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ANNE F. SUTTON 

AGNES BRETTON ENJOYED thirty-one years of widowhood. Her first husband 
was John Don, merchant and mayor of Southampton (1461-62), and her second, 
Thomas Bretton, ironmonger, alderman through most of Richard III's reign, 
sheriff of London, and merchant stapler of Calais. She brought up a substantial 
number of children and was an active merchant of the Calais staple for at least 
twenty years from 1485, besides acting as an important cog in a complex network 
of trade and personal relations, between Southampton (the parishes of St John the 
Baptist and Holy Rood) and London (the parishes of St Mary at Hill and St 
Dionis Backchurch), and between the apparently disparate trades of bowyer, iron-
monger and grocer, alongside the wool trade. These contacts and social aspirations 
were not created solely by a husband's trade and career but also forged by the wife's 
friends, the apprenticeship and marriage of children, and, above all, the extra 
money contributed by a widow when she became the new wife of an ambitious 
second husband. Agnes Don-Bretton maintained these contacts throughout her 
life. She increased her wealth, educated her children, and passed on her wealth to 
her surviving sons, of whom Angel Don became an alderman of London and 
endowed a chapel of Jesus, and William Bretton became a highly-praised publisher 
of fine books. Agnes' daughters married into the gentry and aldermanic class of 
London, and she was survived by many generations of descendants, among whom 
was Oliver Cromwell. Apart from finding out the facts of her life, this study aims 
to describe something of the trade, social and pious concerns that nourished her, 
her husbands and children. 

Agnes' Origins and First Marriage to John Don, 
Mayor of Southampton (1461-62) 

Agnes' precise origins are unknown. In the late 146os to early 70s, aged between 
about fifteen and twenty years, she married John Don, a merchant and past mayor 
of Southampton as his last wife.' It is therefore likely she came from a good local 
family and had a dowry capable of attracting a member of Southampton's mer-
cantile elite. Don was related to the large family of the Donnes of Kidwelly: 2  his 

For full account, A.F. Sutton, 'John Don, Edward IV's first mayor of Southampton, 1461-62', 
Hampshire Studies, 2013, forthcoming. 

2  For a pedigree of the Kidwelly Don family, R.A. Griffiths, ed., The Household Book (1510-1551) of Sir 
Edward Don: an Anglo-Welsh Knight and his Circle, Buckinghamshire Record Society Publications, 33 

(2004), pp. xiii-xxv. The spellings of Donne and Don were used in London, the latter was more used in 
Southampton. 
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son by Agnes, Alderman Angel Don of London, was to use a version of the Don 
arms, azure, a unicorn rampant argent ten crosslets or.3  More immediately it is pos-
sible John came from Sherborne, Dorset, where a Thomas Don (born in Kidwelly) 
flourished, and apprenticed one of his sons to a mercer of London, who later 
would be known to Agnes and her London family.4  In 1448 and 1451 Don was one 
of the two bailiffs of Southampton, and in 454-55 he was sheriff By then he was 
living in a substantial tenement with gardens behind on the corner of the central 
thoroughfare of French Street and Vyse Lane, a narrow lane which led to Bugle or 
Bull Street, another main street; the house now survives as 58 French Street.5  The 
parish church of St John the Baptist was on French Street and particularly patro-
nised by the Italian community; his son Angel (with the Italian name) was to leave 
a bequest to this church.6  Don can be placed in the circle of men who were stal-
warts of the town's government and opposed to the anti-Italian party. He was 
elected mayor on Friday 18 September 1461 and it is certain he was chosen as a safe 
man in the new climate of Yorkist rule. It was a difficult period, but Don benefited 
from the fact that Edward IV was determined that his realm should be peaceful 
and that the anti-Italian demonstrations of London and Southampton should 
cease.? The town received a new charter on 16 December 1461, which carefully 
included mention of the town's 'laudable submission' and its labours and expenses 
during the period of the king's accession, which were 'not small', and in which 
Don had played his part. A general pardon to the town followed in March 1462, 
which covered all offences before 4 November 1461.8  

3  For Angel's use of these arms and the use made of them by his half brother, William Bretton, see 
below, nn. 143, 155. J.W. Papworth and A.W. Morant, An Alphabetical Dictionary of Coats ofArms belonging 
to Families of Great Britain and Ireland ... Ordinary of British Armorials, London 1874, under Beasts, wolf, 
p. 98, and Monsters, unicorn, p. 987. 

4  For John Donne, mercer: Acts of Court of the Mercers' Company 1453-1527, ed L. Lyell and E Watney, 
Cambridge 1936, passim; Calendar of Plea and Memoranda Rolls of the City of London (CPMR) 1437-82, 
ed P.E. Jones, 2 vols, Cambridge 5954, 1961, CPMR/454-82, pp. viii, ix, 127-31; Calendar ofWills Proved 
and Enrolled in the Court of Husting, London, 1258-1688 (CWR), ed RR. Sharpe, 2 vols, London 1889-90, 
vol. 2, pp. 582, 583, 586; his will The National Archives (TNA), Public Record Office (PRO), Prerogative 
Court of Canterbury, PROB 11/7, ff. 	proved 16 Dec. 1480; obit at Sherborne, J. Fowler, Medieval 
Sherborne, Dorchester 1951, pp. 277, 283, 299, 300. Donne's apprentice, John Mustell, was his executor in 
1480 and main legatee, receiving the lease of his great house, The Three Legs in West Cheap, in the parish 
St Thomas the Apostle, etc. (see below nn. 49, 138, 139). 

5  The Southampton Port and Brokage Books1448-9, ed. E.A. Lewis, Southampton Records Series (SRS), 
vol. 36 (1993), p. ix. The Southampton Terrier of1454, ed. L.A. Burgess, SRS 15 (1976), p. 87, T162 (58 French 
St). English Heritage Monument 1084978. 

6  A.A. Ruddock, Italian Merchants and Shipping in Southampton 1270-1600, Southampton 1951, pp. 
131-32, 351 (church). Angel's will, PROB 11/15, f. 103v. 

7  A.A. Ruddock, 'John Payne's persecution of foreigners in the town court of Southampton in the fif-
teenth century', Papers and Proceedings ofthe Hampshire Field Club and Archaeology Society, i6 (1944-47), 
passim, and her Italian Merchants, esp. pp. 162-83. The definitive study of the London troubles: J.R. 
Balton, The city and the crown 1456-61', London Journab vol. 12 (1986), passim. 

8  J.S. Davies, A History of Southampton, London 1883, p. 157 and n. 2, 164, 174. C. Platt, Southampton. 
The Port and Trading Community, AD 1000-160o, London 1973, p. 167 (and his notes). The Charters of 
Southampton, vol. I, 1199-1480, ed H.W. Gidden, SRS, vol. 7 (1909), pp. 98-119. 
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Agnes certainly bore Don one child who survived, Angel. The name Angel sug-
gests an Italian godfather from among those Italians in Southampton with whom 
Don was on good terms. The most tempting candidate for this duty is the well-
known Angelo Tani (1415-92), employee of the Medici and commissioner of the 
famous altar-piece by Memling, which ended up in Danzig. He could easily have 
met a past mayor of Southampton, for example, if he visited Southampton in 1473 
in pursuit of the stolen altarpiece when the companion galley, which had escaped 
capture by the pirates, was in that port. 9  The Italian name and god-parent could, 
however, have been a result of Agnes' wishes and connections. In the 1470s, 
perhaps encouraged by the birth of Angel, John acquired a fine merchant's house 
on the west side of English Street in the parish of Holy Rood, which owed a rent 
charge to God's House, the wealthy hospital of St Julian. It too was to pass to his 
son, Angel, and Angel's descendants.' ° 

John Don died in 1477-78, as far as can be ascertained. He made a will but it 
does not survive, and Agnes was an executor. She had remarried by mid-1478 for 
on 8 July 1478 John Jamys and servants of a carter called William Boteler went 
through the toll at the Bargate of Southampton, and the broker recorded the 
passage and payment of ad pontage on two carts of the household goods of 'Isabel 
Doan' lately wife of 'John Doan':1  There is little doubt this refers to Agnes leaving 
Southampton to join her new husband, Thomas Bretton, ironmonger of London. 

It could have been iron which brought Agnes' second husband to Southampton, 
or perhaps the flourishing tin trade. Iron came in from Spain: the annual total of 
Spanish imports was between 2,500 and 3,000 tons in the Yorkist period, London 
being considered one of their two main markets by the Spanish. If it was iron that 
brought Bretton to Southampton, it is nevertheless certain he was not in the export 
and import trade through that port,12  and he might have relied on a man like Don, 
who is known to have dealt in iron. Tin was the major metal exported from 
Southampton; England boasted the purest and most abundant supply in medieval 
Europe, with Devon and Cornwall producing 500-750 tons a year in the fifteenth 
century. It is tempting to make this trade the draw which brought Bretton to 
Southampton: tin was transported along the coast from Cornwall in three fleets a 
year, and Londoners were encouraged to come to the port to buy tin and sent it 
home by road or by sea along the coast to the wharves of London where Bretton 

9  A.F. Sutton, The Mercery of London: Trade, Goods and People H30-1578, Aldershot 2005, pp. 309-10; 
and sources there. D. DeVoss, Hans Memling, Antwerp and Ghent 1994, on Tani, pp. 24-25, 87,  463. J. 
Bialostocki, Les primitifi flamands: les musees de Pologne, vol. s of the Corpus de la peinture des anciens 
Pays-Bas meridionaux de quinzieme siecle, Brussels 1966, pp. 73-74, 81. 

10  Cartulary of God's House Southampton, ed J.M. Kaye, 2 vols, SRS, vols 19, 20 (1976), vol. 2, p. 351, 
ten. 162, numbered 139 on map (map after vol. 2, p. 408). 

1' The Brokage Books ofSouthampton fir1477-8 and 1527-8, ed K.P. Stevens (The Book for 1477-8 trans-
lated by T.E. Olding), SRS, vol. 28 (1985), p. 94. 

12  W.R. Childs, Anglo-Castilian Trade in the Later Middle Ages, Manchester 1978, pp. 112-19, esp. pp. 
n8.119; and her 'England's iron trade in the fifteenth century' Economic History Review, 2nd ser., vol. 34 
(5980, pp. 25-47 passim. Professor Child kindly informs me that Bretton does not appear in the surviving 
customs accounts shipping iron through any provincial port; but he may have used the port of London. 
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lived. It was exported in the raw state or as pewter, a highly valued alloy of tin and 
lead (and other metals), all over Europe, for example by the Italians using the ports 
of Southampton and London.13  

Thomas Bretton, ironmonger of London, was a younger man than John Don; 
Agnes was his second wife as he was hers. It is impossible to estimate what cash 
and goods she brought to this marriage: Bretton could have also have gained the 
estate of Don's son to invest, with suitable surety." Her life estate (or until Angel 
was of age) in the Southampton property alone was enough to make her a very 
attractive wife. It is certain that the Don estate was sufficient to allow her new 
husband to think of social and civic advancement, an increasingly difficult ambi-
tion for an ironmonger to achieve at this date. This ambition may have been part 
of his attraction for Agnes, as well as the lure of London. 

Agnes' Second Husband, Thomas Bretton, Ironmonger: Trade and 
Parish Life in St Mary at Hill, London 

From 1478 to 1483, Agnes found herself among an established circle of Thomas 
Bretton's friends and relations (and those of his first wife), as well as his business 
acquaintances among the bowyers, ironmongers and grocers, many of whom lived 
near the Thames in the parish of St Mary at Hill.' 5  

Thomas Bretton16  came from modestly affluent origins, which are worth detail-
ing, for the Bretton family was fast moving up the social scale — from bowyer to 
ironmonger to grocer — as were their relatives, the Curles or Crulls, a family which 
was to last well into the sixteenth century in London.17  His father, Robert Bretton, 
bowyer,18  had died in early 1442, leaving a widow, Maud (possibly born a Curie), 

13  Platt, Southampton, pp. 82, 83, 569. A.A. Ruddock, 'London capitalists and the decline of 
Southampton in the early Tudor period', Economic History Review, set 2, vol. 2 (1949), pp. 137-51 passim, 
esp. pp. 538, 140, 143-46. J. Hatcher, English Tin Production and Trade before155o, Oxford 5973, introd, chs 
4,5 esp.  pp. 3,4, 91-114, 529-32. J. Hatcher and T.C. Barker, A History of British Pewter, London 5974, for 
pewter's popularity. See also RE. Homer, 'Tin, lead and pewter' in English Medieval Industries, ed J. Blair 
and N. Ramsay, London 1991, pp. 57-80. 

14  There survives one lawsuit, TNA, PRO, Early Chancery Proceedings, C 1/64/337, over a debt owed 
to Don by a Brabant merchant which the Brettons tried to collect; for full details, Sutton, `John Don'. See 
also A.F. Sutton, 'Serious money: the benefits of marriage in London, 1400-99', The London Journal forth-
coming. 

15  The definitive study of this parish, to which this study is much indebted, is C. Burgess, 'Shaping 
the parish: St Mary at Hill, London, in the fifteenth century' in The Cloister and the World. Essays in 
Medieval History in Honour of Barbara Harvey, ed. J. Blair and B. Golding, Oxford 1996, pp. 246-86. 

16  Breteyn, Breton, Bretten, etc, was comparatively common name in 15th-century London, but dis-
appointingly none (e.g. Dr Thomas Breton vicar of St Peter's Cornhill) have any connection with this 
family. The spelling used by his publisher son has been adopted. 

17  This family is variously called Curie or Crull (the former has been adopted here); they are frequently 
mentioned as relatives of the Brettons (see e.g. n. 23), but the lack of Curie wills precludes precision over 
relationships. There were several families of this name in 15th-century London, not all necessarily related. 
I am grateful to Graham Dawson for discussing the family with me. 

Is  B. Megson, Such Goodly Company. A Glimpse of the Lift of the Bouryers of London z3oo-160o, London 
5993, esp `1400-88', pp. 42-69; Robert 'Breton', p. 79. I am indebted to Dr Megson for sight of this book. 
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and three children who had reached an age that demanded they and their inheri-
tance be recorded at the chamber of Guildhall. No will survives for Robert, but 
his executors were his wife, Maud, William Atwode, a past warden of the 
Bowyers,19  William Cotwille, and Thomas Nykke, ironmonger, who seems to 
been the main executor.2° Maud Bretton speedily remarried the well-to-do iron-
monger, Thomas Dorchester, and on 12 July 1442 the guardianship of Joan and 
Thomas, the younger children, was committed to their step-father, an arrange-
ment which left them with their mother.21  Thomas may have been about fourteen 
years old. Dorchester's three sureties were all important neighbours and show that 
their mother's new marriage was likely to be of great benefit to the Bretton 
orphans: William Marowe, the eminent grocer and mayor (1455-56), a fellow 
parishioner in St Mary at Hill;22  Robert Curle, once warden of the Bowyers (1439), 
a long-term associate of Dorchester, tenant of a house on London Bridge, and 
probably the current head of this family;23  and Richard Warbulton, ironmonger, 
fellow parishioner and wharf owner.24  By a separate arrangement on the same day, 
the eldest son, William, was committed to the care of Thomas Nykke, probably 
as an apprentice. All was not well, however: William was old enough to think 
himself hard done by and complained to the bishop of London whose commissary 
had granted probate of his father's will, and a writ went forth saying that William 
intended to prosecute the executors to recover the goods. The city objected to this 
intrusion into its jurisdiction over the city's orphans and all proceedings before the 
bishop were forbidden; unfortunately nothing further is known.25  William did 
not become an ironmonger, and it has proved impossible to follow his career.26  

19  William Atwode is the spelling in his will; died 146o in St Peter Cornhill; executors including 
Thomas 'Cray11/ Curll', Guildhall Library (GL), Commissary Court of London, MS 9171/5, f. 302v. 
Megson, Bowyers, pp. 49-50, 87: warden 1439. For connections between Curles and Dorchester, see e.g. 
CPMR 1437-57, p. 177, CCR 454-61, p. 31. 

