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Figure 1: A map of places in England associated with the Rochfords of Fenne and Stoke Rochford. 



 

 

 

Figure 2: The Rochfords’ homelands at Fenne and Scrane and the surrounding area. The coastline 

and village boundaries were probably a little different in their time – here they are based on 

Ordnance Survey maps of the early 1800s. 
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Figure 3: Rochford Tower, built by the Rochfords around 1460 as part of their main 

residence at Fenne. Photo © Shane Bradshaw, all rights reserved.
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INTRODUCTION 

Most histories are about kings. Some are about queens, robber 

barons and outlaws. This one is about a family of knights and 

esquires: the Rochfords of Fenne and Stoke Rochford in Lincoln-

shire. Their story is fascinating. It involves much savagery, as you 

might expect: an almost continuous churn of battles, sieges, coups 

d’état, feuds, murders, plagues, imprisonment and even hostage 

taking. But there were peaceful moments too. Family members 

travelled across Europe, made pilgrimages to the Holy Land, 

served as royal aids and led embassies to negotiate peace treaties. 

They studied the histories of the Romans and the Jews, they built 

monuments to the departed, and they left gifts of gold, rubies and 

sapphires to loved ones. 

Their story can be traced back with certainty to the late 1100s, 

when a landless knight named Waleran de Rochford made a lucky 

marriage to a well-to-do heiress, Albreda of Fenne. Over the 

following centuries their successors played increasingly prominent 

roles in local and national affairs, and they got involved in just 

about every major war, rebellion and political event of their times. 

By the early 1400s they were preeminent among the royal house of 

Lancaster’s retainers, and they were the richest family in Lincoln-

shire. 

Then disaster struck – not once, but repeatedly over almost a 

century, until finally in the mid-1500s the last of the Rochfords of 

Lincolnshire faded into obscurity. What was left of the family 

fortune was inherited by a single surviving, female cousin. The 

family name was gone, their monuments were left to crumble, their 

lives all but forgotten. 
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As far I know, no one has written a detailed and accurate account 

of the Lincolnshire Rochfords before. Those of which I am aware 

are all brief, and riddled with errors and confusion. 

This is not surprising: the task is made complex by the fact that 

over the course of the family’s 350-year history there were at least 

six Ralphs, six Johns, three Thomases, two Sayers and two Henrys, 

their lives often overlapping in time and place. And there were 

other prominent families named Rochford that used the same first 

names too, in Essex, Yorkshire, Dorset and Ireland. Many writers 

have given up in frustration. Two thirds of the way through his 

own account in the late-1700s An Essay Towards a Topographical 

History of the County of Norfolk, Francis Blomefield complained: 

“The Rochfords were such a numerous family, and of so many 

branches, that it is not easy to distinguish, or make a regular 

descent of them.” But with a little patience the pieces can be put in 

the right place, and in so doing a great story is revealed: the rise 

and fall of a classic medieval English family. 

This volume tells this story in three parts, through biographies 

of each of the most prominent Lincolnshire Rochfords down the 

generations. 

Part one, Origins, deals with the earliest known members of the 

family and, of course, their likely origins. It covers the period from 

Domesday to about 1316. Much of the evidence from this period is 

so fragmentary that the biographies are rather terse: to fill in the 

gaps would take much guesswork, and I have preferred to stick 

with the known facts. But there is just enough evidence to identify 

that seeds had already been sown for the family’s steady ascent 

over the next three generations from bottom-rung county knights 

to swashbuckling veterans of the royal household. 

That is the story told in part two, Rise, which covers the period 

from 1316 to 1440. In contrast to part one there is bountiful 

evidence of family members during this time – enough to under-

stand not only the ebb and flow of their lives and careers, but also 

something of their characters, quirks and aspirations. Some 

preferred adventure and war, others trade, justice and scholarship. 

After 1440 everything changes. Despite having huge estates and 

family connections at the highest levels of society, the Lincolnshire 

Rochfords suddenly, and almost completely, disappear from the 
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record. Part three, Fall, attempts to trace this mysterious story of a 

family in sharp decline, using what few fragments of evidence are 

available, until their final days in the time of Henry VIII. 

I have not included footnotes and endnotes, as all the relevant 

records and their citations are to be found in Volume Two. It 

contains a compendium of all the material on the family that I have 

collected, with commentary and analysis. In this way I hope that 

readers can quickly evaluate and make use of the legwork I have 

put in for their own research. 

 

To avoid confusion, I have introduced a numbering system for 

members of the family, as in Ralph I, John I, Ralph II, and so on. 

This sequence starts with the first of the Rochfords of Fenne – 

Waleran – and continues with the heads of the family there and at 

Stoke Rochford in order of succession. Other branches of the 

family, such as the Rochfords of Walpole who emerged in the mid-

1300s, are not included in the sequence. 

Of course, the Rochfords and their contemporaries never used 

such a system, but they also never wrote a history of the family and 

therefore had no need to. Where necessary, contemporaries 

normally identified different members of the family by status 

(“knight”), age (“junior”), hometown (“of Walpole”) or family 

relationship (“son of…”). 

 

Medieval scribes were remarkably flexible when it came to spelling. 

The name Rochford was often written Rocheford until around 1400, 

after which the French spelling Rochefort became more common. 

This is curious, as it was around this time that Middle English 

began to replace Latin and Anglo-Norman French as the language 

of choice for the upper classes of England, for the first time since 

the Conquest. My guess is that many contemporaries pronounced 

the name in the French style (“Roshfor”) and initially moved 

towards a French spelling to retain this pronunciation as Middle 

English became more common. 
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There were many variations, however. The first vowel was not 

always an o: Racheford, Recheford, Richeford and Rycheford all appear 

in primary sources throughout the period. The ch was flexible too: 

Roccheford, Rokeford, Rockeford and Rogeford all appear. Sometimes 

an s was inserted or the f was doubled-up, as in Rochesford, 

Rokesford and Rochefford. The last consonant was usually d or t, but 

occasionally th, as in Rocheforth. And of course, a final e could be 

added to any of the above at any time for good measure, as in 

Rocheforde. The scribes blended these and other variations at will, 

and with a little creative licence they occasionally came up with 

entirely new forms too, such as Rogereforde and Russhford. 

Bizarrely, the modern spelling Rochford was hardly used at all in 

medieval times. But it is the standard spelling used now for places 

named after the family, like the village of Stoke Rochford, and it is 

also the most common spelling used by people with this surname 

today. So, to keep things clear, I have generally used this modern 

spelling except in quotes, where I have left the original spelling 

intact. 
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Figure 4: The view across Boston Haven to the fields of Toft and Scrane. In the 1100s 

much of this land was still marshland, as Frampton Marsh in the foreground still is 

today. Ralph of Fenne and the Rochfords did much to reclaim and develop the area 

over hundreds of years. Photo © Tormod Amundsen of biotope.no.
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EARLY FENNE AND SCRANE 

The early Lincolnshire Rochfords were associated with the two 

fenland hamlets of Fenne and Scrane near Boston in Lincolnshire. 

