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Thornbury’s Saxon history 
 
 

 
Although there is archaeological evidence around 
Thornbury of Iron Age and Roman settlement at 
different periods, relatively little is known about Saxon 
times between c 980 till the Honour of Gloucester came 
into being (1090).1  

 
Family 
The first Saxon thegn to be associated with Thornbury was Æthelweard mæw.  Æthelweard appears as 
Haylwardus (his byname mæw (seagull) became snew or snow: ‘on account of his fair colouring’) in the 
Tewkesbury Abbey Chronicle.  He was Lord of Bristol, and he and his predecessors were royal kin and 
Saxon thegns with many manors in Gloucestershire and in Devon.   

 
A typical Saxon lord                                                                                                                                                Royal connections 

 
Æthelweard mæw and his wife Ælfgifu, established a monastery at Cranborne (Dorset) around 980. In 
1000 Æthelred unræd2 confirmed gifts made to Cranborne Abbey by ‘Ælfgifu, widow of Æthelweard mæw, 
the founder’.  His son, Ælfgar mæw, attested several royal 
charters after this date.  Beorhtric son of Ælfgar became 
the wealthiest Saxon thegn in Britain and the largest 
landowner. His increasing importance at the royal court 
appears in his titles when witnessing royal charters – from 
Brihtric minister in 1043 rising to nobilis in the 1050s, to 
consiliarii in 1061.  He also witnessed a number of private 
charters.  Domesday records that, in 1065, the wealthiest 
thegn landowner3 below the rank of earl in Gloucestershire 
and Worcestershire was Beorhtric son of Ælfgar.  Beorhtric 
son of Ælfgar held both Tewkesbury and Cranborne4 on 
the eve of the Norman Conquest. 

 
A typical manor in Saxon times 

                                                
1 The first Earl of Gloucester was created in 1107. 
2 Ethelred the Unready (966-1016) , although unræd is Saxon for ‘ill advised’ or ‘unprepared’  
3 In Domesday his estate was valued at £560 (Thornbury £50, Tewkesbury £100); the royal demesne, in contrast, was worth £10,000 
4 Tewkesbury was subordinate to Cranborne at this time 



 2 

 
Thornbury in Domesday 
The main document that links Thornbury to Beorhtric (Brictric) son of Ælfgar is the entry in Domesday: 

 
The Thornbury entry in Domesday online5 explains: 

* Hundred: Langley 
* County: Gloucestershire 
* Total population: 104 households (very large). 
* Total tax assessed: 11 geld units (very large). 
* Taxable units: Taxable value 11 geld units. Taxed on 11.0. Payments of 3.32 miscellaneous.  
* Value: Value to lord in 1086 - £50.  
* Households: 42 villagers. 24 smallholders. 15 slaves. 23 other.  
* Ploughland: 4 lord's plough teams. 21 men's plough teams.  
* Other resources: Woodland 1 * 1 leagues. 3 mills, value 0.35. 1 fishery.  
* Lord in 1066: Beorhtric son of Algar. 
* Lord in 1086: Humphrey (the chamberlain)6. 
* Tenant-in-chief in 1086: King William. 

Thornbury, in terms of households, was considered very large for the time, as was its value and taxable 
units.  Rudder's translation of the Domesday entry:  
 

‘Beorhtric the son of Algar held Turneberie in Langelei hundred.  In the time of king Edward there were eleven hides, and 
four plow-tillages in demean, and forty-two villeins, and eighteen radchenisters, with twenty-one plow-tillages; and twenty-
four boardars, and fifteen servi, and four coliberti.  There were two mills of 6s 4d a wood a mile long, and a mile broad.  
There was a market of 20s.  The steward hath now added a mill there of 8d. This manor was queen Maud’s. Hunfrid paid 
50l for it by tale.  In this manor is a meadow of 40s and at Wiche, forty sextaries of salt, or 20d and the fishery of 
Gloucester, 58d.' 
Domesday p. 68, under the title of Terra Regis (King’s Land) 

 
Hell hath no fury … 
There is a story about Beorhtric and Matilda, eventual wife of William the Conqueror.  Beorhtric was sent 
by Edward the Confessor to the court of Baldwin of Flanders (Matilda’s 
father) as an emissary, when she was in her teens. She offered herself in 
marriage, but he rejected her (he may have been married already). She 
never forgot this slight. She later married William (around 1049-51, having 
been born about 1030). After the Conquest he gave her Beorhtric’s lands and 
manors; Beorhtric was taken from his home at Hanley Castle to gaol at 
Winchester, where he died in mysterious circumstances (date unknown).  
This tale is just plausible in that there was a lot of coming and going between 
Edward’s and Baldwin’s courts before the Conquest, and Matilda was given 
Beorhtric’s lands. 
 

                                                
5 http://opendomesday.org/place/ST6390/thornbury/ 
6 Hunphrey the Chamberlain was also the lord/tenant for Old Sodbury, Wickwar, Fairford, Droitwich, Alderton, Dixton, Hentage 
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However there are problems with the source of the story. It only appears in one work by one man, and 
thereafter is repeated in many other historical works, often with embellishments. The tale appears in the 
Roman de Brut7 by the ‘Continuater’ Wace, a poet from Jersey (c 1110 – c 1184) sent to Caen to study. 
This, and Wace’s other work Roman de Rou (about the Dukes of Normandy and William the Conqueror), 
were written in a chivalric poem style in Norman French that was popular at the time.  Roman de Brut is 
based on Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae8.  The anonymous continuer of Wace's Brut 
says of Matilda: 
 

Cette Malde de Flandres fu née, 	
Meis de Escoce fu appelée 	
Par sa mère ke fu espuse 	
Al roi de Escoce9 ki le out rové; 	
La quele jadis, quand fu pucele, 	
Ama un conte d'Engleterre. 	
Beorhtrich-Mau le oi nomer,  
Après le rois ki fu riche ber. 	
A lui la pucele envoeia messager 	
Pur sa amur à lui procurer: 	
Meis Beorhtrich Maude refusa, 	
Dunt ele mult se coruca. 	
Hastivement mer passa 	
E à Willam bastard se maria. 
	