2° William Cotwille unidentified. Thomas Nykke is obscure: he probably died 1457 for he made a gift 
of his goods to a John Nikke and others, CCR 1454-61, p. 594. 

21  Calendar of Letter Books Preserved among the Archives of the Corporation of London at Guildhall, AD 
1275-1499, Books A-L, London 1899-1912, Letter Book K, p. 271. 

22  Marowe died 1465 as a parishioner of St Botolph's Billingsgate, but left bequests to Mary at Hill, 
PROB 11/5, ff. 67-68v. For the Marowe family, B.H. Putnam, Early Treatises on the Practice of the Justices 
of the Peace in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, Oxford 1924, ch. 5. See n. 47. 

23  Robert Curle: Megson, Bowyers, p. 49: past warden 1439; and see CPMR 1437757> pp. 30, p. 177. 
London Bridge: Selected Accounts and Rentals, 1381-1538, ed. V. Harding and L. Wright, London Record 
Society, vol. 31  (1994): he occupied this house at least 1404-21 on the basis of these selected accounts (nos. 
134, 217); rented a brewhouse in Southwark in 1404 (no. 137), so he is also known as 'of Southwark'; and 
see no. 218; his descendant Thomas `Crull' was warden of the Bridge, 1537-38  (pp. 174-244). 

24  Warbulton d. 1447, leaving a widow, Elena, PROB 	f. 93r-v. Elena d. 1454; to be buried near the 
body of her mother Margery in St Mary at Hill; she had a Katherine Eborall as her servant and made 
Master Thomas Eborall her supervisor; her servants were to share the utensils of her shop except for her 
`candizes' (unidentified) so she had her own business, PROB 11/4, ff. 4v-5. See n. 48. 

25  Letter Book K  pp. 272. (the inclusion of Nykke as his own surety was a clerical error), 278. For Nykke 
see n. zo above. 

26  The name was a common one and he may have died a minor: a William 'Breton' was a well-known 
wool-packer much used by the Celys, The Cely Letters, ed A. Hanham, Early English Text Society (EETS) 
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Thomas Bretton was apprenticed, almost certainly, to his step-father, Thomas 
Dorchester, and the latter's wealth and status ensured him a good start in life 
against a background of civic affluence in the parish of St Mary at Hill, named 
for its site on the hill above the great wharf of Billingsgate and within the ward 
of Billingsgate.27  Like the adjacent parish of St Botolph Billingsgate, it was a 
prime location for ironmongers and grocers. The Grocers' Company (the second 
in the hierarchy in the city28) figures often in this account: this was the company 
in which an ironmonger might aspire to apprentice a son. The Grocers as a 
company ranked higher than the Ironmongers but they appear to have enjoyed 
good relations. Both dealt in heavy goods, used the great beam of the city, and 
prized a wharf on the riverside for the reception of those heavy goods.29  The 
bowstaves of Spanish yew were as essential to the bowyers (the trade of Bretton's 
father) as Spanish iron was to the ironmongers, and perhaps grocer capital lay 
behind many shipments of both. Wharves owned by members of their compa-
nies included: the ex-Child's wharf held by the Southampton grocer of London, 
John Payne, renamed as Payne's wharf; the Galley in St Botolph's, part of the 
Payne property, held by Henry Neville, ironmonger, and then his widow;3° a 
wharf held by the ironmonger, Richard Warbulton (d. 1447) and then by his 
widow Elena (d. 1454); and Colbroke's Key, not far away in St Dunstan in the 
East, on Thames Street, owned by Robert Colbroke, another ironmonger, then 
by his widow and then by his daughter Idonia, wife of the well-connected Arthur 
Ormsby.31  

The wealthiest ironmongers of London may have imported iron at the 
beginning of the century, but since then men of other companies had increasingly 

OS 273 (1974), nos 87, 124, 147, 149, 151, 165, and A. Hanham, The Celys and Their World Cambridge 1985, 
PP. z6, 63, n6, 119; a grocer died in 1475 in St Leonard's Foster Lane leaving a widow, Agnes, children, and 
what appears to have been a small estate, but referred to no relatives, GL, MS 9171/6, f. 12o; a wool draper, 
1469, CPMR 1458-82, p. 164, and C 1/9/354. 

27  J. Stow, Survey of London, ed C.L. Kingsford, z vols, Oxford 1908, vol. t, p. zo8—o9, and Burgess, 
`Shaping', passim. 

28  Although the final sequence of the 'great twelve' was only completed in the early 16th century when 
companies like the Clothworkers were formed from amalgamations, the richest companies were already 
sure of their position by this date as the many lists in the Journals of the city prove. Even so, a street battle 
could break out over precedence between the Mercers (no.t) and the Grocers (no. 2) in 1477, Sutton, 
Mercery, p. 179, and the disagreements of the Skinners and Tailors were solved in 1484. The author was an 
archivist in the city for most of her working life. 

29  In general terms it has been noted by Justin Colson in his study of the Thameside parishes that prop-
erty holding was led by the Fishmongers, followed by the Grocers, and in third place, Ironmongers, talk 
at the Institute of Historical Research, London. S.L. Thrupp, The Grocers of London, a study of distrib-
utive trade', Studies in English Trade in the Fifteenth Century, ed E. Power and M.M. Poston, London 1933, 
passim, esp. pp. 269-70. 

30  Neville died 1488, PROB 11/8, 219v. Sir Ralph Astry acquired the Galley and d. 1494 when it was still 
-held by Henry Neville's widow, Astry's will, PROB uho, f. 147-48v. For Galley see also C 5/187/40-46. 
Neville and Bretton witnessed deeds together 1458 and 1467, Corporation of London Records Office 
(CLRO), Husting Roll (HR) 187 (2) and 197 (29). 

31  Warbulton, see n. 24. The feoffees of Idonia and Ormsby included Thomas Eborall, HR 194 (29). 
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infiltrated the trade, while the Spanish dominated as importers.32  Serious money 
was in overseas trade, so London ironmongers were soon failing to achieve the nec-
essary wealth required to secure election as an aldermen (licoo in goods and chat-
tels was specified in 1468). Of the nine aldermen 1400-99, the last was Nicholas 
Marshall (1463-65) until Bretton (1483-85) twenty years later and then none for 
another thirty years. Similarly, of the estates left by ten ironmonger to their orphans 
in the years covered by Letter Book L (1461-98) only four were over Lupo, and only 
Thomas Bretton surpassed £i000.33  It therefore seems likely the average London 
ironmonger was increasingly limited to buying iron in England, whether English 
or imported, selling it on in a raw or refined state, and commissioning iron goods 
from smiths, nailers and the many other metal-working crafts.34  An exceptional 
man of this company, which Thomas Bretton was to be, had to find other sources 
of wealth: a rich wife and the wool trade in his case. The London ironmongers' 
trade often overlapped with that of the pewterers who combined tin with lead to 
make pewter, as mentioned above. The Pewterers' Company of London was rising 
in wealth and power, they still tended to focus on the manufacture of vessels at this 
date, but can be regularly found exporting their goods via Southampton.35  Despite 
their apparent failure in overseas trade, the Ironmongers managed to cling to the 
status as one the twelve great companies of London (number ten), and it was to 
their company rather than the Pewterers, that an important Yorkist servant from 
the Stannaries, Avery Cornburgh, sought admittance in 1463.36  

Bretton was free of the Ironmongers by 1454-55,  for he made a contribution 
that year towards the company's purchase of their 'place' or hall in Fenchurch 
Street, during the wardenship of Nicholas Marshall, the friend of his step-father, 
and in 1457 he was among the nineteen feoffees chosen for this property alongside 
the older men of his company — Nicholas Marshall, Thomas Dorchester, John 
Tenterden and others — a high honour for such a young man. All these men were 
benefactors of the Ironmongers and of their parishes: Marshall at St Helen's 
Bishopsgate; Tenterden at St Mary Colechurch; and Dorchester at St Mary at Hill. 
They were therefore patterns for the young Bretton. He later contributed towards 
the repairs and works on the new hall with 'lodes of battis and also — xxiijs iiijd', 
a good sum when compared to Dorchester's 5os.37  It is possible that his inheritance 

32  Childs, 'England's iron trade', esp. pp. 43-44. Thrupp, 'Grocers of London', pp. 269-70, defines all 
metals as grocery. 

33  A.B. Beaven, The Aldermen of London, 2 vols, London 1908, 1913, vol. 1, p. 348. Letter Book L, passim. 
34  For some assessment of the London company's trade, E. Glover, A History of the Ironmongers' 

Company, London 1991, esp. pp. 2-7. J. Geddes, 'Iron' in English Medieval Industries, pp. 167-88 (smiths' 
work). 

35  The Port Books of Southampton, ed. D.B. Quinn and A.A. Ruddock, vol. 1 1469-71, SRS, vol. 37 
(1937), e.g. pp. 85-87 for exports by London pewterers. See sources cited in n. 13, and C. Welch, History 
of the Pewterers' Company, 2 vols, London 1902, vol. I. 

36  Thrupp, 'Grocers', pp. 269-70. Their halls were suitably close: the Pewterers in Lime St and the 
Ironmongers in Fenchurch Street. For Cornburgh see below n. 40. 

37  London. Ironmongers' Company: Ironmongers' Company, Wardens' Accounts (which the author 
consulted in the I97os at the Hall but which are now GL MS 16988/I, the term of wardens Richard 
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had been carefully invested or all his siblings had died and this enabled Thomas 
to play such a role so early in his career. On 13 February 1461 he was one of several 
ironmongers lending money to the earl of Warwick, only 6s 8d compared to the 
43s 8d of Dorchester.38  London had supported the Yorkists with money since mid-
1460; Edward IV's reign began officially on 4 March, and the Towton campaign 
had yet to be fought. The Ironmongers were later to seek a reward in the form of 
a charter of incorporation, negotiated by Wardens Dorchester and Corbet and 
duly granted in 1463,39  which year also saw the admission of the eminent Yorkist 
servant, Avery Cornburgh, to the Ironmongers, as an official of the Cornish 
Stannaries." 

Information about the friends and relations of Bretton's mother and stepfather 
reveals a background of learning and piety as well as mercantile status and wealth. 
A close connection of Dorchester was Nicholas Marshall, owner of a ship called 
the Nicholas of Dartmouth — suggesting once more a definite ironmonger interest 
in the coastal trade to south-west England. Marshall was probably a common 
councilman by 1458 when he was one of the men appointed to search the houses 
of Genoese merchants, he was an auditor of the civic accounts in 1461, and briefly 
alderman 1463-65.41  He could afford the luxury of a chapel with fine vestments, 
for he not only a successful merchant but his wife, Elizabeth Hokley, was an heiress 
with property in several London parishes.42  His brother, Roger, was physician to 
Edward IV by 1465 and a noted book-owner and compiler of manuscripts, a court 
connection that gave the family a distinct cachet.43  Nicholas had a taste for fine 
books like his brother, purchasing his mass-book from the executors of Sir John 

Fleming and Nicholas Marshall, ff. 2, 3, 3v. John Tenterden was probably instrumental in securing arms 
for the company from his son-in-law, William Tyndale, who happened to be Lancaster Herald (1450-61? 
and prob. later) and had the Vevysyng, yevyng and exemplifienge of armes to the seid felauship undre 
his seall' for 33s 8d, f. 5. Grant dated i Sept. 5455, H. Stanford London, The College ofArms, London 1963, 
PP. 105,532. J. Nicholl, Some Account of the Worshipful Company of Ironmongers, London 1866, p. 421ff on 
hall. 

38  Ironmongers' Company, Wardens' Accounts, f. 24v. 
39  CP121461-67, p. 297. See n. 5o. 

CLRO, Recognizance Roll z5, m. 10, Cornburgh's admission with ironmonger sureties. 
41  Ship 5455, CPR/447-52,  p. 448. CPR/452-61, p. 444. CPMR 1458-82, pp. 17, 29. Letter Book L, pp. 

9, 29. Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 2, p.12. 
42  Marshall's will refers to the property, PROB 11/6, ff. 118v-2o, and see CLRO, HR 239(7). Altar, 

Calendar of Papal Registers, vol. 1455-64,  p. 225. Other property: a shop in St Magnus' parish, and a lease 
of the Cardinal's Hat in Gracechurch St, CPMR143717, 122, and CPMR 1458-82, p. 21. 

43 L.E. Voigts, 'A doctor and his books: the mss of Roger Marchall (d. 1477)%  in New Science out ofOld 
Books. Studies in Manuscripts and Early Printed Books. in Honour ofA.I. Doyle, ed R. Beadle and A.J. Piper, 
Aldershot 5995, pp. 249-314, esp. pp. 255-58; and C.H. Talbot and E.A. Hammond, The Medical 
Practitioners ofMedieval England. A Biographical Register, London 1965, pp. 314-15. He had a London prac-
tice by the 145os and was an associate of many famous physicians; conveyed a bequest from Dorchester to 
Peterhouse although this is not in Dorchester's will (Voigts, p. 254 and n. 6). Buried St Katherine 
Creechurch; his executor was John Clerk, the king's apothecary; he relied on William Fuller, ironmonger 
and once Nicholas's servant, to complete the execution of his brother's will; his will, GL, MS 9171/6, ff. 
241-42, proved 6 May 1477• 
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Catesby (left by Marshall in turn for the use of his chantry priest in St Helen's 
Bishopsgate). He and Roger were close and they were to share the execution of 
Dorchester's will, and Dorchester's daughter, Cecily (half-sister of Thomas 
Bretton), was wife of Nicholas Marshall's ironmonger son, John. Dorchester and 
Marshall looked forward to their grandchildren inheriting the Hokley estate as 
well as their own considerable accumulations. 

