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Abstract 

 

 

 This thesis is an examination of gentry perceptions of violence in fourteenth-century 

England. It is intended to demonstrate the potential for advancing studies of this nature by 

combining literary and legal evidence. It is also the aim of this thesis to advance 

understanding of late-medieval gentry violence by moving beyond focusing on one 

geographical area, and instead engaging in comparison of different counties, namely 

Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. This enables an assessment of the impact of 

different local pressures on gentry perceptions of violence. Ultimately this investigation 

shows that there was little variety in terms of gentry perceptions of violence nationwide, 

despite differing local circumstances.  

 Part One of the thesis begins with an introduction to elite society and the balance of 

power in fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. It demonstrates 

that these counties were sufficiently different to enable a meaningful consideration of how 

far local circumstances affected gentry perceptions of violence. The service engaged in by 

the sample gentry is then considered. This consideration shows that the sample gentry did 

not develop a clear preference for military or administrative service and provides a basis for 

investigation of the impact of different forms of service on perceptions of violence. Part Two 

commences with the use of legal evidence to provide a range of potential motivations for 

gentry violence. This is then combined with literary evidence to show that gentry 

perceptions of violence were affected by motivation, victim, the level of violence, and any 

impact the violence had on them. The thesis concludes by showing that the gentry did not 

regard violence as something which was likely to hinder their careers, or a direct affront to 

the crown. Nonetheless, they did wish for violence to be limited and justified in order to 

preserve stability. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

 

The gentry of late-medieval England have been a focus for historical study for a 

number of decades. Many studies have taken a county-focused or regional approach, which 

has deepened understanding of gentry communities in particular areas.
1
 Others have instead 

considered particular elements of gentry identity or culture nationwide.
2
 This thesis will 

combine elements of both approaches by investigating an aspect of gentry society, namely 

violence, but with the geographical foci of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. A 

range of research questions will be addressed. This thesis will consider the motivations for 

gentry violence from the available evidence, and the extent to which these motivations have 

been viewed as justifiable by other members of the gentry. The extent to which limits appear 

to have been placed on the use of violence to render it acceptable in the gentry 

consciousness will be investigated, as will the nature of these limiting factors. Finally, this 

thesis will consider the extent to which the gentry appear to have viewed the use of violence 

as problematic and risky, or were comfortable that engaging in violent crime was unlikely to 

hinder their progress in society.  

These investigations do not immediately appear to necessitate a county-focused 

approach; instead the connected issues could be studied more generally across England. 

However, this could leave any conclusions open to criticism that they were too generalised 

and did not take into account the potential for variety between counties or the context of 

different local pressures, such as warfare in the Borders.
3
 As will be shown in this chapter, 

context has been identified as having vital importance when considering violence.
4
 This 

thesis will deal with the issue of context by investigating gentry perceptions of violence in 

                                                      
1
 For instance, a number of studies of late-medieval gentry in particular counties have been produced: 

E. Acheson, A Gentry Community: Leicestershire in the Fifteenth Century c.1422-c.1485 (Cambridge, 

1992); M. J. Bennett, Community, Class and Careerism: Cheshire and Lancashire in the Age of Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight (Cambridge, 1983); C. Carpenter, Locality and Polity: a Study of 

Warwickshire Landed Society 1401-1499 (Cambridge, 1992); S. J. Payling, Political Society in 

Lancastrian England: The Greater Gentry of Nottinghamshire (Oxford, 1991); A. J. Pollard, 'The 

Richmondshire Community of Gentry during the Wars of the Roses', in C. D. Ross (ed.), Patronage, 

Pedigree and Power in Late Medieval England (Gloucester, 1979), pp. 37-59; S. Wright, The 

Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifteenth Century (Chesterfield, 1983); N. Saul, Knights and Esquires: the 

Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford, 1981); N. Saul, Scenes from Provincial 

Life: Knightly Families in Sussex, 1280-1400 (Oxford, 1986); J. Mackman, ‘The Lincolnshire Gentry 

and the Wars of the Roses’ (University of York PhD Thesis, 2000); E. Noble, The World of the 

Stonors: a Gentry Society (Woodbridge, 2009). 
2
 For examples of this approach see the articles in R. Radulescu and A. Truelove (eds.), Gentry 

Culture in Late-Medieval England (Manchester, 2005). 
3
 L. Stone, ‘Interpersonal Violence in English Society 1300-1980’, Past and Present, 101 (1983), p. 

30. 
4
 L. Martines, ‘Introduction: the Historical Approach to Violence’, in L. Martines (ed.), Violence and 

Civil Disorder in Italian Cities 1200-1500 (Berkeley, 1972), p. 12. 



9 

 

three counties, namely Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland, and identifying the 

level of variety between gentry perceptions of violence in each county. These counties have 

been selected because they offer diversity in terms of external pressure and internal social 

structures. This diversity will be introduced later in this chapter and discussed in greater 

detail in Chapters Two and Three. Whilst this thesis is intended to demonstrate the 

seemingly counter-intuitive principle that geographical influences had little impact on gentry 

perceptions of violence nationwide, it is necessary to prove this through the use of specific 

county studies. 

Consideration of these topics necessitates deep thought concerning evidence and 

methodology. Important issues surrounding the extent to which investigating gentry 

perceptions of violence encourages the use of a varied methodology and a range of evidence, 

including literature and legal records, rather than relying on one source of information and 

approaching it from one perspective, need to be highlighted. The evidence itself presents 

difficulties which must be dealt with through careful consideration of the approach to be 

taken. Both methodology and evidence will be addressed later in this chapter, but first a 

thorough introduction to issues connected to the study of violence must be provided.
5
 It will 

highlight the need for a careful and considered approach. This will be followed by an 

introduction to the context in which the violence to be studied took place, namely 

fourteenth-century England, and more specifically Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland.
6
 Subsequently, this chapter will turn to methodology. 

 

 

Theories of Violence 

 

 

This section will consider the issues of theory which play a crucial role in historical 

studies of violence. As the section progresses, the factors of legitimisation and motivation, 

hierarchy and authority, law and morality, and culture and context, will be considered in 

terms of their connection to violence. First, however, the difficulty of defining what 

constitutes the ‘highly contested category’ of violence must be confronted.
7
 The typical 

assumption that violence is a physical process neglects the important potential inclusion of a 

variety of other activities, such as abusive language or damage to property. The complication 

of conflicting interpretations of activity as violent or non-violent, according to the influences 

upon the interpreter, adds further complexity. As Maddern has identified in her study of 

                                                      
5
 For a discussion of methodology and evidence see below, pp. 29-36. 

6
 For an introduction to the context see below, pp. 14-29. 

7
 W. Miller, Humiliation and Other Essays on Honor, Social Discomfort, and Violence (London, 

1993), p. 7. 
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violence in late-medieval East Anglia, the definition of violence is dependent on the 

beholder and subject to a variety of alternative interpretations, in common with other 

ambiguous terms such as culture.
8
 The debate surrounding the relationship between cruelty 

and violence is an exemplary point for this concept. Cruelty ranges from being regarded as 

extreme violence to being perceived as distinct from the spectrum of violence due to its 

‘sense of disproportionality’ and absence of social benefits.
9
 This range indicates the 

potential for alternate viewpoints developing when investigating violence. Different 

viewpoints must be considered and addressed. Thus the theories surrounding violence must 

be investigated before progressing to considering the context of the wider thesis. 

The motivation and legitimisation of violence has interested many scholars. Asch’s 

conclusion that individuals consider the repercussions carefully before attacking authority 

can be more widely applied to the use of violence in general.
10

 Whilst some violence, such 

as drunken brawls, admittedly appears less considered, an underlying motivation or 

justification can often be identified. This has led scholarly opinion to progress to the 

conclusion that violence is rarely devoid of meaning.
11

 Even if a justification is 

unconvincing to the observer, it is nevertheless possible that the perpetrator felt that their 

violence was justifiable. With the developing idea that violence has had significant social 

purposes in some societies, as epitomised in Maddern’s study of licit and illicit violence, 

comes the difficulty of deciding how to classify violent activity in these terms.
12

 The claims 

of Miller and Riches that the accusation of violence is a tool of delegitimisation in conflicts 

are mirrored in Baraz’s analysis of cruelty.
13

 This literature demonstrates that whilst violence 

can have a positive role, it more commonly has negative connotations, particularly from the 

victim’s perspective. The idea that aggressors are likely to view their behaviour as 

completion of a righteous duty contrasts with this to highlight the variety of alternative 

perceptions of a single violent event. The potential for the same violent action being 

regarded as legitimate or illegitimate due to the justifications given and the perspective of 

                                                      
8
 P. C. Maddern, Violence and Social Order: East Anglia, 1422-1442 (Oxford, 1992), p. 9; S. Carroll, 

‘Introduction’, in S. Carroll (ed.), Cultures of Violence: Interpersonal Violence in Historical 

Perspective (Basingstoke, 2007), p. 83. 
9
 D. Baraz, ‘Violence or Cruelty? An Intercultural Perspective’, in O. Falk, M. D. Meyerson and D. 

Thiery (eds.), ‘A Great Effusion of Blood’? Interpreting Medieval Violence (Toronto, 2004), p. 183; 

Miller, Humiliation and Other Essays, p. 70. 
10

 T. Jacoby, Understanding Conflict and Violence: Theoretical and Interdisciplinary Approaches 

(Oxford, 2008), p. 87. 
11

 B. Schmidt and I. Schröder, ‘Introduction: Violent Imaginaries and Violent Practices’, in B. 

Schmidt and I. Schröder (eds.), Anthropology of Violence and Conflict (London, 2001), p. 3; Carroll, 

‘Introduction’, p. 2. 
12

 J. C. Wood, ‘Conceptualizing Cultures of Violence and Cultural Change’, in Carroll (ed.), Cultures 

of Violence, p. 87; R. W. Kaeuper, Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe (Oxford, 1999), p. 118; 

Maddern, Violence and Social Order, p. 72. 
13

 Miller, Humiliation and Other Essays, pp. 77 and 57; D. Riches, ‘The Phenomenon of Violence’, in 

D. Riches (ed.), The Anthropology of Violence (Oxford, 1986), p. 11; Baraz, ‘Violence or Cruelty?’, 

p. 181. 
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the reporter, as highlighted in Palmer’s study on Irish beheadings and McKim’s study of 

Scottish national heroes, is a vital issue to address in a thesis on perceptions of violence.
14

 

Whilst this thesis focuses on one social group, namely the gentry, it is entirely possible that 

different members of the gentry had different views on specific instances of violence. 

The crucial role of motivations in the process of justification presents an ideal 

opportunity to identify the values of the perpetrator.
15

 In the context of medieval Iceland, 

Miller has identified the pragmatic reasoning behind violent revenge, which was permitted 

in some situations by the law.
16

 In this society violence was licit if motivated by a 

recognised injury and carried out within recognised guidelines, demonstrating that the use of 

violence was not necessarily outside of the socially acceptable means of interaction. 

However, a problem is highlighted when remembering the issue of perception. It is unlikely 

that the victim of the violent retribution would agree that the violence was justified, as this 

would mean acknowledging that they had committed an illicit action which inspired 

righteous retaliation. The historian must therefore attempt to identify the predominant value 

system by critically assessing the reaction of observers to violence, despite conflict being 

difficult to define as ‘either functional or dysfunctional’.
17

 Some violence initially appears 

straightforward to dismiss as illegitimate, such as the violent seizure of land considered in 

Villalon’s study of Castile.
18

 However, the crucial nature of land possession to status, and 

therefore survival, in the society being investigated, and the self-identification of the 

aggressor as entitled to this land, warns against the quick application of anachronistic moral 

values or consideration from a single perspective.  

The relationship between authority, hierarchy and violence is similarly complex. 

Whilst Arendt has questioned the extent to which violence produces power, violence has 

been used in a variety of societies to show status or assert power.
19

 This has led to a desire 

for monopoly over the use of violence by authority figures.
20

 Korpiola’s identification of the 

concurrent development of peace legislation and enhanced royal prestige in medieval 

Sweden exemplifies this argument.
21

 The idea that in a civilised modern society the state 

                                                      
14

 P. Palmer, ‘At the Sign of the Head: the Currency of Beheading in Early Modern Ireland’, in 

Carroll (ed.), Cultures of Violence, p. 135; A. McKim, ‘Scottish National Heroes and the Limits of 

Violence’, in Falk, Meyerson and Thiery (eds.), ‘A Great Effusion of Blood’, p. 135.  
15

Baraz, ‘Violence or Cruelty?’, p. 180. 
16

 W. Miller, ‘In Defense of Revenge’, in B. A. Hanawalt and D. Wallace (eds.), Medieval Crime and 

Social Control (Minneapolis, 1999), p. 72. 
17

 Jacoby, Understanding Conflict and Violence, p. 51. 
18

 L. J. A. Villalon, ‘Deudo and the Roots of Feudal Violence in Late Medieval Castile’, in D. Kagay 

and L. J. A. Villalon (eds.), The Final Argument: the Imprint of Violence on Society in Medieval and 

Early Modern Europe (Woodbridge, 1998), p. 72. 
19

 H. Arendt, On Violence (New York, 1970). 
20

 Schmidt and Schröder, ‘Introduction: Violent Imaginaries’, p. 3. 
21

 M. Korpiola, ‘“The People of Sweden Shall Have Peace”’, in A. Musson (ed.), Expectations of the 

Law in the Middle Ages (Rochester, 2001), pp. 35-51. 
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will have a monopoly on violence has led to the condemnation of societies in which violence 

is regularly used by those other than the central authority as uncivilised and disorderly.
22

 

However, this demonstrates one problem arising from imposing anachronistic social 

structures, as in pre-modern societies the right to use violence was associated with elite 

status, rather than just crown authority. This allowed for a wider range of legitimate 

violence. Miller has considered the hierarchical legitimisation of violence amongst elites and 

even suggested that violence carried out in accordance with a contemporary social order 

could be regarded as non-violent.
23

 This is open to debate as again the issue of alternate 

perceptions means that it is unlikely that the victims would have subscribed to this 

viewpoint. However, it does raise the issue of legitimisation through status, which is highly 

relevant in the following study of violence due to the focus on gentry. It also highlights that 

violence can be viewed as an orderly force rather than solely disorderly.
24

 

Sharpe has claimed that high levels of litigation in early modern England did not 

indicate a hostile society, whilst Clanchy has suggested that legal developments produced a 

problematic decline from the earlier belief that love was more powerful than the law.
25

 The 

relationship between law, morality and violent behaviour is a topic of rising interest amongst 

scholars of a range of historical periods. The task of deciding how law or morality influences 

perceptions of violence is challenging when considering the complexity of identifying 

frequently disguised motives.
26

 Clanchy’s ideas connect to the possibility that legal 

developments influenced perceptions of legitimate violence by suggesting to people that 

violence previously perceived as licit was in fact not acceptable. Conversely it could also be 

argued that these developments encouraged greater violence under the guise of 

administering the law or in response to legal failure. Whilst negotiation is not necessarily 

fairer than adjudication, there is generally a greater sense of inclusivity in this method, 

which could again suggest that the law provoked violence in terms of people reacting angrily 

against perceived impositions enacted by a coercive force.
27

 The law can be regarded as a 

                                                      
22

 E. Jephcott (trans.) and E. Dunning, J. Goudsblom and S. Mennell (eds.), The Civilizing Process. 

Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic Investigations by Norbert Elias (Oxford, 2000), p. 268; S. Mennell, 

Norbert Elias: Civilization and the Human Self-Image (Oxford, 1989), p. 67. 
23

 Miller, Humiliation and Other Essays, p. 74. 
24

 P. Stewart and A. Strathern, Violence: Theory and Ethnography (London, 2002), p. 1. 
25

 J. A. Sharpe, ‘“Such Disagreement Betwyx Neighbours”: Litigation and Human Relations in Early 

Modern England’, in J. Bossy (ed.), Disputes and Settlements: Law and Human Relations in the West 

(Cambridge, 1983), pp. 167-87; M. T. Clanchy, ‘Law and Love in the Middle Ages’, in Bossy (ed.), 

Disputes and Settlements, pp. 47-9. 
26

 Schmidt and Schröder, ‘Introduction: Violent Imaginaries’, p. 20. 
27

 S. Roberts, ‘The Study of Dispute: Anthropological Perspectives’, in Bossy (ed.), Disputes and 

Settlements, p. 19. 
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force for both encouraging and limiting violence, as will be shown to particularly be the case 

in late-medieval England.
28

 

Finally, the relationship between culture, identity and violence must be considered 

in this thesis. The idea that identity can be formed by using violence against the ‘other’ has 

been widely accepted, as it provides an opportunity for self-identification through the 

medium of defining the opposite and demonstrating this identification in a performative 

manner.
29

 The violence itself is not the important element. Rather, the importance is placed 

on demonstrating the intention to inflict damage, as in the eleventh-century Norse duels 

considered by Falk.
30

 Identification through opposition is not the only way in which 

scholarship has linked violence and identity. It has also been suggested that violence can be 

used to form identity through creating an image of authority, which connects to concepts of 

authority and violence being connected. Violence needs an audience to be socially effective 

as a means of the performance of authority or legitimacy rather than simply being focused 

on the physical result.
31

 Hill’s study of the change in perceptions of Wiglaf’s identity after 

his use of violence in Beowulf, namely that he became perceived as more noble, 

demonstrates this potential effect.
32

  

The role of culture and context in defining licit violence and motivating the use of 

violence to form identity is a vital consideration. If placed in a situation in which identity 

and status was crucial to livelihood, and the means of defending this was the use of violence, 

it would perhaps be revealing to see how quickly perceptions of the legitimacy of violence 

would be affected.
33

 The cultural influences acting on perpetrators of violence must be taken 

into account in order to assess potential perceptions of this activity. It should also be 

remembered that in the majority of societies there are ‘competing cultures of violence’ 

which would influence how individuals use and perceive violence, rather than one culture 

universally applied to all.
34

 Whilst these theoretical discussions are highly relevant to and 

necessary for this study of historical violence, an understanding of the cultural and historical 

                                                      
28

 This idea recurs through the thesis, but for some areas of further discussion see below, pp. 22-3, 

177-8 and 224-5. 
29

 G. Bowman, ‘The Violence in Identity’, in Schmidt and Schröder (eds.), Anthropology of Violence, 

p. 42; Jacoby, Understanding Conflict and Violence, p. 51. Zemon Davis has also identified the 

performative potential of violence, in this instance as a means of symbolically cleansing a community, 

in N. Zemon Davis, ‘The Rites of Violence’, in N. Zemon Davis (ed.), Society and Culture in Early 

Modern France (Stanford, 1975). Beik has also identified the performative use of violence to 

embarrass victims by rioters in W. Beik, ‘The Violence of the French Crowd from Charivari to 

Revolution’, Past and Present, 197 (2007), p. 77. 
30

 O. Falk, ‘Bystanders and Hearsayers First: Reassessing the Role of the Audience in Duelling’, in 

Falk, Meyerson and Thiery (eds.), ‘A Great Effusion of Blood’, p. 102. 
31

 Schmidt and Schröder, ‘Introduction: Violent Imaginaries’, p. 6. 
32

 J. Hill, ‘Violence and the Making of Wiglaf’, in Falk, Meyerson and Thiery (eds.), ‘A Great 

Effusion of Blood’, pp. 19-33. 
33

 K. Jones, ‘Interpersonal Violence in Kent, 1460-1560’, Archæologia Cantiana, 122 (2002), p. 37. 
34

 Carroll, ‘Introduction’, p. 90. 
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context is crucial for the thesis to be undertaken. Context is necessary not only to understand 

the reasons for and reactions to engagement in violent activity but also to assist with 

identification of what constituted violence in a particular society. This identification is a 

highly subjective matter.
35

 The importance of culture in defining the boundaries of 

legitimate and illegitimate violence and the appropriate practitioners and governors of this 

violent activity means that context cannot be neglected in a study of perceptions of 

violence.
36

 This chapter will therefore progress to an introduction of the context of gentry 

society in fourteenth-century England. 

 

 

Violence in Context: Gentry Society in Fourteenth Century England 

 

 

The issues related to violence which have been highlighted must now be considered 

in the context of fourteenth-century England. This will necessitate discussion of late-

medieval concepts of licit and illicit violence, the impact of the developing legal system and 

the hierarchical nature of late-medieval society, the influence of chivalry, the effects of war, 

and the core-periphery paradigm. When considering these influences it becomes apparent 

that violence and its control were central issues for contemporaries.
37

 Violence was more 

than simply a physical action in late-medieval England.
38

 It could be an expression of 

dissent, a demonstration of status, or a tool for upholding stability in society if used by the 

correct people in the right manner. Falk’s claim that perceptions of violence have changed 

over time is partially justified, as the concept of corrective violence is largely outdated in 

western society, and the level of violence perpetrated by medieval knights is now frequently 

condemned as ‘atrocious’.
39

 Some elements do however remain, such as varied definitions of 

licit violence, and the recognition of levels of malice in violence.
40

 One of the main concerns 

of this thesis is identifying ways in which violence could be categorised as licit or illicit by 

the late-medieval gentry. To understand this a broad awareness of the society in which they 

operated, and the pressures potentially influencing their use of and perceptions of violence, 

must be obtained.  

                                                      
35

 J. Fletcher, Violence and Civilisation: an Introduction to the Work of Norbert Elias (Cambridge, 

1997), p. 47.  
36

 Wood, ‘Conceptualizing Cultures of Violence’, p. 85. 
37

 R. W. Kaeuper, War, Justice and Public Order: England and France in the Later Middle Ages 

(Oxford, 1988), p. viii. 
38

 H. Skoda, Medieval Violence: Physical Brutality in Northern France, 1270-1330 (Oxford, 2013), p. 

2. 
39

 O. Falk, M. D. Meyerson and D. Thiery, ‘Introduction’, in Falk, Meyerson and Thiery (eds.), ‘A 

Great Effusion of Blood’, p. 5; Fletcher, Violence and Civilisation, p. 17. 
40

 Maddern, Violence and Social Order, pp. 22, 42-3 and 92. 
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Whilst Hanawalt has identified a reluctance to be perceived as criminal, there are 

numerous accusations of the use of illicit force in late-medieval legal records.
41

 However, 

many cases could have involved false accusations, as claiming that crimes were committed 

with force and arms, vi et armis, was a means of accessing higher courts.
42

 Furthermore, it is 

important to note at this stage that it was quite possible for those being accused of engaging 

in violent crime to define their actions as licit, and therefore to avoid regarding themselves 

as criminals. For instance, the opportunity for elite individuals to justify their behaviour as 

carrying out legal and social duties, with the idea that the right to use violence was a mark of 

status and office, provided an opportunity to manipulate ideas of legitimacy.
43

 It could 

though be validly postulated that the extent to which confusion was genuine is debatable. 

The 1381 legislation dictating that damages could only be claimed in violent seizure of land 

if it could be proved that the attacker had no right to the land is indicative of the way in 

which the law aided the development of the idea of righteous, or at least licit, violence, 

despite also aiming to control it.
44

 This legislation demonstrates the acceptance that violence 

could be used without punishment if the perpetrator could show that they had a right to 

claim whatever benefits were brought to them through their use of violence. The law did not 

aim to ban violence, but to ‘direct and mould acceptable forms’.
45

 It is therefore 

demonstrably important throughout this thesis to avoid the assumption that violence was 

always viewed as a negative force. 

The use of violence within the legal system, along with legislation legitimising some 

violence, must have influenced perceptions of violence as a potentially positive force.
46

 

However, it is not necessarily the case that officially sanctioned violence was approved of. 

For instance, Green has argued that the use of spectacular punishment in the developing 

legal system was locally resented.
47

 Croft’s study of the performative violence used against 

the royal justices at Ash in 1300 is indicative of the concept of violence as a legitimate tool 

for expressing displeasure with legal interventions.
48

 Musson and Stones’s consideration of 

                                                      
41

 B. A. Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict in English Communities, 1300-1348 (Cambridge, MA., 1979), 

p. 221. 
42

 Maddern, Violence and Social Order, pp. 4-6 and 22; Kaeuper, War, Justice and Public Order, p. 

264; R. A. Griffiths, The Reign of King Henry VI: the Exercise of Royal Authority 1422-1461 

(London, 1981), p. 128; Saul, Scenes from Provincial Life, p. 81. 
43

 Maddern, Violence and Social Order, p. 71; R. W. Kaeuper, ‘Introduction’, in R. W. Kaeuper (ed.), 
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violence and outlaw activity being perceived as alternative methods of justice to the legal 

system highlight a similar justification for violence when used to criticise and challenge a 

resented order.
49

 The failure of the legal system to prevent violent crime, as shown in studies 

of criminal gentry, also appears to have provoked resentment against central authority rather 

than the perpetrators.
50

 These studies have provided evidence of support for the criminal 

gangs and potentially an alternative system of justice. Despite its aim of suppressing 

violence, the law frequently provoked or provided justification for violent behaviour.
51

 It 

must consequently be included in a study of violence during this period. The development of 

the legal system is also particularly relevant to a study of the gentry. 

In the fourteenth century the legal system evolved to give a greater role to the gentry 

and therefore incorporate a greater proportion of local society, producing a highly complex 

system in comparison to other contemporary states.
52

 Whilst the idea that legal responsibility 

increased integrity is overly hopeful, it has been suggested that it led to a new level of 

respect and mutual support between king and elites.
53

 This could lead to the assumption that 

extra-legal violence decreased as perceptions of the legitimacy of violence became more 

rigidly defined in legal terms, in contrast with the argument that this development provoked 

violent opposition. However, the opportunities for gentry to avoid punishment mean that the 

legal system should not be overemphasised as a tool for discouraging and preventing violent 

crime, particularly when considering the opportunities offered to the gentry to pursue 

violence under the pretence of legal activity.
54

 The elite use of peace commissions as 

weapons and their tendency to take opportunities to exploit the law, with reputation and 

status being an important factor in judicial decisions, also decreased potential for the legal 

system to limit gentry use of violence.
55

 Hanawalt has identified the regular involvement of 

members of the elite in ‘fur-collar crime’, often with limited repercussions due to their 
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status.
56

 Chism has suggested that the law replaced the sword as elite contemporaries used 

law instead of violence, but it is perhaps more persuasive to argue that it was used in tandem 

with violence when this approach seemed advantageous.
57

  

In his review of Powell’s study on criminal justice under Henry V, McCune stresses 

the importance of mercy in contemporary perceptions of justice and highlights the need to 

consider the issues surrounding legal developments.
58

 The theory that discontent was caused 

by conflict between old mores and coercive law has been a topic of debate, with Clanchy 

pioneering the argument that increased recourse to legal authority potentially increased 

disorder since love declined as a method of dispute resolution.
59

 Musson concurred with this 

line of thought by identifying the perception of law as a propaganda weapon for the crown 

and a cause of disorder due to a move away from traditional morality, with Heirbaut 

complaining that medieval society had too much law.
60

 Green has undermined such claims 

by suggesting that that the new scheme of justice developing in England neither removed 

nor replaced the traditional attitudes concerning liability for the use of violence.
61

 McLane 

mirrored this approach by arguing that legal developments did not prevent judicial decisions 

from being influenced by traditional morality systems as fairness was used to assess the 

legitimacy of violence.
62

 Green’s identification of the frequency with which harsh laws were 

mitigated in legal practice is another example of this theme in the historiography.
63

 

It is apparent that the development of the legal system had the potential to both 

encourage and discourage violence. This dichotomy will be recognised in this thesis, which 

will devote considerable thought to the extent to which gentry perceptions and use of 

violence were affected by their involvement in the legal system. The law could have been 

viewed critically or positively, dependent on the situation of the observer. This issue of the 

situation of the observer is of paramount importance, not only for the discussion of the 
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potential impact of the legal system on perceptions of violence, but for any consideration of 

perceptions of and uses of violence. A particularly significant element of this is the issue of 

status. The connections between issues of hierarchy and authority and the legitimisation of 

violence are extremely relevant in a study of perceptions of violence amongst the gentry, and 

will therefore be introduced now. 

There is a conflict between rebel violence against the legal system being perceived 

as legitimate and the claim that violence was viewed as a licit force when used to maintain 

the status quo, perhaps even to the extent that it was no longer regarded as violence.
64

 This 

conflict shows the perennial challenge for the student of perceptions of violence. For those 

in the lower levels of society, hierarchical justification of violence was reversed to render 

licit violence which was used to threaten the perceived corrupt governing elites. However, 

for the gentry and their superiors, violence was firmly related to hierarchies of power. Whilst 

individuals may have felt justified in attacking their equals and even superiors in pursuit of 

land they considered themselves entitled to, the majority regarded violence outside of that 

which was hierarchically legitimate as a ‘last resort’.
65

 Bellamy has suggested that criminal 

bands reflected the gentry desire to achieve or regain status and power through any methods, 

but it must be recognised that the majority were keen to ensure that their activities were 

recognised as acceptable by their peers.
66

 They therefore carefully considered their actions 

before engaging in violence outside of the legal or hierarchical system.  

Late-medieval England was a status-conscious society. The fourteenth century saw 

challenges to the existing social order, such as the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, which led to 

efforts by the upper levels of society to protect and justify the prevailing social order.
67

 

Whilst Harding has suggested that resentment of the legal system was not class-based but 

dependent on which side of the law individuals were, and the law has been presented as 

impressively available to a wide social spectrum, the image of a universally fair and popular 

system should not be naïvely accepted.
68

 The gentry could generally expect the legal system 

to favour them over their social inferiors, and whilst they encouraged the crown to take a 

conciliatory approach to the peasant rebels, gentry were aided by the crown in controlling 

wages after the Black Death and limiting the decline of serfdom.
69

 They were evidently not 

wishing to encourage a move towards equality. The evidence of hostility towards the 
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hierarchical system of law and order in sources such as the Robin Hood rhymes and the 

peasant rebels’ targeting of gentry with legal authority suggests a resentment amongst some 

groups towards a system which was perceived as being strongly influenced by social 

hierarchies.
70

 Status therefore would have had a profound effect on perceptions of the 

legitimacy of violence. 

Whilst there are opportunities for studies of perceptions of violence throughout the 

social spectrum, the gentry offer the opportunity for an illuminating investigation, 

particularly in relation to status. The gentry and their use of violence have been topics of 

rising interest over recent decades as part of an examination of bastard feudalism, despite the 

problematic nature of identifying this social group.
71

 Considerations of gentry violence have 

been important within studies of bastard feudalism from the coinage of the term by Plummer 

in 1885, as he claimed that this social development led to the violent personal armies of the 

nobility disrupting order.
72

 McFarlane criticised this interpretation, claiming that 

maintenance and local disorders were not greater in the fifteenth century and blaming weak 

kingship for contemporary conflict, with later historians concurring that bastard feudalism 

was able to exploit precarious leadership from the crown.
73

 This has inspired scholarship 

debating the extent to which bastard feudalism caused disorder. Bean concurs with 

McFarlane’s dismissal of the conception of large retinues causing society to become 

excessively violent, and uses records of indenture to suggest that large retinues were 

uncommon.
74

 However, he acknowledges the problems caused by retainers using the 

protection of a powerful patron to commit violent crimes with immunity.
75

 Hicks also 

accepts the disruptive side of this social order but supports McFarlane’s more positive 

portrayal by identifying cohesive properties and suggesting that contemporary complaints 

should be treated with a level of scepticism.
76

 His identification of the lack of references to 

physical injuries in accounts of supposedly violent crime strengthens his argument, 

suggesting that armed bands sought to overawe rather than to fight.
77
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The historians considered thus far have formed a general consensus that the level of 

violence should not be exaggerated and that it was not bastard feudalism itself that caused 

problems but abuses within that framework. Coss differs in claiming that bastard feudalism 

was ‘a response to the resurrection of public authority’ as the nobility violently competed for 

power.
78

 He argues that this flawed social system enabled the elite to use violent lawlessness 

for their own ends. Coss’ opinion is supported by some histories of the late-medieval North 

of England, with the northern gentry being criticised for contributing to disorder through 

their devotion to their immediate lord rather than the king.
79

 Taking Northumberland as an 

example, there is evidence both to support and undermine the theory that loyalty to local 

authority figures overtook loyalty to the king. The extent of gentry support for the Middleton 

rebellion, in which a northern household knight of Edward II, Gilbert Middleton, kidnapped 

a group including the new bishop of Durham and engaged in disorderly activity before his 

eventual execution, varies between sources, indicating diverse opinions.
80

 King has stressed 

that Henry IV successfully exerted his authority by working with local authority figures.
81

 

However, the over-protestation in the northern chronicler Hardyng’s fifteenth-century claim 

that the Northumbrians were the king’s ‘trewe legemen’ should not be neglected.
82

 The 

numerous pardons for followers of Henry Percy after his involvement in rebellions against 

Henry IV in 1403, 1405 and 1408 demonstrate rebellious elements in local gentry society 

under the leadership of a great lord in late-medieval England.
83

  

Whilst there is evidence to support these lines of argument, Saul’s conclusion that it 

is ‘naïve’ to claim that gentry violence was mainly the consequence of bastard feudalism, 

and therefore purely driven by a need to please social superiors, is persuasive.
84

 The lack of 

uniformity in the extent of magnate rule across different counties in late-medieval England 

discourages any blanket application of a theory on the effects of bastard feudalism on 

society.
85

 In contrast to Coss’ largely negative portrayal of the effects of bastard feudalism in 

relation to violence, Saul has claimed that Sussex was relatively peaceful in the late Middle 
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Ages due to effective ‘magnate management’.
86

 Whilst Carpenter has suggested that violent 

crime was frequently related to personal grievances or motivations, challenging the idea that 

violence could be averted by ‘magnate management’, she has also strikingly observed the 

frequency of violence between men of similar political allegiances. Carpenter highlights the 

need to challenge the tendency to claim that the majority of violence in this period stemmed 

from bastard feudal ties.
87

 Evidently there is a range of competing opinions on bastard 

feudalism and its effect on local society.  

Denying the continuing considerable influence wielded by great lords in advancing 

the careers of their retainers is ‘unrealistic’.
88

 However, arguing that the initiative was 

constantly with the barons entails a leap into ‘the realm of fantasy’.
89

 Bean has identified the 

knightly victory in the power struggle with the baronial elites after the introduction of the 

office of justice of the peace, along with the widespread confidence in criticising abuses of 

power by magnates amongst the gentry.
90

 These observations do not suggest the existence of 

a group comprehensively controlled by their social superiors; rather they support the 

historiographical development towards identifying the late-medieval gentry in England as 

being a substantially independent group.
91

 Gentry were able to manipulate the system of 

hierarchical ties by owing loyalty to numerous lords and thereby preventing dependence on 

one lord.
92

 Despite this, bastard feudalism still meant that the developing system of royal 

justice administered by gentry representatives was prey to oppressive corruption, due both to 

a still-considerable level of magnate influence and gentry confidence in magnate protection 

when abusing their power.
93

 In fact, it has been argued that the extension of power to the 

gentry offered the magnates a greater opportunity to pervert the judicial system.
94

 Ultimately 

it is most persuasive to conclude that the gentry had pressures imposed upon them as a result 

of bastard feudalism, but were also able to act on their own initiative and benefit from the 

social structure, unlike those lowest in the hierarchy.
95

 Lordly ties were certainly important 

in the lives of some of the late-medieval English gentry as a means of gaining status or 

forming identity, so they must be considered in this study, but it will be recognised 
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throughout that they should by no means be assumed to be the main motivation for gentry 

violence, despite the strong connection between violence, status and identity.
96

 

Historians have begun to reach the conclusion that the gentry were engaged in 

‘fashioning an identity for themselves’ during the late Middle Ages.
97

 Maddern has 

identified the variety of meanings for gentility amongst contemporaries and the many 

different elements involved in achieving and demonstrating this status, such as land 

ownership, office-holding and wealth.
98

 A particularly important element in defining the 

gentry in late-medieval society is mentality.
99

 The gentry were quick to create a social 

division beneath them in the hierarchical order, and were keen to promote their elite 

identity.
100

 The imagery of knighthood was inevitably highly militaristic, with symbols such 

as the warhorse being popular.
101

 Ayton and Price have made a strong case for battle 

prowess not being completely passed from mounted men-at-arms to common infantrymen 

by the mid-fourteenth century, although Ayton has acknowledged that war no longer had the 

distinctive potential to allow the minor aristocrat to define himself as standing apart from the 

lower orders.
102

 The extent to which the desire to embrace the militaristic trappings of elite 

identity and reinforce status had a considerable effect on gentry perceptions of the 

legitimacy of violence must be considered, as the pressures on perpetrators to use violence 

are a vital consideration in a study of violence.
103

  

The use of violence to demonstrate authority in spectacular punishment could be 

seen as encouraging the gentry to view violence as a means for them to show their local 

dominance and authority.
104

 As discussed above the gentry also demonstrated authority 

through involvement in legal and local administration, but even though the crown attempted 

to use the courts to promote their control over violence, the gentry viewed the law as a tool 

to be used alongside violence in their own demonstration of authority.
105

 This will be an 

important point as the thesis progresses, as the sample gentry will often appear as both 

                                                      
96

 Skoda, Medieval Violence, p. 232. 
97

 P. J. P. Goldberg, Medieval England: A Social History, 1250-1550 (London, 2004), p. 115. 
98

 P. C. Maddern, ‘Gentility’, in Radulescu and Truelove (eds.), Gentry Culture, pp. 18-34. 
99

 Gorski, ‘Lordship, Gentility and Local Administration’, p. 22. 
100

 A. Harding, ‘The Revolt against the Justices’, in Hilton and Aston (eds.), The English Rising of 

1381, pp. 165-93. 
101

 A. Ayton, Knights and Warhorses: Military Service and the English Aristocracy under Edward III 

(Woodbridge, 1994), pp. 27 and 251. 
102

 A. Ayton, ‘Knights, Esquires and Military Service: the Evidence of the Armorial Cases before the 

Court of Chivalry’, in A. Ayton and J. Price (eds.), The Medieval Military Revolution: State, Society 

and Military Change in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (London, 1995), p. 82; A. Ayton and J. 

Price, ‘Introduction: the Military Revolution from a Medieval Perspective’, in Ayton and Price (eds.), 

The Medieval Military Revolution, p. 9. 
103

 Carroll, ‘Introduction’, p. 21. 
104

 Palmer, ‘At the Sign of the Head’, p. 131; E. Salisbury, ‘Violence and the Sacred City: London, 

Gower, and the Rising of 1381’, in Falk, Meyerson and Thiery (eds.), ‘A Great Effusion of Blood’, p. 

93. 
105

 Maddern, Violence and Social Order, pp. 66 and 116. 



23 

 

administrators and violent breakers of the law. However, the common gentry practice of 

carrying weapons but not using them has been identified by Maddern, in contrast with 

Cockburn’s claim that carrying weapons led to more homicides.
106

 This suggests that whilst 

the gentry wished to present an elite image of having the right and potential to engage in 

violence, they also recognised the benefits of a stable society. This concept was argued by 

Carpenter.
107

 Her study also concurs with others in identifying the rising importance of 

administrative service to the gentry’s sense of self-identity.  

Goldberg has argued that a more stable and bureaucratic society meant that the 

military elements of the aristocratic identity became less useful.
108

 It should be remembered 

though that Ayton has claimed that the elite took on additional functions rather than being 

demilitarised.
109

 Desire for political power still provoked violent competition. This may not 

have been a desired outcome, but was often a necessary action to preserve or advance status. 

This in turn shows that violence was not the only means of showing status for 

contemporaries, but was still connected to status in the gentry ethos, and was a means of 

defending other signifiers of status such as land.
110

 Whilst many may have favoured a stable 

society, the right to use violence in certain situations was still regarded as an element of elite 

status. Hierarchy must therefore be borne in mind in a study of gentry perceptions of the 

legitimacy of violence, whilst as Jones stressed also making sure not to neglect inter-class 

violence.
111

 This argument is particularly applicable as the majority of the cases involving 

the gentry being studied in this thesis reveal intra-gentry violence, most likely due to a lack 

of evidence concerning violence against individuals of lower status, rather than this violence 

not taking place. These issues of status and violence are also connected to the influence of 

culture on perceptions of violence. 

Instructions from Edward III’s administration given shortly after Edward II’s 

supposed abdication, which told his subjects to pursue legal conflict resolution rather than 

engaging in violent disputes, reflect the tension provoked by elite determination to preserve 

what they viewed as their right to violently solve problems.
112

 There is ongoing debate 

concerning the role of chivalric culture in controlling or encouraging violence amongst the 
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elites, as a concept ‘nourished on aggressive impulses’ would inevitably not seek to 

eliminate violence, and played a key role in emphasising the connection between elite status 

and violence.
113

 Chivalric events such as tournaments could be incredibly violent, potentially 

encouraging this violence to spill over into everyday life or alternatively limiting such 

violence to a specified time and place.
114

 Calls for reform and concern with excessive 

behaviour amongst knights in chivalric literature contrast with the praise of violent 

prowess.
115

 The presence of this debate within chivalric literature suggests that it was a 

genuine cause for concern, despite Elias’ claim that the adventures of literary knights 

replaced the excitement now lacking in a civilised society where aggression had been 

lessened.
116

 Coss has argued that knighthood was a martial identity as the knights of 

fourteenth-century England confirmed their status through military experience.
117

 However, 

it should not be assumed that chivalry was an entirely negative force, as whilst it did not 

pacify gentry, it had the potential to encourage some level of virtue in terms of limiting what 

could be considered righteous violence.
118

 The desire to appear virtuous could potentially 

therefore have meant that gentry wished to avoid unrighteous violence.  

The emphasis on violent prowess above land and lineage in chivalric literature, and 

potentially the knightly identity, has been considered as a motivating factor for the gentry to 

engage in violence.
119

 However, if this was not perceived as illegitimate violence it does not 

undermine the potential gentry desire to avoid illicit violence. Keen’s study of the use of 

heraldry has demonstrated the use of military insignia as status symbols, strengthening the 

argument that violence was viewed as crucial to their identity by gentry engaging in 

‘essentially bellicose’ chivalry.
120

 This was epitomised in Kaeuper’s study; however, it does 

not prove that there was a widespread desire to use violence in reality, only to show 

capability in this competitive arena.
121

 Whilst Barber’s observation, that late-medieval 

knighting ceremonies explicitly expressed the belief that knights should fight for their 

kingdom, highlights the importance of violence in knightly identity, the significance of more 

practical elements such as land ownership and local maintenance of order as symbols of 
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status should not be forgotten.
122

 It has been suggested that Edward III gained support due to 

the emphasis placed on chivalry and warfare during his reign, in contrast with Edward II’s 

unpopular anti-chivalric bias.
123

 However, the fact that crown interest in chivalry could 

encourage knightly support should not be taken to mean that in reality chivalry was a 

constant influence on gentry perceptions of violence. Instead, further study in this area 

should be pursued, considering incidents of gentry violence in comparison with literary 

ideals, as will be done in Chapter Six of this thesis.
124

 

The consideration of chivalry has highlighted another contextual factor which could 

have influenced gentry perceptions of violence, namely military activity. The effect of war 

on violence is an important issue to be considered in a study of the fourteenth century. It is 

particularly relevant to a study of the gentry and violence due to the social obligation 

amongst knights to engage in military service, as identified by Coss.
125

 Kaeuper has 

identified that war had negative effects on the administration and development of law.
126

 

This combines with claims such as Summerson’s assertion that morality was negatively 

affected in Cumberland due to war, to suggest that contemporaries would become more open 

to the use of violence in times of hostility.
127

 Prestwich has continued this line of argument 

to suggest that a rise in violent disorder was provoked by war due to the militarisation of 

society encouraging violence.
128

 Whilst the law did not recognise enemy attacks as an 

excuse for crime, it seems reasonable to suggest that the difficulties inherent to a nation 

engaging in war, particularly in contested zones, could have affected behaviour.
129

 Neville’s 

argument that the harsh wartime conditions faced in the Borders affected jury decisions is 

relevant to this consideration, as this suggests that the local elite were more tolerant of those 

engaging in violent theft as cross-border raids had left them in economic hardship.
130

 

However, this line of thought must not be blindly accepted, as the ‘neurosis’ concerning law 

and order in frontier zones at times of war suggests that the local officials, often members of 
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the elite, would have been intent on maintaining stability and would therefore have frowned 

on illegitimate violence which threatened order.
131

 Summerson’s case study of a murder in 

Cumberland suggests a society focused on law, despite the pressures of war.
132

 

War produced an opportunity to make a statement regarding the legitimacy of 

different levels of violence in society. Strickland’s study of anti-Scottish propaganda in the 

Lanercost Chronicle, which aimed to demonise the enemy by accusing the Scots of 

engaging in cruel violence, is indicative of this.
133

 Whilst the main aim of this propaganda 

was to demonise the enemy, it could still have indicated a subconscious division between the 

extremely violent activity of enemy soldiers and the level of violence acceptable within a 

society, suggesting that contemporaries would have wished to maintain this division. 

Furthermore, the idea that involvement in warfare demonstrated a widespread elite desire to 

engage in violence can be challenged by considering Ormrod’s identification of the more 

persuasive motivation of financial advancement, along with Summerson’s analysis of the 

resentment of military responsibilities in the North.
134

 Admittedly, Kaueper’s claim that 

difficulties were caused by tension between the royal desire to control violence and the need 

to appease knights in royal service suggests that the permitting of violence in war could have 

led to resentment of attempts to limit it in peace.
135

 Knights needed to be trained for warfare 

through tournaments, but there were considerable concerns with the potential for the 

violence of tournaments to spread into everyday life.
136

 The observation that the ‘masculine 

and martial culture’ was sustained by the wars of the period also suggests a potentially 

problematic impact of war in relation to the excessive use of violence.
137

 However, the 

continued importance of military service amongst the elite must be considered in tandem 

with the growing importance of administrative service.
138

 The influence of both of these 

aspects over the motivations of the gentry to use violence is an important issue to address. 

The gentry role in maintaining law and order is an important challenge to claims that war 

provoked widespread elite encouragement of violent disorder. Nevertheless, this is still a 
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particularly important issue to consider, especially when assessing the potential for gentry in 

counties with contrasting experiences of warfare to perceive violence differently.  

To conclude this discussion, the idea that counties may have varied in terms of law 

and order and perceptions of violence will be introduced. Powell supports the idea of 

regional lords, particularly in the Marches, causing problems of law and order in their 

defence of their liberties. He also accuses the medieval gentry of exploiting lawlessness in 

areas remote from central authority.
139

 This argument that peripheral areas were more 

disorderly is challenged in King’s study of Northumberland.
140

 Whilst it should be 

acknowledged that it was harder to administer justice and prevent crime in peripheral areas, 

and that the extent of military involvement varied between counties, it will be suggested that 

this should not automatically be assumed to mean that the local gentry had different views of 

what constituted legitimate violence.
141

 The king and the local elites were ‘interdependent’ 

in maintaining order, and it would suit the majority of the gentry to maintain stability; thus, 

the potential to get away with greater violence does not necessarily mean that this 

opportunity would have been taken.
142

 This undermines Prevenier’s claim that ‘private 

violence was endemic’ in this period.
143

 Royal criticism of the failure of local men to defend 

Southampton from raiders as they were ordered during Edward II’s reign could be used to 

support the idea that frontier zones were disorderly, but this fails to consider the nationwide 

disorder inherent to this reign.
144

 The attempts by Edward III to introduce order into 

localities in the Midlands which were troubled by criminality suggests that the inhabitants of 

these areas were not constantly free to behave as they wished throughout the period.
145

 

Similarly, whilst the continued illegal trade with Scotland suggests that the men of 

Cumberland were dismissive of central influence,
 
the visit of Edward I in 1307 and Edward 

II’s speedy response when he deemed the northerner Andrew Harclay guilty of treason 

suggests that the crown still had strength in peripheral areas.
146

 

                                                      
139

 Powell, Kingship, Law and Society, p. 274. 
140

A. King, ‘Bandits, Robbers and Schavaldours: War and Disorder in Northumberland in the Reign 

of Edward II’, in R. Britnell, R. Frame, and M. Prestwich (eds.), Thirteenth-Century England IX 

(Woodbridge, 2003), pp. 115-29; A. King, ‘War, Politics, and Landed Society in Northumberland, c. 

1296- c.1408’ (University of Durham PhD Thesis, 2001). 
141

 Ayton, ‘Knights, Esquires and Military Service’, p. 85. 
142

 Ward, ‘Sir John de Coggeshale’, p. 65. 
143

 W. Prevenier, ‘Violence against Women in a Medieval Metropolis: Paris Around 1400’, in B. S. 

Bachrach and D. Nicholas (eds.), Law, Custom and the Social Fabric in Medieval Europe: Essays in 

Honour of Bryce Lyon (Kalamazoo, 1990), p. 265. 
144

 M. Hughes, ‘The Fourteenth-Century French Raids on Hampshire and the Isle of Wight’, in Curry 

and Hughes (eds.), Arms, Armies and Fortifications, pp. 123-5. 
145

 Ibid., pp. 126-7. 
146

 Summerson, Medieval Carlisle, vol. 1, pp. 205-11, 227-30 and 256. For more information on 

Andrew Harclay see below, p. 46. 



28 

 

Summerson’s identification of the shift towards local lords having more influence in 

Cumberland is indicative of problems faced in the Borders.
147

 However, this problem was 

not distinct to the peripheries of the kingdom as regional lords throughout the country began 

to desire a level of independence. Ormrod and Green have identified the portrayal of local 

crime as regional resistance to sporadic central intervention in outlaw ballads which were 

read nationwide.
148

 This highlights the desire of local elites for the responsibility of 

controlling local violence. The tendency to ignore this evidence is perhaps understandable 

when considering Pollard’s identification of the contemporary presentation of the North as 

the chaotic area of the kingdom, but his stressing of the fiction involved in this depiction 

should not be forgotten.
149

 There is evidently potential to disagree with the claim that the 

tendency to violence was greater in areas distanced from authority.
150

 Problems in 

maintaining law and order were experienced throughout the kingdom, suggesting that the 

opportunity to resort to violence was available everywhere. Furthermore, it could potentially 

be argued that as peripheral areas were more frequently exposed to foreign attack, the local 

elite would be more focused on maintaining order, and therefore limiting and controlling the 

use of violence within their own communities, in order to focus on external threats. 

The connection between geography and gentry perceptions of the value of military 

service is particularly relevant to this thesis, since it is interested in the effect of geography 

on gentry perceptions of violence. The three counties selected for study, namely 

Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and Hampshire, have been selected for comparison as they 

were deemed to be sufficiently different to allow for meaningful conclusions, and their 

geographical positions permit comparison of areas at considerably different distances from 

crown authority. The difference in terms of the spread of authority in each county will be 

addressed in Chapter Two, and so will not be repeated here, but a brief introduction to their 

different experiences of war in the fourteenth century will now be given, whilst greater detail 

of individual campaigns will be provided in Chapter Three.
151

  

The gentry of Cumberland faced conflict with Scotland on their frontiers throughout 

the period, as despite several truces and the interest of the crown largely switching to France 

after the start of the Hundred Years War in 1337, Scottish raids continued for the majority of 

the century.
152

 The Hampshire gentry were pressured by the fear of French attacks from 
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1337 until Richard II secured a truce with France in 1389, so this would suggest that they 

were more heavily involved with war with France from the mid-fourteenth century.
153

 In 

contrast, the gentry inhabiting the Borders were involved in war with Scotland at the start of 

the century and then were mainly concerned with defence.
154

 This has led to the idea that 

two military communities emerged through the fourteenth century as the northern elite 

fought in Scotland and then defended the Borders whilst the southern elite served on the 

southern coast and in France.
155

 Whilst the gentry of Nottinghamshire were included within 

the northern elite for recruitment purposes, and faced pressure in terms of service and 

providing supplies, they did not face war in their own county.
156

 The extent to which these 

different experiences of war affected engagement in military service will be considered in 

Chapter Three. The potential for these differences to affect perceptions and use of violence 

will also be addressed in Part Two of the thesis, as part of the continuing argument that there 

was little variety in these topics nationwide. However, sufficient context has now been 

provided to identify the range of factors acting on gentry perceptions of violence in 

fourteenth-century England and to highlight the overwhelming theme of ambivalence.
157

 The 

methodology involved in attempting to tackle this ambivalence will now be introduced. 

 

 

Methodology and Evidence 

 

 

The previous discussion has highlighted the opportunity for further study to better 

understand contemporary perceptions of violence within this thesis, as there are a 

considerable number of influential factors to be considered. The historians mentioned have 

addressed many of the issues and contextual elements discussed, but a study uniting all of 

these themes in context to focus specifically on gentry perceptions of violence in fourteenth-

century England will more fully illuminate these issues. It will also be useful for wider 

studies of late-medieval history with a range of foci, as violence was connected to a variety 

of issues in contemporary society. As already mentioned, a comparative approach 

considering gentry society in counties distanced from royal authority and in core areas, and 

those under direct threat of warfare and comparatively safer counties, will be useful for 

addressing many of the debates considered in this chapter relating to late-medieval 
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perceptions of the legitimacy of violence. A variety of sources will be used to enable a 

consideration of perceptions of violence both in ideology and reality in these counties. These 

sources will include legal records and literature.  

Part One of the thesis will use a wide body of governmental records from 

fourteenth-century England to introduce gentry society in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland, and consider what was valued by the gentry for protecting or advancing their 

position. The records to be used will now be briefly introduced before progressing to 

description of their utility to this thesis. Records of service as sheriffs and escheators will 

provide one way of identifying the gentry in these counties, as well as revealing the extent to 

which gentry held these positions regularly.
158

 The Patent Rolls will be used to identify the 

gentry who were employed on legal commissions, such as commissions of oyer and terminer 

and commissions of the peace, or on commissions to investigate local concerns, such as 

repairs to defences, or to collect taxes.
159

 The Fine Rolls will provide similar evidence, as 

whilst they mainly record fines paid to the crown for specified benefits, they do also record 

some commissions in common with the Patent Rolls.
160

 Sheriffs’ returns to parliamentary 

elections in the county courts will combine with these other sources to elicit a broad picture 

of the types of administrative service the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland engaged in.
161

 In addition to this, an appreciation of the landholding engaged in 

by the elite of these three counties will be gained by using the Inquisitions Post Mortem, 

which record the land held by individuals after their death and to whom this land would have 

been given.
162

 The collection of documents relating to Scotland, as calendared by Bain, will 

also be used where they provide evidence of land-holding or local service in Cumberland.
163

 

It is not solely records of administrative service and landholding which will be used 

in this part of the thesis. Records of military service will also play a vital role. For the later 

part of the period, ‘The Soldier in Later Medieval England Database’ website will be of 

great value for providing evidence of where members of the gentry in the sample counties 

are recorded as serving or intending to serve.
164

 The evidence contained in this database is 

from the Muster Rolls, along with the Treaty Rolls, Gascon Rolls and Scottish Rolls from 
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1369 onwards, so it covers a range of campaigns. It must be acknowledged that only the 

Muster Rolls contain records of actual service, whereas the other rolls record an intention to 

serve and do not necessarily mean that the individual went on the campaign. However, this 

is still a useful source to demonstrate the military service the gentry at least intended to carry 

out or thought would be of benefit to claim to engage in. In order to gain evidence of the 

earlier part of the fourteenth century the lists of gentry being ordered to answer a military 

summons as recorded by Palgrave will be used, as will some secondary studies which have 

investigated military service in the fourteenth century.
165

 For instance, Honeywell has 

carried out a study of the military elite taking part in the early-fourteenth century Scottish 

campaigns, using The Song of Caerlaverock, the Falkirk Roll, the Stirling Roll and records 

detailing claims made by the elite for horses lost whilst on campaign, amongst other 

sources.
166

 Bain’s calendar of documents relating to Scotland will be used again to provide 

detail of gentry serving militarily in Scotland and the Borders.
167

 Wrottesley’s study of 

crown documents relating to the Crécy-Calais campaign, including letters of protection, 

wardrobe accounts and writs of exoneration, will also be used, despite there being some 

difficulties with these sources, which will be discussed later in this thesis.
168

 Finally, Ayton’s 

study of surrounding campaigns will be considered in order to build up a picture of military 

service.
169

 

The introduction of the gentry and their interests in Part One will be divided into 

two chapters, Chapter Two and Chapter Three, which will make use of the evidence which 

has just been introduced. Chapter Two will put an emphasis on the evidence of landholding 

and local service to assess the nature of elite society in fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland, and the balance of local power. In order to introduce 

those who may have held influence over the gentry, and to expand the picture of gentry 

society which can be gained from the primary evidence, some biographical sources will be 

used to provide further information. The work of Roskell, Clarke and Rawcliffe on members 

of the House of Commons and the work of Cokayne on the peerage will be particularly 

                                                      
165

 F. Palgrave (ed.), The Parliamentary Writs and Writs of Military Summons, 2 vols. (London, 1827-

34). Studies such as Simpkin’s consideration of landed elite involvement in the wars of Edward I and 

Edward II will be useful in this investigation: D. Simpkin, ‘Total War in the Middle Ages? The 

Contribution of English Landed Society to the Wars of Edward I and Edward II’, in A. R. Bell, A. 

Curry, A. Chapman, A. King and D. Simpkin (eds.), The Soldier Experience in the Fourteenth 

Century (Woodbridge, 2011), pp. 61-94. 
166

 Honeywell, ‘Chivalry as Community and Culture’. 
167

 See above, p. 30. 
168

 G. Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais from the Public Records (London, 1898). For a discussion of the 

issues with this evidence see below, p. 95. 
169

 A. Ayton, ‘The English Army at Crécy’, in A. Ayton and P. P. Bart (eds.), The Battle of Crécy, 

1346 (Woodbridge, 2005), p. 161. 



32 

 

useful in this respect, amongst others.
170

 This assessment is necessary to extrapolate 

knowledge of local conditions which will be instrumental when considering issues such as 

the influence of upwards ties on gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of violence.
171

 Chapter 

Three will combine the evidence used in Chapter Two with the evidence of military service 

discussed above in order to place a greater focus on gentry service in the fourteenth century. 

This chapter will engage in the debate surrounding the extent to which military or 

administrative service was of greater importance to late-medieval gentry, and consider 

whether this changed over the period.
172

 It is important that service is considered in depth in 

this thesis both due to its importance as a means of forming gentry identity, but also due to 

the potential for different types of service to affect gentry perceptions of violence.
173

 The 

latter point will be considered in Part Two of the thesis. 

