
The Swan, the  Staffords  and  some
Buckinghainshire Yorkist Connections
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THE  DEVICE of the Swan, as employed at the present time in the heraldry  of
Buckinghamshire, is derived from the Staffords, Dukes of Buckingham. This use
of the swan in the arms of Stafford in the fifteenth and sixteenth  centuries  and in
those  of the county and towns of Buckinghamshire thereafter has been quoted as
an excellent example of heraldic  continuity.‘

The  source of the swan in heraldry; whether used as an heraldic charge, the
crest  upon  a  helm, a supporter of the  shield or as a badge on the  livery of  retainers
may _lie in the Swan Knight of  legend, or  less tenuously, though  more  prosaically,
by descent  from  the  Counts  of Boulogne.2 Finally, one  should mention  another
view that the origin of the heraldic swan was a play upon  the name of the  Norman
baron, Sweyn de Essex, whose  descendants  intermarried with the Mandevilles,
Earls  of Essex.3 Following the demise of William de Mandeville at the end of the
thirteenth century the honour of Essex devolved  upon  the family of Bohun, Earls
of  Hereford  and hereditary Lords High  Constables of England, who  came  to use
the white swan (with  open  or closed wings) as their household  badge.  Thereafter,
deployment of the swan in English heraldry harks back to the Bohuns.‘

During the fifteenth century, however,  the name De Bohun became extinct
and the cognizance of the swan passed into other hands. The co—heiresses of the
Bohun line  were  Alainor, wife of Thomas of Woodstock, Duke of  Gloucester,  and
her  sister Mary (died 1374), wife of Henry,  Earl  of Derby and later King Henry '
IV, and  both  husbands came to use the swan badge in the  form  of the cygnet
royal:  a  white  swan gorged with a gold  coronet and chain.’

The Bohun connection evidently suggested the title of Earl of Hereford that
Henry acquired in 1397 and his standard displayed the cygnet  royal  among other
charges.‘ The device of the swan was  employed  subsequently by Henry V, but of
his brothers, only by Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester.’ With  Edward  of
Westminster  (died  1471), whose retainers  wore  a  silver  swan badge and whose
sealjncorporated a swan with open wings, ducally gorged and set  above  a  shield,
the  issue of Mary dc Bohun failed.“

By her second marriage Anne, daughter of the said Thomas of Woodstock,
transmitted the Bohun inheritance to Edmund, fifth Earl  of Stafford.9 Their son
Humphrey was created Earl of Buckingham in 1399, then Duke of Buckingham
in 1444, and his stall plate at  Windsor  has above the arms of Stafford (or a
chevron gules),  a  crest in which a white swan is rising out of a  coronet.”

Humphrey, Duke of Buckingham was slain in 1460 at Northampton and, as
he had been predeceased by his  son,  Lord Stafford, the title passed to his
grandson, Henry,  then  aged  four.  Thus began the  second  of the three long
minorities among the Dukes of Buckingham."
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The earliest  arms  borne  by Henry,  second Duke of  Buckingham  and seventh
Earl of  Stafford  were  those  of  Stafford  (as above), quartered  with  those of
Thomas of  Woodstock  viz France and England, quarterly within a  bordure
argent.” In  1473, however, he  obtained permission from  Edward IV to use the
arms of Woodstock alone and so avoid lowering the  dignity of the royal  coat  of
arms  by quartering it  with  another.‘3 These arms  appear on his garter  stall plate.
Among the reasons  suggested  as underlying Buckingham’s  disaffection, as
contended by Polydore  Vergil  and others, is the refusal by Richard  III to  grant
him the  balance  of the  Bohun estates  held by the crown but his by right  of
inheritance.  It  cannot  be  emphasised  too frequently that  this  view  is  erroneous  for
it was Edward IV who had  jealously retained these lands,  whereas Richard freely
made  them  over  within weeks  of his coronation, at  a  time  when  they were  worth
£1,084  per  annum.” Consequent upon  the rebellion in  1483  and the attainder of
the second  Duke, however, Richard had the  disposal  of the  Stafford  estates.  After
settling an  allowance  of 200  marks  upon  the  widow, Katherine, these lands were
available for distribution  among the  King’s  supporters.”