St Mary at Hill's records show that this was a parish which boasted a flourishing 
and competitive liturgy with a fine array of obits and chantries, and was governed by 
energetic parsons, clerks, and churchwardens.44  These were pious and parochially 
active men and women, whose religious pretensions can be illustrated by Dorchester's 
regular donation of coals to the parish poor and his intention that his second daugh-
ter, Maud, become a nun at Syon, a house which traditionally accepted the daughters 
of wealthy London citizens and was patronised by royalty. Maud's profession also 
conveniently secured her father's wealth to his married daughter and her heirs.45  
Bretton was brought up by a mother and stepfather, who not only exercised regular, 
practical charity but also cultivated the acquaintance of the best clerics. Both 
Dorchester and Nicholas Marshall benefited from a close relationship with the well-
respected Edward Story, rector of All Hallows the Great (Feb. 146o—Oct. 1465), later 
confessor to Queen Elizabeth Woodville and bishop of Carlisle from July 1468; Story 
was a promoter of the common-profit book charity which encouraged learning and 
piety, and was in great demand as an overseer of wills,46  performing this duty for the 
past mayor, William Marowe,47  and Dorchester. Another useful and popular cleric 
of this circle was Thomas Eborall, rector of All Hallows Honey Lane from 1464 when 
he gave up the prestigious mastership of Whittington College after twenty years. A 
Katherine Eborall had lived in the household of Elena Warbulton, for whom Thomas 
Eborall acted as overseer of her will in 1454,48  and Richard her husband had been one 
of Dorchester's sureties for the Bretton estate. Dorchester served as one of the visitors 
of Newgate and Ludgate prisons for the year 1463, with these two eminent clerics, 
Thomas Eborall and Edward Story.49  Dorchester was sufficiently impressed by his 

44  Burgess, 'Shaping', passim. 
45  Victoria County History (VCH), Middlesex, vol. 1, ed J.S. Cockburn et ah London 1969, pp. 182-89. 
46  Story was bishop of Carlisle (1468-78) and of Chichester 1478 until his death in 1503. A.B. Emden, 

A Biographical Register of the University of Cambridge to AD 15-oo, Cambridge 1963, pp. 560-61, and see A.R. 
Myers, 'The household of Queen Elizabeth Woodville, 1466-67', in his Crown, Household and Parliament 
in Fifteenth Century England, London 1985, pp. 272, 303. Hugh Damlett, rector of St Peter Cornhill, 
bequeathed him a copy of his sermons in 1476 on condition it should pass to a poor priest who wished to 
preach on Story's death, F.R.H. Du Boulay 'The quarrel between the Carmelite friars and the secular 
clergy', Journal of Ecclesiastical History, vol. 6 (1955), p. 168n. 

47  William Marowe, PROB 11/5, ff. 67-68v. Burgess, 'Shaping', p. 265. See also n. 22 above. 
48  For Eborall's career, J.A.F. Thomson, 'The continuation of Gregory's Chronicle — a possible author?' 

British Museum Quarterly, vol. 36 (1971-72), pp. 94-95. Feoffee of Idonia Colbroke see above, n. 31. He 
died Iwo noncup., GL, MS 9171/8, f, 231. See n. 24 for Warbultons. 

49  Letter Book L, p. 43. The other commoner on the panel was the grocer, John Maldon, for whom little 
has been found. He can be linked to the Bretton circle as he had John Donne, mercer, the putative relative 
of Agnes' first husband, as his executor, a fact referred to in the will of John Mustell, Donne's own executor, 
PROB 11/7, 144-45. 
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prison visits to leave £m for water cisterns for the two prisons in his will. It was 
during Dorchester's wardenship with William Corbet that the company had nego-
tiated its charter of incorporation from Edward IV, dated zo March 1463, but it was 
addressed to Master (and alderman) Richard Fleming with Wardens Nicholas 
Marshall and Robert Toke. The 'labouring' to the king at Leicester, that is the ensur-
ing that men about the king asked and received his approval, cost 4os.5° 

By this time, Thomas Bretton had at least one daughter, the god-child of 
Dorchester, and a wife, and can be assumed to have been in his thirties. His 
mother, Dorchester's wife, was dead. Dorchester had not the wealth of his friend, 
Nicholas Marshall: he was a common councilman but never nominated for an 
aldermanry, an office for which a man was expected to have k000 in ready assets. 
He wrote his will on 25 January 1464, died before 20 March, and was buried in St 
Mary at Hill before the image of St John the Baptist beneath a marble stone which 
recorded his name and that of Maud, his deceased wife, the mother of Thomas 
Bretton. The Ironmongers and the London Charterhouse were charged with obits 
and prayers for their souls; the company faithfully kept the obit in St Mary at 
Hill.51  Their daughter, Cecily (Thomas's half-sister) was to enjoy all the 'hustle-
ments' (not the plate) of his dwelling, known as The Swan, with her husband, John 
Marshall, and take over its lease along with the duty of distributing coals to poor 
householders in the parish each year. Thomas Curle, his godson and apprentice, 
received izo and his best violet gown 'save one furred' and a scarlet hood. 52  
Another god-child, lohane', the daughter of Thomas Bretton, was to have five 
marks, and Thomas himself was left a little standing piece of silver and a maser 
with an image of St John the Baptist 'in the printe in the botom therof'. 
Dorchester's executor, Nicholas Marshall, received a piece of silver with a gilt cover. 
Nothing was to be done without the approval of Edward Story, the overseer, who 
was rewarded with the testator's copy of the Fasciculus Morum.53  

Dorchester was not long survived by his married daughter, Cecily. She was 
swiftly replaced by her husband, John Marshall, for there was an infant to care for, 
but then he too died, predeceasing both his parents in September 1465. He asked 
to be buried 'on the right side of the place' of Dorchester 'in or beside the place 
where as Cecile late my wif is buried', under a brass showing him, his two wives 
and his two dead children. His daughter was still at nurse and was to be the heiress 

5° Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts f. z6r-v; they paid the chancery clerk zod for capital letters to 
embellish the text and employed a Robert Bardesey [scrivener?] to draft the document for los.. Text and 
translation of incorporation, Nicoll, Ironmongers, pp. 35-34, and W. Herbert, The History of the Twelve 
Great Livery Companies of London, 2 vols, London 5836-37, vol. a, pp. 623-24. 

51  Dorchester's will, PROB 11/5, ff. 23v-24. Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, ff. 27v, 28. Nicholl, 
Ironmongers, p. 469 on his bequest; his obit was still observed in 22 Henry VIII, p. 57. 

52  The chantry established by Nicholas Marshall in his will (see n. 58) makes it certain Cecily was Maud 
Bretton-Dorchester's child. An unidentified Constance Dorchester was to have LK) paid to her at the rate 
of rod the week by John Marshall. The Curie godson provides additional support for the suggestion that 
Maud was born a Curie. 

53  Dorchester's will, PROB 11/5, ff. 23v-24. 
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of the Dorchesters, Marshalls and the Hokleys. John Marshall asked that his 
friend, Thomas Curie, ironmonger (presumably the godson of Dorchester), be 
given first refusal of the lease of his dwelling on favourable terms; he also left a 
furred gown, which had been his wife's, to Anneys, daughter of the wife of Thomas 
Curie, bowyer, if she married the same Thomas Curie, ironmonger. Marshall 
appointed his father sole executor.54  His father had been allowed to give up his 
aldermanry on io July 1465, possibly when his son fell ill. He and his wife now had 
one remaining infant grandchild.55  

Meanwhile Thomas Bretton had come to be regarded as a useful fellow within 
and without his company, and as mentioned, he was married with at least one 
child.56  On Corpus Christi, the Thursday after Trinity Sunday, 1472, he was 
elected warden of the Ironmongers (for 1472-74) with William Portelowthe, a 
mass and dinner marking the event, at which the wardens wore the company's gar-
lands of office, silk bands decorated with silver badges of the company's arms and 
crest. Major expenses were two dinners, one for a select group who had been 
assigned to oversee the rules and ordinances and the other the annual dinner for 
the whole fellowship, a total of 19 4s 6d.57  

The great friend of Bretton's step-father, Nicholas Marshall, died in 1474, the head 
of the older generation, having outlived his wife, Elizabeth Hokley, and survived by 
a sole granddaughter now about ten years old. A chantry for the souls of himself and 
wife, his son, John, and Cecily Dorchester and her parents, Thomas and Maud 
Dorchester, clearly records his deepest affections. He was a benefactor of the 
Ironmongers' Company, which was loyally and regularly to attend his obit, but his 
most generous benefactions went to the Priory of St Helen's Bishopsgate. He aimed 
to finish extensive new building that had apparently come to a standstill and to 
provide the nuns' church with a steeple, all of which he described carefully in his 
will. His granddaughter and heiress, Elizabeth, received his primer and certain pre-
cious family objects, but was ordered not to question his charitable bequests and to 
obey her `guyder' and master, his executor, Sir John Crosby, grocer, the most distin-
guished inhabitant of St Helen's, who would also oversee the new building.58  

54  John Marshall PROB 11/5, f.77r-v; proved 2 Oct. 1465; his new wife survived him. 
55  Exonerated from office after only two years as alderman, Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 1, p. 9o, citing 

Journal 7, f. ro2, with no reason specified. This was an unusual favour and may be explained by the family 
deaths; he may have promised to serve as sheriff later, which he did in 1467-68. 

56  E.g. in 1466 he was a recipient of a gift of the goods and chattels with a haberdasher, coppersmith, 
and Thomas Bledlowe grocer, CPMR 1458-82, p. 16o. A more unusual adventure occurred sometime 
between 146o and 1465: he appealed for a writ of corpus cum causa to the chancellor, against Thomas Yonge, 
freeman of the Tower, over his arrest and imprisonment in the Tower (while walking on Tower Wharf); 
he had bailed a man prosecuted by Yonge in 1458-59 who had been subsequently discharged, C 1/27/489 
addressed to the chancellor and bishop of Exeter. 

57  Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, ff. 35-36; the dates of the accounts are not given. Nicholl, 
Ironmongers, p. 80. Glover, Ironmongers, p. 20. 

58  Nicholas' death was recorded 1474-75,  The Bede Roll of the Fraternity of St Nicholas, ed. N.W. and 
V.A. James, London Record Society 39 (2004), no. 169. Marshall's will, PROB 11/6, ft 118v-20; proved 2 

Aug. 1474; records his wife as buried in St Helen's; he left money and plate to the Ironmongers to support 
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Nicholas's other executor was his brother, the physician Roger Marshall, who died 
only four years later, deploring that so many of his brother's wishes remained unful-
filled. The heiress, Elizabeth, thus benefited only briefly from the advice of a royal 
physician and even more briefly from that of Sir John Crosby, the great builder and 
grocer, who died early in 1475.59  Elizabeth did marry well, however, and it is possible 
that Agnes, the new wife of Elizabeth's grandmother's Bretton son, aided or advised 
her in the matter (see below). 

Agnes and Thomas Bretton: the Wool Trade and their Thamesside 
Community 1478-83 

The influx of the Don estate provided Thomas Bretton with just the lift he needed 
to move him up the social ladder to an aldermanry but this was to take some years. 
The older generation of Dorchester and Marshall were dead and it was now the 
turn of men like Bretton to be the great men of the parish and take the major deci-
sions. In the year of his second marriage, Thomas was churchwarden of St Mary 
at Hill (1477-79) with John Smert, grocer.6° 

The wool trade began to dominate Bretton's trading interests, and the impor-
tance of grocers among the Staplers may explain why the Grocers' Company 
became so central to his family's progress. A sale of canvas to Sir John Howard in 
February 146661  not only suggests trade with Brittany but also the passage by 
which his interests changed to wool, as canvas, which made the vast sarplers and 
sacks in which wool was packed, was an essential accompaniment of the wool 
trade. It is not known whether Bretton gained admission to the Staplers by 
redemption or whether his putative master, Thomas Dorchester, had been a 
stapler. The Don fortune may have aided a move into this trade. Wool was an 
expensive trade to move into without training, as making a wrong purchase could 

his obit for 4o years, and a standing cup and spoons were handed over by Crosby and Roger Marshall to 
the wardens of 1474-75 (Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, f. 36v; this cup and spoons were sold to buy a 
quitrent in 1493-95, Glover, Ironmongers, pp. 18-19, 23-24); his servant, William Fuller, was well rewarded 
for the collection of his debts (Fuller's son, Nicholas, was his godson); he identifies his wife's Hokley prop-
erty in Fleet St and Bowyers' Row as coming from her grandfather, John Hockley, and mentions her sister, 
Margery Codyngton, who had surviving issue. He had been an executor ofThomas Haunsard, fishmonger 
(whom he included in his chantry), and was prosecuted by Robert Bale, see A.F. Sutton, 'Robert Bale, 
scrivener and chronicler of London', English Manuscript Studies, 14 (2008), pp. 181-83, 189, CPR 1432-61, 
p. 254, and further details by H. Kleineke, forthcoming. 

59  Crosby's will proved Feb. 5475 (having been made in 5472 it contained no reference to Elizabeth), in 
full in P. Norman and W.D. Carne, Crosby Place, 9th Monograph, Survey of the Memorials of Greater 
London, 1908, pp. 69-84. For Roger Marshall, see above n. 43- 

6° The Medieval Records of a London Church (St Mary at Hill) 1420-1559, ed. H. Littlehales, EETS OS 
195 (1904), p. 92. Burgess, 'Shaping the parish', pp. 260-62,273-74,285. 

61  On 16 February 1466 Sir John Howard recorded that he paid 'Tomas Breten of London' £6 for 4 
bolts of canvas containing zoo ells (and another 4os for 6 barrels of pitch and z of tar, and 4s for 4 dozen 
of `rnerleng' and loos for 7 pieces of `wenewys', the last two items not necessarily supplied by Bretton); 
these were for one of Howard's carvels and the canvas for a sail according to Sir John's clerk. The Household 
Books of John Howard, Duke ofNorfolk, 1462-1471,1481-1483, ed A. Crawford, London 5992, p. 203. 
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ruin a man, but with an experienced partner and factors the trade could also make 
his fortune. By the Brettons' day the export figures were falling as wool was increas-
ingly absorbed by the expanding English cloth industry; it may have benefited 
Bretton to keep on a sideline as an ironmonger. It is not known where he, or Agnes 
when she took over the trade, bought their wool. They would have relied on good 
servants to do much of the travelling to buy in the shires and to sell at Calais; 
Agnes reused and perhaps expanded Thomas's contacts in the wool counties. 
Bretton was first recorded as a wool merchant in a long list of staplers drawn up 
in July 1472, among whom was a regular associate of his, the salter, William 
Horne.62  Bretton is known to have shipped wool from London to Calais in the 
fleets of 7 and 13 December 148o and those of 21 July and 26 September 1481;63  
and on 3 July 1481 he shipped 15o woolfells through the port of Southampton in 
the boat of John Barley.64  Thereafter the sheep murrains of 1480 and 1481 and bad 
harvests of 1481-83 affected everyone in trade for several years. 65  In April 1483 
Bretton can be found operating as a 'conductor' of the London wool fleet, in other 
words he was one of the men detailed to organise everything concerning the fleet 
for one sailing or for the whole year. He shared the duty with John Broke, grocer, 
a future alderman and another close associate who one day would act as surety for 
Bretton's children's estate.66  The years 1483-85 continued to be a difficult time eco-
nomically with the knock-on effect of the murrains and bad weather, and as sheriff 
of London Bretton was to experience other social disturbances generated by the 
failure of wool supplies. 

Meanwhile, Bretton's civic career flourished, and Agnes presented him with a 
child each year. His daughter, Joan, by his first wife, seems to have married John 
Stork, a successful grocer who had benefited from apprenticeship to Thomas Hill 
(mayor 1484-85) and been admitted to that company in 1468.67  Bretton's relative 
and fellow apprentice of Dorchester, Thomas Curle,68  died in early 1481 and he 

62  Hanham, Celys and their World p. 242, citing SC1/57/111. William Home, salter and stapler, see 
below. 

63  H.S Cobb, ed., Overseas Trade of London. Exchequer Customs Accounts 1480-1, London Record 
Society, vol. 27 (199o), nos. 598, 600, 601, 602; no personal amounts known; fellow shippers included 
John Bennington (see n. 72) and William Home. A search for Bretton in all the surviving wool customs 
accounts for London has not been undertaken. 

