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S IX hundred years ago Chester, the town to 
which our Roll 1 principally relates, was a 

place of some importance. Situated on one of the 
highways of England, it was not shut off from the 
rest of the world by woods and marshes, as Liver 
pool then was, and its position as one of the border 
towns of Wales gave it great military significance, 
the King making it the base of his war expeditions 
into that country. This gives the Roll a wider 
interest, leading us on from the purely local view to 
the life of the country at large. To touch briefly 
on this larger side, one may notice first the working 
of the various Courts the Abbot's own Court at 
Chester, the County Court, the Curia Regis in its 
different divisions, viz. King's Bench following the 
King " wherever in England he may be," Common 
Pleas at Westminster hearing private suits, and the 
Exchequer ; here too in almost every suit is to be 
found the working of the jury system. As one 
would expect in a record of suits having regard 
to an ecclesiastical foundation such as the Abbey

1 The following notes are from an undated Roll relating to the 
Abbey of St. Werburgh in Chester, formerly in the possession of the 
family of Aston of Aston Hall, near Runcorn, but which is now in the 
Uritish Museum.
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of St. Werburgh, the statute " De Religiosis" is 
frequently referred to, and generally a further in 
quiry is ordered " that there may be no concession 
contrary to the tenor of the Statute."

I think one cannot but be struck by the amount 
of method and organisation shown in the working 
of the various Courts. Doubtless much was un 
recorded and so lost, but large numbers of records 
and rolls were kept, and were examined, if necessary, 
to prove a case. In the third year of his reign, the 
barons granted Edward a fifteenth, and he asks 
the clergy " of their kindness " how much they will 
give him. Apparently a fourteenth is settled upon. 
But then arises the question, Who is to tax, collect, 
and render a compotus of such fourteenth ? Was it 
the duty of the Justiciar at Chester, or the Abbot ? 
Some monks seem to have been receivers of it; 
were they acting,under the orders of the Justiciar, 
or of the head of their house ? The case is long, and 
has many interesting features; sufficient for my 
point to mention here that the records of the Abbey 
are searched and various documents bearing on the 
question are found ; and then the Chancery Rolls 
by a duly appointed scrutineer, and they furnish 
further important evidence. All this suffices to find 
out the man who was responsible, namely, the 
Justiciar, Gonselin de Badlesmere. The Roll 
contents itself with recording that it was not the 
Abbot, and passes on.

To pass from the organisation of the Courts to 
other scenes of the King's activity, our Roll gives us 
hints of these also. Here is a reference to the 
effects of his Welsh wars: "In the Welsh war in 
the time of David son of Llewellyn Prince of 
Wales, and in the last war in the time of Madoc " 
(Madoc was captured 1295) "by felony and for 
feiture the people of Wales vanished [from their 
lands in Flint]. And the English holding lands
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there before the wars were slain, and their heirs 
tied through fear and never returned, therefore 
these lands reverted to the King. And they lay a 
long time without paying rent or other issue, and 
Reginald de Gray thought them derelict and un 
cultivated and committed them to the King's will." 
Only a word or two, but what a picture is presented 
of the ravages of war! The old native cultivators 
deprived of their lands, the English settlers afraid 
to stay on them for fear, probably, of the incursions 
of bands of the dispossessed from their fastnesses in 
the mountains.

One thing all through his reign was a fruitful 
source of difference between Edward and his 
barons, namely, the preservation of the forests, 
which he desired to maintain intact. But circum 
stances, and the powers of self-government and of 
management, which he was educating his people to 
exercise, were against him. He wanted money for 
his wars, they wanted the confirmation of their 
various charters, and, amongst others, of the forest 
laws, allowing certain disafforestments in his ancient 
forests. Wirral being largely forest, we naturally 
find this question to the fore there. How much 
improvement or appropriation is allowed, and if it 
be allowed, how much rent shall such appropria 
tions pay to the King? These points are debated 
in several cases. Here is the Abbot of St 
Werburgh cultivating wastes, making marlpits, 
building houses, cutting down oaks and carting 
them to his manor, for which things he is attached 
by the foresters to answer in the Court. He 
pleads that no injury is done to the King thereby, 
for " from time immemorial, from the reign of King 
Richard and before," his predecessors practised and 
enjoyed such liberties. 1 This was in 1296, and 
evidently the dispute went on further, for in 1303

1 See case I.
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we have the King complaining of encroachments 
and trespasses likely to injure the inheritance of the 
Prince of Wales, and demanding an inquiry. The 
Abbot is now not alone to be proceeded against, but 
is in company with Hamo le Mascy, James of Poole, 
William of Capenhurst, Robert of Kenyan, William 
of Bricchull, Adam of Hooton, William Lancelyn, 
William of Bebington, Robert of the same, Bernard 
of Tranemol, Ralph Starky, The Prior of Birken- 
head, Wm. and Patrick of Heswell, William of 
Hunkelowe, Hugh of Barnston [Berneston], the 
"forester" William de Stanley, The Abbot of 
Basingwerck, Hugh of Thornton, The Abbot of 
Vale Royal, William of Leghton, Robert of Mon- 
talt [Monte alto]. William of Praers, Agnes de 
Meynwaring, Richard le Mascy of Puddington, 
Roger del Greues, and Roger Extraneus. There 
is also a special^ writ out against our Abbot for 
encroachments at Willaston [Wylanston]. Then 
in 1305 comes the commission for due inquiry to 
be made into all these things, encroachments or 
clearings, by whom done and when and at what 
rental, if any, or what fines for trespasses viridis 
et venatoris, i.e. trespasses for cutting growing 
wood, or in pursuit of game. The inquiry is made 
with regard to the forests of Wirral and Delamere 
and the waste of Rudcleheth, and in the two former 
the conclusion come to is as follows: Lords and 
freeholders of wood and waste can appropriate parts 
of the forest provided they get a licence from the 
foresters, paying i mark per acre of covert and 55. 
per acre out of covert, and no other rent. But if 
done without licence, the appropriators are fined 
and the land thrown back into the forest. When 
the land newly brought into cultivation bears a 
harvest, the forester is entitled apparently 1 to the

