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King’s Lynn: A Thousand Years of a Port 
and its People 
From Bishop’s Lynn to the Twentieth Century 

 

Chapter One 
Before Bishop’s Lynn: c.1000–1200 

A Town Made by Water 

Stand in Saturday Market Place today and the beginnings of King’s Lynn can seem 
deceptively easy to understand. St Margaret’s, now King’s Lynn Minster, dominates the 
square, medieval streets run towards the river, and the Purfleet lies only a short distance 
away, much reduced and partly hidden within the modern town. It is tempting to imagine that 
Lynn simply grew beside the Great Ouse in the way that many English towns grew beside 
rivers. The landscape around the year 1000 was much less straightforward. There was no 
King’s Lynn, and there was not yet a Bishop’s Lynn of the kind a medieval traveller would 
have recognised. The edge of the Wash formed an unstable environment of salt marsh, 
mudflats, tidal creeks, islands, shallow channels, and areas of firmer ground. Rivers 
approaching the Wash divided, rejoined, and altered their courses, while the boundary 
between land and water moved with the tides and with longer changes in drainage and silting. 
Later embankment and reclamation would impose much firmer boundaries upon this 
landscape, but early Lynn developed in a world where water penetrated deeply into the land. 

There was settlement before the Norman Conquest. Archaeological evidence from the wider 
Lynn area demonstrates long occupation, although the beginnings of the medieval town itself 
are harder to recover. By the eleventh century communities were exploiting the resources of 
the marshes and estuary, and salt production was particularly valuable. The Domesday survey 
of 1086 provides the first substantial written evidence for Lynn and its surroundings, with salt 
workings featuring prominently in the local economy. The people who worked here probably 
inhabited something much less urban than the town that followed, with settlement distributed 
across firmer patches of ground within a watery landscape. Their livelihood depended upon 
understanding that environment: where animals could graze, where boats could pass, which 
channels remained navigable, and where salt could be produced. Marsh and tidal water were 
not simply obstacles awaiting drainage. They were resources. 

The name Lynn itself probably reflects this setting. Medieval spellings include forms such as 
Lun, Lena, and Lenne, and the name has commonly been connected with a pool or body of 
water. That should not encourage us to imagine a single neat lake occupying the site of the 
later town. A more convincing picture is of creeks, pools, marsh, tidal channels, and slightly 
raised areas of habitable ground. Human intervention gradually changed that environment, 
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but water would continue to determine the shape and fortunes of Lynn for the next thousand 
years. 

Herbert de Losinga and the Bishop’s Town 

The medieval town did not begin with a bishop arriving at an empty place. Existing 
settlement and economic activity provided the foundation upon which a much more 
ambitious urban community developed. What changed towards the end of the eleventh 
century was the scale and organisation of that development, and the man traditionally placed 
at its centre is Herbert de Losinga. Herbert was a Norman churchman closely connected with 
royal patronage. He became Bishop of Thetford under William II, later transferred the 
episcopal seat to Norwich, and became one of the most energetic ecclesiastical builders in 
eastern England. His career was not without controversy. His acquisition of office became 
entangled in accusations of simony, and he travelled to Rome to obtain papal absolution. 
Norwich Cathedral became his greatest monument, but Lynn formed part of the same 
ambitious programme of episcopal development. 

Around the end of the eleventh century Herbert established a Benedictine presence associated 
with the church of St Margaret. The precise chronology is not completely straightforward 
because foundations developed over time rather than occurring at a single moment, but by 
1101 Herbert could write to the people of Lynn that, at their request, he had begun to build a 
church there. Those words suggest something more interesting than the simple story of a 
bishop founding a town. There was already a community sufficiently established to approach 
him, while Herbert possessed the authority and resources to turn a growing settlement into a 
more organised episcopal town. 

St Margaret’s stood at the centre of this development. The surviving church has been rebuilt 
and altered repeatedly, but its position fixes the centre of the first planned medieval town. 
Around it developed the Saturday Market Place, while streets led westwards towards the river 
and commercial landing places. The bishop exercised lordship, drew income from rents and 
tolls, authorised markets, and provided the institutional framework within which trade could 
expand. Church, market, harbour, and lordship were therefore parts of the same development. 
The arrangement benefited both bishop and inhabitants, although it also contained the 
beginnings of a long political tension. As Lynn became richer, its leading merchants would 
increasingly want to govern their own affairs rather than remain entirely subject to episcopal 
authority. 

Between the Millfleet and the Purfleet 

The first medieval town occupied the area roughly between the Millfleet to the south and the 
Purfleet to the north. These were not decorative streams but working tidal waterways that 
helped determine the organisation of the settlement. Boats could penetrate into the town, and 
long properties stretched from streets towards yards, warehouses, and landing places. Houses 
and commercial premises were often part of the same property, so the distinction between 
domestic and business life was much less clear than it would later become. Merchants, 
craftsmen, brewers, servants, labourers, boatmen, and their families lived close to one another 
and close to the work that sustained them. 

The street pattern still preserves something of this relationship. Saturday Market Place 
provided a large public and commercial space beside St Margaret’s, while streets running 
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towards the river allowed access to the waterfront. Lynn’s position was especially favourable 
because it connected maritime trade through the Wash with an agricultural hinterland and an 
expanding system of inland waterways. The precise medieval history of the Great Ouse is 
complicated, and the modern river should not simply be projected backwards into the 
eleventh century, but the basic commercial advantage was already becoming clear. Lynn 
stood where goods from inland eastern England could meet ships trading around the North 
Sea. 

The Town Expands 

The settlement grew rapidly enough for its original limits to become inadequate. During the 
episcopate of William Turbe in the middle of the twelfth century, development spread 
northwards across the Purfleet. This was not merely a scattering of houses. A substantial 
extension developed around Tuesday Market Place, giving Lynn the two-centred form that 
remains visible today. St Nicholas’ Chapel was established as a chapel of ease for the 
growing population of the northern settlement, while St Margaret’s remained the parish 
church and religious centre of the older town. 

At roughly the same period another chapel appeared towards the eastern edge of Lynn. St 
James’ Chapel was founded before 1146, probably during the episcopate of Eborard. Like St 
Nicholas’, it was a chapel of ease within the great parish of St Margaret. Its position is 
revealing. The first town had clustered towards the river, but St James stood further inland, 
demonstrating that twelfth-century Lynn was already pressing eastwards as well as 
northwards. Its later history would be extraordinarily different from that of St Nicholas. The 
chapel would survive the Reformation only in part and eventually become a workhouse, 
hospital, pest-house, and poor-law institution. Few Lynn buildings illustrate more clearly how 
the needs of the town changed while older structures were repeatedly adapted to serve them. 

By the later twelfth century Lynn therefore possessed a much more complicated urban 
geography than the original settlement around St Margaret’s. Saturday Market Place 
remained the centre of the southern town, while Tuesday Market Place served the northern 
expansion. The Purfleet passed through the commercial heart of the settlement, the Millfleet 
marked its southern side, and St James’ Chapel indicated development towards the east. 
Streets between these places filled with houses, workshops, inns, shops, and religious 
buildings. What had been a watery settlement on the edge of the Wash was becoming a 
substantial town. 

