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Chapter 1

The Letters

The Paston Letters, written by a fifteenth-century family of the Norfolk landed gentry, their friends, and their associates, comprise more than a thousand letters and documents. Dealing with family and domestic problems, litigation and business affairs, they have no literary pretensions and only peripheral political significance. Their value to historians lies in the family’s very ordinariness and the letters’ consequent wealth of information about manners, morals, lifestyle, and attitudes in the late Middle Ages. Their existence itself reflects the increasing literacy of the gentry, as well as the troubled times that separated family members and imposed written communication.

The Paston archive first came to public notice in 1787 when a Norfolk gentleman named John Fenn, a member of the enthusiastic class of amateur historian-archaeologists known as antiquarians, published two volumes under the cumbersome title Original Letters, Written During the Reigns of Henry VI, Edward IV, and Richard III, By Various Persons of Rank and Consequence. The title was misleading. Most of the correspondence was not that of “persons of rank and consequence” but of three generations of the Paston family and their compatriots, persons of only middling rank and consequence.

The publication was greeted by an accolade from Horace Walpole, earl of Orford, himself a famous composer of letters, which gave it an immediate boost. Walpole’s appreciation was principally for the occasional letters of the “persons of rank”: “Lord Rivers, Lord Hastings, the Earl of Warwick. . . . What antiquary would be answering a letter from a living Countess when he may read one from Eleanor Mowbray, Duchess of Norfolk?”1 On the other hand, Hannah More, a prominent bluestocking, deplored the letters’ want of elegance and their “barbarous style.” She concluded that they might be of some use as a historical resource but that “as letters they have little merit.”2

Mrs. More’s (privately expressed) opinion was not generally shared, and the book was a success in court and literary circles, resulting in Fenn’s being knighted by King George III. The first two volumes were followed by a third and fourth in 1789, while a fifth, left ready for publication by Fenn at his death in 1794, was published by his nephew William Frere in 1823.

The Fenn edition, like subsequent versions of the Paston Letters, was limited in time frame to the fifteenth century though the family’s correspondence, after a break, continued through the seventeenth century. It is the letters and documents of the fifteenth century, by presenting a coherent record of three generations of the family, that constitute an incomparable resource for the social history of the time and a record of a pivotal class of the late Middle Ages. Sandwiched between the nobility—a few score families, most of them very wealthy—and the upper (yeoman) tier of the peasant masses, the English gentry numbered only about a thousand households, filling the professions, especially the law, and owning enough property to ensure a decent standard of living.

But the Pastons are more than a microcosm of a class: they are individuals with personalities and stories that are accessible to us, once the obstacle imposed by language has been overcome. With the exception of a few in French or Latin, the letters are written in a language somewhere between the Middle English of Chaucer (d.1400) and the Early Modern English of Shakespeare; in fact, they present, in addition to the raw material of social history, a record of an important stage in the history of the English language, just before and just after the introduction of printing. Geographically, the Paston idiom is located in the East Midlands. North, South, and Midland English differed on a scale that made Northern speech difficult for Southern speakers to understand; Midlanders understood both.3 East Midland speech, used by Court and government circles and by the Justices of Assize, was in the process of becoming modern English.4 In its transitional fifteenth-century state, it presents difficulties for the modern reader in vocabulary, grammar, and spelling. Some words have since passed out of the language; others have changed their meaning; old verb and pronoun forms persist; word order is confusing.*

Spelling, however, is the greatest obstacle, differing not only from the modern but from letter to letter, within a letter, or even within a sentence. Evidently English readers of John Fenn’s day were closer to Middle English than we are today; few modern readers would have the patience to read the Paston letters in their original form. In this book the prose is “translated” for the sake of intelligibility without, so far as possible, sacrificing contemporary flavor. For example, Margaret Paston’s letter to her husband John, about a possible marriage for his sister, Elizabeth, reads in the original:



Right worshipfull hosbond, I recommawnd me to yow, praying yow to wete that I spak yistirday with my suster, and she told me that she was sory that she myght not speke with yow or ye yede; and she desyrith if itt pleased yow, that ye shuld yeve the jantylman that ye know of seche langage as he myght fele by yow that ye wull be wele willyng to the mater that ye know of; for she told me that he hath seyd befor this tym that he conseyvid that ye have sett but lytil therby, wherefor she prayth yow that ye woll be here gode brother, and that ye myght have a full answer at this tym whedder it shall be ya or nay. For her moder hath seyd to her syth that ye redyn hens that she hath no fantesy therinne, but that it shall com to a jape, and seyth to her that ther is gode grafte in dawbyng, and hath seche langage to her that she thynkyt right strange, and so that she is right wery therof, wherefor she desyrith the rather to have a full conclusyon therinne. She seyth her full trost is in yow, and as ye do therinne, she woll agre her therto.5 (See illustration here)

Translation:



Right worshipful husband, I recommend myself to you, praying you to know that I spoke yesterday with my sister [-in-law], and she told me that she was sorry that she could not speak with you before you went; and she desires, if it please you, that you should give the gentleman that you know of such an answer that he might feel that you will be favorable to the matter that you know of; for she told me that he has said previously that he thought that you have set but little importance by it, wherefore she prays you that you will be her good brother, and that you might have a full answer at this time whether it shall be yes or no. For her mother has said to her since you rode hence that it shall come to a joke; and says to her that there is good art in putting on makeup; and has language to her that she thinks very strange, so that she is very weary thereof, wherefore she desires rather to have a full conclusion of it. She says her full trust is in you, and whatever you decide to do, she will agree to it.