1 Salva tune forestares de feodo prima vcstura pro mannoperc sine 
visu et licentia eorum facto.



46 The Abbey of St. Wcrburglt, Chester, \

first crops. Inspections are made every third 
year by the Justiciar's orders, and the number of , 
acres thus encroached are entered in the Justiciar's ' J 
Rolls now in the Treasury. All Justiciars have ' 
taken such fines except from those who are en 
franchised, for time immemorial. But if this be 
done on land inside the forest which has been 
under cultivation before and where no woods grow 
 in English called Rugge and Rene" (qua Anglice 
dicuntur Rugge et Rene}   then improvements or 
appropriations can be done at will without licence 
from the forester, and without any fine. But all 
concur in saying that no Justiciar permitted any 
encroachment on the King's soil, with or without 
rent. In Delainere each acre in the district called 
" Peytemnesty towards Tarvin" pays \ mark for 
appropriations, and other parts pay 53. In Rudde- 
heth any tenant can appropriate at will, and nobody 
has ever said him nay.

To turn now to the purely local side of the Roll, 
we must give first some theory of what it really was. 
It seems to have been compiled by scribes, probably 
belonging to the Abbey, from many sources, such 
as Rolls of the County Court at Chester and of the 
Abbot's own court; extracts from Chancery Rolls 
and Great Rolls; writs, charters, petitions, etc. 
The copyists were probably contemporary with 
the majority of the cases they record, that is, 
the cases that belong to the years 1296 to 1318. 
But it is not a contemporary record of events, in 
the sense that the suits of the Court at Chester 
«'ire not taken down month by month as they 
happened, and entered on this Roll in chrono 
logical order under their dates. On the contrary, 
the steps in each suit, even though it extends 
over several years, are given all together in full, 
or rather not quite in full but evidently contracted 
from a full account; and the next suit given may
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belong to an earlier year than the conclusion of 
the former one. And even so the order is not 
strictly according to priority of time, and seems to 
point to the scribe taking one source of information 
and extracting what he required, and then turning 
to another source. In one case he evidently began 
to write from one authority, and then found, either 
by comparison of documents or perhaps from his 
own memory of the case, that he was going wrong, 
and so he struck his pen through what he had 
written and began all over again. If one tak( s the 
first case of the inside of the Roll, one finds it is 
dated 1296; the last case is 1309, but the one 
immediately preceding it is 1318, and then in the 
body of the Roll we have suits of dates 1281 
and 1282, then after several of later date we 
come to one of 1275-6 finishing in 1279, an(l then 
on again to those belonging to Edward II.'s 
reign.

If, then, this is no chronological record of events, 
what is its purpose? Its purpose seems to have 
been to place on record the results of the most 
important cases that concerned the Abbey of St. 
Werburgh, any grants of land to it or by it, and 
any legal decisions that might again be called 
in question, and for which this Roll would form a 
handy place of reference. In fact, it would be one 
of those Abbey documents for consultation in future 
cases, such as we saw just now were examined, and 
furnished evidence of the collecting of the subsidy. 
This view of the purpose of the Roll explains the 
sudden jumps in date backwards and forwards, for 
I suppose the cases were jotted clown as the scribe 
collected them from various sources, and it explains 
also the appearance of two or three grants of land 
belonging to much earlier times, so much earlier 
indeed that they are undated, and to fix their 
dates we are guided solely by the names of the
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abbots. 1 The first of these begins " G. by the 
grace of God, Abbot of Chester," and may thus 
belong to the time of Geoffrey, seventh Abbot during 
the last decade of the twelfth century. The next 
relates to the Mill of Alvanley (Alvendeley), which 
belonged to the Abbot, probably Hugh Grylle, who 
died in 1226. The next is also undated, and is a 
grant from Roger cle Esseburn to Walter Per- 
mentarius (the Tailor) of a burgage in Liverpool 
and an acre of land belonging to it. The next is 
a tithe case, dated 1257, between William the 
Abbot and the convent of a name I cannot iden 
tify, and the Rector of Camp(e)den, for the tithes 
of the farm of Cumba. These are sandwiched in 
between suits of 1275 and 1303, and must be there 
because they were thought to be of sufficient im 
portance to find a place on this Roll, which was 
probably intended to be of a more permanent 
character than scattered documents.

But the main body of suits belong to the years 
from 1296 to 1318, which is my reason for thinking 
that the copyists were contemporary with those 
dates. This period nearly covers the Abbacy of 
Abbot Thomas of Byrche-Hylles,2 Abbot from 
1291 to 1323, and I think the Roll has been compiled 
at his desire, to keep a record of the ground won 
by him in his somewhat frequent litigation. Abbot 
Symon de Whitchurch, the previous Abbot, is said 
to have been very active in recovering for his 
Church manors that had been filched from her, 
and Abbot Thomas, to judge from the number and 
variety of the suits which he carried before the 
Courts, was not behind him in zeal. But, unless 
he was extraordinarily successful, the Roll must be 
rather one-sided, representing only what he won,

1 See cases 2, 3, 4, 5.
1 He is only called "Abbot Thomas" in this Roll.
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and taking no note of what he lost, for in only one 
case can 1 find that he even had to pay costs!'

