Geoffrey Dutton, Norton’s crusader knight
Andrew Jotischky
At the time that Geoffrey reached adulthood, in the early 13th century, the cause that united
Christian society throughout Europe was the Crusade. Saladin, the Seljuq Turkish leader, had
knights about five united the Muslim world to launch a devastating invasion of the Christian
kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187, and despite the best efforts of kings and princes, including
Richard the Lionheart, the Third Crusade (1189-92) was unable to recover the holy city of
Jerusalem. Europe’s failure was a cause of shame, and many knights continued to take the
cross as further attempts were made.
Taking the cross conferred prestige on the crusader and his family. It also conferred certain
privileges – crusaders could borrow money without paying interest, and were entitled to
exemptions from feudal taxes. But it was also an expensive business. It has been estimated
that it may have cost the average knight as much as five times his annual income just to
equip, feed and maintain himself and a suitable entourage for the duration of a crusade. Many
crusaders had to turn landed assets into cash before they could go on crusade, and Geoffrey
Dutton is one of those knights for whom we have evidence of such arrangements – he made
over some of his property to another Cheshire knight, Herbert Orreys, in return for a cash
advance, for as long as he was away. In fact, the deed drawing up the arrangement in 1218,
in which Geoffrey specifically mentions that he is going to Jerusalem, is the only evidence
we have that he went on the Fifth Crusade (1217-21).
Most of the fighting on this crusade took place in Egypt, as the crusaders spent 14 months
besieging the vital port of Damietta. They hoped that if they were able to take the coast and
march south to Cairo, they could force the Ayyubid sultan, al-Adil, to give up control of
Jerusalem. Although the crusaders eventually succeeded after bitter attritional fighting in
taking Damietta, in November 1219, they were unable to follow up this victory, and by
summer 1221 the crusade army was exhausted and forced to surrender to the Egyptians.
Geoffrey seems, like many knights, to have gone on to the Holy Land to complete his
pilgrimage. In the 1220s, after his return to Cheshire, he issued deeds using an unusual seal
that shows a hand grasping a palm branch – the universal symbol of a pilgrim to the Holy
Land. In this period Geoffrey made a series of grants to Norton Priory, in thanksgiving for
canons’ prayers for him while he was on crusade.
The murdered crusader?
Later in life, Geoffrey seems to have suffered from Paget’s Disease, a painful condition in
which abnormal cell growth causes thickening of the bone. If the skeleton found in the nave
of the church at Norton Priory is indeed Geoffrey, then he died in c.1248 and was buried in a
stone coffin with an elaborate carved lid, to suit his status as an important benefactor of the
priory. But the circumstances of his death are tinged with mystery. The vertebra of the
skeleton has been sliced through with a sword blow, probably while the victim was not
wearing armour. Weakened by his condition and defenceless, Geoffrey seems to have been
murdered – but by whom, and why? Was he the victim of robbery, or was he killed in a local
dispute? Although there was no war in this part of England in the 1240s, it was a violent and
sometimes lawless society, in which quarrels could quickly lead to blows.
The Duttons and crusading legend

As far as we know, no Dutton descendant went on crusade after Geoffrey. In the 1290s,
however, Geoffrey’s grandson Peter issued deeds with an unusual seal that seems to refer to
his ancestor’s crusading past. The Turk’s head motif is found in manuscript illumination and
on heraldic devices, but it is highly unusual to find it on a seal in this way. By this time, the
Holy Land had been completely lost, and crusading shifted its focus to other areas of fighting,
such as Spain, where Christians were fighting Muslims, or the Baltic region, where the
Teutonic Knights were trying to conquer pagan lands. But for knightly families the prestige
of having an ancestor who had fought for Jerusalem was considerable, and many such
families even invented crusading traditions. The Duttons did not need to invent a crusading
ancestor, but the Turk’s head may have been a reference to a family tradition about a
particularly heroic deed performed by Geoffrey before the walls of Damietta eight years
earlier.

