
THE  ROAD TO FOTHERINGHAY  JULY 2010

About this time last year I was reading the Ricardian Bulletin and saw a short paragraph
stating that the Wakefield Historical Society were organising a journey in 2010 to
commemorate the 550th anniversary of the death of Richard Duke of York at the
Battle of Wakefield in 1460.  The journey would follow the route along which his body
was taken for reburial from Pontefract to Fotheringhay, staying each night at the
places where the body rested (and that of his son Edmund).  This sounded like an unique
occasion so I contacted the WHS for further details and received a proposed itinerary
for the following July.  I didn’t think much more about this until the beginning of
summer 2010 when I had a look at their website and decided it was time to get involved.
Having spoken to Pam Judkins, a vice president of the WHS (and who we were later to
learn had conceived the idea of this massive project and was it’s main driving force) it
was agreed we could join her group on their coach on Saturday 24th July and we were
welcome to attend as many church services as we could manage and seats would be
reserved for us at the conclusion at Fotheringhay when HRH The Duke of Gloucester
was to be present.

Our first encounter with the group was on a lovely summer’s evening at Blyth Church for
a Service of Vespers for Richard Duke of York.  We wondered how many people would
be there and were impressed by the turnout of just over a hundred people.  At the
beginning of the service the banner bearing the arms of the Duke of York was carried
down to the chancel with a replica of the Duke’s helm.  The banner had been specially
designed for the occasion by Geoffrey Wheeler and showed the Duke’s personal arms,
described in heraldic terms as ‘the Arms of England differentiated by a label argent of
three points, each bearing three torteaux jules’.  Every church we visited tried to give
the Vespers as authentic an atmosphere as possible and Blyth did a very good job.
Afterwards we enjoyed considerable refreshments provided by the ladies from Blyth
Church and then settled down to listen to Dr Jenny Alexander give her talk on ‘The
Imagery of Medieval Churches and Medieval Devotion’ with particular reference to
Blyth and it’s 15th century doom images of Judgement Day.  Following the lecture the
President of the WHS presented a plaque to the Vicar of Blyth commemorating the
fact that the body of Richard Duke of York had ‘rested overnight near this place’ in
July 1476.  An identical plaque was presented to each of the churches on the route
where vespers was sung.  We then introduced ourselves to Pam Judkins and made
arrangements to join the group the following day.
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On Saturday 24th July the coach left Blyth to the start of our walk on what was
originally the Great North Road west of Retford.  We were met by Joan Broad, a local
historian who told us about the history of the route.  At our starting point there was an
old house, this was formerly an inn where Margaret Tudor stayed on her journey to
Scotland to marry James IV.  We walked along a single track road and saw the
occasional vehicle, otherwise it was very peaceful and hard to imagine this was once the
main route from London to Scotland.  The Duke of York’s flag was carried at the rear of
our group by various members in turn and we must have presented a rather strange
sight.   For me this was one of the more memorable moments, walking the very road
which Richard Duke of Gloucester rode along to accompany the funeral cortege of his
father and brother.  We were then collected by our comfortable 21st century coach and
taken to Gainsborough Old Hall which will be familiar to many of you, and from there to
Laxton Visitor Centre where we were met by Stuart Rose, a Laxton farmer who is Clerk
to the Gaits and Commons.  Laxton is unique because the open field system is still alive
and in daily use. Although the village is now recognised as an important heritage site, it
is home to working farmers, who rely on the land for their income. We were treated to
tea and cakes and watched a film about the village made in 1933 which was quite
fascinating.  Stuart took us to visit the church and remains of the motte and bailey
castle and then all too soon it was time to leave.

Next stop was Tuxford.  In 1476 on the afternoon of 24th July the funeral!procession
came over a hill to see the buildings of Tuxford crowded around the brow of the hill
opposite, the pale limestone steeple of the church dominating the view.! Around the
small town was fertile clay country, with the rich agricultural area towards the Trent to
the west and the forests of Sherwood, with hunting grounds and woodland crafts, to
the east.! Windmills would have been a feature of this elevated landscape too.  Minutes
later the mourners had climbed to the market place at the heart of Tuxford, with the
Crown Inn on their right.! Already this was one of the principal inns on the road north.!
At that time it was ‘chiefly built of timber and consisted of five bays of buildings the
whole covered in thatch’.! ! Doubtless it provided accommodation for many of Richard’s
mourners in 1476.  550 years later to the day saw another 100 plus people attend the
the church for Vespers of the Dead which followed a similar pattern to that of the
service at Blyth, a very peaceful end to the day.
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On Sunday 25th July we made our way to Newark to join the WHS at Newark Church.
After a guided tour our group of travellers gathered at the back of the church and
then followed the choristers and clergy up to the choir followed by the general
congregation.  A motet had been specially written by Guy Turner, a distinguished
composer of both light choral and sacred music for the occasion.  This was based on the
Eulogy to Richard Duke of York.  The words of the eulogy are framed by Latin phrases
from the service of Vespers.  This was sung magnificently by the choir of Newark
Church.  Having everyone together in the choir rather than spread around the nave
made it a much more intimate occasion and with lots of incense being used and candles
lit, it was almost like being transported back in time, and for me the most moving
service during the week.  We then had to say goodbye to the group from Wakefield who
had become our friends and promise to meet them again at Fotheringhay.

Thursday 29th July was a beautiful sunny day and it was lovely to arrive in
Northamptonshire and see Fotheringhay looking at its best.  When we first arrived the
church was very quiet and peaceful and then gradually people starting arriving, the
WHS, members of the choir from Leicester who needed to rehearse.  We visited the
site of the castle and admired the view from the mound.  It was then back to the
church to take our places for the service, I recognised members of the Richard III
Society Committee sitting in the pews opposite and then the dignitaries arrived.
Unfortunately the Service of Compline started a little later than planned due to the
Duke of Gloucester being held up in traffic but was worth the wait.  It has been
described in the September edition of the Ricardian Bulletin so most of you will have
read about it already.   Immediately afterwards there was a reception in the church
which gave us chance to say a final farewell to members of the Wakefield Historical
Society who had been such good companions and also hello to members of the Yorkshire
Branch of the Richard III Society who had laid a wreath at the York Tombs.

So that was our ‘journey’, ‘pilgrimage’ or whatever you wanted to call it finished.  We
felt privileged to have taken part and to have the opportunity of remembering Richard
Duke of York and Edmund of Rutland  whose lives ended prematurely in the Yorkist
cause, and to feel grateful that Edward IV and Richard III honoured them albeit many
years after their death, by having their bodies reinterred at Fotheringhay in such style.
Should anyone wish to read more about this the Richard III Society publication ‘The
Reburial of Richard, Duke of York, 21-30 July’ is an excellent resource.
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