Dean Darby in his little book on Chester 
Cathedral (following Ormerod's History of the 
County) dismisses our Abbot in a sentence, simply 
giving his dates. But it seems to me from this 
Roll that he must have done much to put the 
affairs of the Abbey on a firm footing, and to maintain 
its privileges untouched by king or noble. Forty 
years after his death, we find that the then Abbot 
resigned rather than face the questions asked by 
the Provincial of the Benedictines, who had come 
to Chester on a tour of inspection, having heard 
that the Abbey had been allowed to fall into great 
neglect. But I am sure this fallen condition of the 
Abbey is not in any way due to the administration 
of Abbot Thomas. Our very first glance at him 
finds him cultivating the forest and building on his 
manors, and that first acquaintance puts us into 
sympathy with him, in spite of the grasping nature 
of some of his other suits. We see here, it seems 
to me, a man of rugged obstinacy, careful and 
prudent in affairs ; for instance, perseveringly peti 
tioning for his tithes of the "issues of the city of 
Chester" time after time, until at last he gets an 
examination into the Court Rolls to establish a 
precedent, and finally obtains writs directing that 
full payment be made him, in the reign of Edward 
II. These old Churchmen were rarely wanting in 
mother-wit and worldly prudence. There is a case 
belonging to the year 1281, in the Abbacy of Simon 
of Whitchurch, concerning some manors claimed by 
Philip and Isabel Burnell. It is somewhat obscure 
in this Roll, but it is mentioned, as if it were of some 
importance, in Ormerod's History. There it is 
said that they released the manors to the Abbot in 
1281 for £200, but this ,£200 was never paid, for

1 See case at Wyrvyn.
D
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the Abbot had " the address to procure a release 
from the payment, on the promise of maintaining 
two chaplains to pray for the soul of Philip Burnell 
for ever."

The Roll comes to an end in 1318. It is 
written on strips of parchment fastened together 
to make a length of many feet, and is covered with 
writing all down one side and the greater part of 
the other. But there seems to be no reason why it 
should cease in that year, unless Abbot Thomas 
had no more suits, which seems unlikely. One 
would like to know if there is any Roll following 
this one.

It is interesting here to note that a MS. called 
" Annales Cestrienses" has been published, contain 
ing a record of events of importance from A.D. 594 
to 1295. The MS. that has been edited in full 
is not contemporary, but is evidently a copy 
which the editor ascribes to the fifteenth century. 
He says the transcription was very badly done by 
some one who had but a poor acquaintance with 
Latin ; and it is supposed that the original docu 
ment was put together in the time of Abbot Simon, 
"who died in 1295." Now Ormerod gives 1289 as 
the date of his death, and states that the King kept 
the Abbey vacant for two years, and Abbot Thomas 
was made Abbot in 1291. I cannot attempt to 
decide on such a point, only I wish to draw atten 
tion to the fact that Abbot Thomas's record was 
no new thing. But the apparent sequence of the 
dates, i.e. Simon's ending in 1295, ours beginning 
in 1296, must not tempt us to think that this Roll 
is a continuation of the other; the purposes of the 
two are quite different. Abbot Simon records 
events chronologically, the King's visits and wars 
in Wales, the death or appointment of Justiciars, 
etc. Abbot Thomas keeps account of suits in the 
Courts and legal enactments directly concerning the
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Abbey. 1 This Roll may perhaps be one of a series 
kept at the Abbey, from which the compiler of 
Simon's chronicle took such facts as he required. 
The Abbey of St. Werburgh has its charter of 
liberties, and one of considerable antiquity. Hugh 
Lupus, Earl of Chester, in 1093 obtained aid from 
Anselm to release the monastery at Chester from 
Royal tribute, and a monk of Anselm's was first 
Abbot of the Benedictine monastery then founded. 
There is a reference to this charter in our Roll. 
In 1317 the Abbot sued the Sheriff (Richard de 
Fouleshurst) for unjust distraint of ten oxen from 
his manor of Sutton in Wirrall. The Sheriff pleads 
that he did it at command of his lord the Karl of 
Chester (the Prince of Wales, afterwards Edward 
III.), who commanded him to distrain "the Bishop, 
abbot, priors, and all free tenants of the Earl to 
repair and sustain the Bridge of Chester, which is 
broken down and in ruins." On the contrary, the 
Abbot pleads that he holds all lands and tenements 
belonging to his Abbey by charter of Lord Hugh, 
formerly Earl, and founder of said Abbey, and this 
charter was confirmed by the King, free from all 
work and customs except the prayers and benefits 
of the monks in the Abbey, and without any con 
tribution at any time to the repairs of the bridge. 
When the charter is inspected, this little clause is 
found in it: " These are the gifts given to the 
Abbot of St. Werburgh, all of which 1, Earl Hugh, 
and Richard my son, and lirmentrude my Countess, 
and my Barons and my men have given to the 
Abbey of St. Werburgh, and the Abbey and al! 
things belonging to it shall be free from all customs 
and from everything, retaining [to myself] nothing 
but the prayers and benefits of the monks who 
serve in this place ; and we granted this for the

1 One or two cases only do not concern the Abbey.
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salvation of the soul of King William and of all of us, 
so that no one can add anything to this liberty, and 
we have confirmed this charter and have retained 
no work, etc., but the prayers of the Church." 
And the Treasury Rolls having been examined, 
it cannot be found that the Abbot or any of his 
predecessors ever was accustomed to contribute 
with the "men of the county" to repairs or main 
tenance of the bridge. Judgment That the Abbot 
be quit of demands of this kind, etc.

