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Commentary On The Significant Features Of An Extract From A Documentary Source.

By Sadie Page.
20 August 2019.


[bookmark: _GoBack]This short commentary will examine one source material, the petition of Roger de Birthorpe kept in the Public Record Office,[footnoteRef:2] which relates to a charge and fine imposed upon him, after he was found guilty of instigating a raid upon Sempringham Priory, Lincolnshire.  There is evidence to suggest that de Birthorpe launched an attack on the priory in 1312,[footnoteRef:3] alongside his most powerful neighbouring allies, one of whom was Sir Geoffrey Luttrell – known for his commission of the Luttrell Psalter. Having become intrigued by the reputation and political loyalties of the Luttrell family, research led me to de Birthorpe’s petition; a petition that I now believe may shed light on Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s participation in the raid. Through analysis of this record, archival sources and through consolidation of previous academic research, my aim is to comment on the features of the petition which offer further insight into Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s allegiances, whilst reflecting on the petition’s administrative function and its value to the modern historian.  [2:  Roger’s full petition is available at the Public Record Office, SC8/34, no. 1671, also with my bibliography.]  [3:  P.R.O, C66/138, m. 23d, calendared in CPR 307-13 P- 5303.] 

The petition is addressed to ‘the King’ (either Edward II or Edward III) from Roger de Birthorpe, relating to the ‘attack’ on Sempringham Priory, which took place in September 1312.[footnoteRef:4] However, the petition itself is likely to date from 1327-8 when King Edward II was deposed by his estranged wife, Queen Isabella, alongside her lover, Roger de Mortimer. At this time, a statute was issued allowing writs of attaint to be obtained (in Oyer and Terminer cases), ‘to inquire whether a jury of twelve men gave a false verdict, so that the judgment following thereupon might be reversed'.[footnoteRef:5] In terms of dating his petition, we should also note that de Birthorpe complains about the actions of the notorious Sir Hugh le Despenser, and is unlikely to have done so until after his downfall and execution in November 1326.[footnoteRef:6] Of course, discrepancies in the record may be due to lapses in time, disingenuity, scribal errors or a combination of all three. Yet despite the uncertainty of the chronology of events, the petition indicates that Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, along with other local men of status, supported Roger de Birthorpe’s raid on the neighbouring Sempringham Priory. Roger had presumably decided, or at least convinced his supporters, that he had a legal right to claim goods from the priory. It would not be the first time that de Birthorpe showcased his facilities for acquiring allies, with high profile individuals subsequently helping him throughout his exile in Ireland (with the extended Luttrell family being instrumental).[footnoteRef:7] As for de Birthorpe himself, the precise degree and nature of his guilt in the Sempringham raid remains murky. What is evident though is that his petition seeks to minimise and justify the incident, and if accurate, this record suggests that Luttrell's role in the event was relatively minor.  [4: Joyce Coleman, ‘New Evidence About Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s Raid On Sempringham Priory, 1312’ The British Library Journal, vol. 25, no. 2 (1999), pp.103–128 (p.119).]  [5:  W. H. Aggs (ed.), Wharton's Law-Lexicon  (London, 1911), p. 87.]  [6:  Hugh le Despenser could refer to father or son, both were active during this period. R.W Kaeuper, ‘Law And Order In Fourteenth-Century England, The Evidence Of Special Commissions Of Oyer And Terminer’, Speculum, Vol. 54 , Issue. 4 (1979), pp.734-784 (p.773).]  [7:  Coleman, ‘New Evidence’, p.119.] 

This class of Oyer and Terminer commissions, to which this petition belongs, constitutes a substantial category, varying widely in legal, economic and social importance. Within this class, historians have observed a significant subgroup; the special commissions regarding the new royal jurisdiction in trespass, which often resulted in vast retrospective awards of damages.[footnoteRef:8] Extant records indicate that fines of several hundred pounds were not uncommon, and a crushing debt (as was demanded of de Birthorpe) could reduce a once dangerous enemy into merely a disaffected and benign neighbour.[footnoteRef:9] With this in mind, de Birthorpe’s petition seems likely to be a direct response to several complaints to Parliament (unfortunately none of which have survived), regarding the powerful men of Lincolnshire who sought to steal the lands and impound the goods of their neighbours by demanding immense damages in commissions of Oyer and Terminer.[footnoteRef:10] The anonymous complaints that de Birthorpe cites could have been describing his own individual case, as the fine of 500 marks imposed on him after his raid on Sempringham Priory was considered a huge sum of money for a man of his stature.[footnoteRef:11] In fact, Richard W. Kaeuper cites the de Birthorpe case as an example of how such commissions provided convenient and devastating administrative weapons to govern local disputes and political feuds, which were endemic in medieval society during this period of political, social and economic unrest.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Kaeuper, ‘Law and Order’, p.379. 
]  [9:  Kaeuper, ‘Law and Order’, pp.756-7.]  [10:  Ibid, pp.757.]  [11:  Joyce Coleman, ‘New Evidence’ ,p.117.]  [12:  Kaeuper,’Law And Order’ p.777. Also, J. T. Rosenthal ‘Feuds And Private Peace-making’, Nottinghamshire Mediaeval Studies 14 (1970), pp.84-90 (p.84). ] 

