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rOBert de Vere, richard de Clare and Gilbert de 
Clare were among the rebel barons who forced King 

John to agree to Magna Carta on the 15th June 1215. 
Magna Carta set up a Committee of 25 barons, of which 
these three as members, were guarantors that John would 
abide by its clauses.

This walk, linking the Norman castles of Clare and 
Hedingham, celebrates the two communities’ connections 
with this important event in history.

         Clare Castle
Clare manor, given to Richard de Bienfaite in about 1075, 
became the seat of the de Clares. Originally an earth and 
timber castle, the surviving stone keep ruin and walls are 
probably 12th or 13th century. The two Magna Carta de 
Clares lost Clare when King John confiscated the rebel 
barons’ lands, and had Pope Innocent III ex-communicate 
them, within weeks of sealing Magna Carta. These were 
returned when they pledged themselves to young King 
Henry III. After acquiring the Earldom of Gloucester, the 
family became the wealthiest non-royals in the land. The 
castle reached its height under Elizabeth de Burgh in the 
14th century. However, by the end of the 15th century, the 
castle was already in some decline.

Clare Priory

Richard de Clare, Earl of Hertford & Gloucester, brought 
the Augustinian friars to England in 1248, right next to 
Clare Castle. The family supported it liberally and Joan of 
Acre, Edward I’s daughter, is buried there. When Henry VIII 
suppressed the monasteries, it transferred to his trumpeter 
and remained in private ownership until 1952, when the 
Austin Friars returned. In the 19th century it housed a fine 
private school. A ruin of the once-grand church exists, and 
recently the medieval infirmary has been extended to serve 
the Roman Catholic congregation. Every July, at the Priory 
Craft Fair, the Cellarer’s Hall can be viewed.

         Long Lane, Ovington

This ancient trackway now known as Long Lane is directly 
in line, north to Clare Castle or south to Hedingham Castle. 
The pre-enclosure route can best be seen walking towards 
Clare Castle with beautiful views to the east of the Stour 
Valley. Walked or ridden by the messengers of the three 
Magna Carta barons, Robert de Vere, Richard de Clare and 
Gilbert de Clare in 1214-15  and used by pilgrims, monks 
and 13th century wayfarers, this is a well trodden path.

         Knowl Green, Belchamp St Paul

At Knowl Green find the Cherry Tree Inn (closed at time 
of publication) or detour along the road to the village of 
Belchamp St Paul for food and drink at the early 16th 
century, Half Moon Inn.

The village is St Paul because Athelstan, first King of all 
England (895-939) and a hero of King John who wanted to 
have a similar status, gave it to St Paul’s Cathedral. It was also 
the home of Arthur Golding (1536-1606) whose translations 
from the classics particularly Ovid’s Metamorphoses were of 
such great value to Shakespeare. Arthur also helped educate 
the young 17th Earl of Oxford–Edward de Vere.

         Belchamp Otten
The metalled road and field 
edge path to or from Knowl 
Green passes through the 
parish of Belchamp Otten 
(Otton) which was held by 
William Otonis in 1212 but 
could also be connected 
to Otto IV, Holy Roman 
Emperor (1209-1215), the 
nephew and ally of King 
John in his efforts to regain 
Angevin lost territories 
in France. John sent Otto 
huge sums of money, on 
one occasion alone, 10,000 
marks. Otto ‘s defeat at the 
Battle of Bouvines in 1214 led to the loss of all John’s lands in 
France to the victor Phillip Augustus, King of France (1180-
1223) and was a direct cause of the barons’ insurrection and the 
sealing of the Magna Carta by John in 1215.

         Mill Cottage/Hopkin’s Farm, Belchamp Walter
The old windmill base can 
still be seen at Mill cottage, 
near to the 15th century 
Hopkin’s Farm. The farm 
built on an early medieval 
plan with a central hall, 
buttery and solar was 
probably there at the time 
of Magna Carta. Before 
or after but further along 
the road, St Mary’s Hall 
appears-two storey, timber 
framed, plastered and with 
a 15th century kitchen wing. Both are in the parish of Belchamp 
Walter– the land here held in 1297 by Walter de Teye.

         Colliersley Wood, Gestingthorpe

This is ancient woodland situated in the Great Park of the de 
Veres, lords of the manor of Castle Hedingham. In a survey of 
1592 it is called Chelsey Wood, and its age suggests it was in 
existence at the time of the Magna Carta in 1215. Part of the 
wood is known by a more recent owner by its name Colliersley, 
and another part is planted in memory of the famous Captain 
Oates who accompanied Scott on his attempt to be the first to 
reach the pole in 1912. 