[image: image]
Letter from Margaret Paston to her husband, John, 30 January, probably 1453, asking his help in finding a husband for his sister, Elizabeth.
(British Library, MS. Add. 36888, f.91)


Numerals in the letters are almost exclusively Roman, although Hindu-Arabic notation had long been introduced in Europe. (For clarity’s sake, this book writes out the numbers, or substitutes Arabic for Roman.) The Pastons probably employed the counting board (a version of the abacus) for their computations. Margaret makes a reference to John’s “board,” which, along with his coffers, required space “to go and sit beside.”6 The monetary system, inherited from the Romans, was universal in medieval Europe and preserved in England until the 1970s: in Latin, libri, solidi, and denarii, in English, pounds, shillings, and pence; twelve pence to a shilling and twenty shillings to a pound. Counting by dozens and scores of dozens apparently seemed natural to the Middle Ages. In the Paston Letters, pounds are expressed by the abbreviation li. (for libri, as for example, “xx li.”) for which this book substitutes the word “pounds” or the modern pound sign (£); the abbreviations for shillings and pence are the same as in predecimal Britain: s. for shillings, and d. (denarii) for pence. In England another often-used unit was the mark, which equaled two-thirds of a pound, a relationship confusing to a modern observer but giving no trouble to the Pastons, who switched back and forth between pounds and marks with casual dexterity.

The one basic, universal coin circulated throughout medieval Europe was the silver penny. In England there were multiples, 4d. and 2d. coins (groats and half-groats), and fractions, half- and quarter-pennies, but there were no large silver coins. The pound and the shilling, as well as the mark, were only “moneys of account,” used for convenience in dealing with large amounts but not existing as actual coins. There was no paper money. A few English gold coins existed: the noble, worth a third of a pound, and the half- and quarter-noble. In 1464 the old noble was renamed the “angel,” and the new noble, also called the “royal,” became a half-pound.



The Paston collection reflects the growth of literacy in the late Middle Ages, as well as the emergence of English as a written language. But the letters also indicate that writing was hard work, which often devolved on servants, secretaries, and amanuenses. Several smaller English collections survive from the same period, notably those of the Celys, the Plumptons, and the Stonors.7

Many of the male Pastons’ letters are in the hand of the sender; some were dictated to or even composed by clerks and usually but not always signed by the sender. Most of the women’s letters are dictated, implying that though the women could read, they were not proficient at writing or at least found it a chore.

The correspondence among Paston family members consists mostly of originals; letters sent to persons outside the family exist in drafts or in copies—“doubles,” as Sir John Fastolf, a leading figure in the Paston story, called them, directing his clerks to make and keep them.8

The survival of the large Paston archive owes something to luck. However, the content of the letters at least partially explains why the family took such pains to preserve them: much of the substance has to do with the ferocious disputes over property that constituted a large part of the activity of gentry and nobility in the fifteenth century. The first John Paston (designated in this book as John Paston I, or simply John Paston) was a lawyer by profession and through the last several years of his life engaged in the most bitterly fought of all the Paston battles, that over the estate of Sir John Fastolf.

John Paston’s wife Margaret, one of the central figures in the correspondence, recalled the value that her late husband attached to the written document when she counseled her eldest son, “Keep wisely your writings that are of charge [important], that they come not into the hands of those that may hurt you hereafter. Your father, whom God assoil [pardon], in his troubled season set more [store] by his writings and evidence than he did by any of his movable goods. Remember that if they were taken from you, you could never get any more such as they are.”9

Second only to land dealings as a theme of the letters are family affairs: marriage prospects and arrangements, visits, the discipline of children being educated away from home, pregnancies, sickness, death. Letters became of paramount importance as families of the gentry were geographically separated, the daughters marrying and joining their husbands, the sons going off to train for careers in law, service to lords, or in the Church. Family feeling extended to uncles, cousins, and in-laws—the last customarily referred to simply as “brother,” “sister,” “mother,” or “father” and in many ways treated as blood relations. Stretching the custom further, friends were often addressed as “cousin” even when there was no question of kinship. (John’s letters to his wife were usually addressed “to my cousin Margaret Paston,” though she was certainly no blood relation.) Sometimes, indeed, it is difficult to distinguish between real and courtesy cousins, so complex were relationships thanks to shortened life spans and frequent remarriages. Sir John Fastolf’s mother was married three times, his wife twice; no wonder everyone seemed to be his cousin. One historian comments, “I am inclined to believe that everybody who was anybody in England in the late middle ages, and especially those ‘at court,’ had kinships or alliances of one degree or another with everyone else.”10

However extended and sometimes artificial the compass of relationship, family feeling was genuine and strong. F. R. H. DuBoulay describes it as “an eagerness for letters and news from distant members every bit as ardent as that displayed among Victorian families.”11 Many letters include the phrase “I think it long ere I heard from you.” For a woman like Margaret Paston to provide the nexus of communication for husband, children, kinsmen, and friends was natural.

The letters’ salutations, not written on a separate line but as part of the opening sentence, follow accepted formulas but reflect the relative status of the writers. Equals address each other simply: “Right worshipful sir,” “Trusty and well-beloved,” or sometimes merely “Sir.” In addressing Margaret, as children to mother, her sons show deference, employing such elaborations as “Most worshipful and my right special good mother, as humbly as I can, I recommend me unto you, beseeching you of your blessing.” Their father receives a similar submissive greeting, particularly when the son who is writing is out of favor with him: “Right worshipful sir, in the most lowly wise, I commend myself to your good fatherhood, beseeching you of your blessing.” Margaret’s letters to her husband begin “Right worshipful husband, I recommend me to you, desiring heartily to hear of your welfare.” Servants’ letters often open with “Please your worship ful mastership to know,” or “Right worshipful and my most reverend master, I recommend myself unto your good mastership,” or once, when a special favor is asked, “Right worshipful master, I recommend me unto your mastership, and I thank your mastership that it pleased your mastership to send me word again of my letter.” John’s letters to Margaret, on the other hand, begin with a businesslike “I recommend me to you,” those to his sons often with the curt “Sir.”