Part Two of the thesis will use the sample gentry societies introduced in Part One as 

the basis to examine gentry perceptions of violence. Whilst new evidence will be used as 

part of this investigation, some of the same evidence will be used to do this as was initially 

used to identify the gentry and discuss their service. The Patent Rolls will be used in a 

different way as they will now provide evidence of members of gentry society in Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland who are named as the accused in legal commissions 

investigating accusations of violent crime. It may seem counter-intuitive that some of the 

same evidential material is being used to identify gentry who were engaging in crime as well 

as gentry who were part of the system attempting to punish this crime, but this juxtaposition 

is symptomatic of a wider issue confronting those investigating the gentry and their values. 

Whilst the gentry came to play a leading role in legal administration, they still also saw 

themselves as the rightful users of violence in legitimate situations. This could be seen as a 

significant potential conflict of interest. Alternatively, this could be a slightly anachronistic 

approach to take. If the gentry viewed violence as something which could be legitimate, 

surely their use of violence in serving the law did not appear as directly contradictory to 

them?  
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The factors which could have enabled violence to be regarded by the gentry as being 

either legitimate or illegitimate will be one of the foci of Part Two of this thesis. This will be 

combined with another focus of assessing the extent to which the gentry regarded violence 

as a dangerous risk or a positive tool for advancement, and what affected this perception. In 

order to investigate these ideas, other legal records will be used alongside the Patent Rolls. 

Petitions made to the crown in the hope that a legal commission would be issued in 

response, held in The National Archives series ‘Ancient Petitions’ (SC 8), could provide 

greater details regarding the cases referred to in the Patent Rolls.
174

 They could also give 

evidence of complaints which do not have any surviving evidence of a commission being 

issued in response to them. Records from courts which would then carry out these 

commissions will also be used to attempt to gain further information about the accusation, 

and any defendant’s response or judgement. The National Archives series ‘Court of King’s 

Bench: Plea and Crown Side: Corum Rege Rolls’ (KB 27), and The National Archives series 

‘Court of King’s Bench: Crown Side: Indictments Files Oyer and Terminer Files and 

Information Files’ (KB 9), will be used to provide details of legal cases and indictments.
175

 

In addition, samples from The National Archives series ‘Justices in Eyre, of Assize, of Oyer 

and Terminer, and of the Peace, etc.: Roles and Files’ (JUST 1), which contains records of 

itinerant justices, will also be used.
176

 How these samples have been selected and how they 

will be used will be described in detail in Chapter Four, which will explain the methodology 

of Part Two of the thesis in greater depth.
177

 

It is important to note, however, that the legal records alone would not provide 

sufficient evidence to tackle the research questions of this thesis adequately. The incomplete 

and erratic survival of the sources makes it difficult to follow an accusation through to a 

completed case. This limits the potential for quantitative studies, such as the frequency with 

which gentry were able to avoid punishment for violent crime. This thesis is instead focused 

on making qualitative assessments, but such assessments are still difficult to make when 

reliant on legal evidence alone, as it is limited in terms of detail and opinions. Green has 

identified the difficulty of discovering evidence within the ‘laconic formulas’ of the legal 
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records and bemoaned the lack of detail in records of gaol delivery and coroners’ rolls, with 

Justice agreeing that ‘taciturn records’ can only be ‘squeezed’ so far.
178

 McLane has 

similarly complained of a lack of detail regarding motives for offences in legal records, 

which is a particularly relevant issue for this thesis, as the extent to which motivations for 

violence could affect gentry perceptions of this activity is to be investigated.
179

 Green has 

acknowledged that some records he encountered were less formulaic but still pose 

methodological problems as inquests were often quick and one-sided, detail recording was 

erratic and malice was often involved in the accusation.
180

  

Historians studying medieval violence in legal records have become aware that the 

evidence must be used carefully, as violence was often ‘alleged fictitiously’.
181

 Zemon Davis 

has addressed the issue of the role of men of law in creating pardon tales, and the discussion 

of the use of stock formulas as discussed above highlights the extent to which legal records 

could be regarded as works of fiction.
182

 Claims of violence were often made to secure 

personal advantage and were designed to elicit the desired response.
183

 For example, a 

Newcastle King’s Bench case from 1310 recording a complaint of assault reflects the 

importance of the formulaic claim that violence was committed with force and arms, vi et 

armis, which is inserted later in the text despite the verbose list of accusations, including 

beating, wounding, inflicting injury and causing damage.
184

 Maddern has used evidence of 

this nature to challenge the claim for a high level of violence nationwide, concurring that 

many cases accusing assault were devoid of violence, as this accusation was a device for 

getting cases involving crimes such as non-violent thefts into higher courts.
185

 The threat of 

violence was more common than the actual use of violence throughout the country, so 

claims of violence should be carefully considered.
186

 The question of malice can be equally 

applied to the range of legal records to be used in this thesis. This does not however render 

the evidence from such records as invalid for examination in this study, as this is not a 

quantitative investigation seeking to assess levels of violence. A more relevant problem, 
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however, is that of obtaining sufficient evidence to engage with the questions posed by this 

thesis when faced with limited legal records. 

Part Two of this thesis will aim to compensate for the lack of detail in legal records 

with the use of fourteenth-century literature.
187

 Literary texts have traditionally been 

dismissed by historians due to bias or artifice, but scholars have begun to accept that texts 

can be useful despite their fictional nature. Literature demonstrates the ‘imaginative 

structures’ within which contemporaries acted and expected to be judged and has an 

‘inadvertent accuracy’.
188

 Benson’s claim that it is ‘as vain to look in the pages of Malory for 

the Pastons’ England as it is to search the Pastons’ letters for Malory’s world’ is severely 

undermined by Harriss’ identification of the same themes in supposedly disparate genres of 

source texts.
189

 Despite this, there is still a tendency to revere ‘documentary sources’, and 

regard them with less suspicion. This has been criticised by Prescott and Strohm on account 

of the ‘fictive elements’ in legal records, such as the potential for false claims as identified 

above.
190

 Ultimately, for the purposes of this study, as already identified, the research aims 

do not necessitate the rejection of any evidence with a fictional nature. Instead it is more 

appropriate to agree that as literature is designed for an audience, it seems highly likely that 

the author would have the values of this intended audience in mind when creating characters 

and scenarios, to ensure that they are admired or condemned when they are intended to be. 

Thus, to an extent, the values of the gentry concerning violence can be drawn out from 

consideration of the literature they encountered. It seems illogical to suggest that an 

audience would read or listen to literature which largely contained values it did not share.  

This literature tends to provide far more detail concerning potential motivations for 

and perceptions of violence amongst the gentry than the frequently formulaic legal records. 

However, literature likely to have been read or heard by the gentry must be used to ensure 

that the values identified in the literature can be reasonably applied to the gentry. A range of 

outlaw literature will be used, as these texts provide extensive descriptions of the use of 

violence by those who are intended to be admired or disliked by the audience. The specific 

outlaw literature to be used, and the justification for attributing a gentry audience for this 

literature, will be addressed in depth in the methodological introduction to Part Two of the 

thesis, Chapter Four, since literature will not be used as evidence in Part One.
191

 It is not 
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solely outlaw literature which will be used, as Part Two of the thesis will also consider the 

presentation of violence in a sample of chivalric literature, such as the Stanzaic Morte 

Arthur.
192

 This can be expected to give some indication of the perceptions and values of the 

target audience, namely the elite.
193

 The relevance of chivalric literature as evidence for elite 

values and opinions has been considered at length by historians such as Taylor.
194

 Taylor 

uses them as at least a partial basis for studies of the late-medieval elite despite 

acknowledging that they are not ‘simple mirrors’ to their world, but this too will be 

discussed and justified as evidence in Chapter Four.
195

 Finally, this evidence will be 

supplemented with references to violence in chronicles, such as the Lanercost Chronicle.
196

 

Whilst the tendency for chronicles to focus on ‘the unusual and the spectacular’ has led to 

some criticism of them as sources, their limited use in this thesis will add to the discussion 

of perceptions of violence, as will be explained in Chapter Four.
197

 

The evidence introduced here will be used in Part Two of the thesis, both in 

combination and individually, to investigate the issues concerning gentry perceptions of 

violence which were raised at the start of this chapter. Chapter Five will focus on the legal 

records and attempt to identify the different potential motivations for gentry violence in 

fourteenth-century England. It will begin to draw out some potential perceptions of these 

motivations, but it will be in Chapter Six, where the literary sources will become the main 

focus, that factors which could render violence legitimate or illegitimate in the eyes of the 

gentry will be able to be addressed more confidently. Chapter Seven will make use of both 

of these types of sources as well as drawing on the research of Part One of the thesis. It will 

consider the extent to which the gentry viewed violence as a dangerous risk, and an affront 

to crown authority, or were more comfortable with engaging in violence despite their 

frequent role as enforcers of the law, thereby addressing this complex issue directly. The 

aims and contents of these chapters will be explained in greater detail in Chapter Four, 

where the methodology for Part Two of the thesis will be introduced. The aims of the thesis 

in general and the historiographical context in which it operates have now been introduced 
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in adequate depth to enable progression to Chapter Two, which will introduce political 

society in fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. 
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Chapter Two: Landed Society and Crown Authority 

 

 

When undertaking a study of gentry perceptions of violence in Cumberland, 

Nottinghamshire and Hampshire in the fourteenth century, it is necessary to introduce the 

context in which the gentry operated. This chapter will provide a summary of the nature of 

landed society in each county in turn, by introducing the leading nobles, barons and gentry.
1
 

This will indicate where authority was held. Each section will then progress to a 

consideration of the relations between landed society and the crown and potential struggles 

for authority in the relevant county. The themes examined in individual sections will then be 

analysed together to conclude the chapter, enabling identification of the different 

circumstances faced by gentry societies in Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and Hampshire in 

the fourteenth century. It is vital that the research needed for this chapter is carried out as 

without such information it would not be possible to investigate one of the key questions of 

the thesis, namely the extent to which gentry perceptions of violence were altered by local 

circumstances. For this to be assessed, the nature of the counties under consideration, 

purposefully selected for their geographical spread throughout the kingdom and varying 

exposure to the wars of the period, must be described.  

This task will entail answering several research questions. The first question to be 

addressed will be the issue of who held authority in each county. This will indicate those 

who were likely to have had influence over the gentry to be studied, which will be used later 

in considering if noble and baronial influence encouraged violent gentry behaviour. It will 

also reveal the extent to which the leading gentry were able to take on a prominent role in 

their societies. In the absence of a strong noble and baronial presence it could be possible 

that the gentry were at the apex of society and that the gentry therefore possessed a level of 

independence. This could either lead to disorder as they were not controlled from above; or 

order, as they were left to maintain the stability of their own society without being disrupted 

by loyalty to lords involved in conflicts. Stability could also be undermined by gentry 
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competing for influence, or aided by gentry forming a community of service.
2
 Relations 

between landed society and crown authority will then be related to the extent to which there 

was an authority struggle between landed society and the crown and the level to which the 

crown attempted to and was able to exert royal authority. In comparing the three county 

sections it is then intended to address the extent to which landed society in Cumberland, 

Nottinghamshire and Hampshire faced different pressures and operated in distinct contexts. 

By doing so, the larger investigation into gentry perceptions of violence can proceed in the 

second section of this thesis. 

 

 

Cumberland 

 

 

Apart from the brief use of the earldom of Carlisle in Edward II’s reign, which will 

be discussed at a later stage, there were no resident nobles in Cumberland in the fourteenth 

century.
3
 Thus instead of beginning with an introduction of noble society this section will 

start by highlighting the opportunity to gain influence in the county through service as a 

March warden. This opportunity was available for regional nobles, such as the Percy family 

of Northumberland, as well as local barons and gentry.
4
 The crown recognised both the need 

for and dangers of noble and baronial service in the Borders as wardens became crucial 

crown representatives, but the potential for these powerful figures to become rivals to crown 

authority must have been a concern.
5
 Edward II divided the office of warden and keeper 
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from 1323 to prevent dominance by one individual.
6
 However, northern elites continued to 

pose a threat, as revealed by the involvement of northern lords such as Henry Percy in the 

downfall of Edward II and his followers.
7
 Edward III attempted to use Thomas Earl of 

Warwick as a ‘supervisor’ of the wardens and Richard II engaged in a similar policy through 

his use of John of Gaunt as the northern representative of the crown.
8
 However, the success 

of these crown initiatives was limited, as several families, such as the Nevilles and Lucys, 

secured a position at the top of northern society.
9
 Walker has identified northern gentry 

being retained by the crown and simultaneously joining northern retinues, which suggests 

that adherence to northern lords did not mean rebellion.
10

 However, it must be stressed that 

the wardens were recognised as the individuals capable of responding to local needs and 

their power rose as a result of this, creating a unique situation.
11

 It is important therefore that 

the families holding this influence are described in order to show how the regional and local 

peerage potentially influenced gentry behaviour. 

The Nevilles, lords of Raby in Durham and later earls of Westmorland, were not 

based in Cumberland but in Durham and Yorkshire.
12

 Nevertheless, they should still be 

introduced as a source of noble authority in Cumberland, as they were very influential in the 

North. The family served the crown in administration, particularly as wardens, and 

militarily.
13

 Under Edward III military and administrative service allowed the Neville family 

to become one of the most important northern families.
14

 Close crown connections continued 

after Edward III’s reign through John Neville being retained by John of Gaunt and his son 

Ralph being retained by Richard II.
15

 The family’s continued and increasing power is 

reflected in Ralph being created earl of Westmorland in 1389.
16

 Like the Percies, the 

Nevilles had a considerable formal and informal following by the time that Gaunt was 
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appointed as March lieutenant in 1381.
17

 The crown’s problem of needing to employ 

northern lords whilst also limiting their power is reflected in attempts to alternate between 

families in selecting wardens and other officials.
18

 Despite these efforts, by the end of the 

century Richard II faced a powerful Lancastrian party in the North which included the 

Nevilles, Greystokes and Roos.
19

 

The Lucy barony was another important source of authority in fourteenth-century 

Cumberland. The family served the crown in a range of roles including sheriff of 

Westmorland and Cumberland and keeper of Carlisle.
20

 The Lucys held extensive land in 

Northumberland and Cumberland, mainly of the king, and leased land to a variety of 

baronial and gentry families in crown service, such as the Dacres, the Lowthers, and the 

Mulcastres.
21

 Anthony Lucy was a banneret of Edward II in 1321, although he did not fight 

at Boroughbridge.
22

 He was involved in the arrest of Andrew Harclay, who will be 

considered later in this section since his career reveals some of the tensions within 

Cumberland aristocratic society.
23

 This led to significant rewards, including the castle and 

honour of Cockermouth and becoming the chief crown official in the Western Marches.
24

 

Anthony’s son and heir Thomas followed his father’s example through serving 

administratively in the Borders and militarily in the Borders and France.
25

 His second 

marriage to a cousin of Edward III reflects the close relationship between the crown and the 

Lucy family and highlights the fact that some holders of the position of warden were 

continuously loyal.
26

 Thomas’ heir Anthony continued the family tradition of serving as 

warden.
27

 As has been shown, the Lucy family held considerable power in the North, but this 

was combined with strong connections to the crown. 

The Multon family was based at Egremont in Cumberland in the thirteenth 

century.
28

 They gained the lordship of Gilsland through marriage at the start of the 

fourteenth century.
29

 The Multons were tenants of the Cliffords, again showing connections 

                                                      
17

 Arvanigian, ‘A County Community’, pp. 45-8. 
18

 Ibid., p. 52; Walker, The Lancastrian Affinity, pp. 17 and 277; Goodman, The Loyal Conspiracy, p. 

48. 
19

 M. Arvanigian, ‘Henry IV, the Northern Nobility and the Consolidation of the Regime’, in Dodd 

and Biggs (eds.), Henry IV, p. 119. 
20

 Cokayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 8, p. 250. 
21

 CIPM, IV, pp. 218-20 and 253; CIPM, V, p. 69; CIPM, XII, pp. 207-13. For more information on 

the Dacres see below, pp. 42-3. For more information on the Lowthers see below, p. 45. For more 

information on the Mulcastres see below, pp. 45-6. 
22

 Cokayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 8, p. 250. 
23

 Ibid., vol. 8, p. 250. For more information on Andrew Harclay see below, p. 46. 
24

 Cokayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 8, pp. 250-1; CIPM, XII, pp. 207-13. 
25

 Cokayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 8, p. 252; CIPM, XII, pp. 15-21 and 207-13. 
26

 Cokayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 8, p. 253. 
27

 Ibid., vol. 8, p. 253. 
28

 Ibid., vol. 8, p. 253. 
29

 Cokayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 9, pp. 405-6; E. Searle, ‘Housed in Abbeys: the Dacres of 

Cumberland and Sussex Part I: the Early Dacres and Lanercost Priory’, Huntington Library 



42 

 

between different social levels through landholding.
30

 The Multons also reveal the instability 

of relationships between the baronial elite of Cumberland and the crown: on the one hand 

Thomas Multon was married before Edward I and his son was engaged to Piers Gaveston’s 

daughter in 1317, with Edward II providing a bond; yet on the other hand Thomas joined the 

earl of Lancaster’s league of northern barons.
31

 Only Thomas’ natural death before the battle 

of Boroughbridge protected his estate from confiscation.
32

 His son was able to retain the 

family’s position in Edward II’s reign despite this rebellion and held extensive lands in 

Cumberland and Lincolnshire, which he leased to others.
33

 His descendants, including John 

Multon of Egremont, continued to protect this inheritance and provide a source of authority 

in Cumberland.
34

  

The Dacres were an important baronial family of Cumberland and Lancashire 

involved in border administration and relied on by the crown from the start of the century.
35

 

The Dacres were connected to other powerful northern families through landholding as they 

held land of the Cliffords, Greystokes, Lucys and Multons, some of which they leased to 

local gentry, and held Dacre and Naworth Castle in Cumberland of the crown from the 

early-fourteenth century.
36

 The baronial conflict with Edward II caused friction between the 

family and the crown. Ralph and William Dacre had to be pardoned for the death of Piers 

Gaveston, the notorious favourite of Edward II, although Ralph Dacre was permitted to keep 

Carlisle Castle in 1318.
37

 Relations between the Dacre family and other elites were also not 

always amicable; for example, the Dacres and Cliffords were involved in a dispute 

concerning Margaret Multon, Ralph’s eventual wife from 1317.
38

 Ralph was probably 

assisted in gaining his wife by Henry Earl of Lancaster, showing a continued Lancastrian 
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adherence in the family.
39

 Potential benefits of this connection included Ralph being allowed 

to crenellate Naworth Castle in 1335.
40

 The family continued to serve as March wardens and 

preserve Lancastrian connections through being retained by John of Gaunt and 

accompanying him abroad.
41

 

The baronial Clifford family, who were based in Westmorland and later Lancashire, 

were extremely important in the North throughout the fourteenth century and held the manor 

of Skelton in Cumberland.
42

 Their importance is shown in their holding of a variety of roles, 

which included hereditary sheriff of Westmorland along with leading positions in the 

Borders such as wardens and military captains.
43

 Robert Clifford served the crown 

extensively. His interests in Cumberland were strengthened when Edward I, who visited his 

trusted lieutenant at Brougham Castle, granted him the manor of Skelton in the early-

fourteenth century.
44

 He did however have to obtain a pardon for conflict with Gaveston.
45 

Whilst his son Roger rebelled and was executed after Boroughbridge, Roger’s brother, 

Robert, was restored to the family titles and extended his family’s influence through leasing 

land to Thomas Multon and marrying his son, Robert, to a daughter of Ralph Neville.
46

 His 

other son Roger continued to hold a range of positions which included serving as governor 

of Carlisle, March warden and a household banneret in 1377.
47

 Despite his extensive crown 

service and that of his son, Thomas, and grandson, William, who served as chamber knights 

of Richard II, Roger did not take arms to support Richard in 1387.
48

 This further emphasises 

the continued theme of varied support of the crown, and the tendency of elite families to 

hedge their bets. 
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The Greystokes were a baronial family based at the manor of Greystoke in 

Cumberland.
49

 They were active throughout the fourteenth century and held land nationwide, 

which included land in the North leased from the Lucys and to the Dacres.
50

 National 

landholding did not prevent the Greystokes from ensuring that they retained influence and 

connections in Cumberland, as demonstrated by William Greystoke’s marriage to the 

daughter of Anthony Lucy.
51

 William’s son Ralph’s late-fourteenth-century career 

demonstrates the importance to the family of crown service and powerful patronage as he 

served in Gaunt’s retinue in the Marches, was warden of the Marches on numerous 

occasions, and was justice, steward and keeper of the lordship of Annandale for three years 

from 1376.
52

 Yet again, this family reflects the potential for powerful baronial families to 

achieve extensive office-holding and thereby strengthen their position in the county, but also 

highlights the value of crown support in extending authority. 

Some other noble and baronial sources of authority merit being mentioned. The 

Umfraville earls of Angus gained land in Cumberland through marriage in Edward III’s 

reign.
53

 The influence of the Yorkshire nobility can be seen in the involvement of the 

Mowbray family, lords of Burton and the Isle of Axholme and later earls of Nottingham, in 

Cumberland.
54

 The Lancashire-based baronial Harington family originated from Harington 

in Cumberland and held land in Westmorland of Robert Clifford.
55

 The family had conflict 

with Edward II but later served the crown and John of Gaunt.
56

 William Windsor was a peer 

based in Westmorland who was connected to the crown through retaining and service in 

Cumberland and Westmorland, although the rest of his family was not summoned to 

parliament.
57

 The Yorkshire-based Stapleton family also held some territory in Cumberland, 
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including the manor of Edenhale from marriage in the mid-fourteenth century.
58

 These 

families reveal that sources of authority aside from the crown existed for the gentry of 

Cumberland that were not based in the county itself. It must now be highlighted that some 

landed gentry families were also able to obtain a level of influence in their own right in the 

county. 

The Lowther family were an important local family based at Lowther Castle in 

Penrith, Cumberland.
59

 They held extensive land throughout the North and regularly served 

as MPs.
60

 The family held land of baronial families such as the Cliffords and Haringtons in 

vertical connections.
61

 Local influence and status was increased through marriage into the 

baronial Lucy family.
62

 A marital connection to the gentry Tilliol family was also valued, 

which shows the potential for gentry to become leading figures.
63

 The Tilliol family was 

important enough for Robert Tilliol to use his own retinue to violate the border truce of 

1357, although he was supported in this by the baronial Lucy family.
64

 Whilst he did not 

receive a summons to parliament, Robert’s son Peter was the lord of Scaleby, and he held a 

range of important positions.
65

 Peter also had crown support as Richard II made a grant to 

him in 1385 when the Scots ransomed him.
66

 Another gentry family with crown connections 

were the Mulcastres, who held land in Cumberland directly of the king, and who also 

demonstrate the difficulties of cross-border connections as John Mulcastre’s niece lost her 

inheritance due to living in Scotland in the early-fourteenth century.
67

 The family also 

profited from cross-border land forfeiture, however, as William Mulcastre gained land in 

Cumberland which was forfeited by Scots, so it should not be assumed that the gentry of 

Cumberland were always disadvantaged by their position.
68

 In common with other leading 

gentry, they leased some of their land to lesser gentry, which demonstrates that the gentry 
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were not solely tied to their social superiors through landholding.
69

 These families indicate 

the potential for leading gentry to hold considerable influence despite a strong baronial 

presence in the county. 

The career of Andrew Harclay provides a striking example of a member of the 

gentry rising not only into the peerage, but to the upper level of the peerage - the nobility. 

Andrew served Edward I and Edward II in Scotland militarily and in Cumberland as a 

warden, sheriff and MP.
70

 The rewards for this service become apparent when considering 

his selection as a household knight of Edward II and keeper of the West March after 

successfully defending Carlisle against a major Scottish siege in 1315.
71

 Thus far his rise 

cannot be viewed as unusual, as he was still within the upper level of gentry society. 

However, he was promoted to the peerage in 1321 and even more strikingly was created earl 

of Carlisle in 1322 after his victory at Boroughbridge.
72

 Claims of the ‘apparent 

unpopularity’ of Harclay could be a result of resentment of this unparalleled rise through 

crown service, as well as due to accusations of corruption.
73

 This reveals the tension in the 

northern aristocracy concerning resentment of men rising through crown favour. It could be 

argued that Harclay also demonstrates that whilst the crown could help the gentry in rising 

socially in Cumberland, the same gentry had the potential to defy crown authority. Indeed, 

Harclay was accused of engaging in treacherous negotiations with the Scots by Edward II.
74

 

However, he claimed that he was acting for the king, and it is entirely possible that this was 

the case and Edward simply did not wish to accept the terms of the truce Andrew had 

negotiated. Edward II was able to exert his strength and have Harclay executed in 1323, so 

whilst this case highlights the benefits of crown patronage for the elite of Cumberland, it 

also demonstrates the tensions this could provoke and the danger of this patronage being 

withdrawn.
75

  

The crown faced the difficulty of imposing authority in a county whose society and 

system of law and order was heavily influenced by proximity to Scotland and war, and was 

dominated by local elites who engaged in forbidden self-help.
76

 Local magnates were 
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ensured a considerable level of prominence due to their capacity to uphold order. This was 

chiefly required since the region was largely left to govern itself until Richard II attempted 

to enforce his authority.
77

 Despite Edward I holding parliament in Carlisle in 1307 and 

Edward II being proclaimed as king in Carlisle, general failure to deal with cross-border 

crime and Edward II’s neglect resulted in tribute payments to Scotland, free-roaming Scots 

in northern England and resentment of the crown.
78

 Resentment and rejection of royal 

intervention is certainly reflected in the continuance of trade with Scotland and purchases of 

immunity despite crown opposition.
79

 Edward II used household knights who mainly lived 

locally to provide leadership in the Marches and ensure manning levels.
80

 He retained 27 

men between 1315 and 1318 with considerable interests in the North in an attempt to 

improve his northern status.
81

 The knight John Castre, who was retained by Edward from 

1311, was a sheriff and commissioner of array in Cumberland and keeper of Carlisle from 

1316 to 1318, during which time he had more than seventy men at his disposal.
82

 Another 

royal knight, Thomas Richmond, was very active on the Western March with a considerable 

retinue.
83

  

Despite this, Edward II’s neglect was still resented by many. Prominent northern 

lords such as Henry Percy fought against his followers to cause his downfall in league with 

Isabella and Mortimer, as already highlighted.
84

 Nonetheless, Isabella and Mortimer did not 

prove more popular as the Treaty of Northampton of 1328 left many northern lords 

dissatisfied after losing lands.
85

 It should be noted though, that lawlessness in Cumberland 

was not constant and should not be comparatively exaggerated, as Edward II’s reign and the 

interim saw widespread rebellion and upheaval throughout the country.
86

 Edward III made 

more positive steps towards appeasing the North by restoring lords to their English lands, 
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confirming Carlisle’s franchises and extending its privileges.
87

 This may have been 

encouraged by the presence of northern lords such as Henry Percy and Thomas Wake of 

Liddell supporting Henry Earl of Lancaster, an important figure in Edward III’s inner circle 

in the regency council.
88

 However, Edward III still had to face unruly subjects who carried 

out forbidden raids into Scotland, as in 1368.
89

 Despite Richard II and John of Gaunt 

retaining northerners and Richard using Gaunt to extend his influence, Richard alienated 

leading northerners by attempting to limit their independence and aiding his favourites, such 

as his retainers Richard Redman and John Skelton.
90

  

The crown also had to deal with ecclesiastical leaders in the North. Anthony Bek, 

Bishop of Durham, reflects the delicate nature of the relationship between the crown and 

northern bishops. Initially Edward I relied on Bek as an important representative in the 

North, whom he used in defence administration and granted land in Cumberland, but their 

relationship soured.
91

 Bek was deprived of his see by Edward I as a result of a dispute 

concerning Durham’s liberties, and was not restored until Edward II came to the throne.
92

 

John Halton, Bishop of Carlisle, also served Edward I as the custodian of Carlisle Castle and 

Edward II as a negotiator.
93

 However, he experienced a low level of cooperation from Roger 

Clifford, who was serving as a warden, and abandoned his diocese for over two years.
94

 In 

1343, before the appointment of Bishop Kirkby of Carlisle as a conservator and a keeper of 

Carlisle Castle, the commons complained about his absence from his see.
95

 He was ordered 

to be present for defence again in 1344.
96

  

The see of York should also be mentioned as Carlisle and Durham were suffragans 

of York, although York and Durham were frequently involved in disputes which became so 

serious that Edward III intervened in 1375.
97

 The Archbishop of York at this time, 
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Alexander Neville, a younger son of Ralph Neville, second Lord of Raby, is typical of a 

series of aristocratic ecclesiastical appointments during the end of Edward III’s reign.
98

 His 

selection is also illustrative of a more general pattern of archbishops being strongly 

connected to the crown throughout the century. They often served the crown 

administratively both before and during their period in office, but also had connections to 

northern lords.
99

 This brief introduction suggests both a crown interest in using ecclesiastical 

figures as administrators in the North but also the difficulties connected to their use. 

What has emerged in this discussion is a society influenced by a range of influential 

individuals and families. Whilst Cumberland was lacking a strong base of resident nobles, 

there was an array of regional lords and Cumberland-based baronial families which largely 

dominated society through the use of important offices such as March wardens. These 

individuals were closely bound by familial connections and mutual interests.
100

 The crown 

needed to defend the West March as it was vulnerable, but although great lordships were 

uncommon in the area, local lords carried the threat of becoming dangerously powerful. 

Unfortunately these lords were needed to protect the county.
101

 The crown sought to extend 

its influence through using ecclesiastical figures, but as identified this also posed difficulties. 

Nevertheless, in the fourteenth century the crown was still the greatest individual power in 

Cumberland due to crown control of Carlisle and Inglewood forest, and retained important 

local figures.
 102

 Cumberland should therefore not be viewed as free of crown control and 

constantly rebellious. Furthermore, whilst the baronial families were influential over gentry 

in the county, it was through crown service or membership of a crown retinue that some 

members of the gentry were able to gain considerable power in their own right. Thus, as 

Summerson has identified, these gentry would also look to the crown for protection and 

patronage.
103
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Nottinghamshire 

 

 

When introducing the landed society of Nottinghamshire it should immediately be 

highlighted that the county was devoid of a resident magnate presence for the majority of the 

fourteenth century.
104

 However, there were resident members of the baronage and nobles 

who lived elsewhere but had interests in Nottinghamshire, so vertical ties of lordship were 

not entirely absent.
105

 Payling has argued that the more powerful gentry filled the role of the 

nobility in terms of lordship in the fifteenth century, and for the fourteenth century this 

argument has considerable relevance.
106

 A small group of non-baronial landholders rivalled 

the wealth and influence of barons with Nottinghamshire interests, and whilst they shared 

authority it is likely that they held a considerable level of independence.
107

 This situation 

offered considerable opportunities for wealthy gentry families to extend their power, 

particularly through marriage and acquisition of land.
108

 Whilst Russell found a lack of 

evidence for landholders formally retaining their tenants in mid-fourteenth century 

Nottinghamshire, informal ties of marriage and landholding were present and important.
109

 

Russell has argued that governance in Nottinghamshire was based on a variety of ties, both 

horizontal and vertical, formal and informal.
110

 Some of these connections and the 

individuals and families making them will now be introduced, progressing from nobles, to 

barons, to leading gentry. 

One source of hierarchical authority in Nottinghamshire which must be considered 

is the earldom and later duchy of Lancaster, the main magnate presence in 

Nottinghamshire.
111

 Whilst not based in the county, the earldom and duchy of Lancaster 

were influential throughout the Midlands.
112

 County borders, particularly in the Midlands, 

were frequently transcended by political affiliations, so it is relevant to consider sources of 
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authority based outside of Nottinghamshire.
113

 The holders of this title and their relationship 

with the crown must be considered, as this would have affected members of the 

Nottinghamshire elite who adhered to them. Despite Simpkin rightly stressing that Thomas 

Earl of Lancaster did not dominate Nottinghamshire, Thomas did own considerable lands in 

Bassetlaw, Nottinghamshire, and elsewhere in the county, so his influence would have been 

felt in the locality to some extent.
114

 Thomas had a good relationship with Edward I and 

appears to have initially been close to Edward II, but later became his greatest rival.
115

 He 

took his troops away from crown service in 1319 at Berwick and entered into open rebellion 

until his defeat and execution after the battle of Boroughbridge.
116

 Thomas’ Midlands castles 

were near Nottinghamshire and therefore surrounding the royal castle at Nottingham, which 

was the main crown fortress in the Midlands. Therefore attempts to strengthen Nottingham 

Castle’s defences in 1312 and 1322 reflect a crown concern that Lancastrian influence was 

strong enough in the area for an attack to be launched.
117

 It should also be noted that 

members of the Deincourt and Everingham baronial families and the gentry Pierrepont 

family, who all enjoyed a level of influence in Nottinghamshire, supported Thomas’ 

‘pseudo-parliament’ of 1321.
118

 Adam Everingham also served in his retinue in Scotland in 

1319.
119

 This demonstrates the strength of the earldom in the Midlands and the potential for 

Lancastrian conflict with the crown to affect landed society in Nottinghamshire. 

The threat to the crown diminished as the century progressed since Henry Earl of 

Lancaster and Earl of Leicester from 1324, had a strong relationship with Edward III.
120

 

Henry’s son, Henry of Grosmont, extended this position of being closely connected to the 

crown after helping Edward III seize power in 1330 and being created earl of Derby in 1337 

and duke of Lancaster in 1351.
121

 Henry of Grosmont maintained many of his predecessors’ 

connections, such as Thomas Earl of Lancaster’s retainer Thomas Bekering, who was 

pardoned for corruption in 1347 at the request of Henry of Grosmont.
122

 The strength of the 

Lancastrians in the area was continued throughout the century as they maintained such 
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connections and could intervene in local society, although evidence of Lancastrian retainers 

being protected whilst committing crime is limited. It should also be noted that Lancastrian 

retaining was limited in the area. Furthermore, Grosmont’s public career was largely focused 

on the French war, so he was often absent.
123

 The next duke of Lancaster, John of Gaunt, 

continued to serve the crown loyally, both under his father Edward III and under Richard II. 

Richard II distrusted him at some points, with tension rising in the 1380s. Gaunt did have a 

considerable group of Midlands retainers, including nobles such as John Mowbray, barons 

such as John Deincourt, and gentry such as Edmund Pierrepont with strong interests in 

Nottinghamshire, but he did not dominate Nottinghamshire through retaining.
124

 His return 

to favour with Richard II in the parliament of 1397 also suggests that Lancastrian influence 

in Nottinghamshire created a more positive connection to the crown after Edward II’s 

reign.
125

  

Apart from the earldom and duchy of Lancaster, magnate influence in 

Nottinghamshire was limited. Despite this, John Mowbray Lord Segrave (d. 1383) was 

created earl of Nottingham in 1377.
126

 John originated from a Yorkshire (Thirsk) and 

Lincolnshire (Axholme) based noble family which served the crown extensively and had a 

considerable Midlands presence.
127

 John’s great-grandfather, John Mowbray (d. 1322), was 

retained by Edward II as a banneret.
128

 Whilst he joined the Lancastrian rebellion, John’s 

grandfather was restored by Edward III and went on to marry the Henry of Grosmont’s 

sister, Joan.
129

  John’s father further extended the family’s interests through marriage to the 

heiress to the Nottinghamshire Segrave barony, and the next two generations were raised to 

the peerage.
130

 John’s brother, Thomas Mowbray (d. 1399), was licensed to hunt in royal 

forests and made earl of Nottingham from 1382, earl marshal from 1385 and duke of 

Norfolk from 1397.
131

 However, it must be highlighted that Thomas did defect to the 
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Appellants, although he returned to Richard’s side in the 1390s.
132

 Despite his father being 

retained by John of Gaunt, Thomas had strained relations with Gaunt.
133

 This demonstrates 

that by the end of the century the Mowbray family were a powerful Midlands presence with 

connections to the crown and John of Gaunt, although their loyalty could be uncertain. 

Whilst they had national interests and were based elsewhere, their influence must still be 

considered in a study of landed society in Nottinghamshire. 

The noble presence in Nottinghamshire has been largely addressed above, and so 

this discussion will progress to the baronial families with interests in the county. The 

Everingham family was based at Laxton in Nottinghamshire.
134

 Adam Everingham (d. 

1341), a parliamentary peer from 1309, held Laxton of the crown and the manor of North 

Leverton in Nottinghamshire of the archbishopric of York.
135

 This demonstrates a crown 

connection but also the involvement of ecclesiastical leaders in landholding. The crown 

connection is further visible in Adam’s service as Edward II’s banneret and knight.
136

 

However, Adam was also retained by Thomas Earl of Lancaster, and served in his retinue in 

Scotland as identified above, so it must be recognised that Nottinghamshire barons had 

loyalties to major magnates in the area alongside crown connections.
137

 His son, Adam 

Everingham (d. 1387), extended the family’s land in Nottinghamshire, with lands including 

the barony of Shelford, and served the crown extensively abroad.
138

 He continued to uphold 

Lancastrian traditions as Henry of Grosmont’s treasurer of Bergerac, but this was not in 

opposition to his crown connections due to Grosmont’s alignment with the crown, as 

discussed earlier.
139

 Such considerable landholding and important connections earned the 

Everinghams a leading position in county society, but they were not alone. Another baronial 

family based in the Midlands which must be considered is the Deincourt family, which will 

shortly be introduced. 

However, at this point it would be expedient to explain that the province of York 

contained Nottinghamshire and other Midlands counties in the northern metropolitan 

jurisdiction, so clerical taxes for this area were supposed to be reserved for the defence of 

the North.
140

 This is similar to the identification of Nottinghamshire as a northern county in 
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secular administration, due to its position north of the Trent, when taxes were being raised 

and arrays were being carried out for border defence.
141

 Archbishops of York were used 

extensively by the crown throughout the fourteenth century, as identified in the Cumberland 

section, with William Melton and John Thoresby being used by the crown in positions such 

as treasurer.
142

 Thus, it is important to observe that landed society may have been influenced 

by the archbishopric of York. William Greenfield was chancellor before becoming 

archbishop of York in 1304 and served as a regent of the realm after Edward I’s death, 

which highlights the influence of the archbishopric and connections to the crown.
143

 

Archbishops still faced restrictions to their power though, as Alexander Neville, who was 

introduced in the previous section, was banished in 1388 after a series of complaints 

regarding his corruption and mistreatment of his subjects.
144

 The archbishopric of York was 

a source of authority in the North, but this study is focused on the landed society of 

Nottinghamshire, so it will now return to introducing baronial families in this county and the 

region. 

Sir Edmund Deincourt (d. 1327) held considerable land across the Midlands, 

including Blankney and Branston, Lincolnshire, Holmesfield and Elmton, Derbyshire, and 

Granby, Nottinghamshire.
145

 He was promoted to the baronage in 1299.
146

 Edmund and his 

heirs engaged in royal service in Scotland and France and were a considerable source of 

noble authority in the Midlands.
147

 Edmund’s grandson, William Deincourt (d. 1364), a 

leading member of Nottinghamshire’s elite, was heavily involved in fighting for Edward 

III.
148

 He even took his own retinue to war in 1337.
149

 The possession of his own retinue 

indicates the considerable influence held by the Deincourt barony over the lesser elite of 

Nottinghamshire and other Midlands counties. Members of wealthy gentry families, such as 

the Leek, Bingham and Willoughby families, held land of William, again demonstrating his 

local power.
150

 William’s grandson, John Deincourt (d. 1406), who was retained by John of 

Gaunt from 1382 to 1392, brought the family’s focus more exclusively into Nottinghamshire 
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and Derbyshire.
151

 He focused on Granby and Elmton, but it has been demonstrated that the 

family’s influence in Nottinghamshire was significant throughout the century.
152

 

The Ros and Grey families were non-resident barons who held land and influence in 

fourteenth-century Nottinghamshire. The Ros family of Helmsley in Yorkshire was a family 

of parliamentary peers who held office in Nottinghamshire alongside their land.
153

 They had 

magnate and crown connections throughout the century, with members being retained as 

bannerets and knights of Edward II and many members being retained by John of Gaunt.
154

 

A combination of connections to the crown and Gaunt can be seen in Thomas Lord Ros’ 

position as a senior retainer of John of Gaunt combined with receiving a considerable royal 

annuity.
155

 Thomas had his own retinue which included a range of Midlands knights, 

highlighting the regional nature of noble influence.
156

 The branches of the Grey family based 

in Codnor and Sandiacre in Derbyshire held a similar level of regional influence, although 

their focus was strongest in Derbyshire as the Codnor branch were the only resident peers 

there.
157

 The Sandiacre branch held the manor of Hickling on Nottinghamshire’s southern 

border but also held land in Derbyshire of the Codnor branch of the family.
158

 The Sandiacre 

Greys had a strong connection to the crown as retainers of Edward II and Edward III, and 

Richard Lord Grey of Codnor held land in Nottinghamshire directly of the king and fought 

in Ireland with Richard II in 1394.
159

  

The baronial Darcy family provide another example of a family with regional 

influence. They were based in Lincolnshire in the fourteenth century but held considerable 

influence in Nottinghamshire.
160

 The family had strong connections to the crown as retainers 

of Edward II and Edward III.
161 

For instance, John Darcy, a banneret and steward of the 

royal household who became one of Edward III’s most trusted advisors, was the lord of 

Knaith in Lincolnshire.
162

 He carried out extensive crown service, both administrative and 

military, and was sheriff of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire in 1319, MP for 
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Nottinghamshire in 1320 and constable of Nottingham Castle from 1343 to 1344.
163

 This 

indicates the involvement of barons with considerable connections to the crown in 

Nottinghamshire landed society, to counteract the early hostility to the crown from Thomas 

of Lancaster. However, like the Ros and Grey families, the Darcy family had interests 

ranging across a variety of counties. The Cressy family also had interests throughout the 

Midlands but were heavily involved in the governance of Nottinghamshire and 

Derbyshire.
164

 They held land in Nottinghamshire of John of Gaunt in the late-fourteenth 

century.
165

 Thus, their influence is important enough to warrant inclusion in a consideration 

of potential sources of authority over the gentry of Nottinghamshire.  There were, however, 

other social groups holding considerable influence. Members of the leading gentry were able 

to take a leading role and some members of this group shall now be introduced. 

The rise of the Willoughbys of Wollaton, from the purchase of land in Willoughby-

on-the-Wolds to a leading role in elite society, highlights the opportunities for ambitious 

gentry in Nottinghamshire. The family extended landholding in Willoughby but also 

branched out into Bingham, forming the knightly Bingham family. Richard Willoughby, a 

prolific office-holder, brought the family into the more substantial county gentry, as did his 

son Richard’s marriage to the Morteyn heiress in 1310.
166

 The family was able to use their 

service in legal administration to become a powerful legal dynasty. The younger Richard 

was captured by the Folvilles and Coterels in 1332 and dismissed from the office of chief 

justice of the King’s Bench in 1340, but his earlier possession of this role and candidacy for 

kidnap indicates his considerable status and the potential for legal service to give the gentry 

power and influence.
167

 He made considerable land purchases to make the Willoughbys the 

wealthiest non-baronial family holding lands in south Nottinghamshire, which perhaps 

explains the later raising of the family to the parliamentary peerage.
168

 John Willoughby (d. 

1372), third Lord Willoughby, was part of another branch of the family which was based at 

Eresby, Lincolnshire.
169

 He held influence across the Midlands and was heavily involved in 

royal and Lancastrian service in France.
170

 This shows a growth in influence on a national 
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scale, and again the royal and Lancastrian connections of powerful members of the 

Nottinghamshire elite. There is little evidence of his local influence being more considerable 

than the influence of members of the other branch of the family, however, which suggests 

that in Nottinghamshire society there was little tangible difference between the lesser 

baronage and the greater gentry. 

The Chaworth family provide another example of substantial Nottinghamshire 

landowners who had achieved a considerable position by the end of the thirteenth century.
171

 

This gentry family extended their influence in Nottinghamshire through the fourteenth 

century by using marriage and land acquisition to increase their power and local standing. 

This enabled them to shift their focus from their Leicestershire manor of Medbourne to their 

south Nottinghamshire estate focused on Wiverton as the fourteenth century progressed.
172

 

Payling has identified their position at the apex of Nottinghamshire gentry society by the end 

of the fourteenth century, whilst also highlighting that they were one of the wealthiest gentry 

families in England.
173

 The Chaworths thus also provide a significant example of the lack of 

resident nobles allowing the most powerful members of the Nottinghamshire gentry to 

achieve considerable status and wealth in their county and fill the positions of authority left 

vacant by their superiors. In so doing, such members of the gentry could enjoy a similar 

level of influence to baronial figures in the county. 

The Leeks of Cotham, who were based at West Leake in south-east Nottinghamshire 

since the reign of King John, similarly rose to prominence in Nottinghamshire in the mid-

fourteenth century through profitable marriages and crown service. The Leeks were 

important both in Nottinghamshire and nationwide through their crown connections. Sir 

Simon Leek (d. c.1382) married Margaret, the daughter and heiress of Sir John Vaux of 

Cotham near Newark and improved his family’s status further in Nottinghamshire to make 

the Leeks a leading local gentry family.
174

 This shows similarities to the Strelley family, 

another important Nottinghamshire gentry family. The Strelleys had been established at 

Strelley and Chilwell in Nottinghamshire from Henry I’s reign and they extended their 

power, although in this instance on a regional rather than countywide scale, through Robert 

Strelley’s (d. 1302) marriage to the heiress of William Vavasour of Shipley in Derbyshire.
175

 

This marriage also brought land in Mapperley, on the border between Nottinghamshire and 

Derbyshire.
176
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Several other gentry families used marriage and land ownership to achieve a leading 

role in Nottinghamshire society. The Markham family of Markham, Nottinghamshire, was 

relatively obscure until the rise of John Markham from the late 1380s. His successful legal 

career combined with land purchases and marriages to increase the family’s social standing 

amongst the Nottinghamshire gentry by the end of the fourteenth century.
177

 The Pierrepont 

family were a stronger gentry influence in the early-fourteenth century, as they became 

major Nottinghamshire landholders in the thirteenth century with the marriage of Henry 

Pierrepont (d. 1300) to the heiress of Sir Michael Manvers of Holme Pierrepont.
178

 Henry 

and his son Robert (d. 1334) acquired further land in the county which enabled them to take 

a leading role in gentry society.
179

 The Pierrepont family demonstrates the possibility for 

gentry in Nottinghamshire to achieve influential noble connections as Edmund Pierrepont 

was retained by John of Gaunt in 1368, and went abroad with him five times between 1367 

and 1373, along with members of the Willoughby family mentioned above.
180

 

The leading gentry families introduced so far were joined by other gentry families at 

the highest levels of Nottinghamshire political society. The Cromwells were amongst the 

greater Nottinghamshire knights in the early-fourteenth century and generally equal to their 

Strelley, Pierrepont, Clifton and Chaworth neighbours.
181

 However, Ralph Cromwell’s 

marriage to the Bernak heiress led to a parliamentary summons in 1375, which again shows 

the possibility for Nottinghamshire gentry families to rise socially in the fourteenth century 

and join the peerage.
182

 At this point it is important to further highlight that many families 

were content to remain as leading gentry; they held the same local influence as families in 

the ranks of the baronage in Nottinghamshire. This raises the significant point that, whilst 

Given-Wilson has identified the peerage emerging as a distinct group by the second half of 

the fourteenth century, in the localities the differences on the boundaries between the two 

groups could be less significant.
183

 The Nottinghamshire-based Annesley family were also 

active throughout the century but became particularly influential as leading gentry in the 

late-fourteenth century.
184

 Members were retained by John of Gaunt and Richard II, again 

showing the power enjoyed by Nottinghamshire gentry without needing to join the 

baronage.
185

   

                                                      
177

 Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, pp. 39-40. 
178

 Ibid., p. 21. For more on the heiress, Annora, and her role in protecting the inheritance of her son 

Robert after Henry’s death, see D. Crook, ‘The Widowhood of Annora de Pierrepont of Holme 

Pierrepont, Nottinghamshire, 1290-1297’, NMS, 49 (2005), pp. 64-79. 
179

 Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, p. 21. 
180

 Walker, The Lancastrian Affinity, p. 277. 
181

 Payling, Political Society in Lancastrian England, p. 11. 
182

 Ibid., p. 11. 
183

 Given-Wilson, The English Nobility, p. 1. 
184

 Given-Wilson, The Royal Household, p. 283. 
185

 Ibid., p. 283; Walker, The Lancastrian Affinity, p. 262. 



59 

 

Finally, two gentry families who were not resident in Nottinghamshire but were 

based in the area should be mentioned. The Cliftons of Lancashire and Nevilles of Yorkshire 

were ancient Midlands families who held considerable influence and land in the region.
186

 

The Cliftons and Nevilles extended their Nottinghamshire influence through marriage and 

land acquisition, such as Gervase Clifton (d.1323) acquiring land in south-east 

Nottinghamshire.
187

 This discussion of members of the elite with strong interests in 

Nottinghamshire has indicated that the leading gentry felt the influence of the earldom and 

duchy of Lancaster, several regional nobles, and resident and regional barons, but had a 

considerable degree of independence. The connections between this society and the crown 

have been considered in part through the identification of crown retaining. However, the 

connections between the crown and Nottinghamshire, along with the extent to which the 

crown was challenged in attempts to intervene in law and order, should be highlighted. 

Nottinghamshire was an important site for the crown from the late-thirteenth 

century. Edward I invested in the royal castle of Nottingham and the crown had a presence 

through the royal forest of Sherwood, the estates of the honour of Tickhill, the royal soke of 

Mansfield and the royal borough of Nottingham, amongst other landholdings.
188

 Edward II 

continued to regard Nottinghamshire as important, as evidenced by his early stay at 

Nottingham Castle and extension work on the castle.
189

 He stayed at Clipstone Palace and in 

Sherwood Forest for the longest time of any king in over a century due to his need to be 

based in the North at various points in his reign.
190

 However, his relationship with the county 

was complicated by his conflict with the earl of Lancaster. Edward sought to counteract the 

threat to his authority by using household knights in important Midlands castles and 

retaining northerners.
191

 However, the success of these efforts was limited, as Russell has 

argued that anti-government sympathies inspired by resentment of Edward’s officials were 
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long-lasting.
192

 Furthermore, Cameron has claimed that Edward was resented outside of his 

‘royalist outpost’ of Nottingham Castle.
193

 Edward III had better relations with his magnates 

and paid more attention to the suitability of local officials, using local gentry as keepers of 

Nottingham Castle.
194

 Nevertheless, provincial elites still resented crown intervention.
195

 

Despite this, Edward maintained his presence through considerable landholding, keeping the 

royal land held by previous kings, and made twenty-one visits to Nottingham in the early 

part of his reign.
196

 Admittedly, the only visit to Nottingham after 1345 was in 1363, as the 

culmination of a royal progress through the Midlands, but this decrease in visits was most 

probably due to focusing on war with France in the South.
197

 The argument that Richard II 

wanted to make York his centre of government has been challenged by Saul’s claim that 

Nottingham was visited more frequently and was more heavily involved in the political life 

of the realm.
198

 It is certain that Richard II resumed regular crown visits to Nottingham 

Castle.
199

 He staffed it with his own knights, and granted it to Queen Anne in 1382, with a 

council convening there in 1388 and parliament meeting there in 1397.
200

 He retained a 

number of Nottinghamshire knights, including some already indicated, which is not 

surprising when considering that he felt most secure in the Midlands.
201

  

This outline of crown involvement in Nottinghamshire indicates that whilst there 

was variety over time, Nottinghamshire was an important area. It has also highlighted some 

resentment of crown intervention amongst the local elite, who had conflicting views with the 

crown on law and order; this was in common with elite societies nationwide.
202

 

Nottinghamshire was popularly regarded as a disorderly area in contemporary culture as a 

location in the Robin Hood tradition, and gentry criminal gangs, including the Folvilles and 
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Coterels, were active in the area.
203

 It has been argued that the Robin Hood tradition allowed 

northerners to express resistance to crown intervention, potentially idealising gentry 

criminals.
204

 The Coterel gang captured Richard Willoughby in 1332 in Leicestershire, as 

mentioned earlier, and the Folville gang murdered the unpopular baron of the exchequer, Sir 

Roger Bellers, in 1326.
205

 Other pertinent claims include James Coterel securing an acquittal 

for murder by bringing his retinue to court and Queen Philippa’s men being assaulted in 

Nottinghamshire in 1352.
206

 These claims combine to suggest a lawless society with little 

respect for crown authority. Bellamy claims that criminal gangs were feared and grudgingly 

admired, as indicated by the prior of Lenton warning James Coterel about the arrival of a 

keeper of the peace in Nottinghamshire.
207

 This supports the view that local gentry resented 

crown attempts to dominate the governance of local society. Edward III sought to restore 

stability by targeting the criminal gangs active in the Midlands with a series of orders from 

1330 to 1340 which empowered constables to arrest notorious suspected trespassers.
208

 

However, problems of criminality continued through the century, with Walker suggesting 

that the presence of the King’s Bench in Nottingham in 1392 and 1396 could be seen as a 

reproach to Gaunt for failing to maintain order, with gentry still engaging in crime.
209

  

In the foregoing introduction of fourteenth-century Nottinghamshire a picture has 

emerged of a county without a resident noble presence. The leading gentry families played a 

crucial role, both in landholding and in governance. The archbishopric of York held some 

influence through landholding, but it is still to the lower social levels that attention must be 

paid when seeking the leaders of society. There was a level of noble influence in the county, 

since the earldom and duchy of Lancaster was dominant in the region and some resident 

barons were present to provide lordship, but powerful gentry were crucial as their status 

rivalled baronial power. In late-medieval England the gentry prospered where the magnates 

were in low numbers.
210

 The gentry elite were connected to their social superiors, informally 

and formally, but were also connected to their equals through marriage and landholding. 

Furthermore, whilst little evidence exists of them engaging in formal retaining of their 

inferiors, it is likely that they provided leadership. This elite society had varied relations 

with the crown, which consistently sought to be influential in local society despite an elite 

desire for independence. This sometimes provoked, or at least allowed, disorder and crime.  
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Hampshire 

 

 

Whilst there have been a variety of studies dealing with elements of the history of 

Hampshire, such as the 1381 rising in the locality, the bishopric of Winchester, and the 

military pressures of war with France, there has been little consideration of local landed 

society in its own right.
211

 This section will address this deficit by introducing landed society 

in Hampshire whilst also considering the relationship between the members of this society 

and the crown. Hampshire is different from the other counties being considered, as whilst 

Cumberland and Nottinghamshire had powerful ecclesiastical leaders, these leaders did not 

dominate society and landholding to the same extent as the bishopric of Winchester.  

The bishopric of Winchester, the wealthiest bishopric in England, held one of the 

largest and richest estates in the country. It extended beyond Hampshire and Surrey to five 

other southern counties and the Isle of Wight.
212

 This wealthy bishopric was the major 

source of local lordship in Hampshire and some bishops were amongst the richest and most 

powerful lords in the county.
213

 The bishop of Winchester at the start of the fourteenth 

century, John of Pontoise, was a ‘conspicuous spender’.
214

 Immediately John indicates the 

active involvement of the bishopric with secular society as he granted his French lands to 
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Hugh Despenser the elder in 1304 and made him an executor of his will.
215

 John Stratford, 

Bishop of Winchester from 1323, interceded with the crown on behalf of local men, such as 

when he gained permission from the crown for five local men, including Robert Popham, to 

be excused from taking arms as knights in 1324.
216

 

Adam of Orleton, John Stratford’s successor, had more of a hostile relationship with 

Edward II. Prior to his appointment Orleton served as a diplomat under Edward II but was 

implicated in rebellion in 1321 and never regained Edward’s trust.
217

 He was appointed as 

treasurer when Edward III came to power in 1327 but within two months he retired and 

resumed his diplomatic work, rarely being present at home until 1330.
218

 He was appointed 

to the bishopric of Winchester by the pope in 1333 ahead of Edward’s choice, Simon 

Montague, the younger brother of the earl of Salisbury.
219

 Edward and his chancellor, 

Stratford, reacted against this as Stratford tried to make Orelton a scapegoat for Edward II’s 

demise.
220

 Orleton’s selection was appealed unsuccessfully in 1334, which shows the extent 

to which Edward III valued involvement in elections to this powerful bishopric, but also that 

the crown was not always able to dictate ecclesiastical policy.
221

 In 1334 Edward III 

accepted this, restored the temporalities of the bishopric and allowed Orleton to return to 

diplomatic work.
222

 Orleton’s involvement in diplomacy should not be taken to mean that he 

was largely absent from the area, however, as he retired from diplomacy in 1336 and spent 

considerable time at Farnham Castle, in Hampshire, and was active in county society.
223

 For 

instance, Orleton was included in wills of important local laymen, and was determined to 

protect the rights of his see against the king and other ecclesiastical leaders.
224

 This shows 

that whilst the bishopric of Winchester could be a powerful ally for the crown in the South, 

it could also be a challenge to crown authority.  

William Edington is a good example of a bishop of Winchester with strong crown 

connections. Before serving as bishop of Winchester he was a king’s clerk and during his 
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tenure he served as treasurer and chancellor.
225

 Edington was prominent in Edward III’s 

council and one of the longest serving members of this group; thus his connection to the 

crown is crucial in considering relations between the crown and the bishopric. It is important 

to note that Edington became bishop of Winchester at Edward III’s request in 1345, despite 

the monks electing another candidate.
226

 This implies that, although he had strong crown 

connections, he may have been less popular in his locality. There is an absence of evidence 

of cordiality as Edington ignored the preferences of his monks when electing a prior in 1362 

and only made irregular visits to the cathedral.
227

 Edington, as the equivalent of crown 

authority in the locality, was able to enforce his decisions against opposition, just as Edward 

III was able to select Edington despite opposition. This does not mean that such actions 

would avoid encouraging resentment, although it seems more likely that this resentment 

would have been strongest amongst the monks whose preferences were ignored, rather than 

necessarily spreading out to the local gentry. This episode also provides a contrast with 

Edward III’s failure to ensure that Orleton was permanently removed earlier in the reign, 

suggesting an ongoing tension and negotiation in terms of how far the crown was able or 

permitted to intervene in the appointment and administration of the bishopric of Winchester. 

