

[image: ]













BLOOD & ROSES


The Paston Family in the Fifteenth Century




[image: ]





HELEN CASTOR









[image: ]

























for Julian and Luca

























List of Illustrations




[image: ]










1 Peasant farmers at the plough, from the fourteenth-century Luttrell Psalter (The Art Archive; British Library)


2 The south-east of England, from the Gough Map, dated 1360 (Bodleian Library, Oxford)


3 The court of Common Pleas in session (Inner Temple Library, photo A. C. Cooper)


4 Westminster Hall, where the court of Common Pleas sat (Collections)


5 Fifteenth-century London (The Art Archive; British Museum/Harper Collins Publishers)


6 A medieval wedding (Bibliothèque Nationale de France)


7 The marriage of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou (Bibliothèque Nationale de France)


8 and 9 Alice Chaucer, Duchess of Suffolk: alabaster effigy and tomb at Ewelme, Oxfordshire (English Heritage)


10 From a fifteenth-century book of arms, showing Sir John Fastolf (British Library)


11 The battle of Agincourt, 1415 (The Art Archive; Bibliothèque Nationale de France)


12 The ruins of Caister Castle (Collections)


13 Autograph letter from John Paston II to his mother Margaret, 20 November 1474 (British Library)


14 Letter written by a clerk for Margery Brews, addressed to John Paston III, February 1477 (British Library)


15 The Neville family (Bibliothèque Nationale de France)


16 The battle of Mortimer’s Cross, 2 February 1461 (British Library)


17 The Office of the Dead (The Art Archive; Bibliothèque Mazarine Paris/Dagli Orti)


18 The ruins of Bromholm Priory, where John Paston was buried in 1466 (Collections)


19 Queen Elizabeth Woodville, by an unknown artist (The Royal Collection © 2004, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II)


20 A fifteenth-century tournament (British Library)


21 The court of Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy (British Library)


22 From the Rous Roll, a history of the Earls of Warwick compiled in the 1480s (British Library)


23 Edward IV enthroned on the Wheel of Fortune, illumination by an English artist before 1465 (British Library)


24 The battle of Barnet, 14 April 1471 (University of Ghent)


25 Edward IV and his fleet arriving at Calais in preparation for the invasion of France in 1475 (The Art Archive; Musée Thomas Dobrée Nantes/Dagli Orti)


26 Richard III, by an unknown artist, sixteenth century (National Portrait Gallery, London)


27 Henry VII, painted terracotta bust by Pietro Torrigiano, early sixteenth century (Victoria & Albert Museum, photo Philip de Bey)






















The Paston Family







[image: ]






















The Rulers of England







[image: ]






















Map of the Pastons’ East Anglia







[image: ]






















Author’s Note & Glossary




[image: ]








The units of currency in late medieval England were pounds (£), shillings (s) and pence (d); there were twelve pence to the shilling and twenty shillings to the pound. Money could also be accounted in marks, each of which was equivalent to two-thirds of a pound (13s 4d). Among the coins in circulation were the groat, worth a third of a shilling (4d), and the noble, worth a third of a pound (6s 8d).


The spelling of all quotations from contemporary sources has been modernised. As far as possible, vocabulary has been left unaltered, but a few now-obsolete words have been substituted for ease of comprehension. Some less familiar words, and familiar words used in unfamiliar ways, are listed below.




advertise warn, notify, instruct (also advertisement, instruction)


assoil absolve, pardon


avoid remove


brothel good-for-nothing


but if unless


con know how to


conceive think, understand (also conceit, opinion or understanding)


crazed ill


devoir duty


divers several


fain glad, gladly


frieze coarse woollen cloth


fumous angry


hap (n.) happening; (v.) happen


harness armour


heavy sad or oppressive


journey either in modern sense, or a day’s work


labour (v.) try to achieve or seek to persuade


large liberal, ample: can have positive connotations of generosity or negative ones of offensiveness


let either allow or prevent


lewd ignorant or foolish or vulgar


liefer rather (from lief, glad or willing)


livelihood landed estates or the income from such property


lumish malicious


maintenance support of a litigant by someone with no legitimate connection to the case


marvellous to be marvelled at, not necessarily in a positive sense


move urge


noise (n.) rumour; (v.) to spread a rumour


noyous harmful


obloquy bad repute


paid pleased (as in ‘well paid’ and ‘evil paid’)


pipe roll


proper one’s own


sad wise, sensible, serious


sans without


shrew malevolent person


shrewd malicious or dangerous or poor in quality


simple plain or humble or foolish


strange alien, other; or unfriendly


therefor for that object or purpose


treat (v.) negotiate


trow (v.) believe, think


unsitting unsuitable, unbecoming


very true


vouchsafe (v.) graciously agree


weal well-being


wicket small opening in a door or wall


worship qualities characteristic of gentility, or the respect in which someone displaying those qualities is held


wroth furious
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In the late spring of 1735 the Reverend Francis Blomefield, a noted antiquarian and local historian, was summoned to give an expert opinion on the family papers of William Paston, the second Earl of Yarmouth, who had died a little over two years earlier. The Earl had been staving off bankruptcy by the narrowest of margins for the last thirty years of his life, and the task of liquidating his estate to pay off his vast debts now fell to his son-in-law Thomas Weldon, the husband of his daughter Charlotte. By the time Blomefield arrived in the muniment room at Oxnead Hall – the Paston family seat in Norfolk, now in a state of ruinous disrepair – the Earl’s books, paintings and furniture had already been sold. Before the remaining lands were disposed of and the house abandoned, Blomefield spent two weeks ‘among the old writings’ in the Paston archive, gathering material for the Topographical History of the County of Norfolk which he planned to publish, and bringing order to the jumbled piles of documents for the benefit of the Earl’s executors. At the end of the fortnight, he wrote to Major Weldon to report his findings.




There are innumerable letters, of good consequence in history, still lying among the loose papers, all which I laid up in a corner of the room on a heap, which contains several sacks full; but as they seemed to have some family affairs of one nature or other intermixed in them, I did not offer to touch any of them, but have left them to your consideration, whether, when I go to that part of the country, I shall separate and preserve them, or whether you will have them burned, though I must own ‘tis pity they should; except it be those (of which there are many) that relate to nothing but family affairs only. I have placed everything so that now the good and bad are distinguished and preserved from the weather, by which a great number have perished entirely.1





Whether any of the letters which had miraculously survived the elements and the late Earl’s indifference were in fact burned is not clear. What is known is that Blomefield himself acquired a good number, while others passed into the hands of rival collectors; and that, in 1771, many of the manuscripts were bought by John Worth, a chemist from Diss in Norfolk, as a speculative investment. When Worth himself died three years later, the papers were acquired by a local gentleman and amateur historian named John Fenn.


In May 1782, Fenn showed the collection – which consisted largely of letters written three hundred years earlier, during the Wars of the Roses, by the Earl of Yarmouth’s ancestors – to a friend, the literary connoisseur Horace Walpole, who responded with some excitement:




I have brought you back your manuscripts myself, for I was afraid of keeping them they are so valuable, especially the Paston Letters, which are the most curious papers of the sort I ever saw, and the oldest original letters I believe extant in this country. The historic picture they give of the reign of Henry VI makes them invaluable, and more satisfactory than any cold narrative. It were a thousand pities they should not be published, which I should be glad I could persuade you to do.2





Fenn took him at his word, and embarked on the challenging process of preparing the manuscripts for publication. He was initially overwhelmed by the scale and complexity of the task which faced him: the sheer number of letters, and the difficulty of deciphering archaic English in centuries-old handwriting. ‘I must read much and I must write much, for I would not willingly publish them either in a slovenly or a careless manner’, he told another friend. ‘I have been in some measure arranging them lately, but the heap and the crincum crancum hands fright me. However, if my friends encourage me, I think I shall venture.’3 He was engagingly modest about his own abilities, but – in an era when a number of early manuscript collections were destroyed by antiquarians who cut up the documents, filed away the topographical references and used what was left as scrap paper – Fenn proved to be a historian of unusual sensitivity and rigour. He transcribed a selection of the letters in their original spelling, and produced a modernised version of the text of each one, to be printed on the facing page. It took three years from the date of his first discussions with Walpole to complete his work, nine months to agree terms with a publishing house, and another year for the two volumes to go through the press. Finally, in January 1787, the first edition of the Paston letters appeared in print (cumbersomely entitled Original Letters, written during the reigns of Henry VI, Edward IV, and Richard III, by various persons of rank or consequence; containing many curious anecdotes relative to that turbulent and bloody, but hitherto dark period of our history; and elucidating, not only public matters of state, but likewise the private manners of the age: digested in chronological order; with notes, historical and explanatory; and authenticated by engravings of autographs, paper marks and seals).4 It sold out within a week.


