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What printing presses yield we think good store

But what is writ by hand we value more.

Translated from John Donne’s Latin elegiac Doctissimo

Amicissimoque, by Edmund Blunden.



‘When all else has been said, narrative history depends

especially upon letters, which express opinions and

directions at the time of writing.’

Sir Maurice Powicke, The Thirteenth Century,page 739.



To put your hand on a letter, to see its address panel and seal,

to read the text and signature, is to come as close as you can

to the essence of our history.

Chapter on Sixteenth-Century Letters.



Front cover: Georg Gisze, London merchant, by Holbein. Letters hang in racks with a string holder, scales, crystal ball, seal, inkwell and quill pen. The Latin motto translates as ‘No joy without sorrow’. The notice dated 1532 reads, ‘The picture you see here records the features of Georg. Such are his lively eyes, such is his face.’ Courtesy of Bildarchive Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin.


Dedicated with gratitude to the late Frank Salter and the late Dr Ralph Bennett of Magdalene College, Cambridge




PREFACE

From Roman times until the twentieth century much of the administration of England has been carried out by sending letters, either in the form of written instructions or authorisations to deliver information orally. They were addressed to the recipient and authenticated by a seal or signature, often having a greeting and a personal conclusion. Also included were copies of laws, regulations and summonses to courts. Without an efficient messenger service there could be no effective control of the country and no means by which government could be informed of events taking place. Separate postal services were also developed to meet the needs of the nobles, the church, the merchants, the towns and the public. This book discusses letters, those who carried them, and the means of distribution, being three meanings of the word ‘post’. It shows that the postal service established throughout England by the medieval kings continued until 1635 when it was officially extended to the public, thus starting its amalgamation with the other services.

My interest in this subject started when I read with great pleasure Mary Hill’s The King’s Messengers 1199–1377 and realised how extensive the medieval sources were for a study of the royal post. So began several years of reading and visiting archives. Encouraged by Mary Hill and then by Dr Ralph Bennett, who with others read the early drafts, I put together this book. Our national records are so extensive that it is possible to describe the development of postal services that were essential to the administrative, social and industrial growth of the country.

The opportunity to revise a book published seven years ago has enabled me to add much new material, to introduce two new maps and have another redrawn. Some corrections have been made, new illustrations introduced and the number of colour plates increased. The title has been changed to distinguish it from the former History of the Post in England from the Romans to the Stuarts.

Philip Beale
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I also quote from Calendar of Letters and Papers relating to the affairs of the Borders of England and Scotland 1560-94 and Correspondence relative to Scotland and the Borders 1513-34.

The Calendars typically give a short account of the state papers to which they refer so in some cases it has been necessary to go to the original documents in the National Archives. The reader should be aware that there has been more than one edition of several of the volumes listed above and also reprints so that the same reference may appear on differently numbered pages. The titles of some editions differ slightly from others. However, all volumes are well indexed and locating a reference should not be difficult. There are also Addenda volumes to State Papers. In the references I often give short titles for books. Full titles will be found in the Bibliography.

Dates

Until the year 1752, March 25, known as Lady Day, or St Mary’s Day in Lent to distinguish it from other festival days of the Virgin Mary, marked the beginning of the legal year. Documents dated between 1 January and that day may give different years according to whether the calendar or the legal year was used. I show such dates as, for example, 1566/57, 1556 being the legal year and 1557 being the calendar year. If I refer to events that took place between the calendar years 1556 and 1557 they are shown as 1556-1557.

From the accession of King Richard I royal letters are dated by the sovereign’s regnal year, the beginning of which was the day of the sovereign’s accession. The regnal year is therefore not the legal year and not the calendar year. Statutes and Proclamations become dated by the regnal year. The first number in a Statute is the number of the regnal year and this precedes the name of the sovereign. Statutes in the period covered by this book usually include a great number of disparate topics. Each one has a separate chapter for which I use the abbreviation ch. They are shown in the form 22 Henry VIII, ch.5.


1

FROM THE ROMANS TO THE NORMAN CONQUEST

The Romans, who made their first reconnaissance to Britain in 55 BC, brought with them the art of letter writing, an efficient postal system and the skills required for building paved roads. They had already established highways from Italy to the English Channel and, as their army advanced, so the same pattern of regular posting stations, bridges, fords and river transport was extended here. Construction work started in southern England about AD 43 and was largely completed by the year 81. Roads extended from London throughout Britain to Devon in the south, across much of Wales and into East Anglia, reaching as far north as Carlisle and Corbridge on Hadrian’s Wall, approximately the centre of Britain. Those that were constructed in Scotland between the 80s and 160s as far as the Antonine Wall, which ran from the Firth of Forth to the River Clyde and then beyond it to Inchtuthil, were abandoned by the end of the second century and only used for occasional incursions thereafter. Along the main roads, many of which were to remain in use until modern times, were placed milestones commemorating the emperor of the day, showing distances and destinations. The miles were a little shorter than our present measurement, being based on 1,000 strides of 5ft taken by a runner, equivalent to about 1,660 Imperial yards.

Before the Romans came, there were some roads, for Julius Caesar notes in his account of the campaign against Cassivelaunus that the British king sent his chariots ‘by all the well-known roads and tracks’. Caesar moved so quickly that it seems he must have used them. During the centuries that followed the Roman departure, their style of letter writing survived and, while the people spoke Celtic and later Old English, the ability to read and write Latin was to remain part of the formal education of all professional English people until the twentieth century. It was the only European international language.

