
RICHARD BURTON, VICAR OF LANCASTER,
1466-84

'T'HE roll which is now catalogued as DDC1 1053 in the Lanca- 
_L shire Record Office enables us to trace in fair detail the career 

of Richard Burton, who was connected with some of the great men 
and institutions of the first half of the fifteenth century before he 
retired in 1466 to an uneventful old age as vicar of Lancaster. 
He seems to have been a man of mediocre talents since, despite 
his opportunities and connections and his obvious interest in 
worldly success, he never obtained any higher preferment.

The document is a parchment roll approximately 100" by 10", 
a handy size for him to carry about for reference. It came into 
the Lancashire Record Office among the Clifton muniments, but 
there seems to be no reason other than accident to explain how 
it came to be included in the collection. (1) The notes, written in 
a fifteenth century hand and now partly illegible at the head of the 
roll, cover the whole of the parchment except for a gap of nineteen 
inches between the last document on the verso and a horoscope of 
the compiler near the bottom of the sheet. Apart from a copy 
of the grant of Hinton manor, Cambridge, to the abbess of Syon 
Abbey, the verso is purely a legal formulary, giving specimens 
of different types of land leases which would be of use to a bailiff. 
The specimens chosen refer to the manor of Burton, Buckingham 
shire, but are undated though they give the names of the con 
tracting parties. The recto is more varied and personal, though 
the texts are not in chronological order. The horoscope is the 
starting point of this investigation. This reads: 

Burton. Memorandum quod Ricardus Burton compilator huius rotuli natus 
fuit in parochia beate marie virginis de Notyngham penultimo die 
Januarii anno domini mil/esimo quadringentesimo decimo nono anno 
vero Regis Henrici Quinti nono m regnante signo Aquarii eodem die etc. 
Nota quod vir natus sub Aquario, videlicet inter medium Januarii et 
medium Februarii, amicabilis erit cupidus et iracundus voluntarie, non 
incredulus sed fidelis. Cito nascetw, pecunia ei dabitur. Metum 
multum habebit. Primam sponsam perdet. Anno vicesimo tercio etatis 
sue in meliorem gradum deveniet. Ad loca extranea ibit, cum lucro 
revertetur. De bonis et alienis laboribus ad divicias deveniet. Physicus 
erit vel physicam exercebit. Et vivet annis sepluaginta et sex. Dies 
veneris et dies tune erunt huic viro meliores. Dies autem Mortis et 
Saturni mail. Etc. (S]

111 See R. Cunliflfe Shaw, The Clifton Papers (1935), for a description of these documents.
121 A mistake. 9. Henry V. began 21 March, 1421, N.S.
131 Burton. Note that Richard Burton the compiler of this roll was born in the parish of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary in Nottingham on the next to the last day of January in 
the year of the Lord 1419 and the ninth year of King Henry Vth with the sign of 
Aquarius reigning on the same day, etc.
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164 RICHARD BURTON

This piece of astrology, which is typical of the age,' 41 does seem 
to offer one useful hint, for the first legible document on the roll 
is a record of Burton's appointment as bailiff of Farnham manor, 
Buckinghamshire, by the earl of Shrewsbury about the year 1446. 
Evidently he had left home about the time indicated in his horo 
scope. The roll gives no further information about his family 
and education, but clearly he had learnt Latin and acquired sufficient 
legal training to cope with a bailiff's work. Possibly also he had 
taken Holy Orders. He had probably spent some years studying 
at Godshouse, Cambridge, founded by King Henry VI in 1439 (5) 
to encourage the study of grammar, but there is no evidence that 
he obtained a degree.