The Paston letters rapidly became the literary sensation of the year. Walpole rhapsodised over them: ‘The Letters of Henry VI’s reign etc are come out, and to me make all other letters not worth reading’, he said; ‘I have gone through above one volume, and cannot bear to be writing when I am so eager to be reading.’5 He was not alone in his enthusiasm. ‘It is with more pleasure than I can describe that I have seen your Original Letters’, another antiquarian told Fenn; ‘I think them one of the richest treasures in the English language; my attention is captivated; they cause me to forget to eat and to sleep’.6 Nor was it only those who already shared Fenn’s historical interests who were entranced by the correspondence. The Paston letters became the talking-point of the season in polite society: ‘… so fast went the first edition that we could not procure a copy so soon as we wished, though a friend had been written to in town upon the very first advertisement’, a Suffolk gentleman wrote in May, adding that, ‘for several visits, the chat of the day was given up for the anecdotes of our ancestors’.7


The letters were an instant success, both critically and commercially, because they offered a unique and compelling perspective on the dramatic events of the Wars of the Roses: the experiences of a family who lived through the conflict, recounted in their own words. ‘It is very curious – indeed, I did not know that there was so much as a private letter extant of that very turbulent period’, Walpole wrote.8 He was right to be surprised. A vast wealth of documentation survives from late medieval England: voluminous legal and governmental records; accounts and deeds recording the property transactions of individual families; works of literature and scholarship; and narratives written by contemporary chroniclers. In none of these texts, however, can individual voices be heard speaking for themselves in private, without the constraints of technical form or the consciousness of a public readership. The gap in the sources between the dry impersonality of formal administrative records and the self-consciously dramatic accounts of writers and chroniclers means that it is impossible to know for certain what even the most eminent members of medieval society – monarchs, nobles and prelates – thought and felt about their lives. In the case of men and women below this exalted level in the social hierarchy, evidence even of their actions can be difficult to find and harder to interpret. The one great exception is provided by the Paston letters, in which, as Fenn told his readers, ‘the private  life of individuals is laid open; we become acquainted with family occurrences; we see the transitions from joy to sorrow, from pain to pleasure’.9


Given the ephemeral nature of such personal papers, the continued existence of the Paston correspondence is little short of miraculous. It was the chance result of an unforeseeable combination of circumstances: the carefulness with which the fifteenth-century Pastons kept their letters, and the carelessness of later generations who failed to clear their archive of documents which had no further practical use. Even when the papers came to light in the 1730s, it was not a foregone conclusion that they would be preserved. The antiquarian Blomefield thought it entirely possible – if regrettable – that the Earl of Yarmouth’s executors would choose to burn them, and even he saw no particular value in ‘those (of which there are many) that relate to nothing but family affairs only’.10 Forty years later, it was happy accident which brought the collection into the careful hands of John Fenn. Since the first publication of the letters in the 1780s, four other fifteenth-century correspondences have been discovered – those of the Stonors, an Oxfordshire gentry family; the Plumptons of Yorkshire (whose letters survive only in seventeenth-century transcript); the Celys, a family of wool merchants; and the Armburghs of Warwickshire. Invaluable though they are, none can match the Paston correspondence in scale or depth. Around three hundred Stonor letters survive from the fifteenth century, and a similar number of Plumpton papers from the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries; the smaller Cely collection covers only two decades, and the Armburgh papers – found and published as recently as the 1990s – relate to a single highly complex legal dispute.11 The Paston archive, meanwhile, consists of more than a thousand documents, written by three generations of the family over a period of seventy years. The fact that the Pastons themselves were caught up in the civil wars which convulsed England in the second half of the fifteenth century has reinforced both the enduring appeal of the letters and their exceptional value as a historical source.


Once transcribed from the ‘crincum crancum hands’ which so intimidated Fenn, the language of the correspondence is direct and vivid. The vagaries of late medieval spelling lend a disconcertingly alien appearance to the Pastons’ writing in unedited form, but the grammar and vocabulary of the period present few difficulties: if, for example, ‘I haue do yowre herrendys to myn moder & myn hunckyl’ requires a second glance from modern readers, ‘I have done your errands to my mother and my uncle’ does not.12 However, the content of the letters is not always so easy to interpret. In some instances, references which were abundantly clear to both writer and recipient are now irretrievable (‘I have delivered the other thing that you sent me ensealed in the box as you commanded me …’).13 Nor is it a straightforward matter to fit the correspondence together in sequence: not all of the letters are dated, and, even where they are, the contemporary practice of calculating time in relation to the Church’s extensive calendar of holy days leaves plenty of room for confusion. A letter written on ‘the Thursday before St Peter’s Day’ might refer to the feast of St Peter and St Paul on 29 June, or that of St Peter’s Chair on 22 February, or St Peter in Chains on 1 August, even without taking into account other saints who shared the apostle’s name.14 Despite the richness of the letters, it also has to be accepted that much remains unknown – and unknowable – about the Pastons. There are no surviving portraits or images of any member of the family in the fifteenth century, for example, and the letters provide no descriptions of personal appearance beyond a single mention of ‘the gallant with the great chin’ – disappointingly, an acquaintance rather than a relative.15


Nevertheless, even if we cannot picture the Pastons’ faces, the extraordinary fact is that, at a distance of more than five hundred years, we can hear their individual voices with the immediacy of an overheard conversation. The writers and recipients of the letters are real people – husbands and wives, parents and children, friends and enemies – who act, think and express themselves in instantly recognisable ways. Since the late sixteenth century, Shakespeare’s epic cycle of history plays has exercised such a tenacious grip on the imagination that it is scarcely possible to think of the Wars of the Roses without conjuring up hectic images of poetry and melodrama, but the letters operate in a very different register of thought and speech. ‘England hath long been mad, and scarred herself’, Shakespeare’s King Henry VII declares after his victory on Bosworth field; for the Pastons, on the other hand, living in the midst of the conflict, ‘the world, I assure you, is right queasy’.16 That world was a complex and competitive place, and they encountered its challenges with matter-of-fact pragmatism, sceptical intelligence and wry humour. But the Pastons were far more than passive observers of their times. In their letters, the tumultuous upheavals of civil war form the setting for the drama of the Pastons themselves – an ambitious nouveau riche family striving to leave their humble origins behind as the Wars of the Roses unfold around them.


This is their story.
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CHAPTER ONE


– a worshipful man grown by fortune of the world –
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In 1378, in a small village near the north-east Norfolk coast, there lived ‘a good plain husbandman’ named Clement, who took his surname, Paston, from the place where he lived. Clement was a peasant farmer who held some arable land and ‘a little poor watermill running by a little river’. That was the sum total of his estate; ‘other livelihood nor manors had he none, there nor in none other place’. He was a careful man who worked hard to make his living from the land. The single surviving document describing his life tells how he ‘went at one plough both winter and summer, and he rode to mill on the bare horseback with his corn under him, and brought home meal again under him’. After the harvest each year he drove his cart the fifteen miles or so down the coast to Winterton to sell his grain, ‘as a good husbandman ought to do’.1 Perhaps it was at Winterton market that he met a woman named Beatrice Goneld, whose family came from the neighbouring village of Somerton. Clement and Beatrice married, and in 1378 Beatrice gave birth to their only surviving child, a son named William. More than six hundred years later, there is little more that can be said about the lives of Clement and Beatrice Paston. Even the fact that these few details survive makes the couple unusual; most people of their time and class have left no trace in the written records which would allow even the sketchiest outline of their life stories to be drawn. One thing, however, can be concluded with some certainty: Clement and Beatrice were determined to do everything they could to give their son greater opportunities than they had ever had.


The figure of the self-made man from a poor background whose success founds a dynasty has become one of the iconic archetypes of modern fact and fiction, but the phenomenon is centuries old. Medieval English culture was deeply infused with the belief that the order of God’s creation manifested itself in a social and political hierarchy within which every man should know and keep his place, but behind this image of rigid social stratification lay a wealth of opportunities for those with ability and ambition, even if their origins were humble. This was true more than ever at the end of the fourteenth century. The Black Death, which struck England in 1348, killed nearly half the country’s population – perhaps three million people – in little more than eighteen months. Contemporary chroniclers, in shock, described how those left alive struggled to bury the corpses of the scores who died each day. The plague itself was no respecter of persons; it ‘seizes young and old alike, sparing no one, and reducing rich and poor to the same level’, King Edward III wrote after his fourteen-year-old daughter succumbed to the disease in the autumn of 1348.2 Even if their bodies remained unscathed, the aristocracy soon made the uncomfortable discovery that their purses might not escape the effects of mortality on such a horrifying scale. The sudden and overwhelming shortage of peasant labour gave those who survived an economic bargaining-power unimaginable in previous centuries. Only a year after the epidemic’s first outbreak, the government reacted by trying to fix the cost of labour at pre-plague levels – the imposition of a maximum rather than a minimum wage – but population loss was so immense that the economic tide could not be held back for long. Once the immediate crisis was over, those who were left in the towns and the countryside began to take advantage of the new opportunities for advancement which had opened up all around them. The futility of the government’s attempt to block social mobility altogether was already becoming apparent by 1363, when a statute was passed specifying detailed restrictions to the ‘outrageous and excessive apparel’ which many people were now affecting, ‘contrary to their estate and degree’.3


For those who were determined to improve their lot, there were few better places to be than Norfolk at the turn of the fifteenth century. It was one of the most prosperous counties in England, with rich soils to grow grain, and pastureland for the thousands of sheep on which the flourishing local wool and cloth industries depended. The flat East Anglian landscape offered easy transport by river and road, and ships laden with cloth and grain sailed from the ports of Yarmouth and Lynn to markets elsewhere in England, and to the continent via Calais, the Low Countries and the Baltic. The sea coast provided opportunities to make money in fishing as well as shipping, and sea water was used for the production of salt, a valuable commodity essential for preserving meat, fish, butter and cheese. The commercial centre of the shire was the city of Norwich, which suffered badly during the plague, but recovered so rapidly that during the fifteenth century it overtook York and Bristol to become the second-largest city in England after the capital, with more than 10,000 inhabitants. If there was plenty of money to be made, there was also enough flexibility in local society to accommodate those who made it. The Norfolk gentry were numerous, wealthy and independent-minded. While several great magnates had estates in the county, none had an interest large enough to guarantee a controlling stake in the social and political life of the region. As a result, successful merchants, tradesmen and professionals – clerics, lawyers or administrators – who aspired to convert their earnings into the status and influence conferred by landownership had a better chance of establishing themselves among the landed classes in Norfolk than in most other parts of the country.