William Wykeham was another bishop of Winchester who came from a background 

of crown service. Wykeham had humble origins but rose into royal circles due to forging 

connections to William Edington and John Foxley, the son of the constable of the royal 

castle of Windsor.
228

 His position as overseer of the reconstruction of Windsor Castle firmly 

established Wykeham as a crown servant and he progressed into Edward III’s inner circle 

before being appointed as bishop of Winchester in 1366.
229

 He continued to combine royal 

and religious service as chancellor from 1367 until 1371, when he was replaced due to 

pressure on the king.
230

 He still retained his position in the king’s inner circle and played an 

active role in political society apart from a period as a political outcast from 1376 to 1377 

when his earlier ally John of Gaunt turned on him.
231

 Wykeham attempted to tread the 

middle ground in the early years of Richard II’s reign as his councillor, and was generally 

well regarded, being reappointed as chancellor in 1389.
232

 Despite this extensive 

involvement in national politics, it appears that Wykeham played an active role in his 

diocese.
233

 The wealth of the bishopric of Winchester is demonstrated by Wykeham’s 

                                                      
225

 CPR, 1343-5, p. 405; Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant, p. 192. 
226

 D. S. F. Hockey (ed.), The Register of William Edington Bishop of Winchester 1346-1366 Part 1 

(Winchester, 1986), p. vii. 
227

 Hockey, The Register of William Edington, p. vii. 
228

 V. Davis, William Wykeham: A Life (London, 2007), pp. 14-6. 
229

 Ibid., pp. 21-52. 
230

 Ibid., pp. 38 and 53-70. 
231

 Ibid., pp. 38 and 53-70. 
232

 Ibid., pp. 71-89. 
233

 Ibid., pp. 116-7. 



65 

 

extensive landholding. At the start of his episcopate Wykeham held 28 manors and five 

boroughs in Hampshire and gained more as the years progressed, with abundant land 

elsewhere.
234

 His income was only surpassed by major secular powers, such as the duchy of 

Lancaster, and he was a major lender to the exchequer.
 235

 This shows his value to the crown. 

This value allowed him to have considerable involvement in crown business and provided 

the opportunity for the crown and bishopric to share influence in the locality. They also 

shared this influence with a range of regional nobles. 

The Montagues are a crucially important family to introduce in a study of the 

southern nobility with influence in Hampshire. The Montagues were established in Somerset 

by 1086 but they began to play a national role from the early-fourteenth century.
236

 Their 

national landholding included the castle of Twynham in Hampshire.
237

 William Montague 

was close to Edward II as his household steward from 1316 to 1318, captain of the king’s 

knights and seneschal of Gascony.
238

 However, his son William played a key role in the 

1330 coup.
239

 William carried out little local service as he was engaged in diplomatic and 

military service abroad, but his importance to the crown is demonstrated by Edward III 

raising his family to the nobility by making him earl of Salisbury in 1337 and marshal of 

England in 1338.
240

 Gransden undermines the claims that Edward III raped William’s wife 

in 1342 as anti-English propaganda, and his family’s continued service to the crown 

supports this analysis.
241

 The family continued this crown connection by serving Richard II 

and their interests became stronger in Hampshire, Hertfordshire and Gloucestershire as the 

century progressed.
242

 This increases their relevance to a study of sources of authority in the 

county which were strongly connected to the crown. 

The earls of Surrey were another important source of lordship in the South. John 

Warenne Earl of Surrey (d. 1347), was married to Edward I’s granddaughter in 1306, which 

highlights his importance as a crown connection.
243

 He served Edward I extensively but 

fought against Gaveston and refused to fight at Bannockburn, which suggests a weaker 

connection to Edward II.
244

 On the contrary, he did fight against Thomas Earl of Lancaster, 
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admittedly in a private dispute.
245

 In 1321 he was pardoned for offences against the 

Despensers and was present at Lancaster’s condemnation, furthering his return to crown 

adherence.
246

 He served in Scotland and France and was a joint principal guardian of the 

realm in 1338, which highlights the fact that he must have been regarded by Edward III as a 

trusted representative.
247

 In the same year he was overseer of array in Hampshire, Surrey and 

other southern counties and joint custodian of the Hampshire coastline; thus he was 

considerably involved in Hampshire society.
248

 This and other roles in the region highlight 

his importance as a potential source of authority in Hampshire, despite his not being resident 

in the county. His nephew, Richard FitzAlan (d. 1376) Earl of Arundel, succeeded him as 

earl of Surrey.
249

 However, some of the lands held by the earldom of Surrey had reverted to 

the crown for Edward III’s son Edmund of Langley after John’s death, and some went to the 

earl of Salisbury after Joan, John’s widow, died in 1361, so this was not as significant as 

could be assumed.
250

 

The FitzAlans, who were the earls of Arundel, were based at Arundel Castle in 

Sussex and were connected to the Warenne family through the marriage of Edmund 

FitzAlan (d. 1326).
251

 Edmund enjoyed Edward I’s patronage due to military service in 

Scotland and officiated at Edward II’s coronation as chief butler, due to this being the 

hereditary role of the earldom of Arundel, but he became opposed to the king and Piers 

Gaveston, in common with many nobles of the period.
252

 In 1321 he changed sides and 

married his son to Hugh Despenser’s daughter, henceforth adhering to the king.
253

 He was 

beheaded by Roger Mortimer in 1326 and Edmund Earl of Kent (d. 1330) took the castle and 

honour of Arundel, but Edmund was beheaded in 1330.
254

 Edmund FitzAlan’s son Richard 

(d. 1376) was restored and he rose to become possibly the richest man in England and a 

dominant local and national force which was consistently loyal to the crown.
255

 He later 

succeeded to the Warenne title, as mentioned above, and became earl of Surrey in 1361.
256

 

Richard was also retained as a bachelor of Edward III in 1366.
257

 John of Gaunt borrowed at 
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least 11,000 marks from Richard between 1372 and 1374 and Richard made considerable 

loans to the crown.
258 

His son Richard (d. 1397), who was probably the wealthiest magnate 

of his day, bore the crown at Richard II’s coronation and became admiral of all England by 

1386.
259

 Richard was the governor of Brest in 1388 but became an outspoken Lord 

Appellant.
260

 Despite being pardoned in 1394 he was beheaded in 1397.
261

 Whilst the family 

was not based in Hampshire, its local influence is demonstrated by two Hampshire men 

taking out pardons for following Arundel, of whom they held land.
262

 

The Despenser family were based in Lincolnshire and Leicestershire from the 

thirteenth century, but they notoriously rose to national prominence in the fourteenth century 

as favourites of Edward II.
263

 Sir Hugh Despenser the elder (d. 1326) served in France and 

Scotland under Edward I and held extensive lands.
264

 Hugh was made constable of Odiham 

Castle in 1294, served Edward I in important administrative and military roles and became a 

favourite of Edward II, with whom he sided against the barons.
265

 He was excluded from 

truces between Edward II and the earl of Lancaster and was exiled in 1321, along with his 

son, Hugh Despenser the younger, after baronial accusations of numerous misdeeds.
266

  The 

younger Hugh had also become a royal favourite after becoming chamberlain to Edward II 

in 1318.
267

 He became extremely unpopular amongst the barons due to his violent 

acquisition of considerable land and close relationship to the crown, and the exile lasted less 

than a year as Edward II refused to maintain it.
268

 Edward II’s patronage continued thereafter 

as Hugh Despenser the elder was made earl of Winchester in 1322, possibly due to his 

ancestral lands in Wiltshire bordering Hampshire and the challenge this implied to Thomas 
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of Lancaster’s landholding.
269

 Despite father and son gaining further prosperity after this 

they were eventually hanged in 1326 after being defeated whilst fighting for Edward II 

against the barons.
270

 The younger Hugh’s son Hugh (d. 1348) also fought on the side of 

Edward II but avoided execution and became involved in military and administrative service 

under Edward III.
271

 He was summoned to councils and parliament from 1338 and married 

the daughter of William Montague Earl of Salisbury.
272

 The continued influence of the 

Despensers is demonstrated by their extensive landholding, which included the manor of 

Ashley in Hampshire.
273

  

 The noble families introduced held land in a variety of southern counties, but they 

all held considerable influence in Hampshire. They were not the only source of authority for 

the local gentry, as there was a range of baronial families with interests in Hampshire. An 

example is provided by the St John family of Basingstoke in Hampshire, and their 

continuation in the form of the Poynings family.
274

 John de St John (d. 1329), served in 

Scotland and abroad and held a range of positions including banneret from 1303, keeper of 

the peace for Hampshire in 1316 and commissioner for the defence of the Hampshire 

coast.
275

 His son and grandson were not summoned to parliament, but served the king in 

Hampshire, Scotland and abroad.
276

 His granddaughter Isabel married Luke Poynings (d. 

1376), who inherited the St John title in 1348, was summoned to parliament from 1367 and 

held a number of local appointments and commissions in Hampshire.
277

 His son Thomas 

Poynings, Lord St John (d. 1428), was active in array commissions in Hampshire and 

Sussex.
278

 He was a knight by 1381 and probably served in the duke of Lancaster’s march 

across France in 1373.
279

 These families indicate not only the influence held by baronial 

families in Hampshire, but also the opportunity to maintain or hold power without a 

parliamentary summons, since the St Johns remained influential despite rejoining the gentry. 

The baronial Cobham family of Cobham in Kent rose to become an important 

family in the administration of England from 1200 to 1400.
280

 Cobham landholding was 

centred in Kent but it extended through the South.
281

 By the mid-fourteenth century there 
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were family branches in Surrey, Wiltshire and Devon.
282

 The family’s extensive influence in 

the South renders them worthy of inclusion in this section. Henry Cobham (d. 1339) was a 

baron of the exchequer and was summoned to parliament from 1313.
283

 He was constable of 

Dover Castle and warden of the Cinque Ports, adhering to Edward II against the rebellious 

barons.
284

 His son John (d. 1355) continued to be a key crown adherent with a range of 

important roles, including banneret, as well as serving locally.
285

 John’s son John (d. 1408), 

served extensively in France, was made a banneret in 1370, and was a statesman.
286

 He was 

a Lord Appellant in 1388 and was banished to Jersey in 1397, which contrasts sharply with 

his earlier career as a crown adherent and his family’s tradition of loyalty.
287

 For the 

majority of the period though the Cobhams can be identified as crown adherents with 

considerable influence over the southern gentry. 

The baronial Camoys family were lords of Trotton in Sussex.
288 

Ralph Camoys (d. 

1336) served in France and Scotland and was summoned to parliament from 1313 as a 

lord.
289

 Ralph was a client of Hugh Despenser the younger who arrested contrariants and 

served as a keeper of the peace.
290

 He was also constable of Windsor Castle from 1319-23, 

although his loyalty was unreliable at times as he had to be pardoned for his adherence to the 

rebellion against Edward II.
291

 His son Thomas (d. 1372) fought on the rebel side at 

Boroughbridge and at Crécy, which indicates a continued difficult relationship with Edward 

II. Thomas was succeeded by his nephew Thomas (d. 1421) who was a banneret summoned 

to parliament from 1383, which shows a return to crown favour.
292

 This family and the 

others discussed thus far reveal that the crown had a considerable level of noble and baronial 

support in the southern counties, but also that they faced significant opposition and this 

loyalty was not unwavering. To conclude this discussion of landed society important 

members of the local gentry should be highlighted, as whilst regional nobles and barons had 

considerable influence in Hampshire, they were often resident in other counties, which 

potentially allowed some members of the gentry to take more of a leading role. 
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 The Brocas family illustrate the possibility for gentry to command considerable 

power in Hampshire, without joining the baronage, if they had crown support. The family 

originated in Berkshire and held land throughout the southern counties and France, but 

Bernard Brocas eventually came to reside chiefly in Beaurepaire in Hampshire.
293

 The 

Brocas family had a range of royal responsibilities, with Bernard Brocas serving as clerk to 

Edward III, and his brother John Brocas serving in France in the first half of the fourteenth 

century.
294

 Bernard’s son, also named Bernard, was a household knight and bachelor of 

Edward III in 1364 and Richard II in 1378.
295

 The younger Bernard’s son, again named 

Bernard, led a mustering of forces in 1388 and was retained for life by Richard II in 1389, 

showing the continuation of a strong crown connection.
296

 Numerous grants of land to the 

family demonstrate crown support for the Brocas family in exchange for service.
297

 The 

family was also involved in local administration as MPs for Hampshire, with both of the 

later Bernards serving as MPs for the county, and were sufficiently interested in Hampshire 

by the end of the period to show their wealth by founding a chantry in the locality in the late-

fourteenth century.
298

 The involvement of the middle Bernard with William Wykeham, as 

Bernard was present at Wykeham’s creation as bishop and was appointed as chief parker to 

Wykeham in 1377, also highlights the involvement of leading members of the local gentry at 

the forefront of local society.
299

 

The Popham family was another gentry family with extensive involvement in local 

service. Robert Popham served on a range of legal commissions, was an MP, and served as 

sheriff of Hampshire in the first half of the fourteenth century.
300

 His probable grandson 

Philip Popham was also heavily involved in local administration. He similarly served as 

sheriff and MP on a variety of occasions from 1369 to 1384.
301

 Philip undertook military 

service in Ireland and it appears that he gained land overseas as he had to nominate attorneys 

for Irish property when he was in England in 1367.
302

 Philip’s brother Henry Popham, who 

similarly served as sheriff and MP, also spent time in Ireland, in the party of William 
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Windsor, Baron Windsor.
303

 The Borhunte family had a presence in Southwick in 

Hampshire as royal agents until the middle of the fourteenth century and the Brun family 

held southern land including the manors of Fordingbridge, Rowenore and Titchfield in 

Hampshire.
304

 Finally, the Bellaney family held land in several southern counties, with their 

main property at Belney in Hampshire, and played an active role in local society.
305

 For 

instance, Baldwin Bellaney served as MP for Hampshire and was involved in administering 

and prosecuting legal cases in the early-fourteenth century.
306

 

 The foregoing discussion of landed elite with interests in Hampshire has revealed a 

society with numerous connections to the crown, whose centre was located close to the 

county. The involvement of the crown should therefore be introduced in its own right. 

Despite Keene’s claim that Winchester’s connection with the crown had largely been 

ruptured by 1300, Hampshire was important to the crown due to French attacks on the 

southern coast from the mid-fourteenth century. This was reflected in the active crown effort 

to repair defences.
307

 Even before this point the value of Hampshire is apparent in Edward 

II’s appointment of his household steward to be constable of Winchester and retaining of 

local men.
308

 Edward III’s trusted adviser, Henry Earl of Lancaster, served as warden of the 

coasts of Somerset, Dorset, Hampshire and Wiltshire.
309

 This further demonstrates the 

crown’s emphasis on creating a strong presence in the South. Richard II also engaged in 

considerable retaining in Hampshire.
310

  

It should be recognised though that a strong crown presence did not mean an 

absence of opposition to the crown or of a level of disorder. Hampshire did not have the 

same notoriety as Nottinghamshire and the Borders but should not be idealised as a county. 

It also faced some disorder, such as the disruption of the countryside in Orleton’s 

bishopric.
311

 It was also one of the counties troubled by the peasant movement of 1377, 

known as the ‘Great Rumour’, which demonstrates disorder below the landed members of 

society and may have provoked the gentry and nobility to engage in violence to preserve the 
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status quo.
312

 The great revolt of 1381 also happened mainly in the South.
313

 In this case a 

potential level of discontent amongst those holding responsibility is revealed in the 

participation of several rebels above the expected social level in the Winchester rising of 

1381, such as an ex-mayor, although there is an absence of major local gentry being 

involved.
314

 

 The importance of the bishopric of Winchester as a major landholder and source of 

authority in the county has been highlighted. As discussed, the relationships of different 

bishops with the crown varied, as at some stages they provided a strong link with the crown 

to influence the local baronage and gentry and at others they challenged this authority. A 

variety of nobles with influence in Hampshire have been identified and it has been shown 

that whilst many were not resident, their influence was still considerable. Baronial families 

also took a considerable role in local society; like the southern nobility they provided a 

mixture of loyalty to the crown and challenges to central authority. Finally, it has been 

shown that the gentry were still able to hold a considerable role in Hampshire landed society 

despite there being a strong base of noble and baronial power in Hampshire and the 

surrounding counties. All of these social groups were affected by the strong presence of the 

crown in the locality, with the results not necessarily being positive. 

 

 

Comparative Conclusion 

 

 

 Thus far landed society and the relationship between this society and the crown have 

been introduced for the three counties which form the basis of this thesis. Societies with a 

variety of characteristics and complex balances of power and authority have emerged. In 

order for the results of this investigation to be used in the wider thesis, they must now be 

compared so that the differences and similarities between Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and 

Hampshire can be revealed. This will provide part of the evidence needed for one of the 

main research questions, namely the extent to which local circumstances affected gentry 

perceptions of violence, to be considered in the second section of this thesis. Comparisons 

will now be made in relation to the level of noble influence, the level of baronial influence 

and the opportunity for the gentry to take a leading role despite baronial presence, the level 

of crown influence and responses to this in each county, and the role of ecclesiastical leaders 

in society. 
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 Initially, similarities can be drawn between Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and 

Hampshire in relation to the level of noble influence in the counties. All three counties have 

been shown to have been lacking in terms of resident nobility. However, they did vary in 

terms of the extent to which regional nobles played a leading role in county society. The 

incredibly powerful regional lords of the north of England, such as the Percy, Neville and 

Clifford families, must be highlighted at this stage. Whilst they were mainly resident in the 

counties surrounding Cumberland, it has been demonstrated that their influence was felt 

throughout the region due to extensive landholding and office holding. Nottinghamshire 

contrasts with Cumberland to an extent, as whilst it too was affected by regional nobles who 

held land locally, the region was dominated by one particularly powerful noble family, 

namely the earldom and duchy of Lancaster. Lancastrian interests were stronger in other 

Midlands counties, but they were still sufficiently strong to be the dominant noble force in 

Nottinghamshire. Hampshire has more in common with Cumberland in this respect, as a 

range of regional nobles had interests in the county so it is likely that they took a leading 

role, although in terms of local influence none rivalled the bishopric of Winchester.  

Despite Cumberland being heavily influenced by the regional nobility, leading 

baronial families were able to achieve extensive local power through possession of 

important offices such as warden of the Marches. Some of the landed gentry were able to 

enjoy similar status to baronial families through crown patronage and holding of local 

offices. However, it is clear that baronial influence in Cumberland was strong and that 

gentry who rose extensively were not common and relied on a strong crown connection to 

maintain this power securely. This again provides a contrast with Nottinghamshire, a county 

in which a considerable proportion of the baronial families with strong interests in the 

county were equal to, if not surpassed by, members of the leading landed gentry in terms of 

wealth. It should be stressed that baronial influence was not wholly absent in the county and 

was felt by some members of the gentry; nevertheless, the lines between the social levels 

were more considerably blurred in Nottinghamshire, where the gentry were the dominant 

force in office-holding and horizontal ties were equally as important as vertical ties. In 

Hampshire, as in the other two counties, the gentry were able to play a role in landed 

society, but baronial and noble influence was strong in the locality. 

In terms of crown influence an immediate contrast can be drawn concerning 

geographical proximity to the crown. The crown relocated its effective centre of power on 

several occasions as it moved north at times of conflict with Scotland and in order to flee 

from conflict with the nobility in the reigns of Edward II and Richard II. As a result, the 

different counties generally contrasted in terms of the extent to which the crown could 

directly make its presence felt. Cumberland was at a considerable distance from the centre of 

crown authority and this allowed local lords to become dangerously powerful. The crown 
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needed them to govern the North so it had to allow them to hold considerable authority. The 

crown was still the most powerful figure in Cumberland in terms of landholding, however, 

so the situation should not be over-dramatised. Nonetheless, this still provides a striking 

contrast with Hampshire. As Hampshire bordered the centre of crown authority it was far 

easier for the crown to make its influence felt in the locality and a range of members of the 

inner circle of the crown retinue were based in the region. This created a strong crown 

presence, despite there inevitably being a level of desire for independence amongst the local 

elite and upheaval during periods of unrest. Nottinghamshire is a mid-point between 

Hampshire and Cumberland, as whilst it is north of the Trent, it is much further south than 

Cumberland. The royal castle at Nottingham provided an opportunity for the crown to 

impose its authority, which was embraced particularly by Richard II when his reign was 

troubled. The local elite had a varied relationship with the crown as although there was a 

strong desire for a level of independence, crown service was a recognised route to power. 

Finally, the role of ecclesiastical authorities in Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and 

Hampshire highlights another way in which the counties varied in relation to the holders of 

local authority. Ecclesiastical leaders played a role in all three counties. The archbishop of 

York provided a focal point for the inhabitants of Cumberland and Nottinghamshire as they 

were within the province of the archbishopric, which held land in both counties. However, 

the role of the archbishopric was less influential than that held by the leaders of secular 

society, and the more local ecclesiastical authorities of the bishops of Carlisle and Durham 

were more influential than the archbishopric of York. The local ecclesiastical leaders were 

still overshadowed by secular authorities. The leading ecclesiastical authority in Hampshire, 

the bishopric of Winchester, was strikingly different to the archbishopric of York in terms of 

its influence over the county. It was the greatest landholder in Hampshire and was a vital 

source of lordship and holder of influence. The interactions between the crown and the 

bishopric of Winchester varied over the century, but at many points the bishopric served as a 

leading crown representative in the county. 

As has been demonstrated, the counties of Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and 

Hampshire shared certain characteristics. However, there were also important variations in 

terms of the holders of influence and authority in local society. There are also clear 

differences in terms of the extent to which they were able to exercise this authority over the 

gentry. The relationships of each county with the crown varied both over time within each 

county and between counties, as has been shown in this section. Now that these differences 

have been identified, the contrasts between the three sample counties can be considered in 

the second section of this thesis in relation to violent gentry behaviour and how varied 

circumstances potentially influenced this. In terms of concluding this chapter, it is now 

sufficiently understood what context the gentry in each county were acting in regarding the 
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nature of landed society and crown influence in the locality. The experience of and impact of 

service for gentry nationwide must now be addressed in the following chapter. This will 

enable a complete context for the instances of gentry violence to be investigated in the 

second section of this thesis to be gained. 
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Chapter Three: Gentry Service 

 

 

The identity of the gentry of late-medieval England has attracted a considerable 

degree of historical investigation and debate.
1
 Whilst historians have argued concerning the 

fluidity of late-medieval society, they have largely agreed that those at the highest levels 

wished to preserve their distinct identity, along with the hierarchy that they viewed as being 

crucial to order.
2
 In a study of any element of gentry society and social status, the topic of 

service must be addressed. This topic was intricately linked to the hierarchy which was so 

highly valued. The idea of service as a social norm, both in military and administrative 

contexts, was a crucial element in the formation and maintenance of the identity fashioned 

for themselves by the gentry through the Middle Ages.
3
 Service was also a means of gaining 

the land which was vital to social standing.
4
 This chapter will address the debate concerning 

the balance of military and administrative service amongst the fourteenth-century gentry by 

considering the careers of members of leading gentry families as the century progressed. In 

order to gain a picture of the whole century and assess development, the chapter will be 

divided into three sections. They will deal with the early-, mid- and late-fourteenth century, 

each of which saw major military campaigns. 

Whilst a range of historians have produced arguments supporting either side of this 

debate, the work of Palmer and Ayton allows for a clear comparison between the schools of 

thought. Palmer has argued that the gentry became more involved in administration and the 
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law, for instance as justices of the peace from the mid-fourteenth century, as they sought to 

reinforce the status quo after outbreaks of famine and plague and the Peasants’ Revolt. This, 

Palmer has claimed, led to knights becoming gentry.
5
 Their interest turned from military 

service and gave them a more civilian identity. Ayton, however, has made the contrasting 

claim that the wars of the fourteenth century against Scotland and France led to the elite 

becoming remilitarised.
6
  

Palmer has claimed that the Black Death was a contributing factor in the 

development from knight to gentry, as the elite began to use the law to resolve conflict, as 

opposed to violence, and regard office-holding as important.
7
 Historians have debated the 

effects of the Black Death and later epidemics, but it certainly affected elite society 

nationwide. In particular, it threatened the hierarchy by offering a decreased workforce the 

opportunity to fight for better rights.
8
 The gentry responded to this threat by exploiting their 

dominant position in the legal system to oppress the ambitious lower orders and established 

themselves as the justices of the peace, who enforced labour legislation with crown support.
9
 

The determination with which the gentry fought to become the leaders of peace and labour 

commissions in the mid-fourteenth century indicates the growing importance being placed 

on involvement in the legal system.
10

 The Black Death also highlights another reason for the 
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gentry becoming more interested in legal administration, in that it offered them an 

opportunity for gain. Not only were they able to use their position to protect themselves as 

landlords, but for a certain time they were able to take a share of the profits from labour law 

commissions.
11

 The peasant rebellions of the period saw a continued interest amongst the 

gentry in rectifying problems with law rather than force, as the gentry encouraged the crown 

to take a conciliatory approach.
12

 The fact that the landlords murdered during the revolts 

usually served administratively also indicates a strong connection in the popular mind 

between elite power and this type of service.
13

 

The fourteenth century saw the development of a legal system which attempted to 

replace traditional dispute resolution, with varied success.
14

 Edward I’s reign saw the gentry 

given new opportunities to be involved in this emerging system, such as serving on 

commissions of oyer and terminer.
15

 Whilst also frequently engaging in crime, the gentry 

took a considerable role in administering the law.
16

 This has led historians to claim that the 

elite became less warlike and more interested in office-holding.
17

 Even Ayton has 

acknowledged that war no longer permitted a clear distinction between social levels, and it 

has been argued that, as bureaucracy increased, the military identity decreased in utility for 

the elite.
18

 It has been claimed that service was only intermittent for the elite, as the gentry 

became administrators rather than soldiers and local office-holding became a more important 

prestige symbol.
19

 This idea has been developed to suggest that regional legal employment 
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was a means of proving merit to the crown for appointment to further positions of 

authority.
20

 Serving as an MP also appears to have been increasingly attractive to the gentry 

from the mid-fourteenth century.
21

 Bradford has identified that poor attendance at parliament 

was rare.
22

 He argues that any non-attendance was primarily due to difficulties attending 

multiple parliaments when they were too frequent, or a desire to avoid involvement in 

national politics at points of crisis, rather than reluctance to serve in general.
23

 He has also 

highlighted the fact that MPs were often men of ‘significant means and position’ within their 

county.
24

 Honeywell has supported Bradford’s claim that involvement in parliament became 

desirable by demonstrating the enthusiasm of the gentry to secure their own election to 

parliament despite already serving as sheriffs, until laws were made to prevent this duality in 

the mid-fourteenth century.
25

 Edwards has also argued for the popularity of parliamentary 

service.
26

 The studies of these historians have demonstrated that administrative service came 

to play an important role in gentry identity. However, it is still a matter of debate as to how 

far administrative service replaced military service in the fourteenth century, as other 

historians claim that the elite of fourteenth-century England maintained a military identity. 

Ayton has presented the idea that the Edwardian gentry were militarised to a 

considerable extent, which contrasts sharply with the preceding argument.
27

 Historians have 

stressed the continued focus on warfare amongst the elite due to war with France and 

Scotland, and used evidence of concern with chivalry to suggest that it would have 

encouraged the elite to desire a martial identity despite diversifying elite functions.
28

 Coss 
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has claimed that the interest in chivalry reinforced knighthood’s martial characteristics and 

military service ‘confirmed, if it did not confer, status’.
29

 Gentry participation in the wars of 

the fourteenth century was considerable, which lends weight to claims that elites regarded 

military service as their main function.
30

 Ayton has supported Coss by arguing that few 

gentry families escaped military service.
31

 He has gone on to claim that such service was 

normally regular.
32

 King has supported Ayton’s theory by claiming that frequent service in 

Scotland, and then France from the mid-fourteenth century as the Hundred Years War 

began, alongside defence of the Borders and the southern coast, led to a ‘common martial 

purpose’ being created nationwide.
33

 Coss has identified a connection between the sense that 

military service was an elite duty and gentry ideas of status, knighthood and chivalry.
34

 For 

instance, later knighting ceremonies included a prayer that the knight would serve militarily, 

and the emergent gentry was ‘impregnated’ with such knightly values.
35

 This combination of 

chivalric interests and military service has led historians such as Ayton and Honeywell to 

identify the development of a martial elite which used militaristic and chivalric imagery, for 

instance on tombs, to proclaim its military identity.
36

 

Historians have also considered the impact of changing circumstances through the 

fourteenth century, such as changes in military strategy and crown relations with the elite, on 

the importance of military service for the gentry. Ayton has acknowledged the move away 

from the use of the aristocratic destrier, the finest and strongest warhorse, to mounted men-

at-arms who dismounted to fight.
37

 However, instead of using this as evidence of a fall in 

elite interest in warfare, he claims that the elite were still keen to use warhorses in their 

imagery and were expected to demonstrate military prowess.
38 

Ayton also claims that the rise 

of the mounted archer at the expense of the infantry meant that service in war could still be 
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used as a mark of status.
39

 There may have been a ‘gulf’ in terms of structure and tactics 

between the armies used under Edward I and the armies of Edward III, but historians have 

made a persuasive case that this did not stop the gentry from regarding military connections 

as a way of demonstrating their elite status.
40

 Furthermore, it has been argued that 

individuals and families laid the foundations of a tradition of regular military service under 

Edward I and Edward II, which continued under Edward III.
41

 The development of contract 

armies, instead of reliance on feudal levies, also helped to encourage the creation of military 

communities, as contract armies of paid aristocratic retinues tended to engage in repeat 

service together.
42 

Richard II’s use of the feudal levy in 1385, which may have been due to 

the need for a particularly large army or the less attractive nature of service in Scotland 

rather than France, was the first use of such practice for almost sixty years.
43

 The networks 

of military leaders and their retinues transcended county and regional boundaries, 

encouraging gentry to engage in military service outside of their local area.
44

 

It has been suggested that the aristocracy were more willing to serve militarily under 

Edward III, the ‘military monarch par excellence’ who reinvigorated knighthood, than his 

predecessor.
45

 This supports an idea of remilitarisation in the second half of the fourteenth 

century. This is strengthened by Ayton’s discovery that, at the time of Edward III’s first 

French campaign in July 1338, there were around three or four times fewer men engaged in 

local administration than accompanying Edward from this social group.
46

 However, 

Honeywell has highlighted the use of the aristocracy who performed regular military service 

and their recruitment networks by Edward I, as well as his grandson Edward III, to meet 

their considerable need for manpower.
47

 The royal household had a strong military identity 

from the reign of Edward I, and was ‘the hub of the military machine’ in his campaigns and 

those of his grandson.
48

 It provided a considerable force which was increased by the retinues 

of the magnates.
49

 The gentry of the early-fourteenth century would also have been heavily 

involved in military service under the strong influence of Edward I. Despite Edward II’s 

failure at Bannockburn, and Prestwich’s claim that under Edward II the sense of a common 
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purpose against the Scots fell apart, the reigns of the three Edwards have been portrayed as 

the ‘high water mark of chivalric knighthood’ in late-medieval England.
50 

 

The connection between geography and gentry perceptions of the value of military 

service is particularly relevant to this thesis, which is interested in the effect of geography on 

gentry perceptions of violence. Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and Hampshire illustrate the 

variety of experience of war in fourteenth-century England. As highlighted in Chapter One, 

the gentry of Cumberland regularly had to defend themselves from Scottish raids throughout 

the century.
51

 In contrast, the Hampshire gentry were victim to French attacks from 1337 

until Richard II secured a truce with France in 1389, so they faced enhanced pressures of 

defending their land between these dates.
52

 It was also observed that Nottinghamshire gentry 

did not face the same pressure of needing to defend their county against enemy attacks, but 

were still expected to supply troops and supplies for the defence of the Borders due to their 

position north of the Trent.
53

 The extent to which these varied situations affected the 

participation of the gentry in each county in military service will be assessed in this chapter. 

This summary of the historiography surrounding the issues of gentry administrative 

and military service in the fourteenth century indicates that both Palmer and Ayton’s 

arguments have merit. This is the reason for most historians acknowledging that both forms 

of service were important for the fourteenth-century gentry. Even Ayton, who argues 

strongly against the theory of demilitarisation of the gentry, has acknowledged a 

‘diversification of functions’ for the gentry of late-medieval England.
54

 As has been shown 

though, historians have varied in terms of how they perceive the division of importance 

between military and administrative service. Several historians have taken a nuanced 

approach when considering gentry service by suggesting that the gentry prioritised 

administrative or military service at different stages in their lives; they engaged in warfare 

during their youth and then took up local office after their martial career had ended.
 55

 This 

chapter will address this theory, along with the others raised in the introduction, by 

analysing the administrative and military careers of a selection of the prominent individuals 

and gentry families in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland throughout the century. 

 To fully analyse the careers of a comprehensive list of leading gentry for the whole 

fourteenth century is not within the scope of a thesis chapter, nor is it possible with the 
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limited nature of evidence available. Ayton has identified the latter issue with regards to the 

Crécy campaign.
56

 The chapter will therefore be divided into sections focusing on the early-, 

mid- and late-fourteenth centuries and the military campaigns joined by the gentry at these 

times. The chapter will begin with Edward I’s campaigns against Scotland in the early-

fourteenth century, progress to the conflict with France and Scotland in the mid-fourteenth 

century, and conclude with the military ventures at the end of the fourteenth century, such as 

Richard II’s 1385 campaign into Scotland.
57

 The geographical spread of these campaigns 

allows for an analysis of participation in different venues by the gentry of each county. 

Furthermore, the spread of dates means that development over time can be considered. 

Connections will also be drawn between the sections in order to discover the extent to which 

families in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland maintained traditions of military 

and administrative service in different locations as the fourteenth century progressed. This 

will reveal the nature and importance of gentry service in each county. By revealing what 

was important to the gentry, and how they formed their identity, it will be possible to 

identify what may have motivated them to engage in violence and what values may have 

affected their perceptions of violence. 

 

 

The Early-Fourteenth Century 

 

 

Edward I led a number of campaigns into Scotland in the thirteenth and early-

fourteenth centuries. In 1295 the Scots had formed an alliance with the French and Edward 

had responded by removing the Scottish king, John Balliol.
58

 However, the Scots remained 

rebellious, and by 1298 English rule over Scotland was limited to several isolated 

garrisons.
59

 A campaign to subdue rebellion was clearly needed at the opening of the 

fourteenth century. Despite some setbacks, the 1300-1 campaign resulted in the capture of 

Caerlaverock Castle and the capture of Bothwell Castle, with Robert the Bruce, the leader of 

the Scottish rebellion, surrendering in 1301.
60

 The Scots rebelled again in 1303 but by 1304 

the English army was able to capture Stirling Castle and force a Scottish surrender.
61

 This 
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enabled Edward to settle Scotland politically and administratively in 1305.
62

 In 1306 the 

Scots rebelled yet again, however, and Robert the Bruce was enthroned as the Scottish 

king.
63

 As such, whilst this section takes the early campaigns as its starting-point for 

considering gentry participation, it will consider the continued military involvement of the 

gentry in this area in the early-fourteenth century. 

Of the 87 bannerets mentioned in the Song of Caerlaverock, which was a record of 

Edward’s 1300 campaign in Dumfries and Galloway, only 23 served for pay.
64

 Most of these 

were royal household knights, showing that Edward I was maintaining earlier traditions of 

levying troops.
65

 Honeywell has carried out a study of the military elite taking part in the 

early-fourteenth century Scottish campaigns, as discussed above.
66

 This study has identified 

the leading members of Edward’s campaign. 15 of the men in Honeywell’s sample served 

militarily in 1296, 74 in 1298, 101 in 1300, 27 in 1303-4 and 14 in 1314.
67

 Whilst this shows 

variety even in a short period, there were men who served several times and developed a role 

for themselves as a military core for Edward I’s army. These men were not all northern men 

like Robert Clifford, but also southern lords such as Maurice Berkeley.
68

 It will therefore be 

pertinent to identify if the gentry of Hampshire followed the example of their social 

superiors.  

Edward I used Round Tables to create an image of Arthurian kingship and, as 

identified in the introduction, his was a reign infused with the themes of chivalry and 

military knighthood.
69

 It is hence likely that the elite of this society would have been 

encouraged to follow his interests. Edward’s instruction in 1300 to those who held land of 

him in chief to come or send men to Carlisle for military service indicates that a grant of 

land through royal favour came with an expectation to give further service in return during 

this period.
70

 This supports the idea that emphasis was placed on repeated elite military 

service by the crown at the opening of the fourteenth century. However, there is also 

evidence that administrative service was valued during the period, as highlighted in the 

introduction to this chapter.
71

 Honeywell’s 1300 sample consists mainly of peers rather than 

gentry, and so does not constitute proof regarding the latter group.
72

 Nonetheless, it does 

reveal a combination of administrative and military service by elite individuals, as 74 out of 
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101 men who served militarily were summoned to parliament and four were elected knights 

of the shire.
73

 However, he also claims that very few individuals in the sample were 

appointed to judicial commissions, and when they were it was to commissions of oyer and 

terminer.
74

 The focus will now turn to the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland to consider their service. 

 

 

Hampshire  

 

 

There is certainly evidence to demonstrate that leading members of the peerage and 

the gentry of Hampshire were involved in military service in the Scottish Borders at the 

opening of the fourteenth century. Baronial families such as the St Johns sent fathers and 

sons with retinues to join the campaign.
75

 A writ of military summons from 1301 personally 

summoned a considerable number of the Hampshire elite, both barons and gentry, to serve in 

Scotland.
76

 In addition, other summonses from the neighbouring years named individuals 

from, or with a strong connection to, the county.
77

 The aim is not to produce a 

comprehensive study of these men, but it will consider select examples of individuals and 

families to illuminate points related to the issues in the introduction. This will indicate the 

involvement of the local gentry in military and administrative service at the start of the 

fourteenth century, and more specifically in military service in an arena at a distance from 

their own county.  

The Roches family lend veracity to the idea that gentry families from Hampshire 

developed traditions of military service and served together. John Roches was summoned to 

Carlisle for military service in 1301, along with his son Thomas.
78

 However, sons did not 

just follow their fathers into warfare. A tradition of administrative service also appears to 

have been developing within some families. William Russell served in the Borders three 

times between 1301 and 1309, whilst intermittently serving on legal commissions and 

representing Hampshire as an MP in 1307.
79

 His son Theobald was also MP for Hampshire, 

serving on two occasions, in 1331 and 1334, showing the continuation of parliamentary 
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service in the family.
80

 The Warbelton family paints a similar picture. Thomas Warbelton 

followed his military service in the Borders in 1301 by becoming sheriff of Hampshire three 

times from 1303 and MP twice from 1307.
81 

Thomas’s son John followed his example by 

serving as MP for Hampshire four times from 1321, being commissioned to survey ships to 

be sent to Portsmouth in 1326 and serving on a peace commission in 1329.
82

  

In order to consider the theory that administrative service followed retirement from 

military ventures, the first individual to be considered, John Roches, is again a useful 

example. John followed his military service in 1301 with service as MP for Hampshire on 

three occasions from 1320.
83

 However, he was also summoned to serve in Gascony under 

the earl of Surrey in 1325, thereby challenging the idea that men would not alternate 

between types of employment.
84

 John Scures is similar as he returned from the Borders in 

1301 to serve as MP three times from 1309, but then served in Scotland in 1314 before 

serving as sheriff and on legal commissions.
85

 James Norton’s career demonstrates a similar 

pattern.
86

 However, there are also numerous examples of men who did not return to military 

service after leaving involvement in warfare to take part in local administration. For 

instance, Peter Evercy was summoned to serve in war in 1301 and was subsequently MP for 

Hampshire three times from 1312.
87

 He does not appear in later expeditions to Scotland such 

as the campaign of 1314. John Duyn provides another example of this pattern as he was 

summoned to serve in the Borders in 1301 and was then MP for Hampshire in 1319 and 

1328.
88

  

There were also Hampshire gentry summoned to the Borders in 1301 who do not 

appear to have followed this service with involvement in local officialdom. John le Bottler, 

Walter Romsey, John Daundly and Robert Harnhull provide examples of men who can 

either be found sporadically or not at all in records of local service, but were deemed worthy 

of a personal summons to serve militarily.
89

 Ralph Gorges followed service in 1300 with 

involvement in the campaign of 1304, and received military summonses until 1323.
90

 He is 

not however recorded as having held important offices in Hampshire. Henry Sturmy does 

not appear to have been heavily involved in local society after his service in 1301 and 1309, 
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although it will be shown that his family came to take a leading role in administration in 

later years.
91

 Conversely, other families were heavily involved in local administration, but 

were not summoned to join their gentry colleagues in the Borders.  

The Pophams are a clear example of a family with a tradition of serving as MPs for 

Hampshire. Six family members fulfilled this role from 1304 to the end of the century, with 

several serving multiple times.
92

 None of their members were included in the summons to 

join the military campaign of 1300-1, so it could have been possible to take a leading role 

without engaging in military service at this stage. However, Robert Popham was summoned 

to serve in Gascony under the earl of Surrey in 1325, so not all family members avoided 

warfare.
93

 The Worting family were associated with Basingstoke in Hampshire since the 

reign of Edward I, and played an important role in the town’s affairs.
94

 They are also missing 

from the summons. The MPs for Hampshire from 1299 to 1301, Hugh Estcote and Baldwin 

Bellauney, and the sheriff of Hampshire from 1301 to 1302, John Gerberge, are also missing 

from the summons.
95

 This either indicates the recognition that service in both spheres at the 

same time was impossible, or a conscious decision to choose a solely administrative career.  

What has emerged in this section is that whilst some gentry families developed 

traditions of service and some individuals followed military service with administration, 

there was no set pattern in terms of service for all of the gentry of early-fourteenth-century 

Hampshire. It has also been identified that at this stage the gentry of Hampshire were often 

serving militarily in areas of the country at a considerable distance from their primary 

residences. It will now be considered if a similar situation existed in Nottinghamshire. 

 

 

Nottinghamshire 

 

 

The evidence provided by military summonses indicates that the gentry of 

Nottinghamshire also travelled to the Scottish Borders to undertake military service. A 

summons to serve in 1301 individually names elite members of Nottinghamshire and 

Derbyshire societies.
96

 This indicates that whilst the gentry of Nottinghamshire were not 

directly troubled by war on the frontiers of their county, they were expected to take a role in 
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war with Scotland. A considerable number of the noble families connected to 

Nottinghamshire served in Edward I’s campaigns at the end of the thirteenth and start of the 

fourteenth centuries, such as the earls of Lancaster and the Segraves.
97

 These men would 

have taken retinues on campaigns, and these were likely to include members of the Midlands 

elite. One example is provided by Thomas Earl of Lancaster retaining Sir Thomas Lovel, a 

Leicestershire-based baron, in the early-fourteenth century.
98

 Other northern lords also took 

members of the elite to war. For instance, John Cromwell of Nottinghamshire was a knight 

in Robert Clifford’s retinue and served militarily from 1298.
99

  

The Clifton family reveals the potential for members of the same family to put 

different emphases on military and administrative service, and immediately challenges the 

idea that members of the same family focused on the same type of service. Gervase Clifton 

carried out military service in 1301, whereas his son Gervase focused on local 

administration, serving as MP for Nottinghamshire from 1314 to 1315.
100

 However, this does 

not mean an absence of evidence of family traditions of service in the analysis of the 

Nottinghamshire gentry, as in some cases family members served concurrently and 

successively in warfare. Theobald Verdon and his son, also named Theobald, were 

summoned on three occasions between 1299 and 1303 with their own retinues.
101

 This 

demonstrates repeated military service as a family, although they also served individually in 

later years.
102

 Robert and Philip Strelley both served in Scotland in 1301, again 

demonstrating a family tradition of service.
103

 Another familial connection can be seen in the 

summons for Thomas le Ragged and his son Richard to serve together in Scotland in 

1301.
104

  

The Deincourt family also reveals the existence of a concept of a shared family 

military identity for some of the elite. Edmund Deincourt, who had served with a retinue in 

1300, was instructed to serve at Carlisle in 1301.
105

 However, he was also given the option to 

send his son, John, who had also served in 1300, instead.
106

 Edmund’s career appears to have 

continued as he led a retinue in Scotland in 1303.
107

 It was not solely in terms of military 
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service that gentry families in early-fourteenth-century Nottinghamshire developed 

traditions of service though; some families had successive members focusing on officialdom 

and legal service as a means of creating power. The Willoughby family provides a good 

example of this as they used practice of the law and office-holding to secure a position 

amongst the Nottinghamshire elite.
108

 Richard Willoughby the younger advanced this as an 

MP in 1323 and a justice of the King’s Bench until 1340, which demonstrates continuation 

and advancement of service within a family.
109

 

In terms of a potential pattern in the progression of the careers of individuals, there 

is a high level of variety. John Deincourt became an MP in 1320 after his military career had 

ended and Walter Goushill, of Hoveringham, Nottinghamshire, followed military service in 

1301 by serving as an MP in 1307.
110

 These and other men provide examples of 

administrative service becoming a means of employment after a military career had 

concluded.  However, other men alternated different types of service, suggesting a greater 

level of variety. Richard Furneaux provides just one example of the numerous local gentry 

who began his career in warfare and later returned to military service, having been involved 

in local administration in between. Furneaux was sheriff in 1300 and followed this by 

serving militarily in the Borders in 1301.
111

 He then returned to administrative service as a 

military purveyor in 1306 for Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire.
112

 This inverts the model of 

military service being the first type of service for the gentry to engage in. It also highlights 

the importance of a combination of service for members of the local gentry, rather than men 

forging solely military or administrative careers. 

However, there were a number of gentry members who are recorded as having been 

involved in military service but took either no part or had minimal involvement in local 

administration. John Langford, William Montgomery and Peter Chatton were summoned 

personally to serve in Scotland in 1301 with their retinues.
113

 Despite being sufficiently 

important to take a retinue or receive a personal summons to serve militarily, these men did 

not seek to involve themselves in administrative service in the locality either before, during 

or after their engagement in warfare. There are also examples of individuals who took the 

alternative approach by avoiding military service, preferring to focus on local employment. 

Lawrence Chaworth served as MP for Nottinghamshire twice between 1312 and 1316 and 

on commissions of oyer and terminer in 1314 and 1326.
114

 John Annesley served on his first 
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commission of oyer and terminer in 1313 and his first election to parliament was in 1321.
115

 

Robert Ingram was sheriff for the first time from 1322 and followed his first appointment as 

an MP in 1325 with involvement in a commission of oyer and terminer in 1330.
116

 These 

men were not summoned to serve in the early-fourteenth-century campaigns, but played a 

leading role in local society. 

This consideration of Nottinghamshire gentry service at the start of the fourteenth 

century has provided evidence for several models of behaviour. Both military and 

administrative service were important potential methods of gaining and maintaining status 

for the gentry of this county. There was a high level of variety at this stage in terms of which 

type of service individuals and families focused on. Some gentry did follow military service 

with administration, and many families formed their own traditions of service. Others went 

in different directions and focused exclusively on either military or administrative service, 

like William Chaworth, who served as MP from 1299-1301 and again in 1309.
117

 The gentry 

of Cumberland will now be considered before the mid-fourteenth century is analysed. 

 

 

Cumberland 

 

 

Honeywell has identified the growing prominence in the Borders of men who served 

on the 1300-1 campaign, including both men who already owned land locally, such as 

Robert Clifford, and men who were new to the area.
118

 It is therefore apparent that there 

were opportunities for the local gentry to advance themselves through military service in this 

arena. Robert Clifford was granted land including Skelton manor in Cumberland after 

serving in the 1300 campaign and was warden of the West March on numerous occasions.
119

 

Other members of the leading northern elite also strengthened their position in 

Northumberland and Cumberland through serving as March wardens, such as John 

Huddleston and Thomas Multon of Egremont.
120

 The desire to advance their family could 

therefore have led to many of the local gentry involving themselves in military service, like 

the elite examples given above. They could also have been encouraged to serve in the early-

fourteenth century by membership in the retinues of military leaders such as Henry Percy, 
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Thomas Multon, John Greystoke and Robert Clifford.
121

 For instance, Hugh Lowther and 

Nicholas Vipont joined the 1300 campaign as Robert Clifford’s tenants, and Robert also led 

Cumberland gentry on the 1307 campaign.
122

 

Hugh Lowther, who held Newton Reigny and other land in Cumberland, provides an 

example of gentry who took part in early campaigns against Scotland also being involved in 

administrative service in Cumberland.
123

 Hugh followed this service by becoming the 

punisher of absentee foot soldiers in 1307 and then achieving election as MP for 

Cumberland in 1323 and 1324 and appointment as sheriff of Cumberland in 1325.
124

 Robert 

Leyburn also shows that members of the leading gentry followed military service with 

administration, as he was MP for Cumberland in 1313, 1319 and 1321.
125

 Sir John 

Huddleston (d. 1316) followed his service from 1298 to 1300 with service on a range of 

legal and administrative commissions, such as a commission of array in 1303.
126

 This again 

indicates a tendency to serve in local society after having served as a soldier. However, 

others alternated their service, as in Nottinghamshire. For instance, Robert Tilliol ended the 

thirteenth century with military service in Scotland in 1298.
127

 He then began the fourteenth 

century by engaging in service as an MP in 1300-1 and 1314-15 and joining an oyer and 

terminer commission in 1312.
128

 He was also summoned for military service against the 

Scots in 1314 and was charged to defend his demesnes in the Marches in 1309 and 1315. 

This also shows how he varied the type of service in which he engaged throughout his 

career.
129

 Andrew Harclay, who was discussed in Chapter Two, also combined 

administrative and military service throughout his career to attract crown attention in his rise 

to power.
130

 For example, he was MP for Cumberland in 1312 and was involved in fighting 

against the Scots and the defeat of Thomas of Lancaster before being created earl of 

Carlisle.
131

 

However, not all families and individuals appear to have engaged in such varied 

careers. The Skelton family, for instance, seems to have focused on administration and 

developed a family tradition of engaging in this employment. Adam Skelton was MP for 
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Cumberland in 1318, but his service on a range of legal commissions began in 1317.
132

 His 

presence on a commission to enforce the truce in 1323 indicates that even the careers of 

gentry choosing to focus on administration in Cumberland were sometimes affected by the 

conflict.
133

 His brother John served three times as an MP, and followed his first appointment 

in 1316 with a commission to keep the truce in 1325 and a peace commission in 1329.
134

 

Another individual who appears to have focused on administration highlights a point that 

should be remembered when assessing the activity of the gentry of Cumberland. Henry 

Malton followed his first of three elections as an MP in 1311 by being appointed to enquire 

into corruption of crown officials in 1311, joining a commission of gaol delivery in 1320 

and serving as sheriff from 1323.
135

 Whilst he was not summoned for military service in 

Scotland, he was instructed to defend his March demesnes in 1309 and took six men to 

defend Carlisle in 1314.
136

 This demonstrates the need for the gentry of Cumberland to 

defend their land; it also suggests that it was possible that those who did not serve on 

Scottish campaigns in the early-fourteenth century did still engage in military activity by 

defending themselves and their county from raiders. Unfortunately this is only rarely 

recorded.  

Henry Malton is also interesting, as he had to be pardoned for adhering to the Scots 

in 1327.
137

 This highlights the problem for the local gentry in terms of serving in the English 

army in the early-fourteenth century, as they were potentially fighting their neighbours and 

associates - or even family. The Mulcastre family brilliantly demonstrates the problems 

faced by gentry with cross-border connections. As identified above, John Mulcastre held 

considerable land in the county which ought to have passed to his niece Alice after his 

death.
138

 However, Alice was judged to have forfeited this land by the crown as she was 

resident in Scotland at the opening of the fourteenth century.
139

 Nonetheless, it should be 

noted that the family did not always suffer losses due to cross-border landholding, as 

William Mulcastre profited from the losses of Scottish elites who forfeited land in 

Cumberland. For instance, in 1300 he was granted the manor of Boulton in Allerdale 

through Scottish forfeiture.
140

 Ultimately, any resentment the family may have felt against 

central authority due to their land losses does not appear to have led the family to reject the 
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administrative system, as members such as William Mulcastre played a role in this system. 

William served as MP in 1309 and 1311, although he was engaged in crown service before 

this point as sheriff in 1304 and served on a commission of oyer and terminer in 1305.
141

 

Service as an MP brought further opportunities as he served as a commissioner of array in 

1316.
142

 The fact that this appointment followed an investigation in 1314 into levies William 

had made for truces with Scotland without crown permission indicates the possibility for the 

gentry of fourteenth-century England to be accused of crime with no impact on their careers, 

which will be relevant in Part Two of the thesis.
143

  

The idea that the gentry of Cumberland placed a high value on administrative 

service at the start of the fourteenth century despite being in a frontier zone is supported by 

the examples considered in this sub-section. There are also numerous other examples of 

repeated service, both military and administrative, amongst the elite. Regular service has 

emerged as a means of showing worth and performing service to the lord or the crown and 

thereby advancing socially, despite involvement in military activity being sometimes less 

visible in the records when defensive. As with the other counties a level of variety in terms 

of when the gentry performed different types of service or which they focused on has been 

identified. This chapter will now progress to considering the mid-fourteenth century to see 

how these patterns were altered or developed as the century progressed. 

 

 

The Mid-Fourteenth Century 

 

 

The mid-fourteenth century also offered considerable opportunities for the gentry to 

be involved in warfare. From 1337 crown attention was largely transferred to warfare with 

France due to the start of the Hundred Years War.
144

 This period saw the major Crécy-Calais 

campaign take place.
145

 Edward III’s 1346 expedition relieved the current earl of Lancaster, 

Henry of Grosmont, who fought elsewhere in France in the mid-fourteenth century.
146

 

However, after the siege had been lifted, Edward took Caen before a resounding English 

victory in the battle of Crécy.
147

 Edward then engaged in a lengthy siege of Calais, which 
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surrendered when the French army coming to aid it was withdrawn in 1347.
148

 Whilst the 

later years of Edward’s involvement in France have been described as a ‘sad anti-climax’, 

the gain of this strong French base and repopulation with English settlers was a much-

celebrated victory.
149

 Edward has been identified as reinvigorating knighthood by giving 

knights a greater role in war and achieving inspiring victories in the early years of the 

Hundred Years War, but this period is also interesting as he encouraged his knights to take a 

leading role in administration.
150

 As highlighted by Palmer, the gentry were becoming more 

involved in local administration during these decades, with peace commissions being 

particularly sought after.
151 

Nonetheless, it must be stressed that the wars of Edward III were 

still viewed as an opportunity for advancement by a considerable proportion of gentry 

society, despite involvement in administrative and judicial service offering another potential 

way to gain access to crown favour.
152

 

Edward III has been presented as causing the rise of the professional soldier through 

promoting men from lower social levels.
153

 However, he did not give non-aristocratic men 

the most important jobs, and his changes were not as revolutionary as may be assumed; 

Edward I had already used men of lower social status as military leaders.
154

 The royal 

household still supplied considerable contingents and the magnate retinues were still vital.
155

 

These retinues often provided the emerging mounted archers, and whilst military contracts 

were more common in the Hundred Years War, none were used for the Crécy-Calais 

campaign.
156

 Instead the force was largely raised and financed by the royal household as in 

Edward I’s reign.
157

 Despite a change in tactics to fighting on foot, the elite still played a 

leading role in fighting.
158

 Ayton has claimed that captains took a ‘core group’ of men from 

the Scottish to the French wars.
159

 Service in France was particularly attractive as it offered 

greater opportunities for financial gain than service in Scotland, although it must be 

acknowledged that there was still a need for military service in Scotland and the Borders.
160
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The important victory against the Scots at Neville’s Cross in 1346 indicates that warfare was 

ongoing in the Borders.
161

 This explains what will be shown to be a lower level of 

participation in warfare with France during this period amongst the gentry of Cumberland 

than the gentry of Hampshire and Nottinghamshire.  

As in the previous section, gaining a complete picture of gentry service would be a 

considerable challenge, but in this section Wrottesley’s study of crown documents relating to 

the Crécy-Calais campaign will be used along with Ayton’s study of surrounding campaigns 

to build up a picture of military service by members of the gentry of Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland in the mid-fourteenth century. At the same time, their 

involvement in judicial service and local office holding will be assessed to reveal the extent 

to which the gentry of each county continued to value both military and administrative 

service, and to identify any family traditions of service. There are difficulties with 

Wrottesley’s sources, since letters of protection indicate an intention to serve rather than 

actual involvement, and the wardrobe accounts of Wetwang could contain errors.
162

 

Nevertheless, Wrottesley’s inclusion of other sources such as writs of exoneration granted 

after service means that his work still provides valuable information. 

 

 

Hampshire 

 

 

Whilst the men of Hampshire were expected to play a role in defending their 

coastline from French attacks, leading members of the gentry were still involved in military 

service in France during the mid-fourteenth century. This indicates that the gentry of this 

county still valued service abroad for the crown highly, as they were willing to undertake 

such service despite facing attacks on their own land. The St John family, who were 

introduced in the previous chapter, demonstrate a continued dedication to military service by 

a family within the elite of Hampshire through the early- and mid-fourteenth century. They 

were well represented at Crécy, and gentry families followed suit.
163

  

The Brocas family is an excellent example of how important military service could 

be for the gentry of Hampshire at this time. They played a considerable role overseas and 

thereby rose to prominence in their own county through crown favour. John Brocas was a 

knight in the king’s division at Crécy and was paid for continued service throughout the 
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campaign, as was his brother Oliver.
164

 John’s consistent military identity and crown 

connection is demonstrated by his membership of the royal households of Edward II and III, 

as well as his being assigned Windsor Castle to hold.
165

 He had also served in Brittany in 

1342 along with his retinue, and he took a retinue to Normandy in 1346.
166

 This shows that 

he had considerable influence, as he was able to ensure that other men would follow him 

abroad to serve the crown, but also indicates the continued expectation that household 

knights would provide further manpower in military campaigns from their own retinues. 

