
Poor Sawtry Abbey 
 
A theme of the recent posts about Sawtry Abbey, and a tenet of the Hunts History Fest 
article, was the 'poor' status of the Abbey.  The rhyme quoted highlights the difference 
between the neighbouring Benedictine abbeys and Cistercian Sawtry Abbey towards wealth; 
whereas the Benedictines displayed their wealth through finery, precious metals, and rich 
foods and drink, the Cistercians of Sawtry Abbey dispensed their wealth through charity and 
alms. 
 
The use of 'poor' in the rhyme can have two meanings.  The first is the more commonly 
accepted status of wealth (or lack thereof); particularly when associated with the value of the 
Abbey when dissolved.  The other is as a term of pity or derision. 
 
Phil addressed this during his recent excellent, and well received, site tours stating that it 
was inappropriate to compare the status of Sawtry Abbey with the neighbouring Benedictine 
abbeys - or, indeed, to compare the Cistercian Order in general with any other monastic 
order, in terms of wealth, due to the previously mentioned polar differences towards wealth.  
Phil also commented that the only way to understand the true worth of Sawtry Abbey was to 
compare it with other Cistercian abbeys. 
 
The 1692 publication Monasticon Anglicanum gives the annual value of monastries and 
other religious houses.  Of the 79 Cistercian abbeys in England and Wales the three with the 
greatest value were Fountains £998 6s 8d, Furness £805 16s 5d, The Abbey of Grace £546 
10s 0d, Sawtry Abbey itself was valued at £141 3s 8d, whilst 17 abbeys were valued less 
than Sawtry Abbey; of the remaining 58 abbeys, over half were valued between £100 and 
£200.  Sawtry Abbey, therefore, was clearly not poor.  However, from the Cistercian 
perspective, these values were irrelevant as, as a monastic order, they were enriched 
beyond secular wealth through their strict adherence to the Rule of St Benedict. 


