
Advice to the pigeons, traditions and the Botlers 

The BTI 15 July recounts the Vicar’s, the Reverend W E B Norman’s words of advice to the 

pigeons and comments on traditions and the Botelers at the grand reopening of the 

dovecote on 11 July 1932 “Giving his advice to the pigeons (as requested by Sir Herbert) he 

told them to keep themselves to themselves and not to mix with any from Bedford.” 

“More seriously the Vicar went on to describe some traditions of the village, and to recall 

the old family of Boteler which had done so much good for Biddenham, but which was now 

hardly remembered except for a few families.” 

Reporting more extensively, BS 15 July continues “Mr Norman said when he came to 

Biddenham, 42 years ago, amongst the household names was that of Boteler. That name 

should be written in gold in the story of the parish. Long ago, in the 14th century, a Mr. 

Richard Boteler, who had a very small interest in Biddenham, was walking along the fields 

meditating on the condition of the crops, maybe, when his eyes fell on a young lady, Grace 

Curtain.” {the journalist’s interpretation of ‘Kirton’} “He fell in love with her and asked her to 

be his wife, and they were married about the year 1370. She endowed him with a ‘capital 

messuage’ which stood precisely on the spot where the Old Ford End Cottages are today, 

and the name of that house was ‘Curtains’.” {Kirtons} 

 “In 1515 there was living in that house of Curtains a William Boteler, who was one of the 

most prominent members of the Grocers’ Company, was afterwards knighted by the King, 

and elected Lord Mayor of London. He bought a large portion of the parish of Biddenham 

and the manorial rights, and became the first Lord of the Manor. He set apart a portion of 

land, the revenues from which were to go to the provision of a bull, which was to be baited, 

and the flesh distributed amongst the poor on December 21 every year. Elizabeth Boteler, 

who was living at the time the dove-cot was erected, left a sum of money to be invested in 

land for the benefit of the inhabitants to produce a gift of meat for them every St. Thomas’ s 

Day. That was in 1706, and the gift had been continued ever since for every man, woman 

and child in the village.” 

“There was at that time a Manor Farm, of which this dove-cot is the sole relict. There were 

four smallholdings in the village, one where they stood that day, one near the Church, one 

at Honey Hill, and one at Day’s Lane. On the south side of the parish there were great open 

fields, and every September they were let in plots to the labourers of the villages. The 

pigeons would sometimes go on to these plots and help themselves to the crops, but the 

labourers had their compensation. In the winter-time, when fresh meat was very scarce, 

when root crops were almost unknown, it was a pleasant surprise to the cottagers to 

receive gifts of pigeons from the Lord of the Manor. There was another good old custom at 

Biddenham Manor House, when everyone belonging to Biddenham could call in and get a 

horn of beer. (Hear,hear.)” 



“The Botelers’ gifts to the Church included the North Aisle, the beautiful Renaissance 

Screen, and a fine piece of tapestry. At the foot of Biddenham Bridge was once the Chantry, 

which for the next 200 years was of great fame. The priest of that Chantry had to educate 

the children, to provide food and drink for the wayfarer, protection from the highwayman, 

in addition to the solemn duties of his office. In the reign of Edward VI, three Commissioners 

came down from London and gave a bad report of the Chantry School, so that it was 

destroyed, and the priest turned adrift to starve. But the Boteler family were up in arms 

about this and though their influence with the Grocers’ Company provided an annuity for 

that priest for the rest of his life.” 

In conclusion, the Vicar asked Colonel Wingfield to give Mrs Edward Wingfield their most 

respectful compliments, coupled with the hope that she would be spared for years to come 

to possess the honour so long and so worthily held held by the Boteler family – the position 

of Lady of the Manor.” 

“ ‘Tramp Smith’ then highly amused the company with his wit as a teller of humorous tales, 

and showed much talent as a pianist.” 


