
Richard  III and  Pontefract
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THE REIGN OF  KING RICHARD 111 was so short  that, in the nature of.  things, all
quincentennial celebrations must  be concentrated  within  two and half years.
But the  500th  anniversary of his charter to Pontefract  should  not be allowed
to pass  without notice, for he had  a  particularly close  connection with  that
town.

Pontefract had been a  town  of some importance for three centuries or
more before Richard’s aCCession. It occupies  a  naturally strategic position on
a low limestone escarpment used as a north-south  highway since Roman
times. After the Ngrman Conquest, Ilbert de Lacy built  the first castle at
Pontefract to  command  this route and the nearby east-west  route along the
Aire and Calder  Valleys.  It was Ilbert’s descendant Roger de Lacy, Constable
of Chester, who gave the  town  its first charter in 1194.  This  allowed  the
townspeople the same privileges as  those  enjoyed by the burgesses of
Grimsby; their  reeve  was chosen by the  lord  of the manor, but  with
preference for one of the burgesses. Roger de Lacy issued  a  supplementary
charter granting the  town  land at a rent of 4d. an  acre.‘

The de Lacys kept up their  connection  with  the  town  in the  following
century. Roger’s grandson Edmund, Earl of Lincoln, founded  a  house of
Black Friars there about 1256 where his heart was buried when he died the
following year.  Edmund’s  son Henry confirmed  his great-grandfather’s
charters to the town in 1278. After Henry, the de Lacys failed of male  heirs.
His daughter Alice married Thomas, Earl of Lancaster, and  although  they
had no  children, both  the earldom and the de Lacy lordship of Pontefract
passed to Thomas’s brother Henry. The  latter’s  granddaughter Blanche
became heiress of Lancaster. The Duchy of Lancaster created for her
husband, John of Gaunt, included  Pontefract, and the honour of Pontefract
remains part of the Duchy to the present clay.2 Through these changes of
lordship, the Black Friars’ house retained its importance. Edward  I  and
Queen Eleanor  visited  it, and it was patronised by Edward 11, Edward III and
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Thomas, Earl of Lancaster. Earl Thomas was buried at the Cluniac Priory in
Pontefract. At the Black Friars, however, were buried the hearts of Richard,
Duke  of York, his son Edmund, Earl of  Rutland, Richard  Neville, Earl of
gsliibgrylla and his son Thomas Neville, all  victims  of the Yorkist disaster at

a  e ie .3

During the Wars of the Roses, Pontefract Castle assumed importance
both  as a military stronghold and a prison. After the first Battle of St. Albans
(1455), John Holland, Duke of Exeter, was sent to Pontefract for safe
keeping. After the Battle of Wakefield, Richard, Duke of York, was buried
at Pontefract, first  without  his  head, then  with  it.  When  his remains were
translated to Fotheringhay in 1466, his heart remained buried at the  Black
Friars, Pontefract.“ His son Richard, then  the fourteen year  Hold  Duke of
Gloucester, had an important part in the translation rites  (22-30  July 1466),
following next  after his  father’s  funeral car in the procession.‘ Edward IV
took  up his headquarters at Pontefract Castle on 27 March 1461, and two  days
later on  Palm  Sunday fought  the decisive  Battle  of Towton. In Warwick’s
rising of  1470, the castle was  held  by his brother the Marquis of Montagu.
Several Yorkist prisoners, Pilkington, Atcliff, Montgomery and Jourdaine,
were kept there.6 On his way back  to the throne in 1471, Edward IV passed
within  three  miles  of Pontefract unhindered by Montagu, either simply
eluding him, or on the orders of the Duke of Clarence.7 The Act of
Parliament of  1477  confirmed the place of the  honour  of Pontefract as part of
the  Duchy of Lancaster.“ Pontefract Castle was the official residence of
Richard, Duke of Gloucester, as Steward of the Duchy north of the Trent.9 It
was perhaps as a mark of its  status that  Edward IV spent a week there in
September 1478.

During the crisis over the Protectorate in the summer of 1483, Richard,
Duke of Gloucester, ordered the 300 men from York to join  others  of his
forces at Pontefract  Castle  on 18 June.  They arrived  late, but in time for the
execution of Rivers, Grey and  Vaughan, sent  as prisoners to Pontefract on 25
June.In Like  other illustrious men before them, the remains of  this
unfortunate trio  were  buried in the  Cluniac  Priory.“ The  assassination of the
deposed King Richard II in  1400  and the  execution  of Earl Rivers, who wrote
his immortal lyric in  captivity, have  given Pontefract Castle  a  sinister
reputation rivalling that of the Tower of London. But like the Tower,
Pontefract was as  much  a palace  as  a  prison, and it was perhaps after Richard
III’s accession that  it came  into  its own as a royal residence. He and Queen
Anne stayed there on their coronation progress  between  Nottingham and
York. Here  they were re-united  with  their son Prince Edward before his
investiture as Prince of Wales and Earl of Chester. Here, too, the new  King
summoned  seventy knights  and gentlemen from the northern shires to hear
his pleasure.l2 According to  Fox, the historian of Pontefract, Sir James  Tyrell
rejoined the royal party between Pontefract and York, having (as Fox
believed) dispatched his business  with  the Princes in the Tower."

