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A HISTORY OF COLD BRAYFIELD:   A series of seven Newspaper Articles written in 
1964 for the Bucks Standard Newspaper by Richard Britnell, now Emeritus Professor of 
History at the University of Durham and Fellow of the British Academy. Professor Britnell, a 
former resident of Lavendon, has kindly consented to the publication of these early articles 
on this website. His principal interest is in the economic and social history of Britain during 
the period 1000-1550.  
The Articles are illustrated with recent photographs by Nigel Stickells. 
 

Week 1 – 28th February 1964 

BRAGENFELDA 

rayfield parish lies in a curve of the River Ouse. From the boundary of Uphoe and High 
Cross Hill in the North-West the land gradually falls to the river, which makes the 

boundary on the southern and eastern sides. It was on the flatter meadow land near the river 
to the east of the present village that Brayfield’s earliest known inhabitants settled at some 
time during the Roman occupation of Britain, but no excavations of the site have yet been 
attempted. 

Fig 1 – The River Great Ouse, looking north from Turvey Bridge, forms the easternmost boundary 
of Cold Brayfield Parish. Abington Meadow is on the left, Turvey House (1794) is ahead and the 
former medieval hamlet of Abinton is less than a half mile distant along the left-hand river bank. 
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lace-name elements of Scandinavian origin (“lundr” “vagr”) suggest a Danish influence, 
and since the Anglo-Saxon name Brayfield is a simple geographical description it seems 

likely that the village was colonised late – after the Danish invasions. The fact that Brayfield 
was included with Lavendon in Domesday Book points in the same direction. The name 
Brayfield first appears in 967 as “Bragenfelda”, it means “open space by the hill”. The 
adjective “cold” was chosen in the sixteenth century to distinguish the Buckinghamshire 
Brayfield from the Northamptonshire Brafield-on-the-Green. For the same reason the village 
was sometimes known in the thirteenth century as Little Brayfield (“parua Braufeld”), and in 
the early seventeenth century the name still occurs as “Coldbrayfield alias Little Brayfield”. 
The modern visitor is impressed not by the openness or coldness of the village so much as by 
the number of trees which shelter it. This protection is largely modern and artificial. In the 
parish as a whole, however, Brayfield has had more woodland in the past than it has at 
present. The parkland near Brayfield House called the Lounds was given to Harrold Priory in 
the twelfth century as the “wood of Lunt”. In the north of the parish Snip Wood extended 
farther south and eastwards than today, and there were many groves and spinneys as late as 
1800 which have since been cleared. 

Fig 2 – The main road from Bedford crosses the River Great Ouse here at Turvey Bridge and 
continues westwards through the middle of Cold Brayfield parish ahead. 
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hrough the middle of the parish runs the main road from Bedford, crossing the Ouse at 
Turvey. There was an “arched bridge” here in the tenth century. West of the village the 

road divides into two. The northern route, called the Lavendon Way (“via de Laundene”) in 
the twelfth century, goes through Lavendon to Northampton. The southern route, Brayfield 
Hedges, which goes to Olney, was called Olney Way in 1608. Another road, called Abington 
Way in 1616, now no more than a footpath, went northwards to Snelson and Harrold. The 
way south to Newton Blossomville was once along the road past the church which carried 
straight on to the river at Newton Holme. In the twelfth century the river was crossed at this 
spot by the “old meadow-ford”, but by the eighteenth century there was a footbridge, the 
expenses of which were shared among the Surveyors of the Highways of Astwood, 
Hardmead, Lavendon, Newton Blossomville and Brayfield. The old way down to the bridge 
was blocked in the nineteenth century, but there is now a pleasant pathway further to the east. 

Fig 3 – The modern pathway heads southwards to Newton Blossomville from Cold Brayfield and is 
carried over the Great Ouse by a simple footbridge which in the nineteenth century replaced an 
earlier crossing a little to the west. 