64  29 Sept 1480— 29 Sept. 1481, local customs for Southampton, The Port Books of Southampton, ed. 
D.B. Quinn and A.A. Ruddock, vol. 2,477-81, SRS, vol. 38 (1938), p. 165. 

65  A.F. Sutton and L. Visser-Fuchs, The Book of Privileges of the Merchant Adventurers, 1296-1483, 
London 2008, introd., for an account of the trade of this period, and esp. p. 18. 

66  Called 'master Britten', Hanham, Celys and Their World p. 242. The role can be compared to the 
conduitors of the fleets and ships of the Adventurers, Sutton, Mercer'', p. 307. For Broke see nn. 72, III. 

67  Possibly the son or brother of John Stork the elder of Dorset, Southampton, Somerset and Oxford; 
the elder died 1485, CFR 1485-15o9, no. I; Grocers' Company Register, GL, MS 11592, f. 609. 

68  Medieval Records (St Mary at Hill), p. 78. In 1465 Thomas `Crull', either the ironmonger or the 
bowyer, had been employed by the Bridge House to do work for the entry of Queen Elizabeth Woodville, 
A.F. Sutton and L.Visser-Fuchs, 'Entry of Queen Elizabeth Woodville over London Bridge, 24 May 1465', 
The Ricardian, vol. 19 (2009), pp. 53, 24, 29. 
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shared responsibility for the £8o estate of the orphans, John and Joan,69  along with 
William `Crulle57° and Robert Lully,71  ironmongers, and John Bennington, grocer 
and stapler.72  Bretton would have attended the funeral and heard Curie's soul 
prayed for by the clerks of St Nicholas.73  In February 1481 he was elected to the 
responsible position of an assessor and collector for Billingsgate ward's share of the 
5,000 marks granted to Edward IV by the city to wage war on the Scots. This was 
in fact a loan which was duly repaid and it can be suggested that Edward's enter-
tainment of the leading citizens and their wives to a hunting party in Waltham 
Forest in the next year during the mayoralty of William Heryot (1481-82), was in 
the nature of a reward for their cooperation.74  Thomas and Agnes could have been 
among those who went on this excursion. Thomas can now be guessed to be about 
fifty and it is likely he had long been a common councilman for Billingsgate, 
under Alderman John Yonge, grocer (1464-81) and then John Stokker, draper 
(1481-85), and that he continued in that post until elected an alderman himself.75  

Agnes and Thomas Bretton: The Move to St Dionis Backchurch, and 
Aldermanic Status in the Reign of Richard III 

If Bretton was aiming at the highest civic office, he needed to be known as having 
goods and chattels worth D000 before any ward would nominate him as an alder-
man. His wealthy second marriage and his success in the wool trade had given him 
advantages which no other ironmonger of his day possessed. It seems likely these 
ambitions were shared by Agnes, as the widow of a mayor of Southampton. It took 
eleven nominations by wards to persuade the court of aldermen to endorse his 
nomination, perhaps a reflection of their doubt of the suitability of an ironmonger 
for the court as it was now twenty years since the term of Nicholas Marshall (1463-
65). He was nominated for the first time, along with John Fenkyll, a draper, for 
Bassishaw ward, but Richard Rawson, a mercer, was elected on 20 April 1480. He 

69  Letter Book L, p. 177. 
76  William 	Bretton's 'cousin' in his will of 1485, was a grocer. It is just possible this is another 

man. It is certain Thomas Curie was Dorchester's apprentice but the apprenticeship of Bretton is assumed, 
see above. 

71  Robert Lully died 1487 as a parishioner of St Dunstan in the East, PROB 11/8, f. z, proved 9 Feb. 
1487. His 7 children were left an estate of i140 of whom one survived to 1500, Letter Book L, p. 277 and 
n. 2. 

72  Bennington was a large exporter of wool in the 1470s and 148os, and an adventurer, Cobb, Overseas 
Trade, nos 467, 568-69, 598-99, 601-02, Acts of Court 453-1527, p. 157. Involved in the security of several 
orphans' estates including the heir of Sir John Crosby, with John Broke grocer, Letter Book L, pp. 93, 115, 
173, 179, 204. Dead before 1500. 

73  Letter Book L, p. 177. Thomas 'Curle' 148o-81, Bede Rog no. 222. 
74  Letter Book L, pp. 175-76. R.R. Sharpe, London and the Kingdom, 3 vols, London 1894-95, vol. I, p. 

318 citing Journal 8, f. 244 for repayment. 
75  He was a common councilman in 1483, see below; the Corporation Journals have not been consulted 

for earlier references to him in this capacity. Billingsgate had 3 ironmonger aldermen for 7 yrs, and 3 grocers 
for 42 years between 1382-1481, Beaven, Aldermen, vol. I, pp. 23-24. 
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was nominated twice in 1481, three times in 1482 and five times in 1483 on I 
February, 29 August, 16 September, 15 October, and acceptance by the aldermen 
came on ii November.76  

The year of his success saw the death of Edward IV and the protectorship of 
Richard, Duke of Gloucester. Bretton as a common councilman would have 
attended meetings while the city adjusted to the change of kings, and he took part 
in some of the ceremonial events. On 3 July 1483 the city companies turned out 
to line the streets in their customary places to watch the northerners, summoned 
south by the new king, Richard III, march through the city to a service in St 
Paul's; they wore their liveries and harness and afterwards commented sarcastically 
on the old-fashioned equipment of their visitors. On the same day, the city pre-
sented two petitions to the court of claims for the coronation of the king and 
queen, that it might enjoy its customary duties and privileges during the cere-
monies. The mayor, aldermen, the sheriffs and certain commoners rode in the 
procession from the Tower to Westminster on the vigil of the coronation, and the 
next day they attended the banquet in Westminster Hall where the commoners 
assisted the chief butler in his duties and the mayor had the privilege of serving 
each monarch with wine and water, keeping the cups as his fee; the commoners 
sat at the table next the cupboard on the left of Westminster Hall for the feast, no 
longer performing any very arduous duties. How the privilege of being one of 
these eleven men was allotted is not known, but Thomas won a place, as did John 
Tate II, mercer and stapler, whose parish of St Dionis Backchurch was to provide 
the Brettons with a new house.77  Agnes and her oldest children no doubt found 
a place on the routes to view the march-past of the northerners and the coronation 
vigil procession, the latter much the most magnificent and unusual as there were 
a king and a queen. 

It was perhaps the status conferred by his role at the coronation which helped 
ensure that Thomas was elected on ii November 1483 as alderman of Aldersgate 
ward — he came in on the tail end of the responsibilities of protecting the city 
against the rebels in Kent under Mayor Sir Edmund Shaa and the duke of Norfolk. 
The city began to reap rewards for its energetic defence: on 6 January 1484, there 
is little doubt Bretton, with his fellow aldermen, the new Mayor Billesdon, and 
leading officials, attended King Richard III's Epiphany banquet in the White Hall, 
when the king presented the city with a great jewelled cup for use at civic cere-
monies, and offered the city the jurisdiction of the borough of Southwark and 
ito,000 to assist with the building of a wall round it — the recent rebellion in Kent 

76  Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 1, pp. 17; 1481: pp. 8z, 35; 1482: pp. 199, 109, 207; 1483: pp. 9o, 154, 199, 3; 
entries given here in chronological order; the others nominated Nov. 1483 were his regular rival, John 
Fenkyll, Ralph Astry and Thomas Walker. 

77  The Coronation of Richard IA ed A.F. Sutton and P.W. Hammond, Gloucester 1983, pp. 26-34, 45-
46, fig. 9, 247. Letter Book L, pp. 207—o8; the others chosen were Henry Cote goldsmith, William Sandes 
grocer, William Spark draper, John Swan tailor, Thomas Ostriche haberdasher, William Maryner salter, 
Richard Knight fishmonger, John Pasmer skinner, and Roger Forde vintner. See also Nicholl, Ironmongers, 

PP. 41-43. 
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had shown there was still use to be had for such a wa11.78  Parliament opened 23 
January and the session was a remarkably successful one as regards the citizens of 
London and their petitions.79  In April, after parliament had risen, Bretton would 
have been among the aldermen, and the livery of all the companies of London, 
including the Ironmongers (whose clerk recorded the event), who went by wherry 
to Westminster to hear explained the complexities of the canon law that lay behind 
the title of Richard III, now enshrined in an act of parliament.8° 

Bretton was now one of those who could expect to be mayor in due course after 
he had served as sheriff. He had now to spend a considerable time on the affairs of 
the city, and this could have prompted Agnes to master the details of the wool trade 
despite her constant pregnancies. Bretton would also have acquired the coat of 
arms that was to be used by his descendants: sable a fess raguly argent between three 
fleur-de-lis argent.81  It was perhaps with the mayoralty in mind that Thomas and 
Agnes and their growing family left the Thamesside parish of St Mary at Hill for 
the central parish of St Dionis Backchurch and for what must certainly have been 
a 'great place', as contemporaries called them, ideally large enough to hold the 
mayoral feast. Their new church was particularly small and dominated by the 
chantry of Alderman John Derby (died 1466), who had added an aisle and chantry 
on its south side. An equally ambitious contemporary, John Tate II, wool mer-
chant, had bought a 'great place' on the corner of Lime Street and Fenchurch Street 
from the executors of Dame Alice Wiche in 1476.82  Did he introduce the Brettons 
to a suitable property, and did a connection between the Tates and Brettons facil-
itate the marriage of the heiress, Elizabeth Marshall (granddaughter of Bretton's 
mother by her second husband), to John Tate III, cousin of John II, shortly after 
this young man emerged from his apprenticeship in 1478 (when Elizabeth was 
about fifteen)? He was to achieve fame as England's first papermaker and undoubt-
edly the Dorchester, Hokley and Marshall estates in the city and Essex gave him 

78  A.F. Sutton. `Richard III, the city of London and Southwark', Richard III, Crown and People, ed J. 
Petre, London 1985, pp. 289-95, esp. p. 189; several historians, before and since, have confused the mayor's 
personal reward of cups at the coronation with the cup of the Epiphany Feast. Reprinted from The 
Ricardian, 1975. 

79  London and the 1484 parliament, see A.F. Sutton and L. Visser-Fuchs, Richard III's Books, Stroud 
1997, ch. to, esp. pp. 244-50. 

80  A.F. Sutton, 'Richard III's "tytylle & right": a new discovery', Richard III, Crown and People, pp. 57-
63 (repr. of The Ricardian 1977), citing the Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, £ 45v. 

81  These arms were used by Bretton's daughter, Elizabeth, who married William Jenny of Suffolk, at 
Knoddishall, Visitation of Suffolk 1561, ed J. Corder, Harleian Society, vol. iii (1984), p. 299, and by 
Bretton's publisher son in his books (there with a fess embattled). I am most grateful for assistance from 
Robert Yorke, Archivist of the College of Arms, and access to then unpublished references in the Dictionary 
of British Arms: Medieval Ordinary, ed T. Woodcock et al, vol. 3, p. 436, where the Bretton arms are given 
as argent a fess dancetty between three mullets sable. 

82  The precise location of the Brettons' great place has not been identified; they may have leased it. A.F. 
Sutton, A Merchant Family of Coventry. London and Calais: The Tates, c. 1450-1515, London 1998, esp. p. 43 
and n. 6. Stow, Survey, vol. ,, p. 201. John Tate II died 1515, and his widow, Magdalen, was an executor 
with William Butler ['brother' of Agnes' son Angel Don, see below] as overseer; she died 1517, Sutton, 
Tates, ch. 4. 
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the leisure and capital to do so.83  The papermaker could have exercised some influ-
ence over the publishing career of Agnes' publisher son, William, although he was 
much older than William and died in 15o8. If the Brettons knew John II and 
Magdalen Tate well, part of a large family of mercers, all staplers like them, they 
had an additional entry to the centre of London's business and social world, a notch 
above that of St Mary at Hill and Billingsgate ward — all parishes of London com-
peted over liturgy, sermons and the ornamentation of their churches, the wealthy 
parishioners contributing the funds and enjoying the self-consequence. 

Alderman Bretton's position in his company was now excellent, for the 
Ironmongers rejoiced to have an alderman again. He was entrusted with bringing 
to an end the company's association with the chapel of All Angels near the wooden 
bridge of Brentford, close by Syon Abbey. He held some land in Isleworth as did 
many Londoners of his rank, which acted as a country retreat with an orchard or 
garden for relaxation, and was a near neighbour of Thomas Luyt, who was to pur-
chase the chapel. How long Bretton had had this property is not certain, but he 
held it in 1483 when he was presented at the manorial court for not scouring his 
part of the ditch leading from Wood Lane to Wyke Green'.84  The nature of the 
Ironmongers' involvement is not clear. The chapel, with an almshouse, had been 
founded by John Somerset, physician to Henry VI, and chancellor of the 
Exchequer (died April 1454)•  Somerset had acquired land in this area, holding from 
Syon Abbey, and attracted feoffees from royal officials, high-ranking clergy and 
lawyers, as well as London citizens including ironmongers, to run his founda-
tion.85  The records are by no means complete but it seems that in 1462 the then 
feoffees sold or passed on to the ironmonger, Robert Wilkinson, a landowner in 
the area, and others, part of the land on which the chapel stood, and set up new 
feoffees. Between 1479, when John Savery was master of the guild of All Angels 
and warden of the Ironmongers,86  and February 1481 this land passed to men led 
by the ironmongers, John Peke (a past warden of the company)87  Henry Neville 

83  Sutton, Tates, pp. 22-27. The Marshal lands were in Birchanger, Stansted, `Farncham', Essex and 
Stortford, Hens., Marshall's will, PROB 11/6, F. 120. 

84  Greater London Record Office, Isleworth Court Roll, Acc 1379/n, m. II; Thomas Luyt was presented 
over the same ditch, ibid., m. 3. For an overview of this guild, A.F. Sutton and L. Visser-Fuchs, 'The cult 
of angels in late fifteenth century England: an Hours of the Guardian Angel presented to Queen Elizabeth 
Woodville', in Women and the Book. Assessing the Visual Evidence, ed J.H.M. Taylor and L. Smith, London 
and Toronto 1996, pp. 242-45. 

85  The link to ironmongers is not surprising as Somerset knew Roger Marshall, brother of the pious 
and energetic Nicholas. 

