
Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 87 (2013)

Correspondence

The editor has received the following letter in response to the paper ‘The Bosworth 
Crucifix’, by John Ashdown-Hill, in the Transactions of the Leicestershire 
Archaeological and Historical Society, Vol. 78, 2004, pp. 83–96.

To the Editor:

In my letter to the Ricardian Bulletin, Spring 2004 (p. 39), I raised doubts about the 
connection between the ‘Bosworth crucifix’ held at the Society of Antiquaries and 
the battle of Bosworth, as asserted in John Ashdown-Hill’s letter published in the 
Bulletin (Winter 2003). (See my piece on the ‘Bosworth crucifix’ under ‘Antiquarian 
References’, The Field of Redemore [1990], Newtown Linford, 1998, p. 72.) My 
letter stated that Nichols’s note 5 on page 557 of his account of the Bosworth 
battlefield items (History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester, Volume IV, Part 
II (1811)), cast doubt upon the story told him by the antiquary Thomas Sharpe of 
Coventry (1770–1841) that the crucifix had been ‘ploughed up about the year 1778, 
but in what particular part of the Field cannot now be properly ascertained’. Because 
of the connection with the Fortescue family (‘Immediately on its discovery’, wrote 
Sharpe, ‘it came into the possession of Lady Fortescue, relict of sir ... Fortescue’), 
Nichols made the more-than-tentative suggestion (unusual for him, using the word 
‘probable’) that the crucifix came from Husbands Bosworth not Market Bosworth. 

Ashdown-Hill had stated in his original letter that Nichols’s note ‘had absolutely 
no basis in fact’ (p. 33), and then in his reply to mine (Ricardian Bulletin, Summer 
2004), he further claimed that the chief argument against Nichols’s opinion was 
that there were ‘NO Fortescues at Husbands Bosworth’ at the time of the crucifix’s 
‘discovery’ (p. 30). These points are the basis of Ashdown-Hill’s subsequent, more 
considered, outline published in your article ‘The Bosworth Crucifix’ (Transactions 
of the Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society, Vol. 78 (2004), pp. 
83–96), where although he concludes that ‘there is no reason to believe other than 
that the Bosworth crucifix was found in the vicinity of the traditional Bosworth 
battlefield in or about 1778’, nevertheless, he says, ‘there is equally no evidence to 
connect the Bosworth Cruficix with the battle of 1485’ (p. 91). 

I am sure that Ashdown-Hill’s comparative analysis of the type and style of the 
artefact is sound, but since he brings no other evidence to bear about its provenance, 
are we to believe his opinion in 2004 or are we to believe Nichols’s in 1811? John 
Nichols was no fool, and he knew well that the Fortescues of Husbands Bosworth 
were a recusant family with a long history of Catholic worship (since 1632), of 
supporting priests and celebrating secret masses. There were even stories in the 
family of how they had buried or hid Catholic artefacts through the seventeenth 
century. To say there were ‘no Fortescues’ in Husbands Bosworth at the end of the 
eighteenth century is, in any case, incorrect. The last of the line of that name was 
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Maria Alethea Fortescue (d.1763). She was known as Mary Fortescue, lived at the 
Hall and, though untitled, was lady of the manor (she would have been familiarly 
known as ‘Lady’ Fortescue, much as Eleanor Pochin (untitled) of Market Bosworth 
Hall was also ‘lady of the manor’ and known as ‘Madam Pochin’). Mary Fortescue 
appears mentioned in the Views of Frankpledge in her ‘Court’ in the 1750s. Her 
mother Elizabeth (who died shortly before her, but granted administration of her 
estate to her daughter in 1753) was indeed ‘relict’ of Charles Fortescue of Husbands 
Bosworth (d.1731) and could be the person referred to in Sharpe’s letter. On Mary’s 
death, unmarried, in 1763, the property passed to her cousin Francis Turvile, then 
aged 11, who added ‘Fortescue’ to his name. He lived most of the time in France, 
married Barbara Talbot there in 1780, and they returned to Husbands Bosworth 
in 1790. As Ashdown-Hill has shown (p. 92), Barbara could well have been titled 
‘Lady’ in her own right, as she was from an aristocratic family, and local people 
would have considered her and her husband a continuation of the Fortescue 
connection. 

Be that as it may, these points show Ashdown-Hill’s argument (concerning 
‘no Lady Fortescue’) is weak, but when we consider the rather specious way he 
tries to connect the provenance of the cross with persons in Coventry, so that it 
can conveniently come to rest in Sharpe’s note to Nichols, we are on even flimsier 
ground. His connection of the name ‘Brown’ (the servant called ‘John Brown’ to 
whom Lady Fortescue is said to have given it) with Joseph Carter (the Coventry 
sexton who ‘inherited’ it from Brown) through Carter’s marriage with an Elizabeth 
Brown who possibly had a brother called John, all backed up with a slender and 
incomplete genealogy (p. 94), is a poor substitute for substance. ‘Brown’ is a 
somewhat common name, and even if we wish to believe the whole story as told by 
Sharpe, we can find Browns aplenty (indeed John Browns who could well have had 
connections with the Hall) living in the Husbands Bosworth area in the mid-to-late 
eighteenth century (the Marriage Registers, for instance, give a John Brown married 
to an Elizabeth Welch at Husbands Bosworth, 8 October 1751, and a John Brown, 
baptised at Husbands Bosworth, 29 March 1761). 

All these connections are at present unproven and probably unprovable and 
much relies upon our believing to the letter the information provided by John 
Nichols in the note from Thomas Sharpe. But this itself present problems of 
credibility. The note begins with an assumption; that the cross was ploughed up 
at Bosworth Field. As I pointed out to Mr Ashdown-Hill originally, the confusions 
between Market Bosworth and Husbands Bosworth, both in Leicestershire but in 
different Hundreds, are not confined to the present day (where I have met it); they 
go back several centuries. Both Halls are called ‘Bosworth Hall’, both settlements 
familiarly abbeviated to ‘Bosworth’. It could well be that Sharpe, a Warwickshire 
figure, in receiving information about the one is confusing it with the other, and 
hence the legend arises. Furthermore, the account of its discovery does not add up. If 
the crucifix was ‘ploughed up’, it is presumably implied that it had remained in the 
ground for 293 years (from 1485 to ‘1778’), in which case, how could it have been 
discovered, as it is recounted, with its easily-decomposable wooden staff?

In this welter of supposition it is always a good idea to come back to common 
sense. What is the likelihood, one may ask, that an item, sacred, large (nearly 2 feet 
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tall), distinct and valuable as this could simply be ‘lost’ at the battle of Bosworth, 
or even ‘buried’ in the ground in the heat of the moment, and remain there nearly 
300 years, when battlefields were scavenged so intensively afterwards for valuables? 
Is it not more likely that the item came down through a Catholic family from the 
1530s onwards, remained in their possession, occasionally hidden away, as is shown 
with other items from the Fortescue family history, and then possibly turned up 
in the 30 years’ interregnum between the death of Mary Fortescue (1763) and the 
return of the Turvile cousin to a ‘run-down’ hall in 1790? In fact, the date is rather 
significant, since John Brown is reported as dying in 1791, having left it, note, ‘with 
other Catholic relics’, to sexton Carter of Coventry. In all this, the likelihood is 
that Nichols’ cautious opinion that the story was apocryphal is correct and that the 
Bosworth crucifix is associated with the recusant family of Husbands Bosworth and 
nothing to do with the battle of 1485.

Peter Foss
Independent scholar
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