If the young William Paston was to be one of them, he would first of all need an education. Clement scrimped, saved and borrowed to send his son to school, perhaps at Bromholm Priory, only a mile from Paston, or perhaps to a grammar school in Norwich. Such schools, often established on a very small scale, were springing up in increasing numbers in towns around the country; the boys who attended were taught to read and write and given instruction in Latin, the formal language of the Church and the law – two of the potential careers to which the acquisition of such skills gave an entrée. William chose the latter. In doing so, he was following in the footsteps of his maternal uncle Geoffrey Goneld, or Somerton as he now called himself, after his family’s home village. Geoffrey Somerton was a modestly successful attorney with no children of his own, and he helped his brother-in-law Clement with the cost of sending William to London to train as a lawyer.


The four great central law courts sat a mile and a half outside the City of London in the Great Hall of the royal palace of Westminster: the court of Common Pleas on the west side of the Hall, the Chancery and the court of King’s Bench on the dais at the south end, and the Exchequer in antechambers to the north. When all four were in session the vast space was filled with a hum of voices rising from the press of people to the magnificent hammer-beam roof forty feet above their heads. This was where William Paston came with his fellow students to sit in the ‘crib’, the place reserved for lawyers-in-training to observe the courts in action. Legal proceedings were conducted in English but recorded in Latin; until as recently as 1362 they had been conducted in French, the language of aristocratic society since the Conquest more than three hundred years earlier, although it was now being superseded by English in everyday use even among the highest social classes. William and the other students were expected to take notes on the cases they observed, and on the explanatory comments which the judges from time to time aimed in their direction. In the evenings, the students returned to their lodgings in one of the four Inns of Court – Gray’s Inn, Lincoln’s Inn, and the Inner and Middle Temple – which lay between Westminster and the City. The Inns had first developed as a convenient form of accommodation in the capital for lawyers working away from home, but by the early fifteenth century they were also offering courses of instruction in the intervals between the legal terms, when the courts were not in session. Students attended ‘readings’ given by senior members of the Inn – seminars where statutes were discussed in detail, clause by clause – and took part in ‘moots’, mock-trials in which they themselves had the chance to argue cases before their peers and their teachers.


William was a clever young man who made the most of the opportunities which his parents and his uncle had worked so hard to give him. His choice of career was a shrewd one. The English legal system in the late Middle Ages was the most centralised and sophisticated in Europe, with a network of royal officials which reached into every corner of local society. However, while the power of the law was theoretically all-encompassing, the reality was somewhat different. The state had no police force or standing army at its disposal through which decisions taken in royal courts could be directly enforced. Even had such a force existed, its deployment would have presented insuperable problems: the difficulties of communication – at a time when it took three days by road for a message to reach Norwich from London, for example – meant that government could be effective only if some means of enforcement were available rapidly, on the spot, wherever and whenever required. For that, the King had to rely on the private power of the nobility and gentry, whose estates gave them not only wealth and status, but authority over the peasant tenants who lived and worked on their lands. This authority – which contemporaries described as ‘lordship’ – was partly economic, since tenants owed rents and services to their lord in return for the land they cultivated; partly social, since deference to one’s superiors was a religious as well as a cultural obligation; and partly jurisdictional, since the lord of each manor had the right to hold a court through which he regulated various aspects of his tenants’ lives. At the most fundamental level, this direct control over people meant that, in any given region, the leading landowners could raise men quickly and effectively to enforce the King’s commands. Of course, they could raise men quickly and effectively under other circumstances too; the capacity of landowners to use force for their own ends was an inescapable fact of medieval life.


The King’s ability to rule therefore depended on his ability to harness the power of the landed hierarchy to serve his government – something which, under normal circumstances, was not difficult to achieve. If power depended on the possession of land, then the King’s law – as the authority which guaranteed the security of landownership – had an overriding power of its own. All landowners needed the law to justify their possession of their estates; all landowners had a great deal to lose if order were allowed to disintegrate into anarchy. Their power was therefore the King’s to command, a relationship in which political pragmatism merged seamlessly with their accepted duty of obedience to the anointed monarch. So long as the nobility and gentry were confident that the King would protect their interests by defending the realm from external attack and upholding the framework of law within it, they could get on with the important business of competing with one another for position and influence. Landownership brought with it endless possibilities for conflict – over title to estates, rights of inheritance, contested boundaries, competing jurisdictions, and so on ad infinitum – and landowners of all ranks did not hesitate to turn to the courts if they felt their rights were under threat. Even if disputes were eventually settled, as they often were, by private means – negotiation, mediation or arbitration – the law invariably played some part in the process. The courts could be used to pressurise an opponent to come to terms, or to validate a settlement once agreement had been reached. In this profoundly law-minded and litigious society, lawyers would never be short of opportunities to make money.


It was always likely, therefore, that William Paston would succeed in making a good living once he completed his training, but, as it turned out, he achieved a great deal more than that. He returned to Norfolk to start his legal practice, and the extent of his abilities rapidly became clear as he began to outstrip his uncle’s achievements. By 1412 he had been retained as legal counsel to the powerful city corporation of Norwich. The Bishop of Norwich appointed William steward of his courts in 1413, and two years later he added the stewardship of the Duke of Norfolk’s East Anglian estates to his portfolio. He was a justice of the peace in Norfolk from 1418, and the number of landowners for whom he acted as lawyer and trustee (or feoffee, to use the contemporary term) steadily increased. The widow of one such gentleman told William in 1426 of ‘the great trust that my lord had in you, making you one of his feoffees and also one of his attorneys, as for one of his best trusted friends’.4 By that time, William’s local influence was developing into an impressive career at national level. In 1418, at the age of forty, he was raised to the ranks of the serjeants-at-law, an elite group of senior lawyers from among whom judges were selected when there was a vacancy on the bench. The Year Book for 1422–3, in which notes were compiled on the year’s most significant cases, makes clear that William was by then one of the five most prominent and influential lawyers practising in the court of Common Pleas.


William’s workload was diverse and challenging. Lawsuits which reached a hearing at Westminster were often complex in both legal and political terms, requiring a great deal of expertise in the interpretation of statute and case law, as well as rhetorical agility and an adroit sense of diplomacy. Many were highly technical cases concerning the intricacies of land law, but others were more colourful. In 1422–3, for example, William became embroiled in a domestic dispute between Joan Holland, the dowager Duchess of York, and her fourth husband Henry Broomfleet, Lord Vescy. Broomfleet had spent four years serving overseas on Henry V’s campaign in northern France, and told his servants to take orders from his wife while he was away, presuming, it seems, that she would stay at her manor of Cottingham in East Yorkshire during his absence. However, the dowager Duchess decided to leave Cottingham, and took with her more than a thousand pounds’ worth of the couple’s silver plate. Her husband was furious, allegedly because she had put such valuable possessions at risk by moving them – although it seems safe to assume that this particular disagreement formed part of a more general rift between the couple, since, rather than dealing with the matter in private, Broomfleet responded by bringing charges of theft against several members of his wife’s household on the grounds that they had removed the silver without his permission. The dowager Duchess engaged William Paston to defend her men, but despite doing everything he could – arguing, for example, that the wrong writ had been served on his clients – he eventually lost the case. It is possible that, by this stage, the couple had made up their differences, and that the lawsuit was resolved by collusion between the litigants themselves.5


If the idea of lawyers making capital out of failing marriages is instantly recognisable from a modern perspective, another case in which William was involved in the summer of 1423 seems altogether alien – a reminder that the legal system within which he worked was rooted in a society where force might play a variety of roles, both public and private, in the pursuit of justice. William represented a knight named Sir Peter Tilliol in a dispute with Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland, over the title to the manor of Torpenhow in Cumberland. For some reason which, frustratingly, the surviving records do not explain, it was decided that the case should be resolved not in the usual way, by summoning a jury of local men who would draw on their local knowledge in deciding between the two sides’ claims, but instead by combat between two ‘champions’, one representing each of the litigants. Trial by battle was an ancient practice, which entrusted the complex task of deciding guilt to divine rather than human judgement. By the fifteenth century, however, it had almost entirely fallen out of use, certainly for cases of disputed landownership such as this one. As a result, the imposing ceremonial which attended a judicial battle was already so antique and unfamiliar that the court found itself uncertain of some of the finer points of detail.6


The main outline of the ritual, however, was clear enough for the case to proceed. On the first day of the hearing, at the judges’ command, each of the two champions placed five pennies into the fingers of a glove. Then, using their right hands with their arms uncovered to the elbow, they threw the gloves into the court. The following day, they returned to the hall, ‘bare-headed and ungirdled, well-hosed and without shoes’.7 The two men climbed over the bar at which the serjeants-at-law stood to plead cases; one was directed to stand at the western side of the court, the other to the east. William Paston and his opposite number, the Earl of Northumberland’s lawyer, were called upon to confirm that the champions were ready to fight, and that there was no legal reason to delay the duel. Once they had done so, battle was awarded to take place three days later. The champions were not to meet or communicate in the meantime; one was sent westwards to Westminster Abbey, the other east to St Paul’s Cathedral, to pray that God would give victory to the rightful claimant. On the appointed day, Saturday 3 July, William appeared in court with Tilliol’s champion, who stood at the bar dressed, as was traditional, in red leather over his armour (in order, according to a contemporary treatise, that, if he were to be injured, ‘his adversary shall not lightly espy his blood’, and thereby gain an advantage by playing on the injury, ‘for in all other colours blood will lightly be seen’).8 Once they were ready, Northumberland’s champion was summoned into the hall. The order was given three times, but neither the Earl nor his man appeared. The court therefore judged that Northumberland had defaulted, and the disputed manor was awarded to Tilliol. The Earl’s non-appearance was almost certainly the result of a settlement negotiated behind the scenes; in public, however, William had won the case without a blow being struck.