John’s son, Bernard, provides an example of a son following the career path of his 

father in terms of military involvement. He went with his father on the Crécy campaign, 

claiming that he was first armed on ‘the seashore at La Hougue’, and also maintained a 

strong relationship with the crown.
167

 However, Bernard’s career shows that he was aware of 

the importance of both military and administrative service, as he was heavily involved in 

local administration during his lifetime. Bernard was MP for Hampshire from 1369 to 1395 

and served on a range of legal commissions in southern counties including Hampshire from 

1367 to 1388.
168

 His role as a justice of the peace for Hampshire from 1380 indicates the 

importance of this role, as he had already established himself as a leading member of the 

local gentry through military and administrative service before gaining this role.
169

 He 

served the crown in a variety of ways besides fighting in France (for instance he was master 

of the king’s buckhounds from 1361); but he was also careful to forge a close connection to 

the other considerable source of authority in the county of Hampshire, the bishopric of 

Winchester.
170

 He was chief parker of William Wykeham’s estates from 1377.
171

 Bernard’s 

ability and desire to maintain close relationships with secular and religious figureheads and 

his success in gaining authority of his own is demonstrated by the service discussed already. 

He was also appointed as chamberlain to Queen Anne from 1387 to 1394.
172

  

The Brocas family demonstrate the involvement of the gentry of Hampshire in 

military and administrative endeavours to gain both influence in local society and a 

connection to the crown. The Hampton family provide another example of involvement in 

crown service overseas, with both Roger and John Hampton fighting in the Crécy campaign 
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in the king’s household.
173

 This again highlights the important role of the household in 

providing soldiers, as well as administrators. John also brought his own retinue to war, as 

John Brocas did, providing one knight, two esquires and three archers for the campaign to 

fight in the king’s division at Crécy.
174

 Roger continued to serve in a military capacity and to 

maintain his crown connection by serving in the royal household on the 1359-60 campaign 

with a retinue including one archer, losing one horse.
175

 John, however, is not recorded as 

serving on this campaign. He was MP for Hampshire four times from 1335 to 1339, so he 

had a background of administrative service before serving in France.
176

 This highlights the 

combination of service common to many of the fourteenth-century gentry.  

There are numerous other examples of families with members who combined 

military and administrative service, such as the Palton, Hoo and Gorges families.
177

 

However, not all men combined a variety of employment, as there are numerous examples 

of Hampshire gentry who served overseas but do not appear in the records of administrative 

or judicial service. Roger Husee, John Boclonde and Andrew Peverel received writs of 

exoneration for military service, but do not appear to have served as administrators in their 

locality.
178

 Ralph Camoys and Robert Bury were knights in the king’s division at Crécy but 

showed no sign of embracing participation in local office-holding.
179

 This indicates that, 

whilst a combination of service was valued by many families and individuals, it was still 

possible for members of the gentry to focus solely on a military career. 

Conversely, there are also examples of men who were able to shun military service 

but take a leading role as a member of the local gentry involved in administration and office-

holding. Whilst John Sturmy took two knights and two esquires to fight on the third Breton 

expedition of 1342, Henry Sturmy focused on local service in Hampshire.
180

 Henry indicates 

the desire to serve repeatedly as an MP as he served five times from 1344 to 1360.
181

 This is 

understandable when considering that he followed his first election with service as sheriff 

and escheator, suggesting that election to parliament could lead to further appointments.
182

 

He also followed this election to parliament with service on a commission of oyer and 

terminer in 1350 and of the peace in 1354, which demonstrates both local influence and 
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crown favour being achieved without taking part in warfare.
183

 Similarly, Robert Popham 

followed the first of four elections to parliament in 1329 with service in a range of offices, 

including as sheriff in 1340-1 and on commissions of oyer and terminer and of the peace in 

the 1330s and 1340s.
184

 He was also appointed to hold Winchester Castle from 1340, which 

indicates his status in the area as sheriff.
185

  

 Thomas Norton also served as an MP for Hampshire more than once from 1339, and 

he followed this election with service on a commission of oyer and terminer in 1346.
186

 

However, it should also be noted that before election to parliament Thomas was assigned to 

a commission of array and of the peace in 1338, so at this point neither a lack of 

parliamentary service nor failure to fight overseas held him back from achieving influential 

positions.
187

 Thomas and the other gentry considered in this section have shown that the 

gentry used a variety of service to form their identity and increase their status. Military 

service remained important for many and administrative service was not embraced by all. 

The majority, however, seem to have decided that a combination of both forms of service 

was to be desired for gentry seeking to protect or enhance their position, and there was a 

level of variety in terms of when they carried out different sorts of service in their careers.  

 

 

Nottinghamshire 

 

 

Whilst the year 1337 has been presented as a turning-point for the crown in terms of 

France replacing Scotland as the main focus of warfare, for many of the elite of 

Nottinghamshire importance was still placed on service in both areas.
188

 Lancastrian 

involvement in both venues indicates the general tone of participation by those based in the 

Midlands. Henry of Lancaster took 100 men on the 1336 campaign into Scotland but also 

lost 216 horses on the Reims campaign of 1359-60, serving on a variety of campaigns in 

between.
189

 In between this he also took his retinue to serve in France. As a further example, 

Adam Everingham was exonerated from service in the Crécy campaign for serving in the 

retinue of Henry of Lancaster elsewhere in France.
190

 Whilst local men served under a range 
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of leaders in France, as John Folville was in the Prince of Wales’ division at Crécy whilst 

John Furneaux the younger and elder served under the earls of Northampton and Arundel, 

some of the Nottinghamshire gentry, such as Adam, served militarily in a Lancastrian 

retinue.
191

 The Segrave barony was also represented in Scotland and France in the mid-

fourteenth century, again with their own retinues.
192

  

 A range of knights based in Nottinghamshire, such as Robert Paveley and Hugh 

Hastings, took part in military service in the mid-fourteenth century.
193

 John Deincourt took 

his retinue to fight in Normandy in 1346 and was a knight in the royal household at Crécy.
194

 

Many others, such as William Thorpe and Robert Markaunt, received writs of exoneration 

for serving the crown in France.
195

 This demonstrates the continued interest of the gentry of 

Nottinghamshire in engaging in warfare, despite a change in venue from Scotland to France 

for many of their periods of service. One reason for this interest continued to be the potential 

to gain influence and crown attention. However, some gentry were also motivated by the 

possibility to gain pardons. For instance, members of the Folville family received pardons 

for their criminal activity after serving in the campaign.
196

 However, there are also numerous 

examples of families who did not embrace participation in warfare and instead chose to 

devote their careers to service on judicial commissions and in local officialdom. Some of 

these families will now be introduced to demonstrate the level of variety. 

The Leek family of Leake and Cotham in Nottinghamshire provide a clear example 

of the importance of administrative service to many gentry families in this county from the 

mid- to late-fourteenth century. John Leek served as a tax collector from 1345 and avoided 

involvement in the French campaign.
197

 His son Simon followed and extended this example 

as he served as an MP for Nottinghamshire ten times from 1363 to 1382.
198

 Simon was also 

sheriff of Nottinghamshire on two occasions from 1363 and served on a variety of legal 

commissions from 1366 and peace commissions from 1368.
199

 The career of Geoffrey 

Staunton reveals strong similarities to the career of Simon Leek, as he served on 

administrative commissions and was selected as MP for Nottinghamshire in 1341, 1343 and 

1344.
200

 Geoffrey’s career also mirrors Simon’s as he was not appointed to his first 

commission of the peace until 1342, which was a year after he was first elected to 

                                                      
191

 Ibid., pp. 31 and 34. 
192

 Ayton, Knights and Warhorses, p. 257; Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 31. 
193

 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 280-1. 
194

 Ayton, ‘The English Army at Crécy’, p. 247; Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 36 and 206. 
195

 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 106 and 139. 
196

 Ibid., p. 239. 
197

 CPR, 1348-50, p. 235. 
198

 Members of Parliament, vol. 1, pp. 170, 175, 177, 180, 189, 191, 194, 198, 208 and 213. 
199

 Roskell, Clark and Rawcliffe, The House of Commons, vol. 3, p. 583; CPR, 1364-7, p. 286; CPR, 

1367-70, p. 191. 
200

 CPR, 1338-40, p. 135; Members of Parliament, vol. 1, pp. 135, 137 and 139. 



100 

 

parliament.
201

 Geoffrey is also not present in the records of service in warfare, which 

suggests that military service was not essential since being an MP could lead to involvement 

in judicial service, and the power this brought. This also shows a lack of continuation of 

service, as the Staunton family was active in military service in the early-fourteenth century, 

with Ralph Staunton serving in Scotland in 1303 and 1306, and Robert Staunton serving in 

Wales in 1294-5, in Flanders in 1297, and in Scotland eight times from 1296 to 1319.
202

 

Lawrence Chaworth served as MP for Nottinghamshire twice from 1312 to 1316.
203

 

Lawrence again indicates that service as an MP often meant progression to service on 

judicial commissions, as he was appointed to commissions of oyer and terminer in 1314 and 

1326.
204

 Other members of the family managed to achieve selection to engage in this service 

without serving as an MP, however, as Thomas Chaworth was assigned to a commission of 

the peace in 1342 and to enforce the labour legislation in 1355.
205

 The Chaworth family also 

serves as a reminder that military and administrative service were still frequently combined 

within families in Nottinghamshire. Thomas Chaworth the younger was a knight in the 

king’s division at Crécy.
206

 The Cressy family of Oldcoates, Nottinghamshire, also 

demonstrates this as Edmund Cressy was involved in crown service, such as being appointed 

to a commission of oyer and terminer in 1334.
207

 However, his brother Hugh did not engage 

in administrative service but fought at Crécy and died at Calais.
208

 It is clear that even within 

the same family varied importance could be placed on military and administrative service, 

and that a variety of service was the norm for some. William Trussebut extends this idea by 

demonstrating the potential for gentry to combine different types of service, as he fought at 

Crécy before he was MP for Nottinghamshire in 1348.
209

  

 Ultimately, this section demonstrates that, as in Hampshire, there was a variety of 

service being carried out by the gentry of Nottinghamshire in the mid-fourteenth century. 

Many members of the local elite joined the crown in switching their attention to military 

service in France, whilst others became more interested in cementing their family within the 

administration of law and order in Nottinghamshire. Other families and individuals engaged 

in a combination of service to protect and improve their status as the century progressed, 

thereby demonstrating the continued importance of war and officialdom for the gentry of 

Nottinghamshire. The extent to which the different types of service were engaged in largely 

                                                      
201

 CPR, 1340-3, p. 554; CPR, 1343-5, p. 274; CPR, 1348-50, p. 516; CPR, 1354-8, p. 121. 
202

 Simpkin, ‘Total War in the Middle Ages?’, p. 85. 
203

 Members of Parliament, vol. 1, pp. 42 and 53. 
204

 CPR, 1313-7, p. 241; CPR, 1324-7, p. 289. 
205

 CPR, 1340-3, p. 554; CPR, 1354-8, p. 294. 
206

 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 39. 
207

 CPR, 1334-8, p. 63. 
208

 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 32 and 136. 
209

 Ibid., p. 34; Members of Parliament, vol. 1, p. 146. 



101 

 

varied from family to family and from man to man, despite some families maintaining 

traditions of service. It will now be investigated if the gentry of Cumberland behaved 

similarly. 

 

 

Cumberland 

 

 

Scotland still posed considerable problems and was a cause for concern in the mid-

fourteenth century, particularly for those living in the Borders. Many of the leading elite, 

such as Henry Percy, Ralph Neville and Ralph Dacre, were involved in the Scottish 

campaign of 1336 with their retinues.
210

 However, when the crown began campaigning in 

France they did not all follow this lead. Henry Percy alone took a retinue on the Reims 

campaign of 1359-60 and served both at Crécy under the earl of Arundel and at Calais in his 

father’s retinue.
 211

 Involvement of the gentry of Cumberland in France in the mid-fourteenth 

century appears limited. Men such as Richard and Miles Stapleton and Henry Haverington, 

who fought at Crécy, were rare, but this does not mean that the gentry of Cumberland had 

abandoned military service.
212

 They were needed to defend the Borders against the Scots due 

to attacks continuing throughout the century, as despite the Battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346 

ending in an important English victory and the capture of the Scottish king, Scottish raids 

did not cease.  

This need for military service in the Borders did not mean, however, that the gentry 

of Cumberland regarded administrative service as being less important than the gentry of 

Nottinghamshire and Hampshire did. In fact, there are many examples of families who had 

lands to defend in the Borders but still devoted considerable time to local administration. 

The Lowther family were based at Lowther Castle near Penrith, but they had a tradition of 

serving in parliament for Cumberland as well as Westmorland since they held considerable 

land in Cumberland, including Newton Reigny.
213

 Hugh Lowther followed service as an MP 

from 1341 with service as sheriff and escheator from 1351 and involvement in a range of 

legal commissions from 1341, such as an investigation of illegal trading with Scotland in 

1344.
214

 In carrying out this service he was following the example of his ancestors, but also 

demonstrating the continued importance of involvement in local officialdom for the gentry 
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of Cumberland. His example demonstrates the potential for the conflict in the Borders to 

provide opportunities for extra administrative service as well as military demands. Other 

families demonstrate a similar pattern to the Lowthers. 

The Tilliol family were landowners of note in the North-West of England, but they 

were also involved in considerable administrative service from the opening of the fourteenth 

century.
215

 Peter Tilliol was elected to parliament eleven times up to 1347 and followed his 

first election in 1322 with service as sheriff in 1327 and a range of legal and administrative 

commissions including oyer and terminer, gaol delivery and array.
216

 He also engaged in 

administrative service specific to the situation in the Borders as he had to raise 100 men 

from Cumberland to serve in Scotland in 1337 and was commissioned to investigate illegal 

trading with the Scots in 1344.
217

 His son Robert’s first of six elections to parliament in 1351 

was similarly followed by other service, as sheriff three times from 1356 to 1366, escheator 

in 1356 and as a member of commissions of oyer and terminer in 1358 and of the peace in 

1362.
218

 These men demonstrate that war with Scotland did not prevent the gentry from 

wanting to engage in repeated administrative service, but also that it produced extra 

opportunities to engage in this service due to several truces. Thomas Skelton, who served as 

an MP in 1337-8, also shows that the gentry of Cumberland mirrored gentry elsewhere in 

becoming involved in administering legislation to respond to national crises.
219

 He was 

commissioned to enforce labour legislation in 1355.
220

 

Hugh Moresby was granted some of the lands of the deceased Andrew Harclay by 

the crown in 1324, long before his first election to parliament in 1334.
221

 This demonstrates 

that whilst service in parliament was important for the families discussed already, it was 

possible to gain crown favour without it.
 
However, Hugh did follow election to parliament 

with considerably more service, on the same commission as Peter Tilliol to raise troops in 

1337, as sheriff and escheator in 1341, as an investigator of those illegally aiding the Scots 

in 1342 and as a commissioner of oyer and terminer in 1344.
222

 This is strikingly similar to 

the career of Richard Denton, a member of an important gentry family whose interests were 
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centred in Carlisle.
223

 He was also granted some of Andrew Harclay’s land in 1323, despite 

the bulk of his administrative service, including fourteen periods as an MP, two as a sheriff 

and one as an escheator, as well as serving as a peace commissioner, occurring after this.
224

 

Hugh Moresby was one of the peace commissioners assaulted and prevented from carrying 

out his work by Robert Mulcastre in 1344, which demonstrates that administrative service 

brought dangers as well as benefits.
225

 Nonetheless, this danger did not prevent his son 

Christopher from following Hugh’s example and serving as an MP three times from 1360 to 

1366 and sheriff in 1360, as well as levying taxes in 1360.
226

  

This section has demonstrated that despite facing repeated Scottish attacks and being 

near to major battles such as the Battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346, many members of the 

gentry of Cumberland still had a considerable involvement in local administration and 

judicial service in the mid-fourteenth century. Whilst repeated service as an MP could also 

indicate that no other members of the community were willing to carry out this service, the 

considerable number of different names involved in at least some form of administrative 

service from the sample indicates that non-military service was viewed as a worthwhile 

venture by many. It is correct that the numbers of Cumberland gentry present in French 

campaigns of the mid-fourteenth century were limited. However, this was primarily due to 

the fact that they were still facing the demands of defending their county, rather than a move 

away from regarding military service as part of their identity. Unfortunately the evidence of 

gentry service in the Battle of Neville’s Cross is limited, and as such it cannot be proved that 

the gentry of Cumberland were well-represented.
227

 It is, however, highly likely that many 

were involved in warfare in Scotland, but also that many served defensively in the Borders 

instead of serving in France or Scotland. The fact that Peter Tilliol and Hugh Moresby were 

instructed not to take men needed to defend Carlisle when raising troops to fight in Scotland 

highlights the importance of defensive responsibilities in the Borders.
228

 The final campaign 

in this chapter will now be considered to reveal the nature of gentry service in Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland in the late-fourteenth century. 
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The Late-Fourteenth Century 

 

 

Despite Richard II being frequently criticised for his greater interest in making peace 

than war, it has been argued that the gentry were still eagerly engaging in warfare in this 

period as a means of social advancement.
229

 The main campaign to be focused on in relation 

to gentry service is Richard II’s campaign of 1385 into Scotland. In 1385 Richard issued a 

feudal summons, the first summons of its kind since 1327, in order to combat a Franco-

Scottish enemy in Scotland.
230

 The arrival of the considerable French force in Scotland in 

1385 meant that Richard needed to assemble men to launch his own offensive.
231

 Richard 

II’s army was, in fact, too big to be entirely feudal and its make-up has provoked 

considerable debate, particularly concerning his decision to issue the feudal summons.
232

 It 

now seems likely that Richard’s force was a large indentured contract army, so the feudal 

summons was really a political gesture to compel tenants-in-chief to act as involuntary 

contractors.
233

 In any case, the Scottish expedition was a way for Richard to restore crown 

repute and show his military credentials, and the gentry formed a significant part of the 

army.
234

 As such, this is a useful campaign to assess gentry service.  

To return to the 1385 campaign, Richard gathered his army at Newcastle in July, and 

in early August his forces entered Scotland to begin the campaign.
235

 The campaign began 

successfully for the English, as Melrose and Newbottle were ravaged and Richard’s men 

briefly took Edinburgh.
 236

 However, the Scots would not be brought to battle and internal 

division in the English army meant that little further progress was made.
237

 By the end of 

August the campaign was over and the army returned to Newcastle, having achieved little 
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lasting success.
238

 It should be noted that whilst this campaign was short, it was not known 

that it would be so short at the start, and French attacks were still feared on the southern 

coast, so it will be interesting to discover the extent to which the gentry of Hampshire were 

involved in the campaign, given their considerable pressures and interests elsewhere. It will 

also be considered how far the gentry of Nottinghamshire were involved in warfare in the 

North or if they tended to serve elsewhere. 

It will also be investigated whether administrative service remained important or 

increased in importance for the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland in 

the late-fourteenth century. This was a time of considerable unrest; the Peasants’ Revolt of 

1381 provoked fear amongst the elite as their social inferiors reacted angrily to elite use of 

the law to undermine the potential for change offered by plague and famine.
239

 The royal 

government assisted landlords in keeping down labour wages through legislation and 

enforcement, and used the gentry to preserve the peace and prosecute those involved in 

disorder.
240

 This suggests that the gentry would be increasingly keen to be involved in the 

system of law and order at this time. This section will therefore consider gentry involvement 

in both administration and warfare in the late-fourteenth century, in order to assess the extent 

to which the gentry balanced and valued these two forms of service, beginning with 

Hampshire.  

 

 

Hampshire  

 

 

It could be assumed that the Hampshire gentry had turned away from military 

service in the late-fourteenth century, as they are largely absent from the records of Richard 

II’s campaign of 1385. The Worting family of Basingstoke appear to have avoided military 

service in the late-fourteenth century.
241

 For instance, Thomas Worting served as MP four 

times from 1381 and on a peace commission in 1389, but is absent from records of military 

service.
242

 Henry Popham seems to have had a similar preference for administrative service. 

Whilst he took out letters of protection to serve in Ireland in 1363, his presence is much 

more evident in the records of administration, and he does not appear in the records of the 

1385 campaign.
243

 Henry was MP for Hampshire seven times from 1382 to 1404 before 
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serving as sheriff and a peace commissioner.
244

 He was also commissioned to suppress 

rebellion in 1381.
245

 This service allowed him to forge a close relationship with William 

Wykeham and to his fellow gentry, as he served as a feoffee for his fellow MP, William 

Sturmy, in 1390.
246

  

Henry’s son John carried out similar administrative service to his father and secured 

John of Gaunt as a patron.
247

 However, he did serve as the constable of Southampton Castle, 

and this raises an important clarification.
248

 Whilst the gentry of Hampshire rarely appear in 

records of service in the North, this is probably due to the fact that landholders on the 

southern coast were enjoined to defend against the French, as Richard II had not yet formed 

the truce of 1389.
249

 Despite the evidence being suggestive, it should therefore not be 

assumed that the gentry of Hampshire had forsaken military service in the late-fourteenth 

century.
250

 The Brocas family has already been discussed in the previous section, so it will 

not be repeated in detail here. However, it will be mentioned that whilst Bernard had 

established himself as an important local administrator, he still served in a naval expedition 

in 1377-8.
251

 Furthermore, William Brocas was part of the standing force in the Scottish 

Marches in 1389-90, coinciding with the 1389 truce with France.
252

 This demonstrates a 

desire to be involved in military service in the North if possible. In any case, this family 

shows a combination of military and administrative service, as do many others, including the 

Norton family. Ralph Norton’s first appointment to parliament in 1377 coincided with 

selection as sheriff and involvement in several legal commissions.
253

 However, Ralph 

defended the coast before this in 1371, showing a combination of service and highlighting 

the military responsibilities of landholders in the area.
254

  

William Sturmy provides a similar example as he served in France from 1380 to 

1381 and on a naval expedition in 1388 with the earl of Devon, before becoming a diplomat 

for Richard II.
255

 He also served as MP in several southern counties, including Hampshire, 

and served on a range of legal commissions before joining Henry IV’s council in 1401 - thus 
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combining military and administrative service.
256

 This is similar to John Sandys, of East 

Cholderton and Sherborne ‘Coudray’, Hampshire, who served the Black Prince and Thomas 

of Woodstock in France and on the sea before being appointed as an MP for Hampshire 

eight times from 1381.
257

 This was after abducting the widowed Joan Bridges and thereby 

gaining land in Hampshire.
258

 He served on commissions from 1377 to 1395 and was 

ordered to put down rebellion in Hampshire in 1381 and 1382, as well as serving as justice 

of the peace for Hampshire from 1384.
259

 He was also deputy marshal of the court of 

chivalry in 1394.
260

 This is a striking indication of the importance of office-holding and 

military service, as it allowed an outsider to the county to rise to prominence. Admittedly, 

this factor operated in conjunction with marriage and landholding.  

Along with other families such as the Estcotes, who served militarily on the coast 

and in France, this demonstrates the importance of military and administrative service to 

many of the gentry of Hampshire in the late-fourteenth century.
261

 Examples of leading 

gentry engaging in military service in France or on the coast abound in the records. John 

Hampton, MP for Hampshire in 1394 and associate of William Wykeham, served on various 

military ventures.
262

 He served on six naval expeditions between 1374 and 1388 and joined 

an expedition to France from 1380 to 1381.
263

 The St John family contributed various 

members to take part in naval and French expeditions in the late-fourteenth century despite 

being established as a leading family in local society.
264

 Having said that, they no longer 

received personal summons to parliament and so were not part of the baronage.  Other 

family names appearing in the military records include Roches, Russell, Scures, Trussel and 

Palton.
265

 These and others demonstrate that the gentry of Hampshire were still frequently 

involved in military ventures, albeit generally in specific areas, in the late-fourteenth 

century. 
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This section has demonstrated that the gentry of Hampshire did not play a 

significant role in Richard II’s campaign in Scotland in 1385. However, it has also been 

shown that this should not be taken to indicate a lack of interest in being involved in military 

ventures at this time. Indeed, members of many leading gentry families took part in naval 

and French expeditions within the Hundred Years War, and were involved in defending the 

coast. This section has also demonstrated that the local gentry continued to play a leading 

role in local administration, including service as MPs, sheriffs or peace commissioners, 

despite still facing the pressure of war on their coastal border. It will now be considered 

whether the gentry of Nottinghamshire also showed a combination of administrative and 

military employments, and whether they played a more considerable role in the Scottish 

campaign or remained focused on France. 

 

 

Nottinghamshire 

 

 

As they were based north of the Trent, it could be expected that the gentry of 

Nottinghamshire would provide a substantial number of examples of men who served with 

Richard II in 1385 in Scotland.
266

 However, this section will begin by demonstrating the 

significant families and individuals who not only shunned involvement in this campaign, but 

also avoided military service altogether in the late-fourteenth century. John Gateford of 

Gateford, Nottinghamshire, embraced administrative service whilst avoiding warfare. John 

was an MP on five occasions and followed his first term, in 1373, with service as a peace 

commissioner from 1378, sheriff from 1385 and escheator from 1388.
267

 Thomas Hercy of 

Grove, Nottinghamshire, Sampson Strelley and Hugh Newmarch are just several other 

examples of the many individuals who followed this course.
268

 However, there are also 

numerous families from Nottinghamshire engaging in a combination of service in the period, 

and some of these examples will now be introduced. 

The Leek family produced individuals who served the county in a variety of ways in 

the late-fourteenth century. Simon Leek was one member who was involved in considerable 

administrative service, as he served as an MP on ten occasions between 1363 and 1382 and 
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on a variety of legal commissions.
269

 He was also sheriff of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire 

in 1363 and 1382.
270

 This suggests that either there was a shortage of men willing to fill 

offices in these years, or that those offices were particularly desirable, meaning that he was 

able to use his position as sheriff to secure election. Simon’s son John’s career supports the 

idea that family service encouraged the next generation to follow this example, as he served 

in a range of roles, including sheriff, MP and peace commissioner.
271

 In terms of military 

service, John’s brother William served on a naval expedition in 1374 and John served in 

Ireland in 1376 and possibly again in 1380.
272

 This demonstrates that members of the family 

carried out a range of service in the late-fourteenth century, therefore suggesting that both 

aspects of service remained important. However, the Leek family also demonstrates that the 

gentry were not always eager to be involved in military service, as William was enlisted 

again to serve in Calais in 1388 but refused to leave England.
273

 Other families, such as the 

Chaworths and the Stauntons, provide similar examples. The Stauntons also included family 

members serving together in Ireland from 1389 to 1392.
274

 

Thomas Rempston provides an example of a member of the gentry who served 

Richard II in the Borders as part of the standing force in the West March from 1384.
275

 

Thomas also again demonstrates the combination of administrative and military service, as 

he followed his first period of six as an MP in 1381 by serving as sheriff in 1393.
276

 He was 

also involved in a range of legal commissions from 1394 and was selected to serve the 

crown in peace negotiations with France.
277

 This highlights his international activity 

continuing after his Scottish service. This is also shown by his service with Gaunt in Spain, 

and crusading ventures in Lithuania with Bolingbroke in 1390.
278

 The fact that his release 

was secured by John of Gaunt after being captured by the Polish king in 1392 indicates the 

possibility for extensive service to create connections between the elite.
279

 William Neville, 

of Rolleston, Nottinghamshire, also served Richard in Scotland. He brought four esquires 
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and six archers on the campaign in 1385.
280

 Before this he went overseas in 1371 and 

campaigned with Gaunt as a member of his retinue in Scotland and Normandy.
281

 He also 

combined military and administrative service as he was an MP from 1378 and served on a 

range of legal commissions from 1381.
282

 Other examples include John Annesley, the 

famous victor of a judicial duel in 1380 and consequent knight of the king’s body who 

joined the 1385 campaign after service in France.
283

 These men also demonstrate the 

continued tendency of the gentry of Nottinghamshire to serve in a variety of locations, as 

well as a continued connection between the military elite of Nottinghamshire and the 

Lancastrians, in the form of Gaunt.  

The preceding paragraph has demonstrated the involvement of members of the 

gentry of Nottinghamshire in a variety of arenas of war whilst also engaging in 

administrative service in their careers, but it must also be acknowledged that other local 

gentry served solely in a military capacity. Robert Goushill fought in the Marches and in 

Scotland in the late-fourteenth century, but avoided being involved in local officialdom.
284

 

John Burton served at sea in 1385, but also avoided administration.
285

 Baldwin Malet and his 

brother John served extensively in France and at sea in the 1370s and 1380s but they too 

shunned officialdom in Nottinghamshire.
286

 The Oxenford and Cherleton families had 

members who served at sea in the late-fourteenth century.
287

 The reoccurrence of families 

with more than one member selecting to serve militarily but not administratively in the late-

fourteenth century suggests that some gentry families in Nottinghamshire still maintained a 

tradition of concentrating on military ventures. Other examples of this tradition include the 

Bereford family, with three members serving in France in the late-fourteenth century.
 288

 

This study of gentry service in late-fourteenth century Nottinghamshire has 

demonstrated that different leading families embraced a range of balances of service. Some 

focused on administration and some focused on warfare, whilst many took part in both. It is 

also striking that the patterns of familial traditions of service identified in the earlier stages 

of this chapter are still evident in the latter part of the fourteenth century. Many members of 
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the Nottinghamshire gentry were involved in Richard II’s Scottish campaign of 1385, but 

they were also often involved in service in France, Ireland, or a variety of locations. This 

demonstrates the tendency of the gentry in this area to travel to take part in military activity, 

rather than limiting themselves to the warfare closest to their locality. It will now be 

considered whether the gentry of Cumberland were heavily involved in this campaign and in 

military service in general in the late-fourteenth century, and how this was balanced with 

their administrative duties. 

 

 

Cumberland 

 

 

It would be reasonable to expect that the gentry of Cumberland would have been 

heavily involved in the 1385 campaign due to their proximity to Scotland, and that they 

would focus on military service at this unsettled time in their locality. Hostilities continued 

after the 1385 campaign, with a Scottish victory at Otterburn in 1388 and harrying for the 

remainder of the century.
289

 However, this section will demonstrate that there was still some 

variety in terms of the service that the local gentry chose to engage in. For instance, the 

Lowther family are an excellent example of a family involved in administrative and military 

service in the late-fourteenth century. William Lowther followed election to parliament from 

1393 with service as an escheator and sheriff and involvement in a range of legal 

commissions.
290

 His brother Robert was MP for Cumberland from 1391, was appointed to 

peace commissions in Cumberland from 1397 and later served as sheriff and escheator.
291

 

However, several members of the family also served militarily in their careers. Robert and 

William’s father, John, served in a naval expedition in 1372 and in the standing force in 

Ireland from 1395 to 1397.
292

 Whilst John did not serve in the 1385 campaign, despite his 

base being in the Borders, this may have been due to him having a defensive role; he was 

retained by Roger Clifford in 1379, and may have been given defensive orders if this 

relationship was still in place.
293

 By contrast, William was a captain in a Scottish expedition 

in 1400.
294

 As such, members of the same family can be seen engaging in defensive and 

aggressive military service. 
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The Skelton family of Stainton and Orton, Cumberland, show striking similarities to 

the Lowther family. They demonstrate varied service in a range of locations. Clement 

Skelton served as an MP five times from 1378 to 1395 and on a range of legal 

commissions.
295

 He also served as the deputy keeper of Carlisle during the 1385 campaign, 

which demonstrates varied employment.
296

 Some other members of the family did not serve 

in this campaign, but instead served in France, Ireland and on the sea in the late-fourteenth 

century.
297

 John Thirlwall served in Gaunt’s retinue on campaigns in France and was 

retained in 1375 by Henry Percy in the garrison of Roxburgh Castle.
298

 He followed his role 

defending Carlisle as the deputy keeper of Carlisle Castle in the 1385 campaign with service 

as an MP in 1386, providing another example of combined service, this time in close 

conjunction.
299

  

The Tilliol family demonstrate that different members of the same family could 

engage in different forms of employment, and to varied extents. Peter Tilliol, of Scaleby, 

Cumberland, was MP thirteen times from 1378 to 1426, justice of the peace five times from 

1380, and sheriff and escheator on several occasions after he became an MP.
300

 He was also 

ransomed after being captured when fighting the Scots in 1385 and 1388, as well as serving 

in Ireland in 1399.
301

 In 1388, Peter was able to use his influence to gain a crown pardon for 

a local thief, which indicated the extent to which he was able to use extensive service to 

receive crown favour.
302

 However, it must be highlighted that Peter’s brother, Geoffrey 

Tilliol, of Torpenhow and Embleton, Cumberland, was able to gain local influence despite 

only serving as collector of pontage at Carlisle from 1389 to 1393 and as an MP once in 

1393.
303

 He was married to Alice, daughter of the influential John Ireby, and this connection 

enhanced his position.
304

 Having said this, it is noteworthy that his familial connections also 

strengthened his position, so his status was to some extent founded on the administrative 

service of others. Other individuals engaged in a combination of service. John Denton 

repeatedly served in parliament and fought in France and overseas and Amand Monceaux 

fought in the Borders and overseas before serving administratively in Cumberland, being 
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made keeper of the West March in 1371 and taking command of Carlisle Castle in 1385.
305

 

The career of Richard Bewley of Thistlethwaite, Cumberland, provides another example as 

he helped to guard Carlisle in 1385 and served as an MP in the following October.
306

 

Whilst the men thus far discussed all engaged in varied service, there were also 

those who focused on administrative service, even in the frontier zone of Cumberland. 

William Stapleton, of Edenhall, Cumberland, came from a family of large-scale landowners 

and served as MP for the first of five times in 1390.
307

 He later became justice of the peace 

from 1397 and sheriff and escheator in the early-fifteenth century.
308

 William Leigh, of Isel 

and Blindcrake, Cumberland, followed the first of four periods as an MP in 1399 with 

service as sheriff in 1399 and justice of the peace from 1410.
309

 John Ireby, of High Ireby 

and Embleton, Cumberland, became justice of the peace from 1385 and sheriff from 1388 

after his first election of three as an MP in 1384.
310

 These men do not appear to have served 

in the 1385 campaign, or indeed at all militarily in the late-fourteenth century. The proviso 

must however be reiterated that they could have played a defensive role. The apparently 

solely administrative careers of these and other men, such as members of the Culwen family, 

Thomas Sands, John Derwentwater and William Threlkeld, indicate that even for those with 

considerable landholdings, administrative service was an important part of gentry identity.
311

 

The Borders nevertheless offered considerable opportunities for gentry to 

concentrate their careers on military ventures, as demonstrated by many of the gentry 

discussed previously and the following examples. Many of the local gentry were involved in 

defending Carlisle and the Borders during Richard II’s 1385 campaign. Robert Parvyng was 

a man-at-arms in the Carlisle garrison from 1383 to 1384.
312

 The Lucy family was also 

frequently involved in the defence of the Borders in the late-fourteenth century, as were the 

Dacres and the Clifford family, which also contributed members to serve in Ireland.
313

 These 

and other families demonstrate that many gentry families in Cumberland still maintained 

traditions of serving militarily, frequently in the Borders but also overseas. Members of the 

                                                      
305

 Ibid., vol. 3, pp. 756-8; Members of Parliament, vol. 1, pp. 179, 188, 195 and 208; Hughes, List of 

Sheriffs; CPR, 1374-7, pp. 229 and 323; CPR, 1381-5, p. 261; E101/39/7 no. 1 m. 2, from the AHRC-

funded database www.medievalsoldier.org accessed 01/06/2013. 
306

 Roskell, Clark and Rawcliffe, The House of Commons, vol. 2, p. 225. 
307

 Ibid., vol. 4, p. 463. 
308

 Ibid., vol. 4, p. 463. 
309

 Ibid., vol. 3, p. 589. 
310

 Ibid., vol. 3, pp. 480-1. 
311

 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 779-80 and vol. 4, pp. 300; CPR, 1354-8, p. 294; CPR, 1361-4, p. 65; CPR, 1370-

4, p. 169; CPR, 1377-81, p. 359; CPR, 1385-9, pp. 81 and 475; CPR, 1374-7, pp. 229 and 325-6; 

Hughes, List of Sheriffs; Members of Parliament, vol. 1, pp. 186, 190, 193, 203 and 208; Wood, List 

of Escheators. 
312

 E199/7/11 m. 7, from the AHRC-funded database www.medievalsoldier.org accessed 01/06/2013. 
313

 E101/41/17 mm. 1-2, E101/39/11 m. 4, E101/41/17 m. 2, E101/31/25 m. 2, E101/41/17 m. 2 and 

E101/41/39 mm. 5 and 10, from the AHRC-funded database www.medievalsoldier.org accessed 

01/06/2013. 

http://www.medievalsoldier.org/
http://www.medievalsoldier.org/
http://www.medievalsoldier.org/


114 

 

Forster family served in the Scottish Marches on several occasions in the late-fourteenth 

century.
314

 However, they also served in France and on the sea instead of remaining in the 

Borders to serve in local administration.
315

  

This final section has demonstrated that the gentry of Cumberland were frequently 

involved in military service in the Borders. It also shows that many members of the local 

elite served in Richard II’s campaign of 1385, either by attacking Scotland or defending the 

Borders. A considerable number of men in local gentry society also took part in warfare 

elsewhere, however, such as in France and Ireland. This is in common with the gentry of 

Nottinghamshire. However, it has also been shown that some important gentry families in 

the locality were not involved in defending the Borders or fighting elsewhere, but instead 

focused their careers of service on administration. Finally, as in the other counties, a 

considerable number of individuals combined different forms of service, providing 

themselves with an identity incorporating martial elements and officialdom. Now that an 

account of the service carried out by the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland as the fourteenth century progressed has been provided, a comparative 

conclusion will consider any developments in gentry service in the three counties over the 

century. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

This chapter has demonstrated that the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland engaged in a range of service during the fourteenth century, both administrative 

and military. The gentry of each area had the opportunity to take part in a variety of 

campaigns, with this chapter focusing on early-fourteenth-century conflict with France, the 

Crécy-Calais campaign and the 1385 campaign in Scotland. The extent to which they chose 

to take part in these campaigns, and how they balanced this with the level of administrative 

service they participated in, varied from county to county, from family to family, and even 

from individual to individual. However, as has been identified through this chapter, some 

families did appear to develop traditions of service within the time frames set for each 

section. This conclusion will therefore consider the separate sections of the chapter together 
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in order to identify these patterns and assess their strength and development over time in 

each county. 

 At the start of the fourteenth century the gentry of Hampshire were engaging in a 

range of occupations. The Roches family was represented in both Scotland and France, but 

John Roches also served in local administration. Other men such as John Scures and James 

Norton alternated different types of service. Some men, such as Henry Sturmy, Robert 

Harnhull and Theobald Gorges chose to take part in the Scottish campaign but then shunned 

involvement in local administration. However, there were also a considerable number of 

examples of men who solely served in an administrative capacity, such as Hugh Estcote and 

members of the Worting family. There were also families with members who focused on 

different types of service, such as the Russell and Popham families. This variety was also 

present in the mid-fourteenth century, despite the conflict now affecting the coast of 

Hampshire. For example, members of the Popham, Brocas, Palton and Hampton families 

continued or began to play a considerable role in both areas of service. The Sturmy and 

Gorges families continued to produce fighters, but also entered into administration. This 

demonstrates a development within these families to take up new administrative 

opportunities. In contrast, it also highlights the continued importance of military service for 

some, although not all, as the Norton family now only served administratively. Some 

families retained their traditions of service in the final part of the fourteenth century, for 

instance the Worting family continued to serve locally. Similarly, the Brocas, Sturmy, 

Hampton, Popham and Norton families combined different forms of service, although the 

Pophams began to focus more on administration. However, others either expanded or 

narrowed their careers. The Estcote family began to engage in military service, whereas 

members of the Palton, Scures, Roches and Russell families are found only in the records of 

military service at this point. 

 The gentry of Nottinghamshire also demonstrated a considerable level of variety 

from the start of the fourteenth century between the service different families chose to 

engage in. The Verdon, Strelley, Sampson, Annesley, Ingram and Chatton families are just 

some examples of the families which appear to have focused on military service, whilst the 

Willoughby family and others focused on administration. However, as with Hampshire, 

there were also those who combined the two, such as John Deincourt, Walter Goushill and 

Richard Furneaux. There were also families with members with different interests, such as 

the Darcy, Clifton and Chaworth families. Again, the mid-fourteenth century saw some 

families continue traditions of service and others expand or specify their employment. There 

were those who solely fought, such as John Burton, John Furneaux, and John Deincourt; in 

the case of the latter two this was a move away from a combination of service. There were 

also those who solely served administratively, such as the Leek and Staunton families. The 
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Darcy, Chaworth and Clifton families continued to have members engaging in diverse 

careers, with the Cressy family also emerging as fighters and administrators. However, by 

the late-fourteenth century the Cressy and Strelley families had ceased to engage in military 

service, whereas the Leek and Staunton families had begun to participate in warfare and the 

Annesley family had started to enter local administration. Others, such as the Chaworth, 

Darcy and Burton families maintained their tradition of combined service. 

 Finally, the gentry of Cumberland have, like the gentry of Nottinghamshire and 

Hampshire, demonstrated both change and continuity. Above all they have demonstrated a 

variety of patterns of service. Despite facing war on their frontier, some of the local gentry, 

such as the Skelton and Mulcastre families, did not serve militarily. However, a striking 

number of men, such as Hugh Lowther, Robert Leyburn, Robert Tilliol and Henry Malton, 

engaged in both defensive and offensive military ventures, although they also played a role 

in local officialdom. Members of the same families also demonstrated a level of variety. For 

instance, whilst John Lucy avoided military service, Anthony Lucy fought as well as 

participating in local administration. The mid-fourteenth century evidence suggested that 

there had been considerable changes in terms of gentry service, as whilst Richard Stapleton 

and some others served in the Crécy-Calais campaign, it appears that members of other 

leading families, such as the Lowther, Tilliol, Skelton, Moresby and Denton families, were 

only employed as local officials in the mid-fourteenth century. However, as identified in the 

section focusing on these decades, there was still a considerable need for the gentry of 

Cumberland to remain in the North and defend the Borders. They also took part in battles 

such as the Battle of Neville’s Cross, so negligible evidence of participation in France does 

not mean that the local gentry had adopted purely civilian lifestyles. This is illuminated in a 

return to the expected variety of service by the late-fourteenth century. Members of the 

Lowther, Tilliol, and Monceaux families both fought and administered, whilst the Parvyng, 

Forster, Lucy, Denton and Dacre families, amongst others, were represented militarily in the 

Borders and elsewhere. However, some families, such as the Skeltons and Stapletons, 

continued or began to serve in a solely administrative capacity, despite being close to the 

arena of warfare for the 1385 campaign. 

 This chapter has demonstrated that, despite the debate surrounding the development 

of gentry service in the fourteenth century, there was a considerable level of variety 

throughout the century for the counties being studied in this thesis.
316

 Some families 

specialised in warfare or administration, and this was either maintained or expanded by their 

descendants as the century progressed. Other families preferred to combine a martial identity 
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 This fits with the varied engagement with military service identified by Simpkin in his 

consideration of the gentry of Nottinghamshire and Cambridgeshire in the early-fourteenth century: 

Simpkin, ‘Total War in the Middle Ages?’, p. 72. 
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with local officialdom consistently. There is a level of variety between the counties in some 

part of the century. For instance, the gentry of Cumberland were less represented in the 

Crécy-Calais campaign but more present in the campaign of 1385. However, like the gentry 

of Hampshire, who are less evident in the campaign of 1385, this can be explained by a need 

to be present to defend their locality at these times, so it does not necessarily indicate a move 

away from martial service. It instead could indicate a change in focus from aggressive 

military service to defensive military service as necessity dictated. What can be concluded is 

that, whilst there were increasing opportunities for the gentry to be involved in 

administration by the second half of the fourteenth century, the involvement of gentry in 

local service was not a new phenomenon. Furthermore, a considerable number of gentry 

individuals continued to engage in warfare throughout the century, or even became more 

involved as the century progressed, so it is not accurate to suggest that the gentry did not still 

possess a martial identity to some extent. The gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland placed a high value on service, and this chapter has 

demonstrated that for many this service could be both military and administrative. 
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Chapter Four: Progression to a Study of Perceptions of Violence 

 

 

Chapters Two and Three introduced the societies which will provide sample gentry 

for an investigation into gentry perceptions of violence in fourteenth-century England. 

Chapter Two introduced the elite in fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland. It went on to consider the relationship between members of this society, the 

crown and other potential figures of influence, such as leading figures in other counties and 

ecclesiastical officials. It was expected that these counties would have had very different 

societies, due to the considerable distance between them and the different circumstances 

they faced. In particular, Cumberland and Hampshire faced war with Scotland and France 

respectively, whilst Nottinghamshire avoided direct enemy attacks. An immediate contrast 

in terms of crown influence could be inferred due to the variation in geographical distance 

from the centre of crown authority in the South. The level of crown authority was shown to 

have varied throughout the century, as both Edward II and Richard II moved their centre of 

power north at points in their reign. Nevertheless, the distance between the most regular 

centre of crown authority, in the South, and Cumberland allowed northern lords to become 

considerably influential. However, the crown was still the most significant landholder in the 

area, so whilst there was a desire for some independence in the locality, this should not be 

taken to mean that the crown had little influence. Hampshire’s geographical position made it 

easier for the crown to exert its authority and a number of men retained by the crown were 

based in the region. Nottingham Castle provided a base for crown authority in 

Nottinghamshire, although this was a less regular presence than in the South. It must be 

highlighted though that the gentry in these counties also valued their independence. It should 

not therefore be assumed that more southerly counties embraced crown authority while 

northern counties rejected it. Still, it was more of a challenge for the crown to exert authority 

in localities at a considerable distance from Westminster, so the gentry were likely to feel 

more autonomous from crown influence. 

The variation of the level of influence held by ecclesiastical authorities was 

discussed. Hampshire was heavily influenced by the bishopric of Winchester. In contrast, the 

northern ecclesiastical centres such as York, Durham and Carlisle were less influential than 

secular authorities over the gentry in Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. The consideration 

of secular elites similarly raised some contrasts, yet also some similarities. Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland all lacked nobles who were resident in the county, 

although the extent to which regional nobles could be seen to hold considerable influence in 

each county varied. Cumberland elite society was influenced by a number of extremely 

powerful regional lords, such as the Percy, Clifford and Neville families. This influence 
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arose due to their land-holding and service as local officials, whereas in terms of regional 

noble influence Nottinghamshire was dominated by one family. The earldom and duchy of 

Lancaster was stronger in other midlands counties, but it was still influential enough to be 

the leading noble family in Nottinghamshire. In contrast, Hampshire was found to be more 

similar to Cumberland, with a range of regional nobles holding considerable interests in the 

county. It also had a leading influence however, namely the bishopric of Winchester. When 

the chapter progressed to considering baronial families some variety was seen in terms of 

how distinct these families were from leading gentry in each county. In addition variety was 

evident in how far it was possible or indeed necessary for the gentry to join this group. In 

Cumberland, leading baronial families were able to enjoy considerable power through 

possession of offices in the Borders. Whilst some gentry were able to rise to this level 

through crown favour and similar office-holding, this could not be achieved without 

continued crown support. This contrasts with Nottinghamshire, where there was a much less 

clear distinction between baronial families and leading gentry in terms of wealth and office-

holding. Hampshire gentry trod the middle ground as they were able to enjoy considerable 

status whilst baronial families were still largely distinct. 

Chapter Two then introduced some of the leading gentry families in each county. 

These gentry had different external pressures, such as war, acting upon them, and were at 

disparate geographical positions in the country. Whilst their counties do share some 

characteristics in terms of the social structure of their societies, and the sources of local 

influence, important variations were also shown. This knowledge is extremely useful in 

terms of answering one of the crucial research questions of this thesis, namely the extent to 

which geographical setting had an impact on gentry perceptions of violence. The differences 

between these counties are significant enough for them to provide sample societies for the 

second section of the thesis. The perceptions of violence held by the gentry within these 

societies will be assessed using the methodology to be explained in this introductory chapter, 

and regular comparison of these results will allow for the level of variety between counties 

to be demonstrated. One of the central arguments of this thesis is that there was little variety 

between gentry perceptions of violence in different counties, despite the gentry facing a 

variety of different pressures and influences. This proposal will be demonstrated through the 

analysis to follow. 

The conclusions reached in Chapter Three point towards different local 

circumstances having little tangible effect on gentry values. It was shown that the gentry of 

these diverse counties appeared to have had very similar ideas regarding their service 

careers, despite facing different pressures and opportunities. As discussed in Chapter Three, 

there is continuing debate concerning the extent to which the gentry of fourteenth-century 

England were beginning to abandon military service and focus instead on administrative 
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service, or still placed a high value on military service. However, the evidence gathered 

regarding the service careers of the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland 

suggested that this debate has little relevance in relation to gentry in these counties and their 

service aspirations. Indeed, the gentry in these localities engaged in a variety of 

administrative and military service throughout the fourteenth century. Certain families 

developed traditions of serving administratively or militarily. However, many more appear 

to have had no particular intention of focusing on one type of service, but rather took the 

opportunities offered to them in either genre. The gentry of all three counties had the 

opportunity to engage in military service throughout the century, although of course their 

geographical position affected the extent to which they were able to, or indeed were 

expected to, take these opportunities.  

Ultimately, the picture observed throughout the century in all three counties was one 

of variety. At the start of the fourteenth century the gentry of Hampshire provided examples 

of men who served solely administratively, only served in war, or combined a variety of 

service. This group also included men who engaged in the same type of service as their 

family members, as well as men who served administratively whilst their family members 

engaged in military service, or vice versa. This variety was maintained into the mid-

fourteenth century and beyond. Consideration of the late-fourteenth century still indicated 

that the gentry of Hampshire had no unified plan in terms of what service to engage in. Nor 

did they all embrace a family plan of service. Some families specialised in a particular 

branch of service, whereas some did not. Some men followed the example of their families, 

whilst others did not. The evidence for Nottinghamshire led to the same conclusion. 

Throughout the century it was clear that some of the gentry of Nottinghamshire engaged in 

military service, some served administratively, and some did both. There was nothing to 

indicate the rise of one type of service at the expense of the other. As some families turned 

towards focusing on administrative service, others abandoned this and only appear in records 

of military service. Other families continued to show a variety of service, as did many 

individuals. The same conclusion was reached regarding the gentry of Cumberland. The 

gentry of this county also demonstrated a variety of patterns of service, either specialised or 

diverse, both within families and by individuals, throughout the century. It was also 

recognised that defensive military service was not always visible in the records, and so it 

was not always the case that not appearing in the records meant that gentry did not engage in 

military service. 

This analysis is useful for the progression of the second section of this thesis in 

several ways. Firstly, it indicates the extent to which geographical differences did not have a 

considerable impact on gentry decision-making when choosing service to engage in. Whilst 

their opportunities varied to some extent, the key point is that the gentry often appear to have 



121 

 

been more focused on taking the opportunities offered to them, rather than having a set plan. 

They may have been influenced by family traditions and their personal circumstances, but 

this is more relevant to a consideration of the individual rather than the gentry as a social 

group. This conclusion will be seen to tie in neatly with theories advanced in the second 

section of this thesis, as it will be argued that the gentry of each county regarded it as 

legitimate to engage in violence when the circumstances could be justified and the 

opportunity offered potential for benefit with limited risk. This again puts the emphasis on 

individual circumstances and opportunities, as was the case when considering gentry service 

in fourteenth-century England. This in turn indicates that gentry perceptions of violence will 

also be similar between counties. Furthermore, Chapter Three will connect directly to the 

focus of Chapter Seven, as to a considerable extent Chapter Seven will be concerned with 

considering the extent to which gentry engaging in service were concerned that violence 

could put their careers at risk. A secondary line of enquiry will be whether this varied 

between those engaging in military service and those serving administratively. 

The remainder of this chapter will discuss the evidence required to carry out the 

assessment of gentry perceptions of violence, of which the first section of this thesis has 

formed the base. Chapter One highlighted the need for a combination of evidence to be used 

when investigating gentry violence in fourteenth-century England, particularly when 

considering gentry perceptions of this violence.
1
 Whilst it may seem obvious for this section 

of the thesis to rely upon legal and paralegal records, such as Patent Rolls, Ancient Petitions, 

records from the court of King’s Bench and records of other itinerant justices, the 

impossibility of making a meaningful contribution to consideration of gentry perceptions of 

violence with this methodology alone has been highlighted in Chapter One.
2
 Fundamentally, 

the legal records provide only limited information, with historians such as Green and 

McLane stressing their formulaic and laconic nature.
3
 This is a particularly relevant issue for 

Chapter Five, which will focus on motivations for gentry violence, and how these 

motivations may have been perceived, as limited detail will make this difficult. It should be 

highlighted that the legal records will provide valuable evidence of the crimes potentially 

engaged in by the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland, and in some cases will give an indication of potential motivations. However, as 

argued here and in Chapter One it makes sense to look elsewhere to produce a fuller picture 

of the gentry and their values concerning violence.  

The methodology for the second section of this thesis will therefore also make use 

of literary evidence. The criticisms of the use of literature as a source in historical enquiry 

                                                      
1
 See above, pp. 33-6. 

2
 See above, pp. 33-6. 

3
 Green, Verdict According to Conscience, pp. 29 and 35; Strohm, Theory, p. 105; McLane, ‘Juror 

Attitudes’, p. 39. 
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were summarised in Chapter One.
4
 The main issue surrounding the use of literature is the 

premise that a source must be factual in order to be relied upon to provide evidence for 

historical studies. However, this is too definite a distinction to make. As argued in Chapter 

One, literature was produced for an audience.
5
 The author would therefore design the 

characters and events to evoke certain responses from this audience. For instance, heroic 

characters would behave in a manner which the author would expect to make the audience 

approve of them, whilst villainous characters would engage in activity which would be 

expected to be met with disapproval. From this evidence the historian can surely expect to 

identify the behaviour which would have been approved of, or disapproved of, by the 

audience. Of course, this behaviour may have been exaggerated for the purposes of 

entertainment, but it is still likely that the literature will indicate the values held by the 

audience to a lesser extent at the core of these exaggerations. Furthermore, as identified in 

Chapter One, legal records should not be regarded as necessarily factual, as they too may 

have been invented or exaggerated for the purposes of punishing enemies or getting a case 

into a particular court by adding an accusation of violence.
6
 The absence of fiction should 

not be necessary for a source to be useful. Ultimately, both types of sources can be identified 

as having some level of fiction, but this does not prevent them from providing valuable 

evidence about the society in which they were constructed. What is most sensible is to use 

the sources in tandem, to gain the information from both. This approach also potentially 

allows them to provide corroboration for each other, as Strohm and Kaeuper have 

suggested.
7
 

Therefore, these types of evidence will both be used in the second section of this 

thesis, along with the evidence gained from Chapters Two and Three. Before indicating how 

this will be used specifically in terms of chapter division and focus, a point must be raised in 

reference to how the legal evidence was gathered and its scope. This will be followed by an 

introduction to the specific literature to be used. Whilst their survival is incomplete, the legal 

records of fourteenth-century England are still vast, and a thesis combining such evidence 

with literature could not hope to cover all of this. Indeed, it is not necessary to do so in a 

thesis of this nature, since the focus is not on providing quantitative values for the number of 

gentry accused of violent crime in each county throughout the century. Instead, the emphasis 

is on gentry perceptions of violence, thus sample cases and the activity of sample gentry can 

be used to give an indication of general perceptions. The entirety of the Patent Rolls for the 
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 See above, p. 35. 

5
 See above, pp. 35-6. 

6
 See above, pp. 15 and 34. 

7
 Strohm, Theory, p. 109; R. W. Kaeuper, ‘Debating Law, Justice and Constitutionalism’, in R. W. 

Kaeuper (ed.) with P. Dingman and P. Sposato, Law, Governance and Justice: New Views on 

Medieval Constitutionalism (Leiden, 2013), p. 4. 
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century have been searched for references to the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland, as have the Ancient Petitions, which were introduced in 

Chapter One.
8
 Records in the JUST 1 series of the National Archives of itinerant justices 

who held sessions in any of the sample counties were searched for crimes within the county, 

and crimes involving the gentry of each county in neighbouring counties (see Table 1).
9
 In 

terms of the records from the court of King’s Bench in the KB 27 series, which are the plea 

rolls, a sample had to be taken.
10

 This sample consisted of records from two terms per 

decade, for the entirety of the fourteenth century, and these were reviewed for references to 

gentry from the sample counties (see Table 2). Five rolls were also used from the KB 9 

series, which are indictments, as they contained cases related to the sample counties (see 

Table 3).
11

 A concentrated effort was made to ensure that the King’s Bench sessions selected 

were held at a variety of geographical locations in order to gain the most comprehensive 

coverage possible.   

 

 

Table 1: JUST 1  

 

 

Record Date of session County of gentry mentioned 

JUST 1/792 1322-1324 Hampshire 

JUST 1/1421 1335-1336 Hampshire 

JUST 1/686 1329-1330 Nottinghamshire 

JUST 1/1405 1356-1357 Nottinghamshire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
8
 For an introduction to SC 8 see above, p. 33. 