ABINTON 

n addition to the village of Brayfield the modern parish contains the site of another 
medieval hamlet, indicated by slight earthworks and large quantities of debris. Its name 

was Abinton, and it stood on a bend in the Ouse opposite Turvey Park, where a stream runs 
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into the main river. Many editorial mistakes have been made through ignorance of its 
existence. Abinton was a settlement in its own right, independent of Brayfield, for although it 
had no church it had its own field system, and the nuns of Harrold make quite clear that they 
distinguished land in Abinton from land in Brayfield. In the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries we often meet a William or a Roger “of Abinton”. The hamlet perhaps disappeared 
during the population crisis of the fourteenth century. 

Fig 4 – The former Abington Way, now a public bridleway, heads northwards across the fields 
from Cold Brayfield to Snelson. In the distance is Snip Wood. A spring rises by the tree on the left 
and drains down across the bridleway in the dip ahead to the Great Ouse (on the right) where the 
former medieval hamlet of Abinton was located. 
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Week 2 – 6th March 1964 

FIELD SYSTEMS 

he “Fields of Braufield” which occur in thirteenth century charters are distinct from the 
“fields of Abinton”. In its latest stage, therefore, the open-field system of Brayfield was 

the amalgamation of what had been two systems. Rough though it is, the following account 
seems to fit the facts. 
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rayfield was a two-field township. Both its fields were to the south of the highway. East 
of the village was a field the name of which occurs in the modern period as Sand Field 

in 1608, as Nether Field in 1684 and as Gravel Field in 1802. The other field lay to the west 
of the village between the highway and the river. Its western edge determined the jagged 
boundary between Brayfield and Lavendon at this point. This field was called the Water Field 
because of its proximity to the river. The two-field nature of Brayfield agriculture at an early 
date is confirmed by a mid-twelfth century transaction whereby Richard, son of Nicholas de 
Brayfield quitclaimed to the Prioress and nuns of Harrold four acres in Stoniland (in Water 
Field) and three and a half acres in Kocliwang (in Sand Field). The meadows lay between 
Sand Field and the Ouse. One of them was known as Blacwelle in the mid-twelfth century, 
and the same name, Blackwell Meadow, appears on the map six hundred and fifty years later. 

Fig 5 – Directly ahead, the flooded Blackwell Meadow was mentioned in the mid-12th century and 
still bears the name today.  

binton was also a two-field township, its fields being to the north of the highway. The 
western field, bordering on Uphoe and the parish boundary, was called White Field in 

1605, Whitelands Field in 1608, Mortar Pits Field in 1733 and Great Abington Field in 1802. 
The other field was between this and the river, and was perhaps called Abinton Field. There 
was meadow by the river at the present Abingdon Meadow. 
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fter the disappearance of Abinton the distinction between Abinton fields and Brayfield 
fields was meaningless. Brayfield became in effect a three-field village, the old eastern 

field of Abinton being farmed partly with Sand Field and partly with Water Field. The two 
halves were known in 1802 as Little Abington Field and Lower Abington Field. During the 
eighteenth century the Water Field was also divided, presumably in the interests of 
agriculture efficiency. The two halves were called Water Field and Halton Field, its name 
taken from a furlong called Alton or Halton. In spite of the small size of the parish, therefore, 
the Enclosure Award (1802) handles six open fields, their average area being about sixty 
acres. 

he Enclosure Award, however, 
is a misleading document. As 

early as 1638 more than a hundred 
acres of the parish had been 
enclosed, mainly in the north of the 
parish where there was waste 
appurtenant to Waterhall Manor. The 
task of enclosing the open fields was 
undertaken by the Farrer family 
during the eighteenth century. A 
survey of the estates of Farrer Grove 
Spurgeon made in 1799-1800 shows 
that the whole parish was by then 
enclosed. The Enclosure Award of 
1802 was a formality, and the lands 
it professes to enclose had been 
enclosed for some years. 

