
19

Lynn Episcopi, a Yorkist Port and Borough,
With Particular Reference to the 1480s and the Reign
of Richard III 

ANNE F. SUTTON 

Lynn Episcopi (Bishop’s Lynn, now King’s Lynn) stands on the east bank of 
the Great Ouse River and about three miles from the mouth of the Wash in the 
county of Norfolk.1 Across the town, flowing to the west, are two streams, the 
Purfleet to the north and the Millfleet to the south with the most ancient part 
of the town between them, including the church of St Margaret and the 
Saturday Market Place, both in existence by the early twelfth century. Only half 
a century later an expansion took place to the north of the Purfleet with St 
Nicholas Chapel.2 This rapid expansion testified to the town’s early success, 
and in the 1480s it was still a wealthy sea port, its success emphasised by the 
rebuilding of the main parish church of St Margaret in the 1470s-80s, largely 
paid for by Walter Cony, a major merchant of the Baltic trade. 3  This 
magnificent church is one of two important witnesses that Lynn men and 
women were proud of their town in the fifteenth century and had an eye for 
quality. The other is the Book which recorded the life and convictions of 
Margery Brunham-Kempe, daughter of a wealthy Lynn family, who travelled 

1  I am indebted to Professor Wendy Childs and Ms Susan Maddock for reading and 
commenting on this work. My grateful thanks to Professor Childs for discussing Lynn’s North 
Sea trade with me and giving me a copy of her figures for the import of stockfish to Lynn and of 
Lynn ships reaching Bordeaux before 1449; and to Susan Maddock for endless help over local 
details. Thanks are due to the Norfolk Record Office for supplying me with a microfilm of 
King’s Lynn, Hall Book 1452-97, KL/C 7/4 (these books are also variously called Congregation 
or Assembly Books) and arranging for me to see the chamberlains’ accounts of the 1480s. The 
merchants’ marks used as illustrations are based on those recorded by Mackerell and Harrod, see 
n. 2. 

2 The town has many histories: B. Mackerell, History and Antiquities of the Flourishing Corporation 
of King’s Lynn, London 1738; C. Parkin, Topographical History of Freebridge Hundred and Half in the 
County of Norfolk containing the History and Antiquities of the Borough of King’s Lynn, Lynn 1772; W. 
Richards, The History of Lynn, 2 vols, Lynn 1812; W. Taylor, Antiquities of King’s Lynn, Lynn 1844; 
H. Harrod, Report on the Deeds and Records of the Borough of King’s Lynn, King’s Lynn and London 
1874; Historic Manuscripts Commission (HMC), Eleventh Report, Appendix, Part III, The Manuscripts 
of the Corporations of Southampton and King’s Lynn, London 1887; H.J. Hillen, History of the Borough of 
King’s Lynn, 2 vols, Norwich 1907; E.C. Gower, ‘King’s Lynn 1400-1600: Developments in Civic 
Government’, unpublished M.Phil, University of London 1970 (heavily oriented to post 
Reformation); D.M. Owen, The Making of King’s Lynn. A Documentary Survey, London 1984. There 
are also extensive architectural and archaeological studies, see note 5 below. See also A. 
Goodman, Margery Kempe and Her World, London and Harlow 2002. 

3 All the old histories cover St Margaret’s, e.g. Mackerell, p. 5ff. E.M. Beloe, Our Borough: Our 
Churches: King’s Lynn, Cambridge 1899, pp. pp. 80-96. Owen, Making, pp. 27-31. 
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Europe and never found her own town and its parish church of St Margaret 
wanting, or doubted the value and worthiness of her social background.4

Lynn was an interesting example of a self-governing town with a strong 
tradition of independent overseas trade and diplomacy, with a unique civic 
structure which accommodated an episcopal overlord. Its great men had 
acquired the habit of negotiation with the king of England, his council and 
admiralty, with the German Hanse and the Baltic States, as well as the bishop 
of Norwich. This study focusses on their successes and expedients under 
Edward IV and Richard III and assesses the kings’ interest in the town. 

Trade

The town’s wealth derived from its trade. It had an extensive hinterland, much 
of it marsh with an excellent network of water transport leading into the heart 
of England, and a substantial port which connected it to native coastal trade 
and international commerce, especially that of the North Sea.5 It was the head 
port for the collection of the king’s customs, a coast line stretching from the far 
corner of the Wash including the creeks and lesser havens of Dersingham with 
Snettisham, Heacham, Burnham and Wells, after which Great Yarmouth took 
over as the head port.6

The period of Lynn’s greatest success was before 1400, and the figures 
derived from the few customs accounts that survive testify to a considerable 
decline by and during the Yorkist period in all categories of goods passing 
through the port.7 Its trade may have been proportionately less than it had been, 

4 Goodman, Margery Kempe, pp. 53-55. 
5 Recent excavations of the wharves and pottery finds (esp. for the pre-1400 period) have 

illuminated the port’s trade. See H. Clarke, ‘King’s Lynn and east coast trade in the middle ages’, 
in Marine Archaeology. Proceedings of the 23rd Symposium of the Colston Research Society held in 
the University of Bristol 4-8 April 1971, London 1973, esp. pp. 277-90; H. Clarke, ‘The 
archaeology, history and architecture of the medieval ports of the east coast of England, with 
special reference to King’s Lynn, Norfolk’, in The Archaeology of Medieval Ships and Harbours in 
Northern Europe, ed S. McGrail, Papers based on those presented to an International Symposium 
on Boat and Ship Archaeology at Bremerhaven 1979, British Archaeology Report 66 (1979), pp. 
155-65; and her ‘The medieval waterfront of King’s Lynn’, Waterfront Archaeology in Britain and 
Northern Europe, ed G. Milne and B. Hobley, Council for British Archaeology, Research Report 41 
(1981), pp. 132-35, esp. p. 135. Owen, Making (1984), pp. 41-49.  

6 N.J. Williams, The Maritime Trade of the East Anglian Ports 1550-1590, Oxford 1988, pp. 4-5. 
7 The overall figures are given, with those of Gt Yarmouth and Ipswich, by W. Childs, ‘East 

Anglia’s trade in the North Sea world’, in East Anglia and Its North Sea World in the Middle Ages, ed 
D. Bates and R. Liddiard, Woodbridge 2013, pp. 188-201, esp. pp.191, 193, 195; and by T.H. 
Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, 1157-1611, Cambridge 1991, pp. 209, 277-78, 286. For an 
over-view E.M. Carus Wilson, ‘The medieval trade of the ports of the Wash’, Medieval Archaeology,
vol. 6 (1962), pp. 182-201, esp. pp. 197-201, and her ‘The German Hanse in the economy of 
medieval England, in Aspects of Anglo-German Relations through the Centuries, ed P. Kluke and P. Alter, 
Stuttgart 1978, pp. 14-23, esp. pp. 21-23. Customs accounts for Lynn have been published: Owen, 
Making, no. 410, the account for 19 Nov 1464-19 Nov 1465; and N.S.B. Gras, The Early English 
Customs Service, Cambridge, Mass. 1918, pp. 606-24, account for 2 Nov. 1466-1 Nov. 1467. 
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but decline should nevertheless not be over-emphasised: it is too easy to 
underrate both overseas and coastal trade in the later fifteenth century and pay 
undue attention to the customs records of which so few survive. In the case of 
Lynn the absence of the accounts recording coastal trade is crippling and there 
are no persuasively detailed records for the later fifteenth century like William 
Asshbourne’s Book for 1412-17.8 The appearance of decline in Lynn’s wealth 
can be counterbalanced by noting that Lynn’s financial contribution to Richard 
II in 1386 was the same as that of Norwich, and its contribution of £576 to the 
1524 tax surpassed York’s £379, Gt Yarmouth’s £260, Hull’s £256 and 
Boston’s £224, but now fell far below Norwich’s £1704.9

For a number of reasons, almost all east coast trades became directly 
interesting  politically, diplomatically or financially  to the Yorkist kings: the 
grain and wine trades; the trade in fish and goods with Norway and Iceland, 
both countries under the Danish crown; and all trade in the North Sea and 
Baltic that crossed the interests of the confederation of German Hanse towns, 
which maintained steelyards in Boston and London, and from 1475 in Lynn. 

The trade of Yorkist Lynn had many problems. The economic slump in the 
entire country did not begin to ease off until about 1470, the merchants of the 
Hanse were stiff competitors, and the power of London to draw all provincial 
English trade to itself had steadily increased and was dominant by the 1480s. 
The once lucrative export of wool had been diverted into English cloth-making: 
it can be conjectured that great sheep-owners like Thomas Thoresby of Lynn 
(mayor 1482-83) probably sold his wool to English clothiers, leaving only fells 
for export to the northern Low Countries where the wool was removed for use 
in cheaper cloth and the leather used for gloves. The grain of East Anglia and 
Lincolnshire, however, remained a desirable export to Bergen in Norway, and 
Iceland, as well as to Holland and Zeeland. Lynn’s leading merchants 
maintained a trade to the Baltic, sending out cloth and receiving grain from 
Danzig (Gdansk), as well as deal and wax, and remained an essential cog in the 
trade with Prussia, the great source of grain in times of shortage, through its 
steelyard run by Danzig and Hamburg men. Ships to the Baltic, however, had 
to negotiate the Danish Sound, which was closed to English ships with 
increasing frequency by the Danish king when angered about English traders in 
Iceland.10 Wine was still sought from Gascony, Spain and Portugal, but only an 

8 Coastal trade is frequently underestimated, see e.g. Williams, Maritime Trade, pp. 1-23 (and 
Owen, Making, pp. 50-51, for pre-1400). Many references to trade in William Asshebourne’s Book,
ed D.M. Owen, Norfolk Record Society, vol. 48 (1981), pp. 59-102 (frequently cited in her
Making).

9  Goodman, Margery Kempe, p. 15. W.G. Hoskins, ‘English provincial towns in the early 
sixteenth century’, Trans. Royal Historical Society, 5th ser. vol. 6 (1956), esp. pp. 4-5. Childs, ‘East 
Anglia’s trade’, pp. 198-201 also balances the decline against other more optimistic indications 
relating to industry, etc. 

10 Wool: it is noticeable that Lynn does not figure as a port for wool in the repayment of loans 
to the staplers in the 1450s, and the staplers named include no Lynn merchants, CCR 1454-61, pp. 
5-19, except possibly John Pigott; nor does wool occur in the surviving customs accounts printed 
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average of about four Lynn ships now took part in the twice annual northern 
(that is east coast) wine fleets to Bordeaux.11 The ships of Holland and Zeeland 
not only carried the goods of their own hinterland to Lynn and vice versa, but 
had become major carriers of the goods of other nations, in particular those of 
Norway and of the Baltic ports.12 Above all, there was an extensive coastal 
trade, such as seacoal down from Newcastle which was then shipped on to 
London and other English ports or transhipped on to barges for the inland 
waterways leading to the midlands. Lynn remained a key port on the east coast 
between Newcastle and London for all coastal trade. Lastly there was the 
fishing of the North Sea, stretching north to Bergen or Iceland.  

To begin with the grain trade. The precise figures for export via Lynn during 
Richard’s reign are unknown.13 Richard was concerned about the provision of 
grain in the country, unsurprisingly as there were bad harvests 1480 to 1483; the 
city of London had expressed anxiety in November 1482, as did Southampton, 
and letters had gone out to the shires from Edward IV.14 It seems that the 
export of grain was still at an unacceptable level through Lynn and its 
subsidiary ports and along the coast of Norfolk and Suffolk, and on 26 
February 1484 Richard III ordered that this be investigated by Thomas 
Thoresby, past mayor of Lynn, with three of the king’s yeomen, granting them 
power to arrest both men and goods.15 If severe conditions had developed, the 
king would have been prompted to encourage direct contacts with Danzig via 
the merchants of the Hanse, London and Lynn. 16  The wine trade posed 

by Owen and Gras. Grain: Carus Wilson, ‘Ports of the Wash’, p. 185; Owen, Making, nos 311, 
317, 373, 378; Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, for the Prussian grain exported via Danzig, pp. 
121, 176, 222, 289; V. Parker, The Making of King’s Lynn. Secular Buildings from the 11th to the 17th

Century, London and Chichester 1971, pp. 9-10 and William, Maritime Trade, p. 5. Lynn took care 
to control this trade and execute restraints, e.g. Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 86, 97-98, 142, 396. 

11 I am indebted to Prof. Childs for the figures recorded in the Bordeaux accounts 1402-49; 
she points out that Lynn’s wine trade did not start to revive until the 1490s. For the unusual 
circumstances of 1482-83 see below. 

12 Clarke, ‘King’s Lynn and east coast trade’, p. 287 fig. 7 showing contacts between the areas 
recorded in archaeological finds. See below for Hollanders in Norway and Baltic. 

13 Glover, ‘King’s Lynn 1400-1600’, p. 31, estimates: Nov.-Mich. 1480-81 5695 quarters; 1486-
87 Nov.-Mich. 400 quarters. For the 1438-39 grain shortage, see n. 30. For an example of a 
restraint over export of grain received in Lynn, Oct. 1460, Hall Book 1452-97, p. 142. 

14  A.F. Sutton and L. Visser-Fuchs, eds, The Book of Privileges of the Merchant Adventurers of 
England 1296-1483, London 2009, p. 19 and n. 92 for all references. Southampton Record Office, 
Steward’s Book Mich, 1481-Mich. 1482, SC5/1/18, f. 21v. C.P. Cooper, Appendix E to the Report 
on Foedera, London 1869, p. 79.  

15 British Library Harleian Manuscript 433, ed R. Horrox and P.W. Hammond, 4 vols, London 
and Upminster 1979-83, vol. 2, pp. 100-01. The yeomen were Nicholas and James Hedelam and 
Thomas Hargille; Hargill was a yeoman of the crown of Wilts. and Yorks., regularly referred to in 
Harl. 433; Nicholas Hedelam was from Yorks,, ibid; for Thoresby see below. Williams, Maritime 
Trade, pp. 4-5. Owen, Making, pp. 23, 48, 257-58, 262, 265, 289, 293-94, and Lloyd, England the 
German Hanse, p. 277. Excessive export of grain, e.g. to Iceland remained a concern, see Paston 
Letters, ed. J. Gairdner, 3 vols, London 1872-75, iii, pp. 367-9 letter no 922. 

