
THE FRIENDS OF TEWKESBURY ABBEY
TRIP TO ROMSEY ABBEY AND SALISBURY CATHEDRAL, 8th JULY 2019.

It was warm if overcast when thirty-two Friends set off from the Crescent in Tewkesbury on the 
Monday following the AGM, bound for Romsey.  The town was reached well within the allotted 
two and a half hours, by which time Romsey was bathed in sunlight. The party were greeted by two 
charming ladies from the Test Valley Borough Council Tourist Information Office, who eagerly 
presented each visitor with cloth bags temptingly filled with leaflets urging patronage of this or that 
historical site, hostelry or place of interest. Most Friends made for the King John Museum and 
Coffee shop that proved an interesting, not to say refreshing, stop en route to Romsey Abbey. 

The Abbey proved to be like
that at Tewkesbury in its
beauty, solidity and much
Romanesque grandeur.
However,  its tower was
comparatively squat and so did
not dominate the town or
skyline. Inside, there was a
short time to acclimatize to the
soaring arches, triforia and
clerestories with Victorian
barrel vaulting before we were
met by two guides, Bob and
Lloyd. The party were divided
into two groups and for an hour
or so they explained
innumerable facts about the
Abbey. Much was similar to
Tewkesbury Abbey yet not
identical. For example, the
people of Romsey, like the
people of Tewkesbury, shared the Abbey with the Benedictine order. At Tewkesbury, people used 
the nave; in Romsey's instance it was the north nave aisle. Romsey Abbey was the home of an 
enclosed Benedictine order of nuns, hence no West door, unlike Tewkesbury. At the Dissolution of 
the Monasteries, Romsey Abbey was sold to the townspeople for a mere £100 while Tewkesbury 
paid over four times that amount. Romsey Abbey could proudly show what amounted to a 'receipt', 
complete with Henry VIII's signature and seal, dated 1544. Sadly, the equivalent in Tewkesbury, if it
still exists, is probably still somewhere in a council vault. Romsey, like Tewkesbury, also houses the
effigy of an unknown person, in both cases probably 14th century. In Romsey's case it is a lady; in 
Tewkesbury's, a knight.

However, Romsey also possessed a number of unique features. Pride of place must go to the 
wonderful Saxon Rood in St Anne's chapel dating from the 960s. It was possibly given by King 
Edgar when he re-founded the nunnery. Originally covered in gold and jewels, it shows Christ 
reigning in glory on the cross with two cherubim waiting to escort Him to Paradise. St Mary and St 
John stand in their traditional positions beside the Cross. 

The unique East end included a double chapel dedicated to the Abbey's two Patrons, St Mary and St
Ethelflaeda, with two altars and early thirteenth century wall-paintings. There was the fine Jacobean
ceiling of the central crossing that now also forms the floor of the ringing chamber. There was, too, 
a fine Walker three manual organ, first installed in 1858 and added to significantly since then.

A small group of Tewkesbury Friends at Romsey



Finally, the nearby Broadlands estate was originally an Abbey grange but later the residence of Lord
Palmerston, a Prime Minister,  and later still the home of Admiral of the Fleet Earl Mountbatten of 
Burma KG, OM, the last Viceroy of India. His personal chancel stall and that of his wife, Countess 
Edwina, have plaques, and his grave is in the St Nicholas' Chapel in the South Transept. His wife's 
ashes were buried at sea. 

There having been so much to see, Patricia Purkiss' carefully worked out timetable might have been
in jeopardy but, by careful marshalling, the party left Romsey virtually on time. At St Anne's Gate 
in Salisbury the party arrived only five minutes later than scheduled, a tribute to driver Steve's 
talents. Here everyone went their separate ways in search of lunch, although those who went to the 
Cathedral had their first look at the magnificent yet graceful Early English style grandeur that is 
Salisbury Cathedral, topped by its breathtaking spire. 