Fig 6 – Brayfield Open Fields 
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Week 3 – 13th March 1964 

ST MARY OF BRAYFIELD  

t is impossible to tell when the first church was built in Brayfield. None of the present 
church belongs to the original building. The only certainty is that the village had a church 

by the 1130’s. About the year 1136 Sampson le Fort founded Harrold Priory and amongst the 
possessions with which he endowed it was Brayfield Church. Twenty years or so later the 
church was rebuilt, and the present structure is basically that of the 1160’s with subsequent 
additions. About this time the validity of the gift of Brayfield Church to Harrold was 
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challenged by Lavendon Abbey. In the late twelfth century Lavendon Abbey had been given 
to Lavendon Church. As there was still no precise boundary between Lavendon and Brayfield 
(which had been counted as part of Lavendon in 1086) the canons of Lavendon chose to 
dispute the right of Harrold to the tithes of Brayfield. The official decision, given by the 
Bishop of Worcester was in favour of Harrold, and his decision may be said to seal the 
independence of Brayfield as a parish. 

Fig 7 – Brayfield Church dates from the mid-12th century. 

n the early thirteenth century a vicarage was established in Brayfield by Hugh de Welles 
(Bishop of Lincoln, 1209-35). Numerous small gifts of land in Abinton and Brayfield were 

made to Harrold Priory in the mid-thirteenth century for the benefit of the Church. The nuns 
had difficulty, nevertheless, in providing an incumbent; at one point Walter, son of Guy of 
Brayfield, was acting as both vicar of Stevington and chaplain of Brayfield. The Priory also 
had trouble in trying to keep the building in repair. An Episcopal visitation recorded in 1496 
that “the chancel at Brayfield is ruinous, by default of the proprietors, viz the Prioress and 
Convent of Harrold.” At some point the Priory abandoned the attempt to provide for 
Brayfield; their lands there and the advowson of the Church were made over to the canons of 
Lavendon. Since that time Lavendon and Brayfield have been a joint incumbency. The tithes 
of Brayfield were also annexed to Lavendon. Henry VIII’s commissioners recorded in 1535 
that Lavendon Abbey paid to Harrold Priory 24 shillings a year as an “annual pension”, 
presumably in lieu of tithes. 
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fter the dissolution of Lavendon Abbey in 1536 its rights in Brayfield Church remained 
with the Lavendon monastic lands which later formed the Lavendon Grange Estate. In 

1616, however, “The Parsonage, Rectory of Portion of Tythes of Brayfield and ye Chancell 
of ye Chapple or Church of Brayfield”, together with other lands in Brayfield formerly 
belonging to Lavendon Abbey were sold to Thomas Farrer for £1,200. The advowson was not 
included in this transaction and it remains united with that of Lavendon. The Enclosure 
Award gave 21 acres 8 roods in Lavendon to the Rev. Charles Burton “as officiating Minister 
of Brayfield” and an allotment in Lavendon was made to F. G. S. Farrer in lieu of tithes. 

he earliest churchwarden’s account book, from June, 1832, onwards, is kept at 
Lavendon. The parish appoints only one churchwarden. 

������

Week 4 – 20 March 1964 

MANORS 

he account of manorial descent given in the Victoria County History must now be 
supplemented from the learned works of Dr. Farrer and Dr. Fowler. Here there is room 

only for a sketch. In 967 King Edgar gave to Earl Byrhtnoth, later hero of the Battle of 
Maldon, an unspecified number of hides “in the place called Bragenfelda”. This land was 
probably granted or bequeathed to Abingdon Abbey, but documents are so few that there is 
no trace of the Abbey’s subsequent rights in Brayfield. Possibly the Abbey’s ownership of 
land here accounts for the place-name Abinton. 

