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Introduction 

St Crispin's was a large psychiatric hospital on the outskirts of Duston village 
in Northampton. It was established in 1876 as the Berrywood Asylum and was 
located within the Upton parish. As part of the hospital development, a chapel 
was also built and consecrated in 1878.  

The following text is taken from the booklet produced by Victor A. Hately 1955, 
edited by Diana J. Ironside, Librarian, St. Crispin Hospital. Illustrations by Henry 
Bird. 

For many years the hospital chapel stood untouched. Its combination of grey 
stone and dark brown wood was cold to the eye and depressing to the mind. 
In 1953 the management committee of the hospital decided that the long-
overdue renovations to the chapel should now be effected. Consequently two 
Northampton artists, Henry Bird and the portraitist G. H. B Holland, were 
approached about the renovations and, to the committee’s pleasure, were 
immediately interested in the project. They incorporated their ideas of a new 
scheme of decoration for the chapel in a model which is, in itself, an 
interesting piece of work. 

The general scheme of decoration embodies both lightness and joyousness—
in colour and explicit motifs, such as the flight of doves surrounding the East 
window and the repeated expression on the rafters of the rose of 
Northamptonshire. The strong clear colours reveal and emphasize the good 
lines of the architecture. The principal decoration consists of wall paintings of 
historical, biblical and legendary figures, many of whom were associated with 
Northamptonshire  history or fable. Mr Bird and Mr Holland based these 
paintings on studies of various well-known local residents and members of 
hospital staff. 

When the visitor enters the West door of the chapel, he will see in the narthex 
a series of decorative panels, each one symbolising a month of the year. He 
should then proceed left to the North aisle, make his way towards the chancel 
and return by the South aisle. 
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SS. Crispin and Crispianus -The patron saints of the shoemakers.  

Very little is known about them except that they were themselves shoemakers who 

were martyred in A.D. 287 at Soissons in France during the great persecution of the 

Christians by Emperor Diocletian. Their festival is celebrated on 25 October, Agincourt 

Day. 

A curious and exciting legend gradually evolved out of the sober story and became very 

popular with English shoemakers, for whom it was reprinted many times in the little 

chapbooks that entertained past generations in their lighter moments. Crispin and 

Crispianus were promoted to princely rank, 

the sons of a Queen of Kent. Wishing to fly from 

persecution, they set out in a disguise from their 

Canterbury home and travelled as far as 

Faversham, also in Kent, where Crispin 

apprenticed himself to a shoemaker. A model of 

industry , he soon became an accomplished 

craftsman, and ultimately was 

commissioned to make shoes for Ursula, only 

daughter of the Roman Emperor. The princess was 

so struck by the excellent qualities of the 

handsome apprentice that she offered herself to 

him in marriage. Crispin at once revealed his own 

high rank and the ceremony was performed 

without delay under an oak tree by an elderly friar who was interested in the fortunes 

of the couple. The Emperor, however, was by no means sympathetic, rather naturally 

refusing to believe that Crispin was anything but a low-born and cunning adventurer. 

Crispianus did equally well for himself  in quite another sphere. He enlisted as a soldier, 

quickly rose to be a great general, and inflicted a crushing defeat on the Persians. This 

exploit brought Crispianus to the notice of the Emperor, who appointed him a member 

of the Imperial staff. Thus it was only a matter of time before he was brought face to 

face with Ursula and her husband. Joyfully the brothers recognised each other; at the 

same time the knowledge that Crispin was intimately related to the outstanding soldier 

in the Roman army reconciled the Emperor to his daughter’s marriage. Needless to say, 

all parties in this legend lived happily ever after. 
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Joseph of Arimathaia 

Nobody knows who first brought Christianity to Britain. An ancient legend 

suggests that the pioneer was Joseph of Arimathaia, the Jewish Councillor who, 

after the Crucifixion, had dared to ask Pilate for the body of Christ so that he 

might give it an honourable burial in his own rock tomb. No Christian missionary 

ever faces anything except toil and hardship, and Joseph , already an elderly 

man, would have to make a long and arduous journey before he could preach 

to the semi-civilised tribes in the outpost of 

the Roman world. The legend adds that he 

carried with him the Holy Grail, the chalice 

used by Christ at the Last Supper. 