Margaret usually accorded her sons the desired blessing, even when (as was often the case) she had fault to find. On one occasion she chided her eldest son for not asking for it.12 The religious expressions so regularly used at the closing of the letters—“I beseech Almighty God keep you”; “I pray to Our Lady, help us, and her blessed Son, who have you in His holy keeping”; “The holy Trinity keep you”—have a ritualistic ring, as do the words “whom God assoil,” or a similar formula, whenever a dead friend or relative is mentioned.* Yet the sincerity behind these phrases is attested to by much behavior: substantial donations to churches and monastic institutions; the pilgrimages to Walsingham, Canterbury, and Compostela; the adherence to Church rulings even when these are adverse. Wills express a strong concern for life after death, though disregard of provisions for prayers for the souls of the dead demonstrates the conflict between religion and material interest. “Concern for the dead did not lead [the Pastons] to neglect the living, in fact the reverse,” says Colin Richmond.13

In addition to property matters and family news, the letters often deal with questions of minor but immediate practical concern: items to be purchased in London, caps for the children, a yard of broadcloth for a hood, a clock needing repair, a student’s threadbare gown to be “raised” (the nap brushed up), linen sent to London to be made into shirts. Sometimes these errands are the main burden of a letter; more often they are tacked on to more important news. Margaret Paston, especially, often concludes a letter that reports a threat to family property or a visitation of the plague with a request to husband or son for a jar of mustard or a measure of cloth for a gown. A letter in which she warns her second son about a threatened lawsuit concludes with instructions to buy her “a sugar loaf, and dates, and almonds” with money she has entrusted to the messenger, adding that if the total comes to more, “when you come home I shall pay you.”15

Finally, the letters contain “tidings”—the news of the day, usually forwarded from London to Norfolk, occasionally in the opposite direction. “As for tidings here . . . the duke of Burgundy is still besieging Neuss.”16 “We had tidings here that the Scots will come into England within seven days, to rescue these three castles.”17 “As for tidings here, I trow you have heard . . . how the earl of Oxford landed . . . in Essex the 28th day of May, save he tarried not long.”18

In a few instances the tidings are the only accounts—eyewitness or secondhand—of historical events, as in the letter from Paston friend and agent William Lomnor to John Paston describing the murder of the duke of Suffolk,19 or Sir John Fastolf’s servant John Payn’s letter, also to John Paston, telling the story of his own unwilling involvement in Jack Cade’s Rebellion.20

Others besides Hannah More have found the style of the letters generally lacking in elegance. Their purpose was not literary but informational; most of the writing is simple and direct, if sometimes marred by repetition, ambiguity, and legalese (“the said lord of Clarence,” “the said earl of Oxford”). But the language is usually clear enough, often forceful and colorful, sometimes neatly turned, and occasionally livened by figures of speech. Margaret writes, “We beat the bushes and have the loss and the disworship and other men have the birds”21 and “Men cut large thongs here of other men’s leather.22 She quotes an enemy as saying “The duke of Suffolk is able to keep daily in his house more men that Daubeney has hairs on his head.”23 Her eldest son, Sir John, complains of a man who is quitting his service, “I have kept him these three years to play St. George and Robin Hood and the Sheriff of Nottingham.”24 Or her second son writes Sir John, in Parliament, “I pray God send the Holy Ghost among you in the Parliament House, and rather the Devil, we say, than you should grant any more taxes.”25 Occasionally the correspondents put in a proverb: “Judas sleepeth not,”26 “Who cometh first to the mill, first must grind,”27 “Wrath said never well,”28 “Haste rues.”29

There are telling vignettes: the deathbed of John Paston’s father, with his mother, Agnes, praying at the foot of the bed and John, the dissatisfied heir, angrily pacing the room;30 Agnes challenged by hostile villagers in the parish church;31 a confrontation at the manor gate of Oxnead between a claimant to the property and John’s brother Edmund;32 a street fight in Norwich;33 a pathetic train of peasants whose cattle have been seized, following their animals as they are led away.34

Sometimes the letters are eloquent. One such, from Paston bailiff Richard Calle to Margery Paston, with whom he had contracted a clandestine marriage, is often included in anthologies of love letters.35



One reason for the existence as well as the survival of the Paston Letters is the spread of paper manufacture, which reached Moorish Spain from China in the twelfth century and England by the fifteenth. Parchment was still used for many legal documents, but all the Paston letters are on paper. Fabricated entirely from rags, medieval paper was of excellent quality, capable of lasting through the centuries and cheap enough to be liberally used by the gentry (though they were thrifty with it). It came in sheets of several different sizes, frequently about 17 by 11 inches. The Pastons and their correspondents wrote across the shorter side and when they were finished cut off the remainder of the sheet. The result was usually a page about 11 inches wide and 4 or 5 inches deep, sometimes little more than a strip. The handwriting that filled the paper was small, with lines well spaced and neatly horizontal. The ink was a reddish-brown, which has now faded into sepia. Each letter was folded laterally in the middle, or sometimes twice, into thirds, and then into a small packet, which was secured by thread or narrow paper tape and then sealed with wax. The address was written on the outside—“To my right worshipful husband, John Paston, be this letter delivered in haste”; “To my right worshipful mother, Agnes Paston”; “To my master Sir John Paston in Fleet Street”—and the letter confided to a messenger.

