The Gilpin Thorn

THE GILPIN THORN IN THE 1950S

AT EASTER TIME it was usual for Houghtonians to stop a while and pay a visit to a mystical
hawthorn growing in Houghton-le-Spring’s rectory grounds and reflect upon the tree’s legendary
links to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.
Known as the Gilpin Thorn, the holy hawthorn tree was thought to have grown from a cutting
taken from the legendary Glastonbury Thorn in the grounds of Glastonbury Abbey by Bernard
Gilpin, Rector of Houghton from 1557 until his death in 1583.
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Legend says that the Glastonbury Thorn sprang from the staff
of Joseph of Arimethea, an eastern merchant dealing in
metals and copper who, after the crucifixion, had allowed the
body of Jesus to be buried in his own burial chamber. It is
even said that Christ had earlier visited England with him and
was at Glastonbury when the tree was planted, but of course
there is no evidence for this.
Gilpin, who was affectionately known as the Apostle of the
North and Father of the Poor, was renowned for his journeys
from Houghton into the wilds of Northumberland; indeed, he
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also travelled across Europe in the early months of 1553 and returned to England in 1556, a
year before he accepted the Rectorship of Houghton-le-Spring. Could he have diverted west
and taken a cutting from the Glastonbury Thorn on his journey home?
In 1870, the Gilpin Thorn was described as being: “11 ¼ feet in length at 2 feet from the

ground.” COPYRIGHT © 2006 - 2013
In May 1887 it was noted in St Michael & All Angels Church Magazine that Rector John Grey
had recently commissioned some work on the holy tree: “The Rector, finding that the venerable

Bernard Gilpin Thorn in the Rectory grounds required some additional support, owing to its
great age, has had the tree carefully examined. The old collars had to be removed, as they were
cutting into the tree, and new ones have been fitted, with wooden blocks inserted, which will
effectually preserve the tree. Mr Thomas Todd, under the Rector's direction, has executed the
work; his father had been employed by the Rector more than 30 years ago, and the Rector finds
that Mr Thomas Todd's grandfather had been employed by the late Rector [Rev Edward
Thurlow] for the same purpose long before; so that three generations of the family have been
employed in the work of preserving this tree, which is supposed to have been here in the time of
Bernard Gilpin.” COPYRIGHT © 2006 - 2013
In the third volume of the Proceedings of the Society of
Antiquaries, Newcastle upon Tyne, 1897-1898, it was noted
that: “The only relic left of Bernard Gilpin, the most famous

of the rectors, is an old thorn tree in the garden at the back of
the house, so decayed as to need strapping together with iron
bauds; it is known as Gilpin's thorn.”
The late local historian, Cyril Arthur Smith, described the tree in 1960 as: “a Levantine thorn

which blossoms twice a year and which may be budded for it cannot be struck.”

THE GILPIN THORN IN THE 1950S

Despite the care and
attention laboured on
the Gilpin Thorn by
successive Rectors and
gardeners, the ancient
hawthorn died at the
hands of vandals in the
early 1990s, strangely
around the same time
that the Glastonbury
Abbey
Thorn
was

UPDATED: 12/04/2013 | COPYRIGHT © 2006 - 2013

pronounced dead. As well as pilgrims and well-wishers, the status of these holy trees, for there
are several around the world, appears to attract negative attention: another holy thorn sibling in
Glastonbury, growing on Wearyall Hill since 1952, was sickening vandalised in December 2010;
the severed stump has shown some recent signs of life, but sadly from the rootstock and not
the grafted holy thorn. Thanks to the efforts of the Glastonbury Conservation Society and
owners of Wearyall Hill a new seedling was planted nearby in 2012 – but this time protected by a
large metal cage!