The fact that William acted for the plaintiff in probably the last case of English land law ever tried by combat – even if the duel itself did not ultimately take place – is a curiosity among the many distinctions of what was fast becoming a remarkable legal career. In 1426, he was appointed a King’s serjeant – one of a select group from among the serjeants-at-law who were retained by the crown to act for the King in his courts. Those whose expertise and experience were recognised in this way could confidently expect in due course to be raised to the bench, and William was no exception. Three years later, at the age of fifty-one, he exchanged the white coif and striped gown of a serjeant-at-law for the red robes of a justice in the court of Common Pleas.


William had reached the top of his profession. The peasant’s son from Paston village was now one of the King’s most senior judicial representatives. He was also a rich man, earning money on a scale which gave him a standard of living far removed from his father’s life at Paston, riding to mill ‘on the bare horseback with his corn under him’. A labourer or peasant farmer working on the land in the favourable economic conditions of the fifteenth century might earn something of the order of £3 a year. When Clement Paston himself died in June 1419, he left charitable bequests, mainly to St Margaret’s church at Paston where he was buried, which came to a total of not much more than £1.9 A minor member of the gentry, meanwhile, might find himself with a disposable income of perhaps £20 a year. William, on the other hand, received an annual sum of more than £70 for his work as a justice of Common Pleas, to which he added substantial fees from the landowners, religious institutions and town corporations by whom he was retained as legal counsel. However, wealth alone was not enough to establish himself securely in the aristocratic circles in which he now moved: for that, he needed to use his money to buy himself an estate.


Landownership was the defining mark of a gentleman, but it was landownership of a particular kind that counted; simply accumulating farmland of the type which Clement Paston had held would not do. Aristocratic landholders owned whole manors, which brought with them the privileges of manorial lordship, and the acquisition of lands of this kind would not necessarily be a straightforward business. Despite the massive population loss, competition for such properties remained fierce. The increase in social mobility meant that, for every gentry family which died out or mismanaged its affairs, there was a wealthy newcomer – or, more likely, several wealthy newcomers – waiting to snap up its estates. Even once a purchase had been secured, the new owner might still face further challenges. The political, social and financial value of manorial land was such that no one would willingly relinquish any sort of a claim to its possession, and the heirs of whoever sold the property, or of those who had owned it in the past – even the distant past – might allege that they had been unlawfully deprived of their rights. Claims of this kind could embroil a purchaser for years in troublesome and costly litigation, and a particularly unwise or unlucky buyer, who failed to check the seller’s title to the estate with sufficient care or faced a particularly powerful challenger, might even lose the land altogether. The irony of the situation – that his professional success had now brought him to a point where he would have to confront the very difficulties which had been such a fruitful source of employment in his legal practice – cannot have been lost on a man as astute as William.


The residual power of lineage and inheritance, even in the face of lawful purchase, presented rising professionals like William with a further problem. Social mobility in late medieval England took place within a culture which publicly proclaimed that power, wealth and status were inextricably linked with birth, however great the evidence to the contrary. In theory, gentlemen were born, not made, and land handed down from generation to generation of irreproachably blue blood. In practice, of course, gentlemen were ever more frequently made rather than born. The trick was to cover the traces of such transactions as quickly and deftly as possible, in order that social appearances could be preserved by allowing new blood to be accepted as old. The Pastons themselves later took great pains to suppress the story of Clement Paston’s labour on the land, not because it was inaccurate, but precisely because it was true. The single surviving account of his life, which makes his hard work sound so impressive to modern ears, was compiled in the middle of the fifteenth century by an anonymous enemy of the family to demonstrate that Clement’s descendants had no right to the exalted social status they were attempting to claim. The document had both a sarcastic title – ‘A Remembrance of the Worshipful Kin and Ancestry of Paston’ – and a far from subtle theme: much of Clement’s land, the author says, was ‘bond land’; his wife Beatrice was ‘a bond woman’; ‘and as for Geoffrey Somerton, he was bond also’.10 The word ‘bond’ came from Old Norse, and had equivalents deriving from each of the other languages which had contributed to the formation of late medieval English – ‘serf’ from Latin, ‘churl’ from Old English, and ‘villein’ from Old French. All four were equally unwelcome to Paston ears: a bondman, serf, churl or villein was an unfree man, who could be regarded in some senses at least as the property of the lord of the manor on which he lived. Unfreedom was an inherited, personal status which imposed unwelcome obligations: unfree peasants were in theory required to work on their lord’s land as well as their own holdings; they also had to pay for his permission to marry, to move away from the manor, or even to send their sons to school. In practice, the changed economic climate after the Black Death meant that it was becoming much harder for lords to enforce their rights over their unfree tenants, or even to identify who was free and who was not. If Geoffrey Somerton was indeed a bondman, for example, it did not stop him pursuing a career as a local attorney. Nevertheless, the allegation was a serious threat to the family’s standing or ‘worship’ (a term laden with significance for contemporaries, meaning both the qualities characteristic of gentility and the respect in which someone who displayed those qualities was held). It might also be a dangerous weapon in the hands of a resourceful opponent, since unfreedom brought with it specific legal disabilities – bondmen technically had no right of access to the King’s courts, for example, and no right to exercise jurisdiction in a manor court – which might be used to challenge the family’s right to hold manorial land.


Despite these many complications, William Paston proved more than equal to the task he faced. He set about building up a landed estate with the same shrewd and at times ruthless efficiency with which he pursued his legal career. Most of the properties he bought over a twenty-year period from the late 1410s onwards were concentrated in his home region of northern Norfolk, not far from the land he inherited from his father Clement and his uncle Geoffrey Somerton. Paston itself was not a manor in its own right, but William began to buy up as much land as he could in and around the village, with the intention of creating a new manor there to serve as the ancestral home of his dynasty. This was an ambitious project in political as well as practical terms, but by no means unrealistically so. William’s timing was good: during the 1420s there were relatively few great magnates in the region on whose toes he might risk treading. The Duke of Norfolk and the Earl of Suffolk spent much of the decade fighting in France, and their estates were in any case concentrated mainly in Suffolk. The only nobleman with a major estate in northern Norfolk was the Duke of Lancaster, who from 1399 – when Henry Bolingbroke, the heir to the duchy, seized the throne from his cousin Richard II to become Henry IV – was also the King. William had powerful connections within the royal administration, and was himself retained as legal counsel to the Duchy of Lancaster by 1420. This association was not the only way in which his career helped to facilitate his transition from wealthy professional to landed gentleman. He had the contacts to help him find manors to buy, the expertise to see purchases safely through, and the influence to defend his new possessions. By the early 1440s, he had succeeded in accumulating estates which brought him a landed income of about £250 a year.


Nevertheless, his success was not achieved without effort and persistence. There may have been no noblemen blocking his path, but competition among the Norfolk gentry and would-be gentry – men like William himself – was intense. With demand for manorial estates so consistently high, every step forward for William inevitably represented a reverse for someone else, whether a reluctant seller or a rival buyer. Land purchases could be hard-fought affairs, and it was easy to make enemies. William’s acquisition of the north Norfolk manor of East Beckham, for example, took a decade to complete, and the hostilities provoked by the saga lingered for many years after that. The estate was offered for sale in 1434 by a widow named Joan Mariot. Her husband had made money in the fishing industry at Cromer, but his aspirations to gentility had not yet removed him from the dangers of his trade; he drowned ‘by tempest of the sea’,11 and Joan was forced to sell off land in the attempt to clear his debts. East Beckham was well placed for Paston interests – it lay a little more than ten miles up the coast from Paston, but only a mile from Gresham, a valuable manor which William had bought seven years earlier – and he immediately made Joan Mariot an offer for the property. However, a rival bid came just as quickly from a gentleman named Edmund Winter, from whose family the Mariots had originally bought the manor twenty years before.


Edmund’s father William Winter, like William Paston a generation later, was a lawyer from a poor family, who made himself a fortune and used his money to buy estates, including East Beckham, in northern Norfolk. After his death, East Beckham was sold to pay for religious bequests in his will, but the loss of the manor rankled with his son, whose fortunes were on the slide by the early 1430s. As Edmund struggled to defend his family’s interests, he did not give up his attachment to what had once been Winter property, but at least he had the consolation that East Beckham in the hands of a Cromer fisherman posed little threat to what remained of the Winters’ local influence. The prospect that the estate might now be taken over by Judge William Paston – whose star was rising as rapidly as Winter’s was falling – was an entirely different matter. Edmund was so desperate that, when it became clear at the end of 1434 that his bid to buy back the manor had failed, he took it by force.