THE CHARTERS AND OTHER DOCUMENTS OF NORTON PRIORY
Andrew Abram
The Augustinian priory of Norton has been the subject of extensive archaeological
excavations, as well as publications on the context of the site by Patrick Greene and others
since the 1980s. Few original documents, and no cartulary, created by the canons survive,
even though Norton has been referred to as ‘a monastic site of international importance’ [and
is] ‘the most extensively excavated monastic site in Britain, if not Western Europe’. The
following offers a summary of the content, scope and potential of the first sustained project to
identify, transcribe, translate and edit of a range of primary sources, from charters recording
benefactors’ gifts, royal confirmations, court cases and visitations, to the granting of pensions
to former brethren following the Dissolution. A significant number of documents, either
produced by, or directly relating to the canons have come to light. The analysis of this and
other material sheds much light on the history of the monastery, as well as its founder-patrons
and benefactors. There is no attempt, however, to ‘re-assemble’ or collate a pseudo cartulary
of Norton Priory. The intention is to give coherence to the archive and to provide indicators
as to where further material is located, and where up-to-date interpretations of their contents
exist.
Thus, it is now possible to identify more clearly, amongst a range of things, the type and
frequency of grants and confirmations from Norton’s patrons and benefactors; the fluctuating
relationship between the canons, the ecclesiastical authorities and the Crown; Norton’s role in
the Chapters of the Augustinian Order is better understood, as is the effect on the community
of clerical poll taxes. More is known about the identity and recruitment of brethren, as well as
records of their ordinations (to date, the names of seventy canons are known). As might be
expected, the manuscript material for Norton is deposited in a large number of repositories,
including: The National Archives, British Library, Lambeth Palace Archives, the Bodleian
Library, Cheshire Archives, Lincolnshire Archives, Lancashire Archives, Lichfield Record
Office, the John Rylands Library and Chetham Library (both in Manchester).
Norton’s documents are also wide-ranging in terms of type, accessibility and condition.
Emphasis has been placed on the broad period from the foundation of Runcorn in 1115 to the
early seventeenth century, but there is potential for further historical research, perhaps up to

and beyond the demolition of the Georgian mansion in 1928. The earliest known charter
produced by the canons is that of Prior Ranulf, who between c. 1195 and 1205 granted
property in Stockham to Adam of Dutton. The material considered includes charters of
founders, patrons and benefactors; royal documents; letters and charters of priors and abbots
of Norton; documents of bishops and their officials; papal deeds; reports of episcopal
visitations; records associated with the elevation of Norton Priory to abbey status; grants
from, and agreements with other religious houses; ecclesiastical taxation; the suppression of
Norton in 1536 and the granting of its former lands by the Crown (including twelve letters
patent from Henry VIII); and a 1560 survey of Crown lands, detailing former properties of
Norton Abbey.
A number of key documents stem from seventeenth-century antiquarians and copyists, in
particular the Cheshire scholar Sir Peter Leycester, and his contemporaries Christopher
Towneley and Roger Dodsworth. They transcribed documents from a range of sources, many
of them now lost originals. The Arley Charters in the John Rylands Library, form a
manuscript collection of national importance. They contain a large number of original deeds
associated with the constables of Chester and several religious houses. Moreover, charters
belonging to the Dutton and Warburton families provide valuable sources for understanding
the relationship between the constables and their vassals, as well as the grants and wider
activities of a range of Norton Priory’s benefactors.
Eleven wills relating to Norton (dated from c. 1275 to 1651) are known. Of these, five
contain requests by the Dutton family to be buried at the monastery. These are Joan (c. 1275),
Laurence (1392), Thomas (1415), Geoffrey Warburton (1448) and Laurence (1527).
Furthermore, in 1500 Jane Strangeways bequeathed 10 marks to the canons ‘to pray for the
soul of Roger Dutton, my late husband, and for all Christian souls’ - this implies that like his
son Laurence after him, Roger was interred at Norton too. At least three of these wills
identify the Dutton family mausoleum as a likely place of burial.
Four conventual wax seals of Norton are known to survive. The most complete dates to 1381
and depicts the Virgin Mary (patron saint of the priory) crowned and seated on a throne; she
holds a palm in her right hand and the Child on her left knee, with an orb in His left hand.
The legend around the first (Arley Charter, 1.20) is damaged, but that of the second (Arley,
5.7) reads: SIGILLUM PRIORATUS DE NORTUNE (‘Seal of the priory of Norton’). Papal
bullae (lead seals depicting individual popes) were routinely attached to papal documents
emanating from Rome. Despite the fact that huge numbers must have been made and
distributed, bullae are uncommon finds. The fragmentary bulla found in the north transept of
Norton dates to the rule of Clement III (1187-91). Unusually, no papal confirmations of
Norton’s possessions are known, but the bulla may have belonged to one such document. As
with those of bishops and kings, such seals were archived and safeguarded by the community,
and it is possible that the fragment was lost when the abbey documents were scattered at the
Dissolution. The intact bulla of Pope Boniface IX found in Runcorn parish churchyard in
1901 probably relates to a licence granted on 8 August 1399 to the newly elevated abbey of
Norton to replace the vicars of its churches.
The documents relating to Norton also reveal the extent to which the canons were
overwhelmed by the dissolution of the monasteries, from the initial round of royal visitations
in early 1535 and its closure in October the following year, to the dispersal of brethren and
sale of its estates by the Crown. Norton Abbey fell under the spotlight of Thomas Cromwell,
the king’s vicar-general in April 1535 and February 1536, before its spiritual and temporal