The Roman postal system was established during the Republic but its final structure is attributed to the Emperor Augustus. Our knowledge of it comes almost entirely from literary sources though, as will be shown, some original English letters written on wood have survived. In 20 BC Augustus had been appointed as commissioner of the roads near Rome. Each trunk road had its curator and at the hub of the system in Rome he erected the so-called ‘golden milestone’, a column bearing plaques of gilded bronze on which were inscribed the names of the chief cities with their distances from the capital. At this time along the main routes there were post stages about 81/3 miles apart where horses were kept and refreshment was available. At every third station was a night quarters, enabling a courier to travel 25 or 50 miles a day according to weather conditions and time of year. There are exceptional, well-recorded accounts of far greater distances being covered, including one when Augustus sent Tiberius through Rhaetia and Germany to visit Augustus’s dying brother Drusus. He travelled 200 miles in a day and a night. Cases are known of men travelling 140 miles a day for several days using two-wheeled carriages – speeds that were not improved upon until the advent of the railway.1

In setting up the system of couriers, at least two basic models must have been considered. The courier could hand over his letter to another at a stage and thus fresh messengers and horses would ensure the quickest possible transmission of the post. On the other hand, the courier might take regular rests and deliver his message personally. The first model was used and then changed to the second. In Suetonius’ life of Augustus there is this account of the postal service and the Emperor’s use of letters:



To enable what was going on in each of the Provinces to be reported and known more speedily and promptly, [Augustus] at first stationed young men at short intervals along the military roads and afterwards post-chaises. The latter has seemed the more convenient arrangement, since the same men who bring the letters from any place can, if occasion demands, be questioned as well. On passports, despatches and private letters he used as his seal first a sphinx, later an image of Alexander the Great, and finally his own image. This his successors continued to use as their seal. He always attached to all letters the exact hour, not only of the day, but even of the night, to indicate precisely when they were written.2



Later the Emperor Hadrian placed the military road system under imperial control with its costs chargeable to imperial funds, and an office was opened in Rome under an equestrian praefectus to administer it.

The method of delivering letters by a messenger who took mail from the sender to the recipient continued to be used until modern times. Speed was not the main consideration; it was the certainty of arrival and security of the letter that mattered most. The conversation between the messenger and the recipient of the news could be an essential part of the process. Equally important as delivery of the letter was the verbal reply that would come back by the same messenger. Many letters that we know of from early times are primarily letters of introduction, the bearer being able to pass on the important news by word of mouth, thus ensuring both confidentiality and a reply.

The army which used the roads in Britain may have numbered 60,000 at the height of Roman power, far larger than any force assembled by an English medieval or Tudor sovereign. However, it is likely that the population of Roman Britain reached between 4 and 6 million at its peak, perhaps twice that of the time of Henry VIII.3

As the legions advanced they built links to their base and thus they constructed their roads. The roads were not built to join the British towns together, for they normally avoided them. Their purpose was military and political. The centre point was London with roads linking it, like spokes on a wheel, to the legionary fortresses at Exeter, Wroxeter, Colchester, Lincoln, York, Chester and Caerleon, to the bases of local administration and to Hadrian’s Wall. The Ordnance Survey has produced a splendid map of the roads, which provided facilities for the traveller that were superior to any until the eighteenth century. They followed the most direct routes available and so were not the ways usually traversed by the local population, who would take the ancient tracks that linked their towns and religious centres. For example, the old route known as the Icknield Way, a series of local roads running along the Berkshire and Chiltern escarpment, is not in origin a Roman road; neither is Peddar’s Way in East Anglia.4

An exception to the pattern of routes to and from London is the Fosse Way. This started at Topsham near Exeter in Devon and linked it to Bath, Cirencester, Leicester and Lincoln, thus crossing the island from south west to north east. Though it is not regarded as having been intended as a frontier, it seems likely that the first wave of the Roman advance stopped at these points, thus taking military operations to the natural boundaries of the Severn and the Trent. It marked a period of consolidation during which settlements were linked together, making a supply road which served the needs of local rather than through traffic.

The main trunk roads, which must be distinguished from minor trackways, were at least 14ft in width, sufficient to allow two waggons to pass each other, although their main purpose was to provide for marching soldiers and their baggage trains. They were firmly constructed with a gravel surface, usually with side ditches. In towns they would be paved. Unstable ground was secured by wooden piles, brushwood and occasionally concrete. Even the minor roads could be regarded as all-weather routes. Bridges, fords and culverts were soundly made and today many of their foundations can still be seen. Each main road in its final state had its inspector in chief known as curator viarum, while the minor crossing roads were put under local control. Traders were subject to duties of 21⁄2 per cent charged at customs posts. The survival rate of low-value Roman coins is such that there must have been considerable commercial business. Roads were kept as straight as possible but would divert if any substantial obstacle was met, as with Silbury Hill in Wiltshire. Such a road was best for the marching soldier, less likely to harbour an ambush and helpful to the drivers of vehicles which had no movable joint between the pairs of wheels.

There was also water-borne traffic. Dover, Lympne and Richborough served as cross-Channel ports, and the Tyne communicated directly with the Rhine. Otherwise, continental trade came to depend mainly on the harbours of London, Southampton and the Humber. The realisation that the port of London was not tidal in Roman times, and that this would have suited sailors used to the almost tideless Mediterranean sea, helps to explain the dominant position that the port of London achieved.5

Inland rivers were used as much as possible for the transport of heavy objects; the Foss Dyke linking the Trent with Lincoln is thought to be a Roman canal. The oysters that are typically found in profusion on Roman sites imply their fairly rapid distribution, for unless they were carried quickly in water tanks they would have soon deteriorated.