16 See n. 40 below on emergency measures in 1438-39, and the 1550s. 
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problems to Richard immediately he was king. There was such danger of attack 
by the French on the northern wine fleet (from the east coast), ships which 
were accustomed to congregate at Plymouth and adjacent ports and then sail in 
protective convoy to Bordeaux in March, that Edward IV had forbidden them 
to sail early in 1483. Bad relations between England and France eased under 
Richard and in August 1483 he allowed the fleet to sail, sending letters to Louis 
XI which provided inter alia for the wine supply of his and the queen’s 
households.17 The coastal trade in coal posed no major problems for the king 
or the town. The town clerk often made entries concerning coal and its arrival 
on the town quays or at Dersingham eight miles along the coast and other 
creeks; all coal was customed at Lynn, measured by the coal meter and tolls 
taken. It was always in demand: the king’s servants required coal for the royal 
works started at York Castle in September 1484, and for the firing of brick kilns 
for use in work at Windsor Castle in December 1484.18

Moving out into the North Sea, almost every area of activity presented 
problems. Like all eastern ports, Lynn had its fishing fleet but as a trading port 
fishing did not dominate, as it did in Cromer or Blakeney.19 A main attraction in 
the later fifteenth century was still Bergen, on the Norwegian coast, the fish-
staple port of the north and the centre of the stockfish trade; all fish taken off 
the coast of Norway had to go to Bergen. The Norwegians welcomed the grain 
of East Anglia and English cloth – fishermen were often able to combine a 
little trade with fishing. The Lynn merchants sailing to Bergen were an old 
established fraternity dedicated to St William. 20  The Bergen staple was the 
greatest financial asset of the king of Denmark and Norway and, by the time of 
the Yorkist kings, it had long been ruled by the Hanse kontor or steelyard there. 
This was in its turn dominated by the men of Lübeck, who were highly 
protective of the rigid credit system which operated and of all the traditions of 
the staple trade that confirmed their dominance. As a consequence, the king of 
Denmark and Norway was usually, if not always, concerned to conciliate the 
Hanse and he was always dependent on Hanse ships to ensure his wishes were 
carried out at sea. From a comparatively weak position he played off the 
pretensions of the Hanse against his own needs, using the English and 
Hollander merchants, who persistently maintained their own small 
communities in Bergen, as counterweights. He was also adamant that no 
English trade to Iceland was possible without his licence. His own subjects, 

17 Release of wine fleet, Harl. 433, vol. 2, pp. 5-6; letters from and to Louis, ibid., vol. 3, pp. 26, 
28. M.K. James, Studies in the Medieval Wine Trade, ed E.M. Veale, Oxford 1971, pp. 125, 164-65. 
Edward’s bann was effective. 

18 Harl. 433, vol. 2, pp. 160, 186. Owen, Making, p. 15 (Newcastle men sold coal at the sand 
hill in the Tuesday Market in 1421). 

19 W. Childs, ‘The Eastern fisheries’, in England’s Sea Fisheries. The Commercial Sea Fisheries of 
England and Wales since 1300, ed D.J. Starkey, C. Reid and N. Ashcroft, London 2000, pp. 19-23, 
for a useful overview, and for Lynn, pp. 19, 22. See below n. 45 for Lynn’s limited trade in 
stockfish at this date. 

20 See below n. 52. 
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Norwegian, Danish (Sweden was separate at this date) or Icelandic, did not 
necessarily support his policies over alien merchants, and bad relations could be 
further exacerbated by conflicting policies of individual Hanse ports.21

Lynn had a particular status in North Sea trade, not unique among English 
ports, but remarkable for all that. Its trade with the Norwegian coast and 
Bergen was an extremely ancient one, and as a consequence it had acquired a 
diplomatic status whereby it sent its own ambassadors to the kings of Denmark, 
Norway and Sweden and later to the Hanse towns. They dealt directly over 
matters of friendship or dispute, and over the privileges enjoyed in each other’s 
territories. There is every reason to suppose Lynn men resolutely maintained an 
English presence at Bergen and at Danzig as well, in the later fifteenth 
century.22 Their diplomatic experience was acknowledged in the Yorkist period 
by the involvement of men of Lynn in the 1466 treaty with Denmark,23 the 
1473-74 negotiations with the Hanse leading up to the treaty of Utrecht, and 
later still in the 1489 negotiations for the 1490 treaty with Denmark (see below).  

Lynn suffered less than its neighbour, Boston, from the set-backs of the 
1468-74 war between England and the Hanse.24 This was despite the fact that it 

21 Owen, Making, pp. 15, 63, nos 365, 369-70, 376. For Scandinavian background The New 
Cambridge Medieval History (NCMH), VII c. 1415-1500, ed C. Allmand, Cambridge 1998, ch. 26, 
esp. pp. 687-97. The articles of Justyna Wubs-Mrozewicz, ‘The Bergenfahrer and the 
Bergenvaarders: Lübeck and Amsterdam in a study of rivalry c. 1440-1560’, in Das Hansische 
Kontor zu Bergen und die Lübecker Bergenfahrer, Lübeck 2005, pp. 206-30 and her ‘“Alle geode 
coepluyden ...”. Strategies in the Scandanavian trade politics of Amsterdam and Lübeck c. 1440-
1560’, in in The Dynamics of Economic Culture in the North Sea and Baltic Region in the Late Middle Ages 
and Early Modern Period, ed Hamo Brand and L. Müller, Hilversum 2007, pp. 86-101, provide a 
useful comparison for the English situation at Bergen, their privileges and ability to continue in 
trade, which the English sources fail to do. 

22 For this tradition, Owen, Making, pp. 45, 46, and nos 346-48, 350-54, 357-58, 361-62, 365, 
367-69, 372. But compare the independent traditions of the English merchants in the Low 
Countries since 1296 and before, Sutton and Visser-Fuchs, Privileges. For Lynn men at Danzig, 
Owen, Making, no 348 (statutes under a ‘headman’ and governors with general courts in Danzig 
at end of 14th century, which are similar to those for English merchants established in Brabant, 
etc, under privileges from the dukes from 1296; governor there 1423, ibid., no 367). 

23 1466: C.L. Scofield, Life of Edward the Fourth, 2 vols, London 1923, vol. 1, pp. 328, 391-92, 
when the Lynn men were Henry Birmingham and Walter Cony, along with James Goldwell, the 
future bishop of Norwich; signed at Hamburg 3 October 1466. For 1476-77 there is no sign of 
any Lynn involvement: 1476 March 16 Edward IV renewed the treaty with Denmark until 1 June 
1478 (ambassadors came from Denmark March-July and talked with William Hatcliffe and 
Robert Boothe); in Jan. 1477 Clarencieux King at Arms was sent to Denmark to treat for a diet to 
settle differences, ibid., vol. 2, p. 169. Henry Birmingham alias Spurrier (1415-80): originally from 
Birmingham, he was regularly MP for Lynn 1449-75; assiduous attender of the congregation and 
mayor for a double term 1471-73; no surviving will, see J. Wedgwood, History of Parliament. 
Biographies of the Members of the Commons House 1439-1509, London 1936 (hereafter Wedgwood), p. 
79, and Hall Book 1452-97, passim. For Cony see below n. 97. 

24 For Boston’s failure to recover M. Burkhardt, ‘One hundred years of thriving commerce at 
a major English sea port. The Hanseatic trade at Boston between 1370 and 1470’, in The Dynamics 
of Economic Culture in the North Sea and Baltic Region in the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Period, ed 
Hamo Brand and L. Müller, Hilversum 2007, pp. 65-85; and see the figures cited above for the 
town’s standing in 1524. Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, p. 227. 
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was Danzigers who seized the English ships in the Danish Sound in 1468 on 
the orders of the Danish king in retaliation for the misdeeds of Englishmen in 
Iceland the previous year. Lynn’s particular Hanse trading partner was Danzig, 
which had self-rule under Poland by the time of the Yorkist kings. The Danzig 
masters who carried out the seizure in fact regarded this act as beneath them – 
it turned gentlemen into catchpolls  and this stance may have kept them some 
goodwill among the merchants and seamen who suffered on this occasion. Two 
ships of Lynn were among the six seized in 1468 at Copenhagen, all sailing to 
trade with Danzig and Prussia: the James of Lynn and a balenger called the Mary
of Lynn.25 The shippers included Hamond Claxton of Norwich, later to be a 
licensee of Richard III in the Iceland trade, as well as many merchants of 
London headed by present and future aldermen and mayors. Grocers of 
London involved were John Bromer and Thomas Bledlowe (who had a 
working knowledge of Lynn and its trade) and probably the greatest draper of 
this period, William Heryot, was the owner of the captured George of London, a 
man whose trade was to stretch from Iceland to Italy and who acted as Edward 
IV’s factor from time to time. Thomas Roger, who was to become clerk of the 
king’s ships to Edward IV and Richard III, was master of the George of London
and it was he who reported the distaste of the Danziger captains for their work 
to an English commission of inquiry.26 The Lynn owners and shippers who 
suffered losses in 1468 were all notable men in the councils of their town and 
included the future mayors Edmund Westhorp (1463-64, 1470-71 and 1478-
79), 27  William Waales (1473-74), 28  Thomas Leighton (1476-77 Jan. died), 29

Robert Pylly (1483-84, 1487-88) and Thomas Wright (1484-85). Thomas Carter, 
who had goods on one of the Lynn ships and on the George of Boston of which 

25 The first was owned by Richard Owtlawe, Edmund Westhorpe, Richard Godwyn and 
Thomas Leighton; the second by Richard Owtlawe and Alan Thomson; with master, Robert 
Deryng. Owtlawe owned other ships, Owen, Making, p. 378, and Childs’ list of Lynn wine ships, 
see n. 1. 

26 For the entire incident and all details, Hansisches Urkundenbuch (HUB), ed K. Kunze et al., 11 
vols, Halle and Leipzig 1876-92, vol. 9, no. 478 (pp. 332-33; list of losses), nos 519-21 (pp. 364-73; 
witness statements). 

27 Edmund Westhorp: on the 24 by Mich. 1459 (Hall Book 1452-97, p. 127); he traded in 
herring, soap, osmond and iron, houndstones, rosyn and onions 1464-65, Owen, Making, pp. 368, 
369, 376, 377; and in pitch and bitumen, iron and cloth in 1466-67, Gras, Early English Customs,
pp. 617, 623; will dated 11 June 1493: no issue; property in Damgate; rest of property sold for 
works of piety and charity; buried Holy Trinity chapel in St Nicholas Chapel; execs, Thomas 
Taylour, fisher, and Thomas Gagney, chaplain; proved 9 July 1403, PROB 11/9, ff. 210v-11. 

28 William Waales, Wales, Warles: on the 24 by Jan. 1453 (Hall Book 1452-97, p. 2); he traded 
in paving tiles, herring and stockfish with Thomas Calbot and others, Gras, Early English Customs,
pp. 611, 618; mayor during steelyard negotiations 1473 and led the campaign to recover town’s 
liberties, see below; off the 24 by Mich. 1478. Calbot also had losses in 1468; mayor 1457-58; 
frequently transcribed as Talbot. 

29 Thomas Leighton: on the 24 by Mich. 1463 (Hall Book 1452-97, p. 201); in Baltic trade with 
Thomas Thoresby by 1457, S. Jenks, ‘Trade and relations between Lynn and the Hanse in the 
Middle Ages’, in Essay in Hanseatic History. The King’s Lynn Symposium 1998, ed K. Friedland and P. 
Richards, Dereham 2005 repr. 2009, p. 114 n. 112. 
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he was a part-owner, was to be chamberlain of Lynn 1484-85 and one of the 
two Lynn men who successfully negotiated better terms for trade with 
Denmark in 1489 (see below).30

Despite the war between the entire Hanse (barring Cologne) and Edward IV, 
which resulted from the 1468 seizure, and the determined hostility of Lübeck 
towards the English – Lübeck was the head town of the seventy-two towns of 
the confederation and supposed to act for the benefit of the entire community 

 Danzig seems to have maintained comparatively good relations with England, 
and with Lynn in particular. 31  The divisions within the Hanse itself were 
underlined when Cologne refused to forego its profitable trade with England 
and join its confederates in the war; as a result Cologne enjoyed approximately 
seven years of complete control of the London steelyard. The attitude of 
Danzig was more ambiguous and variable. It is clear from the progress of peace 
negotiations that Danzig did not wish to withdraw from its trade with Lynn: 
good relations were underlined by Danzig’s request of a new steelyard or kontor
at Lynn in the negotiations before the treaty of Utrecht. This was granted – a 
delegation of leading Lynn merchants, Mayor William Waales, Walter Cony, 
Alderman of the prestigious Holy Trinity Guild, Thomas Leighton, a member 
of the council of twenty-four, and the odd-man out, Thomas Thoresby, Baltic 
merchant, possibly newly back from overseas and a scion of the wealthy Lynn 
family. These four represented the wealthiest traders of the town, included the 
two leading officials (Waales and Cony), and all were veterans of the Baltic 
trade. They acted as intermediaries in the conveyance of the property that was 
to serve as the steelyard. From then on the Hanse maintained a conspicuous 
presence in the town, dominated by Danzig, with Hamburg a close second; the 
overland route between these towns provided an important alternative to the 
Sound passage.32 It is certain that Lynn merchants were able to put goods on 
Hanse ships in their port, in 1483-84 for example, despite a hostile ruling by the 
Danish king on this subject.33 It is worthwhile at this stage to quote: ‘it would 

30 For more on the London and other Lynn men and the 1489 negotiations see below. 
31 S. Jenks, ‘A capital without a state; Lübeck caput tocius hanze (to 1475), Historical Research, vol. 

65 (1992), pp. 134-49, esp. pp. 134-35 for a 1469 German definition of the Hanse; there had been 
brief thoughts that Hamburg and then Cologne might take over the role of head town in the 15th

century, but Lübeck had great experience in the role and great tenacity, passim. S. Jenks, ‘Trade 
and relations between Lynn and the Hanse’, esp. pp. 94-114, for a good overview. 

32 Hall Book 1452-97, p. 317: 1470 Nov. 3; the record notes Thoresby’s outsider status. For 
his Baltic trade sometimes with the older Leighton since 1457, Jenks, ‘Trade and relations 
between Lynn and the Hanse’, p. 114 n. 112. For these negotiations from Lynn’s point of view, 
ibid., pp. 105-06 Detailed account of 1472-75 negotiations, Lloyd, England and the German Hanse,
pp. 209-17 (but confused about the Lynn property). Further agreement was reached with the 
Steelyard men that they should only sell their goods in Lynn by the last and half last, the hundred 
and half hundred, Aug. 1476, Hall Book 1452-97, p. 357. 

