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Margaret Paston (1420-1484) 

[bookmark: _Hlk182481295]The Paston Letters provide researchers of medieval history with a window into the social, political and cultural environment of a particularly volatile era, later dubbed “The Wars of the Roses’. The correspondence that survives begins in 1422 and ends in 1509, although the letters remained undiscovered until 1735, and were not published until 1787.[footnoteRef:2] Subsequently, several published and edited copies of the letters have formed the basis for later scholarly work.[footnoteRef:3] Margaret, wife of John Paston (d. 1466) was a prolific correspondent who, although educated, does not appear to have written the letters herself but dictated them to various scribes.[footnoteRef:4] Her letters allow us to experience the everyday life of a fifteenth century woman of the gentry class on many levels, from domestic details to events of political unrest and violence. For a brief overview of Margaret’s life by Diane Watt, The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography can be accessed online through most libraries and contains references to unpublished archival sources.[footnoteRef:5] A recent book by the same author on Margaret Paston is also a useful starting point for a general picture of Margaret, and the events in her lifetime.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  For the first published and edited copies of the letters see Original Letters, written during the reigns of Henry VI, Edward IV, and Richard III by various persons of rank and consequence…, 5 vols, ed. by John Fenn (London,1787-1823).]  [3: 
 For later publications by different authors see The Paston Letters, 6 vols ed. by James Gairdner (London, 1904; reprinted Gloucester, 1983). See also Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century,2 vols. ed. by Norman Davis (Oxford, 1971-76) and The Paston Letters: a selection in modern spelling (Oxford, 1983) by the same author.
 ]  [4:  Margaret dictated one hundred and four letters in her lifetime, covering a range of topics from news of friends and adversaries (Alice Chaucer being a notable adversary of the Paston interests), national and local politics, crime and violence, military maneuvering and sieges, fishponds and other domestic matters, fashion and entertainment, and wills and contested inheritances.
]  [5:  Diane Watt, ‘Paston [née Mautby], Margaret (1421?-1484), letter writer and landowner’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022). Date of access 18th Nov. 2024 < https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/101093/odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-61165>]  [6: 
 Diane Watt, God’s Own Gentlewoman. The Life of Margaret Paston (London: Icon Books Ltd: 2024). Photographs of head bosses in St Peter, Hungate, thought to be of John and Margaret Paston, and a plaque commemorating the burial site of Margaret Paston, are reproduced in this book. Also see visual sources references in bibliography.] 

Margaret Paston (née Mautby), the only surviving child and heir to John Mautby and Margery Berney, was born in Reedham, Norfolk, in 1420. She came from a long-established landowning family, inheriting estates in Norfolk and Suffolk from her father around 1430-31. As an heiress of estates worth approximately one hundred and fifty pounds a year, Margaret was a desirable prospective bride for John Paston, son of a respected gentry family albeit descended from humble farming stock. Margaret’s father-in-law, William Paston, had had a successful legal career and John, his eldest son, followed in his father’s footsteps. Such a strategic union cemented the Paston family name in society, and Margaret’s family connection with Sir John Fastolf of Caister, a wealthy and distinguished knight, would subsequently have a profound impact on the status and fortunes of the Paston family and her married life. Despite John’s absence for prolonged periods in London, Margaret ably managed the family affairs, even to the extent of arranging for the defense of their manors when subjected to violent attacks by rival claimants. Margaret worked tirelessly to consolidate the Paston interests in the wake of on-going disputes over manors. Margaret’s bravery and resourcefulness in the face of extreme danger was amply demonstrated when an attack on the manor of Gresham in 1449 by Lord Moleyns put Margaret in physical danger and resulted in extensive damage to the property and neighbouring buildings.[footnoteRef:7] The legal wranglings in the aftermath of her husband’s inheritance of Caister Castle on Sir John Fastolf’s death and a subsequent violent attack on Caister Castle in 1465 by the Duke of Norfolk, saw Margaret giving her son, John III, sage and strategic advice on his predicament when besieged in Caister by Norfolk and his men.[footnoteRef:8] Widowed in 1466, Margaret never remarried. On her death in 1484, she was buried in Mautby, but her tomb was later destroyed. A plaque today commemorates her in the grounds of the church of St Peter and St Paul in Mautby while carved head bosses in St Peter Hungate are purported to show Margaret and John, the only known depiction left of this remarkable lady.  [7:  In 1449 Margaret, her household and men-at-arms were forcibly ejected from the Paston manor at Gresham by Lord Moleyns, a rival claimant. It was extensively damaged but despite John’s petition to Henry VI, he was not recompensed by Moleyns and the manor was not restored to him until 1451.
]  [8:  Margaret realized that negotiation was a key strategy in siege craft and urged her son to accept the terms offered by the Duke of Norfolk to help save his own and others’ lives. Although Caister was subsequently lost, after the duke’s death a decade later, the family were able to reclaim Caister by legal means.  ] 