Much of our knowledge of British Roman roads comes from archaeological excavation but there are other sources. There is one important map, the medieval Peutinger Table, which is believed to be based on a Roman one. It is named after a sixteenth-century owner, Conrad Peutinger of Augsburg. Originally it consisted of twelve sheets of parchment but now there are only eleven, the missing section having covered most of Britain. All that remains are some routes in southern England. Some minor information comes from parts of Roman bowls which list the forts along Hadrian’s Wall in northern England. They could have been made as souvenirs. Far more valuable, however, is a Roman road book, The Antonine Itinerary, thought to date from the third century AD, which has a British section often indicating journeys that do not follow the direct military ways or the shortest routes but which take the traveller through tribal capitals like Winchester and Silchester.6

It lists fifteen British journeys and records over a hundred place names. Collingwood and Myres suggested that this volume is really a description of the routes of the Roman postal system and their view has been supported by more recent studies.7

The state-organised service for the use of those officials who held warrants for the carriage of letters, goods and equipment was at first known as the vehiculatio and then the cursus publicus. Travel along the roads was open to the public with priority given to official transport. The Itinerary does not describe all the Roman roads and so seems to be a record of fifteen actual journeys undertaken by officials. Parts of some journeys are duplicated in other ones, being shown by thicker lines on the map, the thinner lines on the map indicating roads not mentioned in the Itinerary. The numbers shown refer to the fifteen journeys. They extend through much of England with London the town most frequently mentioned; Silchester, High Cross and York are important junctions. The two most northerly places are just beyond Hadrian’s Wall.

The journeys in the Itinerary refer to mansiones and occasionally to mutationes, which were both places for the use of travellers holding warrants authorising them to use their facilities. Information about such buildings can be found in the Theodosian Code, a third-century compendium of legislation. The mansiones, which replaced what were previously called praetoria, were regularly spaced at about 12 miles apart, providing overnight accommodation, stables and refreshment. For reasons of safety they were often placed within a settlement. The mutationes appear to have been smaller in scale, probably with facilities for changing animals and for rudimentary overnight shelter. Each mansio was in the charge of an official known as the manceps, who might also be responsible for one or two mutationes. He had a staff of grooms, carriage repairers, veterinary specialists and slaves, and he maintained a considerable number of animals. In many respects mansiones resembled eighteenth-century posting inns with a central courtyard and a range of adjacent buildings. The mansio would need to be able to accommodate an important official with a train of mules and horses, or serve several vehicles carrying bullion and valuable goods accompanied by an escort. Its size would depend upon the expected traffic. When fully developed, the town site at Letocetum in Staffordshire had an elaborate complex with buildings extending over an area of 20 or 30 acres, including a large bath-house and a mansio which comprised an entrance hall and a courtyard round which ran a colonnade with access to eight ground-floor rooms. The substantial foundations indicate that there would have been an upper storey, probably with a balcony. Excavations suggest that there was a garden outside with a statue; the amount of window glass and plaster found suggests a building of some aesthetic quality.8

Those who used the mansiones required an official warrant, of which several types are known. A diploma (plural diplomata) was a letter, folded double, which allowed the holder passage on the cursus publicus. At first diplomata were only issued by the emperor, who supplied them to provincial governors for their allocation, but by the second century the governors were authorised to provide them. They were granted to couriers, magistrates and other officials. There were two types of diploma: one related to waggons pulled by oxen, the other to lighter vehicles and animals. Lodging with full board would be allowed and each diploma had an expiry date. Other types of warrant were evictiones or tractoriae. Both appear to be impersonal documents allowing the holder to travel on public or military roads and to use the facilities of the mansiones. They would be suitable for a regular courier. Warrants indicated the use that could be made of overnight accommodation, some allowing as many as five nights which might be needed by a convoy of vehicles that needed repairs or by officials collecting local taxes. No warrants are known to have survived but they are mentioned in literary sources such as Pliny’s Letters, as well as in official codes.

At first the cursus publicus was intended for the rapid transmission of messages, but gradually it became used for other purposes. Two divisions were set up: the express post, known as the cursus velox, and the slower waggon post, the cursus clabularis. The express post provided changes of mules, ponies or horses, two-wheeled carriages and four-wheeled waggons, the driver returning the vehicle to the posting station. It was used by couriers, officials travelling on business and for the carriage of valuables. The slower post used ox-drawn waggons for the transport of such military supplies as armour, clothing and grain, or stone and timber for public works. Maintaining so large a posting service was extremely expensive and was a major charge on the revenues of each province. It involved the feeding of animals that were replaced every four years, the costs of the staff, and the maintenance of the buildings. The army had its own transport services but how these were integrated into the cursus publicus is not understood.

It is difficult to identify any of the many buildings found along the Roman roads with the mansiones or mutationes because they have no obvious distinctive feature, but many sites have been excavated which have buildings that could have served the cursus publicus. Vindolanda on Hadrian’s Wall has a military fort with what seems to be a mansio built outside it. There is a series of buildings on Watling Street which are spaced between 8 and 16 miles apart. It is likely that mansiones served a variety of purposes in addition to providing accommodation and stables. Some probably provided a place for policing an area and also served as collecting centres for taxes. Buildings that may be granaries could be stores for grain and foodstuffs that were handed in as payment. Legal codes stated that mansiones should hold weights and measures. It has been suggested that some important villas such as Chedworth served as public hostels. They may even have extended their use to double as mansiones, but excavation of the likely mansiones and their adjacent buildings indicates that accommodation for the public had developed alongside those for the officials.

A variety of vehicles was used on the Roman roads. Most common was the two-wheeled birota, pulled by two or three mules, and the four-wheeled raeda, a cart used for loads of bullion or people. Heavier loads were taken by the angaria which had four wheels and was pulled by four oxen. The specified loads are very light by modern standards but this is presumed to be because of the poor system of harnessing animals that was used and the difficulty that the larger vehicles had in turning. The horse collar had not been invented and there is no evidence for brakes. Other small two-wheeled vehicles were used for rapid transport. The post horses, known as veredi, had strict weight limits placed on each part of their equipment, saddles, bridles and saddle bags. A type of sandal, of Celtic origin, was sometimes used to protect the feet of oxen and mules but there is no evidence that horseshoes were used in Roman Britain. The hard surfaces of many Roman roads made them unsuitable for unshod animals and steep, straight inclines would give them no purchase.