Joseph is believed to have landed  in Wales 

with eleven disciples and to have wandered 

into Somerset. On Christmas morning the 

little party found itself at Glastonbury, in 

those days a fruitful island rising up out of 

desolate marshes.  Weary with travel, 

Joseph struck his staff into the ground, 

whereupon it immediately took root 

and blossomed with beautiful white flowers, a 

miraculous sign to the wanderers that they should settle at this pleasant spot. 

As soon as possible Joseph built a little wattled church, humble predecessor of 

the great abbey that played so important a part in the history of Saxon England. 

The original Holy Thorn survived for many centuries before it was wantonly 

destroyed by a Puritan solder during the Civil War. Slips had been taken from it 

at different times, and a number of bushes still survive in parts of West of 

England, regularly blooming at Christmastide. A small twig, complete with 

blossoms, was sent to St. Crispin Hospital from Glastonbury when his mural was 

being painted. 
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King Arthur 

Very little is known about the Arthur of history, but probably he was a Romano-British 

chieftain who for a while was able to halt Saxon bands that were infiltrating the island 

during the early sixth century. Later generations were fascinated by the thought of a 

hero battling valiantly against the hosts of darkness, and so the scattered references to 

Arthur in early chronicles and poems were worked up into a great epic of high courage 

and Christina chivalry. 

The outline is familiar. Of royal stock, Arthur passed his childhood in the care of a 

worthy guardian, but whom he was trained in all 

things requisite for his future career as a warrior-

king. While still a youth he proved his right to the 

throne of Britain when he drew the sword 

Excalibur from the stone in which it was 

embedded, an achievement that had 

hitherto baffled the strongest mean of the 

realm.  In the prime of life he formed and 

maintained the round Table of peerless knights, 

a company of men whose exploits included 

the search for the Holy Grail brought to Britain by 

Joseph of Arimathaia. Even though the story 

ends in betrayal and disaster, the chronicles 

could not bring themselves to record that 

Arthur really perished in the last great battle; accordingly the legend declares that the 

hero is only sleeping in some hidden and inaccessible chamber. Let Britain ever stand 

mortal peril and Arthur will return to lead his people to victory. 

When the mural was painted the replica of the sword of State was sent to St. Crispin so 

that the artist would have a proper model of Excalibur. In front of Arthur stands the 

stone from which Excalibur was taken. Once a pagan relic of immemorial antiquity, it 

has been carved with a Christian symbol in token of the triumph of Christianity over all 

rivals. 
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  Saint Patrick—Feast day: March 17  

The apostle of Ireland whom some people have thought was born near 

Daventry in Northamptonshire. Patrick, a Romano-British lad sprang from a 

wealthy family, was carried away a slave or Ireland by marauders, towards the 

close of the fourth century.  After six years of captivity, he  escaped in a 

merchant ship to France, where he was able to study for a while under St. 

Martin of Tours. Then he sailed for Britain and soon was reunited with his 

parents, who quite naturally were 

overjoyed at his unexpected home-

coming. 

Patrick, however, was not prepared to settle 

down to every-day life in the family circle. 

Believing that he was divinely called to 

preach the gospel to the heathen Irish, he 

set out for the land of his captivity where his 

first task was the conversion of Ulster. 

Subsequently he journeyed through the 

southern provinces, first converting the 

princes, and then the people, and 

everywhere firmly laying the foundations 

of organised religion. Patrick lived to be a very old man; when he died he was 

buried in Armagh in the north where he had built his first mission station. 

Many stories are told about Patrick, perhaps the most famous being that he 

banished snakes from Ireland for all time. As it appears to have been the 

practice to convert pagan relics into Christian monuments, the artist has drawn 

him standing beside a monolith which has been rough-hewn into a Celtic cross. 

In his left hand he holds the shamrock emblem of Ireland, with the help of 

which he would expound the mystery of the Trinity to his hearers. By the side 

of the cross lies his bell which still survives, carefully preserved as one of the 

most precious treasures of the National Museum at Dublin. 
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St. Werburga—Feast day: February 3  

St. Werburga was a daughter of King Wulfhere of Mercia. After a novitiate as a 

nun at Ely, she became superior of the Northamptonshire Abbey of Weedon. 