This was a signal victory for the Abbot, though 
he had to fight the very same cause over again the 
next year, for the Manor of Saighton [Salghton] this 
time. All his papers were again in order, and were 
shown to be correct, and he got damages, assessed 
at half a mark, which he afterwards remitted to the 
Sheriff.

I wish now to take some of the longer cases not 
already described, and comment on any interesting 
facts in them. First of all I take one of the earliest, 
also one of the longest, and in many respects the 
most interesting of all. It is a dispute, beginning 
in July 1298 and not finishing until the following 
Easter, between the Abbot and William de Ven- 
ables of Neubolt, as to which of them owned the 
advowson of the vacant living of Astbury [Astebury]. 
The Abbot says he has the right; his predecessor 
Simon presented successively Robert Burnell, 
Master John de Stanley, and Reginald, son of 
John de Grey, no objections being raised. Simon's 
predecessor presented John Breton. But the jury 
say that at the time of the last presentation William 
de Venables was a minor, and his guardian, Roger 
de Pulesdon, appeared in his behalf. Simon 
opposed him in the Court and recovered the right 
of presentation, but as the point was disputed then, 
Abbot Thomas had no such certain claim as he 
tried to make out. On the death of the last
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incumbent, William de Venables took matters into 
his own hands ; he forced his way into the Church, 
put thirty armed men into it some of them staying 
for fifteen days and would allow no one to enter 
or any services to be performed. Finally he went 
off with the keys in his pocket, in sign of his right. 
Further, he seems actually to have presented a 
clerk to the living. For thus putting armed force 
in the Church, and presenting the living, and for not 
attending at the last Court when he could easily 
have done so, he is to lose the advowson and to pay 
damages of half a year's value of the Church, viz. 
50 marks. But this is by no means the end of the 
case. Now begins a series of writs from the King ; 
13th August, to the Bishop, to institute the Abbot's 
nominee; 7th October, to Reginald de Grey, the 
Justiciar at Chester, to send the King all the due 
record and process of the above case ; 26th Sept 
ember, to the Justiciar, to take the farms of William 
de Venables as surety for the 50 marks not yet 
paid ; 24th October, to the Sheriff, to summon the 
Bishop to Court to show cause why he has not 
admitted a suitable "parson "on the Abbot's pre 
sentation ; and finally, 8th February 1299, to the 
Justiciar again, to summon William by two free and 
loyal men of the County to appear at the King's 
Court one month from Easter day wherever it be 
held to show cause why the Abbot should not have 
the presentation. But the case never gets as far as 
that. The Court met at Chester on the Tuesday 
after the Feast of St. Valentine, 1299, and William 
de Venables appears and pleads his side of the 
question. His ancestor, Richard de Venables, had 
seisin by fee and law in the reign of Henry III., 
and presented his clerk, William de Windeshore, 
who was duly admitted by the Bishop Then the 
right 'passed down ultimately to himself, hence he 
sues.
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Richard de ^'enables 
(presented W. de VVindesbore).

Kichard Thomas
(John le Breton (Robert Burnell and John de Stanley
was instituted by were instituted by Abbot'.

Abbot). I

Robert. Kichard. Thomas WILLIAM
(became a (when he was a minor 

monk). Rcj;. de Grey was instituted 
by the Abbot, and his 

guardian opposed).

The above table seems to show that if his 
ancestors possessed the right, at any rate they 
did not exercise it, and if possession is nine points 
of the law, the Abbot had the better right. The 
Court meets on the Tuesday in Easter week i 299, 
and a surprise is in store for all of us. William de 
Venables quitclaims all his right and claim in the 
advowson to the Abbot, and the next week in the 
Curia Regis the quitclaim is made final, and the 
Abbot granted him ,£20 sterling, and remitted the 
50 marks damages which the former Court had 
given him.

Now, was this an amicable agreement between 
the two, representing the fact that neither of them 
had all the right on their side? The Abbot had 
gained his suit in a previous Court; he apparently 
had a very good case and all his facts well in hand, 
and down in black and white as was usual with 
him : a King's writ was out for William to appear at 
the Curia Regis in a month from Easter, all seems   
well for the Abbot, and yet he gives Venables .£20 | 
for what he had just been swearing belonged to 
himself (the Abbot), and remitted the damages 
granted him ! On the other hand, here is Venables, 
a hot-headed soldier, no scholar assuredly, but one 
who took the law into his own hands and acted

.
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with a high hand, going off with the keys of the 
Church in his pocket, while the Abbot sued him 
in Court! And at first seemingly with a great 
contempt for these same law courts and all con 
nected with them, for instead of attending when 
summoned, he sent his servant to represent him 
and make excuse, though on that very day he was 
in Chester and could have attended if he had liked 
 a proceeding which savoured of contempt of Court, 
so that the Court felt bound to refer to it when 
giving judgment in favour of the law-abiding 
Abbot. Here is another picture of the man : not 
only did he keep his armed men in the Church 
(sometimes thirty, never fewer than six or eight), 
but he is quoted as saying (and you can imagine 
him striking the table with a mighty fist, and 
rapping out a sounding oath or two) that he 
forsooth had presented a clerk who could hold 
his own against any one of them all; none of your 
puny clerks, we seem to hear him say, but a 
good fighting brother, with plenty of this world's 
muscle and sinew under his habit; and he is a 
clerk of the "venerable father Walter, Bishop of 
Coventry and Lichfield"; so mind you, if the 
Abbot had the Court at his back, de Venables had 
the patronage of the Bishop. So he and the 
Bishop between them defy the King's repeated 
writs. What brings them down at last? What 
made our hard-he:ided Abbot, with a good case, 
which had been tried and won in his predecessor's 
time, what made him pay that ^20? And what 
brought the truculent knight, with his nominee 
guaranteed to hold his own against any one, to give 
up his claim? Perhaps the Bishop after all proved 
the mediator, promising the Abbot to institute his 
nominee, and persuading de Venables to take £20 
in the hand and be quit of the trouble of finding 
suitable parsons. Or perhaps the King's hand was
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felt even thus far, and fear of appearance at his 
Court induced the various parties to come to 
terms ? Any or all of these reasons may have 
acted to produce the result; at all events our 
Abbot Thomas departs with the aclvowson, worth, 
I dare say, more to him than to de Venables, and 
so far I imagine he is satisfied.