The Roman postal service was not available to the public except by favour. They had to use private couriers or make arrangements with carriers. The letters that were sent would be written with a pen on papyrus, wood or parchment, though for disposable messages wax was spread on a tablet and the writing made by a stylus – the tablet could then be erased and reused.9

Tablets of the last-mentioned kind dating from about AD 100 have been found at Vindolanda on the Stanegate frontier road south of Hadrian’s Wall. They measure about 15cm by 10cm and are about 0.5cm thick at the rim, the centre being hollowed to take the wax. They are made of larch or spruce, which indicates that they had been imported. Slots along the back may have been intended to take the seals of witnesses when needed and notes could be written along the rim. A number of these could act like a set of modern files. Other wax tablets of this kind dating from about AD 600 were found in the Springmount bog in Ireland, two tablets being bound together with the waxed sides facing each other. Further Roman examples have been found at sites including Caerleon, Carlisle and London. In almost every case the wax has perished and it is almost impossible to decipher any lettering on the wood underneath. Writing was done by using a pointed metal stylus with a blunter opposite end which could be used for erasing.

That the Romans in Britain used wood as a writing surface for correspondence was shown by the discovery of writing on wood as thin as veneer at Vindolanda.10 The letters vary in thickness from 0.25mm to 3mm, being cut from alder, birch or oak trees, which grew then, as now, in the area. The writing is in ink made of carbon, gum arabic and water, usually in a cursive hand, sometimes using a Latin shorthand. The text is normally in two columns starting on the left, the leaf being folded between the columns with the address on the back of the right hand half. Exceptionally, in one example, the first column is found on the right and it is presumed that the writer was left handed, the arrangement of the columns ensuring that the writer’s hand did not obscure what had already been written. Wood was a writing medium to be obtained at little cost and the find of deposits of letters, accidentally preserved, suggests that this was the normal means of correspondence used for all but the most important documents. Such use has not entirely disappeared: on a visit to the Cherokee National Park in the United States the writer was intrigued to buy postcards made from two slivers of wood glued together.

The surviving letters that can be read refer, as would be expected from their provenance, mainly to military matters such as the movement of troops, but others concern more mundane details like the purchase of clothing or an order for beer. We can see military reports and even a list of kitchen equipment. Some involve women correspondents – one group consists of letters to Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of the prefect of the ninth cohort of Batavians, from three women friends. An elegantly composed invitation to a birthday party from Claudia Severa to Sulpicia declares: ‘You will make the day more enjoyable by your presence,’ and ends in her own handwriting with ‘Farewell, sister, dearest soul as I hope to prosper, and hail.’ Its date, estimated from the context of its discovery, is about AD 100. A letter addressed to ‘Your Majesty’ complains of a beating that a tradesman, possibly a Roman citizen, had suffered, perhaps at the hand of a soldier. Exceptionally, writers quote from the poet Virgil. As with other Roman letters, they begin with the name of the recipient and the sender and close with a brief greeting, probably in the sender’s own hand. Such finds, mainly written by the senders rather than by scribes, suggest a greater incidence of literacy in the Roman world than had previously been thought possible and provide a fascinating, sometimes intimate, picture of the people who lived at that time. In later Roman Britain there is evidence that many people in towns could read and write in Latin although few countrymen achieved that level of education. It was hardly necessary for letters to be enciphered in Britain, but the Romans are known to have used ciphers and Julius Caesar occasionally wrote using Greek letters to protect the security of his correspondence.11 The larger British landowners became Romanised, building magnificent villas and acquiring a taste for a culture that involved the use of correspondence.

Where there are addresses, the Vindolanda letters give the name of the addressee in the dative case and the address is often in the locative. When translating from Latin into English it is necessary to add a preposition to show the effect of the case ending, so the words ‘to’ or ‘deliver to’ are understood before the name of the person and ‘at’ before the name of the place. Letters are known addressed to London and York. The correspondence shows that writers used the opportunities provided by travellers to send letters to distant places, but that officers would send soldiers to closer destinations.

As well as these letters, the text of one written by the secretary of a British governor has survived. It is described as being of a remarkably high standard and we can presume that it is typical of the thousands of administrative letters that must have been composed in Roman Britain.12

We know very little about the details of the transport of parcels and freight, but numbers of lead sealings survive which were probably attached to the packets and letters. Thirteen oblong sheet lead tags were found in 1973 in a pit in the Neronian fortress at Usk. They had been inscribed with a sharp point on both sides and had evidently been attached to packages, giving the number, the weight in pounds, the value in denarii and presumably the contents.13



By the third century Christianity had become established in south-east England and when the Romans started their withdrawal, the new religion was to be the provider of culture and education. Roman control had begun to wane before 350. The Emperor Theodosius restored order after the barbarian attacks of 367 but in 408 invaders overran the country. Rome itself fell to Alaric in 410. By about 440 the remnants of the Roman army had left Britain, leaving the country at the mercy of Germanic invaders, who occupied much of England. The language which we call Old English evolved to replace Celtic as the common tongue except in Cornwall, which was not occupied until the ninth century, and Wales, which retained its independence until the conquest of Edward I. The invaders made use of the Roman roads after the cursus publicus and its mansiones had fallen into disuse. They had served an administration that had departed and required a basis of local taxation that no longer existed.

The two centuries that followed the Roman departure are the most obscure in British history, as hardly any contemporary documents are known. While there was much warfare, yet there is evidence to show that cultural life continued. For example, a book composed by Fastidius in Britain about the year 420, On the Christian Life, is in simple and elegant Latin. A number of letters exist in copy form from popes addressed to Britain at this time, which implies that there were replies. These contacts culminated in the mission of St Augustine to Canterbury in 597, and in 601 Pope Gregory the Great set up the two provinces of the Church in England. In 669 Pope Vitalian sent Theodore, who came from Asia Minor, to be the archbishop of Canterbury. The English historian Bede had many papal letters copied for him by a friend on a visit to Rome and some of them are incorporated in his Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, completed in 731. We know also that St Patrick, who was born in England, wrote letters.14

Political contact with the Continent also continued: in the sixth century, King Aethelberht of Kent had married Bertha, the daughter of the king of Paris. The splendid jewels and plate found in the seventh-century Sutton Hoo burial of an East Anglian chief show that there were contacts with places as far away as Byzantium, as well as an appreciation of fine possessions.