It was during her lifetime that a great disaster befell the village. A large gaggle 

of wild geese suddenly swooped down and began to devastate the crops. The 

inhabitants of Weedon made frantic efforts to drive away the greedy birds but 

all to no purpose and in utter despair they turned to Werburga for help. The 

saint listened compassionately to the 

sad story. When the villagers had finished 

she commanded one of the Abbey servants to 

go out into the field and order the geese to 

enter her barn. To the astonishment of 

everybody the geese promptly obeyed, 

remaining locked up in the barn for the night. 

Next morning Werburga herself came 

to the yard and admonished the geese 

for their misdeeds; then, having made them 

ask for pardon and promise that they would 

never offend again, she allowed them to fly 

away. 

Within a few hours the geese had returned, this time with a complaint of their 

own. Solemnly the leader of the geese explained to Werburga that he had 

discovered that one of his people had been killed an eaten by a servant of the 

Abbey; what did she propose to do about that? The saint rose to the occasion. 

Ordering that the offender should be punished, she turned to the angry geese, 

“Tell your people to fly away”, she said, “but count them as they go”. The leader 

did as he was told and found that his gaggle was complete. From that day to 

this the village of Weedon has never again been troubled by the ravages of wild 

geese. 
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 The Virgin Mary and Joseph   Saint Peter stands in front of a block of 

         Northamptonshire ironstone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Transfiguration of Christ 
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St. Chad—Feast day: March 2  

A seventh centaury Northumbrian saint who received his training in Ireland. Returning 

to England as a missionary he became successively Abbot of Lastingham, Bishop of York 

and Bishop of Litchfield. An outstanding man in his own age, Chad is played in the 

conversion of Mercia, the Saxon province that included Northamptonshire. The artist 

has painted one of the most interesting stories told about him. 

Wulfhere, King of Mercia, had been baptised as a Christian in his youth. He had also 

vowed that he would do everything in his power to forward the work of the Church in 

his kingdom, a promise that he renewed when he 

married a daughter of the King of Kent. 

Nevertheless, after a few years of diminishing 

fervour, he fell completely under the 

influence of an evil councillor Werbode, and 

devoted himself once again to pagan rites and 

customs. Some members of Wulfhere’s 

family, however, proved to be more firm of 

purpose; in particular, two of his sons, acting with 

advice from Chad, decided to build their own 

oratory so that they could maintain their 

worship in secret. Unfortunately Werbode 

discovered what the princes were doing, and 

immediately told Wulfhere, who, in a blaze of 

anger, ordered the youths to be slain. Remorse for his dreadful deed soon followed, 

especially as Werbode was struck down by a horrible illness before the eyes of the king 

himself. 

Without delay Wulfhere set out to find Chad so that he could beg forgiveness for his 

sins. The two men talked and prayed together, and then Chad wishing to impress his 

royal visitor, slipped off his coat and hung it on a sunbeam. The king tried to do the 

same with his belt and gloves, but met with no success. Utterly convinced of the errors 

of paganism, Wulfhere resolved to purge Mercia of all Idolatry. 
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SS. Kyniburga and Kyneswitha 

Sisters of King Wulfhere of Mercia, Kyniburga, the elder, in her youth had been 

married to a Northumbrian prince, but her ambition was to relinquish the 

splendours and responsibilities of royalty for the simple routine of a life 

dedicated to religion. As soon as she could obtain the necessary release from 

her husband, she founded and became first prioress of a nunnery at Castor in 

Northamptonshire, devoting her spare time to the service of the local sick and 

needy. Kyneswitha seems to have been the 

less dominant personality and was 

content to enter castor as a nun under the 

discipline of her sister.  

During the eighteenth centaury a historian 

studying Castor discovered that a certain 

track within the parish was called 

traditionally “Lady Connyburrow’s Way.” 

According to ancient legend Kyniburga and 

Kyneswitha, while engaged on an errand of 

mercy, had been surprised there by 

ruffians who threatened them with 

violence. Both sisters turned and fled for their 

lives; wonderful to relate, despite the roughness of the ground, a miraculous 

path opened up before them. At the same time the good things in Kyniburga's 

basket, jolted and shaken out  in the headlong flight, fell to earth only to spring 

up again as a barrier of prickly bushes. Finally a deep pit suddenly yawned open 

and the pursuers were swallowed up as punishment for daring to molest the 

two saints. 