rayfield contained a manor which in the 1160’s became the chief manor of the Visdelou 
family. This manor was fairly closely identified with the hamlet of Abinton. When the 

last of the Visdelou family died in the mid-thirteenth century his heir was Fulk de Rycote. 
Fulk quarrelled with Reginald de Grey of Snelson, his next-door neighbour, who was also the 
tenant of this Brayfield Manor. About the year 1280 Reginald de Grey bought the manor 
from Fulk and he held it from the Crown in 1284. In the thirteenth century this manor was 
called the Waterhall, and it was described in 1320 as “Le Waterhalle by Turvey”. 

substantial part of Brayfield – perhaps three or four hundred acres – was held in 1086 
from the Countess Judith, niece of William the Conqueror. This estate may be roughly 

identified with the medieval village of Brayfield, the southern half of the modern parish. It 
later formed part of the Harrold estates held by the Morin family from the Earls of 
Huntingdon. The overlordship eventually passed to Reginald Lord Grey, who succeeded John 
de Hastings, Earl of Pembroke, in 1389. Before 1280, however, the Greys had become 
tenants of this manor when the Morin family fell on evil days. Once these lands had been 
joined to those of Waterhall Manor by the Greys, Brayfield and Abinton were subject to a 
single lord. This lordship passed through many hands, as detailed by the Victoria County 
History, before coming to rest in those of the Farrer family in the eighteenth century. 
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Fig 8 – Mother Redcap’s Spring rises beneath the shrubs and trees shown above and is to be found 
in the Middle & Far Water Hall Closes, a few hundred yards north of the former Abinton medieval 
hamlet. 

Week 5 – 27 March 1964 

THE FARRER FAMILY 

he modern history of Brayfield must consist of the history of the Farrer family. In part 
this is dictated by the records; practically none of Brayfield’s parish records have 

survived, and even the parish registers go back only to 1683. While this is a pity, there are 
also good reasons why the fortunes of the family have been critical in the history of the 
village. Brayfield has always been small – its population has never risen above a hundred – 
and parish activities have accordingly been on a small scale. The influence of the Farrer 
family has been correspondingly large, especially since it has been the sole landowner for 
two centuries or so.  However complicated its medieval origins, Brayfield in the nineteenth 
century presented a social order of classical neatness.  

he Farrer ancestry can be taken back to the years of the Reformation, when Robert Farrer 
“of Yorkshire” was alive. Of Robert nothing is known at present, but it is possible that 

he was connected with the Farrer family of Ewood, Midgely and Halifax, from whom the 
Lords Farrer of Abinger and the Farrers of Ingleborough claim descent. His son, Raphe Farrer 
(or Farrowe) was a citizen of London and a grocer, which in Elizabethan terms means a 
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dealer in spices, sugar and dried fruits. Evidently he was a successful businessman, and it is 
possible that we have here the traditional case of a younger branch of an already established 
family making its fortunes. In 1556, four years before his death, Raphe acquired an interest in 
Harrold rectory, and at some time he also bought the site and lands of Harrold Priory. These 
lands passed into the hands of the Boteler family of Biddenham when Raphe’s granddaughter 
married Sir Thomas Boteler. With them went the magnificent early Trevor-Wingfield 
charters, now in the Bedfordshire Record Officer. The family’s first local acquisition – 
which, again in typical sixteenth-century fashion, was monastic land – did not, therefore, stay 
in the family, though it was the basis of a lasting good relationship with the Boteler family. 

aphe Farrer meanwhile had a second son, Thomas, who began the family’s connection 
with Brayfield. He was described some time after his death as “of Harrold”. In 1616 he 

bought properties which were later listed as “the Parsonage of Brayfield, Arable Lands and 
Meadow, Home Close, Lyngecroft Meadow, a Little Pightle lying by Lyngecroft Lane, a 
Pightle called Lounde Pightle, on Coppice Wood abutting upon Abington Lane containing by 
estimation 5 acres 1 and ½.” While making abstracts of his family’s title deeds, about the 
year 1700 William Farrer made note that “this was the first estate bought by my ancestors in 
Brayfield”. This too was monastic land, having formerly belonged to Lavendon Abbey. 

