THE ESSEX GENTRY 1381-1450 CHRISTOPHER STARR

SUMMARY OF THESIS

The subject of this thesis is the gentry of Essex during the years 1381-1450, with
particular reference to their lifestyle.

The thesis may be divided into seven sections. The first puts the gentry into context;
it discusses the history, geology, geography, economy and population of the county and
the effect that landscapes or pays may have had on gentry societies. The following
terms are devised to describe the county’s topography: Essex Highlands, Lowlands,
Heathlands and Marshlands. The second section deals with the origins and development
of the Essex gentry and employs the following terms to describe them: principal
(regional), greater (county) and lesser (parish) gentry.

Section three considers the county community controversy and analyses the work of
scholars who have worked in this field: it also describes the complex organisation of
gentry communities within county society as a whole. The fourth section is a case study
that observes the career of Clement Spice and his entry into gentry society by means of
a successful career as a lawyer.

Section five focuses on the home and religious life of the gentry with particular
reference to Richard Baynard of Messing and the chantry tomb of Sir John Hawkwood
of Sible Hedingham. The sixth section considers the wealth of the Essex gentry through
an analysis of the subsidy of 1412; it also discusses the acquisition of wealth with
reference to the Tyrell family of Heron Hall, East Horndon between ¢.1250 and ¢.1450.
The conclusion attempts to describe the particularity of the Essex gentry and to focus
on gentry as individuals.
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As it is dayly seen that tyme (Destroyer and Consumer of all
thinges) throwes down and extinguishes many auntient and
honorable families, or by altering and translating their houses
and habitations, obscures their worthy races and extractions that
thereby God’s justice may be felt and man’s patience tryed. So
comes it to passe as often that the same tyme (mother of truthe)
bringeth to light and discovereth to be gentlemen of Longe and
Auntient contynuance dyvers whose auncestors (sondry years
beffore) were not reputed of such Antiquitie, that thereby the

same God’s mercie may be sene and his bountie praysed.

Robert Cooke, Clarenceaux 1583.
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The following abbreviations are used in the footnotes. The full title is given only for the
first reference in each chapter, and thereafter short titles are used.
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Suffolk Institute of Archaeology and Natural History.
Transactions of the Essex Archaeological Society
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Transactions of the Royal Historical Society
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CONVENTIONS

Surnames

In most cases the convention of using the modern spelling of surnames (particularly
locative names) has been adopted, thus Cogeshale is replaced by Coggeshall and
Haukewode by Hawkwood. The use of the prefix ‘de’ is generally restricted to the de
Vere family.

Classification of gentry

The term ‘“principal’ gentry has been devised for the elite group with a regional focus;
the ‘greater’ and ‘lesser’ gentry have a county and parish focus respectively.

Essex Topography

The terms ‘Essex Uplands’, ‘Essex Lowlands’, ‘Essex Heathlands’ and ‘Essex
Marshlands’ have been devised to describe the main topographical features of the

county. The spelling of place-names is generally in accordance with current Ordnance
Survey practice. All places named are in Essex unless otherwise stated.



CHAPTER ONE

ESSEX 1381 - 1450

‘This shire is well planted with noblem([en] and gent[lemen] as also not a few sufficient
and able yeomen.’

John Norden(1594)'

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The subject of this thesis is the gentry of Essex during the years 1381-1450, with

particular reference to their lifestyle.

The thesis may be divided into seven sections. The first puts the gentry into context;
it discusses the history, geology, geography, economy and population of the county and
the effect that landscapes or pays may have had on gentry societies. The following
terms are devised to describe the county’s topography: Essex Highlands, Lowlands,
Heathlands and Marshlands. The second section deals with the origins and development
of the Essex gentry and employs the following terms to describe them: principal
(regional), greater (county) and lesser (parish) gentry. Fig. 1.1 shows the distribution of

the county’s leading gentry families and resident magnates.

Section three considers the county community controversy and analyses the work of

scholars who have worked in this field: it also describes the complex organisation of

! J Norden, li Britannige Pars._An Historical and Chor hical iption of th
Essex, Camden Society 9 (1840),p.12.






gentry communities within county society as a whole. The fourth section is a case study
which observes the career of Clement Spice and his entry into gentry society by means

of a successful career as a lawyer.

Section five focuses on the home and religious life of the gentry with particular
reference to Richard Baynard of Messing and the chantry tomb of Sir John Hawkwood
of Sible Hedingham. The sixth section considers the wealth of the Essex gentry through
an analysis of the subsidy of 1412, it also discusses the acquisition of wealth with
reference to the Tyrell family of Heron Hall, East Horndon between ¢.1250 and c¢. 1450.
The conclusion attempts to descnibe the particularity of the Essex gentry and to focus

on gentry as individuals. *

1.2 ESSEX CONTEXT

The medieval county of Essex was the surviving heartland of what had been the
kingdom of the East Saxons that had vanously included the counties of Essex,
Middlesex, Surrey, most of Hertfordshire, and London. Essex became a shire in the late
Saxon period and was defined by boundaries which have changed little to the present
day.” Occupying some 1529 square miles (3960 square hectares) and comprising about

one million acres (405,000 hectares), late medieval Essex was similar in size, but not in

? Historians ‘have, in general, avoided those counties closest to London, where social elites were less
stable and more susceptible to outsiders’ P Morgan, review article in The Local Historian November
1992, p.123.