A man on horseback might cover the 114 miles from Norwich to London in four days, as Sir John Paston indicates in a letter of 16 April 1473, to his brother John III: “I wrote you a letter [dated 12 April] you should have at Norwich this day or else tomorrow in the morning.”36 Often the messenger was identified as the bearer of further information that could be delivered orally. “If it please you to enquire of Simon, bringer of this letter, he shall inform you of [Lady Felbrigg’s] language,” wrote James Gloys, the Paston family chaplain, to John Paston;37 a Paston agent wrote, “Pynchamour shall tell you by mouth more than I have leisure to write to you”;38 and, Margaret to John, “Pecock shall tell you by mouth of more things than I may write to you at this time.”39 But occasionally the messenger was judged not capable of communication. Paston agent William Barker wrote asking Margaret for instructions in a land matter, specifying that she answer in writing, “for I trust not well the report of the bringer hereof for his simpleness and dullness of wit.”40

Often messengers were servants, but anyone who was on the road might be pressed into service. There were also some professional messengers. John Paston, in London, sent Margaret a letter by “a common carrier, [who] was at Norwich on Saturday and brought me letters from other men,” and he reproached her that her servants did not “inquire diligently after the coming of carriers.”41On one occasion he sent Margaret a letter by a goldsmith,42 on another by “a priest of St. Gregory’s parish of Norwich,”43 on still another by “a man of St. Michael’s parish.”44 Margaret dispatched one letter by “Chitock’s son that is an apprentice in London.”45

Trustworthy carriers could not always be found. Margaret apologized for slowness in replying to John because “I could get no messenger to London unless I would have sent by the sheriff’s men; and I know neither their master nor them, nor whether they were well-willing to you, and therefore methought it better not to send a letter by them.”46”

Letters were sometimes not delivered or were lost en route. John Paston III wrote his father explaining, “So God help me, I sent you a letter to London soon after Candlemas, by a man of my lord’s [the duke of Norfolk], and he forgot to deliver it to you, and so he brought the letter to me again, and since that time I could get no messenger till now.”47 His older brother sent a confidential letter by Paston employee William Worcester, who was apparently attacked and robbed, leaving Sir John concerned about the letter: “I do not want that letter to be seen by some folks; wherefore I pray you take good heed how [it] comes to your hands, whole or [the seal] broken.”48

Sending money was a special problem. John Paston once asked Margaret to send him some in London, suggesting that an amount in gold coins might “come up safely” with two of their agents, or “peradventure some trusty carrier” who might have it “trussed in some fardel [package],” not letting the carrier know that it was money, “but some other cloth or vestment of silk or thing of worth.”49 Similarly, their youngest son, William III, sent “four gold nobles” in a box “as though it were evidence [documents],” since the messenger was leaving his employ and “I would not he knew so much of my counsel.”50 Another strategy was a version of a common medieval technique, borrowing money in one place to be repaid in another. Thus Margaret, asking John III to buy her a cask of malmsey in London but afraid to entrust the money to a messenger, suggested that he borrow it “from Townshend or Playter,” two Norfolk men in London, “or some other good countryman,” and when they came to Norwich “I will repay them.”51 Margaret’s aunt, needing to pay twenty marks to a man in London, asked John to borrow the sum and pay it for her; meanwhile she would deliver the amount in gold to Margaret “for you to have on your coming home, for she dare not adventure her money to be brought up to London.”52

The messenger had to be paid extra if he made the trip solely to carry a letter or if he had to wait for it. Richard Calle notified Margaret that John expected her to “allow the bearer hereof for his costs, inasmuch as he comes hither for that matter and no other.”53 John’s brother Clement wrote him from London, concluding, “You must pay [the messenger] for his labor, for he tarried all night in this town for this letter.”54

Third parties were sometimes asked to forward letters: writing to his brother, who might have gone to Calais to join the English garrison there, John Paston III addressed the letter, “This bill be delivered to Thomas Green, good man [host] of the George [Inn] by Paul’s Wharf, or to his wife, to send to Sir John Paston, wherever he is, at Calais, London, or other place.”55 Or Paston agent Thomas Playter to John Paston I: “To John Paston the older in haste, and if he be not at London then to be delivered to Clement Paston in haste.”56 Or Margaret to John: “To my right well beloved brother Clement Paston, for to deliver to his brother John, in haste.”57

Letters are dated at the end rather than the beginning. Sometimes the dating is meaningful only to the addressee: “the Friday next after I departed from you.” Occasionally it is by the day of the month—“Written the xxii day of January”—more often in relation to the nearest saint’s day or other Church feast—“Written in haste at Norwich on the Wednesday next after St. Simon and Jude.” The year is often omitted; when included, it is by abbreviated reference to the reigning monarch: “anno xxxiiii Regis Henrici VI (thirty-fourth year of the reign of Henry VI); “anno E. iiii xviii” (eighteenth year of the reign of Edward IV).



The unrest and disorders of the period—the closing chapters of the Hundred Years War and the Wars of the Roses—are manifested in the letters. The first, few in number, date from the period of English military success, 1415–1429, ending with the appearance of Joan of Arc at Orléans. English defeats, the defection of England’s ally, Burgundy, and the ten-year truce of 1435–1445 followed; resumption of the war found the English on the defensive until final defeat at Castillon in 1453. The developing catastrophe provoked popular dissatisfaction, which combined with the mental illness of King Henry VI and the rivalries of the great English nobles to bring on the strange series of conflicts known as the Wars of the Roses.

This romantic title was conferred by Sir Walter Scott three hundred years later, in reference to the red and white roses sometimes used as insignia by partisans respectively of Lancaster and York. In 1460 the duke of York was killed attempting to make good his claim to the crown, but his son Edward succeeded in vindicating the claim with battlefield victories over the rival Lancastrian party, with the aid of the brilliant, ambitious earl of Warwick (“the Kingmaker”). As Edward IV, the new king survived several vicissitudes, a falling-out with Warwick, captivity, exile, and triumphant return. He was succeeded by his brother, Richard III, who usurped the throne from his nephew, one of the two young princes who disappeared into the Tower, never to be seen again. In 1485, Richard was in turn defeated and slain in battle by the Tudor-Lancastrian earl of Richmond, who assumed the throne as Henry VII (d. 1509). The last of the medieval Paston letters date from his reign.