In  1486  the Stafford  lands  and  titles  were  restored  to the  family in the person
of Edward, eldest  son of  Henry, then three  years  of  age. Because  of the  remarriage
of the  Dowager  Duchess to Jasper  Tudor, Duke  of  Bedford,  her  annual  income
was allowed to  rise  to  1000 marks, though  at her  son’s expense.“ Although
Edward was not due to  come  of age  until 1498  he was  admitted  to the Order of
the Garter in  1495, reverting to the  grand—quarterly arms  of his  father’s youth."
He has been regarded as  outstanding in  many respects,  not the  least  in his
preoccupation  with  the  minutiae  of the  finance  and administration of his lands. He
is presumed to have  been  the first English nobleman to  have drawn  up his own
rolls of creditors and debtors. His ruthless  efficiency in  maintaining estate  records
from 1500  onwards  is  thought  to  stem largely from  the destruction of the  Stafford
papers in  Brecon Castle  in  1483  and  1485  and  subsequent maladministration  and
neglect  of record—keeping during his  minority by his mother and by his  guardian,
Lady Margaret  Beaufort.“ Significantly, he  appointed  his son  Henry, when  of
age, as chief steward of the  Buckingham estates  in an effort to  ensure that  the
rigidly efficient  administration would be  maintained.  He is  known  to  have
possessed a  very large  library with volumes  covering many fields  from science  to
theology and to  have  had  a  taste  for chivalric fiction. One  work that  he is  known
to  have  commissioned is an  English translation  of  a  romance  about  the  Swan
Knight, his presumptive ancestor.l9

Henry, Earl  of  Wiltshire  (died 1523), the second son of Henry,  Duke  of
Buckingham, was deeply involved in the administration of his  brother’s estates
and  frequently was sent on  inspections  of receipts. In his own right  he  employed a
standaixéd with the cygnet royal,  with a crescent  for difference,  and Stafford
knots.

If one  turns  from  consideration  of the  later  users of the  Bohun swan  to the
county that  was the  titular focus  of the  dukedom  of the  Staffords  one is struck by
the  paucity of  material  evidence of their  presence.  In  this  region, relatively  sparse
as it is in antiquities, there  is  nothing of  relevance  to be  seen  in the former  Bohun
and  Stafford  manors of Amersham,  Brickhill, Buckingham, Essington, High
Wycombe, Newton Blossomville, Policott  or  Stewkley,  nor  indeed  at  Woobum
where  the first  Duke  had held lands}.1 Furthermore,  the  scanty remains  at  Stony
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Stratford are not in proportion to the importance of this Buckinghamshire site in a
Ricardian context. The strategic position of the town is worthy of emphasis for it
stood where Watling Street crossed the River Ouse, moreover it will be recalled
that it was here, in April 1483, that  the Lord Protector and Henry Stafford
intercepted the party accompanying Edward  V  to London and captured  a  great
quantity of arms.22 At the time Stony Stratford was  a  market town of some
importance, having a  thriving Hospital of St. John and a House of the Fraternity
of SS Mary and  Thomas  the Martyr that had been founded by John Edy and
others  in 1481.23 The site is notable also as the place at which Walter Hungerford,
a participant in Buckingham’s rising for which he was attainted in 1484, evaded
Sir Robert Brackenbury, Constable of the Tower, who had been instructed to
escort him to Richard 111 ‘having him in suspicion‘.24

Is there in Buckinghamshire no tangible monument to the Staffords? Among
the fifteenth century buildings at Long Crendon is the Abbot’s Lodging of Notley
Abbey, a foundation that was under the patronage of the Bohuns and Staffords
successively. Surviving seals of the Abbey show the arms of De Bohun and
Stafford.25 Of more direct interest is the church of St. Nicholas, Nether
Winchendon. It lies two miles away from Notley Abbey along the river Thame
and, like its neighbour at Chearsley, had been  a  chapel of ease where the
Augustinians of the Abbey took  divine service. Just as St. Nicholas, Chearsley,
had acquired full parish status in 1458 by licence from John Chetwode, Bishop of
Lincoln, so did the building at Nether Winchendon become the parish church of
the town in 1483. The first vicar, John Polleford (died 1524), was presented by
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Henry, Duke of Buckingham, in 1483 and in the  same  year the  patron  caused the
chancel to be glazed to  commemorate the attainment of parochial status. Not all
the stained glass of this date has  survived but, between  foliated  leopard  faces  the
rays  of the Yorkist sun may be seen issuing from  the  arms  of Stafford, preserved
in  a  window in the North wall of the chancel.26

Although the extinction-rate of the nobility during the civil  wars  in late
medieval England is prone to exaggeration the fate of the Staffords is archetypal
in this respect. Power, the  product  of the accumulation of  lands, titles and  wealth
by a  successful policy of inter-marriage, could not prevent the exhaustion of the
male  line as the result of the depredations of factional conflict and dynastic
pruning by the monarch. After the death of the third Duke the title was to lie
dormant  for about a century but the Staffords live on through the ignominy of  ‘the
most  untrue  creatures living’ and  such heraldic examples as  those cited  above.