Winter seized East Beckham before its sale to William Paston had been completed. William therefore offered to act for Joan Mariot in her legal battle to recover the manor, on the basis that his costs would be offset against the purchase price he had already agreed to pay her. The lawsuit was tortuous, and, despite Judge William’s eminence and expertise, Edmund Winter scored some early successes. The Mariots’ frustration with Winter – and perhaps William’s too – spilled over in the course of proceedings in Chancery in 1436: ‘another so great a forswearer,’ they declared, ‘nor so damnable a slanderer, nor so shameless usual languager, visager and contriver of untrue, feigned and slanderous tales and matters as he is, was never in his  days of his degree in that shire’.12 The case was still not resolved when Joan Mariot died in 1441. Her son John rapidly realised that, even if the final verdict were to go his way, virtually all of the money his family desperately needed to raise by selling East Beckham would now be eaten up by William’s costs for seven years of litigation. Mariot saw no alternative but to back out of the sale – and immediately found an unlikely ally in his opponent Edmund Winter. Despite his success in spinning out the lawsuit thus far, Winter knew his claim to the manor was technically weak; his overriding priority all along had been to protect his wider interests by stopping William from taking possesssion of the estate, and he stood a much better chance of doing so if he now backed John Mariot’s decision to keep it for himself. However, after seven years in court, William was not about to walk away without a fight. His own claim to East Beckham was shaky, to say the least, given that the purchase agreement had never taken legal effect. On the other hand, he did hold all the title deeds – which the Mariots had given to him when he agreed to represent them against Winter – and had no intention of returning them. He dug in his heels, and brought to bear all the political and judicial influence he could muster. He managed to secure custody of the manor in 1442, and finally, in July 1444, nearly ten years after his first attempt to buy it, William’s title to East Beckham was confirmed by the courts.


As Edmund Winter and John Mariot had discovered to their cost, William was pursuing his campaign of upward social mobility with absolute focus and single-minded ambition. As an experienced lawyer and now a royal judge, he knew that litigation was as much a political process as a legal one, and he was prepared to use all the means at his disposal – both inside and outside the courtroom – to further his interests. None of his other legal battles is as well documented as the fight for East Beckham, but what scraps of information survive confirm that he was a tough and totally uncompromising opponent. Juliana Herberd, a Norwich widow, claimed that, in order to get his hands on her property, William had her imprisoned for three years ‘in the pit within the castle of Norwich in great mischief, in so much that she had not but a pint of milk in ten days and ten nights and a farthing loaf’.13 Herberd clearly believed that he was pitiless; another opponent during the 1420s, a former soldier named Walter Aslak, also found William to be a relentless adversary. William alleged that, in the course of their dispute, Aslak posted up anonymous notices around Norwich threatening him and his servants with ‘menaces of death and dismembering’, threats which were made doubly terrifying, he said, by allusions to a recent unsolved and particularly  vicious murder in the county. As if that were not enough, William pointed out that the notices contained ‘also these two words in Latin, “et cetera”, by which words commonly it was understood that the forgers and makers of the said bills imagined to the said William, his clerks and servants, more malice and harm than in the said bills was expressed’.14 Aslak protested his innocence and, under some political pressure, William was persuaded that the case should go to arbitration. At that point it would have been usual to halt legal proceedings until the appointed arbiters had given their judgement, but William refused to withdraw the suit on which he had already embarked. At his insistence, it was agreed that the lawsuit should proceed – and, further, that Aslak would not resort to procedural defences or invoke political protection when the case was heard, but simply answer the charge brought against him. Aslak complied with this highly unusual stipulation on the understanding that, whatever happened in court, William would stand by the outcome of the arbitration, and that Aslak would therefore ‘not be damaged in his body nor his goods, whatsoever the inquest said’.15


The two sides gave very different accounts of what happened next. Aslak said that William ‘broke his faith and his troth’ and secured a court order for his imprisonment. William, on the other hand, protested that he was ‘at all times ready to obey and perform’ the arbiters’ award, but that Aslak ‘plainly refused’.16 Whatever the rights and wrongs of the case – which are now impossible to recover – the ruthlessness of William’s tactics is apparent. He knew his strengths and he played to them. The law courts were his home territory, from which he would not budge even in circumstances where it would have been both normal and expected for him to do so. Like any other landowner, he was prepared to go to arbitration in the hope of an advantageous settlement and to use all of his political weight in the attempt to influence the outcome, but, for William, negotiations of this kind were an adjunct to litigation, not an alternative to it. In this instance, he even managed to engineer a situation in which his opponent had already promised not to avail himself of several possible lines of legal defence by the time the case came to court. ‘And under this colour’, Aslak later complained, ‘the said Walter was deceived’.17


William’s uncompromising approach was a necessary condition of his success, both as a lawyer and as a newcomer to the competitive world of the gentry. However, by his own lights at least, an uncompromising approach was not the same as an unscrupulous one. Most of the information which has survived about the Herberd and Aslak cases comes from petitions submitted in the course of the hearings, complete with legal jargon and overheated rhetoric, but William also mentioned the disputes in a private letter written in the spring of 1426, when both cases were in full flood. His brief comments give pause for thought about the machiavellian figure described by his opponents. In his letter, William talked of his ‘three adversaries’ – Herberd, Aslak, and a priest named John Wortes, who was harassing the Prior of Bromholm by claiming to have been appointed prior there himself. ‘I have not trespassed against none of these three, God knows’, William said, ‘and yet I am foully and noisingly vexed with them to my great unease, and all for my lords’ and friends’ matters and not for my own’.18 In other words, he had become involved in all three cases not on his own account, but in his professional capacity as a lawyer. This was certainly true in the Wortes case: William was the priory’s legal representative, and became personally embroiled as a result when Wortes – who was clearly something of a loose cannon – not only began proceedings to have William excommunicated, but claimed that his own real name was Paston and that he was William’s cousin (‘God defend that any of my poor kin should be of such governance as he is of’, William said feelingly).19 But the same was also true in the cases of Aslak and Herberd. Aslak’s hostility was rooted in the fact that William represented Norwich Priory against him in a dispute over the right of appointment to a local benefice; and Juliana Herberd’s lands were caught up in a lawsuit in which, again, William was acting on behalf of someone else. Not only that, but William clearly believed that he had done nothing wrong in the course of these disputes, either legally or morally. Of course, his healthy confidence in the rectitude of his own position did not necessarily mean that his conduct was beyond reproach, but the gulf between his perspective and those of his opponents is an indication of the complexities of a world where the personal, the professional and the political could not easily be distinguished, let alone separated.


The fact that the William of the 1426 letter – weary at the harassment he felt he was enduring, and eloquent in his irritation – is so much more human than the villain of his enemies’ petitions emphasises the difficulties of drawing conclusions from evidence that is fragmentary at best. The voices of later generations of Pastons speak clearly in their letters, but very little of William’s correspondence has survived: only seven letters in all, six of them concerning his legal affairs, and one specifying the masonry he required for a mill he was building at Mundesley near Paston village. His domestic life has left so few traces in the existing documents that it is almost touching to find, among his legal papers, a note in his own handwriting of a recipe for a ‘wholesome drink of ale’ given to him by a Norfolk gentlewoman named Sybilla, Lady Boys. Various herbs, including sage, rosemary, thyme, cloves, mace and spikenard, should be placed in a bag inside each barrel of ale, Sybilla told him, together with ‘a new-laid hen’s egg’ which would ‘keep the ale from souring’.20 Sybilla Boys was a friend, but by the 1420s there was another, much more important woman in William’s life: his wife, Agnes.


As a young man, William seems to have made no attempt to marry, preferring instead to dedicate himself to his career. Like everything else he did, that was a matter of calculation; after all, a wealthy lawyer and landowner in his forties could secure a much better marriage than a legal student from a poor background in his twenties. Finally, in 1420, at the age of forty-two – newly promoted to the rank of serjeant-at-law after two decades of single-minded devotion to his work – William was ready to commit himself to family life. The match he made was an excellent one. His bride was the elder daughter of a Hertfordshire knight named Sir Edmund Barry. As co-heiress of her father’s estates, Agnes brought William three manors, and, at more than twenty years his junior, she could reliably be expected to produce the heirs who would secure the future of the Paston name. William was not disappointed: their first child, a son named John, was born on 10 October 1421.


Frustratingly, almost nothing of the couple’s personal relationship beyond those bare facts can now be recaptured. None of William’s letters to his wife has survived, and only one written by Agnes to William. That one, at least – so far as it is possible to tell from a single short note, scribbled in haste, years into their marriage – seems to confirm the impression Agnes gave in later life of being matter-of-fact, unromantic and thoroughly practical. William was away in London, which gave Agnes the opportunity to ask him to do some shopping for her. In this case, it was gold thread she wanted: ‘I pray you do buy for me two pipes of gold’, she wrote, before adding news of her husband’s fishponds (‘Your stews do well’).21 Pragmatism rather than imagination in his young wife probably suited William well, and certainly their partnership proved both lasting and fruitful. Over the next twenty years, Agnes gave birth to three more sons, Edmund, William and Clement, and one daughter, Elizabeth. At least one more boy, Henry, died in childhood.


