
CERNE ABBAS FROM EARLIEST TIMES 

Why ‘Cerne Abbas’?
The name ‘Cerne’ is believed to be derived from the Celtic god 
‘Cernunnos’ and now also is the name of the river on which 
the village is situated. The Abbey which gave Cerne Abbas the 
second part of its name was established in 987.

The Early Years
There is evidence of man’s activities round the village 
since earliest times.  Recent excavations in Simsay field 
to the east of the village have found archaeological 
evidence dating from the Iron Age (about 750 BC to 
AD 43).   The village was almost certainly a staging point 
on the roads which crossed the ancient countryside.

The Roman Influence
A large Romano-British T-shaped drying or malting oven, 
dating from about the 2nd century, was found in Simsay. 
Close by was a single burial probably of the same date.  
The burial was almost certainly non-Christian because of its 
NW-SE orientation. A series of ditches located on the same 
site are likely to be from Anglo-Saxon times, probably dating 
from around the 10th century when the Abbey was founded. 

A Roman dagger pommel in the form of an eagle 
holding a seed in its beak was discovered to the 
south of the village. It dates from the 2nd century.
(R Lovett 2004)

The Domesday Survey
The first authentic account of the ‘Manor’ of Cerne Abbas is from the 
Domesday Book of 1086, in which is recorded that  there was arable land 
for 20 ploughs (each drawn by an eight-ox team), a mill and extensive 
woodland.  The population was stated as 26 villeins (villagers) and 32 
bordars (smallholders).  The Domesday Book also records that the Abbey 
owned significant amounts of property around Dorset. 

Foundation of the Abbey in the 
10th Century
The defining moment in the history of 
Cerne Abbas was the establish
ment of the Benedictine Abbey in 987, 
but it is probable that a religious order 
existed here at least a century earlier.
A full history of the Abbey can be seen under 
the Abbots Porch in the grounds of Cerne 
Abbey at the top of Abbey Street.

A typical early Saxon burial

The Book of Cerne
A book of private prayers and devotions. 
Shown here is the opening of the passage from 
St Mark, facing the evangelist who appears in 
a roundel above his symbol, the lion. 
Aethelwald, Bishop of Lichfield from 818 
to 830, was patron of the book, although 
other earlier Aethelwalds have been sug-
gested. The prayer book was later bound 
with manuscripts from the Cerne Abbey
library. It is now to be found in the
Cambridge University Library.
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THE ABBEY YEARS 

Tithe Barn
For more than 500 years the Abbey 
dominated the area, farming its own 
lands and, as landlord of the villagers 
and smallholders, collecting their tithes.  
The tithes were stored in the large 13th 
century Tithe Barn to the west of the 
village (much of which is still standing, 
but now a private house).  

The Early Development of the Village
Abbey Street is believed to have been built around 1400 
as workshops and ancillary buildings for the Abbey. 
The timber-framed houses are rare survivals in Dorset 
from medieval times. Of particular interest is the 
Pitchmarket; it is where farmers would pitch their corn 
sacks on market days for purchasers’ inspection.

The Market Square
In 1214 King John granted Cerne Abbas the 
right to hold a market and in 1460 Henry VI 
further granted the village three fairs each 
year.  The site of the market was the Market 
Square at the southern end of Abbey Street. 

Industry
Sheep dominated Dorset farming until the early 18th 
Century and the present enclosed downland farms, now 
growing crops of all descriptions, were previously open 
fields grazed by immense flocks. 

The New Inn
The New Inn started life, perhaps in the 1200s, as a simple two bay hall house 
with a central fireplace, the smoke finding its way out through vents in the roof.  
However, a great deal of time, trouble and wealth was expended from the mid 
1400s to the early 1500s in extending the building to something like its present 
size and shape.  It can therefore be conjectured that it was a wool merchant’s 
house, reflecting the fortunes being made by such people at that time.

Medieval Cerne 
Little more is known about Cerne Abbas as many 
of the records were lost with the Dissolution of 
the Abbey in 1539, but it is said that Margaret of 
Anjou, wife of Henry VI, with her son stayed at 
the Abbey before the battle of Tewkesbury (1471), 
during the Wars of the Roses. It is also unlikely 
that the Abbey and village would have escaped 
the ravages of the Black Death which arrived in 
England at Weymouth in the summer of 1348 and 
is estimated to have killed up to half the population 
of the country in the following two years. 

St Mary’s Church
The Abbey provided the village with 
the parish church of St Mary the Virgin, 
the first vicar being inducted in 1317.  
The history of the church is displayed 
by the south door.  

The Wool Industry
A wool textile industry was established in 
Dorset by the early 1500s. A local find of 
lead seals dating from this period, attached 
to cloths to indicate quality and that tax 
had been paid, shows that this industry was 
lourishing here. Sheepskins also created a 
thriving parchment making trade.
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DISSOLUTION OF THE ABBEY AND ITS AFTERMATH

Cerne in decline
In 1539 the Abbey was surrendered to Henry VIII and the village lost 
its livelihood.  The Manor of Cerne Abbas passed into the ownership 
of a series of private landlords, who systematically stripped the 
Abbey of its materials for profit, such that a survey of the village 
by John Norden in 1617 found the Abbey ‘wholly ruinated’ and 
Cerne ‘most disorderly governed’.  However, much of this material 
contributed to a period of re-building Cerne Abbas and recognisable 
fragments of the Abbey can still be found in houses around the 
village and beyond.  It is no accident that the Royal Oak can claim 
to have been built in 1540.  

The 17th Century and the Civil War
The 17th Century saw a steady recovery in village fortunes.  
However, it did not escape the English Civil War and suffered 
the fate of most of the towns in the West of England, in being 
occupied alternately by the opposing parties.  In 1645, Cerne Abbas 
was visited by Cromwell himself in order to ensure loyalty to the 
Parliamentary cause.  However, the town’s essentially Royalist and 
Protestant leanings were indicated by an entry in the church records 
for 1688 where thanks are given for ‘being preserved from Popery 
and arbitrary power’, because of the removal of James II 
by William and Mary.  On the other hand, just three year’s 
previously, these same records gave thanks for the defeat of 
Monmouth by James’s forces; an indication that the town’s 
people could perhaps be seen as bending to the prevailing wind!

The American Connection
Two memorial brass tablets in the floor of the nave 
of the church, dated 1612 and 1626, refer to the 
Notley family.  The Notley’s were early settlers in 
America and owned land which they called Cerne 
Abbey Manor in Washington, now the site of 
Capitol Hill. 

Nonconformism
There is evidence during the 17th century of the rise in interest in 
nonconformist religious beliefs.  We know that a meeting of the Dorset 
Quakers in Cerne Abbas in 1659 was broken up by a riot, possibly 
because they insisted on calling the village Broad Cerne, reflecting their 
detestation of the word Abbas.  Certainly the Congregationalists had 
formally established themselves by the beginning of the 18th century 
and they continued to thrive well into the 20th.  The Congregational 
Chapel in Abbey Street was re-built in 1878 and became a private 
house in 1982.  Other nonconformist churches were also established in 
the village, but no traces survive.     

 The Washington Connection
In 1676, Thomas Washington married Maria 
Randoll in this church.  They lived in the 
Pitchmarket. The pump head 
from that house, dated 1697 and 
bearing the initials TMW, is now 
in the Dorset County Museum in 
Dorchester.  It is said that Thomas 
was the uncle of George Washington, 
the first President of the United 
States, but this is unproved.
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