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Introduction: Context and Community

i. The decline and fall of the sheriff
In 1925 William Morris expressed a hope that the later medieval English sheriff would find ‘a

careful historian’ to ‘patiently tread the maze of official record” and so extend his own work on
the shrievalty beyond the reign of Edward 1.1 Shortly before his death in 1946, Morris himself
laid the foundations for such a study by writing a piece on sheriffs in the opening years of
Edward III’s reign.?2 Fifty years on, much of Morris’ work on the sheriff stands intact. He
found the origins of the office among the Anglo-Saxon gerafan or reeves, a group of uncertain
authority and territorial jurisdiction, but with a blend of military, judicial and fiscal functions
characteristic of their Norman, Angevin and later medieval successors. Though there is no
evidence to pinpoint exactly when the reeve became a scirgerafa, a sheriff, Morris clearly
regarded the late tenth century as a watershed: “With the person who in the reign of Ethelred, if
not earlier, appears in the alderman’s absence as the leading lay official in the shiremote begins

the recorded history of the sheriff as differentiated from that of the king’s reeve.”3

After the Norman Conquest the shrievalty comes into sharper focus. The story of the post-
Conquest sheriff is essentially one of adjustment in the relative power of the office-holder and
the crown, and in the capacity of one to circumscribe the influence of the other. Both were
subject to the censure of ‘public opinion’; but a key factor in deciding the outcome of this
pendulum swing at any given time was the prevailing political environment. Contrasts between
‘strong’ and ‘weak’ monarchs — or rather between ‘competent” and ‘inept’ monarchs — take on
particular significance since the vicissitudes of royal policy, combined with the changing nature
and priorities of local administration, were the catalysts of change. At one extreme, the unique
conditions following the Conquest and the accession of William I saw the sheriff at the height
of his influence, both personally and administratively.* Fundamental changes in the structure
and composition of landed society after 1066 demanded a new structure of political authority in
the provinces: the Norman solution was to invest the sheriff, the vicecomes, with ncw powers

and a new baronial personnel. Recent research on the social background and experience of

1'W.A. Morris, The Medieval English Sheriff to 1300 (Manchester, 1925), p.viii.

2 W.A. Morris, ‘The sheriff’, The English Government at Work, 1327-1336. Volume 2: Fiscal
Administration, ed. W.A. Morris and J.R. Strayer (Cambridge MA, 1947), pp.41-108.

3 Morris, Medieval English Sheriff, p.22.
4J. Green, “The sheriffs of William the Conqueror’, Anglo-Norman Studies, 5 (1982), p.129.



these post-Conquest sheriffs has done little to weaken their image as ‘the dread agents of

Norman monarchy’.’

From the early twelfth century onwards, however, the dominant themes in the development
of the shrievalty were those of financial subordination to the exchequer, judicial subordination
to the royal justices, and personal subordination to the crown. An integral part of these
developments was the downward spiral of the sheriffs’ social status within the broad outlines of
the aristocracy. Thus, the ‘baronial’ sheriffs of William I gradually gave way to the ‘new men’
and curiales of Henry 1, still often landowners but of a disposition more suited to royal control.
In turn these ‘curial’ sheriffs of the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries were displaced by men
of still lesser means as the shrievalties were infiltrated by knights, esquires and even clerks from
the lowest rungs of the aristocracy.” This ongoing reorientation in the sheriff’s social status was
mirrored by the gradual dilution of his powers. Angevin attempts to limit the sheriff’s freedom
of action were sporadically augmented so that, by 1300, an elaborate package of measures was
in place. Various judicial bodies took legal precedence in the counties; devices were
implemented to make the sheriff financially accountable to the exchequer; and the rationale
behind the creation of coroners in 1194 — to impose a check on the sheriff’s jurisdiction — was
later extended by the appointment of various other specialist officials including escheators, tax

collectors and, ultimately, justices of the peace.

As a result of these protracted reforms the sheriff evolved from a regional dictator with true
executive authority into a tightly regulated bureaucrat whose chief administrative purpose was
to respond to a multiplicity of royal writs. Evolution, however, normally implies positive
change: the sheriff of historiography has suffered a rather different fate. Ever since Maitland
coined the ‘decline and fall of the sheriff’ historians have tended to use the shrievalty as a
constitutional football, either by using its transformation as a leitmotiv for the inexorable
expansion of medieval central government or by citing it as evidence of the centre’s continuing

dependence upon local institutions and local personnel. Maitland’s version falls squarely into

5 Morris, Medieval English Sheriff, p.73. Compare with Green, ‘The sheriffs of William the Conqueror’.

6 For criticism of Morris® oversimplification of the distinction between ‘baronial’ sheriffs and the ‘new
men’ appointed during the reign of Henry I see J. Green, The Government of England under Henry I
(Cambridge, 1986), p.207; E. Amt, The Accession of Henry II in England: Royal Government Restored
1149-1159 (Woodbridge, 1993), chapter 7; and J., Boorman, ‘The sheriffs of Henry II and the
significance of 1170°, Law and Government in Medieval England and Normand)y. Essays in Honour of
Sir James Holt, ed. G. Gamett and J. Hudson (Cambridge, 1994), pp.255-75. See also R.R. Heiser,
‘Richard I and his appointments to English shrievalties’, AR, 112 (1997), pp.1-19.

7 D.A Carpenter, ‘The decline of the curial sheriff in England 1194-1258’, English Historical Review, 91
(1976), pp.1-32. Carpenter has convincingly argued that the ‘curial’ sheriff was supplanted in the mid-
thirteenth century due to specific financial reforms.



the former category. His ‘decline and fall’ is a ‘very noticeable feature in English history’, ‘a
fall which goes on continuously for centuries.” ‘Gradually’ the sheriff ‘loses his power: new
institutions grow up around him and overshadow him.’® Helen Cam’s interpretation of the
situation was rather different: ‘The general constitutional historians...lay their chief emphasis on
the diminution of the sheriff's political power. We are told that he had passed the zenith of his
powcers before the reign of John; that coroners, escheators, keepers of the peace were
encroaching on his sphere of activity... All this is true, but it is only half the truth. Those very
reforms which had bit by bit brought the sheriff into strict subordination to the crown had added
to his local importance the weight of royal authority.’®

Both Maitland and Cam were right in certain respects. It is clear that the later medieval
sheriff’s lack of personal authority was offset by his continued importance as an administrative
link between the centre and the localities. The burdens shouldered by Sir Ralph de Crophill
may help to show how the shrievalty fitted into the overall system of local government during
the fourteenth century. Crophill was appointed as sheriff of Nottinghamshire-Derbyshire for the
second time in May 1313.10 Almost immediately after receiving his commission Crophill was
bombarded with tasks: paying the expenses of the counties’ parliamentary representatives;
proclaiming that the peace should be kept strictly during the king’s absence in France; and
providing supplies for the Berwick garrison.!! Then, on 27 July, Crophill was engaged on
household business, being ordered to pay for the upkeep of two royal huntsmen and their dogs
charged with taking venison in Sherwood Forest. Finally, to bring a hectic summer of activity
to an end, he was given the task of publicising the king’s prohibition of tournaments.12 These
special commissions were, moreover, additional to Crophill’s routine obligations. To the
‘proude sherife’ of Nottingham’s interest in keeping the peace, so famously brought to life in
the Robin Hood stories, can be added a series of other roles — as the crown’s principal financial
agent, as a local military leader, and, not least, as president of the county court. But the most
striking feature of Crophill’s shrieval business was its sheer diversity. It would be no

exaggeration to suggest that the sheriff was an essential keystone in the bridge of

8 F.W. Maitland, The Constitutional History of England (Cambridge, 1908), pp.233-4.

9 HM. Cam, Liberties and Communities in Medieval England. Collected Studies in Local Administration
and Topography (Cambridge, 1944), p.28.

10 An alphabetical list of sheriffs (with a sample of their other administrative activities) can be found in
the separate Appendix volume that accompanies this thesis. As a consequence, individual careers will
not be referenced in footnotes.

11 Calendar of Fine Rolls, 1307-19, p.171, Calendar of Close Rolls, 1307-13, p.536; Calendar of Patent
Rolls, 1307-13, pp.588, 581.

12CCR, 1313-18, pp.4, 69, 42.



communications between the localities and the apparatus of central government. Whether he
was supervising the election of coroners, verderers and knights of the shire, overseeing the
transfer of property from the Templars to the Hospitalers, or merely enforcing the king’s rights
in respect of his lands and privileges, in each case the sheriff was the conspicuous instrument of

the royal will .13

This wide range of duties ensured the shrievalty’s continued importance, and it is therefore
revealing that much of the recent research that has been carried out on sheriffs, and indeed other
local officials, has focused on their latent value as political pawns, to be manipulated by the
crown and the nobility to their own advantage.!* Fourteenth-century evidence for this
administrative offshoot of bastard feudalism is plentiful. The most spectacular examples were
orchestrated by figures of national standing, yet it would be wrong to ignore the less obvious
spasms of magnate influence. Both were founded on the assumption that it was expedient to
install clients as sheriffs. If, as seéms likely, they were more than mere reflex éctions, then this
mentality gives some indication of how contemporaries regarded the office and its importance
in local affairs, estimates which clearly carry more weight than our own rather detached views.
Even in the mid-fifteenth century the shrievalty was not an office to be ignored. When John
Paston and his supporters took on the local might of Robert, Lord Molyns, they were sure to
extract a ‘promys’ of help from the local sheriff. In 1451 John Osbemn, acting on Paston’s
behalf in the matter, stressed the importance of the sheriff’s support: ‘I coneyve veryly he [the
sheriff] hath made promys to do hese part...but I suppose he hath made non other promys a-
yens yow for the lyvelode, but he lokyth aftyre a gret brybe. But it is not for to trust him veryly,
wythowte that he may not chese.’!> In the end, this conspicuous interest in the shrievalty rests
uneasily with any exaggerated theory of ‘decline’. With the benefit of a long-term perspective
it is plain that the fourteenth century did not form, as has been suggested, a great watershed in
development of the office, but rather saw the continuation of a complex evolutionary process

whose disparate strands had been unfolding for over 300 years.

13 CCR, 1313-18, pp.25, 68, 85, 106, 119; Foedera, Conventiones, Litterae etc., ed. T. Rymer, 4 vols in 7
parts (Record Commission, 1816-69), I1, ii, p.237. See also: CCR, 1313-18, pp.38, 86, 97, CFR, 1307-
19, p.190. For an indication of the volume of business dealt with by the sheriff sece Rolls from the
Office of the Sheriff of Beds. and Bucks., 1332-1334., ed. G.H. Fowler, Quarto Memoirs of the
Bedfordshire Historical Society, 3 (Apsley Guise, 1929); and M.H. Mills and C.H. Johnson, ‘Rolls
from a sheriff’s office of the fourteenth century’, EHR, 43 (1928), pp.21-32. The best description of
the sheriff’s duties can be found in Morris, “The sheriff’, pp.53-73.

14 For general comment see C. Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Late Middle Ages: The
Fourteenth-Century Political Community (London, 1987), p.249; N. Saul, Krights and Esquires: The
Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford, 1981), pp.111-13, 152; S. Walker, The
Lancastrian Affinity 1361-1399 (Oxford, 1990), p.241. And sce below, chapter 3.

15 Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, ed. N. Davis, 2 vols (Oxford, 1976), ii, p.74.



ii. Looking beyond the county
The purpose of this thesis is to examine the sheriffs appointed in fourteenth-century England,

the period identified by both Stubbs and Maitland as having witnessed the shrievalty’s final
emasculation.!® Current work on local government owes an obvious debt to past generations of
constitutional and administrative historians but, in acknowledging this debt, this thesis is not a
continuation of Morris’ work on the sheriff, and neither is it directly concerned with the
shrievalty’s role in English constitutional history. Morris was a historian of administration
rather than administrators. He excelled at unravelling the minutiae of procedure and the day-to-
day routine of shire affairs. It is, of course, impossible to divorce officials from their work.
Sheriffs appointed during the fourteenth century were a direct reflection of what the office
entailed and its perceived place in the framework of shire administration: thus, Maitland’s
‘decline and fall of the sheriff’ left the office in the hands of Cam’s ‘country squire’.l?
However, the emphasis of this thesis is on the sheriff rather than the shrievalty. Sheriffs were a
numerically select group, but who were they? Why were they appointed? What qualities, if
any, set these men apart from their peers? Prosopography, rather than procedural history, holds
the key to these problems and in terms of its methodology this study owes far more to

McFarlane than it does to Morris.

McFarlane believed that late medieval society would ‘only yield its secrets to the
investigator who can base his conclusions upon the study of hundreds of fragmentary
biographies’.1® In the thirty years since his death, this worm’s eye approach to the medieval
political community has become common currency. McFarlane’s legacy, for example, is
clearly identifiable in the recent epidemic of medieval county studies, and since sheriffs are an
integral part of the social and political landscapes explored by Nigel Saul, Eric Acheson,
Christine Carpenter, and the rest, their collective thoughts on local administration provide a
more relevant intellectual framework for this thesis than the works of Stubbs, Maitland and

even Morris.!?

16 W, Stubbs, The Constitutional History of England in its Origin and Development, 3 vols (Oxford, 1880
edn), ii, p.225; Maitland, Constitutional History of England, p.234. Both concluded that the sheriff’s
influence was severely curtailed by the annual replacement of appointees.

17 Cam, Liberties and Communities, p.48.

18 K B. McFarlane, ‘Bastard feudalism’, Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 20 (1943-5),
p.173. Reprinted, England in the Fifieenth Century (London, 1981), pp.23-43. For a recent evaluation
of McFarlane’s contribution see The McFarlane Legacy: Studies in Late Medieval Politics and Sociely,
ed. R.H. Britnell and A.J. Pollard (Stroud, 1995).

19 For an introduction to the literature with very full references see C. Carpenter, ‘Gentry and community
in medieval England’, Journal of British Studies, 33 (1994), pp.340-80; and R. Virgoe, ‘Aspects of the
county community in the fifteenth century’, Profit, Piety and the Professions in Later Medieval
England, ed. M.A. Hicks (Gloucester, 1989), pp.1-13.



Recently described as ‘intellectual overspill’ from the early modern period,2 the premise
that counties can be examined as self-contained units on account of their administrative
arrangements and sense of ‘community’ has found considerable medieval support, to the extent
that the county study has become the stock-in-trade of recent medieval gentry-focused
historiography. Apologists for the county model dwell on its relevance to contemporary society
and the unifying strength of institutions like the shire court. Its detractors, on the other hand,
question the extent to which individual counties were imbued with a sense of community, and
continue to look elsewhere for applicable social models. Other than to register my doubts about
the internal cohesion of fourteenth-century county communities, this is not the appropriate place
for a full critique of the county study. But it is perhaps significant that early modernists and
medievalists are beginning to ask the same questions about their methods of investigating
gentry society.2! If Christine Carpenter remains deeply suspicious of Warwickshire’s fifteenth-
century ‘community’, then Diarmaid MacCulloch expressed the same doubts about sixteenth-
century Suffolk and rehearsed East Anglian regionalism and sub-county localism as possible
alternatives.22  There are also striking similarities in the language used to defend county
communities. Compare Alan Everitt’s description of seventeenth-century Kent with Michael
Bennett’s portrayal of fifteenth-century Cheshire: Everitt speaks of Kentish localism and of
resident gentry who were ‘unusually deep-rooted in their native soil, temperamentally
conservative, and excessively inbred’; Bennett observed that ‘the social world of most
gentlemen was rooted in the network of personal connections and collective responsibilities
which constitute the county community.’?3 These conclusions are almost interchangeable.
Essentially we are being asked to believe that for a period of several hundred years the vast
majority of landholders lived their lives within the confines of their own counties. But do these
conclusions reflect pre-modern social reality, or a general unwillingness among historians to
look beyond the county? Few would dispute the link between the careers of the medieval

gentry and their landed estates; but the high-profile debate about county communities has

20 S, Walker, in a stimulating paper presented at the Leeds International Medieval Congress, July 1998:
‘Communities of the county in later medieval England’.

21 For concerns on the early modern county study see C. Holmes, ‘The county community in Stuart
historiography’, Journal of British Studies, 19 (1979-80), pp.54-73. This paper has much to interest the
medievalist, especially on the existence of ‘closed corporate communities’ within the county and the
limited spatial scope of the gentry’s administrative activities,

22 D. MacCulloch, Suffolk and the Tudors: Politics and Religion in an English County 1500-1600
(Oxford, 1986), pp.7-52. Significantly MacCulloch’s evidence for regional identity was largely
administrative, even in the Tudor period. But he nonetheless found evidence of a county with a sense
of ‘community’ (pp.105-7).

23 A. Everitt, The Community of Kent and the Great Rebellion 1640-60 (Leicester, 1966), p.14; M.J.
Bennett, Community, Class and Careerism: Cheshire and Lancashire Society in the Age of Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight (Cambridge, 1983), p.21.

10



engulfed two important dimensions of the same problem — namely the extent to which their

activities stopped at the county border, and what these activities actually were.

Shire administration is a central feature of most county studies. Shire institutions, moreover,
are often used as evidence for the evolution of self-aware and politically active communities
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Yet local government is also one of those areas
that would benefit most from a regional or national perspective. During the fourteenth century a
sizeable minority of sheriffs continued to be responsible for pairs of neighbouring counties
joined together for administrative convenience; and can it be a great surprise to discover that
some of these men had interests in both counties, and, on occasion, elsewhere? It is therefore
disturbing to find both regional and national perspectives missing from existing research on the
subject. Not everyone was quite as candid as Susan Wright, who confessed that her study of the
fifteenth-century Derbyshire gentry did not ‘pay much attention to the gentry’s relations or
interests outside the shire.’?4 Christine Carpenter’s epic dissection of Warwickshire was also
self-confessedly ‘local’, and her surprisingly brief section on local government made little
mention of other counties.2’> Eric Acheson asserted that the horizons of his ‘superior’
Leicestershire gentry ‘were hardly confined to cabbages’, but then failed to mention that
administrative service outside the county might have added significantly to their curricula
vitae.26 Practically speaking, the county study’s value should lie in the depth of analysis made
feasible by working within clearly limited parameters. But when the interests of so-called
‘county gentry’ rarely stopped at the county border it could be argued that these parameters are

too restrictive.

iii. Reconstruction or deconstruction?
Sheriffs were chosen as the centrepiece of this study for several reasons. First and foremost

they provide a manageable and self-defining subset of fourteenth-century local officials.
Furthermore, most sheriffs held various other local offices during their careers, and were
therefore part of what may be described as the ‘office-holding community’. Something of the
study’s scale can be appreciated by its concern with hundreds of individual sheriffs and
thousands of other officials appointed to positions of county government over the century as a
whole. An examination of this magnitude will enablc us to penetrate deep into the heartland of

landed society, and to open windows onto many wider ‘gentry’ issues. If more justification is

24 S M. Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifteenth Century (Chesterfield, 1983), p.vii.

25 C. Carpenter, Locality and Polity: A Study of Warwickshire Landed Society 1401-1499 (Cambridge,
1992), pp.263-277,

26 E. Acheson, 4 Gentry Community: Leicestershire in the Fifieenth Century, c.1422-c.1485 (Cambridge,
1992), pp.5-6.

11



needed, then the sheriff remained one of the most important administrative posts. By 1300 the
shrievalty as an institution may well have reached a point where its relationship with the organs
of central government was firmly established, and where its procedures were predictable;2” but
this has little if any bearing on the interest-value of the sheriffs themselves. It is crucial to draw
a distinction between the sheriff and the shrievalty, between the office and the office-holder. In
short, it is important to ask who the sheriffs were — and the primary objective of this thesis is to
do just that, to examine the sheriffs appointed during the fourteenth century by reconstructing

their careers en masse.

Like the county study, this global approach has a number of intrinsic limitations, most of
which involve tensions between qualitative and quantitative evidence. In trying to restore the
whole picture it is inevitable that some of the subtleties of the canvas will be lost, and some of
the brush-strokes of the individual or the locality obscured. A real understanding of the sheriffs,
their wider administrative experience, and their suitability to occupy the post in the eyes of their
peers requires a huge amount of biographical information; and although it is rare to find an
individual who, having reached the pinnacle of the administrative hierarchy, failed to leave any
trace in the records, it has also proven impossible to wholly reconstruct every career. Collecting
information about more than 1,250 individual sheriffs has proven a very formidable task. The
lowest historical denominator is the individual, and the historian’s continuing problem is to
piece together the surviving fragments of evidence in an attempt to assess what each individual
represented in the wider scheme of things — all of which can be condensed into the term
‘prosopography’. But how can we adequately interpret so many careers when only a small

proportion can be satisfactorily retrieved? How should the resulting information be ordered?

With some justification, we tend to impose structure on those aspects of society under our
scrutiny by grouping people on the basis of shared or common characteristics, and a number of
such groupings appear in this thesis: sheriffs; office-holders; landowners; knights; esquires;
gentry; retainers. These loosely-termed ‘status groups’ are often used in tandem with the idea
of interlocking ‘communities’, increasing in size from the manor, through the parish, hundred,
and county, up to the region, and, finally, the kingdom as a whole. So, one can conceptually
define an individual by the status groups to which he or she belonged, and by the communities
in which he or she moved. This rather deconstructionalist view of history poses at least three
fundamental questions. First, which groupings, if any, would have been recognisable to
contemporaries? Second, which were considered more important at the time? Third, does the

available information adequately allow us to assign people to the correct groups? How these

27 Morris, Medieval English Sheriff, pp.238-9.

12



theoretical issues translate into practical historical problems can be demonstrated by
reconstructing the career of John Everard of Stratford-sub-Castle, Wiltshire. Everard’s life has
remained obscure because he did not belong to any of the ‘groups’ so far examined by
historians. However, he is of direct interest to this study due to his appointment as sheniff of
Wiltshire in October 1354, Though it is impossible to establish Everard’s date of birth, he
certainly held property around the city of Salisbury that may have been acquired through his
marriage, by 1345, to Beatrice Bishop.?® His services were in great demand locally: he acted as
an executor for at least two Salisbury merchants,2® was a frequent witness to local charters, and
served on a wide range of shire commissions during the 1340s and 1350s, culminating in the
shrievalty.3® Though the evidence is flimsy, Everard might also have served the bishops of
Salisbury and, perhaps, Wilton abbey as a legal counsel.3! He was dead by November 1361.32
The numerous gaps in John Everard’s biography make him a typical case of medieval career
reconstruction; but what does each fragment of surviving information disclose about his life?
Everard was a landholder, but how wealthy was he? He had some experience of local
administration, but was this his active profession? He had a wide circle of associates, but who
were his friends, and how did they regard him? Furthermore, Everard clearly belonged to one
or more of the status groups mentioned above, but which ones? He was certainly an office-

holder; but was he also a lawyer, a retainer, and a member of the ‘county’ or ‘parish’ gentry?

In all faimess, John Everard represents those who, on the basis of the surviving evidence,
appear to have led comparatively inconspicuous lives, the very cases where we might expect to
encounter interpretative difficulties. However, the career of Sir Warin de Bassingbourne of
Wimpole, Cambridgeshire, serves as a timely reminder that local prominence cannot
automatically negate the problems of prosopography. On the one hand, it is quite simple to
compile a basic list of biographical facts about Bassingbourne. He was born in or around 1290,
and was the eldest son of Sir Warin de Bassingbourne of Wimpole, the head of a long-

established Cambridgeshire family who died in 1323.33 He married twice, his first wife, Avice,

28 CPR, 1354-58, p.649; Victoria County History of Wiltshire, xiii, pp.13, 9, Abstracts of Feet of Fines
Relating to Wiltshire for the Reign of Edward III, ed. CR. Elrington, Wiltshire Record Society, 29
(1973), pp.31 (no.84), 33 (n0.95); VCH Wiltshire, xv, pp.15, 83.

29 CCR, 1349-54, p.343; CPR, 1354-58, p.529; ibid., 1358-61, p.431.

30 He served as a coroner, escheator, peace commissioner, commissioner to enforce the Statute of
Labourers, tax collector and controller of royal works at Clarendon forest. CPR, 1348-50, p.516; ibid.,.
1350-54, p.92; ibid., 1354-58, pp.9, 550; CFR, 1347-56, p.334.

31 CPR, 1354-58, p.649; VCH Wiltshire, xiii, p.198; CPR, 1358-61, p.309.
32 CCR, 1360-64,p.224.

33 Calendar of Inquisitions Post Mortem, vi, p.240 (n0.409). For the descent of the family see VCH
Cambridgeshire, v, p.265,
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having died in childbirth in 1326 while Warin was in Wales with Queen Isabella in pursuit of
the Despensers.34 He was knighted sometime before February 1335, by which point the crown
was heavily reliant upon him as a local official in East Anglia, a role underlined by his three
terms as sheriff of Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire.35 Finally, he died in the summer of 1348
during his last term as sheriff, leaving his son and heir, Warin, property in three counties.36 But
despite Bassingbourne’s firm roots in Cambridgeshire, and his obvious wealth, his career
ultimately poses very similar problems to that of John Everard. Indeed, Bassingbourne raises an
additional spectre of prosopography, namely the complicated process of deciding who precisely
did what.37 During the fourteenth century there was at least one other significant branch of the
Bassingbourne family, based at Bassingbourne in Cambridgeshire. Just like the Bassingbournes
of Wimpole, the other branch had a habit of baptising its eldest sons Warin. As a result, there
were at least three men named Warin de Bassingbourne alive in the first half of the fourteenth
century, and active in much the same locale. One of them — probably from the Bassingbourne
branch - was murdered in around 1334, and his son, also Warin, appears in the records until
1359 as Sir Warin de Bassingbourne ‘of the castle’ to distinguish him from the Bassingbournes
of Wimpole.3® No such distinction, however, appears in the surviving military records. One or
more men of this name appeared as protection recipients in the first half of the fourteenth
century, and the only attempt to differentiate them occurred in 1340 when Warin de
Bassingbourne junior was granted letters for service in France.3® This level of uncertainty
makes it very difficult to arrive at fully rounded careers embracing the gentry’s military and

civilian activities.

If the implications of these two ‘typical’ careers are multiplied by the number of sheriffs
under investigation, then it should become clear why an honest appraisal of the situation is

necessary. Not merely to draw attention to the weaknesses of prosopography, but also because

34 CIPM, ix, pp.105-6 (n0.113).

35 CPR, 1334-38, p.136; ibid., 1330-34, p.584; ibid., 1334-38, pp.65, 143, 369, 373; ibid., 1338-40,
p.559; ibid., 1340-43, pp.217, 315; ibid., 1343-45, pp.77, 177, 179, 297, 390, 512; Treaty Rolis
Preserved in the Public Record Office, Volume 2: 1337-39, ed. J. Ferguson (London, 1972), p.214
(n0.586); Foedera, 11, ii, p.1070; CCR, 1339-41, p.170; ibid., 1341-43, p.660. He was also MP for
Cambridgeshire on several occasions in the period 1331-35.

36 CFR, 1347-56, pp.85-6, CIPM, ix, pp.105-6 (no.113). For other references to the Bassingbourne
patrimony see VCH Cambridgeshire, viii, p.5; Calendar of Charter Rolls, 1327-41, p.339; Calendar of
Ancient Deeds, i, p.534.

37 R. Gorski, ‘A methodological Holy Grail: nominal record linkage in a medieval context’, Medieval
Prosopography, 17 (1996), pp.145-79.

38 CCR, 1349-54,p.236, CPR, 1358-61, p.221.

39 Public Record Office C 67/14, mm.3, 10; 15, mm.8, 12; 16, m.13; C 71/4, m.6; C 71/13, m.31; C
71/15, m.17. For Warin junior see C 76/15, m.18; C 76/16, m.5.

14



the questions posed about Everard and Bassingboume have a direct bearing on any investigation
of local government. In every action or decision there are ‘inscrutable components’,40 and
when shire administration is reduced to its simplest, most abstract level, it involved little more
that a constant stream of decision-making. Few if any of these decisions were made purely on
the basis of statutes governing the modes and details of appointment, but as historians we often
lack thc ability to judge why they were made. Unless we are willing to accept that the
appointment of sheriffs was nothing more than a lottery, where random selections were made
from a large pool of potential candidates, then other considerations such as reputation,
experience, family tradition, and willingness to serve must have played an important part.

These, unfortunately, are the most difficult aspects of any career to retrieve.

40 L B. Namier, Personalities and Powers (London, 1955), p.3.
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Chapter 1: Patterns of Appointment

This opening chapter is concerned with the facts and figures of shrieval appointment during the
fourteenth century. In the period 1300-1400 there were 1,877 appointments spread among
1,273 individuals. For the same period this compares with at least 12,500 tax collecting
appointments issued to roughly 6,000 men, and over 13,600 appointments to peace
commissions involving around 3,000 men. Sheriffs therefore formed a small but important sub-
section of the office-holding community. What can the turnover of sheriffs, the incidence of
reappointment, and the degree of mobility between counties tell us about the sheriff as an
official, and about the group of men — the ‘shrieval elite’ for want of a better term — who

occupied the post in this period?

When browsing through a list of names it is all too easy to become detached from the
realities that these fourteenth-century officials must have faced, and to become obsessed with
analysis for its own sake. Let us not forget that the sheriffs of medieval England administered a
patchwork of different shrievalties that varied enormously in both size and character. Common
institutions, staffed by centrally appointed officials with predefined functions, can give
medieval local government an unwarranted air of uniformity and predictability. But there is
more than a suggestion that strategies of personnel management were tailored to particular
counties, and perhaps even regions. As one judicious scholar observed: ‘Government and the
exercise of authority was a matter of these institutions and officials but it was also a matter of
social structures and status and personalities. Each community within the county had its own
structure, families and changing personalities and these determined how its institutions
worked.’! During the fourteenth century the county as an administrative unit served only to
foster diversity as the appointment decisions of a remote, if not disinterested, government

reacted to and were mediated by local conditions and local personalities.

i. The national picture
Excluding the palatinates of Chester and Durham, and the City of London (which was combined

with Middlesex as a single shrievalty with elective sheriffs), at the beginning of the fourteenth

century there were twenty-six shrievalties or sheriffdoms. Ten of these were ‘joint” shrievalties,

1 A.L. Brown, The Governance of Later Medieval England 1272-1461 (London, 1989), p.148
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or pairs of neighbouring counties combined together for administrative purposes.2 A further
eleven counties were shrievalties in their own right3 The remaining five — Cornwall,
Lancashire, Rutland, Westmoreland and Worcestershire — were private or ‘fee’ shrievalties
whose sheriffs were either appointed for life or succeeded to the office through hereditary
tenure. In the Duchy of Cornwall the king’s eldest son was usually the sheriff. Lancashire was
controlled by successive earls and dukes of Lancaster. Rutland had a more chequered history
during the fourteenth century and was held in turn by Edmund, earl of Cornwall, Hugh Audley,
Edmund, earl of Kent, Humphrey de Bohun, Robert de Vere, and Edward, earl of Rutland.
Westmoreland, barring a few temporary setbacks, was controlled by the Clifford family and
Worcestershire by the Beauchamp earls of Warwick. In practice hereditary or honorary sheriffs
rarely discharged the office themselves and almost invariably appointed under-sheriffs for this

purpose. Such appointments were still subject to the crown’s formal approval.4

At the turn of the fourteenth century sheriffs were normally given their commissions by the
exchequer under the authority of its own seal, but the potential for abuse by the treasurer
contributed to the adoption of a new method of appointment in 1311.5 The Ordinances of that
year established that sheriffs should henceforth be appointed collectively by a group including
the chancellor, the treasurer and ‘the others of the Council who shall be present’, or, if the
chancellor was absent, by the treasurer, barons of the exchequer and the justices of the bench.
Thus, ‘when the chancellor was not present the conciliar group who appointed might well
assume the aspect of a council at the exchequer’, and, in spite of appointments being recorded
on the Fine Roll rather than the Memoranda Roll, the appointment of sheriffs ‘remained
exchequer business.”” This became the orthodox procedure. Not only was it enacted in statute
form at Lincoln in 1316, but it was also one of a small group of the Ordinances not jettisoned by
Edward II after his triumph over Lancaster in 13228 Much later in the century, in 1389, the

Westminster chronicle emphasised this collective responsibility for the appointment of sheriffs.

2 Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire; Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire; Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire; Essex-
Hertfordshire; Norfolk-Suffolk; Oxfordshire-Berkshire; Shropshire-Staffordshire; Somerset-Dorset,
Surrey-Sussex; and Warwickshire-Leicestershire.

3 Cumberland; Devon; Gloucestershire; Hampshirc; Herefordshire; Kent; Lincolnshire;

Northamptonshire; Northumberland;, Wiltshire; and Yorkshire.

4 SC 1/36, no.53; 41, no.70; 50, no.173. The sheriff was supposed to appear in person to nominate his
subordinate. Morris documents several cases where this was not possible. W.A. Morris, “The sheriff’,
The English Government at Work, 1327-1336. Volume 2: Fiscal Administration, ed, W.A, Morris and
J.R. Strayer (Cambridge MA, 1947), p.45.

3 1.C. Davies, The Baronial Opposition to Edward II (Cambridge, 1918), p.522.
6 Statutes of the Realm, i, p.160.

7 Morris, “The sheriff’, p.43.

8 Stat. Realm, i, pp.174-5. See also Davies, Baronial Opposition, pp.492-3.
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At the same time it provides a tantalising insight into the possible influences at work behind the

scencs:

‘About this time the king, assisted by his privy council, chose the sheriffs who were to
serve throughout England and made them take an oath to himself that they would
behave well and loyally in office. Since it had been hitherto the custom for sheriffs to
be appointed and controlled by the chancellor, the treasurer, the clerk of the privy seal,
and the barons of the exchequer, the king's action caused widespread surprise in the
court [unde de isto facto plures in curia admirabantur].”®

This entry poses some important questions about the selection of sheriffs and perhaps other
local officials. How influential were the king and his entourage in the selection process? More
importantly, how often was this influence brought to bear? The chronicle’s tone of
consternation might imply that such obvious interventions were rare, and this particular case
may have been part of Richard II’s retaliatory strike against the Lords Appellant — and therefore
a by-product of political tension of rare intensity. It also may have been a sign of his intention
to take local government seriously in the wake of the Merciless Parliament.l® However,
Richard’s intervention in 1389 and his later interference in the election of sheriffs prove, if

nothing else, that the king could have a voice in the appointment process.!!

However, none of these formal appointment procedures were etched in stone. On two
occasions during the fourteenth century the crown conceded the right for shrievalties to elect
their own sheriffs. Edward I initiated the first experiment of this type in 1300 as part of the
Articuli super Cartas and it was offered on a purely voluntary basis.!? The circumstances
surrounding the Arficuli in general and the provision of shrieval elections in particular are far
from clear. Though ‘popular’ concessions were usually triggered by financial crises, it has yet
to be established beyond doubt that the election of sheriffs was ‘clearly a part of the price that
Edward paid for the grant of a twentieth’.13 Sadly we know little about how the elections were
to be organised, and even less about their frequency. The only known instance of an election, in
Shropshire-Staffordshire, ‘created an unwholesome clash of local feelings’® as the incumbent
sheriff became the pawn in a dispute between two local factions.!4 Though the election of
coroners and knights of the shire in the county court made this a possible venue for the election

of sheriffs, Helen Cam offered the more sceptical suggestion that the outgoing sheriff merely

9 The Westminster Chronicle 1381-94, ed. L.C. Hector and B.F. Harvey (Oxford, 1982), p.405.
10N, Saul, Richard II (London, 1997), pp.202-4.

1} See below, chapter 3. For evidence of Edward II’s personal intervention see Davies, Baronial
Opposition, pp.521-7.

12 Stat. Realm, i, p.139.
13 M. Prestwich, Edward I (London, 1988), p.523.
14 YCH Shropshire, iii, pp.17-18.
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named his successor, amounting in effect to ‘another form of royal nomination’.1®> In the end
the only thing we can be confident of is the unpopularity of the scheme, resulting in its

suspension in 1311.

The second concession of election, drafted in July 1338 as one of the Walton Ordinances, is
far better documented. Though certainly intended as a series of administrative procedures to be
used during Edward III’s sojourn on the Continent, the inspiration behind the ordinanccs
continues to stimulate debate. One interpretation has pointed to royal submission in the face of
an escalating fiscal crisis.1® Another has portrayed the measures as a shrewd bid to harness the
machinery of government more effectively to the war effort, and as the product of a group of
councillors ‘quite the reverse of popular’.!? These differing interpretations are not necessarily
at odds. In the treatment of the shrievalty we can see the implementation of a carefully limited
concession with the potential to improve administrative efficiency. Sheriffs were probably
considered to be as culpable as any other local officials for failures in the levying of the wool
subsidies that were so essential to the king’s expensive diplomatic policy. Elective sheriffs, to
be chosen from among ‘les bones gentz des countees’, were therefore envisaged as one element
in a whole system of local government where responsibility for official conduct devolved to the
localities and where the king had some scope to impose penalties for inefficiency or
underassessment.!8 In the event this new initiative was treated with the same suspicion as that
of 1300. Documentary evidence of election survives for only four shrievalties -
Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire, Essex-Hertfordshire, Surrey-Sussex, and Somerset-Dorset —
and the returns from the last mentioned shrievalty paint a very useful picture of how the
elections were managed.!® In Somerset the new sheriff, Sir Walter de Rodeneye, was chosen by
the coroners, knights and others in a full session of the county court.20 In September 1339

Rodeneye was confirmed in office separately by the county courts of Somerset and Dorset: in

15 HM. Cam, Liberties and Communities in Medieval England. Collected Studies in Local
Administration and Topography (Cambridge, 1944), p.33; idem, The Hundred and the Hundred Rolls
(Cambridge, 1930), p.60. She argued that the presence of inter-county sheriffs in the period 1300-11
‘strongly’ suggested ‘inspiration from headquarters’.

16 W, Stubbs, The Constitutional History of England in its Origin and Development, 3 vols (Oxford, 1880
edn), ii, pp.411-26.

17D, Hughes, Social and Constitutional Tendencies in the early years of Edward III (Philadelphia, 1978
repr), pp.46, 55; T.F. Tout, Chapters in the Administrative History of Mediaeval England, 6 vols
(Manchester, 1920-1933), iii, pp.69 fol.

18 Foedera, Conventiones, Litterae etc., ed. T. Rymer, 4 vols in 7 parts (Record Commission, 1816-69),
11, ii, p. 1049, See also Tout, Chapters, iii, pp.143-50 for a transcript of the text.

19 Calendar of Fine Rolls, 1337-47, pp.96, 146 (Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire), 144 (Essex-
Hertfordshire), 94, 154 (Surrey-Sussex), 92, 146 (Somerset-Dorset). For the returns see C 267/10,
mm. la-¢, 2 (Cambridgeshire, 1338-9), 5 (Essex, 1339), 6a (Somerset, 1339), 6b-c (Dorset, 1339), 7a-d
(Sussex, 1339).

20 CFR, 1337-47, p.92. He replaced Hildebrand de London.
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Somerset by the coroners, knights, and other reputable men of the county, and in Dorset ‘cum
assensu magnatum, senescallarum, et aliorum procerum de communitate comitatus praedicti.’2!
In Cambridgeshire, though some of the suitors refused their consent, the good and the great
witnessed the election of Sir Warin de Bassingbourne in 1338 either in person or through their
seneschals.2?2  Sir William de Wauton and Godfrey de Hunston, the sheriffs elect of Essex-
Hertfordshire and Surrey-Sussex, were chosen in similar circumstances.?2 Rutland and
Westmoreland went through the motions of election, but without any real purpose.?4
Elsewhere, however, the crown’s overtures met with an indifferent or openly hostile response.
The communities of Northamptonshire, Staffordshire, and Warwickshire-Leicestershire secured
exemptions from election.2’ Even in those counties that chose to elect the privilege was soon

allowed to lapse. The experiment was not repeated.

A possible objection to elective sheriffs was a natural outgrowth of retaining and clientage,
an understandable fear that any interested magnates would find it easier to secure the shrievalty
for their chosen candidates. Presumably the marriage of a sheriff’s inherent official authority
with the influence afforded by an intimate baronial relationship was an unsavoury prospect,
more so when the sheriff himself had his own network of clients.26 Perhaps it was felt that the
predations of such well-connected sheriffs would become more common if their election was
vested in the county courts where intimidation and browbeating would be at their most
effective. In this respect the petition of 1444, which refers to the ‘great kinships, alliance and
following’ of sheriffs, is informative, if remote.?” More fitting is the petition of ¢.1330 in which
it was alleged that local administration in Gloucestershire was prejudiced by Thomas, Lord
Berkeley’s inclination for installing his clients in official posts. Berkeley’s activities offer a

telling example of the conditions that could arise out of bastard feudalism.??

Temporary changes to the appointment process in shrievalties under crown control were

compounded by modifications to existing administrative units and, more especially, by

21 C267/10, mm.6a-c. CFR, 1337-47, p.146.

22 For the return see C 267/10, m.1b. Elizabeth de Burgh, John Typtoft, Walter de Mauny and the bishop
of Ely had representatives at the election. For the uneven response to the election, C 258/7, m.39.

23 C267/10, mm.5, 7b, 7d. These are the 1339 confirmations. Essex-Hertfordshire retained Wauton’s
services, but Surrey-Sussex decided to replace Hunston with William de Northo, a far more
experienced and high profile official.

24 Both were fee shrievalties. C 267/10, mm.3, 4.

25 See B.H. Putnam, ‘The transformation of the keepers of the peace into the Justices of the Peace, 1327-
1380°, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 4th Series, 12 (1929), p.35,n.7.

26 For example, C 1/68, nos.51, 53 for the ‘affinite et alliance’ of Henry Popham, sheriff of Hampshire in
1388. :

27 Cited by H.M. Jewell, English Local Administration in the Middle Ages (Newton Abbot, 1972), p.193.
28 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.152. See below, chapter 3.
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fluctuations in the number of shrievalties held by hereditary or honorary sheriffs. In 1344, for
example, Warwickshire-Leicestershire was granted for life to Thomas, earl of Warwick.?®
Shropshire-~Staffordshire was partitioned in 1345, briefly reunified in 1377, and then divided
again in the following year. Its original bisection provided Edward III with a convenient means
of rewarding two of his comital supporters under the pretence of safeguarding the Welsh
Marches.3®  Four years later John Lisle of Rougemont was granted Cambridgeshire-
Huntingdonshire for life, but in the event he retained the office for just over a year3! Essex-
Hertfordshire was split in 1398-9. Hereditary or ‘fee’ shrievalties could also escheat to the
crown in the event of forfeiture or minority, and the most spectacular examples of this occurred
during the 1320s when the estates of Thomas, earl of Lancaster, Roger Clifford and Edmund,

earl of Kent were confiscated for treason.

Besides the wealth of appointment statistics at our disposal, we are particularly fortunate in
being able to identify some of the qualities that the general population expected to see in their
sheriffs from a large body of complaints and recommendations that have survived among
parliamentary records and private correspondence. We have nothing short of a ‘popular’
critique of the shrievalty. Thus, the apathetic response to elective sheriffs in 1300 and 1338
should not be taken as evidence of indifference towards shire administration in general. In fact
quite the reverse was true. Local government and, more specifically, the activities of local
officials were far too important to be ignored. Both the crown and the local communities had an
obvious interest in maintaining reasonable levels of efficiency. The latter in particular were
eager to minimise corruption and to have some say in the nomination and policing of officials,
but without assuming any form of liability for their debts and misdeeds. However, the
government and the governed did not always have the same priorities. Any number of events
could put a strain on the relationship between the central government and various groups within
the kingdom at large and, since local offictaldom was the main institutional link between the
two, a large proportion of disputes dealt with in parliament and elsewhere concerned shire
administration. Complaints made specifically against sheriffs tended to dwell on their social
unsuitability, on the fact that they were corrupt, that they were strangers who could not be held

accountable, and that they remained in office for far too long.

Some of these objections initiated reforms aimed at defining more precisely who sheriffs
should be, how long they should remain in office, and what administrative tasks they should

undertake. For present purposes this reform process can be traced back to 1258 when Henry III,

29 CFR, 1337-47,p.378. The shrievalty came back to the crown in November 1369.

30 CFR, 1337-47, pp.412-3, 423. In March 1345 Shropshire was granted for life to Richard, earl of
Arundel; three months later Staffordshire was conferred on Henry, earl of Derby.

31 CFR, 1347-56, pp.311, 348.
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faced with the need to secure the co-operation of the magnates, agreed to revise the government
of the realm with the guidance of a baronial council.32 The resulting ‘provisions’ were drafted
at Oxford in July 1258. Local government reform was high on the list of baronial priorities and,
along with the institution of an inquiry into official malpractice, a set of qualifications was
established for sheriffs. Besides being ‘loyal people and good men’, sheriffs were to be
substantial landholders in their counties of appointment, and were to be replaced by equally
qualified candidates after one year in office.33 These requirements recognised the fact that
landowners with the ability to gauge local opinion and with a stake in the community were
likely to make better sheriffs than barons, court favourites, or grasping speculators. Of course
the reforms of 1258 did not eradicate what Treharne called the ‘unchecked petty tyranny of
local officials’; but they nonetheless provided the basis for most subsequent demands and

provided an enduring model for the sheriff.34

The mutual benefits to be derived from the appointment of local landowners‘ ensured that
this strand of the reform process was achieved quite quickly, certainly by the second quarter of
the fourteenth century and perhaps, with odd exceptions, long before.35 However, the
stipulation that nominees should be replaced from year to year met with rather less agreement.
The exchequer’s official position was spelt out in a rare policy statement of 1326. Since much
depended on ‘good execution being made by Sheriffs and Bailiffs for levying the King’s debts’,
‘let not the Sheriffs be so often changed as they have been, for by the more often changing of
the Sheriff it frequently happens that the King is ill served and his mandates not executed, and
the people vexed in divers ways.’3¢ Efficiency, in the broadest sense, was clearly equated with
long tenure in office, a sentiment echoed in Richard II's response to a critical petition of 1397.37
The shrieval appointments made in the period 1320-26 give us some idea of what the exchequer
had in mind. Nationally, the ninety-five appointments in this period lasted an average of 1.77
years, increasing to 1.93 years if the twenty-seven ‘fee’ appointments are removed. Something
approaching two years could well have been viewed as the minimum period in office required
to foster administrative continuity, to allow a lengthy ‘vocational’ training in the sheriff’s
diverse duties, and to minimise new appointments to a potentially unpopular post. From a local
perspective, however, this vision of efficiency was a spectre of corruption. Rightly or wrongly,

contemporarics forged a strong connection between prolonged terms of office and

32 D A. Carpenter, ‘What happened in 1258?°, War and Government in the Middle Ages: Essays in
Honour of J.O. Prestwich, ed. J. Gillingham and J. Holt (Woodbridge, 1984), pp.106-19.

33 English Historical Documents, 1189-1327, ed. H. Rothwell (London, 1975), p.365.

34 R F. Treharne, The Baronial Plan of Reform 1258-1263 (Manchester, 1932), pp.198-9, 120-1,
33 See below, pp.64-73.

36 Red Book of the Exchequer, ed. H. Hall, 3 vols (Rolls Series, 1896), iii, pp.960-1.

37 Rotuli Parliamentorum, iii, p.339.
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administrative abuse. The acceptance of annual rotation in 1340 was specifically buttressed by
the accusation that sheriffs who served during royal pleasure, that is with no fixed term,
procured long appointments and were thereby encouraged to ‘do many oppressions to the

people’.38

Since there was no obvious panacea for the evils of administrative malpractice the
communes took the pragmatic approach of focussing upon a handful of viable aims, perhaps the
most important of which was the annual rotation of sheriffs and escheators. Ceaseless
petitioning extracted promises to this effect in 1340, 1354 and 1368, but the fact remains that
annual appointments were withheld until the final years of Edward III’s reign.3® The statistics
presented in Table 1.2 (below, p.45) prove that the long-term impact of every undertaking to
enforce annual rotation before 1368 was negligible. In the period 1340-70 the overall average
tenure for sheriffs was 2.17 years, and even when the ‘fee’ shrievalties are omitted — whose
sheriffs and under-sheriffs tended to serve for comparatively long periods — the figure drops
only slightly to 1.85 years. Neither was in line with the statutes. Yet it is still possible that
these overall figures conceal short spasms of enforcement followed by a gradual return to the
old habits of appointment. For example, fourteen appointments were made between the
parliament of March 1340 and the end of the year, eight of which lasted approximately one
year. The remainder comprised of extremely brief tenures and one appointment to Cornwall
which lasted three years. During 1342-3 exactly half of the thirty-two shrieval appointments
met the statutory requirement. By 1344, however, the proportion of sheriffs who were removed
from office after twelve months had fallen to three out of twenty-one as the exchequer gradually
slipped back into its old routine. In 1354 we find a very similar situation. Though over half of
the appointments made after the April parliament satisfied the requirement for annual

replacement, longer appointments in contravention of the statute soon re-emerged.

Table 1.1: The Duration of Shrieval Appointments, 1290-1400

Duration (Years) Total % Total
Upto 1 920 46.1
2 646 323
3 194 9.7
4 89 45
5 49 2.5
Over 5 99 4.9

38 Stat. Realm, i, p.283.

39 Rot, Parl., ii, pp.142 (1343), 161 (1346), 168 (1347) 229 (1350), 261 (1354). For the pertinent statutes
see Stat. Realm, i, pp.283, 346, 389.
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That Sir Simon Basset could remain in office as sheriff of Gloucestershire for over a decade
after 1341 while his contemporaries served terms lasting anything from a few days up to six
years indicates the disordered state of shrieval appointments in the mid-fourteenth century.4°
Consequently it is impossible to detect any grand plan in the appointment of sheriffs.
Moreover, it is essential not to become blinded by the precision of the appointment data in the
List of Sheriffs, which was compiled principally from shrieval commissions recorded on the
Fine Rolls.#! There must have been numerous cases of sheriffs either relinquishing their
commissions early or staying on in some capacity after the formal appointment of their
successors, especially in order to tidy up any unfinished financial business with the exchequer.
Dates of appointment undoubtedly conceal some quite lengthy periods of transition from one
sheriff to the next. Setting aside these general problems, the enrolled commissions are
nonetheless valuable as a guide to the ebb and flow of shrieval appointments; and on the whole
it seems that appointments were dictated by need rather than complying with any fixed
calendar. Exceptionally brief terms of office are surely indicative of unwillingness on the part
of nominees who perhaps felt that the financial burdens of the shrievalty outweighed its
potential status value. Likewise, a proportion of those sheriffs who lasted a few months must
have been deemed incapable. At the other extreme, if a particular sheriff proved competent and
no local objections were raised then why remove him? Though no other fourteenth-century
sheriff could match the diligence of Sir John de Scures, who retained Hampshire for almost
twenty years (1321-38), almost a hundred other nominees remained in office for over five years

at a time (see Table 1.1, above).

After 1371, however, appointments to the crown-controlled shrievalties were abruptly
modified to accommodate annual rotation, and Nigel Saul is fully justified in describing the
February parliament of that year as a ‘turning-point in the history of the shrievalty’.#2 The
evidence in support of this view is considerable. Though the call for annual replacement in
1371 essentially imitated its unsuccessful predecessors,** Saul’s contribution has been to fit this
volte face into its political context. An eruption of anti-clericalism, swollen, perhaps, by a knot
of recent military disappointments, resulted in a sweeping change in the personnel of
government. In the words of Thomas Walsingham: ‘In isto Parliamento, ad petitionem
Dominorum, in odium Ecclesiae, amoti sunt Episcopi de officiis Cancelleriae et Thesauriae, et

clericus de Privato Sigillo; et loco illorum saeculares subrogati fuere.’44 Robert Thorpe

40 Though he was a household knight. E 36/204/86.
41 List of Sheriffs for England and Wales, PRO Lists and Indexes, 9 (London, 1893).