Their lands lay around these in the open expanses of Fishtoft (at the 

time usually called just Toft), Skirbeck and Benington, and also in 

the terrifically wealthy market town of Boston itself. Both hamlets 

are now gone, leaving only fragments of their former existence on 

the landscape. 

Fenne was centred on north end of the parish of Toft, just to the 

east of Boston. A 15th-century turreted tower variously known as 

Rochford, Richmond or Kyme Tower still stands there by the 

western boundary of the parish with Skirbeck. It is all that remains 

of a manor house the Rochfords built on land that was probably 

part of the honour of Richmond, and which later belonged to the 

Kyme family. Rochford Tower Lane leads a few hundred metres 

north to a crossroads with the ancient Wainfleet Road, where the 

Ball House Inn now occupies a site once known as Chapel Green. 

The chapel of Fenne once stood here, but nothing remains of it 

today. This was presumably the centre of the medieval hamlet; 

buildings nearby were known as Boston Fen End well into the 

1800s. 

Lands connected with Fenne are thought to have extended north 

to Hill Dyke and Boston Long Hedges, and west to Burton Corner 

where Wainfleet Road meets the Sibsey and Spilsby Roads at the 

northeast corner of modern Boston. These lands appear to have 

overlapped into the old parishes of Skirbeck and Boston, whose 

boundaries have changed a good deal in the last 200 years and 

must have done so before then too. 

Scrane, meanwhile, is said to have been at the southern tip of the 

neighbouring parish of Freiston, near where Scrane End is now. But 

the Rochfords’ Scrane properties were associated with the parish of 

Toft, so perhaps the hamlet’s lands spanned both parishes along 

the marshy northwest shore of The Wash. Much work was done 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

28 

here during the Rochfords’ time building and maintaining dykes 

and ditches to develop these marshlands for agriculture, pasture 

and salt-making. 

All these lands lie within an old Lincolnshire area called Skir-

beck wapentake, which comprises all the parishes along the 

northwest coast of The Wash from Boston Haven to Wrangle. 

Before the Normans invaded England in 1066 the lord of most of 

the land here was King Edward the Confessor’s household steward, 

Ralph the Staller, who was of mixed Anglo-Breton blood. A smaller 

portion of the land fell under the lordship of the queen’s theign 

Wulfweard the White, and another under the Lincolnshire magnate 

Aethelstan son of Godram. Their names reveal them both to have 

been native Anglo-Saxons. 

Ralph the Staller found favour with the new Norman regime, 

but by the time the Domesday Book was drawn up in 1086, all his 

property in Skirbeck wapentake had been merged into the 

enormous new barony of William I’s favourite Breton, count Alan 

Rufus, whose forces had probably led the vanguard at the battle of 

Hastings. This was the barony that later came to be called the 

honour of Richmond, and its lords were the earls of Richmond. 

By 1086 Wulfweard’s and Aethelstan’s estates in the area had 

also been taken over by a foreigner, the Norman magnate Guy de 

Craon, whose family were the lords of Craon in France. He 

acquired some sixty properties in Lincolnshire after the Conquest, 

which came to be known as the fee or honour of Craon. The old 

guard were well and truly gone. 

In Domesday, Skirbeck wapentake was called “Ulmerestig” or 

Wolmersty after a long-lost hamlet in the north of the region. Each 

of the seven “vills” in the wapentake – Skirbeck, Toft, Freiston, 

Butterwick, Leverton, Leake and Wrangle – was assessed at twelve 

carucates, notionally about 1400 acres. Clearly a methodical hand 

had been involved in establishing their boundaries. 

In the vill of Toft, nine of these carucates were Guy de Craon’s, 

and he had a church, a priest and a mill on this land, so presumably 

he owned the main village too. The other three carucates in Toft 

were part of Alan Rufus’ estates. The vill’s population comprised 

eighteen sokemen, nine villeins and a bordar: 29 households 

including the priest, so perhaps 100-150 individuals in all. 
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Boston itself is not named in Domesday, as it was a settlement 

within the vill of Skirbeck. All twelve carucates of this vill, with the 

exception of one quarter, belonged to Alan Rufus. The population 

here was larger than in Toft, but still small: nineteen sokemen and 

twenty-one villeins, perhaps 150-200 individuals in all. There were 

also two fisheries, two priests and two churches. One of these 

churches must have been St Botolph’s, built for a trading settlement 

that had evolved at a crossing point on the river Witham just one 

mile northwest of the main village of Skirbeck. Over the following 

decades the earls of Richmond and their men developed a whole 

new town around this settlement, with walls, a port, a marketplace, 

plots of land for merchants to build their halls and warehouses, and 

an annual fair. Within a century St Botolph’s Town – Boston – 

would become one of England’s primary international trading 

posts, attracting merchants from as far as Italy, Spain and the 

Baltic. Millions of fleeces of wool, said to be more valuable than 

gold, were traded here, as were luxury cloths, furs, spices, wines, 

falcons, metals and much more. It was a good place to own land. 

When the Rochfords first arrived in the area in the 1190s, the 

boom was just taking off. The earliest records of the family here 

date from 1199, although they may have arrived a little earlier. 

These records are connected with an inheritance from a man 

named Ralph of Fenne, who held lands in the area as a vassal of the 

earls of Richmond, and probably also under the Craons. So Ralph is 

the subject of our first biography. 
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Figure 5: The battle of Lincoln on 2 February 1141, in the civil war between King 

Stephen and Empress Matilda. Alan the Black, earl of Richmond, was captured soon 

after by Ranulf, earl of Chester. The Fennes owed military service to the earls of 

Richmond and may well have been drawn into the fighting. From a copy of Henry 

of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum made around 1200 (BL Arundel MS 48, f. 168v). 
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RALPH OF FENNE 
 

(died 1185-1190) 

The earliest record of Ralph that we can give a certain date to is 

from 1156-1158, when he witnessed a charter at Boston for Alan 

Rufus’ great-nephew and successor, Conan IV, duke of Brittany 

and earl of Richmond. 

The sheer anarchy of King Stephen’s reign had recently ended, 

and a period of great English empire-building had begun under the 

extraordinarily energetic Henry II. Conan’s father Alan the Black, 

earl of Richmond, had died about a decade earlier when Conan was 

still a child. The young duke had only recently come of age and, 

amid considerable uncertainty, just about secured his English and 

Breton inheritances on either side of the Channel. Over the 

following years he spent much time in England seeing to the 

administration of his estates, especially at Richmond and Boston, 

and the charter that Ralph of Fenne witnessed was a case of this. In 

it, Conan confirmed to his men of the soke of Gayton that they 

could continue to enjoy all the liberties, tenures and customs that 

they had in the time of his grandfather Stephen, count of Tréguier. 