9
 Unfortunately no JUST 1 evidence could be found which included the sample gentry of 

Cumberland, and it is acknowledged that there is not a wide chronological spread in terms of JUST 1 

evidence, but this has been compensated by evidence of Cumberland gentry in other legal records. For 

an introduction to JUST 1 see above, p. 33. 
10

 For an introduction to KB 27 see above, p. 33. 
11

 Again, no KB 9 evidence could be found which included the sample gentry of Cumberland, but 

there were sufficient references to the gentry of Cumberland in other legal records to prevent this 

from being a serious problem. For an introduction to KB 9 see above, p. 33. 
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Table 2: KB 27 

 

 

Record Date of session Location of session 

KB 27/162 1300 Michaelmas York 

KB 27/182 1305 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/203 1311 Hilary Newcastle upon Tyne 

KB 27/230 1317 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/260 1325 Easter Westminster, Guildford, 

Winchester and Southampton 

KB 27/270 1327 Michaelmas York 

KB 27/282 1330 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/305 1336 Trinity Northampton and 

 Nottingham 

KB 27/330 1342 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/356 1348 Michaelmas York 

KB 27/373 1353 Michaelmas Westminster and Kingston 

upon Thames 

KB 27/385 1356 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/408 1362 Michaelmas  York 

KB 27/435 1369 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/459 1375 Michaelmas Lincoln 

KB 27/466 1377 Trinity Winchester 

KB 27/479 1380 Michaelmas Westminster and 

Northampton 

KB 27/498 1385 Michaelmas Westminster 

KB 27/528 1393 Easter York 

KB 27/539 1396 Hilary Nottingham 
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Table 3: KB 9 

 

 

Record Date of session County of gentry mentioned 

KB 9/163/1 1344 Hampshire 

KB 9/107 1377 Hampshire 

KB 9/167 1385 Nottinghamshire 

KB 9/108 1393 Hampshire 

KB 9/171 1392-3 Hampshire 

 

 

This methodology means that some crimes involving the gentry of fourteenth-

century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland will have been missed. However, the 

use of the Patent Rolls should have ensured collation of the majority, and as identified 

above, complete coverage is not necessary for this thesis. At this point it should also be 

highlighted that, whilst this thesis focuses on violent crime, or at least crime which has been 

claimed by the victim to include violence, the gentry of late-medieval England did not solely 

engage in crime of a violent nature. Indeed, Hanawalt has identified the variety of crimes 

open to the late-medieval elite.
12

 For instance, Gorski and Maddicott have discussed the 

problem of gentry being given positions of local authority and then being accused of the 

crime of corruption, which was a frequent motif in late-medieval society.
13

 William 

Mulcastre, who was sheriff of Cumberland in 1304, a commissioner of oyer and terminer in 

1305, MP for Cumberland in 1309 and 1311, and a commissioner of array in 1316, provides 

an example of accusations of corruption from the sample gentry.
14

 In 1314 an investigation 

was launched into the amount of money that William and others had levied in Cumberland 

to make a truce with Scottish cross-border raiders without crown permission.
15

 As his career 

continued after this accusation, it would be interesting to compare this and other such cases 

with the impact of accusations of violent crime on the careers of the sample gentry, but 

unfortunately this is beyond the scope of this thesis. It should also be acknowledged that, as 

identified in Chapter One, many of the crimes which appear violent in the legal records were 
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 Hanawalt, ‘Fur-Collar Crime’, pp. 1-17. 
13

 R. Gorski, ‘Justice and Injustice? England’s Local Officials in the Later Middle Ages’, in J. C. 

Appleby and P. Dalton (eds.), Outlaws in Medieval and Early Modern England (Farnham, 2009), pp. 

66-8; J. R. Maddicott, ‘The Birth and Setting of the Ballads of Robin Hood’, EHR, 93 (1978), pp. 

276-99. 
14

 William and his family have already been introduced in this thesis: see above, pp. 44 and 92-3. 

Hughes, List of Sheriffs; Members of Parliament, vol. 1 (London, 1878), pp. 30 and 35; CPR, 1301-

07, p. 407; CPR, 1313-7, p. 460. 
15

 CPR, 1313-7, p. 240. 
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not necessarily violent in reality, as this was a device for accessing certain courts.
16

 It is not, 

however, within the remit of this thesis, or the realms of possibility, to assess the veracity of 

accusations. As such, the cases must be taken at face value, but it is worth remembering this 

before assuming that all gentry criminality involved violence. 

 Now that the legal records have been introduced, the literature to be included in this 

thesis must be set out. The Robin Hood rhymes can be used within this study, despite Robin 

being identified as a ‘gode yeman’.
17

 The precise meaning of the term yeoman is a matter of 

some confusion. Almond and Pollard have identified a range of possible meanings for this 

social classification which could be used to describe profession or to indicate a social level 

between, and possibly incorporating, the lesser gentry and the wealthy peasantry, but have 

also reached the conclusion that such an ambiguous figure had the potential to appeal to 

wide audiences.
18

 An elite audience has convincingly been suggested by Holt and Ohlgren. 

Holt has argued for the potential for the rhymes to be read in gentry halls, and Ohlgren has 

identified ownership of a manuscript of Robin Hood and the Potter by an individual hoping 

to rise socially.
19

 Of course, this is by no means an undisputed view, and the variation in 

literary style between the tales may suggest that they were designed for different audiences. 

However, for the purposes of this study there is enough evidence to suggest that the gentry 

were at least part of the intended audience of the rhymes.
20

 It seems counter-intuitive to 

suggest that an audience would read or listen to literature which largely contained values 

they did not share. Whilst the earliest copy of the Gest of Robyn Hode was printed in the 

sixteenth century, it was likely to have been based on earlier Robin Hood tales and 
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 Saul, Scenes from Provincial Life, pp. 79-81. 
17

 R. B. Dobson and J. Taylor (eds.), Rymes of Robyn Hood: An Introduction to the English Outlaw 

(Gloucester, 1989), p. 79. 
18

 R. Almond and A. J. Pollard, ‘The Yeomanry of Robin Hood and social terminology in fifteenth-

century England’, Past and Present, 170 (2001), pp. 52-77. 
19

 J. C. Holt, ‘The Origins and Audience of the Ballads of Robin Hood’, Past and Present, 18 (1960), 

pp. 94-100; J. C. Holt, Robin Hood (London, 1982), pp. 109-27; T. H. Ohlgren, ‘Richard Call, the 

Pastons, and the Manuscript Context of Robin Hood and the Potter (Cambridge, University Library 

Ee.4.35.1)’, NMS, 45 (2001), p. 215. 
20

 A range of literature debates the nature of the audience of the Robin Hood rhymes: Holt, ‘The 

Origins and Audience’, pp. 89-110; Holt, Robin Hood, pp. 105-54; R. H. Hilton, ‘The Origins of 

Robin Hood’, Past and Present, 14 (1958), pp. 30-44; D. C. Fowler, A Literary History of the 

Popular Ballad (Durham N.C., 1968), pp. 79 and 83; Ohlgren, ‘Richard Call’, pp. 210-28; Dobson 

and Taylor (eds.), Rymes of Robyn Hood, p. 35; P. R. Coss, ‘Aspects of Cultural Diffusion in 

Medieval England: the Early Romances, Local Society and Robin Hood’, Past and Present, 108 

(1985), p. 73; M. H. Keen, ‘Robin Hood – peasant or gentleman?’, Past and Present, 19 (1961), pp. 

7-15; M. H. Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England (London, 2000), pp. xiii-xxi; Pollard, Imagining 

Robin Hood, pp. 8-10; Almond and Pollard, ‘The Yeomanry of Robin Hood’, pp. 75-7; D. C. Fowler, 

‘Rymes of Robyn Hood’, in S. Knight (ed.), Robin Hood: an Anthology of Scholarship and Criticism 

(Cambridge, 1999), pp. 59-76; C. Richmond, ‘An Outlaw and Some Peasants: the Possible 

Significance of Robin Hood’, NMS, 37 (1993), pp. 90-101; Maddicott, ‘The Birth and Setting’, pp. 

292-3; A. J. Pollard, ‘Political Ideology in the Early Studies of Robin Hood’, in Appleby and Dalton 

(eds.), Outlaws in Medieval and Early Modern England, p. 117. 
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traditions.
21

 There are numerous earlier references to Robin and his men, such as the use of 

their names in legal records or military wage lists, and many historians have argued for a 

fourteenth-century date of composition.
22

 The same can be said for Robin Hood and the 

Monk, which exists in a manuscript from around 1450, and Robin Hood and the Potter, 

which exists in a manuscript from around 1500.
23

 Whilst Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne 

is much more difficult to date, the archaic style and similarities to the other rhymes strongly 

suggests that a version of this tale was present in late-medieval England.
24

  

The heroes of Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough and William of Cloudesley will also be 

used as examples of violent literary characters which the fourteenth-century gentry would 

potentially have admired. Whilst evidence exists that their poetical accounts circulated from 

the 1530s, they were well-known before this and the heroes’ ultimate reconciliation with the 

legal system must have appealed to an audience largely involved in this legal 

administration.
25

 The Tale of Gamelyn, which in its current form originates from the 

fourteenth century and has survived due to its inclusion in one version of The Canterbury 

Tales, shows similarities to other outlaw tales.
26

 The tale demonstrates a similar moral stance 

regarding violence to the tales introduced thus far.
27

 This suggests that whilst it had the 

potential to appeal to a wide audience, at least part of this group was likely to be gentry. 

Kaeuper has argued convincingly for an audience amongst the lesser elite.
28

 The Outlaw’s 

Song of Trailbaston, which survives in a manuscript from c. 1341 and is composed in the 

elite Norman-French, seems by its content to have been composed near the end of Edward 
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I’s reign.
29

 It will be used as further evidence. The mid-fourteenth-century manuscript 

containing the story of Fouke Fitz Waryn will also be used, as Holt has identified similar 

ideas and style in this text to the Robin Hood rhymes.
30

 This in turn suggests a similar 

audience. The Deeds of Hereward survives as an addition to a collection of thirteenth-

century legal documents and Eustache the Monk exists in a thirteenth-century manuscript.
31

 

They will be used to supplement other evidence as the striking similarities in many of the 

presentations of violence in these sources with the fourteenth-century material suggest 

maintenance of many attitudes to violence.
32

 The similarities in style and content between 

the outlaw tales also suggest a similar audience for these stories, thus justifying their 

inclusion in a study of gentry perceptions. 

 It is not solely outlaw literature which will be used though, as this chapter will also 

consider the presentation of violence in chivalric literature from the fourteenth century. This 

can be expected to give some indication of the perceptions and values of the target audience, 

namely the elite.
33

 The relevance of chivalric literature as evidence for elite values and 

opinions has been considered at length, with chivalric literature being used as a source in 

studies of the late-medieval elite.
34

 They acknowledge that it should by no means be 

assumed that the elite modelled themselves in all ways on literary chivalric heroes in reality. 

However, the literature does still provide evidence for what the elite would have viewed as 

admirable or unacceptable behaviour through the presentation of the heroes and villains. The 

Stanzaic Morte Arthur exists in a late-fifteenth-century manuscript and the Alliterative 

Morte Arthure exists in a mid-fifteenth-century manuscript, but they are estimated to date to 

a century earlier.
35

 As such, they can be used to provide evidence of the use of violence 
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which would be expected to gain admiration or criticism for a chivalric hero in the 

fourteenth century. The authors of these works are unknown, but this does not prejudice the 

argument that they can provide evidence of elite values in relation to chivalry, since they are 

self-evidently chivalric texts. An elite audience has convincingly been argued for these texts 

by DeMarco.
36

 This literature will also demonstrate striking similarities to the presentation 

of violence in the outlaw literature. Such similarities again justify the use of both types of 

evidence, as the presentation of parallel values in both types of literature appears to suggest 

a similar target audience, at least in part.  

Finally, this evidence will be supplemented with references to violence in 

chronicles, although their use will be limited. Historians have considered the value of 

chronicles as historical evidence at length, and careful thought has been engaged in deciding 

which chronicle evidence to include in this thesis.
37

 Chronicle references tend to deal with 

violence on a large scale in relation to war or rebellion.
38

 They have not proved particularly 

useful for the purpose of this investigation, but several references from fourteenth-century 

chronicles such as Walsingham’s St Alban’s Chronicle, the Lanercost Chronicle, and the 

Scalacronica will be used when they are directly relevant to the line of argument 

extrapolated from the other evidence.
39

 The Scalacronica was written by Thomas Gray, a 

knight of Northumberland.
40

 Thomas began writing this chronicle in 1355 whilst he was 

imprisoned in Edinburgh after being captured whilst fighting against the Scots, and it ends in 

1363.
41

 His chronicle is therefore very useful as it reflects the views of a member of the 

fourteenth-century elite who was involved in warfare with Scotland, in common with many 

of the sample gentry, as shown in Chapter Three.
42

 Whilst the Lanercost Chronicle is likely 

monastic, and so does not offer the same perspective as Thomas Gray’s work, it does still 

provide useful evidence of the situation in the Borders during the fourteenth century and 
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survives in a manuscript dated to the second half of the fourteenth century.
43

 In fact, this 

different perspective could allow for an interesting comparison of the potential differences in 

perceptions of violence between the secular elite and authors with an ecclesiastical 

background. King has identified different attitudes in Gray’s Scalacronica and the Lanercost 

Chronicle regarding Scottish raids.
44

 Relevant chronicle evidence from Nottinghamshire and 

Hampshire is largely absent, but the Chronica Maiora will be used occasionally to provide a 

southern perspective. The Chronica Maiora is similarly from an ecclesiastical environment, 

as it was composed at St Albans from the 1370s to the 1420s.
45

 The section of the chronicle 

up to the 1390s, which is the section used as evidence in this thesis, has convincingly been 

shown to have been authored by Thomas Walsingham in the late-fourteenth century.
46

 

Walsingham often received the information contained in his chronicle from visiting elite 

members of the laity, including gentry, so it seems likely that his work reflects views and 

ideas of those outside of the monastic environment as well.
47

  

It now remains to briefly indicate how this evidence will be used in different ways to 

aid investigation into gentry perceptions of violence in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. 

Chapter Five will focus solely on legal evidence and investigate what such evidence can 

contribute to a study of motivations for gentry violence. It will also consider how these 

motivations may have been perceived by other gentry. Whilst this will allow for some 

conclusions to be drawn, the limitations in terms of evidence available will be highlighted 

before this is remedied as far as possible in Chapter Six. Chapter Six will bring in literary 

evidence to supplement the discussion of possible perceptions of motivations for gentry 

violence. It will also widen discussion to consider gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of 

committing violent crime against different victims. Furthermore, it will address the issue of 

gentry concern with violent excess being combined with praise for military prowess, along 

with the connection between violence and status. Chapter Seven will then bring in the 

evidence for the careers of members of gentry society in fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland identified in Chapter Three. This will be combined with 
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both the legal and literary evidence from the previous two chapters. This is in order to focus 

on a different element of gentry perceptions of violence: namely, the extent to which gentry 

would have viewed violence as a risky venture in terms of career continuation, or if they 

instead viewed violence as another tool in disputes which would not have been viewed 

harshly by their peers or the crown, if used legitimately. This will also allow for discussion 

of the reasons for gentry frequently appearing as both law-breakers and law-makers in the 

records of fourteenth-century England, and of the extent to which violence was viewed by 

the gentry as an affront to the crown. Throughout, the level of variety between counties will 

be assessed to continue the argument for gentry having similar perceptions of violence 

nationwide, despite facing different circumstances. 
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Chapter Five: Gentry Motivations for Violence: the Legal Evidence 

 

 

Now the sample societies and methodology have been sufficiently introduced, this 

chapter will focus on what circumstances motivated gentry to engage in violent crime. The 

crimes identified will be considered thematically, as three divisions have emerged in the 

compilation of crimes carried out by the sample gentry. The first section will discuss 

accusations of a combination of violence and theft of land or goods with no other 

distinguishing factors. The second section will address crimes involving abduction, raptus, 

or imprisonment. Crimes committed against crown officials will comprise the topic of the 

third section. The idea that the gentry tended to use violence when they either feared 

material loss or saw the potential to gain materially through the use of aggression will be 

considered. In addition, an assessment of the other potential motivations for violence will be 

considered, such as the impact of noble influence.
1
 Throughout, it will be apparent that 

identifying clear motivations for individual crimes is a complex venture due to the nature of 

the records. It will however be possible to identify motivations which may have lain behind 

gentry violence in fourteenth-century England. Furthermore, this discussion of motivations 

will also allow for an investigation into the extent to which local circumstances had a 

meaningful impact on gentry violence.  

Saul’s study of a close-knit gentry community in Sussex reveals a high level of 

peaceful dispute resolution.
2
 In contrast, Sposato’s study of disputes has led him to argue 

that Staffordshire shows a gentry society willing to tolerate and even respect violence used 

against legal officials in a ‘volatile county’.
3
 The north-south paradigm has also been used to 

suggest that northerners would be more prone to engaging in violence and be less concerned 

about justifying their actions. The reasoning for this perception is that crown authority was 

generally at a considerable distance, as identified in Chapter One.
4
 The idea that gentry at a 

considerable distance from the centre of crown authority were more spirited in their defence 

of local authority and rejection of central interventions, has also been debated. This could 

mean that they were more prone to, and accepting of, the use of violence against crown 

officials. The gentry of Cumberland and Hampshire also faced war on their frontiers during 

the fourteenth century, so it could be suggested that this would affect their use and 

perceptions of violence, either by encouraging them to run riot, or by causing a neurosis 
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regarding public order.
5
 However, as will be demonstrated in this chapter, the gentry of 

Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland appear to have engaged in violent crime with 

similar potential motivations throughout the fourteenth century. Whilst the crimes will be 

analysed thematically rather than geographically, there will be a comparison in the 

conclusion to the chapter to highlight the similarities.  

The aim of this thesis is not to identify the frequency of violent crime in each 

county. In any case, this would be an impossible task. The records survive inconsistently, 

and even if they were to survive, the records would only show the cases which the gentry 

either tried or succeeded in bringing to court. Furthermore, the court records are frequently 

formulaic; stock phrases such as the claim that a crime took place with force and arms, vi et 

armis, were a device for getting a case into the higher court.
6
 As already identified, the 

phrase does not definitely mean that a violent crime took place. There is also an even more 

fundamental issue in defining violence itself. As was identified in Chapter One, individuals 

may judge the same action to be violent or non-violent, often depending on how it affects 

them.
7
 For the purposes of this study, cases which involve interpersonal violence have been 

focused on in order to make the volume of information manageable when engaging in 

analysis. It should be acknowledged that actions such as the breaking of houses could also 

be identified as violence. Such actions have been considered in this thesis where it has been 

claimed that they were combined with interpersonal violence. This thesis will not attempt to 

decide when a case involved ‘real’ violence, as this is an impossible and unhelpful task. 

Instead, it is more fruitful to consider the details of accusations in order to identify what the 

contemporary gentry viewed as typical or understandable motivations for violent crime. It is 

unlikely that they would have made an accusation if they thought that the nature of the 

allegation had no credibility. 

This chapter will now progress to an analysis of a range of the cases of interpersonal 

violence involving the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland across the 

fourteenth century, thematically arranged. It will be demonstrated that despite the focus in 

legal records not being on identifying the reasons behind the crime, there are still a range of 

potential motivations being indicated.
8
 Many can be at least potentially shown to be 

connected to material gain. This may be in the form of goods, land, or another means of 

gaining financially, such as marriage to a wealthy widow, or a desire for social 

advancement. There will also be cases which will indicate noble influence potentially 

leading to gentry violence. It could be argued that this too is connected to a desire for 
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prosperity, through attempting to gain or maintain noble favour. This supports the idea that 

the gentry viewed violence as something they could use to defend or advance their wealth 

and position in certain situations. However, it will also be demonstrated that the gentry used 

this alongside the legal system. It will also be acknowledged that the material gain could be 

opportunistic, rather than the motivation for many of the instances of violence, and that the 

legal records do not provide the evidence to disprove this.  

 

 

Gentry Violence, Land and Theft 

 

 

The extent to which land was of vital importance for the gentry of late-medieval 

England has been discussed by a range of historians, with Carpenter identifying an 

increasingly close connection between land and status.
9
 Many have reached a consensus that 

land was vitally important for the gentry of fourteenth-century England, despite 

acknowledging that other elements such as culture, administrative service and military 

participation were also often important in forging and demonstrating gentry identity.
10 

Land 

has been described as the most secure base for ensuring lasting political influence and 

wealth.
11

 It was regarded as being worth fighting for, either physically or through litigation.
12

 

Country estates brought power in terms of financial gain and lordship over land and men, 

which demonstrates the importance of land for the gentry in both social and economic 

terms.
13

 Land was given as a reward for service and was carefully protected by gentry 

families who worked hard to ensure that they were able to pass their land to their heirs and 

maintain the status of the family.
14

 This status could be measured in land. Villalon has even 

gone so far as to suggest that for the late-medieval European gentry land was more important 

than kinship.
15

 The importance in gentry society of increasing prestige through securing 
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marriage to a wealthy heiress again indicates the importance of land and wealth for the 

gentry.
16

 

Fortified manors are a good indicator of the connection between landholding and 

gentry status.
17

 The crown involved itself in control of crenellation, which demonstrates a 

desire to regulate the ability of the gentry and baronage to give themselves chivalric status 

symbols through the creation of fortified homes.
18

 Fortified buildings were intended to 

encourage admiration. Although they did sometimes have a defensive role in private 

warfare, their value was often symbolic and designed to demonstrate the status and fame of a 

family.
19

 It is revealing that the two such dwellings built in east Sussex in Saul’s study 

period, namely Scotney Castle and Bodiam Castle, were constructed by the successful 

careerists and younger sons Roger Ashburnham and Edward Dallingridge respectively.
20

 

This indicates the potential for fortified buildings to aid in expression of local status and 

position. Whilst these homes provide good examples of a desire to show both military status 

and wealth, any land and material goods were tools for the gentry to show their status in a 

clear way, not just those with a military character. In a society which many have identified 

as being progressively fluid, the elite were highly concerned with protecting and 

demonstrating their status.
21

 The possession of land and wealth offered a tangible way to do 

this. Furthermore, it appears that members of the gentry were willing to use a range of tools 

in their pursuit of this material gain and expression of their status, including the legal system 

and violence. 

A range of crimes involving the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland will now be analysed in order to produce a picture of the circumstances in 

which gentry felt motivated to use violence whilst gaining or protecting goods, money or 

land. It will be demonstrated that the gentry engaged in violent crime which resulted in 

material benefits, and engaged in this violence both against their gentry opponents and their 

opponents’ servants. Crimes combining the initial violent attack and theft with intimidation 

to retain property or indeed a position of power will be investigated. This will enable 
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consideration of the extent to which it would be persuasive to argue that the gentry were 

often motivated by a desire to achieve long-term dominance in their locality, rather than 

simply making an isolated material gain. The motivation of decreasing enemies’ status 

through exposing them to violent theft, and gaining prosperity through carrying out violence 

within the bastard feudal model, will also be addressed. The exploitation of pressures and 

opportunities in their locality, and the extent to which this motivated and influenced gentry 

use of violence, will also briefly be considered. 

Leading members of gentry society often fell victim to violent robbery by other 

members of the gentry. On 25 October 1386, a commission was issued in response to the 

complaint of Hugh Newmarch that Robert Whatton and others had assaulted him and his 

men and servants at Whatton, Nottinghamshire, robbing him of animals and goods.
22

 Whilst 

Hugh’s service as sheriff, which appears to have been the most influential position he held 

during his career, was eight years before the crime took place, it is still striking that the 

perpetrators would assault an individual who had held more significant administrative 

influence than they had. The apparent leader of the group, Robert Whatton, certainly did not 

reach Hugh’s level in terms of local service. In fact, he only appears in one taxation 

commission of 1382 and held no other local offices.
23

 It could be argued that the gentry 

involved were motivated to engage in this activity due to a desire to profit financially, 

although it could also be the case that the theft was motivated by a personal grievance. The 

manor of Whatton passed from the Whatton family to the Newmarch branch of the family in 

the late-thirteenth century, and ownership appears to have passed between the two branches 

at various points in the century.
24

 It is thus entirely possible that Robert wished to reassert 

the dominance of his branch of the family by attacking his enemy and taking goods and 

animals from the manor. This crime would therefore be motivated by both material gain and 

a desire to express dominance in the locality. It could also be argued that Robert may not 

have viewed his activity as theft, if he felt that he had the right to the land. Nonetheless, the 

main point to emphasise here is that whether the theft was the main point of the crime or not, 

a connection between gentry violence and the motivation of desire for gain or advancement, 

either materially or in terms of local standing, can already be seen.  

Robert Whatton brought a band with him to attack Hugh Newmarch, and this is a 

recurring image in accusations of gentry violence. The impression is often given that gentry 

engaged in violent activity as part of a criminal gang involving familial connections, which 
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 CPR, 1385-9, p. 262. Hugh Newmarch, who held the manor of Whatton, Nottinghamshire, was 

sheriff of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire in 1378 and escheator of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire 
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suggests a more organised, as opposed to opportunistic, approach. This mirrors the activity 

of criminal gangs such as the Folvilles and Coterels in other counties.
25

 For instance, a 

considerable gang of northern gentry, including Hugh Lowther, his son, John, and brothers 

Robert and William, were accused of committing violent robbery against William Whitelaw 

of Penrith, Cumberland, in 1376.
26

 This crime has a similar tone to that of Robert Whatton, 

as the Lowther family held Lowther Castle in Penrith.
27

 This could also therefore 

demonstrate the use of violence in local competitions to achieve dominance in the area and 

enhanced prosperity. It was likely to have been due to their already considerable local status 

that the Lowthers felt able to engage in such activity without excessive concern about 

punishment. Members of the family engaged in violent theft from the start of the fourteenth 

century, suggesting a continued attitude towards violent crime.
28

 This did not prevent their 

rise in power and inclusion in local administration, so it was unlikely that their motivation to 

gain financially was tempered by fear of repercussions.  

Even in apparently isolated criminal ventures, there are still often references which 

produce an image of a gang including violent gentry coming to raid their victims. One 

example is Roger Clifford’s complaint in 1375 that Hugh and John Dacre and others came 

armed to rob several of his manors and the castle of Naworth, in Brampton, Cumberland.
29

 

The repetition of his claim in 1376 suggests that, despite being a powerful individual, he had 

been unable to achieve a resolution with crown support.
30

 These baronial families had been 

involved in disputes before, and it seems that they were constantly struggling to assert their 

dominance in the area.
31

 The attack on Naworth Castle is particularly important; part of the 

conflict between the families was based on Ralph Dacre abducting the heiress of Thomas 

Multon of Gilsland from the Clifford family in order to marry her in 1317.
32

 Their marriage 

had been agreed before Thomas’ death, but the Clifford family had hoped to prevent this and 
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 The Coterel gang was a fourteenth-century criminal gang based in the midlands of England. For 

more information see Bellamy, ‘The Coterel Gang’, pp. 698-717. For more information on the 
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secure her inheritance, including the then manor of Naworth, for their own family.
33

 Thus, as 

identified in Chapter Two, Naworth Castle was actually a Dacre possession, which the 

Cliffords had somehow taken and was now a contested possession between the families.
34

 

The motivation of the Dacres can therefore be identified as reclaiming their land, as well as 

demonstrating their ability to overcome a powerful rival. It may seem that a crime led by the 

baronial Dacre family is irrelevant to this thesis. However, this case has been mentioned as 

an example on the basis that Richard Bewley, a member of the Cumberland gentry, was a 

member of the gang being led.
35

 This highlights a key difficulty in terms of identifying the 

motivations behind gentry violence, as it could be the case that Richard Bewley was 

motivated to join this violent gang due to a connection to Hugh or John Dacre, rather than a 

direct focus on financial gain. Unfortunately no such connection can be established, but it is 

interesting to note the potential for gentry to be led into violent activity by baronial 

influence. Nonetheless, it could still be argued that Richard was still ultimately motivated by 

a desire for advancement, be this financial or social. He would surely have hoped to gain by 

a connection to the Dacre family. 

There are numerous other examples of fathers and sons or lords and servants being 

accused of violent crime. This suggests that the influence of leading gentry, as well as the 

baronial pressure or encouragement suggested above, may have led or encouraged their 

followers or family members to engage in violent crime. The 1357 case, concerning a 

complaint by Richard Higham that Thomas Lovett and his son, Richard, came with William 

Amyas and Nicholas Crophill to insult, beat and rob him, demonstrates this continued 

trend.
36

 Whilst this case involves members of urban society, and is therefore outside of the 

remit of this investigation, it does still suggest similarities between urban and rural 

violence.
37

 However, this line of discussion and the previous examples should not lead to the 

assumption that all, or even most, gentry criminals were motivated to engage in violence due 

to membership of a gang or family ties. Gentry may have felt more secure in terms of 

carrying out violent crime with noble support, or indeed may have felt that they had to 
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engage in this crime in order to prevent noble displeasure or due to familial pressure. 

Nonetheless, there is still a focus on maintenance or advancement of position and profit, if 

not necessarily directly material. It must also be highlighted that not all cases involve a large 

group of gentry or family members acting together. In fact, sometimes individuals claimed 

to have been violently robbed by their own family members.  

A commission of 2 May 1320 records Henry Sturmy the elder’s complaint that his 

wife Matilda, and son, Henry Sturmy the younger, assaulted him and broke and took goods 

from his houses at Elvetham, Hampshire, and Burbage, Wiltshire.
38

 There are a range of 

potential motivations behind this attack, which involved members of an influential family 

that by the end of the century had a close connection to the crown.
39

 Matilda could have 

become involved with a new partner and therefore sought to intimidate Henry into leaving 

his property and thereby take a share of his wealth. Unfortunately she does not appear again 

in the records, so there is no way of assessing this. It could be the case that Henry the 

younger was attempting to take a share of the wealth of Henry the elder as he felt entitled to 

it. However, as Henry’s eldest son and heir, he would have inherited this anyway. Perhaps 

there had been a familial dispute which spilled over into violence and theft. There are 

certainly other cases involving the sample gentry which involve violent attacks within a 

family.
40

 However, these cases are rare. More strikingly, Henry the elder and younger appear 

again at a later date attacking and robbing another member of the gentry together, in a case 

which appears to be motivated by a combination of material gain and overcoming rivals as 

the dominant force in the locality.
41

 Thus, if there had been a dispute, it was not long-lasting 

as the men were working together to engage in violent crime soon after. This demonstrates 

members of the fourteenth-century gentry being comfortable using both violence and the law 

when attempting to gain or reclaim goods or land. It also indicates that for this family at 

least, the use of violence in a dispute did not create an insurmountable barrier to peaceful 
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interactions at a later point. Nor did it prevent them from playing an active role in gentry 

society.
42

 This in turn could indicate that a lack of fear of repercussions was another 

motivating force for gentry violence. 

The idea that the gentry were motivated to engage in violent crimes when they felt 

that the chance of repercussions was low has already been touched on, but there are other 

examples which provide greater support.
43

 As can be seen in some of the preceding cases, 

gentry often committed crimes in neighbouring counties to avoid justice; it was difficult to 

follow criminals across wide geographical distances. A complaint from the mid-fourteenth 

century refers to the lack of fear of the law amongst criminals in the Borders who could flee 

to Scotland, and gentry activity suggests that this complaint was valid.
44

 This was not a 

problem isolated to the Borders, as cases of gentry from Hampshire and Nottinghamshire 

committing violent crime in other counties appear regularly in the records.
45

 This increases 

the perception that gentry could have been motivated to engage in violence by the 

knowledge that the chance of repercussions was low. However, as already identified, 

widespread disruption would not help the gentry to protect their position, particularly in their 

role as administrators of the law. As such, it is unlikely that they would encourage a society 

in which they and their peers were frequently engaging in violent crime purely because they 

could do so without punishment. Instead, it seems likely that there must have been another 
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motivation rather than simply limited fear of punishment which encouraged the gentry to 

challenge order by engaging in violence. Such motivations may include the desire for 

advancement, in terms of finance or status, as already discussed.  

The cases discussed thus far have indicated the potential for violence to have been 

motivated by a desire for land or goods, but have also highlighted that theft could be 

opportunistic. The crimes could instead have been motivated by a long-standing grievance or 

a desire to assert dominance in the locality, which is still related to profit albeit in a less 

visibly material sense. Violent seizure of land could be viewed as likely to be a more 

premeditated crime than theft of goods after an assault. Cases involving land being violently 

taken from powerful individuals by gentry occurred throughout the century. For instance, 

around 1398, Robert Harrington, who was the lord of Aldingham, requested remedy in such 

a case. He held the manor of Millom, Cumberland because of the minority of Richard son of 

John Huddleston.
46

 Local gentry had occupied it, after forcibly entering, expelling his 

servants, destroying goods worth £200 and taking his tenants' rents.
47

 The chancellor was 

instructed to make a commission to enquire into this matter.
48

 A later commission in the 

same year was requested naming Richard Huddleston and James Harrington amongst the 

accused.
49

 This case reveals the complex nature of land disputes as Richard Huddleston was 

the minor whose land was being held by Robert Harrington. This suggests either a fear that 

he would not be given the land he felt entitled to when coming of age, or that the other 

members of the group were attempting to take the property under the pretence of helping 

him to gain his inheritance. The inclusion of James Harrington in the group of attackers 

supports the idea of a complex dispute, perhaps involving him wishing to take over the 

wardship from his kinsman Robert and thereby take possession of the property.
50

 This would 

fit with the developing theme of gentry being motivated by a desire for profit, be this 

financial or in terms of status.  

As well as engaging in violent crime to take possession of manors, there are multiple 

cases of gentry forcibly taking tenements held by other gentry. This meant not only 

increased land, but also a further increase in wealth. This is because they were likely to have 

extorted money from the tenants of the tenements, unless they had chased them away in 
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order to house their own men in the tenements. For instance, in 1325, William Seld of 

Stanswood, Hampshire, his brother, Robert Seld of Southampton, Hampshire, and others 

were accused of having violently taken tenements from John Fleming of Southampton and 

John’s son Henry in Stanswood.
51

 Their possession of the tenements would bring increased 

status, either in the form of being able to house and therefore attract more followers, or in 

terms of increased wealth from rent. However, it must also be stressed that theft of 

tenements, particularly combined with intimidation of the tenants into submitting to a new 

lord, would bring profit in another sense. This would be through increased status in the 

locality, as making opponents appear too weak to be able to defend and keep their tenements 

and tenants would lessen their status in the area. This in turn would allow the attacker to be 

able to present themselves as a strong alternative and achieve dominance in the locality. The 

Selds do not appear in records of administration and do not appear to have owned land 

elsewhere, whereas John Fleming also held forest land in Sussex and served on a 

commission of oyer and terminer in 1313.
52

 This adds further weight to the idea that this 

crime was an attempt by a lesser family to supplant gentry with greater influence in their 

locality through violent seizure of their tenements, rather than simply opportunistic theft 

after an assault. It again demonstrates the use of violence by the gentry when they hoped to 

advance themselves, both materially and in terms of local status. 

This case seems localised, but there are other examples of land seizure which give 

more of an indication of the influence of national politics. A petition of 1324 records John 

Swyforth’s complaint that he was intimidated by Robert Kelm, who wanted John’s land in 

Swyforth, Nottinghamshire.
53

 This case provides an example of Despenser adherents using 

their connections after the defeat of Thomas Earl of Lancaster in 1322 to profit in their 

localities.
54

 It also again shows gentry being motivated by material profit. Robert instructed 

John to give him the land in Swyforth, but John refused. John complained that Robert then 

alleged in court that John was an adherent of John Mowbray Lord Segrave, when the 

Despensers were exiled, and used letters of the Despensers and a writ to have John arrested 
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and imprisoned.
55

 John Mowbray had been a banneret of Edward II, but he joined the 

Lancastrian rebellion and died at the Battle of Boroughbridge in 1322.
56

 As such, this 

connection would have placed John Swyforth in a precarious position. Robert then violently 

expelled John’s servants from the land and took possession, whilst simultaneously 

preventing John from being released through the use of false accusations and writs. John 

claimed that he was under threat of death or perpetual imprisonment, but still requested his 

land back and was instructed to sue at the common law.
57

 This case not only demonstrates 

gentry combining manipulation of law and violence as tools to gain land, but also adds an 

interesting dimension in terms of the elite connections of gentry either bringing them 

advantages or disadvantages in conflict. John was exposed to abuse due to the accusation 

that he was part of Mowbray’s party, whilst Robert felt secure in his use of violence, legal 

manipulation and intimidation due to his connection to the Despensers. The motivation for 

Robert’s actions was likely to have been the land itself, but the security in his connections 

must have encouraged him to engage in his violent crime and intimidation. 

Intimidation is a recurring theme in many of the cases gathered as research for this 

section of the chapter. For instance, a commission of 1330 records the complaint of Henry 

Malton and his wife Margaret.
58

 They alleged that they were being kept away from their land 

in Cumberland by Robert Mulcastre, who took their corn and prevented them with force 

from using the land to make profit.
59

 These and other cases emphasise the fact that when 

gentry felt that the benefits of gaining and holding land were high enough, they were willing 

to engage in violent crime and intimidation against leading members of their local society. A 

complaint by Ralph Dacre of assault and the continued occupation of his land, as recorded in 

a commission of 1373, also demonstrates gentry attacking a leading figure in their locality.
60

 

In this instance it seems that they were influenced by lordly conflict and the potential to gain 
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favour from leading elites.
61

 Ralph complained that Nicholas Harrington led a band of gentry 

numbering 300 men, including Thomas Whitrigg and William Culwen, who broke his 

houses at Beaumont, Cumberland.
62

 They assaulted his men and servants, broke his tenants’ 

houses, killed some of their animals and attacked and intimidated them so that they 

relinquished their tenements. Nicholas Harrington was part of a junior branch of the 

Harringtons of Aldingham, which was based at Farleton and Hornby in Lancashire, but also 

had involvement in Cumberland society.
63

 Nicholas led the same band of gentry in an attack 

on lands in Beaumont belonging to John Deuyas the elder, Lord of Mellor, Lancashire, as 

recorded in an attached commission.
64

  

The aggressor, Nicholas, and both victims therefore held land in Lancashire and 

Cumberland. This suggests that the attacks were part of a larger power struggle between 

these elites which spanned both counties, rather than being opportunistic theft. This also 

indicates that Nicholas was attempting to supplant his rivals in Cumberland. Nicholas’ 

ultimate involvement in the murder of Ralph in his bed, with the help of Ralph’s brother, 

Hugh, supports the idea of ongoing conflict, and possibly a more personal focus than solely 

a desire for property.
65

 The focus in this study, however, is on what motivated the gentry to 

assist Nicholas in his violent activity. Unlike in the case of the Despenser adherent Robert 

Kelm, it does not appear that William or Thomas were to gain the land they had helped to 

oust the victims from. However, this should not lead to the assumption that they were forced 

to assist Nicholas due to his higher social status. It is far more likely, considering the 

preoccupation with profit and advancement identified thus far amongst the gentry, that they 

hoped this criminal service would enable them to gain the favour of Nicholas and thereby 

enhance their own status. It may be that they had already been retained by Nicholas, but this 

unfortunately could not be discovered. In any case, it is likely that the gentry involved 

engaged in this violent activity in order to maintain or enhance a connection to Nicholas. 

Furthermore, the commission also mentions theft of property from the houses, which would 

have provided material benefits for the gentry, and they could have hoped that Nicholas 

would have rewarded them with some of the tenements to hold. 

The use of besiegement by violent gentry criminals is an interesting juxtaposition to 

the previously discussed crimes, since the victims were being kept in, rather than out of, 

their land. There are examples of gentry in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland 

besieging their victims in their residences to prevent them from leaving and conducting 
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business in the county. For instance, a commission was issued on 10 December 1327 

concerning the complaint of Robert Thorpe, of Thorpe, Nottinghamshire, that Richard 

Whatton and his son, Robert, led a group of gentry which broke his houses and held him at 

Thorpe until he promised money to Richard and let them take his goods.
66

 Thomas Whitrigg 

made a similar complaint in Cumberland in 1373.
67

 An interesting point to note here is that 

Thomas has already been mentioned in this section, as part of the gang which violently 

robbed Ralph Dacre in 1373.
68

 As in the case of the Sturmy family, this shows that the 

gentry both used and complained about violence, depending on whether they were the victim 

whose position or possessions were under threat or the perpetrator who stood to gain.
69

 Both 

crimes involved violent besiegement combined with theft or extortion, which again 

highlights the importance of material gain. The besiegement could have been used to allow 

the criminals to engage in prolonged theft. In a larger sense, it could also have been part of 

an attempt to change the balance of power in the locality, as the besieged victim not only 

appeared weaker, but was also weakened by their inability to leave their property and engage 

in business or rent collection. The comparative status of the aggressor is thereby advanced, 

thus highlighting that the profit motivating the gentry was not necessarily solely material. 

This section has taken a range of accusations of violence made against the gentry of 

Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland as case studies. These case studies were used 

in an attempt to identify what motivated members of gentry society to engage in violence 

combined with material gain in the fourteenth century. Whilst it will always be possible to 

consider more cases, a number of regular elements have emerged when considering those 

selected. This is sufficient to make some preliminary conclusions. In a section focused on 

the combination of theft and assault it seems obvious that one of the most convincing 

motivations to be indicated by the evidence is material gain. Indeed, it does seem that 

members of gentry society were motivated by this financial incentive to commit assault in 

all three counties. However, other cases have suggested the existence of different 

motivations. Some cases have indicated the impact of national politics and lordly conflict on 
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gentry violence, and suggested that the gentry were engaging in violent crime due to their 

allegiances to those of higher social status, or in an attempt to forge such allegiances. 

However, this in many ways complements the financial motivation already discussed, as 

material gain and the forging of elite connections are both means of the gentry strengthening 

or defending their position in their locality. More evidence of lordly influence over gentry 

violence could be seen in Cumberland and Nottinghamshire. This does not necessarily mean 

a different base motivation acting on the local gentry to the gentry of Hampshire, as the 

overriding theme is still self-advancement and profit, whether noble influence is involved or 

not.  

The aim of belittling an enemy and making them appear weak, which has also been 

identified as a potential motivation in this section, similarly ties in to the theme of a desire 

for increased status. In comparison to a weakened opponent, the gentry were likely to have 

hoped that they would appear stronger, and thereby attract followers or discourage rivals 

from attacking them. Finally, whilst some cases have suggested the potential of an element 

of personal antagonism, it has been shown that this was always combined as a possible 

motivation with enhanced status, advancement through violent service or material gain. The 

gentry were well aware of the importance of stability for the maintenance of their position, 

hence a low level of evidence for crime being motivated by anger alone. Nevertheless, they 

did recognise the utility of violence as a means of gaining materially or advancing 

themselves in some situations. Whilst the lack of clear detail in the legal records concerning 

motivations means that a definite motive cannot be assigned to cases, this section has 

demonstrated that a desire for advancement, be this financial or in terms of status, can 

convincingly be connected to many cases. 

  

 

Accusations of Raptus and Abduction  

 

 

This section will focus on the crime of raptus. The term raptus, and its use, have 

been debated extensively by historians. It has been used to indicate several crimes, rather 

than solely the sexual assault indicated by the use of the word rape in modern society.
70

 As 
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historians have identified, raptus was used in cases in which sexual assault was accused, but 

also in instances of abduction with no reference to sexual activity.
71

 Despite a division being 

made in some legislation between rape and ravishment, which was taken to mean abduction 

without sexual assault, this is not clear in the legal records themselves. In the legal records, 

raptus continued to mean both rape and ravishment, and even in the legislation the lines are 

often blurred.
72

 Furthermore, it has been convincingly argued that cases of abduction or rape 

were not necessarily genuine, but instead were sometimes a method of dealing with 

undesirable elopement; those convicted of raptus were sometimes ordered to marry their 

victims.
73

 This could be a way of finding a means of the victim being provided for, but it 

could also be a way of saving face if the victim had in fact chosen to run away with the 

perpetrator without her guardian’s permission. Ultimately the frequency of accusations of 

raptus indicates that this was a crime which took place on some occasions, even if individual 

accusations may be false. It is unlikely that people would have made false accusations of 

crimes which did not occur in reality, as this would have rendered their claim less 

convincing. Furthermore, it is not the focus of this thesis to assess the frequency or veracity 

of violent crime, so cases do not have to be rejected from inclusion due to questionable 

reliability.
74

 Nonetheless, as will be seen in the following section, the veracity and meaning 

of accusations of raptus have an important impact on the potential motivations. This in turn 

makes assessing definitive motivations extremely difficult. 

As indicated above, the term raptus can cover a range of crimes, and was committed 

against a wide spectrum of individuals. This section will be organised according to this 
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variety. Abduction of male adult gentry will be considered first, followed by abduction or 

rape of female gentry. The final crime to be considered will be abduction of minors. It will 

be shown to be effectively impossible to decisively attach a particular motivation to crimes 

of this nature with the evidence available in the legal records. Nonetheless, it will also be 

shown that many cases again suggest some element of material gain or social advancement 

as a potential motivation. This may at first appear surprising, as rape and abduction appear to 

be crimes more motivated by emotion than the arguably more practical crime of theft. This 

view does not take account of the financial gains which could have been made through the 

enforced marriage of an abducted widow, or the advantages of abducting a minor who was 

heir to a fortune and taking control of their marriage.
75

 Furthermore, by taking the marriage 

from those who previously held it, the aggressor was belittling them and lessening their 

status in the locality, as with the examples in the previous section of gentry taking tenements 

from opponents. Not only were the guardians or husbands losing the financial benefits of the 

marriage or inheritance of the victim, but they were also being shown to be incapable of 

protecting their resources. This does not apply to the abduction of adult males, as they were 

not being taken from a guardian, so the potential motivation behind cases of this nature will 

now be considered. 

Cases such as the abduction of Albert Furneaux and his son Eustace by Richard 

Richmond, as recorded in 1317, suggest a financial motivation. Richard robbed both men 

and took tenements from them in Nottinghamshire, and it seems likely that he intended 

extorting a ransom.
76

 Albert and Eustace were part of the Furneaux family of Carlton in 

Lindrick, Nottinghamshire, whereas Richard Richmond could not be otherwise traced in the 

county.
77

 This could be an example of a newcomer hoping to advance his status in the 

locality by profiting financially and demonstrating his ability to abduct local gentry. 

However, the fact that the court records refer to not being able to catch Richard due to him 

moving from county to county indicates that this was more of an opportunistic theft by a 

roving criminal, rather than an attempt to establish himself in Nottinghamshire. Another 
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early-fourteenth-century example of male abduction is provided by the complaint of Roger 

Sutton, and his cousin William, in a petition of 1323.
78

 They complained that they were 

attacked at Collingham, Nottinghamshire, by Richard White, his brother Robert, and others, 

who proceeded to rob, abduct and imprison them until they paid a ransom.
79

 However, in 

this instance the leaders of the group of aggressors were local gentry, as the White family 

were based at Collingham and Tuxford, Nottinghamshire. Their theft and ransom could have 

been an opportunistic use of their strength in the locality to profit financially. Roger and 

William do not appear in records as having any significant influence in Nottinghamshire, so 

this would support such a conclusion. It may be argued that Roger and William’s 

employment made them a target of the White family if they wished to make a political point 

concerning rejection of crown authority, but this is difficult to substantiate.
80

 Ultimately the 

most convincing possible motivation indicated in the evidence is opportunistic financial 

profit. 

Whilst the examples considered of adult male abduction have not been extensive, 

this reflects the low level of cases involving the sample gentry being accused of these 

crimes. There are similarly low levels of accusations of women being abducted. 

Nonetheless, a selection will be considered in relation to motivations, as well as to highlight 

the difficulties surrounding the evidence. Isabel Cleator’s petition of 1338-43, about the 

need for the gentry who abducted her from her manor of Ellenborough, Cumberland, to be 

brought to justice, places a striking emphasis on the necessity of the crown acting to defend 

female honour.
81

 This suggests that she felt that her feminine identity would be an additional 

motivation for the crown as it made the crime particularly heinous, and the crown did indeed 

state that it did not wish for her attackers to be pardoned. Isabel complained that she had 

been abducted by Adam Culwen and others and held at Hayes Castle, Cumberland, until she 

was rescued by Anthony Lucy.
82

 As a wealthy widow, Isabel offered the potential for 

considerable financial gain through marriage, and it seems likely that had she not been 

rescued she would have been forced to marry one of the criminals; her passionate petition 

complaining about the abduction, and her positive response to being rescued by Anthony 

Lucy, renders the possibility that she was complicit in her abduction unlikely. It could be 
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argued that she was pressured by her family into making a false claim after eloping with 

Adam Culwen against their wishes, but the lack of a specific reference to a sexual assault 

taking place makes this seem less likely, as the family would surely wish to profit from any 

transgressions.
83

 Financial motivations, and the possibility for social advancement in the 

locality through marriage to a landed widow, appear convincing motivations to assign. This 

case seems relatively clear-cut, but as the discussion of the difficulties investigating raptus 

cases in the introduction to this section highlights, this is rarely the case.
84

 

 In many cases any attempt to make a distinction between rape and abduction is 

severely hindered by the complexities of terminology. For instance, a case of Michaelmas 

1317 concerning the raptus of Johanna, wife of Edward Wynton of Otterbourne, Hampshire, 

shows the specific use of the verb rapuere when discussing the crime committed against his 

wife.
85

 However, Edward’s goods are referred to as being abducted, or stolen, with the 

specific use of the verb, abducere.
86

 This could initially suggest an attempt by the 

complainant to make it clear that he is accusing the attackers of sexual assault, rather than of 

simply taking away his wife and his goods. However, as commented above, historians have 

identified that rapuere is used to mean rape, meaning sexual assault, and ravishment, 

meaning abduction.
87

 Whilst it could be the case that Edward has selected words carefully in 

order to stress additional sexual assault against his wife, rather than solely abduction, there is 

no way to prove this. It is therefore rendered unclear specifically what Edward is 

complaining of. This mirrors the specific use of language in the case of Michaelmas 1305 

concerning the wife and goods of Edmund Clopham of Clopham, Hampshire. Edmund’s 

case records the use of rapuere and abducere in relation to the crime committed against his 

wife Agnes, whilst his goods were just referred to as having been taken with the use of 

abducere.
88

 Whilst this careful use of language suggests that the complainants were trying to 

make specific points, it cannot be assumed that this was to indicate sexual assault. 

The obvious answer in terms of motivation, if the cases did involve sexual assault, is 

uncontrolled sexual desire, but there are also other possibilities. In both of these cases the 

potential sexual assault was accompanied by theft. This does not disprove the rape being 

solely motivated by sexual desire, but as has already been identified, it was rare that the 

gentry would engage in violent crime without an expectation of receiving a lasting benefit 

from it. Sexual assault may have been an expression of the greater power of the criminal in 
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relation to the husband. As the theft increased the wealth of the criminal and increased their 

appearance of power at the expense of the victim, so too could sexual assault against the 

wife have expressed an enhanced power at the expense of a loss of masculinity for the 

husband. This possible motivation could also have applied if the wife was merely taken 

away rather than raped, as the ability to take away the wife of a member of elite society 

against her will demonstrated the strength of the perpetrator in contrast with the weakness of 

the individual whose wife has been taken. It should also be highlighted that no indication is 

given in the legal records if the wives had returned to their husbands. It could of course be 

the case that the wives had gone willingly, and had no wish to return, thus indicating that 

their abduction was not based on financial motivations, with the accompanying thefts being 

merely opportunistic.  

Edmund Clopham does not appear in the records of administrative or military 

service, but his ownership of land in Clopham, Hampshire, could have made him and his 

wife targets for gentry seeking to make gains. Indeed, those involved in the assault could not 

be traced in the records of administrative service. One of the perpetrators, Richard Cury the 

elder, does not appear elsewhere, but his son, Richard Cury the younger, appears in a 

commission of 1312 as one of the men accused of violently preventing the mayor of 

Winchester and his ministers from carrying out their duties.
89

 Potentially then the Cury 

family were members of the lesser urban gentry, and Richard Cury the elder hoped to 

expand his interests into rural society by showing himself to be more powerful than Edmund 

Clopham, since he was able to take his goods and his wife. However, this veers into the 

realm of conjecture, as it is equally possible that Edmund’s wife wished to elope with one of 

the men, and the theft was opportunistic, or that both crimes were opportunistic. It is 

apparent that the Cury family were not adverse to violent crime. The case of Edward 

Wynton reveals a similar lack of detail, although there is a mystery in the fact that one of the 

accused was Simon Greenhull, a member of the gentry Greenhull family of Pailton, 

Warwickshire.
90

 Could this have been a case of a member of the gentry travelling a 

considerable distance with the aim of engaging in conflict with an enemy? This is possible, 

although with no records of service for either man there can be no explanation of how they 

may have known each other. It seems more likely that this was either an opportunistic crime 

with no long-term aims by a member of the gentry far from their area of influence, or an 
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attempt by what appears to be a junior member of a gentry family to establish himself in a 

different area.  

This frustrating range of options and lack of pertinent detail demonstrates that the 

assessment of the motivations behind gentry abduction of women is extremely difficult. 

However, as in the case of Isabel Cleator, there are some examples involving the gentry 

being considered in this thesis which provide a clearer motivation.
91

 One such case will be 

used to conclude this discussion before progressing to investigating the abduction of minors. 

A record from the court of King’s Bench in 1385 lists the numerous attacks made on 

Annore, the widow of John Wyville, in Smallbrook on the Isle of Wight.
92

 The men involved 

in the different attacks varied, but Annore was regularly forcibly evicted from her tenements 

and robbed.
93

 The men were willing to use violent crime to gain financially at the expense of 

Annore, and it seems that this was the aim of the attacks, rather than the theft being 

opportunistic in an assault connected to personal antagonism towards Annore. No evidence 

of prior conflict could be found between the parties. The financial motivations may not have 

been the only focus, however, as the perpetrators could have wished to establish themselves 

in the area by intimidating Annore into relinquishing her lands after repeated assaults. As 

such, these crimes could also have been connected to a desire for increased status in the 

locality. One of the crime accounts includes John Woodcock, who is explicitly referred to as 

the king’s sergeant at arms, in the men who were yet again ejecting Annore and taking her 

goods and tenements. It highlights the fact that John claimed to have the king’s commission 

to do this, but showed no warrant.
94

  

Perhaps emboldened by their success and the potential for John Woodcock’s 

position to give their activity an air of legitimacy, the gang then progressed to the crime of 

abduction. They took Annore and four of her men, claiming that they were arresting them. It 

should be highlighted that it may be the case that the gentry were following crown 

instructions, but abuse of power seems far more likely, particularly with the failure to show a 

warrant and the repetitive harassment and theft. It is unknown how long Annore was held 
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for, but details are given in the records concerning John Penkton, one of Annore’s men.
95

 

John was kept for three days in the crown’s castle at Carisbrooke, Isle of Wight, until he 

paid a ransom. Again, the use of Carisbrooke should not be assumed to mean that the crown 

endorsed this activity, and that Annore’s complaints were unfounded; it is more likely that 

those garrisoning this castle were willing to engage in corruption in the same way as John 

Woodcock. The abduction and ransom, the repeated evictions and the seizure of Annore’s 

lands and goods combine to highlight the financial and status-based motivations that appear 

to have played a considerable role in the campaign against Annore and her men. Whilst there 

is no mention of Annore being ransomed herself, the abduction was likely to have been 

another means of intimidating her into abandoning her lands, from which the aggressors 

would thereby profit. 

This brief discussion of a few examples has indicated the wide variety of potential 

motivations for abduction of females by the gentry. It has also highlighted the complicated 

and limited nature of the evidence. Nonetheless, the advancement of status and material gain 

recur again as convincing potential motivations. The abduction of minors is another example 

of a form of abduction which can be connected to these motivations in some instances. 

Members of the late-medieval elite frequently served as guardians for young men and 

women whose parents had died. This brought them profit through the ability to arrange the 

marriage of their charge, as well as through their enjoyment of any property which the minor 

could not take possession of until they came of age.
96

 These individuals sometimes behaved 

unscrupulously when given this responsibility, by taking some or all of the inheritance, or 

forcing the wards to marry into their family. The situation also often drew unwanted 

attention from other grasping gentry.
97

 It was permitted for the guardian to take some profit 

from the inheritance while the minor was in their care, but this was within the limit of 

ensuring that enough remained to sustain the heir.
98

 There are regular complaints from the 

fourteenth century referring to members of the gentry abducting minors from their 

guardians. Tellingly, they often refer to the ownership of the marriage of the abducted 

minor. This highlights the importance placed on the potentially highly lucrative process of 

arranging a marriage. The fact that gentry were willing to engage in abduction to gain this 

demonstrates the extent to which they were prepared to commit crime in order to enjoy 
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financial gains or to connect their family to an heir through a forced marriage. Controlling 

the inheritance of a wealthy neighbour would also enhance status in the locality, so crime 

relating to the abduction of heirs could also be related to a desire to lessen the status of the 

guardian or improve the local position of the perpetrator.
99

 Examples of complaints about 

this crime can be found across the country and ranging through the fourteenth century. 

Several cases relating to the sample counties will now be considered. 

On 18 July 1315, a commission of oyer and terminer was granted to investigate the 

complaint by Joan, the widow of Alan Fraunceys of Beckingham, Nottinghamshire, that an 

elite group including John Darcy, of the baronial Darcy family, and William Gotham, a 

member of the Nottinghamshire gentry, had forcibly entered her house and abducted her son 

Thomas, Alan’s heir.
100

 No prior conflict could be established as having existed between the 

parties involved in this case, so it seems unlikely, though admittedly not impossible, that this 

crime was motivated by a prior personal grievance. Could this then be another instance of 

abduction which was likely to have been connected to advancement of status or material 

profit? As identified above, guardianship of heirs and heiresses, and possession of their 

marriages, was potentially very lucrative; they could be forced or encouraged to marry 

within the guardian’s family so that their inheritance, both lands and wealth, remained 

within the family. It is clear that Joan was aware of the potential for other members of the 

Nottinghamshire elite to identify the profit they could make from the marriage of the heir to 

Alan Fraunceys from her request for simple protection for her and Alan’s three children, 

which was granted on 20 June 1315.
101

 This was less than a month before the commission 

was issued concerning Thomas’ abduction. Unfortunately it could not be discovered who 

Thomas eventually married, or if he was returned to his family, but it seems entirely likely 

that the motivation for this case was to profit from Thomas’ marriage. The Fraunceys family 

appear to have been minor gentry, so it seems unlikely that the baronial Darcy family would 

have wished to marry into this family. They may perhaps have wished to ensure that it was 

their associates who held land in their locality, and so could have hoped to marry Thomas to 

one of their retainers’ relatives. Whilst a connection of this sort could not be found between 

John Darcy and William Gotham, this would explain William’s involvement in the 

abduction. Of course, his involvement could also be explained as a means of earning the 

favour, or avoiding the displeasure, of John Darcy, but this too would be a means of 

protecting or advancing his position in local society. As such, this case could still be viewed 
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as an example of gentry being motivated to engage in violent crime by a desire to advance or 

protect position or status. 