PETER TATE, 1992

Back in Houghton, the Gilpin Thorn legend only managed
to continue thanks to the perseverance of the late Peter
Tate, a forestry officer for City of Sunderland Council.
Unlike the many others who had tried and failed to grow a
cutting from the Gilpin Thorn, Peter had taken seeds from
the tree in 1985 and froze them. These seeds were planted,
germinated and two seedlings finally grew. Both were
planted in the grounds of the Rectory, not far from where
the original grew, and Peter was pictured in the Sunderland
Echo of March 7th 1992, alongside one of the seedlings.

In 2006, Houghton Heritage Society Chairman and local historian Paul Lanagan made enquiries
with Jenny Morrison, the Tyne & Wear Archaeologist, about how the Gilpin Thorn legend could
be tested using science. Jenny directed the enquiry to Jacqui Huntley, a Regional Science
Advisor for English Heritage, who said: “It might be possible to do something with DNA

regarding the thorn tree, however it is not as easy as CSI makes out! If it was dried wood and
very historical it will almost certainly be more difficult. We would need DNA from [the
Glastonbury Thorn] too. It's a case of going into the molecules and targeting areas that have
high mutation rates. For this a primer is needed, as this, in effect, cuts out the relevant bits we
need. These then need replicating to get decent amounts and only after this can they be
compared. The work would cost some hundreds if not into a four-figure sum.”
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Sadly, a visit to the two Gilpin Tate Thorns in early 2011 revealed that the trees had been
removed, bringing a disappointing end to a four-hundred and fifty year old legend. Documents
on Sunderland City Council’s website suggest that the trees were felled as part of a restoration
project for Houghton Rectory Park.

Paul Lanagan
PAUL LANAGAN BA HONS
LOCAL HISTORIAN
HOUGHTON-LE-SPRING HERITAGE SOCIETY
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Holy Thorn Lineage

GLASTONBURY THORN
c30 AD - ????

GILPIN THORN
c1556 – c1990s

ONE OF THE GILPIN TATE THORNS
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GILPIN TATE THORNS
1985 - 2011

Other Cuttings from the Glastonbury Thorn
Sadly, the Glastonbury Thorn in the grounds of the Abbey died in 1991 and was
removed in 1992, strangely around the same time that the original Gilpin Thorn died.
Thankfully the legend continues in many cuttings around the world.
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The following non-exhaustive list was collated upon the 20th anniversary of the planting
of the Gilpin Tate Thorns which were felled in the spring of 2011:


One or two cuttings grow in the churchyard of St John the Baptist, Glastonbury.



Wearyall Hill, Glastonbury. This cutting was planted in 1952, replacing the one planted a year
earlier. This holy tree was vandalised in December 2010.



Iona Abbey on Iona Island, Inner Hebrides, Scotland.



The Chapel of the Holy Cross & St Alban, Plantation Meadow, Brickendon, Hertfordshire. This
cutting was apparently planted by a Constance Demain Saunders.



Unknown location, Herefordshire.



West Buckland village, Somerset.



Quainton, Buckinghamshire. There is a record of 2000 people gathering to view it on Christmas
Eve, 1753.



Shenley, Buckingha mshire.



Appleton Thorn town centre, Cheshire. This holy tree is thought to have been planted in 1125 by
a returning crusader.



St Albans School, The Bishop of Washington’s Garden, National Cathedral, Washington DC.
This was brought to the USA by the first Bishop of Washington, Henrey Satterlee, around 1899.
In 1937 it was described as being 20 feet high and 27 feet across.



Holy Thorn trees were also sent to Australia, Canada and New Zealand by Wilf Chislett, son of
George Chislett, head gardener of Glastonbury Abbey.
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Disclaimer
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a mechanical retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise, without written permission from the author. The author and publisher have made all
reasonable efforts to contact copyright holders for permission. Any errors that may have
occurred are inadvertent and anyone who for any reason has not been contacted is invited to
write to the publisher so that a full acknowledgement may be made in subsequent editions of
this book.
Your attention is drawn to the full Houghton Heritage Society disclaimer which can be accessed
by clicking ABOUT on the home page at: www.houghtonlespring.org.uk
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