Thus, although the direct political significance of the letters is limited, they supply insights into the atmosphere of a stormy era. The Paston family’s legal and extralegal adventures provide revealing detail about the rough and rapacious character of the English nobility and gentry in both their endless property contentions and their readiness to resort to violence, so conspicuous a factor in the Wars of the Roses.

The Pastons’ position in the Wars mirrors that of much of their class. They were neither Lancastrian nor Yorkist by tradition or conviction but were drawn into one camp or the other by the combination of their own private interests and the posture of whatever great noble—duke of Norfolk, earl of Oxford, Lord Scales, Lord Hastings—they depended on at the moment for patronage. In the course of the Wars, the Pastons received summonses from both sides to serve; they evidently declined to heed those from Lancastrian Henry VI in 1459 and Yorkist Richard III in 1485, while acceding to those from the Lancastrian earl of Oxford in 1471 and Yorkist Edward IV in 1475. John Paston III was wounded by a Yorkist arrow at the battle of Barnet in 1471 and lived to be knighted on the battlefield of Stoke in 1487 by Tudor-Lancastrian Henry VII. In part, the Paston men survived the Wars because they were gentry rather than nobility; while their social betters were commonly hunted down and beheaded after losing a battle, Sir John Paston and John Paston III successfully sued for pardon after fighting on the losing side at Barnet.

Recent historians differ over whether in England the fifteenth century was more lawless than its predecessors, but it seems clear that the mental infirmity of Henry VI and English disappointment and bitterness over the loss of the Hundred Years War contributed to a weakness on the part of the central government that dangerously augmented the power of local magnates. K. B. McFarlane has pointed out how the operation of primogeniture reinforced the natural mortality of the fifteenth century to extinguish many noble lineages. The survivors became the enormously wealthy earls and dukes whom Sir John Fortescue, contemporary authority on the judicial system, called the “overmighty subjects” of the era.58 In the Pastons’ region of East Anglia, three of these dominated: the Mowbray (later Howard) dukes of Norfolk, the de la Pole dukes of Suffolk, and the de Vere earls of Oxford.

The instrument of power of the great lord was the retinue, its core made up of armed men fed, lodged, and paid by the lord. To it could be added a following of numerous officials, tenants, and servitors of varying degrees, making up the lord’s “affinity.” Young John Paston III served for several years in the affinity of the duke of Norfolk. The total number of followers wearing a lord’s colors and eating from his kitchen provided an index of his status. Some historians have given the name “bastard feudalism” to the fifteenth-century system that rewarded the lord’s followers with indentures—money contracts—rather than the land grants of feudalism. The term has been criticized but nevertheless found useful. Contemporary vocabulary referred to “livery and maintenance,” livery meaning clothing bearing the lord’s badge and colors and maintenance meaning support in the law courts, often through corruption of officials. “Livery and maintenance” provoked widespread protest, but the weak royal power did not serve to curb the abuse.59

Besides the followers that the lord retained as salaried servants or through indentures, he exchanged a variety of mutually beneficial services with members of the local gentry. As “good lord” to a Paston, a duke of Norfolk or earl of Oxford could influence his client’s case in or out of court, while the client could return the favor in certain cases where the lord did not care to be involved personally. The earl of Oxford requested that John Paston I “labor”—influence—a jury in favor of a tenant who was being sued by a Norwich tradesman, direct action in such a cause being beneath the dignity of an earl.60 In the important area of courtship and marriage, a Paston might ask the earl of Oxford for a good word with the lady’s uncle or knightly parent; reciprocally, the earl might ask John Paston I to do the same in respect to the courtship of a Norfolk lady by a favorite Oxford retainer.61

That such a mutual relationship between greater and lesser members of the elite was of outstanding importance is emphasized again and again in the Paston Letters, which show the Paston men repeatedly counting on the “good lordship” of a powerful noble whom they in turn serve in many small ways as “well-willers.” “For those who wished to rise in the world, good lordship was essential,” concluded McFarlane.62

Lordship involved both fear and love. Margaret Paston once wrote her son John III, “For God’s sake, in this unstable world, labor earnestly your matters that they may have some good conclusion, and that shall make your enemies fear you, else they shall keep you low and in trouble.”63 Paston agent John Russe addressed John Paston I in a similar vein: “Sir, I pray God bring you once to reign among your countrymen in love and to be dreaded.”64 A modern historian comments, “Like God himself, a lord should rule his people with a loving authority which would call forth their dread—the awe and respect due to legitimate authority—but also their love.”65

The vocabulary of the letters reflects the social realities. The Pastons appealed to their superiors’ “good lordship”; their own servants appealed to the Pastons’ “mastership” or, in Margaret’s case, “mistress-ship,” the terms implying not only power but obligation and responsibility. Influencing one’s lord or master was a constant necessity—“laboring” them, or “moving” them to take some action; it was necessary to “common” (commune) with them. The support of one’s friends was imperative—one’s “well-willers,” those who were “well-willing” toward one—as was respect, “worship,” opposed to loss of respect, “diswor-ship.” Another constantly repeated word descriptive of the economic life of the gentry, whose income came mostly from rents, was “livelode” or “lyflode” (the nearest modern equivalent is “livelihood”), meaning both the rents and the property that yielded them.



