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Assessment 3: Dating Exercise (Medieval)

Michelle Hogan


This exercise, to give the modern equivalent of the medieval date for the documents in (a) – (c) and an estimate for the event in (d), is made manageable with the help of Cheney's A Handbook of Dates (referred to subsequently as the Handbook), and I relied considerably on the information that it contains. Following ‘Chesterfield’s Act’ (1751), the day after 2nd September 1752 became 14th September, to correct previous calculations. It is explained in the Handbook by means of an example, that dates in table 8 are given in modern terms.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cheney, p. 5.] 


(a) Memorandum that the Thursday after the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the 8th year of King Richard II the abbot of Byland was accused in the wapentake court held at Pickering. 

The Handbook sets out regnal years, and we can see from table 2/II that the 8th year of Richard II's reign is 22nd June 1384 – 21st June 1385.[footnoteRef:2] The Assumption of the Blessed Mary, sometimes called ‘Lady Day in harvest’, is on 15th August, and in this case refers to August 1384 (which was a leap year).[footnoteRef:3] In order to work out the day of the week, I looked at table 9, which sets out Easter day, and saw that Easter day was 10th April in 1384.[footnoteRef:4] I then checked the page for Easter Day 10th April (in table 8/20), which provides a calendar for the year.[footnoteRef:5] August 15th in 1384 was a Monday, so the Thursday after that was August 18th. [2:  Cheney, p. 35.]  [3:  Eleanor Parker, Catholic Herald, https://catholicherald.co.uk/harvests-herbs-and-the-virgin-mary-august-customs-from-the-middle-ages/]  [4:  Cheney, p. 229.]  [5:  Cheney, pp. 194 – 5.] 


(b) Confirmation by Bishop Anian of St Asaph of the charters for Shrewsbury Abbey issued by his predecessors Bishops Reiner, Abraham, and Hugh. Given at Shrewsbury the day after St Mary Magdalene in the first year of his pontificate.

The first thing I did here was to find the bishops of St Asaph, to ascertain the first year of Bishop Anian’s pontificate. Reiner was bishop from 1186 to 1224/5, Abraham from 1225 to 1332/3 and Hugh (Hywel I) from 1235 – 1240. Anian I followed Hywel II in September 1249 until 1266.[footnoteRef:6] There was also Bishop Anian II, who took office in 1268 and died in 1293, but the document does not stipulate that it was Anian II who confirmed the charters. Having found their dates, I wanted to check that it was Anian I who confirmed the charters for Shrewsbury Abbey. I searched for possible records in the National Archives and National Library of Wales, but did not find a connection.[footnoteRef:7] However, I came across a Google book by R. W. Eyton, which explained that Anian (I) Bishop of St Asaph, ‘inspected and confirmed the Charters of his predecessors, Reyner, Abraham, and Hugh’, at Shrewsbury on 23rd July 1250.[footnoteRef:8] The day of St Mary Magdalene is 22nd July, which in 1250 was a Friday (checking the days in the Handbook), so Anian I confirmed these charters on Saturday 23rd July 1250. Eyton, a historian, obtained this information from ‘Salop Chartulary 362-b’.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  British History Online, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/fasti-ecclesiae/1066-1300/vol9/pp33-36]  [7:   https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ and https://www.library.wales/. Online access to the British Library remains unavailable.]  [8:  R. W. Eyton, Antiquities of Shropshire, p. 338. ]  [9:  Eyton, p. 336.] 


(c) Downham: court held on Thursday the day after Ash Wednesday in the fourth year of the reign of King Edward and the first year of the episcopate of John de Ketene [Ketton]

John de Ketene was Bishop of Ely from 6th September 1310 to 1316, which coincides with the reign of Edward II. The fourth year of Edward’s reign ran from 8th July 1310 to 7th July 1311, so we are looking at Ash Wednesday 1311. From table 8/21 in the Handbook, we can see that Ash Wednesday that year was 24th February, and the following day was Thursday 25th February.

(d) Henry, king of the English, greets the bishop of Lincoln and Earl David and the earl of Leicester, and Earl Rannulf of Chester, and all the barons and lords of whom Geoffrey Ridel held lands, and all the sheriffs within whose jurisdiction he held them. Know that I have given to Richard Basset the daughter of Geoffrey Ridel to wife, and the custody of Geoffrey Ridel’s land until Robert Ridel can be made a knight and marry the granddaughter of Ralph Basset, namely the daughter of one of his daughters. … And this gift and compact have been made at the request and with the advice of Rannulf, earl of Chester, and William his brother, and Nigel d’Aubigny and Robert Ridel’s other kin and Geva his mother, and Geoffrey the earl’s chancellor, and Simon, dean of Lincoln, and William, son of Rannulf, and Thomas of St John and Geoffrey de Clinton, and Payn son of John, and William d’Aubigny and Humphrey de Bohun and Robert Musard and Robert Basset and Osmund Basset and Thurstan Basset and William, constable of Earl Rannulf of Chester, and Ralph, son of Norman, and Hugh Maubanc. At Woodstock.

First I looked at Richard Basset’s marriage, which apparently took place according to a charter of Henry I after the death of Geoffrey Ridel in 1120. Richard Basset’s marriage to Matilda Ridel most likely took place in the 1120s, although there is some suggestion that the charter is a forgery.[footnoteRef:10] Earl David was given the ‘estate and earldom of Northampton (also known as Huntingdon)’ by Henry I in 1113. He was married to Matilda (de Senlis, heiress to the earldom of Huntingdon), daughter of earl Waltheof.[footnoteRef:11] He became David I, King of Scots in 1124 and although he retained the honor of Huntingdon, he would probably have been referred to as a king rather than an earl from his succession. [10:  D. Carpenter, The Marriage of Richard Basset, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2281.12227 (2020).]  [11:  R. Bartlett, pp. 80 and 149.] 


After the White Ship disaster in November 1120, Henry I was not only grieving for his son William Adelin (or Ætheling) and many other nobles who perished along with him, he was also thinking of the succession, and he married Adeliza (or Adelaide) of Louvain in 1121. According to Carpenter, the apparent date of this document is between January 1121 and June 1123, when the king left for Normandy.[footnoteRef:12] There are some records of when Henry I was at Woodstock, such as in December 1126 when he held a council, although I did not find one for the years 1121 – 1123.[footnoteRef:13] This writ, Carpenter explains, is known from the ‘Basset of Weldon cartulary’, and he states that the cartulary’s first scribe, probably working in 1236 x 1241 ‘entered fifty-two documents including the writ for Richard Basset. Other documents were added later.’[footnoteRef:14] It is noticeable that a number of witnesses here were from the Basset family. [12:  D. Carpenter, p. 1 and note 2.]  [13:  https://www.medieval-life-and-times.info/medieval-kings/king-henry-i-timeline.htm]  [14:  D. Carpenter, p. 1.] 

I have used the Handbook extensively for this assessment, and I have discovered a considerable amount for some of the individuals mentioned in the documents. It is clear that as much information as possible helps to establish the dates for these documents and one needs to bear in mind that not all of them are authentic; some people – like the Basset family here – might benefit from unauthorised writs. I have checked regnal years, saints’ days and when Easter was, to find the modern equivalent date, as well as determining which king or other prominent figure was referred to in the documents. Translating dates from the medieval to the modern helps to clarify when certain documents were drawn up, and it also provides an insight into how people of the Middle Ages regarded time.
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