In the next recorded case, that of the collection 
of the subsidy, alluded to above, there is an interest 
ing touch. The Justiciar Gonselin [Guncelinus] de 
Badlesmere forced two monks to be his collectors, 
and "by great threats" another one, Henry de 
Esseburn, to be receiver of the same, and to keep 
the records thereof (as had been the custom before, 
for greater safety) in the Abbey. The Abbot knew 
nothing of this, as he then was residing at Weston 
on Trent in the County of Derby ; he is therefore 
exonerated from all responsibility in regard to the 
money. It is hinted elsewhere that the Justiciars 
often used the monks of the Abbey in that way, 
and that the Abbot "did not dare to resist the 
representative of the Crown there." But the 
Courts could, and did, force such high-handed 
officials to render account of their doings, so much 
freedom was already won by King and people 
against great lords, just as in the forest cases, for 
instance, it was won by lords and commons against 
the King.

Next we find, scattered up and down the Roll, 
petitions from the Abbot that he may be paid his 
ancient alms, tithes of the issues of the City of 
Chester granted to his predecessors by Kandulf, 
once Earl of Chester (the second of the name, sur- 
named de Gernons), and now (1299) for several 
years unpaid. The Council in presence of the 
Chancellor and Justices say that he has no title to 
tithe of tolls, or of pleas, fines, perquisites, and 
other issues. It is not set down to him in the
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compotus of any receiver (the Abbot afterwards 
brings documents to prove that this is incorrect), 
and therefore, they say, he should demand the tithe 
"of grace and not of right," and they leave it un 
decided. So he petitions again, once undated, 
then in the eighth year of Edward II., and this time 
his extracts from the Great Rolls are all ready. 
Here is the first : Compotus of Gonselin [Gunce- 
linusj de Badlesmere, 1280: " ,£150 from issues of 
City of Chester ; from assessed rents of farm of 
fishery and bridge, from customs of ships and issues 
of merchant barges from toll moneys, pleas, and 
perquisites. Also ,£140 for the Mill of Chester, 
of which ^15 is allowed to the Abbot for tithe of 
town and bridge by writ of the King." Here is 
Leonius, son of Leonius, granting the same amount. 
Here is Reginald de Grey entering £\ oo as farm 
of mill and fishery, of which the Abbot gets £j, 
tithe of the city and fishery; the mill is not included 
in either of these. This is in the Great Roll of 
Bedford and Bucks for the year 1284. Then in 
the year 1301-2 comes an interesting extract from 
the Great Roll of Shropshire, whereby Richard le 
Mascy farms the " King's fields" of Chester, 
Flint, Rhuddlan [Rothelan], and the Counties of 
Chester and Flint, and the Hundred of Engle- 
feud, for which privilege be pays the King icoo 
marks per annum, for all rents, forest dues, etc., 
except the lead mines of Englefeud and "saving to 
the King wardship, reliefs, escheat, marriages and 
dowries whenever they fall in, advowsons of 
churches and hunting in the meadows and forests 
of the King ; no oak tree to be cut down or sold 
along the water of Dee." Out of these issues he is 
to guard the fields and pay the charities, including 
,£15 to the Abbot, an anciently constituted charity, 
and £4 which the King "recently granted the Abbot 
instead of tithes of the manor of Frodsham, which
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the said Abbot used to receive, but which now are 
remitted to the Abbot of Vale Royal." Richard le 
Mascy did not hold this long, as soon afterwards 
(1301) the Prince of Wales is made Earl of Chester, 
and by charter from the King he is to receive all 
revenues pertaining to the Earldoms of Chester 
and Flint. The Abbot declares that while Edward 
himself held the Earldom he got his ^15, and for 
the first year that the Prince of Wales held it. 
Then for the next six years he got half of it, 
and after that ^10 per annum. The Great Council 
have these Rolls examined, and find the facts 
proved, and on I2th March 1315, the King orders 
his son to see that the Abbot gets the payment, and 
he in his turn issues mandates to the Sheriffs to the 
same effect, allowing arrears also. These writs 
occupy the time up to 22nd August 1316, and we 
hope that for his importunity the Abbot at last gets 
his money.