By the early 1440s, Judge William Paston – now in his sixties – had good reason to survey his achievements with satisfaction. While his father had ‘lived upon his land that he had in Paston, and kept thereon a plough all times in the year’,22 William was building a manor house there, complete with its own chapel. The one gamble this intelligent and ambitious man had taken was the decision to postpone starting a family until middle age. His late marriage had brought him many advantages, but it also meant that his son and heir would probably be no more than a young man when he took his place as head of the family. It remained to be seen whether the gamble would pay off.
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William Paston’s decision to invest two decades in his spectacularly successful career before marrying and starting a family meant that his son’s upbringing was dramatically different from his own. John Paston was not born into village life, but into the luxurious and cosmopolitan world of the gentry. William had succeeded in giving his son all the advantages of birth which he had lacked, but he could not let go of his driving ambition: his own father’s life at the plough was too fresh in the memory for the family’s position yet to be secure. He was determined that John should have an education which would mark him out as a gentleman, and give him the skills he would need to defend Paston interests against rivals for whom such a recently constructed estate represented rich potential pickings.


Like his father – but without the financial struggles which dogged William’s education – John was first taught at home in Norfolk, either within the Paston household itself or at a grammar school in Norwich. In his mid-teens, however, he was sent to study at Cambridge. The university there, like its counterpart in Oxford, was already more than two hundred years old. All the scholars who taught at the universities were members of the clergy, whether priests or monks, and almost all of those who undertook the four years of study required to graduate to the degree of Bachelor of Arts, or seven to become a Master of Arts, were also destined for a career in the Church. However, by the early fifteenth century it was increasingly common for the sons of noblemen and gentlemen to further their education by spending a year or two sampling the courses on offer – which included grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, music, geometry, astronomy and philosophy, as well as more advanced tuition in theology, canon law, civil law and medicine – without proceeding to a degree. Most such students lived in private lodgings and worked under the individual direction of one of the university’s Masters of Arts, but by the later 1430s, when John Paston arrived in Cambridge, there were also six colleges in the town: Peterhouse, Clare, Pembroke, Gonville Hall, Trinity Hall and Corpus Christi.1 The colleges were religious foundations which provided a privileged academic environment for the scholars who made up their fellowships, but they also accommodated a limited number of undergraduates. Supporting a student at a college was a particularly costly business, but Judge William’s wealth meant that expense was no bar to his ambitions for his family. John was sent to Trinity Hall, a college which had Norfolk connections – its founder was William Bateman, Bishop of Norwich in the mid-fourteenth century – and which specialised in the study of the law.


At seventeen, newly equipped with this academic grounding, John spent a year serving as a Yeoman of the Stable in the royal household. The Stable was – exactly as it sounds – the division of the household establishment responsible for the care of the King’s horses, a major enterprise given the number of animals needed to transport the court when it moved, as it regularly did, between the royal palaces. Under the overall command of the Master of the Horse, the Yeomen of the Stable worked under the immediate supervision of the Avener, whose title derived from the Latin word for the oats with which the horses were fed. Looking after horses was too menial a job for John to have undertaken in his own family home, but menial jobs became gentlemanly ones if they were performed in a noble household, or especially in the service of the King.2 Placements of this kind offered gentlemen’s sons the chance to cultivate the polished manners of the court, and to observe at close hand the workings of political life at the very highest level. William Paston had in abundance the influential contacts needed to secure such an appointment for his son. He had served the Lancastrian dynasty for years, and his professional career had flourished under the government of Henry V, an outstandingly able man whose commanding rule in England was matched by his military successes in France. By the later 1430s, the hopes of the political establishment rested on King Henry’s son, Henry VI, a teenager a couple of months younger than John Paston, but, until the boy King was old enough to rule for himself, the responsibilities of government lay in the hands of his leading nobles – for the most part men of William’s generation, many of whom William knew well. Thanks to his father’s success, John therefore had the opportunity to pursue his political education with the same degree of privilege as his academic schooling.


By the time he turned eighteen in the autumn of 1439, John Paston had had a taste of the best education money could buy, and of the sophisticated culture and complex politics of the court. However, William – whose legal expertise had been so crucial to his dealings in land as well as his professional success – also wanted his son to acquire a working knowledge of the law. As the heir to a valuable estate, John would have no need to follow in his father’s footsteps as a practising lawyer, but William nevertheless believed that a legal training was an indispensable part of his son’s preparation for his future responsibilities; ‘he said many times’, Agnes later recalled, ‘that whosoever should dwell at Paston should have need to con defend himself’.3 John therefore went to Westminster, as his father had done forty years earlier, to study the common law. His time at the Inns of Court was socially as well as educationally productive: ‘And when your leisure is, resort again unto your college the Inner Temple’, a friend wrote warmly in November 1440, ‘for there be many which sore desire your presence’.4 By then, back in Norfolk at just turned nineteen, John had other responsibilities: he was now a married man.


Judge William, the son of a peasant, had waited twenty years to marry, until his professional success allowed him to make an advantageous match. In doing so, he helped to ensure that his son would not have to wait nearly so long for a wife. As the eldest son of a wealthy gentleman, John had a great deal to offer as a prospective husband. Not only that, but he had a responsibility to marry sooner rather than later, to secure his family’s future by providing a new generation of Paston heirs. His parents lost no time in searching for a suitable bride, and the young woman on whom their choice fell was an heiress named Margaret Mautby. She was an only child, whose father had died when she was ten or eleven; she was now living with her mother and stepfather at his manor of Geldeston in south-eastern Norfolk. In prospect, it was a fine match. The Mautby estates which Margaret would inherit were worth around £150 a year – a major addition to the annual landed income of £300 or so which William and Agnes between them now commanded – and their location in the north and east of the county complemented that of the Paston lands. By the time the young couple met for the first time in April 1440, plans for the wedding were already well advanced; they had probably been under discussion for years, since William had known Margaret’s father and grandfather well and was a trustee in the Mautby estates. However, an arranged marriage of this kind would serve the two families’ interests only if it became a lasting partnership; husband and wife would need to work as a team to manage their household and estates, and it was vital that the relationship should produce children. The hope was always that affection or even love would grow once the couple had spent some time together. In this case, the omens looked good. ‘And as for the first acquaintance between John Paston and the said gentlewoman’, Agnes reported to her husband, ‘she made him gentle cheer in gentle wise, and said he was verily your son. And so I hope there shall need no great treaty between them’.5


Agnes’s instincts could not be faulted. Neither John nor Margaret was prone to romantic fantasy; even as eighteen-year-olds, they were sensible, pragmatic people who understood and appreciated their parents’ reasons for bringing them together. Perhaps as a result, their compatibility was obvious and immediate. Within six months of meeting they were married. After the wedding, John returned to Cambridge to continue his studies – this time at Peterhouse, the oldest college in the university – and also spent time in London with his father on family business. Margaret, meanwhile, remained at home in Norfolk. She was an intelligent young woman, who had been educated as befitted an heiress who would one day be mistress of a wealthy household. However, in a culture where oral traditions of learning still had deep roots, education did not necessarily imply literacy. Margaret almost certainly knew how to read, but, like most gentlewomen, she was not taught the technical business of writing with a quill pen on parchment or paper; even the handwriting of her expensively educated husband was much cruder than that of a trained clerk, for whom writing was a professional skill. While John usually dictated his letters and then corrected and signed them himself before they were sent, Margaret was wholly reliant on the few members of their household who could write if she wished to send messages to her husband while he was away. However, the impossibility of completely private communication – something of which, of course, she had no expectation – did not stop Margaret composing letters which were both personal and engagingly characterful.


In December 1441, a little more than a year after their marriage, Margaret was staying with her mother-in-law Agnes at Oxnead, a manor nine miles north of Norwich which William had bought more than twenty years earlier, and which was now one of the family’s principal residences. John was away in London and Margaret was looking forward to his return, but his absence did at least raise the enticing prospect of the fine shopping which the capital had to offer. Judge William had promised her a new girdle, and was blaming his failure to produce it on John’s forgetfulness, an explanation which Margaret was reluctant to believe: ‘I suppose that is not so,’ she wrote; ‘he said it but for a scusation’. There was a connection, it transpired, between her eagerness to have John home and her impatience to have the new girdle: she was almost six months pregnant with their first child. ‘I am waxed so elegant,’ she said wryly, ‘that I may not be girt in no bar of no girdle that I have but of one’. A close family friend, John Damme, had visited the house, and when he heard the news ‘he said by his troth that he was not gladder of nothing that he heard this twelvemonth than he was thereof’, Margaret told her husband, sounding both excited and self-conscious about her changing shape: ‘I may no longer live by my craft; I am discovered of all men that see me’.6


Childbirth was a process managed exclusively by women – usually an experienced midwife with the help of the expectant mother’s female relatives. Unnervingly, the local midwife had been incapacitated by a bad back for the best part of four months, but Margaret was reassured to receive a message that she would nevertheless come when needed, ‘though she should be pushed in a barrow’. Despite the fact that John himself would have no part to play at the birth, it was clear how glad Margaret would be to have him home for the later stages of her pregnancy. ‘I pray you’, she asked, ‘that you will wear the ring with the image of St Margaret that I sent you for a remembrance till you come home’ – St Margaret being the patron saint of pregnant women as well as her own namesake. She added a rueful afterthought: ‘You have left me such a remembrance that makes me to think upon you both day and night when I would sleep’.7