33 Five Hamburg ships and two from Danzig put into Lynn between Mich. 1483 and Mich. 
1484 and five Lynn men had small quantities of goods on the Criston of Hamburg and the IHS of 
Danzig, TNA, E 122//98/2; this account covers all trade through Lynn in this period; no records 
of the coastal trade survive. 
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be unwarranted to conclude that hostility was the keynote of relations between 
Lynn and men from Hanseatic towns. They had rubbed along together, co-
operating and squabbling about trade, for generations’.34

The negotiation for and the establishment of the new steelyard illustrate the 
complex relationship that existed between the merchants of Lynn and their 
domineering fellow merchants of London and the Hanse, but also the 
mercantile ability to turn most things to an advantage. It offered them an 
opportunity to revivify their Baltic trade, but they were also alive to the need 
the king had for their cooperation and the possibility of a reward of royal 
support for a new campaign to recover several liberties of the town they 
claimed the bishops of Norwich had usurped (see below).  

Danzig wanted a site on the Chequer (now King Street) in Lynn which 
would give them a prime quay on the first approach to the town from the sea. 
In the end nothing could be negotiated, as too many merchants of Lynn would 
have had to agree to sell their houses – the future mayors of 1483-84 and 1484-
85 among others had houses in the Chequer – and the fact that this street was 
close to the common staith may have also been a consideration. The problem 
was resolved by a property further along the river into Lynn with its own quay, 
opposite the church of St Margaret. This had descended in the Wyth family of 
Lynn until 1406 when Philip Wyth died. His widow Margaret and her new 
husband, Henry Lovelich, a grocer of London, and her son, Eudo Wyth, sold 
their rights in the property to Margaret Wyth, Eudo’s sister, and her husband 
John Lawney, another grocer of London. The Launeys’ heirs then sold it on to 
yet another London grocer, Stephen Brown, before 1451. This large ‘place’ 
contained seven messuages, a garden, a quay, and buildings including the cellars 
and solars usually to be found in such a large mercantile property. Keeping a 
weather-eye on these transactions were the owners of the adjacent properties, 
an interesting selection of wealthy Lynn merchants: the king’s highway lay on 
the east side, the river on the west, but on the north lay the place of John 
Lakynghithe (mayor 1414) which had passed to John Bilney by 141835 and by 
1419 to John Thoresby (grandfather of Thomas, the negotiator of 1473-74), 
and to the south lay the street called ‘Prioreswatergate’ and the place of Robert 
atte Lathe, which had become John Pigott’s before 1446.36 The Pigotts were 
successful Lynn merchants and shipowners from the 1440s to 1480s: John was 

34 Goodman, Margery Kempe, p. 19. 
35 For John Bilney’s troublesome career, Goodman, Margery Kempe, pp. 42-44. 
36  S. Jenks, ‘Der Liber Lynne und die Besitzgeschicte des hansischen stalhofs zu Lynn’, 

Zeitschrift des Vereins für Lübeckische Geschichte und Altertumskunde, 68 (1988), pp. 21-81, esp. pp. 47-
81 for calendar of deeds and pedigree of Wyth and Lawney owners of the ‘place’. References to 
owners of the abutting premises, pp. 55-56 no. 24; p. 58 no. 26; p. 60 no. 30; p. 62 no 33; p. 67 
no. 47. Many Lynn and London men were involved over the years as feoffees, attorneys and 
witnesses, e.g. in 1418 John Thoresby of Lynn, Richard Merlow alderman of London, Thomas 
Knolles, grocer and mayor of London (p. 63 no. 35). For an architectural survey of the property 
which still stands, W.A. Pantin, ‘The merchants’ houses and warehouses of King’s Lynn’, Medieval 
Archaeology, vol. 6-7 (1962-63), pp. 177-79. 
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mayor 1446 and Simon in 1454 and can be presumed brothers.37 John Pigott 
probably died in 1468,38 and his house next to the steelyard at some date passed 
into the hands of Thomas Thoresby.39

 Stephen Brown, the third London grocer, who acquired this property was 
mayor twice of his adopted city (1438-39, 1448-49). His origins were in 
Newcastle (already mentioned as an east coast port with regular trade to Lynn) 
and Brown maintained trade with his home town and was a key player in the 
grain trade: he was credited with saving London during his first mayoralty, a 
time of grain shortage, by his contacts in Danzig and in the corn-producing 
counties of England. The east coast trade and the trade with Danzig would 
have made him keenly aware of the benefits of a prime quay in Lynn midway 
between Newcastle and his other quay in the parish of St Dunstan in the East, 
London, known as Brown’s Quay. The use he made of his storage areas in his 
London place show Brown to have been in the cloth as well as the grain trade: 
there were garners and a cloth-house.40 His feoffees of the Lynn property were 
the impressive merchants, William Marowe, grocer and stapler (mayor London 
1455), and William Holt, mercer and stapler. Brown left his London property to 
his son under his will of 1462, with instruction that the Lynn place was to be 
sold and the money spent on charitable and pious purposes.41 His executors 
included the London mercer and stapler, John Tate I, a near neighbour of his 
and a past apprentice of Brown’s older associate William Holt, and Thomas 

37 The lack of wills makes the Pigotts difficult to identify fully. Simon was on the 24 by Mich. 
1450 and continued through Richard III’s reign; he had a hulk of ‘Spruse’ 1453 (Hall Book 1452-
97, p. 13) and a balinger in trouble at Dersingham 1441 (Black Book of the Admiralty, ed. T. Twiss, 
4 vols, London 1871-76, vol. 1, p. 273); Matilda, his wife, sold wine above the regulated price, Jan. 
1459 (Hall Book 1452-97, p. 118); MP 1459, 1461-62 (Wedgwood, p. 684); buying wool from 
Roger Townshend 1460s-70s (C.E. Moreton, The Townshends and their World, Oxford 1992, pp. 84, 
110, 244-45); he owed money to Thomas Kent, clerk of the king’s council 1469 (Kent’s will, 
PROB 11/5, ff. 205-06v); he was left some property by John Pilton of Lynn (Pilton’s will, PROB 
11/6, ff. 3v-4); continued to flourish with some hiccups to past 1485. 

38 John was on the 24 before 1446 and off it by Mich. 1468 when it can be assumed he died; 
he traded with Henry Thoresby to Iceland 1445-46 (see n. 45); owned a close called ‘le Balle’ 
where fullers’ cloths were dried in 1454-55 and Simon Pigott was one of those hearing a case 
concerning this property (H. Harrod, Report on the Deeds and Records of the Borough of King’s Lynn,
King’s Lynn and London 1874, p. 108). 

39 Thomas Thoresby records ownership of John Pigott’s house in his will of 1510, see below.  
40  For a history of Asselyn’s, Pakenam’s and then Brown’s wharf (from 1434), see C.L. 

Kingsford, ‘A London merchant’s house and its owners, 1360-1614’, Archaeologia, vol. 74 (1923-
24), pp. 137-58 (plan of property in 1463, p. 149), esp. pp. 140-141, 154. The value of such 
contacts with Danzig can be repeated for 1550s, A.F. Sutton, The London Mercery: Trade, Goods and 
People 1130-1578, Aldershot 2005, p. 439.  

41 Jenks, ‘Liber Lynn’, p. 29. Calendar of Wills Proved and Enrolled in the Court of Husting of London 
1258-1688, ed R.R. Sharpe, 2 vols, London 1889-90, vol. 2, pp. 553-54; Brown’s will, dated 1462 
but only proved Feb. 1466. His son and grand-daughters were dead by early 1464; for a dispute in 
1469 between Tate, as executor, and Peter Pekham, clerk of the chancery, who had married 
Brown’s widow, and for Bledlowe’s acquisition of Brown’s London place and quay, A.F. Sutton, 
A Merchant Family of Coventry, London and Calais: the Tates, 1450s to 1520s, London 1998, pp. 18-20 
and Kingsford, ‘London merchant’s house’, pp. 141-43 (incl. note on Bledlowe, d. 1478). 
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Bledlow, Brown’s apprentice, a grocer, stapler and Baltic trader who suffered 
losses in the 1468 seizure. They saw the potential value of the quay in Lynn and 
decided to buy the property for themselves. They received it from Brown’s 
feoffees in 1468, along with two burgesses of Lynn, Thomas Barker, mercer, 
and Thomas Wright, dyer (mayor 1484-85). 42  Tate and Bledlowe, were 
exporters of wool, and one focus of their trade may have been to bring wool of 
Lincolnshire and Northamptonshire to Lynn for transfer along the coast to 
cloth-making districts or to London for export. Throughout the negotiations 
over the properties of Stephen Brown, the grocers of London were among the 
lead players and aimed to keep Brown’s London quay and that at Lynn, firmly 
in the possession of one of themselves.43

In the 1470s the fate of this Lynn quay was decided by royal policy, to the 
benefit of the town’s trade with Danzig. In 1475 Thomas Barker and Thomas 
Wright of Lynn relinquished the Lynn property to their London associates, 
John Tate and Thomas Bledlowe, and two weeks later in April the two 
Londoners sold it on to Edward IV for the site of a new steelyard. It seems 
likely all four men had been approached in the cause of finding a suitable site – 
Tate had been mayor of London 1473-74 and was an obvious person for the 
king’s servants to contact as was Mayor Waales of Lynn, who headed the Lynn 
contingent summoned to the negotiations. On 12 May John Tate was among 
those present when the city of London confirmed the Hanse’s privileges as 
already confirmed by Edward IV – London was always a leading opponent of 
the Hanse and its privileges in England, but the city also paid careful attention 
to the requirements of the king.44 Lynn men did not lag behind and had already 
planned their reward. 

As mentioned, peace in the North and Baltic Seas was regularly endangered 
in the Yorkist period by English excursions to the Danish king’s territory of 
Iceland; any unlicensed trade was outlawed. He took revenge with arrests of 
English ships passing through the Sound which was the entrance to the Baltic 
and the markets of Prussia. Edward IV’s treaty of 1466 and a series of short 
truces from 1476 with Denmark upheld the licensing system and the trade 
continued under annual licences to individual merchants from the two kings. 
Iceland, however, resented Danish rule and welcomed the overseas traders who 
brought in much needed raw materials; stockfish was the lucrative return cargo. 
The Hollanders entered the trade in the later fifteenth century as did the Hanse, 
especially Hamburg from 1475. Fights between rival traders, especially the 

42 Jenks, ‘Liber Lynn’, p. 30, Sutton, Merchant Family of Coventry, p. 20. For Thomas Wright, 
mayor of Lynn 1484-85 see below. 

43 Kingsford, ‘London merchant’s house’, p. 142. 
44 Jenks, ‘Liber Lynn’, p. 30, Sutton, A Merchant Family, p. 20; and the career of John Tate I, ch. 

2. Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, p. 277. CCR 1468-76, no 1445, CPR 1467-77, p. 519. 
Carus Wilson, ‘The ports of the Wash’, pp. 196-200. V. Jansen, ‘Trading places: counting houses 
and the Hanseatic “Steelyard” in King’s Lynn’, in King’s Lynn and the Fens. Medieval Art, Architecture 
and Archaeology, ed. J. McNeill, BAA Conference Trans. 31 (2008), pp. 67-72. 
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Hanse and the English, became common and it was the assault by English 
merchants on a Danish official in Iceland in 1467 which provoked the king of 
Denmark’s decision to seize the English ships in 1468. Lynn had been one of 
the leading English ports in the Iceland trade at the beginning of the fifteenth 
century but apparently gave it up in order to conciliate the king of Denmark 
and the Hanse, and thereby secure their share of the Bergen trade and keep the 
Sound open for their ships going to Prussia.45 Lynn’s trade with the Baltic was 
brisk through the 1450s until the events of 1467-68,46 but thereafter it declined, 
and it seems obvious that the merchants of Lynn counted that the new 
steelyard in their town would revivify the trade. Details of the trade are few: 
two Lynn ships are known to have returned home with cargoes owned by Lynn 
and Danzig merchants in November 1481. Christian I had died 21 May 1481 
and Edward IV’s last truce with Denmark ended on 30 September 1482. 
Between these two dates, the new King Hans of Denmark (1481-1513; 
acclaimed spring 1482; crowned Whitsun 1483) closed the Sound to English 
vessels and soon afterwards banned Hanse ships from carrying English goods. 
He was perhaps trying out his strength. Letters of 11 September 1482 and 7 
February 1483 from the king described the Danish seizure of a Danzig ship 
with English men and goods aboard; he demanded that Danzig give a written 
undertaking that Danzig ships and merchants would not carry English men or 
goods, and reiterated that English attacks on his subjects in Iceland in the time 
of his predecessor were the main cause of this discord. Danzig carefully 
prevaricated, unwilling to comply with this demand. English merchants were 
reported as stranded in Danzig in early 1483, unable to secure safe conducts to 
travel. Covert trade – smuggling – had already been adopted by men of Lynn 
and Danzig, and was the obvious solution despite specific denunciation of this 
by King Hans. It is possible a small proportion of Lynn ships, or goods in the 
ships of other nations, escaped detection or were allowed through by 
sympathisers:47 certainly small amounts of goods were ventured by three Lynn 
merchants on the IHS of Danzig which left Lynn on 21 July 1484.48

45 E. Carus Wilson, ‘The Iceland Venture’, in her Medieval Merchant Venturers. Collected Studies,
London 1954, pp. 98-142. W.R. Childs, ‘England’s Icelandic trade in the fifteenth century: the 
role of the port of Hull’, Northern Seas Yearbook, Fiskeri-øg Sofartsmuseets studieserie 5, Esbjerg 
1995, pp. 11-31; she notes, p. 21, that Lynn’s trade in stockfish was comparatively small (as seen 
in the customs accounts) and probably from Bergen. I am most grateful to Professor Childs for 
discussing the Iceland trade and the role of Lynn with me and giving me her totals of stockfish 
imports 1456-95. Owen, Making, p. 48 and nos. 359, 376. Obedience to their town’s apparent ban 
was not complete, e.g. the dogger of Henry Thoresby and John Pigott took a boy from Iceland 
into service, Black Book of the Admiralty, vol. 1, p. 273. 

46 Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, pp. 226-27. For Lynn men in the Baltic trade e.g. those 
involved in the 1468 seizure, above. 