42 N. Saul, Knights and Esquires: The Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford, 1981),
p-110. .

43 Rot. Parl. ii, p.308.
44 Historia Anglicana 1272-1381, ed. H.T. Riley, 2 vols (Rolls Series, 1863-64), i, p.313.
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supplanted William Wykham as chancellor in March.4> The treasurer Thomas Brantingham
was likewise dismissed in favour of Richard Scrope, and Peter Lacy was replaced by Nicholas
Carewe as keeper of the Privy Seal.#6 The fact that all of these new ministers were laymen
should not mask a more important link — they were also closely connected with John of Gaunt.47
Several other appointments also strongly suggest that the duke of Lancaster was the chief
beneficiary in the redistribution of power.48 These events at the very top of the administrative
pyramid had important repercussions further down, not least for the shrievalty since the new
ministers were directly responsible for the selection of sheriffs. And this new and pervasive
Lancastrian influence may have been the catalyst for the enforcement of annual replacement, a
deliberate shift in policy intended to placate the same sections of the political community that
had so effectively orchestrated the dismissal of Wykham, Brantingham and Carewe. The
statistical evidence certainly points in that direction: a number of appointments made on 5
November 1371 firmly established the trend of annual rotation for the remainder of the
century.4? Fragile evidence can be offered for a change of attitude as early as 1368 when the
principle of annual replacement was renewed; but the ‘reform’ of 1371 came so quickly after
this renewal that it is difficult to disentangle the two.’® In the end it is perhaps enough to
recognise that a fundamental and permanent change in the patterns of shrieval appointment took

place after 1370.

45 CCR, 1369-74, p-221; ibid., 1370-74, p.62.
46 CPR, 1370-74, p.61; Historia Anglicana, i, p.313.
47 B. Wilkinson, The Chancery under Edward III (Manchester, 1929), pp.121-3.

48 William Fynchedon, the new Chief Justice of Common Bench, was another member of Gaunt’s
council. CPR, 1370-74, p.64;, John of Gaunt’s Register, 1371-5, ed. S. Armitage-Smith, 2 vols, Camden
Society, 3rd Series, 20-1 (1911), i, pp.32, 94, 105, etc. Roger Meres, a justice created in 1371, was
probably associated with the same body. CPR, 1370-74, p.159; John of Gaunt’s Register, i, p.67, ibid.,
ii, p.356.

49 All served until 12 December 1372: Sir Robert Bacon (Norfolk-Suffolk); Sir John Barry (Kent); Sir
William Baud (Essex-Hertfordshire); Sir John de Cheyne (Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire), John
Clifford (Gloucestershire); Sir Roger Dalingrigge (Surrey-Sussex); Sir John de Denton (Cumberland),
Sir William Devereaux (Herefordshire); Sir John Gresley (Staffordshire); Sir Richard de Grey
(Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire); Sir Richard Herthill (Warwickshire-Leicestershire); Sir Robert Hutot
(Northamptonshire); Roger de Manyngford (Somerset-Dorset); Sir William Pappeworth
(Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire); Sir Robert de Roos (Yorkshire); Sir Robert de Umfraville
(Northumberland); Sir Gilbert Wace (Oxfordshire-Berkshire); Thomas Warner (Hampshire); Nicholas
Whityng (Devon); William Worfton (Wiltshire).

30 This alternative view lays more emphasis on the statute of May 1368. However, the appointments
made in the intervening period between 1368 and 1371 suggest only a partial implementation of annual
replacement. For example, seven out of the eighteen appointments made in 1368 lasted approximately
one year, which leaves a large group of problem shrievalties. Another mixed bag of appointments was
made in 1369, but in 1370 every appointment to a normal, crown-controlled shrievalty lasted for
roughly twelve months. Did the statute of 1368 herald a change of outlook among the group
responsible for the election of sheriffs? It is possible. On the other hand, it could be that the
government was simply following in the tradition of making a temporary and superficial concession.
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ii. Local contrasts, regional parallels

Regions, counties, honours, hundreds, and liberties: medieval England was a patchwork world
of administrative hierarchies, a collection of interlocking and overlapping blocks of varying size
and origin, Both the precise definition and the institutional significance of these territorial
blocks preoccupied a past generation of historians. More recently, however, the emphasis has
changed. The population or community of the kingdom, region, or county has become the focus

of scholarly attention.

For all of the reasons discussed above in the introduction, and elsewhere in this thesis, the
county has secured a justifiable prominence in this analytical framework. It is hard to recall
more than a handful of significant works produced during the thirty-year renaissance in
medieval gentry studies that have dealt with anything other than particular counties.3! A typical
assessment might see the coalescence of the shire’s antiquity, or intrinsic sense of identity, with
the development of local institutions to produce an idiosyncratic, and sometimes truculent,
independence among the ‘gentz de countees’; characteristics which filtered down through the
pyramid of associations and groupings that comprised the whole. The result, depending on the
historian, was either a county community or a county of communities. Quite apart from their
individual contributions, enough counties have now been examined to be of real comparative
benefit, and the results can be seen in works like Given-Wilson’s synthesis of aristocratic
society.”> Moreover, the sheer quantity of available county studies of one sort or another has
also underlined one crucial point: perhaps the most imposing idea to emerge from this body of
research is the individuality of each shire and its resident community. Simply put, one county
community cannot be viewed as being representative of another, and still less as a microcosm of
the kingdom as a whole. The range and alignment of social influences in Gloucestershire, for
example, were bound to be different from those in Cheshire, or Cumberland, or anywhere
else.’3 Nor were ‘county communities’ or ‘gentry societies’ static; they were quite literally

living, dynamic organisms.

Precisely the same conclusions can be applied to the shrievalties during the fourteenth
century, and for very similar reasons. On the one hand, shire officialdom was one of the few
ubiquitous features of provincial society and politics. Every county or pair of counties had the
same administrative structure: a sheriff, an escheator, a peace commission, two or more

coroners, and all of the other ad hoc personnel that enabled the crown to tax, police and regulate

51 Above, pp.9-11.

52 C. Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Later Middle Ages: The Fourteenth-Century Political
Community (London, 1987).

53 For a similar view see P. Morgan, ‘Making the English gentry’, Thirteenth Century England V.
Proceedings of the Newcastle-upon-Tyne Conference, 1993, ed. P.R. Coss and S.D. Lloyd
(Woodbridge, 1995), p.21.
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its subjects. Notwithstanding these common institutions, however, the appointment and
management of local officials during the fourteenth century produced contrasts that are both
stark and fascinating. Block appointments of peace keepers, tax collectors and arrayers
illustrate the difficulty of imposing order and uniformity upon local government. A fine
example occurred in December 1324 when panels of arrayers were established across the
country in preparation for the Gascon expedition.’ In the months that followed over thirty
alterations and substitutions were made to the original commissions, including an order to
replace Sir John de Fenwyk who had just been appointed sheriff of Northumberland.55 This,
moreover, was not an isolated instance.’® Sheriffs exhibit still fewer signs of systematic
appointment. For most of the fourteenth century they were appointed in dribs and drabs, and
the few attempts to co-ordinate their appointment on a national basis were quickly undermined
by the effects of unrestricted and unregulated tenure. For example, nineteen sheriffs were
nominated on 5 May 1330, and they served terms lasting from a few months to over six years.*’
Similar block appointments were made at intervals during the century, including 4 November
134458 and 10 November 1354°° with the same results, and it was not until 1371 that
nationwide panels of sheriffs began to be appointed regularly every October or November. The

same, incidentally, applied to escheators. Doubly frustrating is the fact that, in this

54 CPR, 1324-27, pp.77-9. For the background see The War of Saint-Sardos, 1323-25, ed. P. Chaplais,
Camden Society, 3rd Series, 87 (1954).

55 CPR, 1324-27, pp.77-122.

56 Compare the minor disruption to a tax commission in April 1336 with the chaos of October 1337
(scutage), and July 1338 (combined peace and array). CFR, 1327-37, p.481; ibid., 1337-47, pp.53-4,
CPR, 1338-40, pp.136-8.

57 Sir Philip de Aylesbury (Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, to 8.05.1333); Sir William Moigne
(Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire, to 6.02.1332); Sir Ralph Dacre (Cumberland, to 27.01.1336),
Matthew de Crauthorne (Devon, to 20.09.1332); Sir John de Wauton (Essex-Hertfordshire, to
5.05.1332); Sir Thomas de Berkeley (Gloucestershire, to 30.09.1332); Thomas de Ledred (under-
sheriff, Kent, to 3.03.31); Roger de Reyham (Kent, to 3.03.1331); Sir Ralph de St Laud (Lincolnshire,
to 4.06.1333); Simon Costyn (under-sheriff, Norfolk-Suffolk, to 10.06.1331); Thomas de Hindringham
(Norfolk-Suffoik, to 10.06.1331); Sir Thomas de Bukton (Northamptonshire, to 26.10.1332); Robert de
Horncliff (Northumberland, to 8.10.1331); Sir Richard de Coleshull (Oxfordshire-Berkshire, to
7.08.1332); Sir Hugh de Langland (Somerset-Dorset, to 28.01.1332); Sir John Dabernoun (Surrey-
Sussex, to 19.11.1331); Sir Henry de Bisshebury (Shropshire-Staffordshire, to 3.02.1333); Hildebrand
de London (Wiltshire, to 3.05.1332); Sir Ralph de Bulmere (Yorkshire, to 3.06.1332),

38 Sir Thomas de Swyneford (Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, to 12.11.1346); Sir Gervase de Clifton
(Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire, to 4.02.1346); Sir James de Cokynton (Devon, to 9.11.1344); Sir
Richard Waweyn (Herefordshire, to 16.11.1344); Sir Robert de Harley (Shropshire-Staffordshire, to
6.11.1344); Robert de Sharndon (Surrey-Sussex, to 20.12.1344); Sir John de Roches (Wiltshire, to
21.04.1347).

39 Peter de Salford (Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, to 10.11.1356); Sir Walter de Montgomery
(Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire, to 10.11.1355); Sir Peter de Ralegh (Devon, to 7.02.1355); Sir Hugh Fitz
Symond (Essex-Hertfordshire, to 24.11.1355); Sir Richard de la Bere (Herefordshire, to 8.12.1355); Sir
Thomas Botiller (Gloucestershire, to 5.01.1355); Reginald atte Dyke (Kent, to 10.11.1355); Sir Thomas
de Morieux (Norfolk-Suffolk, to 1.12.1355); Sir John de Keynes (Northamptonshire, to 10.11.1355);
Richard de Williamescote (Oxfordshire-Berkshire, to 26.03.1355); Sir Roger de Leukenore (Surrey-
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unsystematic and poorly documented world, we can only logically account for a tiny proportion
of shrieval appointments through references to a death here, or a dismissal there.6 For the vast

majority of appointments, the records are silent.

Contrasts in the number, timing and character of administrative appointments at county level
are only to be expected since the central authorities were hostages to local, and even individual,
fortune. As a writ of 1321 put it: ‘“The circumspect providence of the royal majesty, which
according to the qualities of things and the events of times, must often change ministers and
officials and transfer them from place to place and from office to office’.6! It is rather
surprising that patterns of appointment have not attracted more attention from historians for,
apart from knights of the shire and the inevitable ‘pull’ of parliament, the deployment of shire
officials has not been examined on a national scale.?2 Perhaps the size of the task has
discouraged research in this field. However, computer-assisted analysis transforms the common
infrastructure of shire administration into an ideal tool for exploring local and regional contrasts

within the kingdom at large.

Local variations in the turnover of sheriffs and in the size of the shrieval elite can be seen
very clearly in Table 1.2, below. Three major variables — the number of appointments, the
number of individual sheriffs, and the average time spent in office — are listed for each
shrievalty and broken down into three periods, 1300-1369, 1370-1400, and 1300-1400. As an
initial observation it may be noted that no two sets of data are identical. So far as the shrievalty
was concerned, each local experience was therefore unique; but it is still possible to identify a
few general types of shrievalty based on their particular manpower requirements. At one

extreme a small group of shrievalties were characterised by very high tumovers of both

Sussex, to 24.11.1355); John Everard (Wiltshire, to 24.11.1355); Sir Miles de Stapleton (Yorkshire, to
10.03.1356).

60 For the effects of mortality in one, albeit exceptional, context se¢ W.M. Ormrod, ‘The English
government and the Black Death of 1348-49°, England in the Fourteenth Century. Proceedings of the
1985 Harlaxton Symposium, ed. W.M. Ormrod (Woodbridge, 1986), p.178. For scattered deaths of
sheriffs see CFR, 1319-27, p.192; 1327-37, pp.169, 381, 460; 1337-47, p.172; 1347-56, pp.129, 130-1;
1356-68, pp.121, 154, 280, 359; 1369-77, pp.19, 37, 180, 259, 286; 1377-83, pp.157, 328, 366; 1383-
91, p.93; 1391-99, pp.7, 55, 194, 277, 308. Blatant examples of dismissal are scarce: CFR, 1319-27,
p-30; 1377-83, p.35. Cause and effect can also be seen in external intervention in the appointment
process, as in Norfolk-Suffolk in 1328 (SC 1/35, no.182) and Shropshire in 1390 (SC 1/40, no.178; C
81/1355, no.60). However it is rare to find so clear a chain of events as those set in motion when Sir
William de Bayouse was removed as an arrayer in 1325. Bayouse was appointed to array troops for
Gascony in Lincolnshire (1 August 1324) and then Rutland (17 November). A letter from John de
Warenne, earl of Surrey requested Bayouse’s replacement, and in February 1325 he was removed. He
later appears in Warenne’s retinue. CPR, 1324-27, pp.8-11, 53, 100; SC 1/36, no.54; E 101/17/31.
Bayouse later took out a protection to serve with Warenne in Scotland in 1333. C 71/13, m.28.

61 CFR, 1319-27, p.78.

62 Parliamentary representation for this period has been subjected to exhaustive analysis. For example,
J.S. Roskell, L. Clark and C. Rawcliffe, eds., The History of Parliament: The House of Commons,
1386-1421, 4 vols (Stroud, 1993).
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appointments and nominees, Devon leading the way with over a hundred appointments
distributed among seventy-nine men, followed by Kent, Essex-Hertfordshire, Derbyshire-
Nottinghamshire, Norfolk-Suffolk and Surrey-Sussex. Cornwall and the other fee shrievalties
occupy the other extreme, with few appointments and a correspondingly small group of sheriffs.
Such stability is hardly surprising given that private undersheriffs were not subject to the same
statutory restrictions as their crown colleagues. A ‘typical’ shrievalty, like Bedfordshire-
Buckinghamshire or Wiltshire, notched up around seventy appointments and fifty individual
sheriffs over the course of the century. Contrasts can also be identified within these broad types
of shrievalty. Compare, for example, the size of the shrieval elites in Essex-Hertfordshire and
Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire: both shrievalties saw a rapid tumover of appointments, yet the
former drew upon a much wider circle of men than the latter. The same comparison can be
drawn between Norfolk-Suffolk and Surrey-Sussex, and, more modestly, between

Warwickshire-Leicestershire and Gloucestershire.

Besides highlighting the spectrum of national experience over a long period, the same
statistics allow us to strip away the thin veneer of uniformity brought about by the enforcement
of annual rotation after 1370. While it is true that the average tenure in office was reduced to
around twelve months in all except the fee shrievalties (Table 1.2, below), the replacement of
sheriffs from year to year generated its own subtle contrasts in personnel management. Annual
replacements posed a simple problem: roughly twice as many sheriffs were needed in
shrievalties where terms of office customarily lasted two or more years. This was compounded
in 1377 when sheriffs were barred from reselection within three years of leaving office.63 Thus,
‘were the same men to be chosen over and over again, or were the ranks of the office-holders to
be widened?’64 Answers to this question can be deduced from the rightmost column in Table
1.3 (below, p.46) which offers a rough guide to the size of shrieval elites after 1370. The
‘reappointment rate’ is quite simply the number of appointments that were issued to former
sheriffs rather than novices, expressed as a percentage of the total. For instance, of the thirty-
four appointments made to Essex-Hertfordshire in this period only five were reappointments,
representing fourteen percent of the total. This implies a high turnover of newcomers, and, by
extension, an exceptionally wide shrieval elite. A higher rate of reselection would imply a

correspondingly smaller pool of individual sheriffs.®> Saul properly concluded that in

63 Stat. Realm, ii, p.4. It only applied to those who had served a full year’s term as sheriff, and if there
were others ‘sufficient in the county to answer the King and his People.” This statute was often
breached. Examples include Roger de la Chaumbre (1382-3, 1384-5, 1387-8) and John Mulsho (1393~
4, 1395-6, 1397-9) in Northamptonshire, and Amand Mounceux (1381-2, 1383-4, 1385-6) in
Northumberland.

64 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.116.

65 While accepting the point raised by Virgoe that sheriffs who did not account at the exchequer, and who
probably did not take up their duties, should be excluded from analysis, it should be noted that
removing the twenty-seven such cases recorded after 1370 does not significantly alter the results.
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Gloucestershire the government tackled the problem of annual replacement by choosing sheriffs
from a small group of experienced candidates; but from the evidence in Table 1.3 it scems that

other parts of the kingdom witnessed far more extreme, and distinctive, solutions.

First, it is evident that several elites were blown wide open. This occurred in a cluster of
south-eastern shrievalties, notably Essex-Hertfordshire, Kent and Norfolk-Suffolk. In each case
the incidence of reappointment among sheriffs after 1370 was very low indeed, and appreciably
lower than it had been prior to the enforcement of annual rotation. Norfolk-Suffolk, statistically
the most extreme case, could only muster four reappointments, to Thomas Curson, Sir William
Kerdeston, Sir John Mauteby and William Wynter. Bruce Webster’s account of Kentish office-
holding during the reign of Richard II curiously ignores the cosmopolitan character of its
shrievalty; though, in all fairness, he cast his net more widely to catch the county’s knights of
the shire and justices of the peace.5 The only nominees who could offer any prior experience
were the local stalwarts Sir William Pympe and Sir Amold Savage, and the erstwhile
Northumbrian sheriff Robert Clifford who settled in Kent at the end of the century.6” Finally,
two of the five instances of reselection in Essex-Hertfordshire involved sheriffs who had served
elsewhere beforehand, Henry Englyssh in Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire and Geoffrey
Michel in Norfolk-Suffolk, and the reappointment rate within the shrievalty was therefore even
lower than the table suggests.

At the other extreme, a handful of shrieval elites contracted sharply as the crown came to
rely upon small groups of nominees, It is intriguing to encounter this strategy in the
northernmost shrievalties of Cumberland, Northumberland and Yorkshire, as well as across a
broad swathe of the west and Midlands — Gloucestershire, Northamptonshire, Staffordshire and
Wiltshire.  Shrievalties exhibiting this tendency cannot simply be dismissed as narrowly
founded establishments becoming still narrower, for, with the exception of Cumberland, each
saw a real and substantive alteration it its pattern of appointment. Northumberland in particular

saw a radical shift in the size of its shrieval elite.68 Yorkshire, where the reappointment rate

Ironically, it merely emphasises some of the more extreme appointment trends, as in Essex-
Hertfordshire. More importantly, the fact remains that these men were chosen and therefore say as
much about appointment strategy as their more conscientious colleagues. The distortion caused by
inter-county appointments (which have inflated a few reappointment rates) is also very slight. R.
Virgoe, ‘The crown and local government: East Anglia under Richard II', The Reign of Richard II
Essays in Honour of May McKisack, ed. FR H. Du Boulay and C.M. Barron (London, 1971), p.229,
n.35.

66 B, Webster, ‘The community of Kent in the reign of Richard II’, Archaeologia Cantiana, 100 (1984),
pp.217-29.

67 HP, ii, p.323 for Clifford’s interesting career. He served as sheriff of Northumberland in 1382-3.

68 C H. Hunter-Blair, “The sheriffs of Northumberland. Part 1, 1076-1602’, Archaeologia Aeliana, 4th
Series, 20 (1942), pp.11-56. For a flavour of the politics and rivalries of the Border region see J.A.
Tuck, ‘Northumbrian society in the fourteenth century’, Northern History, 6 (1971), pp.22-39.
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exceeded fifty percent, demonstrates most emphatically the potential for small-group
domination at the apex of the administrative hierarchy. Affairs in this vast shrievalty were left
to a few administrative veterans, including Sir John Bygod, Sir John Dependen, Sir Ralph Euer,
Sir James de Pykering, and Sir John Saville. Such intensive exploitation of these valuable
human resources doubtless contributed to what Helen Jewell described as the region’s

administrative ‘resilicnce and adaptability’.69

If the evidence deployed in Table 1.3 allows the historian to identify some of the more
idiosyncratic trends in shrieval appointment, then it is with rather less confidence that we come
to account for the divergent solutions to the problem of annual replacement. Certain parts of the
kingdom may have lacked suitable candidates, but this would be very difficult to prove by
looking at sheriffs alone: manpower limitations are not visible in the modest number of officials
required to staff the shrievalties, even after 1371, though they may be perceptible through the
much larger medium of the office-holding community. Northern England seems to be a case in
point. The uniform reaction to annual replacement in the northern shrievalties, excepting
Westmoreland whose value as a benchmark of local, let alone national, conditions is very
limited, suggests that they had enough in common to encourage a distinctive, regional approach

to local government.

The north is always a good place to begin a search for regional distinctiveness, and
historians have identified the key features of a medieval north-south divide in a much broader
context.”® The tyranny of distance looms large in this research.”l Despite Helen Jewell’s
assertion that the Anglo-Scottish wars of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries eased the
integration of the extreme north into England, J.A. Tuck observed that ‘the border region’ was
‘remote from the political centres of both England and Scotland.” The border itself, moreover,
‘divided a people who had more in common with each other than with their fellow-countrymen

to the north or south.’”2 It has also been claimed, rather extravagantly, that the north was ‘on

69 H.M. Jewell, ‘Local administration and administrators in Yorkshire, 1258-1348’, Northern History, 16
(1980, p.19.

70 Idem, ‘North and south: the antiquity of the great divide’, Northern History, 27 (1991), pp.1-25; and
The North-South Divide: The Origins of Northern Consciousness in England (Manchester, 1994), and
references.

71 1t has been estimated that there was a delay of about six weeks between the issue of royal commands
and their receipt in Cumberland. S.J.P. Howarth, ‘King, Government and Community in Cumberland
and Westmoreland ¢.1200-c.1400°, unpublished Liverpool University PhD, 1988. pp.89-90. This
presumably refers to routine administrative transactions. Urgent royal messages could be carried to the
border counties in eight days, and to Yorkshire within a week. M.C. Hill, The King's Messengers
1199-1377 (Stroud, 1994), p.3.

72 Jewell, ‘North and South’, pp.10-11; J.A. Tuck, ‘Richard II and the border magnates’, Northern
History, 3 (1968), p.28.
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the outermost confines of southern consciousness’. 73 The marcher counties are also interesting
because of the peculiar administrative identity fostered by the wardens, with the associated
problem of overlapping jurisdictions.” To all this we can add their shared role as a ‘chronically
insecure’ frontier zone,”® and a cultural distinctiveness hinted at in Higden’s famous, if less than
penetrating, analysis: ‘the men of the south beeth esier and more mylde; and men of the north be
more unstable, more cruel, and more uncsy; thc myddel men beeth somdcle partyners with
bothe.’76

Government must have adapted to deal with most, if not all, of these considerations, and
local administration does seem to have evolved somewhat differently in the north, perhaps due
to the twin pressures of endemic warfare and limited manpower resources. Local, and indeed
personal, developments could exert a major influence on shrieval appointments, and the
averages in Table 1.2 conceal some rather volatile sequences. For example, the turnover of
sheriffs in Cumberland during the reign of Edward II smacks of crisis management exacerbated
by lack of royal control as Sir Andrew de Hartcla and Sir John de Castre were frantically
appointed, dismissed, reappointed, and assigned to other duties over a period of several years.””
This vacillation prompted the people of Cumberland to petition, unsuccessfully, for the right to
elect their own sheriff ‘e soit profitable’ to the crown and the community.”® Unstable periods
for the shrievalty in Northumberland were restricted to 1314-5 and 1327 following the change
of regime.” Of course northern England did not have a monopoly on brief appointments; but

the timing of the most faltering reshuffles, the conflicting demands of the crown and, perhaps,

73 Howarth, ‘King and Government’, pp.86 fol.

74 C.J. Neville, ‘Keeping the peace on the Northern Marches in the later middle ages’, EHR, 109 (1994),
pp.1-25. For the colourful history of the wardens see: T. Hodgkin, The Wardens of the Northern
Marches: The Creighton Memorial Lecture delivered on October 4, 1907 (London, 1908); R.R. Reid,
‘The office of warden of the marches: its origin and early history’, EHR, 32 (1917), pp.479-96; R.L.
Storey, ‘The wardens of the marches of England towards Scotland, 1377-1489°, EHR, 72 (1957),
pp.593-615.

75 Tuck, ‘Richard II°, p.27.
76 Polychronicon Ranulphi Higden, ed. C. Babington et al, 9 vols (Rolls Series, 1865-69), ii, p.167.

77 Relations between the two men were far from cordial as they squabbled over the shrievalty and the
custody of Carlisle castle. The best discussion of the region in this period is H. Summerson, Medieval
Carlisle: The City and the Borders from the Late Eleventh to the Mid-Sixteenth Century, 2 vols
(Kendal, 1993), i, passim; and see also M. Prestwich, ‘English castles in the reign of Edward I,
Journal of Medieval History, 8 (1982), p.161. For evidence of the ‘ill will’ between the two: Calendar
of Documents Relating to Scotland, ed. J. Bain, 4 vols (London, 1881-88), iii, p.98 (no.515).

78 SC 8/41, no.2035. Rejected ‘contra Ordinationes’. Northern Petitions illustrative of Life in Berwick,
Cumberland and Durham in the Fourteenth Century, ed. CM. Fraser, Surtees Society, 194 (1981), p.96
(no.63).

7 1t is tempting to connect the substitutions in 1314-5 with the disaster at Bannockburn. By 8 October
1314 at the latest, Nicholas le Scot, a Newcastle townsman, was replaced as sheriff of Northumberland
by the veteran campaigner Sir William Rydel, possibly in anticipation of a Scoftish invasion. For
Rydel’s earlier service at Newcastle, C 71/10, mm.1, 13.
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the character of sheriffs appointed in the region suggest that positive steps were taken to balance
the needs of defence and administration, so far as the two can be separated.®? Periods of
vacillation also tended to coincide with peaks of Scottish aggression, principally during the
reign of Edward II when Robert Bruce was able to launch frequent raids into northern
England # Otherwise, the northern shrievalties tended to be quite stable. Could it be that this
stability derived from a deliberate policy of minimising new appointments to maximise

continuity in the disturbed north?

Furthermore, the selection of individual sheriffs was driven by local needs. Although a seat
on the local bench, parliamentary representation, and a term as sheriff increasingly rivalled
active campaigning as the hallmarks of gentility, the northern marches seem to have generated a
rather different atmosphere. Notwithstanding the increased authority enjoyed by the wardens of
the marches in the later fourteenth century, the shrievalty remained both a military and a civil
office, and it is possible that this dual quality diminished the pool of acceptable candidates,
leading to the rather small shrieval elites, especially after 1370. Figures like John de
Coupeland, Andrew de Hartcla and Anthony de Lucy provided the military and social backbone
of the border region, working under the aegis of the local nobility — the Umfravilles, Percies,
Cliffords and Nevilles.®2 Indeed, Lucy, sheriff of Cumberland on three occasions, is a fitting
representative of his class. A petition of 1339 from the community of Cumberland entreated
that Lucy be excused from parliament because ‘there was no other magnate in those parts to
whom the people of the country might attach themselves so completely nor so willingly be in
his company for good or ill, according to the chances of war.’83 The typical border sheriff,
then, had property to justify his election and military experience to equip him for the routine
duties of array, purveyance, and preserving the precarious truces with Scotland. In this respect

the existence of such a small and well-connected body of sheriffs is hardly surprising.

Alternatively, and altogether more pragmatically, the narrow shrieval elite in the northern
counties may simply have been the product of a small gentry population. Even if military
experience and social cachet influenced the election of sheriffs, the fact remains that a lack of
resident knights and esquires would seriously limit the crown’s options. The problem with this

theory is a perennial one — evidence. In 1360 it was claimed that there were no knights in the

80 As one example among many, in April 1353 Sir John de Coupeland’s letters of protection, issued three
years earlier on his appointment as constable of Roxburgh castle, were revoked because ‘John is sheriff
of Northumberland and is staying in his bailiwick...and rarely in the said castle’. CCR, 1349-54, p.539.
For his appointment to Roxburgh, ibid., p.219.

81 J A, Tuck, ‘War and society in the medieval north’, Northern History, 21 (1985), p.35.

82 J A. Tuck, “The emergence of a northern nobility 1250-1400°, Northern History, 22 (1986), pp.1-17.
Tuck’s thought-provoking paper gives a useful outline of developments in the region. For a recent case
study see C.R. Young, The Making of the Neville Family in England, 1166-1400 (Woodbridge, 1996).

83 SC 8/206, n0.10289. Northern Petitions, p.144 (no.111).
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county of Northumberland except Walter de Tynedale, and that he was old and feeble.#* This
report, though clearly spurious, provides a fitting overture to any discussion of the size of the
border population. Recent research has tended to endorse the idea of a sparsely populated and
impoverished north. Russell’s rather controversial estimates using the 1377 poll tax returns put
the population density of Cumberland, Durham, Northumberland and Westmoreland at less than
20 persons per square milc.85 This compares with 29.1 in Devon, 49 in Cambridgeshire, and
65.5 in Norfolk.8 Roger Schoficld’s work on an earlier set of lay subsidy returns has
uncovered a similar disparity in wealth between north and south.#7 It is difficult, however, to
reconcile these conclusions with the lists of knights and men-at-arms compiled in 1324 38
Though we may suspect that some definitions of man-at-arms were more generous than others,
the lists for Northumberland and Cumberland register a surprisingly buoyant gentry population
(Table 1.4, below pp.47-8). Yorkshire’s prominence is less of a surprise. It is equally difficult
to square these figures with patterns of shrieval appointment in the region, particularly those in
Cumberland, which had the highest incidence of reappointment in England.#°

However, on broadening the study to include the other key posts of shire administration —
the escheators, keepers of the peace, commissioners of array, tax collectors and knights of the
shire — a definite pattern emerges. The relevant data are presented in 7able 1.4. In general,
those counties with the highest turnovers of sheriffs and the widest shrieval elites tended to
draw the most men into the business of local government. Moreover, the contrasts within the
border region seem small in comparison to the overall disparity between Cumberland,
Northumberland and Westmoreland on one side and a variety of more southerly counties on the
other. Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, both rather special cases, absorbed the greatest number of
officials but were followed by a succession of smaller southern counties, namely Oxfordshire,

84 M. McKisack, The Fourteenth Century 1307-1399 (Oxford, 1959), p.188; quoting from W. Prynne,
The Third Part of a Brief Register, Kalendar and Survey of all Parliamentary Writs, pp.166-1. For
more reasonable comment see R.L. Storey, “The north of England’, Fifteenth Century England 1399-
1509, ed. S.B. Chrimes, C.D. Ross and R.A. Griffiths (Manchester, 1972), pp.129-31.

85 J.C. Russell, British Medieval Population (Albuquerque, 1948), p.313. Cumberland was estimated at
17.0 persons per square mile, Durham 14.2, Northumberland 17.2, and Westmoreland at 19.3.

86 Ihid,

87 R.S. Schofield, “The geographical distribution of wealth in England, 1334-1649°, Economic History
Review, 2nd Series, 18 (1965), pp.483-510. Schofield observed that ‘in general the south was pulling
further ahead of the north’ (p.509).

88 parliamentary Writs and Writs of Military Summons, ed. F. Palgrave, 2 vols in 4 parts (London, 1827-
34), 1L, ii, pp.637-57.

8 Prior to 1370 Northumberland and Yorkshire were more fluid The only indication that
Northumberland was short of suitable candidates came in March 1341 when, in a unique arrangement,
Sir William de Felton was granted the shrievalty for a term of five years, and even this was little more
than a financial expedient. Felton was to receive the issues of the county during his temmre in part
payment of the debts owed to him by the king for service at Roxburgh. CFR, 1327-37, p.214; CCR,
1341-43, p.376.
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Devon, Essex, Somerset and Kent. The northern office-holding communities were
comparatively small. Though the figures in Table 1.4 are notional, for they take no account of
commissioners who served in more than one county, and incorporate only rudimentary attempts
to distinguish between individuals with the same name, they nonetheless give a reasonable
impression of the resources required to staff the most important posts of shire administration
during the fourteenth century. Bascd on these estimates it is tempting to posit a direct, and quite
simple, relationship between the size of a county’s office-holding community and the size of its
‘gentry’ population. However, this temptation should be resisted. A third, final, and
comprehensive reconstruction of local government in northern England — comprehensive in the
sense that all types of administrative commission have been considered, rather than just the
major offices — proves that demography did not fully account for the crown’s reliance on a
narrow circle of experienced officials. Over the course of the century Cumberland and
Northumberland each employed approximately four hundred and fifty individual officials.
Even allowing for a degree of overlap between the two counties, a combined total of around
nine hundred men seems impressively large for such a sparsely populated region. Crucially,
though, this figure ignores the fact that more than half of these officials served on only one
commission. During the fourteenth century, then, the heaviest burdens of county government

were borne by a very select group of knights and esquires.®?

Despite their flaws, the three reconstructions outlined above have exposed the foundations of
the narrow shrieval e¢lite in Cumberland and Northumberland. It was the result of two
interconnected factors. The first, and less convincing of the two, was the size of the gentry
population in the border counties. The second factor is far less tangible, but probably more
important: the shrievalty and the wider office-holding group were deeply influenced by the
prevailing military and political situation in the northern marches. To suggest that the
exchequer worked according to some grand strategy would probably be an exaggeration; but
neither were those responsible for the appointment of sheriffs hermetically sealed from the

world at large.

*kk

It appears, then, that the ‘tenacious conservation’ of the northern counties helped to create a
series of rather compact office-holding communities, and to have encouraged the appointment
of sheriffs from small groups of experienced and influential candidates.! Quite different
conditions prevailed, however, in the ‘less atavistic south and east’ where the annual

replacement of sheriffs led to a marked expansion in the size of the shrieval elites, particularly

90 See below, chapter 5 for a fuller discussion of experience.

91 K B. McFarlane, ‘Parliament and bastard feudalism’, TRHS, 4th Series, 26 (1944), pp.55-6.

35



in Essex-Hertfordshire, Kent and Norfolk-Suffolk. Not handicapped by the sparse populations
of northern England, and perhaps unencumbered by the intense conservatism detected by
McFarlane, these southern counties could afford to draw their officials from a broader section of
the community. Indeed, the newly prosperous may have exerted pressure from below in their
quest for status and recognition, thereby altering the composition of the political community.?2
Indifference to shire administration, or a particular aversion to the shrievalty, may also have
contributed to the widening trawl for sheriffs in Essex-Hertfordshire and Norfolk-Suffolk.
Parliamentary petitions from these communities dwelt at length on the insufficient allowances
made on the sheriffs® farms, leading to shortfalls and potential impoverishment.®® National
politics were instrumental in the selection of sheriffs at times during the 1380s and 1390s, and
the reselection of retainers, whether royal or baronial, probably exaggerated the prevailing
trends of appointment in one or two shrievalties.”* Further research may reveal which of these

factors was the most influential.

One final remark can be made about the compact shrieval elites described above. It must be
assumed that the mobilisation of the same men time after time was motivated by a common
sense — and unwritten — preference for experience. Denied the opportunity to keep sheriffs in
post for several years at a time, the central authorities instead chose tried and tested officials to
circumvent the spint, if not the letter, of the restrictions imposed after 1371. As the century
came to an end, continuity and experience would have been furnished by the likes of Edward de
Acton, John Ashburnham, Thomas Barentyn, Thomas Bradewell, Sir James Chuddele, and John
Gaytford — a small sample of the 176 men who held the shrievalty more than once in the period
1370-1400.9% To this figure we should add those who accrued experience before 1370, and the
significant number of men who remained active during the reign of Henry IV. Experience,
though, had always been a valuable commodity and it seems almost perverse to stress the
frequency of reappointment throughout the period. Over the course of the century 421 out of
1,273 individual sheriffs occupied the post more than once: 277 were elected twice, 96 three

times, and the remainder served on four or more occasions (see also 7able 1.3, below p.46).

92 Some insights are offered by A. Brown, ‘London and north-west Kent in the later middle ages: the
development of a land market’, Archaeologia Cantiana, 92 (1976), pp.145-55. Gerald Harriss felt able
to distinguish between ‘the more closed and traditional gentry communities in the northern shires and
the more open societies of the southern’: “The medieval Parliament’, Parliamentary History, 13 (1994),
p.216. For a broad discussion of social mobility and its causes see S.J. Payling, ‘Social mobility,
demographic change, and landed society in late medieval England’, EcHR, 45 (1992), pp.51-73.

93 Virgoe, “The crown and local government’, pp.221 n.11, 230 n.39.
24 Below, chapter 3.

95 Acton, Shropshire 1382-3; 1384-5; 1389-90; Ashburnham, Surrey-Sussex 1395-6, 1402-3, 1409-10;
Barentyn, Oxfordshire-Berkshire 1378-9, 1382-3, 1386-7, 1394-5; Bradewell, Gloucestershire 1377-8,
1380-1, 1386-7; Chuddele, Devon 1376-7, 1384-5, 1394-5; Gaytford, Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire
1385-6, 1391-2, 1396-7, 1401. Of the 538 individuals who served in the period 1370-1400, 362 were
appointed once, 123 twice, 36 three times, 15 four times and 2 on no fewer than five occasions.
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Local reappointment rates of over thirty percent were therefore not uncommon. The repeated
employment of the same men, and what can only be described as cases of small-group
domination of the shrievalty, can be seen more clearly in the lists from which these statistics
were derived. It occurred in almost every area at some point during the century, and could be
carried to great extremes. In Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, for instance, the most prominent
figure of the 1320s was Sir Philip de Aylesbury who served three terms and a total of almost
five years as sheriff, During the period 1354-61 the same shrievalty was held exclusively by
three men, Peter de Salford (1354-6, 1359-60, and 1361-5), Sir Hugh Chastillon (1356-7), and
John de Hampden (1357-9, 1360-1). In the later part of the century Sir John de Aylesbury
surpassed his father’s notable achievement by spending over eleven years as sheriff in five
separate terms (1365-71, 1373-4, 1377-8, 1381-3, 1386-7). Gloucestershire in the early years of
Edward II’s reign was held by Sir Nicholas de Kyngeston (1308-10, 1311, 1312-13), John de
Annesleye (1310-11) and Sir John de Acton (1311-12) almost on a rota basis. Herefordshire in
the 1320s shifted between Sir Roger Chandos (1322-7, 1328-32, 1334-5) and Sir Roger Pichard
(1327-8, 1332), and in the following decade between Sir Richard Waweyn (1336-43, 1344) and
William Radenore (1343-4, 1344-6). Still more remarkable was the sway held in Shropshire-
Staffordshire by Sir Henry de Bisshebury (1322-6, 1327, 1330, 1330-3), Sir John de Hinkele
(1327-30, 1330, 1335-6), Sir Richard de Peshale (1333-5, 1338-9) and Simon de Ruggeleye
(1336-8, 1339-41) in the period 1327-41.

Table 1.5: Aggregate Time Spent in Office by Sheriffs, 1290-1400

Time in Post Total Appointments Held
Total 1 2 3 4 5 6 7+
Upto 1 Year 415 398 17 0 0 0 0 0
2 Years 418 298 109 9 2 0 0 0
3 Years 201 8 77 36 1 0 0 0
4 Years 106 37 29 27 12 1 0 0
5 Years 60 23 10 14 12 1 0 0
6 Years 30 9 11 4 5 0 1 0
7 Years 33 7 10 7 3 3 3 0
8 Years 18 1 7 4 1 2 1 2
9 Years 12 1 6 3 1 0 1 0
10 Years 12 3 5 2 0 2 0 0
Over 10 Years 40 15 10 6 6 2 1 0

Note: Many of those in the over 10 years bracket were honorary sheriffs.

Counting appointments, however, is not necessarily the best measure of experience when a
term of office might last several days, several months or several years. Table 1.5, above,
conveys far more directly the amount of experience that sheriffs accumulated, and also the
degree of commitment expected of them by the crown. The aggregate time spent in office has

been calculated for each individual sheriff and then allocated to the appropriate incremental
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bracket in the leftmost column. The remaining columns offer a breakdown of the career
structure for the individuals in each bracket. So, over the course of the century 415 sheriffs
spent one year or less in post. Of these 415, 398 held only one appointment, while seventeen
managed to cram two appointments into their brief shrieval careers. It can be concluded from
this table that for an overwhelming majority the business of being a sheriff absorbed a
maximum of one or two years and therefore represented a minor investment of time, at Icast
statistically. But it is also evident that a sizeable minority of men, 145 in total, spent more than
five years in the office; and this elite within an elite lends weight to the idea of fourteenth-
century ‘career administrators’, all the more so if other forms of administrative service are
considered. Though few appointees could rival the contributions of John Laundels, Sir Thomas
Cary, or Sir Sayer de Rocheford, each of whom served for over nine years in his respective
county, or the knowledge of the shrievalty and its workings that long service must have brought
them, the crown could nevertheless find experience in strength and depth in the ranks of the
office-holding community.®¢ This kind of analysis, applied more generally, would be useful for
investigating how the gentry occupied the ‘public’ part of their lives, most notably the division

between administrative and military service.

Depth of experience, then, was a common enough feature among the shrieval elite; but it
should be stressed that a significant proportion of sheriffs also acquired breadth of experience
by serving in two or more shrievalties. Though protracted terms of office may well have tested
the resolve of those concerned, the challenge of working in several different and potentially
unfamiliar counties may have been altogether greater. The ‘inter-county’ sheriff is often
described by historians as a thirteenth-century expedient that disappeared early in the fourteenth
due to mounting pressure on the crown to abide by the Provisions of Oxford with regard to the
election of local, qualified candidates. Cam pointed out many years ago that the main source of
friction between the government and the communes during the reign of Edward I was the
feeling that some of the appointees were professional sheriffs, dependent on the crown for their
livelihoods and therefore insulated from the tenor, and censure, of local society.®” Evidence for
the exchequer’s use of these ‘professionals’ can be found in the deliberate transfer of sheriffs
from one shrievalty to another. Thus, on 10 October 1291 William Bremeshete completed a
two-year term in Kent and was immediately assigned to Oxfordshire-Berkshire for a further
four years; Robert Hereward switched between Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire and Norfolk-
Suffolk in 1301; John de la Lee served in Somerset-Dorset and Hampshire within a year of
leaving Essex-Hertfordshire in October 1301; and William de Sutton undertook a circuit of the
East Anglian shrievalties in the period 1294-1301, with successive appointments to Essex-

9% Laundels, Oxfordshire-Berkshire 1347-52, 1359-60; Cary, Somerset-Dorset 1343-53; Rocheford,
Lincolnshire, 1343-5, 1348-55.

97 Cam, Liberties and Communities, p.33.
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Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire and Norfolk-Suffolk. We do not have to

interrogate the data too deeply to detect signs of ‘inspiration from headquarters’.

There can be no doubt that the government made such systematic appointments for a good
reason, probably, as Saul claimed, ‘to serve the fiscal needs of the King’.98 Equally, it is very
likely that a few of these so-called professionals were royal clerks with little if any attachment
to their bailiwicks. However, the nature and social composition of this inter-county community
deserves far closer attention than it has hitherto received. Not all of the apparently systematic
appointments were made to clerks or exchequer enforcers without local interests; and, more
generally, the movement of men between shrievalties was a practice that continued throughout
the fourteenth century as an outgrowth of the relationship between administration and

landownership.

Around 236 inter-county appointments were made to the shrievalties during the long
fourteenth century, distributed among eighty-seven individuals.®® This includes half a dozen
identifications that are less than secure. Few of the professional sheriffs so feared by the local
communities come to light from this inter-county group. Indeed, only a handful can be added to
those listed above. John de Newborough spent a few years as sheriff of Wiltshire and then
Gloucestershire at the turn of the century, and Robert de Bayouse made the more pronounced
shift from Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire to Warwickshire-Leicestershire in 1306.190 But
even within this group it is doubtful how many were strictly professional administrators.
Newborough, for example, held a manor on the Gloucestershire-Wiltshire border which may
explain his respective appointments.19! Robert Hereward, another sheriff whose career smacks
of central direction, owned property in Cambridgeshire, Essex and Hertfordshire, and may well |
have had lands to qualify him in East Anglia too.192 Looking further into the century there are
many other cases where shrieval appointments mirrored the disparate estates of the nominees.
Sir John de Acton, sometime sheriff of Herefordshire, Shropshire-Staffordshire and
Gloucestershire, seems to have had widespread holdings in the West Midlands.19 The same
applied to Sir Henry de Faucomberge in Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire, Sir
Matthew de Furneaux in Somerset-Dorset and Devon, and Sir Ralph de Shirle in Shropshire-

98 Knights and Esquires, p.115.
99 They are listed in Appendix 1, below.

100 Bayouse’s latter appointment does not appear in the List of Sheriffs. See CCR, 1307-13, p.265 for an
ambiguous reference to his term in Warwickshire-Leicestershire.

101 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.115.
102 CIPM, iv, p.58; Feudal Aids, i, p.150; ibid., ii, pp.144, 430.

103 CIPM, v, pp.229-30 (no.411). Acton poses serious identification problems. For a brief summary of
the lands of a John de Acton in 1312 see CCR, 1307-13, p.495. Compare with CPR, 1301-07, p.131.
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Staffordshire and Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire.104 It is true that there were exceptions. Sir
Thomas de Gardinis (Gloucestershire, 1293-8, 1302-7; Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire, 1298-
1300) did have an interest in Gloucestershire, but was principally an Oxfordshire and Somerset
man.195  Sir John de Gerberge (Somerset-Dorset, 1299-1301, 1302-4; Cambridgeshire-
Huntingdonshire, 1301-2) is exceptionally difficult to pin down to any area. The obscure John
de la Haye (Essex-Hertfordshire, 1311-12, 1332-3; Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, 1314-18,
1325) may in fact be a conflation of two separate men.1% Finally, the shrieval career of John de
la Lee (Essex-Hertfordshire, 1299-1301; Somerset-Dorset, 1301-2, 1304-6; Hampshire, 1302-3)
represents either a remarkable display of adaptability, or an astounding sequence of
coincidences.197 Ultimately, though, even these men may be being damned by a lack of

evidence.

By the accession of Edward II the premeditated transfer of sheriffs had all but ceased, with
only sporadic instances thereafter. Yet the distribution of inter-county appointments in
Appendix 1 clearly shows two peaks, the first in the period 1300-1320, and the second at the
very end of the century, long after the dismissal from Devon of Hildebrand de London, arguably

the last professional sheriff.108

The first peak merely reflects the glut and subsequent decline of shrievalty swapping in the
first quarter of the century. The second marks the notable expansion of a more organic form of
inter-county activity where knights and esquires found themselves holding office wherever they
possessed the requisite land. Saul’s conclusion that sheriffs were ‘rarely appointed in more than
one county’ after the 1330s therefore underestimates the government’s ingenuity in deploying
its available manpower resources.1%® Moreover, is it significant that this late century peak
coincided with the enforcement of annual replacement? From the second group of figures in
Table 1.3 it is evident that intercommissioning happened in all parts of the kingdom, but with
particular frequency in the West Country and, to a lesser extent, the northeastern counties where

knights and esquires may have been comparatively thin on the ground. As for the sheriffs

104 Faucomberge: Feudal Aids, iv, p.98; ibid., vi, p.163. Furneaux: CIPM, iv, pp.238, 341, ibid, v,
pp.73, 77, 110, 139. Shirle: Parl. Writs, i, p.41; ibid., 11, ii, p.640. Warwickshire Feet of Fines. Volume
2: 1284-1345, ed. E. Stokes and L. Drucker, Dugdale Society, 15 (1939), pp.91, 104. HP, iv, pp.364-6.

105 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.117, n.51. Thomas dicd in 1328: CIPM, vii, p.107 (n0.129). Sce also
CIPM, ii, p.411 (no.674) for his putative father.

106 CIPM, vii, p.359 (n0.518) for Agnes, widow of John de la Haye of Foxcote, Bucks. Compare CIPM,
v, P.59 (no.132).

107 John was possibly a kinsman of Geoffrey de 1a Lee who held in Hertfordshire and was himself sheriff
in 1310. VCH Hertfordshire, iii, pp.68, 310, 477, 483; v, p.5.

108 London (Wiltshire, 1330-2; Somerset-Dorset,'1333-5, 1336-8; Devon, 1335-6) was dismissed from
pevon in April 1336. See below, p.67.

109 Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.114-5. Compare with his comments on knights of the shire, p.126.
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themselves, they ranged from baronial and quasi-baronial lords to modestly endowed esquires,
though with an inevitable bias towards the former: Sir Thomas Broke in Somerset-Dorset and
Devon;!10 Aymer de Lichfield in Staffordshire and Warwickshire-Leicestershire;!! Sir Peter de
Careswell in Shropshire and Staffordshire;!!2 Sir Ralph Euer in Yorkshire and
Northumberland;!13 John Knyvet in Norfolk-Suffolk and Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire;114
and, perhaps most remarkably of all, Sir John Berkeley of Beverstone in Gloucestershire,

Somerset-Dorset, Hampshire and Wiltshire, 115

Existing research on fourteenth-century administrative personnel — most of it produced
within a county framework — has seriously neglected this spatial dimension of gentry career
structure. Indeed, the relentless study of individual shires has painted an almost indelible
picture of knights and esquires who did not venture outside the communitas patriae 116 Of
course the majority of county gentry were just like that, and, from a narrowly administrative
perspective, no new investigation, however large, will prove otherwise. It is clear that most
knights and esquires played out their public lives in the confines of their own counties, whether
capable individuals like Henry de Trethewy in Cornwall and Thomas Fitlyng in Hertfordshire,
or the successive representatives of families with long traditions of administrative activity, such
as the Pophams of Popham and Charlford in Hampshire.117 Yet this is no reason to ignore
intercommissioning or, as is more common, to dismiss it as an exceptional curiosity. Ironically
enough, it is through the medium of the inter-county community that we can most emphatically
demonstrate the maturing relationship between office-holding and landownership, between

property and the political community.

Table 1.6, below, is offered as a first step into this wider world. It divides the sheriffs
appointed during the long fourteenth century into county and inter-county communities
according to their administrative careers as presented in the second volume of this thesis. To
give a sense of change over time the sheriffs are arranged by the decade of their first major
commission. No hard and fast rules can be applied to define the inter-county community;

especially on the basis of the incomplete career profiles in the biographical appendix, but the

116 AP, ii, pp.377-9.

111 AP, iii, pp.601-2,

112 CCR, 1369-74, p.193; VCH Staffordshire, iv, p.79.
113 AP, iii, pp.38-43.

114 HP, iii, pp.534-6.

115 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.115, n.43.

116 There are exceptions. For example, K.S. Naughton, The Gentry of Bedfordshire in the Thirteenth and
Fourteenth Centuries (Leicester, 1976), p.47.

117 Trethewy (Cornwall, 1333-4, 1340-3). Fitlyng (Essex-Hertfordshire, 1364). Sir Robert Popham
(Hampshire, 1340-1); Sir Philip Popham (Hampshire, 1372-3); Henry Popham (Hampshire, 1388-9).
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table nonetheless attempts to reflect genuine cases of individuals who made administrative
contributions in more than one county. It therefore ignores the occasional aberration, and
regional commissions that distorted an otherwise normal sphere of activity — the block
escheatries, for example. The exclusion of identification problems and the honorary sheriffs

leaves 1,206 cases, 258 (twenty percent) of which have been classified as inter-county officials.