Little is known about what happened to the Paston collection between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. At some point, probably late in the sixteenth century, an anonymous antiquarian examined the fifteenth-century documents and made explanatory annotations: “A letter to Sir J. Paston from his mother”; “From his brother Sir John Paston, knight”; “It appeareth by this letter that Sir John Fastolf was of kindred to John Paston”; “The Lord Scales is now friend to Sir J. Paston.” Some part of the collection was sold early in the eighteenth century, when the Pastons were in financial straits. In 1735 a large part of the archive passed into the hands of a clergyman named Francis Blomefield, who was engaged in writing a history of the county of Norfolk and was given access to papers in a storage room of the Paston family seat at Oxnead. Blomefield sifted through the documents and was prepared, according to his own account, to burn those relating “to family affairs only”—“though I must own ‘tis pity”—preserving those that were “of good consequence in history.” He destroyed accounts, court rolls, estate surveys, and deeds, but fortunately, contrary to his stated intention, kept much that pertained to “family affairs” and was not of great historical significance. The resulting collec tion was sold and resold, finally in 1775 ending in the hands of John Fenn, whose publication brought the letters to their first public light.66

After publication, the original manuscripts disappeared, to reappear, in the words of modern editor Norman Davis, “in a strange piecemeal way.” The manuscripts of Fenn’s first two volumes vanished from the royal library sometime after their presentation to King George III; the manuscripts of the other three volumes also disappeared for some years before rediscovery in the possession of relatives of Fenn. The king’s set of originals finally turned up in the hands of another family, who kept them until 1933, when they were finally purchased for the British Museum, now the British Museum and Library, which eventually acquired most of the collection. A few letters are in the Bodleian Library; others at Magdalen College, Oxford; the Pierpont Morgan Library; and Pembroke College, Cambridge.67

In the 1870s, James Gairdner published a three-volume edition, expanded to six volumes in the 1890s, and reedited by Gairdner, with newly discovered material, in 1904. This remained the standard edition until 1971–1976, when Norman Davis, a linguistics scholar, produced a new version in two massive volumes, including letters not available to Gairdner and omitting certain documents of peripheral interest. Davis’s intensive study of the handwriting resulted in corrections in the dating and authorship of several important letters, and the Davis edition is now accepted by scholars as standard.



What follows is based on the published texts of Davis and Gairdner and other appropriate sources. It is the story of the Paston family in their rise from modest beginnings to a solid position in the affluent gentry, told as much as possible through their own words, a piece of English medieval history that amounts to a sort of nonfiction historical novel.
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Chapter 2

The Family

Two conflicting—in fact, sharply contrasting—versions of the Paston family’s early history exist, but one matter is undisputed: their origin in the village of Paston, on the North Sea coast in northeastern Norfolk. In the first decades of the fifteenth century they expanded their activities into the larger world of the provincial capital, Norwich, and its neighboring port of Yarmouth; in the 1420s their orbit grew to include rich, populous London, center of power and wealth.

One account of the Pastons’ genealogy, written by a hostile contemporary probably between 1458 and 1460, is a document titled “A Remembraunce of the wurshypfull Kyn and Auncetrye of Paston, borne in Paston in Gemyngham Soken,” of which the original manuscript was unfortunately lost in the nineteenth century.1 The other was advanced in a certificate issued in 1466 in the name of King Edward IV.2 According to the first version, the Pastons were Norfolk peasants, with servile origins on at least one side of the family, striving to rise above their proper station in society. According to the second, aristocratic Norman blood flowed in Paston veins; they had for centuries held title as lords of manors, had intermarried with the nobility, and were related to “many of the worshipfullest” in England.

The “Remembraunce” describes Clement Paston (d. 1419) as “a good plain husbandman [who] lived upon his land that he had in Paston and kept thereon a plow all times in the year, and sometimes in the barley-sowing, two plows,” walking behind the plow himself summer and winter and riding to the mill “on bare horseback with his corn [grain] under him, and [he] brought home meal again under him. And also drove his cart with divers corns to Winterton [fifteen miles south on the coast] to sell, as a good husbandman ought to do.” He held 100 or 120 acres “at most” in Paston, and much of it “bond land [land owing the obligations of villein or serf] belonging to Gimingham Hall manor. . . . He held no other manors or land there nor in any other place.” Clement married Beatrice, sister of Geoffrey Somerton, “whose true surname was Goneld.” According to the “Remembraunce,” both Beatrice and Geoffrey were villeins, despite which Geoffrey became an attorney and accumulated enough “pence and halfpence” to “build a fair chapel at Somer-ton” and to send Clement’s son William to school and then to London to study law.

Here we come onto firm ground; other sources confirm that William Paston enjoyed an eminently successful law career. The “Remembraunce” credits him with being “a right cunning [knowledgeable] man” in his profession and states that he rose first to the distinction of serjeant-at-law and then to that of justice of the peace, an important office filled by appointment of the king.

The “Remembraunce” resumes: “And he purchased much land in Paston . . . [and] has a seigneury [lordship] in Paston, but no manor house.” But William’s son John, the writer complained, “claims a manor there, to the great loss of the Duchy of Lancaster.” Gimingham was a part of that duchy, which belonged to the Crown. The tone of the “Remembraunce” shifts from approval for Clement Paston to disapproval for his ambitious descendants.3

In contrast, the royal certificate of 1466 stated that the Pastons’ “first ancestor, Wulstan, came out of France, together with Sir William Glanville, his kinsman, who afterward founded the priory of Bromholm,” near Paston. The coat of arms of Wulstan’s son Wulstan was described (“gold flowered azure”), and those of sons Ralph and Robert, and of Robert’s sons, the elder of whom married Glanville’s daughter. Furthermore, the Pastons and their ancestors had “since time out of mind” held a manorial court and lordship in Paston and had had “many and sundry bondmen” and all the privileges of lords: “homage . . . wardship, and relief.” They had been trusted associates and executors of many other lords; “their ancestors had, in old time and of late time, married with worshipful gentlemen”; and they were “lineally descended of right noble and worshipful blood, and of great lords, once living in this our realm of England.” Their ancestors had “had license to have a chaplain and have divine service” in their houses and had also “given livelihood to houses of religion, to be prayed for.”4 A seventeenth-century elaboration of this document implied that the “first ancestor, Wulstan” lent his surname to the village of Paston, rather than taking his name from it.5