Once happily replete, the party reconvened at the Cathedral entrance, to be split into three groups by
guides Helen, Rosemary and Alex. Those with Alex were treated to an object lesson in being a good
guide. Not only was he highly knowledgeable and enthusiastic, he was also largely successful in 
attempting to learn all the first names of the group and was especially considerate to those who had 
difficulties keeping up. 

The tour began in the nave's North 
West corner, where examples of 
different types of stone were on 
display, together with a wonderfully 
detailed model of the building of the
Cathedral. Next door was the 
Salisbury clock – said to be the 
oldest working clock in the world - 
slightly confusing to the modern eye
as it had no clock-face but even 
though it was originally built in 
1386 it still kept good time. It had 
the capacity to strike every hour but 
for its own longevity, this has been 
restricted. In the middle of the nave 
was a modern,  imaginative font, 
consecrated in 2007, with running 
water flowing out at four corners.

There was an opportunity to see the 
effect of the weight of the tower and 
spire on the key pillars of the central
tower, buckling very slightly under 
the enormous load. Sir Christopher 

Wren had detected that the spire was 29 1/2 inches out of true in 1668 and it has not deviated by 
much more in the intervening 320 years. It was also possible to check the level of the water-table 
using a rod and tube set into the floor under the crossing. The groups were introduced to the 
choristers' 'Bumping Stone' that boy probationers have endured since they first sang in 1091. The 
advent of the girls' choir in 1991 meant a different approach – each girl is given a Bible. The tomb 
of the Earl and Countess of Hertford was visited, the Countess being related to the ill-fated Lady 
Jane Grey of Tudor fame. There was also St. Osmund's tomb, complete with deliberate 'gaps' in the 
outer stone covering where pilgrim supplicants might put various parts of their bodies so as to touch
his tomb, with the hope of healing. The East end of the Cathedral included the Trinity Chapel where

Viewing Salisbury's 'imaginative' font



the most striking feature was the Prisoners of Conscience Window by Gabriel and Jacques Loire. As
at Tewkesbury, there were chantry chapels and a cadaver like that of Abbot Wakeman in the Abbey.

The tour ended in the Chapter house where visitors were able to see the Salisbury copy of Magna 
Carta.

There was time to explore the cloisters, the often beautiful houses and other buildings in Salisbury 
Cathedral Close and, for some, a quick visit to the town.

The day was completed by a lovely Choral Evensong, sung by the Cathedral girl choristers and 
vicars choral. There was a friendly formal greeting for the Tewkesbury party from the Revd Canon 
Robert Titley, Canon Treasurer and canon in residence. The well-known Smith responses were 
followed by the Canticles, sung to Hall's Fourth Service, which were unknown to Tewkesbury 
pilgrims. The Anthem, sung a cappella, was Orlande Lassus' Justorum Animae, composed in 1582. 
Curiously, Canon Titley, who was also intercessor,  sat in his stall at the North East corner of the 
Choir. The cantoring was by the Canon Precentor, including the seldom heard Final Responses. She 
was located in the North Western end. The first lesson was read by the Canon Chancellor from the 
South East corner and the comparatively new Dean, Nicholas Papadopulos, read the second lesson 
from his stall in the South West of the choir. It was good to see the substantial figure of former 
Tewkesbury Abbey Verger, Anthony Lewis, who left Tewkesbury over twenty years ago, conducting
senior clergy as Head Verger of the Cathedral.  Sadly,  the Father Willis organ was undergoing a 
thorough restoration but the electronic substitute did a fair job.

It was time to leave for home. Steve the driver managed to make up time and delivered the party 
back to the Crescent at 8.32 pm.  A huge and deeply appreciative 'thank you' to Patricia Purkiss for 
her many, meticulous and loving preparations, including an illustrated itinerary leaflet, aided and 
abetted by Alan. A truly memorable day. 

CE Whitney.       

Thanks to Mrs Joanne Raywood for the photographs included in this report. 

This photograph shows (l to r) Mr
Neil Birdsall, Revd Charles Whitney,
Dr Ian White and Dr Peter Smail at
the King John Museum at the start of
the day. All are current members of
the Friends’ Council.

               