A curious incident is related concerning the use of writing in Ireland.15St Patrick, who had come from Britain, was nearly killed when the writing materials that he and his followers were carrying were thought to be weapons. We can only surmise what these were. Wax tablets would seem unlikely and the thin wooden letters of the type already referred to as found at Vindolanda could hardly be thought to be offensive. It has been surmised that what the party was carrying were sticks engraved with runes or, more likely, ogham script. This originated in Ireland and is a method of representing the letters of the Latin alphabet by notches and grooves. Such sticks have been discovered in excavations of medieval Bergen where they were then used for carrying messages, the letters being cut on the smoothed sides of the sticks. There is a reference to one in an Anglo Saxon poem, The Husband’s Message.16

Perhaps such sticks were in common use in England and Ireland at this time. After all, it was unknown until recently that the Romans wrote letters on wood and British inscribed sticks may some day be found and recognised. Medieval wooden tally sticks, discussed later in this book, were used as receipts until the eighteenth century, and had smoothed sides on which were written details of the transaction.



By the eighth century, when more stability had been established, the British Isles started to have a profound influence on Europe through both its Christian missions and scholarship. It is the century of the magnificently illuminated Lindisfarne Gospels and the time when the saga of Beowulf was written in a literary form. There are surviving collections of letters including 150 from the Anglo-Saxon Continental Archbishops Boniface and Lullus, and 350 from the Englishman Alcuin who became head of the Emperor Charlemagne’s palace school. His letters discuss astronomy, music and natural history. Bede’s Ecclesiastical History quotes a considerable number of earlier letters in full. One is a detailed reply to nine questions put by Augustine which describes the practice of the Church in respect of such matters as the ordination of bishops, punishments, and the relationship of dioceses with one another. The letters are headed in this form: ‘To his most reverend and holy brother and fellow Bishop, Augustine; Gregory, the servant of the servants of God’. That concerning the future Bishop of London ends ‘dated the 22nd of June, in the nineteenth year of the reign of our most lord and emperor Mauritius Tiberius, the eighteenth year after the consulship of our said lord’ (i.e.AD 601). Bede quotes in full two interesting letters, dated 625, from Pope Boniface to King Edwin and his wife Ethelberga exhorting the king to become a Christian and urging the queen to encourage him to do so. The latter ends:



Having premised thus much, in pursuance of the duty of our fatherly affection, we exhort you, that when the opportunity of a bearer shall offer, you will as soon as possible acquaint us with the success which the Divine Power shall grant by your means in the conversion of your consort […] We have, moreover, sent you the blessing of your Protector, St Peter, the prince of the apostles, that is, a silver looking glass, and a gilt ivory comb, which we entreat your glory will receive with the same kind of affection as it is known to be sent by us.17



Another letter quoted in full by Bede is from Honorius, Archbishop of Canterbury, in 634 dealing with the vexed matters of the date of Easter and the spread of the Pelagian heresy.18

During the seventh and eighth centuries England was divided into a number of kingdoms, which must have made long-distance travel difficult. Nevertheless, when the monastic church at Wearmouth was being built, masons were recruited in France and messengers were sent with letters to obtain workers in glass. Furniture and vestments were ordered from the Continent. In 672 it was possible to summon a national synod of clergy to be held in Hertford. By now large numbers of pilgrims were travelling to Rome taking letters of recommendation to ensure exemption from customs duties. One extant letter from Charlemagne, ruler of most of Europe, to King Offa refers to traders who evaded customs under the pretext of being pilgrims. Pilgrim routes across Britain and the Continent were becoming well established, with halts at towns, monasteries, shrines and churches. Willibald, a Wessex man, travelled to the Near East in about 720 and later an English nun wrote the Vita Willibaldi, the earliest travel book composed by a native of this country.19

After reaching Rome, Willibald went on to Jerusalem, travelling alternately by ship and on foot. The overall picture given from his account is of a society that was surprisingly well organised. Ships crossed the Channel regularly, captains collected fares, travellers took tents and expected to pay tolls on the way.

The earliest surviving medieval letter in northern Europe was written by Waeldhere, Bishop of London, to Archbishop Brihtwold. Although it bears no year it can be dated from internal evidence to 704 or 705. It is preserved in the British Library among the Cottonian manuscripts and has been described in detail by Pierre Chaplais.20

The letter, which is considered to be in the Bishop’s own handwriting, is written in Latin on a piece of vellum measuring 363mm wide by 145mm high. Faint lines were ruled to assist the writer. It was folded twice vertically and also twice horizontally, thus producing nine rectangular sections. On the outer side is the address written with a blank part in the middle so that a tie would not obscure any part of it. A strip of vellum was probably used to hold the folds firm and this would be knotted tightly. The letter has no seal and is therefore not what is called a ‘letter close’, which was so secured that the seal had to be broken before the letter could be read. It begins by addressing the recipient by name and giving that of the sender.

Later, during the ninth century, an ingenious method of securing letters came into use. The scribe would cut a strip from the end of the parchment leaving it still attached. This formed a tongue which was then wrapped tightly around the folded letter, looped through itself, and then knotted. It would be most difficult to undo the tie without separating it from the letter. Letters and charters exist with the stub of the tie remaining at the foot of the document. A later variant of this is found by the time of Henry I when two strips were sometimes cut from the foot of the letter, the upper to receive the seal, the lower to act as a tie. Another very early letter which survives was written in Old English to King Edward the Elder explaining the history of an estate at Fonthill in Wiltshire. As it originated early in his reign it can be dated soon after 900.21