People, Trade, and the Beginnings of Civic Identity 

The inhabitants behind this expansion are much harder to identify individually than the 
bishops who governed them, but their occupations can be reconstructed from the economy 
they created. Merchants needed labourers to unload ships, boatmen to move cargoes inland, 
craftsmen to repair vessels, coopers to make barrels, smiths to provide fittings, and clerks to 
record transactions. Markets required food sellers, brewers, innkeepers, and traders. Religious 
institutions required priests, servants, builders, and suppliers. Women worked throughout this 
economy, particularly in brewing, food production, retailing, domestic service, lodging, and 
family businesses, even though surviving records make their contribution less visible than 
that of male merchants and office-holders. 
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Lynn was becoming a place to which people came because there was money to be made. That 
prosperity strengthened the bishop’s income, but it also encouraged a separate urban identity. 
Successful merchants wanted predictable tolls, secure property rights, commercial privileges, 
and greater influence over local justice. Municipal government developed gradually from the 
practical need to regulate a busy community, settle disputes, supervise markets, and speak 
collectively when the interests of the town were challenged. It was not democracy in any 
modern sense, since authority rested principally with prosperous male householders and an 
increasingly powerful merchant elite, but it provided the institutional beginnings of a 
community capable of claiming liberties of its own. 

By 1200 the settlement had travelled a remarkable distance from the salt-working 
communities recorded around the time of Domesday. St Margaret’s, St Nicholas’, and St 
James’ served an expanding population, two great market places structured commercial life, 
and the waterways connected Lynn with both the Wash and the interior. The bishop’s town 
had become a significant English port. Its leading inhabitants were now ready to seek 
recognition of their privileges from another source of power, and in 1204 they received it 
from King John. 
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Chapter Two 
A Great Medieval Port: c.1200–1400 

King John and the Liberties of Lynn 

By the opening of the thirteenth century Lynn had become wealthy enough for arguments 
about its government to have serious financial consequences. Ships entered from the Wash, 
smaller craft moved through the fleets and inland waterways, merchants accumulated 
property, and the bishop of Norwich drew considerable income from his town. The most 
prosperous inhabitants wanted privileges of their own, and royal authority offered a means of 
securing them. King John’s charter of 14 September 1204 became a landmark in this process. 
The original document still survives among the King’s Lynn Borough Archives. John granted 
Lynn the status of a free borough, gave its burgesses important rights of local jurisdiction, 
freed them from many tolls elsewhere in England, and allowed them to have a merchant 
guild. These were substantial privileges, but they did not make Lynn independent of its 
existing lords. The charter specifically preserved the established rights of the bishop of 
Norwich and the Earl of Arundel. Lynn was acquiring a stronger corporate identity without 
yet escaping the complicated network of lordship within which medieval towns operated. 

The charter strengthened developments that were already under way rather than suddenly 
creating municipal government. Lynn already possessed a community capable of acting 
collectively, and its merchants had acquired interests that required regulation and protection. 
The importance of 1204 lay partly in giving those interests royal recognition. It also began a 
pattern that would continue for centuries. Lynn repeatedly sought confirmation of its 
privileges from successive monarchs, while its governing elite carefully preserved the 
documents upon which those claims depended. Charters and civic registers were not 
ceremonial curiosities. A phrase written generations earlier could determine who collected a 
toll, exercised jurisdiction, appointed an official, or received a particular source of income. 
The borough consequently developed a powerful institutional memory, eventually preserved 
in collections such as the Red Register. When later generations quarrelled with bishops, royal 
officials, or the Crown itself, they searched their archives for precedents with which to defend 
their position. 

King John also became connected with Lynn through a much more romantic story. During 
his final campaign in 1216, part of his baggage train was lost in the tidal country around the 
Wash. Later generations transformed this into the celebrated tale of the Crown Jewels 
disappearing beneath the waters. The king certainly travelled through the region, but the 
familiar story is much more precise than the surviving evidence allows. For Lynn itself, the 
parchment charter carefully preserved in the borough archives was a far more substantial 
royal legacy than whatever John lost in the Wash. 

River, Hinterland, and Sea 

The political growth of the town coincided with changes in the river system that strengthened 
Lynn’s commercial position. The process was gradual and involved natural changes in 
channels together with embankment, drainage, reclamation, and other human interventions. It 
is misleading to imagine a single deliberate diversion of the Great Ouse into Lynn, but by the 
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later Middle Ages the town had gained increasingly effective access to a remarkable inland 
network. Through the Ouse and Cam, goods could move towards Cambridge, while other 
waterways connected Lynn with the fenlands, Huntingdonshire, Bedfordshire, and regions 
still further inland. 

This gave the town an advantage that is easy to underestimate in an age accustomed to roads 
and railways. Heavy goods were expensive and slow to move by cart, whereas water allowed 
large quantities of grain, timber, fuel, and other bulky commodities to travel comparatively 
efficiently. Lynn stood at the junction of this inland system and the North Sea. Agricultural 
produce could be assembled in warehouses beside the river and exported, while imported 
goods could be transferred to barges and boats for distribution inland. 

The waterfront consequently became the economic heart of the town. It did not yet resemble 
the later continuous quay. Ships and smaller vessels used jetties, staithes, landing places, and 
private river access. The Purfleet penetrated into the commercial centre, allowing goods to 
come close to merchants’ properties. At high tide water entered deeply into the town. At low 
tide the same places exposed mud, timber structures, ropes, boats, and the working apparatus 
of a medieval port. 

The Merchant Town 

Lynn’s trade spread across northern Europe. Wine, fish, timber, iron, salt, wax, pitch, tar, 
hemp, flax, and many other goods arrived through the port. Herring was particularly valuable 
in a society whose religious calendar required frequent abstinence from meat, while timber 
and naval stores from Scandinavia and the Baltic supplied building and shipping. Outgoing 
cargoes reflected the productive hinterland. Grain became increasingly significant alongside 
wool, hides, malt, and other agricultural goods. Lynn’s prosperity therefore depended less 
upon large-scale manufacturing than upon its ability to collect, store, finance, and redistribute 
the products of a broad region. 

Commerce on this scale required organisation and trust. Merchants needed agents and 
partners in other ports, warehouse space, credit, information about prices, and reliable 
systems of weights and measures. They also accepted substantial risk. Storms could destroy 
ships, piracy could remove cargoes, war could close markets, and prices could change before 
goods reached their destination. The merchant elite that emerged in Lynn was therefore not 
simply a group of shopkeepers who had become rich. They operated within a commercial 
world extending across the North Sea and far into the English interior. 

