
 

THE NUMISMATIC SOCIETY OF IRELAND NORTHERN BRANCH 1 

Antony Bek Prince Bishop of Durham 
Alan Dunlop, Chairman NSI-NB 

 

One of the great pleasures of collecting coins and numismatics in general is the 

introduction to characters from history, perhaps not as well-known as they 

should be, but who have left their mark on the coinage. 

The sterling coinage of Edward I is well known and one of the most interesting 

and complete groups in the series are coins minted during this turbulent period 

for the Bishops of Durham. The Bishops who were responsible for issuing the 

various types can be distinguished by mint and other marks on the coins. 

On the appointment of Bishop Bek in 1283 a mint mark, a cross moline taken from the Bishop’s arms, 

was placed on the coins. This set a precedent for the use of distinguishing marks by the bishops of 

Durham on their coins.  The cross moline was used as a mint mark in the legends of Class 4b to 9a and 

more unusually in the 2nd quarter of the reverse replacing the three pellets in Class 4b. 

Antony Bek was born into a knightly family from Lincolnshire around 1245. His mother was the niece 

of Walter de Gray, Archbishop of York and Chancellor under King John. He and his brother Thomas 

were educated at Oxford and both entered holy orders. Antony held various benefices and quickly 

came to notice of the Lord Edward son of Henry III and later King Edward I. He accompanied Edward 

on the 8th Crusade and firstly they went to join St. Louis IX in Tunis. Unfortunately, Louis died before 

they arrived. They then moved on to the Holy Land on what came to be known as the 9th Crusade, the 

last of the major crusades from Western Europe. Their main opponent there was the Mamluk Sultan 

Baibars. After some minor successes and an attempted assassination Edward made a ten-year truce 

with Baibars and returned home being told of his father’s death during the journey. 

Edward appointed Antony Keeper of the Wardrobe and Constable of The Tower. He went on 

important diplomatic missions and was subsequently, with Edward’s support, elected Bishop of 

Durham.  

                             

Durham Cathedral                                 Possible site of the Durham mint 

 

He negotiated the Treaty of Aberconwy with the Welsh Prince Llywelyn ap Gruffudd in which the 

Prince agreed to pay homage to Edward. He went to Aragon to try to arrange the marriage of Edward’s 

daughter. He also went on several diplomatic missions to Germany in search of support for Edward’s 

war with Philip IV of France. 
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On the death of Alexander III of Scotland Bek was appointed joint guardian of Alexander’s grand-

daughter Margaret ‘the maid of Norway’ who was betrothed to Edward the Prince of Wales. 

Unfortunately, Margaret died on the ship during the journey from Norway to Scotland, thus creating 

a succession crisis for Scotland. 

Edward was appointed to mediate over the selection of a new king and John Balliol was chosen over 

Robert the Bruce. Bek was part of the negotiations and was involved in the coronation of John at 

Scone. 

 

.       

John Balliol pledging fealty to Edward I                                    Dirleton Castle    

 

On the breakdown of relations between Edward and John and the outbreak of hostilities Bek, as the 

most powerful magnate in the north of England, became involved in the war and received Balliol’s 

surrender at Brechin. He led a division of the English army in the Battle of Falkirk against William 

Wallace. Bek had a retinue of 140 knights and 1000 foot soldiers. During the campaign he laid siege to 

and captured Dirleton Castle near North Berwick. 

He took his secular powers very seriously and insisted on his palatine rights as Prince Bishop and as 

such became extremely wealthy. 

His ecclesiastical office also made him very influential in the church. He fell into a dispute with the 

Prior of Durham and this led to conflict with Edward and to the confiscation of his temporalities. This 

dispute continued on and off until Edward’s death in 1307. During these disputes both sides sought 

support from the Pope. After one of Bek’s’ visits to Rome, Pope Clement V was so impressed with him 

that he appointed him Patriarch of Jerusalem, making him the most senior cleric in England. As a 

consequence of his exalted position he was appointed the main investigator of the Templars in 

England in 1308. 

On Edward I’s death Bek conducted his funeral at Westminster in 1307. 

Shortly after his coronation Edward II restored Bek’s lands which Edward I had confiscated. He also 

created him Lord of the Isle of Man. 
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Antony Bek was known for his bravery and extravagance, but also for his chastity and modesty towards 

women. He became extremely wealthy and, on his death, his personal effects were valued at 6000 

marks. Edward II reserved from Bek’s estate his Weardale stud of 240 horses and the pick of his jewels. 

He died in his palace at Eltham in Kent in 1311 and was the first Bishop to be buried in Durham 

Cathedral since St. Cuthbert. 

A statement made by Bek’s steward in the early 14th century was that ”there are two kings in England, 

namely the Lord King wearing a crown in sign of his regality and the Lord Bishop of Durham wearing a 

mitre in place of a crown in sign of his regality in the Diocese of Durham”*. 

 

                             

Edward I Penny Durham Class 4b 

 

Edward I Penny Durham Class 9b 

 

*C.M. Frazer, Records of the History of Antony Bek Bishop of Durham 1285-1311. 

 