In the case of this record, covert political sympathies may underly the entire incident, as opposed to mere social-economic advancement. The records, in association with the individuals who took part in this raid, appear to point to a previously unclear motivation for the Sempringham raid, which may link to important events outside of South Lincolnshire. Joyce Coleman suggest that de Birthorpe, Luttrell and company, may have felt that the downfall of the king’s favourite advisor, Piers Gaveston (beheaded in June 1312), was an opportune moment to conceive of an incursion of their own, on a priory that had been synonymous with the now disenfranchised royal party of King Edward II.[footnoteRef:13] Scholars have also theorised that an illumination within the Luttrell Psalter, depicting a man about to be beheaded, with the additional words ‘Lancastres,’ may be evidence that could cement Geoffrey Luttrell’s support of Thomas Lancaster in the rebellion against the king.[footnoteRef:14] In fact, the connection to Lancaster may date as far back as 1298 (when Luttrell accompanied Thomas Lancaster’s mother overseas), and for this reason Janet Backhouse tentatively theorises that the Sempringham raiders were not only sympathetic to the rebellion against the king and his favourites, but may also have been actively involved.[footnoteRef:15] With this in mind, it may be no coincidence that de Birthorpe refers to his own pardon within the petition.[footnoteRef:16] For it would appear that de Birthorpe had indeed obtained a retraction of King Edward II’s ‘meloventia’, which may explain why he found it expedient to alter his political affiliations immediately after the raid.[footnoteRef:17] Although unsubstantiated, the associations between Luttrell, de Birthorpe and the Lancaster cause, are potentially intriguing elements of a far greater picture. However, perhaps more significant to this paper is the idea that Geoffrey Luttrell did harbour a covert admiration for the arch-rebel Thomas Lancaster, and if so, he successfully kept his reputation and estate intact, unlike many of his allies. With this in mind, Janet Backhouse succinctly suggests that Luttrell's outstanding achievement throughout Edward II's tumultuous reign may have been the safeguarding of his own family and legacy.[footnoteRef:18] [13:  Coleman, ‘New Evidence’, p.116. Hamilton, J. S. Piers Gaveston, Earl Of Cornwall, 1307–1312: Politics And Patronage In The Reign Of Edward II (Detroit: Wayne State University Press; 1988) pp. 92-9).]  [14:  Janet Backhouse, The Luttrell Psalter (London: The British Library Publishing Division, 1989), p17; (CPR I292-1301 p.354).]  [15:  Backhouse, The Luttrell Psalter, p.17.]  [16:  Full transcription available, see Coleman, ‘New Evidence’, p.105.]  [17:  Ibid, p.105.]  [18:  Backhouse, The Luttrell Psalter, p.29.] 

Our understanding of medieval history is largely determined by what evidence has survived, and principally by what sources have been published, examined, and interpreted by historians and academics. Fortunately, the preservation of such records allows us to ascertain information and agendas that might otherwise have remained unknown. A great majority of these records were a by-product of agencies that played administrative roles within the community and largely reflect the evolution of self-governance of institutions who sought to administer decisions, whilst managing judicial transactions and assets, during a politically turbulent era. Throughout the middle-ages, such records were kept in a variety of forms and contexts, however, local petitions often exist as isolated texts and are frequently fragmentary components of a once fuller series. So, despite containing important data, the task of adequately comprehending their literary, formulaic and contextual details, is often significantly compromised.[footnoteRef:19] Furthermore, many medieval records are biased towards administrative functions, preoccupations or a particular area of medieval society, thus reflecting a partisan, or limited viewpoint. Therefore, we should attribute value not necessarily through their validity as historically accurate records, but because they are precious resources that convey not only medieval administrative order, but the most fundamental aspects of medieval society and interest. [19:  Kaeuper, ‘Law And Order’.pp. 734-784.] 
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