Their wealth increasingly shaped government. Mayors, aldermen, juries, and other officers 
emerged within a civic structure dominated by prosperous merchants. Borough courts dealt 
with debts, property, market regulation, and public order, while officials supervised 
commercial standards and represented Lynn in disputes. These men were often connected 
through marriage, business, and property, so municipal government operated through 
personal networks as well as formal institutions. The resulting system was oligarchic, but it 
gave Lynn a strong corporate identity that increasingly rivalled the authority of its episcopal 
lord. 

 

Guilds, Friars, and the Religious Town 
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Commercial success also transformed religious life. The Guild of the Holy Trinity became 
the greatest of Lynn’s guilds, accumulating property and attracting many of the same 
merchants who dominated civic government. Membership provided prayers, charity, 
fellowship, status, and valuable social connections. Religion, business, and government were 
consequently interwoven. A successful merchant might serve as mayor, belong to several 
guilds, finance an altar, provide charitable gifts, and arrange prayers for himself and his 
family after death. The Trinity Guildhall beside St Margaret’s emerged from this world of 
civic wealth and religious obligation. 

The thirteenth century also brought the mendicant friars. Dominicans, Franciscans, 
Carmelites, and Augustinians all established houses in Lynn, occupying substantial precincts 
containing churches, cloisters, gardens, cemeteries, accommodation, and service buildings. 
The surviving Greyfriars Tower is only a fragment of this once extensive religious landscape. 
Lynn even briefly contained the Friars of the Sack, one of the smaller mendicant 
communities whose future was curtailed after the Second Council of Lyon in 1274. 

St Margaret’s, St Nicholas’, and St James’ continued to serve the town alongside these newer 
institutions. Their presence reminds us how thoroughly religion occupied medieval urban 
space. Church interiors were crowded with altars, images, lights, painted decoration, screens, 
tombs, and devotional objects. Bells organised time, guilds sponsored worship, merchants 
requested burial in favoured religious houses, and processions carried religion into the streets. 
The relatively restrained interiors inherited after the Reformation can easily disguise the 
visual and ceremonial richness of the medieval town. 

Life Behind the Quays 

The records naturally favour wealthy men, but the port depended upon a much larger 
population. Every cargo required people to moor and unload ships, carry sacks and barrels, 
weigh goods, repair vessels, drive carts, and move cargoes into warehouses. Rope makers, 
shipwrights, coopers, smiths, brewers, bakers, innkeepers, servants, and retailers filled the 
streets behind the quays. Domestic and working life existed almost on top of one another, 
with workshops opening onto streets and animals moving through residential areas. 

Women were deeply involved in this economy. Brewing was an especially important female 
occupation, while women also worked in retailing, food production, textiles, lodging, 
domestic service, and family businesses. Widows could inherit property and sometimes 
continue commercial enterprises after the death of a husband. Their presence is less 
conspicuous in civic documents because the institutions producing those records were 
overwhelmingly male, but the medieval town could not have functioned without their labour. 

Life was crowded and often uncomfortable. Fish, animals, smoke, brewing, refuse, tar, mud, 
and river water produced smells that modern visitors would find overpowering. Fire 
threatened timber buildings, flooding remained an ever-present danger, and infectious disease 
could move rapidly through closely packed households. These risks were inseparable from 
the density and connectivity that made Lynn prosperous. 

Plague and Recovery 

The Black Death of 1348–49 brought the greatest demographic shock of the medieval period. 
Lynn’s commercial connections probably increased its exposure, although exact mortality 
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cannot be reconstructed and later claims giving precise proportions of deaths should be 
treated cautiously. What can be said with confidence is that the epidemic caused severe 
disruption. Households disappeared, clergy and workers died, property changed hands 
unexpectedly, and institutions had to continue with fewer people. 

The effects extended beyond the immediate epidemic. Labour became scarcer, which could 
improve the bargaining position of survivors, while rents, wages, inheritance, and patterns of 
property holding changed. Further outbreaks followed, ensuring that plague became a 
recurring feature of urban life rather than a single catastrophe. Yet Lynn did not collapse. Its 
geographical advantages remained, the agricultural hinterland still produced goods for export, 
and foreign merchants continued to visit. Trade resumed because the economic network 
linking Lynn with the interior and North Sea was too valuable to disappear. 

By the later fourteenth century Lynn remained one of England’s leading ports. Its skyline was 
crowded with churches and friaries, its two market places were surrounded by valuable 
properties, and its merchant government possessed both wealth and confidence. German and 
Baltic traders were increasingly familiar figures on the waterfront, while Lynn merchants 
operated through networks reaching far beyond Norfolk. Into this prosperous, crowded, 
intensely religious town, around 1373, was born the person who would leave us its most 
remarkable medieval voice. 
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Chapter Three 
Margery Kempe and the End of Medieval Lynn: c.1370–
1600 

Margery’s Lynn 

Margery Brunham was born into the governing world of Bishop’s Lynn. Her father, John 
Brunham, served repeatedly as mayor and represented the town in Parliament, placing the 
family among the civic elite whose wealth and influence had developed alongside the 
medieval port. Margery therefore grew up close to markets, merchants, guilds, churches, and 
municipal politics. She would have seen foreign sailors and traders on the waterfront, friars 
moving through the streets, processions on feast days, and ships arriving with goods from 
across the North Sea. Her Lynn was neither provincial nor isolated. It was a prosperous 
European port. 

After marrying John Kempe, Margery experienced the conventional demands of marriage and 
motherhood but developed an increasingly unconventional religious life. Late in life she 
dictated the work now known as The Book of Margery Kempe, frequently described, with 
some qualification, as the first autobiography in English. It gives us something the borough 
records cannot: an extended account of how one inhabitant experienced family life, religion, 
business, travel, reputation, fear, and conflict. Margery attempted commercial ventures, 
experienced financial difficulties, bore numerous children, negotiated a chaste relationship 
with her husband, and travelled on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Rome, Santiago de Compostela, 
and religious centres throughout England and continental Europe. 

Her behaviour repeatedly attracted controversy. She wore white, associated with chastity, 
spoke openly about religious matters, and wept loudly during devotional experiences. Some 
contemporaries regarded her as exceptionally holy, while others thought her disruptive, 
ridiculous, or possibly heretical. She was questioned by religious authorities and had to 
defend her orthodoxy. Her experiences reveal both the opportunities and dangers available to 
a woman who refused to remain within expected boundaries. They also show the 
extraordinary mobility possible within medieval religious culture. Margery crossed seas and 
kingdoms, travelled among strangers, argued with clerics, and repeatedly returned to Lynn. 
The same maritime connections that carried merchants across Europe formed part of the 
wider world through which she moved. 

Wealth, Guilds, and the Hanseatic Connection 

The fifteenth century brought Bishop’s Lynn to one of its periods of greatest commercial and 
architectural confidence. Merchant families invested profits in houses, guild buildings, 
religious foundations, and civic institutions, while foreign trade continued to connect the 
town with northern Europe. German merchants associated with the Hanseatic network had 
long used the port, but their position became more formal following the Treaty of Utrecht in 
1474, which ended a period of Anglo-Hanseatic conflict and restored important trading 
privileges. 
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Hanse House, or St Margaret’s House, survives close to the river as a physical reminder of 
this relationship. The Hanse was not a modern nation or a single commercial company but a 
changing association of towns and merchant communities, particularly powerful in northern 
Germany and the Baltic. Its merchants dealt in timber, fish, wax, pitch, tar, metals, grain, 
cloth, and numerous other goods. Lynn suited them because the port combined North Sea 
access with a productive agricultural hinterland and navigable routes into the interior. Their 
permanent establishment therefore represented the international importance the town had 
acquired by the later Middle Ages. 