Table 1.6: County and Inter-County Communities, 1290-1400

Decade County Inter-County Decade County Inter-County
1280s 19 8 1340s 68 17
1290s 62 17 1350s 66 21
1300s 67 23 1360s 98 18
1310s 77 33 1370s 174 38
1320s 71 24 1380s 106 20
1330s 81 28 1390s 59 11

The typical inter-county career extended over two shires, almost invariably dictated by the
official’s estates. For instance, the administrative activities of Sir Bemard de Brus were
concentrated in Rutland, where he acted as the earl of Kent’s undersheriff in 1322-3, but with an
appreciable overspill into Huntingdonshire. Brus owned property in both counties.!’® The
same applied to Sir Thomas de Lacy in Cambridgeshire and Essex, and Sir Guy de St Clere in
Cambridgeshire and Suffolk.!'®  Sir Thomas Fermbaud, sheriff of Bedfordshire-
Buckinghamshire in 1349-50, served interchangeably between the two counties at the highest
levels for almost twenty years; and thirty years later Sir Giles Daubeney similarly divided his
energies between Bedfordshire and Somerset.120 Nicholas Bradshaw rather broke the mould by
holding office more widely, in Northamptonshire, Staffordshire and Buckinghamshire, perhaps
owing to his position as receiver-general of the earls of Stafford and his later Lancastrian
affiliation. However, even this consummate administrator had the wherewithal to justify his

widespread influence.12!

118 CIPM, vi, pp.99-100 (no.172); ibid., vii, p.201 (no.271).

119 Lacy, sheriff of Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire, 1336 and Essex-Hertfordshire, 1350-1: Feudal
Aids, i, p.161; ibid., ii, p.177. By 1350 Lacy had sold some his Cambridgeshire property, perhaps to
settle in Essex: VCH Cambridgeshire, vi, p.206. St Clere, sheriff of Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire,
1348-51, 1352-4 and Norfolk-Suffolk, 1355-8: Feudal Aids, v, p.69; CCR, 1341-43, p.480; ibid., 1349-
54, p.399; Calendar of Ancient Deeds, iii, p.339.

120 Fermbaud: CIPM, xvi, p.261 (n0s.683-4); Feudal Aids, i, p.24;, VCH Bedfordshire, iii, p.343; VCH
Buckinghamshire, iii, pp.460-1; iv, p.4. Daubeney, sheriff of Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, 1379-80:
CIPM, xvi, pp.132-5 (nos.364-74); ibid., xviii, pp.242-3 (nos.731-6) for his son Giles, who died in
1403.

121 CIPM, xx, p.93 (nos.284-7). HP, ii, pp.328-9.
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More revealing are instances where public responsibilities can be seen following in the wake
of estate building, and the chief arbiter in this respect was marriage. Sir Robert Fraunceys of
Foremark, Derbyshire, affords an instructive example. His impressive career as a shire official
began in his native county and included a term as sheriff in 1389-90, but within two years of
marrying the daughter of Sir Thomas de Brumpton, Fraunceys served the first of four terms as
sheriff of Staffordshire.122 Of course there were sources of influence beyond marriage, and
even land. Laurence Hauberk of Claxton, Leicestershire, was probably one of the small number
of inter-county officials who bucked the trend by ranging more widely than his resources should
have allowed. Most of the available evidence places Hauberk in Leicestershire where he busied
himself with shire affairs during the 1360s; it was probably Hauberk’s appointment as
Humphrey de Bohun’s deputy sheriff in Rutland in 1369 that amplified any standing he may
have had in the county.!?3 Finally, if the administrative responsibilities of the gentry mirrored
the acquisition of their lands, then the same applied when their estates were fragmented or lost.
The fortunes of the Burdet family clearly show this process in action. At the beginning of the
fourteenth century Sir Robert Burdet had interests at Arrow, Warwickshire, and Huncote,
Leicestershire. He was therefore an extremely appropriate choice as sheriff of the combined
counties in 1328. However, on Burdet’s death in 1333 the patrimony was split between two
sons, Gerard in Warwickshire and Robert in Leicestershire. Neither of these newly established
heads of family made any major administrative contribution, perhaps denoting a period of
acculturation for both of them. It was left to the next generation, represented by Sir Thomas of
Arrow and Sir John of Huncote, to re-establish the Burdets’ public profile in Warwickshire and

Leicestershire respectively.124

Thus, the political’ activities of the fourteenth-century gentry were tied closely to their
property, and the reach of their public careers was clearly contingent on the growth and
dissipation of estates. That so many knights and esquires could serve the crown in two or more

counties should be of no great surprise.

Much of the preceding discussion of reappointment has turned on the issue of experience in
local government. In this context it is worth recalling Jewell’s reading of the situation in

Yorkshire: ‘That many of the local agents in Yorkshire proved .satisfactory enough to be

122 Hp jij, pp.1201-1. The Brumpton estates were at Longford, Shropshire and Church Eaton,
Staffordshire. CIPM, xv, pp.279-80 (nos.689-90). A contrasting case can be found in Sir Philip Tylney
of Boston who married into Cambridgeshire, probably by 1382, served as sheriff of the county in 1383,
and promptly switched the focus of his interests back to Lincolnshire where he held the shrievalty in
1386. HP, iv, pp.618-20.

123 CCR, 1354-60, pp.75; 100-1; ibid., 1374-77, pp.361-2. He may have held an estate at Teigh in
Rutland: ibid., 1377-81, p.377.

124 ir John Burdet was sheriff of Warwickshire-Leicestershire in 1375-6. HP, ii, pp.412-3. Carpenter,
Locality and Polity, passim for the Arrow branch of the family in fifteenth century.

43



reappointed by a central government which was both hard to please and difficult to fraud is
probably some testimony to their efficiency.’125 The tenor of her argument has already been
supported, but it is all too easy to discuss experience in an abstract sense without really knowing
what it meant. A lot of what the sheriff did would today be regarded as ‘networking’: managing
his staff, co-ordinating with other officials, who might well be friends or neighbours, and using
local knowledge to smooth the interface between the king and his subjects. The sheriff’s staff
of clerks and bailiffs carried out the more technical and routine tasks — collecting revenues and
distresses, responding to writs, and empanelling juries.!26 As ‘the permanent part of the local
government apparatus’, it is they who supplied the real continuity and expertise: ‘a new sheriff
was likely to rely upon these men who knew the machinery and practices of county
government’.127 Discussions of experience also touch upon the much broader issues of function
and expectation. David Carpenter’s summary of the demands made of thirteenth-century
sheriffs is no less appropriate to the fourteenth: ‘With the king thus forced to adjudge the
conflicting claims of security, patronage, money and popularity, it is hardly remarkable that the
terms of shrieval office were often matters of negotiation and dispute.’1?® Was the sheriff
meant to be a regional governor or merely an accountant; and was this constant throughout both
the kingdom and the century? The fourteenth-century sheriff still carried a huge personal
responsibility and it would be wrong to underestimate the role and importance of the individual;
but it could be argued that for a sheriff the most useful forms of experience were basic
procedural knowledge, local knowledge, and the ability to exert authority. Long or repeated
periods of service would have encouraged these qualities. The alternative — unsatisfactory in
my view — is to see the reselection of officials as a mere expedient, based on the logic that it

was easier to choose from a list of names already on the table.

125 Jewell, ‘Local administration in Yorkshire’, p.18.

126 Cam, The Hundred and the Hundred Rolls, pp.132-6, R.C. Palmer, The County Courts of Medieval
England 1150-1350 (Princeton, 1982), pp.28-55.

127 B. Breslaw, ‘The English Sheriff during the Reign of King Edward I’, unpublished Ohio Stark
University PhD, 1968, pp.47-8,

128 D A. Carpenter, “The decline of the curial sheriff in England 1194-1258°, EHR, 91 (1976), p.6.
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Chapter 2: Wealth, Status and Locality

The aim of this second, and necessarily lengthy, chapter is to answer a deceptively simple
question. Who were the sheriffs appointed during the fourteenth century? Their names have
been available in convenient, county-by-county lists since 1898 and these, along with the
printed parliamentary returns, have provided historians with a quick and easy entry into the
world of the medieval office-holding community.! But these lists are only the starting point for
a detailed examination of local government personnel. If the ultimate objective is to place
individual officials into a broader administrative and social context then each name mentioned

on them represents a single piece in a very large, and very intricate, puzzle.

i. The gentry jigsaw

The thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries are still pregnant with questions about the
gentry. How did the post-Conquest gentry evolve? How many families qualified? How can we
construct a working definition of the gentry from the variety of criteria at our disposal — wealth,
family connections, lordship, heraldic identity and public service? Though we are better placed
than ever before to discuss these issues, it is equally true that we are no nearer to reaching a
consensus about who the gentry were, or how they should be studied. Peter Coss, in an
important paper, recently articulated some general concerns about the direction of ‘gentry
studies’.2 These concerns hinge on the criteria used to establish membership of the rather
amorphous gentry group, and on the tendency to set research within a framework of particular
regions or counties that pose as many questions as they answer by creating what may or may
not have been artificial ‘communities’.? Historians simply cannot agree on the qualifications
for gentility, partly because of variations in the social scene over the kingdom as a whole, partly
because the goalposts of ‘gentillesse’ were gradually moving, and crucially because gentility

was ‘a condition dependent upon its recognition by others’.#

1 List of Sheriffs for England and Wales, PRO List and Indexes, 9 (London, 1898); Return of the Name of
Every Member of the Lower House of the Parliaments of England, Scotland and Ireland, 1213-1874
(London, 1878).

2 P. Coss, ‘“The formation of the English gentry’, Past and Present, 147 (1995), pp.38-64.

3 Artificial communities, moreover, that still have to be defined. See for example N. Saul, Knights and
Esquires: The Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford, 1981), pp.6-29; S.M. Wright,
The Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifieenth Century (Chesterfield, 1983), pp.1-6; E. Acheson, A Gentry
Community: Leicestershire in the Fifteenth Century, c.1422-c.1485 (Cambridge, 1992), pp.29-34. For
an influential view of the importance of the county and its instituticns see J.R. Maddicott, ‘The county
community and the making of public opinion in fourteenth-century England’, Transactions of the Royal
Historical Society, 5th Series, 28 (1978), pp.27-43.

4P. Coss, The Knight in Medieval England 1000-1400 (Stroud, 1993), p.129.
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Gentry studies, then, have reached an impasse. Answers to these big questions need to be
gamered from a nationwide survey of landed society; but this is clearly a study too far. Such
uncertainty also has a direct bearing on sheriffs and the wider office-holding community, for by
entering the world of shire administration we also enter the world of landed or gentry society.
Part of the problem is the way in which the evolution of the gentry between the Norman
Conquest and the close of the Middle Ages has been viewed. Many explanations have
elaborated upon K.B. McFarlane’s concept of two parallel evolutionary strands, the first of
which saw the exclusive identification of ‘nobility” with the parliamentary peerage, while the
second saw a gradual but comprehensive reordering of those who were not ‘noble’ by this
definition, but who still had some claim to marks of social distinction. From being the post-
Conquest ‘knighthood’ the latter group broadened into the rather ambiguous ‘gentry’, and
finally arrived at the conventional fifteenth-century distinction between knights, esquires and
gentlemen.> Thus, for a large rump of landed society there is no single quality to define who

was gentle and who was not.

We can look to the aristocracy’s military origins for terms such as banneret, knight and
esquire, but rather than using military activity and its chivalric trappings as criteria for
determining gentility, most recent interpretations have instead laid far more emphasis on
property ownership, and have attempted to delineate the gentry along monetary lines. There are
obvious and compelling reasons for doing this. Property was important in shaping a particular
type of lifestyle and outlook. Also, the crown found it convenient to view gentility as a
collateral of landed wealth, and difficulties in unravelling the lowest rungs of gentry society
during the fourteenth century are largely the result of inconsistencies in the relationship between
income and status.® For example, the county returns of knights and others summoned to the
Great Council of 1324 defined various types of sub-knightly men-at-arms and armigeri by their
income, as did the brief revival of wealth-related military obligation in 1344, and the poll tax of
1379.7 Moreover, from 1224 onwards the crown set a price tag on knighthood itself in periodic
distraints, ranging from an annual income from land of £15 up to £100, but settling at £40.8 If
the connection between wealth and status was as clear-cut as this, if a knight was worth in

excess of £40 a year and an esquire over £20, then the whole vexed issue of gentry membership

5 K.B. McFarlane, The Nobility of Later Medieval England (Oxford, 1973), pp.268-78. For a helpful
discussion of fourteenth-century social terminology see Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.6-29.
Observations can also be found in P. Coss, ‘Knights, esquires and the origins of social gradation in
England’, TRHS, 6th Series, 5 (1995), pp.155-178. In addition to discussing the usage of esquire and
armiger, Coss suggests that the mid-fourteenth century saw the emergence of the esquires as an
independent social class within the wider gentry.

6 Coss, ‘Knights, esquires and the origins of social gradation’, pp.156-7.
7 Parliamentary Writs, 11, ii, pp.637-57; CPR, 1343-45, p.427, Rotuli Parliamentorum, iii, pp.57-8.
8 Below, pp.84-91.
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would be greatly simplified. Yet the dubious precision involved in linking social status to a
sliding scale of incomes has been questioned by more than one scholar, Eric Acheson’s views
being typical of this sceptical camp. Acheson was rightly unconvinced by an attempt to draw
the line of gentry demarcation at an annual income of £10, not simply due to the practical
difficulties of calculating landed wealth, but also because ‘something more than form or tenure

or merc income was involved in determining status.’?

More plausible attempts to define the gentry have welded income to a variety of other
considerations in an attempt to unravel both what it meant to be ‘gentle’ and which sections of
society made the grade. In his study of Lancashire and Cheshire at the turn of the fifteenth
century Michael Bennett restricted his interest to ‘gentlemen’ of whatever rank who could be
identified by their participation in overseas military ventures, in local government and politics,
and in the ‘network of trust and co-operation among the various lineages’.!® Coss’
understanding of the gentry also includes office-holding as part of the equation, along with
shared identity and local authority, all of which contributed to their “territoriality’, the common
denominator of landed society.!! Indeed, scholarly interest in the martial activity of knights and
esquires has been eclipsed by an ominous preoccupation with their administrative role,
particularly in parliament. Perhaps this is because military records are less accessible and pose
more interpretative difficulties than lists of local government personnel.!? It may, however,
have more to do with a perceived demilitarisation among the gentry. Denholm-Young’s
assertion that the number of fighting knights in circulation declined steadily from the twelfth
century onwards is often cited as proof of a corresponding decline in the aristocracy’s military
ethos. By the mid-thirteenth century we are told that the “Norman soldier’ had evolved into a
‘landed proprietor, with an essentially civilian mode of life, and a predominantly administrative
occupation’, and that this new class of knights was ‘produced largely by the operation of the
Angevin administrative machine’.!3 By the reign of Edward I ‘the country gentry’ performed

‘all the work of local government’, and the number of dubbed knights was therefore of more

9 Acheson, A Gentry Community, pp.30, 34-5. The £10 threshold was adopted by T.B. Pugh, ‘The
magnates, knights and gentry’, Fifteenth Century England 1399-1509, ed. S.B. Chrimes, C.D. Ross and
R.A. Griffiths (Manchester, 1972), pp.86-128. Payling used a £5 assessment in the tax returns of 1436
‘very loosely’ as a definition of the gentry: S.J. Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England: The
Greater Gentry of Nottinghamshire (Oxford, 1991), p.3.

10 M.J. Bennett, Community, Class and Careerism: Cheshire and Lancashire Society in the Age of Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight (Cambridge, 1983), pp.30-6.

11 Coss, ‘“The formation of the English gentry’, pp.40, 48-50.

12 A, Ayton, Knights and Warhorses: Military Service and the English Aristocracy under Edward III
(Woodbridge, 1994), pp.138-69.

13 R F. Treharne, “The knights in the period of reform and rebellion, 1258-67: a critical phase in the rise
of a new class’, Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 21 (1946-8), pp.1-12.
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consequence to shire administration than it was to military recruitment.14 Katherine Naughton’s
belief in this conceptual evolution of the knight led her to base her examination of the
Bedfordshire gentry on a sample of local landowning families who busied themselves with shire
affairs.1> Christine Carpenter’s epic study of fifteenth-century Warwickshire similarly equates
‘those who mattered’ with ‘the political classes’, and in so doing lays great emphasis on the
development of a civilian, service aristocracy during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries as a
factor in the downward proliferation of titles. This was on the basis that ‘service was

inseparable from land.’16

Though nobody would dispute the importance of property in the gentry jigsaw, the
alignment of its other pieces is still contentious. In particular, we would benefit from a closer
examination of the roles of military service and shire administration in shaping the later
medieval gentry. Such a comprehensive study has yet to be written; but its eventual conclusion
will almost certainly echo the sensible compromise offered by Coss: ‘The buzones, or
administrative knights, are sometimes spoken of as though they formed a group apart from
those who were militarily active. This is unlikely to have been true, for a successful
administrator had to be a man of standing and, in such a society, men were bound to respect a
military reputation.’!” For the moment, however, so long as we recognise that the structure of
landed society and the social implications of landowning became more complicated as the
fourteenth century progressed, then it is possible to reconcile the contrasting approaches
described above. Most of these attempts to solve the gentry jigsaw have one thing in common.
From starting out by considering ‘who were the gentry?” in particular periods and localities,
they tend to drift inadvertently into asking ‘what were the gentry?’, an associated but subtly
different question. Regardless of whether they were members of Du Boulay’s demilitarised
‘new gentility’ or could instead switch ‘effortlessly’ from ‘the shire court to the battlefield’, it is
important to try and locate shire officials more accurately within the broad outlines of landed
society.!® Contemporaries, though, were in little doubt where the twin responsibilities of

defence and law enforcement lay. They pertained to the gentry, most often personified by the

14 N. Denholm-Young, ‘Feudal society in the thirteenth century: the knights’, Collected Papers on
Medieval Subjects (Oxford, 1946), pp.56-61.

15 K.S. Naughton, The Gentry of Bedfordshire in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (Leicester,
1976), p.5.

16 C. Carpenter, Locality and Polity: A Study of Warwickshire Landed Society, 1401-1499 (Cambridge,
1992), pp.35-7, 42.

17'p, Coss, The Langley Family and its Cartulary: A Study in Late Medieval 'Gentry', Dugdale Society
Occasional Papers, 22 (Oxford, 1974), p.8.

18 F R H. Du Boulay, An Age of Ambition: English Society in the Late Middle Ages (London, 1970), p.65;
A. Ayton, ‘Edward III and the English aristocracy at the beginning of the Hundred Years War’, Armies,
Chivalry and Warfare in Medieval Britain and France, ed. M. Strickland (Stamford, 1998), p.200.
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knights. At the end of the fourteenth century, for instance, William Langland was careful to
point out that in Richard the Redeless that ‘governaunce’ pertained to the ‘grete’.1?

The first of these responsibilities, warfare, provided an obvious context for ‘social
leadership®. Status distinctions were carried forward from the countryside to the campaign,
reinforced by chivalric display and, more practically, by a graded pay scale that distinguished
between men-at-arms, knights and bannerets.2® However, social leadership at home, within the
context of the shire and its institutions, was instead buttressed with statutes intended to define
the pSEimeters of the office-holding community more clearly. Sheriffs featured prominently in
this legislation. Two distinct strands ran through it. The first, which can be traced back to the
baronial reforms of Henry III’s reign, aimed to ensure that sheriffs were landowners by
attaching property qualifications to the office. At first this commitment was extremely vague:
the Provisions of Oxford of 1258 dictated that sheriffs should be vavasours, or substantial
country gentlemen. Most fourteenth-century petitions reminding the crown of its commitment
were equally unspecific, demanding that nominees be ‘gentz suffisantie des terres’, or ‘bones
gentz’ of equally ‘bones renoun’.2! Quite suddenly, however, in 1371 the crown conceded to a
specific property requirement of £20 per annum from land, thus bringing the sheriff into line
with the escheator.22 Qualifications for peace commissioners were also tightened up in much
the same way. During the period 1361-1439 the lay or gentry justices were first required to be
sufficient knights and esquires, then to be local landowners, and, finally, to hold at least £20 of
land.23 Clear links were therefore being forged between property, respectability and suitability
for office. The second strand was a logical extension of the first. It further sought to restrict the
choice of sheriffs to local men by applying property qualifications to the sheriff’s county of
appointment. Again, the earliest legislation was vague in its requirement that sheriffs should
have sufficient land ‘to answer king and people’, but the implications are obvious — property

was also equated with answerability, presumably to curtail corruption and ‘counteract the

19 The Vision of William Concerning Piers the Plowman together with Richard the Redeless, ed. W.W.
Skeat, 2 vols (Oxford, 1886), i, p.622. Passus iii, li. 248-54. For introductions to the massive body of
medieval estates literature see: G.R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England. A Neglected
Chapter in the History of English Letters and of the English People (Oxford, 1961); J. Mann, Chaucer
and Medieval Estates Satire: The Literature of Social Classes and the General Prologue to the
Canterbury Tales (Cambridge, 1973); and R. Mohl, The Three Estates in Medieval and Renaissance
Literature (New York, 1962).

20 A Ayton, ‘English armies in the fourteenth century’, Arms, Armies and Fortifications in the Hundred
Years War, ed. A. Curry and M. Hughes (Woodbridge, 1994), pp.23-6 provides a clear summary of
service conditions.

21 Rot. Parl., ii, p.161; ibid. pp.168, 229, 238, 261, 280.
22 Rot. Parl., ii, p.308; Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.110.

23 The qualifications are outlined by A.L. Brown, The Governance of Late Medieval England 1272-1461
(London, 1989), pp.125-6. For later developments see J.R. Lander, English Justices of the Peace 1461-
1509 (Gloucester, 1989), p.40.
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official, clerkly interest of a civil servant’.2 Royal commitment to these measures appeared in
the Ordinances of 1311, was confirmed in 1316, and reaffirmed in 1328, 1330, 1331 and
134025

When we look at these demands more closely they really are quite insubstantial. Nothing
more was being asked than the delegation of local administration to local men with a stake in
the community. On the whole it seems that adequate sheriffs were elected during the fourtcenth
century, and continuous parliamentary sniping on the subject was probably born of the
frustrated realisation that annual rotation and local nominees were ineffective as safeguards
against corruption. Of course ‘adequate’ is a heavily loaded term. Until the last quarter of the
century the statutes were unspecific on the issue, and even after the minimum qualification was
fixed at £20 it is often difficult to identify sheriffs who failed to meet it. If, as seems likely,
contemporaries were concerned about locality and visibility rather than pounds, shillings and

pence, then the majority of sheriffs would have been acceptable.

ii. The social parameters of the shrieval elite: extremes of wealth
Wealth, specifically income from land and rents, offers a means of locating shire officials

within the broad and shifting outlines of gentry society. Social leadership was outwardly
identified with landownership and, by extension, landed resources. Shire officials were
expected to be visible to the local population and accountable to the central authorities. Both
required assets, and preferably local assets. Thus, it is first necessary to place the sheriffs
somewhere on an uncertain social ladder, and then to establish whether or not they were local

landowners in fulfilment of the property qualifications outlined above.

‘The first problem is undoubtedly the more difficult of the two. Measuring wealth is a
complex and, for the most part, fruitless task; and we are perhaps handicapped by the
expectation that important local officials were chosen from the upper echelons of county
society, almost by default. Later medieval local government is conventionally perceived as a
hierarchy, with sheriffs, knights of the shire and justices of the peace at the top, coroners and
verderers at the bottom and other officials somewhere in between. This order of precedence
was not so much dictated by the administrative importance of the office, although this did play a
part, but by the quality of the men drafted in to officiate. On this basis it must also bc assumed
that the structure of local authority mirrored, and doubtless adapted to, the structure of local

gentry society. Recent studies certainly seem to point in this direction. They are redolent with

24 HM. Cam, Liberties and Communities in Medieval England. Collected Studies in Local
Administration and Topography (Cambridge, 1944), p.35. This requirement also emerged in the
Provisions of Oxford. English Historical Documents, 1189-1327, ed. H. Rothwell (London, 1975),
p.365.

25 Statutes of the Realm, i, pp.160 (1311), 174 (1316), 258 (1328), 264 (1330), 266 (1331), 283 (1340).
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hierarchies, cliques and elites fuelled by a mixture of wealth and administrative service. Simon
Payling, for example, identified ‘a clear hierarchy of offices’ in fifteenth-century
Nottinghamshire founded upon ‘the social status of those who held them’.26 Moving on to
Derbyshire in the same period, we find that ‘political society’ was ‘not coterminous with the
Derbyshire gentry’ — local administration was instead dominated by g ‘a social elite’.2”
Fifteenth-century Leicestershire likewise saw ‘a clear correlation between status and office
holding’.?2® The cursus honorum, the movement of important landowners between several key
administrative posts, has also been emphatically restated in Colin Platt’s study of English post-

plague society.2?

In a general sense these conclusions are correct. Looking at the fourteenth century as a
whole, the idea of an administrative hierarchy has some statistical basis. The three most
prestigious posts — the shrievalty, parliament and the peace commission — were dominated by
around 3,000 families, taken from a much larger pool of over 6,000 administratively active
families. Yet for most of the fourteenth-century the cursus was not strongly defined or founded
entirely on wealth. Enough obscure men infiltrated the shrievalties during this period to warrant
caution. They are ‘obscure’ in the sense that little or nothing survives about their estates, and
they appear in almost every county, particularly in the opening decades of the century. In
Comwall we find Thomas atte Fenne (sheriff 1344-9); in Worcestershire Walter de Berthorpe
(1309-10), John de Homyngwold and John de Fakenham (both 1315); in Rutland John
Borkesworth (1327-8); in Herefordshire Richard Brugge (1352-4) and Roger Pauncefote (1383-
4); in Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire Edmund de Furneaux (1361); and in Gloucestershire
William de Leden (1354, 1355). It is likely that some of them belonged to what Morris called
the ‘lowest grade of esquires’, or to the franklins and ‘substantial free tenant farmers’ identified
by Denholm-Young.3® These and other ‘interlopers’ suggest that there was no automatic parity
between the importance of the commission and the status of the commissioner3! But it is

equally possible that these inconspicuous sheriffs are simply victims of the evidence, rather

26 payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, p.109.
27 Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry, p.94.

28 Acheson, A Gentry Community, pp.111-2. Compare with Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.163; and
Naughton, The Gentry of Bedfordshire, pp.53-4.

2 C. Platt, King Death: The Black Death and its Aftermath in Late-Medieval England (London, 1996),
p.65.

30 W.A. Morris, ‘The sheriff®, The English Government at Work, 1327-1336. Volume 2: Fiscal
Administration, ed. W.A. Morris and J.R. Strayer (Cambridge MA, 1947), p.53; N. Denholm-Young,
The Country Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford, 1969), p.1.

31 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.163.
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than, as is often suggested, lowly retainers whose social standing was offset by their magnate

connections.3?

On the whole, however, such victims are rare. Most sheriffs had enough interests in
property and the property market to leave an impression in the sources. Evidence can be
extracted in great quantities from chancery inquisitions, tax returns and a host of other
documents too diverse to discuss individually.33 Few of these records enable the historian to
calculate precise incomes, and it is therefore impossible to arrange the landowners of any
particular region sequentially by their resources. But even amidst the ‘haphazard mixture of
fact, fiction, and error’,3* the vast body of land-related evidence addresses some of the key
questions that contemporaries asked about their sheriffs: where did they hold land, and was it

sufficiently valuable to justify their appointment?

One simple, and simplistic, method of fixing the social parameters of the shrieval elite is to
count substantial units of property, like manors, listed in inquisitions post mortem and other
related documents. Counting manors, however, is a very precarious business.3> Eric Acheson
summarised the main pitfalls in his study of fifteenth-century Leicestershire: ‘First, it is not
always possible to determine whether a particular tract of land can be classed as a manor.
Second, an estate was rarely a static entity. It was added to through marriage, purchase or royal
grant, while depletions resulted from sales, gifts to children, usually younger sons and
daughters, or by confiscations. Such changes to the estate can make the counting of manors a

frustrating exercise.”3® The first of Acheson’s points is perhaps the most troublesome. What

32 Even in these cases the judicious use of unconventional sources can produce results. For example,
Thomas atte Fenne served in two military expeditions where his horses were valued. According to
Ayton’s calculations, atte Fenne’s mounts (valued at £10 in 1338 and £12 in 1342) mark him out as an
esquire. The Wardrobe Book of William de Norwell, ed. M. Lyon, B. Lyon and H.S. Lucas (Brussels,
1983), p.309; E 36/204, fo.87v; Ayton, Knights and Warhorses, pp.224-5. See Saul, Knights and
Esquires, pp.156-7 for Gloucestershire examples of men who were appointed as officials because of
their connections.

33 Inquisitions post mortem are among the most useful and abundant land-related records. Roughly
twenty percent of sheriffs have extant inquisitions. For evaluations of these sources see C.D. Ross and
T.B. Pugh, ‘“Materials for the study of baronial incomes in fifteenth-century England’, Economic
History Review, 2nd Series, 6 (1953-4), pp.186-189; R.F. Hunnisett, “The reliability of inquisitions as
historical evidence’, The Study of Medieval Records: Essays in Honour of Kathleen Major, ed. D.A.
Bullough and R.L. Storey, (Oxford, 1971), pp.206-35.

34 Hunnisett, ‘The reliability of inquisitions’, p.227.

35 J.P Cooper, ‘The counting of manors’, EcHR, 2nd Series, 8 (1955-56), pp.377-89 points out some of
the difficulties in relation to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century ‘rise of the gentry’ debate. For a
cautionary note about applying this approach to the fourteenth century see Saul, Knights and Esquires,
p-225.

36 Acheson, A Gentry Community, p.46 and references. In spite of these problems Acheson was
confident that manorial holdings revealed ‘a close correlation between land distribution and status’.
According to Acheson’s calculations sixty percent of knightly families in fifteenth-century
Leicestershire held between three and seven manors. His sample included sixteen sheriffs, almost all of
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exactly constituted a manor and contributed to its value? When William Wilcotes died in 1411
he held a number of manors in no fewer than three counties. Hill Croome in Worcestershire
was valued at 10 marks per annum, and Willicotes in Gloucestershire at £10. However,
Wilcotes’ manors in Oxfordshire — where he was most frequently employed in local
administration — were rather more valuable with Headington and Chastelton being worth in
excess of £20 each per annum.37 Thomas Jardyn, a contemporary of Wilcotes who died in
1410, held a single manor in Sussex extended at around £8.3% In 1407, and on an altogether
different plane, Sir William Beaumont’s array of manors in Devon ranged in value from £2 to
over £40 per annum.3® Yet, when Ralph Bryt died in 1349 he held over 220 acres of farmland
in Dorset but apparently no manors, and this in a period when a knight’s demesne rarely
extended much beyond 200 acres.4? It must also be borne in mind that regional variations in the
value and condition of property were also significant, especially in the northern marches where

endemic warfare could substantially devalue any real estate.4!

A simple head count of manors is not, therefore, a sound basis for estimating incomes. Yet
this experiment at least underlines the sheer diversity of landed resources at the shrieval elite’s
disposal. Of those sheriffs with extant inquisitions post mortem, thirty were not recorded as
manorial lords; forty-six held a single manor; thirty-nine held two manors; twenty-nine held
three manors; twenty-five held four manors; and the remainder, thirty-two men in all, held five
or more manors. Counting manors is therefore useful as a means of emphasisng the extremes of
income within the officer class. The uppermost stratum was occupied by likes of Sir Robert
Carbonell, Sir Robert Corbet of Morton Corbet, and Sir Richard Sergeaux; the ‘average’ shenff
owned a handful of manors, like Sir Henry de Chalfhunt, Giles de Cogenho, Sir Walter de
Romeseye, Sir William de Wauton and Sir Roger de Elmrugge; and, at the foot of the
landholding pyramid, a considerable number of sheriffs held no manors at all by their deaths, or

held only a fragmentary stake in one or two properties.

Other, more confined, snapshots point in the same direction. The Wiltshire lay subsidy roll
of 1332 is a good example since it confirms that no fewer than seven sheriffs from the 1320s

and 1330s were local landowners — Sir Philip de la Beche, Gilbert de Berewik, Sir Peter

them knights or distrainees, with incomes ranging from well over £100 down to a mere £13 per annum,
averaging out at around £70.

37 CIPM, xix, p.317 (nos.889-892). Wilcotes served as sheriff of Oxfordshire-Berkshire in 1392-3 and
1399-1400.

38 CIPM, xix, p.288 (n0.797). Jardyn was appointed to Surrey-Sussex in 1386-88 and 1392-3.
39 CIPM, xix, p.87 (nos.268-271). Beaumont served as sheriff of Devon in 1398-99.

40 CIPM, ix, p.254 (n0.268). Bryt was sheriff of Devon in 1347-8. Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.210-
12.

41 CIPM, xvii, pp.247-9 (n0s.632-7); vi, p.88 (n0.146); xvi, pp.177-8 (n0s.469-70).
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Doynel, Sir John Mauduit, Sir Reginald de Paveley, Sir Adam de Walerand and the enigmatic
Hildebrand de London. Their assessments ranged from 2s up to £2.42 Similar exercises, with
the same results, can be carried out for Cumberland, Devon, Gloucestershire, Northumberland
and Warwickshire.#3 The income tax returns of 1412 can also be used to look at extremes of
personal wealth, and to set individual contrasts against a broader, national canvass. Some of the

sheriffs listed in these returns were men of very great substance indeed.

Table 2.1: JM.W. Bean’s Analysis of Local Income Tax Returns, 1412

County Individuals in the following Income Bands:
£20-39  £40-99 £100-99 £200-99  £300+ Total
Bedfordshire 33 10 1 0 0 44
Berkshire 32 9 0 0 0 41
Cambridgeshire 53 22 0 0 0 75
Derbyshire 41 27 5 0 0 73
Devon 72 38 3 0 1 114
Dorset 58 29 5 3 0 95
Essex 106 56 4 1 2 169
Hampshire 70 36 3 3 0 112
Huntingdonshire 10 8 2 0 0 20
Kent 94 51 9 0 0 154
Nottinghamshire 57 19 0 0 0 76
Somerset 105 64 8 2 1 180
Surrey 53 13 0 0 0 66
Sussex 52 24 10 1 1 88
Wiltshire 77 36 6 1 0 120

Sir John Berkeley of Beverstone commanded an income of around £350 per annum from
property in Gloucestershire, Somerset, Wiltshire and Hampshire.4* Sir William Coggeshale was
worth £130 in Essex, Cambridgeshire and Suffolk.#> John Doreward’s interests were confined
to Essex, but they were nonetheless substantial 46 At the other end of the spectrum, John
Ashburnham held land that only just qualified him for knighthood, an honour that he had

42 The Wiltshire Tax List of 1332, ed. D.A. Crowley, Wiltshire Record Society, 45 (1989), pp.116, 113,
96, 34, 41, 61, 2, 10, 92, 130.

43 Cumberland Lay Subsidy: Being the Account of a Fifteenth and Tenth Collected 6th Edward 111, ed.
1.P. Steel (Kendal, 1912); The Devonshire Lay Subsidy of 1332, ed. A M. Erskine, Devon and Cornwall
Record Society, New Series, 14 (1969); The Taxpayers of Medieval Gloucestershire. An Analysis of the
1327 Lay Subsidy Roll with a New Edition of its Text, ed. P. Franklin (Stroud, 1993); The
Northumberland Lay Subsidy Roll of 1296, ed. C.M. Fraser (Newcastle, 1968); The Lay Subsidy Roll
for Warwickshire of Edward III (1332), ed. W.F. Carter, Dugdale Society Publications, 6 (Oxford,
1926).

44 1P, ii, pp.197-9.
45 HP, ii, pp.616-8.
46 Feudal Aids, Vi, p.440, HP, ii, pp.790-2.
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already declined.4’ Bean’s helpful analysis of these tax returns shows that Ashburnham was far
more typical than his colleagues were (Table 2.1, above). By far the largest group of
landowners in England enjoyed incomes of between £20 and £39 per annum, which roughly
corresponds to the large group of sheriffs identified above who held one or two manors or the

equivalent in scattered properties.

Detailed case studies, covering a thirty percent sample of the sheriffs, prove that not all high-
ranking officials were drawn from the most distinguished circles of county society during the
fourteenth century. A few composite profiles from this sample should help to emphasise the
range of resources that sheriffs had at their disposal. First we encounter those who were
teetering on the edge of obscurity, like Robert de Bokenhale, appointed undersheriff of
Worcestershire in 1306. Bokenhale was most frequently connected with Shropshire and
Shrewsbury in particular rather than Worcestershire. In February 1304 a man of that name
forfeited part of the town’s seal because he was ‘not a fit person’ and did not ‘attend to the
office personally as he ought’; and in 1309 he and his wife received permission to grant land on
the outskirts of Shrewsbury to the local abbey.#® John Harneys, on the other hand, was
nominated as sheriff of Surrey-Sussex at the very beginning of the century and remains almost
completely obscure. Is this the man with Suffolk connections who was accused of poaching
fish near Ipswich in 1312? Or is it the John Hameys who accompanied Sir John de Hastings to
Scotland in 1298?74 In either case there is scant evidence linking Hameys to his shrievalty or,
indeed, to any other county. For a handful of other appointees the evidence is almost as slight,
but seems to infer more substantial property interests. For example, the only substantive
reference to Geoffrey de Dersham, sheriff of Essex-Hertfordshire in 1382, comes from an
inquisition of 1398 when he held a quarter of a knights® fee from the earl of March.>® Sir Adam
de Bloye’s Essex credentials are equally insecure — the only evidence of his estates is a pardon,

dating from 1339, to a man who robbed his house at Henham.>!

Yet the vast majority of sheriffs can be found in several different property-related
sources. From the fragments of surviving evidence it is clear that John de Alveton’s modest

estates in Oxfordshire and Berkshire must have left him well short of the £40 qualification for

47 Ashburnham was worth around £25 in 1415, but in 1393 paid a £2 fine for failure to assume
knighthood. HP, ii, pp.66-7.

48 CPR, 1301-07, pp.210, 271; ibid., 1307-13, p.202.

49 CPR, 1307-13, pp.531-2. C67/11, m.1. A John Harneys served as sub-escheator of Suffolk c.1295-6:
Calendar of Inquisitions Miscellaneous, 1307-49, p.77.

30 CIPM, xvii, p.445 (n0.1212). Other evidence is circumstantial. Dersham served as coroner of Essex
(and was later removed for insufficient qualification), and as steward of the honour of Raleigh in the
1370s. CCR, 1369-74, p.8; ibid., 1374-77, p.38, 135; ibid., 1377-81, p.233.

51 CPR, 1338-40, p.338. He was sheriff of Essex-Hertfordshire in 1333, and listed as a knight of Essex in
1324,
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knighthood.’2 John Laundels, another mid-century sheriff of Oxfordshire-Berkshire, had much
in common with John de Alveton: they moved in similar circles, probably enjoyed very similar
incomes, and both found a niche in local administration, along with their non-knightly colleague
Edmund Malyns.33 Gilbert de Berewik occupied a very similar position in Wiltshire. As one of
the most prolific sheriffs of the period, Berewik was either a very talented man or a willing
public servant.’* Richard de Chiselden (Devon 1369, 1372-3 and 1377), Peter de Boxstede
(Essex-Hertfordshire, 1348, 1349-50), and Martin de Fishacre (Devon, 1362-64) exemplify
those esquires who were qualified for knighthood by possessing lands worth in excess of £40
per annum.3 The misadventures of John le Mareschal as sheriff of Bedfordshire-
Buckinghamshire suggest a similar standing.5¢ Slightly higher up the property ladder were men
like Sir John de Aylesbury of Milton Keynes who served as sheriff of Bedfordshire-
Buckinghamshire on five occasions in the second half of the century. Aylesbury came into a
substantial inheritance in 1349 on the death of his paternal grandfather, Sir Philip, and was
knighted by 136157 Inquisitions also contribute a great deal to our knowledge of Otto
Bodrugan, sheriff of Cornwall in 1379, and his estates. Scattered references suggest that he did

indeed belong to an ‘ancient, eminent and opulent Cornish family’.>8

52Alveton was sheriff in 1335-40, 1341, 1342-7 and 1352-4. Munimenta Civitatis Oxonie, ed. HE.
Salter, Oxford Historical Society, 71 (1917), pp.92-3 (nos.104, 106), 97 (no.110), 104 (no.120); The
Boarstall Cartulary, ed. H.E. Salter, Oxford Historical Society, 88 (1930), pp.8 (n0.9), 26-7 (nos.65,
70); The Cartulary of the Monastery of St. Frideswide at Oxford. Volume 2, ed. S.R. Wigram, Oxford
Historical Society, 31 (1896), p.2 (n0.688); The Cartulary of the Abbey of Eynsham. Volume 2, ed. H.E.
Salter, Oxford Historical Society, 51 (1908), pp.64-5 (no. 618); Cartulary of the Medieval Archives of
Christ Church, ed. N. Denholm-Young, Oxford Historical Society, 92 (1931), p.175. See also VCH
Berkshire, iii, pp.472-3; VCH Oxfordshire, viii, p.24. For Alveton’s death and estates see CIPM, xi,
p.216 (no.271); CCR, 1360-64, pp.412, 450.

53 Laundels: CIPM, xi, pp.86-7 (no.114). Malyns: Feudal Aids, iv, pp.176, 342.

54 He was sheriff of Wiltshire in 1334-5 and 1336. Hemingby's Register, ed. HM. Chew, Wiltshire
Record Society, 18 (1962), p.143 (no. 254); VCH Wiltshire, vii, p.201; CIPM, xi, pp.32-3 (no.44);
Abstracts of Feet of Fines Relating to Wiltshire for the Reign of Edward III, ed. CR. Elrington,
Wiltshire Record Society, 29 (1973), pp.20 (no.34), 32 (no.88), 32-3 (no.93), 34 (no.101), 112
(n0.459), 116 (n0.476); Wiltshire Extents for Debts Edward I-Elizabeth I, ed. A. Conyers, Wiltshire
Record Society, 28 (1972), pp.21-2 (no.8); Lacock Abbey Charters, ed. K.H. Rogers, Wiltshire Record
Society, 34 (1978), p.18 (n0.27). Berewik was keeper of the forests of Melksham, Chippenham and
Pewsham: The Edington Cartulary, ed. JH. Stevenson, Wiltshire Record Society, 42 (1986), p.119
(n0.456). For his landed interests in Wiltshire see VCH Wiltshire, vii, pp.100, 112; ix, p.28; X, p.241;
xXi, p.243; xii, pp.189, 194, xiv, p.56.

55 Chiselden: E 198/4/3. Fishacre: C 47/1/15, m.11.
56 E 101/507/15. E 199/1/9, 29, 37; 15/3; 15/40; 39/41.

57 Aylesbury inherited property in four counties and London, including Milton Keynes, Bradnell, and
Broughton in Buckinghamshire, Rousham in Oxfordshire, and Aldbury in Hertfordshire. HP, ii, p.86-
8. .

58 CIPM, xv, p.369 (n0.941); ibid., xvi, pp.254-5 (n0.667); ibid., xvii, p.176 (no.421); Calendar of
Ancient Deeds, ii, p.512; ibid., iv, p.508. See HP, ii, pp.269-70 for an entry for William Bodrugan, son
of Otto.
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Indeed, the contrasts from county to county, and from individual to individual are so great
that few generalisations about wealth and status hold up under scrutiny. Take, for example, a
sequence of shrieval appointments in Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire during Edward II’s reign:
Sir Roger de Tyringham, Richard de Cave, Sir Ingelram de Berenger and Sir Philip de
Aylesbury. How much did these men really have in common, other than the fact that they
served as sheriff? Berenger, the ‘trusted servant and knight” of Hugh le Despenser the elder, did
not have particularly strong links with either Bedfordshire or Buckinghamshire, but did own
considerable property elsewhere.”® Richard de Cave appears to have held a modest estate in
Buckinghamshire, perhaps built up through royal service — he was certainly attached to the
king’s household during his confrontation with Lancaster.$® Aylesbury and Tyringham, in
contrast, belonged to deeply rooted local families and their views of the shrievalty and its
significance may have been rather different from those of their colleagues.6! Other vignettes
reveal similar contrasts. Yorkshire, that most knightly of counties, was presided over by only
three sheriffs during the 1350s, Sir William de Plumpton, Sir Peter de Nuttele and Sir Miles de
Stapleton of Haddlesey. Stapleton was the grandson of the Sir Miles, sometime steward of the
royal household, who was killed at Bannockburn in 1314 and left his heirs with substantial
estates in the Selby area.52 Plumpton was also the scion of an ‘ancient’ but ‘comparatively
modest’ Yorkshire family.63 Nuttele’s origins were slightly different in that his family rose
through service to the counts of Aumarle in Holderness until the end of the thirteenth century
when the liberty escheated to the crown.%4 All three were conspicuous members of ‘the gentry’;
but they came to the shrievalty from different directions and brought to it different resources,

interests and skills.

39 ].C. Davies, The Baronial Opposition to Edward II (London, 1967 repr), pp.89-90, n.10. Berenger was
one of the Despensers’ most loyal and long-standing retainers. N. Saul, ‘The Despensers and the
downfall of Edward II', EHR, 99 (1984), pp.6-7. He held lands in Wiltshire, Berkshire, and
Hampshire. For example, Calendar of Chancery Warrants, p.203; Calendar of Charter Rolls, 1300-26,
p.314. Berenger served with other captains at the beginning of the century. C 67/14, m.10; C 67/15,
mm.2, 3,6, 13, C71/6, m.3,

60 Cave was described as a king’s yeoman. In 1327 he was allowed to cancel a £50 debt from money
owed to him by Edward II for robes, expenses and lost horses. CCR, 1318-23, p.95; ibid., 1323-27,
p.231; ibid, 1327-30, p.9, Calendar of Memoranda Rolls, 1326-27, p.61. Later evidence links him
with Bedford. He does not appear in contemporary distraint lists. C 47/1/8, m.1.

61 Tyringham: Feudal Aids, i, pp.16, 35. He died in 1358. An inquisition post mortem was ordered in
Buckinghamshire but has not survived. CFR, 1369-77, p.84.

62 CIPM, viii, pp.299-300 (n0.454); ibid., xiii, pp.174-6 (n0.207).
63 The Plumpton Letters and Papers, ed. J. Kirby, Camden Society, 5th Series, 8 (1996), p.2.

64 CIPM, vii, p.398 (n0.567); Chronica Monasterii de Melsa, ed. E.A. Bond, 3 vols (Rolls Series, 1867-
68), ii, p.293. See E 199/49/40 for a badly faded account of his lands 1362-3. The early history of the
family is discussed by B. English, The Lords of Holderness 1086-1260: A Study in Feudal Society
(Hull, 1991), pp.87-8.
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Moving further northwards to the border counties, we find a gentry domination of the
shrievalties that practically excluded the ‘underclass’, the parish gentry, the yeomen and the
professional clerks. The uppermost baronial stratum furnished men like Andrew de Hartcla,
Thomas de Lucy, Robert de Umfravill and Thomas de Musgrave. The county knights were well
represented in both Northumberland and Cumberland, as were prospective knights and, towards
the end of the century, esquires designated as such. A long list of names would be superfluous,
but a few biographical sketches may serve to illustrate the typical sheriff of the period. One
such man was Roland de Vaux, appointed to Cumberland in 1338. Vaux emerged from
obscurity in 1329 when his services to the king were rewarded with a pardon, after which he
regularly appears in the sources.5® Described as a man-at-arms in 1324, Vaux’s fortunes seem
to have improved steadily. By 1340 his estates included Treuermane in the march of
Cumberland and the manor of Torcrossock, which he acquired following the dramatic fall of
Hartcla.66 In common with other local landowners, Vaux seems to have had a sympathetic ear
with the king: in 1341 he was pardoned for not taking up knighthood in consideration of his
losses at the hands of the Scots, the terms of which were later elaborated to embrace his military
service in the marches.6? Sir John de Coupeland, Knighton’s ‘scutifer elegans et audax’, is a
more familiar figure.$8 Coupeland is most famous for his exploits at the battle of Neville's
Cross in 1346 where he captured David II of Scotland, for which he received the rank of knight
banneret, an annuity of £500, and the lasting gratitude of Edward IIL.¢° He may not have been
quite as inconspicuous before Neville’s Cross as has been suggested: there is evidence that he
enjoyed a moderately successful military career in Scotland and the marches during the 1330s,
and he seems to have been a member of the king’s household.”® But Coupeland’s fortune in
1346 immediately propelled him into the upper echelons of border society, and his extensive
activity in the land market brought with it the responsibilities of office which culminated in the
shrievalty of Northumberland in 1350 and the wardenship of the east march in 1359.7! John de
Thirlewall, sheriff of Cumberland in 1384 and 1386, matched Coupeland’s military experience

65 CPR, 1327-30, p.475.

66 Parl. Writs, 11, ii, p.649. For Vaux’s licence to crenellate at Treuermane see CPR, 1338-40, p.417,
ibid., p.449 for his possession of Torcrossock. Torcrossock was valued at 100s. later in the century:
CIM, 1348-77, p.2717.

67 CPR, 1340-43, pp.174, 186.

68 Chronicon Henrici Knighton, ed. J.R. Lumby, 2 vols (Rolls Series, 1895), ii, p.117. For a discussion
of Coupeland’s turbulent career see M.C. Dixon, ‘John de Coupland — hero to villain®, The Battle of
Neville's Cross 1346, ed. D. Rollason and M, Prestwich (Stamford, 1998), pp.36-49.

69 CPR, 1345-48, pp.226, 515; ibid., 1354-58, p.222.

70 E 101/19/27, m.9 (1336, Roxburgh); E 101/20/17, mm.6, 8 (1337, Scotland); Treaty Rolls Preserved in
the Public Record Office. Volume 2: 1337-39, ed. J. Ferguson (London, 1972), p.145 (1338, France); E
101/22/40, m.3 (1341, Roxburgh); CFR, 1337-47, p.366; CDS, iii, p.238; CCR, 1343-46, p.354.

71 Rotuli Scotiae, ed. D Macpherson et al, 2 vols (Record Commission, 1814), i, pp.843, 857.
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but did not share in his luck. His career splendidly recreates the routine fusion of military and
public concerns. His campaigning career began in France with the siege of Paris in 1360,
matured with John of Gaunt in 1369, and culminated in the 1370s with a prolonged attachment
to Henry, Lord Percy in a succession of border garrisons. But Thirlewall was also a moderately
wealthy landowner with estates at Alstonby and Kirklevington, and his retirement from active

campaigning simply freed him to make a different kind of contribution.”2

Other, similar, snapshots could be offered, but they would only serve to emphasise the
diversity of landed resources held by members of the shrieval elite. As a group, sheriffs were
drawn from the whole spectrum of gentry society, and for the purposes of this study I would be
inclined to use a broad definition of that society. Moreover, each end of this spectrum
embraced its own range of experiences. At one end there were townsmen in the process of
laying down gentle roots, established gentry who Hilton might have regarded as ‘meagre in
resources’, and the armigeri rather elegantly described by Denholm-Young as the ‘younger
sons’ and ‘tenants of fragmented fees, the victims or otherwise of subinfeudation’.”3 Actual and
future magnates occupied the other extreme, serving alongside the county gentry who made up
the bulk of the crown’s officials. My impression is that there was some bunching in the £20-
£60 income bracket; but this is nothing more than an impression, formed from evidence that
rarely allows direct comparison, like with like. No historian of the fourteenth century has been
foolish, or daring, enough to rank landowners by their income, and it must be doubted if the
sources survive to make this possible. Nonetheless, it is significant enough to find this key
group of shire administrators being recruited from such a broad cross-section of landed society,

and, from a nationwide perspective, there is room to doubt the elitism of the shrieval elite.

iii. Locality and politics

The second strand in the reform of the shrievalty, the call for local nominees, poses fewer
problems for the historian than the laborious and unrewarding task of estimating income.
Indeed, it is arguably the more important of the two exercises. Though a minority of sheriffs,
the stereotypical upstarts and nouveaux riches, might have aroused the suspicion or resentment
of their peers, at least they were ‘of the county’, and therefore a lesser evil than the outsiders

and acting stewards so often condemned in contemporary statutes and petitions.”#

An analysis of the thirty percent landholding sample suggests that the vast majority of
sheriffs appointed during the fourteenth century were local, either by birth or through the

72 HP, iii, pp.583-4.

73 R H. Hilton, A Medieval Society: The West Midlands at the End of the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge,
1966), p.57, Denholm-Young, The Country Gentry, p.5.