To be  continued

NOTES  AND  REFERENCES

l. C.  Boutell.  Bautell's  Heraldry (revised  by J. P.  Brooke-Lime). London ( I970). p.l6'l.

2. A. R. Wagner, The  Swan  Badge and the Swan Knight. Archaeologia, vol.  97  (I959), pp.127-l38.

Regrettably one  must discount  the legend that the Buckingham swan  arose from  the faithful swan  said  to

have  been imprinted  upon  St. Hugh,  Bishop of  Lincoln (Buckinghamshire  lay in the see of  Lincoln  until

l837  when  it was transferred to the new see of  Oxford).

3. H. Gough. The Swan of Buckingham,  Records  of Buckinghamshire.  vol. 3  (1868).  pp.249-2'IO.  Is it a

coincidence  that the  device  of  a  red  maunche  on a white ground  (the arms attributed  to the Swan Knight)

appear  in the  civic arms  of certain  Essex  towns?  This looks like  another  instance  of  heraldic continuity. cf.

Sir  Harris Nicholas (ed).  The  Siege ql'CarIaverock.  London  (1828). ps. 42—3, 249.

4.  Major exceptions were  the  Beauchamp Earls  of Warwick. see  Boutell  op. cit.  p.168. Wagner op. cit.  p.l28

and W.  Courthope  (ed). The  Raus Roll.  London (1845).

5.  Alainor died  in 1399 and upon her  brass  in the  Chapel  of St. Edmund, Watminster Abbcy, the  swan

appears  in the  canopy.  Gough  (l868) op.  cil..  p.257.  The  Dunstable  Jewel, a  fineenth  century brooch  in the

form  of  a  white  enamelled  cygnet  royal  with  feet. corona:  and chain of gold is now in the  British Museum.

6. Gough (1868) op. (.17.. p.255.  Boutell op.  cil.,  p.252.  One of the  favoured persons  to whom  Henry presented

the  swan  badge was the poet  John Gower.  111: effigy on his tomb in  Southwark Cathedral wears a collar  of

SS.  from which depends a swan  badge, see J. Gough  Nichols. Collars  of the  Royal Livery.  Gentleman's

Magazine.  vol.  18 (1842)  pp.353—360.

7. On  a frieze  of  sculpture  in the chantry chnpcl  of  Henry V  at  Westminster  the cygnet royal  appears

alternating with antelopes  and  flaring beacons.  Wagner op.  cit.,  p.  l  21 for  Humphrey.

Gough  (1868)  op.  cit.  p.259.

9.  Similarly.  through her father, Anne  acquired a claim  to the  Earldom  of Buckingham, Carole RawclilTe. The

Slqfl'ards, Earls  of Slafl'ord  and  Dukes  of Buckingham.  [394—152]. Cambridge (I978). p. l2.

l0. Cough (1868) op.  cit..  p.26].  The  first Duke  is  described  as ‘in one  respect more  litigious than his

descendants‘ in that he brought five  suits  against  Henry lV's second  Queen who had exploited the  Stafford

estates  during his long minority.  Rawclifl'e  op.  cit..  p.l79.

ll.  Humphrey. Lord Stafl'ord.  had  married  Margaret  Beaufort. the  daughter  of  Edmund. second Duke  of

Beaufort. and  cousin  to her  namesake  the  Countess  of  Richmond.  The  second  of  these ladies  was to exert

considerable influence over Lord Stafl'ord's grandson.  the  third Duke. during his  minority. Rawclifl‘e  op.

ML.  pp.128—289.

I2. H. Gough. The Territorial.  Corporate  and Local  Armoury of  Buckinghamshire. Records a]

Buckinghamshire.  vol.  5  (1885). pp.358—374, especially p.360.

l3. L. T. Greensmith,  Coats  of  Arms  of  some Ricardinn contemporaries: Blood  Royal. Ricardian, vol.  3. No.

so  ( 1975).  ”315-26:  Historical Manuscripts  Commission, Sixth Report. vol.  1. London (1877). p.148.

[82



I4.
15.