86  John Savery, master of All Angels 1479, CPR 1476-85, p. 138; otherwise obscure. 
87  John Peke was made free of city and the Ironmongers by redemption in 5454 and was surety for the 

royal official Avery Cornburgh's admission in 1463 (CLRO, Recog. Rolls 23, m. 2, 25, m. 10, and see n. 
40); he may be also the esquire and royal official of this name ( CPR 1476-85, pp. 97-98,135). Regularly in 
the company's accounts, he was warden 1481 (f. 3w). He held considerable property such as the manor of 
Norwood and Peke's garden on Tower Hill, and was common councilman for Tower ward by 1470 (CLRO, 
Journal 7, f. 223V, Journal 9, f. 55v). It may be his will: PROB 11/15, f. 38, buried in Charterhouse, parish 
St Botolph Aldersgate (1506). 
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(a past warden)88  and Humphrey Oliver.89  The company may originally have been 
attempting to increase its landed estate or found the prospect of a chapel and 
almshouse attractive.90  At all events, the company decided to withdraw, and after 
much `parlly', the matter was settled in August 1484 and the then wardens of the 
company, Robert Lully and William Portelowthe, received £82 5s 6d from Bretton 
for the sale of the chapel and lyfelode', which was recorded in detail in the `comyn 
boke'; there may have been a lawsuit to settle the title.9' On 2 December Peke and 
his fellows duly granted the land and the chapel to Thomas Luyt, long-serving 
filacer of king's bench for several counties, and his feoffees.92  

Thomas soon had other important things to think about: on 21 September 1484, 
Mayor Robert Billesdon, haberdasher and stapler, appointed Bretton as mayor's 
sheriff.93  The delighted Ironmongers made him a gift of im — it was expensive to 
be a sheriff— and spent some money on celebrating this event including employing 
the king's minstrels to play during the shrieval procession for 55s 4d, and another 
payment of 2s 4d to the 'the master of the Robes of St James' for the hanging of 
cloths of arms at the Grocers' Hall, for taking them down again and for carriage. 
A gallon and a quart of `muskidelle' and 'bastard', bread, ale and comfits were pro-
vided for 3s 4d; the standard of the company was mended, the railings of the 
company's stand were painted, and eight trumpet banners prepared." 

He was present, as sheriff, at the election of Thomas Hill as mayor on 13 
October 1484,93  and Hill was the mayor with whom his shrieval term overlapped 
most. Bretton knew him well for Hill had been the master of his son-in-law, John 
Stork — yet another example of the many links between grocers and ironmongers. 
Almost immediately there was a crisis of authority precipitated by the growing 
shortage of wool caused by the sheep murrains of 148o and 1481. The shortage not 
only affected wool exports but also threatened workers in the native cloth industry 

88  See n. 3o. In 1484 he received a writ of protection and made a gift of his goods, etc., to John Neville 
ironmonger, Thomas Luyt and others, CPMR 1458-82, p. 147, CCR 1476-85, no. 953. And see n. 89. 

89  This deed is the sum of Oliver's involvement with All Angels; he left no will and the gift of his goods 
in 1483 and the writ of protection to him in 1484, like those of Henry Neville (n. 88), suggest these trans-
actions were tied to the business of the guild, CCR 1476-85, no. 5232 and CPMR 1458-82, pp. 147-48. 

90  In chronological order the relevant deeds so far discovered: Catalogue Ancient Deeds, esp. vol. t, p. 
362 131526; vol. 5, p. 507 A13416; vol. 1, p. 361 131524, 131522; G.J. Aungier, The History and Antiquities of 
Syon Monastery, London 1840, pp. 220, 459-64; Isleworth Court Rolls Acc 1379/10, m. 32 	m. 33; ibid 
1379/11, mm. 5v, 6. See also Sutton and Visser-Fuchs, 'The cult of angels', pp. 242-45. 

91  The common book does not survive, Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, f. 44v. John Green, a clerk 
of the mayor's court, was paid to search records in relation to Bretton's activities, and Thomas Parker (a 
warden 1485) was certainly repaid money he had lent Bretton 'in tyme of the parllee of Braynford and 
allsoo such mony as was dewe to hym by grawnte of Syonne' (f. 45 (a)); 'Item paide to Thomas Parker, 
John Batte, John Argastonne and Robert Lully for a comyn fyne paide by them for Braynford', 33s 8d (f. 
45a); .£19 5s rod was apparently repaid to 35 men who had made loans in connection with the transaction 
(f. 45a verso). 
'92  Grant to Luyt, Isleworth Court Roll, Acc 1379/13, m. 7 (3). 
93  Letter Book L, p. 215. 
94  Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, Pr 45v-46v. 
95  Letter Book L, pp. 216-17. 
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with unemployment, and in times of real shortage discontent was exacerbated by 
the export of unfinished cloth to the finishing industries of the Low Countries. A 
large number of shearmen, fullers and tuckers worked in London, the main export 
port for both wool and cloth. Edward IV and parliament had been trying to 
protect the employment of cloth workers since 1464 by ensuring that enough wool 
and yarn remained in the country and that no unfinished cloths valued at more 
than a certain price could be exported. 

Conditions in London apparently reached a crisis point before 21 October 1484 
and were recorded by the clerk of the Mercers' Company, which included many 
staplers and even more adventurers, the main exporters of unfinished cloth to the 
Low Countries. `Symple disposed parsones of divers craftes as Shermen, Fullers, 
Tockers, Cappers & suche other of like occupacions ... on tuesday last the fornone' 
wrote the clerk, went to Guildhall, demanding that the mayor ensure that the wool 
loaded on ships bound for Calais should be detained 'with muche Cryng and 
mater of greff & complaynt, symple & rudely utterd &c'. Alderman Edmund 
Shaa and Sheriff Bretton came out to talk to the deputation in the mayor's place 
and assured them no wool would be shipped before King Richard came next to 
London. The mayor and aldermen would tell the king of their troubles and 'pray 
the Kynges grace to se a Remedie to theyre comford &c'. The deputation was not 
satisfied and 'with a grete Crye and Shoute departed' and held a meeting in the 
commodious church of the Austin Friars, where the town clerk, William 
Dunthorne, and a lawyer, John Haugh, endeavoured without success to talk them 
into a calmer frame of mind. The distraught cloth workers then dashed off to the 
riverside to remove the ships' sails and tackle and unload some bales of cloth. 
Meanwhile the mayor and aldermen had taken the precaution of summoning a 
posse from the trained bands of the livery companies 'in harnes', and as soon as 
word came of their approach, the rioters fled. A few were arrested. The aldermen 
immediately organised a sequence of the special nightly watches customarily used 
in uncertain times to keep the peace, including some of 'the sad & suere men of 
our felishipp', added the Mercers' clerk rather smugly, and the following day the 
mayor took further general precautions to keep the peace. In February 1485 
Richard III responded with instructions to justices of the peace and sheriffs 
throughout the country on the subject of cloth workers' wages. It was a growing 
problem, but usually only a periodic grumble at this date, so long as the wool 
supply remained satisfactory.96  

The real celebratory spectacle of the sheriffs' year was the Midsummer Watch 
of 1485, when the city advertised its military prowess: the Ironmongers were con-
tinuing to celebrate an ironmonger in office, so they paid 'Yong Warner', an 
armourer, for the hire of fifty-six complete harnessed men, for the large sum of 
Lo 5s 4d; two firkins of ale were supplied for the two nights, and a tabor player 

96  Acts of Court1453-1527, pp. 159-6o. For background, see Book ofPrivileges (n. 65 above) and Sutton, 
Mercery, pp. 335-38. It was presumably the new mayor Hill who was in command during this commotion 
and may explain why he was knighted by Richard III. 
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was engaged at 3s. Bretton was further honoured by election as master of the 
company in July 1485.97  He was in office as sheriff and master during the worrying 
days before and after the battle of Bosworth when it was heard that the Yorkist 
regime, which the city had so enthusiastically supported, was no more, and that 
an army with a large number of French soldiers was marching south under a 
unknown new king. Keeping the peace and preventing panic occupied anxious 
meetings of the common council and court of aldermen. Thomas would have had 
little opportunity to escape infection when the sweating sickness struck the city in 
September to October, said to have been brought by Henry VII's soldiers.98  
During such a visitation, prayer and acceptance of God's will were the main 
recourses for the afflicted. Thomas Bretton was one of six aldermen, mayors and 
sheriffs who died in quick succession, Mayor Sir Thomas Hill, having died first.99  
He was present at the shrieval elections of 21 September 1485 and he attended his 
last common council on 23 September.lw He had taken the precaution of writing 
a brief will the day before, 22 September. 

He singled out St Denis, the patron saint of his new parish, when he recom-
mended his soul to God, the Virgin Mary and all Saints, but he asked to be buried 
in his old parish church of St Mary at Hill 'after the degree that God hath called 
me unto', in other words as befitted an alderman. His goods were to be divided by 
the custom of London: one part to be spent on his soul and those of his parents 
and all others he was `bonde to do for'; the second to go to his wife; and the third 
to be equally divided between his children, with the proviso that if they all died 
their portion was to be divided between his wife and charitable works. The 
Ironmongers were to be given eighty marks (£53 135 4d) with which to keep his 
obit for twenty years, with a further twenty marks designated for the company's 
common box to repay them for their labour. His chosen executors within the 
family were his wife and John Stork his 'son', grocer, stapler, and, as suggested, 
husband of a daughter by a first wife. A third executor was his 'cousin', William 
Curie, grocer, 1  m and their overseer was his old associate and fellow stapler, 
Alderman William Home. Each man received ten marks for their labour. Should 

97  Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, ff. 47v, 49 (harnessed men), f. 5o (refers to the need to elect 
another master on his death). Glover, Ironmongers, p. 2.3, but not in her list of masters, p. 164. He is not 
in the list of masters, Nicholl, Ironmongers, p. 481; the office of master was added in the 15th century, and 
was conferred on the alderman of the company, if there was one, as was the case in other companies; the 
wardens were responsible for the accounts. 

98  Sharpe, London and the Kingdom, vol. 1, p. 326-27. L. Attreed, `Beggerly Bretons and faynte-
hafted Frenchmen: age and class-specific mortality during London's sweating sickness of 1485', The 
Ricarclian, vol. 4 no. 59 (Dec. 5977), pp. 2-16. 

99  Beaven said he could not establish the exact dates of death of all the six: Sir Thomas Hill died while 
still mayor and his successor; Sir William Stokker five days later; the four others, Thomas 'Breteyn', John 
Stokker, Thomas Northland, Richard Rawson, died within the space of a month. Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 
2, pp. xlviii, 166 and n. 2. 

189  Letter Book L, pp. 22.5, 226. Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 1, p. 409, vol. 2, p. xxxix. C.M. Barron, London 
in the Later Middle Ages. Government and People 1200-1500, Oxford 2004, p. 346 and n. 

101  William Curie was possibly a son of Thomas Curie. 
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his wife be pregnant, the new child was to share equally in the childrens' portion. 
His executors duly received probate on 15 November 1485.102  His old rival in the 
nominations for an aldermanry, John Fenkyll, draper, had already succeeded him 
in Aldersgate ward.103  His request to be buried in St Mary at Hill was not observed 
— the parish priests and his widow may have decided this loyalty came too late.'°4  
The funeral in St Dionis's was attended by the fraternity of Parish Clerks who 
recorded his death in their bede roll.'°5  

The city surmounted the debilitating horror of the sweat and its problems over 
the reception of the unknown king. The Ironmongers spent 8d on an election of 
a new master now Bretton was dead,'" and a further 6d at meetings in March to 
discuss his bequest, referred to as `mayster Breten ys matter', and another 8d 
`uppon mayster Brettenys secuteres dyverse tymys at tavyrns and othyr wyse'. 
Agnes was submerged in the duties of executorship and she was expecting a child. 
She housed a dinner for the executors and leading ironmongers anxious to obtain 
the money bequeathed by Bretton for his obit; the company contributed 6s 8d 
'costes of a dener to owr parte at maystres Bretenys when she lay in a chyld bed to 
cawse her and the secuters to have more love and faver to all owr felshypp'. 01 7 It  

was hardly surprising that Agnes did not give her full mind to their concerns. The 
Ironmongers' hard-headed hope for something extra if the widow died in child-
birth is apparent. She is likely to have born her last child in March 1486 as Thomas 
had thought she was pregnant when he died in September 1485. The Ironmongers 
at last received their money from `Maister Bretens executours the xxij day of 
Septembir' 1486, and recorded their observance of the first obit at a cost of 53s 4d; 
they also received the donation to their common box and paid out rod for bread, 
ale and wine to entertain the executors and themselves. It is to be hoped Agnes 
shared in this.'°8  

Agnes Bretton, Head of Household, Merchant Stapler, and her Family 

Agnes was now a woman of means and independence. She had not lost touch with 
her old parish of St Mary at Hill and proceeded to make up for the desertion: in 
1487-88 she provided two loads of timber to the churchwardens and was paid los, 
so this may have been a purely business transaction. More important, it was 
recorded that when the new aisle on the north side of St Mary's was begun in 
March 1486, the gifts received towards the works included £27 which Mistress 

102  PROB 11/7, f. itor-v; as Thomas 'Breten' alderman of London. 
103  On 14 October 1485, Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 2, p. 17. 
104  Stow, Survey, vol. t, p. 201, records him there, as does, more importantly, Agnes' will, see below. 
105  Bede Rog no. 275, under 1486-87. 
106  Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, f. 50. 
1°7  Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, ff. 51, 52, all within the accounting period stated to be two years 

from 20 July 3 RIII to 20 July 2 HVII [sic]. 
108  Ironmongers' Wardens' Accounts, ff. 54.55•  The costs of the obit were set out: priests and clerks sad 

each; poor men of the parish 20S; and 3s 4d to 'mair'. Also Glover, Ironmongers, p. 23. 
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Agnes 'Breten' paid for gilding and painting the tabernacle of the Virgin Mary in 
the choir. This was a considerable donation from Agnes' share of the substantial 
estate left by Thomas and was no doubt part of her care for his soul as well as a 
reflection of her own wishes. It was an ample remembrance of the Bretton con-
nection with the parish. If Agnes had still been part of this parish at this time, she 
would undoubtedly have been included by the clerk in his diagram of the parish 
hierarchy in the lozenge reserved for wealthy and pious women.109  Her status 
there was underlined in 1490 when Thomas Philip, a priest who had served in the 
Cambridge chantry and as a Morrow Mass priest in St Mary's, made her the over-
seer of his will. He had obviously been at home in her house for he left her ser-
vants, Margery, Agnes and Isabel, 3s 4d each. He also remembered Joan, widow of 
the wealthy John Breymonger, who must be counted among Agnes' friends; the 
Breymonger estate was later to be sold to Agnes' son-in-law, Laurence Aylmer. 
Priests like Philip relied on widows' households for kindnesses in return for spir-
itual support and pleasant, virtuous conversation at their tables. Agnes took up 
her duties as overseer in 1492.110 

Barred from office, a woman could only encourage ambition in her menfolk, 
assiduously cultivate useful contacts, and maintain her social position and wealth; 
this Agnes did with great success. She had more than enough small children to 
keep her occupied and this fact will have contributed to her decision to remain a 
widow — her estate would have made her a very attractive wife. Apart from Angel 
Don, she seems to have borne Thomas Bretton a child each year since her marriage 
in 1477-78. The eldest was therefore about seven years old on Thomas's death, and 
the youngest was born after his death. The names of the children recorded by the 
Guildhall clerks vary between a certain five to a maximum of ten: there may have 
been twins, or some confusion. Five — William, Joan, Juliana, Matilda and 
Elizabeth — were old enough to be brought before the court of orphans on 29 
January 1489 when Alderman John Broke,"1  took responsibility for their estate 
of £1,373 2s 111/4d, with John Stork, Agnes' step-son-in-law, and William Curle, all 
three grocers, and Thomas Bullesdon skinner, as his sureties. Broke and Stork were 
of the same generation, and they and Bullesdon were all staplers and all good 
choices by Agnes. The other children recorded were John, Peter, Thomas, 
Margaret and Henry, of whom only Henry survived to adulthood.) I2 

Angel Don's education is not certain: it seems likely he was apprenticed to a 
Southampton merchant; he inherited property from his father in that town; and 
he was later admitted by redemption, rather than the more usual apprenticeship, 

109 Medieval Records (St Mary at Hill), pp. 133, 142. Burgess, 'Shaping the parish', pp. 253-58; building 
project, p. 259. 