Ralph was presumably of age when he witnessed Conan’s 

charter, so he must have been born by about 1138 at the latest. The 

names of several other men who were in the duke’s court that day, 

and who witnessed the same charter, stand out. One was Baldric de 

Sigillo, who had been the late King Stephen’s keeper of the seal and 

would soon become archdeacon of Leicester. Another was William 

of Fenne, who may have been related to Ralph, although there is no 

evidence to confirm how if so. And there were also Lambert of 

Moulton, his brother Walter and his sons Thomas, Richard and 

Alan. They had extensive estates in Lincolnshire and Brittany, and 

would have much to do with Ralph’s heirs over the next century. 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

32 

Most of what little we know of Ralph’s life is down to the lucky 

survival of local, private charters like this. The most revealing come 

from the cartulary of Kirkstead Abbey, a fledgling Cistercian 

monastery some twenty miles north of Fenne that Ralph was 

especially fond of. This abbey had been founded by another Breton, 

Hugh son of Eudo, lord of Tattershall, in 1139. It was said that 

Hugh visited Fountains Abbey in the wilderness near Ripon in 

Yorkshire, and he was so impressed by what he saw that he lured 

several of its monks to a new, carefully selected site on his own 

land: a “place of horror like a vast solitude” surrounded by wild 

brushwood and swamps, perfect for men in search of a purer life. 

The abbey’s cartulary is a treasure trove of hundreds ancient 

abbey documents painstakingly copied into a book by scrupulous 

monks in the 1200s. Just over a hundred of these relate to proper-

ties the abbey built up in the marshlands of Scrane during the 

1100s, mostly through charitable gifts from landowners there 

wishing to secure God’s favour for themselves, their ancestors and 

their heirs. One of the earliest of these was a gift to the abbey from 

Ralph’s father, Alan of Fenne, of land in an area of Scrane called 

Crakeholm, plus five acres of arable land in the marsh of Toft. 

“This gift I have given to the said church in alms for the health of 

my soul and my father and all my forebears,” he wrote in his 

charter. He also secured the “consent and good will of Ralph my 

son and heir” to ensure that the gift would be honoured and not 

retracted after his death. None of the early charters in the cartulary 

have dates, but Ralph appears to have succeeded his father by 1158, 

so this charter probably dates from the 1140s or 1150s. 

Alan of Fenne is the earliest member of the family about whom 

we know anything at all. He was probably born by 1118, if Ralph 

was born by 1138. And although we know nothing about Alan’s 

parents, his Christian name betrays his likely origins: it was a 

Breton name, not at all like the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian 

names of the Boston-area natives. It is probable that he or an 

ancestor came to England with one of Conan IV’s predecessors, 

possibly even with Alan Rufus or Ralph the Staller. 

Alan of Fenne appears in only one other record, when his heir 

introduced himself as “Ralph son of Alan of Fenne” in his own 

charter to Kirkstead Abbey. In fact, Ralph made at least five grants 
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to the abbey over the course his life, and each charter reveals a little 

more about the places and people in his world, and their very 

practical daily concerns. Each gift was carefully considered and had 

a specific purpose, and in each case the boundaries of the property 

donated were described in intricate detail, often confusing to 

modern ears even if they made sense to locals at the time. 

Ralph’s first grant was an area of land in Scrane called West-

neuland, between the salt waterway John’s Fleet and the monks’ 

grange or farm, for them to make a mill pool for their watermill. 

The name of this property – neuland – indicates that it was land that 

had recently been reclaimed from the marsh, and in his grant Ralph 

stipulated that his other land was to drain into the new pool. In 

another charter he gave the monks property to build a dyke at 

Autineuland and Crakeholm, which must once have been an islet in 

a creek, as that is what holm means. He also gave them some 

marshland beside a causeway that the monks had built between 

their grange and their watermill. Later Ralph gave the monks some 

more land in Scrane, a hundred feet wide leading west towards an 

area called Aldascrahinga, or Old Scrane, to extend their dyke or 

build a new one. 

These and so many other charters in the abbey’s cartulary tell us 

that Scrane was undergoing a massive, generations-long develop-

ment project. At the beginning of the century much of the area must 

have been an inhospitable, swampy wasteland petering out into the 

tidal mudflats of The Wash, ready to suck in any footloose traveller. 

But these lands had potential. They were good for grazing sheep, 

good for arable, and good for making salt. 

There were people living here in Ralph’s time. His tenants 

Robert le Gros, who was presumably rather fat, and Gippe, whose 

name suggests a Scandinavian origin, and Emma the widow of 

Reinald all had houses in the area, on high or recently-reclaimed 

ground. The monks had built a causeway out to their farm and 

were developing dykes and drains at a rapid pace. They were 

famously industrious. Ralph’s God-fearing gifts to the abbey must 

have been motivated at least in part by the knowledge that their 

hard work could only increase the value and productivity of his 

own property. And for their own part, the monks were well aware 
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that offering commercial, as well as spiritual, benefits could only 

enhance the reputation of their foundation. 

The abbey was not at all shy of cutting a deal, and it developed 

its property through exchanges as well as gifts. In one charter 

Ralph agreed to swap some property he had at Enedeholm for 

property the monks had at Halingecroft, and he gave them some 

marshland at Hareholm to boot. In another, he noted that he had 

swapped two acres of land at Autineuland that he had previously 

given to the chapel of Fenne so he could give it to the monks, and 

he also gave them permission to cross a specific stretch of his own 

dyke with their cattle. This is the earliest record of the chapel of 

Fenne. Many centuries later Ralph’s descendants would still own 

the right to appoint the parson at Fenne, so it is likely that Ralph, 

his father Alan or another predecessor was its original founder. 

Although all his charters to Kirkstead Abbey related to property in 

Scrane, he retained close connection to the hamlet he was named 

after. 

Ralph’s neighbour Roger of Huntingfield was also fond of 

Kirkstead Abbey. On one occasion he exchanged some property 

with the monks that “Ralph’s ancestors” had given them in the 

marsh of Toft near Saltergate. Ralph gave his consent to the deal, 

and he and his son Hamo both went on record as witnesses to it. 

Hamo must have been Ralph’s eldest son and heir. He witnessed 

five other charters around this time, most of them involving 

Kirkstead Abbey, so he must have come of age and it appears that 

Ralph was priming him for the day he would inherit the family 

property. But Hamo never seems to have stepped out of his father’s 

shadow – he was always “Hamo son of Ralph” – and nothing else 

is known of him. He did not live to inherit the estates he was 

primed for. 