74 See for example the Statute of Lincoln, 1316. Stat. Realm, i, pp.174-5.
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accumulation of property later in life (Table 2.2, below). Though there are the inevitable
problems of evidence and obscurity, it seems that outsiders were rarely appointed to crown-
controlled shrievalties in this period. This conclusion should not be a surprise since it follows a
well-worn path beaten by local studies of shire administrators, whether essentially antiquarian
or conceived as part of a wider investigation of gentry society.”> Pugh’s analysis of Wiltshire is
typical. He observed that from the later thirteenth century sheriffs were local men, with only a
handful of exceptions including John de Neuburgh (1299-1301), John de Hertrig (1301-4) and
the Kentish knight Sir Henry de Cobham (1304-5).7¢ Notwithstanding Morris’ lingering
suspicion that the landholding qualifications were ‘poorly enforced’, and the circumstantial
evidence thrown up in 1329 when the Nottinghamshire eyre could not obtain the records of
former sheriffs because they held no land in the county, the same or similar comments have
been made about Leicestershire, Gloucestershire, Nottinghamshire, and Derbyshire.”7 Perhaps
Morris was right to question the qualifications of sheriffs appointed in the first quarter of the
fourteenth century when, as he put it, ‘political partisanship’ served to distort the natural
connotations of ‘suitable and sufficient sheriffs’. This period more than any other saw officials
transplanted into counties where they had no interests, and not necessarily because of their
political sympathies. Yet the connection between locality and authority was firmly established
by 1350 at the very latest. If there was a single identifiable turning point in this process, rather
than a gradual change in attitude towards local government, then it occurred in the late
thirteenth rather than the fourteenth century. Maddicott saw the appointments of 1278 as a
watershed and as part of Edward I's ‘revolution in county government’. According to the
Dunstable chronicler ‘the king removed all of the sheriffs, namely clerks and foreigners
[extraneos], and replaced them with knights from their own counties [milifes de propriis
comitatibus]’, thus setting the pattern for the future, and with only ‘occasional intruders’.7®

Certainly by the end of the fourteenth century ‘foreign’ sheriffs were exceptional and have been

75 More ‘antiquarian’ efforts include J.B. Blakeway, The Sheriffs of Shropshire (Shrewsbury, 1831); E.
Viney, The Sheriffs of Buckinghamshire from the Eleventh Century to the Present Day (Aylesbury,
1965); and the prolific C.H. Hunter Blair, ‘The sheriffs of Northumberland. Part 1, 1076-1602’,
Archaeologia Aeliana, 4th Series, 20 (1942), pp.11-89.

76 R.B. Pugh, ‘King’s government in the Middle Ages’, VCH Wiltshire, v, p.13. Neuburgh had Dorset
and Gloucestershire connections, and Hertrig was from Berkshire.

77 Morris, “The sheriff’, p.48; CCR, 1327-30, p.584. Acheson, A Gentry Community, pp.117-18; Saul,
Knights and Esquires, pp.117-18; Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, pp.111-12;
Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry, pp.110-12;

78 1 R. Maddicott, ‘Edward I and the lessons of baronial reform: local government, 1258-80°, Thirteenth-
Century England I. Proceedings of the Newcastle upon Tyne Conference 1985, ed. P.R. Coss and S.D.
Lloyd (Woodbridge, 1986), p.27. Annales Monastici, ed. HR. Luard, 5 vols (Rolls Series, 1864-69),
iii, p.279.
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treated as such by historians looking for local manifestations of national politics. Otherwise, as

Chris Given-Wilson rightly concluded, ‘outsiders” were ‘hardly ever appointed’ to the office.”

Table 2.2: Were Sheriffs Local Landowners?

Shrievalty 1300-25 1326-50 1351-75 1376-1400 Total
YN YN YN YN YN

Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire 2 1 6 0 20 11 11 2
Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire 3 0 10 1 2 51 10 3
Comwall 3 2 0 2 10 4 0 7 4
Cumberland 4 0 11 51 50 14 2
Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire 10 4 0 4 2 4 2 13 4
Devon 51 51 6 1 4 0 20 3
Essex-Hertfordshire 6 0 31 7 3 5 2 21 6
Gloucestershire 2 0 20 51 70 16 1
Hampshire 2 0 20 50 51 14 1
Herefordshire 01 2 0 4 1 51 11 3
Kent 2 1 9 0 30 6 0 20 1
Lancashire 30 00 2 0 10 6 0
Lincolnshire 31 2 1 30 4 0 12 2
Norfolk-Suffolk 4 1 30 10 51 13 2
Northamptonshire 3 2 20 4 0 00 9 2
Northumberland 21 6 0 30 2 0 13 1
Oxfordshire-Berkshire 3 2 11 6 0 6 0 16 3
Rutland 00 01 10 30 4 1
Shropshire-Staffordshire 33 0 2 00 11 4 6
Shropshire (after 1345) 00 21 10 4 1 7 2
Staffordshire (after 1345) 00 01 3 2 2 0 53
Somerset-Dorset 31 2 0 81 5 2 18 4
Surrey-Sussex 71 4 0 6 0 4 1 22 2
Warwickshire-Leicestershire 51 2 0 31 31 13 3
Westmoreland 3 2 30 10 10 8 2
Wiltshire 31 30 00 2 2 8 3
Worcestershire 2 5 10 11 2 0 6 6
Yorkshire 50 6 1 4 0 50 19 1
Totals 340 73

Note: Individual sheriffs are classed by their first appointment. The landowning sample
also includes 29 inter-county sheriffs, bringing the total up to 442,

Table 2.2 implies that around one in six sheriffs did not hold land in their counties of
appointment. This should be regarded as a maximum figure, and probably an overstatement of
a problem that was given more time in parliament than it really warranted, especially during the

mid-fourteenth century.8® The tug of war over the shrievalty played out in parliament

79 C. Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Later Middle Ages: The Fourteenth-Century Political
Community (London, 1987), p.79.

80 The matter was raised in 1346, 1347, 1350, 1351-2, and 1354. Rot. Parl., ii, pp.161, 168, 229, 238,
261, 280.
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demonstrates the innate conservatism of provincial ‘politics’: indeed, the few recorded
complaints against insufficient sheriffs tell us more about social snobbery than the perceived
defects of shire administration. If a handful of men were found objectionable then it was
usually because they held insufficient local property to justify their place at the top of the
administrative hierarchy. Precise property thresholds were subsumed in a more general concern
that officials should have a personal stake in the community, and the celebrated dismissal of
Hildebrand de London as sheriff of Devon in October 1335 emphasises this fear of foreigners,
of men without local ties. Hildebrand was a highly experienced official with extensive estates
in Wiltshire, but not in Devon.8! The mere possession of property was not always enough to
commend a sheriff to his peers. In 1318 the men of Leicestershire petitioned for the removal of
their sheriff, William de Neville, on the grounds that he held no land in the county except his
wife’s dower.82 John Maddicott described how the appointment of John de Oxenford as sheriff
of Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire in 1334 might have been viewed locally with equal contempt.
Oxenford was a parvenu who enjoyed the influential patronage of John de Shorditch, and, like
Neville, his only property in Nottinghamshire was a share in a dower probably worth no more
than £8 per annum. His later unpopularity may therefore ‘be partly explained by the
insignificance of his social position’; he was ‘a townsman and an outsider, lacking a patrimony
in the county and with his wife's dower as his only estate. Men who held land merely in right of
their wives were rarely regarded with much respect.’® But these men were exceptions, and

their appointments triggered occasional displays of localism or personal antagonism.

Outsiders were far more common in the fee shrievalties than elsewhere, which is only to be
expected. Honorary sheriffs naturally chose familiar deputies to manage the affairs of office,
and the location of their estates, if indeed they owned any, would have been of secondary
importance. On occasions both the magnate and his deputy were local, as in the case of Richard
de Stoneleye, Thomas de Beauchamp’s undersheriff of Warwickshire-Leicestershire in the
period 1344-6. Stoneleye’s main interests lay at Hook Norton, Oxfordshire, but he was listed as

an armiger in Warwickshire in 1345 and was often associated with the county in recognisances

81 CFR, 1327-37, pp.463, 467-8. A similar case emerged in Devon in June 1341 when a commission was
set up to inquire into the lands of Hervey Tyrel, then sheriff of the county, as it had been reported that
he held insufficient property to answer king and people. Sadly, the return has not survived. CPR,
1340-43, p.307.

82 SC 8/58, n0.2881. Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.114 n.

83 JR. Maddicott, “The birth and setting of the ballads of Robin Hood’, EHR, 93 (1978), pp.276-299.
Compare with SC 1/40, no.178, a petition of December 1390 in which John of Gaunt wrote to the
Chancellor requesting the removal of Thomas de Whitton as sheriff of Shropshire-Staffordshire: ‘ove
viscomte de Salop nest par covenable ne soloniu les estatutes faite fie les establisment des viscoms
allege acceptable a celle office ce si ceo meisme’.
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and other transactions.?* But more often than not, undersheriffs were brought in from outside
the shrievalty, or simply did not hold any significant properties. For instance, Sir Robert de
Bilkemore served as undersheriff and then sheriff of Cornwall and was extremely active in the
West Country as an administrator and estate official during the late 1320s and 1330s. He had
extensive property in Bedfordshire, Wiltshire and, after 1332, Hampshire following the death of
his father-in-law Sir William Harden — but not in Cornwall.8> This also applied when fee
shrievalties escheated to the crown, as demonstrated by the royal troubleshooter Sir Ivo de
Aldeburgh, sheriff of Rutland in 1321-2. Aldeburgh was often described as a Yorkshireman in
chancery documents, and since he was appointed undersheriff at a time of extreme uncertainty
in the north and midlands his landed estates were probably less important than his political
sympathies .8 Magnates with the resources and influence of Richard, earl of Arundel could
probably defuse or deflect any criticism of their undersheriffs; but they could exert no such
control from the grave, and in 1376 the community of Shropshire complained bitterly of the
‘meschief’ that the earl’s life shrievalty had caused.?7

Without more explicit evidence it is impossible to say how many other sheriffs, like
Hildebrand de London, fell victim to localism. Occasional hesitancy in the appointment process
may show a concern to find the right men for the job, in order to forestall the kind of
confrontation provoked in Devon; but it is just as likely that cancelled commissions to sheriffs
attest refusal to serve.88 Every now and again appointments were made, duly enrolled, but then
cancelled without explanation. Some of these cancellations were, in actual fact, postponements,
where outgoing sheriffs were ordered to remain in office for a specified period after which their
successors would take over. For instance, three days after the nomination of Sir John de
Durburgh as sheriff of Somerset-Dorset in February 1340, the Council ordered the existing
sheriff, Sir Walter de Rodeneye, to continue in office until after Easter for reasons ‘concerning

the welfare of the king and the people of those parts’. Durburgh’s term as sheriff finally began

84 CIPM, x, p.297 (n0.357); Feudal Aids, iv, p.183; CCR, 1337-39, p.413; CFR, 1337-47, pp.224, 523.
Stoneleye accompanied Beauchamp to France in the summer of 1346. Crecy and Calais, ed. G.
Wrottesley (London, 1898), p.130. He was also pardoned at Beauchamp’s request: ibid., p.269.

85 CIPM, xi, pp.13-4 (n0.22). CCR, 1327-30, pp.94, 370, 563; ibid., 1330-33, pp.279, 613, 454. CIPM,
vii, p.173 (no.242). Bilkemore combined his domestic duties with an active campaigning career: C
71/15, m.27 (Scotland, 1335); C 71/17, m.4, E 101/35/3, m.1, E 101/20/25, m.3 (Scotland, 1337-8); C
76/17, m.27 (Brittany, 1342).

86 CCR, 1323-27, p.622; ibid., 1327-30, p.11. He also served as constable of Barnard Castle during
minority of Earl Thomas of Warwick.

87 SC 8/139, n0.6912. For a discussion of Arundel’s considerable wealth see C. Given-Wilson, ‘Wealth
and credit, public and private: the earls of Arundel 1306-1397°, EHR, 106 (1991), pp.1-26. This paper
does not mention the shrievalty as a potential source of profit.

88 R Virgoe, ‘The crown and local government: East Anglia under Richard I’, The Reign of Richard L.
Essays in Honour of May McKisack, ed. F.R.H. Du Boulay and C.M. Barron (London, 1971), pp.228-
30.
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in November.?® The transfer, in 1337, between Sir John de Harsyk and Sir Robert de Causton
in Norfolk-Suffolk was even more confused. Harsyk’s original appointment was made on 1
June, postponed until the end of the month, and then postponed again until Michaelmas — in the
meantime Causton managed to find mainpernors to stand surety for his good behaviour as
sheriff.®0 Cancelled commissions, on the other hand, may raise questions about the suitability
of the candidates, especially when those rejected seem to have been members of the parish
gentry, or perhaps clerks. The cancelled appointment of John atte Gotere of Boston as sheriff of
Lincolnshire in 1326 could be a case in point.’! But if lack of property was the problem, then
atte Gotere and the rest, like Neville and Oxenford, were quite exceptional cases, for although
insufficient qualification became a stock excuse for the replacement of coroners and verderers
the more important government officials were seldom publicly dismissed on grounds of

suitability 92

Finally, it is worth noting that demands for local sheriffs did not seem to generate rifts within
the joint shrievalties. On no occasion during the fourteenth century was there a conscious
policy of alternating between sheriffs from two partner counties. Prior to 1370 such a policy
would have been pointless anyway due to the lack of uniformity in appointments; but after the
enforcement of annual replacement it would have been possible, in theory, to apportion the
terms of office quite equitably. Appendix 2 offers a breakdown of the appointments made to
the nine joint shrievalties after 1370 with the location of the sheriffs’ principal estates. Besides

confirming that the majority of sheriffs were indeed local men by the end of the century, it is

8 CFR, 1337-47, pp.149, 160, 195. The delay in Rodeneye’s removal may have been connected with the
fact that he was one of those sheriffs elected locally under the terms of the Walton Ordinances.
Perhaps in similar circumstances, in January 1341 Sir Thomas de Seymour was ordered to remain as
sheriff of Wiltshire until the end of his year in office for reasons ‘concerning the benefit of the king and
the people of these parts and the quiet of the said people’, notwithstanding the intervening appointment
of Sir John de la Ryvere. Ryvere was directed to return his letters patent and have them cancelled at
the exchequer. CFR, 1337-47, p.203.

9 CFR, 1337-47, pp.12, 22, 23, 44. Harsyk took over on 26 September 1337.

91 CFR, 1319-27, p.397. Though a John de la Gottere was distrained in Lincolnshire in 1333-4, and
served as a tax collector in 1327: C 47/1/19, m.6; E 198/3/19, m.1; CPR, 1327-30, p.173. Compare
with Oliver de Wibbury (Devon, 1347), Stephen de Forsham (Kent, 1351), Robert Markant
(Hampshire, 1351), William de Surflet (Lincolnshire, 1355), Thomas Archerugge (Kent, 1365) and
Thomas Bocok (Essex-Hertfordshire, 1384). CFR, 1319-27, p.400; ibid., 1347-56, pp.57, 262, 409;
ibid., 1356-68, p.305; ibid., 1383-91, p.77. Cancellation was not always a sign of insufficiency. CFR,
1327-37, p.375: (the appointment of Sir Robert Ingram to Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire); ibid., p.430
(Sir Roger Pichard to Herefordshire), ibid, 1356-68, p.283 (Sir William de Wauton to Essex-
Hertfordshire).

92 There are only a few examples. In April 1323 Sir John de Swyneford was appointed to replace Sir
William Moigne as a commissioner of array in Huntingdonshire because Moigne did not reside in the
county. In May 1347 William de Wauncy was supplanted by Robert Giffard as a tax collector in
Suffolk on grounds of insufficiency; and in the parallel commission for Kesteven, Lincolnshire, Sir
Walter de Gloucester was drafted in to replace the landless William de Wytlesbury, while Sir John
Bussy filled the gap left by John de Tylney who, more specifically, had no lands in Kesteven itself.
CPR, 1321-24,p.271; CFR, 1347-56, pp.20-1; ibid., 1337-47, p.493.
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apparent that no effort was made to alternate appointments between the partner counties.
Indeed, in many cases one of the partners enjoyed a palpable advantage over its neighbour,
including Cambridgeshire, Norfolk, Nottinghamshire, Sussex and, to a lesser extent, Somerset.
This was also a feature in the fifteenth century. Warwickshire outstripped Leicestershire in the
period 1422-1485 due to the former county’s ‘surfeit’ of ‘powerful magnates whose contacts
with central government could be used to draw the Exchequer’s attention to men of their
affinity’; and Derbyshire in the same period ‘played second fiddle to Nottinghamshire, perhaps
because of fewer contacts at court, perhaps because Nottinghamshire was wealthier and usually

regarded as of more moment’.3

Why, then, should the county communities have shown such a conspicuous interest in
buttressing the general notion of ‘social leadership’ with a formal, statutory connection between
wealth and local office? Several possible interpretations can be based on the arguments
rehearsed in parliament. Given the crown’s dilatory attitude to annual replacement, it is
conceivable that repeated demands for suitable and sufficient sheriffs indicate a lack of
confidence in its resolve to comply with the statutes. Constant prodding was required to remind
the government of its commitments, resulting in a stream of rather derivative petitions that
tackled a package of long-standing issues. This mentality is more readily apparent after 1371
when, despite almost universal compliance, the communes still asked the crown to commit itself
to the annual rotation of sheriffs.®* The desire for local sheriffs was also fuelled by several
more general considerations. Pragmatists would have pointed out the obvious benefits of
employing local landowners as sheriffs, escheators and coroners, the three posts most frequently
mentioned in parliament. The gentry, as one writer put it, ‘alone combined a detailed
knowledge of conditions in the provinces with the wealth and leisure to perform governmental
chores with a modicum of efficiency and impartiality.”®> Moreover, the knowledge that sheriffs
had ‘suffisauntes possessions deinz les Countes ou ils serrout’ to answer king and people would,
in theory, guard against inefficiency and corruption by providing local answerability, If
appointees had a landed stake in their bailiwicks then they would be less likely to offend their
neighbours or ‘betray the interests of their class’ out of fear of retribution.%¢ Then again, the

appointees themselves may have preferred to remain in familiar surroundings where they had

93 Acheson, A Gentry Community, pp.116-7, Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry, pp.110-12. Acheson
discounts wealth and population as significant factors in Leicestershire’s lack of sheriffs.

94 Petitions inviting the crown to confirm annual replacement were lodged in 1378, 1383, 1384, and
1385.

95 Bennett, Community, Class and Careerism, pp.33-4.
96 HM. Cam, The Hundred and the Hundred Rolls (London, 1930), p.63.
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family ties, retaining connections, lands, influence, and where the very act of office-holding

brought additional prestige.®”

Local sheriffs may also be viewed as signs of a nascent independence or particularism in the
provinces, part of a growing political awareness among networks of local gentry. Nigel Saul
has gone so far as to argue that by the close of the thirteenth century the gentry felt obliged to
protect themselves from the encroachments of royal authority, and an obvious way of doing this
was to assert control over local institutions like the shrievalty.”® The reasoning behind this is
straightforward. A sheriff who shared the interests and disposition of the other members of the
gentry could perhaps be relied upon to negate, or circumscribe, unwanted interference from the
central government within the constraints of his commission. Underpinning the surface
tensions over locality and the practicalities of office was an ongoing struggle between the crown
and the communities, a struggle that revolved around the dualism inherent in the sheriff’s brief
to answer both king and people. In particular, did the selection of sheriffs who knew the
‘country’ and its resident gentry foster local solidarity with the potential to compromise
financial efficiency and mitigate the crown’s miscellaneous demands?  Did local officials
contribute to the conflict between local interest and central authority that represented ‘one of the

greatest obstacles in the way of orderly government’?%°

This is an attractive theory with huge implications. It finds resonance in other administrative
developments, notably the rise of parliament as a forum for real discussion and the role of
county courts in shaping distinctive local attitudes to the political and social issues of the day.!%
However, it is very difficult to prove that the demand for local sheriffs was anything more than
a self-interested, and in the event rather misguided, attempt to stem the tide of administrative
malpractice. The danger posed by detached ‘foreign’ sheriffs is equally hard to detect. Of
course sheriffs had much in common with the local population. Being left out of pocket, for
example, was universally unpopular and this found expression in frequent attempts to reduce the
sums owed on a number of county farms. In 1330 Sir Henry de Bisshebury, sheriff of
Shropshire-Staffordshire, petitioned the king to reduce the farm and proficuo of his bailiwick
due to the alienation of nine hundreds, referring to his own °‘grant damage’ and

‘empoverissement’.101 In 1351-2 a petition was lodged in the name of the community of the

97 B. Breslaw, ‘The English Sheriff during the reign of King Edward I’, unpublished Ohio Stark
University Ph.D. (1968), p.65

98 Saul, ‘Conflict and consensus in English local society’, Politics and Crisis in Fourteenth Century
England, ed. J. Taylor and W. Childs (Stroud, 1990), p.51.

99 D. Hughes, Social and Constitutional Tendencies in the Early Years of Edward III, (Philadelphia, 1978
repr), p.5. )

100 A subject best approached through Maddicott, “The county community”.
101 Rot. Parl. ii, p.33.
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whole realm (‘la Commune’) again requesting that all alienated hundreds be discharged from
shrieval accounts.!%2 In 1377 the counties of Essex and Hertfordshire petitioned the king on
behalf of their sheriff who was charged with farms and rents of properties no longer in royal
hands: the local economy was said to be damaged by the plague and the local population
requested a pardon of 100 marks ‘en honour de charite’ for themselves and for the sake of their
officials who were suffering distraint for failing to meet the exchequer’s demands.!%3 These
requests for financial relief — a tiny sample of those made in the name of individuals, counties
and the community of the realm — are not signs of political particularism but of a cruder form of
collective interest.1%4 It is in the same context that we should see a petition lodged towards the
end of the century requesting that a sheriff should not be reappointed if other people in the shire
were qualified for the office: in other words, a man should not be forced to run the financial

gauntlet of the shrievalty more than once.105

Conflicts of interest there must have been, but the surviving evidence rarely allows us to
determine where the primary allegiance of a particular sheriff lay, whether it was to the king, his
lord, the county or to himself. Differences between the centre and the localities were the
inevitable results of the partial devolution of government from one to the other. As Scott
Waugh noted, ‘the success of any state depends on the degree to which its authority can
penetrate to local communities and secure compliance with its commands’; the medieval
English government ‘did so by ruling through the leading men of the community, whether in the
village, hundred, county, or country as a whole’.196 I, like John Gillingham, am more inclined
to see this devolution as a source of royal strength rather than weakness. It is not coincidental
that the appointment of officials who resided locally, of ‘local officials’ in the true sense,
occurred in parallel with the creation of new specialist commissions which reduced the sheriff’s
array of powers. This expansion in shire administration not only diminished the authority of the
individual, but also increased the gentry’s involvement, thereby multiplying the links between
the king and his subjects: ‘Their [the gentry’s] co-operation could not be taken for granted; they

had to be won by conciliation, management and the exercise of patronage. It is hard to

102 Rot. Parl. ii, p.241.

103 Rot. Parl. iii, pp.19-20. This pctition is representative of others submitted by most counties at the
beginning of Richard II'’s reign. In 1385, for instance, Devon claimed that its sheriffs were ‘disherites’
as a result of the county’s excessive farm. Rot. Parl. iii, p.211.

104 Such petitions may have represented the interests of a much narrower group, namely the sheriffs and
MPs of the office-holding elite. There was a significant overlap between the two groups; many MPs
had already been, or might expect to be, sheriffs, “Since electoral practice allowed the sheriff
considerable influence over the return he could ensure the election of MPs who would assiduously
pursue the case’: A. Gross, ‘Langland’s rats: a moralist’s vision of Parliament’, Parliamentary History,
9 (1990), pp.296-8. '

105 Rot. Parl., iii, p.96.
106 § 1., Waugh, England in the Reign of Edward III (Cambridge, 1991), pp.8-9.
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overestimate the significance of the government’s dependence on the essentially voluntary
support of local elites.’197 The key phrase here is co-operation, not conflict. Part of the

conciliation mentioned by Gillingham was the appointment of local sheriffs.

iv. Knights, prospective knights and esquires
Given the frequent rehearsal of complaints about unsuitable shenffs, even when the problem

seems to have been resolved, it is surprising that rank, and especially knighthood, played no
direct part in the reforms. By the fourteenth century knighthood was based on a fixed property
threshold — if, as Morris concluded, ‘the prestige and security’ offered by £40 landholders ‘had
much weight’ then why was knighthood never put forward as a minimum requirement for
office?19%  There are, I think, two likely explanations. First, there may simply have been
insufficient knights available to perform all the tasks of local government. Numbers of knights
in fourteenth-century England have aroused very little interest. Most thirteenth-century
indications are of decline and, indeed, crisis.!? David Crouch has asserted that by the end of
the twelfth century knights ‘were being weeded out’, and that ‘knightly status was only being
kept up in the wealthier families’.1!0 By the 1430s the kingdom could muster only a few
hundred knights and, though the rate and extent of this decline are very poorly understood, the
fourteenth century must be seen as a key phase in knighthood’s attenuated retreat.!!! Set

against this trend England’s knightly resources would have been quite inadequate to satisfy the

107 J B. Gillingham, ‘Crisis or continuity? The structure of royal authority in England 1369-1422°, Das
Spdtmittelalteriche Konigtum im Europdischen Vergleich, ed. R. Schneider (Sigmaringen, 1987),
pp.77-8.

108 Morris, ‘The sheriff’, p.51. Coroners offered a precedent, and the demand for knightly coroners was
revived during the reign of Richard II. R.F. Hunnisett, The Medieval Coroner (Cambridge, 1961),
pp.173-4,

109 For a radical reassessment of the numbers of knights in England during the reign of John see K.
Faulkner, ‘The transformation of knighthood in early thirteenth-century England’, EHR, 111 (1996),
pp.1-23. Faulkner criticises the widely accepted figures of Jeremy Quick, and suggests a total of 4,500
knights in the first quarter of the century. She also identifies 1215-30 as the key period of decline.
Compare with J. Quick, ‘The number and distribution of knights in thirteenth-century England: the
evidence of the grand assize lists’, Thirteenth-Century England I, ed. P. Coss and S.D. Lloyd
(Woodbridge, 1986), ppl14-23. Using lists of knights serving on grand assizes, Quick found it
‘difficult to believe that there could have been more than 2,000 knights in England at any one time’.
Quick was in broad agreement with Denholm-Young who gave estimates of 500 ‘fighting knights’,
1,250 ‘actual knights’ and 3,000 ‘potential knights’. N. Denholm-Young, ‘Feudal society in the
thirteenth century: the knights’, Collected Papers on Medieval Subjects (Oxford, 1946), p.61. For
further observations see P. Coss, Lordship, Knighthood and Locality: A Study in English Society
¢.1180-c. 1280 (Cambridgel991), pp.212-4.

110 D Crouch, The Image of Aristocracy in Britain 1000-1300 (London, 1992), p.144.

11 Coss, The Knight in Medieval England, p.134. The size of the knightly population has been teased
out of the tax returns for 1436, as analysed by H.L. Gray, ‘Incomes from land in 1436°, EHR, 49
(1934), pp.607-39. For evidence of a mid-fifteenth century ‘policy’ of appointing high ranking sheriffs
(ie. knights) see R. Virgoe, ‘The crown, magnates and local government in fifteenth-century East
Anglia’, The Crown and Local Communities in England and France in the Fifieenth Century, ed. JIR.L.
Highfield and R. Jeffs (Gloucester, 1981), p.75 and references.

72



crown’s expanding manpower requirements. Equally, however, experience would have shown
that rank had long ceased to be an accurate reflection of income. Demands for knightly officials
would have simply excluded a great number of otherwise suitable candidates. So, any apparent
reluctance to use knighthood in this way should instead be seen as a positive identification of
social leadership and local government with the gentry as a whole rather than just the knights.
The eventual adoption of a £20 property qualification — representing the estate of an esquire —
merely provided formal recognition of a long-established fact: the crown could not afford to do

without the services of its non-knightly officials.

Knighthood and attitudes to knighthood, however, still have much to tell us about status and
self-perception during the fourteenth century. Indeed, classifying sheriffs and other local
officials by their status as either knights or non-knights may be useful for indicating broad
regional variations in the composition of the office-holding community. Naturally, any
conclusions drawn from an analysis of rank must be treated with great caution. Though titles
are expressions of status and relative importance, the complex, shifting terminology of gentry
society is nothing more than an oblique expression of wealth and its relationship with office-
holding. ‘Knight’ and ‘esquire’ imply minimum income levels, but nothing more. And what
about those men who did not adopt titles, or who fell into the mass of valetti or lesser gentry
with incomes of between £5 and £20? ‘The composition of the officer class’ undoubtedly ‘tells
us a lot about status’;112 but the cachet attached to certain administrative duties does not

necessarily tell us an awful lot about wealth.

Quantifying the overall distribution of shrieval appointments to knights and esquires over the
century as a whole is fraught with difficulty, simply because the treatment of rank in the sources
was so inconsistent.!13 Different classes of document, with differing objectives, employed
different forms of notation, particularly where the broad section of armigeri was concerned.
Gilbert de Ledred’s disputed status typifies the problem. As a member of Henry, earl of
Lancaster’s retinue in September 1329, Ledred was one of those offered letters of protection,
along with four milites, seven clerici and four valetti. Ledred, though, was listed with a block
of retainers between the clerici and valetti without any designation.!'* Far more often the
records are completely silent about rank and social status. Though knights were sporadically
designated on local commissions throughout the century, one of the first uses of ‘esquire’ in this
context occurred in 1361 when John Chamels was appointed as a commissioner of array, and

even this was thirty years ahead of its time. The first consistent use of the term came at the very

112 Carpenter, Locality and Polity, p.263.

113 For examples drawn from parliamentary returns see H. Specht, Chaucer’s Franklin in the Canterbury
Tales: The Social and Literary Background of a Chaucerian Character (Copenhagen, 1981), p.99.

114 CPR, 1327-30, p.442; Foedera, 11, ii, p.772. In the calendared entry, Ledred is numbered among the
valetti, translated as ‘yeomen’.
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end of the century, also in commissions of array.!!> Esquire is therefore often used loosely by
historians as a catch-all description for non-knights, in the spirit of the group defined by the
Sumptuary legislation of 1363 as ‘esquires and all manner of gentlefolk below the estate of
knight’ 116

Knighthood poses two particular problems - identification and chronology. No firm
guarantees can be offered that every knight has been successfully identified, or even that
sources have survived to make this possible. But where knighthood can be established it is
often corroborated by a number of documents, particularly in property transactions and military
records where rank seems to have been dealt with more conscientiously. Identifying knights is
not the end of the story. It would also be helpful to know when local officials were knighted, in
order to see if the change of status had any impact on their administrative careers. Did the
acceptance of knighthood mark the true arrival of a man on the county scene? Predictably,
however, the precise timing of knighthood can rarely be established, and those sources that have
survived produce a rather quirky body of evidence. Three mid-century sheriffs of Norfolk-
Suffolk offer a cross-section of the circumstances under which knights were created and the
events recorded. The knighting of Sir Edmund de Baconesthorpe is typical of the casual
references to knighthood scattered among a wide range of sources. Baconesthorpe, sheriff in
1332-3, recalled in a proof of age inquiry that he received the honour in the Christmas of 1321
at the manor of Gimingham.!'7 Sir John de Colby, sheriff in 1349-50, was knighted at
Crécy. 118 Sir John de Harsyk’s adoubement came to light in 1333 when he was mistakenly
distrained from his Lincolnshire property. Harsyk, sheriff of Norfolk-Suffolk in 1337-8 and
1338-9, asserted that he was knighted by Robert Morley at the siege of Berwick.!!? Finally, set-
piece knightings are also useful. One such event was the lavish ceremony held to mark the
knighting of prince Edward in May 1306, which gives us a definite date for the knighting of a
large group of gentry, many of whom went on to serve on local commissions. Around three
hundred men responded to a general invitation to be dubbed alongside the prince in London, the

majority of whom were, as one chronicler pointed out, continuing family traditions of

115 CPR, 1361-64, p.21; ibid., 1399-1401, pp.209-13; ibid., 1401-05, pp.287-91. For confirmation of
Charnels’ estate in 1379 see Coss, ‘Knights, esquires and the origins of social gradation’, p.178.

116 Stat. Realm, i, p.380. Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.16-24.

117 CIPM, xiii, p.280 (no. 328). Compare with Sir Henry Gernet, sheriff of Essex-Hertfordshire in 1342-
43, who was knighted by Sir Richard de Grey at Thurrock, Essex. M. Powicke, Military Obligation in
Medieval England (Oxford, 1962), p.176

118 E 159/121, m.228. For observations on battlefield knightings see R.W. Ackerman, ‘The knighting
ceremonies in the Middle English Romances’, Speculum, 19 (1944), pp.285-313.

119 powicke, Military Obligation in Medieval England, p.176; E 198/3/18; C 47/1/19, m.6. Other
scattered evidence can be found in military payrolls: E 36/204, fo.107 (1342, Sir Thomas de
Beaumont); BL Add MS 7967, f0.32 (1324, Sir Thomas de Verdon).
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knighthood.!20 But the proportion of careers benefiting from this type of detailed information is
very small indeed, and it is odd that a valuable commodity like status was treated so cavalierly

in government records.

In spite of these problems it is still important to #7y and examine the relationship between
rank and office-holding. Data relating to sheriffs have been presented in two different ways.
The first approach is to consider the rank of sheriffs as they were appointed, which has the
virtue of allowing for changes in status between appointments (Table 2.3, below). Overall,
during the period 1300-1400 a total of 1,877 appointments were made to the English
shrievalties, of which 47.2% were to dubbed knights, 46.5% were to non-knights, or ‘esquires’

in the broadest sense, and the remainder comprised of titled noblemen and doubtful cases.

Table 2.3: The Rank of Sheriffs as they were Appointed, 1300-1400

Period Rank of Sheriffs as Appointed
E K N N* Other Totals

1300-09 56 9 29 37 8 139
1310-19 71 12 37 65 5 190
1320-29 87 4 24 36 9 160
1330-39 87 4 37 27 4 159
1340-49 74 5 56 23 9 167
1350-59 56 2 57 16 2 133
1360-69 63 4 54 19 3 143
1370-79 134 4 70 22 10 240
1380-89 134 1 113 10 11 269
1390-1400 124 2 134 7 10 277
Totals 886 47 611 262 71 1,877

Key: E Established knights; X Knights, but timing difficult to establish; N Non-knights;
N* Future knights; Other Honorary sheriffs and problem cases,

When working with medieval statistics it is inappropriate to play the percentages game, and in
this case appointments listed under category N* represent a real wildcard element. Given the
uneven evidence for knighthood, and more especially the timing of knighthood, an unknown
proportion of these sheriffs must already have been knights and should be assigned to category
E. As a consequence the rough equality between knights and non-knights indicated in Table 2.3
might be misleading, and knights were almost certainly in a clear majority in the opening
decades of the fourteenth century when the potential distortion of N* was at its greatest.
Towards the end of the century, however, significant changes can be identified in the upper

reaches of the administrative cursus. Shrieval appointments to knights and non-knights were

120 Flores Historianum, ed. H.R. Luard, 3 vols (Rolls Series, 1890), iii, p.131. For the best account of the
ceremony see C. Bullock-Davies, Menestrellorum Multitudo: Minstrels at a Royal Feast (Cardiff,
1978), pp.ix-xli; and Coss, The Knight in Medieval England, pp.84-5 for a summary. The new knights
are listed by Bullock-Davies in an appendix, pp.185-188.
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finely balanced in the period 1350-70, and non-knights enjoyed a palpable advantage in the last
twenty years of the century. Nationally, then, the odds were more or less even that an esquire

would be appointed as sheriff.

Table 2.4: The Ultimate Rank of Sheriffs as Individuals, 1300-1400

Period Ultimate Rank of Individual Sheriffs
Knight Non-knight Other Total

1300-09 65 (69.9%) 21 (22.6%) 7 93
1310-19 88 (72.7%) 29 (24.0%) 4 121
1320-29 75 (75.0%) 18 (18.0%) 7 100
1330-39 70 (68.6%) 30 (29.4%) 2 102
1340-49 76 (60.0%) 44 (34.6%) 7 127
1350-59 52 (55.9%) 39 (41.9%) 2 93
1360-69 62 (59.0%) 41 (39.0%) 2 105
1370-79 107 (59.8%) 63 (35.2%) 9 179
1380-89 85 (49.4%) 78 (45.3%) 9 172
1390-99 58 (40.8%) 78 (55.0%) 6 142

Totals 738 (59.8%) 441 (35.7%) 55 1,234

Note: Individuals have been categorised by the first decade in which they served as
sheriff. The figures exclude (a) the 21 men whose careers began in the 1290s but carried
over into the fourteenth century (16 kmights, 5 non-knights); and (b) the 18 novice
sheriffs appointed in 1400 (9 knights, 8 non-knights).

Alternatively, the sheriffs can be analysed as individuals by their ultimate rank, as knights and
non-knights (Table 2.4, above). These data confirm the overall preeminence of knights, who
constituted 60% of the shrieval elite during the fourteenth century. But they also reinforce the
importance of the 1380s and 1390s as a pivotal phase of increased non-knightly appointment.

Locally, however, the variations in the social composition of the office-holding community
are so great that evidence can be found to support any argument, whether it is a ‘positive’ rise of
the esquire, a ‘negative’ decline of the knight, or perhaps even a revival of knighthood after its
thirteenth-century nadir (Table 2.5, below p.93). Closer analysis reveals that non-knights were
far more visible in a cluster of southern and south midland shrievalties than they were in more
peripheral parts of the kingdom, notably in Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire, Kent, Surrey-
Sussex, and Hampshire. The only other counties to field such high numbers of esquires were
Devon, inexplicably, and the fee shrievalties where considerations of rank and status were
arguably less important. Conversely, the more ‘isolated’ shrievalties were staffed largely by
knights — Cumberland, Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire, Northumberland, Lincolnshire, Norfolk-
Suffolk, Somerset-Dorset, and Yorkshire where knights had a near-monopoly on the shrievalty.
These curious statistics are neither easy to explain nor easy to dismiss. On the one hand there is
no compelling proof that high local replacement rates forced the crown, in desperation, to lower
its sights and nominate esquires. Not only would this ‘first team’ mentality have been quite

alien, but there is also no statistical support for such a neat hypothesis. For example, both
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Surrey-Sussex and Norfolk-Suffolk were fluid shrievalties during the fourteenth century with
high turnovers of nominees, yet the respective balance between knights and esquires in these
shrievalties was completely different. Knights had the edge in Norfolk-Suffolk, esquires in
Surrey-Sussex. Neither was there a clear relationship between social status and the overall size

of the shrieval élite.

Could it be that sheriffs offer a limited and misleading slice of the office-holding
community? Comparisons with knights of the shire returned in the period 1386-1421 suggest
not.12! Though modest in size, the latter group had a great deal in common with the sheriffs in
terms of membership and assumed social status, and almost without exception the social
complexion of a particular shrievalty was mirrored by its parliamentary representation. The
percentage of ‘knightly’ knights of the shire was highest in those counties where knights also
dominated the shrievalty: Derbyshire, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Northumberland,
Nottinghamshire, Somerset, Suffolk and, not least, Yorkshire where every single representative
in this period was a knight. The reverse, moreover, was also true. Counties showing a high
proportion of non-knightly sheriffs also tended to return esquires to parliament, particularly
Bedfordshire, Berkshire, Huntingdonshire, Kent, Northamptonshire and Surrey. Devon and
Essex were the only real anomalies — both consistently elected knights. Such close parallels
between the two samples would seem to rule out coincidence; and it is not acceptable to dismiss
them as a symptom of sheriffs returning themselves to parliament. The statute of 1372
prohibiting sheriffs from attending parliament was certainly breached, but on no more than

twenty occasions in the period 1380-1400.122

It is more telling to find the same, or broadly similar, patterns of knightly and non-knightly
participation in the office-holding community at large. Local contrasts in the social status of
sheriffs were played out on a larger stage, sometimes intensified, sometimes diluted, but
nonetheless detectable. Quite a number of counties are inconclusive or ambiguous in the
balance between the two groups. In Warwickshire, for instance, the administrative and social
partnership between them was symbolised by a deed of 1336 whose witnesses were heavily
involved in local government — Sir John de Bishopesdon, Sir Roger de Aylesbury, John de
Peyto and Adam de Stivynton.!23 By 1360 Warwickshire’s office-holding community was
smaller but otherwise retained its ‘mixed’ character, with a slight majority of knights. But there

are enough counties clustered at each extreme to warrant further investigation. Counting the

121 gp i, pp.769 fol. All calculations based on this material.

122 Rot. Parl., ii, p.310; Stat. Realm, i, p.394. See HP, i, p.181 for a list of sheriffs who effectively
returned themselves to parliament after 1386. There was a particularly large concentration of sheriffs
in the November 1390 session, many of whom were elected within days of its opening. For an earlier
petition on the same subject see Rot. Parl., ii, p.104.

123 CCR, 1333-37, p.692.
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administrative commissions issued to knights and non-knights offers a guide, albeit crude, to the
localised importance of each group. In the decades leading up to 1360 — the period viewed by
Coss as the ‘crucial phase’ in the emergence of the esquire — it is possible to identify a three-
tiered hierarchy of participation in almost every county.!# Each had a ‘core’ of prominent
officials who were employed repeatedly, a ‘second rank’ who were appointed four or five times,
and a much larger pool of auxiliary or occasional officials who drifted in and out of local
government. Charting the size and composition of these tiers over a thirty-year period reveals
differing patterns of local development, set against a background of intensive English military
activity, visitations of the plague in 1348-9 and 1361-2, and a steady decline in the volume of

the administrative commissions upon which this analysis is based.!25

One particularly important process can be seen unfolding in a number of counties during the
mid-fourteenth century, namely the transition from large, overwhelmingly knightly
establishments to more compact, balanced groups of shire officials. Wiltshire illustrates the
development of such a mid-century esquirearchy. The opening decade of Edward III’s reign
saw the county administered almost exclusively by half a dozen local knights including Sir
Richard Daunteseye, Sir John Mauduit and Sir Robert Selyman, with additional knights in
supporting roles.126 Yet over the next twenty years the character of local government changed
to such an extent that a small band of non-knightly officials like Gilbert de Berewik and John
Everard assumed many of the burdens once shouldered by knights. In this case the setback for
the knights was temporary, and was partly the result of deaths among the office-holding elite
during the 1330s and 1340s.127 By 1380 Wiltshire’s knights had reclaimed a place at the heart
of shire affairs; but the administrative partnership already forged between the knights and
esquires remained intact, Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire underwent a similar transformation,
though esquires were already making a significant contribution by 1330. At the start of the
period the two counties were staffed by a healthy mixture of knights and esquires — Sir Philip de
Aylesbury, Sir Gerard de Braybroke, Sir Hugh de Croft, and Sir Ralph Fitz Richard were
frequently assisted by Adam atte Glorie, Simon Croiser, Thomas de Stodlegh, and Nicholas

124 Coss, ‘Knights, esquires and the origins of social gradation’, p.173.

125 During the 1330s around 4,700 appointments were made to the offices embraced by this study. This
dropped to 2,400 during the 1360s, prior to the resurgence of activity in the 1370s and 1380s. The
inclusion of other types of official — notably justices of oyer and terminer — might conceivably reduce
the apparent decline in administrative business.

126 See Appendix 3.

127 Mid-century casualties included: Sir Richard Daunteseye (d.1348), Sir Peter Doynel (d.1345), Sir
Robert de Hungerford (d.1352), Sir John de Mauduit (d.1347), Sir Reginald de Pavely (d.1347), and Sir
Edmund Gascelyn (d.1337). Gilbert de Berewik lived on until 1361. CIPM, ix, p.9 (no.22); ibid., viii,
pp.417-8 (n0.578); ibid., x, p.19 (no.41); ibid., ix, pp.16-17 (no.34), 24 (no.43); ibid., viii, pp.68-9
(n0.120); ibid., xi, pp.32-3, 369 (nos.44, 486). For a broader perspective on mortality in Wiltshire see
A.E. Nash, ‘The mortality pattern of the Wiltshire lords of the manor, 1242-1377’, Southern History, 2
(1980), pp.31-43.
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Passelewe. A decade later the situation was much the same. The nucleus of a dozen knights
and esquires, including the familiar names of Passclewe, Braybroke and Aylesbury, was
supported by a large body of men whose administrative experience amounted to one or two
commissions.!28 By 1360, however, local authority in Bedfordshire and Buckinghamshire was
spread more thinly. Core officials were outnumbered by the second rank; and for the first time
knights were clearly outnumbered by esquires. Oxfordshire-Berkshire also employed a large
number of important officials in the 1330s, most of them knights — Sir Robert Achard, Sir John
de Brompton, Sir Thomas Coudray, Sir Gilbert de Ellesfeld, Sir Thomas de Langeleye, Sir John
de Leukenore, Sir William de Spersholt, Sir John Whitefeld, and Sir Philip de Engelfield.
Though knightly participation in local government held up better than in some neighbouring
shires, the contribution of esquires like John de Alveton, John Laundels and Richard de

Williamescote became increasingly noticeable as the century progressed.

Not every county followed this trajectory, however. Those shrievalties characterised by a
mixture of knightly and non-knightly sheriffs often produced office-holding communities of a
similar complexion. Moreover, scattered parts of the kingdom showed a continuing dependence
on knights with correspondingly little penetration by esquires. Notable cases included
Somerset-Dorset, Yorkshire and Lincolnshire. With very few exceptions both the core and
second rank officials in these counties were knights, even into the 1370s and beyond. In
Yorkshire during the 1330s and 1340s the only non-knights of any administrative importance
were John de Kilvyngton and William de Scurueton, and the latter was an early example of a
new breed — the career tax collector. Lincolnshire, too, saw a mere handful of esquires serving
at the top of the administrative hierarchy, including Thomas de Levelaunce and Gilbert de
Ledred.

Thus, if lists of the busiest local officials in the 1330s can at times resemble a roll call of
English knights, by 1360 the situation in most counties was very different due to the gradual
evolution of smaller, more balanced administrative communities. Escalating manpower
demands in the 1370s brought a brief renaissance in the employment of knights in those areas
where their involvement had waned; but by the end of the fourteenth century we can justifiably
speak of a partnership between knights and esquires in the upper reaches of the administrative
cursus. To explain these changes, and to explain why they were selective, it would be easy to
present an extravagant picture of mid-century challenges that produced variable reactions across
the kingdom, reactions that naturally manifested themselves in the composition of local
‘political” communities. Did esquire officials gain the initiative in regions that suffered

excessively from the pressures of military recruitment or the economic aftershock of the

128 Not many of these officials appear on a return of £40 landowners in Buckinghamshire dating from
around 1346-7. Probable exceptions include Sir Philip de Aylesbury and John Chastillon, though the
bottom corner of the membrane has been torn away. C 47/2/41.
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plague? Or, alternatively, did fluctuations in the numbers of knightly officials disguise shifting
attitudes, chiefly ambivalence, towards knighthood during the mid-fourteenth century? Both
scenarios entail social change, but of subtly different types. The first is contingent on a
physical, if selective, thinning out of knights through natural wastage; the second implies a kind
of social osmosis where the distinctions between knights and the wealthier non-knights broke
down, leaving a homogenous group that enjoyed similar benefits and obligations, including the

crucial right to bear heraldic arms.129

Significant new research will be necessary to elucidate these structural changes in gentry
society, but the social composition of the office-holding community illustrates two important
processes at work during the reign of Edward III. The first was the emergence of esquire
officials scattered throughout the kingdom. For whatever reason — appropriate experience,
aptitude for bureaucracy, retaining connections — these exceptional individuals were admitted to
the ranks of the political community. Indeed, far from being a minority of small fry who
slipped through the net, men like John de Alveton, Gilbert de Berewik and Nicholas Passelewe
made an invaluable contribution to local administration throughout the fourteenth century, and

by its end they may even have outnumbered knights in the most important local offices.

More importantly, from the mid-fourteenth century onwards, traditions of office-holding
were being laid down by non-knightly families in imitation of their knightly colleagues; and it
was in this respect that parts of the south and midlands were forging ahead of the rest of the
kingdom. Traces of this process can be found in the shrieval elite. Sheriffs were recruited from
‘new’ families recently established on the county scene, and from older ones that had allowed
the dignity of knighthood to lapse. Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire offers representative
examples of both. From among the ranks of the established gentry, Edmund Hampden and John
Wydeville inherited estates that had supported their fathers as knights; both, however,
abandoned knighthood with no obvious repercussions for their local standing. Hampden served
as sheriff on five occasions, and was succeeded by a son, John, whose career was no less
impressive.130  Wydeville’s existing influence in Northamptonshire was extended into

Buckinghamshire through marriage and he served interchangeably as sheriff of the two

129 Maurice Keen has recently re-emphasised the military and heraldic aspects of the ‘rise’ of the esquire
in the mid-fourteenth century. He finds little evidence of the esquires pushing themselves forward as a
‘class’, and stresses instead the recognition of their superiors: ‘Their so-called rise does not belong to
the model-world of revolutionary pressures, but seems rather to represent an adjustment of the
hierarchical scales’. This view does not necessarily conflict with the increasing administrative profile
of esquires discernible in the same period. I am grateful to Dr Keen for allowing me to see a draft of
his paper, which has since been published as ‘Heraldry and hierarchy: esquires and gentlemen’, Orders
and Hierarchies in Late Medieval and Renaissance Europe, ed. J. H. Denton (London, 1999).

130 Edmund was the son (of So? of Sir John Hampden (d.1375) of Great Hampden, sheriff in 1357-9,
1360-1. Edmund occupi e shrievalty in 1390-1, 1395-6, 1400-1, 1405-6, 1414-15. His son John
also an esquire. HP, iii, pp.277-9.
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counties. He too left a son to carry on the family’s involvement in local government.!31 The
Longyville family, whose landed interests also straddled the Northamptonshire-Buckinghamshire
border, underlines the capacity for sub-knightly families to sustain high administrative profiles.
Though certainly qualified for knighthood at the beginning of the fourteenth century, two
successive generations remained esquires and played significant roles in shire administration. 132
William Tyrington, on the other hand, was a new man who emerged in the second half of the
fourteenth century. Tyrington was one of several local officials in Bedfordshire and
Buckinghamshire who owed their influence to lucrative marriages.133 Others included Robert
Dykeswell, Ralph Fitz Richard, and John Worship. 134

Esquires therefore came of age in two different respects during this period. Irrespective of
why these changes took place, it is clear that the key phase in the evolution of the esquire, as
envisaged by Peter Coss, coincided with a period when, in certain parts of the kingdom, non-
knights were competing on equal terms with knights for local office. This increased visibility in

county society must surely be connected with their emergence as an armigerous section of the

gentry.