[6.

l7.
[8.

20.

2l.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Rawclifl‘e op.  tiL.  pp.31—3. 126.

She was Katherine Wydeville, sister to  Edward  IV's  Queen  and Henry was married to her at the age of
eleven. .I. R. Lander.  Marriage  and  Politics  in the  Fifteenth Century:  the Nevilles and the Wydevilles.
Bulletin  of the  Institute  qf Historical  Research.  vol. 36 (I963). pp.l  19—152.  Buckingham's  hostility to the
Wydevilles need not necessarily have stemmed from  this  marriage for.  although  he received no new mates

and titles at the time. he benefited  financially by some  £3,000  and was  allowed  to cum his  estates  before he
was of age and to recover the lordship of  Canuef Selyf  in  Wales, Rawclifl'e  op.  cit.,  p.28. The redistribution
of lands is illustrated by the  example  of the manor of  Little  Brickhill  which  passed to one of Richard's

esquires. Thomas Fowler;  3 member  of the Yorkist Buckinghnmshire  family.  Sir Frank  Markham,  A

History of Milton  Keynes  and  District,  vol. 1,  Luton  (1973).  p.136;  and see Rosemary Horrox.  British

Library Harleinn Manuscript  433,  lrdian  vol. V, No. 66 (1979). p.90.

Rawclifl'e. p.  l  27.

Gough  (1885)  op.  cit.,  p.360: Greensmith op.  cit..  p.26.
Carole Rawclifi'e.  A  Tudor Nobleman as Archivist: the papers of  Edward. third  Duke of  Buckingham,

Journal  of the  Society qrchivisIs.  vol.  5  (I976). pp.294—300.

Rawclifl'e  (I978) op.  cit..  pp.95.  102. Robert Copland,  The  Story  qelyas, Knight  ql'lhe  Swan.  primed  by
Wynkin de Worde in l5 l2.  facsimile edition  by the  Grolier  Club. New  York  [901. referred to by Gough

(1868)  op.  cit..  p.250; and see  Wagner  op.  cit.,  p.l29.
Barbara J.  Harris,  Landlords and Tenants in  England  in the later  Middle  Ages: the  Buckingham  estates.

Past  and  Presenl.  vol. 43 (1969), pp. 146-150.  Gough  (1868) op. cit.. p.262.
w. H. Kelke. Amersham. Records  of Bucks.  vol. 2  (1862). pp.333—353; J.  Parker. Wycombe  and its

antiquities,  Records  afBucks.  vol.  5  (1879).  pp.152-l 76; Rawclifl'e  (1978)  up.  £11., pp.l9l-3.

Some of these arms  appear  to have  been  purchased in  Spain  by an  agent acting for  Antony Woodville;  E.
W. Ives, Andrew Dymmock and the Papers of  Antony. Earl  Rivers. 1482—3.  BJJLR.  vol. 12 (1968).

p.225.  One of the inns in  Stony Slratford  which  are  candidates  for the place at  which  the two Dukes spent
that night  was the  Swan although ‘much stronger local  tradition' has it that a more  convincing claim  was

advanced by the Rose and Crown. Upon the  first night  of  their return journey to  London a  stay at

Buckingham’s  manor at  Little  Brickhill may be presumed. Markham op.  cit.,  pp.l34—5.

Gough (1885) op.  cit.,  p.37]; Markham  op.  cil..  p.133.  John Edy had sold the manor of  Little Laughton  to

Richard. Earl Rivers in 1467. Sir F. Markham. The Mnnorinl records of  Wolvenon,  Walvermn  Historical

Journal,  vol. I  (1970),  pp.25—29.

J. C.  Wedgwood.  The  History  of Parliament: Biographies  of the  Members  qf the  Common:  1439-1509.

London (I936), p.486.

Gough  (1885) op.  cit..  p.365;  G. Lipscomb. The History and  Antiquities  of the  County of Buckingham. vol.

I. London ( l847). p.231. The  manor  of  Long Crendon had  been granted  by Edward IV to the  Collegiate

Church at Windsor and  from 1482—88  the Dean and canons  held their  courts in the  extant  fourteenth
century building,  J. Parker.  Long Crendon  Court House.  Records qucks,  vol.  8  0899). pp.206—7.

I am  grateful  to Rev.  Stanley Young. Vicar of  Long Crendon with  Nether  Winchendon  and  Chenrsley.  for

the  information concerning the  Stafford patronage  and for  allowing the photograph.

183‘