Which account of the Pastons’ history is truer? Families of the gentry both rose and fell (more often, according to McFarlane, falling from the nobility than rising from the peasantry).6 Given the conditions of record keeping, proof of ancestry was difficult to establish. Only about a fifth of the English gentry of 1500 could trace their ancestry back to landed families of their counties two hundred years earlier.7 Yet the import of the question was more than a matter of snobbery, though snobbery played a role. Property ownership and legal status were involved. Twice Paston lands were seized on the pretext that the family were “bondmen” of the king—serfs of the manor of Gimingham, part of the king’s duchy of Lancaster—and Clement’s grandson John was imprisoned on that claim. Only with the publication of the royal certificate affirming their status as free men and gentlemen did the Pastons establish themselves on unshakable ground as members of the gentry.

Ironically, the ancient distinction between free and servile had by this time lost nearly all its significance within the peasant community, whose leaders and wealthiest members might technically be villeins. The labor services that had most clearly defined servile status had nearly all been commuted to money payments. But in relations between the world of gentry and nobility and that of the peasants, the distinction remained important and could be used for purposes of legal harassment, since it was not always easy to determine. The test of unfreedom usually was a written record of a servile obligation paid or performed by an ancestor. One such servile duty was attendance at a lord’s manorial court. Surviving court rolls of Gimingham list neither Pastons nor Somertons among the servile tenants attending. In the thirteenth century the neighboring village of Bacton listed a William Paston as a villein and an Edmund Paston as free; whether either of them was Clement’s ancestor cannot be ascertained. Similarly, certain early deeds, which the Pastons cited as proof of their noble descent, list “de Pastons” who may or may not have been ancestors of the later family.8

The first document clearly connected with them, dated 1341, is an agreement involving a Clement de Paston and his son William that tells nothing about their status.9 The later Clement of the “Remembraunce,” who died in 1419, is the first Paston about whom we have clear independent knowledge, in the form of his will. In it he made several modest bequests: to the vicar of the parish church of St. Margaret at Paston “for my tithes and other things owed to him if they are not paid,” seven pounds of wax “for the lights before the image of St. Margaret” in that church and a small sum for repairs to the church; small bequests to the vicar of the church of Bacton and to two other churches in nearby villages, and the sum of six shillings eightpence to the prior and convent of Bromholm. The residue went to his sister Margery and his son William, to “pay his debts, amend any extortions and injuries, if he has perpetrated them, and make true restitution. . . . What remains they shall spend on works of charity and piety” for his soul, that of Beatrice his wife, and the souls of his deceased parents, his benefactors, and “all deceased believers.” He was to be buried in the parish church in Paston, “between the south door and the tomb of his wife Beatrice.”10

Clement’s brother-in-law, Geoffrey Somerton (d. 1416), is similarly the first member of the Somerton family about whom there is solid information. By the 1370s, Geoffrey had already expanded his sphere of activity beyond the confines of the village to become a leading member of the Norfolk community. His name appears in public records then and in the 1380s as an attorney and as justice of the peace for Yarmouth. Further contradicting the imputation of servile origin, he served four times in Parliament. Having achieved success, and being himself childless, Geoffrey promoted the career of his sister Beatrice’s son William, whom he not unnaturally steered toward the law.11

A less glamorous profession than the military, the law provided a more secure means of upward mobility. “It is difficult to underestimate the continuous social advancement of lawyers and their ability to break into the upper ranks of society,” writes M. M. Postan.12 Lawyers filled official posts, acted as judges, served on baronial councils and in the royal Exchequer, and played an indispensable role in the property transactions of the wealthy and noble. The lawyers, and more broadly the gentry to which they usually belonged, were the movers and shakers of social, economic, and political life. In Colin Richmond’s words, they were the “men who managed things,” who were “councillors of many masters, kings not excluded,” whose “loyalties were never predetermined because they owed them everywhere; they were their own men because they were everyone else’s.”13 Agnes Paston, one of the principal figures in the Letters, wrote cogently to one of her sons: “I . . . advise you to think once a day of your father’s counsel to learn the law, for he said many times that whosoever should dwell at Paston should have need to know how to defend himself.”14
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The parish church of St. Margaret’s, Paston, where Clement Paston was buried “between the south door and the tomb of his wife Beatrice.”


Thus whatever the Pastons had been in earlier times, it seems to have been the marriage of Clement Paston to Beatrice Somerton that launched their rise in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. From the upper stratum of the peasantry—beginning to be called “yeomen”—they ascended to the gentry: knights, squires, and country landlords, socially equivalent to the merchants of the towns. The Pastons were by no means the first to make the climb, nor the first to be resented for making it.

William Paston’s ability and character undoubtedly contributed to the family’s advancement. His rise to the rank of serjeant-at-law, equivalent to the status of knight, permitted him to practice in the Court of Common Pleas, the busiest of London’s courts.15 In time he was appointed a justice in the same court. Shrewd, ambitious, perhaps unscrupulous, respected as a lawyer and formidable as a judge, he forged connections with magnates such as the Mowbrays, dukes of Norfolk, and wealthy Sir John Fastolf. William served as executor and “feoffee” to many important landowners. This last office was a clever invention of fourteenth-century lawyers that permitted a propertied client to grant lands to trusted friends—his feoffees—to hold during his lifetime, while he kept the use of them, and to dispose of according to his instructions after his death. Known as “use,” the device protected an estate against inheritance laws, forfeiture for treason, and claims of wardship over the heir.16 William served at various times as steward to the duke of Norfolk and the bishop of Norwich.17 To add to what he had inherited from his father, he purchased land in and around Paston as well as in more distant parts of the county. Often the sellers were widows, and more than once the records suggest that they were exploited.