he building up of the Farrer estates in Brayfield was a slow process, spun out over the 
following century and a half, cottage by cottage and acre by acre. A small farm with 

other cottages was bought from Margaret Lady Mordaunt in 1641 and other small properties 
from Robert Eccleston in 1668 and Henry Collier in 1672. It is not clear when the family 
moved to Brayfield from Harrold. The earliest known family burial in the parish church of 
Brayfield was that of Jane “Ferrer” in 1679. In 1720 the Farrers acquired for £1,180 their first 
portion of what had still been known as the Waterhall estate in the previous century. This 
portion, sold to them by Martha Dymoke, daughter of John Bodington, is described as “The 
Manor & Wast &c (but no other Demesne Lands or reputed Demesne Lands but ye Wast)”. 
Another part, a farmhouse with 74 acres belonging to Thomas Skevington, was bought in 
1730, and the remainder, a farmhouse with 152 acres was bought from Elizabeth Hamilton, 
Martha Dymoke’s daughter, and her three daughters in 1758. 

eanwhile the family had been active outside the parish. They acquired Newton Manor 
in 1649 and the Uphoe Manor in Lavendon in 1719. In 1798 the Castle Manor in 

Lavendon was bought in trust for William Farrer. When Farrer Grove Spurgeon inherited the 
Farrer estates in 1799 through his mother – adopting Farrer as an additional surname together 
with the family arms – he had made a survey of his estates. They were about 3,358 acres in 
area, of which 730 were in Brayfield, 609 in Harrold, 594 in Lavendon, 491 in Kempston, 
403 in Newton Blossomville, 358 in Wymington and the rest at Cardington, Stagsden and 
Marston Moretain. Since that date it has gradually become uneconomic to maintain outlying 
estates and they have been sold. The late Mr Denis Farrer sold Uphoe and Lavendon Castle in 
the 1920’s. Nevertheless, at the present time Mr Michael Farrer’s estates comprise all 
Brayfield and much of Newton Blossomville. 
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n 1800 the Brayfield estate was divided into three holdings. F. G. S. Farrer held Brayfield 
Farm of 395 acres “in demesne” and let the Waterfield Farm with 212 acres and the 

Mansion House with 124 acres. The Whitworth family, which has since made its reputation 
in the flour-milling industry, at this time and for over a century to follow, farmed land in 
Brayfield. At present Mr J. H. Everard holds the Brayfield Farm and Mr Michael Farrer 
himself farms the Waterfield Farm. 

������

Fig 9 - The view north-eastwards from Cold Brayfield across the ploughed Ten Acre field, with 
Abington Meadow mid-distance and the Turvey estate beyond over the flooded River Great Ouse. 

 

Week 6 – 3 April 1964 

THE MODERN VILLAGE 

hough figures are hard to come by, it is clear that Brayfield has been a small village 
throughout the modern period. According to the ecclesiastical census of 1563 Brayfield 

then contained eight families. Though figures are hard to come by, it is clear that Brayfield 
has been a small village throughout the modern period. According to the ecclesiastical census 
of 1563 Brayfield then contained eight families. The population was 80 in 1851 and 82 in 
1951. In the past most employment was on the land, but several references to rural 
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occupations other than that of farm worker are to be found in the parish registers. William 
Coles, wheelwright, was buried in 1740. The Killingsworths were blacksmiths in the 
eighteenth century. In the early nineteenth century Thomas Bonham was shoemaker, George 
Rubythorn was brewer and William Grooms was blacksmith. Other inhabitants served the 
Farrer family as grooms, gardeners and gamekeepers. 

he lack of records makes it impossible to tell quite how parish government worked in 
Brayfield, but inevitably everything lay in the hands of one or two men. The head of the 