47 Truces with Edward IV, Annual Reports of the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 45, London 1884-
85, App. 2 ‘Report on Royal Archives of Denmark’, p. 5 (the 3rd truce for 2 years was dated 12 
Feb. 1479). Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, pp. 285-86 citing HUB, vol. 10, nos 1003, 1028, 
1036-37; he averages trade exports of 90 cloths p.a. from Lynn by English merchants 1482-92 (p. 
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No negotiations between England and Denmark appear to have started 
before Edward IV died in April 1483, so these bad relations greeted Richard III 
on his accession. In February 1483, however, even as King Hans berated 
Danzig for smuggling English goods, there were contradictory signs that 
trading conditions and relations with the king of Denmark might improve. A 
charter of reforms was presented by his subjects to the new king, which 
included demands for greater freedom of commerce, including free access to 
Bergen and all the ports of Norway and to certain ports on the Sound by alien 
ships, and allowing the English trade with Iceland under a renewable seven-year 
licence.49 Hans never sealed this charter, but its commercial proposals regarding 
England were incorporated in a new treaty between England and Denmark 
negotiated in 1489 by Thomas Carter and John Belys of Lynn. The other main 
negotiator was a past favourite of Richard III, Sir Thomas Holme, Clarencieux 
King at Arms, who was a veteran of negotiations with Denmark to set up a diet 
to settle differences in 1477.50 Carter has already been mentioned as in the 
Baltic trade by 1468, when he had losses on a Lynn ship and another of Boston; 
he was a chamberlain of Lynn 1484-85, common councilman from 1485, 
elected to the twenty-four in 1490, and represented Lynn in parliament 1487, 
1489 and 1491.51 Belys may have been a Lynn man who had become a burgher 
of Bergen, which aliens were able to do, and conceivably the elected governor 
of the Lynn community at Bergen – the guild of St William in Lynn of the 
Bergen traders would have been reflected in their community at Bergen.52 In 
1494-95 a John Belys was admitted as a freeman of Lynn, and if this was the 
same man it might be considered as a reward for his work when he returned 
home.53

The 1483 proposals would have been well known in the relevant mercantile 
circles and it is debatable how much sooner the negotiations of 1489 would 

286). I am most grateful to Dr Hannes Kleineke for providing me with translations of these 
letters. For Lynn ships from Danzig after 1485, see n. 56. 

48 John Waterman, John Rede and William Yates ventured woollen cloths in pieces, linen, hats, 
shoes, coverlets, knives, pins and points, TNA, E 122/98/2, m. 4. 

49 NCHE, pp. 694-95. 
50 S.B. Chrimes, Henry VII, London 1972, p. 236. Agreement, 6 Aug. 1489, Foedera 2nd ed., xii, 

374-77; treaty 20 Jan 1490, Foedera, xii, pp. 381-87, esp., p. 382 (Iceland). The 4th representative 
was James Hutton (king’s councillor 1489, d. by Aug. 1490). Lloyd, England and the German Hanse,
pp. 285-86. Sir Thomas Holme was only reinstated in office in 1487, A. Wagner, The Heralds of 
England, London 1967, p. 135. 

51 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 491, 517, 571. Carter was also executor to a Lynn merchant who 
suffered losses in the North Sea in 1486, Die Recesse und Andere Akten der Hansetage (Hanse Recesse,
HR), vol. III, 1476-1530, ed D. Shäfer and F. Techen, Leipzig and Munich 1881-1913, ii, no. 
511.21.

52  Richards, King’s Lynn, pp. 417, 485-86. A governor of Lynn’s trading community was 
authorised by Henry V, but this was only a confirmation, as such governors would have existed 
from the earliest venture out of simple necessity, Mackerell, King’s Lynn, pp. 216-17. 

53 John Belys is not in Hall Books before 1489. A Calendar of Freemen of Lynn 1292-1836, [no 
editor], Norfolk and Norwich Archaeological Society 1913, p. 70. 
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have taken place, if Bosworth had not intervened – no sign of negotiations with 
Denmark has been found, but Richard’s firm measures protecting his 
merchants in the Iceland trade may have exercised a beneficial pressure on 
King Hans. Similarly, how much sooner would the Sound have been re-opened 
to the English? Lynn’s mercantile presence in Danzig was to recover and 
continue to flourish into the seventeenth century.54

In the meantime, during Richard III’s reign, there was considerable danger 
for ships in the North Sea, especially from the Hanse, both the merchants who 
competed in the Icelandic trade (especially men of Hamburg), and the 
notorious pirates who sailed under the Danish flag, Pothorst and Theodoric 
Pynning. In 1484 it is known that a Hamburg ship captured and plundered 
three English ships in Iceland and Richard and his clerk of the council, who 
was also on his admiralty commission, wrote a letter of 21 May 1485 in answer 
to one from Hamburg concerning the highly complex three-sided dispute that 
had resulted. The decision of Richard, his council and admiralty, the covering 
letter said, was ‘more consonant with equity and legality than with the rigour of 
the law’.55 Such judgements were designed to ease ill-feelings and work towards 
better relations. 

The fishermen of the east coast had long been accustomed to organise their 
own protection, and by 1482 the convoy system for traders and fishers of the 
east coast had attracted Edward IV’s interest. It was then actively promoted by 
Richard III 1484-85. If royal ships acted as convoys safer conditions were 
ensured. Some of the wealthiest merchants of London, York, Hull and 
Norwich – but not Lynn  were in consequence encouraged to seek licences to 
trade to Iceland when they could be certain of royal convoy, and indubitably 
made good profits. These convoys stopped with Bosworth, and it cannot be 
unconnected that there was a spate of complaints of attacks by the Hanse on 
English ships in the period from Bosworth to 1490. These complaints were 
presented to a diet at Antwerp in 1491 intended to settle outstanding disputes 
between the English and the Hanse. Of the counties on the east coast, 
Northumberland brought seven complaints, Yorkshire twenty, of which seven 
were dated to the first two years of Henry VII and nine were attacks on small 
fishing vessels of Flamborough and Hornsea. Several Hull merchants had 
major losses, as did Thomas Sage of Scarborough. Lynn brought fourteen cases 
of which at least eleven concerned assaults  three were dated to 1489, six to 

54 For Lynn’s trade with Danzig, Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, from 1474 to 1508 he 
finds modest trade at first mostly by Hamburg and then taken over by Danzig at the Lynn kontor,
with Hull taking most of the trade (pp. 277-78); he acknowledges persistence in the trade and the 
transfer of knowledge to the next generation as well as an early revival (pp. 286-87). See also A. 
Groth, ‘Trade and merchants from Lynn in the Baltic ports’, in Essays in Hanseatic History, pp. 51-
63; for Lynn merchants in Danzig, 1421-56, W. Stark, ‘English merchants in Danzig’, in same, pp. 
64-66.

55 HUB, vol. 10, no. 1201, p. 728; no details of the case or judgement known. 



Lynn Episcopi, a Yorkist Port and Borough 

33

1490  six of the ships attacked were in the Bergen trade, and two were 
returning from Danzig.56

It is apparent that the Yorkist kings placed great value on the trade of the 
eastern ports. Convoys and the protection of fishing fleets at sea were a major 
royal preoccupation, 1480-85. 

The Government of Lynn 

The borough was governed by its own mayor and officers and received royal 
charters from King John onwards.57 This royal borough remained, however, 
under the overall lordship of the bishop of Norwich, a source of disagreements, 
conducted in a peaceable fashion by the time of the Yorkist kings, after a 
period of destructive riots in the early fifteen century.58 Over the years many 
accommodations had been reached between the townsmen, the bishop’s 
‘ghostly children’, and their lord, such as the important lease to the town of its 
fee-farm at £140 per annum in 1449.59 Bishop James Goldwell (1472-99) had 
been on a mission to Denmark with Lynn men in 146660 and could hardly have 
failed to notice their competence, but he was not long in office before they 
considered they had an opportunity to use royal support to regain ancient 
liberties they claimed had been usurped by the bishops. This campaign began at 

56 HR III, ii, no. 511.1-62. Lynn cases, no. 511, 1-22, of which the purely commercial cases 
have been ignored. The serious assault on John Palmer’s Anne coming from Danzig with goods 
of 7 other Lynn merchants is not dated (511.1-8). Covert trade with Danzig may be indicated 
(511.15, 18, and 19). See also HMC, 11th Report, App. III, p. 171, for Lynn’s petition to the diet. 
A.F. Sutton, ‘East coast ports and the Iceland trade, 1483-85 (1490): protection and 
compensation’, forthcoming. 

57 Mackerell, King’s Lynn, p. 276, probably provides the best list of mayors. Charters, HMC, 
11th Report, App. III, p. 185ff. 

58 Goodman, Margery Kempe, pp. 35-48. 
59 HMC, 11th Report, App. III, p. 162 (‘gostly’ children). Grant of fee farm, Owen, Making, no. 

462. For the complex origins of the town and the relationship between town and bishop, Owen, 
Making, pp. 5-12, 34-38, and Goodman, Margery Kempe, pp, 21-23.  

60 Goldwell: A.B. Emden, A Biographical Register of the University of Oxford to AD 1500, 3 vols, 
Oxford, 1957-59, vol. 2, pp. 783-86. 
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the end of 1473 and was aimed to recover their husting court and view of 
frankpledge. A letter from Edward IV of 6 December 1473 reciting a previous 
trial of strength on this issue opened proceedings. On 16 July 1474 the king 
confirmed their rights under several earlier charters to bequeath town property 
freely, take command of the defence of the town and raise taxes for the 
purpose – a charter which they greatly valued and carefully had confirmed by 
Edward’s successors. After many more discussions, in July 1476 the commons 
of the town were informed that the bishop was prepared to lease the leet and
court of tolbooth to them. In 1478 Bishop Goldwell acquired a privilege from 
the king of two fairs of forty days each for the town – perhaps an act of 
conciliation but also one of financial profit for the bishop. The battle was by no 
means entirely resolved.61

Relations with the other leading clerical institutions of the town remained 
amicable: the prior of Norwich Cathedral, who held the appropriation of the 
parish church of St Margaret’s and appointed its vicar, and the four friaries, 
Black, White, Grey and Augustinian, which were in varying states of prosperity 
by the later fifteenth century.62

In the time of the Yorkist kings, the mayor and officials of Lynn were 
elected on the feast of the decollation of St John the Baptist (29 August) by the 
entire burgess community and they were sworn into office on the feast of St 
Michael the Archangel (29 September). The alderman of the Holy Trinity Guild 
presided over the election. Four jurats were chosen by the alderman from the 
men present and these four chose another four, and then the eight chose a 
further four making a total of twelve men who proceeded to elect all the 
officials from the mayor down to hold office for twelve months  many of the 
lesser officials, such as the clerk expected to be re-elected each year. The mayor 
was assisted by the congregation which was composed of two councils. The 
more senior was the twenty-four, all leading merchants and burgesses, of whom 
the mayor’s locum tenens was the alderman of the Holy Trinity Guild; they 
selected men to join them when necessary and they were fined £10 if they 
refused office.63 Second in status (and wealth) was the twenty-seven or the 
common council (as John Burbage, recorder, began to call them consistently 
from the time he took office in 1457, no doubt thinking of the assembly of that 

61 References to the campaign are laconic in the extreme, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 317-83 
passim. Edward’s two charters, HMC, 11th Report, App. III, p. 205. And see Owen, Making, pp. 
35-36. It is hope to investigate this further. A further lawsuit occurred in 1481, Hall Book 1452-
97, pp. 427-63. Fair, CPR 1476-85, p. 131.  

62 Goodman, Margery Kempe, pp. 78-86. The Blackfriars suffered a fire in 1456 and were still 
not fully restored in 1476, C.F.R. Palmer, ‘The friars-preachers, or black friars of King’s Lynn’, 
Archaeological Journal, vol. 41 (1884), p. 83. 

63  For the procedure, HMC, 11th Report, App. III, pp. 194-203, included in Henry V’s 
reassertion of the old custom against an attempt to introduce a procedure closer to that of 
London. For an example of one year’s procedure, ibid., p. 160. The leading officers are recorded 
year by year in the Hall Books but have not been tabulated in print. The qualifications of the 24, 
Owen, Making, no. 442; the fine, HMC, 11th Report, App III, p. 167. 
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name in London. The twenty-seven were elected by the leading men of the nine 
constabularies (or wards) of the town, three from each.64 Each constabulary 
was headed by a constable chosen from the twenty-four or twenty-seven.65

Members of both councils undertook committee duties, supervision and 
investigations, a regular and demanding burden which could only be sustained 
by men of means. Taking care of the finances of the town for each mayor were 
four annually elected chamberlains – the number underlined the complexity of 
the town’s finances. The accounts of each mayoralty were declared to the entire 
congregation after the end of their term, sometimes after a considerable delay, 
for example after the mayoralty of Simon Pigott (1454-55), and only when they 
were scrutinised and approved, did the mayor receive his reward of £10.66 The 
elected common clerk, known as the recorder from the election of John 
Burbage in 1457, was the chief administrator of the town’s business and he 
wrote up the Hall Books or minutes of the congregation. There was an elected 
common serjeant at mace, the keeper of the market usually held by one of the 
three keepers of the gates (the East Gate and ‘le Gannock’, the South Gate and 
Doucehill Gate), and lastly the bellman, who played a particular role in the 
conduct of prayers for the dead ‘according to the fashion of Lynn’. The election 
of the town’s members of parliament was carried out by a nominated 
committee. Elected at other times were the porters and meters of grain, salt, 
seacoal, onions, woad, oysters, saltfish and stockfish, osmond, pitch and tar, 
ashes, wainscot and other timbers, coals and lime; these were regulated in 1473 
and give some idea of the business of the port.67 Resources came from the 
increasingly large endowment of the Trinity Guild, general appeals to all the 
guilds and to the wealthiest citizens, as well as from one-off local taxes or 
tallages levied on the constabularies.68

The port was the ultimate source of the wealth of both town and merchants. 
The profits of the tolbooth which took in the fees of the port were 
considerable: mooring charges, ‘lofcop’, viam aque transitum, toll on trans-
shipped cargoes, rights over empty wine casks, the measuring of corn, salt and 
all other goods. They were shared between the bishop and the many lords, who 
had inherited a portion of the other original half share of the rights granted to 

64 Occasionally the clerk or recorder might use the word ‘ward’. Constabularies, Owen, Making,
nos 452, 468, 466-71 and HMC, 11th Report, App. III, pp. 162, 245-46. On 12 Mar. 1479 an 
‘alderman’ was chosen to aid each constable to keep the peace and chosen men included Thomas 
Thoresby, William March, Simon Pigott, Robert Pylly and John Burbage, Hall Book 1452-97, p. 
397/99 (misnumbered).  

65 The constabularies from north to south were North End, Kettlewell, Paradise, Jews Lane, 
New Conduit, Chequer, Trinity Hall, Sedgeford Lane, and Stonegate; some were minute. I am 
indebted to Susan Maddock for these details; the earliest map was printed by the Municipal 
Boundaries Commission in 1837. 

66 Simon Pigott kept his colleagues waiting for 3 years, and provoked some regulations of the 
procedure, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 85, 86, 88, 90.  