For gentry, nobility, and peasants alike, land was the principal sustenance. It “did not sink like venturing ships nor default like debtors; it could easily be sold or mortgaged or leased if cash were needed, and it could produce at least a steady and often a satisfactory income,” says DuBoulay.18 The Pastons, like many medieval landowners, farmed out some of their estates to entrepreneurs who paid a flat fee, or “farm,” and collected the revenues. Rents were by now paid mostly in cash, though the Pastons took certain products to market themselves, especially wool and malt, the essential ingredient in ale, the universal English drink.

Land was the source not only of income but also of prestige and power. To establish his “lordship” in Paston and his authority over his neighbors, William sought to consolidate his scattered holdings and improve his status by strategic exchanges: he traded two free holdings in Paston and neighboring Edingthorpe with the duchy of Lancaster for two unfree holdings in the same villages simply in order to acquire bond tenants, a requisite of lordship.19 He also made his first moves to establish the “manor place” that the “Remembraunce” said he lacked. He planned the construction of a large house, with “parlor and chapel,” and obtained a license to enclose a road that ran to the south of the house, between it and the parish church, walling it up and building a new road on the north side of the house. This undertaking was fated to cause no little trouble with his neighbors.20

William took an even more momentous step in 1420 when, at the age of forty-two, a year after the death of his father, Clement, he married Agnes Berry. Agnes was the young (perhaps eighteen-year-old) daughter of Sir Edmund Berry, a Hertfordshire knight, whose only other child was a younger daughter. Consequently she brought three valuable if scattered manors: Marlingford, in Norfolk, west of Norwich (inherited from her maternal grandmother); Stanstead, in Suffolk; and Horwellbury, her father’s home in Hertfordshire, which she inherited after his death in 1433. These constituted a worthwhile accrual to the expanding Paston estates, though their possession was qualified by the fact that they were Agnes’s for life, and as it turned out, she lived to a ripe old age.

Furthermore, the late Middle Ages had added an improvement in a wife’s part of the marriage settlement in the form of the “jointure,” land provided by the husband’s family and held jointly by the husband and wife during their lifetimes, afterward by the survivor. Agnes’s jointure was Oxnead, southwest of Paston, a property purchased by William a year before the marriage. Agnes also received a dower, a much older form of marriage contribution from the groom to the bride, designed to support a widow. Agnes’s dower was substantial, including Paston itself and other nearby lands that William had acquired. All these properties remained in Agnes’s hands from William’s death in 1444 to her own in 1479, when they became a fruitful source of conflict among her heirs.



The only surviving letter between Agnes and William concerns the approaching marriage of their eldest son, written or dictated by Agnes in a brisk and businesslike tone, incidentally asking William to buy her some gold embroidery thread and reporting that “your stews [fishponds] do well.”21 References to her husband in Agnes’s other letters show that her attitude toward William was respectful and that above all she shared his acquisitive nature and combative temperament. By the time of William’s death, Agnes had borne six children. Five lived to adulthood, and three played important roles in the family history.




Chapter 3

Judge William and His Children

1421–1444

The children of William and Agnes who survived to adulthood were born over a span of twenty-one years: John in 1421, the year that his father became a serjeant-at-law; Edmund in 1425; Elizabeth in 1429, the year that William became a justice in the Court of Common Pleas; William II in 1436; and finally Clement in 1442. The fact that Agnes bore a fifth son, Henry, who died in infancy is known only from a reference in one of Margaret’s letters to John’s having had a “brother Harry.”

The first decade of the marriage, before William became a judge, saw him involved in several of the kind of violent legal battles typical among the gentry. In a letter of 1426, he prayed that “the Holy Trinity deliver me of my three adversaries.”1 The first of these was one of the widows whom William may have exploited, a Norwich woman named Juliane Herberd who had inherited a modest piece of property in Little Plumstead, east of Norwich, a messuage (house and yard), nineteen acres of arable land, and seven acres of heath. At some point around 1400, William had offered her an insufficient price for her land, at the same time, she claimed, taking possession of all her deeds and documents. When she protested, he caused her to be imprisoned, first in Fleet Prison in London, just outside the city walls, and later in the “pit” of Norwich Castle. There, according to her complaint, she was fettered, given only “a pint of milk in ten days and ten nights and a farthing loaf,” and “the brain [struck] out of her head.” Furthermore, William pocketed the income from the property, “thirty shillings a year and more.”2

Court records give Juliane’s plaint but not William’s reply or the court’s decision. In 1426, when she was still pursuing him with “slander,” he wrote, “I have nought trespassed against [her], God knows, and yet I am foully and noisingly vexed . . . to my great unease.”3 Perhaps the widow exaggerated William’s persecution but yet had some justice on her side. In the end, William did not get the land, and Juliane pursued her case against him for another fourteen years without result.4

The second of his adversaries was a “cursed bishop,” a dubious cleric named John Wortes who claimed the office of prior of Bromholm and even asserted that he himself was a Paston. William, as lawyer for the incumbent prior, brought an action against Wortes, who escaped abroad, inveigled support in Rome, and got a judgment against William, who was fined and excommunicated.5

The third adversary was Walter Aslak, a veteran of the Hundred Years War who had influential friends and who claimed the “advowson”—the right to appoint a clergyman—of Sprowston church. Aslak’s possession of the manor of Sprowston was not in question, but William Paston, acting for the prior of Norwich Cathedral Priory, claimed that the priory had held the advowson of the church for thirty years before
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