Another case of abduction, this time referred to in a commission dating to 2 October 

1337, provides even greater evidence for the argument that the connection between violence 

and financial gain or social advancement in the gentry mentality was strong.
102

 The knight 

John Compton, of the Isle of Wight, complained that a group of men, including the knight 

John Kingston and Robert Wyville, not only took his goods, charters and muniments, but 

also took his eldest son, and therefore heir, John, away from his manor of Compton, Isle of 

Wight, and married him against his will. John Kingston held the manor of Kingston, 

Hampshire, and commanded the militia in Kingston and Shorwell.
103

 He already held some 

influence in the locality, as did Robert Wyville, who held the manor of Smallbrook, and was 

an ancestor of John Wyville mentioned above.
104

 Unfortunately the identity of the bride is 

not given, but it could be that the bride was a relative of one of the perpetrators. They would 

therefore profit both from arranging the marriage and from the inheritance. This could also 

be an attempt by both men to undermine a rival to their power in the locality by 

demonstrating their ability to take away his heir and thereby the family inheritance. 

However, the fact that the elder John was still alive, so this was not a case of an heir being 

taken away from a widow, but instead a knight who was more capable of retaliation, 

indicates another possible explanation for this case. Perhaps the younger John had eloped 

with the assistance of these men to marry a bride his father did not deem suitable, and the 

elder John had therefore issued this accusation in an attempt to reverse the situation and 

regain control. The possibility of raptus being falsely accused by disgruntled families has 

been highlighted already in this section.
105

 It could still be the case that these men had 

assisted the eloping couple in the hope that they would profit thereby, as the marriage could 

have involved one of their relatives. From the striking number of cases involving gentry 

engaging in violence and profiting financially or in terms of status, this seems entirely 

possible, but there is also nothing to prove that this was not a case of local gentry assisting a 

young couple against an overbearing father. 

 As with the other cases in this section, identifying a conclusive motivation for those 

accused of the crimes discussed has been difficult or impossible. When what was being 

accused, or the outcome of the cases, cannot be ascertained, identifying the potential 

motivations behind such crimes involves some level of conjecture, albeit with the context of 

the crimes being used to inform this investigation. Even for the episodes which seemed to be 
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more clear-cut, such as the cases of Isabel Cleator and Annore Wyville, there is still ample 

room to argue that other motivations to the one which seems most likely could have been 

acting on the aggressors. Nonetheless, there is some evidence to indicate that, yet again, 

gentry violence could have been motivated by either a desire for material gain or an attempt 

to increase position and status in the locality. Whilst the likelihood of a more personal 

motivation appears stronger in some cases of this nature than in episodes of straightforward 

theft, all of the cases have the potential for gentry to have been motivated by a desire for 

advancement, be this financial or status-based. However, this must always be balanced out 

with the potential for other motivations. The following section will also demonstrate the 

difficulty of identifying the motivations behind gentry violence, but this time with a focus on 

crime committed against officials. 

 

 

Disruption of Crown or Ecclesiastical Officials 

 

 

 The final section of this chapter will now consider the use of violence by the gentry 

of fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland to prevent officials 

from carrying out their duties. In this context, ‘officials’ means either representatives of the 

crown or ecclesiastical leaders. The conflict between central authority and local elites in the 

later Middle Ages has been discussed at length by historians.
106

 This has revealed a complex 

relationship, as whilst the gentry came to be the leaders of crown administration in the 

localities through the fourteenth century, they were also prone to resenting the intrusion of 

central authority into matters they felt they should be left to adjudicate. The position of 

violence in this complex situation has also been discussed by historians, who have 

highlighted that, as with the maintenance of local order, the gentry felt that they were 

entitled to use violence when they felt it was legitimate.
107

 The gentry resented the crown’s 

attempts to gain a monopoly over the control and use of violence in late-medieval England. 

The crown also had to balance these attempts with a need for military training and elite 

support.
108

 Resentment of ecclesiastical officials has also been identified as a rising theme in 

late-medieval literature.
109

 The literature of late-medieval England contains numerous 
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examples of violent reactions to interference by central authority figures, which are often 

presented as corrupt, and abuse of ecclesiastical authorities, which are presented similarly.
110

  

Chapter Six will consider this literature and how the violence in it relates to the 

gentry violence considered in the legal sources used in this chapter. This section will 

therefore focus on considering the references to violence being used against figures of 

authority in legal and paralegal records. It may first appear that the cases were solely 

motivated by resentment of these figures or a desire to express their weakness in the 

localities. However, it could also be the case that the motivation of financial gain, or fear of 

material loss, was an element which motivated gentry decisions to attack officials. For 

instance, tax collectors could have been attacked due to their representation of resented 

central taxes, but they could also simply have been identified as good potential victims due 

to carrying taxes they had collected. Court cases could have been disrupted due to the gentry 

running them being seen by other gentry as corrupt representatives of an interfering central 

authority, but could also have been disturbed as the gentry feared that a judgement may be 

made against them in the court which could have led to punishment. Furthermore, the 

attacks on gentry officials could also have been motivated by resentment of the individual, 

with the fact that he was an official irrelevant, or making the opportunity to belittle him 

more attractive as he could be shown as too weak to perform his duties. A variety of cases 

will now be considered, beginning with assault on crown officials. Next disruption of court 

cases will be considered, followed by violent crimes against ecclesiastical authorities to 

conclude. 

A commission of 1352 records John Colby’s complaint that, when heading to collect 

the tenth and fifteenth in Westmorland, he was stopped and assaulted at Brough, 

Cumberland, by Roger Leyburn, Roger’s son Robert and others.
111

 He alleged that they 

imprisoned him until he paid a 60s. fine and gave them both the collections and his own 

money, which reveals a willingness amongst the gentry to abduct crown servants for 

financial gain.
112

 It could be argued that these crimes were more motivated by resentment of 

tax collection than a desire for profit. However, it is rare that a case can be found involving 

the sample gentry attacking a crown official without robbing them. This excludes officials 

engaging in legal service. This suggests that desire for profit was at least part of the 

motivation for gentry attacking crown officials. Furthermore it is unlikely that this was a 

case of resentment of officialdom or the crown in general since Robert’s father, also named 

Robert, who will be mentioned in the next example, and Roger, the younger Robert’s son, 
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engaged in service of their own.
113

 It is possible that the Leyburns wished to demonstrate 

their strength in the locality by assaulting and robbing John, so the primary motive could be 

local status, with the material gain not being the main focus. Selecting one of these 

motivations cannot be convincingly justified. However, it appears highly likely that these are 

the most prominent motivating factors, as opposed to an attempt to make a political 

statement. A commission of 3 November 1335 gives a similar impression as it records Henry 

son of Hugh’s complaint that cattle impounded for trespass in Teesdale, Yorkshire, were 

freed by Peter Tilliol, Robert Leyburn, and others. They also hunted in his lands and 

assaulted his men and servants.
114

 Robert’s involvement in local administration and Peter’s 

extensive service career suggest again that the motivation of general resentment of 

officialdom or the crown is not convincing here. This case could be related to specific 

resentment of the impounding of the cattle, but the theft of Henry’s own animals suggests 

that the motivation could also have been desire for goods. This desire could potentially have 

been combined with a wish to belittle Henry in the locality and thereby enhance the status of 

the perpetrators.  

The cases discussed thus far have demonstrated potential material and status-based 

motivations for crimes against crown officials. This indicates that such crimes should not 

immediately be assumed to have been motivated by resentment of administrative officials or 

the crown. The focus will now turn to disruption of court cases, to see if similar results are 

discovered. Isabella, widow of William Clinton, complained in relation to her attempt to sue 

James Coterel for the murder of her husband. She alleged that he came to the court armed 

and with over four hundred men, with the maintenance of Simon Bereford, and was 

acquitted due to fear of his men inflicting violence.
115

 This case demonstrates the tenuous 

authority held by local representatives of crown justice, as whilst the crown pledged to 

investigate the crime, the perpetrators must have felt fairly confident that they could avoid 

punishment for their actions. James Coterel may have been particularly confident in his 
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ability to overpower crown authority, due to his membership of the Coterel gang and the 

support of Simon Bereford. Bereford had strong connections to Roger Mortimer Earl of 

March, whose relationship with Queen Isabella and dramatic rise and fall has been well 

documented.
116

 McKisack has argued that Bereford even represented Mortimer on the 

regency counsel before Edward III gained the throne.
117

 Isabella Clinton’s petition has been 

tentatively dated to 1330, and the crime must have been committed before November 1330, 

when Bereford was executed after Mortimer’s downfall.
118

 To return to the issue of what 

motivated this activity, in this instance James decided to use the threat of violence and 

intimidation with the motivation of avoiding punishment for committing murder. Bereford’s 

support is more a source of encouragement for Coterel that he would succeed in this activity, 

rather than a motivation in itself, as his focus would surely be on avoiding punishment. In 

this case we therefore see an alternative motivation to financial gain or making a political 

statement, namely avoidance of justice. This case is about ensuring that he did not face 

punishment, although potentially whilst also highlighting his local power by showing that he 

had Bereford’s assistance and was able to avoid punishment. 

The disruption of John Derwentwater’s tourn at Carlisle Castle in 1378 appears to 

have had a similar motivation. John claimed that he was assaulted by men led by Richard 

Salkeld for his refusal to release John Rouclyf on mainprise, so the attackers were using 

violence to prevent John Rouclyf from facing punishment.
119

 However, this could be more 

focused on personal power struggles. As lord of Addingham, Richard Salkeld perhaps felt 

that he should be the authority figure in the locality, and therefore violently freed John 

Derwentwater’s prisoner in order to emphasise his greater power and undermine his 

opponent. This lack of clarity is common. For instance, a commission of 1 July 1344 refers 

to Robert Mulcastre leading others in attacking justices of oyer and terminer at Carlisle and 

preventing them from carrying out their work, which could have been motivated by a desire 

to disrupt a court case Robert feared would cause him problems.
120

 However, the record does 

not refer to a specific case connected to Robert which may have been the focus of the attack. 
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This could mean that here we have an example of gentry using violence to express 

discontent with the legal system in general. As already identified though, the gentry also 

frequently used employment by the crown to assist in imposing central authority as part of 

their status and identity formation.
121

 Robert himself served as an MP for Cumberland in 

1325 and on tax commissions in 1344, 1345 and 1346.
122

 Thus it is unlikely that he carried 

out this attack to make a political statement against officials in general. Instead, it seems 

more likely that he stood to lose out if a judgement went against him in the court session, 

and so decided to prevent the judgement from taking place. This unfortunately cannot be 

proven. It could also be the case that he had a personal conflict with one or some of the 

officials and chose to challenge their authority in this public arena, but no evidence exists to 

support this theory.  

The final part of this section will consider cases in which ecclesiastical officials 

were violently disrupted while attempting to carry out their work. Petitions from archbishops 

of York and the bishop of Carlisle in the early-fourteenth century complained that churches 

in Nottinghamshire and Cumberland were being occupied and the local ecclesiastical 

authorities were being violently prevented from entering to give services. William 

Greenfield, Archbishop of York, made a complaint in 1309 referring to the church of North 

Collingham, Nottinghamshire, William Melton, Archbishop of York, made a complaint in 

1331 referring to the church of Wilford, Nottinghamshire, and John Kirkby, Bishop of 

Carlisle, made a complaint in 1338 referring to the church of Kirkland, Cumberland.
123

 

Unfortunately they do not record the perpetrators, so they cannot be used as examples of 

gentry attacking ecclesiastical officials. However, there are a few examples in which the 

gentry focused on in this thesis were identified as perpetrators, so two will now be briefly 

considered. One example is provided by the vicar of Addingham, Thomas Ormside, and his 

petition of c. 1374 about Richard Salkeld preventing him and his servants from approaching 

their vicarage in Cumberland.
124

 There is no mention of theft, and it would be odd if this was 

not referred to in the complaint if it had occurred. Could this then be a case of resentment of 

ecclesiastical authorities spilling over into gentry violence? Perhaps this could be the 

explanation, although another motivation seems more likely.  

The identification of Richard as a renowned troublemaker suggests the possibility of 

a man who engaged in intimidation against a range of victims to increase his local power. 

This is the same Richard Salkeld, Lord of Addingham, who was earlier referred to as one of 
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the men disrupting John Derwentwater’s tourn.
125

 Richard also appears in a commission of 

1374 being granted bail for a trespass of vert and venison in Inglewood Forest, so the 

accusation of him being a troublemaker seems well-founded.
126

 That Thomas was based in 

Addingham suggests that it was not his ecclesiastical position which had motivated Richard 

to attack him and prevent him from carrying out his duties, but instead that this was a 

powerful statement of Richard’s position as lord of Addingham. The material benefits of his 

crimes may also have formed a partial motivation. However, the regular nature of these 

crimes, and frequent targeting of authority figures, with Inglewood Forest being a royal 

forest, suggests an individual focused on violently cementing and expressing his local 

dominance. 

There is also no mention of theft in a commission of 1 December 1395 concerned 

with the complaint by the abbot of Shap, Cumberland, about a group of men including 

Roland Vaux and Hugh Salkeld the elder. The abbot alleged that Roland and others were 

threatening his life and those of his canons, tenants and servants and burning their houses.
127

 

When considering the contemporary literary criticism of ecclesiastical authorities and the 

evidence of such individuals engaging in crime and corruption in the sample counties during 

the fourteenth century, it initially appears that this case could be related to resentment of 

crown officials.
128

 However, a closer inspection undermines this argument. In fact, it 

emerges that Hugh Salkeld had been working to establish himself as a leading landowner in 

Shap. He was engaged in a war of attrition with the abbot of Shap to enhance his dominance 

in the locality and make further financial gains.
129

 Whilst orders were given for Salkeld’s 

arrest and punishment, this does not appear to have happened.
130

 He appeared on a jury of 

gaol delivery in 1396, so he was certainly not regarded as a man who was violently opposed 

to administration in general.
131

 Instead, his activity appears to have been motivated by a 

desire for material gain and advancement of his position within local power struggles. 
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Similarly, Roland Vaux engaged in both local service and regular criminality.
132

 This was 

his only crime against ecclesiastical officials, as his more regular form of criminal 

employment appears to have been cross-border raids into Scotland, which were focused on 

material gain. It seems unlikely that the motivation behind his assault at Shap was more 

focused on resentment of ecclesiastical officials. Instead it seems probable that he simply 

saw another opportunity to advance himself through crime, which he was clearly not adverse 

to, but in this instance through gaining the favour of Hugh Salkeld. 

This section has again demonstrated the potential for material gain or power 

struggles to be a factor in motivating gentry violence, this time in the form of crimes against 

secular or ecclesiastical officials. Some motives could not be clearly identified, and some 

cases suggest at least an element of resentment of officials. However, a considerable 

proportion of cases reveal at least a partial motivation of increased wealth or status, or the 

aim of avoiding punishment. This ties in with the results discovered in the analysis in the 

previous two sections. It must be noted that the examples used in this section are from 

Cumberland and Nottinghamshire, as few examples could be found involving the sample 

gentry of Hampshire.
133

 This should not be taken to necessarily mean considerable 

differences between the counties in terms of how they regarded the legitimacy of attacks on 

crown officials. Qualitative assessment does not work in this instance, as it is entirely 

possible that records of similar events in Hampshire have just not survived. Furthermore, it 

could simply be the case that the gentry of Hampshire felt less able to attack crown officials, 

perhaps due to their proximity to crown authority. This would suggest that such attacks 

would have a greater risk of repercussions. As the conclusion to this chapter will indicate, 

gentry violence was tailored to the circumstances of the locality in terms of practical details, 

but not in terms of more general motivations and the gentry tendency to maximise 

opportunities. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 In this chapter a wide range of cases of violence has been considered, and this has 

enabled several conclusions to be drawn. The predominant focus of this chapter has been to 

assess the motivations behind the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire 

and Cumberland engaging in violence against their peers, as far as is possible with the 

limited detail provided in legal records. As has been demonstrated, whilst there was a level 

of variety, many cases involved at least some element of material gain, or enhanced or 

protected status in the locality. Not only has this been discovered through consideration of 

cases involving theft of goods or land, but it has also been potentially identified in cases 

involving abduction. This latter identification is far less confident and more open to being 

challenged by the existence of other potential motivations. It has also been difficult to 

conclusively identify the motivations behind disruption of officials; whilst a financial or 

status-based element is apparent in some cases, others give no clear indication of what the 

gentry involved intended to gain by disrupting or attacking the officials. Those attacking 

court sessions could have been aiming to avoid a judgement which would affect them 

negatively, which could result in a financial punishment, imprisonment or spectacular 

punishment. It was also suggested that the actions could have been a political statement of 

resentment of central interference, and the connections to this in literature will be discussed 

in the next chapter. It was, however, generally found in these cases that local power 

struggles were a more convincing potential motivation. 

When considering these cases together, there does seem to be a strong sense that 

material gain was an important motivation for some gentry violence. This is persuasive 

when considering the importance of prosperity and status for the gentry of fourteenth-

century England.
134

 However, it must be acknowledged that the evidence provided in the 

legal records does not equal conclusive proof for this interpretation; the theft may have been 

opportunistic, which would indicate another motivation. These other potential motivations 

were shown to include personal conflict, although this was often connected to status, 

resentment of officials and avoidance of punishment. It is hoped that the use of literary 

evidence in Chapter Six will allow for this discussion to be extended, as the motivations 

behind instances of gentry violence are often stated in literature, rather than being absent or 

possibly obscured. Whilst it will still be impossible to identify the motivations behind all 

gentry violence, the literature will assist in a consideration of what gentry perceptions of 

different motivations were. What still needs to be addressed directly in this chapter is the 

                                                      
134

 See above, pp. 18-9 and 22-3. 



164 

 

extent to which motivations for gentry violence varied between the three counties. It has 

been identified that similar examples can be found in each county, although admittedly less 

in the final section. Several cases will now be used to elucidate the point that, whilst the 

gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland faced different opportunities, their 

use of violence is ultimately similar in that they took advantage of these opportunities and 

appear to have had similar motivations. 

Different areas of England were exposed to different pressures, such as conflict in 

the Borders or French naval attacks, and offered different opportunities for crime, such as 

raiding ships. Nevertheless, the gentry of each county were crucially willing to exploit 

situations to enact violent crimes with similar potential motivations nationwide. Several 

cases assist in demonstrating this point. The records provide details of the gentry of 

Hampshire exploiting their coastal location to violently raid merchant ships. This 

immediately provides evidence for the gentry tailoring their criminal activity to their 

landscape and suggests that their motivations may have been affected by their differing local 

opportunities to engage in crime. However, it is possible to demonstrate that financial gain 

or advancement in the locality remained as two of the likely motivations for gentry violence 

despite varied circumstances, which is the important point for this discussion. A commission 

from 3 January 1324 records the violent assault on and robbery of trading ships belonging to 

Nicholas Domici, a Spanish merchant, by a group including Hampshire gentry.
135

 It is 

unlikely that the gentry would have embarked on this crime without the desire to profit 

financially or demonstrate their strength in the area providing at least part of their 

motivation. So, we have Hampshire gentry engaging in violent crime to gain goods and 

exploiting their coastal location to carry out this crime against a foreign merchant.  

Strikingly, the exploitation of local opportunities was not exclusive to the South. For 

instance, Isabel Cleator’s complaint, which has already been discussed in this chapter, makes 

reference to the lack of fear for the law demonstrated by violent criminals who were able to 

exploit their ability to flee into Scotland after their crime.
136

 This combines with other 

northern complaints of violent robbers fleeing across borders, such as into the liberty of 

Tynedale, to give the impression that the violent crime of the gentry had distinct 

characteristics according to the pressures and opportunities offered by the location.
137

 The 
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focus of this chapter is on the motivations, or aims, of gentry violence though, and so it must 

be considered again if this was affected by locality. To use the two cases already mentioned 

as examples, it again becomes persuasive to argue that material gain was a crucial factor in 

motivating this violent activity. It appears most likely that Isabel’s abductors desired 

possession of her manor, potentially through an enforced marriage. This was a crime most 

probably motivated by a desire for financial gain or advanced status. In the case of criminals 

fleeing to the liberty of Tyndale after robbing the people of Cumberland, the at least partial 

material motivation is clear.
138

 The conclusion can therefore be drawn that the gentry of 

Hampshire and Cumberland were similar in that they exploited opportunities to engage in 

violent activity with the same likely material or status-based motivations.  

The gentry of Nottinghamshire also engaged in crimes which provide evidence for 

this theory. Whilst they were not living in a frontier zone at any point in the fourteenth 

century, unlike the gentry of Hampshire and Cumberland, members of local gentry society 

were still able to make use of the effects of war to engage in violent crime. This again 

appears to have at least been partially motivated by desire for profit. For instance, a 

commission of 8 February 1368 records that when Gilbert Umfraville Earl of Angus went to 

the Borders to treat regarding breaches of the truce between England and Scotland, a group 

of Nottinghamshire gentry violently attacked his park at Skellingthorpe, Lincolnshire, and 

forcibly held it for illegal hunting.
139

 Whilst there was no claim that the gentry still held the 

manor, there was a clear intention to gain possession of it for at least some period of time. 

The hunting and taking away of deer again shows members of the gentry gaining materially 

through the use of violent crime when an opportunity presented itself. This crime could also 

have been an attempt to undermine Gilbert’s influence in the Nottinghamshire area, as he 

had a stronger presence in the Scottish Borders.
140

 The intention may have been to thereby 

create the opportunity for the perpetrators to advance their own position in the locality. 

Whilst Nottinghamshire did not face war on its frontier, the resident gentry were still offered 
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opportunities to gain through violence due to the effects of war. The contemporary concern 

with manors being attacked whilst the owner was absent due to military service reflects that 

this was an issue caused by opportunistic gentry nationwide.
141

 This crime occurring in 

Nottinghamshire indicates that it was not solely frontier societies which were troubled with 

violence of this kind. 

Ultimately, this chapter has considered the motivations behind the use of violence 

by the fourteenth-century gentry in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland, through 

the use of legal evidence. It has discovered the difficulty in using this evidence to assess 

motivations conclusively. There is a considerable amount of evidence to suggest that 

material motivations, or a desire to maintain or advance status, were often at least partial 

motivations for gentry violence. However, there is generally nothing in the records to prove 

that the material gain involved in some crimes was not the product of an opportunistic theft 

during a violent assault motivated by another factor, such as a personal grievance. When 

considering the importance of financial prosperity, land-holding and status to the fourteenth-

century gentry, and the desire for a stable society in which violent disorder was not a regular 

threat, material or status-based gain seems a more convincing motivation than emotional 

conflict in general. However, the evidence available in this chapter cannot confirm this 

interpretation conclusively. It is important to recognise the lack of evidence for a high level 

of variety between the three counties in terms of likely potential motivations; this suggests 

that whilst the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland faced diverse 

pressures, this did not significantly affect what motivated them to engage in violent activity.
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Chapter Six: Gentry Perceptions of Violence: the Literary Evidence 

 

 

 Chapter Five used legal records to identify the range of factors which could have 

motivated the gentry to engage in violence. Whilst clear motivations for specific crimes 

were often difficult to extrapolate, due to the formulaic nature of the sources, a range of 

potential motivations for gentry violence in fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire 

and Cumberland was discovered. The first section of this chapter will include a range of 

literary sources to further this investigation. This will provide detail for a consideration of 

gentry perceptions of the range of motivations identified. This chapter will also widen the 

scope of investigation to include an assessment of gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of 

different victims of violence. The previous chapter hinted at the possibility of certain groups, 

such as women, being regarded as less appropriate to be selected as victims of violence.
1
 

Literature offers far more evidence for this discussion than the sources examined in Chapter 

Five. This consideration will form the second section of the chapter. The final section of the 

chapter will address the extent to which the gentry viewed it to be necessary and important 

to classify levels and frequency of violence as acceptable or excessive. It will investigate the 

difficulty of balancing this with the role of violence in both the chivalric ethos and the 

formation of identity and status amongst the gentry. 

It must be acknowledged again that the use of literature in historical investigations 

has been criticised. Historians have argued that fiction should not be used to provide 

evidence for reality.
2
  However, as argued in Chapter Four, this argument fails to 

acknowledge the necessity for authors to reflect contemporary values when fashioning 

characters and events to appeal to, or be resented by, their readers.
3
 It was also highlighted in 

Chapter One that evidence which has traditionally been deemed more ‘historical’, or 

‘trustworthy’, can often also be deemed to be fictional. For example, in court records of 

crimes it is entirely possible that the parties involved were not giving a true account of 

events, but were instead trying to fulfil a legal formula to achieve particular outcomes.
4
 This 

leads to the argument that if literature is to be rejected for being fictitious, legal records 

would have to be similarly undermined. This would render any investigation of violence in 

late-medieval England very difficult. Of course, the likelihood of exaggeration designed to 

entertain or present an ideal in literature must be remembered, as it will be in this chapter. 
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Nevertheless, literature is still a highly valuable source of evidence, as will now be 

demonstrated. 

 

 

Motivations for Violence 

 

 

 The first section in this chapter will consider many of the same ideas which emerged 

in Chapter Five; it will also focus on motivations for violence. However, due to the 

difference in sources, this section will concentrate more on potential gentry perceptions of 

these different motivations. It will therefore move on from the work of Chapter Five. The 

section will progress through a series of possible motivations and the evidence for how they 

may be perceived. It will predominately consider episodes of violence in the literary 

evidence but will also make connections to similarities or differences in cases discovered in 

legal records. This analysis will begin with material and status-based motivations, which 

appeared considerable in the previous chapter. It will then progress to a consideration of the 

extent to which the gentry could have been motivated by personal grievances and how this 

would have been perceived, the potential role of noble influence on gentry violence and 

thoughts regarding this. Finally, the idea that gentry were motivated to engage in violence 

due to resentment of central authority, and the extent to which this would have been 

accepted by their peers, will be investigated. Throughout it will also be highlighted that the 

gentry were not necessarily motivated by one factor, and that a combination of factors may 

have affected the way their activity was perceived by their peers. 

The previous chapter suggested that desire for financial gain or the advancement of 

status was a considerable potential motivation for gentry engaging in violence. It could be 

argued that some of the cases in which gentry were accused of violence in combination with 

theft had the accusation of assault falsely added in order to bring the case into the higher 

court. However, the frequency of this combination suggests that the gentry at least thought 

that it was a credible crime, and would have had opinions on its legitimacy.
5
 It should also 

be recognised that although the majority of the cases provide no detail in terms of any other 

motivations for the crime, this does not mean that the gentry were solely acting out of 

financial interests. For instance, the financial motivations could have been interwoven with a 

desire for social advancement. The increased prosperity and demonstration of the ability to 

use violence may have enhanced the perpetrators’ status in their locality. In fact, as 

acknowledged in Chapter Five, the financial gain could have been opportunistic, with the 
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crime actually having been motivated by another factor. Nonetheless, the frequency of cases 

which appear to have been at least partially motivated by a desire for material gain or social 

advancement in Chapter Five indicates that this is a motivation the gentry of fourteenth-

century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland would have been familiar with and 

that they would have had perceptions of this motivation. 

Some evidence from outlaw literature supports the idea of violence being used for 

financial and social advancement. Despite the king wanting to punish them for their criminal 

activities, Adam Bell and his associates are pardoned by the king after his queen requests 

this leniency as the present he has promised to her.
6
 This in itself cannot be seen as an 

example of violence necessarily having been a means of gaining crown favour, as this is 

likely to have been more related to contemporary ideals of queenly intercession.
7
 It would 

therefore not be proof that the audience would have identified violence as something which 

would have been appreciated by the crown. A clearer indication of the potential for a 

connection existing in the mind of the author, and therefore most probably the mind of the 

audience, between violence, and the possibility for social and therefore financial 

advancement, is the king’s change to admiring the outlaws. The king is devastated when 

news arrives from Carlisle of the vast array of his officials and deer that have been killed by 

the outlaws, as he has already said that he will pardon them and so cannot punish them for 

their violent crimes.
8
 This appears to indicate that the crown does not tolerate violence 

willingly, although it could also be a veiled criticism of the frequency of pardons being 

issued in the fourteenth century in exchange for military service.
9
 However, whilst violent 

crime alienates the king in this instance, a demonstration of the ability to skilfully use 

violence wins the king round. The outlaws endear themselves to the king by showing their 

archery skills, and he gives them positions in his court. He even makes William chief ranger 

of the North.
10

 This could be further mockery of the widespread use of pardons, which 

would suggest that the gentry audience would have disapproved of violent theft being 

excused and violence being used as a means of social advancement. However, it must be 

remembered that the gentry were common recipients of such pardons, as will be shown in 
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Chapter Seven.
11

 It is therefore more likely to reflect that the gentry accepted the reality of 

violence bringing wealth or status in certain situations, but were also concerned with 

ensuring that this did not threaten general stability. 

The idea that the gentry would have viewed violence as a legitimate means of 

financial or social advancement in certain situations is also supported by Robin Hood and 

Guy of Gisborne. The sheriff of Nottingham is bemused when Robin Hood does not want 

payment for killing Guy of Gisborne, whom the sheriff believes is Robin. The sheriff 

believes that Robin is Guy, as Robin earlier disguised himself and mutilated Guy’s severed 

head in order to use it as his own head, and so he would be entitled to a knight’s fee for 

killing an outlaw.
12

 It is not solely representatives of the crown who indicate that violent 

prowess is expected to be rewarded in literary sources. In Robin Hood and the Potter, Robin 

invites the potter to become one of his men after being impressed by the potter defeating him 

in combat.
13

 This is not purely a literary trope, as members of the fourteenth-century elite 

received both financial rewards and positions of authority for demonstrating the ability to 

engage in conflict successfully. Andrew Harclay was made earl of Carlisle after he 

successfully fought against Thomas Earl of Lancaster, who had rebelled against Edward II, 

resulting in Thomas’ execution.
14

 Similarly, Anthony Lucy, Richard Denton and Hugh 

Moresby gained land after seizing Harclay when Edward II had accused him of making an 

illegal treaty with the Scots.
15

 However, the actions of both Harclay, and his captors in the 

latter example, could easily be identified as legitimate since they were justified by crown 

orders. This indicates why they were met with no moral judgement in the Lanercost 

Chronicle, despite the ecclesiastical author appearing to have had a propensity for criticising 

violence which was tolerated in lay chronicles.
16

 Similarly, the king only approves of Adam 

Bell’s later violent prowess as it is carried out under his authority in the archery display. His 

actions are thereby legitimised in a similar way for the audience.  

Many cases involving the sample gentry and the characters of literary tales 

combining violence and some form of advancement are less easy to define as such. It must 
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therefore be considered how such cases would have been perceived. It has been argued that 

the economic difficulties faced by the gentry in the fourteenth century, such as the financial 

losses incurred by members of the Cumberland gentry during Scottish raids, led to them 

being more prone to use and tolerate violent crime as a means of financial or social 

advancement. Others have suggested that this had less of an impact in rural communities.
17

 

Summerson has considered this idea in relation to a particular region, namely the North-

West, and argued that issues such as royal inertia and the many crises faced by the gentry led 

them to find ways to pursue their interests which were not necessarily acceptable to the 

expanding central authority.
18

 This is supported by complaints of being violently ousted 

from land by members of the elite such as John Fleming. John claimed that his tenements 

were violently taken by other members of the gentry, as discussed in Chapter Five.
19

 The 

gentry perpetrators in these crimes must have justified their actions to themselves, but this 

does not mean that their actions would have been consistently regarded as legitimate by their 

peers, as excessive crime would challenge local stability. Nonetheless, gentry criminal 

gangs, such as the Folvilles and Coterels, engaged in a range of crimes, including abduction, 

violent theft and murder, yet still had a level of support amongst their peers as evidenced by 

the fact that they were protected and maintained by a range of people.
20

 The importance of 

this should not be exaggerated, as it appears that they were transformed into resembling the 

outlaw heroes of literature. Their activities were given the veil of being a perceived reaction 

against the developing legal system, with an example being a reference to natural justice as 

‘Folville’s Law’ by the moralist William Langland.
21

 Whilst this may have been far from 

their true motivation, the relevance to this discussion is that there was a need to assign them 

additional motives in order to legitimise their activity. This suggests that, whilst the 

motivation of financial or social advancement was a reality in gentry violence, it was not 

automatically deemed legitimate enough to be assigned to heroic characters. 

Gain and advancement are not the only elements of material or status-based 

motivations for violence though. Gentry could also have engaged in violence in order to 

protect or recover land or goods they already owned or regarded as belonging to them. This 

idea can be seen in Gamelyn beginning a violent feud with his brother, who stole Gamelyn’s 

inheritance.
22

 To use violence in response to unlawful seizure of land appears to be a 

legitimate action for the author, and to some extent his audience; Gamelyn receives no 

criticism despite using escalating violence, and although he does have other motives, such as 
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reacting to corrupt justice, as will be considered later in this section, it is not surprising that 

reclaiming unlawfully seized land would have been accepted by gentry readers, considering 

the importance of land in gentry society.
23

 The crucial point to remember is that perspectives 

of the crime would have depended on the impact on or position of the observer. Thus, what 

one member of the gentry may have viewed as lawful land reclamation, another could have 

viewed as violent theft. For instance, to return to the legal records, the violent seizure of 

Naworth Castle by the Dacre family in the late-fourteenth century was clearly viewed as 

illegitimate by the complainant, Roger Clifford. However, the land had belonged to the 

Dacres after Ralph Dacre married the Multon heiress in the early-fourteenth century, having 

had to abduct her from the Cliffords, who had tried to illegally prevent the said marriage.
24

 It 

is therefore likely that the Dacres saw themselves as the justified and wronged party.  

Ultimately, the addition of literature to a discussion of violence potentially 

motivated by a desire for land or local status has enabled it to be confirmed that material or 

social gain, or defence of property, was a motivation for violence in the gentry 

consciousness. The extent to which this was viewed as legitimate was nevertheless 

dependent on a variety of factors. This section will now progress to considering another 

controversial motivation for violence, namely personal conflict and anger. Chapter Five 

revealed limited evidence of violent gentry crimes being motivated by personal grievances 

or emotion in fourteenth-century England. Even supposedly emotion-driven crimes such as 

raptus were demonstrated to potentially be instead related to wealth and social advancement. 

This does not mean that such a motivation did not exist for the sample gentry, rather that the 

legal documents were more focused on more material elements of the crimes. It should be 

highlighted that a low level of crimes being committed due to personal conflict alone makes 

sense, as the gentry had a vested interest in a stable society; their peers engaging in violence 

whenever they felt offended would not maintain this stability. The concern with excess in 

knightly society, in which participants felt they had the right to use violence whenever they 

wished in conflict, supports the idea that the gentry would generally not have looked 

favourably on those engaging in violence without a reason beyond being offended or 

angered, such as a desire for land.
25

 This does not mean, however, that they would have been 

prepared to judge their own actions in the same way. Skoda has identified the often 

contradictory treatment of emotion as a motivation for violent activity in the medieval 

period. She highlights that emotional anger was associated with extremity and disorder, but 
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secular legislation increasingly considered rage as an element which made violent activity 

less threatening, since it suggested less forethought.
26

  

Justice and criminality were viewed subjectively by the elite, who were less willing 

to identify themselves as disorderly.
27

 They were protected by their own legal system, so 

they may have felt that their personal conflicts could be justified as motivation for engaging 

in violence, whilst judging others.
28

 Personal grievance may have been combined with other 

motivations. Furthermore, the elite of fourteenth-century England were keen to highlight that 

they still had a military identity despite some diversification of function, and the ability to 

use violence was a means of confirming this identity, and therefore status.
29

 As such, 

violence could potentially have been viewed as a legitimate means of responding to insults. 

The extent to which this led to the gentry either approving of their violent peers, and seeking 

to emulate their behaviour by responding violently when angered, or being concerned with 

excess, will be considered in the final section of this chapter.
30

 For now the focus will return 

to evidence of emotion motivating violent crime in literature. There is some evidence of 

anger potentially playing a role in the Stanzaic Morte Arthur; the knights refuse to leave 

their enemies alive for ransom, which initially appears illegitimate.
31

 Mercy and 

magnanimity were highly praised elements of the knightly ethos, but this competed with 

vengeance and righteous anger, which were also associated with knights in chivalric 

literature.
32

 However, Taylor has identified that the law of arms was ‘fluid and instable’ 

when it came to ransom, as it was recognised that violence towards prisoners could lead to 

repercussions.
33

 Many contemporaries nevertheless regarded the execution of prisoners who 

could prove to be dangerous when released as a valid action.
34

 The lack of criticism 
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concerning the knights in this episode suggests an indication that they are not motivated by 

their anger, but are instead making a sensible tactical decision to not leave dangerous 

enemies alive. This episode could also have been an attempt to make the common contrast in 

chivalric literature between true knights, who made prudent decisions despite the costs, and 

mercenary or robber knights, who were more motivated by profit.
35

 In any case, it appears 

that though anger may have played a role in the knights’ violent activity, this was excused 

through the practical motivations for not ransoming their victims. 

Elsewhere in his tale Hereward the Wake faces difficulties after engaging in 

violence due to his proud and headstrong nature.
36

 This suggests a lack of gentry support for 

violence motivated by emotion and pride, but Hereward is not criticised for his decision to 

attack a jester who has been insulting him without realising he is present.
37

  Hereward listens 

to the jester for a while, but ultimately is unable to withhold his anger, and strikes him 

through with his sword.
38

 He then goes on to kill some of the audience members. Whilst this 

may seem to make his crime even less acceptable, it in fact could explain why Hereward is 

able to avoid overt criticism for attacking the jester. Hereward’s victims are all Normans, to 

whom he is opposed due to their murder of his brother and seizure of his lands.
39

 This could 

be an ethnically-motivated crime, as Hereward is a Saxon and therefore opposed to all 

Normans in the setting of the tale, not just those who have directly injured him.
40

 

Nonetheless, his victims have themselves committed violent crime and theft in the eyes of 

Hereward, which appears enough to make them deserving victims for the author and the 

audience. This seems particularly appropriate when considering the role of violence as a 

punishment in the legal system.
41

 As before though, it is important to notice that the initial 

motivation, anger after being mocked, is combined with these other factors. This is likely to 

be in order to make it legitimate enough to be accepted by the audience without damaging 

the reputation of the character and being deemed excessive. 
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Ultimately, the limited evidence for this motivation on its own in literature and the 

legal records indicates that it would not have been widely regarded as a legitimate or likely 

sole motivation for violence. This could also have been the case for the motivation of lordly 

influence.
42

 There were some examples in the previous chapter of crimes which could be 

identified as potentially being connected to the influence of lordship, such as the complaint 

of John Swyforth in 1324 that his property in Nottinghamshire had been violently seized by 

Robert Kelm. Robert was assisted in his continued possession of the property by his 

connection to the Despensers, and a range of petitions mention the maintenance of the elder 

Despenser assisting violent land seizure in Hampshire.
43

 This reflects the possibility for 

national politics to have affected the interactions of local gentry. It must also be highlighted 

that a desire for profit, either financial or in terms of gaining noble favour, could have 

motivated the gentry in cases of this nature, rather than a blind acceptance of noble 

instructions. As has already been identified, the gentry had a growing level of independence 

in the fourteenth-century, and it seems unlikely that they would have carried out violence 

under lordly instructions without expecting benefits for themselves.
44

 Cases with a clear 

connection to lordly influence were in the minority. However, the unreliable nature of 

surviving evidence dictates that this should not be taken to mean conclusively that the 

sample gentry were not motivated by some degree to engage in violent crime due to lordly 

influence or protection. 

There is little clear evidence in the literature being examined in this chapter for the 

phenomenon of violence motivated by lordship being discussed or referred to as something 

the gentry would regard as a challenge to the crown. However, two brief potential examples 

will be highlighted. The sheriff’s claim that Robin Hood’s ally in the Gest, Sir Richard atte 

Lee, is maintaining the outlaws as he wishes to be the ‘Lord of the North’ and set the king’s 

influence at ‘nought’, suggests that this was a contemporary concern to some extent.
45

 This 

was especially the case since it is clear that the sheriff correctly suspects that this will deeply 

trouble the king. Robin appears to be retained by the king in the Gest, as he goes to work for 

him, but also appears to retain the king himself, as he provides him with the clothing of 

Robin’s men.
46

 This could have been intended as a mockery of the actions of contemporary 
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lords, or a more serious comment on the potential danger to the crown. It is apparent that 

violence motivated by lordly influence would have been a cause of some concern for the 

majority of the gentry as well as the crown, as they too wished to avoid disorder. The 

development of powerful lords who used their retinues to commit violent crime would surely 

have undermined this order.
47

 The specific reference to Richard wishing to become ‘Lord of 

the North’ certainly draws parallels to the rise of powerful families such as the Percies and 

Nevilles in the north of England.
48

 However, as identified in the discussion of bastard 

feudalism earlier in this thesis, there is significant evidence to suggest that the gentry held a 

considerable level of independence.
 49

 Thus, the idea that the sample gentry were pressured 

into violent action by powerful lords should not be exaggerated.  

Whilst some undoubtedly felt more comfortable engaging in violent crime due to 

powerful connections, they would also have had to consider the potential for their enemies to 

have their own support from those of a higher social level. It in fact makes sense for these 

connections to be regarded as an encouragement to engage in violence which was motivated 

by other factors. There seems to have been little advantage to the gentry in engaging in 

violence purely because they could, with no other benefits. Ultimately it is most persuasive 

to conclude that some members of the gentry had pressures on them due to lordly influence, 

but were also able to act on their own initiative and benefit from the social structure, unlike 

those lowest in the social spectrum. Thus magnate influence alone cannot serve as the main 

factor in motivating gentry violence; whilst it offered the gentry a level of protection, and 

may have put some pressure on them, they were largely motivated by their own interests.
50

 

The legal cases of violence potentially connected to bastard feudalism often show the 

perpetrators gaining land or money. As such their connections and support perhaps 

encouraged their activity, but their motivation could have been financial or status-based. In 

terms of gentry perceptions of violence motivated by lordly ties, there is not enough 

evidence to reach a meaningful conclusion. Nevertheless, the fact that Robin and Richard 

appear to be more motivated by other factors probably reflects the gentry view that this 

alone would not have regularly motivated gentry to engage in violence, unless they saw an 

opportunity to profit. It would also presumably have been viewed as illegitimate to only be 
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motivated by lordly influence, as Robin was intended to be an admirable character. His 

connection to Sir Richard atte Lee is not the sole motivation behind his violent activity. 

The final issue to be considered in this section is the idea that gentry criminals could 

have been motivated by a desire to oppose central or corrupt authority. Outlaw literature 

abounds with references to corrupt officials, which suggests that there was mounting tension 

in the fourteenth century in terms of perceptions of administration of justice. This should not 

be assumed to be a new development. For instance, one of Hereward’s companions, ‘The 

Heron’, earned his name due to forcing the hangmen who mocked him by calling him 

‘heron’ to release their innocent victims and killing some of their enemies.
51

 It should be 

noted that whilst his violence is in part an emotional reaction to an insult, it is given greater 

justification by the reference to the assistance of innocent victims. This highlights that his 

violence is directed against the corrupt legal system. This idea was continued in the 

fourteenth-century sources. Gamelyn hangs the corrupt judges and juror, who have been 

bribed by his brother, the sheriff, whom he also hangs.
52

 Similarly, the outlaw of the 

Outlaw’s Song of Trailbaston complains of the bribery and corruption of officials before 

threatening violence against them.
53

 The focus in many of these sources on the manipulation 

and corruption of the law by its administrators suggests that the flawed legal system was an 

important issue for contemporaries.
54

 Whilst The Tale of Gamelyn concludes with the king 

resolving the problems, the local judicial system is shown to be a corrupt failure before 

this.
55

 The frequency of this theme suggests that it could be an issue which would have 

motivated a violent reaction in reality. 

It is not solely corruption which may have motivated violence against the legal 

system. Green has suggested that the brutal treatment of members of the judicial system in 

the Robin Hood rhymes and the Tale of Gamelyn reflects contemporary issues with 

spectacular punishment.
56

 There are frequent references to violent punishment, such as the 

sheriff’s fear of being hanged after losing Robin, Little John being threatened with 

execution, and William of Cloudesley being almost hanged.
57

 Adam Bell killing the officials 

who were going to hang William suggests that the idea of violence being met with violence 

would have appealed to the audience.
58

 Historians such as Clanchy have suggested that there 

was mounting discontent with a system which seemed to have lost the older values of mercy 
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and instead seemed harsh, cold and brutal.
59

 The idea that contemporaries believed that there 

was too much law in society is undermined to an extent, as the gentry who engaged in the 

legal system presumably approved of it as a means of dispute resolution.
60

 This does not 

mean that the legal system always escaped criticism. Musson and Stones’ identification of 

the use of violence by outlaws to create an alternative justice supports this idea.
61

 Beyond 

this, the failure of the legal system to prevent violent crime despite using spectacular 

punishment appears to have provoked resentment of the administration rather than the 

perpetrators, due to their perceived motive of rebelling against a failing system.
62

 The outlaw 

of The Outlaw’s Song of Trailbaston threatening to decapitate incompetent jurors certainly 

suggests frustration with the system.
63

 Despite its aim of suppressing violence, the law was 

capable of provoking or providing justification for violent crime for some.
64

 

  However, the gentry who are the focus of this study played a considerable role in 

local legal administration, and were regular users of this system.
65

 It seems unlikely that, 

though they might have had some grievances with the system, they would have supported it 

being completely replaced by violence. This would remove a considerable means by which 

they could have increased their status both locally and by forging crown connections. Also, 

the criticism of corruption must be considered with scepticism, as it was at least partially 

gentry use of peace commissions as weapons, and their tendency to exploit the law, which 

decreased respect for the legal system.
66

 Chism has suggested that the law replaced the 

sword for the gentry, but it is perhaps more persuasive to argue that law was used in tandem 

with violence by the gentry, or corrupted to suit their interests.
67

 This capability of the gentry 

to use the legal system maliciously is reflected by the outlaw in The Outlaw’s Song of 

Trailbaston’s complaint that he has been indicted by ‘lying mouths’ and Gamelyn’s elder 

brother falsely indicting him after becoming sheriff.
68

 This did not, however, turn Gamelyn 

against the system, and he is made chief forester for the crown after executing the corrupt 
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officials who abused him.
69

 This combination of complaint and violence against the law with 

involvement in the legal system was symptomatic of the gentry engagement with and 

perceptions of the combination of law and violence in the fourteenth century. It is highly 

unlikely that the sample gentry who were assaulted whilst carrying out administrative 

service would have viewed the crimes as legitimate, but the literary heroes of the gentry still 

engaged in assault against officials.
70

 The gentry also engaged in violence against officials in 

reality, but as already discussed this was not likely to have been motivated by resentment of 

administration or corruption.
71

 

The answer to why the spectacle of literary heroes attacking officials was accepted 

by the gentry audience could be ascertained by considering the instances of violence against 

officials as being used as a literary symbol for a gentry grievance. Ormrod and Green have 

argued that local crime was presented as regional resistance to sporadic central intervention 

in outlaw ballads, with Pollard and Holt making similar claims.
72

 The gentry resented crown 

attempts to increase royal influence in the localities and were concerned regarding the 

crown’s use of local administrators as figures for condemnation.
73

 Royal visitations were 

sporadic and the crown relied on these rural elites, which resented any attempt to increase 

crown intervention and crown reluctance to confirm elite power in the localities.
74

 Musson 

has identified the difficulty of balancing the sense that those with local knowledge were best 

placed to serve on local assize circuits with the problems of ensuring due process.
75

 This 

highlights another potential reason for the gentry resenting crown intervention, as it may 

have limited their ability to manipulate the law to their own purposes. This in turn explains 

why they approved of the violence used against officials in literature as symbolism, whilst 

they would have perceived violence used by gentry against officials in reality more 

sceptically. One exception would be where they were in danger of suffering losses through 

the actions of the officials who were being attacked. 
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This section has revealed a range of motivations existing for gentry violence, 

including and advancing beyond those considered in the previous chapter. Further evidence 

has suggested that the gentry may have been motivated to commit violent acts due to a 

desire for financial or social advancement, anger or pride, lordly influence or resentment of 

the legal system. However, it has also been shown that the extent to which these motivations 

could convincingly be shown to have been influential enough to motivate gentry to engage 

in violence varied, and many were combined with other motivations. It has been 

demonstrated that the motivation for violence would have been likely to affect the 

perception of the crime amongst the gentry, as offence alone was not largely approved of as 

a motivation. In contrast, the use of violence to reclaim land where the legal system had 

failed could have been viewed more tolerantly. The fact that the gentry would have 

perceived motivations differently depending on their involvement in the violent incident was 

highlighted. It has also been demonstrated that there is some variation in the treatment of 

motivations in literature and the likely perceptions of them by gentry if they occurred in 

reality, as literary violence could be symbolic. However, it has been shown that literature as 

a general rule is a valuable source of evidence of gentry perceptions of different motivations 

for violence, when used in combination with legal records. This chapter will now progress to 

considering if this theory can also be applied to gentry perceptions of different victims of 

violent crime. 

 

 

Victims of Violence 

 

 

 The topic of perceptions of the legitimacy of different victims of violence was 

briefly mentioned in Chapter Five. This was mainly connected to the possibility that female 

complainants in legal records may have hoped that crimes against them would have been 

viewed more harshly than violence against men.
76

 The addition of literary evidence will 

allow for this topic to be considered in much greater depth. The late medieval period has 

been described as the golden age of chivalry, particularly in the reign of Edward III. The 

gentry were eager to maintain a knightly and military image despite some diversification of 

function and concern with excess, the latter of which will be considered in the final section.
77
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It has been claimed that the influence of chivalry transformed ‘the rude warrior into an 

idealistic figure’.
78

 The extent to which this had an influence on the presentation of the 

legitimacy of victims in literature read by the gentry, both of an explicitly chivalric nature 

and of different genres, will be considered. In addition, an attempt will be made to consider 

how far the gentry’s perception of the legitimacy of violence would have been affected by 

the identity of the victim. This will be done by considering several issues, namely the extent 

to which women and children were viewed as illegitimate victims, the idea that the social 

status of the victim was an important issue, and the idea that the legitimacy of the victim 

could be affected by both their behaviour and circumstances.  

There are numerous examples in the literature considered which provide evidence 

for gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of violence being affected by the victim. One such 

example is provided by the giant in the Alliterative Morte Arthure. The giant is constructed 

as a particularly villainous and difficult character for Arthur to kill.
79

 An emphasis is placed 

on the giant being a monster who has committed grievous deeds. Strikingly, the author 

chooses to highlight the victims selected by the giant as the elements which make his deeds 

particularly horrific, namely a duchess and unnamed children.
80

 Arthur is outraged by the 

giant’s decision to direct his violence against these victims, and he goes on to behead the 

giant after calling him a foul freak.
81

 The specific use of the insult ‘freak’ appears to be an 

attempt to emphasise the position of the giant outside of normality. This would delineate him 

as an ‘other’, who both uses violence outside the bounds imposed by society and is a 

legitimate victim of violence.
82

 The contrast between Arthur and the giant’s perceptions of 

the legitimacy of female and infant victims is used to emphatically demonstrate that Arthur 

is the figure to be admired, whereas the giant’s actions have sealed his fate as an evil 

creature to be defeated. The chivalric ethos within literature clearly identified women, and 

children, as inappropriate victims of violence; the trope of an individual particularly 

disgusted by violence against women is regularly used in chivalric literature to highlight the 

praiseworthy characters. One example is Gawain, in the early stages of the Stanzaic Morte 

Arthur.
83

 This image is not solely limited to literature which can be explicitly deemed to be 

chivalric, however.  
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The heroes in a range of outlaw literature are also regularly shown to be concerned 

with selection of legitimate victims, and women do not appear to be included in this group. 

It could be argued that this selection of victims was intended as a parody of chivalric values, 

and indeed elements of the Robin Hood rhymes have been presented as such.
84

 However, 

despite some flaws, the outlaws are intended to be admirable, so it seems likely that their 

choice of victims would be careful. Taking Robin Hood as an example, it quickly becomes 

clear that Robin’s selection of victims is used as one of the main elements in redeeming his 

identity from a callous criminal into an honourable outlaw. The author stresses that ‘Robyn 

loved Oure dere Lady’ in the Gest, and his dedication to the Virgin Mary appears in other 

rhymes in the series, such as when Mary assists him in defeating Guy of Gisborne in Robin 

Hood and Guy of Gisborne.
85

 The Gest highlights the fact that Robin’s love for Mary leads 

him to refuse to harm any company which included women.
86

 This concern with not 

harming, and indeed protecting, women is not new to the fourteenth century. For example, 

Hereward is outraged to hear that his brother was executed due to killing men who had 

‘dishonourably abused’, which appears to mean raped, a lady.
87

 Hereward believes that 

committing assault against a woman is so grievous a crime that the perpetrators are entirely 

deserving of their fate, and it seems likely that the author expects the audience to have a 

similar opinion.  

The literature considered indicates that selecting women or children as victims was 

likely to undermine, or at least challenge, the legitimacy of violence amongst the gentry. It 

must be considered, though, to what extent the gentry maintained their subscription to the 

ideal of avoiding violence against women and children in their own lives. As demonstrated 

in the previous chapter, accusations of violent crime involving the raptus of women and 

children were by no means unheard of in fourteenth-century England. The violence which 

was claimed to have been used against victims who have already been introduced, such as 

Annore Wyville, the victim of numerous assaults, thefts and abduction in the late-fourteenth 

century in Hampshire, and Isabel Cleator, the victim of abduction in mid-fourteenth century 

Cumberland, demonstrates this.
88

 These accounts could also highlight that the failure to 

strictly uphold chivalric mores occurred nationwide. The question of how far other gentry 

would have viewed the perpetrators critically is difficult to decisively answer. Annore 

stressed that she was violently dragged out of her house by her arms. This could be an 

example of a clerk encouraging extra detail in a formulaic case to make it more credible, or 
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it could be that Annore hoped to elicit sympathy by highlighting the rough treatment of a 

female. Isabel more explicitly requests that the crown assist her ‘for the honour of women’, 

which indicates that she expected that her gender would have an impact on perceptions of 

her case. The use of such rhetoric in petitions by well-informed women is not unknown.
89

 

Unfortunately the result of Annore’s case is unknown. The crown appears to have 

taken Isabel’s complaint seriously, as it refused pardons for the perpetrators and Isabel was 

rescued by Anthony Lucy, sheriff of Cumberland.
90

 However, it must not be assumed that 

Anthony would have viewed the case as anything other than a theft to be corrected, as rape 

or abduction were often viewed as theft of property, namely the potential for the victim to be 

married.
91

 Similarly, whilst the crown responded favourably to Isabel’s complaint, there are 

numerous examples of the crown pardoning similar crimes if they were committed by 

certain people, such as members of the royal household or men who had made powerful 

contacts through military service.
92

 The legal system demonstrably suffered from a 

considerable gap between theory and practice.
93

 A primary issue was the fact that the crown 

faced dual pressures; it had to uphold its claim to defend the helpless, but it needed the 

support of the elite who engaged in these crimes. The potential engagement of the elite in 

these crimes indicates that whilst they were critical of violence against women in literature, 

if they deemed it necessary many could still have been willing to assault women in reality, 

with the knowledge that they would not necessarily be condemned for this behaviour. 

However, this argument entails a considerable degree of assumption. Whilst women 

and children were identified as the victims in the legal records, it is not necessarily the case 

that they were victims of violent assault. Apart from Annore’s case, there is no clear and 

direct claim of violence being committed against women and children, as the raptus cases 

could have been abductions rather than sexual assaults. The violence involved in such cases, 

if any violence was involved, was surely more likely to have been directed against the 

guardians or husbands from whom the children and women were taken, as there was no 

benefit to be gained from harming a potentially valuable abduction victim. Of course, the 
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cases considered involving the abduction of women could have been sexual assaults, and 

Annore’s case could have been genuine, and just one example of violence against women 

amongst others missing from the records, but there is nothing to prove this. The practical 

nature of gentry use of violence indicates that they were unlikely to have been held back 

from engaging in violence against illegitimate victims if it was necessary or offered 

sufficient benefits, but it should not be assumed that in reality the gentry were devoid of any 

concept of violence against women and children being less legitimate. The decision to 

emphasise the unsuitability of women and children as victims in literature read by the gentry 

suggests that the audience would be responsive to these ideas to a certain extent. This is 

supported by the evidence of female complainants potentially hoping to evoke sympathy due 

to their gender. It appears that this activity would not have been viewed as a means of 

demonstrating status or gaining local prestige, but was unlikely to have always been avoided 

if necessity or profit demanded it.  

The connection between violence and status is an important consideration in a study 

of perceptions of violence in fourteenth-century England. The importance to the elite of the 

maintenance of the hierarchy existing in late-medieval society has been a recurring theme in 

this thesis thus far.
94

 It becomes relevant again in considering how the gentry would have 

judged the appropriateness of different victims. Woods’ consideration of ‘competing 

cultures of violence’ in societies suggests that the hierarchical model should not be viewed 

in isolation, as this neglects inter-class violence.
95

 The majority of the cases of violence from 

legal records considered in this thesis demonstrate gentry engaging in violence against other 

members of gentry society, but it is still relevant to consider how the gentry would have 

perceived those whose crimes did not fit into this pattern. In fact, the appearance of the 

majority of the gentry considered in intra-gentry violence could suggest a concern with 

avoiding violence against higher or lower social levels. In the examples used in Chapter 

Five, in which gentry assaulted their social superiors, they did this in groups led by 

individuals who were of similar status to the victim.
96

 This potentially undermines the extent 

to which the crime would have been viewed as anti-hierarchical. The general lack of 

evidence for crime against lower social levels is far more likely to be a product of the limited 

ability for lower social levels to succeed when using the legal system rather than an absence 

of violence having been carried out against social inferiors.
97

 This should therefore not be 

used to suggest that the gentry were consciously avoiding the use of violence against lower 
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social levels. It must now be considered what literary evidence can contribute to this 

discussion. 

