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THE MAGNA CARTA WARS

This is the true story of a war between dean and chapter and of both with their bishop; of a war conducted first in a clandestine manner and later in the full glare of publicity, fuelled by mutual loathing and distrust, with each side certain of its own moral rectitude but no-one able to strike the killer blow which would lead to cessation of hostilities. All the feuding participants had one thing in common; refusal to surrender. Sheltered by the medieval power systems of a cathedral, dean and Canons are immune from external influence and incapable of removal no matter how grievous the impasse reached. They cannot be sacked and these particular clerks in holy orders at Lincoln were too obdurate to consider resigning from office, however much the government of the day, the media and the laity might press for such an outcome.

The hostilities which arose from the appointment of a new dean to Lincoln in 1989 with a brief to reform those who had no intention of being reformed led to years of metaphorical bloodshed. It shows that the Trollopes, Anthony and Joanna, were if anything in their fiction, too reserved in their imaginings of the potential for ruthless selfishness among those who live in the rarefied security of a cathedral community.

TIMELINE

1987

Appointment of Robert Hardy as Bishop of Lincoln

1988

Magna Carta on display in Brisbane, Australia

1989

Appointment of Brandon Jackson as Dean of Lincoln Cathedral

1990

The Church Times article on Magna Carta at Expo-88

Cathedral Chapter seeks Bishop’s intervention in Dean’s failing relationship with Subdean and Residential Canons

Visitation by Bishop

The Bishop’s Admonition

Greater Chapter motion of no confidence in Residential Canons

Private Eye article

1991

Fraud Squad investigation

1992

Retirement of Canon Laurence and Canon Nurser

1994

Complaint by former verger, Verity Freestone

1995

Consistory Court trial

Intervention of Archbishop of Canterbury sought

1997

Retirement of Dean, Brandon Jackson

2002

Retirement of Bishop Robert Hardy

2003

Retirement of Subdean, Rex Davis
LINCOLN CATHEDRAL AND MAGNA CARTA

Lincoln Cathedral is visible for miles, sitting as it does atop Steep Hill, adjacent to the city’s Norman castle and if its Gothic architecture were an insufficient attraction, the cathedral boasts one of the four original copies of the Magna Carta.

Properly referred to as Magna Carta Libertatum, King John’s Great Charter of the Rights, was drafted by the Archbishop of Canterbury and signed on 15th June 1215 at Runnymede near Windsor amid a gathering of England’s barons. Guaranteeing the rights of the church, outlawing unlawful imprisonment and limiting the Crown’s rights to feudal payments Magna Carta has had enormous significance in English constitutional history. Even though it was promptly annulled by Pope Innocent III and never entirely implemented, the core of its idealistic intentions survived two years of civil war (The First Baron’s War 1215-1217) and the death of King John, to become part of the peace treaty with the regents of the young Henry II, as re-confirmed in 1297 by King Edward I.

The four original parchment copies of Magna Carta all survive. Written in an abbreviated form of medieval Latin and bearing the Great Royal Seal, two of the copies are lodged at the British Library (one of them rather damaged) and a third copy is held by Salisbury Cathedral. According to Lincolnshire folk the fourth copy of Magna Carta is the finest of them all and is a proud possession of Lincoln Cathedral.

Maintaining the vast cathedrals of England is an expensive business and our beloved Church of England needs each cathedral to be financially self-sustaining. Fund-raising for restoration and maintenance is an ongoing and heavy burden for every cathedral chapter in the kingdom.

At Lincoln one of the apparently ill-advised notions involved mandatory visitor charges and for an awful period a desk carrying a telephone and cash register was situated in the aisle near the main door, at least on weekdays. The chapter had perhaps lost sight of the actions of Jesus in whipping the moneylenders out of the temple. The city’s citizens were less than impressed and the approach was abandoned although the lack of voluntary donations from visitors forced Dean Knight to reintroduce formal charging in 2000.

Hard thinking resumed and another plan took shape. This one involved exploiting the historical significance of Magna Carta, which had after all been a primary influence on the revolutionaries across the pond when drafting the new American Republic’s constitution after their War of Independence.

If Magna Carta were to be exhibited in the good old US of A surely Americans would flock to see it and pay dearly for the privilege? The Dean and Chapter were right of course. The two American ventures in 1976 (for the Bicentennial of the Declaration of Independence) and in 1987 (at the Bicentennial of the signing of the signing of the American Constitution) were a huge success and after all expenses were covered, healthy surpluses returned to the cathedral coffers. But even such a handsome windfall wouldn’t go that far in filling the sinkhole of a cathedral’s finances. Another idea was needed and one was forthcoming. Or rather a variant on the proven success of their earlier overseas visits. 