67 Bellman, Owen, Making, p. 61. 1473 Sept. 2 regulations, ibid., no. 311. 
68 For the Holy Trinity Guild see below. 
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William de Albini, Earl of Arundel, by Henry I. Each owner had a bailiff in the 
tolbooth, who took in the fees and fines and adjudicated disputes in the court 
of the tolbooth; there was also sub-contracting of these rights. By the time of 
the Yorkists, the king had inherited an eighth share of these profits as lord of 
Castle Rising and the men of Lynn continued to hold the lordship of Rising 
from the king; another eighth had passed to the heirs of Lord Cromwell.69

Richard III granted a share to his admiral, John Howard, Duke of Norfolk, 
who may have held another share from his de Albini ancestors, and who 
certainly had an interest in the market tolls of the town, possibly inherited from 
the same source.70 John Howard’s personal interest in shipping and the trade of 
the east coast was in the traditions of his family whose origins lay in East 
Winch, near Lynn and perhaps Lynn itself. His ancestors included another 
admiral and namesake, Sir John Howard (d. 1381), and a William Howard, who 
had sold some land which had extended the common staith northwards to the 
Holy Trinity Guild, in other words to the merchant rulers of the town, in the 
early fourteenth century.71 There were many staiths or quays along the river: the 
common staith on which stood the town’s granary, the bishop’s own staith, and 
various privately owned quays. The cleaning of all the quays, watercourses, 
water-gates and stairs down to the water were overseen by the town’s officials 
and paid for by the town. 

Other important officials of the port were the king’s customers who 
collected the customs payable on the several types of goods going in or out of 
the port.72 They were among the first men to be called upon by the king to 
carry out orders in his towns. John and Robert Braybroke, father and son, both 
merchants, held customs offices: John briefly in 1453 and Robert long term 

69 Owen, Making, pp. 10, 37-38. HMC, 11th Report App III, pp, 244-45. Goodman, Margery
Kempe, pp. 22-23, 28, 31, 216 nn. 36-37. 

70 For Richard and Howard see below. The line of descent from de Albini to John Howard is 
clear, G. Brennan and E.P. Statham, The House of Howard, 2 vols, London 1907, vol. 1, opp. p. 324. 
It is not clear how many subdivisions of the non-episcopal half were made over the generations: 
John de Vere, 13th Earl of Oxford, certainly died possessed of a share of the tolbooth from his 
Plaiz ancestress who was also an ancestress of John Howard (I am grateful to Dr James Ross for 
this detail), but whether this share was one held by Howard or Richard III while duke of 
Gloucester before 1485 has not been ascertained nor which share was the one the king granted to 
Howard. For Howard’s market tolls of Lynn which produced no income in 1483-84, Howard
Household Books, ed A. Crawford, Stroud 1992, vol. 1, p. li.  

71 Brennan and Statham, House of Howard, passim. The House of Commons 1386-1421, ed J.S. 
Roskell, L. Clark and C. Rawcliffe, 4 vols, Gloucester 1992, vol. 3, pp. 431-33, Sir John Howard. 
Owen, Making, p. 61, and no. 225 (where the Howard selling the land is variously John and 
William), further elucidated by Susan Maddock for the author. 

72 Owen, Making, on customs, pp. 64-65. Other customs officers in time of Richard III were: 
Thomas Brampton controller of the great and petty customs in port of Lynn, July 1483 and May 
1484, CPR 1476-85, pp. 403, 404; James Walton deputy of butler, ibid., p. 455; John Thurleby 
controller of great and petty customs, subsidies on wool, and tonnage and poundage, May 1485, 
ibid., p. 536; no wills have been found for them. 
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from 1471.73 John and Robert both paid a tax assessment of January 1461, 
paying 5s and 20d respectively, neatly indicating their status. 74  John was 
chamberlain, on the council of the twenty-four from 1463, coroner, as well as 
MP for Lynn in 1469. 75  Robert was not on the common council while a 
customs collector; his probity was underlined by a permission to trade while in 
office and in 1481 his appointment to a commission with John Williamson, 
surveyor of customs in Lynn, Great Yarmouth and Ipswich, and the lawyer 
Henry Spelman, to inquire into concealment of customs in Lynn and adjacent 
ports, part of the clean-up and drive for efficiency in the royal customs 
undertaken by Edward IV. Braybroke could have been a regular adviser on 
trading matters through the Yorkist years and was still around to advise on the 
proposed new treaty with Denmark in 1489 (see above). He was one of the 
farmers of Castle Rising for the king before, during, and for at least seven years 
after the reign of Richard III, with Thomas Thoresby. He was a benefactor of 
the guild of Saints Giles and Julian and one of those overseeing that guild’s 
almshouses in 1476.76  Members of the local gentry, also undertook official 
duties, such as the lawyer, John Fincham of Fincham St Martin, tied to Lynn by 
marriage to the Thoresbys. These men served on commissions of walls and 
ditches to maintain defences against the sea or on commissions of array which 
organised the local militia for the king, their own households contributing small 
numbers of men defensibly arrayed.77

The town’s officials, elected or not, were closely tied into its numerous guilds, 
of which thirty-one are known.78 The guild of St George, probably the second 
in wealth and influence, had speedily secured a confirmation of its position 
from Edward IV on 16 December in his first year as king. This created a 
particular link with the new government, for the guild was to include prayers 
for the good estate of the king, his brothers, George of Clarence and Richard of 
Gloucester, Richard, Earl of Warwick, and his brother, George Nevill, Bishop 

73 Robert Braybroke collected wool custom, tonnage and poundage and the aliens’ tax in Lynn 
from 1472 (CFR 1471-85, nos 102, 104, 106); replaced by Roger Sanbroke 1482 (ibid., nos 670, 
672, 674). Briefly collected wool custom and alien tax 1483-85 (ibid, nos 745, 748, 813, 837, 839); 
1486 briefly collector again, CPR 1485-94, pp. 121-23. 

74 Hall Book 1452-97, p. 147. 
75 John Braybroke left no will, Wedgwood, p. 105. Chamberlain 1455-56, on the 24 from Mich. 

1463, a constable 1469-73, joint coroner with John Burbage from 1474 to Mar, 1477 when he 
died, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 59, 201, 272, 309, 319, 368. 

76 He deposed concerning Hanse activities in 1468, HUB, vol. 9 nos 5-21. CPR 1476-85, pp. 
134, 231, 288. His accounts, Mich.1483-Mich. 1484 survive, TNA, E 122/98/2 (dates are taken 
from the account itself). CPR 1485-94, p. 121-23. He was MP 1470-71, 1485-86, 1497. 
Wedgwood, p. 106. Richards, Lynn, vol. 1, pp. 428-29. For Spelman see n. 115.

77 E.g. 1478 commission for walls and ditches led by Lord Rivers, with such as John Fincham, 
Thomas Thoresby and Henry Spelman, CPR 1476-85, p. 113. 1480 Thomas Pigott and John 
Fincham on such a commission, ibid.,p. 215. J. Baker, The Men of Court 1440 to 1550, London 
2012, vol. I, pp. 721-22 (Fyncham). 

78 Richards, King’s Lynn, vol. 1, pp. 416-86, covers all 31 guilds, using many documents which 
no longer survive. 
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of Exeter, and for the souls of the king’s father, Richard, Duke of York, his 
brother Edmund, Earl of Rutland, and the father of the Neville brothers, 
Richard, Earl of Salisbury.79 The most powerful guild in Lynn was the Holy 
Trinity or Merchants’ Guild, which had extensive property which brought in 
rents, including the common staith, where such fees as quayage could be 
charged; its members had exclusive right to purchase certain goods coming into 
the port such as millstones. Its guildhall still exists and was on its present site by 
the end of the thirteenth century. The large rental income was spent on pious 
and charitable purposes and the maintenance of the defences of the town, a 
considerable boon for the town’s tax-payers; the guild could also advance loans 
to the corporation. 80  The alderman of this guild was always second in 
precedence to the mayor, and conducted the election of the mayor and other 
officials each year. He was therefore always a major influence within the town, 
and an eminent man in this position might dominate proceedings if the elected 
mayor was a lesser man. 

The Reign of Richard III 

Richard was known to Lynn as the brother of Edward IV who had been prayed 
for in the services of the guild of St George since 1461. In his teenage years he 
visited the nearby shrine of the Virgin Mary at Walsingham in June 1469 with 
Edward IV.81 He did not come to Lynn with Edward on Sunday 20 September 
1470 with the lords Rivers, Hastings, Cromwell and Say and stay there until 8 
o’clock on Tuesday when they all, except for Cromwell, took ship to the Low 
Countries and exile; it is not known how and from which port he left to join his 
brother.82 From 1471 he was admiral of England and held important manors 
close to Lynn, forfeited by the great heiress, Elizabeth Howard, widow of the 
twelfth earl of Oxford, but no visit by Richard nor any approach to his council 
is recorded in the Hall Books of the town, although other local landowners 
proposed to seek his council’s arbitration. 83  As Edward IV’s leading 
commander of the war against the Scots 1481-82 he benefited from Lynn’s 
contribution of £40 for the king’s ‘great voyage towards Scotland’ raised from 

79 HMC, 11th Report App III, pp. 204-05, 208. 
80 Holy Trinity Guild: Richards, King’s Lynn, vol. 1, pp. 450-72; for a list of its considerable 

property in 1545, pp. 467-72. 
81 J. Ashdown-Hill, ‘Walsingham in 1469: the pilgrimage of Edward IV and Richard Duke of 

Gloucester’, The Ricardian, vol. 11 (1997-99), pp. 2-16. 
82 Hall Book 1452-97, p. 284, lists all lords with Edward. 
83 He held Clenchwarton, Wiggenhall and East Winch, all in Freebridge Hundred. As king 

Richard granted the first two to John Howard, though certain rents went to Middleham College, 
the fate of East Winch being unclear. All went to the 13th earl of Oxford after Bosworth. A.F. 
Sutton, ‘Richard of Gloucester’s lands in East Anglia’, in Richard III and East Anglia, ed L. Visser-
Fuchs, Richard III Society 2010, pp. 26, 28-29. Rivers and Roger Townshend proposed to solicit 
Richard’s council, Mar. 1483, Moreton, Townshends, pp. 88-91, 113. 
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men worth twenty marks or more; the Mary of Lynn was also busy in the war.84

Richard never visited Lynn as king, though if the rebellion of autumn 1483 had 
not happened it may be supposed he would have done. 

The mayor of Lynn in office when Richard III was crowned on 6 July 1483 
was Thomas Thoresby, already encountered as the negotiator over the steelyard 
1473-74. He had also been mayor 1478-79 when he had led a forceful campaign 
to clean up his town, taking contributions from the inhabitants (listed house by 
house) for refuse collection and urging the proper use of designated 
‘muckhills’.85 During his mayoralty of 1482-83 he oversaw the repair of the 
pavements, again at the expense of the adjacent owners or tenants, with fines of 
1d or 2d the yard.86 Thoresby had become alderman of the Holy Trinity Guild 
in 1480,87 and remained so through the mayoralties of Robert Pylly (1483-84) 
and Thomas Wright (1484-85). As he was an assiduous attender of meetings of 
the congregation he was a force to be reckoned with throughout Richard’s 
reign, although both his successors as mayor had long careers as merchants and 
councillors of their town behind them. Thoresby also continued to hold the 
royal farm of the lordship of Castle Rising from Richard III, which included 
certain tolbooth rights, with Robert Braybroke, one of the port’s customs 
officials, and as stated, he was instructed to investigate the export of grain from 
the east coast ports by Richard.88

Thoresby’s fellow officials in office were his four chamberlains: John Trotte, 
Richard Amfleys (mayor 1494-95), William Yates and Simon Baxter; the 
recorder or town clerk was still William Monk who had succeeded the long-
serving and invaluable, John Burbage (1457-78).89 His common serjeant at mace 
was William Baker, replaced by Thomas Ycher on 30 July 1483, and his gate 
keepers were Robert Dunne, Nicholas Sampson and William Fox, and the 
bellman John Lister.90

84 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 433, 436; the war may have provoked the repair of the great ditch. 
CPR 1476-85, p. 240. 

85 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 385-89; continued by successors, pp. 395, 409. 
86 Ibid., p. 464. 
87 Cony acted as alderman at the elections of 1479, but no man is mentioned as alderman 

1479-80. Thoresby was certainly alderman at the elections of 1480, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 403, 
407, 419. Walter Cony held the office but clearly fell ill and Edmund Westhorp took over, but 
dates are not clear. 

88 Harl. MS 433, vol. 1, p. 217, vol. 2, pp. 100-01; it should be noted that other references to a 
‘Thomas Thoresby’ in this ms are not to the mayor of Lynn. 

89 John Burbage, bought the freedom 1456; recorder/ town clerk 1457-79; on the 24 from 
1474, (Hall Book 1452-97, p. 321); MP 1478. Robert Thoresby sued Beatrice, late wife of John 
Burbage, who had been executor of Simon Baxter (mayor 1462), C 1/59/84, cited by Wedgwood, 
p. 132. Burbage prosecuted a man of Lynn without licence from the mayor and had the town’s 
statute forbidding this executed against him August 1484, Hall Book 1452-97, p. 190. He wrote 
the Hall Books neatly, with good detail and was busy about Lynn’s legal business. His immediate 
successor was Clement Cliderowe 1479-80, p. 423. For Monk, see n. 109. 

90 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 454 (election 1482), 472. 
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Thomas Thoresby came from a well-established and wealthy family, 
conspicuous in the town from the early fifteenth century.91 John Thoresby had 
been mayor in 1425 and his son, Henry, was mayor 1439-40, 1442-44 and 1456-
57, represented Lynn in parliament three times from 1445, and held the all-
important dignity of alderman of the Holy Trinity Guild from 29 August 1457, 
on completion of a year in the mayoralty and on the resignation of Thomas 
Burgh as alderman, until 2 June 1462.92 He was a veteran of the Baltic trade and 
died June 1462. He had ordered the building of the bell tower of St Margaret’s 
church and began his family’s Thoresby Chapel. 93  Thomas was probably 
Henry’s second son, as he was only admitted to the freedom in 1473 by 
purchase, nearly twenty years after his brother, Robert. Robert had been 
admitted to the freedom during his father’s last mayoralty of 1456-57 and 
operated as a feoffee and executor, and served as MP 1463-65 and in January 
1483. He died before 19 November 1499 and no will survives for him.94 It is 
conspicuous that Robert was never mayor, and it can therefore be suggested 
that as the eldest son he was intended to be a landowner rather than a 
merchant.95 Thomas Thoresby was the merchant-son and was probably away in 
Danzig from 1457. He made his mark in Lynn for the first time in 1472 when 
he paid for the rebuilding of part of the south aisle of the chancel of St 
Margaret’s, probably including the chapel of St John, followed closely by his 
key role in negotiating the Hanse steelyard in Lynn from November 1473. As a 
benefactor he was outshone by the much older Walter Cony, who rebuilt the 
Trinity Chapel at this time and who went on to reroof the north cross aisle and 
the nave of St Margaret’s, 1472-76. In March 1481 it was agreed to reroof St 
Margaret’s church, certain costs to be borne by the commons and the rest by 
Cony’s executors who were, for example, to glaze the nave clerestories; 

91 Very variously spelled; Thomas spelled his name as Thursby in his will; the family is not 
well supplied with wills, nor do they occur much in printed central records such as the CPR.

