Waltham Abbey

During the reign of King Canute, between 1017 and 1035, a man in Somerset dreamed that on a hilltop at Montacute, about 15 miles south of Glastonbury, a treasure would be found. Excavations were made there, and a large flint cross was dug up. The cross was placed on a cart drawn by twelve red and twelve white oxen, the intention being to take the cross to Glastonbury Abbey. However, the oxen refused to go in that direction. Instead they made their own way across country until they came to Waltham, where they stopped by the church. Waltham, therefore, became the shrine of the cross, known as the Holy Rood. 

In 1060 King Harold consecrated a large new church in its honour, and miraculous cures and visions took place around it.

Waltham became so rich from the pilgrims who flocked to the Holy Rood that about sixty years after King Harold consecrated it, the church was rebuilt on a grand scale. It was over twice as long as the present building, which is merely the original nave. Harold founded a college of secular canons to serve in the church; by the end of the twelfth century it was occupied by Augustinian canons, and Waltham had become an abbey.

Waltham was the last of the abbeys to be dissolved by Henry VIII. Most of it was pulled down in 1540. Only the nave was left to serve as the parish church. The original tower to its east fell down in 1552, and a new one, in chequered stone, was built at the west end, supporting the rest of the building which was in danger of collapse.

The Holy Rood vanished at the Reformation; its eastern end has been destroyed, as have the former monastic buildings to its north. However, the abbey is still much visited for its antiquarian features. After Durham and Norwich it has the finest and most extensive range of Norman architecture in England: the bulky pillars, decorated with zigzags and spirals, with a gallery and clerestory above.

The site of the former chancel, to the east of the abbey, is sacred ground to English traditionalists who still resent the imposition of the "Norman yoke," for somewhere there (the exact site is no longer known) Harold, the last king of Saxon England, was buried after his defeat and death at the battle of Hastings.