But the petitions concerning the tithes are not 
his only efforts to get his rights recognised. Here he 
pleads that he has always had common and pasture 
for his " demesne pigs" in the forest of Delamere, 
also by charter from Earl Ranulf (here called 
" son " of Earl Hugh). Hut the Justiciar of Chester 
drives out his pigs and kills them, and puts in 
his own and those of another person who has no 
common there. The answer to this is that the 
Justiciar is to leave him in peace, and he is to have 
the common if he can prove his title. Later on, 
we find him petitioning again against the foresters 
who have distrained him for " rere pannage," of 
which he was quit since the charter. The answer 
to this is that it will be looked into. At one time 
he asks that the foresters be commanded to allow 
him to take six deer, one stag ("six deyms un 
cerfe ") in the Forest of la Mare; at another time, 
for tithe of the fowl of the marshes of the Forest



in the Thirteenth Century 59

and Park of Macclesfield, which the Bailiffs of 
Macclesfield seem to neglect to pay ; yet again, it 
is for free access to the " dead wood blown down 
by the wind in the forest" of Delamere, in which 
the foresters disturbed him.

Then comes an interesting case concerning some 
serfs [servi] who fled from the Abbot after " Handle, 
formerly Earl of Chester, had gone to the Crusades." 
One thinks at first that they had gone to the 
Crusades also in the Earl's train, but as they are 
afterwards present to answer for themselves in 
Court, this cannot have been so. The interesting 
point here is that their genealogy is carefully drawn 
up, showing serfdom to the third and fourth genera 
tions : 

STEYNULF.

t CLEMENT (called Clement Sleynulf).

ROBERT. CLEMENT. SWKYN. MATILDA. EMMA.

SYMON. SYMON DEL CLYFFE. ADAM. SYMON. RICHARD. NICHOLAS.

These are the serfs in dispute.

ROBERT. ADAM. RANUI.E. CLEMENT. WILL.

The case turns on the Abbot's predecessor 
having had seisin of this Clement Steynulf, whence 
the right passes to the grandchildren and great 
grandchildren. The great-grandchildren, children 
of Symon del Clyffe, cousin of the disputed serfs, 
attend in Court, and acknowledge that they are the 
Abbot's serfs, and so, by the ties of relationship, 
they cut the ground from under the feet of the four 
fugitives, who nevertheless appear and deny the 
seisin of the former Abbot, and throw themselves
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on the judgment of the county (de hoc ponit ce super 
patriam). Afterwards, however, the four of them 
appear and acknowledge the Abbot's right. One 
wonders if they ever really had a chance against 
the power and the written evidence of the Abbot. 
What evidence could these serfs procure to show 
that the late Abbot had not that seisin, as they 
declare? Once they were caught by the Sheriff, 
their case must have been hopeless.

Later on appears another case regarding the rights 
of the Abbot's men. One John of Goldbourne was 
summoned to answer to the Abbot on a charge of 
taking a scythe. The Abbot says he took it 
from a place called Longedichefield in Saighton 
(Salghton), and kept it in his own house. He 
demands damages of iocs. Afterwards, before the 
Jury, the Abbot explains that the scythe belonged to 
one Agnes, wife of Gervase of Saighton, his man. 
John demands more proof, for he says he knew that 
the scythe belonged to Agnes, and she ought to 
have brought the action to recover it. Judgment 
is, that since the goods of a serf are held to be 
the goods of the lord of that serf, therefore this 
scythe belongs to the Abbot, and he is to receive 
damages. But only I2s., not his zoos, demanded! 
This John had a grudge against the Abbot and 
various others because they had unjustly made a 
distraint on the goods of a tenement of his; but 
he was not present in Court when the suit came 
forward, so the defendants were dismissed sine 
die. But the quarrel still goes on : each side com-   
plains that the others openly threatened their lives, I 
the Abbot adding that his opponents meant to 
"burn the houses of the Abbot." Both parties 
are bound over to keep the peace. John of Gold- 
bourne says the others came with armed force, 
bows and arrows, and took away his goods, viz. a 
cloak (ci'lltfbiitHi), a tunic (corsectum\ a cap, and
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a mantle, valued at 6os., and did other damage. 
The ending of the suit is obscure, but some tech 
nical fault, some "variation" in wording, seems to 
have been found in the writ, so that all the defen 
dants are again dismissed sine die.

Next comes John Champion of Aston, suing 
the Abbot and others, saying they threatened his 
life. Again they are bound over to keep the peace. 
Here there are various charges : John, Chaplain of 
Aston, John, the Procurator [/* Procuratour], William 
of Derby, Bailiff of Weston, and others defamed him, 
turned him out of the Church of Aston, and flogged 
and wounded him ; William of Verdon and others 
"came to his house about the time of curfew 
(ignitegiuni), entered the house by the door by 
force, insulted, flogged, wounded, and ill-treated 
him." The Jury, "from Lutchirche and Morlen- 
gistane," found as follows : " John, Procurator \le 
Procuratour], 'conducted' him out of the Church, 
because he was excommunicated by ordinance of 
that place, and did no other harm to him" ("con 
ducted " is a stately word, no hint here of ill- 
treatment and flogging!). On the other charge, 
they find that William de Verdon "wounded John 
in the head in the High Road as they came out 
of the tavern : the rest are innocent." But a small 
thing to found so large a suit upon ; one has visions 
of a tavern brawl continued into the high road, and 
the aggrieved man, perhaps not very sober, threaten 
ing legal proceedings. At the best, John Champion 
is no very reputable character, being already excom 
municated.

I will conclude by quoting in full some of the 
interesting cases of the Roll.



62 The Abbey of St. Wcrburgh, Chester,

CASE i. 

(This is the first case on the Roll.)

Forest pleas at Chester before Reginald de Grey, Justice 
24 Ed. I.