Yet contradictory signals from East Anglia, northern England and parts of the West Country
cannot be ignored. If an office-holding community was simply an extension of the local
landowning population, with parallel dimensions and social structure, then the contrasting
experiences described above can be rationalised. ~We might expect a locally recruited
administration to reflect its parent community, and by the accession of Edward III the vast
majority of shire officials were indeed recruited locally. But further investigation leads straight
to a cul-de-sac: without detailed knowledge of the gentry population, both locally and
nationally, it is impossible to determine how closely the office-holding community followed the
contours of local society. No convincing efforts have been made to count the fourteenth-
century gentry. All that we have are guestimates, and a rough sense of population density rather
than actual totals. Given-Wilson’s figure of between 9,000 and 10,000 gentry families, a

quarter of whom formed a ‘homogenous’ sub-group of knights and wealthy esquires, has

131 John Wydeville of Grafton Regis, was the son of Sir Richard Wydeville, sheriff of Northamptonshire
in 1362-8 and 1370-1. John was sheriff of Northamptonshire in 1380-1, 1385-6, and 1390-1, and
Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire in 1383-4. His son, also an esquire, was sheriff in 1405-6. HP, iv,
pp.913-5.

132 John’s father and grandfather, respectively Sir George and Sir John, were both active officials in
Northamptonshire. John Longville (d.1439) of Little Billing, Northamptonshire and Wolverton,
Buckinghamshire was ‘an able administrator’ and an ‘accomplished lawyer’. He was sheriff of
Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire in 1394-5. His son George (c.1389-1458) was sheriff of
Northamptonshire in 1430, and Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire in 1448-9. HP, iii, pp.624-6.

133 HP, iv, pp.576-7.
134 Dykeswell: HP, ii, pp.784-5. Fitz Richard: HP, iii, pp.82-3. Worship: HP, iv, pp.900-2.
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become part of the fabric of gentry studies but may well err on the side of exaggeration.!33
Moreover, population figures at local level are largely conjectural and will remain so until the
majority of counties are reconstructed using a common methodology. So for the moment we
can do no more than draw broad distinctions between large and small gentry populations and,

rather less confidently, between high and low concentrations of knights.

A tentative attempt to do this can be found in the juxtaposition of some existing calculations
of wealth and population with several lists of gentry, and with indications of the total
administrative manpower required by each county (Table 1.4, above pp.47-8). Many of the
figures in this table are admittedly suspect. Russell’s population figures have been disputed.136
The ‘gentry lists’ are rather weak, with a bias towards the first quarter of the century. Finally
the scale of office-holding may not tell us an awful lot about the structure of landed society
since the group of men available to hold office was not necessarily the same as the group likely
to hold it. However, in spite of these deficiencies the tabulated statistics do reveal extremes in
the gentry population. Unsurprisingly, Yorkshire and Lincolnshire boasted consistently large
numbers of gentry and very sizeable numbers of office-holders, as did Essex, Kent, Norfolk,
Suffolk and Somerset. At the other end of the spectrum the smallest counties —
Huntingdonshire, Rutland, Surrey, Sussex and Westmoreland — tended to have comparatively
few of either. Extremes can also be seen in the knightly population, though they are less
evidentially secure. Judging by the Parliamentary Roll of Arms and the lists of those
summoned to the Great Council of 1324, the most impressive knightly communities were to be
found in Yorkshire, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex and Kent, some of which, indeed,
were ‘knightly’ shrievalties.!137 Yet the picture in most of the middling counties is rather more
confused: between Yorkshire at one extreme and Rutland at the other, few other shires show a

clear connection between gentry population, office-holding, and the employment of knights.

135 Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Late Middle Ages, pp.69-73. The inclusion of £5
landholders seems generous in the light of the assessment bands used in 1344. Possession of 100s. in
land and rents required the provision of a mounted archer; £25 holders were assessed at a man-at-arms.
CPR, 1343-45, p.427. For the original commission, ibid., pp.414-6. The returns are scattered in C
47/2. Had they survived in a better condition they could have formed the basis for a genuine attempt to
count the gentry, especially when correlated with ancillary material on the Fine, Memoranda and Treaty
Rolls. Saul made good use of the Gloucestershire returns: Knights and Esquires, pp.33-5. The
materials are also discussed from a different perspective by A. Ayton, ‘The English army and the
Normandy campaign of 1346°, England and Normandy in the Middle Ages, ed. D. Bates and A. Curry
(London, 1994), pp.254-9.

136 See for example E. Miller and J. Hatcher, Medieval England — Rural Society and Economic Change,
1086-1348 (London, 1978), pp.28-9.

137 Faulkner’s estimates for knightly populations in the period 1199-1216 provide an interesting
comparison. The largest numbers of knights were to be found in Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Yorkshire,
Northamptonshire, Suffolk, and Essex. Populations in the ‘periphery’ were low in comparison
(Faulkner, ‘The transformation of knighthood’, p.6). Denholm-Young’s use of the Parliamentary Roll
of Arms indicated a cluster of ‘heavily feudalized’ counties: Kent, Norfolk, Essex, Suffolk,
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Though the correlation between population and office-holding is disappointingly
inconclusive, we should not discount the possibility that during the fourteenth century there was
a conscious, but selective, desire for knights to occupy the key positions of responsibility. This
might also imply that Given-Wilson’s ‘upper stratum’ of gentry society was not as homogenous
as he suggests. Though knighthood was seemingly in a state of decline there may have been
pockets where it retained more of its lustre and social significance, and where the crown thought
it wise to appoint sheriffs who were knights. Yorkshire was probably one of these areas. Its
administration was literally a };uge responsibility, and the ability to command respect in such a
society was vital — respect, moreover, that had to be won on local terms.13% Knighthood did not
necessarily secure the deference of local inhabitants as Sir Ralph de Hastynges found in 1338
when he was assaulted while holding inquisitions in Beverley, and as Sir John de Eland’s
murder proved a decade later.13? Presumably, however, the martial undertones of knighthood
would have been appreciated locally, particularly if military reputations were forged in the
company of a Neville or a Percy.140 Perhaps other parts of the north and midlands were similar.
But there was nothing quite so straightforward as a north-south divide. Norfolk-Suffolk and
Somerset-Dorset also underline the continuing importance of knighthood into the fifteenth

century.

k¥ %k

Compulsory knighthood offers another interesting point of entry into the world of shire
administration, and into the social composition of the office-holding community. Besides
offering, in a few cases, explicit information about when men were knighted, it is also far more
satisfying to distinguish £40 landholders from the general ruck of esquires. Moreover, these
‘potential’ knights are an extremely interesting group whose collective attitudes to rank and

status may volunteer an insight into the perceived obligations of the knightly class.

Initiated by Henry III in 1224, distraints of knighthood continued to be a regular feature of
fourteenth-century life. Distraint orders were issued in 1312, 1316, 1324, 1325-6, 1333, 1334-
5, 1344, 1356, 1366, and 1377. Following the proclamation of a distraint the sheriffs were

Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Rutland, Leicestershire and Gloucestershire. His ‘scarcity of real
knights’ is surely overstated (Denholm-Young, ‘Feudal society’, p.62).

138 Compare with HM. Jewell, ‘Local Administration and Administrators in Yorkshire, 1258-1348’,
Northern History, 16 (1980), p.18.

139 CPR, 1338-40, p.179; ibid., 1350-54, p.156. J.M. Kaye, ‘The Eland murders, 1350-1: a study of the
legend of the Eland feud’, Yorkshire Archaeological Journal, 51 (1979), pp.61-79.

140 Harriss arrived at a broadly similar conclusion by looking at the (then newly published) History of
Parliament volumes. Yorkshire and Northumberland were exceptions to the marked decline in
knighthood ‘reflecting a gentry who esteemed military rank and were wealthy enough to sustain it’.
Moreover, ‘in the north and midlands the decline of knighthood was generally slower than in southern
counties’. G.L. Harriss, “The medieval Parliament’, Parliamentary History, 13 (1994), p.215.
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directed to compile lists of local men whose property met a specified annual value (usually £40
to have been held for at least three years) but who were not knights.14! Inclusion in the sheriffs’
returns prompted several different responses: those wishing to take up knighthood were
normally instructed to assemble in London by a certain date to receive the necessary apparatus
from the Wardrobe; those who were already knights, and there were a number of such cases,
could argue the toss at the Exchequer; finally, those who refused to be dubbed were liable to a
fine unless they supplied an adequate excuse.!42 The aim of these ‘genteel witchunts’, as they
have been aptly described, was evidently to increase the pool of available knights.143 But
available for what? Compulsory knighthood had no declared motives, and its purpose in the
thirteenth century continues to stimulate debate. Peter Coss is the leading exponent of the
‘knights as soldiers’ theory. Based on the timing of distraint orders, Coss has argued that their
principal motivation was military, to provide fighting knights — financial reasons were
secondary, while explanations hinging on the knights® civilian role ‘cannot be sustained’.144
David Crouch, on the other hand, represents the ‘knights as administrators” camp. Compulsion
was prompted by royal anxieties about the lack of knights at hand to participate in shire affairs:
‘It may well be that the administrative and not the military problems posed by the lack of
knights was what eventually concerned the king more than anything else. The military problem
was not insuperable. If there were not enough knights, then by the end of the century there were
plenty of squires who would go to war equipped quite as adequately as knights. The shortage of
dubbed knights on the battlefield was not necessarily a great worry.’145

If the thirteenth-century picture is blurred, then it is equally difficult to offer any clear
rationale for distraint of knighthood in the fourteenth, long after the practice was introduced.
Though the use of distraint as a financial expedient should never be discounted, it is probably
fruitless to look for more specific motives since the ambiguity in these fourteenth-century
distraint orders seems to rest with knighthood itself, both as an ideal and as a social institution.
The knights were a diverse group; knighthood was an intricate fusion of military, economic, and
honorific considerations; and bork hold the key to determining what advantage the crown might

have seen in creating new knights.

141 The distraint proclamations changed little during the fourteenth century. CCR, 1323-27, p.182; ibid.,
1333-37, p.362; ibid., 1354-60, p.319.

142 See E 198/4/1 for the pleadings of Robert de Veer of Thrapston by his attorney in the Court of
Exchequer, 1357,

143 Crouch, The Image of Aristocracy, p.147.

144 Coss, Lordship, Knighthood and Locality, pp.241-4, 259, and references, Powicke, Military
Obligation in Medieval England, pp.71-81, 170-181; idem, ‘Distraint of knighthood and military
obligation under Henry I1’, Speculum, 25 (1950), pp.457-470.

145 Crouch, The Image of Aristocracy, pp.146-7. Compare with H.G. Richardson and G.O. Sayles, The
Governance of Mediaeval England from the Conquest to Magna Carta (Edinburgh, 1963), pp.133-4.
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Tracing individual responses to distraint among £40 landowners is far more interesting, and
perhaps far more important, than speculating on the motives behind the process. For present
purposes it does not matter what the objectives of distraint were. What really matters is the
strength of the perceived association between knighthood and administration, and the responses
that this association elicited from distrainees. Thirteenth-century knights played an appreciable
role in local government, and it is clear that administrative burdens were not always shouldered
willingly.146  David Crouch cites the revealing case of Anschetil de Martinwast, a man of
considerable wealth who resisted distraint on several occasions before succumbing in or around
1256, at which point he also obtained an exemption from shire administration. Thus,
Martinwast was ‘willing to become a knight, providing he was not inconvenienced by civil

demands.’147

The potential workload for knights during the fourteenth century grew considerably, so did
men continue to evade knighthood in order to avoid government service? Hindsight suggests
that this strategy would have been naive. Even before the accession of Edward III there were
too many esquire officials for knighthood to be exclusively associated with, or tainted by,
administrative burdens. Knighthood, moreover, was not a catalyst for the recruitment of local
officials. Calendared sources yield many apparent connections between knighthood and
administrative service, but the majority collapse under closer scrutiny. For example, an entry
on the Close Roll suggests that Sir Robert de Popham was knighted by mid-March 1330, shortly
before embarking on a distinguished cycle of appointments in Hampshire. 148 However, military
records prove that Popham was a knight by 1325 at the very latest when he led a small company
to Gascony.!4? The first reference to Sir William de Asthorp as a knight in August 1377
coincides almost exactly with the start of an impressive administrative career in Devon, but this
was more than a decade after he was distrained — if he was knighted in response to this order

then it would probably have taken place some years before his emergence as an official 130

146 5 .. Waugh, ‘Reluctant knights and jurors: respites, exemptions and public obligations in the reign of
Henry III", Speculum, 58 (1983), pp.937-86. Austin Poole’s work on the obligations of society in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries found knights who, having ‘compounded for their military obligations’,
‘found themselves fully occupied in the administrative work of their counties’. A.L. Poole, Obligations
of Society in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries (Oxford, 1946), pp.53-56.

147 Crouch, The Image of Aristocracy, pp.146-17.
148 CCR, 1330-33, p.130. He was sheriff in 1340-1, and discharged many other offices down to 1344.

199 E 101/16/39, m.2. Other, undesignated, men of that name appear as recipients of protection and
attorneys for same campaign, emphasising the inconsistency of rank in sources. For example, C 61/36,
m.5.

130 E 198/4/3; C 47/1/16, m.5. He also purchased a charter of exemption from local government CPR
1364-67, p.168, CCR 1377-81, pp.14-15.. His public career culminated with the shrievalty in 1383.
Comparisons may be drawn with Sir Edward de Stradelyng who was knighted by February 1338, at
which point he was also nominated as a commissioner of array in Somerset. He served as sheriff of
Somerset-Dorset in 1343. CCR, 1337-39, p.386, C 76/11, m.27, Foedera, 11, ii, p.1018. For a few
examples of the link between distraint and administrative activity see A. Musson, Public Order and
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Convincing instances of knighthood having a direct impact on gentry career structure are

therefore extremely scarce. 15!

Yet, setting aside our presumptions, even in the fourteenth century the avoidance of
knighthood might have been viewed as a worthwhile and cost-effective strategy to the well-
heeled esquire who had no great personal desire to emulate his knightly friends and neighbours
as shire officials. How else can we explain the stubborn resistance offered by men like
Martinwast? Richard Artour was one of these conscientious objectors to knighthood: he was
distrained in 1356 and 1366 from his property in Somerset and Dorset, and played no obvious
part in the counties’ administration.152 In much the same way, Richard de Biskele was returned
by the sheriff of Suffolk in 1333 and 1344, and although he was appointed as a tax collector for
the county in 1347 he was almost immediately excused, at the request of ‘the merchants’,
because he was too old to perform his duties.!33 Likewise, John de Denham was distrained in
Suffolk in 1344, 1356 and 1366;154 Robert Bumpstede of Norwich was returned in Norfolk in
1356 and 1366, as was Thomas Bumpstede in 1356;135 John Clervaus of Croft was distrained in
Yorkshire in 1334, 1356 and 1366156 and, finally, Nicholas de Burdon was distrained several
times in Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Devon, but apparently remained an esquire.
Significantly, none of these men were willing to accept knighthood and only one of them,

Nicholas de Burdon, served in any administrative capacity.!5?

Law Enforcement: The Local Administration of Criminal Justice, 1294-1350 (Woodbridge, 1996),
pp.128-9.

151 One exception could be Sir Thomas Clanvowe, whose first notable appointment in Herefordshire
came in 1394 when he was probably a knight of very recent creation. But even Clanvowe’s sudden rise
in county society might have owed more to his retaining connections than his own resources.
Clanvowe thrived under Richard II’s personal rule. He was knight of the shire for Herefordshire in
1394 and twice in 1397, a justice of the peace in 1397-9, and sheriff in 1397-9. HP, ii, p.576; C.
Given-Wilson, The Royal Household and the King's Affinity: Service, Politics and Finance in England
1360-1413 (London, 1986), p.284.

152 C 47/1/15, m.11; C 47/1/16, m.32. Artour is an obscure figure, though he may have owned property
in St Botulph’s parish, London. CPR, 1367-70, p.383.

153 C 47/1/19, m.20; E 198/3/18 (1333). E 198/3/22 (1344). CFR, 1347-56,p.1; CCR, 1346-49, p.314.
154 £ 198/3/22 (1344). C 47/1/15, m.11; E 198/4/2 (1356). C 47/1/16, m.21; E 198/4/3 (1366).
155 C 47/1/15, m.11 (1356). E 198/4/3; C 47/1/16, m.21 (1366).

156 C 47/1/13, m.2; E 198/3/19 (1334). C 47/1/15, m.11; E 198/4/2 (1356). C 47/1/16, m.41; E 198/4/3
(1366). These returns may span two careers.

157 C 47/1/8, m.28 (1316, Wilts.). C 47/1/11, m.6 (1324, Gloucs.). C47/1/12, mm.9, 32 (1325-6,
Gloucs.). C 47/1/19, m.9; E 198/3/18 (1333, Gloucs.). C 47/1/13, m.13; E 198/3/19 (1334, Gloucs.).
CPR, 1340-43, p.153. The Burdon family provide an interesting example of changing attitudes to
knighthood: Sir Nicholas de Burdon (d.1273); Robert de Burdon (d.1280); Sir Nicholas de Burdon
(d.1300); Nicholas de Burdon (fl. 1340); C. Moor, Knights of Edward I, Harleian Society, 80-4 (1929-
32), 1, pp.138-9.
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This ‘administrative’ view of distraint is further endorsed by a large group of distrainees
who, like Martinwast, also secured charters of exemption from local government service. For
example, Richard de Boyland was distrained in Norfolk on no fewer than three occasions, in
1325, 1333 and 1344. In 1324 he paid a £10 fine to defer taking up knighthood for a year, and
was exempted in 1336 from ever being compelled to do so. Boyland’s staunch resistance had
crumbled by January 1352 when he was described as a knight, but he made no significant
administrative contribution at any stage of his life and, like Martinwast, made a point of
securing an exemption from local government.158 Quite a number of £40 landholders did this.
Some were from urban and possibly mercantile backgrounds, and would therefore have had
little interest in shire affairs per se.15? But at least as many were country gentlemen. Sir Robert
de Northwode of Gatton was returned by the sheriff of Surrey-Sussex in 1344 and was perfectly
willing to become a knight so long as he was not inconvenienced by administrative duties,
underlined by his formal exemption in November 1346.16% Sir Ralph de Shelton was another of
the 1344 distrainees who successfully avoided any domestic chores, partly due to his exemption
of January 1347, and partly because he served in a succession of overseas expeditions, not least
Crécy where he was knighted and pardoned for not responding more quickly to the distraint
order.16! Indeed, the distraint of 1344 may rather perversely have brought Sir Robert de Cheyne
of Shurland, Kent to the crown’s attention as a potential office-holder. Cheyne was employed
as a tax collector for the first time in October 1344, and may well have sought an exemption
from shire administration in July 1348 to prevent repeating the experience, by which point he
was also a knight.162 John de Faversham was equally unwilling to become embroiled in shire

affairs, let alone take up knighthood. Distrained from his Kentish property in 1356, and

158 C47/1/12, m.39d. (1325-6). C 47/1/19, m.20; E 198/3/18 (1333). E 198/3/22 (1344). CFR, 1319-27,
p.300; CPR, 1334-38, p.316; CCR, 1349-54, p.404; CPR, 1354-58, p.47. He was asked to contribute 5
marks in Norfolk towards the military assessment of 1344. CFR, 1337-47, p.521. He was possibly a
younger son of Sir John de Boyland (d.1305). Moor, Knights of Edward 1, i, pp.127-8.

159 Henry Bidyk of Middlesex, distrained in 1333, certainly came from a merchant family and was
exempted from local government in 1334, He served as an arrayer in July 1333. E 198/3/18; VCH
Middlesex, vi, pp.56-7, 65, CPR, 1334-38, p.10. Robert Cheddre’s wealth as a Bristol cloth exporter
was ‘proverbial’ and he was distrained in 1356, and exempted a decade later. C 47/1/15, m.11; CPR,
1364-67, p.95; HP, i, pp.537-9; E.M. Carus-Wilson, The Overseas Trade of Bristol in the Later Middle
Ages (London, 1967), p.142n.

160 E 198/3/22; CPR, 1345-48, p.481. He died in 1360: CFR, 1356-68, p.132.
161 § 198/3/22; CPR, 1345-48, p.481; Crecy and Calais, pp.137, 142, 83, 125, 221.

162 £198/3/22; CPR, 1348-50, p.132; CCR, 1346-49, p.507. In June 1345 he was allowed to account by
attorney as collector of tenth and fifteenth in Kent as he was about to set sail with William, earl of
Huntingdon: CCR, 1343-46, p.586; Crecy and Calais, p.98. He was a knight by May 1348: ibid.,
p.155.
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appointed as a tax collector in the following August, Faversham promptly secured exemption in
July 1358163

Misgivings about administration were occasionally passed on from one generation to the
next. The Ferrers family of Churston, Devon, provides an excellent illustration of this
phenomenon. John de Ferrers, a somewhat obscure figure, died in 1324 leaving his teenage son
William to inherit the family estates.!6* The extent of this patrimony was underlined by his
inclusion in Devon’s distraint returns in 1334 and 1344, and Ferrers’ unwillingness to become a
knight was also underlined in 1348 when he secured lifelong exemption from the dignity.
Significantly, his resistance to knighthood was paralleled by a minimal contribution to the
administration of Devon: Ferrers did serve as a coroner, but his replacement in November 1342
on account of old age seems rather odd for a man who must have been in his early thirties.
Entirely in character, Ferrers subsequently purchased an exemption from any further local
duties.!6> Though it is not clear when William de Ferrers died, his son John was from exactly
the same mould. John was distrained on two occasions, in 1356 and 1366, and also inherited his
father’s dislike of shire administration. Ferrers was discharged within weeks of being named as
a tax collector in January 1353, and was careful to strengthen his hand shortly afterwards by
obtaining letters of exemption. John de Ferrers’ attitude to shire affairs contrasted sharply with
some of his Devonshire associates, namely esquires like Martin de Fishacre and Nicholas de la
Pomeray both of whom served as sheriff. 166 After three generations of resistance it was left to
William de Ferrers, John’s son and heir, to raise the family’s public profile in Devon by serving
as sheriff of the county in 1395-6, and by shouldering some of the responsibilities of a family
long qualified for knighthood.

Not all of the evidence, however, paints such a negative picture of knighthood and its
perceived obligations. It is certainly possible to detect wariness among some of those men on
the margins of knighthood, maybe on account of its administrative connotations, perhaps due to
a residual fear of military service and its inherent costs. Yet distrainees persistently appeared on
administrative commissions throughout the fourteenth century. Martin de Fishacre, himself

distrained in Devon and sheriff of the county in 1362-4, had counterparts in most other

163 C 47/1/15, m.11; CPR, 1358-61, p.66, CFR, 1356-68, p.44. He was distrained again in 1366: E
198/4/3.

164 CIPM, vi, p.293 (no.501); CFR, 1319-27, pp.258, 312.

165 C 47/1/13, m.25 (1334); E 198/3/22 (1344); CPR, 1348-50, p.2, CCR, 1341-43, p.601; CPR, 1343-45,
p.431. William held the family lands in 1332 when he was assessed for property at Churston Ferrers,
Bradworthy, and possibly Ringmare and Plymouth. The Devonshire Lay Subsidy of 1332, ed. AM.
Erskine, Devon and Comwall Record Society, New Series, 14 (1969), pp.2, 69,97,102.

166 C 47/1/15, m.11; E 198/4/3; CFR, 1347-56, pp.376-7;, CPR, 1350-54, p.427, ibid., 1377-81, p.105;
CCR, 1364-68, p.163. Nicholas de la Pomeray (sheriff of Devon, 1375-6) was distrained in 1356 and
1366 C 47/1/15, m.11; E 198/4/3. Martin de Fishacre served as sheriff in the period 1362-4.
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shrievalties, including Eustace de Burneby,!¢7 Sir William de Orlaston,168 and Sir Walter de
Rodeneye.1¢? Indeed this mixture of ‘knights of force’ and stubborn esquires produced some
extremely distinguished officials. Take, for example, Sir Philip de Engelfield, who was a
stalwart of shire government in Oxfordshire and Berkshire long before being distrained in 1333,

and remained so long after obtaining letters of exemption in September 1334,170

Presenting the relevant information - distraints, exemptions, and administrative
appointments — in a chronological sequence therefore reveals a broad spectrum of experience.
But among these conflicting signals it is clear that we should not necessarily equate
unwillingness to become a knight with indifference to local affairs, even in those cases where
administrative exemptions were also obtained. Priorities changed. Circumstances varied.
Strategies devised to evade domestic chores as a young esquire may, with the benefits of age
and maturity, have lost their appeal later in life. The soldier-turned-administrator career of Sir
Richard de la Bere underlines this point. Up until 1346, and despite being returned twice
beforehand as a £40 landholder in Herefordshire, Bere was recorded as a yeoman of the royal
household, and was much preoccupied with diplomacy during the initial stages of the Hundred
Years War., In June 1329, for instance, he was granted immunity from actions in
Herefordshire’s county court while in the service of the earl of Cornwall.1”! Bere’s fortunes,
however, were altered beyond recognition by his attachment to the Black Prince - his
exemption from knighthood was swept aside at La Hogue in July 1346 when he was knighted at

Prince Edward’s ‘counsel and command’.!’2 On his return from France, Bere continued to

167 Distrained in 1325; and sheriff of Northamptonshire in 1314-5 and 1328-9. C 47/1/12, m.18.

168 Djstrained in 1333; knighted by his death in 1342; and sheriff of Kent, 1327-9. E 198/3/18; CIPM,
viii, p.242 (no.359).

169 Distrained in Somerset 1325 and 1333; and sheriff of Somerset-Dorset, 1335-6, 1340, and 1345-7. C
47/1/12, m.49 (1325); E 198/3/18 (1333).

170 E 198/3/18; CPR, 1334-38, p.9. He was knighted by March 1337. CCR, 1337-39, p.106. Compare
with John Gobaud of Lincolnshire. He was distrained in 1333, exempted in August 1334; exempted
from knighthood in November 1335, being ‘very infirm’ (in his distraint return the sheriff noted: ‘qui
tali infirmitate qui vocata le Goute ita depressus existit’), and still appointed as a commissioner of array
in February 1336. Diem clausit extremum was issued November 1336. C 47/1/19, m.6; E 198/3/18;
CPR, 1334-38, p.62; CFR, 1327-37, p.500. Richard Holdych, Norfolk (distrained 1366; exempted
1354 and again in 1382 on account of old age; not knighted; active intermittently as an official 1354-
1379, including a term as sheriff, 1368-9: E 198/4/3; CPR, 1354-58, p.15; ibid., 1381-85, p.93). John
de Hemenhale, Norfolk (distrained 1333; pardoned for not becoming a knight with respite for two
years, May 1336; exempted from commissions 1340; dead by March 1347: E 198/3/18; CPR, 1334-38,
p.270; CIPM, ix, p.7 (no.18)). William de Spalding, Lincolnshire (distrained 1334; exempted from
local government and from knighthood for two years, summer 1336; named on commissions 1335-6: E
198/3/19; CPR, 1334-38, pp.307, 311).

171 CCR, 1327-30, p.549.

172 E 198/3/19 (1334); E 198/3/22 (1344); CPR, 1334-38, p.172; ibid., 1345-48, p.28; ibid., 1348-50, .9,
R. The Life and Campaigns of the Black Prince, ed. R. Barber (Woodbridge, 1986), p.27. See also
idem, Edward, Prince of Wales and Aquitaine (London, 1978), pp.44, 49-50, 93; Crecy and Calais,
p.93.
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serve Edward in various capacities; but at the same time he also settled down to the more sedate
life of a gentleman in his native Herefordshire, embarking on an extraordinary series of

appointments until failing eyesight forced his retirement from public life in 1371.173

Knighthood, then, was not necessarily the stuff that administrative careers were made from.
If this fact is so readily apparent after six hundred years, then it must surely have been apparent
to contemporaries. It was also apparent to Geoffrey Chaucer in the Canterbury Tales. Of the
three or four pilgrims assembled at The Tabard who might have been qualified to serve as
sheriff, it is the Franklin who did so. The portrait of the Knight in the General Prologue makes
no reference at all to shire affairs, and instead depicts a chivalric and militarily strenuous

figure:174

A Knyght ther was and that a worthy man,
That fro the tyme that he first bigan

To riden out, he loved chivalrie,

Trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisie.
Ful worthy was he in his lordes werre,
And thereto had he riden, no man ferre.

General Prologue, li. 43 fol.

The Squire is also primarily concerned with military matters:

And he hadde been somtyme in chyvachie
In Flaundres, in Artoys, and Pycardie,
And born hym weel, as of so litel space,
In hope to stonden in his lady grace.

General Prologue, li. 85 fol.

From a purely administrative perspective, it is the Franklin who steals the show:

At sessiouns ther was he lord and sire;
Ful ofte tyme he was knyght of the shire.
An anlas and a gipser al of silk

Heng at his girdel, whyt as morne milk.
A shirreve hadde he been, and a contour;
Was nowher swich a worthy vavasour.

General Prologue, 1i. 355 fol.

Of course the social status of Chaucer’s Franklin is open to interpretation, but as a ‘vavasour’ he

clearly belonged to the gentry, and served in a number of high-profile local offices dominated

173 CPR, 1345-8, p.373; Calendar of Papal Registers: Petitions, i, p.154; Register of Edward the Black
Prince, ed. M.C.B. Dawes, 4 vols (London, 1930-33), i, p.44; ibid., iii, pp.54, 378, 492, 495; CFR,
1369-77, p.128. Given his impressive credentials as an official, Bere’s exemption from local
administration in 1353 must be seen as a discretionary measure, to safeguard him from the more
burdensome tasks.

174 The Tales of Canterbury by Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. R.A. Pratt (Boston MA, 1966).
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by knights and esquires.17> It is conceivable that the sketch of the Franklin was intended as an
ironic side-swipe at local officialdom, following in a tradition of writing where sheriffs were
deliberately associated with lesser officials like clerks and bailiffs as a means of drawing
attention to their collective shortcomings. But if this was not the case then the Franklin instead
represents an incisive appraisal of the realities of office-holding at the end of the fourteenth

century.

175 For discussions of the historical significance of Chaucer’s Franklin see: R.J. Pearcy, ‘Chaucer’s
Franklin and the literary vavasour’, The Chaucer Review, 8 (1973), pp.33-59; Specht, Chaucer’s
Franklin in the Canterbury Tales, pp.91-141; and N. Saul, ‘The social status of Chaucer’s Franklin: a
reconsideration’, Medium Aevum, 52 (1983), pp.10-26.
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Chapter 3: Undercurrents of Lordship

‘Bastard feudalism’, as interpreted by K.B. McFarlane in the 1940s, has assumed a singular
importance in the historiography of medieval England. Scholars may seek to find a different
name for it, dispute its origins, emphasise or diminish its impact, and construct different
models to accommodate it; but, almost invariably, they have to engage with it in order to
understand English society and politics in the late middle ages.! The object of this chapter is
to stand back from the current debates and re-examine the issue of retaining with regard to
the appointment and conduct of sheriffs. Given the intellectual and practical constraints
built into any large-scale study of retaining, I am not certain that this brief discussion will
reveal anything that is strikingly new about its relationship with shire administration.
Antithetical positions on bastard feudalism and the types of society that evolved under its
influence have already been taken and entrenched, leaving little scope for a new ‘spin’ on the
subject. More importantly, however, affinities and networks are best approached through
detailed local analysis, and it is in this area, more than any other, that the weaknesses of
broad brush history become apparent. It has proven quite impossible to untangle the
associates and patrons of the 1,273 men who held the shrievalty during the fourteenth
century. Leaving aside the sheer scale of the task, it could be argued that in actively seeking
patron-client relationships there is a very real danger of using the evidence over-

ingeniously.2

New perspectives on bastard feudalism will only emerge from significant new research
on the type, strength, alignment and consequences of the medieval gentry’s connections.
This research, if it is ever carried out, will prove once and for all that bastard feudalism did

not work according to a single formula; that its impact varied across the kingdom during the

1 For a readable introduction, particularly strong on historiography, see M. Hicks, Bastard Feudalism
(London, 1995). For a thoughtful summary of the main debates see C. Given-Wilson, The English
Nobility in the Later Middle Ages: The Fourteenth-Century Political Community (London, 1987),
pp.73-83. I do not propose to redefine bastard feudalism. Other than implying continuity between
one artificially constructed society and another, between feudalism and bastard feudalism (often
symbolised by the honour and the affinity respectively), the term is not helpful and is probably best
avoided. In this respect I agree with Christine Carpenter, Locality and Polity: A Study of
Warwickshire Landed Society 1401-1499 (Cambridge, 1992), pp.287-8. See also the comments of
JM.W. Bean, From Lord to Patron: Lordship in Late Medieval England (Manchester, 1989),
pp.231-7. For evidence of continuity between the two ‘systems’ see S.L. Waugh, “Tenure to
contract: lordship and clientage in thirteenth-century England’, English Historical Review, 101
(1986), pp.811-39.

2 This is one of the criticisms that I would make about the History of Parliament biographies for the
period 1386-1421. There is a tendency for the biographers to comjure up connections and
affiliations from the slightest evidence.
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fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. For the time being, however, my more modest aims are to
point out some of the problems in this hugely important subject area, to offer some thoughts
on the body of detailed work that has been done, and to conclude with a case study dealing

with the complex relationship between lordship, service, gentility and office-holding.

i. Bastard feudalism revisited

‘The picture which emerges of the shrieval office in the years between ¢.1350 and 1600 is
not therefore one of marked decline or supercession. The sheriff may not in his duties
relating to public order have been the great power he was at times in earlier centuries but the
position, which still provided the holder with a number of judicial duties, was certainly quite
crucial in the quarrelsome world of bastard feudalism.”®> With these words John Bellamy
reminds us, if we need reminding, of the context in which late medieval office-holding has
most often been studied. Ever since McFarlane published his enormously influential papers
on bastard feudalism, historians have been trying to unravel the connections between
patronage and local politics by reconstructing the ‘affinities’ of retainers, associates and
hangers on that were assembled by men with the wherewithal to provide good lordship. The
effort and expense required to cultivate these networks was repaid in part by the
accumulation of authority that the affinity could bring through its deployment in shire
affairs. This was on the understanding that ‘duties of a legal nature might be performed in
ways either detrimental or beneficial to particular members of the upper classes’.* A
magnate might expect to be treated preferentially if his clients held the shrievalty or served
on the peace commission; and similar ‘protection’ might also extend to other members of the
affinity. This, according to the darkest and most cynical view of bastard feudalism, created
rival factions and power blocks centred on over mighty subjects. Sheriffs, justices and

knights of the shire were pawns in this aristocratic game:

Lords invent trespasses on the part of their enemies and secure commissions of oyer
and terminer for justices who are favourable to them. They influence the sheriffs to
appoint days of trial without warning the defendants, and so they lose their case by
non-appearance. They appoint places for trial in remote districts where their
victims dare not come, and have juries empanelled who know nothing of the cause.
In suits of land great lords maintain each other, so that the opposing parties dare not
proceed. Much of the technique of the legal tyranny of the fifteenth century seems

3 ].G. Bellamy, Bastard Feudalism and the Law (London, 1989), pp.16-17.
4 Ibid., p.12.
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already to be familiar... Already [in 1315] the principal vices which were to bring
the medieval order to ruin are present... 3

Many important aspects of this outlook have since been discredited, not least by
McFarlane, but ‘bastard feudalism’ still carries an unsavoury taste. And shire officials are
still regarded as an important conduit of magnate authority. Indeed, recent scholarship has
suggested a very important, even fundamental, connection between retaining and local
government. It has been argued that the central dynamic of bastard feudalism — whereby
tenurial bonds of lordship gave way to a contractual or cash nexus of robes, fees, liveries and
annuities — was a response to the elaboration and proliferation of shire institutions that
culminated in the fully-fledged justice of the peace. Local office provided a new vehicle for

magnate domination,®

Central to this argument is the assumption that affiliations of a personal or ‘political’
nature were essential in determining the composition of the medieval office-holding
community. This assumption seems to be correct.” Though the surviving evidence does not
really allow us to unpick the stitching that held fourteenth-century society together, leaving a
vacuum that can easily be filled with conclusions drawn from inappropriate or
unrepresentative material, it is nonetheless clear that lordship and patronage operated
alongside more formal criteria, like wealth and locality, in the selection of local officials.
Noblemen, if they wished, could secure the appointment or dismissal of sheriffs, justices of
the peace, and other government personnel by appealing directly to the king and his chief
ministers.® This is the one undeniable feature of institutional bastard feudalism. However,
these infrequently documented interventions pose important questions about the political
community and its component parts. How often did magnates try to get their retainers
appointed? On whose initiative were these attempts made? Were prominent officials
recruited into affinities, or did the nobility exploit and manage those resources that were
already available? Was the ‘packing’ of local office pursued as a policy, or employed in

response to particular situations and circumstances? Who stood to benefit most from these

3 JE.A. Jolliffe, The Constitutional History of Medieval England From the English Settlement to 1485
(London, 1947 edn), pp.410-11.

6 P. Coss, ‘Bastard feudalism revised’, Past and Present, 125 (1989), pp.39-54.

7 Though it is difficult to prove. For representative comment see N. Saul, Knights and Esquires: The
Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford, 1981), p.152; and for a later period, L
Rowney, ‘Government and patronage in the fifteenth century: Staffordshire 1439-59°, Midland
History, 8 (1983), pp.49-69, especially p.51.

8 For example, N. Saul, Scenes from Provincial Life: Knightly Families in Sussex 1280-1400 (Oxford,
1986), p.34 n.27. Sir Robert Stangrave’s appointment to Surrey-Sussex at the request of earl
Warenne in 1310, citing E 159/84, m.27d.
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arrangements, the lord or the retainer? Were the crimes associated with bastard feudalism —
illegal retaining and livery, maintenance, embracery, and conspiracy — the cause of social
and political dislocation or, as McFarlane concluded, unfortunate offshoots produced by
inadequate control? Even without addressing practical issues such as the scale of retaining
and the methodology of reconstructing affinities, it is not difficult to see how different
configurations of answers to these questions could produce radically divergent views of

bastard feudalism.

Much of what I have already said about the selection of sheriffs has assumed an ongoing
process of compromise and partnership between the crown and the local communities, as the
potentially conflicting interests of social acceptability and administrative efficiency were
squared off to produce, on the whole, a body of well-to-do, locally-connected and
experienced officials accountable to the exchequer and royal courts. If ties of clientage were
as pervasive and dynamic as some scholars have suggested, then this assumption might be
profoundly mistaken. Should we interpose magnate influence in the dialogue between
crown and commons? If retainers routinely occupied the shrievalties then did this short-
circuit the conventions of appointment; or, alternatively, did the concerns and priorities of
the magnates fall in behind the standards of social acceptability expressed in petitions in and
out of parliament? Indeed, did the rationale and selectivity of retaining reinforce these

norms?

Retaining, then, poses many conceptual and practical problems, and despite half a century
of intensely stimulating debate the subject is still best approached through McFarlane, and,
in particular, through one key passage in his paper ‘Parliament and bastard feudalism’. This
paragraph presaged the most controversial aspects of the topic and identified its

quintessential ambiguities:

Late medieval lordship, indeed, has not much in common with feudal dominium.
When a man asked another to be his ‘good lord’, he was not commending himself
and his land; nor did he become anything remotely like a vassal. Rather he was
acquiring a temporary patron. In this loosely-knit and shamelessly competitive
society, it was the ambition of every thrusting gentleman — and also of anyone who
aspired to gentility — to attach himself for as long as suited him to such as were in a
position to further his interests. For those who wished to rise in the world, good
lordship was essential. A successful man, therefore, gathered around him what was
sometimes called his ‘affinity’; those who staked their hopes on a share of his good
fortune. And since his chances of winning his desires increased as his following
grew, he in turn used all of the arts at his command to attract useful men to his
service. It was a partnership to their mutual advantage, a contract from which both
sides expected to benefit. And so around the hard core of household and estate
officials there accumulated a vast but indefinite mass of councillors, retainers and
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servants, tailing off into those who were believed to be well-wishers. These were
the ‘bastard feudatories.?

The central issue here is the degree to which the gentry were dependent on the nobility,
financially, socially and politically.10 All the other problems in bastard feudalism’s
labyrinthine historiography stem from this: the purpose of retaining; its influence as a force
of social stability or conflict; its balance sheet of rewards and obligations; its impact on shire

administration and local justice; its role in defining local elites.

McFarlane left no room for doubt on this matter. Retaining demonstrated the
interdependence of the magnates, baronage and gentry; it was a ‘solidifying influence’ in a
‘fluent society’.!l For McFarlane the retinue and the affinity were products of materialistic
self-interest which, by neglecting the mental world of the aristocracy and gentry, exposed a
weak link in his thesis. Edward Powell summarised this weakness very eloquently as the
‘poverty of patronage’, the tendency to reduce the broad spectrum of personal motivation to
self-interest.12 Not all scholars, though, have concurred with this orthodox ‘bastard
McFarlanism’. One recent, and compelling, discussion of retaining by Peter Coss sees it as
the conscious reaction of an aristocracy very much on the back foot. Threatened by the
increasing penetration of central government, and by the emergence of a gentry capable of
independent action, the magnates used clientage as a form of self-defence. Again, there is
no room to doubt the nobility’s intentions: a magnate wanted to sustain ‘social superiority’
by ‘bending the system to his will’.13 In this respect the indenture of retainer was not the
product of anything like a level social playing field — rather it was bestowed by a great

landowner on a social inferior.

This bold view of retaining has swum against the tide of recent scholarship which, at the

very least, has tended to stress the shared interests of the nobility and gentry and has often

? K.B. McFarlane, ‘Parliament and bastard feudalism’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society,
4th Series, 26 (1944), p.70.

10 The debate is defily summarised by S. Walker, The Lancastrian Affinity 1361-1399 (Oxford, 1990),
pp.3-5; and from a slightly different perspective by E. Acheson, A4 Gentry Community:
Leicestershire in the Fifteenth Century, ¢.1422-c. 1485 (Cambridge, 1992), pp.78-9.

11 K B. McFarlane, ‘Bastard feudalism®, Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 20 (1943-5),
p.175.

12 E. Powell, ‘After “After McFarlane”: the poverty of patronage and the case for constitutional
history’, Trade, Devotion and Governance: Papers in Later Medieval History, ed. D.J. Clayton, .
R.G. Davies and P. McNiven (Stroud, 1994), p.9.

13 P. Coss, in responding to criticisms of his important paper ‘Bastard feudalism revised’, Past and
Present, 125 (1989), pp.27-64. For the debate and Coss’ response, ibid., 131 (1991), pp.165-203.
The quotation in the text can be found on p.192.
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gone so far as to assert the latter’s independence or even ascendancy.!4 Occasionally a
historian has drawn attention to the points of contact and cohesion, rather than cleavage and
conflict, in landed society. Christine Carpenter, for example, spelt out the interdependence
of the king, nobility and gentry, and the importance of confidence as the lubricant that kept
the ‘dual chain of command, formal and informal, from king to locality’ working properly.!?
In weighing up the relative importance of horizontal (communal) and vertical (bastard
feudal) ties, Roger Virgoe wamed agairist exaggerating the importance of the former and
against overstating the tension between the two: ‘Good lordship, not just for individuals but
for the shire as a whole, was the essential political structure in which men acted.’6 Gerald
Harriss observed that if the indentured retinue was an attempt to keep the gentry ‘within the
old traditions of lordship and chivalry’ then it failed due to the ‘cumulative wealth and
access to political authority’ of the ‘broad class of landowners’; and in any case he was

unconvinced by the premise that retinues were assembled for this purpose.l”

That a magnate might dominate his ‘country’ has been challenged successfully on
practical grounds alone, without recourse to the enigmatic issues of aspiration, motivation
and loyalty. Retaining by indenture, the most solemn ar—1d binding connection between lord
and client, ‘only scraped the surface of political society’.!® What emerges is a picture of
lordship and retaining diluted by a thinly and unevenly spread peerage that lacked the
resources to retain more than a small proportion of the gentry, in a climate where lordship
had to be, but was not always capable of being, actively and personally enforced. Indeed,

even the greatest lords could overextend themselves.!® David Carpenter summarised the

14 On the self-identity and ‘independence’ of the knightly classes see Saul, Knights and Esquires,
pp.258-62; Acheson, A Gentry Community, pp.201-3; Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.250-6; S.J.
Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England: The Greater Gentry of Nottinghamshire (Oxford,
1991), pp.104-8; Colin Richmond described the last two books as having dealt ‘a knock-out blow’
to bastard feudalism: ‘An English Mafia?’, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 36 (1992), pp.235-43.

15 Carpenter, Locality and Polity, p.628.

16 R, Virgoe, ‘The crown, magnates and local government in fifieenth-century East Anglia’, The
Crown and Local Communities in England and France in the Fifieenth Century, ed. JRL.
Highfield and R. Jeffs (Gloucester, 1981), pp.83-4.

17 G.L. Harriss in his introduction to K.B. McFarlane, England in the Fifteenth Century: Collected
Essays (Oxford, 1981), p.xxvii. For further comment see his ‘Political society and the growth of
government in late medieval England’, Past and Present, 138 (1993), pp.28-57, and ‘The
dimensions of politics’, The McFarlane Legacy: Studies in Late Medieval Politics and Society, ed.
R.H. Britnell and A.J. Pollard (Stroud, 1995), pp.1-20.

18 Harriss, ‘Political society and the growth of government’, p.55. Compare with Payling, Political
Society in Lancastrian England, pp.105-8; and Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.250-3.

19 For example, Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.1-7. Some of the local and regional contrasts in
lordship are discussed by R. Virgoe, ‘Aspects of the county community in the fifteenth century’,
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likely results: “Structures of power were kaleidoscopic in their variety. In some areas the
gentry were able to create their own order or chaos; in others there were competing magnate
factions; in yet others a lord might exercise for a time a more or less stable rule.’20 Finally,
as Harriss pointed out, even when retainers can be identified and lordship seen to have been
concentrated and active, it is difficult to appreciate whether this worked to the advantage of

the magnate or to that of his retinue. 2!

Skirmishes have also been fought over the institutional arms of bastard feudalism, namely
parliament and local government. Though the reconstruction of affinities is a most difficult
task, generating serious, and arguably crippling, problems of definition and interpretation,
their relationship with the organs of shire administration has been used as a test of the
nobility’s capacity to direct local politics. Affinities were, of course, multi-dimensional.
Retainers were recruited to provide the nucleus of a lord’s military retinue, to ensure that he
had a prestigious household and local presence, and to give him the benefit of their
counsel.22  Significantly, however, the retinue also served ‘to extend and consolidate’ his
‘influence in the areas where his chief interests lay.’?3 Direct evidence for this role can be
found in two Lancastrian indentures dating from the 1380s which did not oblige the
recipients to serve overseas. These unusual agreements were made between John of Gaunt
and two esquires who were involved in shire administration and who, in Walker’s
estimation, ‘possessed ample opportunity to do a good turn for their colleagues in the
Lancastrian retinue, or a bad one to the duke’s enemies.’?* Besides being complex social
organisms, affinities were therefore instruments of political leverage; and the ‘simple

mathematics’, or the head count of retainers, so mistrusted by Christine Carpenter has been

Profit, Piety and the Professions in Later Medieval England, ed. M.A. Hicks (Gloucester, 1989),
pp.2-4.

20D A. Carpenter, ‘Debate: bastard feudalism revised’, pp.184-5.
21 Harriss, ‘Political society and the growth of government’, pp.53-4.

22 For the importance of the retinue to a militarily active magnate see K. Fowler, The King's
Lieutenant: Henry of Grosmont, First Duke of Lancaster 1310-1361 (London, 1969), chapter 14.
Also, A. Ayton, Knights and Warhorses: Military Service and the English Aristocracy under
Edward 111 (Woodbridge, 1994), p.233 fol., and references.

23 M. Cherry, “The Courtenay earls of Devon: the formation and disintegration of a late medieval
aristocratic affinity’, Southern History, 1 (1979), p.72. A sentiment echoed by Carpenter, ‘The
Beauchamp affinity: a study of bastard feudalism at work’, EHR, 95 (1980), p.517; and Given-
Wilson, The English Nobility in the Later Middle Ages, pp.79-80.

24 Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, p.16. The retainers in question were William de Barewell, sheriff of
Gloucestershire in 1384 and 1385, and undersheriff of Worcestershire 1383-90; and Roger
Perewych, sheriff of Warwickshire-Leicestershire in 1377-8.
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applied widely to the cursus honorum ~ to parliament, the peace commission and the

shrievalty 25

It is this local ‘political” dimension of retaining, more than any other, which takes us back
into the bastard feudal literature of conflict, for historians have frequently cited the
administrative interface between centre and locality as a fault line in the unity of medieval
landed society. Local government created tensions within the gentry, between the nobility
and the gentry, between the nobility and the crown, and between the gentry and the crown.
The alignment of these ‘interest groups’ varied with the period, the locality, the nature of the

rift, and, crucially, with the methodology of the historian.

Coss, for example, obviously believes that the thirteenth-century nobility used the
widening channels of local administration as weapons against the crown, albeit
defensively.26 David Carpenter offers a slightly different shade of opinion. While he agrees
with Coss that the thirteenth-century nobility felt threatened by royal encroachments, he does
not see the delegation of local authority to knights and esquires as a part of this threat; ‘The
call for self-government in the shires was one in which both the gentry and magnates could
join; it was not necessarily the cry of autonomous gentry communities.” Such delegation,
however, did give magnates ‘the opportunity to pervert the whole system’.2?” Bean
concluded that lordship gradually evolved into patronage under the ‘shadow of a royal
authority that more and more transcended that of any lord within the kingdom’. ‘In
particular’, he observed, ‘the potential benefits of office, both central and local, under the
Crown were bound to affect the calculations both of the kingdom’s great lords and of their
followers.”?® Scott Waugh’s summary of bastard feudalism during the reign of Edward III
also underlines the power of the magnates as exercised through office-holding retainers who

had been ‘seduced’ with livery and fees.?® Similar tensions are implicit in Maddicott’s

23 For Carpenter’s disarming criticism of the size of retinues as a guide to the strength of aristocratic
lordship see her ‘Gentry and community in medieval England’, Journal of British Studies, 33
(1994), pp.360-1. The phrase ‘simple mathematics’ was used by Payling, Political Society in
Lancastrian England, p.105.

26 Coss, ‘Bastard feudalism revised’, passim.

27 D A. Carpenter, ‘Debate: bastard feudalism revised’, pp.180-5. See also idem, ‘King, magnates
and society: the personal rule of King Henry III’, Speculum, 60 (1985), pp.39-70. Changes in local
government and justice in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, including the end of the general
eyre, the annual appointment of sheriffs, and the rise of the JP ‘made it increasingly easy for
magnates to control the government of the shires, not as in the reign of Stephen, through holding
earldoms and sheriffdoms, but by dominating those who did hold local office and corrupting the
system of justice’ (p.69).

28 Bean, From Lord to Patron, p.2317.
29 S L. Waugh, England in the Reign of Edward III (Cambridge, 1991), p.131.
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pessimistic view of the later medieval period when the crown’s rights and powers were
threatened by the ‘remorseless extension’ of magnate influence over the personnel and
institutions of local government.3® They are also apparent, from the reverse angle, in
Powell’s frank warning about the dangers of divorcing interpersonal relationships from their
institutional context. To supplement the authority provided by its local officials, the crown
cultivated ‘patron-broker-client ties’; and ‘far from undermining bureaucracy’, patronage

‘complemented and reinforced it.”3!

