
Great and Little Walsingham
Saturday morning, 25 July

Having enjoyed Scilla Landale’s lively lecture on Friday 
evening, we were well prepared for the varied delights of 
Walsingham.

Little Walsingham has been a place of pilgrimage since 
the 11th century. According to legend, Lady Richeld saw a 
vision in 1061 commanding her to build a replica of the 
House of Nazareth where Gabriel appeared to the Virgin 
Mary. A Saxon house was built beside two wells and 
people of all classes began flocking to the resultant shrine 
of ‘Our Lady of Walsingham' to take the waters. In the 
12th century the Augustinians built a priory here and a 
century later the Franciscans followed with a friary. All 
were destroyed at the reformation but in the 20th century 
a new shrine was built and pilgrimages recommenced.

The shirehall was once a domestic building within the 
outer precinct of the priory and became one of the many 
hostels for visiting pilgrims. In the 1770s it was converted 
into a courthouse and inside is a splendid survival pf a 
Georgian courtroom with its original painted pine fixed 
furniture. The interior is divided by low panelled 
partitions into separate seating areas for the occupants of 
the court. The large armchair for the chairman has an 
arched back and scroll arms and the holding cell door has 
a wooden diamond pattern lattice window; both are early 
19th century. In the grounds behind the shirehall are the 
ruins of the priory: only the east gable and the piers of the 
west tower of the church remain.

The house of correction, the Bridewell, was a short 
walk across the square and was established in 1598 for 
people to serve time and learn a trade. It was rebuilt in 
1787 to the design of John Howard, the prison reformer, 
and served 60 parishes. We explored the now decrepit 
two-storey, eight-cell block. The punishment cell had 
panelled walls to help keep out the light. The new design 
had improved ventilation but would still not have been a 
pleasant place to be. The reception area, workshop, and an 
1820s block that had an additional 16 cells and a treadmill 
for grinding corn, were not accessible to us.

A 15-minute walk in the warm sunshine brought us to 



the isolated church of St. Peter, Great Walsingham, on the 
top of a hill. It was built around 1330 in the middle of the 
decorated period, with a clerestory and thatched roof. The 
clerestory still has its original windows with a quatrefoil 
within a circle design. The tower has its original three bells 
cast by William Silsden of Lynn. The chancel was lost in the 
16th century but the remaining church still has its arch 
braced roof and the rood loft stairs with upper and lower 
doorways and beam. A poor man’s box made from a square 
oak post, about 3ft high, is embedded in the floor and 
extravagantly bound in iron. The top of the post is 
hollowed out and the hinged lid has three locks, one each 
for the vicar and two vergers - a rare 15th century survival.

The altar table is a mid-17 th century oak dining table 
from nearby Stiffkey Old Hall. It has turned baluster legs, a 
restored base and replaced feet. The apron is carved on all 
sides with formal arabesque strapwork (see Chinnery, Oak 
Furniture, fig. 3.271 for identical carving). Set in the wall is 
an aumbry, with its original door secured by two locks and 
iron straps. The mid-17th century oak communion rails 
with the gate intact have slim tapered columns and turned 
rings. The square posts have acorn finials.
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The star features for us were the oak benches that fill 
the nave and the aisles. There are 59 poppyhead pew ends, 
each profusely decorated with a variety of carved foliage, 
including oak and vine leaves. The south aisle armrests 
have superb animal/reptile carvings including a chameleon 
and a lion. The north aisle has figures that include the 
apostles and strange animals. Inevitably there has been 
some restoration but the majority of the work is 15th 
century. There is some early 16th century linenfold 
panelling to the front and back of the outer benches, 
possibly from elsewhere and cut to fit the open spaces, 
probably to reduce the draught.

The quality of the woodwork and the faded colour of 
the oak made this a wonderfully atmospheric church to 
visit. Unfortunately our allocated time was far too short, 
but I shall certainly return.
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