Ralph also had two brothers, John and Master Hamo, who 

witnessed several of his deals with Kirkstead. John is never referred 

to in these as a parson or cleric, but later in life Ralph managed to 

arrange a posting for him as parson of the village church of 

Quadring, some fourteen miles west of Fenne. Meanwhile Hamo’s 

title of Master, or “Magister” in the original Latin documents, tells 

us that he was a formally trained scholar of local note. He may well 

have been educated at Kirkstead, or served as scholar-monk there.  
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Ralph seems to have formed a close relationship with the Hunting-

fields. They had arrived in Toft in the 1130s, when the heir of the 

Craon fee, Alan de Craon, granted his nephew William son of 

Roger of Huntingfield a fief comprising all nine of his carucates in 

Toft and much property elsewhere. In return William was to give 

him knight-service, homage and fealty. Thus the Huntingfields 

became vassals of the Craons. 

Some time before 1155, William of Huntingfield then made a 

man known as “Baldric the clerk of Fenne” his vassal for one of the 

nine carucates he had just acquired in Toft. In return, Baldric was to 

provide him with the service of an eleventh part of a knight’s fee. 

Baldric looks to have got a good deal here, as six to eight carucates 

was about the norm for a whole knight’s fee, for which a man was 

expected to provide his lord forty days’ military service a year. 

One of the witnesses to this enfeoffment was Ralph son of Alan, 

who may well have been Ralph of Fenne. And it may also be that 

Ralph ultimately inherited this property, since his grandson and 

successor, Ralph de Rochford, had a property matching exactly this 

description under the Huntingfields in the next century. But it is 

not certain, as several of Ralph de Rochford’s immediate neigh-

bours had similar properties too, any one of which might have 

begun with this grant to Baldric the clerk of Fenne. 

Ralph often witnessed local property transactions for William of 

Huntingfield’s son and heir, Roger, after he succeeded his father in 

1155. These included deals with men and women such as Geoffrey 

Columbeyn, Henry the abbot of Croyland, Ralph the Simple the 

prior of Freiston, Adeliz daughter of Gerd of Bicker, and William 

son of Robert son of William of Fenne. Around the same time Ralph 

of Fenne exchanged 25 acres of his own land at a place called 

Hestecroft with 25 acres of that Roger of Huntingfield had in 

“languas in Fenna”. And Ralph witnessed charters for other local 

men too, including one from Robert son of Stephen the chamber-

lain to Kirkstead, and another from Simon le Bret to Lincoln 

Cathedral. 

Evidence of who was a vassal of who, and how much property 

they had at this time, is murky to say the least. But there are clues 
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in these charters about Ralph’s status as a local landowner. When 

he witnessed Conan IV’s charter in 1156-1158, Ralph appeared 

towards the end of the list of witnesses – he was only just on the 

duke’s radar, and only in connection with local matters. This is 

hardly surprising, as the duke’s English estates alone stretched to 

some sixty knights’ fees. But Ralph’s role in the local activities of 

the Huntingfields was far more important. In their charters he 

appeared towards the top of the list of witnesses, with men such as 

Conan of Kirketon, Walter Maureward, Alan des Roches and 

Alexander of Pointon. In the next century all of these men, or their 

heirs, were vassals of the Craon fee, and they typically had about 

one knight’s fee each. Ralph’s own heirs’ properties in the next 

century are much less clear-cut, as they had become vassals of the 

honour of Richmond, the Craons and the Huntingfields, which 

must have given them some organisational headaches. But their 

assorted properties seem to have added up to about a knight’s fee 

in all, and it looks likely from this that Ralph already had much the 

same property, status and feudal responsibilities in his own time. 

In 1181, amid much concern that the realm’s knights were not 

properly equipped for these responsibilities, King Henry II issued a 

proclamation: “Whoever possesses one knight's fee shall have a 

shirt of mail, a helmet, a shield, and a lance”, so that they could 

always be ready for war when called upon. In case the directive 

was not clear enough, Henry threatened to “take vengeance, not 

merely on their lands or chattels, but on their limbs” if anyone 

failed to comply. There are no records of Ralph and his associates 

going to war, but they must have done so when their lords were 

called up. Later records confirm that Ralph’s successors owed 

military service to the earls of Richmond and the Huntingfields, 

and Ralph probably did too. 

 

The earliest government record of Ralph of Fenne dates from 1165-

1166. The Pipe Rolls, the records of the exchequer, for that year note 

that he and “his men” owed the crown five marks “for pleas”. 

Evidently Ralph and his own vassals had taken some legal problem 

before the king’s itinerant justices, Geoffrey de Mandeville and 
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Richard de Lucy. Many of Ralph’s neighbours appeared alongside 

him in these accounts for similar payments, including Maurice de 

Craon, who was the latest heir of the Craon barony, Roger of 

Huntingfield, Baldric de Sigillo, Alan of Benington and William the 

clerk of Fenne. 

The next firmly dateable record of Ralph after this is not for 

almost two decades, but it is likely that much of his activity 

developing property at Fenne and Scrane, and cutting deals with 

the abbot of Kirkstead and his neighbours, occurred during this 

time. Meanwhile, in 1171 Conan of Brittany died leaving a ten-year-

old daughter, Constance, as his sole heiress. King Henry II of 

England had already persuaded Conan to betroth her to his son 

Prince Geoffrey in 1166. The marriage was finally celebrated in 

1181 and Geoffrey became duke of Brittany and earl of Richmond 

in his wife’s right. 

Henry’s belligerent sons spent most of 1183 and 1184 at war with 

one another in their continental duchies. In autumn 1184 a fed-up 

King Henry summoned them to England for a family conference. 

This is the only occasion Geoffrey is known to have returned to 

England after becoming earl of Richmond, and he did not stay for 

long, as in December Henry sent him to govern Normandy. 

Whether Ralph spent any time with his lord on the continent we do 

not know, but he did join Geoffrey in London during his brief stay 

in England. Here Ralph witnessed a charter by Geoffrey granting a 

plot in Boston to Reiner of Waxham, who was the deputy sheriff of 

Yorkshire under Ranulf de Glanville. Glanville was also the 

crown’s chief justiciar. 

It may be that Ralph was able to get the king’s ear at this time 

too, as Pipe Rolls for 1184-1185 record that he paid the crown 

twenty shillings and owed another twenty for a “recognition of the 

travails” of his nephew, Baldric, whose father had died before he 

came of age. It is not known whether Baldric’s father was Ralph’s 

brother Hamo or another unknown member of the family – it could 

not have been John, as he was still alive in 1186. And the record is 

so oblique that it is hard to guess what it really means. Perhaps 

Ralph sought to buy his nephew a place at court or some other 

favour. In any case, in 1186-1187 Ralph paid the final twenty 
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shillings off, and it was noted that Baldric was still under age and 

in his care. 