The baby, who was born safely by the middle of April 1442, was a boy, named John like his father. Fatherhood did not mean that John could spend all of his time at home, however, any more than William had been able to do so when John himself was growing up. During his frequent absences, Margaret had to take responsibility for the running of their household in Norfolk. Officially, their main home was now Gresham, a valuable estate near the north Norfolk coast, which William had bought in 1427. Gresham was Margaret’s jointure – property settled jointly on the couple when they married, to provide them with a home and an income until John came into his inheritance, and to ensure that Margaret would still have a home and an income for her lifetime if she were left a widow. In practice, however, she and the baby spent a good deal of time staying with her mother Margery at Geldeston, and probably more still with her mother-in-law Agnes at Oxnead and Norwich. Margaret and Agnes got on well, despite the twenty-year age gap. They were similar in temperament – direct, straightforward and down to earth – and also had babies very close in age, since Agnes gave birth to her fifth surviving child, Clement, not long before the arrival of John and Margaret’s little boy. Margaret’s letters give the distinct impression that the two women could be a formidable combination when they chose. ‘My mother greets you well and sends you God’s blessing and hers, and she prays you, and I pray you also, that you be well dieted of meat and drink, for that is the greatest help that you may have now to your health ward’, Margaret told John firmly in the autumn of 1443. He had been seriously ill, and she and Agnes had done everything they could think of to intercede for his recovery; Agnes promised a wax statue weighing as much as John himself to the shrine of the Virgin Mary at Walsingham, and Margaret vowed to travel there on pilgrimage. ‘… by my troth’, she told him, ‘my mother and I were not in heart’s ease from the time that we knew of your sickness till we knew verily of your amending’. At twenty-one, Margaret was still very young, and her affection for her husband was expressed in endearingly blunt fashion. ‘If I might have had my will I should have seen you before this time. I would you were at home’, she said, ‘… liefer than a new gown, though it were of scarlet’.8


At least she had news to cheer John during his convalescence. She was pregnant again, and in the spring of 1444 gave birth to another boy. Confusingly – and for reasons which are not at all clear – this second son was also named John like his father and brother. Christian names often ran in families, but they normally did so in succeeding generations, and to find three Johns in only two generations is extremely rare. The most likely explanation is that John and Margaret observed a widespread custom in naming each of their two sons after his chief godparent, and happened to choose two godfathers who shared the same name as John himself. No information survives about the boys’ baptisms or the identity of their godparents, but there were a number of plausible candidates named John in the Pastons’ circle: Sir John Fastolf, for example, a wealthy relative of Margaret’s, for whom William Paston acted as a legal adviser; her maternal uncle John Berney of Reedham; or perhaps Judge William’s friend John Damme of Sustead, who had been so delighted to hear the news of Margaret’s first pregnancy. Whatever the reason for the repetition, the family themselves never seem to have had problems distinguishing between father and sons. Years later, Margaret saw no difficulty in writing a letter to John Paston to let him know that ‘I received a letter … from John Paston, in the which letter he wrote that you desired that I should have John Paston … look in the great standing chest in one of the great canvas bags which stand against the lock’.9 It was clear to her when she wrote the letter, and to her husband when he read it, that she had passed on instructions sent by her elder son, staying with his father in London, to her younger son, at home with her in Norwich. Even in the family’s most informal correspondence, there is no sign of diminutives or nicknames; the boys usually signed themselves ‘John Paston the elder’ and ‘John Paston the younger’ or ‘the youngest’, to distinguish themselves from their father, who was simply ‘John Paston, esquire’. The younger son once signed a letter to his mother as ‘John of Geldeston’ – Margaret’s mother’s home after her remarriage, and the place where he was born – but it was an isolated attempt to write in private code at a time of political danger, rather than a reflection of any need to differentiate himself from his brother.10


By the summer of 1444, Margaret, at twenty-two, was growing up fast. She had two young sons and increasing domestic responsibilities, including the often pressing need to manage the family budget. Their income from the manor of Gresham, like all estate revenues, was sporadic. Like most of the gentry and nobility, the Pastons leased out nearly all of their lands rather than farming them directly themselves, but rents were paid seasonally, and – wealthy though they were – cash might run short as rent-day approached, or even after that, if the harvest was bad or prices low and the tenants could not pay what they owed. ‘I suppose I must borrow money in short time but if you come soon home’, Margaret told her husband that July. ‘So God help me, I have but four shillings, and I owe near as much money.’ She was confident enough of their finances to ask John to do some shopping for her in London, but she was clearly under strain; she could not suppress her irritation, for example, at his inability to remember that the boys might grow while he was away: ‘As for caps that you sent me for the children, they be too little for them. I pray you buy them finer caps and larger than those were.’11


Such domestic worries were about to be swept aside, however, by the dramatic changes which engulfed her life, and that of her husband, only weeks later. Her father-in-law, Judge William, was now in his mid-sixties, and beginning to suffer from serious ill-health – so much so that six months earlier he had been forced to take sick-leave from his judicial duties, which included not only sitting to hear cases in the court of Common Pleas, but serving on commissions of assize. Assize judges, appointed from among the justices and serjeants-at-law of the Westminster courts, travelled on circuits around the country twice a year to bring the King’s justice directly to the localities. William was due to ride the south-eastern circuit in the early spring of 1444, but had to withdraw from the commission because of his illness. Quite apart from the demands of hearing the cases themselves, the physical strain of moving between the towns where the sessions were to be held was too much to contemplate. John stayed with him in Norfolk, helping to write his letters, while in London his legal clerk James Gresham conveyed his apologies to John Fortescue, the chief justice of King’s Bench. Fortescue was particularly sympathetic since he too was unwell. ‘He has had a sciatica that has letted him a great while to ride,’ Gresham reported, ‘and dares not yet come on no horse’s back. And therefore he has spoken to the lords of the council and informed them of your sickness, and his also.’ Gresham’s own concern for his master’s health was evident: ‘Almighty Jesu make you hale and strong’, he wrote.12 William did recover – he was back in court later in the spring – but the episode was serious enough to convince him that he should update his will. That summer, he was in London, staying with Agnes at his lodgings near St Bride’s church in Fleet Street, when he again fell ill. On Thursday 13 August, not long before midnight, William died.


William’s career had brought him a long way from his roots in Paston village. His parents were buried in the church there, and his father had left bequests in his will of a few shillings apiece. William’s body was brought back from London to Norfolk and buried, as he had wanted, in the Lady Chapel of Norwich’s great cathedral; he left a landed estate which had made him a powerful man in northern Norfolk, and personal possessions, including a great deal of cash, which were worth a few thousand pounds. Nevertheless, the legacy he left his heir was not a straightforward one. William’s success had ensured that his son was a gentleman born, not a professional lawyer trying to clothe himself in the trappings of gentility, and William had done everything he could to give him a privileged training for the role he was about to take up. However, John was just twenty-two years old, and what he lacked was time: time to gain experience of the political world, and to develop his own standing within it. He had none of the personal influence which his father had built up as a result of his long and distinguished career. Over the course of four decades William had demonstrated that he was a shrewd operator who knew exactly how best to pursue and defend his own interests. John, on the other hand, was an unknown quantity. Fresh from his studies, in August 1444 he was left alone and exposed at the head of a family which had powerful enemies as well as powerful friends. Inexperienced though John was, he was not a fool, and he must have anticipated that the Pastons’ local rivals would try to take advantage of his loss. Even if he was prepared for trouble, however, he cannot have expected the first challenge he faced as head of the family to come from within the family itself, in the form of his father’s will.


The problem which had confronted Judge William as he lay on his sickbed that summer was how to reconcile all the different demands on the estate he would leave when he died. He had five children to provide for, ranging in age from John, now married to Margaret with two boys of his own, to Clement, a toddler not much older than John and Margaret’s first son. William’s ambitions for the future of the Paston name dictated that he should leave the bulk of his estates in the hands of his eldest son, to preserve the wealth and security of the senior line of the family. As a father, however, he also wanted to provide generously for all of his children. Here the concerns of a caring parent merged with the preoccupations of the ambitious dynast: if the junior Pastons were not given the means to sustain themselves among the ranks of the gentry, not only would their own lives be a struggle, but they might drag the Paston name down with them – a risk to which a family whose status was so recently acquired would be particularly vulnerable. William also had to provide for his wife Agnes in her widowhood, which might well be lengthy, given that she was only in her early forties. Once all of these claims had been accounted for, he also had to consider the needs of his own soul. Only a very few people – the saintly, in the literal sense of the word – could expect to be admitted directly to heaven when they died; the majority of repentant sinners would first be cleansed of their sins in purgatory, a place of unspeakable torment. The anticipation of purgatory was a powerful encouragement to live a good Christian life, but deathbed bequests provided testators with one final chance to shorten their stay there: they could help themselves by leaving money for penitential works of piety and charity; and they could enlist the help of those who would survive them, by paying for prayers to be said and masses to be sung for their souls after they had died.


William had drafted his will a couple of years earlier, in late 1441 or 1442. The division of the Paston estates on which he settled was characteristically careful. Agnes’s share was a large one, reflecting the benefit her name and her inheritance had brought to the family. She of course retained possession of her own three manors, as well as the Pastons’ home at Oxnead which she had received as her jointure when she married; but William also gave her his estates in and around Paston on the north-east Norfolk coast, including the land which his father Clement had left him, and other properties bought in the 1420s as his career gathered pace. All in all, Agnes would have an annual income of around £100. To his eighteen-year-old son Edmund, William left the manor of Snailwell in Cambridgeshire, worth a little more than £26 a year, a sum which would allow him to sustain a comfortable, if modest, living. William intended that Edmund should have the means to supplement this income, if he chose, by practising as a lawyer; he would receive his inheritance when he was twenty-one, and until then, William directed, he was to study law – dialectics for six months, civil law for a year, and the common law after that. His third son, seven-year-old William, was to have lands in mid-Norfolk, west of Norwich, worth about £16 a year. The baby of the family, Clement, would receive lands in eastern Norfolk, just north of Yarmouth, also valued at around £16 a year. Both were to be educated well enough to allow them to embark on professional careers. To his only daughter, twelve-year-old Elizabeth, William left a dowry of £200 in cash, so long as she married with Agnes’s consent, and so long as the marriage agreement provided her with a landed income of at least £40 a year.