Burton's patron, John Talbot, earl of Shrewsbury, was one of 
the most powerful nobles of the time, though he lived most of 
his time abroad either in France or Ireland. In 1419 he was 
serving in France with Henry V, (6) and in all spent thirty-four 
years campaigning. Eventually he was appointed commander in 
Gascony where at Castillon he was killed in 1453. (7) The appoint 
ment of Burton as his bailiff is undated, but it must have been 
later than 1446 since he styles himself earl of Waterford, a title 
which was only granted in that year.' 81 Talbot also had letters of 
confraternity with the monastery of Syon, <9) though it seems un 
likely that his connection with the abbey had anything to do with 
Burton's subsequent appointment to the vicarage of Lancaster 
which belonged to Syon.

Burton's work at Farnham must have been sufficiently competent 
to secure him the appointment as clerk of works at the king's new 
college of Eton, a position which he held from Michaelmas 1446 
till Lady Day 1448, atasalary of £136s. Sd. andhisfood.( 10) As the 
dates of the two appointments are so close, it seems likely that he 
still held his post as bailiff at Farnham whilst supervising the new 
building work at Eton. The only record of work at Eton which 
appears in Burton's notebook deals with a payment of £180 
through himself to Master William Waynflete, the provost, on 
1 January 1446-7. This was part payment of the £1,000 per 
annum granted for the work at Eton from the funds of the duchy 
of Lancaster.

During this period it is probable that Burton was in contact 
with Dr. Richard Chester, one of the king's chaplains and vicar of 
Lancaster from 1431 until 1466, who was also frequently employed

have much fear. He will lose his first wife. In his twenty-third year he will rise 
to a better station. He will go to strange places, he will return with wealth. 
With his goods and the labour of others he will achieve riches. He will be a doctor 
or practise medicine. And he will live 76 years. Fridays and Mondays will be 
favourable for this man. Tuesdays and Saturdays are evil. Etc.

111 Cf. H. S. Bennett, Chaucer and the Fifteenth Century (1948), p. 34.
>'< H. Rashdall, The Universities of Europe in the Middle Ages (1936), Vol. Ill, p. 312; A. H. 

Lloyd, The Early Historv of Christ's College, Cambridge (1934), p. 153-6.
"» J. H. Ramsay, Lancaster and York (1892), Vol. II, p. 156.
(7t T. Gascoigne, Loci e Libra Veritatum, ed. ThoroJd Rogers (1881), p. xxx.
111 Complete Peerage, Vol. XI, p. 701.
(B) Clerk Maxwell, Some Further Letters of Confraternity, in Archaeologia, Vol. 79, p. 209.
'"" H. C. Maxwell-Lyte, A History of Eton College, 1899, p. 38; R. Willis, Architectural History 

of the University of Cambridge, 1886, p. 381.
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on business connected with the college. (11) His tasks were more 
varied than Burton's. In 1440 he was sent to Italy to get the 
Pope's ratification for the Eton project, and in 1445 and 1447 on 
a tour of England, France and other countries to obtain books 
and relics.

Whilst at Eton Burton must also have come into direct contact 
with his future patrons at Syon. Building work was also in pro 
gress there and there are records of Huddleston stone being pro 
vided for Eton by the Syon clerk of works in 1445 and 1446. (12) 
Relations were not always harmonious. In 1443 the abbess of 
Syon had found it necessary to obtain letters patent to prevent 
royal officials from requisitioning her building materials for use 
at Eton a few miles further up the Thames. <13)

On Lady Day 1448 Roger Keys took over as clerk of works at 
Eton, but Burton stayed on as adviser during the time of great 
activity that followed. (14) He may have stayed in the district for 
the next eight years, possibly engaged in business on his own 
account. A number of references in the Patent and Close Rolls 
may concern him. In 1451 Richard Sapcote, a merchant of 
Huntingdon, made a gift of goods to Richard Burton and others. 1151 
Three years later a Richard Burton was included among the trustees 
of Elizabeth, Lady Ferrers. (19) Again, in 1459, the abbess of 
Burn ham, Buckinghamshire, was given authority to acquire land 
in mortmain to the value of four marks a year from Richard Burton 
and others. (17)

The notebook records an agreement by Patrick Grene, rector of 
Bradwater, Sussex, to pay Richard Burton a pension of 20s. a 
year for life for his advice. The document is dated at Worming- 
hurst, Sussex, 8 April 31 Henry VI (1453), but it does not seem 
necessary that Burton himself was living in Sussex at that time. 
Many of the documents relating to Burton manor which are copied 
on the verso of the roll relate to the Grene family who held the 
manor and also lands at Eton, and the rector may well have been 
one of the family who met his creditor at Eton.