At the same time, the Guild of the Holy Trinity remained one of Lynn’s most powerful 
institutions. Its religious functions cannot be separated neatly from its civic and social ones. 
The merchants who governed Lynn were often the same people who held guild office, 
endowed altars, financed charitable work, and arranged prayers for their families. St George’s 
Guild created another great surviving building in King Street. Its hall served religious and 
social purposes before later becoming associated with theatrical performance. By the 
sixteenth century professional companies visited Lynn, including the Earl of Pembroke’s 
Men in 1593. Shakespeare has sometimes been linked personally with the Guildhall, but no 
surviving evidence proves his presence. The building is remarkable without the need for that 
attractive speculation. 

Salvation in Stone 

Late-medieval Lynn invested heavily in religion because salvation was understood as a 
communal and material concern. Thomas Thoresby, a wealthy merchant who died in the 
early sixteenth century, provided for priests who would pray for himself and his family, 
creating the foundation remembered in Thoresby College. His actions were entirely 
conventional within his religious world. Wealth accumulated through commerce could 
support charity, priests, guilds, buildings, and perpetual commemoration, joining material 
success in this life with hopes for salvation in the next. 

The Red Mount Chapel belongs to the same religious landscape. Built in the later fifteenth 
century and further developed in the early sixteenth, it served pilgrims travelling towards 
Walsingham. Its elaborate octagonal design seems extraordinarily ambitious for a wayside 
chapel, but Lynn stood on a major pilgrimage route, and travellers could bring money as well 
as devotion. Inns, food sellers, boatmen, and merchants all benefited from movement through 
the town. Around 1500, ships arriving from northern Europe, pilgrims travelling towards 
Walsingham, friars preaching, guilds celebrating their feasts, and priests saying Masses for 
the dead all belonged to the same urban world. 

St James’ Chapel remained part of that world too, although its location towards the eastern 
side of the town gave it a different character from the great churches close to the river. By 
then it had acquired additional buildings, evidence that its medieval complex had developed 
considerably since its twelfth-century foundation. Within a few decades, however, its 
religious purpose, like that of the friaries, guilds, and chantries, would be swept away. 

Reformation and the End of Bishop’s Lynn 

Henry VIII’s break with Rome transformed institutions that had seemed permanent. During 
the 1530s royal supremacy replaced papal authority, monasteries and friaries were 
suppressed, and religious property passed into secular hands. Lynn’s four mendicant houses 
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surrendered during this period. Their buildings did not necessarily disappear immediately. 
Churches, cloisters, and domestic ranges could be converted into houses, workshops, 
warehouses, or stores before later generations quarried them for stone, timber, lead, and tiles. 
Greyfriars Tower survived, but most of the great religious precinct surrounding it 
disappeared. 

St James’ Chapel underwent the same transition from sacred building to useful property. Its 
nave was demolished in 1548, and in 1559 the remaining building was extensively robbed of 
materials. By 1580 the corporation had converted part of the surviving structure for use as a 
workhouse. What had been created as a chapel of ease during the expansion of twelfth-
century Lynn was beginning an extraordinary second existence as an institution associated 
with poverty, sickness, and poor relief. The fate of St James is therefore a particularly clear 
example of the Reformation as a physical as well as religious event. Buildings that had 
accumulated devotional meaning over centuries were stripped of that purpose and assessed 
instead for the practical value of their land and fabric. 

The political identity of the town changed at almost exactly the same time. During the 
dissolution and transfer of ecclesiastical property in 1536–37, Henry VIII took the town and 
manor from the bishop of Norwich into Crown possession. Bishop’s Lynn consequently 
became King’s Lynn, or Lynn Regis. The change of name represented much more than royal 
vanity. Episcopal lordship had shaped the town since Herbert de Losinga’s time, and for more 
than four centuries Lynn’s inhabitants had negotiated, cooperated, and quarrelled with 
successive bishops over jurisdiction, revenues, and privileges. The Crown now occupied the 
position previously held by the bishop, while the corporation dealt increasingly directly with 
royal government. 

Further religious upheaval followed under Edward VI as chantries and religious guilds were 
suppressed. The Trinity Guild and St George’s Guild could not simply disappear without 
consequences because their property and membership had become deeply entangled with 
civic life. Their religious functions were removed, while buildings and elements of their 
institutional legacy survived in new forms. Church interiors changed just as dramatically. 
Altars were removed, images damaged or destroyed, wall paintings covered, and the system 
of prayers for the dead dismantled. Yet the process was not a steady progression towards 
Protestantism. Mary I restored Catholic worship, and Elizabeth I reversed policy again after 
1558. Someone born in Lynn around 1520 could therefore have experienced several officially 
prescribed forms of Christianity within a single lifetime. The medieval town remained 
physically recognisable while many of the religious assumptions that had created its buildings 
were overturned. 

An Old Town in a New Age 

Commerce provided continuity through these upheavals. Hanseatic privileges weakened and 
English merchants became more assertive, but ships continued to use the port. Grain 
remained important, while coal from north-eastern England grew as an incoming commodity 
and coastwise trade became increasingly significant. The dissolution of religious institutions 
also altered patterns of charity at a time when rising prices and population were placing 
pressure upon poorer households. Civic and parish authorities became increasingly 
responsible for relief, and buildings once created for religion could acquire entirely new 
social functions. 
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St James’ Chapel illustrates that transition with unusual clarity. By the later sixteenth century 
parts of the former chapel were being adapted for institutional purposes, and it would become 
increasingly associated with the poor, sick, and dependent. A building created during Lynn’s 
first great medieval expansion was beginning a second life that would continue, in various 
forms, for nearly three centuries. 

By 1600 King’s Lynn was therefore politically and religiously an early modern town 
occupying a landscape still overwhelmingly created during the Middle Ages. St Margaret’s 
and St Nicholas’ dominated its two principal centres, the market places remained the great 
public spaces, and medieval streets still ran towards the river. Margery Kempe would have 
been baffled by the religion of Elizabethan Lynn, but she could have walked through much of 
the town without losing her way. 
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Chapter Four 
War, Trade, and the Georgian Town: c.1600–1800 

Plague, Poverty, and Civil War 

The seventeenth century brought Lynn repeated crises, but they were experienced within a 
town whose commercial foundations remained remarkably durable. Grain moved out through 
the port, coal arrived from north-eastern England, and merchants continued to profit from 
Lynn’s position between the agricultural interior and the North Sea. Behind this prosperity 
lay a large population whose security was much less certain. Casual labour, sickness, 
widowhood, old age, and periods of disrupted trade could quickly push a household towards 
dependence upon charity or parish relief, and the gradual conversion of St James’ into an 
institution for the poor reflected the increasing involvement of civic government in welfare. 