This time the target audience was a different English-speaking continent: Australia and it won’t have escaped your attention that Yanks and Aussies are vastly different creatures. Americans have never entirely freed themselves from hankering after their English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh roots. Native Americans apart, everybody seems fascinated by the old country and those who speak proper English. British history is part of their culture. It’s in their bones whether their ancestor migrated for reasons of religious freedom or in the wake of the post 1745 Highland Clearances or to escape the great Irish famines of 1845-1849.

Australians though are different. For the most part they don’t give a stuff.

If the cathedral chapter’s decision to take the Magna Carta to Brisbane to be exhibited at Expo-88 was predicated on it being a money-spinner they were wrong and this miscalculation was the direct excuse for a clerical civil war to end all such wars.

THE POWER STRUCTURE

The construction of Lincoln Cathedral commenced in 1072 and it became the tallest building in the world. The building was not however without its problems. The massive stone blocks kept squeezing out the mortar until it was discovered that placing seashells dredged out of the Brayford, the old Roman port, would hold the mortar in place for long enough to set. Starting from two separate ends left a discontinuity where the two sections met which is clearly visible if you take a behind the scenes tour. Then unfortunately the central spire collapsed in 1548 and could not be rebuilt.

Maintaining such a massive structure is expensive and problematic, rendered even more so because cathedral governance remains essentially medieval. Powers are vested in a Chapter of Canons serving alongside a Dean and although the Dean has notional primacy, decisions are made by majority. There is no place in such a collegiate structure for an autocrat because, although the Canons promise to obey their Dean, their loyalty is constrained. Their sworn duty is to serve the Cathedral and obedience to the Dean does not have primacy. Thus if the wishes of the Dean conflict with the Canons perception of their sworn duty to their cathedral, the latter will always prevail.

Nor can obstructive Canons be simply removed from office. That requires trial before an Ecclesiastical Court on some serious criminal offence (which strangely enough still includes adultery – the only context in England in which sex between consenting adults constitutes a crime in law).

The same constraints on decision-making do not always apply to cathedrals in the newer industrial cities. Some, like Bradford Cathedral for example, did not then have a dean in charge but an official known as a provost and their statutes of governance differed in at least one fundamental respect; the provost had the power to fire people for misconduct or lack of capability. Eventually the title of provost was to disappear from church vocabulary and every cathedral now has a Dean in charge.

The provost of Bradford Cathedral from 1977 to 1989 was a man unafraid to use his powers to rid the institution of clerics and officials who stood in the way of change. That provost was an evangelical priest who had appeared on the television series ‘Stars On Sunday’. That man was Brandon Jackson.

Meanwhile Lincoln had acquired a new Bishop, Robert Hardy, in 1987 and was about to need a new Dean as Oliver Fiennes was electing to retire in 1989. Hardy, a protégé of Robert Runcie’s, had previously served as Bishop to the prisons, and was ‘a generally liked and admired man with a tendency to worry and overwork’. It seemed unlikely from the outset that he would be as laissez-faire in his dealings with the Cathedral Chapter as his predecessor had been.

LINCOLN CATHEDRAL 1989

At Lincoln, the Chapter comprised the Dean, Subdean or Treasurer and three Residential Canons although for two of them (the Precentor being the exception) cathedral duties formed a comparatively small part of their duties. The Greater Chapter met occasionally, chaired by the Bishop of Lincoln, and adding four Arch Deacons and the ordinary Canons of the diocese.

The Chapter of Lincoln Cathedral comprised a fascinating mixture of personalities. 

The Precentor, the man in charge of the Cathedral’s music and services was Canon David Rutter who had been in his post since 1965. He suffered from diabetes and was slowly going blind.

The Chancellor, appointed in 1976 was an academic, Canon John Nurser, formerly Dean of Trinity Hall, Cambridge.

The Archdeacon of Lindsay, Christopher Laurence, was the newest Canon being appointed in 1985. He was a former Diocesan Missioner.

The appointment with the least conventional origins was that of the Subdean, Rex Davis. He was appointed in 1977 by Bishop Simon Phipps into an existing vacancy with the principal task of running the Diocesan Retreat, Edward King House. The arrival of this Australian ex-pat necessitated refunding the salary which had been vired to pay for a team of working nuns. The new Subdean did not go out of his way to endear himself to his new colleagues but on the whole the impression he made was quickly favourable. According to Canon Laurence, Davis was ‘Urbane, civilised, a bon viveur, widely read, a good cook, knowledgeable about cinema, opera and visual arts.’ In 1984 when the cathedral’s treasurer, Archdeacon Dudman died, there was no































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
A modern oasis for };onte,mplatlve : Wy ‘

splntuahty or rellglous bat;le g;'ound"

#\ ; ’ ‘§.‘\.~? " :





d2d_images/image000.jpg