In 1456 Burton obtained his first benefice, though not without 
a struggle. Two documents are given in the notebook. The first, 
dated 16 May 1455, is a letter from Margaret, abbess of Syon, to 
John, bishop of Lincoln, declaring that the parish of Navenby, 
Lines., is vacant through the death of John Carpenter.* 181 She 
wishes him to appoint John Grene, clerk, at an annual pension of 
40.9. However, on 5 May 1456, a further letter was addressed to 
the bishop saying that John Hurte, the procurator, and the scholars

1111 Maxwell-Lyte, op. cil., p. 8; V.C.H., Lancashire, Vol. V11I, p. 28.
"" Willis, op. cit., p. 392.
"" Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1441-46, p. 159.
.'"> Willis, of. cit., p. 396.
"" Calendar of Close Rolls, 1447-54, p. 277.
"" Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1452-61, p. 232.
"" Ibid., p. 514.
1181 Carpenter had also been engaged at Eton (Maxwell-Lyte, p. 16). The church at Navenby 

had been in the hands of the priory of St Martin des Sees (1. W. F. Hill, Mediaeval Lincoln (1948), 
p. 71).
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166 RICHARD BURTON

of Godshouse, Cambridge, (19) claimed the presentation "hoc vice" 
and wished to present Richard Burton, saving the rights of Syon. 
A note at the end of the text says that the same Richard Burton 
was appointed. 1201

There are no further documents on the roll dealing directly with 
the author's career. He makes no reference to his resignation of 
the Navenby living1211 in 1458, of his appointment to Lancaster, 
or to the eighteen years he occupied the benefice, though it is known 
that he was engaged in several lawsuits during these years.' 221 He 
is first mentioned as vicar of Lancaster in 1466, following Dr. 
Richard Chester with whom he had worked at Eton. It would be 
interesting to know why Syon appointed him since he had displaced 
their own nominee at Navenby. Possibly his experience as clerk 
of works at Eton was the deciding factor, as the abbess and com 
munity of Syon rebuilt Lancaster Priory Church from 1430 on 
wards. 1231 But it may simply have been that Henry VI was using 
Syon patronage to reward those who had served his own founda 
tion of Eton, as in the cases quoted of Richard Chester and John 
Carpenter.

Burton did include in his notebook one Lancaster document, 
a quit-claim of services due from Lancaster issued by Margaret, 
abbess of Syon, in favour of Richard Chester in 1451. Burton 
certainly intended to claim his full legal rights, and the year after 
he became vicar of Lancaster he was involved in a dispute over 
the tithes with his patrons which was settled at York cathedral by 
the archdeacon of Richmond. 1241 He was apparently engaged in 
further legal proceedings in 1470, 1482 and 1484,' 251 at which date 
he disappears from history.

At some time during his career he must have had access to the 
muniments of Syon Abbey since he includes a selection of Syon 
documents on his roll, all except one relating to the period from 
1448 to 1456 when Margaret Ashby was abbess.' 261 Possibly the 
time between his resignation of the vicarage of Navenby and his 
appointment to Lancaster (1458-1466) was occupied with work 
connected with the administration of the abbey's lands. The 
documents he copied into his notebook are the quit-claim already 
mentioned, a copy of the letter patent finally granting the manor 
of Hinton, Cambridge, to Syon' 271 in 1444, an undated letter from 
Margaret, abbess of Syon, appointing Edmund Mills steward of a