While references to the primary unpublished sources are to be found in modern printed editions, a close examination of the actual manuscripts of the letters themselves is an invaluable tool for authoritative historical research. The assortment of voices contained within this multi-authored correspondence enables the historian to uncover the complex and intimate web of relationships between not only the correspondents, but their connection to the events taking place at the time. The original manuscripts of the letters are now held in The British Library. Sadly, due to a cyber-attack the original letters are not available through online access and a letter of introduction would be needed to view them in person. There are a number of items listed in the Archives and Manuscripts Catalogue related to the Pastons, and Margaret in particular. Each of these has a separate entry listing the contents.[footnoteRef:9] Details of the documents and letters are not currently available for viewing in the catalogue online but a request to the manuscripts department can be submitted and a list of the individual documents can be made available.   [9:  The British Library. See Add MS 27443-27446, Add MS 33597, Add MS 34888-34889, Add MS 39848, Add MS 43490, f.34r-v, Add MS 43488-43491, Add Roll 17253. ] 

The National Archives has extensive documentation of litigation pursued by both her husband, father-in-law and others surrounding disputes over land and properties occurring within Margaret’s lifetime.[footnoteRef:10] A list of document manuscripts can be found via their online   catalogue.[footnoteRef:11] Any account of Margaret’s life needs to be looked at in the context of this litigation. [10: 
 The National Archives (hereafter NA). These are records created, acquired and inherited by Chancery, also of the Wardrobe, Royal Household, Exchequer and various commissions. Documents concerning the Paston family can be found in The Court of Chancery, Special Collection: Ancient Petitions, Court of Star Chamber, Court of Augmentations. 
]  [11:  https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/results/r?_q=paston&sd=1425&_ed=1509&hb=  
Although many of the documents refer to the Paston affairs in general, there is one that specifically deals with Margaret concerning deeds relating to Mautby. See NA C1/61/299. Short title: Pecok v Paston. Defendant Margaret Paston, widow. Detention of Deeds relating to lands in Mautby.] 

Magdalen College Archives, Oxford have an archive containing documentation of the affairs of Sir John Fastolf.[footnoteRef:12] The will made by Fastolf on his death bed (Donation mortis causa) was dictated to John Paston, making John one of only two executors of the will as well as heir to the estate. The resulting furor which led to years of litigation and violence was to colour Margaret’s life and that of her entire family. [12: 
 https://www.magd.ox.ac.uk/library-and-archives The above document is not available online and an application to view it in situ would need to be made.
] 

Bodleian Library Archives, Oxford similarly have depositions for a lawsuit against the two executors, John Paston and Thomas Howes, concerning the executorship of the will of Sir John Fastolf.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://archives.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/ark:29072/x0kd17cs869   ] 

The locations of the unpublished archival sources are few but between them they contain an extensive selection of material that allows the researcher to uncover a wide range of details not only of the life of Margaret and her family, but their interactions with individuals from all levels of society. Although the letters themselves provide a wealth of intimate detail, the amount of legal documentation generated by property disputes and petitions further adds a deeper layer of meaning, enabling a more rounded and nuanced picture of Margaret and her relationships, and the period in question. The digitization of manuscripts and the convenience of accessible catalogues of contents held by archives is of inestimable value to the researcher but as recent events have shown, exclusive reliance on these is not to be taken for granted and the skills to read and extract valuable information from manuscripts firsthand are still a vital resource in research.
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