He continues to relate that after the conquest, Matilda revenged herself on this ‘Beorhtrich-Mau’ by seizing 
him 'a Hanelye, a son maner,' and carrying him to Winchester, where he died 'par treison' where he died 
without an heir. Wace said that	his sources were the oral tradition within his own family, suggesting that his 
account of the preparations for the Conquest and of the Battle of Hastings may have been reliant not only 
on documentary evidence but also on eyewitness testimony from close relations - though no eyewitnesses 
would have been still alive when he began work on the text. Some of the likely texts he used are: 
 

- Venerable Bede (672-735) Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People), 
completed in about 731, expanded by others later, spanning AD 443-1120 
- William of Jumièges (abt 1000 - after 1070) 
Gesta Normannorum Ducum  ("Deeds of the Dukes of the Normans"), expanding on other earlier works by others, to 
include William. It was later further expanded by the 12th-century monkish chronicler Orderic Vitalis10. 
- William of Poitiers (c. 1020 – 1090) Gesta Guillelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum ("The Deeds of William, Duke 
of Normandy and King of England" written 1071-1077 
- William of Malmesbury (1095-1143) completed in 1125 his Gesta Regum Anglorum ("Deeds of the English Kings") 

 
The story does not appear in any other writings at the time of the supposed event or in the 100 years or so 
after (ie before Wace wrote the poem). It might have been a chivalric Romance11 story as an adjunct to 
Wace's Roman de Rou12, to explain how the estate belonging to the richest Saxon thegn at the time of the 
Conquest was swiftly and summarily transferred to William's wife Matilda in its entirety. William also had 
many Norman knights and others to reward after they had supported him at the Conquest.  Many indeed 
were so rewarded in the 20 years between the Conquest and Domesday.    
   

Perhaps there are elements of truth in the story.  Beorhtric, as an important Saxon 
thegn, could have been in a party of trade emissaries between Edward the 
Confessor and courts in Northern Europe, such as Matilda's Flanders.  Matilda did 
acquire Beorhtric’s lands; his Norman followers did not.   
The story may have circulated via the oral tradition of the travelling minstrels and 
poets recounting chivalric poems in the courts and castles of the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. Whatever the truth, historians have repeated the tale with relish 
in the centuries since. 

                                                
7 written between 1150-1155 
8 Geoffrey of Monmouth - Historia Regum Britanniae - The Historia was quickly translated into Norman verse by Wace in 1155.  
9 ‘Escoce’ or Scotland: Matilda was godmother to Matilda of Scotland, who would become Queen of England after marrying Matilda's 
son Henry I. 
10 Orderic Vitalis (1075 – c. 1142) his Historia Ecclesiactica was written in 1114-1115 and 1125 
11 e.g Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae introduced the legend of King Arthur, written in the 1130s 
12 Roman de Rou is a verse chronicle by Wace in Norman French covering the history of the Dukes of Normandy from the time of 
Rollo of Normandy to the battle of Tinchebray in 1106. 
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To the victor the spoils … 
It is likely that some of the revenue from Matilda’s estates (including 
other manors formerly belonging to Beorhtric) went towards the building 
of the Abbaye de la Sainte Trinité and convent in Caen.  Matilda had 
started building this church before the Conquest in response to the 
Pope’s conditions13; she is buried there. 

Abbaye de la Sainte Trinité 
 
Honour of Gloucester 
Matilda died in 1083, before Domesday was compiled in 1086. Her estate passed to her husband William 
and, when he died in 1087, was inherited by his son William Rufus (William II 1087-1100). The lands and 
manors taken from Beorhtric became known from this time as the Honour of Gloucester.  It was one of the 
largest of the mediaeval feudal English baronies in 1166	comprising 279 knight’s fees, or manors. The 

constituent landholdings were spread over many counties,	and	included the manor of 
Thornbury.  
 
William Rufus  
 
Robert Fitz Hamon (1045-55 d1107) supported 
William II in the Rebellion of 1088 (involving his 
brother Robert, elder son of William I, and Duke of 
Normandy) and in 1090, as a reward, William II 
granted him the Honour of Gloucester.  Robert 
consecrated Tewkesbury Abbey in 1092, and 
made Cranborne subordinate to it in 1102.  A 

church was consecrated in Thornbury around 1106. Robert’s daughter, 
Mabel, married Robert Fitz Roy (illegitimate son of Henry I) who 
became the first Earl of Gloucester. 
 

Robert Fitz Hamon and his wife Sybil de Montgomery 
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13 Pope Leo IX forbade William and Matilda’s union in 1050-51 on unknown grounds.  In 1059 Pope Nicholas II retrospectively 
approved the marriage on condition that the couple founded one monastery each. Subsequently William founded St Étienne in 1077, 
and his wife Ste Trinité both at Caen in June 1066. 