If the great landowners, and even the king as the greatest landowner, used shire
institutions to protect their interests, then another strand of research has suggested that the
gentry tried to use the same institutions against them. Ironically enough, the combination of
retaining and office-holding may have been partly responsible for the formation of a
streamlined ‘greater gentry’ from the mid-fourteenth century onwards — a group fully
capable of exerting its own influence on local affairs. Retaining, by its very nature, had to
be selective; and since the magnates preferred to recruit important officials and landowners,
the leaders of local society, this promoted the coalescence of the narrow and ‘predatory’
goveming elites so typical of fifteenth-century historiography.3? It has been argued that in
some areas — those lacking a pre-eminent magnate for one reason or another — these
increasingly compact and self-confident groups of knights and esquires enjoyed an
independence that had blossomed into dominance by the end of the fourteenth century. In
his well-received book on fifteenth-century Nottinghamshire, for example, Simon Payling
argued that the ‘leading gentry’ in many counties ‘formed wealthy, independent, shire
establishments and were the principal factor in shire politics’; and that the power of the

baronial affinity has been exaggerated.33

These, then, are the (greatly simplified and deliberately sharpened) battle lines that
scholars have drawn across provincial political society. Cells of independent gentry faced
the entrenched interests of the nobility, with or without its own pockets of gentry support,

and both kept an eye on the crown and whatever court party there may have been.

30 JR. Maddicott, ‘Edward I and the lessons of baronial reform: local government, 1258-80°,
Thirteenth-Century England I. Proceedings of the Newcastle upon Tyne Conference 1985, ed. P.R.
Coss and S.D. Lloyd (Woodbridge, 1986), p.29. p.1-30.

31 powell, * After “After McFarlane™, p.12.
32 For comment see Richmond, ‘An English Mafia?".
33 Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, pp.219-20.
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Parliament has often been taken for granted as a key theatre in this conflict, mistakenly in
my opinion. The notion that the fourteenth-century nobility could pack Parliament has, I
think, been systematically dismantled. Already at the beginning of the century ‘the
independence of the local gentry was already an established fact’; knights of the shire were
elected representatives rather than magnate nominees.34 The same was truc at the end of the
century: lords exerted their influence on elections only intermittently.35 Yet, at the other
extreme, the idea of an ‘independent’ commons is at best unproven and at worst misleading
and anachronistic. We must not be too hasty in constructing a separate parliamentary agenda
for the fourteenth-century gentry. It is true that knights of the shire carried with them the
hopes and concerns of their neighbours, in addition to matters of purely personal interest,
which together may have added up to a set of ‘guiding principles of gentry politics’. But
how often did these ‘unspoken but far from inchoate assumptions about the nature of
political society” differ radically from the assumptions of the nobility?3¢ Concerns about the
nobility’s abuse of livery in the last quarter of the fourteenth century may represent an
exceptional split in landed opinion, though it could equally be argued that by this point the
gentry were more anxious to buttress their own position against social inferiors than to attack
the power of the magnates.3? Common petitions demanding the restriction of shire offices to
local landowners are likewise open to several interpretations. They may have been
conceived as a step towards local self-determination, and as a check to the tentacular power
of the crown and nobility, and historians have certainly read them as indications of local

solidarity. Yet these petitions may have been prompted by predations that had little or

34 1.S. Illsley, ‘Parliamentary elections in the reign of Edward I’, BIHR, 49 (1976), pp.24-40. For the
opposing view see L. Reiss, History of the English Electoral Law in the Middle Ages (Cambridge,
1940), pp.52-4. Compare with S.J. Payling, ‘The widening franchise: parliamentary elections in
Lancastrian Nottinghamshire’, England in the Fifteenth Century: Proceedings of the 1986
Harlaxton Symposium, ed. D, Williams (Woodbridge, 1987), pp.172-3; R.C. Palmer, The County
Courts of Medieval England (Princeton, 1982), pp.293-4; and P.R. Coss, ‘Knighthood and the early
thirteenth-century county court’, Thirteenth-Century England II. Proceedings of the Newcastle upon
Tyne Conference 1987, ed. P.R. Coss and S.D. Lloyd (Woodbridge, 1988), pp.45-7. Payling,
Palmer and Coss stress the importance of magnate delegates as county court suitors.
Representatives of the nobles and important lords were certainly present at those shrieval elections
in 1338-9 for which returns have survived: C 267/10. However, a natural enough desire to keep an
eye on the court’s proceedings should not necessarily be equated with a wish to direct local politics.

35 L. Clark, ‘Magnates and their affinities in the parliaments of 1386-1421°, The McFarlane Legacy:
Studies in Late Medieval Politics and Society, ed. R.H. Britnell and A.J. Pollard (Stroud, 1995),
pp.127-53.

36 N. Saul, “The Commons and the abolition of badges’, Parliamentary History, 9 (1990), pp.302-15.

37 Ibid. See also R.L. Storey, ‘Liveries and commissions of the peace, 1388-90°, The Reign of
Richard II. Essays in Honour of May McKisack, ed. F.R.H. Du Boulay and C.M. Barron (London,
1971), pp.131-52, and especially p.150.
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nothing to do with retaining.3® Objections to the appointment of stewards as sheriffs and
justices were probably in the same vein. Estate officials may have been viewed as pawns of
the nobility, and with some justification; but, at the same time, there was a feeling that men
who lacked wealth and status ‘would be prone to corruption and incapable of resisting the
powerful or the lawless.”3® In short, parliamentary petitions on a range of administrative
issues were not neccssarily the weapons in a war of gentry independence. In any event there
is no simple relationship between retaining and political ‘independence’. Colin Richmond
and Gerald Harriss have rightly emphasised the ambiguities of allegiance: ‘Of course,
knights, esquires, gentlemen and yeomen had loyalties, but were they ever single or

straightforward enough to predetermine their behaviour?°40

The same caveat applies to magnate penetration of the peace commission and the
shrievalty. Indeed, it is more difficult to make a persuasive case for the ‘remorseless
extension’ of bastard feudal influence into these crown-controlled offices than it is for
knights of the shire who were elected in the county courts. Locally generated information
about prospective officials, whether in the form of magnate canvassing or gentry co-opting,
was refracted through the council and exchequer, and consequently might not produce the
anticipated result.#! And even when nominees were appointed, can we really show that they
delimited the extent of a magnate’s power in the shires? I am not for one moment
suggesting that informal influences were unimportant in the appointment of sheriffs. Nor
can I see any reason to doubt that retainers and clients of the nobility ofien moved within
what Nigel Saul aptly called the ‘charmed circle’ of top officials.#2 To argue otherwise
would contradict the findings of a number of excellent local studies. In Gloucestershire, for

example, the shrievalty was occupied for much of the fourteenth century by associates of the

38 Carpenter, ‘Gentry and community’, pp.376-8. One of the more forceful points in a rather self-
indulgent paper. Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.165-7 notes some of the ambiguities in the gentry’s
view of local government.

39 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.167. Stewards were forbidden to hold the shrievalty by the Statute of
Lincoln, 1316. Stat. Realm, i, p.174. For evidence that it was not being enforced see W.M.
Ormrod, ‘Agenda for legislation, 1322-¢.1340°, EAR, 105 (1990), p.6. He prints a common petition
dating from 1324 accusing sheriffs of taking ‘feetz Robes et pensions’. SC 8/108, n0.5398.

40 C. Richmond, ‘After McFarlane’, History, 68 (1983), pp.57-8. Harriss found only one certain
connection between retaining and parliament. Retainers would be aware of the full spectrum of
local opinion: ‘such Members were closely linked into the regional and national political
structures’. G.L. Harriss, “The medieval Parliament’, Parliamentary History, 13 (1994), p.222.

41 Simon Walker has argued the opposite position. In citing John of Gaunt’s demand to have a sheriff
of Shropshire removed from office, Walker suggests that the shrievalty was ‘ideally suited to serve
as an instrument of magnate influence’ as the interested party could put his candidate directly to the
Chancellor. Perhaps this was true in Gaunt’s case; but it is questionable whether every nobleman
carried the same weight. Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, p.241.

42 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.167,
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lords of Berkeley.#* Men connected with the Warenne earls of Surrey were prominent in the
political life of Sussex during the early part of the century, a mantle that later passed to the
Fitz Alan earls of Arundel.** For the same period, Cherry found that Devon’s political life
was dominated ‘to an extraordinary degree’ by the Courtenay earls of Devon: a large
proportion of the county’s officials had connections with the earls, and with each other — a
timely reminder that affinities were held together by vertical and horizontal ties.4#> Walker’s
analysis of the Lancastrian affinity also identified localised concentrations of office-holding
retainers in Yorkshire, Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, with other retainers
scattered elsewhere.#6 Moving into the fifieenth century, Virgoe’s accomplished study of
East Anglia illustrated the influence that local magnates could have upon the joint shrievalty
of Norfolk-Suffolk.4” However, the attempt to measure a lord’s influence and authority,
even by using the rather crude method of totting up those of his clients who were
administratively active, raises three serious and interconnected problems of methodology

and interpretation.

The first and most obvious problem is the identification of retainers. Upon these
foundations most other layers of interpretation are built; and they must therefore be secure.
Matters are not made any easier by the source material. Direct evidence for retaining in the
form of indentures, livery rolls and household accounts is extremely patchy, especially for
the first half of the fourteenth century.® Hicks usefully summarised the main repercussions
of this deficiency for bastard feudal historiography: ‘Never were lists of retainers complete:
estate accounts were patchy and the composition of the household was generally obscure.

Those who were retained were assumed to matter more than those who were not, and it was

43 Ibid, pp.152-3. But not to the total exclusion of men from other affinities and, indeed, those
without obvious magnate connections.

44 Saul, Scenes from Provincial Life, pp.30-4; A. Goodman, The Loyal Conspiracy: The Lords
Appellant under Richard II (London, 1971), chapter 6. Both Warenne and Fitz Alan influence
extended beyond Sussex.

45 Cherry, “The Courtenay earls of Devon’, pp.71, 75-6.

46 Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.235-46. The peace commission seems to have meant more to these
men than the shrievalty.

47 Virgoe, ‘The crown, magnates and local government in East Anglia’, pp.76-7. He enjoyed the
distinct advantage of being able to use the Paston correspondence in its appropriate setting.

48 ‘Private Indentures for Life Service in Peace and War 1278-1476’, ed. M. Jones and S. Walker,
Camden Miscellany xxxii, Camden Society, 5th Series, 3 (1994), pp.1-190. There are small groups
of indentures concluded by Thomas, earl of Lancaster (nos.23-5, 27, 31), Aymer de Valence, earl of
Pembroke (nos.4, 11, 15, 26) and Humphrey de Bohun, earl of Hereford and Essex (nos.14, 16, 28).
The volume of surviving indentures tails off into the mid-fourteenth century, and then picks up
again in the last quarter. The introduction to this collection does a lot to place the indenture of
retainer in its proper context as one of many instruments of lordship.

105



assumed that all gentry were retained by some nobleman. Researchers had great faith in
their capacity to identify prime allegiances, to prioritise lawsuits and various kinds of ties,
and to deduce motives for action.’*® In the absence of direct evidence historians have been
forced to rely upon sporadic references to a variety of less formal ties. Such an approach, of
course, is entirely appropriate given that the bonds, influences and reciprocal obligations of
lordship extended well beyond the circle of immediate dependants: the analysis of kinship
ties, proximity of landholding, and networks of charter witnesses and feoffees is crucial in
understanding the ‘fluctuating network of allegiances’ that lay beyond the retinue.? But this
kind of evidence, unless measured solely by volume, does little to help us distinguish the
‘core’ of retainers from the ‘outer circle’ of annuitants, associates and well-wishers, and so
service in a domestic, seigneurial or military capacity is often used to identify a lord’s more
intimate clients, along with consistent personal contact and obvious signs of trust or favour.
These same indications of attachment can also be used to flesh out the terms of an indenture

or annuity.>!

With careful marshalling, then, the surviving evidence will permit the partial
reconstruction of affinities in the broadest sense of the term. Take, for example, the circle
that evolved in East Anglia around Robert Ufford after his elevation to the earldom of
Suffolk in 1337. Already an important landowner in the region and a household banneret by
1329,52 Ufford’s loyalty to Edward III in the coup of 1330 paid off handsomely. Substantial

49 Hicks, Bastard Feudalism, pp.18-19.

50 Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.8-18. Pollard’s description of northern England in the fifteenth
century must surely reflect the conditions that prevailed for much of the kingdom in the fourteenth:
‘the formal indenture of retainer and grant of an annuity were untypical and unrepresentative of the
links between man and servant in fifteenth-century society. Informal ties and obligations resulting
from myriad small services rendered by well-wishers in return for favours granted by good lords or
masters were more characteristic of the relationship.” A.J. Pollard, North-Eastern England During
the Wars of the Roses: Lay Society, War, and Politics 1450-1500 (Oxford, 1990), p.121.

51 There are slight, and quite revealing, differences of opinion on the relative importance of these
various patron-client connections. Fourteenth-century studies tend to regard military service more
seriously than fifteenth-century discussions of retaining. For example, in his important works on
Gloucestershire and Sussex, Nigel Saul used letters of protection and charter witnesses to
supplement more formal evidence of retaining, as did Fowler in his study of Henry of Grosmont.
Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.60-1, 69; idem, Scenes from Provincial Life, pp.30-31, Fowler, The
King's Lieutenant, pp.182-3. See also J.R.S. Phillips, Aymer de Valence Earl of Pembroke 1307-
1324: Baronial Politics in the Reign of Edward II (Oxford, 1972), pp.253-68, and Appendix 2.
Christine Carpenter, in contrast, dismissed military service as a ‘more tenuous connection’ than
those mentioned in her list of Warwickshire retainers. Carpenter, Locality and Polity, Appendix 3.
These differences in emphasis probably reflect changes in the nature and attractions of campaigning
in the period 1340-1440. If only every affinity could benefit from the valors that Carole Rawcliffe
had at her disposal. C. Rawcliffe, The Staffords, Earls of Stafford and Dukes of Buckingham 1394-
1521 (Cambridge, 1978), pp.72-5, and Appendix D.

52E101/384/7, m.4.
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royal grants and gifts, including the manors of Cawston and Fakenham and the honour of
Eye, consolidated Ufford’s position in the areca and he became one of the king’s most
distinguished commanders in the war with France.’® Ufford was therefore in a very strong
position to offer good lordship to the local gentry: his estates and interests were
concentrated; he could rely on the support and contacts of a sprawling, active and closcly-
knit family, not least his younger brother Ralph who was another rising star in the
Edwardian military community; and he enjoyed unwavering royal support with direct access
to patronage from that quarter.>* Ironically, the earl’s involvement in the war may have been
the only deficiency in his lordship, for prior to 1360 he was rarely at home to preside over
his estates and offer any form of local leadership. However, it is in Ufford’s tireless efforts
as a soldier and a diplomat that we can find evidence of his affinity, both in the men who

accompanied him overseas and those who were left behind to look after his affairs.

Since none of his indentures have been found, if, indeed, he felt obliged to make any, the
evidence for Ufford’s retainers is indirect. Of the men that served with him in Scotland and
France, the majority were drawn from Norfolk and Suffolk, reflecting their captain’s
territorial interests. Several names recur often enough to suggest more than a casual or
fleeting attachment: Sir Ralph de Hemenhale,35 Sir Thomas de Cokefeld,>® Sir Robert de

53 Rotuli Parliamentorum, ii, p.57, CFR, 1327-37, p.206, CPR, 1330-34, p.69; ibid., 1334-38, p.418.
Complete Peerage, xii, part i, pp.429-32.

34 For the Ufford estates in 1316, 1369 and 1389 see respectively CIPM, vi, p.44 (no.58); ibid., xii,
pp.508-11 (no.424); ibid., xv, pp.239-258 (nos.599-626).

35 Treaty Rolls, 1337-39, p.129 (France, 1338); C 76/14, m.3 (France, 1339); C 76/17, m.26 (France,
1342); Foedera, 111, i, p.49 (France, 1345); Crecy and Calais, pp.82, 96 (France, 1346). See also
CPR, 1358-61, p.76 (commissioner of oyer and terminer on Ufford’s complaint); ibid., p.435
(exempted from local office at Ufford’s request); ibid., 1358-61, p.76 (commissioner of oyer and
terminer); ibid., 1361-64, p.472 (attorney of Thomas Ufford); ibid., 1367-70, p.10 (attorney and
receiver of William Ufford). In October 1357 Ufford was given licence to grant Sir Ralph £20 of
rent per annum from the manor of ‘Baketon’, perhaps suggesting a fee or other formal relationship
between them. CPR, 1354-58, p.633. The heirs of Sir Ralph were said to hold land at Yaxley of
Earl William by knight service in 1382. CIPM, xv, p.251 (n0.620).

56 C 76/17, m.25 (France, 1342); Crecy and Calais, pp.96, 265 (France, 1346); CPR, 1345-48, p.525
(pardon for good service with Ufford). By August 1356 Sir Thomas de Cokefeld had been assigned
the manor of Burgh in Norfolk, perhaps to fulfil the terms of an indenture. CPR, 1354-58, p.431.
Two other enrollments cast retaining in a slightly different light. First, in a deed of obligation
dating from 1336 Sir Thomas promised his brother Walter an annual rent of 5 marks and a robe
worth 20s. for life, to be taken from the manor of Lawford, Essex. In the following year, and by a
similar deed of obligation, Sir Thomas de Rocheford promised Sir Thomas de Cokefeld 100s.
annual rent, livery to the value of 70s., and a horse in peacetime, and a sufficient horse and armour
for a man-at-arms in wartime, from his Essex property. Oddly, on the death of Sir Benedict de
Cokefeld in 1341 Lawford passed to Edmund, his eldest son, rather than Thomas who held the
remainder. CCR, 1333-37, pp.667; ibid., 1337-39, p.119; CIPM, viii, p.215 (n0.298).
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Scales,37 Sir Peter de Teye,’8 Sir John Bavent,’ Sir Robert de Erpingham,5° Sir William
Criketot,%! and Sir Gilbert Pecche.62 While Ufford was away his affairs were most often
entrusted to Nicholas Bonde,53 Sir Hugh de Saxham,%* Reynold Eccles,%® and Sir John de
Loudham;% and somewhat later to Gilbert de Debenham and John Lakyngheth.67 This list, I
think, represents the nucleus of Ufford’s personal following, but his circle also overlapped at
various points with the smaller but indcpendent retinues of his son Robert and his brothers

Ralph and Edmund.®® Through Edmund, moreover, the Ufford affinity intersected with that

57 C 71/15, m.33 (Scotland, 1335); CPR, 1334-38, p.527 (1337); Treaty Rolis, 1337-39, pp.127-9,
266-7 (France, 1338); C 76/14, m.5 (France, 1339); C 76/19, m.19 (France, 1344).

58 C 71/15, m.27 (Scotland, 1335); CPR, 1334-38, p.527 (1337). See also CPR, 1340-43, pp.502
(feoffee), 109 (commissioner of oyer and terminer); ibid., 1343-45, p.114 (attorney).

3% C71/15, m.27 (Scotland, 1335); CPR, 1334-38, p.527 (1337).

60 C 71/15, m.27 (Scotland, 1335); CPR, 1334-38, p.527 (1337), Crecy and Calais, pp.82, 235
(France, 1346); CPR, 1345-48, p.497 (pardon for good service with Ufford).

61 C 71/15, m.27 (Scotland, 1335); The Wardrobe Book of William de Norwell, ed. M. Lyon, B. Lyon
and H.S. Lucas (Brussels, 1983), p.313 (France, 1338); Crecy and Calais, pp.96, 129 (France,
1346).

62 C 71/13, m.1 (Scotland, 1333); C 76/17, m.26 (France, 1342); Foedera, 111, i, p.49 (France, 1345);
Crecy and Calais, pp.96, 190 (France, 1346).

63 C 71/15, m.33 (attorney); CCR, 1338-41, p.9 (attorney); CPR, 1334-38, p.537 (attorney); ibid.,
1338-40, p.531 (general attorney), C 76/14, m.4 (attorney); CPR, 1340-43, p.224 (attorney); ibid.,
1343-45, p.114 (attorney). Bonde also served as keeper and guardian of the lands of Eye priory,
Eye being one of Ufford’s lordships: CCR, 1339-41, pp.128, 160, 167, 394, 413, 425. In 1344 he
enlisted with the army sent to support Ralph Ufford as Justiciar of Ireland: C 260/57, m.28. For the
background to Ufford’s time in Ireland, where he died in 1346, see R. Frame, ‘The Justiciarship of
Ralph Ufford: warfare and politics in fourteenth-century Ireland’, Studia Hibernica, 13 (1973),
pp.7-47; and idem, English Lordship in Ireland 1318-1361 (Oxford, 1982), pp.262-77. Bonde was
also deeply involved in the affairs of the Black Prince in the 1350s, and was described as a squire of
his chamber in 1358. He was probably introduced to the Prince by Robert Ufford or Sir John
Wingfield. Register of Edward the Black Prince, ed. M.C.B. Dawes, 4 vols (London, 1930-33), iv,
p.166, passim.

64 C 76/14, m.3; C 76/15, m.19; C 76/16, m.29 (attorney of Edmund Ufford); CPR, 1340-43, p.109
(commissioner of oyer and terminer); ibid., 1343-45, pp.114 (attorney), 491 (commissioner of oyer
and terminer), 528 (attorney and receiver).

65 Black Prince’s Register, iv, p.352 (Ufford’s steward); CPR, 1350-54, p.92 (added to the Norfolk
peace commission, headed by Ufford); ibid., 1358-61, p.257 (receiver); ibid., 1361-64, p.472
(attorney of Thomas Ufford); ibid., 1368-70, p.10 (attorney of William Ufford); SC 1/40, no.206
(Earl William’s attorney). Eccles was killed during the disturbances of 1381. CPR, 1381-83, p.26.

66 CPR, 1338-40, p.531; C 76/14, m.4; C 76/15, m.32 (attorney).

67 Debenham: CPR, 1350-54, p.179 (attorney); CPR, 1358-61, pp.76 (commissioner of oyer and
terminer on Ufford’s complaint), 257 (named as a receiver). Gilbert was a lawyer who found
employment with the Black Prince, Sir John Wingfield and Robert Ufford. J.S. Roskell, L. Clark
and C. Rawcliffe, eds., The History of Parliament: The House of Commons, 1386-1421 (Stroud,
1993), iii, p.760; Black Prince’s Register, iv, p.301. Lakyngheth: CPR, 1354-58, p.223 (receiver).

68 William del Haye, for example, served under Edmund, Robert junior and Robert senior in the
1330s and 1340s. C 76/15, mm. 19, 20; Treaty Rolls, 1337-39, p.128; Crecy and Calais, p.96.
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of Henry, earl of Lancaster.®® Finally, Earl Robert’s position on the Black Prince’s council
gave him access to an alternative and wide-ranging network of contacts.” Though modest
for an earl, even one of very recent creation, Ufford’s body of ‘retainers’ and close followers
was augmented by a much wider network of affiliations in East Anglia, many of which were
borne out of military service. This broader ‘affinity’ encompassed many East Anglian
knights and esquires during its active thirty-year life, including Sir Robert Bacon,”! Sir
Baldwin Bottetourt,” Sir Ralph de Bockyng,”? Sir Richard Cosyn,”* Sir Edmund Cretyng,”5
William Philip,?6 Sir Godfrey de Stratton,”” and Sir Thomas Visdelu.

From a purely military perspective, Ufford and a handful of other captains, most notably
Robert Morley and Walter Mauny, reactivated East Anglian networks of recruitment that
were in danger of dissipation following the deaths of Edmund, earl of Kent (d.1330) and
Thomas, earl of Norfolk (d.1338). Ufford himself illustrates the thread of continuity
between these retinues, having served with Kent in Gascony in 1324-5, with Norfolk during
the inglorious march to Weardale in 1327, and ultimately attracting veterans of both

campaigns to his own banner in the mid-1330s.7? But in what ways, and with what strength,

69 See Fowler, The King's Lieutenant, p.234 for the indenture of 1347 between Sir Edmund Ufford
and Henry, earl of Lancaster. Ufford was also Lancaster’s steward in Suffolk (ibid. p.182).

70 Black Prince’s Register, iv, p.31.
"1 Treaty Rolls, 1337-39, p.129 (France, 1338); CPR, 1345-48, p.227 (exemption at Ufford’s request).

72 E 36/204, fo.86v (Brittany, 1342). He was more often on campaign with John de Vere, earl of
Oxford (for example: C 71/16, m.27; E 101/19/36, m.6; C 76/15, m.27).

73 SC 1/41, no.115. Bockyng was also known to Thomas, earl of Norfolk: C 71/13, m.20; SC 1/36,
no.106. His son, also Ralph, testified in the Lovel-Morley armorial dispute, recounting that he had
been with Robert Ufford on the Reims campaign of 1359. C 47/6/1, no.101.

74 C 47/6/1, no.23. He was with Robert Ufford at Poitiers and Reims, and with William Ufford in
1378 at the siege of St Malo.

75 CPR, 1358-61, p.397. Pardoned in 1360 for good service at Poitiers and Reims in Ufford’s
company.

76 C 47/6/1, no.42. He was with Robert Ufford at the naval victory of ‘Les Espagnols sur Mer’ in
1350 and, like many other Lovel-Morley deponents, enlisted for the Reims campaign in 1359. See
also CCR, 1377-81, p.136.

77 .C 47/6/1, n0.36. He was at Poitiers with Robert Ufford, with Baldwin Bottetourt during the Reims
campaign, and with William Ufford on one of Gaunt’s French expeditions.

78 Foedera, 111, i, p.49 (France, 1345); Crecy and Calais, pp.82, 96 (France, 1346).

" E 101/35/2, m.7 (France, 1324-5); C 71/11, m.5 (Weardale, 1327). Among those men that Ufford
‘inherited’ were William Criketot (with Kent in Gascony, 1324: CPR, 1321-24, p.408) and John de
Loudham (with Norfolk in Scotland, 1337: C 71/17, mm.11, 13). For the neglected role of Ufford
and the other new earls in tapping networks of recruitment see A. Ayton, ‘Edward III and the
English aristocracy at the beginning of the Hundred Years War’, Armies, Chivalry and Warfare in
Medieval Britain and France, ed. M. Strickland (Stamford, 1998), pp.173-206. A more
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did these essentially martial relationships carry forward into civilian life and local politics?
Here we encounter the second of the three interpretative problems referred to above. Having
sketched the outlines of Robert Ufford’s affinity, to what extent did its members dominate
the administrative institutions of Norfolk and Suffolk, and can we see any traces of
patronage in their appointments? In short, did Ufford’s men operate within a typically
‘bastard feudal’ framework?

If we use the shrievalty as a measure of the earl’s political influence, then it was exerted
very sparingly indeed. Most of the sheriffs of Norfolk-Suffolk appointed in the period 1330-
70 seem to have been fairly neutral in their allegiances, and it is certainly difficult to identify
any of Ufford’s men among them. To be sure, early in Edward III’s reign there was some
fallout from the deposition of his father in 1326 and the overthrow of Roger Mortimer’s
minority government in 1330. Sir Robert Walkefare’s appointment to the shrievalty in 1327
was a sign that Mortimer and Isabella wanted to avoid one of the fundamental mistakes
made by Edward II and his advisers, namely the neglect of local power structures.??
Walkefare was a thoroughgoing contrariant.8! So too was Sir John de Loudham, whose
nomination as sheriff in 1328 came from Queen Isabella herself.32 In many ways the
invasion of 1326 and Mortimer’s brief ascendancy allowed the personal and political
rivalries created among the gentry and nobility during Edward II’s reign to be brought to a

natural conclusion, leaving a clean slate after 1330. Restrained blood-letting in the wake of

traditionally ‘political’ view of the creations is presented by J. Bothwell, ‘Edward III and the ‘new
nobility’: largesse and limitation in fourteenth-century England’, EHR, 112 (1997), pp.1111-1140.

80 N. Saul, ‘The Despensers and the downfall of Edward II', EHR, 99 (1984), pp.1-33. For his
analysis of sheriffs appointed in the period 1321-26 see pp.17-19. Compare with S.L. Waugh, “For
king, country and patron: the Despensers and local administration, 1321-1322°, Journal of British
Studies, 22/2 (1983), pp.23-58.

81 Though pardoned in August 1321 for acts against the Despensers, Walkefare persisted in his
support for Lancaster and was ultimately imprisoned in Corfe castle. He subsequently escaped to
join the exiled opposition party. CPR, 1321-24, p.18; CFR, 1319-27, pp.84, 262, CPR, 1327-30,
p.42. He was also one of the few non-baronial rebels to be noticed by the chroniclers. Walsingham
mentions his escape from Corfe in the Historia Anglicana, and describes him elsewhere as ‘vir
versutus, et magnus disidii suscitator, sed tamen manu fortis’. Historia Anglicana 1272-1381, ed.
H.T. Riley, 2 vols (Rolls Series, 1863-64), i, p.178; Ypodigma Neustriae, ed. HT. Riley (Rolls
Series, 1876), p.261. Walkefare’s loyalties, however, lay with Lancaster and Edward III rather than
Mortimer — he was one of the conspirators in the Nottingham coup of 1330. C. Shenton, ‘The coup
of 1330 and the involvement of Henry, earl of Lancaster’, Proceedings of the York Edward III
Symposium, forthcoming.

82 SC 1/35, no.182. He was replaced as sheriff in December 1330. Loudham had served with
Mortimer in 1316-17, and he was rewarded in May 1328 with the wardship of the John Filliol’s
heir. In October 1329 he was appointed for life as constable of Norwich castle, and was involved in
suppressing the earl of Kent’s rebellion in the following April. CPR, 1313-17, p.620; CFR, 1327-
37, p.91; CPR, 1327-30, p.557. Sir Thomas Hindringham (sheriff in 1327 and 1330-1) may also
have been associated with Mortimer, but not closely enough to debar him from office in the early
1330s. CPR, 1327-30, pp.555, 559, 562.

110



both coups removed the leaders and dichard supporters of the discredited regimes, but
without closing the door to more moderate supporters of any faction. There was no
wholesale removal of sheriffs on or immediately after the collapse of Edward II's
ramshackle resistance in November 1326. Substantial changes, however, were made to the
shrievalties in February 1327 when no fewer than fourteen of the kingdom’s sheriffs were
replaced. Some of the changes were faltering,®3 and others downright curious;®4 but cnough
former associates of the Despensers and the royal household were removed to show that
Norfolk-Suffolk was part of a wider strategy.®?> Moreover, the men who filled the vacancies
left by this purge underlined its political intent. February 1327, and the following three
years, saw the mobilisation of veteran contrariants and more recent opponents of the
Despensers who emerged out of the woodwork in the autumn of 1326. Some, like Sir John
Loudham, had particular connections with Mortimer or Isabella.86 Others, like Sir Robert

Walkefare, were simply opponents of the old regime.87

83 Sir Henry de Faucomberge (kept in office as sheriff of Yorkshire until September 1327, and then
reappointed to the same position in August 1328); Sir James de Cokynton (removed from Devon in
the February purge, and reinstated shortly after); and Sir Almaric la Zouche (dismissed as sheriff of
Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire in April 1327, and reappointed in September 1328).

84 Sir Philip de Aylesbury (removed from Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire); and Sir Adam Walerand
(removed from Wiltshire). Though it is difficult to prove that either had any firm attachment to
Edward II or the royalist party, their exclusion extended to virtually every other local shire
commission. Perhaps Walerand’s ‘retirement’ was voluntary, and he may have died soon after
Edward II's deposition — but he was no stranger to the shrievalty, having served three terms in
Wiltshire. Sir Philip de Aylesbury was one of the most active officials of his generation: if he was
out of favour for political reasons after 1327, then his rehabilitation had begun by February 1329,
when he was involved in surveying the lands of the Despensers, and was complete in December
1330 when he was nominated as sheriff for the fourth time in the aftermath of Mortimer’s fall.
CPR, 1327-30,p.423

85 Giles de Wachesham (Norfolk-Suffolk); Sir Thomas de Marlberge (Somerset-Dorset); William
Ercalowe (Shropshire-Staffordshire); Edmund de Assheby (Warwickshire-Leicestershire). For their
connections see Saul, “The Despensers’, pp.7-8, 21-2. See also Morris, ‘The Sheriff’, p.49.

86 Robert de Bilkemore (Comnwall, 1327-9: CCR, 1327-30, p.370); John de Hinkele (Shropshire-
Staffordshire, 1327-30: CPR 1313-17, pp.587, 683; CCR, 1318-23, p.420; CPR, 1327-30, pp.555,
559, 562); Richard de Haukeslowe (Worcestershire, 1327-30: CPR, 1327-30, p.203; CFR, 1327-37,
p.215); William Gamage (Gloucestershire, 1330: Saul, Xnights and Esquires, p.152).

87 Sir Matthew de Bassingbourne (Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire, 1327-8: CPR, 1321-24, p.168,;
CCR, 1327-30, p.22), Sir William Baud (Essex-Hertfordshire, 1327-8: CPR, 1317-21, p.437; CFR,
1319-27, p.84; CPR, 1321-24, pp.70, 302; ibid., 1324-27, p.70; CCR, 1318-23, pp.336, 375); Sir
Thomas Blaunkfrount (Warwickshire-Leicestershire, 1328: CCR, 1318-23, p.503; CFR, 1319-27,
pp.85, 90; Parl. Writs, ii, pp.199-200; CPR, 1321-24, pp.160, 167, 387, CCR, 1323-27, pp.26, 590,
CPR, 1327-30, p.498; CFR, 1327-37, p.166) Sir John de Bourne (Kent, 1330: CFR, 1319-27, p.77,
CCR, 1323-27, pp.230, 243, 271; CPR, 1327-30, p.383); Richard de Grofhurst (Kent, 1328: CPR,
1321-24, p.31; CFR, 1319-27, p.76;, CCR, 1324-27, p.222); Sir Thomas de Longville (Derbyshire-
Nottinghamshire, 1328-9: CPR, 1317-21, p.232); Sir John Mauduit (Wiltshire, 1329-30: CPR,
1321-24, p.15; CFR, 1319-27, p.157, CCR, 1327-30, p.20; CFR, 1319-27, p.77);, Sir Thomas de
Rodebergh (Gloucestershire, 1327-30: Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.152-3), Sir Robert Stangrave
(Surrey-Sussex, 1328-30: CPR, 1321-24, 187; N. Fryde, The Tyranny and Fall of Edward 11, 1321-
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After conditions settled down under Edward III it is more difficult to detect many sheriffs
of Norfolk-Suffolk with obvious patrons, and even harder to link their appointments to the
influence of patronage. Sir John Harsyk may have been connected with Robert Morley, and
Sir Edmund de Baconesthorpe with the earls of Lancaster.8® Though a tenant of the earl of
Norfolk, Sir John de Cailly campaigned with Walter Mauny and Robert Morley.3? Yet if
these men were retainers — and the evidence is equivocal - then they were also prominent

landowners with more than adequate resources to justify their selection.

Though exercising little influence on the shrievalty, Ufford’s followers did participate in
other forms of administrative activity, some of them very energetically. During the 1330s
and 1340s Sir Peter de Teye, Sir John Bavent and Sir Robert Erpingham were kept busy,
often representing Norfolk or Suffolk in parliament and arraying troops in the region. Rather
more surprisingly Nicholas Bonde sat for Suffolk on four occasions during this period,
perhaps reflecting his position as Ufford’s attorney and receiver at the height of the latter’s
involvement in the war effort. Following his retirement from active campaigning after 1360
Ufford’s interests were on the whole better represented, especially on the local peace
commissions. Reynold Eccles regularly served in Norfolk; Gilbert Debenham and John
Lakyngheth were frequently appointed in Suffolk; and in 1361 Sir Ralph de Hemenhale, the

earl’s comrade-in-arms and perhaps his closest retainer, also began to appear on

1326 (Cambridge, 1979), p.192); Sir Roger la Zouche (Warwickshire-Leicestershire, 1329-30: CPR,
1317-21, p.228, CPR, 1321-24, pp.167, 309). This list is by no means exhaustive. The Mortimer
regime was not infallible in its choice of sheriffs. Sir William de Orlaston, appointed to Kent in
March 1327, was very possibly one of Mortimer’s ‘secret enemies’, in much the same way that Sir
Richard de Perers was a clandestine opponent of Edward II. Orlaston remained loyal to the king
during Thomas of Lancaster’s rebellion, and was also implicated in the earl of Kent’s ill-conceived
plot in 1330. CCR, 1330-33, pp.151, 161. For the activities of Perers see Saul, “The Despensers’,
p-20 and references.

88 Harsyk (sheriff in 1337-8 and 1338-9) may well have been the man of that name who was an
esquire of Edward II's chamber in the 1320s. If so, and there is room for doubt, then he quickly
shrugged off any stigma arising from this. He claimed in 1333 to have been knighted by Robert
Morley at the siege of Berwick, perhaps indicating a new patron. CPR, 1321-24, pp.272, 339, ibid.,
1324-27, pp.167, 306; CCR, 1323-27, p.186; ibid., 1330-33, p.76; M. Powicke, Military Obligation
in Medieval England (Oxford, 1962), p.176; E 198/3/18; C 47/1/19, m.6. It is presumably his son
John who is commemorated by a brass at Southacre, Norfolk. M. Stephenson, A List of
Monumental Brasses in the British Isles (London, 1926), p.365. Southacre, incidentally, was held
of the earls of Arundel. Feudal Aids, iii, p.543. Baconesthorpe (sheriff in 1332-3) claimed in a
proof of age to have been knighted at the manor of Gimingham in the Christmas of 1321. At that
point Gimingham was in Lancastrian ownership, having been wrested from John de Warenne, earl
of Surrey in 1318. Unfortunately Baconesthorpe does not mention who knighted him; but it was
certainly not Earl Thomas who passed his last Christmas at Pontefract. CIPM, xiii, p.280 (no. 328).
For Lancaster’s dealings with Warenne over Gimingham see J.R. Maddicott, Thomas of Lancaster
(Oxford, 1970), pp.234-7; and p.347 for his movements in 1321-2.

8 Sheriff in 1333-35. Feudal Aids, iii, p.506; CCR, 1339-41, pp.35-6. C 76/14, m.7, CCR, 1339-41,
p.149 (France, 1339); C 76/15, m.20 (France, 1340).
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administrative commissions, often alongside his lord.? But Ufford’s was never a monopoly
interest.  Other leading landowners had clients who were heavily involved in shire
administration, though rarely as sheriffs. For example, Elizabeth de Burgh called on Sir
Andrew de Bures to protect her interests in Suffolk when the need arose. Bures was her
steward in the county and sat on the peace commission in the period 1349-56.°1 We can
safely assume that Countess Marshall, the other great East Anglian dowager, would have
assembled a circle of familiars to look after her widespread interests in the same way, and
perhaps on a similar scale.®2 On the acquisition of Castle Rising from his grandmother in
1358, the Black Prince appointed the Norwich lawyer John Berneye as custodian and then
steward of his Norfolk estates; Berneye had been a peace commissioner since 1349 and
continued to serve in that capacity until after 1369.93 The earls of Oxford, Surrey and
Arundel also had estates in Norfolk or Suffolk.®* Finally, the reversion of a valuable block
of Warenne lands to Henry of Grosmont in 1347 produced a focus for Lancastrian interest in
Norfolk; though few of Grosmont’s annuitants came from the area.3 To this handful of
leading magnates we should add the resident baronial families of Mortimer, Kerdeston,

Morley, and Bardolf of Wormegay, and a cluster of very wealthy gentry families.

The East Anglian gentry, then, did not lack potential patrons. However, this does not

necessarily make it appropriate or acceptable to divide the region into anstocratic power

90 CPR, 1361-64, pp.64, 529, ibid., 1364-67, p.430, ibid., 1367-70, p.195.

91 Sir Andrew also appears on one of the few surviving fourteenth-century livery rolls, compiled for
Elizabeth de Burgh in 1343-4. Though damaged, the list of fifteen knights in receipt of livery
certainly includes Bures, as well as John Bardolf of Wormegay, Sir John de Shardelowe, Sir
Nicholas Dammory and Sir Thomas de Bradeston. Bures was also a tenant of the honour of Clare.
E 101/92/23, m.1; CIPM, x, pp.477-8 (n0.613). Sir Robert de Bures, Andrew’s father, had been a
steward of Gilbert de Clare, earl of Gloucester: CPR, 1327-30, p.569. Sir Warin de Bassingbourne
(also liveried in 1343) played a similar role in Cambridgeshire. The Lady of Clare was represented
at the meeting that resulted in Bassingbourne’s election as sheriff of Cambridgeshire in 1338: C
267/10, m.1b. For examples of Bures and Bassingbourne working together sce CFPR, 1343-45,
pp.77, 552. See also C.A. Musgrave, ‘Household Administration in the Fourteenth Century; with
Special Reference to the Household of Elizabeth de Burgh, Lady of Clare’, unpublished University
of London MA dissertation, 1923, pp.54-7.

92 Virgoe, “The crown and local government: East Anglia under Richard II’, The Reign of Richard II.
Essays in Honour of May McKisack, ed. F.R.H. Du Boulay and C.M. Barron (London, 1971), p.225
n.26. Countess Warenne, incidentally, inherited the services of Sir John Wingfield who had served
with her husband. Black Prince’s Register, iv, p.249; C 71/15, m.32.

93 Black Prince’s Register, iv, pp.261, 263, and passim. See also HP, ii, p.208.

94 Oxford (d.1360): CIPM, x, p.517 (n0.638). Surrey (d.1347): ibid., ix, pp.43-53 (no.54). Arundel
(d.1397): ibid., xvii, pp.355-6, 358 (n0s.962-3, 971).

95 Sir Thomas Visdelu took a 20 mark fee from Gimingham. Sir Thomas de Uvedale’s £40 fee was
charged on Methwold. Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant, pp.183-4, 260 n.50. For the retaining
arrangements see the unpublished appendix to Fowler’s thesis: ‘Henry of Grosmont, first duke of
Lancaster, 1310-1361°, Leeds University PhD thesis, 1961.
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blocks, for the striking thing about it in the mid-century period was the multiplicity of
connections within the local peerage on one hand, and between the peerage and the gentry
on the other. These connections fell into the usual categories — kinship, locality, outlook —
and they were multiplied by warfare, perhaps fostering something akin to the ‘esprit de
corps’ that Bennett found in Lancastrian Cheshire.”® But whereas Bennett concerned
himself with evidence of social cohesion among the gentry, with what we could crudely
describe as horizontal relationships, any cohesiveness in mid-century East Anglia certainly
involved the nobility and baronage. Though military records do not offer a fully rounded
picture of retaining, they do show that Edward III’s captains exploited the military potential
of Norfolk and Suffolk quite intensively, leading to the formation of retinues that were not
rigidly delimited, but apt to vary in size and shift in composition, The ‘allegiances’ of
knights and esquires were likely to be split between more than one captain, and this has
obvious implications for the study of the administrative dimensions of bastard feudalism for

it leaves the historian with multiple ties to disentangle and prioritise.

So far as Robert Ufford is concerned, I think that the deployment of his affinity — though
‘deployment’ implies a greater element of strategic planning than is appropriate — should
warn against bringing too many preconceptions to shire politics. Bastard feudalism, with all
of its attendant problems, was not produced by a group of identikit magnates. If Ufford was
determined to rule his ‘country’, then he did so in ways that were subtle and that ran with,
not against, the grain of local society. For much of his career, however, he was probably far
too preoccupied with his military responsibilities to worry about the details and personnel of
shire administration, buoyed by his place at the heart of a favoured martial community, and
sustained by a steady flow of royal patronage.®7 Perhaps old age and a comparatively
sedentary lifestyle after 1360 led the earl to reflect on domestic concerns more than he had in
the past; but there is very little in the East Anglian office-holding community to suggest that
he flagrantly advanced the careers of his clients. We may, perhaps, recall Christine
Carpenter’s summary of the situation in Warwickshire: ‘A wise magnate, unless under a
great deal of pressure, would try to ensure that he could dominate the officers in his native
counties without recourse to unsuitable candidates. Those who were tenurially too weak to

implement the crown’s commands or simply held in contempt by their fellow gentry would

96 M.J. Bennett, ‘A county community: social cohesion amongst the Cheshire gentry, 1400-1425’,
Northern History, 8 (1973), p.39.

7 Unless those details touched on common sense and efficiency. CPR, 1345-48, p.450; CFR, 1347-
56,p.1.
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be little use to either the crown or their lord.’?® Ufford, however, did not try to ‘dominate’

his county at all.

This leads us to the third and final problem of interpretation posed by the relationship
between patron-client ties and local government — their cumulative impact on shire politics
and the quality of local justice. Ufford’s affinity tells us little about the excesses of retaining
since it was, at best, under-employed in East Anglian affairs. For example, isolation on the
scale felt by John de Berkeley of Dursley in 1330s Gloucestershire does not seem to have
been common in Norfolk and Suffolk.?® Of course it could be argued that Robert Ufford’s
interests were unrepresentative of the majority of fourteenth-century noblemen, and that his
affinity was very much a military formation rather than an instrument of political leverage.
To a certain extent this is true, though neither his outlook nor his retaining requirements
were unique in the mid-fourteenth century.! In any case, the retainers of other local
magnates were hardly more conspicuous in shire administration. Tensions there must have
been, but they were not obviously resolved through the manipulation of local government.
In fact it could be argued that maintenance and conspiraéy were symptomatic of disputes
within the East Anglian gentry rather than between the gentry and the nobility, perhaps
fuelled by the kind of petty administrative malpractice discussed in the next chapter.101

Roger Virgoe supports this impression in his study of Norfolk and Suffolk in the last
quarter of the fourteenth century. Virgoe’s main objective was to find evidence of royal
interference in local government during the reign of Richard II. In the end he felt satisfied
that for much of Richard’s reign there nothing new in his — or indeed his opponents’ — use of
shire institutions. Only after 1397, during the supposed ‘tyranny’, was there evidence of a
systematic attempt to politicise local government by appointing royal clients as sheriffs and

justices.192 A dimension of this policy that Richard’s enemies found particularly offensive

98 Carpenter, Locality and Polity, p.277.

99 SC 8/157, n0.7832 (c.1330-1), printed by Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.266. Berkeley complained
that he could not obtain local justice on account of the dominance of Thomas Berkeley of Berkeley
and his affinity. His suspicions were probably justified since Berkeley’s men dominated the
shrievalty in this period: Sir William Tracy, (1324-7); Sir Thomas de Rodebergh (1327-30),
William Gamage (1330). For further comment, ibid., pp.152-4.

100 Ayton, ‘Edward III and the English aristocracy’, passim.

101 For example, CPR, 1327-30, pp.209-10. Sir Robert Walkefare made several allegations against
John de Harsyk and Sir John Howard. This has the air of factional bad feeling: Walkefare was a
prominent rebel; Harsyk and Howard were royalists and members of the household. For Harsyk see
above n.89. For Howard, BL Add MS 9951, fo.25r (also cited by Saul, ‘The Despensers’, p.17).

102 Virgoe, ‘East Anglia under Richard IT’, peissim. Compare with S. Walker, “Yorkshire justices of
the peace, 1389-1413°, EAR, 108 (1993), pp.281-313; B. Webster, ‘The community of Kent in the
reign of Richard II’, Archaeologia Cantiana, 100 (1984), pp.217-29; and A. Steel, ‘The sheriffs of
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was his decision to keep a number of sheriffs in office for more than one year in breach of
both statute and recent custom. This issue was addressed in Haxey’s parliamentary petition
of January 1397 and, more significantly, was one of the charges laid against the defeated
king in 1399.103 In Norfolk-Suffolk the offending sheriff was William Rees, an associate of
the earl of Arundel and, latterly, the duke of Norfolk.!%4 Thus, as in the troubled reign of
Edward II and during the minority of Edward III, the politics of faction could exert an
influence on the composition of the office-holding community, and they were to do so again
in the early, insecure years of Henry IV’s reign,195 But if Virgoe did not uncover much
evidence of factional politics, he did find a region that lacked a single predominant magnate,
especially after the premature death of William Ufford, earl of Suffolk in 1382 and the
consequent breakup of his affinity.19 Rather, East Anglia was a region where the

‘individual and communal interests” of the gentry ‘formed the stuff of local politics’.107

Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire in the reign of Richard II', Proceedings of the
Cambridgeshire Antiquarian Society, 36 (1934-35), pp.1-34.

103 For the background to Haxey’s petition see Saul, Richard II, pp.368-70; and A K. McHardy,
‘Haxey’s case, 1397: the petition and its presenter reconsidered’, The Age of Richard II, ed. J.L.
Gillespie (Stroud, 1997), pp.93-114. The most interesting aspect of the Haxey affair was the king’s
response to the stock accusation that sheriffs were not replaced annually: he dismissed the charge,
arguing that it was preferable to keep experienced men in office. For ‘the record and process’ of
1399 see Chronicles of the Revolution 1397-1400: The Reign of Richard I1, ed. and trans. C. Given-
Wilson (Manchester, 1993), p.178.

104 CPR, 1396-99, p.255; Calendar of Inquisitions Miscellaneous, vi, pp.233, 238 (nos.387, 391).
The other sheriffs who exceeded the statutory term of one year in office were: Richard Mawardyn
(Wiltshire, 1396-9);, William Walshale (Staffordshire, May 1397-9); Sir Ralph de Euer
(Northumberland, November 1397-9); Andrew Newport (Cambridgeshire-Huntingdonshire); Robert
Morton (Derbyshire-Nottinghamshire), Adam Peshale (Shropshire); Sir Thomas Clanvowe
(Herefordshire); John Mulsho (Northamptonshire); Sir James de Pykering (Yorkshire); John
Worship (Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire), William Audley (Hampshire); Thomas Outeby
(Rutland); Jokn Golafre (Oxfordshire-Berkshire); and Thomas Daccombe (Somerset-Dorset).
Those in italics had connections with the royal affinity. A few others, like William Rees, had
connections with royalist magnates. Even if the shrievalty did change hands from year to year, the
post might be passed from one member of the king’s affinity to another, Lincolnshire being an
example. See N. Saul, Richard II (London, 1997), pp.381-4 for a recent summary. The most
thorough research on Richard II's affinity has been carried out by C. Given-Wilson, The Royal
Household and the King's Affinity: Service, Politics and Finance in England 1360-1413 (London,
1986), especially pp.248-50, and idem, “The king and the gentry in fourteenth-century England’,
TRHS, 5th Series, 37 (1987), pp.87-102.

105 D Biggs, “Sheriffs and justices of the peace: the patterns of Lancastrian governance, 1399-1401°,
Nottingham Medieval Studies, 40 (1996), pp.149-166. The ‘Lancastrian’ sheriffs of this period are
listed on pp.162-3. John Gournay, a close associate of Sir Thomas Erpingham, was the new
regime’s first appointment to Norfolk-Suffolk.

106 Virgoe identified Earl William’s closest associates: Sir William Wingfield, Sir John White,
Reynold Eccles, Robert de Asshefeld, Roger de Wolverston, and Ralph de Walsham. ‘East Anglia
under Richard II’, p.225 n.27.