The plague epidemic of 1636 exposed these vulnerabilities with particular force. Authorities 
attempted to isolate infected households, restrict movement, provide relief, and arrange 
burials while commerce was simultaneously disrupted. Administrative records inevitably 
reduce the epidemic to payments, regulations, and decisions, but behind them were families 
suddenly deprived of income, children losing parents, neighbours frightened to approach 
infected houses, and civic officials struggling to provide support without spreading disease. 
St James later served as a pest-house, giving the former medieval chapel another role within 
the town’s developing system for managing sickness and poverty. 

Only seven years later the Civil War reached Lynn directly. During the summer of 1643 
royalist influence strengthened within the town, prompting Parliament to send forces under 
the Earl of Manchester. Lynn’s geography made it both strategically valuable and difficult to 
attack. The Great Ouse protected the western side, while walls, ditches, fleets, and marshy 
ground complicated approaches from land. For inhabitants, however, the political contest 
between king and Parliament rapidly became a matter of billeting, requisitioned supplies, 
restricted movement, damaged property, and artillery fire. Parliamentary forces bombarded 
the town until continued resistance became untenable, and Lynn surrendered in September. It 
escaped the destruction suffered by some English towns, but the episode demonstrated that 
the same harbour and waterways that created its prosperity also made neutrality impossible in 
a national war. 

Charters, Merchants, and the Custom House 

Political uncertainty continued after the fighting. The execution of Charles I in 1649 brought 
republican government, followed by Cromwell’s Protectorate, and Lynn’s civic elite adapted 
to each new regime. The Restoration of Charles II in 1660 brought monarchy and the 
established Church back, but it did not simply restore the political world that had existed 
before the war. The Crown became increasingly determined to influence municipal 
corporations, and in 1683 Lynn surrendered its charter as part of a wider national campaign 
against borough independence. A replacement increased royal influence, although the 
Glorious Revolution of 1688–89 overturned much of the arrangement. 
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These disputes explain why the corporation guarded its documentary inheritance so carefully. 
Charters governed real sources of power and money, and records accumulated since the 
Middle Ages could be used to defend Lynn’s jurisdiction and revenues. The corporation’s 
repeated appeals to ancient privilege were not antiquarian nostalgia. They were part of the 
practical business of protecting local authority. 

At almost exactly the same time, Lynn produced one of its finest expressions of commercial 
confidence. In 1683 the new Exchange was built beside the Purfleet to the designs of the 
local architect Henry Bell. The project was associated particularly with Sir John Turner, one 
of the leading merchants and civic figures of Restoration Lynn. The building subsequently 
became known as the Custom House, the name by which it is familiar today, but it should not 
be imagined as having been constructed originally simply as a government customs office. Its 
first purpose was as a merchants’ exchange, providing a setting in which the commercial 
community could conduct business close to the ships, warehouses, and merchants’ houses 
clustered around the Purfleet and river. 

Its architecture proclaimed something new. Classical proportions, columns, pediment, cupola, 
and carefully ordered façades contrasted sharply with the Gothic churches, medieval guild 
buildings, and irregular merchant houses surrounding it. Lynn was still operating within a 
street plan inherited from the Middle Ages, but its wealthiest inhabitants were beginning to 
express themselves in a new architectural language. The building’s later use as the Custom 
House was entirely appropriate to its location. As government regulation of overseas 
commerce developed, customs officers required declarations, measurements, duties, and 
increasingly elaborate paperwork. The Purfleet waterfront therefore became a meeting place 
between the private ambitions of Lynn’s merchants and the fiscal interests of the state. 

Corn, Coal, and Conflict with the Crown 

That meeting could become contentious. Around the beginning of the eighteenth century 
Lynn was drawn into serious disputes with the Crown over money and commercial rights. 
The coal trade was particularly important. Cargoes arriving from the Tyne and Wear had to 
be measured before sale, and officials known as metters supervised the process. Fees 
generated by this work were worth defending, and arguments over who possessed the right to 
collect them became part of a wider legal conflict during 1704–05. The corporation searched 
its records, employed lawyers, and relied upon the same culture of chartered privilege that 
had been developing since the Middle Ages. 

The dispute reveals a characteristic feature of Lynn’s political behaviour. The corporation 
could express extravagant loyalty to the monarch while resisting royal officials when local 
money was at stake. Its address to Queen Anne in 1705 used vivid biblical language against 
the French enemy at the same time as Lynn was engaged in arguments involving Crown 
revenues. There was no contradiction in contemporary eyes. Loyalty to the Crown did not 
require the surrender of rights that the borough believed belonged to it. 

Coal and grain nevertheless mattered more to everyday prosperity than constitutional 
argument. Norfolk and the surrounding counties produced large agricultural surpluses, while 
Lynn provided merchants, storage, credit, and shipping. Coal moved in the opposite 
direction, arriving by sea before distribution inland. Dutch and other continental shipmasters 
remained familiar figures, and Lynn merchants occasionally pursued more adventurous 
ventures. Samuel Browne’s association with the Greenland trade places the town within the 
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hazardous world of Arctic whaling, where ships, crews, and capital were risked in pursuit of 
valuable whale products. Such enterprises broadened Lynn’s commercial horizons, although 
the dependable movement of grain and coal remained much more fundamental to the town’s 
economy. 

St James and the Government of Poverty 

The changing use of St James’ Chapel provides a revealing counterpoint to the prosperity of 
the merchants. By the later seventeenth century the surviving medieval fabric had become 
closely associated with poor relief. The old workhouse was rebuilt in 1681, possibly with 
Henry Bell involved in the design or supervision, and the institution accommodated people 
who could no longer support themselves independently. The transformation from chapel to 
workhouse was not simply an architectural curiosity. It reflected the transfer of responsibility 
for welfare from the religious institutions of medieval Lynn to parish and civic authorities 
operating under the poor laws. 

The inhabitants of St James lived only a short distance from the merchants’ houses and 
commercial streets that displayed Lynn’s prosperity. Georgian Lynn was therefore never 
simply a town of elegant façades and prosperous corn merchants. Wealth and dependency 
existed side by side. Casual employment could disappear, illness could remove a wage 
earner, and old age could reduce previously independent people to reliance upon parish 
support. The workhouse represented an increasingly institutional response to these problems, 
combining relief with discipline and a strong concern that assistance should not encourage 
dependence. 

Georgian Lynn 

Commercial wealth nevertheless transformed the appearance of the town. Prosperous 
inhabitants rebuilt houses or placed fashionable brick fronts over medieval structures, 
particularly in streets such as King Street and Nelson Street. Sash windows, panelled 
interiors, decorative plasterwork, and carefully proportioned doorways gave parts of Lynn an 
increasingly Georgian appearance, although older timber structures frequently survived 
behind the new façades. The result was not a Georgian town replacing a medieval one, but a 
medieval town repeatedly altered to suit new expectations of comfort and status. 

