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Commentary on the will of John Hornecastel

Wills from the Middle Ages contain a wealth of information concerning medieval views about death, the soul, the body, burial, religious sentiments, devotion to the church, and family identities and loyalties. Medieval wills also contain lists detailing valuable items, what items held the most value, and how these items were distrusted. According to one source ‘Another very noticeable difference from modern wills is the heavy religious emphasis…almost invariably, the late medieval will begins by bequeathing the soul to God, then specifies the place of burial, and then often arranges for the funeral and for masses to be said for the testator.’
 This commentary will focus on the will of John Hornecastel whose will was proved before John le Spycer the mayor and two bailiffs by the names of John de Cobyndo’ and Robert Prentytz. The will was dated September through October 1348 on Monday in feast of St. Michael.
 The will contains valuable information regarding the deceased’s relationship with his family, the church, and the distribution of property. 

One of the most prominent features of medieval wills is the bequeath of property, goods, or money to parish churches and religious houses.
 John Hornecastel bequeathed the following to religious persons and instituitions: 20 shillings (1 pound) to rector of St. Nicholas, for fabric of church 20 shillings, 100 shillings (5 pounds) for fabric of Augustinians and Carmelites, 20 shillings to a group of unnamed nuns, and a total of 80 shillings (8 pounds) to the hospital of St. John near Radcliff, St. Laurence outside Laffardysyate, and another unnamed one.
 The most significant feature of this will is the bequests made to the church. This is useful for understanding the religiosity of the benefactor and what particular religious houses or groups they favored. In John Hornecastel’s case, he favoured the Augustinians and Carmelites who were mendicant religious orders in that they adopted a lifestyle of poverty, evangelization, traveling, and ministering to the poor. The fact that John favored those religious orders devoted to caring for the poor may indicate why he left several bequests to poor houses ‘100 shillings for bread distribution to the poor, 20 shillings to the poor in William Randolf’s almshouse in le langevelle, to poor in John Francey’s almshouse in Bristoll and of alms of Richard (Hu) his house in Bristol 10 shillings, and 14 pounds to poor men and women of Bristoll, and ½ masses and other pious uses.’
 John Hornecastel’s will reveals a keen interest for the upkeep of the church. Norman Tanner notes ‘Bequests for the upkeep of the churches too, were often expressed in set phrases such as ‘for the repair of’ or ‘to the fabric of,’ phrases that were standard throughout later medieval English wills.’
 Perhaps then one may assume that Hornecastel’s generosity towards the church reveals his concern for his soul. His will also reads ‘to 8 chaplains praying for soul for 2 years £24.’
 It had become a popular practice during the Cluniac reforms of the 10th century for nobles to secure their souls by relying on reformed monasteries that could be trusted to pray for their eternal security. Robynne Eagan notes ‘Nobles often left land and wealth to the church in exchange for prayers and forgiveness.’
 Medieval wills not only served to settle the estate of the testator but also to settle the ‘estate’ of the soul. One source notes ‘In fact, wills were introduced by the Catholic Church ‘as an instruments for the giving of alms’ in many parts of Europe, or, as Michael Clancy has put it, the testament was originally meant to guarantee the testator’s ‘state of grace at death rather than the worldly disposition of his property.’
 Moreover, this is perhaps one of the most important features of the will: the concern for the soul expressed by generosity toward the church. John Hornecastel’s will also points to the importance placed on the final deposition of the body, in addition to the soul. He bequests 4 pounds for his funeral expenses and 40 shillings for wax at his funeral. 

The remainder of his will is dedicated to the disposition of goods and dividing his estate among his family. The parceling of goods and land among family members, relatives, and acquaintances represent the importance placed on family loyalties and identities. One source notes ‘The will was thus a manifestation of power: the authoritative expression of the testator’s last will (ultima voluntas). That a person’s last will was to be fulfilled in accordance with the true intent of the testator became a leading principle in learned law—rendering it even more potent.’
 John Hornecastel left to his wife, Johanna, ‘all terms of years on leases from William de Axe, Thomas Baget, John le langge, and Henry le Roper; custody of daughters.’
 This is significant as his wife Johanna would be able to draw an income from the payment of the leases, thus providing her with means to support herself. Undoubtedly, he wanted to ensure the welfare of his wife following his death. Additionally, he left 100 pounds and two houses to Johanna. The National Archives has a currency converter for the years 1270, and upward that calculate the purchasing power of medieval currency and its equivalent in modern times. For the year 1350 (the closest to the date of the will) 100 pounds was enough to buy 144 horses or 270 cows or 5000 days of a skilled tradesman.
 As the evidence suggests, John wanted to ensure that his wife was able to care for herself. 

It appears that John had five children: two sons, John and Richard, and two daughters, Agnes and Margaret (there is also a mention of a Margery, but this appears to be an alternative spelling of Margaret). John left a number of properties and currency to his children. To each of his children, he left the equivalent of 4 pounds. To his son John he left a house, a tenement, and 1 mark (13 shillings). To his daughter Agnes he left a tenement with shops in Redeclyvestrete and a second tenement nearby. He also left 20 shillings to her and annual rent from three other tenements. To his other daughter Margaret, he left two tenements and four shops. Additionally, the text notes ‘To wife Johanna, sons Richard and John, daughters Agnes and Margaret all silver plate to be divided equally among them in cups.’
 I find it interesting that he equally divided the silver among his children (perhaps to discourage quarrelling among his progeny). He also left additional tenements, shops, and rental payments to his sons. Moreover, it seems that John was generous to his children, which may reveal his concern to keep his loyalty to his family. Michael Sheehan argues that wills served ‘as a protection of family rights...to ensure the future prosperity of the family.’
 Sheehan indicates the importance of family legacy, identity and ensuring the continual propagation of a family line in medieval wills. Medieval wills are useful for understanding the value of properties (such as tenements), items (such as the aforementioned silver plate), and currency. 

In addition to ensuring the prosperity of his family and church, John Hornecastel also left sums of money to non-relations. To the nurse, he left 10 shillings. To the servant Matilda, he left 10 shillings. He left 5 marks to the apprentice Ralph nym. John also left a total of 140 shillings to another apprentice named Gregory le Longge. He left a total of 160 shillings to two executors named Robert Gyen and David Benett. It was not uncommon in medieval wills to bequeath money or goods to servants and apprentices. One source notes ‘Bequests to servants are frequent, and sometimes their loyalty is mentioned…servants were explicitly rewarded for loyal service and legacies induce them to remain with their master of his family.’
 This feature of the will reveals the importance of identity and legacy in the medieval world: a servant would prove most valuable if he or she had strong ties of loyalty to the family or lord. It is also helpful for understanding the distribution of tenements and various properties that were not regulated under inheritance laws. 

Moreover, the most important features of John Hornecastel’s will is the importance placed on the disposition of goods and property to his family and workers and his concern for his soul which was expressed in generous donations to churches, clerics, and poor houses. John placed a great deal of importance on church and family and the maintaining of ties of loyalty and identity in his family. Another significant feature to consider is the type of will. This online copy of John Hornecastel’s will is likely from a probate copy of the original will. Once a probate copy was ‘sent to the probate court or registry to be proved, it was copied into a register.’
 This copy of the will was proved in Guyhalda by a mayor and two bailiffs. Medieval wills, however, are most helpful in understanding the importance and place of the church and family in matters of estates.
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