Presented by inspectors [regardatores] and foresters that the 
Abbot put into cultivation 20 acres of waste at Ireby and made 
one marl-pit [marlerium] in the same vill. Also 9 acres and a 
half and i rood [rodam] of land in Woodchurch [Wodechirche] 
and Noctorum [Knoctyrum] in diverse places and (made) a certain 
ditch in the same vill to the injury of the forest. And he appro 
priated cleared and cultivated [assartavic' et frussavit] in Greuesby 
16 acres, and five times [?] 27 acres and a half in Sutton [?] with 
its members, viz. Pull Thornton and the other Sutton. And 
in Sutton 30 marl-pits at intervals [per vices]. Also i zi acres 
in Wyteby and 2 marl-pits in the same vill to the injury etc. In 
Brunburgh 17^ ac. and i rood of land and ordered 4 houses and 
3 marl-pits to be made.

In Estham 8i ac. and 12 marl-pits. In Knoctyrum i\ ac. 
In Plumyerd 28 ac. and 2 marl-pits. In Childerthornton and 
Horn Sutton 4$ ac. and 3 marl-pits in Childerthornton and 21 
marl-pits in Childerthornton and Horn Sutton.

And he cut down 6 oaks in the wood of Salghale which he 
carted beyond that fee to his manor of Sutton for building, and 
20 oaks in the same place, to the injury etc.

And the cover [coopertum] in 4 ac. of undergrowth [subbosci] 
in La Lee was spoilt by him. And he cultivated 20 ac. of heath 
[bruera] and waste in Crogthon Cherlton Bebington Nesse Pod- 
ington to the injury etc. Wherefore the foresters attached him 
for so doing.

Thomas the Abbot appeared. As to the 101 ac. of wood 
waste and heath and on the heads of cultivation and of making 
30 marl-pits and a ditch in Sutton with its members Cnoctyrum 
Wodechirch Greuesby Brumburgh Plumyerd Estham Childer 
thornton Lee Crocthon Cherlton Bebington Nesse and Podington, 
he avows his tenure and he did as seemed good to him on his 
own land and that of his Church. As to the tenements and 
marl-pits on his manors of Wirral they were appropriated in the 
time of Symon his predecessor who obtained seisin of them by 
right of his Church. No injury is done to the Lord the King by 
such clearings etc. for he and his predecessors practised and 
enjoyed such liberties from time immemorial, viz. from the time

1 Assartavit = to cut down the trees and dig out the roots. See 
" Dictionary of Medieval Terms."
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of King Richard and before up to now. That is, cleared their 
own woods on their manors of Wirral, cultivated wastes and 
heaths, ploughed waste lands, took wood from their own woods 
and made buildings in any place, and dug marl-pits and ditches, 
without paying any amercements or fines to the present King or 
Henry his father or to any Earls or Lord of Chester at any time. 
And this can be proved.

The Court cannot decide without an inquisition. Therefore 
the Sheriff is commanded to bring 12 men, etc. The Jury attend 
viz. Hamo de Mascy Peter de Dutton Patrick de Haselwell John 
de Boydel Richard de Sandbache Knts. Robert de Brescy Roger 
Trussel Richard le Roter Alex. de Banvile Roger Dunvil Hugh 
de Thornton and David de Barton.

They find that the Abbot and his predecessors had these 
liberties from time immemorial on all their manors in the forest 
of Wirral without payment of amends fines or amercements.

CASE t.

G by the grace of God Abbot of Chester grants to William 
son of Walter de Rodestoc all the land contained in these limits: 
viz. from the crosses of Roger to the tract through the wheat 
field, and from the little forest to the lake which is opposite, to 
have and to hold in fee from us etc. Rendering yearly to the 
Abbot of St. Werburgh and to us one pound of cummin or two 
pence on the Feast of St. Werburgh in the summer for all services 
and exactions. And that he be allowed 10 appoint whom he will 
as his successor.

Witnesses. William son of Dunning, Master Hugh, John 
Clerk of the Church of St. Mary, Robert son of Pigot, Patrick 
Clerk of the Court, Richard de Rod Clerk of the Lord the Abbot, 
Anketil of the Abbey and many others.

CASE 3.

Omnibus etc. Sciatis. Philip de Orreby and his heirs are 
bound to render annually to Richard de Tagesbrok izs., viz. at the 
Feast of St. Martin 6s. and at Easter 6s. for the half of the Mill 
of Alvendeley with appurtenances which half the Lord Abbot of 
Chester inherited (?) from Richard de Perepunt and gave to the 
said Richard son of Roger for his rervice, until said Philip and 
his heirs have either made an exchange to said Richard son of 
Roger for the said rent in land, or have paid his debt in some 
other way.

Witnesses. Lord Hugh by the grace of God then Abbot of 
Chester, Warin de Vernon, William de Vcnables, Roger de 
Meigwaring, Hamon de Mascy and others.
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CASE 4.

Sciant etc. Roger de Esseburn grants to Walter the Tailor 
[permentarius] a certain burgage in the town of Liverpool and 
one acre of land pertaining to it, viz. that burgage which Roger 
holds of the house of St. Werburgh at Chester, to have and to 
hold etc. for ever. Rendering 2 silver shillings at the Feast of 
the Purification B.V. M. for all services exactions and demands.

And said Walter and his heirs have acquired against the Lord 
the King all other things pertaining to said Burgage as other 
burgages do in the same town.

Witnesses etc.

CASE 5.

Omnibus, etc. William the Abbot and the Convent of    
greeting. Be it known that all strifes and contentions arisen 
between us on the one hand and Peter, Parson of Campeden, on 
the other, concerning the tithes of the Farm of Cumba have been 
separated in this manner, viz. that we each year shall receive in 
full the tithes coming from our farm of Cumba and for them in 
name of pension annually at the Feast of St. Giles two marks and 
a half from the Church of Campeden, with this exception, that if 
we should afterwards acquire other land within the Parish of the 
Church of Campeden we should give full satisfaction to the 
Church of Campeden for the tithes of that land, notwithstanding 
that it had devolved to us.