The early writer of this story has not recorded into what plants Kyniburga’s 

intended gifts were turned, but it will be seen that the artist has properly 

suggested that one of them was the rose of Northamptonshire.  
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St. Alban 

Britain’s first martyr, Alban was a citizen of Verulamium who lived in the time of 

Emperor Diocletian. During the great persecution of Christians he took pity on a priest 

to whom he gave food and temporary shelter. So impressed was Alban by the gospel 

story told to him by the fugitive that, despite the obvious danger, he was converted to 

Christianity. Disguised in a change of his benefactor’s clothes the priest escaped; but 

Alban was soon detected in the practice of his new religion, arrested, and dragged 

before magistrates. As he steadfastly refused either to deny Christ or to sacrifice to the 

Roman gods, so his judges could do nothing 

other than inflict the severest of penalties. 

Alban was at  once led out of Verulamium to 

meet his death on the nearby hillside where now 

stands the city bearing his name—St. Albans. 

In the painting Alban is shown gazing at a crucifix, 

his right foot firmly planted on the broken 

head of a pagan god. By his side is a Roman 

standard, symbol of the empire in which he lived 

and which ultimately was to condemn him to 

death. The gateway on the standard is modelled 

on a reconstructed example from 

Verulamium, while the face on the medallion 

beneath is inspired by the well-known “sea-god” 

mosaic from the city. Verulamium itself has long since passed away, but some things 

brought by the Romans remain a familiar part of the British scene and just to remind 

the visitor of one of them, the artist has added a sweet chestnut sapling which was 

found growing in the hospital grounds. 
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St. Luke 

No Claim can be made for St. Luke that he was ever directly concerned with the 

coming of Christianity to Britain, yet it is not easy to imagine any scheme of 

decoration for a hospital chapel in which he is not represented. Writer of both 

the third gospel and the Acts of the Apostles, Luke the “beloved physician, “ 

was the faithful companion of St. Paul on various stages of the missionary 

journeys. It is believed that he suffered imprisonment and hardship in Rome 

rather than desert his friend. 

To denote his profession Luke is 

shown wearing a modern stethoscope. He 

also holds hospital records, thus indicating 

not only his concern for the sick but also his 

ability with the pen. Scholars consider that 

Luke wrote the best Greek style in the New 

Testament. Nor should it be forgotten 

that this talented man is the patron saint 

of artists, so behind him can be seen the 

portrait of the Virgin Mary which fable says 

he painted after his conversion to 

Christianity. 

The Early Church assigned a symbol to each of the four gospellers. The ox, 

ancient emblem of the priesthood, was given to St. Luke because he begins his 

narrative with Zacharias the priest officiating in the Temple at Jerusalem.  
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The Holy Alfgiva 

During the reign of Edward the Confessor, Brunning, the priest in charge of St. Peter’s 

church at Northampton, had a Norwegian servant who wanted to make a pilgrimage to the 

tomb of the patron saint in Rome. Rather reluctantly Brunning gave his permission. 

However, the servant failed to get very far as he was repeatedly warned in a dream that it 

was his duty to return at once to Northampton. Impressed by the man’s obvious sincerity, 

Brunning suggested that he should keep watch in St. Peter’s and, after several months of 

prayer, the Norwegian was rewarded by a vision in which he was directed to search a 

certain part of the church. He obeyed the 

command and, sure enough, very soon 

uncovered a long forgotten tomb. 

At the time there was living in Northampton a 

cripple named Alfgiva, to whom Brunning often gave 

presents of food and clothing. Could it be that she 

had been sent to be cured? The thought crossed 

the priest’s mind, so he suggested to Alfgiva that she 

should spend a night praying beside the tomb. The 

cripple agreed and commenced her vigil the 

same evening. About midnight the church was 

suddenly filled with an unearthly radiance. At the 

same time a snow-white dove appeared, which 

plunged into the font and then, by beating its 

wings, sprinkled both Alfgiva and the tomb with holy water. Immediately she was able walk 

unaided.  

As soon as Brunning learned of the miracle he hurried to the church , and directed that the 

tomb should be carefully examined. When it had been opened a document was found 

inside revealing that the occupant was non other than St. Ragener, a martyr who had been 

put to death two hundred years before by the heathen Danes.  