Farrer household regularly served as J.P., which gave him influence outside the confines of 
the parish. William Farrer, who died in 1737, was known in political circles as chairman of 
the Committee of Ways and Means in the House of Commons for many years. The burden, if 
such it was, of day-to-day parish business would fall not only on him but on his tenant-
farmers. Charles Whitworth was acting in 1854 as churchwarden, overseer of the poor, 
constable and assessor of taxes. The parish had a poorhouse on the north side of the main 
road opposite Waterfield Farm. Today Brayfield comes under the Newport Pagnell R.D.C. It 
is too small to have a parish council. 

rayfield has no shops or public houses. Local shopping is done in Turvey and the 
children go to school in Newton Blossomville, both of which are within comfortable 

walking distance. Brayfield includes amongst its assets Colonel Rodzianko’s riding school. 
There is good fishing in the Ouse at Abington Meadow, where the rights belong to the 
Northampton Nene Angling Club. Even in 1276 Fulk de Rycote was aggrieved with Reginald 
de Grey because, amongst other things, Reginald with William the fisherman and other men 
had illegally fished in Fulk’s “private fishery below his garden at Abintone”. 

ARCHAEOLOGY 

1.  Roman. In Sand Pits Field, at Grid Reference SP934522, there is a Roman site. Three 
complete cooking pots of Calcite Gritted Ware, found in December, 1920, and March, 1921, 
are at Brayfield House in the possession of Mr Michael Farrer. A collection of pottery sherd 
and tesserae made on a flying visit to the site is in the County Museum. 

2.  Viking.  A Viking spearhead, of a type considered to be rare, was found at Turvey Bridge 
in 1933. It is of tenth or eleventh century date, and is described as an example of “same” or 
“bulat” work, “the diapered design being of a separate strip of metal forged into the more 
steely core of the blade”, is now to be seen in the Bedford Museum, the gift of Mr Gordon 
Osborn. 

3.  Medieval. The site of the medieval hamlet of Abinton (see above) is by the river     
opposite the boathouse at Grid Reference SP 934530. There are sherds of St Neots Ware from 
this site in the County Museum. 
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Fig 10 – The site of Abinton medieval hamlet in Little Waterhalls Close, which is beside the River 
Great Ouse that is flanked by the tall trees to the right. 

 

Week 7 – 10 April 1964 

BUILDINGS 

Parish Church: The architectural history of the church is of five main stages. 

1. About 1160 the present nave and a short chancel, the W end of the present chancel, 
were built. (N.B. door by which the church is entered, the window above it, the shafts 
in the chancel arch). 

2. About 1225 the chancel was enlarged to its present length. 

3. In the later thirteenth century the tower and porch were added. The earlier door into 
the church was reset at this time. Several windows were also added in the thirteenth 
century, namely the lancets in the chancel and that in the N wall of the nave. The 
exposed joint in the S wall of the nave is probably the jamb of a thirteenth century 
doorway. 

4. In the fifteenth century were added the E window, the similar window in the N wall of 
the chancel and the eastern window in the S wall of the nave. 
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5. Nineteenth century restoration included rebuilding the chancel arch, incorporating the 
old shafts. The present roof was built, the parapet added to the tower and the eastern 
window in the S wall of the chancel (matching the opposite one) and the western 
window in the S wall of the nave were inserted.   

Of uncertain date are the piscina in the chancel, two recesses in the N.E. corner of the nave, 
and the font. There are three bells, made respectively in 1607, 1688 and 1828. 

Fig 11 – The south elevation of Brayfield House, with ha-ha in the foreground. 

Brayfield House: The earliest parts of Brayfield House are of Queen Anne style; two gables 
are to be seen from behind the house and within the house are two panelled rooms of this 
date. Browne Willis speaks of William Farrer as being in residence in Brayfield House in 
1735, and as having greatly improved it. The greater part of the old house was pulled down 
however, and the present house is predominantly late Georgian in style. It is of two storeys 
and eight bays. Perhaps its most striking feature is the iron veranda along the south front, 
from which there is a view across the lawns towards the river. Some discrete alterations and 
additions were made by the late Mr Denis Farrer about forty years ago. The problem of 
maintaining the house has been solved by converting it into flats. 
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