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In the opinion of the twelfth-century chronicler Hugh Candidus the
remote islands of the medieval Fenland had been created by God
expressly to encourage the development of the monastic life.!
Monastic cells were first established in the region in the late seventh
century at Ely, Crowland and Medeshamstede (Peterborough), but it
was only with the tenth-century revival that monasteries came to
dominate this potentially rich but inhospitable landscape. Bishop
Aethelwold refounded the abbeys at Peterborough and Ely between
966 and 973, when he also founded Thorney Abbey on the site of a
former anchorite cell. Bishop Oswald refounded Crowland Abbey in
the same period. Previous studies of monastic land tenure and estate
organisation in the Fenland have focussed on these Anglo-Saxon
foundations.? They emphasise both the importance of their pre-
Conquest endowments or their development after 1066 and the
depredations they suffered at the hands of the Normans through the
confiscation of estates and the imposition of the onerous burden of
knight service.

The Benedictine Priory of St. Mary and St. Nicholas at Spalding
in the Lincolnshire Fens was not established until the late eleventh
century, despite the claims of neighbouring Crowland Abbey to have
set up a monastic cell at Spalding before the Conquest. Spalding
Priory soon grew to rival the wealth and power of its closest
neighbours at Crowland and Thorney, largely because of the
beneficence of its mighty patrons. The development of this alien
priory - a dependency of the Abbey of St. Nicholas of Angers - from
its foundation until it achieved conventual status in 1242 is the











































