110  His will was proved 1492, Burgess, 'Shaping', pp. 272-73. Medieval Records (St Mary at Hill), p. 161 
paid for his pit and knell. 

111 Broke was admitted to the Grocers in 1468, as was Stork, Grocers' Co. Register, GL, MS 11592, f. 
6o8; alderman (1488-1502), sheriff (1489-90) and regularly master of the Grocers; d. 1511. Beaven, 
Aldermen, vol. 2, p. 18. 

" 2  Letter Book L, pp. 267-68 and n. 2 for all children. 
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to the Grocers of London in 1493, presumably aged about z6. The sureties for the 
redemption are not known. It was probably soon after this113  that Agnes found 
him a wife, the only daughter of John Sparrow, grocer of St Botolph Billingsgate, 
probably an old acquaintance; she had an inheritance of at least imo. Sparrow 
had died in 1491 leaving his daughter, Anne, a minor, to the care of his executors: 
her mother Alice and Thomas Ewen, grocer, of Churchyard Alley in St Magnus 
parish."4  Little is to be found out about Sparrow,"5  but he came from Lincoln 
and had some impressive clerical friends, Dr Humphrey Hawarden, Dean of 
Arches and devotee of the Guild of Jesus in St Paul's, and his brother, William 
Hawarden, parson of Barford St Martin, Wiltshire. The dean, as Sparrow's over-
seer, was among those who were to advise Anne on her marriage.' 16  The grocer 
Ewen and these clerics bulk out the circle of Agnes and her sons, revealing yet more 
grocer contacts and another cleric of high status. These contacts were maintained: 
for example Anne Sparrow's second husband, Sir Robert Dymoke of Lincolnshire, 
was to be an executor of Hawarden. 

Turning to Agnes' other famous son, William, his later career as a publisher 
makes it tempting to place him at one of the great grammar schools of London, 
preferably that of St Anthony's Hospital, which was close to Agnes' great house 
and patronised by her wealthy neighbour, Sir John Tate. He was not there for long, 
however, for in 1495 when he was only ten, Agnes apprenticed him to Angel, now 
a grocer and stapler."7  Between them Agnes and Angel could continue his edu-
cation as a wool merchant. The placing of no other son by Agnes is known. 

The executorship of Bretton's considerable estate (over £4000 total)"8  may 
have taken a long time, especially if he had goods at sea and wool at the Calais 
staple. It was only on 12 April 1497 Agnes purchased a formal pardon as the 
executrix and widow of her husband and was quit of all explanations and suits 
others might demand of her."9  The date of the pardon may also have had some- 

"3 Angel's redemption see Grocers' Company Index to Members, GL, MS 11592A, under D. The mar-
riage cannot have taken place much after 1491 for Anne and Angel had a son old enough to be professed 
before his father wrote his will. 

114  Thomas Ewen was a benefactor of St Magnus, with lands in London and Dartford, Kent, PROB 
11/12, £ 165, proved 14 June 1501. Margaret his wife was also widow of William John and John Gooderiche, 
PROB 11/12, f. 171r-v, proved 23 June 1501. 

115 Sparrow's short will, PROB 11/9, f. 3r-v, proved 14 Oct. 1491; witnesses incl. William Hawarden 
`parson' of Barford Martin, Wilts, and Thomas Meyre, servant of Humphrey Hawarden. The widow Alice 
received the residue, remarried someone called Stamford and ended up living in her daughter's house, see 
below n. 144. 

116  A.B. Emden A Biographical Register of the University of Oxford to AD too, 3 vols, Oxford 1957-59, 
vol. 3, pp. 887-88, only incl. Humphrey, who is given the rectorship of Barford until 1488. Sparrow's will 
calls Humphrey dean in 1491, earlier than Emden, who records him as dean from 1504 (commissary general 
of Canterbury and auditor of causes 1487-1501). Buried in the Crowds of St Paul's before image of Jesus, 
PROB 11/18, f. 69; proved Dec. 1515. 

117  Grocers' Company Register, GL, MS 11592, p. 180. For more details A.F. Sutton, 'William Bretton', 
forthcoming. 

118  This estate is by far the largest estate of any ironmonger who left orphans recorded in Letter Book L. 
119  CPR 1494-1509, p. 108. 
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thing to do with the death of the will's supervisor, Sir William Home, in 1496. 
Agnes maintained an excellent life-style by continuing as a wool exporter: as a 

widow she was entitled to continue her husband's trade; she also retained his trade 
contacts, such as John Broke and William Home. The first account that survives 
to give details of her shipments is for 1489-90, unfortunately partly illegible: her 
name as a shipper occurs seventeen times but for only seven of these do the quan-
tities she shipped survive, usually just over 41/2 sacks, with two shipments of 1,320 
and 1,250 fells; her total can be estimated as in the region of 76 sacks to judge by 
later more complete details.12° The particulars of the next two years are also 
incomplete: Agnes shipped a minimum of 3o sacks and 19 cloves on 5 September 
1491; and a minimum of just over 14 sacks on 8 March 1492.121  The full particulars 
for the year of Michaelmas 1493 to Michaelmas 1494 shows Agnes at maximum 
strength: she shipped 83 sacks 5 cloves divided over seventeen ships, in sarplers con-
taining approximately 41/2 sacks, in the first wool fleet which sailed on 3 April 1494 
and carried a total of 1,840 sacks. She had another 19 sacks and 35 cloves divided 
between five ships in the second wool fleet which sailed the next day; she did not 
ship in the other fleets of the year.122  Between Michaelmas 1495 and Michaelmas 
1496 she shipped 103 sacks 20 cloves on 4 May in the third fleet of the year.123  This 
is the last year for which details of Agnes' shipments survive, the lack of particular 
accounts making it uncertain when she withdrew from the trade. She certainly did 
not ship in 1501-02 or 1505-06, but she was one of the long roll-call of staplers, 
headed by the then mayor Sir John Tate, pardoned on 27 November 1505 for 
offences, at a cost of i000 marks and bonds to Henry VII, along with her sons, 
Angel Doune' and William 'Bryttayne', her putative step-son-in-law, John Stork, 
their relatives William and Thomas 'Crull', as well as William Butler, called his 
`brother' by Ange1.124  There were also twelve other women staplers in the pardon: 
Dame Agnes Pope, Agnes Goodrik, Dame Agnes Waryn, Agnes Button, Ellen 
Johnson, Elizabeth Lyndesey, Emmota Burton, Ellen Grace, Katherine Dalton, 
Dame Margery Tate (widow of Robert Tate) and Margery Mone, of whom Agnes 
certainly knew Margery Tate, a widow since 1500.125  

Agnes's connections made good marriages for her daughters. Joan, in her late 
teens, married William Essington, 'gentleman', who received his wife's share of the 
Bretton children's portion on 4 October 1496. Essington succeeded Richard 
Empson as attorney general of the duchy of Lancaster (1505-09), and held the 
same post in the principality of Wales, the duchy of Cornwall and the earldom of 

120 TNA, PRO, Wool Customs Accounts London, E 122/78/8 Mich. 1489—Mich. 1490; the names of 
the shippers are consistently legible but rarely the amounts shipped. 

121  E 122/78/10 Mich. 1490— Mich. 1491. E 122/79/3, Mich. 1491— Mich. 1492. 
122  E 122/73/4, Mich. 1493—Mich. 1494. 
123  E 122/203/6 Mich 1495—Mich 1496. 
124 CPR 104 —'509, PP. 447-49• 
125  E 122/79/9 13o1—o2; E 122/79/141505-06; not is she in E 122/79/171507-08 or E 122/204/3 8-9 

_HVIII; CP.R.1494-409, pp. 447-3o, esp. 447. Sutton, Tates, pp. 32, 37, 73. 
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Chester from 1511; and was a JP for Huntingdonshire from 1513.126  Elizabeth 
married William Jenny (d. 1519), son and heir of Sir Edmund Jenny of Knodishall, 
Suffolk (d. 1510), and grandson of William Jenny, justice of king's bench (d. 1483). 
They had two sons, at least, of whom Francis, the heir, was born in 1510 and died 
in 1590.127  It is possible that Matilda married William Curle, grocer, who was later 
executor of her brother, William.128  Juliana, married Laurence Aylmer, draper, as 
his second wife, probably late in 1497. He was knighted in this year in connection 
with the defence of London against the rebels on Blackheath along with his 
mother-in-law's neighbour, the then mayor, John Tate 11.129  He was sheriff in 
1501-02, and was master of the Drapers 1502-03 and 1505-06 after he was elected 
alderman of Bread Street ward on 6 February 1504.130  The relationship between 
all four Bretton brothers-in-law was good, for Aylmer used the three others as his 
feoffees when he acquired the considerable estate of the ironmonger, John 
Breymonger, from his grandson, Thomas, in 1504.131  Aylmer achieved the may-
oralty on the death in office of William Brown, acting from 2.2 March 1508, and 
Juliana Bretton was therefore lady mayoress, the role which her mother had 
missed. Empson and Dudley, however, launched a campaign of inquiry into the 
rule of several mayors in order to extract heavy fines for the king, and Aylmer was 
among the principal sufferers. He remained in prison until the death of the king 
in April 1509, the trial and execution of Empson and Dudley, and the amnesty for 
their victims.132  

Agnes' long term connection with John Stork, her step-son-in-law, was harmo-
nious and useful. Stork was prosperous, and well liked by or of use to such eminent 
men as his former master, Sir Thomas Hill, to whom he was a feoffee, and William 
Home, alderman (1480-96) and mayor (1487-88), quite apart from Thomas 
Lovell, minister of Henry VII.133  Of these, Home (once overseer for Thomas 
Bretton), was undoubtedly an intimate of the family, although he mentioned none 
of them in his will, except for Stork whom he made an executor. He thereby 

126  Letter Book L, p. 268 n. a. R. Somerville, The Duchy of Lancaster 1265-1603, London 1953, pp. 267, 
406-o7, 

127  Cal. State Papers Domestic Henry VIII, vol. (in 3 pts), 438 (4 m. 18). Visitation of Suff ,lk,1561, pp. 
295-300, esp. p. 299. 

128  Angel's will refers to William Curle and William Butler as his brothers, see below. 
129  Aylmer's receipt of Juliana's portion is not recorded in Letter Book L. He had married another city 

orphan, Margery, daughter of John Langrige, draper, in 1486, Letter Book L, p. 115n. Laurence and his wife, 
Margery, were admitted to St Nicholas's guild 5489-90 and her death is recorded in the year 12 May 1496 
to 3 May 1497, Bede Rah nos 297, 298, 354. W.C. Metcalfe, A Book of Knights, London 1885, p. 3o. 

13° Beaven, Aldermen, vol. I, p. 47, vol. 2, p. 20. 
131  CLRO, HR 231 (a) 20 Nov. 1504. I am most grateful to Justin Colson and to Cath Maloney, 

Archivist of the Museum of London Archaeological Archive for assistance in locating these references. For 
John and Joan Breymonger, Burgess, 'Shaping', pp. 256 n. 273, 275. 

132  Sharpe, London and the Kingdom, vol. 1, pp. 337-38. 
133  D. Keene and V. Harding, Historical Gazetteer of London before the Great Fire, vol. 1, Cheapside, 

Cambridge 1987, 104/22. CCR1485-15op, nos 840, 855,1113. Thomas Lovell had a chapel in Halliwell Priory 
supported by lands granted to the Grocers, see will of John Billesdon, 1522, CWH, vol. 2, pp. 635-6. 
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involved him in bequests to his parish church of St Thomas the Apostle, the pro-
vision of a fine tomb and brass with images of Home, his wife, five sons and seven 
daughters, embellished with his arms and those of the Salters and the Staple, and 
the recasting of the church's four bells, which were to be 'of good sowne and 
tewne'.134  

Agnes' years of widowhood were blighted by the regular deaths of at least five 
children. Henry, survived to receive his inheritance on io July 1505 when he was 
twenty-one and it was then recorded that his siblings, John, Peter, Thomas and 
Margaret had all died. Henry himself apparently died not long after. On 5 
February 1506 it was William's turn to receive his patrimony.135  

Agnes' Sons, Angel Don and William Bretton: Two Success Stories 
Linked by Piety 

Their parish life and the quality of some of their neighbours in St Mary at Hill, 
described above, has suggested that the Brettons were actively pious. Although 
Agnes herself can rarely be seen in any detail, it was she alone who brought up her 
children and shaped her household from 1485. 

Her eldest son, Angel, had gained status within the Grocers by November 1499 
when he was assigned to look after the pageant at the Cornhill Conduit for the 
entry of Katherine of Aragon, with John More, vintner, and he was master of the 
company in 15o1. The entry did not take place until November 1501, however, by 
which time Angel had been replaced as pageant-master by William Butler, his 
associate.136  Another proof of the high regard in which he was held was his selec-
tion as executor by a much older man, Alderman Nicholas Alwyn, mercer and 
stapler, in 1504. Alwyn's origins lay in Spalding, Lincolnshire, and the 
Lincolnshire origins of Angel's wife, may have provided one reason for his 
choice.137  Alwyn, as an alderman since 1496 (mayor 1499-150o), would also have 
known Agnes as a stapler and as the widow of an alderman. His last marriage in 
1500 was to Elizabeth, one of the two surviving young daughters of John Mustell, 
executor and legatee of John Donne senior and mercer, the relative of Agnes' first 
husband and her son, Angel; this marriage may have made Alwyn an intimate 
of the Dons, and the marriage could even have been forged by the same family 

134  Home, PROB it/u, if. 2-3; proved 6 August 1496. Stork was executor of the widow, Jane, PROB 
r5/n, f. 76v; proved 4 May 5497. Home had been an executor of John Mustell, PROB II/7,11 144-45 (see 
nn. 4, 49, 138). 

135  Letter Book L, p. 268 n. z. 
136  Grocers' Index of Members, GL, MS 11592A (under D). S. Anglo, 'The pageant for the reception 

of Katherine of Aragon: November isof, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Intitutes, vol. 26 (1963), p. 
54 11. 5. 