Around the same time, or perhaps as late as 1190, Ralph granted 

a fifty-percent stake in Quadring church to the nuns at the tiny 

priory of Stainfield near Lincoln. Ralph had appointed his brother 

John parson of the church, and he asked that the nuns keep him in 

that post until he died or chose to leave, but afterwards they could 

choose their own parson. It is not known how Ralph got this 

property, who had it before him or who had the other fifty-percent 

stake. In 1086 “Gyrth, count Alan’s man” had a carucate of land in 

Quadring under Alan Rufus, which is probably the property that 

Ralph had now. It may be that he and Gyrth were related some-

how, but there are no other known records of Ralph in connection 

with the village from which to draw conclusions. 

 

Ralph appears to have died by 1190, when he must have been at 

least 52 years old. His son Hamo had died leaving no children, and 

any other sons Ralph may have had died likewise. But Ralph did 

have an unmarried daughter and heiress, who now became a ward 

of the crown. 

A man named William of Budville agreed to pay the exchequer 

the rather large fee of £20 “to have the daughter of Ralph of Fenne”. 

Thus he purchased the right to her wardship: to determine where 

she lived and who she married, and to take the profits of her lands 

in the meantime. It is not known whether Budville intended to wed 

the heiress himself or marry her off for profit. Although £10 of his 

payment was still outstanding in 1201, by 1199 Ralph’s only heiress 

was a daughter named Albreda, and she was married to Waleran 

de Rochford. 
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Figure 6: A 1200s index of the earliest charters and grants of property at Scrane 

given to Kirkstead Abbey – including those from Ralph of Fenne and his father Alan. 

From the Kirkstead Cartulary. © The British Library Board (Cotton MS Vespasian E 

XVIII). 
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Figure 7: A monk offering King John a poisoned chalice in 1216. Waleran de 

Rochford and many of his neighbours joined the rebels in the First Baron’s War. The 

king retaliated by confiscating their lands and demanding their sons as hostages. He 

died suddenly while travelling in the area later that year, and it was rumoured that 

the monks of nearby Swineshead Abbey had something to do with it. (BL Cotton MS 

Vitellius A XIII).
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WALERAN DE ROCHFORD 
& ALBREDA OF FENNE 

 
(died c1224 & 1227) 

Waleran’s origins are something of a mystery. The first record of 

him, and of Albreda, is not connected with Fenne or Scrane or 

Lincolnshire at all. It is connected with a small village just 

southeast of Nottingham called Clipston on the Wolds. It dates 

from 1 August 1198, when Matilda de Badlesmere and her attorney, 

William de Badlesmere, granted the couple and their heirs “seven 

parts of a sixth part of a knight’s fee in Clipston to hold of Matilda 

and her heirs for forty shillings”. Waleran and Albreda’s heirs 

would continue to have several hundred acres of property in this 

village until at least 1262, and it is likely that the couple already 

had some connection to that place or the Badlesmeres, but there is 

no evidence to tell us what. 

Over the course of their lives, however, Waleran and Albreda 

would have far more to do with Lincolnshire and the properties she 

inherited from her father around Fenne and Scrane, than with 

Clipston. In summer 1199 the couple were drawn into two major 

rows over her inheritance that would see them repeatedly in court 

over the next three years. 

The first of these was with three sisters – Ismenia of Whaplode 

the widow of William the Angevin, Cecilia the wife of Henry 

Portarius of Salisbury, and Isabella the wife of Baldric de Grendale 

– and was about some 75 acres of property in Skirbeck and 

Benington that was held under the honour of Richmond. First 

Waleran sued the three sisters, presumably on Albreda’s behalf, for 

taking possession of the property after the death of a (possibly 

shared) ancestor. That was in June 1199. In October Cecilia and 

Isabella appointed Ismenia as their attorney to counter-sue. In 1202, 
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after at least four or five court dates, a settlement was finally 

reached. Waleran and Albreda enfeoffed the three sisters at the 

disputed property in return for three parcels of land: one in 

Skirbeck that the sisters held under Ralph son of Stephen, another 

in Fenne that they held under the Huntingfields, and two messuag-

es (essentially halls with plots of land) in Boston that they held 

under the honour of Richmond. While the first two parcels were 

relatively small – about fifteen and seven acres respectively – the 

two plots in the booming market of Boston were prime property. 

Waleran and Albreda’s second inheritance battle in the summer 

of 1199 was with the nuns of Stainfield over the rights in the church 

of Quadring that her father Ralph had granted them fourteen years 

earlier. The parson, Albreda’s uncle John, had died, and to the 

couple’s dismay the nuns had appointed a new parson of their own 

choosing, Gerard of Rowell. Late the next year Waleran and 

Albreda’s lawyer, Peter of Paris, took the matter to the Curia Regis, 

the king’s court. The prioress failed to appear, however, and the 

court sent instructions to the sheriff of Lincolnshire to take the 

church into the crown’s hands. Then there was some debate over 

whether the prioress had correctly appointed her lawyer, who was 

to be Richard the prior. But at length, around Easter 1201, the case 

was heard at Westminster. 

Peter of Paris argued that, just as Ralph had chosen the last 

parson, so it was Waleran and Albreda’s right to choose the next. 

But Richard the canon (presumably of Lincoln) turned up with two 

charters, one from Ralph himself and the other from Hugh, the late 

bishop of Lincoln. These proved that Ralph had granted the nuns 

the right to the choose the parson of Quadring forevermore, as long 

as they first let his brother John see out his days in the role with a 

pension of one talent a year. Peter of Paris complained that Ralph 

had been unwell at the time, so the grant was invalid, but the canon 

retorted that Waleran and Albreda themselves had been present 

when the grant was made, and they had not queried it at the time. 

The couple could not deny this, and the case was closed: the nuns 

won the day. 

So Waleran and Albreda were evidently married, or at least 

betrothed, before her father died, which was in 1190 at the latest. 

And although young marriages were not uncommon at the time, at 
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least one of them was probably of age by that year. Otherwise Peter 

of Paris could have responded in court that they were both only 

minors when they witnessed her sick father’s grant to Stainfield. 

This points to a date of birth of around 1170, if not earlier. 

 

There is no evidence of a Rochford family anywhere near Fenne, 

Boston, Quadring or Clipston before Waleran married Albreda. 

Their new property at Clipston looks to have been part of a 

marriage deal, but otherwise everything they had, and every place 

they were associated with throughout their lives, was her inher-

itance. Waleran appears to have been some well-to-do family’s 

landless younger son who, having landed a rather smart match to a 

wealthy heiress, relocated to her homelands where he would one 

day become lord. He must have been a complete stranger when he 

first arrived in Fenne. 