107 Ipid., pp.224-32.
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This, then, is the context in which we must place Robert Ufford and the other magnates
of his generation; for unless conditions changed dramatically in the twenty years after his
death, it would appear that Ufford was incapable of dominating Norfolk and Suffolk, quite
regardless of his intentions. But we must be cautious in proclaiming Norfolk and Suffolk as
‘wealthy, independent, shire establishments’, with strong gentry and weak nobility.19% There
was no such clear-cut polarity in landed society. In parallel with Virgoe’s study, Simon
Walker has demonstrated that aristocratic patronage did not necessarily need to work
through formal power structures. John of Gaunt was able to exert his influence very
effectively in Norfolk, even in an area that was remote from his principal interests and where
few of his indentured retainers were active officials.1%® For Gaunt the overt exercise of
power through knightly retainers was not essential. He instead relied on his stewards and
estate officials whose ‘professional solidarity’ made them ‘a recognizable and close-knit
group’ — men like Edmund Gournay, Edmund Clippesby, and Sir Robert Cailly. None of
these men were sheriffs but, as Walker rightly observed, they were active in other
administrative capacities, primarily as justices. If Gaunt was typical in his employment of
estate officials and legal advisers, then there must have been a complex web of vertical ties
in East Anglia at the end of the fourteenth century, even if in this particular case they tended
to bypass the greater gentry. These, however, were not the sort of ties that necessarily led to
‘bastard feudal’ conflict or magnate domination: John of Gaunt was only one of many
potential landowning clients in the region, and Gournay, Clippesby and the rest therefore had
‘a number of rival claims on their attention and abilities’.!10 In this respect they bear some
resemblance to the group of stewards and lawyers that looked after the interests of Robert

Ufford, the Black Prince and other magnates of that generation.

If anything, the Ufford-Black Prince-Lancaster network, and the opportunities generated
by it, would have broadened and multiplied the ties between the gentry and nobility,
especially when channelled through well-connected ‘brokers’ like Sir John Wingfield and
John Bardolf. Thus, the fact that so many officials in Norfolk and Suffolk seem to have been
appointed on their own merits should not lead us to underestimate the importance of

patronage, or of the nobility in general.

In the end we are free to emphasise whichever face of bastard feudalism we find most

appropriate. In Gloucestershire, for example, John de Berkeley’s unhappy predicament and

108 See above, n.34.
109 Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.182-209. For what follows see especially pp.191-3.
110 Compare with Acheson, A Gentry Community, p.98.
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the rise to prominence of William de Cheltenham were products of the same system and,
moreover, the influence of the same family: if one implies the pernicious use of lordship,
then the other may be seen as innocuous, and perhaps even constructive.!!! Furthermore,
both occurred in the 1320s and early 1330s, a period of some uncertainty. Perhaps the most
important lesson to learn from the foregoing discussion of East Anglia is the sporadic
importance of faction and ‘national politics’ in moulding the shrieval elite and the wider
office-holding group. During the fourteenth century the normal ebb and flow of shrieval
appointments seems to have been most disrupted in times of crisis; though these are
precisely the periods for which evidence of affiliation is most abundant, and perhaps we are

guilty of looking over eagerly for the signs of institutional bastard feudalism.

ii. Lordship, gentility and local administration: a case study

I will conclude this chapter with a more detailed case study of the relationship between
patronage and career structure, set against the backdrop of the office-holding community in
Oxfordshire and Berkshire in the later fourteenth century, and focusing in particular on the
network of associations that spread out from the honour of Wallingford. One product of this
network was John James of Wallingford, sheriff of Oxfordshire-Berkshire in 1373-4 and
1380-1. His career demonstrates the capacity for proven ability and aristocratic support to
transform a man’s social position, perhaps in much the same way that William de

Cheltenham’s standing was enhanced through service with the lords of Berkeley.

John James is a classic example of the nouveau riche. His origins and parentage are
unknown. What remains, however, is the picture of a man who, in the space of thirty years,
emerged from obscurity, cultivated an important web of contacts, and established his family
as an influential, though short-lived, force in Berkshire society. Was James therefore an
exceptional townsman who aspired to join the ranks of the gentry? Or was he born into the
parish gentry and ploughed his resources, perhaps accrued from dealings in Wallingford,
into the gradual expansion of his estate? Both propositions are feasible; but whichever path
he followed there can be no dispute that by his death in October 1396 James had established
himself among the leading gentry of Oxfordshire and Berkshire, leaving property in both
counties with a combined value of over £50 per annum. He also left a son, Robert, whose
marriage to Katherine, daughter of Sir Edmund de la Pole, had already been contracted with

the promise of a substantial inheritance. Though Robert’s failure to produce an heir led to

1Y Saul, Knights and Esquires, pp.90, 157-8. Cheltenham was an extremely active official, but did
not serve as sheriff.
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the family’s extinction in the male line in 1432, his legacy of property worth over £100

implies that he too occupied an important position in local society.!12

One of the few conclusions one can reach about John James’ early career is that he was
the first member of his family to rise beyond a purely local prominence. Records relating to
Wallingford and its surrounding villages, where his earliest transactions were concentrated,
provide little evidence of any long-established connections, and it would seem that he was a
self-made man in every sense of the word. An advantageous marriage may have provided
James’ first foothold in local society. By 1360 he had married Christina de Anesty, the
daughter of a minor local landowner. If James was viewed as a suitable match then he may
have already embarked upon a successful career in trade or law.113 Indeed, James had been
steadily accumulating property in his own right since 1350. His acquisitions in and around
Wallingford can be traced in minute detail through a series of deeds and charters preserved
in the fifteenth-century Boarstall Cartulary.114 This most valuable source points to the 1360s
as his most prolific period of property speculation. In acquiring an acre here and a tenement
there, James must have quickly established himself as a significant landowner in Clapcot,
just over a mile from Wallingford, in Crowmarsh Gifford, and in Wallingford itself.115 Not
content with amassing property in and around the borough, James also sought to rationalise
his estates through exchange: in January 1365 he swapped fifteen and a half acres in

Crowmarsh Gifford with a similar amount of William Harewell’s property in Clapcot.!16

All in all, James must have amassed over seventy acres of land in this ten-year period,
and he pursued the same policy of acquisition and rationalisation around Wallingford even
when his interests became more widely spread.ll” By the early 1360s James owned the
Oxfordshire manor of Adwell.11® To this he added, by 1365, an interest in the Black

112 For a sketch of Robert’s career see HP, iii, pp.486-8.
113 The Boarstall Cartulary, ed. H.E. Salter, Oxford Historical Society, 88 (1930), p.234 (no.650).

114 Other documents are scattered amongst the archives of Christ Church College, Oxford. A
selection have been printed: Cartulary of the Medieval Archives of Christ Church, ed. N. Denholm-
Young, Oxford Historical Society, 92 (1931), pp.144, 145, 149, 154; and A Collection of Charters
relating to Goring, Streatly and the Neighbourhood, 1181-1546, ed. T.R. Gambier-Parry, 2 vols,
Oxfordshire Record Society, 13-14 (1931-2), ii, p.187.

115 Boarstall Cartulary, pp.36-7 (nos.111-113), 234 (nos.648, 650-1).
116 Boarstall Cartulary, pp.238-9 (nos.658, 600)

117 For further acquisitions up until the mid-1370s see Boarstall Cartulary, pp.240 (n0s.666, 668),
241 (nos.669, 673, 674), 242 (n0s.675-7).

118 Pictoria County History of Oxfordshire, viii, p.9.
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Prince’s manor of Nettlebed.1® And in May 1373 James arranged a more significant
exchange of property involving, instead of a few acres, Sir Baldwin de Bereford’s manor of
Rush Court (‘La Russhe’) in Clapcot and forty shillings of rent that he swapped for a manor
at Brightwell, Oxfordshire.120 Thus, from starting out as a man of obscure and probably
urban origins, by around 1370 John James was moving in altogether different circles. The
extent of this change can be more fully appreciated in a series of settlements madc in
September 1379 that afford a comprehensive list of his property. The lion’s share was
settled on his wife and eldest son, including Rush Court and other lands in Clapcot, forty
tenements in Wallingford and Cholsey, the manor of Adwell, and assorted properties at
Kingston Blont, Newnham Murren, Crowmarsh Gifford, Chalgrove, Nettlebed, Bixe Brande
and Henley. At the same time the manor and appurtenances of ‘Fifhide’, Oxfordshire, were
settled on a younger son, Arnold, who seems to have died soon after. John James’ estates
were substantially unchanged when they passed to Robert in 1396, and one may therefore
speculate that his purchasing power had reached its practical limits, or that the land market

was generally sluggish. 121

Charters and deeds, moreover, offer the historian much more than a record of estate
building. Lists of feoffees, trustees, and charter witnesses record networks of gentlemen
acting in collaboration to augment or safeguard their estates, the most important defining
feature of their social position. By examining the witnesses to John James’ charters it is
possible to reconstruct his circle of friends and associates over a period of more than thirty
years. Some were neighbours, or perhaps tenants. Others were semi-professional agents and
feoffees. The majority, however, were knights and esquires. Even when his own purchases
ceased after 1380, James was still in demand as a witness for the deeds of other local
gentlemen, underlining the reciprocal nature of Bennett’s ‘network of trust’. An analysis of
these associates may therefore show how John James evolved and where he fitted into a

complex society straddling the Oxfordshire-Berkshire border.

Dabblings in the land market during the 1360s inevitably brought James into contact with
an increasingly wide circle of local landowners but on the whole knights and esquires like

Thomas Barentyn, Sir Hugh Berewik, and Sir Gilbert Wace supplemented, rather than

119 Black Prince’s Register, iv, p.542.
120 Boarstall Cartulary, p.259 (n0.759); CCR, 1369-74, pp.554, 559-61.

121 Although James was granted free warren in his demesne lands at Clapcot, Newenham Gifford,
Fifhide, Adwell, Kingston, Thofeld and Sotwell in August 1394. CCR, 1396-99, pp.17-18;
Calendar of Charter Rolls, 1341-1417, p.349.
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displaced, his existing acquaintances. James evidently did not forget his roots.1?2 The
earliest group of witnesses in the 1350s corresponds to John James the burgess, the rather
enigmatic figure whose exact role and standing are difficult to define. His leases and
purchases were from townsmen and smallholders, and men of this order naturally acted as
witnesses. Over the next ten years, however, the scale and impetus of James’ estate building
increased markedly, prompting a subtle but significant change in the quality of his
associates. Minor, and largely anonymous, landowners gradually gave way to members of
Wallingford’s urban elite who dominated both the borough’s political life and its flourishing
merchant gild.!3 Indeed, several relationships dating from this period proved lifelong. A
small group consisting of Henry de Redyng, Henry Deme and Nicholas de Kenelm
invariably witnessed James’ charters, participated more directly as feoffees and grantors, and
occasionally accompanied him further afield. Other important links were made with Roger
de Preston, Robert Boty, Walter le Yonge, John de Kenelm, Nicholas Payable, Richard atte
Felde, Richard Brouns and Roger Milbourne. Though it is difficult to establish any precise
interrelationships of kinship and commerce within this clique, the surviving Wallingford
views of frankpledge for 1369-70 provide a fascinating illustration of borough politics at a
time when John James was at their very centre as mayor. Presiding with him were aldermen
William de Harewell, Nicholas Tannere and Henry de Redyng, and among the jurors were
Richard atte Felde, Roger Milbourne and Alexander Louches, all of whom were closely

acquainted with James® affairs,124

If charter witnesses are a reliable barometer of social status, then by 1370 the
metamorphosis of John James was complete: a series of deeds confirm his deepening
entanglement in the affairs of Sir William Makeneye, Sir Hugh Berewik, Sir Gilbert Wace,
Sir Thomas Tyrel, and Sir Baldwin de Bereford. At its most expansive the circle of knights
and esquires known to him also included Sir John Golafre, Sir Richard de Abberbury, Sir
Thomas Besiles, Sir Roger de Cotesford, Sir Reginald Malyns, Thomas Barentyn and
Richard Brouns, all of whom witnessed the exchange of property between James and
Bereford in May 1373.125

122 Compare, for example, with the circle of Roger Townshend in fifteenth-century Norfolk as
described by C.E. Moreton, ‘A social gulf? The upper and lesser gentry of later medieval England’,
Journal of Medieval History, 17 (1991), pp.225-262.

123 YCH Berkshire, iii, pp.532-4.
124 Sixth Report of the Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts (London, 1877), p.581b.
125 Boarstall Cartulary, p.259 (n0.759)
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Property ownership, then, was central to the increasing visibility of John James in
Wallingford and the surrounding area. Landed wealth brought its own lustre. ‘Prosperity’,
after all, ‘was the main thing’ in what has been dubbed ‘an age of ambition’.126 John James
benefited little from the ‘principal engine’ of social change identified by Simon Payling, by
which he meant the rich pickings to be derived from marriage into failed gentry families.127
James’ early speculation in the land market was instead self-financed, and the same land
market, with all of its obligations and conventions, also brought James into direct contact
with like-minded knights and esquires. But was the accumulation of property in itself
enough to secure a place in county society? If this important piece of the gentry jigsaw fell
into place, did others necessarily follow? By the 1370s John James was not only a
landowner of some note but also an important fixture in the county establishment. And
though it is very unlikely that he ever went on campaign, there is evidence that James
nonetheless regarded himself as a member of the armigerous gentry — a claim reinforced by
his son’s marriage to Katherine de la Pole.122 However, very few of James’ contemporaries
made such a seamless transition from urban to rural society. Instructive comparisons can be
drawn from the inhabitants of Wallingford and other nearby towns. John Kent, a mercer by
trade, was a stalwart of Reading’s borough administration and parliamentary representation
for over thirty years, yet he only achieved a comparatively lowly position in county affairs as
a tax collector and coroner.12® William Catour and David atte Hacche, other Reading
dignitaries, were also much involved in borough affairs where their property was
concentrated, but little concerned with shire business.13% Closer to home, neither John de
Anesty nor Nicholas Payable played any significant role in local government, and neither

amassed property outside Wallingford to any great extent.

Individually these men were comparable with John James in many important respects;
but as a group they lacked either the resources or perhaps the ambition to break out of their
urban environment. Crucially they may have also lacked influential connections, unlike
John James who can be linked with a succession of aristocratic households. This factor

probably more than any other eased his entry into Berkshire’s political mainstream.

126 £ R H. Du Boulay, An Age of Ambition: English Society in the Late Middle Ages (London, 1970),
p.75.

127 payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, p.49.
128 See below, p.126.

129 [P, iii, p.516.

130 1pid., i, pp.503-4; ibid., iii, p.259.
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Wallingford was already well established as a royal borough by the fourteenth century
when the honour and castle were held in turn by Edward III, John, earl of Cornwall, the
Black Prince until his death in 1376, and then by his widow Joan as part of her dower.13!
The ability to exploit these channels of lordship and patronage distinguished James from
other burgesses who might have set their sights on a more rural, genteel lifestyle.132
Ironically enough, however, his first known association with an aristocratic household took
James away from Wallingford where he had only recently risen to prominence. In June
1364 John James and his wife were making preparations to travel overseas in the company
of Sir John Beauchamp.!33 Sir John was almost certainly the son of Sir Giles Beauchamp of
Powick, Worcestershire, and head of a cadet branch of the comital Beauchamp family with a
pedigree stretching back to the beginning of the fourteenth century.134 The Powick branch
remained in close touch with the earls of Warwick, and Sir John in particular became closely
involved in the affairs of Earl Thomas and his brother Sir John Beauchamp of Warwick, for
whom he acted as an executor.!135 However, none of this explains how John James came into

the Beauchamp orbit, or, indeed, how he was employed.136

His next documented association was altogether more important. An indenture of
October 1364 granting James the manor of Freshwater, Hampshire, marked the beginning of
a long attachment to Isabella, Edward III’s eldest daughter.137 After Isabella’s marriage to
the French nobleman Ingelram de Coucy in 1365 both she and her husband, created earl of
Bedford in 1366, spent prolonged periods of time in France, and James was one of those

employed to manage their estates during these absences.138 In September 1375, for example,

131 The History of the King’s Works, ed. HM. Colvin, 3 vols (London, 1963), ii, pp.850-2.
132 YCH Berkshire, iii, pp.526-7.
133 Calendar of Papal Registers: Petitions, i, pp.498-9.

134 Complete Peerage, ii, p.46n. Sir John’s father, Giles, made a profitable marriage to Katherine,
daughter and heir of Sir John de Bures in 1324 which gave the family a temporary interest in the
Berkshire manor of Hampstead Cyfrewast and the Oxfordshire manor of Alvescot, along with
considerable property in Somerset. CIPM, ix, p.401 (no.578). For the family see VCH
Worcestershire, iv, p.186.

135 CCR, 1360-64, p.2217.

136 The only other fragment of cvidence is a Icase, dated September 1366, by Thomas Beauchamp,
earl of Warwick, and John son of Giles Beauchamp to John James of ten acres in Clapcot which,
with other lands, were delivered to Beauchamp by virtue of an action under the law merchant
against John Bernard for a debt of £400. This small parcel of land may, therefore, have been a
reward for legal counsel in the matter. Boarstall Cartulary, p.244 (n0.687).

137 Calendar of Inquisitions Miscellaneous, 1377-88, p.42 (n0.62).

138 For background see A. Tuck, Crown and Nobility 1272-1461: Political Conflict in Late Medieval
England (Oxford, 1985); and B.W. Tuchman, A Distant Mirror: The Calamitous 14th Century
(London, 1979).
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the routine chores of administration resulted in the grant of a papal indult allowing James
and his wife to have a portable altar. An identical concession to Sir Thomas Tyrel, a
prominent and long-standing member of Isabella’s household, can hardly be coincidental 139
Service with the royal family was certainly beneficial. By December 1371 James, Tyrel and
John de Estbury — another habitual crown servant — had been granted joint custody of two-
thirds of Thomas, earl of Oxford’s property in return for an annual payment of £300 at the
exchequer. This potentially lucrative arrangement can be attributed to Isabella’s long-term
interest in the Vere estates.!40 One of the other fringe benefits was an introduction to Sir
Thomas Tyrel whose lasting friendship and access to the royal household must have been
extremely useful. Indeed, Tyrel merits further investigation because his fortunes were
inextricably bound together with John James for over a decade — the decade, moreover, that
witnessed the greatest change in James’ social position. Despite contrasting backgrounds,
their careers had much in common. Both James and Tyrel enjoyed long and successful
periods of service in a variety of noble households; both displayed obvious flair as
seigneurial officials; and both invested the rewards of service in land. The latter’s earliest
exploits are difficult to disentangle from those of his father, Sir Thomas Tyrel of East
Horndon, Essex, who was still alive in 1353.141 In all likelihood, though, it was Thomas
junior who was described as a yeoman of the household in 1351 with a record of ‘long
service’ to the king and queen, and who received a yearly grant of £10 for good service to
princess Isabella in 1354.142  Other marks of favour followed. In January 1362 he was
appointed as steward of Isabella’s household with an honorarium of 35 marks, and in the
following February the newly-knighted Sir Thomas was discharged a £10 debt for good
service to the king and his daughter, after which he frequently appears in the records acting

on behalf of Isabella and her husband, often in association with John James.!43 By January

139 Calendar of Papal Registers: Papal Letters, iv, p.204.

140 Five years later her daughter Philippa married Robert de Vere, son of and heir of ear] Thomas.
£200 of the annual proceeds rendered by James and Tyrel were redirected to the new bride for her
sustenance. CCR, 1369-74, p.272; CFR, 1369-77, p.151; ibid., 1377-83, p.13; CPR, 1374-77,
p.368. Isabella’s interests were further protected by Tyrel’s employment to survey various Vere
properties for which he received a small annual payment from the manor of Downham, Essex, In
May 1377 James was given sole custody of several properties in Essex held by Maragaret, widow of
John de Huntercombe until the majority of her heir for a farm of £200. CFR, 1383-91, p.3; CPR,
1370-74, p.133; CIPM, xiii, p.94 (n0.125); CFR, 1369-77, p.403; ibid., 1377-83, p.16.

141 CCR, 1349-54, p.601.

142 CPR, 1350-54, p.97; ibid, 1354-58, p.48. Tyrel was receiving robes as a bachelor of the
household in the winter of 1366. E 101/395/10; Given-Wilson, The Royal Household and the
King’s Affinity, p.281,

143 CPR, 1361-64, p.140, CCR, 1360-64, 455, p.316; CIPM, xi, p.472 (no.615); ibid., xiii, pp.113
(no.141), 260 (no.292); CPR, 1364-67, pp.72, 183, 447, ibid., 1367-70, p.271;, CIPM, xiv, p.289
(no.298).
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1376 Tyrel and James were acting respectively as Bedford’s grand steward and receiver
general, and they were naturally required to tidy up the administrative mess left by the earl’s
resignation and retirement to France following the death of Edward III in June 1377.144
Tyrel, however, was far more than an estate official. He was also Isabella’s confidant, and
remained so until her death in 1379.145 It seems that John James was robbed of a close
friend, an accomplished colleague, and a valuable ally when Tyrel himsclf dicd in or around
March 1382 146

The loss of Coucy and Isabella in the space of two years must have been a severe blow to
John James. Yet he may have already tapped an alternative and more natural source of
lordship flowing from the honour of Wallingford, namely the affinity left by Edward, Prince
of Wales and partially inherited by his widow Joan, Countess of Kent. After Edward’s death
in 1376 Joan took up residence at Wallingford castle and surrounded herself with a close-
knit group of knights including Sir Lewis Clifford, Sir Aubrey de Vere, Sir Simon Burley,
Sir Richard Stury and Sir Gilbert Wace, many of whom had been retained by her late
husband.147 It is conceivable that Joan also depended upon experienced men like John
James to safeguard her interests. How else can we explain her request for an exemption
from government service on his behalf in August 1382, and, more importantly, the fact that
he was one of only two witnesses to the will drawn up shortly before her death in August
13857148 Indeed, given his credentials as an administrator it is surprising that James was not

formally connected with the honour of Wallingford during Edward’s lifetime.14? Still, he

144 CPR, 137477, pp.237, 368, ibid., 1377-81, p.260.

145 His close attendance upon the princess is implied by his intervention on behalf of John Cauchon, a
French parson who celebrated daily mass in her household, by a reference to him being ‘of the
counsel’ of Isabella and her husband in November 1376, and by his appointment as one of Isabella’s
feoffees to manage the profits of Coucy’s property after his return to France. CPR, 1370-74, p.252;
CCR, 1374-77, p.467, CPR, 1377-81, p.174; SC1/40, no.187.

146 CIPM, xv, p.46 (n0.119); CPR, 1381-85, p.105.

147 For the terms of service for Vere and Bereford see Private Indentures for Life Service in Peace
and War, ed. Jones and Walker, pp.80-1.

148 CPR, 1381-85, p.155. Testamenta Vetusta, ed. N.H. Nicolas, 2 vols (London, 1826), i, p.15.
Moreover, James’ relationship with princess Joan can only have reinforced his connections with a
number of the Black Prince’s former retainers. Sir Gilbert Wace of Ewelme, Oxfordshire, was
probably the closest and oldest of these acquaintances, and through him James became familiar with
Sir Hugh Segrave and Sir Richard Abberbury the elder, both high ranking courtiers. Thomas
Barentyn of Chalgrove, Oxfordshire, was another of James’ close associates, their relationship
being further strengthened by the marriage of Barentyn’s son Reynald to James’ daughter Joan,
while a third was Richard Brouns of Harwell, Berkshire. See HP, iv, pp.722-4; ibid., ii, pp.120-2,
382-3.

149 Many of his associates certainly were, including Thomas Standelve and Sir Hugh Berewik. Black
Prince’s Register, iv, pp.46, 95, 142, 292, 419, 424,
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was a tenant of the prince and some antiquarian observations on St Peter’s church in
Wallingford suggest that he had a strong emotional attachment to his lord. In 1644 Richard
Symonds saw ‘the [brass] effigies of a man in mayle in the forme of the Black Prince, four
shields gone’ with the inscription ‘Hic jacet corpus Iohannis Iames de Walingford armigeri
qui obiit...anno domini MCCCLXXXXVI’.1® This monument may well have becen
designed to give James a degree of military credibility by association with the warrior
prince; but it was also an obvious visual statement of gentility. His mailed figure contrasts
sharply with another Berkshire burgess, John Kent, whose civilian effigy was set up in the
church of St Laurence, Reading in the early fifteenth-century.13! Gentility owed as much to

mentality as it did to income.

By around 1380, then, the career of John James had turned full circle. Now a moderately
wealthy esquire, he returned to Wallingford in the service of the Black Prince’s widow, and
soon after her death he withdrew from public life. Thus, the deeds preserved in the Boarstall
cartulary and elsewhere allow us to evaluate the rewards of royal service, both direct and
indirect. A successful career brought wealth; wealth brought respectability, new social
contacts and new obligations to the crown and the local community. For example, the
exchange of property between John James and Sir Baldwin de Bereford in May 1373 was
witnessed by a formidable array of gentlemen.!’2 They included Sir Gilbert Wace, Sir John
Golafre, Sir Reginald Malyns, Sir Richard de Abberbury, Sir Roger de Cotesford, Sir
Thomas Besiles, Richard Brouns and Thomas Barentyn. Such a gathering was not in itself
unusual. But the striking thing about this particular group of Oxfordshire and Berkshire
landowners was their collective domination of the area’s administration in the last quarter of

the fourteenth century.153

150 Boarstall Cartulary, p.232 citing BL Harleian MS 965, f0.296. In addition, in February 1369
Edward granted James the site of the Mote Hall in Clapcot on condition that he rebuilt the hall
itself. Ibid., p.248 (n0.708).

151 Stephenson, List of Monumental Brasses in the British Isles, p.25. The alabaster monument of
William Wilcotes (d.1411) at North Leigh, Oxfordshire provides another instructive comparison.
He is depicted in armour wearing the Lancastrian SS collar. He served as an estate official and a
lawycr — but not as a soldier. Parochial Collections. Volume 3, ed. A. Wood and R. Rawlinson,
Oxfordshire Record Society, 11 (1929), p.231. Compare also the lost civilian brass of John Rede at
Checkendon, Oxfordshire, ‘quondam serviens domini regis ad legem’. Rede’s son Edmund married
Christine, the daughter and heir of Robert James of Wallingford. Parochial Collections, Volume 1,
ed. Wood and Rawlinson, Oxfordshire Record Society, 2 (1920), p.86.

152 Boarstall Cartulary, p.259 (no. 759).

153 Between them they occupied the shrievalty on the following occasions: Wace, 1371-2, 1374-5,
1379-80, 1387-8; Malyns, 1375-6; Cotesford, 1362-5, 1368-9; Brouns, 1381; Barentyn, 1378-9,
1382-3, 1386-7, 1394-5; James, 1372-3, 1380-1.
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Indeed, by the end of the century appointments to the three most prestigious institutions —
parliament, the shrievalty and the peace commission — are thought to have been indications
of social acceptance with real status value.!’* Escalating volumes of local administrative
business led to the rapid formation of ‘office-holding communities’ in every county, each
unique in terms of size and composition, but all characterised, at least on paper, by the
concentration of authority in very few hands. Oxfordshire and Berkshire were no exception.
Taking the two counties together, over five hundred individuals served on local commissions
during the second half of the fourteenth century. This figure represents the region’s office-
holding community at its most expansive. Administrative developments in Oxfordshire and
Berkshire were consistent with those across the kingdom as a whole: extreme short-term
fluctuations in administrative activity were underscored by a steady increase in the number

of commissions issued from year to year, and in the total manpower required to fill them.

Manpower requirements rose significantly from the 1350s onwards, peaking in the 1380s
when over six hundred people were named on commissions swelled by the poll tax
experiments and the peacekeeping measures introduced after 1381. Total manpower,
though, is not the same as the total number of officials. One official could serve in a number
of different capacities, and long administrative careers were common. By piecing these
careers together it becomes clear that in a quiet year, without the need to return
parliamentary representatives or appoint large panels of tax collectors, the two counties
could be managed by a skeleton staff of less than thirty men. Otherwise the total could rise
to well over a hundred, as in 1377 and 1382. It is also clear that local government in this
region was hierarchical. A small corps of extremely active officials was supported by a
larger, more fluid group of men who drifted in and out of the picture. Though counting
appointments is not necessarily the best method of ranking shire officials, it nonetheless
points to a conscious reliance upon a small band of officials even when the pool of potential
candidates was very much larger.135 Just ten individuals held twenty or more commissions
in Oxfordshire and Berkshire during the second half of the fourteenth century.
Correspondingly, almost half of the area’s officials served on one commission only.

Officials with the experience of John James were therefore quite scarce.

154 These, the three ‘major’ offices, are most often examined. For examples, see: Carpenter, Locality
and Polity, chapter 8; Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, chapters 5-6; S. Walker,
Lancastrian Affinity, pp.236-47, SM. Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifteenth Century
(Chesterfield, 1983), chapters 7-8. For more wide ranging discussions see Saul, Knights and
Esquires, chapter 4, and Acheson, A Gentry Community, chapter 3.

155 Distraint of knighthood returns list some of those who were qualified but inactive, including John
de Louches of Milton and John de St Amand. C 47/1/15, m.11, 1/8, m.20, 1/7, m.26.
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Opportunities to participate in shire affairs were not especially restricted. Newcomers
were readily admitted into the ranks of the office-holding community, with an average of ten
novices per year. Crucially, however, it seems that the odds of becoming established were
stacked heavily against those on the margins of landed society. There was a division, albeit
blurred, between urban and rural society. Few patricians from Wallingford, Oxford and
Reading appeared as county commissioners.!36 Minor landowners, members of the so-called
‘parish gentry’, found themselves in the same predicament, and the handful of exceptions
tended to be career tax collectors — not an office recognised as being part of the

administrative cursus, perhaps rather unfairly.157

Since the rump of propertied society contributed very few of the core officials listed in
Appendix 3, the assumption must be that local government was dominated by a group of
wealthy landowning families. Insofar as it goes, this assumption is correct; and it hardly
alters the trajectory of recent scholarship on medieval office-holding and provincial politics.
Nigel Saul is quite right to point out that ‘the hierarchy of office-holders was constantly
changing in composition as one family replaced another’.1’® What was true in
Gloucestershire also held in Oxfordshire and Berkshire where each decade saw the most
important posts filled by a dozen of so key administrators. During the 1350s this group
included John de Alveton, Sir Thomas Besiles, Sir Thomas Huscarl, John Laundels and Sir
Thomas de Langeleye. By the end of Edward III’s reign the names had changed but the
pattern was the same: Alveton and the rest had been replaced by Sir John de Kentwode, Sir
Reginald Malyns, Sir Roger de Cotesford, Sir Roger de Elmerigg, Sir Thomas de la Mare,
Sir Gilbert Wace and, significantly, John James. Obviously, the office-holding community
had to absorb losses and accommodate men on the rise through marriage or raw talent. At
the same time, though, enough families supplied officials from one generation to the next to
give local affairs an air of stability. Names that recur during the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries include Abberbury, Besiles, Chelreye, Engelfield, Langeford, Malyns and
Spersholt. The ‘county establishment’ in Oxfordshire and Berkshire was just that — firmly
established.

156 Henry Ropere was one of the few Reading burgesses to take part in shire administration, as a tax
collector. More curiously, Richard Mercer, a well-to-do Oxford draper, found himself named as a
peace commissioner in 1381. and represented the city in 1380 CPR, 1382-85, pp.140, 247; Oxford
City Documents, 1268-1685, ed. J.E. Thorold Rogers, Oxford Historical Society, 18 (1891), p.43.

157 Below, chapter 5.

158 Saul, Knights and Esquires, p.161.
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Property, then, was an important consideration in the choice of government personnel.
Social conservatism found expression in minimum qualifications for the shrievalty and the
bench, both of which finally settled at £20 per annum. Gentry historiography is
consequently full of hierarchies.!® Qutwardly, the evidence from Oxfordshire and
Berkshire points in the same direction. It is simple enough to fit John James into a world
where landed resources brought social responsibility, and where the very fact of attending

parliament or occupying the shrievalty reinforced his social position.

Yet in certain respects the careers of James and his associates challenge this
straightforwardly symbiotic relationship between landownership and shire administration.
Gentry society, however defined, was always much larger than the office-holding
community: Oxfordshire and Berkshire endorse Susan Wright’s findings for fifteenth-
century Derbyshire, where ‘political society’ was ‘not coterminous with Derbyshire society’,
and where local administration was dominated by ‘a social elite’.160 But the formation and
sustenance of these social elites was due to much more than land, and this is why it is so
important to study those officials who did not come from conventional landed backgrounds.
Parvenus like John James and his close colleague Richard Brouns can indicate the qualities
that distinguished the office-holding community, the political elite if you like, from the
broader social elite. Brouns, a younger son from a very minor gentry family, used his legal
expertise to good effect and gradually built up an estate, to which he unexpectedly added the
patrimony on the death of his elder brother in about 1361. This good fortune helps to
explain how Brouns came to represent Berkshire in seven parliaments, to serve as sheriff of
Oxfordshire-Berkshire in 1381-2, and to occupy a seat on the local bench for over a
decade.!6! John James, of course, had much in common with Brouns. The overall structure
of his public career split predictably into two phases, roughly consistent with John James the
burgess and John James the gentleman. It is difficult to identify a clear break between these
phases but the balance between the two began to shift in 1371 when he was chosen as a tax
collector for Berkshire, and was irrevocably tipped by his first appointment as sheriff in
November 1373. From this point onwards James® interests were rooted in county rather than
borough affairs. In February 1375 he made his first of many appearances on the Berkshire
peace commission; in January 1376 he was appointed as a commissioner of array, again in

Berkshire; and in January 1377 he was returned to parliament for Oxfordshire. Other

159 Above, pp.54-5.
160 Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry, p.94.
161 ip, ii, pp.382-3.
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appointments followed, including a second stint as sheriff, until he finally retired from shire
affairs in 1387.

Thus, both James and Brouns occupied positions at the very apex of the administrative
hierarchy. They were among the forty-one men who held ten or more commissions in the
period 1350-1400. Land was one of the common denominators in this list, especially in its
upper reaches. But lordship, and specifically royal lordship, generated the subtlest
connections within this corps of officials. Of the men in question a handful were minor
landowners or lawyers,'62 and several others were professional judges from the courts of
King’s Bench and Common Pleas, appointed to give judicial backbone to local
commissions.163 However, most of the remaining officials were local knights and esquires
with strong royal connections. Over half a century the patrons naturally changed; but the
patronage itself remained constant. Under Edward IIT Sir Roger Elmrugge, Sir John Foxle
and Sir Gilbert Talbot of Richards Castle were knights of the royal household.164 The
honour and castle of Wallingford also provided the Black Prince’s household in waiting with
a natural recruiting ground. In addition to the service opportunities offered to local
inhabitants by the honour’s internal administration, the prince’s dealings with Wallingford
brought in outsiders with still wider networks of association, like Sir Hugh Segrave. Sir
John Kentwode was a long-established member of the prince’s entourage, as were Sir
Reginald Malyns, Sir Gilbert Wace, Sir Thomas Paynel, and Robert Wighthull who served
Edward as his clerk and attomey in the court of King’s Bench from 1351 onwards.!6> The
partial preservation of the Black Prince’s retinue by his widow has already been discussed,
but even when the crown skipped a generation in 1377 several members of Richard II's
household emerged as prominent office-holders. Men like Sir Richard Abberbury the elder,
a former servant of the Black Prince retained by his son as a chamber knight, a diplomat, a
member of the Council, and as chamberlain to Queen Anne; and William Wilcotes of North
Leigh, Oxfordshire, a successful lawyer and chief steward of Queen Anne’s estates from
1391 until his death; and Laurence Drew of Southcote, Berkshire, Richard II’s attorney and

162 Examples include John Rede and Thomas Lacok.

163 Robert Tresilian, Chief Justice from 1381; Sir Robert Charleton, Justice in King’s Bench from
1389; David Hannemere, Justice in King’s Bench 1383-6. E. Foss, 4 Biographical Dictionary of
the Judges of England, 1066-1870 (London, 1870), pp.670-2, 346-7, 325

164 Foxle was knighted at the king’s request and received annual grants in excess of £60 to support his
new status. Talbot was connected with the royal household from 1362 onwards, when he received a
£40 annuity, and was also a king’s knight under Richard II. Given-Wilson, The Royal Household
and the King's Affinity, pp.208, 281; CCR, 1377-81, p.158; HP, iv, pp.561-3.

165 Hp, iii, pp.517-9 (Kentwode). HP, iv, pp.31-3 (Paynel). Black Prince’s Register, iv, pp.435, 450
(Malyns). Ibid., pp.18, 377, 437 (Wighthull).
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adviser.16  Alongside these royal retainers, the shrievalty, the bench and other important
administrative posts were occupied by a second group of men who moved in the same circles
and could, perhaps legitimately, count on the support of their well-connected colleagues. Sir
Edmund Spersholt, Thomas Barentyn, Gilbert Shotesbroke, Nicholas Somerton and Richard
Brouns, all of them active officials, were well-known to prominent courtiers like Sir Hugh
Segrave and Sir John Golafre, both of whom were constables of Wallingford castle under
Richard II1.167 Let us not forget that even the fortunes of a family as prominent as the

Abberburys of Donnington, Berkshire were bound up with issues of lordship.168

There were, of course, exceptions. Like the Lancastrian affinity in its regional
strongholds, royal servants never held a monopoly of shire administration in Oxfordshire and
Berkshire.19? Sir Thomas de Langeleye, Sir Thomas Besiles, and others were certainly
touched by the networks of association issuing from the Wallingford circle, but, given the
location of their respective estates, the honour is unlikely to have been the axis around which
their lives turned.! Alternative sources of lordship were also available, including the

bishopric of Winchester, yet the depth and breadth of royal lordship was undeniable.

John James fitted perfectly into this world. Several factors enabled James to move in
such distinguished circles: the steady accumulation of land, the cultivation of personal
connections, and the prestige of royal service; and all were pieces of an individual gentry
jigsaw. At this stage it is difficult to judge whether the importance of lordship in defining
the office-holding élite was universal, or merely confined to Oxfordshire and Berkshire
where the opportunities to enter royal service were unusually fertile. In any event, there is
nothing to suggest a deliberate royal ‘policy’ regarding shire administration, and the
resulting appointments do not smack of any pemicious ‘bastard feudalism’ of the kind
practised by Richard II at the very end of his reign, when he forgot that good lordship meant
patronage on the gentry’s terms rather than overt political manipulation.l’! Rather, the

evidence from this region over a period of fifty years points to the natural prominence of

166 HP, iv, pp.863-866 (Abberbury); ibid., ii, pp.12-14 (Wilcotes); ii, pp.797-800 (Drew).

167 On Golafre, see N. Saul, ‘The fragments of the Golafre brass in Westminster Abbey’,
Transactions of the Monumental Brass Society, 15 (1992), pp.19-32. Many of these men are
discussed by J.L. Leland, ‘The Oxford Trial of 1400: royal politics and the county gentry’, The Age
of Richard 11, ed. J.L. Gillespie (Stroud, 1997), pp.165-89.

168 5 Walker, ‘Sir Richard Abberbury (c.1330-1399) and his kinsmen: the rise and fall of a gentry
family’, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 34 (1990), pp.113-140.

169 Walker, Lancastrian Affinity, pp.235-47.
170 CIPM, xi, pp.85-6 (no.112); ibid., xv, pp.38-40 (98-101).
171 Given-Wilson, The Royal Household and the King's Affinity, passim.
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men known to and approved by the royal family, and the equally natural exploitation of a
useful resource. Though social mobility and bastard feudalism are weighty concepts, John
James and his circle of associates offer interesting perspectives on both. What emerges from
this brief study is the picture of a close-knit community centred on the honour of
Wallingford; a community where everybody knew each other, and where distinctions of rank
and status were, to some extent, transcended by royal scrvice. Looking more widely, it can
be seen that the office-holding community in Oxfordshire and Berkshire was an adaptable
organism, externally mediated by the appointing bodies at Westminster but still reflecting

the structure and inclination of its parent community.

To succeed, however, in the world of county politics, gentility was still an important
consideration. If by ‘gentility’ we mean the possession of land, participation in Bennett’s
‘network of trust’, and involvement in shire affairs, then John James was amply qualified.
Though, we are sadly missing one crucial piece of the gentry jigsaw, peer recognition, the
situation in Oxfordshire and Berkshire bears out the younger Despenser’s advice to Robert
Baldock in Christopher Marlowe’s Edward 1I:172

Baldock, learn this of me: a factious lord
Shall hardly do himself good, much less us,
But he that hath the favour of a king

May with one word advance us while we live.

172 Christopher Marlowe, Edward the Second, 11, ii 1i.6 fol.
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Chapter 4: ‘Insufficiens, frivolum et suspectum’-
Shrieval Corruption

‘In an age when corruption was as general as it was’, one scholar observed, ‘when
extortion and oppression were so sadly commonplace, the Sheriffs seem to have
surpassed in these things all their contemporaries, to have throned themselves on a
bad eminence above all others.’!
Any study of medieval local government would be incomplete without some reference to the
diverse problems of law and disorder that consumed hundreds of yards of parchment. Of
course the abuse of power holds its own grim fascination: a great deal of evidence has
survived to elucidate the schemes and strategies of royal officials at all levels of the
administrative hierarchy, and of the measures taken by the crown to combat a problem
rightly described as endemic. Moreover, this particular type of crime has left a vivid
impression in contemporary literature as well as the historical record. Statutes and
parliamentary petitions allow us to trace the administrative evolution of the sheriff and his
fellow administrators; protest literature gives us an idea of how local officials were
perceived in the popular imagination. Yet administrative malpractice can also be viewed
from a slightly different vantage point. The treatment of wayward officials, dismissals, fines
and distraint proceedings, can be used as a measure of the government’s resolve to control
its local agents, and one objective of this chapter is to explore the relationship between
corruption and career structure. Were manifestly corrupt officials excluded from local
government, or did the crown’s apparent willingness to forgive and forget even the most
serious crimes see these gamekeepers turned poachers rehabilitated and re-employed?
Finally, it would be a narrow-minded and rather salacious view of local government that
ignored the dangers of office holding; not so much the financial risks which have been

discussed elsewhere,? but the physical hazards of taking the king’s word into the localities.

i. The unpopular face of the sheriff
Malpractice, extortion, oppression: the vast number of accusations made against almost

every class of local official emphasise the darker side of shire administration during the

fourteenth century. Historians dealing with the subject tend to stress the shrievalty’s place in

! Year Book of 7 Edward II, 1313-14, ed. W.C. Bolland, Selden Society Year Books Series, 15
(London, 1922), p.xviii.

2 W.A. Morris, The Medieval English Sheriff to 1300 (Manchester, 1927), pp.275-85.
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this web of corruption, with some justification3 Though the scale and gravity of the
accusations made against Sir Peter de Nuttele in December 1358 make him a poor example
of the petty, day-to-day corruption uncovered by most investigations, they nevertheless give
a clear impression of what could be achieved by a man shrewd enough to recognise the
opportunities of his position. It was alleged that Nuttele, sheriff of Yorkshire for several
years during the 1350s, released felons from York castle in rcturn for gifts, while less
menacing suspects were falsely imprisoned until they paid fines; that he demanded a penny
before handing over a tally for any debt paid to the king; that he levied fines from those who
refused to appear at his irregular and illicit tourns; that he farmed out wapentakes to bailiffs
at excessive sums so that they, in turn, resorted to extortion; and that he falsified his returns
to royal writs in order to make a profit.4 Sheriffs, of course, were not the only offenders, and
since the majority of those who occupied the post also served interchangeably as escheators,
tax collectors, arrayers and purveyors it would be appropriate to discuss malpractice as a
condition of the office-holding community in general rather than of one particular office.
Each of these specialist duties offered scope for abuse. Yet the sheriff was by necessity a
generalist, a jack-of-all-trades, making him the obvious choice for a case study. Sheriffs
were routinely obliged to arrest and detain suspected criminals, collect money and fines from
the populace, inspect and raise troops, and supply the king with provisions for the household
or for military ventures. By duplicating the functions of other officials, and by often
working with them, the sheriff significantly multiplied both the number of people he

encountered in an official capacity and his opportunities for abuse.

Identifying these ‘opportunities’ is a relatively simple task. Estimating their frequency,
severity and impact is far more difficult. Like so many aspects of medieval life, corruption
among officials is highly conspicuous, but ultimately unquantifiable. How can one
generalise about misconduct when at one end of the spectrum there were opportunists like
Gilbert de Ledred, while at the other end there were systematic abusers of authority like Sir
Thomas de Bekeryng? Ledred, a sheriff of Lincolnshire in the 1330s, was accused in 1341
of commandeering a boat and then demanding 100s for its safe return.’ Bekeryng’s misrule

in mid-century Nottinghamshire was sufficiently irksome to prompt his dismissal, arrest and

3 See for example J. Bellamy, Crime and Public Order in England in the Later Middle Ages (London,
1973), pp.13-14.

4 CPR, 1358-61, p.160. Nuttele illustrates the contradictory signals sent out by many local officials.
In January 1353 he was mentioned in dispatches for rescuing one Iseult de Acastre from the
clutches of an outlaw gang. CPR, 1350-54, p.446.

5 The 1341 Royal Inquest in Lincolnshire, ed. B.W. McLane, Lincolnshire Record Society, 78 (1988),
pp.90, 98.
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conviction on a number of counts, including the false return of writs, unlawful purveyance,
false imprisonment, and extortion.® The extent of malpractice was, therefore, governed as
much by the ambition and audacity of the individual official as it was by the opportunities to
manipulate royal orders or routine shire business. However, this complexity has not deterred
scholarly speculation on the scale and causes of malpractice. Corruption has been dismissed
as a symptom of the age, as an inevitable consequence of amateur, unpaid officials and lax
supervision from the centre, neither of which provides an adequate explanation.” Indeed,
there is no guarantee that salaries — had they been feasible for all local administrators —
would have deterred acts of oppression; and within the limitations imposed by tortuous legal
procedure, poor communications, and a reliance on the local gentry, the government was far
from negligent in its supervision. To understand fully the problem it is first necessary to
understand the context. In commenting upon the quality of fourteenth-century shire
administration it would be wholly inappropriate to use modern standards of ‘good
government’ as a measure. It is far more important to step back and consider what
contemporaries thought of their sheriffs, and to determine whether or not the surviving

records correspond with their views.

What, then, was the public image of the sheriff during the fourteenth century?
Notwithstanding the crown’s efforts to curb malpractice, shire officialdom seems to have
bred a great deal of resentment among the population at large, for reasons that are readily
apparent. Certainly, the denizens of fourteenth-century England had a healthy enough
recognition of right and wrong, especially where property was concerned. Theft was wrong.
Extortion was wrong. Intimidation was wrong. If the poor were on the receiving end then

these injustices were doubly wrong. As one contemporary put it, ‘to take the goods of the

6 CPR, 1345-48, pp.241, 306, 535-6. The story did mot end there. Bekeryng’s wife was also
convicted of assisting her husband with his purveyance racket, as were his clerk and chaplain. Sir
Thomas (d.1352) was the son of Thomas de Bekeryng of Tuxford (d.1326), who himself acquired a
reputation for high-handed behaviour. In May 1325 the tenants of Tuxford complained of their
outrageous treatment at Bekeryng senior’s hands, ‘pour eyde a filtz et a filie marier, pour marchet,
pour leyrwit, pour rechat de char et de saunck, et pour fere de eus son provost’. The original
penalties imposed by the justices on Bekeryng junior and his accomplices were reasonably harsh.
Bekeryng himself was fined £200, his wife 50 marks, his clerk 40 marks, and his chaplain 10
marks; but the influence of Henry, earl of Lancaster halved Bekeryng’s fine, secured pardons for
them all, and suspended proceedings pending against them in Derbyshire. Even after this
intercession Bekeryng was reluctant to pay his fine, and his lands were still in royal hands in
January 1348 when orders were issued to keep his goods safely and to permit his provosts to
cultivate his lands as they saw fit. Later in the month he was released from the Fleet after agreeing
to answer for his debt. CFR, 1319-27, pp.386, 392; Abstracts of the Inquisitiones Post Mortem
Relating to Nottinghamshire, ed. K.S.S. Train, Thoroton Society Record Series, 12 (1949), p.1; C
81/129, nos.7119-20; Calendar of Chancery Warrants, 1244-1326, p.564; CCR, 1346-49, pp.419,
420. :

7 W.R. Jones, ‘Rex et ministri: English local government and the crisis of 1341°, Journal of British
Studies, 13 (1973), pp.18-19.
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poor against their will is as good as spoliation’.? Hostility, then, towards the king’s ministers
was easily aroused and complaints were increasingly made through official channels, by
petitions in and out of parliament, before itinerant justices, and through the good offices of
lords and patrons. But criticism also appeared in contemporary literature where local
officials, and particularly sheriffs, were repeatedly lampooned, and where acts of oppression

were described that bear a striking resemblance to documented cases.

Whether or not the tirades launched by poets, preachers and polemicists were truly
representative of ‘popular’ opinion is always going to be questionable; but their sentiments
must have struck a sympathetic chord with those who experienced the sharp end of later
medieval justice. The literature of the day was obsessed with a perceived deficiency of truth
in society.” Since truth conventionally found its purest expression in knighthood, and was
undermined by a mixture of greed and personal ambition, parallels were readily sought with
the organs of shire administration and the venal knights and esquires who staffed them.
Moreover, responsibility for this sad state of affairs was not confined to the office-holding
community. The author of one irreverent ballad contended that all lords — laymen and
priests — were born to serve ‘sur Peny’.10 But the literary link between government officials
and corruption occurs far too frequently to be ignored. John Bromyarde, for instance,
warned that money perverts the course of justice: like weather cocks, jurors, lawyers and
judges turn instinctively towards every wind of silver.l! An incomplete poem from Edward
II’s reign took up the refrain by accusing justices, sheriffs, and bailiffs of avarice and deceit:
by them ‘the pore is thus i-plied, and the riche forbourn.’'2 Thomas Wimbledon was even
more specific. He asserted that ‘shriues and bailiffes willen retourne poore men’s writs, with
‘tarde venit’, but gif they feelen meed in their hands’!3 And, finally, the nefarious trinity of

Justices, sheriffs and bailiffs was criticised in the Gesta Romanorum: ‘when that thei se a

8 «Against the King’s Taxes’ (c.1338-9), Anglo-Norman Political Songs, ed. J.S.T. Aspin (Oxford,
1953), pp.111-14.

2 I.A. Alford, ‘The design of the poem’, A Companion to Piers Plowman, ed. idem (Los Angeles,
1986), p.33.

10 Reliquae Antiquae: Scraps from Ancient Manuscripts, Illustrating Chiefly Early English Literature
and the English Language, ed. T. Wright and J.O. Halliwell, 2 vols (1841-3), ii, p.108.

11 GR. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England (Oxford, 1961 edn), p.317, citing from
Bromyarde’s Summa Predicantium. ‘

12 Thomas Wright’s Political Songs of England from the Reign of John to that of Edward II, with an
introduction by P. Coss (Cambridge, 1996), pp.336-7.

13 The Acts and Monuments of John Foxe, ed. Rev. G. Townsend, 8 vols (London, 1843-9), iii, p.297.
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man gadery or purchesse, thenne thei sey - Loo, he is a carle, and wolde be moore than his

syr was! Late us take fro him the richesse.’!4

The peccadilloes of sheriffs and judges were also condemned in the Tale of Gamelyn, an
anonymous and rather neglected romance of the mid-fourteenth century. As Richard
Kaeuper has pointed out, the events described in Gamelyn would have been well-received by
members of the squirearchy for they recount the disinheritance of a younger son, Gamelyn,
by his elder brother; of Gamelyn’s recourse to a typically physical brand of self-help to
maintain himself; of his brother’s manipulation of the legal system to condemn Gamelyn;
and, finally, of Gamelyn’s brutal revenge. Just as there is no shortage of factual evidence to
support the poet’s preoccupation with violence and the problems of inheritance, the abuse of
the legal system is equally well documented.!® The initial sheriff of the story is ineffective
in his attempts to capture Gamelyn, despite ambushing him with a ‘gret rout’ of his troops.
Reacting to this ineptitude, Gamelyn’s brother hastily procures the shrievalty for himself and
proceeds to use and abuse the powers at his disposal. Gamelyn’s indictment, outlawry and
arrest are secured, and a bribed jury assembled in readiness for the coup de grace. After a
series of violent episodes, though, Gamelyn is ultimately victorious, and wreaks his revenge

on the corrupt officials in their very own court:

The justice and the sherreve bothe honged hie

To waiven with ropes  and with the wind drie.

