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It may not seem like it today, but to appreciate the origins of Somersham and its
importance you need to let your imagination run away with you a little. Imagine the road
(the B1050) from Somersham to Colne Bluntisham and Earith is the sea shore. Imagine
walking down the High Street and carry on past the old railway station towards Chatteris
and you are walking out into saltmarsh. In fact by the time you are a few hundred yards
beyond the station and you’ll be able to swim!
For time immemorial the importance of Somersham was that it was the first dry land you
reached when crossing the seas and saltmarshes from the Isle of Ely. Raised well above sea
level, surrounded by thick woods which were filled with deer, wild boar and fruits of the
forest Somersham was a natural place for early man to settle. In the Norris Museum in
St Ives you can see a flint from Somersham that was part of an axe from the Lower
Paleolithic era. Which tells us our ancestors were living in and around Somersham over
200,000 years ago.
From then on the area around the modern village was more or less in continuous
occupation. Traces of post holes from iron age huts have been found along Parkhall Road
and the Chatteris Road. The Romans too left their mark with remains of a Romano British
villa being identified at Turkington Hill just north of the Chatteris Road and many coins and
pottery shards were found in the vicinity.
As is all too common in English history, we then enter something of a black hole until the
end of the 10th century when it is clear that Somersham was a thriving manor, one of
several in Cambridgeshire owned by the ealdorman Britnoth or Birtnoth, the subject of a
well-known Anglo Saxon poem. Britnoth took an army of East Anglians down to Maldon to
engage with a Viking invasion in 991AD. According to a story propagated by the monks of
Ely, they fed Britnoth and his army after the Abbot of Ramsey refused. In return Birtnoth
gifted to Ely many of his manors including that of Somersham should he die in battle.
Maldon turned out to be a major victory to the Vikings, Somersham passed to the Abbey
of Ely and a long running feud with the Abbot of Ramsey (who owned manors at Chatteris
and St Ives) began.
At the Norman Conquest Somersham had become a substantial settlement of probably 40
families with livestock, three fishponds and ploughed fields. Shortly after the Conquest, Ely
was promoted from a mere Abbey to being a cathedral. The importance of Somersham
mushroomed with the influence of the diocese of Ely. Quite simply when the Bishop
wanted to visit his other manors or travel to court in London, Somersham was the first dry
land he came to. By the 12th century there was a manor house with gardens and by the
middle of the 14th it had transformed itself into a palace. The bishop kept a boatman in
Somersham to provide regular transport for him whenever he wanted to leave his island.
Kings from Edward III to James I would from time to time pop into Somersham to visit and
most importantly, enjoy the hunting.

And what about the other villagers. By 1221 a survey of Somersham appeared to show that
the number of households, 45 were not significantly more than at Domesday, yet when we
look at the land holdings and the size of the farms they managed, it is clear the village had
expanded. Marshlands were drained and forests cleared (“wasted”) to enlarge farms and
grow more crops. By 1190 Somersham had a market on Thursdays and by 1319 a four day
long fair on the feast of St John the Baptist. On the eve of the Black Death a tax return of
1327 shows there were at least 69 households in the village or at least 69 taxpayers!
Throughout the middle ages there were disputes between the Abbot of Ramsey and the
Bishop of Ely over the lands around Somersham. There were frequent incidents, fighting,
cattle rustling and illegal hunting in an area known as Crowlodemor in the saltmarsh between
Somersham and Chatteris.
By the reign of the Tudors the palace at Somersham had been rebuilt in the contemporary
style and probably looked like a scaled down version of Hampton Court. Elizabeth I liked it
so much that she extorted it from the Bishop of Ely. The manor became crown lands and
when Charles I gifted it to his wife Henrietta Maria, she enclosed much of the common land
to the outrage of the local people. Control of the manor, and with it dominance over the
village drifted over the next century before ending up in the possession of the Hammond
family. The 17th century saw a gradual decline and when Anthony Hammond, once a minister
of the crown ended up in the Fleet prison, the manor was sold and the purchaser the Earl of
Manchester, finally had the decaying remnants of the palace demolished.
But if the old order had crumbled, a new one was ushered in. Somersham soon found itself a
hive of industry once more. Turnpike roads were built linking the town to Huntingdon and
by the 1848 there was a railway link to St Ives and March and shortly after a branch line took
passengers to Warboys and Ramsey. By 1866 there was gas and on the north side of a town
a flourishing brick works too. Somersham grew and flourished.
In World War Two fields to the south of the village were used as training grounds for special
forces but Somersham was to experience a tragedy of its own. After a bombing raid on
Aachen launched on the 5th October, one of the Wellington’s returning to base at Warboys
lost control and the crew bailed out shortly before it ploughed into Somersham High Street.
10 local people were killed in the disaster and a plaque on the wall on the north side of the
High Street on the St Ives side of King Street commemorates the loss.
Since the war Somersham has continued to grow and flourish. As traditional businesses and
farming have employed fewer people, so the town has attracted more people who work
elsewhere but enjoy the pleasures of living in the countryside. New estates have been built
to the north and south of the crossroad that mark the centre of the community. Once a
stringy settlement spread out along the High Street, today’s town is all but square in shape
and with a population is 3,800. It has come a long way since the days of ealdorman Britnoth.

Passing acquaintance
Somersham has had connections with a few interesting characters throughout its history.
Neither Adam Easton nor Simon Langham ever (as far as recorded history can tell) visited
Somersham Church, but both were vicars of Somersham. Simon was Lord Chancellor of
England, then Archbishop of Canterbury and finally a cardinal in Avignon. Adam Easton too
rose to be a cardinal in the papal court in Rome and ultimately second only to the pope
himself. Catherine of Aragon remembered Somersham less fondly. She resisted all of Henry
VIII’s attempts to send her to live in Somersham Palace after the coronation of Anne Boleyn.
She was convinced that Somersham was malarious and Henry was hoping she would catch
fever and conveniently die. In the end a compromise was reached and she was sent to
Kimbolton Castle instead. Finally there was James Hammond, a famous (in his day) Elegiac
poet of the mid-18th century. He was the son of Sir Anthony Hammond and was born and
raised in Somersham and may (though we cannot be certain of this) have written many of his
poems while he was here. A book of his poems ran to several editions and his work continued to be popular throughout the 19th century.
Buildings and remnants
Considering its long and rich history Somersham is not well blessed with buildings that
reflect that. To pick out some of the best though, the 17th century barns on the High Street
opposite King Street are fine examples of their type though and look out for the impressive
fire hooks on the front. At the bottom of Church Street a sunken field on the west side of
the road gives the outline of one of the larger mediaeval fish ponds used for keeping eels and
perch for the bishop’s table. Carrying on down the lane you can make out the moat which is
now all that remains of the bishop’s palace site. All trace of the buildings have now gone.
The church is a lovely example of a mediaeval rustic church with a 12th century chancel, very
plain and very much of its time. The main body of the church was added in the 14th century.
note also the 14th century carved roof bosses.
There is a fine red brick manor house half way along Parkhall Road on the east side probably
also dating from the late 17th century.
Finally look out for Somersham’ s rather special milestones. Mostly 18th century or early 19th
they are an unusual legacy and have been well maintained.
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