There are no records that tell us where Waleran came from but 

there is plenty of circumstantial evidence to go on, and this gives us 

few clues about who his family might have been too. The earliest 

known record of a Rochford in England dates from 1146-1149. It is 

a charter from the Norfolk lord John de Cheney granting some 

property at East and West Rudham to a priory that his uncle had 

founded there. Cheney declared that his gift was “for the soul of 

my grandfather Ralph de Cheney and his wife, and the soul of my 

father and my mother, and William de Cheney my uncle, and 

Roger and their sisters, and Waleran de Rochefford, and all my 

forebears…” This Waleran must have been an uncle or some other 

close relative of John de Cheney, and he probably lived in the early 

1100s, possibly even around the time of Domesday. These dates are 

far too early for him to have been Albreda’s husband, but he might 

well have been her husband’s ancestor. 

This older Waleran probably came from the town (or village, as 

it was then) of Rochford in the south of Essex. A prominent family 

known after the village was well established here by the mid-1100s, 

and they were of fairly high status in the county. They had two 

knight’s fees at Rochford itself, and another at Berden in the 

northwest of the county. They were vassals of the hereditary 
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Constable of England, Henry of Essex, until he lost a trial by 

combat and disappeared into a monastery in 1163. 

The earliest certain ancestor of this family was Guy de Rochford, 

who was head of the family in Henry of Essex’s time. The older 

Waleran was probably his father, grandfather or uncle. Around 

1162-1164 Guy witnessed a charter for the earl of Buckingham, 

Walter Giffard, to Nutley Priory, and a few years later he was in 

possession of three knight’s fees as Giffard’s vassal. In 1177 Guy 

was fined ten marks by the crown for some infraction of the forest 

law in Essex, and in April that year he witnessed a charter for John 

de Cheney’s son-in-law Geoffrey de Say granting the church of 

Elsenham in Essex to Walden Abbey. 

Guy died around 1182-1183. His eldest son, who was also called 

Guy, was required to pay the exchequer forty marks to secure his 

late father’s lands, but only after the crown had made a quick £16 

selling off his chattels. Within a few years, in 1185 at the latest, the 

younger Guy died too and his own eldest son John, who was still 

only sixteen years old, became a ward of the crown. The records of 

this note that John also had a younger brother aged twelve, and a 

sister aged fourteen, but neither of their names are given. 

In the 1190s John came of age, received his inheritance and 

became active in local affairs. His heirs still held the family 

property at Rochford and Berden in the 1340s, when Sir Thomas de 

Rochford was the last male heir of the line. But it is not known 

what happened to John’s younger brother and sister after 1185. 

There is compelling evidence that Albreda’s husband was 

related to this family. When the couple’s great-grandson Sir Ralph 

de Rochford’s arms were featured in several heraldic rolls in the 

late 1200s, they were remarkably similar to the arms of the Essex 

family. The Essex Rochfords’ coat was Quarterly or and gules – 

quarters of gold and red – usually with a border or a label of some 

kind. Ralph’s coat, used by all the Rochfords of Fenne after him, 

was Quarterly or and gules, a border sable bezanty – quarters of gold 

and red within a black border with gold coins on it. Another 

heraldic roll, the Parliamentary Roll of the early 1300s, featured the 

arms of about a thousand knights and esquires of the time, county 

by county. Here Ralph’s arms appeared not under the heading for 

Lincolnshire or Warwickshire, where his estates were, but under 
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Essex, right beside the arms of two known members of the Essex 

clan: Sir Robert and Sir John. The scribe who prepared this 

manuscript clearly believed they were related. If correct, this can 

only have been through Ralph’s great-grandfather Waleran, who 

was Albreda’s husband. (All these coats of arms are illustrated on 

page 55.) 

One obvious possibility is that Waleran was John de Rochford’s 

unnamed younger brother who was twelve in 1185. The dates and 

the context match well: he would have been born around 1172-

1173, he would have inherited no land, and yet given his family’s 

status he must have hoped for his guardian to arrange a decent 

match for him in marriage. The heiress Albreda of Fenne would 

have been perfect.  

But there are other possibilities. While the two Guys were still 

alive, another Rochford family sprang up in Yorkshire with 

extensive estates at Wold Newton – the village was once called 

Newton Rochford after them. The earliest known member of this 

family, Simon de Rochford, was established in Yorkshire by 1175-

1176 when he owed the crown five marks. In fact, he was probably 

already there by 1150-1157 when a Simon de Rochford witnessed a 

charter for William de Vescy to Watton Priory in Yorkshire. Simon 

himself gave property at Wold Newton to Bardney Abbey in 

Yorkshire, at Saltby in Leicestershire to Vaudey Abbey in Lincoln-

shire, and at Shoebury in Essex to Clerkenwell Priory by London. 

He died between 1187 and 1192, and he was followed as lord of 

Wold Newton by his eldest son, William. 

This family looks to have been related to the Essex Rochfords, 

and the dates suggest that Simon was a younger brother of one of 

the two Guys. As well as their lands at Wold Newton, Simon’s heirs 

had property in Essex at Shoebury near Rochford, and at Manuden 

near Berden. They were active in local affairs in both counties and 

they sometimes carried out business with the Essex Rochfords. For 

example, in the late 1100s or early 1200s John de Rochford of Essex 

granted some property at Berden to the convent of St Radegund in 

Cambridge, where his daughter Beatrice was buried. Among the 

witnesses to his charter were William de Rochford, Geoffrey de 

Rochford and Eustace de Rochford. One of these three might have 

been John’s younger brother. The other two, if not all three, were 
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presumably cousins, and it is likely that this William was the same 

person as Simon de Rochford’s heir in 1192. 

It is possible that Albreda of Fenne’s husband was William’s 

younger brother. The Yorkshire Rochfords were especially fond of 

the name Waleran. William’s own son and heir in the 1230s was 

called Waleran de Rochford. He was followed in the 1250s by his 

son Eustace, who was himself succeeded by 1285 by a son Sir 

Walram de Rochford. The last of these, or perhaps yet another Sir 

Walram, was the last male of heir of this line – his only surviving 

child, Joan, was still alive in the 1380s. 

A third possibility comes from closer to Fenne. Albreda’s hus-

band was not the first Rochford to be based in Lincolnshire: the 

Pipe Rolls record that from 1175 to 1182 Robert de Rochford of 

Lincolnshire owed the exchequer 4s 8d for some minor misde-

meanor. Around this time Robert granted some property in the 

village of Stainby, 25 miles west of Boston, to Lincoln Cathedral for 

the souls of his ancestors. Frustratingly he did not say what their 

names were, but perhaps he was also a younger brother of one of 

the Guy de Rochfords of Essex. Between 1178 and 1197 a Robert de 

Rochford witnessed two charters for Beatrice de Mandeville to 

Walden Abbey, one of them confirming her family’s earlier gift of 

Elsenham church to the abbey. This Robert was definitely related to 

the Rochfords of Essex – Beatrice was the mother of Geoffrey de 

Say, whose charter granting the very same gift to the abbey the 

elder Guy had witnessed in 1177. It may be that these two Roberts 

were the same person. 