137  Nicholas' heirs were his son, Francis, and grandson, Nicholas, son of his dead son, Richard (by 
Margaret Thomas, sister of the mercer, John Thomas, who left Nicholas a bequest 15o6, PROB ir/15, f. 
114). His daughters (all dead) had married William Heryot and Oliver Wood and Henry Cantelowe (d. 
5490). PROB 11/15, ff. 9-12, proved II Feb 1506; CWH, vol. 2, pp. 611, 625-26. 
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connections.138  Angel necessarily became involved in Alwyn's considerable char-
ities in Lincolnshire and London under the will of 5 October 1505, receiving £6 
13s 4d and a further £50 for his labours. Alwyn's friendship for Agnes, whom he 
always called 'Mistress Breteyn' was underlined by his gift to her of black cloth 
suitable for her degree, to which was added by a codicil of i8 January 1506 a sov-
ereign of gold; Angel's wife received another. The long and complex testament 
was proved on II February 1506 by the oath of Angel Don and Michael English, 
Alwyn's most trusted past apprentice. Their supervisor was Richard Fox, Bishop 
of Winchester; William Warham, Archbishop of Canterbury, received a signet 
engraved with a `fleigh' (scourge).139  

Angel became the alderman of Bassishaw ward only a few weeks after Alwyn's 
death, on 3 March 1506. That he was now a wealthy man is underlined by this elec-
tion. His wealth was undoubtedly based on the wool trade, with an excellent start 
from his father's fortune, but he also traded in more exotic goods for on March 
1507 Henry VII's accountants paid him1.44 I2S 11hd 'upon his bill for diverse tables 
for the ffreres church at Richemount', that is the church of the Observant Friars 
at Richmond. He could have imported these 'tables', screens or panels, carved with 
devout images, from the Low Countries via Calais or have traded there direct, par-
ticularly if he had also acquired membership of the Merchant Adventurers' 
Company.140  

Like his step-father, Angel died before he could achieve the real civic heights, 
about the beginning of December 1506. He had composed his will over a year 
before on 21 October 1505.141  He left a wife, Anne, and four children, of whom 
Gabriel was the eldest, born 1493-94 and already professed at an abbey, unnamed 
by Angel, but probably the Cistercian house of Stratford Langthorne; Angel 
planned to support Gabriel at university if his abbot permitted, so a certain pre-
cocity can be assumed.142  The others were Edward (his heir), Francis and 
Elizabeth. The terms of his will show he was a devotee of the reformed orthodox 
religion taking hold in England, of which men like John Colet, Dean of St Paul's, 
were supporters. He aimed to be a benefactor of his parish of St Margaret Pattens: 
a chapel of Jesus was to be built to house the statue of Christ that stood unshel-
tered in the churchyard, at a cost of 200 marks; he was to be buried in the chapel 

138  Letter Book L, p. 2-45 n: Thomas Shripley had married the other sister, Alice by the end of 1498, and 
Alwyn married Elizabeth, March isoo; their sister Joan had died. Mustell's will, PROB 11/7, ff. 144-45 
(and see nn. 4, 49, 134). 

139  His young wife was apparently dead. Similar remembrances to, e.g. his apprentice, John Fayrey, 
and William Butler, grocer. Fox had also been overseer of the will of Alwyn's son in law, Henry Cantelowe 
(PROB 11/8, ff. 2-1ov-13). Alwyn's will, see n. 137. 

140  H.M. Colvin, ed., The King's Works, 6 vols, London 1975??, vol. 3, pt 1485-1660, p. 196; where 
Angel is called a painter in error. I am indebted for this reference to Dr Kim Woods. For the popularity of 
these altarpieces, see K.W. Woods, Imported Images. Netherlandish Late Gothic Sculpture in England c.1400—
C.1550 , Donington 2007, esp. pp. 106-07, 110-27. 

141 Angel's will, PROB 11/15, ff. zo3—o4v; proved 9 December 1506. 
142  OxIDNB: Gabriel 'Dunne' and see below. 
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when it was finished but in the meantime in the chapel of the Virgin; another 300 
marks was to buy some good housing for the parish and support his chantry in the 
Chapel of Jesus for ten years. This foundation ties in with the popular Guild of 
the Holy Name of Jesus in the Crowds of St Paul's which was shortly to be given 
new statutes and refounded by John Colet in 1507. Of Angel's two companies, the 
Grocers received a set of six goblets with one cover with an appropriate angel on 
the top, and the chapel of St Thomas of the Staple at Calais a vestment decorated 
with the arms of Don, the Staple and the Grocers – there is thus no doubt he con-
sidered himself to be armigerous. He had earlier given other goods to St Margaret 
Pattens for the parish hearse: a valance of black buckram fringed and ornamented 
with large letters of gold reading `desyr reste'; twenty-four small pennons; and four 
silk streamers one bearing the arms of the Staple, another the Grocers' arms, the 
third the arms of London and the fourth 'an unycorne made in sylver with crosses 
of gold in the same' in other words the arms of the Dons of London.143  His piety 
was also directed to the five reformed friaries or Observant houses of England care-
fully specified (Greenwich, Richmond, Southampton, Canterbury and Newcastle) 
which were all asked for their prayers – he had provided 'tables' for the Richmond 
house — and his father was to be remembered at the Southampton and Newcastle 
houses. To benefit his father's soul, he left the church of St John Southampton five 
marks, and a threepennydole of is to the town's poor. He wanted the remem-
brance and prayers of all his family for himself and to this purpose bestowed fifteen 
gold rings, engraved with disce mori (learn to die [that you may live better]) and 
enamelled with the wounds of Christ, to his wife, his mother, Agnes 'Breton', his 
wife's mother, Alice Sparrow-Stamford, now again a widow and living in his 
house, '44  his brother William 'Breten' (who also received £40), his 'brother' 
William Butler,145  his sisters Joan Essington, Dame Juliane Aylmer, and Elizabeth 
`Geny', his brother, William 'Crull', and a cousin, Anne Barker.146  Other relatives 

143  W.H. St John Hope, Ancient inventories of goods belonging to the parish church of St Margaret 
Pattens in the city of London', Archaeological Journal vol. 4z (1880, pp. to, 19. 

144  Thomas Mirfyn (see below) allowed Robert Dymoke the lodging in Angel's house in St Margaret 
Pattens that Alice Stamford 'did lye in' with free entry and exit, in the marriage settlement of Angel's daugh-
ter, Elizabeth Don, step-daughter of Dymoke, PROB 11/21, f. 97v. 

145  William Butler, grocer, alderman (1507-28); his relationship to the Brettons, Dons or perhaps 
Sparrows may have come through one of his wives: he m. (t) Elizabeth/Isabel, daughter of Richard Bodley 
(who died 1491 leaving her his most beautiful psalter, PROB 11/9, f. 6); (z) Isabel/ Elizabeth, apparently a 
sister of Angel by blood or marriage, although Butler's will reveals no relationship with the Dons or 
Brettons; (3) Agnes, his widow. Neither the 2"d or 3rd wives have been identified beyond doubt. Butler's 
heir was his elder son, William, who was his executor with John Fayrey, husband of his daughter, Mary 
(Butler and Fayrey came from Beds.); his overseers included Nicholas Leveson, mercer, PROB 11/25, ff. 
62v-64, and Bedfordshire Wills Proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury 1383-1548, ed. M. McGregor, 
Beds. Historical Record Society, vol. 58 (1979), pp. 142-47; pace her list of his wives. The identity of 
Elizabeth/Isabel Bodley as his first wife is endorsed by Butler's reference to Nicholas Leveson as his cousin 
(Leveson m. Denise, daughter of Richard Bodley's brother, Thomas). One of his executors was John Fayrey, 
husband of his daughter, Mary (see n. 149 below). 

146  The other rings went to Elizabeth Aunsham, Elizabeth Aldrich of Norwich, John Robyns, Michael 
English, mercer, Richard Farmer [grocer?'. 
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mentioned were cousins Christopher Burley,147  and Piers Starkey, draper;'48  and 
an unidentified Aunt Poyntell. 

Angel's executors were his wife, Anne, his step-brother, William Bretton, and 
his overseers his mother, Agnes, and John Young, the parson of All Hallows Honey 
Lane; the will had been witnessed by this John Young and William Bretton, 
William Butler, Christopher Burley, John Fayrey,149  and an unidentified Richard 
*bon.' 5° John Young was not the parson of either St Dionis Backchurch or St 
Margaret Pattens so his role in Angel's will is hightly significant — he may have 
been sought out for his sermons or been engaged as a tutor for William Bretton 
or Gabriel Don. Young is best known as a friend of John Colet, and from 1510 the 
reforming master of St Thomas of Acre, for which post he was certainly suggested 
by Colet. He was also a key figure in the spread of reformed religious beliefs, pro-
moted for example by Friar Savonarola, whose sermons Young was interested to 
have translated.' 51  

Shortly before Angel died, his young half-brother, William, had gained his 
inheritance when twenty-one,' 52  and even before this — perhaps with backing 
from Agnes or Angel — he had formed a partnership with the stationers Henry 
Jacobi and Joyce Pelgrim and invested in books printed in Paris. Pelgrim was prob-
ably from Antwerp and had been in business since at least 15o4; in London he sold 
at the Sign of St Anne in St Paul's Churchyard, and by 1510 he was also selling in 
Oxford. Jacobi was probably French and was already a well-known stationer by 
1505, with a shop at the sign of the Holy Trinity in St Paul's Churchyard on the 
east side of what was to be the new school of St Paul's established by Dean Colet; 
when he acquired a shop in Oxford he used the same sign. He was to make his will 
at Oxford on 8 September 1514, but he requested burial in St Paul's Churchyard. 
On II December Bretton was granted administration, using Pelgrim (Jacobi's over-
seer) as his representative in the local court. 

147  The Burleys appear to have lived in the Walbrook area through the 15`h and 16th centuries, with a 
reoccurring Lincolnshire connection: Emma, widow of John Burley, saddler, d. 1454, St Mary Wolnoth, 
`Lincolnshire wills proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury 1384-1468', ed C.W. Foster, Reports and 
Papers of theAsociatedArchitectural Societies, vol. 41 (1935), pp. 93-94; Anthony Burley (cousin of William 
Bretton, see below) d. 1545, in nearby St Stephen Walbrook, Abstracts of Inquisitions Post Mortem Relating 
to the City of London, 3 vols, London 1896, vol. 1, pp. 15o, and will, PROB 11/3o, f. t76v. 

148  Piers Starkey draper, PROB 11/3o, f. 284-85; proved 4 Oct. 5545: he was to leave a gold `portigue' 
to Elizabeth, daughter of Angel, and by then Lady Denys. 

149  John Fayrey, mercer and stapler, d. 1541, PROB 11/28, f. 28or-v, printed Beds. Wills, ed McGregor, 
pp. 157-59; interestingly he left Sir Robert Dymoke £100 in restitution, and Edward Dymoke Ito in 
remembrance, and to Arthur Dymoke £6135 4d [the sons of Anne Sparrow-Don-Dymoke]. Fayrey was 
executor of his father in law William Butler (see above n. 45) and the arms of Fayrey and Mary Butler 
were put on the pall he gave to Dunstaple Church. See also n. 45 above. 

150 Angel's will, PROB 11/15, ff. 103—o4v. 
15' Emden, Oxftre4 vol. 3, pp 2135-36. Sutton, Mercery, pp. 360-64, 369, 381-82. J.K. McConica, 

English Humanists and Reformation Politics, Oxford 1965, pp. 52, 98-103, 282-84. 
152  Letter Book L, p. 268 n. 3. See the pioneering study, E.G. Duff, 'The stationers at the sign of the 

Trinity in St Paul's Churchyard', Bibliographical, London 1895, pp. 92-113. For further discussion of the 
clerical influences, A.F. Sutton, 'William Bretton' forthcoming. 
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Seven books, 15o6—ro, acknowledged investment by William Bretton. All were 
printed by Wolfgang Hopyl in Paris, except for the last printed by Thielmannus 
Kerver: four safe investments (two Hours, an Hours with Hymnal and a Gradual) 
and three more speculative ventures. The latter were all in Latin, all by English 
authors, and all aimed at a wealthy clerical market in England, but might expect 
interest overseas.153  Bretton's first speculative venture was the Constitutiones 
provinciale of William Lyndewode, one of the most important books for any cleric 
involved in the administration of the English church — did Humphrey Hawarden, 
Dean of Arches, suggest that there was still a market for this text among church 
lawyers? It has been called 'one of the most beautifully printed books that the Paris 
press ever produced'. '54  It stated that it had been paid for by 'the honest merchant' 
William Bretton of London, a Latin verse celebrated the virtues of England, its 
author and patron, whose arms were printed below; it was dated 23 March 1506 
(New Style) and to be found at the sign(s) of the Holy Trinity and of St Anne, the 
mother of Mary, in St Paul's Churchyard. The other two speculative venture did 
not follow until 151o. The Pupilla oculi by John de Burgo, described as once chan-
cellor of Cambridge University, was a text considered essential for all English 
priests. Again Bretton's support was carefully recorded and a long preface by 
Augustine Agge, a physician of The Hague, written in London, heaped praise on 
him. The third venture was the Speculum spiritualium, a work of advice on the 
spiritual life, which included an abbreviated version of Rolle's Emendatio vite. Both 
may have been suggested by Young. 

William Bretton's financial support was clearly recorded in each book. The 
special texts and the Hours with Hymnal (of '5°6) also displayed his coat of arms: 
Bretton sable a fess embattled argent between three fleur-de-lis argent quartered with 
Don of London azure, a unicorn rampant argent ten crosslets or, between impressive 
unicorn supporters. '55  As he was not a peer he was not entitled to the supporters, 
nor was he entitled to use the Don arms. The use of the latter may have been 
because he thought they were his mother's arms or perhaps there was an intended 
compliment to his half-brother, so recently made an alderman, and then so soon 
dead. 

He had the advantage of good clerical advice from Humphrey Hawarden, Dean 
of the Arches, and John Young, but it remains likely it was Bretton who made 
much of his and his authors' English birth and his coat of arms. Piety was the over-
riding influence, but the careful choice of texts for the English market had a touch 
of Caxton's mercantile commonsense. It seems simplest to catagorise him as a 

153  A.I. Doyle, 'The Speculum spiritualium from manuscript to print', Journal of the Early Book Society, 
vat' (2°08), p. 148 suggests that the last books may have also been designed for continental markets 

154  H.R. Plomer, Wynkyn de Worde and his Contemporaries, London 1925, p. 34. And see R.H. 
Helmholz, 	Lyndwood', OxJDNB, for printing history. 

155  The best illustration is in A.B. McKerrow, Printers' and Publishers' Devices in England and Scotland 
1485-1640, London 1913, pls 18a and b, which show both the original and corrected versions; the comment 
re the arms of Lyndwood should be ignored as a confusion introduced by Burke's Armory. See comments 
on Bretton arms above, n. 81. 
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young man prepared to invest in beautifully produced books and ready to be influ-
enced by eminent clerical acquaintances of his mother and half-brother. The 
Lyndwood did well, the Pupilla oculi provoked eleven editions in three European 
cities in the next decade, but not, of course, to the profit of Bretton and his asso-
ciates, and the Speculum spiritualium found its way round the monasteries of 
Europe.156  Bretton, however, did not continue to publish. Rather than attribute 
this to financial failure, it is preferable to put it down to the death of Jacobi, his 
most brilliant and inventive partner, in 1514. The business lasted a minimum of 
eight years, which was not bad going in a risky trade, although the business logis-
tics of printing had largely been worked out by this date. 57  His will of 1517 made 
no mention of printing. 