'King Richard returned to Pontefract several times in the summer of
1484. He spent  a  fortnight there between 30 May and 13 June when he met
ambassadors from Brittany and concluded a truce with  them." He was  back
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on  22-23  June after  visiting York, and again between 23 and 29 July. This was
the  occasion  of his  granting a charter to the borough.

King Richard’s charter  constituted  the town a free borough  with  a gild
merchant; it was to  enjoy the same  liberties  and franchises as Stamford.
Richard appointed the first mayor  —  John  Hill, evidently a  good  choice, since
he was later freely re-elected to the  office  in  1496  and  1497, and was the only
man to  have  been mayor of Pontefract three  times.  The government of the
town  was  vested  in thirteen comburgesses chosen for life from among ‘the
more creditable  sort  of  men’ who each year were to  elect  one of their number
as mayor. The  original  comburgesses were elected at  Michaelmas 1484, the
season  at  which  the mayor was to be elected and any vacancies among the
comburgesses  filled.  No one but a resident burgess was to  hold  the office of
mayor. The mayor and comburgesses were justices of the  peace  for the
borough, and were allowed a gallows and a ‘proper prison’. The sheriff and
his officers were not to enter the borough  except  in  default  of the mayor. The
mayor was  also  responsible for collecting the dues to the crown. Before
Richard’s charter, these were fixed at £49 13s.  4d., but the  town  was £15 135.
4d. in arrears.  With  characteristic generosity, Richard remitted the  debt  and
fixed  the dues at £34  ‘and  no  more’.  Pontefract had  been  in the forefront of
events  during the Wars of the  Roses, but while its trade had probably
declined, too  much  should  not be made of its poverty." Among the other
privileges granted were the  right  to  hold  a  market on Saturdays, and two
gnnual fairs, in the week preceding Palm  Sunday and  that  before Trinity

unday."
The charter established a  kind  of  municipal  aristocracy rather  than  a

democracy, but in the circumstances of the  time  it could hardly have been
otherwise. Nevertheless, the townspeople received considerable
responsibility for their affairs, and the charter suggests a  high  degree of
mutual trust between  King Richard and his subjects. The charter was issued
on 28 July 1484 under the  seal  of the Duchy of Lancaster. It was confirmed at
Westminster (whither the  King had returned via  Nottingham) on 9 August. It
was witnessed by the two Archbishops (Bourchier and Rotherham), the
Bishops of Lincoln (Russell), Bath and  Wells (Stillington) and London
(Kemp), the Dukes of  Suffolk  and Norfolk, the  Sheriff  of London, Sir
Thomas Stanley, Sir John  Wade, and the Keeper of the Privy Seal  (John
Gunthorpe)."

The numerous letters  written  from Pontefract recorded in BL. Harleian
MS. 433 reflect the importance of the  castle  as  a  centre of administration
when the King was in residence. Among those of particular interest may be
noted  King Richard’s letter to his  mother, Cecily, Duchess of York,
concerning a  steward to replace William Collingbourne; those to
Southampton  and other towns forbidding use of  livery; and  that  to various
Wiltshire villages to discharge their  debts  to  William  Catesby, their  new lord
of the  manor.“ Charges upon the revenues of the honour of Pontefract
naturally occur frequently.  Among these, mention may be made of an  annuity
of £40 to Robert  Ratcliffe, £40 towards the  building of a chapel at  Towton  to
commemorate the Yorkist  victory, and one of £500 shared between
Knaresborough, Pontefract and  Tickhill  for the maintainance of a royal
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household at  Sandal.” King Richard’s  interest in  Pontefract, and particularly
in the religious life of the town, is shown by his annuity of  405.  to Dame
Margaret  Moulton, the anchoress at St.  Helen’s  church, and provision for her
house and chapel,” also restoration of rights to twenty acres of pasture to the
Priory of St. John.2l

At his accession, King Henry VII withdrew his predecessor’s charter to
Pontefract, but issued one virtually identical  in his capacity as Duke of
Lancaster on 1 December 1488. He confirmed to the comburgesses the  right
to choose their mayor. Like Richard, Henry spent a few  days  at Pontefract on
his progress through the north in 1486. The  town’s  charter was again issued by
his grandson  King Edward VI on 5 May 1550, and  King James  I  issued a
confirmatory charter in 1606-7. Pontefract had  sent  two members to
parliament in the time of Edward I. The right seems then to  have  lapsed, and
not to  have  been revived under Richard  III’s  charter, probably because of the
financial  burden  involved  in parliamentary representation. The  right  was,
however, revived in 1620-1. Two members were  then  elected, and Pontefract
has continued to be represented in parliament ever  since, though  the
constituency has been extended beyond the boundaries of the old borough,
and it is now  known  as Pontefract and Castleford.

Pontefract is  a town  which  has known the rough edge of history. Because
of its strategic importance, it was much  fought  over in the  middle  ages, and
again  in the  Civil  Wars under  King Charles I, when it was four  times  under
siege. The manufacture of li uorice — the famous ‘Pomfret cakes’ —  gave it  a
period of prosperity under  ueen  Elizabeth I; later it was to experience the
Industrial  Revolution  through the cycle from  squalid  riches to recession and
depression. The short  reign  of Richard III was  a  happier time  for the  town,
and  this  anniversary year is one to remember a good charter and a close
relationship between the  King and his subjects in  this  northern  borough.
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