It is not known what happened to Robert of Stainby or his 

family: there are no other known records of the family name in 

connection with the village until 1271, when Matilda daughter of 

Robert de Rochford of Stainby paid a mark to have a court case 

heard. The dates suggest that this Robert was from a later genera-

tion, but perhaps Albreda’s husband was the elder Robert’s son. 

So the available evidence points to at least three people who 

might have been Waleran’s father: the younger Guy de Rochford of 

Essex, Simon de Rochford of Wold Newton, or Robert de Rochford 

of Stainby. But it is all very circumstantial, and it may be that none 

of these is correct. The missing link is that there are absolutely no 

known records of Waleran in connection with any other Rochfords, 
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or even with any potential relatives, to help establish who his 

family were. Perhaps Waleran was the black sheep of the family. 

 

In any case, by 1202 Waleran and Albreda’s legal troubles had 

settled down and it would be several years before they found 

themselves fighting another case, in the Curia Regis at least. They 

could get on with organizing their estates. 

From the early 1200s government records begin to reveal a little 

more about what Albreda’s inheritance looked like, especially the 

portion that fell under the honour of Richmond. Prince Geoffrey 

had died in 1186 – perhaps trampled under a horse at a tournament 

in Paris – and with this began a chequered period in the control of 

the honour. Constance was forcibly remarried to Ranulf de 

Blondeville, the earl of Chester, but within a decade she had the 

marriage annulled and wed once more to the Occitan noble Guy of 

Thouars. Then when Constance died in September 1201, her heir as 

duke of Brittany and earl of Richmond was her fourteen-year-old 

eldest son with Prince Geoffrey, Arthur. This young prince was also 

a potential heir to throne of England and a great empire that 

stretched from Scotland to the Pyrenees. But Geoffrey’s younger 

brother, John, who had taken the throne for himself, had him 

captured, imprisoned and killed in 1203. John took the honour of 

Richmond into his own hands and began a programme of 

portioning it out to win and reward loyalty, while keeping portions 

to fill his own ravening coffers. Meanwhile, the empire began to 

crumble. 

It must have been hard for Waleran, Albreda and their neigh-

bours to know who they were supposed to be loyal to. From King 

John’s point of view, it was simple: himself. He was a control freak, 

a master of law and taxation, and he crisscrossed the country often 

hearing and deciding on legal cases of all kinds himself. Some of 

Waleran and Albreda’s legal battles over the last few years must 

have gone before the king. 

In late 1200 John levied an on-the-spot tallage or land tax on the 

men of the honour of Richmond, for which Waleran was to pay 11s 

4d for some property he had in Skirbeck. This type of tax was 
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targeted not at land held in return for knight service, but at land 

held in socage, essentially for an annual rent payment. This 

brought in to its wide net not only wealthy men who had mer-

chants’ tenements in Boston and elsewhere, but also many free and 

bonded peasants with rural plots. Later records speak of a carucate 

of land that Waleran’s successors held in socage Skirbeck for 

several hundred years – the property he was taxed on here is 

probably it. Several charters of the early 1200s make mention of 

property that Waleran had in Boston too, but this was presumably 

the two plots he and Albreda acquired on settling their dispute 

with the sisters Ismenia, Ceciliaand Isabella in 1202. These were on 

the east side of the river near the market, and stretched as far as 

Barditch, the eastern wall and dyke around the town. Waleran’s 

immediate neighbours here included Thomas of Moulton, the 

Huntingfields, Eudo son of Sigar and Reginald Cote, all of whom 

he witnessed charters for and with. 

In 1205 John levied another tax, a scutage, for which Waleran 

was to pay one mark for a quarter and a tenth part of a knight’s fee 

that he held under the honour of Richmond. This was different 

property to the land Waleran was taxed for in 1200: a scutage was 

aimed squarely at land held for knight service. Its lord could pay 

up, or join the king at war. Only a year before John had lost the 

duchy of Normandy to the French, and this scutage was intended 

to finance a rebuttal campaign in Poitou. The English Barons 

showed little enthusiasm for the project and John had to abandon 

it, but he demanded the money anyway. 

Several other records tell us a little more about these two frac-

tions of knights fees that Waleran had under the honour of 

Richmond. His quarter knight’s fee was missed in a feudal survey 

of the honour carried out in 1210-1211, but it was correctly 

recorded in surveys of 1212 and 1218. Both of these note that it was 

in Skirbeck and Fenne, and that Andrew de Edlington and Robert 

son of Stephen had some interest in it too. It is not known what this 

interest was, and it was never referred to in future records. In 1202 

Waleran consented to an agreement over some land in Fenne 

between Baldric the shepherd, Alice his wife, Sigga her sister and 

Thomas son of Walter – the court remarked that Waleran was 

present as the “chief lord” of this property. They must have been 
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his tenants on this quarter knight’s fee, where he could indeed be 

considered to be the chief lord if the king was holding on to this 

part of the honour of Richmond for himself. 

Waleran’s tenth part of a knight’s fee, meanwhile, appeared in 

both the 1210-1211 and 1212 surveys. There is an oddity about it 

that enables us to pinpoint its exact location: it was described as 

being in Skirbeck, yet in Kirton wapentake rather than Skirbeck 

wapentake. This is the place now called Skirbeck Quarter, which is 

on the southwest side of Boston across the Haven from the old 

Skirbeck settlement. 

These surveys only tell us what Waleran and Albreda held 

directly under the honour of Richmond, and there is good reason to 

believe they had far more property. Probably quite soon after the 

couple succeeded to her father’s estates, the abbot of Kirkstead 

sought Waleran’s confirmation of the grants her father had made to 

the abbey. Sadly only a very brief index of Waleran’s charters to the 

abbey survives in the cartulary – the full transcriptions are missing. 

But there is enough to gather that he gave the monks at least five or 

six charters confirming Ralph’s gifts, and he may have added some 

gifts of his own. The Craons and the Huntingfields also gave the 

abbey much property in Scrane, and from later records it seems 

likely that the lands Waleran and Albreda inherited from her father 

there were held under these families. 

In the early 1200s Roger of Huntingfield and Waleran confirmed 

the 25-acre swap that Roger and Ralph had made the last century, 

and they swapped a further five acres each, enabling Waleran to 

consolidate his holdings in Fenne. They also confirmed all 

exchanges that their men had made between them. 

Waleran and Albreda also still had their land at Clipston in 

Nottinghamshire. In 1207 Waleran was back in the Curia Regis to 

sue Ralph Barry, who was probably from the neighbouring village 

of Tollerton, over about thirty acres of land at Clipston. Barry failed 

to appear for at least three court dates and by summer the next year 

the fed-up justices had handed a victory-by-default to Waleran and 

Albreda. 

Waleran probably spent much time improving and organising 

his estates just as his father-in-law had, most evidently at Scrane. 