92 Resignation of Thomas Burgh, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 91, 92. Henry was followed by 
Thomas Calbot as alderman who presided at elections of 1463-64 and as deputy alderman 1465 
when Walter Cony was alderman, ibid., pp. 198, 201, 215, 226. 

93 Henry Thoresby, Wedgwood, p. 847. H. Gurney, ‘Extracts from a MS of the Corporation 
of Lynn’, Archaeologia 24 (1832), p. 322-23. Bell tower and Thoresby chapel, Taylor, King’s Lynn,
pp. 22. 33-35. 

94 Robert Thoresby does not occur in Baker, Men of Court: feoffee for John Fincham, and 
others, CIPM HVII, vol. 1, nos 1162, 875, 1007. Executor of William Caus (mayor 1463, 1464) 
and Robert’s fellow MP 1463-5 (at the parliament 123 days); Caus’ will (PROB 11/ 6, f. 137r-v) 
adds no details re Robert. Henry Thoresby, who died 1507-08, may have been Robert’s son; he 
married Ellen, one of nieces and co-heiresses of John Doreward, CIPM HVII, vol. 1, nos 1083, 
1144. Wedgwood, pp. 166, 847. 

95 Other Thoresbys were: John Thoresby senior and merchant, admitted by purchase 1469-70; 
John junior admitted by purchase 1474-75 who may be suggested as Thomas’s cousin, see 
Calendar of the Freemen of Lynn 1292-1836. It was presumably the younger John who was a regular 
attender at the congregations as a common councilman throughout Richard III’s reign, Hall 
Book, 1483-85 passim. A Ralph Thoresby was searcher of ships, Oct. 1485, CPR 1485-94, p. 91, 
Baker, Men of Court, vol. 2, p. 1532 (Thursby). 
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Thoresby agreed to make up any shortfall in the lead available for the roof.96

There seems little doubt that there was an element of competition between 
these wealthy men, Cony having the advantage of his years and able to funnel 
the riches he had accumulated into the project; a large store of gold was found 
after his death under a floor in his house. 97  After Cony’s death in 1481, 
Thoresby had no real competitor for the role of leading benefactor of Lynn, 
though substantial donations came in from others such as Edmund Pepir.98

A religious project that began just before Richard’s reign, during Thoresby’s 
mayoralty, and that continued throughout the reign, was the construction of the 
Red Mount Chapel, built as a replica of or tribute to the Holy Sepulchre, 1483-
85, for the Benedictine priory of Lynn, a cell of Norwich Cathedral Priory. 
Such a project had been planned by the pilgrim and travel writer, William Wey, 
for the priory of Edington in Devon. Whether a chapel was ever built at 
Edington is not certain but part of that at Lynn survives close to the city wall, 
the mount possibly a part of the original town fortifications. It was a prestigious 
building, its upper portion attributed to John Wastell, the celebrated East 
Anglian mason and architect involved, for example, in King’s College, 
Cambridge. As the nearby shrine of Walsingham was a replica of the Holy 
House at Nazareth, a reconstruction of the Holy Sepulchre was no doubt 
considered a highly desirable, additional focus for pilgrimage, and it was 
certainly to prove lucrative. William Spynke was Prior of Lynn from 1480 and 
money was being collected for the building from 1482. The projected site was 
the property of the town: on 24 April 1483 Mayor Thoresby and the 
congregation of Lynn warned Robert Curraunt, presumably the prior’s 
contractor and a past common councilman (1477-82), not to build on their land 
without their agreement, and on 30 June the prior and the council and Curraunt 
came to an agreement that building should start ‘on the mount called the Ladye 
hylle’; a formal lease of the land was made to the prior by the town on 6 May 
1485.99

96 1481 Mar, 9, Hall Book 1452-97, p. 432. In 1483 Edmund Pepir paid for the roof of the 
south nave aisle, and about 1490 Thomas Thoresby rebuilt the equivalent aisle on the north side. 
Owen, Making, p. 28.  

97 1500 gold nobles found buried in Walter Cony’s house in the Chequer in 1482, CPR 1476-
85, p. 303. Cony served as alderman several times and died in the office before 29 Sept. 1479; MP 
1455-56 and was elected in the first elections of 1461 but not for the second; he was pardoned in 
April 1462. He was mayor 1453, 1460-61, 1469, and 1474. Negotiating 1464-66 with Denmark 
(see above). No surviving will. Wedgwood, p. 214. And see Mackerell, King’s Lynn, p. 224 and 
Taylor, King’s Lynn, pp. 49, 50 (his house illustrated). 

98 Edmund Pepir, fishmonger, chamberlain 1461-62 (account, HMC, 11th Report, App. III, p. 
224); on common council from Mich 1462; late of ward of Chequer, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 226, 
485. See nn. 96, 129. 

99 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 470 (the churchwardens William Nicolasson and John Burbage to 
confer with the prior over the Mount ‘for the wele of the commons’); 471 (licence to Curraunt, 
Mr Fincham and Henry Spelman to advise); 507 (grant of the site; the recompense being a 
reciprocal grant of the Mill Meadow and 4 tapers for the high altar). Harrod, Report, pp. 49-51. T. 
Paul Smith, ‘The medieval town defences of King’s Lynn’, Journal of the British Archaeological 
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Pylly and Wright, the other mayors elected during Richard III’s reign, had a 
hard act to follow. Their careers are obscure, but their wealth and success 
should not be underestimated: they had had long service as members of the 
councils of Lynn; and their wealth had allowed them to acquire dwelling houses 
in the Chequer, the most prestigious trading street of the town, which ran 
between the Tuesday Market and the mouth of the Purfleet  there too had 
lived Walter Cony. It was the street where the Danzigers had hoped to acquire 
a site for their kontor and found none available, even with the king’s support.100

Pylly was certainly engaged in the Baltic trade (and suffered losses in 1468), and 
can be classified as a general merchant. The goods he dealt in during the 1460s 
included herrings and onions, paving tiles and glass, ashes and pitch.101 He was 
a long standing member of the council of twenty-four, and had served his term 
as one of the chamberlains in the first year of Edward IV during the mayoralty 
of William Pilton, when their accounts had recorded a stream of visiting 
minstrels of the king, the earl of Warwick, the duke of Norfolk, Lords Scales 
and Cromwell, as well as assiduous gifts of wine to Lord and Lady Scales and 
Lord Arundel. They particularly noted that Sir John Howard was given wine to 
drink in the presence of the mayor and men of Lynn, a sign of special 
honour.102

Twenty-three years later, Robert Pylly could reflect on the changes in the 
fortune of the lords cultivated by his town in 1461. Lord Scales, who became 
Lord Rivers in 1469, had been an important local lord as Lord Scales in right of 
his first wife, as the Lynn accounts show, and he was still appointed to 
commissions of walls and ditches to maintain defences against the sea in the 
1470s. Although it is likely he rarely attended these in person after the death of 
Lady Scales and his appointment as governor of Edward IV’s prince of Wales, 
both events taking place in 1473, his influence remained through his 

Association, 3rd ser., vol. 33 (1970), p. 79. Owen, Making, p. 31 (not accurate). For an account of 
the negotiations and what is known of the building, drawings etc, D. Pitcher, ‘The Red Mount 
Chapel, King’s Lynn’, in King’s Lynn and the Fens, pp. 17-27, where it is noted that R. Marks 
remarked on its affinities to the Jerusalem Church in Bruges (p. 25). See also R. Marks, Image and 
Devotion in Late Medieval England, Stroud 2004, p. 203. For Wey and Edington, N. Orme, ‘William 
Newton, rector of the Bonhommes of Edington, 1465-c. 1480’, Wiltshire Archaeological Magazine,
106 (2013), pp. 210-17, esp.214-16. Curraunt: J. Harvey, English Medieval Architects, rev. ed. 
Gloucester 1984, p. 77; Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 311, 379, 423, 407, 461. For the income 
generated, J. Stacy, A General History of the County of Norfolk intended to convey all the information of a 
Norfolk Tour, 2 vols, Norwich 1829, vol. 1, p. 429. 

100 Owen, Making, pp. 56, 62. Richard Penketh draper of London and his wife Alice, widow of 
Thomas Tanner, had a house in the Cheker ab antique voc’ stokfyssherowe, 1484; John Burbage and 
Thomas Wright involved; full text of deed re the house 7 Jan. 1485, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 499-
500.

101 1454-65, Owen, Making, pp. 376, 377. 1466-67, Gras, Early English Customs, pp. 608, 613. A 
John Pilly was dealing in wine, ibid., p. 614. 

102 HMC, 11th Report, App III, pp. 222-24. Hall Book 1452-97, p. 162ff. 
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administrators.103 He was certainly in Walsingham 11 January 1483, South Lynn 
17 January and 8 March 1483 possibly on election business for parliament. 
Rivers’ execution in June 1483 by the future Richard III brought his influence 
in the area to an end.104 The Mowbray dukes of Norfolk also suffered an eclipse: 
the last duke died in 1476 and his heiress and the dukedom were bestowed on 
Edward IV’s second son, Richard Duke of York, the duchess dying in 1482. 
The displacement of Edward’s sons meant that Richard III could create John 
Howard, duke of Norfolk, who also received Richard’s holdings of Elizabeth 
Howard’s estates near Lynn. These events removed the last serious competitors 
for power in the locality of Lynn and left the Howards supreme. John Howard, 
as duke of Norfolk and in the all-important office of admiral, was now even 
more worthy of the best wine the town of Lynn could find for him. 

Robert Pylly took office as mayor at Michaelmas 1483. Taking their oaths 
with him were his four chamberlains, John Waterman, Thomas Simkynson, 
John Gryndell and Thomas Bewesey. His serjeant at mace was Thomas Archer, 
and the keeper of the east gate who was also the keeper of the market, Edmund 
Janyn; the porter of the south gate was Nicholas Sampson, and of the 
Doucehill Gate, William Fox; William Alcas kept the water-mill called Kettle 
Mill; John Lyster was the bellman.105 By a fortunate coincidence an account of 
Pylly’s expenses as mayor shows him once again rewarding visiting minstrels as 
his accounts as chamberlain had recorded twenty years before. This brief list of 
expenses show that Lynn maintained confident relations with Richard III’s 
government. Pylly received at least one letter under the privy seal from the king 
(subject unknown) and one other royal messenger, each bearer rewarded with 
40d. Other messages or orders came via a footman of the king, who received 
20d, and a footman of the duke of Norfolk, paid 12d. On a lighter note, Mayor 
Pylly rewarded the king’s minstrels when they visited with 6s 8d, those of the 
duke of Norfolk with 5s, and those of the duke of Suffolk and the earl of 
Northumberland with 40d each. Most intriguingly, John, the keeper of the 
queen’s lion, was paid 20d106 – can it be assumed the lion came too and was this 
a lion from the royal menagerie at the Tower of London, or was it an animal 

103 The precise date of Anthony’s marriage to Elizabeth Lady Scales is not known but it seems 
likely he is the Lord Scales in these accounts, CP, vol. 11, p. 507 (Scales), 23 (Rivers). Rivers’ 
commissions, CPR 1467-77, pp. 169-70; he also received £200 from the customs of the town up 
to 1473, ibid., p. 375. A 1478 commission for walls and ditches led by Rivers, included John 
Fincham, Thomas Thoresby and Henry Spelman, CPR 1476-85, p. 113. 

104 E.W. Ives, ‘Andrew Dymmock and the papers of Antony, Earl Rivers, 1482-3’, Bulletin of 
the Institute of Historical Research, vol. 41 (1968), pp. 216-17 n. 6, 222-23. Moreton, Townshends, p. 
113, and his ‘A local dispute and the politics of 1483: Roger Townshend, Earl Rivers and the 
duke of Gloucester’, The Ricardian, vol. 8 (1988-90), pp. 305-07. Rivers’ visit is not recorded in the 
Hall Book. 

105 Hall Book, pp. 473, 476. 
106 This small section of the chamberlains’ accounts supplements the continuous run of the 

minutes of the congregation; there are no other such survivals for the 1480s. NRO, King’s Lynn, 
Chamberlain’s Account, KL/C 39/63. 
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owned specifically by Queen Anne Neville? A bear for her Beauchamp 
ancestors might have been more appropriate. 

On 14 January 1484 Lynn elected its two members for Richard III’s 
parliament. 107  William March, a waxchandler of Lynn and London, past 
chamberlain of the town (1458-59) and mayor (1480-81, 1481-82), had 
experience of parliament, having served in 1478 and in Edward IV’s last 
parliament of 1483.108 The other was William Monk, the recorder and town 
clerk, who had also served in parliament for Stamford in 1478. 109  Most 
importantly, Lynn decided to have its second, invaluable charter from Edward 
IV (granted during the struggles with the bishop) confirmed, probably 
organised by these two men while in Westminster as the date of the 
confirmation was 21 February 1484; it cost £17 2s 6d. The town expressed its 
gratitude for help in the matter from Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, with 
£10.110

Repair of the defensive town ditch was underway on 20 March 1484, while 
the constables collected contributions for the general defence of the borough. 
On the same day Mayor Pylly and Alderman Thoresby with John Burbage and 
William Monk, past and present recorders, with representatives of the councils 
of the twenty-four and the twenty-seven, were appointed to oversee the 
management of the town’s guns and provide everything necessary. 111  An 
election of several new constables followed eleven days later  Edmund Pepir, 
constable of ‘le Checker’ constabulary had died and other men had retired for 
unrecorded reasons – as well as collectors of a tax of £80 on the wealthiest men. 
These men included John Gryndell who was to collect the tax in his own 
constabulary and Robert Braybroke a collector in John Massingham’s. A record 
of how much each man paid provides a unique snapshot of the status and 
perceived wealth of the leading men of Lynn in 1484: Alderman Thomas 
Thoresby, the only man who contributed 50s; Mayor Pylly, William March, 
John Burbage and Nicholas Bromer contributed 40s; John Gryndell, John Tego 
and one other man 30s; Thomas Wright and Robert Powditch 25s each; and so 
on down to six men who contributed 12d. Penalties were set for those who 

107 Hall Book 145.-97, p. 481. 
108 William March: on common council 1458 (Hall Book 1452-97, p. 113); chamberlain (p. 

125); had dispute with mayor and was ejected from freedom and imprisoned 1463 (pp. 191, 193, 
195); back on councils 1469 and 1474 (pp. 313, 321); while mayor he set prices for tallow candles 
(p. 425). For his indenture to provide lights for the guild of Corpus Christi as waxchandler for 10 
years, Richards, Lynn, p. 488, Mackerell, Lynn, pp. 254-55. He was pardoned 1 Feb 1486 as of 
Lynn and London. Wedgwood, p. 572. 