Tuesday Market Place became one of the principal settings for this more sociable urban 
culture. Inns, shops, coaching, markets, assemblies, fairs, and entertainment filled the square, 
while the Duke’s Head represented the increasing importance of travel and hospitality. 
Newspapers brought reports of war, elections, shipping, crime, and commodity prices into 
inns and private houses. John Wesley visited Lynn repeatedly as Methodism spread through 
the region. 

By 1800 Lynn remained a compact town whose geography would still have been 
recognisable to a medieval inhabitant. The river remained the commercial artery, the two 
market places organised public life, and churches and former religious sites continued to 
shape the streets. Yet the uses of those places had changed profoundly. St James, founded as 
a chapel in the twelfth century, had become a workhouse. Guildhalls had lost their medieval 
religious purposes. Merchants lived behind Georgian fronts attached to much older buildings. 
Lynn had repeatedly adapted its inherited fabric rather than replacing it. The nineteenth 
century would put that capacity for adaptation under much greater pressure. 
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Chapter Five 
Steam, Railways, and the Victorian Town: 1800–1914 

Growth, Poverty, and Public Health 

King’s Lynn entered the nineteenth century as a compact commercial port whose everyday 
life still revolved around river, markets, warehouses, inns, and narrow streets. A century later 
the medieval centre remained recognisable, but it was surrounded by railways, docks, 
engineering works, new housing, schools, public institutions, and expanding suburbs. The 
change was substantial without resembling the explosive industrial growth of Manchester or 
Leeds. Lynn’s population rose from 13,370 in 1831 to 20,288 in 1901, reflecting steady 
expansion rather than the creation of a great manufacturing city. Agriculture and the port 
remained central, but engineering and modern transport added new dimensions to an 
economy that had previously depended overwhelmingly upon the movement of goods. 

Growth intensified old social problems. Behind prosperous streets, poorer families lived in 
courts and yards where overcrowding, contaminated water, inadequate drainage, cesspits, 
animals, and refuse created conditions in which disease could spread rapidly. Nineteenth-
century public health reform emerged gradually from repeated confrontations with these 
conditions. Local government became increasingly involved in drainage, water supply, street 
cleaning, lighting, paving, and nuisance removal, extending municipal responsibility far 
beyond the traditional concerns of markets, justice, and property. These improvements were 
rarely uncontested. They required money, and ratepayers did not always welcome the cost, 
but the assumption that sanitary conditions were a legitimate concern of public authority 
became steadily harder to resist. 

By the nineteenth century the surviving St James complex had long been used for poor relief. 
In 1837 it became the King’s Lynn Union Workhouse. The ancient fabric was poorly suited 
to the demands placed upon it, and in 1854 the central bay and tower collapsed, killing two 
people. Much of what remained was subsequently demolished, and the Poor Law institution 
moved to purpose-built accommodation on Extons Road. The history of the site had travelled 
an extraordinary distance, from a twelfth-century chapel of ease to a Victorian institution for 
the poor. The surviving ruins are fragments not merely of a medieval church but of seven 
centuries of changing attitudes towards worship, sickness, charity, and poverty. 

Railway and Docks 

No development changed nineteenth-century Lynn more decisively than the arrival of the 
railway in 1846. For centuries the town’s commercial geography had pointed westwards 
towards the river. Ships and inland boats had been the principal means of moving heavy 
goods, and travellers approaching from overseas entered through the waterfront. The railway 
created another gateway on the eastern side of the town and altered ideas of distance almost 
immediately. London became a journey measured in hours, while later lines connected Lynn 
with Hunstanton, Dereham, Fakenham, and other regional centres. Goods could reach 
markets without depending upon tide and wind, passengers arrived through the station rather 
than the quay, and the streets between railway and town centre acquired new importance. 
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The railway did not destroy the port. Instead, it increased pressure for the port to modernise. 
Larger vessels and steam power made the old quays increasingly inconvenient, leading to the 
opening of Alexandra Dock in 1869 and Bentinck Dock in 1883. These facilities shifted 
major maritime activity northwards and began the separation between the historic waterfront 
and the working port that characterises modern Lynn. For centuries merchants had lived and 
worked only yards from the ships carrying their cargoes. The new docks created a more 
specialised industrial landscape of enclosed basins, warehouses, machinery, railway 
connections, and larger vessels. South Quay continued to work, but the centre of maritime 
commerce was moving away from the streets that had created medieval Lynn. 

Engineering Lynn 

Industrialisation was most visible in the engineering firms that developed around this 
changing transport economy. Frederick Savage became the best known, beginning with 
agricultural machinery before creating fairground equipment that travelled throughout Britain 
and overseas. The steam-powered roundabouts, gallopers, switchbacks, and other rides 
associated with the firm combined spectacle with serious engineering. They had to survive 
repeated dismantling, transportation, reassembly, vibration, heavy loads, and outdoor use, and 
their manufacture required skilled pattern makers, moulders, fitters, machinists, smiths, 
painters, and labourers. 

Savages should not be allowed to obscure Lynn’s broader engineering tradition. Dodmans 
undertook substantial ironwork, boiler, marine, and engineering work, while Coopers and 
Aickmans contributed to a manufacturing economy that also included smaller workshops, 
foundries, railway facilities, and ship repair. Together these businesses changed both 
employment and the sound of the town. Steam engines, hammers, railway whistles, dock 
machinery, and factory work produced a rhythm very different from the older world of 
sailing ships and market carts. Industrial employment also imposed the discipline of the 
clock. Working hours became increasingly fixed, machinery determined pace, and factory 
gates created a sharper division between employment and domestic life than had existed in 
the workshops and family businesses of earlier centuries. 

A Larger Victorian Town 

Population growth pushed housing beyond the historic centre. London Road developed as a 
major axis, while terraces and suburban houses accommodated clerks, artisans, railwaymen, 
factory workers, shopkeepers, and labouring families. Living standards varied enormously. 
Some new housing offered considerably better conditions than the old courts, but poorer 
households often depended upon several sources of income. Women took in laundry or 
lodgers, entered domestic service, sewed, sold food, or worked within family businesses, 
while children remained economically useful to households until schooling and legislation 
increasingly restricted child labour. 

Education changed the rhythms of family life as elementary schooling expanded and 
eventually became compulsory. Rising literacy enlarged the readership for newspapers and 
books, while churches and chapels remained major providers of schooling, clubs, lectures, 
music, charity, and social activity. The Church of England retained its established position, 
but Methodists, Baptists, Congregationalists, Roman Catholics, and other communities made 
Victorian Lynn religiously diverse. Friendly societies offered working people another form of 
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communal security, allowing members to contribute towards support during sickness or other 
hardship rather than depend immediately upon the Poor Law. 

