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This month Alan Draper gave us what he described as a “potted” History of Somersham. His 

presentation was based on the pageant which took place in 1908 which described the 

history of the village. He showed us wonderful photographs of the tableaux seen in the 

pageant, each picturing a different historical event. Pageants were very popular at the 

beginning of the last century and had become something of a craze. The Somersham 

pageant was the first to take place in Huntingdonshire and was reported in the national 

press.  

The narrators of the pageant included the crime author Dorothy Sayers who had family 

connections in the village. The performance began with ancient Britons, the Saxon hero 

Byrhtnoth, who died fighting the Danes, looking suitably hairy and fearsome. He gave the 

parish to the Abbot of Ely in 991 as a thank you for hospitality to his troops. It then moved 

on to the Romans, who had a camp there and gave the village its name “Summer station”. 

Other notable village connections pictured included Boudica and Hereward the Wake. As 

Alan told us, many of the claimed connections to Somersham were quite tenuous but their 

inclusion in the pageant gave the performers the chance to display some wonderfully 

flamboyant costumes. More confidence could be placed in the fact that Somersham was 

chosen as the official residence of the Bishop of Ely and that this became Somersham 

Bishop’s Palace by 1109. This stood until 1762 and today there is nothing remaining, 

although the farm on the site is still “The Palace”. 

The village history that we were told about was interesting but there is no doubt that the 

stars of Alan’s show were the beautiful black and white photographs from over a hundred 

years ago. Before TV or the movies we saw how people were both educated and 

entertained by the community coming together, a tradition that our history group is trying 

to continue. 