109 William Monk or Munk, recorder of Lynn from 1481; MP Stamford 1478 and Lynn 1484, 
1485-6. Wedgwood, p. 601. Monk’s hand-writing (or that of his clerk) and use of ink was careless, 
his rendering of names erratic and the gaps in his record imply he was not a good minute taker. 

110 Richard’s confirmation of the 1478 charter, HMC 11th Report, App. 3, p. 205. King’s Lynn 
Hall Book 1450-97, p. 489. King’s Lynn, Chamberlain’s Account, KL/C 39/63. 10 May 1487 an 
inspeximus confirmed Richard’s confirmation and 6 Aug. 1488 the guild of Holy Trinity received a 
pardon, HMC, 11th Report, App. III, p. 205. 

111 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 483-84 (20 March). 
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failed to pay and money was still coming in in May.112 It is not precisely stated 
what the £80 was for, but it is likely the defence of the town and the charter 
were two foreseen expenses. 

On 9 April men selected for service to the king were listed – twelve young 
men suitable for military service, of whom eight would go if and when 
summoned. No reason or order behind this preparation is recorded,113 which 
preceded by nearly a month, the commissions of array which went out from 
Westminster on 1 May 1484. That for Norfolk was headed by the two Howards, 
with John Fincham, brother-in-law of Thomas Thoresby, 114  and Henry 
Spelman, the local lawyer, to assist. Was Lynn’s early preparation due to a 
warning from the Howards? War in the Channel with Brittany was almost at an 
end but there was a definite possibility of sea attack by the Scots (a naval battle 
was to be fought off Scarborough in July). This seems to be the most plausible 
reason for Lynn’s preparations,115 and is confirmed by the agreement on 30 
April that the beacon (‘bykyn’) be made under the supervision of John Gryndell 
and Thomas Simkynson.116

Thomas Wright, dyer or lister, was Richard’s third mayor, and another Baltic 
merchant who had had losses in 1468 and been one of the three men who 
delivered the deeds of the steelyard to the merchants of Danzig.117 He was still 
in this trade in the early 1480s when he was prosecuted with a fellow merchant 
of Lynn, John Tego, tailor, as joint owners of the Christopher of Lynn by a 

112 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 479 (Pepir still in office) 484-85 (31 March, Wright has taken over), 
486 (contributions), 487-89. In August those who had not paid were to suffer distraint and then if 
necessary prison at the discretion of the mayor, p. 490. 

113  Hall Book 1452-97, p. 485: the men were Thomas Sherman, William Blower junior, 
William Simkynson, William Burton, John Aspeland, William Wilson porter, William Dewer, 
John Sherman chandler, Richard Scoule, Hunt the fletcher, John Fyssher, William Peyke porter, 
of whom 8 ‘shall be chosen to be redy to the kynges service and to go for the town of Lynn’. 

114 John, son of Simon Fincham, ‘sometime’ of Fincham, Norfolk, died in 1495, buried St 
Martin’s Fincham. He left 5 sons: 1. John (eldest, called ‘senior’, received his chapel ornaments 
on condition they stayed there, and his books; married to Joan by 1495, and with a daughter 
Margaret who received her gd-father’s primer); 2. John junior of ‘Owtewe’, see below n. 113; 3. 
Mr Simon (clerk); 4 and5. Henry and Nicholas. And 5 daughters: 1. Elizabeth (married to 
Humphrey Sacvile by 1495); 2. a nun at Shouldham also in brother’s will, probably the Prioress 
Elizabeth 1531; 3 and 4. Margaret, and Margerie (nun at Blackborough); 5. Alice. He held manors 
of Depdale, Fincham and ‘New Hallys’, and lands at Brancaster and Depdale; a chantry prayed 
for his dead wife, Beatrice (born Thoresby), his parents Simon and Elizabeth et al. PROB 11/11, 
ff. 61v-63 proved 7 Feb. 1495. (Simon Fincham’s will 1458, Norwich Consistory Court 142 
Brosyard.)

115 Hall Book 1452-97, p. 485. CPR 1476-85, p. 397. An invasion attempt by Henry of 
Richmond, suggested by C. Ross, Richard III, London 1981, p.206, seems unlikely. Spelman was 
of Stow Bedon, Norf., and Gray’s Inn; regularly employed in Norf. from 1450s, e.g. JP Lynn 
1456-58; recorder of Norwich 1469-96, J. Baker, The Men of Court 1440 to 1550, London 2012, vol. 
2, pp. 1438-39 . 

116 Hall Book 1452-97, p. 487. 
117 Jenks, ‘Trade and relations between Lynn and the Hanse’, pp. 102-03 and n. 97, and see 

above. 
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merchant of Danzig.118 Wright had been a chamberlain during the political 
‘tribulations’ of 1460-61 with Walter Cony as mayor; regularly on the councils, 
he was one of those chosen to elect new churchwardens for the chapel of St 
James in 1467, and a new constable in 1469.119 He himself was a constable 
briefly before he became mayor as a result of the emergency elections when 
Edmund Pepir and possibly other men died in April 1484. Alderman Thomas 
Thoresby was too ill to preside over the ceremonies which elected him mayor 
on the Decollation of St John the Baptist (29 August) 1484 so the recorder, 
William Monk, performed this duty. Elected with him were the four 
chamberlains Thomas Carter, John Meyke, Thomas Kerkeby and Richard 
Dobson. The common serjeant was still Thomas Archer and the gate keepers 
and bellman were re-elected. 120  During Wright’s mayoralty, Richard III 
appointed John Parker as his keeper of the tolbooth, probably around late 
October 1484, and on 28 January 1485 Richard granted John Howard the toll 
of the port of Lynn and the hundred of Freebridge, further reinforcing the 
ancient ties of the Howards with Lynn. Howard may – or may not  have 
known the tradition that his family had started out as burgesses of Lynn,121 but 
what is certain is that the Howards were direct links between the town and the 
king and his council, a tie that could be used to benefit both the king and the 
town. 

Wright’s mayoralty was conspicuous for further preoccupation with the 
town’s defences over the months, December 1484 to March 1485, and this 
included the defence of the common quay, the setting of guns in the walls and 
appointing watchmen. The Scots and Breton wars were over (and invasion by 
Henry Tudor was hardly likely on the east coast), so it seems that it was now 
chance attack by pirates such as those of Hamburg and Lübeck, which was 
feared, despite the protection afforded by Lynn’s position three miles along the 
Wash. Royal activity over convoys for fishermen from the late 1470s and 
through Richard’s reign, suggests that there was reason to fear such attacks. 
Work on Harwich’s defences was ordered by Richard at this time. The defences 
of Lynn consisted of a deep water-filled ditch, which ran round all the town not 
fronting the Great Ouse River, with a wall or earthen mound against the ditch; 

118 John Tego/Tygo, tailor and shipowner (mayor 1488); it is not certain he was the same man 
as John Tego, ‘burgess and draper’ who died 1498: buried chapel of St James with his wife Jane; 
refers to his daughter Rushbroke and her daughters; left land to St George’s Guild; widow Kate 
and William Amfleys (chamberlain temp Richard III, and mayor 1495) were executors, PROB 
11/11, f. 137. And see Wedgwood, p. 888 (Tygo, tailor) to whom he allots the draper’s will of 
1498. John Tego, draper, was executor of Wright, see below. 

119  Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 148, 169. Wright’s chamberlainship 1460-61, ibid., p. 137; 
Burbage’s reference to the recent tribulations of England, p. 167.  

120 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 455, 491, 492-95. Robert Bryce took over Wright’s constabulary. 
121 Tolbooth and toll of Lynn, Harl. 433, i, pp. 208 (undated but dateable by adjacent entries 

recorded in CPR), 266, and CPR 1476-85, p. 497. Parker has not been otherwise identified; he 
was replaced by John Getyns, yeoman of the crown to Henry VII, who was also designated bailiff 
of Rising, CPR 1485-94, pp. 55, 174.  
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this was cut through by the three small rivers of Lynn running into the Great 
Ouse and by the three main roads and gates. By the end of the fifteenth century 
the four wooden forts or bretaskes had been replaced or supplemented by 
more permanent structures and gates; the building of the South Gate has been 
allotted to the 1480s-90s.122

The work on Lynn’s wall and common quay was organised by the constables 
and their constabularies, for example Robert Braybroke and John Gryndell 
were among those in charge of placing guns in Gryndell’s constabulary; 123

Robert Pylly shared responsibility with John Soome and William Blower in the 
constabulary of John Tego, and John Burbage was busy in that of John Burton. 
Each constabulary was allotted part of the wall and ditch to defend: that of 
Gryndell had the length from the east gate up to the common staithe ‘mukyll’; 
those of Tego and Robert Powditch from the ‘mukyll’ to the Fleet of 
Whitefriars; those of Nicholas Carre, John Burton, John Bylney and Edmund 
Bowsey from the south gate to the east gate. Richard Wilgrys was to attend 
upon Simon Pigott to supervise ‘le soken’ and its defence. The men who were 
captains in the constabularies were to be provided with weapons and defensive 
clothing and keep watches; penalties for negligence were 40s on the captain and 
3s 4d on their men. Each constabulary was to appoint a watchman.124 Recorder 
William Monk made no note of when this extra care over defence relaxed. The 
order that the Purfleet be scoured at the charge of the wards or constabularies 
which abutted this stream was to be done in Pentecost week and may be taken 
as the last of these matters.125

No words in the Hall Book record either the passing of Richard III or that 
of Admiral John Howard, Duke of Norfolk. When writing the date of the 
elections on 29 August, the recorder deleted his attempt to write the regnal year 
and wrote ‘1485’. Lynn clearly had no certain information about events. 

122 Owen, Making, pp. 21-22, Smith, ‘Medieval town defences of King’s Lynn’, pp. 57-88, esp. 
pp. 59 (fig 1), 62-63, 72, 87, 88. 

123 Thomas Carter was also of this ward. For Gryndell, who married Margaret, daughter of 
Thomas Thoresby see below.  

124 Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 503-05. Compare major references to land-ward defences Jan-
March 1461, ibid., pp. 145-53. Richards, Lynn, i, p. 468. See above under ‘Trade’ for activity at sea 
1484-90. 

125 Hall Book 1452-97, p. 507, May 1485. Other matters of domestic importance such as 
aquaducts, pipes of water to men’s houses, repairs to houses leased from the town, the charnel 
chapel and the arduous administration of the town’s mills have been omitted from this paper. 
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After 1485 

It is appropriate to finish with brief details of the post-1485 careers of Richard’s 
three mayors. Their wealth illustrates that of the town, how the level of 
prosperity of even the most powerful of the town varied greatly, from the solid 
and useful in which category can be placed Thomas Wright, up to the great 
benefactor, Thomas Thoresby. These men might control the more lucrative of 
the local crafts, such as the coverlet-making industry,126 rent land to fullers or 
dyers (Thomas Wright was a dyer as well as an overseas merchant) and might 
run a prestigious local retail shop (Pylly, for example was a mercer, a trade 
dealing in linen and luxury small goods). How they dominated their craft-guilds 
is not known, for the records of these institutions are poor and limited to their 
religious activities. The case of Thoresby shows a Lynn man exercising wide 
influence in the surrounding countryside.  

Thomas Wright served as mayor for a second term of 1492-93. By this date 
he was an elder statesman having been chamberlain thirty years before. He was 
the first to die, in February 1495, and was buried in the churchyard of St James’ 
Chapel beside his wife, Katherine; they had no surviving children. As well as his 
dwelling in the Chequer, he owned a tenement in ‘Skennerewe’ and another in 
Mercer Row, all of which were sold to carry out his few bequests, a five-year 
chantry, and works of piety and charity. His designation as dyer and his choice 
of a draper and a weaver as his executors suggest all three men were in the 
cloth industry.127 Robert Pylly also had a second term as mayor (1487-88);128 he 
died only a year after Wright in March 1496, but was more fortunate in that he 
was survived by his wife, Margaret Barwell, and two daughters, Margery and 
Margaret, who were each to have £40 when married or twenty-four years old, 
and his two properties, ‘Speves’ and ‘Brownes’, both in the Chequer, after his 
wife’s life estate. He chose to be buried in St Margaret’s church and spent the 
considerable sum of £80 on his funeral and associated works of piety, mostly to 
benefit the poor of Lynn. His wife was an executor with William and Thomas 
Barwell, her brothers. Margaret Pylly survived to see her daughters married 
within the families of the twenty-four. One daughter married John, son of John 
Gryndell, the constable during Richard III’s reign so involved in the defence of 
the town, and his wife, Margery, a daughter of Thomas Thoresby. The other 
daughter married Richard Pepir, son or relative of the wealthy Edmund Pepir, 
who had been chamberlain with Pylly in 1461-62, died while constable of ‘le 
Cheker’ on St Edmund’s day 1484, and can be presumed to have been a 
neighbour of the Pyllys. Richard Pepir shipped woollen cloth and worsted to 

126 Goodman, Margery Kempe, p. 30. Owen, Making, pp. 57-59.  
127  Thomas Wright, PROB 11/10, f. 189, dated 7 Feb. 1495, proved 13 May 1495; his 

executors were John ‘Tygo’ burgess and draper of Lynn, John Riden of Wiggenshale and William 
Yne, weaver of Lynn; his household had at least three servants. 

