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Helen O’Hara came to give the talk about Denny Abbey at our July meeting. She explained 

that the Farmland Museum, a charitable trust which uses part of the site, manages Denny 

Abbey on behalf of English Heritage. The Abbey and museum are on the A10 between 

Waterbeach and Ely. 

Unique in having been occupied by three different monastic orders Denny Abbey was at first 

a small cruciform church built in the 12th century and occupied for only ten years by a small 

number of Benedictine monks. Helen showed us pictures in which traces of the original 

windows could still be seen. In 1159 it was handed over to the Knights Templar who 

expanded the church and built a large refectory which is now a barn. The Templars used the 

Abbey as a home for their aged and infirm members. By 1308 the Knights Templar had 

become so powerful that they fell out of favour with the King. Those at Denny were arrested 

and taken to Cambridge Castle and then to the Tower of London where they were 

“encouraged” to give up their vows. 

Meanwhile the buildings at Denny were acquired by the Countess of Pembroke, who also 

founded Pembroke College Cambridge. Helen told us that she was patron of an order of 

Franciscan nuns known as the Poor Clares, and built them a new church, dormitory and 

cloisters. The Countess converted the original abbey church into her own private 

apartments. Denny became a thriving nunnery and farm over the next two centuries and 

centre to a large community. 

The Dissolution of 1536 brought an end to Denny’s religious life. The apartments in the 

original abbey building survived as did the refectory because they could be used for secular 

purposes, but the rest of the religious building were torn down. The estate was then used 

for farming for many generations until the Abbey was acquired and restored by English 

Heritage and the barn became The Farmland Museum. Helen showed us what is there now, 

lots to see and do, and it looks well worth a visit. 

 