 The Robin Hood rhymes provide an excellent example of the preoccupation in late-

medieval culture with social status and hierarchy. Whilst Robin’s precise social status as a 

yeoman is unclear, but likely to have been between the lesser elite and the lower social 

levels, it has been convincingly argued that part of the audience for these tales would have 

been comprised of the gentry, as explained earlier.
98

 There is potentially some parody 

involved, but Robin embodies many of the elements of the chivalric hero, thus suggesting 

that he would have been expected to appeal to an elite audience as an admirable hero.
99

 His 

choice of victims may at first seem strange in this case. Robin’s apparent lack of respect for 

authority and the contemporary system of hierarchy is suggested by the fact that his victims 

are largely authority figures, secular or ecclesiastical.
100

 This does not fit in with the desire 

of the elite to maintain the status quo, as he is an outlaw and most likely sub-elite. He also 

instructs his men to select barons, knights or squires as their victims.
101

 However, this 

instruction to focus on harming the elite is undermined by the fact that Robin instructs his 

men to avoid harming members of the upper social levels who have been good fellows.
102

 

His men claim to attack the authority figures due to their corruption or evil natures, which 

will be considered later in this section.
103

  

Furthermore, it must be recognised that many of the outlaws in the tales being 

considered were of knightly descent.
104

 As such, their assaults on the gentry who tended to 

hold local positions of authority were not anti-hierarchical in terms of social standing. Even 

outlaws like Robin, who are only on the fringes of the lesser elite at most, behave in many 

ways like chivalric knights, and thus their attacks on those of gentry status would potentially 

be less jarring against the hierarchy. It is admittedly also possible that Robin’s adoption of 

chivalric values would have made his anti-hierarchical violence more threatening, as he 

could have been viewed as attempting to take the violent authority of his social superiors, 

but the fact that he is intended to be admired by the audience suggests that this is less likely 

to have been the aim of the author. Anti-hierarchical violence in the form of assault against 

officials was by no means illegitimate in outlaw rhymes, but this should not be taken to 

mean that the gentry audience would have generally admired violence against social 
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superiors. Many of the gentry engaging in violence against officials in the sample societies 

served as officials themselves at other times. They therefore would not necessarily have 

regarded this violence as anti-hierarchical, particularly in the cases of the outlaws of 

knightly descent.
105

 It is also striking that in all of the literary cases, even involving those 

who are of the same social status as the officials they attack, there is an emphasis on 

providing justifications for the assaults, such as accusations of corruption, rather than the 

assaults being based on the officials being members of the elite.
106

 In fact, the outlaws 

largely preserve the hierarchy in relation to their thoughts on violence, as can be seen more 

explicitly in other sections of the rhymes.  

Little John and Robin Hood do experience some friction in their relationship. John is 

by no means a timid follower, as demonstrated in his refusal to carry Robin’s bow.
107

 

However, at the most important points, John’s clear awareness of the effect of social status 

on the legitimacy of violence comes to the fore. For instance, despite being justifiably 

frustrated by Robin after a betting conflict, John does not attack Robin and explicitly states 

that this is due to Robin being his master.
108

 This attitude is strikingly mirrored in the 

chivalric figure of Lancelot, which suggests that it was a widely held ideal in the elite 

ethos.
109

 This is sensible, as the gentry would have been keen to maintain the status quo and 

protect their privileged position. It is thus understandable that they would have disapproved 

of violence regularly being used against higher social levels. This is similar to likely gentry 

perceptions of violence against officials. The lack of evidence of the sample gentry being 

accused of having used violence against victims of higher social levels, unless accompanied 

by accomplices of the same social level as the victims, suggests that the gentry largely 

subscribed to the idea that violence against social superiors was to be avoided.
110

 This 

admittedly may have been due to a more pragmatic reason than the desire to copy a literary 

figure, such as the danger of the more powerful figure responding in kind. This is supported 

by gentry joining their social superiors in attacking other superior figures.
111

 However, as 

mentioned before, the maintenance of the hierarchy was important for stability for the 

gentry, so it is likely that they would have disapproved of their peers engaging in anti-

hierarchical violence on a regular basis. 
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The literature also gives the impression that violence against the crown was viewed 

harshly. For instance, Robin Hood is always quick to state his loyalty to and love for his 

king; the corrupt agents of the crown are presented as his real target. However, it could be 

argued that this loyalty is not particularly convincing; Much and Little John outwit the king 

in Robin Hood and the Monk and Robin disobeys the king’s instructions to remain with him 

after being pardoned and kills his deer in the Gest.
112

 Furthermore, it could be suggested that 

violent crime was regarded as an attack on royal authority even when not used against the 

king. The king was traditionally the embodiment of justice and law, and so any action 

contravening the law could have been viewed as an attack on the crown.
113

 Whilst this idea 

remained in an ideological sense, the extent to which it was truly believed by the gentry 

sincerely enough that they would have regarded themselves as attacking the crown when 

engaging in violent crime is another matter.
114

 Certainly, it appears that the established 

tradition of the king as law personified had been divorced from reality to some extent, 

despite remaining as an ideology, as it seems hard to believe that the gentry felt that they 

were attacking the crown when engaging in violent crime, and were therefore tolerant of 

violence against the crown.
115

 Instead, the temperamental loyalty of the outlaws is more 

likely to be a symbolic presentation of local resentment of crown intervention, rather than 

evidence that violence being used against the crown, or indeed officials, was widely 

acceptable.
116

 The idea that the gentry would have disapproved of violence against the crown 

is more explicitly stated in chivalric literature, perhaps due to the more limited elite audience 

of this literature. The outlaw ballads could also have appealed to those lower down the social 

scale.
117

 Lancelot’s dedication to avoiding the use of violence against King Arthur in the 

Stanzaic Morte Arthur is striking in its exaggerated nature. Even when Arthur is physically 

attacking Lancelot during battle, Lancelot refuses to raise his hand against his lord, and 

instead of taking the opportunity to defeat Arthur when he is unhorsed, Lancelot laments the 

demise of the king who knighted him.
118

 Whilst this behaviour is exaggerated, as the 

‘superman hero’ is not always credible in reality, it is explicitly held up as an example of 
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Lancelot’s courtesy.
119

 This was a desired knightly characteristic which would have been 

intended to be an example of good elite behaviour to admire, if not copy.  

This discussion has shown that the literature may initially appear to challenge the 

idea that anti-hierarchical violence was less likely to be acceptable to the gentry of 

fourteenth-century England. However it in fact contains many elements which suggest that 

in general the gentry would have been disinclined to support anti-hierarchical violence 

unless it could be legitimised by other factors. Unfortunately, the lack of evidence of the 

sample gentry engaging in violence against their social inferiors does not prove that they felt 

similarly about violence directed down the social levels; as indicated earlier, the limited 

success available for lower social levels within the legal system operated by the elites would 

be a more credible explanation for this lack of evidence.
120

 Nonetheless, the literature does 

suggest that violence directed down the social scale was not an activity to be engaged in by 

chivalric or heroic characters. For instance, Robin Hood is emphatic when instructing his 

men not to attack husbandmen or yeomen.
121

 Whilst he is admittedly identified as a yeoman, 

his status is vague and his character is decidedly more chivalric and elite. Thus it seems 

likely that he was intended to be a figure of admiration for the gentry audience, and therefore 

they were intended to identify with him rather than regard him as an inferior. In reality, it 

seems unlikely that gentry would have been prevented from engaging in violence against 

their inferiors by this ideology, particularly bearing in mind the limited danger of reprisal. It 

was nevertheless unlikely again that their peers would have accorded them particular regard 

for engaging in these activities. Little more can be said in this respect, but there remains a 

considerable potential impact on gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of victims of violence. 

This has only been considered in passing thus far, namely the influence of circumstances and 

the behaviour of the victim. 

As has already been identified, the heroes of several outlaw ballads engaged in 

violence that may seem to undermine the elite concern with maintaining the hierarchical 

balance of power in fourteenth-century England. However, they manage to do this without 

becoming anti-heroes for their gentry audience. The justification of attacks on officials 

through accusations of corruption is an important issue to consider. Requests such as the 

1319 petition from the people of Hampshire asking to make complaints about their ex-

sheriff, James Norton, indicate that the reliability and accountability of officials were 

contemporary concerns.
122

 Robin Hood’s instructions to his gang of outlaws on whom they 

are permitted to select as victims at first appear to be dictated by the social status of the 

                                                      
119

 E. Archibald, ‘Questioning Arthurian Ideals’, in E. Archibald and A. Putter (eds.), The Cambridge 

Companion to the Arthurian Legend (Cambridge, 2009), pp. 149-50. 
120

 See above, p. 23. 
121

 Dobson and Taylor (eds.), Rymes of Robyn Hood, p. 80. 
122

 SC 8/140/6975. 



189 

 

victim.
123

 However, there are extra qualifications which he instructs his men to consider, as 

they are to avoid any individual who has been a gode felawe, regardless of social status, as 

identified above.
124

 The behaviour of the victim appears therefore to override any issues of 

social status, at least for Robin and his men. Robin’s opponents are criticised by both Robin 

and his gang, and even in some cases their own followers, as the prior criticises the abbot 

who is exploiting the hardship of Robin’s colleague, Sir Richard atte Lee.
125

 Robin also tests 

his victims before he forces them to hand over money, as he permits them to keep all or 

some of their money if they tell the truth. Strikingly, the knight and king pass the test, 

whereas ecclesiastical officials fail; thus honesty is the deciding factor rather than social 

position.
126

 The dishonesty appears to have legitimised their victimhood by lessening their 

status in the eyes of the outlaws and the audience. 

The outlaw in the Outlaw’s Song of Trailbaston highlights that he approves of 

judges who he believes do not discriminate against those accused of crime due to social 

status.
127

 He suggests that he wishes to kill other judges, implying that they are part of the 

corruption he complains of.
128

 In the Gest, the outlaws only kill the sheriff after he has 

broken his oath to leave Robin Hood and his men alone, claiming that no man could trust 

him while he lived.
129

 Of course, it is the sheriff’s job to pursue these men, so the morality of 

the justification is dubious, but the importance appears to be placed on giving a justification, 

rather than defending this justification. It must also be highlighted that the gentry would 

have been unlikely to widely accept corruption as justification for violence in reality, as they 

were targets for criticism in relation to acting corruptly as officials. They would have viewed 

violence against their corrupt peers as a threat; this has been explained as literary symbolism 

above.
130

 The important point is that a justification of some form was necessary to prevent 

condemnation of anti-hierarchical violence used by heroic characters in late-medieval 

literature, even when this violence was related to a metaphorical point regarding crown 

intervention. Strikingly though, despite the author of the tale of Fouke Fitz Waryn stressing 

the villainous nature of King John, by presenting him as a spoilt child and then highlighting 

that as an adult he would be willing to take any women by force, Fouke only uses violence 
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directly against him as a child.
131

 Even when John breaks his oath to Fouke in a strikingly 

similar situation to that faced by the sheriff in the Gest, as both men are tricked into coming 

into the forest by the offer of a hart to hunt, Fouke refrains from killing him and the two are 

ultimately reconciled.
132

 Whilst justification was a powerful tool in avoiding the charge of 

illegitimacy being applied to an act of violence by the gentry, there were limits to this in 

relation to the crown.  

 The use of violence against women and children appears far less frequently in the 

literature. However, there are rare instances of this, most strikingly in the case of the young 

page who is killed by Little John and Much in Robin Hood and the Monk.
133

 The page is 

killed at the same time as a monk, who can be justified as a victim due to the corruption of 

ecclesiastical officials being highlighted throughout the rhymes, but there is no such 

justification for the death of the page. Strikingly, the smallness of the page is emphasised in 

the brief account of his death, which evokes sympathy. However, the outlaws are clearly not 

meant to be vilified for this activity, as the author offers an alternative justification; the page 

has to die as the outlaws fear that he would report their actions and lead to them being 

unable to free Robin from punishment. This brings in another justification which must also 

have appealed to the gentry audience, namely the idea of necessity. This idea can also be 

seen in Robin’s murder of Guy of Gisborne, who has come to capture or kill Robin, although 

this is coupled with vilification of Guy.
134

 Again, the limited nature of the legal evidence 

means that there are no accounts of the gentry claiming that they acted violently out of self-

defence in the sample societies, but it is convincing to suggest that the gentry who otherwise 

may appear to have committed illegitimate violence may still have felt their behaviour was 

necessary, and therefore justified. For instance, the abduction of a wealthy widow may have 

been viewed as necessary by a member of the gentry who was struggling financially and saw 

no other prospects, in order to protect or raise his status and therefore avoid falling down the 

social spectrum. The importance of social status to the gentry supports this. The extent to 

which their peers would have accepted this justification is less clear.  

 This section has considered the possible impact of the victim on gentry perceptions 

of the legitimacy of violent crime, and reached several conclusions. The literature suggests a 

level of importance being placed on the sex, age and social status of the victim. This 

indicates that selection of an illegitimate victim could mean that a violent crime was 

condemned in the eyes of gentry observers. However, in the vast majority of the texts, it 
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emerges that it was possible to avoid condemnation and find a means of justifying violence 

against women, children and officials. The behaviour of the victim appears to have been 

viewed as crucial by the authors, and therefore probably by their audiences, in determining 

their legitimacy as victims. Even if the victim offered no particular fault and their age, 

gender or status deemed them to be an illegitimate victim within the knightly ethos, there 

was still an opportunity for the perpetrator to justify their actions by claiming that they were 

a necessity. Whilst the justification of corruption was identified to have been more 

metaphorical than realistic for the gentry, it still highlights a general knowledge amongst the 

gentry that victims could be justified despite being otherwise illegitimate. It seems likely 

that whilst the gentry wished to be viewed as chivalric figures, and therefore avoid criticism 

for using violence against illegitimate victims, they were also realists. Such ideals would not 

prevent them from engaging in violent activity if they felt it was justified and could present 

it as necessary, whoever the victim, despite being aware that this may not bring them praise. 

 

 

Violent Excess, Chivalry and Restraint 

 

 

The final section of this chapter will consider the extent to which gentry were 

concerned with levels of violence and violent excess in the fourteenth century. The 

fourteenth century was a period of great upheaval. The Black Death, a series of agricultural 

failures, war with France and Scotland and the Peasants’ Revolt were all potential influences 

on gentry values in relation to violence.
135

 It has been claimed that this background of 

disturbance and unease led to an undermining of moral codes and the potential restraints 

placed on behaviour such as religion and social standards.
136

 However, it could also be 

argued that this lack of stability led to the gentry being more focused on ensuring that law 

and order was maintained and protected within their societies. Their growing involvement in 
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and use of the legal system could be used to support this idea, despite debate concerning the 

extent to which the gentry respected these developments or continued to view violence as a 

legitimate alternative.
137

 This ambiguity is reflected in the fact that whilst the gentry came to 

take a considerable role in local legal administration in the fourteenth century, they were 

also frequently involved in criminality and violence, as will be discussed in Chapter 

Seven.
138

 Ambiguity is also applicable to the phenomenon of chivalry in the fourteenth 

century, as it encouraged the use of violence as a means of gaining praise and status, yet also 

demonstrated the need for restraint and the dangers of excessive violence.
139

 

To consider the role of the chivalric ethos in affecting gentry perceptions of 

violence, the extent to which the martial element of gentry identity remained strong must be 

assessed, as chivalry was in many ways a martial entity. This has been discussed already in 

this thesis, and so will not be repeated at length.
140

 Ultimately, whilst some of the gentry 

adopted more civilian identities, many others still valued military service highly. The 

majority still used military imagery, such as armoured figures on tomb brasses and effigies, 

even if they did not engage in warfare.
141

 There was often involvement in military service by 

literary protagonists, such as the outlaw of The Outlaw’s Song of Trailbaston claiming to 

have served in Scotland and abroad as a means of highlighting his good service to the crown 

and Hereward being praised for bravely leading an army into Zeeland.
142

 This highlights the 

idea that military service was still often an integral part of identity formation. Whilst crown 

enthusiasm for war and chivalry varied over the century, elite interest in projecting a 

chivalric and military identity, whatever the reality of diversification of roles, remained 

strong.
143

 What must be considered is the influence this had on gentry violence. It should not 

be assumed that the administrative element of the gentry identity encouraged a desire to 

minimise violence, whereas the chivalric and military elements encouraged a tolerant 

perception of widespread violence. This is far too simplistic. The potential for the legal 
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system to encourage violent activity, both as part of, and a reaction to, its administration, has 

already been highlighted.
144

 Similarly, whilst chivalry and warfare tend to be presented in a 

negative light, as it has been claimed that knights caused disorder with their unrestricted use 

of violence, chivalric literature offers some potentially limiting factors, such as identification 

of unsuitable victims and concern with excess.
145

  

There is ongoing debate concerning the role of chivalry in controlling or 

encouraging violence amongst the elites. A concept ‘nourished on aggressive impulses’ 

would inevitably not seek to eliminate violence.
146

 Chivalric events such as tournaments 

could be incredibly violent, potentially either encouraging this violence to spill over into 

everyday life or limiting it to a specified time and place.
147

 Chivalric literature is full of 

praise for military prowess and uses it as a means of highlighting the status and 

magnificence of the admirable characters.
148

 For instance, the fact that Arthur was so mighty 

that none could stand against him and his ability to violently take many kingdoms is stressed 

in the Stanzaic Morte Arthur.
149

 Arthur’s knights also demonstrate the high regard for those 

with violent prowess in chivalric literature, as Lancelot is glorified by defeating so many that 

he is temporarily blinded with blood.
150

 His love for another knight, Ector, is increased after 

Ector is able to wound him in a tournament.
151

 Gawain is praised extensively for his 

chivalric characteristics, including his military prowess, when he dies in the Alliterative 

Morte Arthur.
152

 Chronicle sources also highlight episodes of violence and chivalric 

encounters, such as in Walsingham’s discussion of the duel between John Annesley and 

Thomas Catterton, demonstrating that Walsingham knew that chivalric encounters were of 

contemporary interest, despite having an ecclesiastical background.
153

  

This is not limited to the explicitly chivalric sources and chronicles; the outlaw 

rhymes also demonstrate that violent prowess was a common characteristic of individuals 
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intended to be admired by their audience.
154

  Little John (in disguise) is employed by the 

sheriff after impressing him with his archery, which was recognised as a desirable 

characteristic.
155

 Gamelyn joins the outlaws and is made their master after they hear of his 

impressive deeds, which include violent victories over his opponents.
156

 He earlier defeats a 

champion as he wants to show his strength and to help a franklin recover his two sons.
157

 

Robin Hood and his men recognise the king immediately after he demonstrates that he has 

the power to almost knock Robin over with one blow, which reinforces the idea that violent 

strength and status were connected.
158

 This also highlights the important connection between 

masculinity, status and violent prowess in contemporary thought.
159

 The tendency of violent 

prowess to be praised in literature which was either chivalric, or had chivalric elements, 

immediately suggests that chivalry could have affected gentry perceptions of violence. This 

may have encouraged engagement in violence as a means of demonstrating martial identity, 

status and masculinity. This therefore could have made the gentry less intolerant of the use 

of violence, as it has been claimed that the elite assessed their rights and culture through 

chivalric literature.
160

 The perception of violent prowess as a source of honour and power 

certainly suggests that fourteenth-century England would have been a highly dangerous and 

violent environment. Responding to any conflict with violence could have been a means of 

demonstrating chivalric status.
161

 However, it should not be argued that these sources praise 

military prowess and chivalric violence without highlighting some of the potential dangers 

of this activity.  

Whilst Gamelyn’s display of strength makes his brother promise to return his 

possessions, he does so treacherously, forcing Gamelyn to engage in greater violence.
162

 

Whilst it could be claimed that this is just reinforcing the eventual ability of violence to 

resolve the issue, it could also have been an attempt to warn the reader that violence had the 

tendency to lead to more violence, and greater risks. Sir Richard atte Lee also highlights the 

dangers inherent to chivalric society. Richard loses his fortune after having to pay to save his 

son who killed a knight and squire during a joust.
163

 His son’s display of violent prowess 

ruins his family. These undertones of the dangers of violence suggest that, whilst the gentry 

wished to promote a chivalric identity, they would have considered the repercussions 
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carefully before engaging in violence. They would not have approved of others engaging in 

violence which may have led to further disorder. It must also be highlighted that the ethos of 

chivalry emphasised the importance of restraint. Of course, the perception of the need for 

restraint when using violence, and the capacity to show restraint, must have varied between 

individuals. It is still striking that literature attempted to encourage this, in terms of both the 

use of violence, and the choice of victims.
164

 Whilst the gentry wished to present a chivalric 

image of having the right and potential to engage in violence, they also recognised the 

benefits of a stable society.
165

 It seems convincing to suggest that, whilst the gentry wished 

to promote their own martial prowess and their right to engage in violence, as mentality was 

an integral part of the gentry identity, in truth they preferred to demonstrate this through 

imagery and style of living rather than actual violence.
166

 When they decided that it was 

legitimate for themselves or their peers to engage in violence, it would surely have been the 

best or only option in a situation. 

It has been suggested that literature highlighting the dangers of violence shows that 

the gentry were less likely to tolerate widespread violence. It could also in contrast suggest a 

concern with an existing elite overuse of violence. The chivalric value of not attacking one’s 

master prevents Little John from attacking Robin Hood after Robin refuses to pay him when 

losing a bet.
167

 However, the panic of the townspeople when they believe that Robin and his 

men have killed the king suggests a background sense that the violent lifestyles of some 

elites could cause disorder, despite the fear turning to amusement when the truth is 

realised.
168

 This was not a new concern in literature concerning the exploits of outlaw 

heroes, as the tale of Hereward the Wake reveals a conscious concern with the problems 

Hereward’s violence causes.
169

 Hereward fights with anyone he deems to be a rival in 

military prowess or bravery, which demonstrates a keen sense to be seen as the leading 

chivalric figure in his community.
170

 The author stresses that this causes considerable strife, 

and leads to Hereward’s parents resenting Hereward because they have to physically defend 

him against their friends and neighbours.
171

 Ultimately Hereward’s father throws him out of 

his home.
172

 What is striking here is that Hereward is not directly condemned for this 

behaviour. Instead there is simply an ambivalent record of the problems caused by his 

behaviour; this could demonstrate a desire to discourage the reader from emulating 
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Hereward’s behaviour in reality despite admiring his violent prowess, or a reference to the 

problems being caused in contemporary society by gentry behaving in this way, without 

outright condemnation. Either way, it seems unlikely that the gentry would wish for their 

peers to emulate Hereward’s behaviour. 

Chivalric literature demonstrates similar concerns. Initially the warlike nature of 

Arthur and his knights seems positive, as they are eager to respond bravely to Emperor 

Lucius’ threats in the Alliterative Morte Arthur.
173

 However, as the story progresses, the 

danger of mindlessly responding to issues with violence becomes apparent. Arthur’s war 

causes extensive damage and it is presented as a sin for Christians to continue killing in the 

Stanzaic Morte Arthur.
174

 Arthur laments that the war ever happened, as he is so impressed 

by Lancelot’s noble refusal to attack him.
175

 Lancelot stands out as the character that makes 

careful judgements about when it is right to use violence. It could be argued that he is 

intended to show the benefits of chivalry in contrast with the other characters, who 

demonstrate what was to be feared if chivalry was devoid of restraint. Gawain stands out in 

this instance as an example of the concern amongst the elite that chivalry without restraint 

could cause considerable problems and was to be avoided. Whilst Lancelot strikes Gawain 

once to avoid death, and refuses to kill him as he loves him and Gawain is Arthur’s nephew, 

Gawain continues to insult Lancelot and thwarts the truce attempts, thereby sealing Arthur’s 

downfall.
176

 Similarly, in the Alliterative Morte Arthur, Arthur’s downfall comes after he is 

so devastated by Gawain’s death that he refuses to leave a battle he cannot win.
177

 Evidently, 

Lancelot is the knight intended to meet the approval of an elite audience, although it must be 

recognised that the treatment of characters such as Gawain still retains a level of ambiguity, 

as he is praised for his military prowess many times. As Saul identifies in his consideration 

of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the ambivalence in the literature corresponds to ‘the 

ambivalence at the heart of chivalry itself.’
178

  

Chronicle accounts of violence in war also highlight the danger of excessive or 

thoughtless violence. Failed battles due to foolish reactions to insults or cockiness are 

criticised in Walsingham’s Chronica Maiora and the Scalacronica.
179

  Calls for reform and 

concern with excessive behaviour amongst knights in chivalric literature could have 
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encouraged less violence, unless this was overshadowed by the praise of violent prowess.
180

 

The presence of this debate within the literature suggests that it was a cause for concern, 

despite Elias’ claim that the literature replaced the excitement now lacking in civilised 

society, where aggression had been lessened.
181

 However, whilst the gentry wished to 

present a chivalric image of having the right and potential to engage in violence, they also 

recognised the benefits of a stable society, as argued by Carpenter.
182

 For instance, the 

gentry encouraged a conciliatory approach to those involved in the Peasants’ Revolt rather 

than encouraging the crown to enact widespread capital punishment, which could have 

provoked further rebellious activity. Whilst the decrease in serfdom after 1381 was 

potentially exaggerated and the crown assisted the gentry to maintain their advantage by 

keeping wages low, so a conciliatory approach did not put the gentry at great risk of 

disadvantage, this peaceful response to disorder, in an attempt to restore stability, is 

striking.
183

 The gentry saw the importance of stability, particularly in areas under threat from 

enemy attack, in which maintaining order internally was essential.
184

 This suggests that they 

would have been keen to ensure that those who tried to form a chivalric identity by engaging 

in regular violence with few legitimising elements would have been viewed harshly by their 

peers. Instead, the chivalric characteristic of restraint would surely have been the favoured 

selection in terms of gentry use of violence. 

This is also supported by the use of accusations of extreme or excessive violence as 

a means of delegitimisation. The relationship between cruelty and violence is an exemplary 

point for this concept. Cruelty has progressed from being regarded as extreme violence to 

being perceived as distinct from the spectrum of violence, due to the lack of beneficial 

results it produces and the degree to which it is a disproportionate response to the 

situation.
185

 Accusations of cruel violence were a means of criticising an opponent and 

making them appear unjustified and savage, thus suggesting that the gentry would have been 

opposed to the use of violence which could be defined as cruel.
186

 Strickland’s study of anti-

Scottish propaganda in the Lanercost Chronicle, which aimed to demonise the enemy by 
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accusing the Scots of engaging in cruel violence, is indicative of this.
187

 The claim in the 

Scalacronica that Hugh Cressingham, the king’s treasurer, was skinned by the Scots, who 

made his skin into thongs, demonstrates the use of extreme and unnecessary violence to 

vilify an opponent.
188

 Whilst the main aim of this propaganda was to demonise the enemy, it 

could still have indicated a subconscious division between the extremely violent activity of 

enemy soldiers and the level of violence acceptable within a society, suggesting that 

contemporaries would have wished to maintain this division.
189

 It is also striking that both 

chronicles criticise extreme violence used by the enemy, whilst the Scalacronica is not as 

critical of general enemy raiding as the Lanercost Chronicle.
190

  This is likely due to the 

Scalacronica’s author, Thomas Gray, being a knight engaging in military service and the 

Lanercost Chronicle having ecclesiastical origins.
191

 Evidently, even gentry who 

encountered violence regularly in warfare were aware that excessive or cruel violence could 

be deemed illegitimate, even if they were prone to identifying this only when it offered an 

opportunity to criticise their enemies. 

This is not to say that the literary heroes never carried out violence which was 

incongruent with the ideology of chivalry. Robin Hood’s brutal disfigurement and taunting 

of Guy of Gisborne’s corpse, as he decapitates him and mutilates his face, is mirrored by 

Little John’s jokes after murdering the porter, displaying ‘cynical brutality’.
192

 The merciless 

killing of the monk’s page by the outlaws in Robin Hood and the Monk is also jolting.
193

 In 

Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne, John kills the sheriff by splitting his heart with an arrow 

as he flees, with cold brutality.
194

 There is a clear lack of sportsmanship, or chivalry, in this 

latter assault, and all show a clear level of ruthless violence with a lack of mercy or 

restraint.
195

 It is difficult to see initially how these characters avoid being delegitimised by 

their activity, but it is nonetheless still clear that the author expects that his audience will 

continue to support the heroes. The fact that Robin is assisted in his fight with Guy by the 

Virgin Mary provides an example of this.
196

 This expectation could be explained by the 

potential for the same violent action to be regarded as legitimate or illegitimate dependent 

upon the justifications given and the perspective of the reporter. Palmer’s study of Irish 

beheadings and McKim’s study of Scottish national heroes highlight the possibility for 
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violent activity to be deemed legitimate and illegitimate by different audiences which 

respond differently to justifications.
197

  

The strength of this suggestion grows when considering that the authors are 

generally careful to justify cruel or extreme violence, either by highlighting the villainy of 

the victims or by stressing the morality of the motivations. For instance, Robin and his 

men’s cruel violence is still given a chivalric element, as it is generally targeted against 

characters who are criticised throughout, like the sheriff.
198

 The violence against the page 

can be better explained as being due to a realistic need to avoid complications.
199

 Robin 

accuses Guy of having been a traitor throughout his life after killing him, and claims his life 

needed to end.
200

 Guy seems to brag that he has ‘done many a curst turne’ and he has 

reportedly harmed many men with his weapons.
201

 Justification of violence is a common and 

important theme.
202

 Not only this, but extreme violence is also potentially justified by the 

idea that it is being used symbolically. As identified earlier, it could be possible that 

excessive violence was used to symbolise rejection of crown intervention or spectacular 

punishment.
203

 These different means of justifying extreme violence and the importance 

placed on justification suggest that this violence would need to be legitimised to have been 

approved of by the gentry and to prevent the heroes from becoming villains. This also 

strongly suggests that the gentry would not have approved of extreme violence being used in 

their own societies unless it was carefully and persuasively justified. 

This section has considered the potential impact of chivalric and martial culture on 

gentry perceptions of violence, restraint and excess. Chivalry had the potential to encourage 

violent disorder and make the gentry more tolerant of violence if they saw violence as 

something they had the right to use whenever they faced conflict. It also presented violence 

as a source of pride or status, as literary characters were praised for violent prowess and 

were often quick to turn to violence. However, it was also identified that the stress placed on 

restraint in chivalric literature, with Lancelot providing an excellent example, and the 

disastrous results of unthinking or excessive use of violence, suggested either a positive 

influence for chivalry in encouraging the gentry to view violence as something that should 

be limited, or a concern amongst the elite that their peers were not controlling their violence 
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efficiently. This would indicate that those members of the gentry not engaging in this 

violence would have viewed their violent peers critically. The use of cruel or excessive 

violence as a means of criticism supports the idea that the gentry were keen to limit violence, 

as does the need for the use of extreme violence by literary heroes to be carefully justified. A 

desire to appear chivalric would not necessarily have affected the use of violence by the 

gentry, but the values of the chivalric ethos and their use in literature do provide an 

interesting insight into the way in which the gentry would have viewed the violence of their 

peers as appropriate to their social level, or as something to be avoided or limited. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

This chapter has investigated a range of literary evidence, whilst also drawing 

connections with ideas formed through investigation of legal evidence in Chapter Five. This 

consideration has enabled the value of combining different types of evidence to be 

demonstrated. The legal and literary evidence support and supplement each other, and allow 

for each to be viewed in different lights. Legal evidence can show what the sample gentry 

were doing in terms of accusing or being accused of violent crime, but literary evidence 

offers more detail on what they might have thought about these accusations or the activity of 

others. This must always be placed in context to avoid exaggeration being accepted as 

reality. The combination of these forms of evidence has allowed several conclusions to be 

drawn within each section of this chapter. They have provided information concerning 

gentry perceptions of motivations for violence, the extent to which the victim of a violent 

attack could have affected gentry perceptions of this use of violence, and the contemporary 

issues surrounding the balance between the role of violence in chivalric and elite identity 

and the desire for stability amongst the gentry. 

The first section highlighted the range of motivations existing for gentry violence in 

the fourteenth century, with literary evidence allowing much deeper consideration. The 

evidence suggests that gentry may have been motivated to commit violent acts due to a 

desire for financial or social advancement, being offended, pride, lordly influence or 

resentment of central authority expanding into the local area. However, it has also been 

identified that the gentry were unlikely to view these motivations with a similar level of 

approval. Some were more likely than others, and they may often have been combined with 

other motivations to give a veneer of legitimacy to violent activity. The motivation for 

violence would have affected the perception of the crime amongst the gentry to a certain 

extent. For example, offence alone was not a praiseworthy motivation, whereas the use of 
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violence to reclaim land which was falsely taken could have been considered more 

favourably, provided that the perceiver concurred that the land had been taken illegitimately 

and violence would have been more successful than use of the legal system. The point that 

the gentry would have perceived motivations differently depending on their involvement in 

the violent incident is clear. It has also been shown that there was some variation in the 

treatment of motivations in literature, and the likely existence of and perceptions of those 

motivations by gentry in reality, as literary violence could have been symbolic. For instance, 

resentment of officials may be a motivation in literature, but it was argued that gentry would 

have been less likely to be motivated by this alone and to approve of it in reality. They were 

frequently the officials under threat of attack. However, literature is generally a valuable 

source of evidence for gentry perceptions of different motivations for violence, when used in 

combination with legal records.  

The next section addressed the potential impact of the victim’s identity in 

determining how legitimate gentry would have perceived an act of violence to be. The 

consideration of literary evidence alongside some select cases from the previous chapter 

allowed several conclusions to be drawn. The literature indicates that a significant level of 

importance was placed on the victim’s identity. Gender, age and status were factors. The 

literature also suggests that the selection of a victim deemed inappropriate in the elite ethos 

would mean delegitimisation. However, in the vast majority of the texts it becomes clear that 

delegitimisation could be avoided if a way was found to justify the individuals as being 

deserving of assault despite their status, gender or age. The morality and activity of the 

victim appear to have been viewed as crucial in determining their legitimacy as victims. 

Even if the victim offered no particular fault through their behaviour, there was still an 

opportunity for the actions to be justified if the perpetrator claimed that they were a 

necessity. The gentry wished to be viewed as highly moral figures and admired chivalric 

heroes, so violence against inappropriate victims would be unlikely to bring praise or pride. 

There is little clear evidence of assaults against these victims being carried out by the sample 

gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. Nevertheless, such ideals would not 

prevent gentry from engaging in violent activity if they felt it was justified and could present 

it as necessary or just to avoid condemnation, thus it should not be assumed that violence 

was never used against illegitimate victims. 

 The final section focused on gentry concerns with violent excess and restraint, 

which could not be addressed in depth in Chapter Five, since legal records provide only 

limited evidence for this topic. Despite the diversification of the function of the gentry in the 

fourteenth century, they still wished to promote a martial and chivalric image as a mark of 

their status. The potential impact of this wish on gentry perceptions of violence and its 

legitimacy as a tool in conflict was considered. It was identified that the potential impact 
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was ambiguous, as chivalry praised extreme violent prowess whilst also highlighting the 

dangers of violent conflict and stressing the importance of restraint. Whilst it was clear that 

the gentry admired violent heroes and regarded violence as their right as part of their status, 

it seems that they would still have valued restraint as a means of protecting stability in their 

societies. This would indicate that gentry not engaging in regular or extreme violence would 

have viewed their peers who did engage in this activity critically. The use of extreme 

violence as a means of delegitimisation supports the idea that the gentry wished for violence 

to be limited, as does the need for the use of extreme violence by characters to be justified 

by authors. Ultimately the values of the chivalric ethos and their use in literature have 

provided an interesting insight into the way in which the gentry viewed the violence of their 

peers as appropriate to their social level, or as something to be avoided or limited. 

 The conclusions drawn in these three sections have covered a range of topics within 

the theme of gentry perceptions of violence. The benefit of combining different forms of 

evidence has also been demonstrated, as this chapter works in tandem with the previous 

chapter to provide a wide-ranging consideration of gentry violence and gentry perceptions of 

violence in fourteenth-century England. This chapter has also highlighted the key difficulty 

in assessing perceptions of an entire social group, namely that it must be remembered that 

individuals will have their own perceptions of an event. This perception will be dependent 

upon their involvement in the activity and how the activity affects them or their associates. 

Nonetheless, despite this limitation, as demonstrated above it has been possible to identify a 

number of views and values concerning violence which seem to have been a common theme 

amongst the gentry of fourteenth-century England, at least to a certain extent. This thesis 

will now progress to considering what the careers of gentry involved in violence can reveal 

about how they were perceived within society, to add another element to this consideration 

of gentry perceptions of violence. 

 



203 

 

Chapter Seven: Gentry Perceptions of Violence: Law-Breaking and Public Authority 

 

 

Thus far this investigation of gentry perceptions of violence has focused on 

considering particular instances of violence, whether recorded in the legal records or in 

literary sources. This chapter will take a different approach by making use of the evidence 

from Chapters Five and Six, but also making a connection to Chapter Three. In Chapter 

Three the service and careers of the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland were discussed. It may seem strange to combine 

consideration of gentry service with an investigation of gentry perceptions of violence, but, 

as already identified, the gentry were both enforcers and breakers of the law. Both elements 

of their identity need to be considered together in order to gain as full a picture of their 

attitudes towards violence, crime and the law as possible within the confines of this thesis. 

The boundaries between legal violence and illicit violent crime were vague in nature. This 

allowed, or even encouraged, some members of the gentry to justify violent activity as the 

carrying out of legal or social duties, or an appropriate response to conflict as befitted their 

status and office.
1
 These unclear boundaries and the idea that violence could be an 

acceptable action for the gentry within the law were discussed earlier in this thesis.
2
 This 

concept of legal violence and the use of violence to enforce the law and punish law-breaking 

can reasonably be expected to have impacted on gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of 

violence.
3
 The idea that violence could be legal would surely have encouraged the gentry to 

see the use of violence, if it could be justified, as no barrier to advancement and approval in 

both local society and crown service.  

Despite the potential fear of facing violent punishment within the legal system, it 

appears likely that the gentry were confident that they would be unlikely to suffer this in 

most situations, as will be shown in this chapter.
4
 The opportunities to avoid punishment 

meant that the legal system should not be overemphasised as a tool for discouraging gentry 

from engaging in violent crime or encouraging them to view violence as a more dangerous 

course of action. This is the case particularly when considering the opportunities offered to 

pursue violence under the pretence of legal activity.
5
 The expanding role of the gentry in 

legal administration could also have increased or decreased the extent to which the gentry 
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viewed violence as a good tool to use in their disputes.
6
 The gentry’s role in the legal system 

may have led to the gentry limiting their actions in disputes to the use of the legal system. 

Alternatively, it could have provided them with a new tool to use alongside violence in 

disputes and an opportunity to give their violent activity a greater air of legitimacy.
7
 The use 

of peace commissions and accusations of violent crime as weapons in ongoing gentry 

disputes, and the evidence of gentry taking opportunities to exploit the legal system, support 

the idea that the expansion of the legal system and the involvement of the gentry within this 

did not necessarily make them less inclined to engage in violence.
8
  

The role of the gentry as enforcers of the law did not necessarily lead to them taking 

a more negative view of violence, although as shown it could have affected their perceptions 

of the extent to which using violence within disputes was a dangerous course of action. The 

main aim of this chapter will be to use evidence of the careers of gentry, including those 

who appear in records of violent crime and those who do not, in order to assess the extent to 

which violent activity hindered the progression of their service careers. This can then be 

used to provide evidence of how far the gentry were likely to have regarded violent crime as 

something which would hinder their career progression and threaten their position in society, 

or as something which would have no impact or perhaps even advance them in society. As is 

the case elsewhere in this thesis, the difficulty of identifying a unified gentry perspective on 

the dangers of using violence which can be applied universally will be remembered. The 

importance of individual circumstances and opportunities must be recognised. Part of this 

larger consideration will involve investigation of whether or not the type of service engaged 

in by the gentry had an impact on their decision to use violence and their perception of how 

far violent activity was a dangerous risk.  

The debate surrounding the extent to which the gentry were militarised or placed a 

higher value on administrative service in the fourteenth century was introduced in Chapter 

Three.
9
 Consideration of the service patterns of the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland demonstrated that, whilst some gentry may have had a 

preference for different types of service and some families may have had traditions of 

service, in general the gentry took the best opportunity offered to them to engage in service. 

A clear preference for one type of service could not be universally identified. What remains 

to be considered is the extent to which different service could have left the gentry more or 

less inclined to engage in violence, as well as the extent to which violent activity could have 

been seen as a barrier to particular types of service. The centrality of violence in knighthood 
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and military service could lead to the argument that gentry engaged in this form of service 

were more inclined to be violent.
10

 Furthermore, the granting of pardons in exchange for 

military service could suggest that gentry were less likely to believe that this behaviour 

would limit the potential for them to be employed in further service of this kind than gentry 

in administrative service.
11

 However, as discussed already, administrative service could have 

made the gentry feel more secure in their use of violence, and facing the realities of war 

could also have made the gentry less inclined to tolerate violence within their own society.
12

 

This issue needs therefore to be considered in depth in this chapter through analysis of the 

careers of sample gentry. 

The chapter will be divided into three sections. The first section will focus on the 

potential impact of violence on the careers of gentry engaging in administrative service. In 

turn it will then consider the extent to which these members of the gentry would have 

viewed violent activity as something which could hinder their careers, have no effect on 

their employment, or even advance their careers. At points this section will consider service 

as an MP distinctly from other administrative service, such as serving as sheriff or escheator, 

or serving on commissions, in order to assess whether violence was more of a hindrance to 

employment in particular positions. The decision was made to consider MPs separately since 

they were not selected centrally, like sheriffs, escheators and those serving on legal 

commissions. Whilst Bradford has acknowledged that the process of election is unclear, it 

does appear that the sheriff, and the county court, had some role in selecting the men who 

would be returned by the sheriff as MPs. The sheriff was required to summon the county 

court to make a selection.
13

 The election of MPs within the county allows for consideration 

of the extent to which local society was more or less likely to allow violent gentry to serve 

administratively in the locality than the crown was to employ them in administrative service. 

It will be investigated thereby whether local gentry were more or less tolerant of violence 

than the crown. The second section will embellish this discussion by incorporating evidence 

of gentry who served militarily and received pardons for military service. This will enable 
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discussion of the idea that serving militarily led to gentry having different perceptions of 

violence to those serving administratively, as well as consideration of the extent to which 

violence would have been regarded by the gentry as more or less of a barrier to different 

types of careers. 

The final section will have a slightly different focus, as it will consider the extent to 

which gentry viewed violence as an affront to the law, and to the crown. It will also attempt 

to offer some explanations for why the gentry may have viewed violence as a legitimate 

action for them to engage in despite carrying out legal service, in which they may have been 

charged with catching or convicting others engaging in violence. The methodology of 

considering gentry careers of service will still be used. This will be combined with literary 

depictions of perceptions of violence which connect to the topic of violence being used 

against the law and the crown, as well as any literature which provides evidence for violence 

being regarded as a help or hindrance for careers. This section will be followed by a 

conclusion which will draw together the theories advanced in the chapter, to highlight the 

main arguments made. This will conclude the consideration of gentry perceptions of 

violence begun in Chapter Four, and therefore lead to Chapter Eight. Chapter Eight will 

consider the thesis as a whole and identify the answers provided to the research questions 

and problems identified in Chapter One, as well as offering ideas for how these discoveries 

contribute to other areas of study and how they may be further studied. 

 

 

Violent Crime and Administrative Service  

 

 

This section will consider the varied effects of the use of violence on gentry careers 

in administrative service. It will draw conclusions thereby concerning the extent to which 

gentry would have viewed being accused of violent crime as a potential barrier to further 

service. A range of different patterns of service and violence will be considered. This will 

begin with those who served as MPs for at least part of their service careers, before being 

accused of violent crime and then not being recorded as carrying out further administrative 

service of any kind. As discussed above, this may indicate perceptions in the locality of their 

behaviour, due to the different means of selecting MPs to other officials.
14

 From a modern 

perspective this would be the expected result, as those accused of breaking the law with 

violence seem ineligible to be employed in local administration. However, as the chapter 

progresses it will become clear that many gentry were able to secure administrative service 
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despite having been accused of violent crime. This reflects the theory introduced above that 

the gentry of fourteenth-century England did not necessarily view violence as the antithesis 

of the law or as something which would ostracise them from society.
15

 However, there are 

examples which indicate that some gentry did not continue serving after being accused of 

violent crime, and these must be considered first. Before commencing this discussion, it 

must be acknowledged that some records may not have survived. However, enough evidence 

exists to be sure that the gentry to be considered first in this chapter did not achieve 

significant administrative careers after being accused of violent crime.  

Examples of gentry not being employed as administrative servants in the locality 

after being accused of violent crime exist throughout the fourteenth century for Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. Walter Goushill, of Hoveringham, Nottinghamshire was 

MP for Nottinghamshire in 1307.
16

 He had also served militarily in 1301, but does not 

appear in military service records again.
17

 Walter was pardoned for the death of Robert le 

Palmer, as recorded in a commission of 19 April 1327, and he does not appear in the records 

after this for carrying out any form of administrative service in Hampshire.
18

 It could be 

argued that Walter’s service was by no means extensive before 1327, with just one period of 

service as an MP, and so perhaps he simply chose not to take the opportunity of further 

service. In this case it makes sense to compare Walter’s situation with a man who served 

considerably more times in his locality in the early-fourteenth century. Thomas Warblington, 

of Warblington, Hampshire, followed his military service in the Borders in 1301 by 

becoming sheriff of Hampshire three times from 1303 and representing Hampshire twice in 

parliament in 1307 and 1313.
19 

Thomas was amongst the accused in a commission issued on 

23 August 1320. Joan, widow of John Bohun, Lord of Midhurst in Sussex, complained that 

men broke her manor of Cowdray by Midhurst, Sussex, took goods, broke and hunted in her 

park and assaulted her servants.
20

 After this he too does not appear again in the records of 

administrative service. Thomas had served extensively before this, leading to the possibility 

that this accusation had led to him not being offered further opportunities in this area. This is 

despite his crime being committed in another county, which may undermine the idea that 

gentry could commit crimes in other counties with few repercussions. This argument is more 

related to repercussions in the form of punishment within the legal system however, which 

Thomas does appear to have avoided. It could be argued that his selection of a more elite 
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victim played a role in limiting his career, although it will be shown below that others were 

not affected in this way.
21

 

Of course, it could be the case that both men had simply retired from service, as both 

accusations came a considerable length of time after their last recorded engagement in local 

officialdom. A member of the Cumberland gentry who has already been introduced, Robert 

Leyburn, had a career which is similar to this.
22

 His last of three periods serving as an MP 

was in 1321, and his service in the royal household and warfare came before this.
23

 After a 

considerable space of time, he was named as one of the men accused of freeing impounded 

cattle in Teesdale, Yorkshire, as well as committing assault and other crimes in a 

commission issued on 3 November 1335.
24

 He again does not appear in the records of 

service after this, and so the same conclusions can be drawn from his career, with the same 

criticisms. Other examples show a much smaller lapse of time between the service and the 

accusation of violent crime. For instance, John Fraunk was MP for Hampshire on 6 October 

1363.
25

 Only a year after this, he was one of the accused in a commission of 25 April 1364 

in which William Edington, Bishop of Winchester, complained that men abducted Joan, 

daughter and heir of Philip Daundely, whose marriage belonged to him.
26

 Unfortunately, as 

with the other crimes, the results of the case are unknown. Nevertheless, John is absent from 

the records of service after this. These examples by no means prove that violence was a 

barrier to a career in service, but they do suggest at least the potential for gentry to view 

violence as something which may end a career if deemed illegitimate. The careers of these 

gentry give the impression that violence could preclude further service, be this through 

crown selection or election to parliament by the local elite.  

However, as identified, this evidence is by no means convincing. As will now be 

shown, there were a considerable number of men who continued their careers after being 

accused of violent crime. It could be the case that continued service as an MP indicates 

approval amongst the local elite, by whom the candidate was primarily selected, whilst 

continued crown service, as a sheriff, escheator, or on commissions, indicates crown 
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approval, but not necessarily acceptance in local society. It is important therefore to consider 

the extent to which those who had earlier served as MPs were able to continue to secure 

employment either as an MP or in administrative service to the crown. There are examples 

of gentry who were accused of violence after serving as MPs, and then went on to serve 

administratively again. However, this was not as MPs. For instance, Robert Mulcastre 

served as MP for Cumberland in 1325.
27

 He was accused, in a commission of 2 December 

1330, of violently preventing Henry and Margaret Malton from entering their land by 

occupying and using it.
28

 He was also accused, in a commission of 1 July 1344, of disrupting 

a legal session in Carlisle by attacking the justices and preventing them from carrying out 

their work.
29

 Despite these accusations, Robert went on to serve on tax commissions in 

1344, 1345 and 1346, although he did not serve again as an MP.
30

 Perhaps Robert was 

viewed too critically in local society to serve again as an MP after assaulting his fellow 

gentry, particularly when they were engaged in service. Despite this, he was still able to 

secure crown favour.  

Hugh Hercy, of Grove, Nottinghamshire, had a career which contrasts with this. 

Hugh served as MP for Nottinghamshire in 1304-5, 1311 and 1316.
31

 He was amongst the 

accused in a commission of 18 September 1314 by John Corbrigge, parson of the church of 

Grove. John complained that his houses at Grove, Nottinghamshire, were broken, his trees 

were felled and taken with other goods, his horses were driven away and he and his men and 

servants were assaulted.
32

 However, Hugh went on to serve on a commission of array after 

this in 1316, so again he was not barred from crown service.
33

 Neither did it prevent him 

from serving as an MP after this accusation, as one of his periods of service as an MP came 

after the accusation. Similarly, Peter Tilliol was one of the other accused men in the 

commission of 1335 involving Robert Leyburn above.
34

 He served as MP eleven times from 

1327 to 1347-8, thus demonstrating that accusations of violent crime did not mean a lack of 

access to elections to parliament.
35

 Peter also carried out other administrative service before 

and after the accusation, as he served as sheriff in 1327 and on a range of commissions, 

including gaol delivery and array, and was commissioned to investigate illegal trading with 
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the Scots in 1344.
36

 Clearly Peter was not barred from either type of administrative service 

due to this accusation of violent crime. Theobald Russell was MP for Hampshire, serving on 

two occasions, in 1331 and 1334, despite being accused of breaking John Langford’s manor 

and chase at Chale in the Isle of Wight, burning his houses and goods, taking trees and 

goods and assaulting his servants in a commission of 1333.
37

 The careers of these men 

provide convincing evidence for the argument that violence, if viewed as legitimate, was not 

a barrier to the ambitions of men who had already served administratively, either as MPs or 

as crown officials. This suggests that those who do not appear in the records of legal service 

after being accused of violent crime perhaps chose to avoid further service, were not offered 

it for other reasons, or engaged in violence deemed illegitimate. 

What must now be considered is the possibility for those accused of violent crime to 

enter into administrative service, if they had not served in this way before. This will allow 

for an assessment of the extent to which gentry who had served before may have felt that 

their violence would have been less likely to prevent them from gaining service afterwards 

than those who had never served in the locality before. A brief investigation of the gentry of 

fourteenth century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland makes it clear that violent 

crime did not necessarily mean that the accused could not be elected as an MP after the 

claim, even if they had never served administratively before. John Roches was MP for 

Hampshire in 1320, 1331-2 and 1337 and served on a range of commissions.
38

 He 

surrounded this engagement in local administration with military service in Scotland in 

1301, and Gascony in 1325.
39

 John was amongst those accused alongside Thomas 

Warblington of breaking the manor belonging to Joan Bohun, in a commission of 1320 

which has already been introduced.
40

 So, although he had served militarily before being 

accused of violent crime, it was not until after this accusation that he was elected to 

parliament. It should also be highlighted that this undermines any sense that Thomas 

Warblington was prevented from further service due to violently robbing Joan Bohun and 

thereby attacking his social superior as she was the widow of Baron Midhurst; she was also 

John Roches’ social superior as he was a member of the gentry, and he was able to serve 
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administratively after being accused of this crime.
41

 John was a member of the early-

fourteenth century Hampshire gentry, but there are numerous examples of men from both 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland who achieved election to parliament after being accused 

of violent crime, as well as examples from Hampshire from the latter half of the fourteenth 

century.  

Sir Robert Markaunt, of Hinton Markaunt, Hampshire, provides an example for the 

late-fourteenth century in Hampshire. He served as MP for Hampshire in 1357-8 and 1360-

1, despite being accused of breaking and robbing the Sussex knight Nicholas Viler’s park of 

Treyford, Sussex, and assaulting his men and servants in a commission of 1344.
42

 He had 

not engaged in administrative service before. Military service in France came between being 

accused of this crime and serving administratively, so whilst there is no evidence of a 

pardon, it could be argued that this service was a redeeming factor.
43

 However, as is evident 

from consideration of other cases, redemption through military service was by no means a 

prerequisite for administrative service. To turn to early-fourteenth-century Nottinghamshire, 

William Gotham, of Gotham, Nottinghamshire, was MP for Nottinghamshire in 1326-7 and 

served on a commission of oyer and terminer in 1328.
44

 Before this he was recorded in a 

commission of 18 July 1315 as one of the men accused of forcibly entering the house of 

Joan, widow of Alan Fraunceys of Beckingham, and abducting her son Thomas, Alan’s 

heir.
45

 This did not prevent him from later serving as an MP. This pattern continued in 

Nottinghamshire in the second half of the fourteenth century. For instance, Thomas Neville 

of Rolleston was MP for Nottinghamshire in 1363.
46

 This was despite being one of the men 

accused of breaking the close and houses of Edmund Pierrepont at Coddington, 

Nottinghamshire, driving away animals and assaulting his men and servants in a commission 

of 11 March 1355.
47

  

There were also numerous gentry in Cumberland who served as MPs in the 

fourteenth century after being accused of violence, who had not served administratively 

before. Richard Salkeld’s service as MP for Cumberland in 1382 followed a petition of 

c.1374 in which Richard was accused of preventing Thomas Ormside, vicar of Addingham, 

and his servants from approaching their vicarage due to threats.
48

 Richard was ordered to 
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find surety of peace for him, his brothers and his men, on pain of a £200 fine to the crown, 

but this had no lasting impact on his ability to serve in the locality. As has already been 

identified in this thesis, Richard was also bailed for illegal hunting in 1374 and accused of 

violently freeing a prisoner from the sheriff of Cumberland, John Derwentwater, as recorded 

in 1378.
49

 This provides a clear indication of crime not necessarily barring gentry from 

service in parliament. A commission of 12 July 1376 records William Whitelaw of Penrith’s 

complaint that Robert Lowther and others assaulted him and took his goods at Penrith, 

Cumberland.
50

 Robert Lowther was MP for Cumberland from 1391, was appointed to peace 

commissions in Cumberland from 1397 and later served as sheriff and escheator, thus 

providing a striking example that he was able to secure employment both in parliament and 

as a crown servant after the accusation.
51

 The careers of these men show that violence would 

not have been viewed by the gentry as something which would necessarily prevent them 

from serving in parliament.  

Some of the men discussed thus far provide examples of gentry not just serving in 

parliament, but also engaging in crown service after being accused of violent crime. This 

suggests that violence would not affect crown service either. For instance, as mentioned, 

Robert Lowther’s career was not limited to serving as an MP after being accused of 

violence. He was also employed as sheriff and escheator of Cumberland, as well as being 

appointed to peace commissions.
52

 As shown above, John Roches and Hugh Hercy also 

enjoyed careers which demonstrate that this was possible in Hampshire and 

Nottinghamshire, as well as Cumberland.
53

 A member of the Cumberland gentry, Hugh 

Moresby, followed election to parliament in 1334 and 1337 with considerably more 

service.
54

 He was sheriff and escheator in 1341, an investigator of those illegally aiding the 

Scots in 1342 and a commissioner of oyer and terminer in 1344.
55

 Hugh was one of the men 

accused of breaking and robbing the mill and close of the abbot of St Mary’s York at 

Culgaith, Yorkshire, and assaulting William Garth, his servant, in a commission of 5 March 

1328.
56

 Despite not serving administratively before this, Hugh had been one of the men 
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granted land by the crown for demonstrating military prowess by defeating and capturing 

Andrew Harclay, so it could be posited that he viewed violence as a means of advancing 

himself rather than as a dangerous risk.
57

 The fact that he was able to enjoy an extensive 

career of administrative service after this accusation of violent crime offers greater evidence 

for the argument that he was likely to view violence as a means of advancement, rather than 

as a barrier.  

The Cumberland-based knight John Huddleston followed military service from 1298 

to 1300 with more administrative service on a commission of array in 1303.
58

 Strikingly, in 

between engaging in these two types of service, John was awarded a pardon for homicides 

and other crimes due to his military service in Scotland.
59

 He was then free to engage in 

administrative service. The impact of pardons on gentry perceptions of the extent to which 

violence was a risk will be discussed in the second section of this chapter.
60

 However, John’s 

career, and the careers of the other gentry who were employed in crown service after being 

accused of violence, indicate the potential reasons for gentry feeling able to engage in 

violent crime with few risks. William Lowther followed election to parliament for 

Cumberland from 1393 with service as an escheator and sheriff and involvement in a range 

of commissions, as well as serving militarily in the Borders.
61

 He provides further evidence 

for this idea, having engaged in this service despite having been accused of assaulting and 

robbing William Whitelaw in 1376 with other members of his family, in a crime discussed 

already.
62

 The foregoing discussion has strongly suggested that many gentry were able to 

engage in administrative service of any kind despite being accused of violent crime, and 

independent of whether or not the accused had served before their accusation, throughout the 

fourteenth century, in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. What is noticeably 

absent from the discussion thus far though, is the potential for gentry to feel able to engage 

in violence whilst actively in the process of serving administratively. Evidence for this is 

more limited, but it will now be considered. 

 The case of Annore Wyville, widow of John Wyville, as recorded in 1385, has been 

discussed in detail in Chapter Five.
63

 The details will not be fully repeated here, but a brief 

summary will be provided. Annore claimed that she was regularly attacked by a group of 
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gentry who robbed her and threw her out of her manor at Smallbrook, on the Isle of Wight. 