Leisure expanded alongside these institutions. Football, cricket, cycling, theatre, music, pubs, 
clubs, and railway excursions all became more accessible, while the Mart continued to 
occupy Tuesday Market Place each year. There was a pleasing circularity in the sight of 
fairground machinery manufactured by Savages returning to the medieval market place as 
entertainment. A space laid out during the expansion of Bishop’s Lynn now filled with 
steam-powered machines made in Victorian King’s Lynn. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century the town had acquired docks, railways, factories, 
gas lighting, schools, public services, and extensive new housing, yet the old centre remained 
remarkably persistent. A worker leaving an engineering works could walk within minutes 
into streets laid out in the Middle Ages. Steamships used modern docks while Henry Bell’s 
Custom House still stood beside the Purfleet. The railway had changed the direction from 
which many people entered Lynn, but Saturday Market Place and Tuesday Market Place 
remained recognisable centres of urban life. Industrialisation had altered the town without 
obliterating it. 

In August 1914 that modern transport system acquired another purpose. Trains that had 
carried holidaymakers to Hunstanton, commuters to work, and merchants towards London 
began carrying soldiers away to war. 
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Chapter Six 
War, Housing, and the Modern Town: 1914–2000 

Two Wars and a Changed Society 

The First World War entered Lynn initially through absence. Men volunteered and later were 
conscripted, leaving families, workplaces, clubs, churches, and streets with gaps that became 
more conspicuous as casualty lists lengthened. Engineering firms adapted to wartime needs, 
women entered occupations previously dominated by men, food prices rose, and eventually 
rationing affected everyday consumption. The port and railway became part of the national 
war economy, carrying supplies and personnel while Lynn’s east-coast position also 
increased its vulnerability. 

That vulnerability became frighteningly visible during the night of 19–20 January 1915, 
when German airships crossed the North Sea and bombs fell on the town. The Zeppelin raid 
was among the earliest aerial attacks on Britain. Its material effects were limited when 
compared with the bombing campaigns of the Second World War, but the psychological 
change was profound. For centuries the North Sea had brought merchants, sailors, 
commodities, and occasional military threats to Lynn. Now an enemy could cross it through 
the air and attack civilians in their own homes. The distinction between battlefield and town 
had begun to erode. 

Peace in 1918 did not restore the society that had existed four years earlier. Returning 
servicemen encountered housing shortages and uncertain employment, while the influenza 
pandemic added another layer of mortality. Pressure for better working-class housing grew, 
and council house construction began to reshape the edges of Lynn. The expansion of 
Gaywood was part of a broader movement away from the crowded historic centre towards 
homes with more space, improved sanitation, and gardens. The geography of everyday life 
consequently began to change. For centuries most inhabitants had lived within a short walk of 
the markets and river. Increasingly, families lived in districts from which the old centre was a 
destination rather than the setting of domestic life. 

Between the wars this outward growth was accompanied by new forms of leisure and 
communication. Motor vehicles and buses improved connections with surrounding villages, 
cinemas attracted large audiences, and radio brought national events into the home. The Mart, 
football, pubs, churches, clubs, and dances continued older forms of communal life, while 
economic insecurity remained a persistent reality for families dependent upon industrial or 
casual employment. 

The Second World War intensified the changes begun during the first. Blackout regulations, 
air-raid precautions, shelters, gas masks, ration books, and identity cards brought national 
mobilisation into everyday routines. Norfolk became a heavily militarised region, with 
airfields, troops, defence installations, and military traffic spreading across the county. 
Bawsey and the countryside around Lynn acquired wartime functions, while the later arrival 
of large numbers of American servicemen introduced a striking international presence. 
American accents were heard in pubs, railway stations, dance halls, and streets, and 
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friendships and romances connected West Norfolk families with people from places many 
had previously known only from maps or films. 

Lynn itself experienced bombing. The destruction was far smaller than that inflicted upon 
major industrial cities, but civilians were killed and injured, houses damaged, and the threat 
of air raids became part of ordinary life. The King Edward VII Grammar School area was 
among places affected, although the location of a bomb should not automatically be taken as 
evidence of the intended target. Night navigation and bombing remained inaccurate. For most 
civilians, war consisted less of spectacular events than a long accumulation of restrictions and 
anxieties: food and clothing rationing, shortages, interrupted sleep, letters from servicemen, 
allotments, salvage, military traffic, and uncertainty about what the next day might bring. 

Building the Post-War Town 

The end of war in 1945 exposed a severe housing problem. Building and maintenance had 
been restricted for years, while many older properties were now considered inadequate. Post-
war governments and local authorities approached the problem with a confidence in planning 
that went far beyond the provision of individual houses. Housing, roads, schools, 
employment, health services, shops, and land use were increasingly treated as parts of a 
single urban system, and Lynn expanded accordingly. 

Council estates spread through Gaywood and later North Lynn, Fairstead, and other areas. 
For families leaving overcrowded or poorly equipped houses, the improvement could be 
dramatic. Indoor sanitation, separate bedrooms, gardens, and greater domestic space 
represented genuine advances. Yet rehousing also had social consequences. The courts and 
streets of old Lynn might have provided poor physical conditions, but they often contained 
dense networks of relatives, neighbours, shops, pubs, and workplaces. Moving people into 
newly built estates could weaken those connections. The story of post-war housing therefore 
cannot be reduced either to triumphant improvement or to nostalgic regret for demolished 
neighbourhoods. Better houses were desperately needed, but physical improvement did not 
automatically reproduce the communities that clearance displaced. 

London overspill added another dimension. Families moved to Lynn as part of policies 
intended to reduce pressure on the capital and redistribute population and employment. Some 
gained larger homes and opportunities they welcomed, while others found themselves 
separated from relatives and familiar neighbourhoods. Their arrival changed the social 
composition of Lynn as new accents, experiences, and expectations entered schools, 
workplaces, and estates. The process was new in scale and organisation, but migration itself 
was deeply rooted in Lynn’s history. Medieval German merchants, Dutch shipmasters, 
sailors, craftsmen, rural migrants, and Victorian railway workers had all arrived from 
elsewhere. The twentieth-century newcomers travelled by train and road rather than sail, but 
they continued a much older pattern of a town repeatedly remade by people moving into it. 

Industry, Port, and Employment 

The economy was changing at the same time. Traditional engineering firms faced new 
technologies, outside competition, changing ownership, and altered markets. The great local 
businesses that had dominated Victorian industrial employment did not all survive in their 
earlier form, while industrial estates attracted different manufacturers and employment 
increasingly spread into retailing, education, health, public administration, and services. Lynn 
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did not cease to be an industrial or commercial town, but the connection between employer, 
neighbourhood, and local identity became less straightforward. 

The port provides perhaps the clearest example of this change. Commercial shipping 
continued, and mechanisation allowed increasing quantities of cargo to be handled by smaller 
workforces. The port could therefore remain economically significant while becoming less 
visible in the daily lives of most residents. For medieval, Georgian, and much of Victorian 
Lynn, ships, sailors, merchants, warehousemen, and labourers had occupied the centre of the 
town. By the later twentieth century the working port had moved sufficiently far from the 
historic core for many inhabitants to have little direct contact with it. Lynn remained a port 
town, but being a resident of Lynn no longer implied any personal connection with maritime 
employment. 

