
                                              A Bit of a Teaser

                                                  Archaeology

                                   The archaeologistʼs spade
                                    delves into dwellings
                                   vacancied long ago,

                                   unearthing evidence
                                   of life-ways no one
                                   would dream of leading now,

                                   concerning which he has not much
                                   to say that he can prove:
                                   the lucky man!

                                                                     W.H.Auden

After two seasonʼs of activity at Carr Dike I (we?) am no nearer understanding what went 
on there than when we first started. This particular piece of history is proving to be 
remarkably stubborn in withholding its secrets from us, despite our unflagging enthusiasm. 
We remain still arm in arm with Audenʼs “lucky man”,  with not much that we can prove.

Our “delving” has been concentrated on the one visible area of past activity,- the stone 
conduit or tunnel constructed close to the dike. Clearly at some time in the past it was 
thought worthwhile and necessary to create this feature and it would have required 
considerable physical effort. The capping stones are large and very heavy. But just what is 
was for eludes us. No dating evidence has been found and we are not even sure whether 
the dike was diverted into and through this conduit or whether it might actually have been 
constructed over the dike as it then flowed, to control the water in some way. Other 
evidence on the site, which might have given us more clues, has long since vanished and 
has left little trace. But we shall persist. The whole area has now been comprehensively 
surveyed and we await the results. We are not downhearted and have not (yet) reached 
that notorious cop-out of the desperate archaeologist:  “it must be ritualistic”, (although if 
you ask me nicely I could provide several interesting interpretations!).



Meanwhile I have been delving in another place and with more success. I am currently 
putting together a new talk on the Luttrell Psalter, one of the finest surviving treasures of  
medieval England  This psalter, some 600 pages long and written and illustrated on 
parchment, was commissioned in the first half of the 14th century by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell of 
Irnham in Lincolnshire. It is remarkable and famous for the large number of illustrations of 
medieval peasant life which fit in around the margins and between the religious Latin text, 
(mainly of the psalms). The largest picture is of Sir Geoffrey himself, in knightly gear,  with 
his wife and daughter-in-law, together with text in Latin: “Sir Geoffery Luttrell caused me to 
be made.” There had to be no doubt as to who had payed the huge cost of creating this 
document, especially as Sir Geoffrey regarded it as his guaranteed entry ticket into the 
kingdom of heaven.

So, in pursuit of Sir Geoffrey I recently spent five days in Irnham (April 2015) to try and 
discover just how much of that long vanished medieval way of life, depicted in the psalter,  
could still be detected. Did that feudal existence still send out vibrations into our modern 
world? I was surprised by what I found.

Irnham Hall, where Sir Geoffrey lived and 
died, still exists. It was enlarged and given 
a make-over in Tudor times, but at the 
heart of it is the 14th century building. It is 
still a private residence inhabited by a 
knight and baronet with his family who, like 
Sir Geoffrey, still own most of the cottages 
in the village and much of the surrounding 
farm land. Little can happen in Irnham 
without their say-so, such as , for example, 
the colour the cottages may be painted in. 
(Cream,it would appear.) We are still, in the 
21st century, in a semi-feudal world at the 
very least.



Likewise the village church, St. Andrews.  Already some 
200 years old by the 14th century it has become almost a 
shrine to the Luttrells. Sir Geoffrey lies buried here with his 
rather battered gravestone leaning against one wall. In 
almost perfect condition is the grave of his son and heir,  
Sir Andrew Luttrell (died 1390), topped by a splendid brass 
figure in full knightly armour. A beautifully carved sepulchre, 
commissioned by Sir Geoffrey, has fortunately survived the 
“cleansing” process carried out in so many churches during 
the Reformation. A facsimile copy of the Luttrell Psalter is 
on display in the church along with detailed information 
about Sir Geoffreyʼs life and the Psalter.

         

In the village itself is a striking 
reminder of medieval England. 
Rising up from the centre is a large 
meadow of many acres displaying 
the humps and bumps of medieval 
ridge and furrow cultivation. (It can 
be seen on Google Earth). It is 
here that the peasants, depicted in 
the Psalter,  toiled during their brief 
and exhausting lives. It appears 
not to have been touched by the 
plough since the Middle Ages. The 
fish ponds seen in the Psalter are 
also still there just below the Hall.

If Sir Geoffrey were to return to his village today he would not find it too much changed.Its 
population remains small, about 100, probably similar to that in the 14th century, with the 
cottages clustered round the church. The country lanes to and from the village remain 
much as they were then, almost miraculously traffic-free. Forelock tugging and accepting 
your appointed place in village society is something he would take for granted. It would 
perhaps be the absence of workers in the fields that would unsettle him most, and perhaps 
also the crops he would see growing there. It is now agri-business, rather than cultivation 



for survival,  with fields of rape stretching from horizon to horizon. He would be delighted 
for sure that his name still lives on after more than seven centuries. For it was fear for the 
survival of his immortal soul which inspired the creation of the Psalter and in Irnham at 
least he has become immortal.

So history plays with us as we seek to make sense of the past and how we fit into the 
onward flow of time and change. Carr Dike is giving us a hard time, a right little teaser, but 
at Irnham the past is spread out before us like a medieval banquet. Take your fill, you lucky 
man!

                                                       Footnotes

This part of Lincolnshire bounded within the triangle formed by Grantham, Sleaford and 
Stamford, deserves to be better known. The villages are built with the same honey 
coloured stone found in the Cotswolds. Indeed the area is much like the Cotswolds (but 
lacking the ghastly celebs!) with placid rolling countryside and miles of empty country 
lanes made for the cyclist  A particular gem is the village of Folkingham. Close to Irnham is 
Woolsthorpe Manor, the home of Sir Isaac Newton.

You will find more information on Irnham on their very attractive website:

                                           www,irnham.org.

I stayed in the village inn, the Griffin, a minuteʼs walk from the church. Highly 
recommended.

David Cockman for HDAS May 2015