John, his eldest son, was to have what was left. The only property specifically allocated to him in the will was Gresham in north Norfolk, of which he and Margaret had already taken possession as Margaret’s jointure. By law, however, anything not specifically bequeathed elsewhere in William’s will would automatically pass to his heir. By that token, John would receive three more manors: East Beckham, a couple of miles from Gresham, which William finally succeeded in wresting from Edmund Winter and John Mariot just before his death; Sporle, in western Norfolk; and Swainsthorpe, just south of Norwich. The last remaining issue was that of William’s own spiritual needs: he left a bequest – modest, by contemporary standards – to pay for masses to be celebrated for his soul for seven years after his death. William had pulled off a complex balancing act. The settlement could not be said to be overgenerous to his eldest son, who would need all the resources he could muster for the difficult task of protecting William’s legacy, particularly given that there was every chance that Agnes might hold her share of the estates for another twenty years at least; but then again, as William was well aware, John did also have the benefit of Margaret’s Mautby inheritance. Prompted by his bout of illness, William confirmed and dated the will in January 1444.


Seven months later, with death this time close at hand, he seems to have had second thoughts. It was Agnes who claimed to have been privy to her husband’s thinking as he lay dying. He was afraid, she said, for the future of the youngest Paston boys, telling her repeatedly that ‘the livelihood which he had assigned to his two youngest, William and Clement, by his will in writing was so little that they might not live thereupon without they should hold the plough by the tail’.13 That his sons might go straight back to the life his own father had lived on the land was a possibility which Judge William could not easily accept, having worked so hard to ensure that they were born to something very different. He was also, understandably, more deeply preoccupied than he had previously been with the imminent sufferings of his soul. At the eleventh hour, Agnes said, he decided to use the three manors he had not mentioned in his written will to buy himself some peace of mind, castigating himself as he did so for his sloth ‘that his will was not made up’. ‘“… whatsoever come of me, dame,”’ he told her, ‘“I will you know my will”’.14 It is, on the face of it, surprising that a lawyer of William’s talents had not made sure that every last item among his affairs was in perfect order well before his last illness – but perhaps the reality of death had been at once too uncomfortable and too remote a prospect to contemplate for such an energetic man.15 Now, Agnes claimed, he instructed that East Beckham, Sporle and Swainsthorpe should be divided between their two youngest sons, and that the revenues of Swainsthorpe should also pay for masses for his soul, not for the modest term of seven years specified in his will, but instead in perpetuity. These arrangements – if they were allowed to stand – would leave John with Gresham, and little else.


Agnes’s version of the events leading up to her husband’s death was written two decades later. It was by no means an impartial account; Agnes, the proud heiress, took care to report William’s concern that ‘if he had done too little to any, it was to me’ – although he could spare her nothing more, since ‘he had more to care for which were mine as well as his’.16 Her story was also confusing, if not confused: she described her husband on his sickbed telling John of his intentions – ‘asking him the question whether he held him not content, so saying to him in these terms, “Sir, if thou do not, I do, for I will not give so much to one that the remnant shall have too little to live on”’17 – but later said that she herself had ‘opened and declared’ the new will to their eldest son after William’s death. Elizabeth Paston, asked to testify to the facts many years later, confirmed that she had been at the St Bride’s house in London during her father’s last illness, but that her older brother had not.


What is not in doubt is John’s reaction. On Friday 21 August, a week after William’s death, his four executors – his wife Agnes; his son John; his cousin William Bacton, the son of Clement Paston’s sister Martha; and his friend John Damme – gathered to read his will. ‘I let them see it’, Agnes wrote, ‘and John Damme read it. And when he had read it, John Paston walked up and down in the chamber; John Damme and I kneeled at the bed’s feet.’18 The difficulty was that the properties about which Judge William had allegedly changed his mind were not mentioned in the written will in the first place. When Agnes explained what she claimed were William’s last wishes, John reacted with fury, utterly refusing to countenance the suggestion that his inheritance should be so drastically reduced. ‘And the said John Paston would in no wise agree thereto’, she reported, ‘saying that by the law the said manors should be his, in as much as my husband made no will of them in writing’.19


John’s response was uncompromising, but understandable. If Agnes was right about her husband’s final intentions, William had placed his eldest son in an extraordinarily difficult position. It had always been clear that John would face many challenges on his father’s death, but William now proposed that he should meet them with both hands tied behind his back. If he had to defend Paston interests not only without the benefit of his father’s experience, reputation and connections, but also without most of his lands, his chances of maintaining the family’s standing were slender. This was the first test John had to face as head of the family, and he responded with more than a hint of his father’s toughness. He took immediate steps to make sure that it was the written will which was put into effect, securing the deeds to the estates, and initiating the process by which he would receive possession of the lands from William’s trustees. He also retrieved the valuables which his father had deposited for safekeeping in Norwich Priory – said to be nearly £1,000 in cash, as well as jewellery and silver plate – without reference to Agnes or the other executors. His prompt action saved him: despite his mother’s protests, probate was awarded on William’s written will, without modification, on 24 November 1444.


However, the cost in personal terms was high. His unequivocal rejection of Agnes’s version of his father’s last wishes caused a major breach within the family. ‘After that my son John Paston had never right kind words to me’, Agnes wrote years later.20 That was not quite true: she and John found a way to paper over their differences, and her relationship with Margaret remained close. Equally, the issue did not disappear. Agnes would not forget about it – something which might come back to haunt John, given that she held such a substantial part of his inheritance – and his brothers, with encouragement from their mother, might well feel hard done by in years to come. But his behaviour was not purely, or even mainly, rooted in selfishness. Generosity to his siblings, his mother, even his father’s soul, would benefit no one if the position of the whole family were so compromised that they all sank back to the ranks of the peasantry as a result. John had confronted the reality of what he believed to be necessary to safeguard Paston interests, and had shown that he was willing to face the consequences, however personally unpleasant. It was not the last time in his life that he would be required to do so.


Hardheaded as he was prepared to be within the family, however, to the wider world he was young, and inexperienced in the political and legal manoeuvring at which his father had excelled. How serious the consequences of the loss of Judge William might be on this broader political stage was all too soon apparent. William’s long fight for East Beckham against Edmund Winter and John Mariot had finally ended with a judgement in his favour only a month before he died. His opponents had been resourceful and determined, but the combination of William’s legal expertise and his powerful connections in the end proved too much for them to overcome. However, in the autumn of 1444, only weeks after William’s death, Mariot initiated new proceedings in the court of Common Pleas to retrieve the manor. It took a year, but he won his case. East Beckham was one of the estates for the sake of which John had endured such bitter confrontation with his mother, and he had managed to hold on to it for only a matter of months. And – as John must have realised as he surveyed the lands for which his father had fought so hard – this was only the beginning.




Notes


1 Gonville Hall was refounded in the sixteenth century as Gonville and Caius College. A seventh college, King’s, was founded by Henry VI in 1441, and another, Queens’, by his wife Margaret of Anjou in 1448.


2 Judge William made this very point in a case he heard in the court of Common Pleas in 1436. A defendant claimed that a writ sued against him was inadmissible because it incorrectly described him as a ‘husbandman’ instead of a ‘gentleman’. Opposing counsel argued that, irrespective of the defendant’s wealth, ‘husbandman’ was a technically correct description of his occupation, since he and his sons took an active part in the cultivation of their own lands – and supported the argument by pointing out that a writ issued against a Serjeant of the Kitchen in the King’s household might properly describe him as a ‘cook’. The Chief Justice observed that an officer of the royal household would find it offensive to be described as a cook rather than a gentleman, but Judge Paston said that such a writ would be good in law because it referred to the defendant’s ‘mystery’, or craft; a Serjeant of the King’s Kitchen, he said, was by definition both a gentleman and a cook. For details of the case, see R.L. Storey, ‘Gentlemen-bureaucrats’, in C.H. Clough (ed.), Profession, Vocation and Culture in Later Medieval England (Liverpool, 1982), pp. 91–2.


3 PL Davis 14.


4 PL Davis 439.


5 PL Davis 13. The report of John and Margaret’s meeting is the main business of Agnes’s only surviving letter to William (see above, chapter 1).


6 PL Davis 125.


7 PL Davis 125.


8 PL Davis 126. ‘Scarlet’ was a type of woollen cloth of the highest quality, usually brightly coloured, but not yet exclusively associated with the colour red.


9 PL Davis 155.


10 PL Davis 346.


11 PL Davis 127.


12 PL Davis 432.


13 PL Davis 31.


14 PL Davis 32.


15 Even the will of January 1444 had not been properly revised; the text of the 1441/2 draft was not changed to take account of the time that had passed since it was written (as reflected, for example, in his children’s ages, and the birth of his first grandson): PL Davis 12; PL Gairdner vol. VI, appendix 2, II.


16 PL Davis 32.


17 PL Davis 31.


18 PL Davis 33.


19 PL Davis 32.


20 PL Davis 33.
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