1 cannot
refer to the Nevilles. It can only be the attribute of St
Albans Abbey.

Gurney suggested that the choir-stalls were made
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