Deaths, Changes of Fortune, Marriages and Descendants, from 1509 

Agnes Bretton survived the death of her eldest son and observed the printing career 
of her youngest son; five children had died before maturity and one shortly after 
his majority. All her surviving daughters were married and Elizabeth at least had 
children alive. It is not known how far Agnes was involved in the care of Angel's 
orphans, nor whether she lived to hear of the death of either or both of her grand-
sons, Edward and Francis (the latter was certainly dead 1517-18). Many mundane, 
domestic changes had to take place in consequence of Angel's death. Three years 
later, by February 1509, Angel's rich widow, Anne, had married again and moved 
up the social scale to be the lady of Sir Robert Dymoke (1460-1545). Dymoke's 
association with Anne's childhood guardian, Dean Humphrey Harwarden, should 
be remembered, for this was close and continuous enough to make him the dean's 
executor in 1515. He held the hereditary and ancient office of king's champion and 
had performed these duties at the coronations of Richard III and Henry VII, and 
did so again for Henry VIII shortly after the marriage. He was to become a 
favourite of the last king, serving in his French wars and in his queens' households. 
He had therefore a certain glamour for Anne as well as an ancestral home at 
Scrivelsy, Lincolnshire, the county of her own father's family and where she may 
still have had relatives. Her widow's estate of over £i000, and that of her children 
(a similar sum), were undoubtedly a great attraction for him. He was a courtier, 
but also a member of the Mercer's Company of London and therefore on terms 
with the highest levels of the civic hierarchy and their rich widows.158  He survived 

156  Doyle, 'The Speculum spiritualium', pp. 148-50. 
157  November 1514 he was the recipient of a writ of protection for one year, significantly near the time 

he received the administration of Jacobi's estate, and it may therefore have solely related to that matter, 
Cal. State Papers Domestic Henry VIII, vol. I, pt 2, p. 1464, 3499 (38). 

158  14 Feb. 1509 Dymoke received a pardon regarding a wardship, and he and Anne, as late wife and 
executrix of Angel Don, were pardoned, CPR 1494-1509, p. 595; this mentions his alias as a mercer of 
London. A second pardon to them was dated 8 May 15ro, and a similar pardon was issued to William 
Bretton as executor 23 Oct. 1510, CSPDom. HVIII, vol. (in 3 pts), 438  (2. m. 13 and 4 m. 19). 
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his wife and died aged eighty-five in 1545, leaving an heir, Edward, whom he 
instructed to set up a five-year chantry for Anne, himself and his parents.159  

Agnes wrote a brief will on zi September 1516 as 'Agnes Breton', widow of 
Thomas 'Breton' alderman. Her daughters had all been provided for, her Don 
granddaughter, the future heiress of Angel, was in the care of her mother and Sir 
Robert Dymoke and received a verbal bequest from Agnes of ko,16° Gabriel Don 
was still studying at the Cistercian college of St Bernard at Oxford, and as a monk 
would receive no large gift. Other verbal bequests may have been made but 
nothing is known. Agnes' could therefore leave her entire estate to William 
Bretton. She planned to join her second husband in the chapel of St John the 
Evangelist in St Dionis Backchurch and she set aside fifty marks for a priest to pray 
there for five years for their souls and those of their parents, friends and benefac-
tors. William was sole executor, with his brother-in-law, Alderman Sir Laurence 
Aylmer, as overseer. Aylmer had recently been master of the Drapers again and had 
moved to be alderman of Walbrook ward on 8 October 1515.161  Agnes' will was 
witnessed by John Hutchyn chaplain, William Smith her confessor, and two 
notaries, Robert Melour, the writer of the will, and Hugh Oldcastle. Of the two 
priests present, Hutchyn was probably the priest of John Derby's chantry also 
known as the chapel of St John the Evangelist in St Dionis; he was a product of 
Cambridge where he had been the university preacher i5o5—o6, and he was just 
about to be preferred to the vicarage of Over, Cambridgeshire, where he spent the 
rest of his life.162  The presence of Hutchyn and Smith is a reminder of Agnes' over-
sight of Thomas Philip's will in 1490 — they were all priests who sat at her table 
from time to time and could be relied upon for spiritual advice and elevated and 
informed conversation. The presence of no less than two notaries was appropriate 
to a woman who had spent much of her long widowhood in overseas trade. Agnes' 
will was proved on z6 November 1516.163  She mentioned no servants or friends in 
her will, not even Agnes Wheeler (perhaps long since dead), to whom Angel had 
left five marks in 1505 and Thomas Philip had left 3s 4d in 1490. Agnes' life estate 
in any property from either of her husbands had been taken care of in their wills, 
but her own estate, which cannot have been small to judge by her trading success 
is entirely concealed by the simplicity of her depositions. 

159  The old histories of the family are inaccurate over the marriage (T.C. Banks, History of the Ancient 
Noble Family of Marmyun, London 1817, pp. 121-25, to which S. Lodge, Scrivehby the. Home of the 
Champions, London 1893, pp. 55-58 adds little). Coronation of Richard HI, p. 337. His will, PROB 11/30, f. 
193r-v. He was sheriff of Lincolshire 1484,1502,1509, mayor of Boston 152o, and JP Lindsey 5486-5507, 
ChcfDNB. See also n. 149. 

1" Thomas Mirfyn's will refers to ho left Elizabeth by her grandam, PROB 11/21, f. 97; it could refer 
to Alice Stamford but is more likely to refer to Agnes. Francis Don was certainly dead May 1517—May 1518, 
Bede Roll, no. 577. 

161  Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 1, p. 218. 
162  Emden, Cambridge: John Hutchin. Hugh Oldcastle died intestate in St Olave Hart Street 1543, GL, 

MS 9171/11, f. 92 and MS 9168/9, ff. 270,272. 
163  Agnes 'Breton', PROB 11/18, f. 199v. Philip see n. no. 
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Less than a year later, her last surviving son wrote his will with his own hand 
on 26 April 1517 as a grocer and merchant of the staple of Calais.'" He was a 
parishioner of St Dionis Backchurch, in his mother's house, and left five marks to 
repair Derby's chantry to ensure prayers for the souls of his parents and himself by 
its priest, and he reiterated the five-year chantry for his mother. He referred to 
himself as a brother of the Observant house at Greenwich and gave them 6s 8d for 
their prayers and the same to 'the four convents of the same religion'. He showed 
himself fashionably aware of Trinity House, the guild of pilots, which had recently 
received a charter in 1514, by his bequests to the almshouse of mariners and its 
masters in Deptford, some of which was to be disposed in the parishes between St 
Katherine's and Greenwich under the supervision of Trinity House. He remem-
bered his brother-in-law, Laurence Aylmer, his cousin Anthony Burley, and an 
Anthony 'Crull' whom he called his servant, presumably an ex-apprentice of his, 
and named three other servants. No other relatives were mentioned nor any matter 
to do with his publishing ventures; like his mother he gave no impression of 
wealth. He left a daughter Anne, who may have been named for Angel's wife, who 
could have been her godmother, but his wife was dead. If Anne should die under 
age her portion was to be divided between his poor kinsfolk and works of charity. 
His executors were his sister, Dame Juliana, and her husband, Alderman Sir 
Laurence Aylmer, and his cousin, Anthony Burley, if Juliana died before him. 
Anthony Burley was a fellow grocer and held property in Brent, Devon, and his 
family had long held tenements in St Stephen's Walbrook.'65  

William, in fact, did not die for another nine years, and on 23 July and 14 
August 1526 Anthony Burley and Aylmer, hardly surprisingly, declined to take on 
the executorship; Juliana Bretton-Aylmer was dead.'66  An ironmonger, William 
Basset, was appointed administrator by the court.' 67  Bretton's daughter was pre-
sumably dead. Nothing has been discovered about William Bretton between 1517 
and his death. What happened to his mother's great house? Did he wander to Paris 
where his books had been printed, did he enter religion, or was he ill and inca-
pable, or did he simply fail to update his will? 

Sir Laurence Aylmer had meanwhile fallen on hard times. Master of the Drapers 
for the last time 1519-2o, he was dismissed from the court of alderman on 12 July 
1524 after he had languished in Ludgate for some time as a debtor.'68  In 1527 the 
Drapers lent him boo and in the following year he was totally ruined. He became 

164  William 'Breton', PROB 11/22, f. 66r-v. 
165  See n. 147. Anthony was also a tenant in St Mary le Bow, Keene and Harding, io4/25-26, 32C. 
166  Juliana, Lady Aylmer, had been admitted to St Nicholas's Guild in 5508-09, but her death is not 

recorded, Bede Rog no. 475. 
167  William 'Breton', PROB 11/22, f. 66r-v: his other servants mentioned were Robert Pinchbeck, Alice 

Lawdys. Basset is briefly recorded in Nichols, Ironmongers, pp. 51, 52. Bretton's will and those of his parents 
are summarised in W.H. Phelps, 'Some sixteenth-century stationers' wills', Studies in Bibliography, vol. 32 
(1979), pp. 49-50. 

168  Beaven, Aldermen, vol. 2, p. 20. J.J. Baddeley, The Aldermen of Cripplegate Ward1276-1900, London 
190o, p. 183. 
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an almsman of his company on an allowance of 2s 4d until God improved his for-
tunes, with the stipulation 'if he at any time here after be not content or make suit 
for more the aforesaid grant shall be void'.169  

Angel Don's two laymen sons, Edward and Francis, were dead certainly by 1517, 
but Gabriel was still at Oxford, and their sister, Elizabeth, had become a desirable 
heiress. A complex marriage settlement was drawn up on 15 October 1519 between 
the wealthy skinner, Thomas Mirfyn, then approaching the end of his mayoralty, 
and Elizabeth's mother, Anne, and her husband, Sir Robert Dymoke, that she 
become Mirfyn's third wife before Christmas 5522: he was to settle land upon her 
as her dower and to receive over L000 as her dowry. He was much older than she, 
had had two wives before her and a large family of fourteen children of whom three 
were still alive. The marriage took place, but by the time Mirfyn drew up his will 
on 2 September 1523 he had still received no dowry from Dymoke. As a conse-
quence Mirfyn spent most of his will setting out the terms of his bequests to his 
young widow in the event of his executors not receiving the money.17° The Mirfyn 
marriage produced one daughter, Frances, perhaps named for Elizabeth's dead 
brother. Elizabeth was once again on the marriage market as a rich widow and was 
snapped up almost immediately in July 1524 by Sir Thomas Denys of Devon, 
another much older man, as his second wife. No doubt Sir Robert Dymoke bro-
kered this marriage too. Denys was an important man around Wolsey, regularly an 
MP and sheriff, but suffered some setbacks during the political troubles leading up 
to 1558, the year. he wrote his will. He died in 1561 in his eighties. Twenty years after 
her marriage, Elizabeth was still remembered by at least one of her grand-mother's 
circle, Piers Starkey, draper, who left her a gold `portigue' in his will of 1545.171  

Elizabeth, still only in her fifties, was the elderly Denys's executor under his will, 
with their son, Sir Robert.172  She had also remained in regular contact with her 
brother Gabriel, and her civic and court connections did him no disservice. 

Gabriel supplicated for the degree of BTh in October 1521, having studied for 
twelve years, and in March 153o he matriculated at the university of Louvain pre-
sumably intending to gain a doctorate. He was in Louvain at the time of the arrest 
and subsequent burning of William Tyndale and has been unjustly linked with 
Tyndale's betrayal. In July Gabriel returned home and was given the abbacy of 
Buckfast, Devon, thanks to the favour of his friend, Thomas Cromwell. He 
remained on good terms with Cromwell, and was instrumental in arranging a mar-
riage between his neice, Frances Mirfyn, and Richard Williams alias Cromwell, 

169 A.H. Johnson, The History ofthe Worshipful Company of the Drapers ofLondon, 5 vols, Oxford 1914-
22, VOL. 2, p. 27 and O. 6, p. 33. 

170  Thomas Mirfyn, PROB 11/21, if. 97-99v; proved 15 Oct 1523; his executors were his son Edward, 
and Andrew Judde his son-in-law. 

17' Piers Starkey, PROB 11/30, ff. 284-85. 
172  Sir Thomas Denys, PROB 11/44, f. 155r-v: if she remarried she was only to have £200 instead of 

£5oo worth of his goods. Lives of Sir Thomas and Robert in The House of Commons 1509-58, ed. S.T. 
Bindoff, London 1982, vol. 2, pp. 34-36; Robert was accorded a knighthood in his father's will, but neither 
Angel Don nor Thomas Mirfyn had the knighthoods given them there. 
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Thomas's nephew. Gabriel seems to have adopted a submissive attitude to the 
destruction of the monasteries: he surrendered Buckfast 25 February 1535, received 
a large pension of £120 and took to the life of a secular priest in London, becoming 
a canon of St Paul's Cathedral in March 1541. His mother may still have been alive, 
her husband Sir Robert Dymoke, once an executor of a dean of Arches, was cer-
tainly alive until 1545. Gabriel was presented to John Colet's old parish of Stepney, 
Middlesex, in October 1544 by Cromwell's nephew, the husband of his neice, and 
to Langtree, Devon, in November 1549 by his brother-in-law, Sir Thomas Denys. 
In the same year Cranmer made him acting head of the diocese of London after 
Bonner's deprivation. He survived both the fall of Cromwell and the reforms of the 
reign of Edward VI, received a prebend of St Paul's under Mary, and died in the 
first month of Elizabeth's reign on 6 December 1558, leaving bequests to young 
Cromwell relatives. His books went to his old Cistercian College at Oxford (now 
St John's), but they included no copies of his step-uncle's fine productions. His 
executor, Henry Harvey, used £120 of his money to establish a scholarship at Trinity 
College, Cambridge, with a memorial service on St Nicholas's day. His conservative 
piety under its layer of accommodating obedience showed itself in his bequest of 
plate to St Paul's high altar, the provision of railings for the sanctuary, and an altar 
or monument of Archangel Gabriel's Salutation to the Virgin Mary, very much in 
the tradition of his father's establishment of the chapel of Jesus for St Margaret 
Pattens.173  

Through Frances Mirfyn-Cromwell, Agnes and John Don of Southampton 
became ancestors of Oliver Cromwell and other Cromwells in Huntingdonshire, 
through Elizabeth Don-Denys they had Denys descendants in Devon, and 
through Elizabeth Bretton-Jenny Agnes and her second husband, Thomas 
Bretton, had Jenny descendants in Suffolk. 

This pursuit of one woman was initiated by the discovery of her regular and large 
shipments of wool. Agnes remains a shadow, but she succeeded in all she under-
took. Although many of her children died young, she brought to maturity three 
or four daughters, one a lady mayoress of London, an honour she had so nearly 
enjoyed herself, and three sons, two of whom had success as an alderman and a 
publisher. She had grandchildren who survived to adulthood who produced great-
grand-children in their turn. 

173  Gabriel 'Dunne': Emden, Oxford 100-1540, pp. 179, 720-21 (his books); J. Stephan, 'The last will 
and testament of Gabriel Dunne, Abbot of Buckfast', Buckfast Abbey Chronicle, vol. 27 (1951), pp. 173-82; 
N. Orme, 'The last medieval abbot of Buckfast', Trans of the Devonshire Association, vol. 133 (200,), pp. 
97-108, and his article in OxfDNB. 
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