The names of the accused vary between the accusations, but John Woodcock, a member of 

the Hampshire gentry who was one of the king’s sergeants at arms at the time, was involved 

when the group abducted Annore and some of her men and extorted money from them.
64

 

Annore stresses in her complaint that the accused ‘did not have a commission’ to remove her 

from her manor. This appears to be an attempt to highlight the fact that this activity was not 

being carried out within the legal system, as it seems that John Woodcock may have been 

attempting to use his position as a means of legitimising his violent activity. This indicates 

that the gentry not only often viewed violence as something which would not bar them from 

service, but also as something they could use with few risks when engaged in service. The 

fact that John appears again in crown service, this time as groom of the counting-house in 

1397, provides further evidence for the idea that the gentry did not regard engaging in 

violent crime whilst carrying out service as something which would irreparably damage their 

eligibility for further service.
65

 It must however be acknowledged that there was a 

considerable gap between the periods of service. This could suggest a period of disfavour, 

but it is more likely to simply reflect an absence of opportunity, if the continued careers of 

other gentry accused of violent crime are taken as evidence.  

Another example of a member of the gentry having been accused of violence whilst 

actively engaged in service comes from Nottinghamshire, and provides even more 

persuasive evidence for the argument that gentry would not have viewed all violence as 

being a risk which would definitely threaten their career. Simon Leek served as an MP for 

Nottinghamshire ten times from 1363 to 1382.
66

 He was also sheriff of Nottinghamshire in 

1363-4 and 1382-3 and served on a variety of commissions from 1366, such as peace 

commissions from 1368.
67

 Simon was one of the accused in a commission of 8 July 1364, 

which explicitly refers to him serving as sheriff of Nottinghamshire at the time the crime 

was claimed to have happened. The prior of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem in 

Nottingham complained that men had carried away his goods at Swinderby, Lincolnshire, 

assaulted his bondsmen and servants in Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire, leaving some 

with broken limbs, and chased them out of his lands so they dared not come back for 

tilling.
68

 This did not prevent Simon from continuing a career of extensive service. His next 

appointment to parliament after the accusation in 1364 was in 1364-5, and commissions 
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followed in the next few years. This undermines the idea that a period of absence from 

service was enforced after violent crime. That he was able to serve as sheriff again, albeit 

eighteen years after the commission, strongly suggests that the gentry would not have been 

overly concerned with the effects of violent crime on their careers if they felt secure that it 

could be excused or justified. 

The careers of these two men, and indeed most of the gentry discussed thus far in 

this section, strongly suggest that the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland had good reason to believe that engaging in violence was 

not likely to be a hindrance in attempts to forge a career in administrative service. However, 

there are examples, as discussed at the beginning of this section, of gentry who may have 

had their prospects of advancement through administrative service destroyed due to 

accusations of violent crime. Admittedly, these are not conclusive, and are considerably 

outnumbered by gentry who were able to continue serving after having been accused of 

violent crime. Nevertheless, this should not lead to the conclusion that the gentry were 

always devoid of fear of repercussions. As has already been shown in this thesis, the gentry 

were critical of what they deemed to be excessive violence, and were keen to maintain a 

stable society. A society in which individuals constantly feared violent attack does not 

suggest consistency, despite the gentry perception of violence as sometimes being a positive 

action. Furthermore, there are numerous examples of gentry who engaged in administrative 

careers in their locality but did not engage in violent crime, suggesting that these gentry 

either feared violent repercussions or felt that their violence would have damaged their 

administrative careers if not deemed legitimate. Accusations against them could of course be 

missing from the records, but it seems unfair to claim that this applies in all, or even the 

majority, of these cases. Examples from Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland are 

common throughout the fourteenth century.  

For instance, Peter Evercy was summoned to serve in war in 1301 and was MP for 

Hampshire three times from 1312, but does not appear in any records of violent crime.
69

 

Despite others engaging in violence and still being able to serve several times as an MP, as 

shown in this section, it appears that Peter still decided to avoid engaging in violence. This 

could indicate that he feared that he would not similarly avoid his career being hindered, or 

could be more to do with a fear of repercussions from his peers and a desire to preserve 

stability. The importance of stability for the gentry has been identified previously.
70

 To 

provide a Nottinghamshire example, Lawrence Chaworth served as MP for Nottinghamshire 
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twice from 1312 to 1316 and on commissions of oyer and terminer in 1314 and 1326.
71

 He 

too is absent from records of violent crime. Moving further north, William Mulcastre served 

as MP in 1309 and 1311, and before this he served as sheriff in 1304 and on a commission 

of oyer and terminer in 1305 for Cumberland.
72

 He also served as a commissioner of array in 

1316, despite not appearing in the records of accusations of violent crime.
73

 Ultimately, 

whilst the gentry may not have deemed violence as an unbreakable barrier to administrative 

service, they were still likely to have acknowledged that it carried a level of risk and was not 

a tool to be used excessively. It should not be assumed that the gentry thoughtlessly engaged 

in violence at all times with no sense that this could have caused problems, despite it not 

appearing to have regularly impeded service careers. There were other potential 

repercussions, after all, such as reciprocal violence from the victims. 

This section has considered a range of possibilities for the potential impact of 

violent crime on gentry careers in administrative service, and the effects this may have had 

on gentry perceptions of violence. The overall impression reached is that there is limited 

evidence to suggest individual careers being cut short due to violent crime. However, this 

could also have been due to other reasons, such as retirement, or a lack of desire for further 

involvement in administrative service. There are considerably more examples of gentry 

continuing to serve in their localities after having been accused of violent crime. It was 

suggested that there may have been some variety between election to parliament and other 

crown service, as the crown and the local gentry may have had differing views on the 

eligibility of those accused of violent crime to serve administratively. It was demonstrated 

that gentry accused of violence were frequently able to remain active in both fields. It was 

also shown that gentry who had not served administratively before being accused of violent 

crime were able to enter into this form of service afterwards. This indicates that it was not 

just those who had already established themselves as administrative servants who were able 

to avoid exclusion. Even those accused of violent criminality whilst engaging in 

administrative service were shown to be able to avoid their careers ending. It must be 

highlighted that this section should not be taken to mean that the gentry viewed violence as 

universally acceptable; indeed many gentry chose to avoid engaging in violent crime. It does 

however strongly suggest that the gentry were not likely to have viewed violence as 

something which would necessarily have hindered their careers in administrative service, 

even if it may have brought other repercussions from their victims.  
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Violence, Pardons and Service 

 

 

The extensive granting of pardons to violent criminals, often in return for military 

service, is a common theme in discussions of fourteenth-century criminality. As Lacey has 

identified, there were around 40,000 letters patent of pardon recorded on the patent rolls 

from the accession of Edward I to Richard II’s deposition.
74

 Opinions have varied 

concerning the extent to which pardons were viewed critically as a symptom of the 

deterioration of law and order in a country at war, or if they were viewed more tolerantly, 

with mercy still having a place in the minds of contemporaries as an appropriate part of 

maintaining order.
75

 The evidence for opinions often appears contradictory. The Commons 

criticised the use of military pardons in the middle of Edward III’s reign, yet requested that 

several comprehensive pardons be issued from the 1360s onwards.
76

 Comprehensive, or 

‘general pardons’, were negotiated in parliament after being introduced in the latter half of 

the reign of Edward III. They were available to those who chose to pay for them before the 

deadline.
77

 Perhaps the role of the Commons in negotiating these general pardons, which 

were comprehensive amnesties, meant they were viewed more favourably than military 

pardons given out by the crown as a reward for service in warfare.
78

 The considerable 

number of the gentry who received military pardons were however unlikely to resent this 

process when it favoured them. It is undeniable that pardons were sometimes granted for 

violent crime due to a need for military service. What is relevant for this study is an 

investigation into the extent that this attitude towards pardoning violent crime, along with 

the necessity of violent activity during warfare, led to gentry who engaged in violent activity 

having different attitudes concerning the use of violent crime. The extent to which they 

regarded violence as something which could have affected their careers differently from 

gentry engaging in administrative careers is also a pertinent issue. The assumption could be 

made that gentry engaging in military service were more prone to violence, and would have 

felt less at risk of damaging their prospects when doing so. However, it has already been 

shown that many of the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 
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Cumberland were able to combine an administrative career with being accused of engaging 

in violence. This immediately challenges the idea that gentry focusing on administrative 

service were more likely to avoid violence as a dangerous risk. This must be considered in 

greater depth if this point is to be proven conclusively. 

 Firstly, it should be demonstrated that members of the gentry societies being studied 

in this thesis were able to obtain pardons in exchange for military service. For instance, the 

pardon of Richard Brun of Bowness, Cumberland, for the death of Ranulph Stapeleye and 

subsequent outlawry, avoided due to his agreement to stay serving in Scotland, was recorded 

on 26 October 1298.
79

 Immediately it must be highlighted that Richard later served 

administratively, as he was MP for Cumberland in 1307 and had commissions such as a 

commission of oyer and terminer to investigate riotous behaviour in Cumberland in 1312.
80

 

This indicates the need to be careful before drawing a clear distinction between soldiers and 

administrative servants, as many gentry fulfilled both roles, despite often also engaging in 

violent crime. This mirrors baronial engagement in violence, military service and 

administrative service, again undermining a clear distinction. For instance, John Darcy was a 

leading figure in local administration, including service as MP for Nottinghamshire in 1320 

and sheriff of Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire from 1319 to 1322.
81

 John also represented 

his family at Crécy.
82

 Despite being accused of the abduction of the heir of Alan Fraunceys 

of Beckingham in 1315, in a case which has been discussed at length above, he should by no 

means be simplified as a violent elite soldier to be contrasted with peaceful elites carrying 

out administrative service.
83

 In fact he engaged in both types of employment. Elites 

engaging in both types of service were capable of either engaging in or avoiding violent 

crime, so the stereotype of violent soldiers is not helpful. 

Indeed, it should be stressed that there are numerous examples of gentry who 

engaged exclusively in military service but were not accused of violent crime. The brothers 

John and Baldwin Malet served extensively in France and at sea in the 1370s and 1380s, but 

they shunned officialdom in Nottinghamshire.
84

 They do not appear in records of violent 

crime. A host of other men appear in records of military service in France but do not feature 

in either records of administrative service or accusations of violent crime as the accused. To 

provide some southern examples, Roger and John Hampton both fought in the Crécy 

campaign in the king’s household.
85

 Roger continued to serve in a military capacity and to 
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maintain his crown connection by serving in the royal household on the 1359-60 campaign 

with a retinue including one archer and losing one horse.
86

 He does not appear in records of 

violent crime. Neither does his brother John, who did turn to administrative service in 

Hampshire.
87

 Many of the gentry who engaged in military service against the Scots, either in 

Scotland or the Borders, show a similar picture. Robert Goushill fought with his brother 

Nicholas in the Borders and in Scotland in the late-fourteenth and early-fifteenth centuries, 

but they avoided being involved in local officialdom in Nottinghamshire and do not appear 

in records of violent crime.
88

 The stereotype of the violent criminal gentry shaped by their 

focus on military service does not hold up here. 

However, this should not lead to the assumption that gentry who engaged solely in 

military service were less inclined to engage in violent crime, or viewed it as more of a risk. 

There were also a considerable number of gentry who engaged exclusively in military 

service and were accused of attacking other members of the gentry in the fourteenth century. 

For instance, Ralph Gorges, who held the manor of Knighton in the Isle of Wight, followed 

service in 1300 with involvement in the campaign of 1304.
89

 He received military summons 

until 1323, but he does not appear in the records of administrative service in Hampshire.
90

 

He was one of the accused in a commission of 2 March 1309 in which Robert Haustede the 

younger complained that men violently entered the manor of Gatcombe in the Isle of Wight, 

which he held due to Baldwin Lisle’s heir’s minority, wrecked the doors and took goods, 

hay and animals.
91

 The discussion thus far in this section highlights that no generalisations 

can be made about the tendency of gentry who solely served militarily to engage in violence. 

As ever, it appears to be more about the individuals and the circumstances or opportunities 

they faced. A considerable level of variety can be seen concerning gentry engaging or not 

engaging in violence in cases involving gentry serving administratively, gentry serving in 

warfare, and gentry engaging in both types of service. 

Several examples demonstrate that some gentry, who did not serve in warfare and 

were solely active in administration, nevertheless engaged in violence. This again 

undermines the assumption that gentry avoiding military service would have been more 

prone to avoid violence, and regard engaging in violent activity as too risky or illegitimate. 

Many of the careers discussed in the first section of this chapter provide evidence for gentry 
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who only served administratively and yet engaged in violence. For example, John 

Warblington followed violent crime with administrative service as an MP four times in the 

1320s in Hampshire.
92

 To provide a Nottinghamshire example, Philip Caltoft, of Wiverton, 

Nottinghamshire, who does not appear in military records, was MP for Nottinghamshire in 

1328-9 and was recorded as being delivered from Lincoln prison after being held for murder 

in a commission of 22 May 1332.
93

 This pattern can also be seen amongst members of the 

Cumberland gentry, such as William Culwen, who served in parliament in 1379-80 for 

Cumberland.
94

 William was also sheriff of Cumberland in 1397 and served on a commission 

to arrest certain men in 1397, but he is not recorded as joining military campaigns.
95

 Again, 

William appears as one of the accused in commissions issued in 1373, which have already 

been mentioned in Chapter Five, concerning the breaking of Ralph Dacre and John Deuyas’ 

houses at Beaumont, Cumberland, and assault against Ralph’s men, servants and tenants, 

amongst other crimes.
96

 Evidently it is not appropriate to make generalisations about either 

gentry solely engaging in military or administrative service. 

 As this section has progressed it has become clear that the decision of gentry to 

engage in violence, and their perceptions of the legitimacy or danger of this, was not visibly 

affected by the service in which they engaged. This has been demonstrated by considering 

the careers of gentry who engaged solely in military service, and those who served only in 

an administrative capacity, explicitly showing that both groups contained gentry who 

engaged in violent crime, and gentry who do not appear in records of violent criminality. 

Furthermore, some members of the gentry who engaged in a mixture of service appear as the 

accused in records of violent crime, whilst others do not. This is true throughout the century 

in Cumberland, Nottinghamshire and Hampshire. For instance, Richard Beaulieu of 

Thistlethwaite, Cumberland, helped to guard Carlisle in 1385 and served as an MP in the 

following October.
97

 Before this he was accused of being part of a group which attacked and 

robbed a range of properties held by Roger Clifford, including Naworth Castle, as recorded 

in 1376.
98

 Moving to Nottinghamshire, Thomas Chaworth was assigned to a commission of 

the peace in 1342 and to enforce the labour legislation in 1355, and was also a knight in the 
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king’s division at Crécy.
99

 Thomas was also one of the accused when John Grey of Codnor 

complained that his park at Codnor, Derbyshire, was broken and hunted in and his men and 

servants were assaulted in a commission of 20 July 1349.
100

 Finally, to provide a southern 

example, John Roches was shown to have engaged in both administrative and military 

service during his career, such as MP for Hampshire in 1320, 1331-2 and 1337 and serving 

in the Borders in 1301 and in Gascony in 1325. This was despite being one of the group 

accused of committing violent damage and theft against Joan Bohun and her servants as 

discussed earlier.
101

 

Similarly, there are numerous examples of gentry in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire 

and Cumberland who engaged in a mixture of service and do not appear to have been 

accused of violent crimes. Robert Tilliol’s career in the late-thirteenth and early-fourteenth 

century demonstrates a high level of variety in terms of the service he carried out.
102

 He 

ended the thirteenth century with military service in Scotland, and then switched to 

administrative service as an MP and on oyer and terminer commissions in the early-

fourteenth century.
103

 However, he was also summoned to fight against the Scots in 1314 

and ordered to defend his demesnes in the Borders several times in this period. He does not 

appear in the legal records as the accused.
104

 To provide a later example, Amand Monceaux 

fought in the Borders and overseas in the mid-fourteenth century and then served 

administratively in Cumberland.
105

 He was later made keeper of the West March in 1371 and 

took command of Carlisle Castle in 1385.
106

 He was MP for Cumberland five times from 

1376-7 to 1389-90, and is again absent from the legal records as one accused of violence.
107

 

In Nottinghamshire, Richard Furneaux was sheriff in 1300 and followed this by serving 

militarily in the Borders in 1301.
108

 He then returned to administrative service as a military 

purveyor in 1306 for Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire.
109

 He does not appear in the records 

of violent crime surveyed, and neither does William Neville of Rolleston, Nottinghamshire. 

William went overseas in 1371 and campaigned with Gaunt as a member of his retinue in 

Scotland and Normandy.
110

 He also combined military and administrative service, as he was 
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an MP from 1378 and served on a range of commissions from 1381.
111

 William then 

returned to military service with Richard II in Scotland, as he brought four esquires and six 

archers on the campaign in 1385.
112

  

 Finally, there are also Hampshire-based gentry who fulfil these criteria throughout 

the century. Robert Popham followed the first of his four elections to parliament in 1329 

with service in a range of offices, including sheriff in 1340-1 and commissioner of oyer and 

terminer and of the peace in the 1330s and 1340s.
113

 He was also appointed to hold 

Winchester Castle from 1340.
114

 Robert does not appear to have been accused of violent 

crime, and nor does Henry Popham. Henry spent time fighting in Ireland in the party of 

William Windsor in the 1360s and 1370s.
115

 After this service, he was MP for Hampshire 

seven times from 1382 to 1404 before serving as sheriff and a peace commissioner, as well 

as being commissioned to suppress rebellion in 1381.
116

 Despite the tendency to assume that 

those who engaged in service which entailed violent warfare would have been more open to 

the use of violence and less concerned that it would damage their careers, the evidence does 

not support this premise. Throughout the fourteenth century, in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire 

and Cumberland, gentry engaging in military service, administrative service, or a 

combination of both, chose to carry out or avoid violent crime as they deemed necessary or 

safe, rather than being guided by their experiences of service. Chapter Three indicated that 

gentry tended to engage in service when their circumstances offered the opportunity, rather 

than always actively deciding to focus on one type of service exclusively.
117

 It seems that 

their decision of whether or not to carry out assaults was similarly based on circumstances 

and opportunities, and the extent to which it could have been deemed legitimate, rather than 

having been overly affected by their careers of service. Violent crime did not necessarily 

mean an end to being able to carry out either type of service.  
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Violence: Against the Law and Against the Crown? 

 

 

 As has been shown, a considerable number of the gentry of fourteenth-century 

Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland engaged in service and were accused of 

carrying out violent crimes. The fact that many continued serving despite these accusations 

indicates that the use of violence should not be immediately identified as something which 

would have led to gentry becoming isolated in society, or not being offered career 

opportunities. However, there was concern with limiting the level of violence in society and 

avoiding dangerous repercussions. This could have followed the use of violence in disputes, 

which suggests a greater level of complexity in terms of how the gentry perceived violence 

as a beneficial tool, something to avoid or a tool to only use when absolutely necessary. 

Whilst the gentry wished to present a chivalric image of having the right and potential to 

engage in violence, they also recognised the benefits of a stable society.
118

 This section of 

the chapter will engage with the contradictory values and ideas of the gentry, and attempt to 

elicit the reasons the gentry may have found to regard some violence as justified, despite 

having pressures acting upon them which encouraged the punishment of violent crime and 

the limiting of illicit violence. It will also consider the extent to which the gentry subscribed 

to the idea that violence was both an affront to the law and to the crown. This section will 

continue to use the careers of individual gentry and records of their crimes as examples, but 

will also bring in literary evidence to allow for potential gentry perceptions of violence to be 

considered in greater depth.  

 The discussion will begin with the consideration that the gentry viewed violence as 

something which could be a positive, or at least not negative, activity, due to the crown’s 

stance concerning the use of violence. The difficulty of balancing a need for order with the 

need to please the elite and ensure that the elite were trained for the warfare of the fourteenth 

century led to the crown both discouraging and tolerating violence as deemed fit.
119

 This 

must at least partially explain the gentry’s tendency to criticise excessive violence and 

disapprove of their violent peers disrupting order, but also to deem their own use of violence 

as legitimate when they felt that it was necessary. Violence was not in itself a reason to be 

excluded from society or disapproved of; rather, the circumstances of the violence would 

deem it legitimate or illegitimate. These could easily be viewed subjectively. The abundance 

of gentry who engaged in violence but avoided any disruption of their career is testament to 

this premise, as are the numerous examples of gentry pardoned by the crown for violent 

crime. The Cumberland-based knight John Castre provides further evidence to contradict the 
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idea that the gentry would have viewed violence as something which would have led to their 

being excluded from crown favour. Not only was John pardoned for the death of John 

Salghild at Kirkoswald, Cumberland, in 1306, but he was also able to earn the favour of 

Edward II.
120

 John was retained by Edward II from 1311, as well as serving as a sheriff and 

commissioner of array in Cumberland and keeper of Carlisle from 1316 to 1318.
121

 During 

this time he had more than seventy men at his disposal. Like many of the gentry considered 

thus far, he had no reason to think that violence, as long as it could be deemed legitimate, 

was an obstacle to considerable advancement. 

Another element likely to have reinforced this perception amongst the gentry was 

the use of violence within the legal system, as referred to already in this thesis.
122

 It seems 

likely that if violence could be used as a legitimate tool within the legal system, the gentry 

could also have felt justified in using it in their own disputes as an equal alternative to the 

legal system.
123

 Two records from early-fourteenth-century Cumberland provide evidence 

for the use of violence as legal punishment. A petition of 1302 refers to the beheading of an 

escaped prisoner by John St John’s bailiff and gaoler, and a petition of 1305 refers to another 

escaped prisoner having been beheaded by the keeper of the gaol of Cockermouth, 

Cumberland.
124

 Both of these petitions request pardon for the initial escape, and there is no 

indication that the beheading was exceptional. However, there is also evidence for 

dissatisfaction with the increase of spectacular punishment, which could challenge this idea. 

Green’s identification of potential criticism of violence in the legal system in outlaw 

literature could suggest that the gentry would not have been in favour of this element of the 

law.
125

 Nonetheless, even if this was the case it does not mean that they would therefore 

have thought less favourably of their own violence, since this did not need to affect their 

strong belief in their own right to use arms.
126

 It has been argued that violence was 

potentially seen as a form of justice to replace the legal system, but for the gentry who 

gained employment in the legal system it is more likely that it was simply an alternative to 

use when circumstances dictated.
127

 The use of violence within the legal system in effect 

offered further justification for their own use of violence. 

Violence within the legal system could have led to the gentry viewing their use of 

violence in their own disputes as justifiable and less of a potential barrier to advancement 
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and crown favour. It could also be the case that violence was viewed by the gentry as a 

means of advancing themselves and gaining further or greater service. Whilst there is 

evidence discussed earlier in this chapter of gentry who only gained employment in crown 

service or as an MP after engaging in violence, to draw a definite link between this use of 

violence and advancement is to enter the realm of conjecture.
128

 However, there are 

examples in literature, which have been discussed in Chapter Six, which at least indicate the 

potential for gentry to have viewed violence as something which could have brought them 

opportunities for service despite having been earlier threatened with violence within the 

legal system for their use of illegal violence.
129

 For instance, the outlaws of the Robin Hood 

rhymes are regularly under threat of spectacular punishment for their violent and criminal 

activity, yet they are frequently able to escape their fate and then find favour or profit after 

engaging in violence.
130

 In the Gest of Robyn Hode, the king takes Robin into his service 

after being impressed by a range of attributes, including Robin’s prowess at archery, despite 

being aware that Robin has killed the sheriff.
131

 Adam Bell and his associates are similarly 

taken into crown service after impressing the king with archery, despite him earlier wishing 

to execute them for their violent crimes.
132

 Whilst this does not prove that gentry would have 

believed that all violence would earn them crown favour, it does at least provide further 

evidence for the idea that gentry did not view violence as incompatible with service or 

crown favour, if it could be justified.  

This contrasts sharply with the idea that violence was an affront to the crown. The 

idea of the ‘king’s peace’ originated in Anglo-Saxon law, and was still present in the 

fourteenth century.
133

 Crimes were identified as having been committed against this peace, 

so legal terminology indicates that violent crime was an action against the crown. Whilst in 

an ideological sense the king was still the embodiment of law and justice, this does not 

indicate that the gentry would have viewed all violent crime as an action against the 
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crown.
134

 Despite the use of phrases such as crimes being committed ‘against the king’s 

peace’ in accusations, it appears that this was more a formulaic repetition of ideas formed 

much earlier. Earlier discussions in this thesis have shown that the gentry viewed violence 

against the crown as transgressive, but they engaged in violent crime, so they could not have 

viewed this as being against the crown.
135

 In reality, a clear distinction was drawn in the 

minds of the gentry between their use of violence in their individual disputes, and violence 

designed as aggression towards the crown. It could be argued that violence against crown 

officials, which has been identified in both the literary sources and the legal records, could 

be regarded as violence against the crown, and therefore a very dangerous action in terms of 

inviting the displeasure of the crown and losing opportunities for advancement. However, 

the cases of gentry who attacked crown officials despite having careers in administrative 

service challenge this argument.
136

 The important distinction drawn between attacking the 

crown and attacking royal officials in literature further demonstrates that it is tenuous to 

argue that the gentry would have been keen to avoid violence for the primary reason of 

being afraid that their peers would have regarded them as rebels against the crown. For 

instance, Robin Hood and his men kill and wound various individuals in crown service, such 

as the sheriff of Nottingham in two rhymes.
137

 In contrast, the only time Robin physically 

strikes the king is when the king instructs him to as part of a game.
138

 In the Stanzaic Mort 

Arthur, Lancelot’s refusal to attack King Arthur seems excessive, given the level of 

provocation he faces and indeed the necessity to defend himself.
139

 Again, however, it makes 

an important point about perceptions of violence. This evidence certainly suggests that 

violent crime, even against crown officials, was not viewed as rebellion against the crown in 

reality. 

This mention of violence against administrative and crown officials also offers 

another potential reason for gentry both engaging in violence and serving administratively. If 

those representing the legal system could still be assaulted by their peers, it is reasonable to 

postulate that they perhaps would not have regarded the legal system as the most effective 

route of protecting themselves, or triumphing in disputes. A wide range of the sample gentry 

who are recorded as having engaged in service in this thesis were victims of violent crime, 
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as well as having been accused of violent activity. For instance, Thomas Whitrigg served on 

a commission to investigate the prior of Wetheral, Cumberland, taking crown animals from 

the forest of Inglewood in 1366 and was MP for Cumberland in 1379.
140

 Despite this 

continued engagement in crown service, Thomas was accused of breaking the close and 

houses of John Deuyas the elder at Beaumont, Cumberland, assaulting him and stealing his 

property in 1373.
141

 He was also one of the accused in the 1373 commission, which has been 

considered above, concerning Ralph Dacre’s complaint about attacks on and robbery of his 

property in Cumberland.
142

 This may seem odd behaviour from one who appears to have 

valued administrative service, particularly on commissions. However, as already identified, 

the gentry did not see violence necessarily as an obstruction to their careers. Furthermore, it 

could have been the case that Thomas was motivated to engage in violent crime as he 

claimed to have been a victim of violent assault. He complained that he was the victim of 

violent assault, robbery and besiegement at his manor of Whitrigge, Cumberland in 1373.
143

 

This may have led him to view violence as something which was necessary in gentry 

disputes, or more likely to achieve his aims than legal action, without the repercussion of 

ending his career. Of course, it could be the case that these accusations are false, but there is 

no way of assessing this. 

However, not all gentry who claimed to be victims of violent assault then chose to 

engage in this activity themselves. Despite John Langford’s manor at Chale on the Isle of 

Wight, Hampshire, being broken and robbed and his servants assaulted, as he complained in 

a commission of 30 October 1333, he does not appear to have engaged in violent crime 

himself, as he is absent from the records of accusations.
144

 Another commission in relation to 

this crime was issued on 6 June 1333 which added in accusations of breaking John’s close at 

Chale, burning the houses and property there, cutting down his trees and stealing them along 

with other goods.
145

 It does not appear that the accused were punished by the legal system 

for their violent criminal activity, which could be assumed to have frustrated John. This 

could have encouraged him to seek other means of retaliation, namely violence. However, as 

stated above, there is no evidence that he did respond with violence, and he instead appears 

to have peacefully continued his service career with no further interaction with the parties 
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involved.
146

 Whilst it is possible that the evidence of violent retaliation may simply be 

missing from the records, there is no way of proving this. Another example is provided by 

Hugh Lowther, who followed service as an MP in 1341 and 1344 with service as sheriff and 

escheator from 1351 and involvement in a range of commissions, such as an investigation of 

illegal trading with Scotland in 1344.
147

 A commission of 14 February 1346 records Hugh’s 

complaint that Thomas Musgrave and others forcibly took money and a record from him at 

Appleby, Westmorland, which showed that Thomas was bound to him in 200 marks.
148

 

Despite this, Hugh does not appear in records of accusations of violent assault. Hugh’s 

apparent decision may be based on Thomas’ baronial status, as he may have felt incapable of 

retaliating against a social superior with violence, for fear that he would be criticised and 

would face greater repercussions. This could also be a desire to avoid further disorder 

unrelated to the social position of the aggressor. 

Even some members of the gentry who claimed to have been victims of violent 

crime whilst actively engaged in service are not recorded as having engaged in violent 

crime. This suggests that their experiences did not necessarily lead to them being more prone 

to engaging in violence. Richard Denton, who was an indirect victim of violent crime, 

carried out extensive service as an MP from 1324, and then went on to further crown 

service, including serving as constable of Carlisle Castle, sheriff on two occasions and 

escheator once as well as serving as a peace commissioner.
149

  He was also granted some of 

Andrew Harclay’s land after he helped to defeat Andrew and capture him in 1323, which 

could have encouraged a connection to form in his mind between violence deemed to be 

legitimate and advancement.
150

 Whilst Richard was serving as constable of Carlisle Castle 

and sheriff of Cumberland, some Scots who had come to treat with him concerning 
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safeguarding of the March were taken with force from Carlisle by William Stapleton, of 

Edenhall, Cumberland, and others, in 1350. The aggressors would only release the captives 

to Richard if he agreed to return them at William’s request.
151

 As is already known, active 

engagement in crown service was no defence from violent crime. What is more noteworthy 

is that despite Richard having reasons to view violence as a potentially legitimate action 

which could bring benefits, and being inconvenienced by the violent crime of others, he still 

turned to legal action in an attempt to resolve the issue, by requesting a commission.
152

 The 

accused, William Stapleton, later served as MP for Cumberland in 1366, 1370-1 and 1376 

and carried out other service including a commission of the peace issued in 1376.
153

 This 

again suggests that both men would not have regarded violence as something which would 

definitely have led to their delegitimisation. The fact that one appears to not have engaged in 

violent crime despite this highlights the importance of circumstances and the individual. 

Despite a range of pressures encouraging or discouraging the gentry from engaging 

in violence, in general it was regarded as something which could be used legitimately in 

some circumstances but which was not necessarily the course of action they wished to take. 

The gentry did not perceive violence as something which would have been viewed as an 

action directly against the crown, unless of course the violence was directly used to harm the 

king. Even violence against those serving locally, who were the representatives of the crown 

in the counties, does not appear to have been regarded as an attack on the crown. References 

to rebellious violence and attacks on the crown’s peace should be regarded simply as the use 

of formulaic legal terms, rather than as a true representation of gentry perceptions of 

violence. The factors which played a role in encouraging the gentry to view violence as 

something which could be used legitimately, if in the appropriate circumstances and not too 

regularly, were discussed in this section. The use of violence in the legal system made it 

easier for the gentry to present their own use of violence in disputes as a legitimate action. 

Whilst there is no conclusive evidence to suggest that the gentry may have thought that their 

violence outside of the law would have brought them crown and local favour, the 

advancement of literary heroes after engaging in violent crime indicates that they may have 

considered this.  

This could be irony within the literature, designed to criticise the contemporary use 

of pardons to excuse violent criminals. As such, it does not necessarily indicate that the 

gentry approved of this. The literature may be highlighting their disapproval of the ability of 

their peers who disturbed local peace to avoid punishment, albeit in a comical fashion. 

However, it could also be a case of the gentry identifying themselves in their outlaw heroes, 
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and thereby attempting to legitimise their combination of violence and service. Perhaps the 

gentry were amused by the contradictions within their own activity and enjoyed viewing 

their heroes behaving similarly. In any case, the advancement of violent criminals in 

literature does indicate widespread gentry knowledge that violent crime generally would not 

have hindered their career progression, whether they approved of this or not. Being victims 

of violent crime was suggested as something which could have made the gentry more prone 

to resorting to violence in their disputes. Instead, it was shown that some victims did not 

appear in the records of violent crime, so this was not necessarily true for all gentry. 

Ultimately, this section has shown that whilst gentry engagement in both service and 

violence seems contradictory from a modern standpoint, the perception of violence as a 

potentially positive force and the circumstances faced by the gentry of late-medieval 

England makes this phenomenon far more understandable. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

This chapter has focused on one of the most contradictory elements of the gentry of 

fourteenth-century England, namely their combination of service to the crown with 

engagement in violent criminal activity. The first section focused mainly on administrative 

service, and considered the potential impact that being accused of violent crime could have 

had on the careers of gentry wishing to engage in administrative service. The overwhelming 

impression was that for the vast majority of those accused of violent crime, this had little 

effect on their potential to be offered further opportunities to serve in their locality. Even the 

examples provided of gentry who did not serve administratively after having been accused 

of engaging in violent crime could be explained by retirement, or the individual not wishing 

to engage in service any longer. They are not necessarily examples of a lack of further offers 

of employment following accusations of violence. This section also considered the potential 

for gentry to be able to continue in crown service but no longer be elected to parliament, or 

vice versa, if either the local elite or the crown viewed violent crime less leniently. It was 

shown that many gentry were able to engage in both types of administrative service after 

being involved in violent crime, which suggests a lack of diversity in this respect. It was also 

demonstrated that violent crime would not necessarily have been viewed by the gentry as a 

barrier to serving administratively for the first time. Nor would they have a reason to think 

that being accused of violent crime whilst actively engaged in service would mean a lack of 

future opportunities; examples were provided of gentry who did this and were able to 

continue serving. Nonetheless, it should still be stressed that this does not mean that the 
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gentry all viewed violence as something to be engaged in whatever the circumstances. Many 

of the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland do not appear to have been 

accused of violent crime, so individual circumstances appear highly important. 

The next section incorporated gentry engaging in military service, in order to assess 

the extent to which there may have been a greater tendency to view violent crime as less of a 

risk amongst gentry focusing on military service than gentry who solely served 

administratively. Whilst it was acknowledged that there was good reason to think that this 

may be the case, as the fourteenth century saw many pardons issued for violent crime in 

exchange for military service, the evidence provided by the careers of the gentry of 

Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland suggested that the assumption was not valid. 

A range of gentry both accused and not accused of engaging in violent crime were found 

amongst those engaging in solely military service, solely in administrative service and those 

combining both forms of service. As with the previous section, this analysis was true 

throughout the century in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. The lack of variety 

temporally and geographically indicates that, similar to the patterns of gentry deciding to 

engage in service when they were offered a beneficial opportunity as considered in Chapter 

Three, gentry chose to engage in violent crime when they felt it was necessary and could be 

deemed appropriate, with as low a risk of violent repercussions as possible. Their location or 

careers had little impact on forming this perception of violence as something to be used 

when appropriate and without a high level of risk to their careers, whilst still being aware 

that it carried other risks and should be used carefully. These risks were more likely to have 

been returned violence than damage to career progression. This indicates why so many of 

the gentry both in this study and throughout the fourteenth century so often engaged in 

service and were accused of violent crime. 

The final section focused on the extent to which the gentry of fourteenth-century 

England would have viewed violence as an attack on the crown. It also considered why so 

many still carried out violent crime if they believed this at all, and if they were engaged in 

serving the crown. It was ultimately decided that the gentry did not regard all violence as 

something which was directed against the crown, and that they could see a clear division 

between violence which was being used to harm the king and violence being used against 

others. This even applied to those who were representing the king as crown officials in the 

locality. This provides a clear example of certain legal terminology being devoid of meaning 

in reality but still being necessary in accusations, which shows striking similarities to the 

earlier consideration of vi et armis.
154

 Consideration progressed to extrapolating the potential 

reasons for the gentry having regarded violence as something they could engage in when 

                                                      
154

 For a discussion of the formulaic phrase vi et armis, with force and arms, see above, p. 15. 



232 

 

justified, without excessive fear of their career and reputations being damaged or being 

identified as rebels against the crown. The exchange of pardons after violent crime for 

military service immediately stood out as something which could have influenced the gentry 

to regard violence as something which was not extremely risky, or offensive to the crown. 

This could not be the sole explanation though, as gentry who did not engage in military 

service also appear not to have been particularly concerned that the use of violence would 

end their potential for social advancement. 

Elements such as the use of violence in the legal system both encouraged the gentry 

to view violence as a positive force and offered them the opportunity to give their own 

violence an air of legitimacy. The potential for gentry to have regarded violence not just as a 

danger, but as something which may have advanced their career, was suggested due to the 

employment of literary heroes by the crown after they engaged in violent crime. It was 

however acknowledged that this was less directly obvious in reality and must have been 

weighed up with the potential for violent repercussions by the gentry, as well as 

acknowledging that the literature may be ironic. Gentry who were and were not victims of 

violent crime were found to have engaged in violence themselves, so being a victim was not 

necessarily something which would have made them regard violence as something they 

should engage in. There were many elements which could have encouraged the gentry of 

fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland to have viewed violence as 

something they could potentially use without being regarded as illegitimate or damaging 

their careers. To conclude the chapter as a whole, the most important element must surely be 

the fact that so many of the gentry were able to engage in violent crime and maintain careers 

involving administrative service, military service, or both. That many still chose not to 

commit violent crime indicates that, despite this, the gentry were still concerned with only 

engaging in violence when it could be justified and when the benefits outweighed the risks 

of repercussions, as well as maintaining stability and order. Ultimately, violence was still 

viewed as a legitimate tool to use in certain situations, and was by no means abandoned as a 

viable activity by those engaging in service. However, the correct situations needed to be 

carefully assessed. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

 

 

This thesis has considered a range of issues and made use of a wide variety of 

evidence. This has enabled a number of conclusions to emerge concerning gentry 

perceptions of violence in fourteenth-century England, and how these perceptions can be 

best investigated. These conclusions will now be summarised, along with any limitations.
1
 

One of the most important elements of this thesis is the combination of literature and legal 

records to investigate gentry violence. Legal records have been shown to indicate different 

potential motivations for gentry violence in Chapter Five. These include a desire for goods 

or lands, the aim of enhancing local standing or decreasing the local standing of an enemy, 

avoiding punishment in court cases and expressing resentment of crown authority. It has also 

been highlighted that there was the potential for gentry violence in the sample counties to 

have been motivated by more emotive factors, such as sexual desire in potential rape cases 

and anger in violent thefts. However, the extent to which these motivations are indicated in 

the evidence varies dramatically. For instance, there is no mention of anger or sexual desire 

in the legal records that make accusations of violence. It has been acknowledged that this 

does not prove an absence of anger or sexual desire as motivations for gentry violence. 

Instead, it is likely that the complainant was focused on regaining their lost goods and land, 

and so had little interest in assigning a more emotional and less material motivation to the 

attacker. It has also been identified that the motivation of resentment of crown authority is 

less convincing when applied to the gentry, as many of those engaging in violence against 

officials carried out service in their own careers. It therefore seems unlikely that they 

engaged in violence against officials due to any resentment of their authority.  

Ultimately, whilst Chapter Five identified a range of potential motivations for gentry 

violence, it is often difficult or impossible to convincingly identify the definite motivation in 

individual cases. Nonetheless, it has been identified that gentry violence often appears to 

have been motivated to at least some extent by a desire for profit, either financial or status-

based. Thefts could have been motivated by anger and resentment against the victim, but 

they were more likely to have been focused on the material gain or the potential to make the 

victim look weaker, and thereby achieve a more dominant position in the locality. Rapes and 

abductions could have been emotionally motivated, but they could also have been designed 

to bring some form of profit. This could be through profiting from the marriage of the 

victim, or again by comparatively increasing local standing through demonstrating the 
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strength to take the victim against the wishes of their husband, parent or guardian. Finally, 

assaults on crown officials could have been motivated by resentment of the specific officials 

under attack, due to personal conflict, rather than fear in relation to the results of a court case 

they were hearing or resentment of officialdom. However, it could instead have been a 

means of showing power in the locality through the ability to violently disrupt official 

proceedings and inconvenience officials, avoiding loss through a court judgement which the 

attack may have been designed to prevent, or making a financial gain through the robbery of 

tax officials. Even in cases in which the gentry appear to have been led by their social 

superiors when engaging in violent crime, the strong possibility that this was motivated by a 

desire for advancement, in terms of the rewards of serving social superiors, has been 

identified. The legal records offer no confirmation of the motivations for individual cases, 

but the gentry highly valued status and desired stability to preserve their position; in this 

scenario violence carefully planned to enhance their position, rather than violence motivated 

by anger and passion, seems more likely in the cases considered. 

The addition of literature to the legal records in Chapter Six demonstrated that the 

combination of these forms of evidence allows for a far more in-depth investigation of 

gentry violence. Literature was initially used to also consider motivations, and has been 

found to provide evidence for the same range of potential motivations, including anger or 

pride and resentment of corruption. However, the analysis quickly progressed to considering 

perceptions of these motivations. This reveals the value of literary evidence. The legal and 

literary evidence support and supplement each other. Legal evidence demonstrates what the 

sample gentry were doing in terms of accusing or being accused of violent crime, but literary 

evidence offers more detail on what the gentry might have thought about these accusations 

or the activity of others. It has been shown to be difficult to assess gentry perceptions of 

violence from legal records in this thesis, although some provide an indication of how the 

complainants may have hoped their fellow gentry would perceive the violence they claimed 

to have experienced. For instance, Isabel Cleator’s emphasis on her gender, when making 

her complaint of raptus, suggests that she hoped that this would encourage her peers to view 

the crime against her more critically.
2
 Nonetheless, literature provides far greater evidence of 

gentry perceptions of violence. Literature indicates that the gentry were unlikely to view all 

motivations with a similar level of approval. The combination of several motivations for 

literary heroes indicates that the gentry regarded the motivation for violence as something 

which could render this violence as licit or illicit. Problematic motivations needed to be 

combined with justifications which were more widely accepted by the gentry. For instance, 

anger was not a praiseworthy motivation on its own, but violent reclamation of land which 

                                                      
2
 See above, pp. 149-50. 
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was falsely taken could be considered more favourably. Limitations to this theory have been 

identified, such as the need for the gentry judging the violence to agree that the land had 

been taken illegitimately, and that violence was the best way to resolve the situation ahead 

of the legal system. It has also been shown that the treatment of motivations in literature, and 

the likely existence of and perceptions of those motivations by gentry in reality, could vary, 

as literary violence could be symbolic. For instance, resentment of officials and corruption 

may have been a motivation in literature, but gentry were less likely to be motivated by this 

and to approve of it in reality. They were frequently the officials under threat of attack and 

engaging in corrupt behaviour.  

Chapter Six also moved beyond motivations to consider the impact of other factors 

on gentry perceptions of the legitimacy of violence. The literary evidence strongly indicates 

that the gender, age and social status of the victim had an impact on the extent to which they 

were deemed to be a legitimate victim of violence by the gentry. It appears from this 

evidence that the gentry were likely to regard violence as less legitimate if it was directed 

against women or children, or against those of a higher social status. However, it was 

entirely possible for literary heroes to avoid being condemned for their use of violence, even 

if it was directed against victims who appeared illegitimate. The behaviour of the victim was 

of crucial importance in deeming the extent to which the violence used against them was 

viewed critically by the gentry. It was also possible for literary characters to engage in 

violence against seemingly illegitimate victims without condemnation, even if the victim 

had done nothing to provoke this action. This is because there was still potential for the 

actions to be justified, if the perpetrator claimed that they were a necessity. Furthermore, it 

must be remembered, as it has been throughout this thesis, that conclusions based on literary 

evidence need careful consideration before accepting them with no limitations. The literature 

demonstrates gentry perceptions of violence when it was committed by fictional characters, 

and in no way impacted on themselves. The extent to which this could be seen to relate to 

gentry perceptions of their own use of violence and the violence of their peers has therefore 

also had to be addressed in this thesis. 

The violence carried out by the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and 

Cumberland in the fourteenth century does not all clearly fit into the framework of 

legitimacy indicated in the literature. However, some of the evidence for a vast divergence 

between perceptions of violence in literature and reality can be undermined. For instance, 

the accusations of violence against women and children in raptus cases could indicate that 

the gentry did not view violence against these victims more critically than other violence, 

despite such activity being criticised in literature. Nonetheless, the evidence for this theory is 

undermined by the fact that violence may not have been a part of these cases at all, and if it 

was the violence was often more likely to be directed at those wishing to keep possession of 
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the victim, who were often male adults. Similarly, whilst some of the sample gentry were 

involved in violent crime against their social superiors, this was generally as part of a gang 

led by another social superior, and so not a straightforward case of anti-hierarchical 

violence. It is important to stress that there is some level of exaggeration in the literary texts, 

as it seems unlikely that all of the gentry who committed violent theft were carefully 

selecting their victims in relation to a moral system such as that of Robin Hood and his 

men.
3
 Nonetheless, the gentry wished to be viewed as moral and chivalric, so violence 

against inappropriate victims was unlikely to bring praise or pride. These ideals may not 

have strictly prevented the gentry from engaging in violent crime if they felt that it was 

worth the potential gains they could make, or was needed to avoid losses, but it appears that 

they were likely to have been aware that they faced the risk of being criticised by their peers. 

Here then, one of the critical points discovered through a combination of literary and legal 

evidence is revealed. The important element for both the literary heroes and the gentry 

themselves was that a way was found to present their violence as justified. Of course, the 

victim was unlikely to regard the violence as licit, but the gentry were aware that they could 

avoid condemnation in their locality, even if their violence transgressed some of the 

boundaries demonstrated in the literature they read, if they were able to find a means of 

justifying their violence to their peers. This did not mean that violence against women or 

children would bring the aggressors praise amongst their peers, but they would avoid 

delegitimisation.  

An important limitation has to be added to this. Whilst it has emerged that the gentry 

regarded the justification of violence as something which was malleable, it was also 

emphatically necessary. The gentry identity still retained a considerable martial and chivalric 

element, which was strongly connected to status, but they were also practical, and valued 

stability highly as a means of protecting their position. Concern with excess in literature, and 

the need to justify violence, even if this justification could be skewed and would not have 

been accepted by the victim, demonstrates that the gentry also regarded violence as 

something which needed to be carefully controlled. Those who regularly engaged in extreme 

violence, with no potential means of justification, were unlikely to have been regarded 

favourably by their peers. The use of extreme violence as a means of delegitimisation 

supports the idea that the gentry wished for violence to be limited, as does the need for 

justification of extreme violence used by literary heroes. In Chapter Seven an assessment 

was made of the extent to which this acceptance of justified violence in combination with a 

desire to limit disorder led to violence being something which impacted on the careers of 

gentry in Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. As the service engaged in by the 

                                                      
3
 See above, p. 182, 185 and 188-9. 
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gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland in the fourteenth century had been 

assessed in Chapter Three, it has been possible to consider the extent to which violence was 

regarded by gentry as something which could hinder their careers in different types of 

service, namely military or administrative. There are limits to this assessment, as identified 

earlier in this thesis, but enough of a picture of the careers of individual gentry has been 

obtained in order to make some conclusions.
4
 

Overall the evidence considered in Chapter Seven shows that accusations of violent 

crime rarely had an impact on gentry service. Examples of gentry not carrying out further 

service after being accused of violence are rare and can be explained by retirement, and 

many gentry were able to engage in service for the first time after being accused of violent 

crime. Little variation has been found between the ability of gentry to engage in crown 

service or to be elected to parliament after committing violent crime. Those who served in 

parliament were selected in the locality, so this indicates that the gentry of Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland were neither more nor less inclined to condemn those who 

engaged in violence than the crown appears to have been. This is interesting when 

considering the potential for literature enjoyed by the gentry to include criticism of pardons, 

as identified in Chapter Six, as they did not take the opportunity to punish violent crime 

more harshly in their own localities.
5
 This is probably due to the fact that the gentry were the 

most likely individuals to engage in the crimes they had the opportunity to punish. It has also 

been shown that there is little clear difference between the impact of accusations of violent 

crime on the careers of gentry who served militarily or gentry who served administratively. 

This indicates that gentry did not generally regard violent crime as something which would 

hinder their careers, no matter what form of service they engaged in. Gentry chose to engage 

in violent crime when they felt it was necessary and could be deemed appropriate.  

This does not, however, mean that the gentry always chose to engage in violence as 

part of their conflicts. It must be emphasised that the gentry largely carefully considered any 

potential repercussions when engaging in violence, as the fact that they were unlikely to lose 

career opportunities does not mean that they were free of other repercussions, such as violent 

retaliation. Many of the gentry considered do not appear in the records of violent crime, and 

some of these gentry were victims of crime. It should therefore by no means be assumed that 

the gentry of late-medieval England were violent individuals who responded to any situation 

with violence, despite regarding violence as something which could be justified and would 

not damage their careers. However, many did choose to engage in violence, and Chapter 

Seven considered why this was. The legal records initially suggest that violence was 

something which was regarded by the gentry as a direct attack on the crown, due to the 

                                                      
4
 See above, p. 33.  

5
 See above, pp. 169-70. 
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tradition of the king as the embodiment of peace and law. This can be quickly dismissed 

though, as legal phrases such as ‘against the king’s peace’ have been found to be more likely 

to have been formulaic than a representation of a genuine belief that violent crime was 

always an assault on the crown. The sample gentry were certainly able to differentiate 

between a direct attack on the crown and their own use of violence; to suggest that they 

would all have engaged in the violence they did if they regarded it as treasonous is 

erroneous. This differentiation was also made when attacking crown officials, as they were 

not regarded as embodying the crown by the gentry attacking them. Several factors could 

have made the gentry comfortable with the idea of violence as a legitimate tool which would 

not offend the crown. The exchange of pardons for military service after violent crime was 

likely to have encouraged this perception of violence, as was the use of violence within the 

legal system. Violence within the legal system offered the gentry the opportunity to give 

their own violence an air of legitimacy. The potential perception of violence as something 

which would advance gentry careers has been shown to be more tenuous, as the evidence for 

this was more based in literature than reality, but it does tie in with advancement or gain 

being a potential motivation for gentry violence.  

Ultimately, this thesis has shown that the gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, 

Nottinghamshire and Cumberland regarded violence as something which they had the right 

to use as part of the elite. It was a tool in disputes which was unlikely to hinder their careers 

and could be justified to ensure that they were not ostracised from society. This justification 

was important though, as the gentry by no means regarded violence as something which 

should be used without limitations. Gentry were very much aware of the potential for their 

use of violence to be criticised. Despite being aware that this criticism could be avoided 

through careful justification to prevent exclusion from society, they knew that certain uses of 

violence, against illegitimate victims or with problematic motivations, would not bring them 

praise. Nor would excessive violence which threatened the stability the gentry valued so 

highly. These conclusions apply to Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland equally. 

Chapter Two has demonstrated that despite some similarities, there were considerable 

differences between Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland, in terms of the structure 

of society, balance of power and relationship with the centre of crown authority. This means 

that if local circumstances affected gentry violence, the gentry of these counties would be 

shown to have developed different perceptions of violence. The different experiences of war 

faced by the counties in the fourteenth century also support this. Nonetheless, as Chapter 

Three has shown a lack of meaningful variety between the gentry of these three counties in 

terms of service, so too has Part Two of the thesis shown a distinct lack of variety in terms 

of motivations for and perceptions of violence. Gentry from the three counties had similar 

potential motivations for violence and often seem most likely to have been motivated by a 
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desire for some form of profit. Living in counties with different power structures had no 

impact on the base motivations of violent gentry activity. Similarly, the perceptions gleaned 

from the legal records, and the literature, which was likely to have been read nationwide, 

show little variety. The gentry of all three counties regarded violence as something which 

was their right, but also as something which needed to be justified and limited. This was 

regardless of whether they were living in a county being disrupted by direct warfare or not, 

or were near to the centre of crown authority or not. The careers of gentry from all three 

counties also demonstrate that they were similarly unlikely to regard violence as a potential 

hindrance to their opportunities for service, or as an assault on the crown. 

As has been shown, this thesis has produced a range of conclusions around the 

central issue of gentry perceptions of violence. However, there are certainly ample 

opportunities to extend this in a variety of ways. For instance, this thesis has used 

Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland in the fourteenth century as a means of 

arguing that gentry perceptions of violence were not altered by local circumstances. Instead, 

it has been demonstrated that these perceptions were similar nationwide. It would be 

interesting to discover if this conclusion could be applied to a wider geographical spread, by 

assessing the extent to which the lesser elite in different countries developed different 

perceptions of violence. Studies have been carried out which consider violence in countries 

other than England in the late-medieval period.
6
 Such studies indicate the potential for 

comparable studies to be made between England and other countries. This discussion also 

connects with the second opportunity to extend this investigation, namely through 

comparing gentry perceptions of violence in late-medieval England with perceptions held by 

other social levels in this country and time period. Some studies have already considered the 

use of violence by social levels other than the gentry in England, but there is greater scope 

for such investigations to be carried out and then compared to further assess the impact of 

status on perceptions of violence.
7
 Thirdly, as already suggested in this thesis, a comparison 

between the conclusions reached here about the rural gentry with evidence concerning the 

urban gentry would be a worthwhile pursuit.
8
 This would enable consideration of the extent 

to which urban gentry regarded violence differently from rural gentry, and indeed would 

                                                      
6
 For example, Skoda has considered violence, albeit popular rather than elite, in medieval France: 

Skoda, Medieval Violence. To provide another example, Taylor’s study of chivalry and knighthood in 

France devoted considerable thought to elite violence: Taylor, Chivalry and the Ideals of Knighthood. 
7
 For examples of studies which consider non-elite violence in England see S. Cohn, Popular Protest 

in Late Medieval English Towns (Cambridge, 2013); D. G. Watts, ‘Popular Disorder in Southern 

England, 1250-1450’, in B. Stapleton (ed.), Conflict and Community in Southern England: Essays in 

the Social History of Rural and Urban Labour from Medieval to Modern Times (New York, 1992), 

pp. 1-15; Faith, ‘The “Great Rumour” of 1377’, pp. 43-73. 
8
 Several cases involving urban gentry violence and demonstrating interesting similarities to cases of 

rural gentry violence were identified in this thesis. For more information about these cases see above, 

pp. 138-9, 142 and 151-2. 
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contribute to a larger investigation of how far these groups were distinct. Finally, there is 

also the opportunity to look beyond the late-medieval period and consider the development 

of perceptions of violence over time. Whilst there are studies of violence which take a 

considerably wide chronological approach, these are more focused on the use of violence 

and quantitative investigations.
9
 There is therefore scope to expand this by comparing 

perceptions of violence in different time periods, and considering any changes in the extent 

to which violence could be regarded as licit. 

To conclude this thesis, however, it is necessary to return to the research aims and 

confirm that they have been reached. The first issue raised to be investigated in this thesis 

was what motivated gentry violence and the evidence from which to research this, as well as 

the extent to which different motivations were viewed as justifiable by the gentry. As 

identified above, this thesis has identified a wide range of potential motivations for violence, 

using both literary and legal evidence. Whilst specific motivations for individual cases are 

difficult to confirm with the available evidence, many cases can be shown to include some 

element of financial gain or advancement in local society. The inclusion of literary evidence 

allows greater consideration of the extent to which gentry viewed different motivations as 

justified. As already discussed, it has been argued that the gentry regarded motivations as 

something which could render violence more or less licit. For instance, anger was an 

illegitimate motivation alone, but combined with reclamation of stolen land it could be 

justified. It has been demonstrated that it is necessary to use both types of evidence in an 

investigation of this nature, in order to avoid misunderstanding symbolic literary 

motivations, but also to ensure that enough detail can be obtained to carry out a meaningful 

investigation. It has also been highlighted that despite gentry sharing many general views on 

violence, their perception of specific violent events was affected by the impact these events 

had on them. This thesis was also intended to investigate the extent to which limits were 

placed on the use of violence to render it acceptable in the gentry consciousness, and to 

identify these limiting factors. As stated above, the use of literary evidence allows for the 

identification that limits were placed on the extent to which violence was praised or 

approved of, including the age, status and gender of the victim and the extremity of the 

violence. However, these limiting factors could be transgressed without the perpetrator being 

condemned, if he found a means of justification, such as the victim behaving badly or the 

attack being a necessity. So, these limiting factors were not strong enough to condemn the 

gentry if they acted against them, but they would have prevented the violence being 

approved of or praised, despite it being excused.  

                                                      
9
 Cockburn’s work provides an example of this approach: Cockburn, ‘Patterns of Violence in English 

Society’, pp. 70-106. 
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Another primary focus of this thesis was to consider the extent to which the gentry 

of fourteenth-century England regarded violence as something which had the potential to 

limit their careers and was a risky and dangerous venture. As has been concluded above, the 

use of violence was highly unlikely to have been viewed by the gentry as something which 

would hinder their careers. There are very few examples of gentry who were accused of 

engaging in violent crime and then did not appear again, or at all, in records of service. 

There is a lack of variety in terms of the effects of violence on careers in military or 

administrative service, and between results for the three sample counties. However, this does 

not mean that the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland regarded violence 

as something which was devoid of risks or danger. That many of the sample gentry are 

absent from the records of violent crime suggests that many felt that the use of violence was 

too risky, as they could have faced violent repercussions. The emphasis on restraint in 

literature read by the gentry supports this. Violence may have been unlikely to hinder their 

careers if they could justify it, but it did bring the risk of retaliation and disorder. Finally, 

this thesis set out to show a low level of variety in terms of gentry perceptions of violence 

nationwide. As argued above, very similar results have been found in relation to each topic 

considered amongst the gentry of Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland. The 

motivations for, perceptions of, and concerns with violence have not been found to have 

been meaningfully affected by different pressures acting on their localities. Ultimately, the 

gentry of fourteenth-century Hampshire, Nottinghamshire and Cumberland were united in 

their perceptions of violence; it was something they had the right to use when necessary to 

advance or protect themselves, with little risk of career implications, though they needed to 

justify this use of violence and take care to avoid delegitimisation and disorder. Violence 

was regarded as a tool by the fourteenth-century gentry, but this tool had to be used 

carefully, for the right job, and by the correct individuals.  
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