3 C Hart, ‘The Tribal Hidage’, TR H.S. 5™ ser. 21 (1971), p.140. At an even remoter date the River Lea
was the border between the Belgae and the Trinovantes, D.Corke, The Nature of Essex (1984), p.13.



physical geography to Kent, Hampshire and Somerset. ‘A fair county, bearing the full
proportion of five and thirty miles square, plentifully affording all things necessary to
man’s subsistence’.* Like Suffolk, rivers and the sea largely defined the parameters of
the county: to the north the Stour separated it from Suffolk, to the south the Thames
was a ‘notorious division’ between it and Kent, whilst to the east the ‘mayne Ocean’
provided ‘an infallable bounde’’ The rivers Lea and Stort separated Essex from
Middlesex and Hertfordshire respectively and provided the county’s western boundary.
It was only in the north-west that the county border (with Cambridgeshire) was not
defined by a river or the sea for here the Stort bisects a number of parishes and the
Stour flows at right angles to the county boundary.® As with other English counties ‘the
pattern of land ownership may have changed radically across the centuries, but the
general stability of administrative territories has often preserved ancient boundaries

intact’’

Although the shire boundaries were clearly defined, Essex was not isolated from its
neighbours in the north and west.® Much of the countryside of Essex was virtually
indistinguishable from the borderlands of Suffolk, Hertfordshire and Cambridgeshire

that formed with Essex a number of pays which ignored man-made administrative

‘T Fuller, Worthics of England (3 vols., 1840 edn.), p.492.
Nordenuy_)g___, p.7

¢ The natural boundaries of Essex contrast sharply with those of other counties. Warwickshire, for

example, was ‘a wholly artificial creation’. C.Carpenter, Locality and Polity: A study of Warwickshire

Society 1401-1499 (1992), p.25.
AJ.L Winchester, Landscape and Society in Medieval Cumbria (1987),p.13.

D&cpnc the antiquity of the boundaries there was at least one area where they were disputed locally as
late as the sixteenth century. ‘Hartfordshire men say that the kinges stream at Waltham partith
Herthfordshire and Estsax. But Estsax men by forest charter claime shire grounde of Estsax to Smaulley
Bridge’. L Toulmin Smith ed., The Itinerary of John Leland 4 (5 vols, 1909), p.113.




boundaries.” This continuity of landscape is shown in Plate 1.1, the river Stour near
Dedham, the Essex/Suffolk boundary. This overlapping of countrysides occurred not
only in a geographical sense but also in political and social terms.' It is also important
to see Essex in the medieval period as part of a wider region comprising Kent,
Middlesex, Surrey, Hertfordshire and Essex, which was bound together ‘by a common
proximity to London and to the Continent’.'' During our period the county of Essex
was shightly larger than it is now. It then included the parishes of Heydon, Great and
Little Chishill which in 1895 were transferred to Cambridgeshire, together with the
panshes of Ballingdon and Brundon and part of Sudbury which went to Suffolk in
1914."% A small number of Essex parishes have disappeared since 1450 most of them as
a result of depopulation and then amalgamation. The parish of Belchamp St Ethelbert
was absorbed by Ovington, Thunderley by Wimbish, Morrell Roding by White Roding
and Bollington by Ugley. A number of small villages simply combined with larger
neighbours and lost their identity, Beaumont with Moze, Latchington with Snoreham,

Sutton with Shopland and Great with Little Wenden. Whilst many manors and

farmsteads have been in continuous occupation since the Conquest or longer, a number

® For example the Essex boulder clay plateau extends into Hertfordshire and Suffolk. ‘It is the
exceptionally diverse physical structure of this island that lies behind this regional variation. That is why
these contrasting types of countryside are rarely delimited by county boundaries, but regularly stretch
across the borders of one shire into the next, and in their essential characteristics are often echoed on
similar landforms elsewhere.’ A Everitt, ‘Country, county and town: patterns of regional evolution in
England’ TRHS. 5™ Ser. 29 (1979), pp 82-83.

' The principal gentry of Essex ,Hertfordshire, Suffolk and Cambridge formed a community in which
they married, were domiciled, and socialised with little apparent regard for county boundaries. This
theme is developed in chapter 3 below.

"' 1 M.W Harvey, Jack Cade’s Rebellion of 1450 (1991), p.1. This view has been developed in

C Phythian-Adams ed., Societies, Cultures and Kinghip, 1580-1850 (Paperback edition 1993),pp.1-23
who identifies ‘cultural provinces’based on river drainage patterns.

12 For the purpose of this thesis these transferred parishes together with the 18 parishes absorbed into
Greater London in 1964 are treated as part of the county of Essex which indeed they were in the late
medieval period.




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