And that this writing may stand good between the Churches I 
have placed my seal etc.

In the year 1257 from the Incarnation.
On the Ides of June at Campeden.

Case concerning Brewing.

Pleas at the Court of Chester, Tuesday next after the Exalta 
tion of the Holy Cross. 4 Ed. II. (Tibotot.)

Shotewik.

Robert de Hide John Cadugan Henry son of William of 
Shotewik and Richard of Shotewik were attached to answer to 
the King because they had brewed and sold against the order 
and proclamation of assize, in contempt of the King. They 
came and denied the contempt.

Then came the Abbot and said that he as well as his pre 
decessor was accustomed to have amends from all his tenants in 
Shotewik for the breaking of the Statute about brewing, from the 
time of the foundation of his house ever since, and thence to
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make correction in his court. He said that Robert and the 
others were his tenants in Shotewik, from whom he ought to take 
amends, and in this year he did take amends from them for this 
fault in his Court of Shotewik, and punished them for it, as it 
seemed good to him ; and he pleads that this liberty be not taken 
from him.

As the Justiciar does not know whether the Abbot ought to 
have these rights of amends and of correction or not, or if his 
predecessor had them, twelve men are to come to enquire into 
the case.

Afterwards at the Court on the Tuesday next after the Feast of 
St. Nicholas, the Abbot and the twelve men attended.

The Jury find that the Abbot and his predecessors have had 
these rights since the foundation of the Abbey of St. Werburgh, 
and that he exercised them in the case of Robert and the other 
tenants.

Judgment.   That the Abbot may practise and enjoy this 
liberty.

Case concerning Right of Cutting Wood,

Pleas at Chester on the Tuesday the Feast of St. Urban the 
Pope. 4 Ed. II. (Tlbotot.) [May 25th, 1311.]

Thomas Tochet and Stephen Bukhorn were attached to 
answer to the Abbot on a plea why they took his chattels and 
unjustly detained them. The Abbot pleads that on the Tuesday 
next after the Feast of St. Lucy the Virgin 4 Ed. II. at Tatenhale 
in the wood of Tatenhale they took his chattels: viz. one axe on 
the Wednesday, two axes on the Friday following, on the Wed 
nesday next after Christmas day and on the Thursday following 
two axes ; and they kept them, for which he claims damages of 
2os. Thomas appeared by attorney, and Stephen in person. 
The attorney says that Thomas did not take the goods. Stephen 
says that he is the forester of said Thomas Tochet at Tatenhale, 
and that on the said days and year in the said place he found 
one John the Abbot's "carectarius" cutting down trees in the 
wood belonging to his master Thomas of Tatenhale, with the 
said axes concerning which the Abbot now pleads. He took the 
axes away from John who was doing damage in his master's 
wood, as seemed right to him; so he pleads that the detention 
was just.

The Abbot says that this is no excuse, for he hiruself has and 
ought to have by right of his church a certain right of wood 
cutting [presicuum] in the woods of Tatenhale, viz. carting one 
cartload of dead wood on each of certain days each year to his 
manor of Salghton ; and he found his church seised of this. He 
and all preceding Abbots were seised of this right of wood-

E
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cutting : said John was within his rights in cutting the wood. 
Therefore he demands a verdict.

And Thomas by his attorney separated himself from Stephen, 
did not deny the Abbot's right, and disclaims the detentions by 
said Stephen. But because there is a doubt about fraud and 
collusion between them, contrary to the Act, twelve men are to 
come and enquire etc.

The Jury find the Abbot's case proved and that there was no 
fraud.

Judgment. That he shall get back and keep the said Chattels 
and shall recover damages from Stephen of izd. Stephen to pay 
costs.

Case of Custody of a Minor.

Wyrvyn. Pleas at Chester held on the Tuesday the Feast of 
St. Thomas the Apostle. 5 Ed. II. (Tibotot.) [Dec, 2ist, 1311.]

Raynold son of James of Poole [Pulle] was summoned to 
answer to the Abbot of St. Werburgh on the plea that he should 
give up to the Abbot custody of the land and of the heir of 
Matilda daughter of John le Halte, which custody belongs to the 
Abbot because she held her land from him by military service. 
The Abbot pleads that John le Halte held from the Abbot one 
meadow and four bovates of land in Wyrvyn by homage and 
oath and service of one eighteenth part of one military fee 
by scutage, which scutage amounts to 405., viz. of two shillings, 
of two pence, of one halfpenny and of the third part of one 
farthing, more or less: rendering thence 46.: of which 
services the Abbot was seised by hand of said John as by 
hand of his true tenant and by right etc. in the time of the late 
King, taking thence revenue [expletum] to the value of [ ]. 
John died "in his homage" and was succeeded by Matilda his 
daughter and heir, and by her hand also the Abbot was seised of 
said services, and she died " in her homage." Therefore the 
custody of the land and of the heir by reason of the heir being 
a minor, belongs to the Abbot by right. Of which custody 
said Raynold has deprived him, for which he claims damages of 
£20 &c.

Raynold's defence is that he cannot give up the custody of 
said heir and land because he has no right in said custody, nor 
ever claimed any such right, nor did he ever take said custody 
by force from the Abbot, because the Abbot is seised of said 
custody. And the Abbot cannot deny this.

Judgment. That the Abbot receives nothing from his suit, but 
pays costs. Raynold is dismissed " sine die."