128 Pylly was owed debts 1479, CPR 1476-85, pp. 149, 150. 
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Hamburg on 24 April 1484. 129  These marriages were a tribute to Robert’s 
wealth and their mother’s determination to see her daughters well-settled. Like 
Robert, Margaret Pylly cared for the poor of her town: for example, ten 
chalders of coals were to be provided over four years. Her executors included 
her two sons-in-law, who received the residue of her estate, and were led by 
William Dullam, a priest.130

Neither Pylly nor Wright could compete with Thomas Thoresby. The 
survival of the Thoresby family over several generations, combined with well-
planned marriages, undoubtedly contributed to his exceptional wealth. Each 
generation had made its own ties with other families of Lynn and the county 
gentry, though the poor survival of wills means that few can be tabulated. The 
marriage of Thomas’s sister, Beatrice, into the prosperous Fincham family of 
Fincham created a long-standing, beneficial connection,131 and Thomas himself 
married more than once, acquiring a dowry each time. He had started out in the 
Baltic trade and his goods probably included the grain into which he was 
expected to inquire in 1484, while his will shows he was a considerable sheep 
farmer. His wife was left 100 ewes and his son 1000 wethers and 1000 ewes 
(the wethers to be six ‘shyres’ or of ‘oon shire’). He employed many shepherds 
and his influence in the countryside was therefore widespread. 132  He was 
inevitably on excellent terms with the local lords: indubitably the Howards 
before 1485; he acted as a feoffee for Henry Lovell, Lord Morley;133 and he 
bequeathed the earl of Oxford, ‘my special good lord’ a tabernacle of Our Lady 
in gold, worth 100s. His wealth enabled him to act as a benefactor of his town 
throughout his life, at his death in 1510, and afterwards exercise control over 
his executors, children and the recipients of his generosity in Lynn: his will is 
remarkable, though not unique, for its detail.  

Apart from the posthumous control over his family he was ensuring his 
remembrance through his charities and his soul’s easy passage through 

129 Richard Pepir, E 122/98/2, m. 3. Edmund Pepir dealt in salmon, Gras, Early English 
Customs, p. 620 (he is usually given as Edward in this transcript); chamberlain, HMC, 11th Report, 
App. III, pp. 224-25; constable, Hall Book 1452-97, pp. 474, 485; contributed to rebuilding of St 
Margaret’s; he died on feast of St Edmund (29 April) 1484, inscription on his brass was recorded 
by Mackerell, Owen, Making, pp. 28, 144. 

130 Robert Pylly, PROB 11/11, f. 60Ar-v, dated 5 Mar. 1496, proved 10 Nov. 1496. Margaret 
Pylly, PROB 11/13, f. 227, dated 15 Mar. 1503, proved 2 May 1503. 

131 John Fincham, son of John Fincham the elder of Fincham [d. 1495] and of Beatrice 
Thoresby, sister of Thomas Thoresby, was left Little Welhall at Fincham by his uncle. His will 
described himself as John Fincham of Outewell, Cambs., gent; he had his own nephew, John 
Fincham, as overseer with Francis Mondeforde, and refers to his ‘uncle’ Thomas Thoresby to 
whom he had been executor, and swears to the correctness of his executorship, PROB 11/22, ff. 
149v-50. 

132 All details come from his testament and will, PROB 11/16, ff. 265v-67v; dated 3 Mar. and 
3 June 1510; proved 23 Oct. 1510. His shepherds of 4-years standing received their wages and 
20s, and every town where he had done business over sheep received 20s for its church or a 
vestment of that value. 

133 CIPM HVII, vol. 1, no 507. 



THE RICARDIAN VOLUME XXV, 2015 

50

Purgatory. He also showed that he was a genuine benefactor, a characteristic 
not shared by his eldest son. Minor financial bequests  which would 
nevertheless have ensured him extensive prayers  included vestments to 120 
parish churches near Lynn, costing 20s each; Feltwell (the village of his son-in-
law, Francis Moundeford) was to build a rood-loft with twenty marks; and the 
bridge at Stoke Ferry was to have its coping finished at his expense, ‘for the 
salvation of the same’; George Hingham, the prior of Lynn received the ‘foder’ 
of lead of twenty hundredweight which he had borrowed (he was present at the 
making of both testament and will); and William Plays, the anchorite of the 
Carmelites of Lynn, was to sing for the souls of himself and his friends at six 
marks a year. Like other wealthy men of Lynn and north Norfolk he gave to the 
impoverished nunneries in the area, many of which received their daughters 
who had vocation or were considered unmarriageable: Shouldham Priory, a 
Gilbertine double house, where Elizabeth Fincham (Thoresby’s niece) was 
prioress by 1531; Marham Abbey, a Cistercian house; the Benedictine Priory of 
Blackborough (where Margery Fincham was a nun, another niece of Thoresby), 
and the Augustinian Priory of Crabhouse.134 Thoresby remembered the nuns of 
Crabhouse with 20s, but he showed his awareness of their real need by giving 
them land bought from ‘Pygge’, his farmer of Harlewyn, in Wiggenhall; 
Marham received 20s; other lands in Wiggenhall went to his feoffees for the use 
of Blackborough and endowed a perpetual priest there (though his son could 
change these lands for others if he chose). A different note was struck with the 
richer and aristocratic Poor Clares of Denny, who were allowed the £4 they 
owed him for 300 fish.135

Lynn, however, was the conspicuous recipient of Thoresby’s charity. The 
‘commons’ were to have 100 marks in money to remember his soul for ever, 
and he remembered their souls with the purchase of a pardon from the pope 
for £60, granting remission of sins (for three years) to all people who came to 
St Margaret’s church and made their confession there at the four feasts of the 
year. Those who benefited were expected to make a donation and the proceeds 
were to be divided between the curate’s repair of the chancel and the 
churchwardens’ repair of the nave. St Margaret’s also benefited from a suite of 
white velvet vestments costing £40, and £10 for a new ‘fount’, and the 
battlement of the new aisle there was to be finished according to the covenants 
he had already made with the workmen. Thomas’s own particular foundation of 
a college in Lynn to house the chantry priests of St Margaret’s was to be 
finished, at a cost up to 400 marks, and more if necessary; and certain lands, 

134 Benefactions also occur in the wills of John Fincham, son of Simon, PROB 11/11, ff. 61v-
63 (see Fincham wills nn. 114, 131). John Tego, PROB 11/11, f. 137. John Pilton, PROB 11/6, ff. 
3v-4. It can be noted here that a search for the wills of leading men of Lynn in the Norwich 
Consistory Court has not been profitable. 

135 A few details are known of these houses, VCH, Norfolk, vol. 2, pp. 350-51 (Blackborough), 
369-70 (Marham), 408-10 Crabhouse), 412-14 (Shouldham). Denny, see C. Bourdillon, The Order 
of Minoressess in England, Manchester, 1926, passim. 
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worth 40s a year, to support the college were to be made over to the alderman 
of the Holy Trinity Guild. Other lands were to compensate the Jesus Guild for 
its land on which he had built his college. He expected Thomas Graunte to take 
over as priest of the charnel house in Lynn and there he was to teach grammar 
and song to six boys for the choir of St Margaret’s, he and his successors to be 
supported by another endowment of lands for ever.136 All these priests were to 
lodge in the new college under a master who had his own garden next door.137

His charity was underpinned by a large portfolio of lands, most of which was 
probably disposed of during his life to his son, Thomas, and his six daughters 
on their marriages and is therefore unmentioned in his will. Some of the 
daughters, or their sons, received more property under his will, and the 
additional property left to his son was penalised if he should interfere with his 
father’s bequests, in which case his sisters would benefit.138 Thomas’s most 
significant property was his great place in Lynn: he had bought John Pigott’s 
house, which was adjacent to his father’s place, and further land and ‘renters’ 
between the ‘common’ on the north and the Hanse’s steelyard which lay to the 
south and adjacent to ‘Pygottes’.139 Other properties had been carefully retained 
and were to be conveyed to charitable uses and keep his executors busy for 
years. Thomas’s wife, Elizabeth, was returned all the goods she brought with 
her to the marriage, plus £20 in cash, the ewes already mentioned, and wood 
from his woods for fuel as long as she lived in Lynn. She received his dwelling 
house adjacent to the steelyard for life, and other lands.140 His household was 
to be maintained at his cost for a year, his servants were rewarded and his priest 
was to be supported at university if he would go.141

His daughters had married well and locally: mentioned as alive in his will 
were Elizabeth, Elyn, Beatrice, Margaret and Margery (the last two names were 

136  Land in Geywode beside Goldsmith’s garden late called Wyntons, bought from the 
executors of ‘Ade’. Owen, Making, p. 29.  

137 They received a grove of ten acres at East Winch, bought from John Kenston; the garden 
was on the site of a tenement adjacent to the west of Trinity Hall. The site has been excavated see 
references in n. 5. 

138 His son Thomas had £100 of the best plate and £100 in cash. He received immediately all 
lands late of ‘Shuldhams’ which he held in reversion and had bought from Robert le Strange 
esquire, called ‘Wyltons in Hardwyke’; other reversions were to be his only if he did not interfere 
with his father’s depositions. 

139 For the Pigotts see above. The house was to go to his executors for one year, then to 
Elizabeth his widow for her life, back to his executors for six months after her death; and then 
presumably it passed to his son, Thomas. Did he inherit his father’s Lynn house in 1462 or only 
on the death of his brother, Robert in 1499? 

140 The names of no other wives have been discovered though ‘wives’ were prayed for in his 
chantry and presumably did not include his widow; his long life suggests a minimum of three. His 
widow received lands which lay between the South Gates of Lynn and ‘Sterhighte Bridge’ and his 
place called ‘Harlowyns’ in the Marsh; lands in Norfolk and reversions worth £20. 

141 His men servants had 6s 8d and his women servants 5s; Grace Apryce his servant had 40s 
for her marriage; other named men were Robert Frost 20s, John Crosse 40s, and Hipgame at 
Geyton 40s. His priest called Peter was to study for degrees of bachelor and doctor of divinity 
and be given £20 towards this, if he did so. 
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used interchangeably).142 Elizabeth had married Thomas Guybon, who was to 
be an executor.143 Elyn’s marriage is uncertain. Beatrice married first William 
Trewe, another executor, and then William Coningsby. 144  Margaret married 
Francis Moundeforde, and their son, Thomas, was to have lands in Pylton 
Undele and Stokodele in Northamptonshire, or failing him, Osbert his 
brother.145 Margery had married John Gryndell and had a son John to whose 
schooling his grandfather contributed four marks.146 This extended family had 
its own chantry, the Thoresby chantry, established by Thomas’s father, Henry. 
Thomas enlarged its endowment in his will and it is possibly he had already 
enlarged it before such was the size of his family.147 This last enlargement was 
to support two priests to pray for the additional souls of himself his wives and 
children, his parents, as well as William Pilton and his wife Cristine (parents of 
a past or his present wife?),148 along with Gregory Guybon and Alice his wife 
(the parents of his son-in-law, Thomas Guybon, married to his daughter 
Elizabeth).149 Thomas’s devotion to his family is further proved by his choice 
of executors, his three sons-in-law, Francis Moundeforde, Thomas Guybon and 
William Trewe, his son Thomas, with Richard Aylmere, almost certainly 
another nephew, and John Fyncham, his sister Beatrice’s son. Witnesses of the 

142 Each daughter was to have a covered standing cup of silver, and 40s worth of his plate. 
143 Tenements and lands, a tile kiln and ‘milehill’, in the parish of St Peter West Lynn, once 

Spicer’s, to his daughter Elizabeth and Thomas Guybon her husband and their heirs. See n. 149. 
144 William Trewe, perhaps son of Robert Trewe; mayor 1497; clothier and in Baltic trade. 

Trewe’s will of 1505 was proved 1512; his executors included his wife, Beatrice, Thomas Guybon 
and Francis Moundford, other sons-in-law of Thomas Thoresby. Wedgwood, pp. 874-75. This 
Beatrice is not to be confused with her aunt Beatrice who married John Fincham. 

145 Thomas Moundeforde died before his own father. The stipulation by Thomas Thoresby 
that if both boys died without issue the lands were to go to the right heirs of Margaret 
Moundeford and Francis for ever, makes the relationship certain. It is made more certain by the 
will of Francis Moundeforde of Feltwell, d. 1536, which set up a chantry to pray for ‘my father 
Thursbys soule’, Thoresby’s wife Elizabeth, and his own parents and wife Margaret; he was 
buried in St Mary’s Feltwell; he left sons Osbert (eldest surviving), Edmond, Francis and Adam; 
daughters Isabel, Dorothy, Mary, Anne and Martha (all minors); his widow Gertrude had been 
the wife of [Edmund] Smewin and was an executor with Osbert; his ‘brother’ William Coningsby 
[Beatrice Thoresby-Trewe’s 2nd husband] was a supervisor. PROB 11/ 25, ff. 300v-302. 

146 Again the relationship is proved by Thomas’ stipulation that the daughters were to be their 
brother’s heirs if he died without issue. John Gryndell may have survived to past 1523 when he 
was a collector of the subsidy in Norfolk with William Coningsby, Thomas Thoresby, John 
Fincham and Thomas ‘Gybbon’, L&P HVIII vol. 3, 1519-23, p. 1366. 

147 Land at Berwyke and Bermere and at Dersingham. 
148 William Pilton alias Reynolds 1420-80; elected to the 24 in 1454-55, MP between 1459 and 

1461, HMC, 11th Report, App. III, pp. 167; mayor 4 times 1450s-60s; he left no will and died 1475-
85 with Thoresby as executor, C 1/59/113, cited by Wedgwood, p. 686. A probable relative was 
John Pilton, who died 1471 leaving 3 daughters and making no reference to a brother William, 
but whose executors, Thomas Thoresby, Walter Cony and Edmund Westhorpe, put him in the 
same circle, PROB 11/6, ff. 3v-4. 

149 Thomas Guybon was the 2nd son of Gregory and presumably the grandson of Stephen 
Guybon of North Lynn who left substantial property and died 1433, Norwich Consistory Court 
118, 119 Surflete; Gregory’s elder brother presumably died without heirs. Neither Thomas 
Guybon nor his wife, Elizabeth Thoresby, left a surviving will. Wedgwood, p. 404. 
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testament were George Hingham, the Prior of Lynn, the testator’s ‘ghostly 
father’, Peter Drayton, and John Burdy, merchant of Lynn.150

Thoresby died October 1510. The long domination of this elderly man and 
its effect can only be speculated upon: the balance between benevolence and 
tyranny is hard to judge after 500 years; that he was pious and public spirited 
cannot be doubted. His sons-in-law all continued to be involved in matters of 
government but only at county level.  

150  John Fincham, see n. 114. Trewe, see n. 144. Elizabeth Thoresby, widow of Robert 
Aylmere, left a will in 1518 (Norwich Consistory Court 97-100 Gyles), so it can be wondered if 
Richard Aylmere was another nephew. Thomas Thoresby’s testament and will, proved 23 Oct 
1510, PROB 11/16, ff. 265v-267v. 


