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The publication of a note on St Thomasʼ leper hospital at Guildford by Helen Chapman 
Davies in issue 435 of the Surrey Archaeological Society Bulletin (Chapman Davies 2012) 
spurred me to root out some notes made a few years back during a visit to the reading 
room of the John Rylands Library in Manchester. These duly  yielded the reference I was 
after, which in all probability  records the existence of the same institution 50 years prior to 
the first instance cited by Chapman Davies, and more than three decades before what 
hitherto was the earliest known reference to the hospital, of 1231 (e.g. Oʼ Connell 1977, 
29, who asserts this to be the year of its foundation). In a Memoranda Roll from 
Michaelmas 1199 (Richardson 1943, 19), under the heading “of the tallage of Guildford”, 
occurs the folllowing: ʻWillelmus Norrensis leprosus est in domo leprosorum Geldefʼ et 
nichil habet pro jm.ʼ (“William Norreys, leper, is in the leper hospital of Guildford and has 
nothing for 1 mark”). Regrettably, I have been unable to find out much in the way of 
explanation for who William was and why he should have been the subject of such a 
record. If he is the man of the same name who appears as a witness to an undated grant 
of a dwelling and rent in London immediately after an alderman Robert Blund, known to 
have held that office in 1197x98, then it suggests he may have been a man of importance 
beyond the Guildford locality (A. 1513, Maxwell Lyle 1890, 173; Brooke & Keir 1975, 373). 

A degree of caution should be urged, since it is not completely certain that the hospital in 
question is the one dedicated to St Thomas; medieval Chichester, for instance, had no 
fewer than six intra-mural and extra-mural houses for the treatment of lepers (Magilton & 
Lee 2009). Similarly, the notion that it was established in response to the murder of St 
Thomas Becket in 1170 may not be as acceptable as it might appear at first; dedications 
were not immutable, particularly if it was re-founded in a pious response to the 
archbishopʼs killing. One of Chichesterʼs hospitals, dedicated St James and St Mary 
Magdalene, is known to have been founded in the early  twelfth century (Magilton & Lee 
2009). Outside Winchester, the Hospital of St Mary Magdalen was first mentioned in the 
mid-twelfth century. However, several seasons of excavation of its site, under the auspices 
of the Magdalen Hill Archaeological Research Project, have revealed its earliest phase 
belongs to the late-eleventh century (Roffey & Marter 2012; this corrects earlier preliminary 
reports which suggested a Late Anglo-Saxon origin for the hospital). Both Chichester and 
Winchester were larger and more important medieval urban centres than Guildford but it 
does not necessarily follow that this would have stymied the foundation of a leper hospital 
at the latter. Only through excavation of the hospital site might specific diagnostic evidence 
be forthcoming to permit the site of the Hospital of St Thomas to be dated and thence 
correlated with the historical records.

Elsewhere in her note, Chapman Davies (2012, 5) refers to the conjecture of George C. 
Williamson that St Thomasʼ hospital was founded by Crutched or Crossed Friars, for which 
she could find no further evidence. Other published antiquarian and more recent historical-
cum-archaeological sources go a long way to providing the necessary clarification. 
Brayley, in the first volume of A Topographical History of Surrey, repeated John Speedʼs 
mention of the presence of ʻa convent of Crutched Friarsʼ in Guildford in the reign of Henry 
III (Brayley 1841, 310). There were multiple ʻfamiliesʼ of Cruciferi or Crutched Friars, 
extraordinarily all unconnected to one another. Among the most obscure of these were the 
friars De Ordine Martyrum who are believed to have arrived in England in 1256x57, 
following which they established their only known house in the country at Guildford 
(Knowles 1950, 203-204). However, it is sometimes said the order was first settled at 
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Reigate before moving to Guildford; testimony given at a Reigate court baron of 1644 
seems to admit the possibility that houses of friars De Ordine Martyrum were founded at 
both towns more or less simultaneously under the patronage of William Warenne, sixth 
Earl of Surrey  (Brayley 1841, 310). Whatever the truth, their Guildford foundation did not 
survive for long and the ingenious suggestion has been made that the Dominican order 
took over a site established by the friars De Ordine Martyrum but vacated following their 
abolition in 1274 (Cooke & Poulton 1984, 5).
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