possessions were assessed as a precursor to its closure. The process of suppression at Norton
is better understood by a re-evaluation of its documents and by considering the wider context
of events. Despite the claims by Sir Piers Dutton to the contrary, the abbot and brethren of
Norton appear to have surrendered voluntarily to the commissioners. The abbey was formally
closed on 7 or 8 October 1536.
A re-assessment of the letters of Sir Piers Dutton, Cromwell and others reveal a different
picture to the familiar narrative for the last days of Norton. The correspondence reveals not
only Dutton’s attempts to discredit the abbot and bring about the abbey’s suppression, but
also his campaign of intimidation, extortion and armed violence in the county. He presented a
scene of anarchy upon the arrival of the king’s commissioners, yet there is no corroborating
evidence for his assertions. It is possible to concur with the historians Geoffrey Chesters and
Patricia Cox that the events described by Dutton never took place, and his account was
fabricated, or at best, overstated.
The identification, analysis and interpretation of the documents relating to Norton
substantially aids our understanding of the function and life of the community, the canons’
place within the world around them, and contrastingly, how the house itself was regarded by
individuals and institutions looking at it from the outside. Undoubtedly, the fate of Norton
was shaped by greater events, but throughout its existence its community provided a
religious, cultural, social and economic focus for brethren, patrons, benefactors and local
people alike. It is hoped that the important, vibrant and probably organic documentary
archive will continue to underpin the research, interpretive, educational and design aspects of
Norton Priory Museum, whilst at the same time, supplementing archaeological, artistic,
scientific and paleo-pathological areas of study where possible, thus helping to shape the
future direction of the site.
The Carbon Challenge: Developing a portable Mass Spectrometer for looking back in
time
Steve Taylor, Tom Fildes, David Mcintosh
This talk, joint-delivered by Steve, David and Tom, aimed to update the delegates on
progress in the Changing Times project currently underway between University of Liverpool
and Norton Priory. The stated mission, to develop the world’s first portable radiocarbon
dating device, entails major challenges to say the least. A subsidiary aim is to develop a more
accessible device for stable isotope analysis of carbon and other isotopes found in
archaeological collections. Through this presentation it was hoped that the audience could go
away with a better understanding of the background to the project aims, obstacles and
outlook for the future.
Radiocarbon dating (‘Carbon-14 dating’) is now an integral part of archaeological
investigation. Over the decades since its introduction, this method (used to assign date ranges
to archaeological material) has become increasingly popular. The benefits of a sound
chronological framework for understanding the past are enormous. Despite its usefulness and
popularity, the analytical processes remain particularly expensive, often with significant
turnaround times. The appeal of developing a more portable, accessible and affordable route

to procuring chronological information about our material culture is therefore clear. In this
aim it also makes sense to explore the options for an alternative, accessible and rapid way to
quantify stable carbon (and associated) isotopes, which can inform about diet and migration
to or from a site.
The Mass Spectrometry Group in the Electrical Engineering and Electronics Department of
the University of Liverpool specialises in both miniaturised mass spectrometry (MMS) and
portable mass spectrometry, with a track record of developing analytical instrumentation for
deployment on-site rather than in the laboratory. In our attempt to scale down the chemical
analysis and associated costs involved in carbon isotope investigation, a type of mass
spectrometry known as Quadrupole Mass Spectrometry (QMS) is being utilised, due to its
suitability for portability and miniaturisation.
A key journey in this project is to explore ways of enhancing resolution when observing
carbon dioxide molecules that have passed through the spectrometer, so that harder-to-see
isotopes (e.g. those bearing the radioisotope 14C and the stable isotope 13C) , can be better
differentiated from other molecules present in the sample. In this aim, the other working
target is to enhance the sensitivity (and accuracy) of abundance determination. The former
and latter are traditionally not complementary to one another, lending more interest to the
research. An instrument whose size and intrinsic geometry promotes high resolution, has
been sourced, and the associated electronics / vacuum technology specified / built with the
help of project partner Q Technologies. Much laboratory time has been devoted to initial
optimisation of this instrument, and solving perhaps inevitable teething issues. During this
time, significant theoretical angles have been further developed which it is hoped will now
feed into modes of specific deployment of key techniques for enhancing resolution,
sensitivity and abundance accuracy.
The challenges inherent in these stated avenues of research are intense; however, the team are
still confident of making a valuable contribution to the instrumentation for carbon isotope
analysis of archaeological material. Although radiocarbon dating is the long-term goal for the
partnership, in terms of testing the technology in the near-future it is hoped that stable Isotope
analysis can be carried out. This type of analysis is somewhat similar to how radiocarbon
dating is undertaken (when using a QMS), and therefore it is hoped that analysing the
isotopes 13C and 12C in the first instance, will provide a stepping stone on to other isotopic
investigation, as well informing the wider pursuit of 14C.