1191 Now Christ's College, founded 1439. Rashdall, loc. cit.
1801 A different version of this suit is given in Cambridge documents. Here Navenby is claimed 

as part of the endowment of Godshouse and no reference made to any rights of Syon. The 
dispute apparently dragged on in the courts, Godshouse making appointments to the vicarage 
in 1456 and 1458 and Syon in 1479. Finally Lady Margaret Beaufort seems to have acted as 
arbiter and secured a settlement. (Lloyd, op. cit., p. 428).

l! " Lloyd, loc. cit.
"" V.C.H., Lanes., loc. cit.
laB) Guide to Lancaster Priory and Parish Church, n.d., p. 16.
"" Catalogue of Ancient Deeds, Vol. II, No. 1854.
<"' V.C.H., Lanes., loc. cit.
{2e) A list of the abbesses of Syon is given on the flyleaf of the Martiloge of Syon now B.M. 

Add. MS. 22, 285, and in J. G. Aungier, History and Antiquities of the Monastery of Syon (1840), 
p. 108x.

1171 Printed in Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1441-46, p. 276, and Aungier, op. cit., p. 59. Burton 
by a slip of the pen wrote 2 Henry VI for 22 Henry VI.
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group of manors in Sussex and another undated letter from Mar 
garet appointing Henry N. (28) auditor general and controller of all 
the abbey's lands in Somerset, Cornwall and Devon.

Between the legal documents copied on the recto of the roll, 
there occur a series of maxims intended to guide and inspire the 
compiler. They all deal with money and its importance and it 
will be sufficient to quote one: 

Dicit quidam sapiens: Amor vincit omnia. Alias dicit: Mentiris quod pecunia. 
Alias dicit: Multum valet sapiencia cum pecunia. Dives si fueris, sapiens semper 
reputeris. Si fueris pauper simplex reputeris lit alter. Curia romana non 
sumpsit ovem sine lana i.e. pecunia. t29}

The whole contents of the roll paint a detailed picture of a 
fifteenth century clerk who, though he held at least one important 
post at Eton, never achieved great prominence. They depict a 
man interested in business and material prosperity rather than the 
cure of souls. The sole reference to spiritual matters is a short 
quotation from the Psalms which comes at the end of the roll after 
the horoscope: Dilecta in Domino et dabit tibi petitiones cordis tui. 
Spera in Domino et fac bonitatem, viriliter age et confortetur cor 
tuum.

It has been suggested 1301 that the author may be the same as 
the Richard Burton who was archdeacon of Worcester 1479-83, 
but there is no proof. It may also be that this Richard Burton is 
the same as the one given in Venn(31) as "B. Civ. L., Vicar of Baling 
till 1451, Rector of Stow-cum-Quy, Cambs., 1452-56, Rector of 
Hadstock, Essex, 1456, Rector of St. Mary Somerset, London, 
1457-78". (32) The dates and legal interests would correspond 
well enough, and there is nothing to show that the compiler of the 
roll was resident in either Navenby or Lancaster. But again 
there is no proof of the identity of the two men.

F. R. JOHNSTON.

*"' Henry Normanton who acted as a Syon official at Lancaster in 1431 and Felsted, Essex, 
in 1434. (W. O. Roper, Materials for the History of the Church of Lancaster (1906), Vol. Ill, 
p. 579; Catalogue of Ancient Deeds, Vol. II, No. 3666.) Previously he had been a royal official 
(Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1416-22, p. 85, 121). He gave £100 to Syon and appears on the list 
of chief benefactors in B.M. Add. Ms. 22, 285, f. 70r.

1261 A certain philosopher says: Love conquers everything. Another says: You lie, money 
does. Another says: Wisdom with money is of great value. If you are rich, you are always 
thought wise. If you are poor, you will be thought foolish like anyone else. The Roman Curia 
does not take a sheep without wool, i.e. money.

'»> V.C.H., Lanes., he. cit.
181) J. and J. A. Venn, Alumni Canlabrigenses, Vol. I, p. 267.
1>a) G. Hennessy, Novum Repertorium (1898), dates this appointment 30 January 1459, the 

patron being Henry VI and quotes Kemp's Register f. 62 as the authority.