The eighth-century missions to parts of pagan northern Europe had been led by clerics from Britain, and the correspondence of Boniface is the most important historical source for those times. It is a significant period in the history of British letters and documents as it marks a shift from the almost exclusive use of oral evidence to the acceptance of written documents. Monasteries and abbeys received charters, which were deeds in letter form, and within a century we see regal writs, letters from the king to individuals granting them rights over a particular area of land. References to charters granted to lay nobles are known for the eighth century, though all the original documents have perished. The existence of these writs and charters suggests that rulers may have had a scriptorium, employing clerics to write on their behalf. However, it is more likely that the comparatively few Anglo Saxon royal charters and letters were written by those clerics and bishops who happened to be with the court or who lived nearby, rather than that the monarch had an office like a later Chancery.22

Ingulph’s Chronicle of Croyland states that the abbey’s earlier abbot Turketal was appointed Chancellor by Edward the Confessor.23 One royal scribe in the time of King Aethelred, the thegn Aelfwine, is known to have received a grant of land in 984, and charters in the time of King Edward the Confessor name two others and another Chancellor, Regenbald.24 However, the Latin word for Chancellor, cancellarius, may mean no more than the keeper of the treasure chest at this time and so not describe the important officer of state of later times.



A great impetus to scholarship and the use of writing was given by King Alfred’s translations of celebrated books from Latin into Old English. He arranged for the distribution of copies to bishoprics and schools between 892 and his death in 899. It was his intention that all in authority should be able to read. There is an interesting comment in his translation of St Augustine’s Soliloquies where he writes:



Consider now if your Lord’s letter and his seal come to you, whether you can say that you cannot understand him thereby or recognise his will therein.



This shows that in the late ninth century a lord might write to someone on his estates, attaching his seal to the letter and expecting that it would be read.25 Indeed, it implies a common practice that was well established, indicating that letters were composed by laymen as well as by royal or clerical persons. There are enough copies of letters surviving from the ninth and tenth centuries to show that their use was replacing oral messages, just as the written law was beginning to replace law based solely on memory. At the same time the written will was starting to replace those relying only on witnesses. The most celebrated letters of this period are those written by King Alfred to Bishop Asser, his biographer, and the two letters sent by King Cnut on a return journey from Rome.26

Details of royal expenditure before the Conquest have not survived, so we have no written information about the messengers employed at court. Obviously writs and charters had to be conveyed from wherever the king happened to be. One aspect of the work of the clerks and their messengers is shown in surviving legal texts from the reign of King Aethelstan (924–39). In the words of Simon Keynes, who has described them:



One could hardly wish for a better view of the administration of justice during Aethelstan’s reign, or for a better demonstration of the use of the written word: the king sent written instructions to his reeves who were responsible for administering the law in their localities; written texts of royal decrees were sent to the shire courts, where they were duly published; the officials of the shire courts sent written reports back to the king, to assure him that they were fulfilling his instructions; and local bodies drew up their own written statements of their own local practice, augmenting them with other relevant records.27



The evidence from monastic records indicates that the cleric who carried a letter was the one thought most suitable to convey the news and discuss it when delivered. This principle also applied to royal letters. The more important the missive the more important would be the bearer. Obviously, messengers were needed for all legal processes and carrying letters was probably a feudal obligation long before the Conquest. There is a surviving memorandum made by Oswald, Bishop of Worcester, quoted by Stenton during King Edgar’s reign, in which he sets out the terms he expects his tenants to observe.28

He regards them as mounted retainers bound to ride on his errands and lend their horses as required. An indication that this obligation to carry messages was a common one is shown in a writ that survives from Lowther Castle. In this case, the obligation is specifically withdrawn. The writ is from Gospatric, probably between 1041 and 1064, and declares that Thorfynn has judicial and financial rights over certain lands in Cardew and Cumdivock, near Carlisle, free from the obligation of providing messengers and witnesses.29

Letters of this period are composed in the same format as those we read in the New Testament or from Romans such as Cicero, which is evidence of some continuity since those times. They begin with a protocol or introduction naming the person addressed and the sender, and they usually end with a date. Royal writs were sent to a variety of people: to sheriffs, who were the financial agents of the king; to ealdormen or earls, who had administrative and legal functions; to thegns of the shires, who were local lords; and to archbishops, bishops and abbots. Being from the king and often granting rights over land, they were kept and copied. Other letters rarely survived. The survival rate of papyrus in northern Europe was poor, so if it was used, there is little evidence remaining. Vellum and parchment could be scraped and reused as palimpsests; this would be the usual treatment for letters that were not considered to be of importance. The passage of time, the work of rodents, the reuse of skins, together with the destruction wrought in the eighth and ninth centuries by Viking invaders who had no respect for Christian monasteries or abbeys, in addition to the many fires which took place in those days, account for the destruction of almost all letters and documents written before the Conquest.
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THE ROYAL MAIL IN THE MIDDLE AGES

After the Conquest the king’s writs came from the Court that travelled with him in England and France, or from those parts of it that had become detached and settled in Westminster. The writs were usually short letters of instruction composed in the vernacular sent to royal officials or subjects, with an address written on the reverse side or on a tag attached to the foot of the document. Under the Norman kings they came from a government which moved around the country, and those who wished to see the king had to find him. Under later monarchs the Court settled in stages into a permanent location. The first section to separate was the Exchequer, which had been formed in the reign of Henry I (1100–35) as the place where the royal accounts were managed and monies received. It moved in the reign of Henry II (1154–89). A royal messenger service was needed and was controlled by an official called the Usher, who was compensated by a grant of fees and lands. Fitz Nigel’s account, written in about 1179, describes the Exchequer as sitting twice a year, though by the time of King John (1199–1216) it was in continuous session and its messengers had become a charge on government.1

Chancery was the other major part of the household, dealing with most royal letters, grants, patents, leases and treaties. It was a distinct section of government by the time of Henry II and developed into a law court, dealing with matters of equity – matters of natural justice that lay outside the common law. Its move to Westminster, completed by the end of the thirteenth century, was not an abrupt one, for parts of the household had stayed there temporarily whenever the king had travelled to France or made a journey to the north.2

Like the Exchequer, Chancery needed royal messengers who were still a part of the king’s messenger service. It appears also to have used a variety of other messengers, as shown in this entry from the Liberate Rolls for 1243:



To Adam de Haunfeld, clerk of the Chancery, £7 11s 1d paid in divers items to divers couriers going on the king’s errands to divers parts of England, Ireland and Scotland.3



Later in the century, in the reign of Edward I (1272–1307), the Issue Rolls show a gentleman at Court taking Chancery documents:



To Lawrence, the son and heir of Roger, formerly Usher of the King’s Exchequer, 12s, for taking twenty-four of the King’s summonses to divers counties of England.4



After their moves from the Court, the Exchequer and Chancery were like minor households of a semi-collegiate kind. This was to change later when their members became laymen and lived out with their families.

