
Bricstan of Chatteris – The Miracle Man 

Bricstan is the first person recorded as a citizen of Chatteris. He worked as a moneylender and 

seemed to be well liked having “never injured any one and content with what he had, meddled not 

with what belonged to others”. At some time in 1115 or 1116, he decided to become a monk, and 

travelled to Ely to join the monastery of St Etheldreda. As news spread of Bricstan’s intent to join the 

monastery, Robert Malartis, an agent of the king, presented himself at the Ely, and proclaimed: 

"This Bricstan is a thief; he has fraudulently appropriated the king's money in secret, and wishes to 

become a monk, not to save his soul, but to save himself from the sentence and punishment which 

his crimes merit. In short, he has found a hidden treasure, and has turned usurer with sums 

clandestinely subtracted from what is the king's by right. Being therefore guilty of the grave offences 

of theft and usury, he is afraid to appear before the king or the judges. In consequence, I have the 

royal authority to forbid your receiving him into your monastery."  

Not wanting to cause trouble with the King, the Abbot did not contest the proclamation and refused 

Bricstan acceptance. He stood trial in Huntingdon, where Ralph Bassett a prominent justice presided 

over the case. Also present were the Abbots Reginald of Ramsey and Robert of Thorney. Bricstan 

appeared with his wife. He was mocked by the court for being “somewhat corpulent, short of 

stature, and had what one might call a homely face.” Despite professing his innocence, the court 

found him guilty and ordered that he relinquish all his worldly possessions, and imprisoned him in 

the Tower of London.  

 

 



The Miracle 

The prison guards locked Bricstan into a dark dungeon and with heavy chains; they secured him to 

the wall. Bricstan routinely suffered the daily torment of hunger and cold, and during his 

imprisonment, he prayed by any means he knew to god for help. He also called upon St Benedict, 

the founder of the monastic order to which he had planned to swear, and St Etheldreda, the saint 

who founded the abbey at Ely. He had been in prison for five months when one night, after having 

endured three days of hunger, St Benedict, St Etheldreda 

and her sister St Seaxburh appeared to him. Etheldreda 

asked if Bricstan wanted to be free ? She then said to St 

Benedict to “do what was ordered by the Lord”. Benedict 

then inserted a finger into the iron ring between two 

fetters around Bricstan‘s ankles and pulled the chains 

away from his feet. He then threw the fetters to the 

ceiling, making a noise that alerted the soldiers who were 

lying on the floor above. They feared that the prisoners 

were escaping, and rushed to find the gates untouched. 

Bricstan told them what had happened, and the soldiers 

could see the fetters broken at his feet. A prisoner in the 

cell with Bricstan spoke of people coming into the dungeon with a very bright light, although he did 

not hear the words spoken.  

 

 

St Etheldreda was born in Exning near Newmarket, 
and founded a double monastery for monks and 

nuns at Ely in AD673 



The Queen 

In the morning Queen Matilda, who was in the city at 

the time, heard what had happened from the soldiers 

and sent a chaplain of the court to the dungeon to 

investigate. Upon hearing of the miracle, he initially 

suspected witchcraft. He heard the testimony of the 

cellmate and saw the fetters. When he realised that a 

miracle had occurred, he embraced Bricstan and 

brought him before the Queen. News of the event 

quickly spread across the city and many people descended on the court. The Queen ordered the 

ringing of the bells of all the monasteries in the city. Seen as a living relic, Bricstan travelled the city 

visiting as many monasteries and religious houses as possible to give thanks. While doing so crowds 

of people flocked to join him. The Queen pardoned Bricstan of his crimes. She commanded that he 

be conveyed to Ely, as he was still resolved to live out the monastic life. She wanted to keep the 

fetters for herself, but Bricstan would not part from them. He wanted to bring them to the abbey of 

St Etheldreda. The chains themselves remained at the church, suspended in front of the altar, as a 

memorial to the miracle. 

The story of the miracle continued some time later when a monk in the Monastery of St Etheldreda 

was suffering through a painful toothache. The pain had deprived him of sleep and food and he had 

even taken to dunking his head in water to gain some sort of relief. He took himself to Ely where he 

employed a blacksmith, who had access to the tools needed, to extract the tooth. The blacksmith 

attempted to remove the tooth with one of his tools, but it would not budge, and caused the tool to 

break. Furious, the blacksmith told the monk to leave while he made repairs to the tool before trying 

again. While outside, and unsure what to do next, the monk came up with a plan. He remembered 

the story of St Etheldreda releasing a prisoner from chains. He made his way to the church and 

Queen Matilda of Scotland was the first wife of 
King Henry I. She acted as regent for her husband 
when he was out of the country. 



planted kisses on the fetters that were still hanging from the altar. He then touched the ring that 

connected the fetters to his tooth, he became drenched with sweat, and the pain miraculously left 

him. He returned to his home and spread word of what had happened.  

The fetters remained on display in the cathedral for the next 400 years, hanging from a pillar in the 

presbytery in the eastern wing of the building. The reformation, which brought an end to the 

preservation of relics and the importance of miracles, would have seen the shackles removed from 

the cathedral and most likely destroyed.  

Chatteris would not forget the name Bricstan. In 1988, a newly built community facility was attached 

to the town’s parish church of St Peter & St Paul. It was named the Bricstan Room and extended in 

2005 to become the Bricstan Hall, in honour of Chatteris’ first known citizen.  
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