
HOSPITALS IN LUTON AND DUNSTABLE - AN OVERVIEW*

I n t r o d u c t i o n t o M e d i a e v a l H o s p i t a l s

Hospi ta ls in the Middle Ages were genera l ly small , endowed r e l i g i o u s houses,
dedicated to the care of the old, the s i ck and p i l g r i m s . The C h u r c h s a w
i t a s one o f t h e m a i n d u t i e s o f C h r i s t i a n s t o c a r e f o r t h o s e i n need. In
the deep ly r e l i g i o u s f e e l i n g of that time p r i o r i t y was g i v e n t o p r e p a r a t i o n
for the l i f e to come, whether i t was heaven , h e l l or p u r g a t o r y . The

p h y s i c a l be ing was g i v e n c a r e b u t l i t t l e hope of c u r e . T h e r e w e r e t h r e e

types of mediaeval h o s p i t a l , each with a d i f f e r en t function and examples of
each were e s t a b l i s h e d l o c a l l y .

Farley Hospital, Luton

T h i s h a s b e e n a c c o r d e d t h e t i t l e hosp i t a l a l t hough it was founded for
t r a v e l l e r s t h r o u g h the b e n e v o l e n c e of Henry I I . He was crowned King in
1154 at the age of 22, having already inhe r i t ed the duchy of Normandy from
h i s mother in 1150, and on the death o f his f a t h e r a year l a t e r he a l s o in-
h e r i t e d a large area o f c e n t r a l France. From h i s wife , Eleanor, he gained
sovere ign ty over much of sou thern France. The new King was t o r n b e t w e e n
h i s a l l e g i a n c e to France and England and spent much of h i s time crossing
and r e c r o s s i n g the Channel. F o l l o w i n g h i s a c c e s s i o n he l e f t Dover on
10 January 1156 accompanied by his brother William, Thomas à Becket, his
Chancellor and at that time f r i e n d , and a l a rge band of c o u r t i e r s . They
landed a t Wissant, midway between Boulogne and Cala i s , planning to ride the
twenty-seven miles to St Omer en route for Rouen. A f t e r on ly four m i l e s
they came to the l i t t l e hamlet of St Inglevert where the p a r t y, t i r ed and
cold a f t e r the w i n t e r c r o s s i n g , was given a warm welcome a t the monastery.
It had been founded in 113l by one Olyard who, together with a band of l i k e -
minded devout men, cleared the wooded area and made i t safe for t rave l le rs
and p i l g r i m s . The bro thers were not ordained but determined to help those
in need . C e r t a i n l y Henry must have been very p l e a s e d w i t h h i s s t a y a t
St Inglevert because on reaching St Omer he ordered a c h a r t e r to be prepared
in which he made a g i f t of land and woods at Far ley, Luton to the French
h o s p i t a l worth f 2 a year.

Some t i m e i n 1156 t h e F r e n c h b r e t h r e n came t o Luton i n t h e i r d i s t i n c t i v e
cassocks bearing the symbol of a red key sewn in c lo th on the f ron t .
R e a l i s i n g t h a t t h e f o r e i g n e r s would a p p e a r s t r a n g e t o l o c a l e y e s , Henry s e n t
a let ter to the people of Luton by Thomas à Becket charging them " n o t t o in-
sult or injure the brethren but to welcome them with good will and assistance".
Later evidence showed that the King a l so desired that the bre thren should pray
for the sou ls of himself , his ances tors and h e i r s . T h e l a n d s e x t e n d e d f r o m
Stockwood Park a c r o s s what i s now known a s F a r l e y H i l l E s t a t e and t h e build-
ings, including a chapel bel ieved to have been dedicated to St John the Bap t i s t ,
were probably made l a rg e l y from timber f r e e l y a v a i l a b l e from t h e i r woods. At

fi r s t t h e new H o s p i t a l was a d m i n i s t e r e d f rom F r a n c e and t h e fi r s t r e c o r d e d
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