And the twelve sisours - sorwe have that recke! -
Alle they were hanged faste by the necke.

Thus ended the fals knight  with his treccherie

That ever had y-lad his lif in falsnes and folie.

He was hanged by the neck and nought by the purs;
That was the meede that he had  for his faders curs.16

This ribald condemnation is also to be found in an altogether more famous work, The Vision
of Piers Plowman by William Langland. Writing in the 1380s, Langland saw fit to include
the sheriff as one of many stock characters who are dishonest by association. Using the
terminology of lordship, the sheriff in Piers Pfowman is numbered among the retainers of

Fals who are assembled for their lord’s wedding to Lady Meed:

14 The Early English Versions of the Gesta Romanorum, ed. S.JH. Herrtage, Early English Text
Society, 33 (1879), pp.310-11.

15 R W. Kaeuper, ‘An historian's reading of the Tale of Gamelyn®, Medium Aevum, 52 (1983), pp.51-
62. See also M. Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England (London, 1961), pp.78-94.

16 Gamelyn can be found in Middle English Verse Romances, ed. D.B. Sands (New York, 1966),
pp.154-81.
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And how Mede was ymarried in metels me thoughte -
That al the riche retenaunce that regneth with the False
Were boden to the bridale on bothe two sides,

Of alle manere of men; the meene and the riche.

To marien this mayde was many men assembled,

As of knyghtes and of clerks and other commune peple,
As sisours and somonours, sherreves and hire clerkes,
Bedelles and bailiffs and brocours of chaffre

Forgoers and vitaillers and vokettes of the Arches.1?

He next appears as the whole court heads for London to settle Fals’ disputed claim to wed
Lady Meed, and, in the comic scene that follows, a shortage of horses compels the principals
to recruit their retainers as mounts for the journey. Fals imposes himself on ‘a sisour that
softeli trotted’, and Favel acquires a ‘flaterere fetisly atired’; but the most intriguing mount is
reserved for the bride-to-be who is presented with a ‘sherreve shoedal newe’.!®8 The
historical significance of Langland’s views should not be exaggerated, but the deliberate
association of the sheriff with such a disreputable lord perhaps indicates a degree of hostility

towards local officials.

The same themes are central to the Gest of Robyn Hode, a fifteenth-century amalgam of
folk tales that are known to have been current in the fourteenth century, and the earliest
surviving instalment of the outlaw legend.!® Most aspects of the legend’s historicity are in
dispute: the chronology; the geography; and the factual basis of the characters and events.20
Few, however, would contest the sheriff of Nottingham’s evolution into the archetypal
medieval anti-hero, and even in the earliest tales — without the tangle of later embellishments
— the shrievalty is pilloried as a symbol of the inept and corrupt administrative system.
Crucial though the sheriff’s role is in the Gest, both as a treacherous contrast to Robin and
his band of outlaws and as a kind of moral benchmark by which their behaviour can be
judged, he is a curiously vague character. For instance, there is nothing to explain why a
sheriff should be involved in a bitter game of cat and mouse with a forest outlaw, and still

less why a sheriff of Nottingham should be pursuing a probable Yorkshireman. Yet the

17 The Vision of Piers Plowman, c¢d. A.V.C. Schmidt (London, 1978), pp.18-19. PassusII, li. 53 fol.
18 Jbid,, p.21. Li. 162 fol.

19 Rymes of Robyn Hood: An Introduction to the English Outlaw, ed. R.B. Dobson and J. Taylor,
(Stroud, 1997 revised edn), pp.71-112 for the earliest extant ballad, the Gest or Lyttel Gest.

20 The literature on the subject is large and expanding. Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England,
pp.95-144; J.C. Holt, Robin Hood (London, 1989 revised edn); J. Bellamy, Robin Hood: An
Historical Enquiry (London, 1985); S. Knight, Robin Hood: A Complete Study of the English
Outlaw (London, 1994); Robin Hood and Other Qutlaw Tales, ed. S. Knight and T. Ohlgren
(Kalamazoo MI, 1997); Robin Hood: An Anthology of Scholarship and Criticism, ed. S. Knight
(Cambridge, 1999).
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precise details of Robin’s feud with the sheriff are outweighed, at least for present purposes,
by the latter’s symbolic value in the Gest. As J.C. Holt observed, ‘the sheriff is simply the
Law, the outlaw’s natural enemy, and there is no need to explain their enmity.”2! And it
seems more than likely that the flaws in the sheriff’s character are meant to reflect a more

general malaise in local officialdom.

Up to a point the sheriff of Nottingham is described as a typical gentleman of the period -
loyal to the king, well-dressed, and with a fondness for hunting, But at the same time he is
habitually known as the ‘proude sheryf’, a ‘sory man’ whose mendacity is underlined when
he breaks his oath by attempting to ensnare Robin in a trap. The end result of the struggle
between the two is predictable. The sheriff is slain and his men are routed. The forces of

good triumph:

Robyn bent a full goode bowe,
An arrowe he drowe at wyll;
He hit so the proude sherife,

Upon the grounde he lay full still.

And or he myght up aryse,
On his fete to stonde,
He smote of the sherifs hede,
With his bright bronde.

Lye thou there proude sherife,
Evyll mote thou cheve:
There myght no man to the truste

The whyles thou were a lyve.22
The sheriff’s role as a foil in the Gest is therefore identical to that of Gamelyn, and his
portrayal in both works is similar in tone to Piers Plowman and the small selection of protest
literature offered above. The picture of local government painted by this body of material is
undeniably negative: structurally weak and riddled with corruption, the legal system is
treated with contempt; those responsible for the implementation of the law are regarded with
suspicion; and sheriffs in particular are considered untrustworthy on account of their alleged

abuses.

Such a view of local government is of obvious interest to the historian, especially when
there is a wealth of corroborative ‘historical’ evidence. However, caution must be exercised
when applying these opinions to the realities of shire administration, for the literary

dimension exacerbates any normal concerns about objectivity in sources that deal with right

21 Holt, Robin Hood, p.73.
22 Gest of Robyn Hode, stanzas 347-9; Rymes of Robyn Hood, p.104.
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and wrong. Artistic license may well have led writers to use the sheriff, the justice and the
bailiff allegorically to articulate conventional wisdom. We simply cannot rely on the fact
that writers and balladeers modelled their creations on real people or situations. For
example, the attempt to find a historical figure to fit the ‘proude sherife’ is a harmless but
essentially pointless exercise.2> On the other hand, the arguments and ideas expressed in
poems like Gamelyn cannot be dismissed out of hand. One must agrcc with Kaeuper in his
assessment that historical evidence, ‘though it deals with actual people and most likely with
actual situations, may be no more 'real' or 'objective' than the Gamelyn story’. There is
‘close correspondence between the literary and historical evidence, and parallels in general
tone and specific incident.”?* To use Gamelyn as an example, the charges made against
sheriffs in the story resemble very closely some of the allegations found in contemporary
petitions and indictments. Criticisms of local government made in these works are bound to
be questionable on matters of detail, but shire officials were singled out for a reason, because
they were notoriously corrupt, and because they somehow meshed in with the experiences
and prejudices of the audience. The general tenor of Gamelyn, Robyn Hode and the rest

make it plain that administrative corruption ranked highly among the social evils of the day.

ii. The nature of the problem
This understandable preoccupation with the predations of local officials has generated a

massive amount of documentary evidence in the form of petitions, investigations, statutes,
and legal proceedings in almost every conceivable court. Indeed, the sheer volume of
complaints is in itself indicative of the scale of the problem during the fourteenth century.
But care is essential. The evidence poses a number of interpretative difficulties, including
the inherent partiality of accusations and counter-accusations. ‘Legal guile’, as McFarlane
described it, became an increasingly potent weapon in the settlement of disputes: men ‘found
it safer to pervert the law rather than break it’.2> For example, who was the innocent party in
the feud between Sir Robert Breton and Sir Reginald de Donington that erupted in 1330s
Lincolnshire? In September 1336 Breton was accused of assaulting and robbing Donington
while he was going about his business as a tax collector, and of leading a gang of thugs that

‘compelled’ those who passed their hideout ‘to swear and live and die with them for a

23 Candidates include Sir Henry de Faucomberge, John de Oxenford, Sir John de Segrave and Sir
Robert Ingram. Bellamy, Robin Hood: An Historical Enquiry, pp.43-57; J.R. Maddicott, “The birth
and setting of the ballads of Robin Hood’, EAR, 93 (1978), pp.286-94; Dobson and Taylor, Rymes
of Robyn Hood, p.15. Maddicott’s case for Oxenford is well reasoned, but my own favourite is Sir
Thomas de Bekeryng whose activities are certainly in the spirit of the ballad (see above, n.4).

24 Kaeuper, ‘An historian's reading of the Tale of Gamelyn’, p.54.
25 X B. McFarlane, The Nobility of Later Medieval England (Oxford, 1973), p.115.
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certain time’.2¢ In the following August Breton alleged that he was ambushed by Donington
at Benniworth, near Homncastle.2” Both of these men served as officials in Lincolnshire, and
Donington was sheriff of the county in 1325-6 and 1333-4. Both men were also accused of
corruption in the royal inquest of 134128 This fusion of violence, litigation and shire

officialdom was all too common in the fourteenth century.

It is true that the charges made against officials often disregard the standard, formulaic
language of government and describe situations in the minutest detail. It becomes possible
to identify those aspects of a case considered particularly unacceptable or offensive to the
plaintiff, like the undue use of violence and restraint, or the detrimental effects of livery and
maintenance.?’ Yet, in dwelling on the victim’s predicament, it is all too easy to forget that
flaws in the judicial system worked both ways: in acknowledging the likely pressures of
recrimination and intimidation, which undoubtedly left many crimes unreported, one must
also question the validity of some of the charges that were brought. Petitioners and plaintiffs
alike were prone to melodramatic exaggeration. An example occurred in 1353 when a
former sheriff of Devon was accused of maliciously indicting Hamon Toker, Geoffrey
Wodeford, Richard Peror, ‘et centium alios’ under the pretext of an investigation into illegal
confederacies.3® Parallels may be drawn with the more extravagant claims found in
commissions of oyer and terminer, where crimes are attributed to long lists of named
suspects.3! Even without these embellishments, much of the surviving evidence touching on

the quality of local government has an appreciably negative bias. Very rarely was a sheriff

26 CPR, 1334-38, pp.362, 364, 372. Donington allegedly lost £200, three horses and three servants
who were killed in the fracas.

27 CPR, 1334-38, p.578.

28 The 1341 Royal Inquest in Lincolnshire, p.54 for Breton, and passim for Donington. Indeed,
Breton was implicated in an audacious attack on the bailiffs who had custody of the roll of fines
imposed by the justices in Lincolnshire. CPR, 1340-43, p.323.

29 A case arose in 1397 when a suit against John de Skipwith was heard in chancery. It was alleged
that Skipwith, then sheriff of Lincolnshire, arrested John de Rouseby ‘et i enprisona en son hostiel
a [Lincoln], et lui mist en ceppes et mist sez mayns aderere soun dorse, et sur sez mayns une paire
de pyrwykes, et lui manassa ge in ne serroit deliuerez hors de prisoun s’il ne voudroit doner a lui sa
terre ou dis marcz’. Rouseby demanded a vigorous response from the king as ‘sufficiant execucion
de common droit a cause de ceo n’est sembleable de availer a dit suppliant’ due to the ‘oppressee
par dit Johan Skypwith ovesque sez aidourz deins le counte’. Select Cases in Chancery 1364-1471,
ed. W.P. Baildon, Selden Society, 10 (London, 1896), p.30.

30 Proceedings Before the Justices of the Peace in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries, ed. B.H.
Putnam (London, 1938), pp.73-8.

31 The examples taken from CPR, 1327-30 are fairly typical. In February 1327 Richard de Holebrok
alleged that eighty named individuals, and others, tied him to a tree and cut off his right hand at
Tattingstone, Suffolk (p.74). The abbot of St Edmund’s implicated well over a hundred people in
an assault on the abbey in November of the same year (pp.217-8). For other extreme examples see
pp.147, 288, 291, 568.
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praised for the efficient, or at least honest, execution of his duties. The correspondence
generated in 1319 between the chancellor and a group of commissioners appointed to
investigate shrieval misconduct is lamentably rare: several of the latter candidly reported that

the sheriffs under their scrutiny were suitable and should be reinstated.32

Moreover, this negative tendency goes beyond the fact that the sheriffs’ virtues were left
unsung, and hinges on the large proportion of charges for which no corresponding legal
records survive. If both a verdict and any obvious punitive action against the defendant are
wanting then suspicions of acquittal and, perhaps, false indictment are aroused. After all,
not all of those accused were actually convicted. Scepticism is further amplified by the
scarcity with which the defendant’s version of events was recorded. As Helen Cam noted,
‘the complaints often stand unanswered, unchecked by any counter-statement or cross-
examination’. In short, ‘the king asks; the country-side answers; the sheriff and his bailiffs
are speechless.”3 It is extremely rare to find the kind of detailed, calculated and ultimately
vain defence offered by Sir Thomas de Musgrave in an action of false indictment and

imprisonment heard before the Council in 1366.34

The evidence concerning malpractice is also highly anecdotal. While a few tentative
comments can be made about the nature and extent of corruption during the period, the
broad brush approach is not really suited to the minutiae of petitions and indictments. It is
impossible to calculate the proportion of sheriffs that were ‘corrupt’. Quantification and
statistical analysis are at best problematic because the offences committed by officials are
difficult to categorise in anything more than a superficial way, because of patchy evidence,
and, most importantly, because ‘corruption’ itself is incredibly difficult to define.3% Public
awareness of what constituted abuse has already been discussed, and the crown had very
similar ideas, based on a vested interest in maintaining basic levels of honesty and
efficiency. Technical breaches of the law were readily identifiable, especially with the help

of authorities who carefully described where local officials stood with regard to the law.

32.5C 1/35, nos.172, 174, 181; 36, no.180.
33 4 M. Cam, The Hundred and the Hundred Rolls (London, 1930), pp.32-3.

34 Select Cases before the King's Council 1243-1482, ed. 1.S. Leadam and J.F. Baldwin, Selden
Society, 35 (Cambridge MA, 1918), pp.54-60. The Musgrave case has achieved a certain notoriety.
See 1. Gladwin, The Sheriff: The Man and the Office (London, 1974), pp.189-92. See also SC 1/56,
no.69,

35 Bellamy, Crime and Public Order in England, p.3. For discussions on the difficulties of
categorising crime see McLane, The 1341 Royal Inquest in Lincolnshire, pp.xxv-xxix; and T.F.T.
Plucknett, ‘A commentary on the indictments’, Proceedings Before the Justices of the Peace, ed.
B.H. Putnam, pp.cxxxiii-clxi. The rules adopted by McLane are serviceable for a single roll of
indictments, but are difficult to apply across the board.

142



The late thirteenth-century Mirror of Justices is a good example. In his definition of larceny
its author included ‘all those sheriffs, bailiffs and other royal officers who unlawfully by
extortion take money from the people’, and then emphasised his point by drawing up an

expansive list of larcenous offences. It reads like an encyclopedia of shrieval misconduct:

extortion...for unlawful deceit, or for toll-traverse or for other unlawful custom, or
for plea in which the judge has no jurisdiction, and those who take money to strike
out names from panels and to put others therein. Into this sin fall all those who
receive land, tenement, horse or other thing and use it beyond the time fixed at the
hiring, and those who by the authority of their bailiwick make disavowable
collections of money or money’s worth, or take corn or sheaves for scotales and
filstales, or do to the people any other unlawful grievance in like care, and those
officers who levy a fine, amercement, or other kind of debt several times from one
man or several, without making restitution thereof. And those officers who take
anything from another than the king or their lords for doing their office, and those
who more than twice a year hold sheriffs’ courts, or more than once a year hold
view of frankpledge in one and the same court, and those who under unlawful
articles amerce the people.36

The margins, however, between malpractice on one side and the extremes of negligent
and overzealous behaviour on the other were extremely blurred, and this is illustrated by the
government’s efforts to take the initiative against the problem. More often than not the
crown’s interest in corruption was linked to what it perceived as negligence, little distinction
being drawn between the two. Laxity was certainly frowned upon. Commissioners were
constantly being prodded to take action or execute orders, as in 1337 when the sheriffs and
keepers of Lincolnshire and Northumberland were accused of not applying the proper
remedy to disturbances; and as in 1342 when the king reprimanded the sheriff of
Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire for disregarding an order to bring a suspected idiot before
chancery for examination, Sir Thomas Fermbaud being dispatched to do it.37 If a carefully
laid plan miscarried on account of bureaucratic laxity the instinctive reaction was either to
remove those concerned or to launch an investigation, which tended to unearth evidence of
malpractice. One of many examples arose in Cumberland in November 1356, when a
general inquiry into oppressions was associated with the king’s concern that £40 sent to the

sheriff to repair Carlisle’s defences had been spent properly.38

36 The Mirror of Justices, ed. W.J. Whittaker, Selden Society, 7 (London, 1895 for 1893), p.27.
37 CPR, 1334-38, p.509; ibid., 1340-43, p.543.

38 CPR, 1354-58, p.495-6. In the event only £18 of the total had been spent. H. Summerson,
Medieval Carlisle: The City and the Borders from the Late Eleventh to the Mid-Sixteenth Century, 2
vols (Kendal, 1993), i, p.321.

143



The charges laid against Hervey Tyrel, sheriff of Devon, in June 1346 further underline
the point. Oyer and terminer proceedings were initiated to investigate a complaint by John,
bishop of Exeter that Tyrel had subverted royal authority in the county by conspiring with
four of his ‘ministers’ to forge his seal of office and issue writs of trespass against a number
of people, including the bishop, ‘not made in the course and style of the chancery nor sealed
with the great seal, but forged’. Despite the gravity of the charge, implied by the subsequent
association of the earl of Devon in the investigation, Tyrel’s part in the affair is far from
clear. A later version of the commission issued in April 1347 makes no mention of the

sheriff’s involvement, and he appears to have cleared himself.3°

Ultimately, Tyrel was probably guilty of nothing more than carelessness in being
unaware of the extortion racket and the misuse of his seal, and this kind of ignorance, both in
the shires and in the departments of state, was largely responsible for the frequent confusion
between misconduct and mismanagement. Indeed, the line between the two was probably at
its vaguest in the maze of conventions governing the return of writs into chancery and the
exchequer: dozens of sheriffs fell foul of legal technicalities and were penalised with fines in
much the same way as those found guilty of extortion. A case occurred in 1346 when an
unnamed sheriff claimed, in response to a writ of capias utlagatum, that although the suspect
had been arrested and dispatched to prison with an escort of two men, an armed rescue had
been effected en route. In spite of the circumstances the sheriff was deemed culpable
because ‘ne poet estre entendu par ley en temps de pees qe tiel rescous serreit fait’ — the
outlaw should have been assigned a sufficient escort.4? In February 1341 the same verdict
was reached on the sheriff of Essex-Hertfordshire who was held responsible for the failure to
appraise, confiscate and safeguard the goods of a suspect, notwithstanding the presence of an
armed gang in the man’s house.4! As far as the crown was concerned, negligence and
corruption were regarded as aspects of the same problem. Unfortunately the government’s
high-handed attitude filtered down through the chain of command, producing a flood of

complaints about overbearing officials.#? Officials were frequently sucked into this spiral of

39 CPR, 1345-48, pp.173, 189; ibid., 1348-50, p.14. Only a few weeks after the allegations were
made Tyrel was ordered under letters close to continue as sheriff, notwithstanding the recent
election of Sir Robert de Beupel to the post. Even in the absence of an enroled, dated commission it
seems likely that Beupel’s appointment was connected with Tyrel’s alleged misconduct. In the end
Tyrel remained in office until January 1347, CCR, 1346-49, p.96.

40 Year Books of the Reign of King Edward the Third, Years xii1 and xiv, ed. L.O. Pike (Rolls Series,
1886), pp.322-3. Compare with Year Books of the Reign of King Edward the Third, Year xx (Part
One), ed. L.O. Pike (Rolls Series, 1908), p.448.

41 CCR, 1341-43, p.108.

42 For example, CPR, 1307-13, p.257; ibid., 1324-27, p.353; ibid., 1350-54, p.337 ibid., 1361-64,
p.207.
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violence and overreaction. A couple of sheriffs were killed in the line of duty during the
fourteenth century.#> Many more were attacked or intimidated, most often in making
distraints and urban crowd-control situations.#¢ The most serious breaches of the peace
could only be contained through co-operation between sheriffs and other officials, as Sir
Thomas de la Hyde, sheriff of Cornwall, found to his cost in 1334. In the course of a routine
distraint, Hyde was wounded, chased to the house of a local parson and besieged until

Thomas Lercedekne, a conservator of the peace, and his posse effected a rescue.®?

Despite all these limitations — the problems of definition, categorisation and
quantification — the symptoms of official misconduct are at least well known, which is more
than can be said for its underlying causes. For the most part we are dealing with the
intangibles of personal morality. But contemporaries were also quite convinced that official
abuse was at its most oppressive in certain conditions. These were outlined in the parliament
of 1346, where it was demanded that sheriffs be chosen from the most substantial men of the
shire, theoretically excluding the more grasping candidates, and that the office should not be
granted for life, which could place the incumbent above the law.46 The same sentiments
were expressed in a petition from the sheriff of Norfolk-Suffolk in 1335 attacking the life
grant of Norwich castle to Sir Robert de Causton, and focusing on the ‘oppressions et
diverse extorsions du pople’ committed since the separation of the shrievalty and the
constableship.4” In a more general sense the problem was a by-product of gentry society, as
private quarrels spilled over into public life, and as the violent self-help so typical of the
fourteenth-century aristocracy drifted into official thuggery. The prior of the hospital of St
John was justifiably aggrieved in 1364 when a.gang led by Sir Simon Leek, sheriff of
Nottingham, raided his estates at Swinderby, stealing his goods and breaking the limbs of his

43 CPR, 1334-38, p.580; ibid., 1338-40, p.184 (1337, Sir William le Blount sheriff of Lancashire),
The Chronicle of Adam Usk, 1377-1421, ed. and trans. C. Given-Wilson (Oxford, 1997), pp.130-1.
(1400, William Lucy, sheriff of Herefordshire).

44 SC 1/49, no.122; CPR, 1324-27, pp.238-9 (An attack on the sheriff of Cornwall while holding the
county court at Lostwithiel in 1326 by William de Botereux and his followers). SC 8/108, n0.5375;
CPR, 1374-77, p.325 (An assault on the sheriff of Cumberland during a court session at Carlisle in
1376). CPR, 1334-38, p.575 (An assault on the sheriff of Northamptonshire, 1337). SC 8/210,
n0.10499; CPR, 1354-58, pp.125-6 (An attack on Sir Guy St Clere, sheriff of Cambridgeshire-
Huntingdonshire, 1354). There were many other incidents. Undersheriffs and bailiffs were
particularly prone to attack.

45 CPR, 1307-13, pp.173, 236.
46 Rot. Parl., ii, p.161.

47 Ibid., p.92. Causton was granted the castle in February 1335, and was appointed sheriff and keeper
in the following September. CPR, 1334-38, p.76, CFR, 1327-37, p.460.
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servants.*® Richard de Stapleton was no less annoyed by an assault made upon him by Sir
Almaric Fitz Waryn, sheriff of Devon, in 1348.4° And to a certain extent these less desirable
results of administrative delegation were also encouraged by isolation from the centre of
government.>® Finally, the twin evils of retaining and maintenance must be regarded as
contributory factors. The concern of magnates to install their clients in positions of
responsibility could unquestionably lead to a decline in the quality of local justice. This
multi-dimensional quality made administrative malpractice awkward to diagnose, difficult to

treat, and impossible to eradicate.

The real root of the problem, however, was its pervasiveness. Virtually every sphere of
the sheriff’s commission offered scope for extortion. Most crimes boiled down to fraud of
some kind or other. Sheriff A exploited the king’s resources for his own profit, or, as was
more often, compelled B to give him a sum of money before he would perform a particular
task. Those abuses connected with the shrievalty’s dwindling judicial role were particularly
prominent throughout the period: the arrest and custody of suspects; the assembly of juries;
the collection of fines; the supervision of distraints — all of these powers were easily
manipulated. Favourite tactics included imprisoning or distraining men until they paid fines,
empanelling juries biased towards litigants who were willing to pay, and discreetly
overlooking writs for an appropriate fee. Examples are profuse, and the cases listed below
are only the tip of a particularly unsavoury iceberg. In 1351 it was alleged that Robert
Hacche, a former sheriff of Devon, arrested William Sloman ‘sine racionabili warento et
causa’ and extorted 30s. from him.3! In 1330 Simon de Pierpount underwent a similar
ordeal at the hands of Sir John de Loudham, sheriff of Norfolk-Suffolk, who allegedly seized
one of his manors ‘sanz garante’ and held him there for four days until he paid a fine of

£40.52 In 1328 William Gilemyn, sheriff of Rutland, was accused of false imprisonment and

48 CPR, 1361-64, p.546.
49 CPR, 1348-50, p.167.

30 Bellamy, Crime and Public Order, p.47. See Ancient Petitions Relating to Northumberland, ed.
C.M. Fraser, Surtees Society, 176 (1961), pp.115-6 (nos. 91-2). For a valuable discussion of law
and order in the north with a substantial bibliography see C.J. Neville, Violence, Custom and Law:
The Anglo-Scottish Border Lands in the Later Middle Ages (Edinburgh, 1998).

51 Proceedings Before the Justices of the Peace, p.63.

32 Rot. Parl., ii, p.40. Loudham allegedly caused a total of £200 worth of damage. The response was
to set up a commission of oyer and terminer. Loudham later found himself on the receiving end. In
1339 Loudham complained that Sir Thomas de Holebrok and an armed retinue had attacked him
while he and his colleagues were holding sessions of the peace in Suffolk. Holebrok ‘took him by
the throat, hurled him to the ground, and prevented him and his fellows from discharging their
office.” CPR, 1338-40, p.273. Loudham may have been unpopular as Queen Isabella’s erstwhile
nominee. SC 1/35, no.182,
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extortion, claiming, as an added refinement, that the men he was supposed to arrest were not
to be found in his bailiwick.’® Given the opportunity, officials would seemingly take
anything that was not nailed down: in 1372 a list was made of the goods slyly removed by
Sir John de Fenwyk during his term as constable of Bamburgh castle, even under the nose of
the sheriff — peat and heather, the principal table from the king’s hall, trestles, lead, and

fittings from a mangonel worth 40s.34

Purveyance proved to be another major bone of contention during the period. Successive
kings and successive campaigns brought substantial demands for men, materials and
provisions, and the sheriff’s involvement in meeting these demands from a reluctant
population provided endless opportunities for fraud and extortion.® This kind of activity
was the bread and butter of malpractice, amounting in most cases to little more than
blackmail and petty extortion, unsophisticated and opportunist. But the shrievalty could also
give rise to more elaborate conspiracies. An example of this came to light in Lincolnshire in
1369 when several members of the Haulay family were implicated in a plot to disinherit
William Hagh. Hagh claimed that Sir William Haulay, the acting sheriff, engineered an
assize of novel disseisin so hopelessly biased against him that he would be compelled to
come to a private settlement and enfeoff Robert Haulay. More serious from the crown’s
perspective was Haulay’s idiosyncratic return of writs, so that ‘no inquisition could be found
for the king’s profit or behalf except by assent and will of the said William the elder or
William his son’, with the consequent damages being estimated at a round £1,000.5¢ A very
similar charge was heard against Roger Rodde in 1327. Rodde, sheriff of Devon, was
accused of agreeing to release a gang of suspected murderers in return for a bribe, and also
of arranging — ‘on a writ of hatred and malice’ — a sham inquiry into the killing with a jury
of his own procuring, away from the county court, and without the coroner.” Even the
efforts of Haulay and Rodde appear amateurish compared to those of William Auncel,
another sheriff of Devon whose gross maladministration of the county was exposed in 1353.

The charges levelled against Auncel and his subordinates were comprehensive. They were

53 Select Cases in the Court of King’s Bench. Edward I1I, Volume 5, ed. G.O. Sayles, Selden Society,
76 (London, 1958 for 1957), p.28. The victims sued Gilemyn, but the coroners returned that he had
nothing in their bailiwick by which he could be attached. He does not appear in the List of Sheriffs,
and has not been added subsequently to the PRO’s own list.

54 CIM, 1348-77, p.327 (no.854).

55 JR. Maddicott, ‘The English peasantry and the demands of the crown 1294-1341°, Past and
Present Supplement, 1 (Oxford, 1975).

56 CPR, 1367-70, pp.261-2. When the commissioners tried to gather evidence in Grimsby the
Haulays turned up en masse and threatened the jurors.

57 Select Cases in the Court of King's Bench, pp.25-7.
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accused of maintaining criminals, allowing vagabonds to roam freely, interfering with
judicial sessions, assembling false juries, taking fines and amercements without warrant, and

of generally conducting their affairs in Devon ‘ad grave dampnum populi’.58

iii. The government's response
The war against corruption, then, was not casily won. Any attempt to address the problem

had to overcome three inter-related obstacles: how to identify fraudulent officials; how to
secure their conviction; and how, once convicted, they should be treated. The identification
of suspects was undoubtedly helped by the impetus of individual and corporate initiative.
Speculative petitions directed to the king and his ministers proved a popular means of
expressing criticism, and parliament developed during the fourteenth century into a leading
forum for complaints.® They ranged in scope from sweeping allegations with apparently
national backing (like the petition of 1362 inveighing against false imprisonment by sheriffs,
constables and gardeyns) to much more specific attacks on individual officers, like those
against the sheriff of Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire in 1321, and the sheriffs of Somerset-
Dorset and Norfolk-Suffolk in 1330.60 The king’s own efforts to ferret out corruption were,
by comparison, only intermittently successful. Information gathering required an ongoing
dialogue between the centre and the localities, and charges against errant officials sometimes
found their way into chancery and the exchequer by this informal route. Despite the
difficulties of tracing complaints back to their original source, a number of sheriffs were
probably investigated on the basis of this type of casual intelligence. However, far more
information had to be extracted from a rather apprehensive population through special
inquiries. Opportunities for grievances to be aired and for a few exemplary punishments to
be meted out may have been perceived as signs of a responsive government; but once an
administrative commission was issued and the delegation of royal authority transacted, little
could be done until abuses came to light, and by then any action became reaction, punitive
rather than remedial. The value of the judicial inquiry, the eyre, the commission of oyer and
terminer in all its various forms, and the commission of the peace was deterrent rather than

preventative.

The problem of administrative malpractice was therefore exacerbated by a lack of

adequate pre-emptive measures to forestall it, and an efficient package of preventative

38 Proceedings Before the Justices of the Peace, pp.73-8.

59 1.S. Roskell, L. Clark and C. Rawcliffe, ed., The History of Parliament: The House of Commons,
1386-1421, 4 vols (Stroud, 1993), i, pp.76-103.

60 Rot. Parl., ii, p.265; ibid,, i, pp.414-5; ibid,, i, p.40.
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measures would have been asking rather a lot of any medieval government. For example,
the oath sworn by sheriffs on taking up their commissions could be viewed as a crude and, in
the end, ineffective method of restraint. Form and usage varied with the occasion (it was
observed around 1290 that ‘seremenz varient en plurours maneres’¢!) but the oath invariably
extracted secular and religious undertakings from the taker that neither the king nor his
subjects would be defrauded. In this respect the sheriff’s oath is typical. Details changed
from time to time as new legislation was introduced and as the emphasis of the office
changed, but the theme was constant: the sheriff was obliged to exercise his commission for
the profit of the king, and to protect any royal interests and franchises within his bailiwick;
to levy debts impartially, and without excess; to return the king’s writs sufficiently; and,
finally, to appoint suitable bailiffs for whom he would accept responsibility. In theory at
least, these provisions blocked most avenues of extortion open to the sheriff, but a final,
general clause covered a multitude of other possible sins. The incumbent swore to treat the
people of his bailiwick ‘lawfully and nightfully’, ignoring considerations of wealth and
status, and without accepting gifts, promises or favours.82 As far as the authorities were
concerned, it seems that the oath was a vital and strictly non-negotiable part of the
commission. Indeed, in December 1318 Sir Hugh de Courtenay made a point of informing
the chancellor that he had received the cath of the incoming sheriff of Devon.63 And in
January 1341 Sir John de Palton, the new sheriff of Hampshire, was ordered under pain of
forfeiture to go to Winchester with all speed and be sworn in before the prior of St
Swithun’s.64 If the oath served to define the appointee’s responsibilities, it seemingly did
little to curb corruption. According to the first Statute of Westminster of 1275 the whole

process of oath-swearing was treated with disdain: ‘some people in the land [had] less fear

61 The Mirror of Justices, p.117.

62 Stat. Realm, i, p.247. Compare with E 199/52/16, a version of the sheriff’s oath from the reign of
Edward III. The oaths sworn by sheriffs and their subordinates at the outset of the general eyre
were in much the same vein. During the preliminaries in Northamptonshire in 1329-30 Sir Thomas
Wake sworc before the justices to ‘loyally serve our lord the king and you his justices in the office
of sheriff to which you have appointed me’, and further promised to ‘loyally carry out the king’s
commands...and duly execute all that will be commanded me in the king’s name’. The Eyre of
Northamptonshire, 1329-30, ed. D.W. Sutherland, Selden Society, 97-8, 2 vols (London, 1983), i,

pp.5-6.
63 SC 1/35, no.177.

64 CCR, 1341-43, p.104. For other examples see W.A. Morris, ‘The shesiff’, The English Government
at Work, 1327-1336. Volume 2: Fiscal Administration, ed. W.A. Morris and JR. Strayer
(Cambridge MA, 1947), p.46.
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than they ought of swearing a false oath’.65 QOaths were probably retained for their symbolic

value rather than as part of a naive code of good practice.56

A second option, the pre-emptive vetting of candidates, might have proved a more
efficient method of excluding undesirables from the shrievalty, but it was a strategy that
required a substantial amount of local intelligence and, more importantly, a desire on the part

of the government to carry it through.

The first part of the equation was not necessarily a problem. Dismissals were
occasionally made on the back of such information. Every class of official was deemed
expendable. In December 1370, for example, Sir William Marmyon and Sir John
Repynghale were removed from the Kesteven commission of the peace ‘for certain causes
propounded before the king and council’. Similarly, John Loveday was dismissed ‘entirely’
from the Berkshire bench in August 1359, pre-empting by several days his arrest and
committal to the Marshalsea, possibly in connection with an alleged robbery. The treatment
of John de Enefeld, an arrayer in Middlesex who came under the government’s suspicion in
February 1325, was somewhat less decisive — an inquiry prompted his removal, yet he was
reinstated in the following November.67 Sheriffs also shared this risk, Hugh Salkeld’s
removal being a dramatic example. Salkeld’s problems began in August 1395 when he was
removed from the Westmoreland bench, and deepened on 3 December with orders for his
arrest. On the following day Roger de Clifford was commanded to dismiss Salkeld as his
undersheriff, ostensibly because he had spent in excess of one year in office, but the

infuriatingly vague ‘particular causes’ imply something more sinister.68

63 Stat. Realm, i, p.36.

66 The oath was occasionally cited as the umbilical chord linking the sheriff to the government. An
illustration of this occurred in a dispute between Robert de Radecliff, undersheriff of Lancashire,
and the abbot of Furness over intrusions into the abbot’s liberty. The law was explicit on the
matter; ‘if a lord of a liberty have full return of writs, and the sheriff usurp upon his liberty’ then
‘the lord shall have a good recovery against the sheriff’. Any suggestion that Radecliff, in being
accountable to the hereditary sheriff of Lancashire, should be excepted from this ruling was
quashed, ‘for he [Radecliff] serves the court and makes oath in the exchequer as sheriff.” Year
Books of the Reign of King Edward the Third, Years x1v and xv, ed. L.O. Pike (Rolls Series, 1889),
pp.88-98. Oaths were also taken by bailiffs and other subordinates. The oath added a measure of
gravitas to offences against them. An inquiry in 1327 into the assault of Richard Coriot dubbed him
a ‘sworn bailiff” deputed by the sheriff of Warwickshire to levy fines. In June 1346 another royal
bailiff, ‘known and sworn’, was attacked in Suffolk while making arrests for the sheriff, while in
August of the same year Henry Midehop, ‘a bailiff known and swom to the sheriff of Norfolk’,
complained that he had been assaulted while collecting money on the latter’s behalf. CPR, 1327-
30, p.213; ibid,, 1345-48, pp.173, 183-4.

67 CPR, 1370-74, p.35; ibid., 1358-61, pp.283, 545; ibid., 1324-27, pp.73, 95, 140.
68 CPR, 1391-96, p.654; CCR, 1392-96, pp.439, 435, 442, 445, 731.
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The second part of the equation was, however, more problematic. In its management of
local administration, the crown was faced with a serious dilemma: how should wayward
ministers be treated? Even at the best of times experienced officials were rather scarce, and
the permanent exclusion of the corrupt was probably viewed as a last resort. The result: past
indiscretions were overlooked so long as they were neither politically motivated nor a direct
affront to the crown; and even then the king’s favour could be restored for a price. Tout’s
comments on the 1289 inquiry are no less applicable to the fourteenth century. It was
imperative ‘to punish the worst offenders and frighten the rest’. But once that was done,
‘[the king’s] rigour might abate for a money consideration. The disgraced men were no
worse, if no better, than the majority of their colleagues; why, then, break a tool which might
still have its uses?’®® Recent studies of fourteenth-century crime and public order have
tended to decriminalise the majority of ‘fur-collar’ offences and regard them as natural
alternatives to the slow and cumbersome legal process, often interwoven with the
enforcement or defence of property rights.’® Though slightly hackneyed, this image of later
medieval England as a violent society still holds good, and any notions of exclusion from
shire administration on moral — as opposed to political — grounds must be viewed in this
context. The feud in Cornwall between Sir Ralph Carminou and John Sergeaux over the
Chambernoun inheritance typifies this attitude. Carminou and Sergeaux were from
prominent county families, both regularly appeared on commissions, and both occupied the
shrievalty. Yet in the 1370s Carminou petitioned the Prince of Wales and the king that
Sergeaux had dispatched men to Broconnoc, assaulted him and his wife, stolen £200 of his
goods, and left him for dead. Moreover, while he was sheriff Sergeaux allegedly took the

opportunity to arrest Carminou and steal more of his possessions to an alleged value of

69 State Trials in the Reign of Edward I, 1289-1293, ed. T.F. Tout and H. Johnstone, Camden Society,
3rd Series, 9 (1906), p.xxxvii.

70 For the gentry gangs see: E.L.G. Stones, “The Folvilles of Ashby Folville, Leicestershire, and their
associates in crime’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th Series, 7 (1957), pp.117-36;
J.G. Bellamy, ‘The Coterel gang: an anatomy of a band of fourteenth-century criminals’, EHR, 79
(1964), pp.696-717. Broader perspectives are offered by: Bellamy, Crime and Public Order in
England in the Later Middle Ages, B.A. Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict in English Communities,
1300-1348 (Cambridge MA, 1979); idem, ‘Fur-collar crime: the pattern of crime among the
fourteenth-century English nobility’, Journal of Social History, 8 (1974-5), pp.1-17; C. Carpenter,
‘Law, justice and landowners in late medieval England’, Law and History Review, 1 (1983), pp.205-
37; N. Saul, ‘Conflict and consensus in English local society’, Politics and Crisis in Fourteenth
Century England, ed. J. Taylor and W. Childs (Stroud, 1990), pp.38-58. For alternatives to violent
self-help: 1. Rowney, ‘Arbitration in gentry disputes in the later middle ages’, History, 67 (1982),
pp.367-76; E. Powell, ‘Settlement of disputes by arbitration in fifteenth-century England’, Law and
History Review, 2 (1984), pp.21-43. For case studies embracing both dimensions of the gentry’s
relations: P.C. Maddemn, Violence and Social Order: East Anglia, 1422-1442 (Oxford, 1992); and
idem, ‘Best trusted friends: concepts and practices of friendship among fifteenth-century Norfolk
gentry’, England in the Fifteenth Century: Proceedings of the 1992 Harlaxton Symposium, ed. N.
Rogers (Stamford, 1994), pp.100-17.
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£1,000.71  Other examples are readily available. A petition against Sir Henry Popham,
sheriff of Hampshire in 1388, complained of his great ‘affinite et alliance’ in the county, and
his distribution of ‘robes et liveres encontre la ley a luy enforcer en son tort.’’2 Furthermore,
John de Lancaster was appointed undersheriff of Westmoreland in October 1398 despite the
issue, only weeks later, of a warrant for his arrest for serious breaches of the peace.”® The
implications are clear. It was accepted, with typical pragmatism, that the characters of a

proportion of commissioners would not be unblemished.

Without effective measures to prevent corruption, the crown’s only real option during the
fourteenth century was to persevere with its policy of eliciting information from the
population, of tightening up those regulations and procedures prone to abuse, and of
introducing piecemeal reforms. Edward I set highly conspicuous precedents for this at the
end of the thirteenth century. Both the Hundred Rolls inquiry of 1274-5 and the
investigation of 1289 focused on the misdeeds of royal officials at all levels, central and
local. In the former case, the king’s interest in the mechanics of local government produced
an unprecedented examination of public life; and its findings brought an immediate and
comprehensive response in the Statute of Westminster and later exchequer reforms.
Together these measures tackled the problems of petty extortion, judicial abuse and
fraudulent accounting.’* Reverberations of this were felt in 1289 when, after a three year
sojourn in Gascony, Edward was met by a ‘clamor miserorum’, ‘crying shame on the
savagery, injustice, and venality of the royal officers, great and small’.’> Commissions of
inquiry were again established and, in attempting to cleanse the murky waters of shire
administration, hooked a number of big fish including the chief justices of Common Pleas
and King’s Bench.

71 SC 8/38, n0.1867; 333, n0.1068. Sergeaux was sheriff of Cornwall in 1376-7, and Carminou in
1378-9. In December 1373 Carminou was removed from a commission of oyer and terminer for
‘certain causes’ which may be a veiled reference to his violent behaviour. CPR, 1370-74, p.397.
For biographies of Carminou and Sergeaux see P, ii, pp.489-90, 506-7.

72 HP, iv, pp.113-5.
73 CPR, 1396-99, p.503; HP, iii, pp.546-8.

74 For recent introductions to the investigations and their significance see The Warwickshire Hundred
Rolls of 1279-80: Stoneleigh and Kineton Hundreds, ed. T. John, Records of Social and Economic
History, New Series, 19 (Oxford, 1992), pp.1-6; and Yorkshire Hundred and Quo Warranto Rolls,
ed. B. English, Yorkshire Archaeological Society, Record Series, 151 (1996 for 1993-4), pp.1-11.
The classic study of local administration in this period is, of course, Cam, The Hundred and the
Hundred Rolls.

75 State Trials of the Reign of Edward I, p.xi.
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These very public attempts at the close of the thirteenth century to coerce officials into
submission set the agenda for the remainder of the Edwardian period, and beyond.
Misconduct by sheriffs, escheators and other officials was dealt with as part of a wider
public order problem in the trailbaston proceedings of the early fourteenth-century,’ the
brief revival of the eyre in 1329-30,77 the commission of the peace insofar as it dealt with
corruption,’® and in the ubiquitous commissions of oyer and terminer.” In parallel with
these legal expedients, the fourteenth century was also punctuated by specific inquiries
similar in scope to those of 1274 and 1289. The investigation launched in October 1314 was
typical in many respects: an existing commission restricted to Devon, Comnwall, and
Somerset-Dorset was expanded after a few days into a nationwide effort to uncover
oppressions committed since Edward II’s accession in 1307. Following standard practice,
the kingdom was subdivided into judicial circuits and public proclamation of the inquest
ordered to encourage those with grievances to come before the justices.®? This weapon was
employed again in 1317, 1320, 1328, 1331, 1335, 1340, and 1359.8! Regional investigations

were a more common expedient. In tandem with the national inquiry of October 1314, a

76 HM. Cam, ‘Studies in the Hundred Rolls: some aspects of thirteenth-century administration’,
Oxford Studies in Social and Legal History, 6 (Oxford, 1921), p.75; R W. Kaeuper, ‘Law and order
in fourteenth-century England: the evidence of special commissions of oyer and terminer’,
Speculum, 54 (1979), pp.742-7. Trailbastons were powerful commissions of oyer and terminer first
set up in 1305 ‘to deal with perceived problems of disorder and the backlog of business from the
eyre’. A. Verduyn, ‘The politics of law and order in the early years of Edward III’, EHR, 108
(1983), pp.842-67; and A. Musson, Public Order and Law Enforcement. The Local Administration
of Criminal Justice, 1294-1350 (Woodbridge, 1996), p.3.

77 HM. Cam, ‘The general eyres of 1329-30°, EHR, 39 (1924), pp.241-52; D. Crook, “The later
eyres’, EHR, 97 (1982), pp.248-9.

78 Musson, Public Order and Law Enforcement, pp.11-82 and references. Though it is clear that
administrative abuses were heard by JPs, especially those of more lowly officials, Putnam
concluded that ‘a general inquiry into offences of officials, notably sheriffs, was never within the
jurisdiction of the peace, except in relation to the labour laws’: Proceedings Before the Justices of
the Peace, pp.cxviii-cxix. Bellamy outlines some of the restrictions placed on the sheriff. J.G.
Bellamy, Bastard Feudalism and the Law (London, 1989), pp.13-14.

79 Kaeuper, ‘Law and order in fourteenth-century England’.

80 CPR, 1313-17, pp.242-3. Itis possible that the whole affair was sparked off by a complaint against
Matthew de Furneaux, sheriff of Devon. The justices evidently experienced difficulties in bringing
Furneaux to answer the ‘plusurs pleintz’ against him. In the next parliament the commonalty of
Devon complained that, despite the appointment of ‘certeyne gentz’ to inquire into his conduct, and
that of Sir Thomas de Marlebergh his under-sheriff, neither of these men had any lands in the
county by which they could be distrained. Thus, it was requested that the sheriff of Somerset be
ordered to distrain their lands and houses in that county. Furneaux was sheriff of Devon from May
1311 until his dismissal in January 1315 — but any disgrace was short-lived since he served in
Somerset-Dorset from October 1315 until June 1316, relinquishing office shortly before his death.
Incidentally, the deceased Furneaux was not replaced on an ongoing commission of oyer and
terminer until February 1317, a notable lapse in communication. Rot. Parl., i, p.289; CFR, 1307-
19,p.289; CPR, 1313-17, p.685. '

81 CPR, 1313-17, pp.685-6; ibid., 1330-34, pp.133-4; ibid., 1330-34, pp.138-9.
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powerful oyer and terminer commission was set up in Yorkshire, ostensibly to review the
activities of Sir Gerard Salveyn and his contemporaries.82 London and Middlesex became
the focus of attention in July 1326, the West Country in June 1330, and Lincolnshire in the
following August.83 Indeed, the period 1330-50 seems to have been the high-water mark of
royal concern about the behaviour of its public servants. Separate oyer and terminer
proceedings were held in Oxfordshire, Berkshire, Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire,
Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Lancashire, Cornwall and Yorkshire.®4 The
twenty-year period between the accession of Edward III and the capture of Calais also saw
the most intensive use of special commissions to deal with individual, isolated cases of
corruption. In roughly chronological order, between 1327 and 1347 the affairs of Sir Robert
de Walkefare (sheriff of Norfolk-Suffolk), John le Mareschal (Bedfordshire-
Buckinghamshire), Matthew de Crauthorne (Devon), Sir John Trejagu (Cornwall), Thomas
de Carleton (undersheriff of Lincolnshire), Sir Thomas de Musgrave (Westmoreland), Adam
de Peshale (Shropshire-Staffordshire), and Sir William de Langele (Kent) came under
scrutiny.85 This momentum was kept up during the 1350s when justices hearing breaches of
the Statute of Labourers were empowered to punish negligent or fraudulent officials.®¢ Can
it be a coincidence that the closest supervision of shire government accompanied Edward
III’s most ambitious military efforts? In the mid-fourteenth century at least, malpractice as a
distinct problem became interwoven with, and perhaps subordinated to, the kingdom’s

military affairs.87

82 CPR, 1313-17, p.242. Its findings were to be sent to the king in time for the next parliament. Ina
later version of the commission specific reference was made to a complaint by the prior of Kirkham
that Salveyn, in collusion with his undersheriff Thomas de Cayton, procured two men to sue a writ
of quare impedit against the advowson of Quixley church. As sheriff, Salveyn upheld the plea, and
his son was presented to the church. The prior arraigned a writ of darrein presentment but Salveyn
would not execute it until the prior made a fine of 130 marks. CPR, 1313-17, pp.425-6.

8 CPR, 1324-27, p.347, ibid., 1327-30, pp.565, 573.

84 CPR, 1330-34, pp.145, 449, ibid., 1334-38, p.136; ibid., 1340-43, pp.554, 587; ibid., 1343-45,
pp.71, 90; ibid., 1345-48, pp.388, 390.

85 CPR, 1327-30, p.277, ibid., 1330-34, pp.62, 288, 440, 442, 496; ibid., 1343-45, p.276, ibid., 1345-
48, pp.35, 533.

86 B H. Putnam, ‘The transformation of the keepers of the pcace into the justices of the peace, 1327-
80°, TRHS, 4th Series, 12 (1929), pp.43. CPR, 1354-58, pp.59, 123-5, 225-7, 494, 549-51.

87 The king’s wrath at the laxity of his officials during his early campaigns spawned several
investigations into logistical matters. Those concerning sheriffs included an oyer and terminer
inquiry in Bedfordshire-Buckinghamshire into allegations that, for the past ten years, purveyances
for the king’s horses had been made without proper recompense, and a commission in
Northamptonshire into the misappropriation of money earmarked to contract archers. CPR, 1354-
58, p.161; ibid, 1350-54, p.332. Suspicion filtered through the whole pyramid of local
administration. Justices were assigned to investigate illegal purveyances (CPR, 1330-34, pp.443-4,
ibid., 1343-45, p.287, ibid., 1345-48, p.398), the conduct of tax collectors (CPR, 1334-38, p.201;
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The closeness of the relationship between war and corruption was most emphatically

demonstrated during the crisis of 1340-1. ‘Although’, as B.W. McLane has argued,

the routine administration of royal and local government in the English countryside
provided officials with ample opportunities for illegal profit, the major causes of
complaint in the 1341 inquests originated in the unprecedented demands imposed
by Edward on the English populace to finance and supply his military campaigns
in Scotland and in the Low Countries and France between 1334 and 1340 that
provided royal and local officials with equally unprecedented opportunities to
profit illegally at the expense of both the Crown and the local communities. 88

The constitutional dimension of the crisis has received due attention, but its potential as an
administrative case study is of equal importance. In his attempt to account for a series of
diplomatic failures, Edward III has provided the historian with a rare opportunity to assess

the honesty and efficiency of shire administration in the mid-fourteenth century.

The events of 1340 and 1341 are well known.8? A furious Edward III arrived back in
England at the beginning of December 1340 with the clear intention of setting his
administrative house in order. The king’s exasperation with the organs of central
government was made clear immediately on his return when numerous scalps were taken in
chancery, the exchequer and the law courts. Edward’s tense stand-off with John Stratford,
archbishop of Canterbury and leader of the defunct regency government, underlined his
determination to punish those deemed responsible for the failure of his continental
campaigns. The king’s attitude to local administration was no less acerbic. As W.R. Jones
has observed, ‘Edward and the clique of curialists who had encouraged him in the purge
were also convinced that...corruption extended to the very bottom of the government
s