An age of innovation: the development of 14th century English sculpture: a brief
summary of the lecture given to Norton Priory conference Oct 2016 by John Larson
John Larson
The gigantic stone sculpture of St Christopher at Norton Priory represents an important
moment in the development of English Medieval sculpture. It represents a growing
confidence in the naturalistic representation of the figure and points the way to the growing

involvement with theatre and the realistic depiction of religious events that was being
pioneered, in particular in Burgundy, by a contemporary of the Norton sculptor, Claus Sluter.
Art historians who like to give names to periods of artistic development have applied the
rather pejorative term ‘decorated’ to the artistic output of the 14th century, contrasting it with
the ‘purer’ style of the 13th century, when sculpture was confined to the altarpiece, tomb or
architectural niche where it did not mask the purity of the architectural forms. Architecture
was seen as the most important artistic form which differentiated between different stylistic
periods, while sculpture was seen as a minor art form merely decorating the surface.
The developments that took place in English sculpture in the 14th century show a great deal of
imagination and invention given expression by the growing mastery of the art of carving as
practised by masons and sculptors. Although the 14th century in England was visited by
famine, plague, social unrest and the strange deaths of two kings, it was a century of
tremendous developments in cathedral and church building and saw rich patrons
commissioning even more beautiful tombs, manuscripts, chantry chapels and wall paintings.
Such investment naturally led artists to produce ever more sophisticated works in sculpture in
much the same way that manuscript painting and choral polyphony was also developing at
this time.
The fusion of sculpture and architecture that we can see in the Easter sepulchre at Hawton,
Notts. and the Percy tomb at Beverley minster shows that the carvers not only wanted to
enrich architecture but also wanted to give a sense of rhythm and life. This came from the
use of flowing plant forms giving life to the architectural framework and from the
development of more organic architectural forms such as the ogee and the nodding ogee arch,
which we can see so spectacularly exploited on the Percy tomb and in the niches around the
Lady Chapel at Ely. Similarly in the great windows at York minster and Lincoln cathedral
we can see the simple geometric forms of 13th century stonework replaced with flowing and
more beautiful forms. The masterful representation of plants and flowers that decorated the
doorways and capitals of Wells and Lincoln culminate in the realistic representation of birds
and flowers in the Sherborne Missal at the start of the 15th century.
It is the love of the natural world and its relevance to the authentic representation of Biblical
events that informs the work of the Norton sculptor. Despite the limitations of the gritty
sandstone, the fish he depicts in the river clearly represent recognisable species of coastal fish
which would have been seen in the river Mersey. Despite the narrowness of the block he was
able to work with, his rendering of the drapery gives a convincing account of the massive
body beneath. Indeed it is possible that the Norton sculptor may have based his
representation of St Christopher on a local giant, Sir Hugh Calverley, who was busy
refurbishing his church at Bunbury in Cheshire. A giant warrior knight reputed to be at least
6ft 9 in tall, he was well known in the region and would have been a suitable model for the
sculpture.

The sculpture of St Christopher also may well have been seen in the context of a wall
painting. The thinness of the sculpture would suggest it was sited against a wall and it is
likely that this would have been incorporated into a wall painting.

Latest molecular research at Norton Priory
The Norton Priory conference provided the perfect opportunity for an update on molecular
research of medieval skeletal remains excavated from the site, performed as part of a project
funded by the Wellcome Trust. Researchers at the University of Nottingham (Dr Rob
Layfield) and University of Leicester (Dr. Turi King) showed recent findings (presented for
the first time) from their attempts to unlock the ‘chemical memory’ of the remains. In
particular the work is focussed on trying to understand why so many of the skeletons at
Norton were affected by a particularly severe form of the skeletal disorder Paget’s disease of
bone (for more information on the condition see www.paget.org.uk). Rob and Turi showed
how both proteins and DNA can be extracted from small samples of the ancient bones,
despite the remains being around 700 years old. Although the quality of extracted DNA is
variable, preliminary analyses did not find any evidence that the individuals tested were very
closely related or had the most common form of familial Paget’s disease, but this requires
careful verification. Excitingly the extracted proteins seems to be remarkably well preserved,
so well in fact that the researchers now hope to attempt to diagnose the bone disorder using
direct protein sequencing techniques, something that has never been achieved before.