The route to North End and to Clare formerly ran through the 
wood, and in the distance can be seen the remains of Park Farm 
which was an Elizabethan hunting lodge in the Great Park.

         Great Lodge Farm, Castle Hedingham
Great Lodge Farm is one 
of the oldest domestic 
buildings in Castle 
Hedingham and lies in 
the open landscape of the 
Great Park belonging to 
the Earls of Oxford. Here 
Queen Elizabeth hunted 
and flew her falcons when 
she was the guest of the 
16th Earl of Oxford in 
1561.

The park probably dates 
from the 14th century, 
and its foundation had to 
have the consent of the 
monarch, King Edward 
III. Parks like this were 
stocked with fallow deer 
which were released from 
the Little Park where 
they were bred, and then 
pursued by the hunters 
on horseback. At the kill, the queen would be presented with 
the heart of the animal in token of the fact that all deer were the 
property of the ruler. Large herds of wild deer still graze in the 
woods and fields along our route.

          Hedingham Castle
Hedingham Castle is a splendid sight set on its Norman motte 
overlooking the valley of the Colne River and the ancient road to 
Cambridge called Wool Street by the Romans, who built a large 
villa overlooking the village in about the second century. The 
great keep is all that remains of the 12th century castle but the flag 
of the de Veres who erected it as their stronghold still flies from 
the turrets. The castle narrowly avoided destruction in late March, 
1216 when the forces of King John arrived at the castle gatehouse 
to parley with Robert de Vere for his surrender. 
Robert was one of the courageous 25 barons who demanded the 
King’s recognition of the Magna Carta which is seen today as the 
cornerstone of English civil law. Hedingham Castle could not 
withstand an assault by the royal army which would have resulted 
in its annihilation. The King’s forces had already subdued far 
stronger fortresses, and it appears de Vere wisely surrendered to 
spare the lives of his defenders.
The King would have placed Robert under house arrest and 
allowed his soldiers to return home divested of their weapons, 
after swearing allegiance to him alone. He then moved on to take 
the surrender of Pleshey Castle, leaving Hedingham under the 
command of Robert Fitz-Hugh.

a Pilgrim’s Way
By the 13th century there were many sites of pilgrimage 
in England – not just Canterbury. Walsingham, a de Clare 
foundation, with its shrine based around a replica of the house 
in which Jesus spent his childhood, was a leading site.

A pilgrim from London to Walsingham would have taken a 
route to the west of the river Lea, probably visiting St Albans 
and Ely on the way. However the Castle Hedingham to Clare 
route may well have seen the feet of pilgrims from Canterbury 
and the mainland of Europe. Such pilgrims would have crossed 
the Thames at Tilbury and made their way north to Bury St 
Edmunds before proceeding to Walsingham.

The land currently forming Castle Hedingham’s recreation 
field was the site of a building called New Abbey, alternatively 
referred to as the Hospital. It was founded by Hugh de Vere 
about 1250. Nearby was the Chapel of St James. The name St 
James is often given to sites associated with pilgrimage. Thus as 
we walk the Magna Carta route, we can imagine the pilgrims 
of old, who, having partaken of the hospitality offered in Castle 
Hedingham and possibly taken the healing waters of the holy 
well of St James, made their way to their next overnight stop at 
Clare Priory.

Photographs by kind permission of the Hedingham Heritage 
Society and Clare Ancient House Museum
This publication has been produced by Castle Hedingham Parish 
Council, the Hedingham Heritage Society, Clare Town Council 
and Clare Ancient House Museum and designed by Hedingham 
School.
It has been sponsored by the Heritage Lottery Fund, Castle 
Hedingham Parish Council and Clare Town Council.
The route has been supported by Essex and Suffolk County 
Councils and is waymarked with Magna Carta discs on the public 
rights of way marker posts.
Some short sections of the walk are along public highways.
There are no direct public transport links between Castle 
Hedingham and Clare.
For travel information, please refer to: 
                www.travelinesoutheast.org.uk
For Hedingham Castle opening times, please check the website:
                 www.hedinghamcastle.co.uk
Clare Castle Country Park, occuping the castle’s motte and inner 
and outer baileys, is open throughout the year.
Castle Hedingham and Clare are still, in the 21st century, like 
pieces of medieval England and have a range of shops, eating 
establishments and other points of interest.

Website information
www.castlehedingham.org
www.clare-suffolk.co.uk
www.clare-ancient-house-museum.co.uk
www.clarecastlecountrypark.co.uk

The walk is approximately 8.5 miles from castle to castle-  
a mere snip in 1215 and completed both ways in a morning.
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