The Motor Car and the Historic Centre 

If the railway had transformed nineteenth-century Lynn, the motor vehicle presented the 
twentieth century with an equally difficult challenge. Streets created for pedestrians, horses, 
and carts struggled with buses, lorries, and rapidly increasing numbers of private cars. 
Congestion encouraged road widening, new junctions, parking provision, and redevelopment. 
In the optimistic planning culture of the post-war decades, old buildings were frequently 
regarded as obstructions rather than assets, and historic urban fabric throughout Britain 
disappeared beneath roads, shopping developments, and clearance schemes. 

Lynn was not immune. Hillington Square became one of the most visible products of the 
period, replacing older housing close to the historic centre with modern flats and maisonettes 
organised according to contemporary ideas about light, open space, and separation from 
traffic. Many of the houses removed had poor facilities, and the new development promised a 
much higher standard of accommodation. Yet the eventual experience was less simple than 
the architectural vision. Maintenance, management, social change, and the relationship 
between the new development and the surrounding town all affected its fortunes. Later 
attempts to regenerate Hillington Square rather than demolish it reflected another change in 
thinking: twentieth-century architecture itself had become part of the historical environment. 

Elsewhere, the losses could not be reversed. Old yards disappeared, streets were altered, and 
road schemes removed buildings that had survived earlier centuries. The fleets, once 
fundamental to Lynn’s geography, had already been narrowed, filled, or covered over, 
making the relationship between water and town increasingly difficult to read. Modernisation 
solved real problems, particularly those created by traffic and poor housing, but it also 
weakened parts of the physical record through which Lynn’s past could be understood. 

Conservation and a New Use for the Past 

The scale of post-war change helped produce a stronger conservation movement. Local 
campaigners increasingly argued that historic buildings were not simply outdated structures 
standing in the way of development but part of the character and future of the town. The 
King’s Lynn Preservation Trust became particularly important in rescuing threatened 
properties and finding viable uses for them, while the Civic Society encouraged wider interest 
in architecture, planning, and the quality of the urban environment. 
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This approach was, in one sense, thoroughly consistent with Lynn’s history. The town had 
rarely preserved buildings unchanged. It had survived by adapting them. Medieval houses 
acquired Georgian façades, religious colleges became domestic buildings, guildhalls acquired 
civic and theatrical uses, and warehouses became offices or homes. St James’ Chapel 
provides the most extreme example. Founded before 1146 as a chapel of ease, its nave was 
demolished in 1548, its remaining fabric was extensively robbed in 1559, and by 1580 part of 
it had been converted for workhouse use. The workhouse was rebuilt in 1681, and the 
building later served purposes associated with sickness and poor relief before becoming the 
Union Workhouse in 1837. The collapse of its central bay and tower in 1854 finally brought 
much of the surviving structure down. What remains today is therefore not simply the ruin of 
a medieval chapel but the physical residue of centuries during which Lynn repeatedly made 
old buildings serve new needs. 

The old waterfront underwent a gentler version of the same process. Once the centre of 
commercial life, South Quay and the streets behind it lost much of their original purpose as 
major port activity shifted away. Warehouses and merchants’ buildings survived, but 
restaurants, offices, museums, homes, and cultural uses increasingly replaced the work for 
which they had been built. The riverside itself became somewhere to walk, photograph, 
interpret, and visit. A landscape created for trade was becoming a landscape through which 
the town understood and presented its history. 

Lynn at the Millennium 

By 2000 King’s Lynn had spread far beyond the compact town inherited from the nineteenth 
century. Gaywood had become part of the continuous built-up area, large populations lived in 
North Lynn and Fairstead, and South Wootton and neighbouring communities were 
increasingly linked to Lynn through employment, schools, shopping, and transport. Several 
railway routes that had made Victorian Lynn a regional junction had disappeared, while 
private car ownership and road haulage had transformed movement through the surrounding 
countryside. Local government had also changed. The reorganisation of 1974 placed the 
historic borough within the much larger Borough of King’s Lynn and West Norfolk, ending 
an institutional structure whose ancestry reached back into the medieval town. 

Yet the extraordinary feature of Lynn at the end of the twentieth century was how much of 
the previous thousand years could still be encountered within a relatively small area. Saturday 
Market Place and Tuesday Market Place preserved the framework of the twelfth-century 
town. St Margaret’s and St Nicholas’ remained the great churches of its two principal 
medieval centres. The surviving fragment of St James’ recalled a third twelfth-century chapel 
and, through its later uses, the long history of poor relief. Greyfriars Tower represented the 
vanished friaries, the Red Mount the age of pilgrimage, Hanse House the German merchants, 
and St George’s Guildhall and Thoresby College the wealth and religion of late-medieval 
Lynn. The Custom House embodied seventeenth-century commerce, Georgian fronts 
concealed older structures, Victorian terraces and docks recorded nineteenth-century 
expansion, and council estates, roads, shopping developments, and Hillington Square added 
the unmistakable layer of the twentieth century. 

These survivals are not the remains of a town that resisted change. They exist within a place 
that changed repeatedly and sometimes violently. Religious buildings lost their original 
purposes, waterways disappeared, houses were refaced, industries rose and declined, 
neighbourhoods were demolished, and the working port moved away from the historic quays. 
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Some changes produced better housing, sanitation, employment, and transport. Others 
destroyed buildings and streets that later generations wished had survived. Lynn at the 
millennium was consequently neither a preserved medieval town nor a modern settlement 
that had escaped its past. It was an accumulation of decisions made by generations 
responding to the needs and assumptions of their own time. 

The river provides the strongest continuity through that history. The uncertain waterways of 
the eleventh century created the setting in which the first settlement developed. The bishops 
organised their town around access to water, medieval merchants used the Ouse and North 
Sea to create an international port, grain travelled outwards and coal inwards, foreign 
shipmasters entered the harbour, and the river helped defend Lynn during the Civil War. 
Victorian engineers built new docks when the old quays became inadequate, and twentieth-
century mechanisation allowed the port to continue after its workforce and physical centre 
had moved away from the historic town. 

By 2000 most inhabitants no longer depended directly upon the river. They travelled by road 
and rail, worked in factories, shops, hospitals, schools, offices, and services, and lived in 
neighbourhoods extending far beyond the medieval boundaries. Yet walk from Saturday 
Market Place towards King Street, pass the Custom House, and continue to South Quay, and 
the reason for Lynn’s existence becomes visible again. Streets lead towards the water because 
merchants once needed to reach it. Warehouses survive because goods once passed through 
them. Great houses stand where commercial fortunes were spent. 

Beyond them flows the Great Ouse. The ships have moved, the fleets have largely 
disappeared, and the town has spread far beyond the ground known to Herbert de Losinga. 
The relationship between land, river, and sea nevertheless remains the thread connecting a 
thousand years of Lynn’s history. 

 