Alfgiva is depicted holding the crutch that she no longer needs in a new life that the miracle 

has enabled her to enjoy. In the background can be seen the tomb of St. Ragener. The 

design on the lid is copied from the Saxon carved stone discovered at St. Peter’s in 1850, 

and which is preserved in the south aisle of the church. 
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The Greek community of Northampton dates back to the late 1960s . The first 
Greek Orthodox services in the town were held at All Saints Church next to the 
market square in 1968 and then moved to St. Peter's in Mare Fare around 
1973.  

In 1998 the Greek Orthodox community of Northampton bought St Crispin’s 
chapel and renamed it the Orthodox church of St. Neophytos the Recluse 
(after a Christian Saint of Cyprus). 

The church is a grade II listed building , No. 431359. 

St. Neophytos was born in the year 1134 of pious Orthodox parents who had 
eight children. The family was extremely poor and the Saint had to till the 
fields with his father and was not able to attend school even for one day.  

At the age of Eighteen he left his home to become a monk.  In the monastery, 
the Saint was given the obedience to work in the vineyards. He remained in 
this service for five years, praying and studying the word of God night and day.  

In 1196, under the direction of Pope Celestine III, a Latin Metropolitan along 
with suffragan bishops were given the spiritual leadership of the people of 
Cyprus. This was the Papal policy in all the conquered lands where there were 
Orthodox. Saint Neophytos led the resistance against the conversion to 
Catholicism  of Cyprus without going against his vow to remain in his cave. 
When it was necessary, he would write general epistles which were sent and 
read to the various parishes throughout Cyprus.   

On September 27th, 1750, a certain monk who had thought that he found a 
hollow space in the wall of the cave where the saint spent most of his life was 
overcome by temptation and imagined that there was a treasure to be found 
behind the wall.  

That night he waited for the other monks to go to sleep and he went to the 
Cave of the Holy Cross with a pickaxe and made an opening in the wall. He was 
then struck down by a Divine hand. When he came to himself, he ran to the 
abbot to confess his sin. The abbot, realising the true nature of the treasure 
that was found, summoned the other fathers and lifted the marble cover and 
immediately the cave was filled with indescribable fragrance. Since then the 
28th of September is kept as a feast day to commemorate Saint Neophytos. 
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Greek Orthodoxy in Britain 

Greek Orthodoxy in Britain can be traced back to 1677 when the church of the 
Dormition of the Mother of God in Soho was founded. This had been built with 
contribution from (among others) the Porphyrogenitos James, Duke of York 
(later King James VII & II). However, a few years after its opening, it was closed 
partly on the insistence of Henry Compton, Anglican Bishop of London, who 
had forbidden the Greeks to have icons there and who had asked that they 
disowned various of their beliefs. When the Patriarch of Constantinople 
protested to the English Ambassador to the Sublime Porte, the latter replied 
that it was just as bad to have Romish beliefs professed in Greek as in Latin!  

The church was then handed over to the Huguenots, although it subsequently 
became an Anglican church under the title of St. Mary. The foundation stone 
of this building was rescued when it was demolished in 1932 and is now to be 
found in the narthex of the Orthodox Cathedral of the Divine Wisdom in 
Bayswater, London. It was also in 1677 that the idea of a Greek College in 
Oxford was mooted. This was to become a reality in 1698, but it functioned 
only until 1705. 

Other attempts were made to set up communities and places of worship and 
the Imperial Russian Embassy chapel was also used. However, as far as is 
known, the next permanent place of worship was established in a Greek 
commercial office in London's Finsbury Circus, with a priest being sent from 
Greece to serve it. By 1849, the church had become too small and another was 
built in London Wall to replace it. In the meantime, a chapel had been opened 
in Manchester - although this was soon replaced by the church of the 
Annunciation, which is still in use today and which in 2010 celebrated its 150th 
anniversary. 

An important page in the history of Greek Orthodoxy in this country was 
turned when an Englishman, Stephen Georgeson Hatherly, was ordained 
priest in Constantinople in about 1870, being given the name Timothy. 
Returning to England, he opened a chapel in Waterloo Road, Wolverhampton 
in 1873, dedicated to the Prophet Elias. In the same year, he inaugurated a 
Greek Seamen's Mission in Cardiff, where a permanent church, dedicated to 
St. Nicholas of Myra was erected in the Byzantine style.. 
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All Proceed from the sale of this publication go towards the maintenance and upkeep of the church. 