The king’s law courts of King’s Bench and Common Pleas were the highest tribunals after the King’s Council. They too moved to Westminster, as did the Privy Seal Department, so that in stages an administrative capital evolved. When Westminster Hall was rebuilt by Richard II (1377–99), the King’s Bench normally used the dais and Common Pleas sat along-side the west wall, their fittings being removed for ceremonial occasions. The Royal Council had a room on the east wall and other sections of government occupied rooms in other parts of the palace. The Privy Seal was the part of government responsible for sending the royal commands to the Chancery or Exchequer, and its clerks took those letters. It also dealt with summonses to Parliament and instructions concerning the issuing of licences and pardons. Until 1234 the cost of providing for all the messengers required by these parts of government was paid for by writs of liberate or computare sent from the Chancery to the Exchequer. During the development of the Royal Wardrobe between 1234 and 1342, it took over the control and payment of all riding and foot messengers, though the Exchequer still had an overriding financial control because it passed the Wardrobe’s accounts each year. After 1342 the Exchequer resumed direct financial control of messenger expenses. These arrangements for the transport of documents and for the payment of the messengers lasted until the latter part of the fourteenth century.

The king’s writs which originated at the court now used the seal of the signet. A travelling law court developed, the Court of the Verge, which not only kept control over the household but over the verge, an area of 12 miles surrounding the Court wherever it might be. Because the court moved frequently it was often in conflict with local jurisdictions. The king’s household, whose travels are described in Chapter 3, grew from about 100 persons under the early Normans to as many as 500 in the late fourteenth century, so the arrival of what was in those days a small town’s population, with all the demands it made upon the local area for food and accommodation, was bound to cause friction.5

When Parliament began, it was summoned by the royal messengers to wherever the king decided to hold it. Although it became recognised as the supreme court of the land, it was in origin part of the royal household and its legislation required royal approval. Increasingly, the later medieval monarchs chose to spend more of their time near London, often staying for weeks at Windsor, Sheen, Eltham or King’s Langley, so that Parliament was held mainly at Westminster.

From all these institutions there flowed a continuous stream of documents which would have been of little value unless they could be delivered to the appropriate recipients with reasonable speed. The problems of communication that could arise are illustrated in a letter from Henry I to Archbishop Anselm in 1100. On Henry’s accession Anselm was on the Continent and the royal consecration took place in his absence. Henry wrote in a very dutiful yet firm manner:



I would, indeed, have sent you some [messengers] from my personal suite, and by them I might have despatched money to you; but owing to my brother’s death the whole world is in so disturbed a state all around this realm of England that it would have been utterly impossible for them to reach you in safety. I therefore advise and enjoin you to come by way of Witsand and not through Normandy and I will have my barons at Dover to meet you, and money for your journey and you will find means by God’s help, to repay any debts you have incurred.6











The letter is witnessed by various bishops and nobles.

The procedures involved in sending royal documents can be illustrated by an example. In July 1290 a parliament met which made a financial grant to the king, known as a fifteenth of movables. The news was taken to Edward I, then staying at his hunting lodge in King’s Clipstone, so a writ was issued there on 22 September to arrange for the collection of the money. The writ went via the Privy Seal Office to the Barons of the Exchequer requiring them to commission groups of men to serve as taxers and collectors in the counties. They in turn sent writs to the sheriffs dated 6 October, instructing them to send the men to take their oaths and receive their commissions between the 18th and 29th of the month. The sheriffs then sent their messengers to the collectors they selected and sent their returns to the Exchequer.7

Should a patent be required, an instruction would be despatched through the Privy Seal to the Chancery in Westminster where it would be issued under the Great Seal and, after careful checking and usually the payment of fees by the recipient, it would be sent by any available messenger. If necessary, the administration could move quickly. A study of the dates on fourteenth-century Remembrance Rolls, those made by an official known as the King’s Remembrancer at the Exchequer, give an example of a letter from the Prior of Coventry arriving at the Exchequer in 1316 and a reply being sent back with the prior’s messenger on the same day.8

Details of times and expenses allowed for royal messengers are given in the Red Book of the Exchequer, a thirteenth-century remembrance book referring to events back to about 1135, full of information about the royal household and of feudal services. There are detailed tables of the allowances payable to messengers to the various counties. Those travelling to Surrey, Sussex and Middlesex were allowed one day for travel and were paid twopence for their diet, while those travelling to the furthest destinations of Northumberland, Cumberland, Westmorland and Wales received over twenty pence for an eight-day journey. A similar table is shown for journeys from York should the Court or the Exchequer be there.9

Calculating the total volume of mail sent out by the Chancery or Exchequer during the Middle Ages is difficult because complete records do not survive. One estimate of the number of letters written each year in Henry I’s Exchequer between 1100 and 1135 has been made by Clanchy, who conjectures that there was an average annual figure of 4,500.10

By examining the records of wax accounted for in the next century he shows that there is a steady progression in its use by Chancery, for it seems reasonable to relate the use of wax to the volume of letters despatched. At the beginning of 1226, in Henry III’s reign, the Chancery used about 31⁄2lb of wax each week, but by 1271, at the end of his reign, it was using almost 32lb.11

The royal letters and documents produced during the Middle Ages are often attractively written, sometimes even elegant in appearance if addressed to an important person. Many use small strips of parchment. Even though Roman numerals were used, the tedious arithmetic is very rarely incorrect. At the end of the Middle Ages we have an interesting account of the work involved in writing the royal writs. Thomas Hoccleve’s poem The Regement of Princes describes the working conditions in the Privy Seal Office in the fifteenth century where he worked for thirty years without promotion. After an imprudent marriage, he left his quarters for a ‘humble cot’ and when he was on a pension he had difficulties in getting it paid. He describes the pay in these lines:



VI marc, yeerly, and no more than that

ffadir, to me, me thynkyth is full lyte

Consideryng, how that I am nat

In housbondrye, lerned worth a mite.



Certainly, 6 marks (or £4) was a poor salary for one who had to be able to read and write in Latin, French and English. However, there were some tips and gratuities to help, and at the end of his employment he had both a pension and a corrody, that is a place in a monastery. He compares the clerks’ labours with those of an artificer:



This artificers, se I day be day

In the hottest of al hir bysynesse

Talken and syng, and make game and play,

And forthe hir labour passith with gladnesse;

But we in labour in trauaillous stillnesse;

We stowpe and stare upon the shepes skyn

And keepe muste our singe and wordes in.12



At that time he had worked for twenty three years in silence, the stooping over the documents having resulted in pains all over his body and the spoiling of his eyesight. Despite his self-pitying words he was evidently a thorough worker, for he left behind a Formula Book which gives examples of all the types of documents used by the Privy Seal Office.



The habit of dating writs and letters is a modern one and in early times was not considered necessary. Without a diary or newspaper the writer might not know the day, month or even the year. Reference was often given to a recent event. As late as the twelfth century royal writs and charters are not dated, though the practice of using the regnal year (dating from the current monarch’s accession), starts at the reign of Richard I (1189–99).13 Signatures were not important; it was the seal that mattered. No full royal signature is known before that of Richard II in 1386.14

Occasionally, extraordinary methods were used to authenticate a document and Corner mentions the use of rings, knives, crosses, and staffs. An extraordinary one was used by Edward III who bit the wax with his long tooth, and an equally bizarre one occurred when William Earl of Warenne had his hair and that of his brother cut by the Bishop of Winchester as he confirmed the grant of the church of St Pancras at Lewes.15

Edward III authenticated letters to Pope John XXII by adding ‘Pater Sancte’ (O Holy Father) in his own hand to distinguish them from others sent by officials. One such letter, part of his secret correspondence with the pope written by his secretary Richard de Bury in 1330, has the two words added by the king and is the first example of English royal handwriting.16

A thirteenth-century closed writ was written on parchment from the foot of which a strip was partially cut, broader at the free end. This acted as a tie to secure the document and the destination was written on the wide end. The writ was then folded at least once horizontally, according to its size, and then vertically. The tie was wound round the document and hot wax was poured over the place where the tie crossed itself, the seal being applied there. Occasionally, two cuts were made at the base, one being used for the seal, the other as a tie. A further variant came later, when a slit was cut in the document allowing the tie to be passed through it.

The sealing of letters continued throughout the Middle Ages. While most writs and letters bore one seal, important documents could have a great number. When the Hundred Rolls were stored in about 1278 they became known as the Ragman Rolls from the mass of attached seals.17 In the Public Record Office there is a letter drawn up by the Parliament of Lincoln in 1301 and sent to Pope Boniface VIII bearing the seals of eighty-seven Lords.18 Letters Patent, as their name implies, were unsealed documents.



Most royal writs and letters went to the sheriffs, who were the king’s agents, and kings did all they could to ensure they were their men, supportive when disputes arose with Parliament. In royal boroughs the mayor was regarded as having the authority, if not the title, of a sheriff because he derived his authority from a royal charter. Before the Tudor period, by which time the office had usually become unwelcome, there were many struggles over the terms of appointment. There had been sheriffs before the Conquest but after 1070 their importance increased; they were among the most powerful individuals in the land, inferior only to those in the Royal Council, of which some even became members. Through them the king would hope to influence elections of members of Parliament. Even though their authority gradually declined because of the growing power of the knights of the shires, the coroners and the justices in eyre, and by Tudor times the lords lieutenant, their role as the chief officer of the king in the shires continued throughout the period covered by this book.

Each sheriff maintained a substantial office with a considerable number of clerks, usually at the county’s royal castle. Few sheriffs’ records survive from medieval times, but we can reconstruct much of the work undertaken from Chancery and Exchequer documents. There are also some lists of writs enrolled and rolls of pleas made at sheriffs’ courts which, taken together with the royal documents, show the scope of the work undertaken. The sheriff had an exchequer where the receipts and dues of the county were received, and similar procedures were followed as at the national Exchequer.19

In medieval times there was an average of twenty-eight sheriffdoms covering thirty-seven counties, some men controlling two of them. This total excludes the sheriffs appointed to large towns. An entry in the Liberate Rolls of Henry III lists eight messengers ‘going on the king’s errand to all the sheriffs of England with the king’s letters concerning the aid granted to him 12s 3d’, thus showing the number of men required to take routine circulars to the sheriffs in the thirteenth century.20


The sheriff was president of the County Court, collector of the king’s revenue unless this was dealt with by a special commission, captain of the local feudal army until Tudor times, and generally the royal representative. Consequently, he received most of the royal mail that arrived in his shire. It came by messenger to his office where it would be recorded on rolls, stored and acted upon. Often this required a great deal of clerical work, for a typical medieval ordinance or statute ended with directions that it should be sent to the sheriffs ‘to be proclaimed and published in cities, boroughs, towns, fairs, markets and notable places within your bailiwick’. By the terms of a writ in 1361 concerning the Ordinance of Labourers sent to the sheriff of Lincolnshire, he was not only required to have it read in all public places but to copy it to all justices of the peace.21
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