The chapel at Fenne is often said to have been founded by a 
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William de Rochford in the 1200s. There is no known member of 

the family by that name who might have had the resources to 

undertake such a project – it is probably an error for Waleran. We 

know that there was already a chapel at Fenne in his father-in-law’s 

time, and later family members had the right to appoint the parson, 

so there is good reason to believe that Ralph, his father Alan or 

another predecessor had founded it. But it was probably a very 

basic construction, possibly even wooden. Perhaps Waleran 

arranged for a new, more permanent stone edifice to be built in its 

place for his family’s greater glory and his tenants’ greater loyalty. 

The relative peace of this period enabled Waleran and Albreda to 

focus on family too. Their son and heir, Ralph de Rochford, was 

born between about 1204 and 1207. Waleran also had two other 

sons, Robert and Thomas, but it is not known whether Albreda was 

their mother. 

From late 1207 Waleran began to serve as an elector and a jury 

knight for grand assize cases at the Curia Regis. These were cases 

over who had the greater right to a certain property, and the law 

specified that only men of knightly status could serve in them, 

except in rare cases where not enough knights from the relevant 

county could be found who had no affinity to either party. 

Waleran’s first official role in the Curia Regis was in the autumn 

of 1207, when he served as a knight-elector to appoint a jury of 

twelve other Lincolnshire knights to hear a grand assize between 

Robert of Bicker and the wonderfully-named Picot son of Ernew. 

One of Waleran’s three co-electors failed to appear, however, and 

the case was postponed until Easter the next year, when Waleran 

returned to the court to complete the task. In late 1211 Waleran was 

himself elected as one of twelve knights to hear a grand assize 

between William de Colville and the Yorkshire baron Maurice de 

Gant over who had the greater right to knight’s fee at Swinstead. 

And in the summer of 1212 Waleran was elected for the first time to 

hear a Nottinghamshire grand assize – this case was between 

Robert son of Almar and Simon de Kyme over half a knight’s fee in 

Bilborough. 
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Waleran as not able to avoid war altogether. In the summer of 1210 

King John had mounted a massive expedition to Ireland – an 

armada of some 700 ships was required to transport his army and 

all that it needed. Waleran managed to avoid this expedition, but 

only by paying an astonishingly high fine of twelve marks to the 

king’s exchequer – he managed to clear the debt by late 1211. 

But by 1213 King John, now wealthy beyond belief having taxed 

his subjects to the hilt, was planning a new expedition to Poitou to 

recover his continental possessions. This, Waleran would be 

involved in. The exchequer lent him 12 marks to cover his costs for 

the campaign. John’s army landed at La Rochelle in February 1214, 

while his half-brother William Longespée went via Flanders to 

secure allies. After several months maneuvering for advantage, on 

27 July Longespée’s contingent were routed by the French at 

Bouvines. John’s grand project was dead in the water. He sued for 

peace – it was said that the French King Philip II demanded 60,000 

marks – and returned to England in October. The campaign had 

been a complete failure and ruinously expensive. The English 

king’s coffers were empty. 

Within months England was on the brink of civil war. John’s 

tyrannical rule had won more enemies than allies at home, and his 

unmitigated disaster in France was the final straw: his barons rose 

up against him. On 17 May 1215 the rebels occupied London and 

on 15 June, in a meadow named Runnymede by the Thames near 

Windsor, they forced the king to sign a charter of 63 clauses aimed 

at curtailing his despotic ways. This was Magna Carta. A few days 

later 25 surety barons were elected to ensure the king’s compliance 

– William de Huntingfield was one of them – and the rebels 

renewed their oaths of homage and loyalty to the king. 

But John was not one to compromise with his subjects. Less than 

two months later he secured an annulment of the charter’s terms 

from Pope Innocent III, and the First Barons’ War broke out. 

Waleran sided with the rebels, as did many of his closest associates: 

William de Huntingfield and Oliver de Vallibus or Vaux, who was 

married to Petronilla de Craon, the heiress of the Craon fee; John 

son of Jordan, Eudo son of Sigar, Robert de Curcun and Ralph son 

of Stephen, all of whom witnessed many Huntingfield charters; 

and Conan son of Ellis, William de Holbeach and Lambert de Oiry. 
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Conan was a major landholder of the honour of Richmond with a 

base at Holbeach about fourteen miles south of Boston. He, William 

de Holbeach, Lambert de Oiry and Ismenia of Whaplode were all 

related, and Albreda was possibly related to them too. Some of 

these were men Waleran had elected as jury knights for grand 

assizes, and many were men he had worked with when he was a 

jury knight himself. 

All their lands were confiscated. 

On 4 March 1216 King John issued letters of safe conduct for 

Waleran and his associates to enable peace negotiations, and on 22 

April the king demanded that Waleran hand over his son Robert as 

a hostage and owe a fine of twenty marks. On receipt of the hostage 

the king’s representative William Talbot was to return Waleran’s 

seized lands without delay, and to inform the sheriffs of Notting-

hamshire and Somerset that they should do the same. Talbot must 

have seized Waleran and Albreda’s Lincolnshire lands, and the 

sheriff of Nottinghamshire their estate at Clipston. It is not certain 

what property of theirs the sheriff of Somerset had seized, but a 

later record suggests their heir, Ralph, had a quarter of a knight’s 

fee at Langford in that county in 1226, so it may be that Waleran 

and Albreda had it in their time. Meanwhile, similar demands were 

placed on Lambert de Oiry, who had to hand over his son John and 

owe ten marks; and William de Holbeach, whose son William 

doubled up as a hostage for Conan son of Ellis. William de 

Holbeach’s fine was thirty marks and Conan’s was sixty. 

This cannot have been good news for Waleran and his compan-

ions. King John’s reputation in hostage care was poor to say the 

least – many had died in his care. Six days later, on 28 April, 

Waleran had still not handed over his son Robert: King John 

pointedly handed Waleran’s right to nominate a new parson at 

Clipston church to two other men, complaining that he “is with the 

enemies of the king”. 

A month later, on 21 May, Prince Louis of France invaded 

England on the invitation of the rebel barons. He was quickly 

proclaimed king in London. In mid-September King John headed 

north to separate the rebel-held areas of Lincolnshire and East 

Anglia, arriving at Lincoln on 22 September (where, remarkably, he 

confirmed the widow Lady Nichola de la Haye as castellan of 
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Lincoln Castle) and then Boston on 5 October. From here John 

headed fifteen miles southwest to Spalding and then, a few days 

later, 25 miles west to King’s Lynn, where he is said to have 

contracted dysentery. After a few days John departed for Newark 

on Trent, taking the long route around the fenlands of The Wash 

via Wisbech, Swineshead and Sleaford, where his sickness took 

hold. Meanwhile the royal baggage train had taken the direct route 

through the fens, where the crown jewels were lost in a tidal 

estuary. Perhaps it is no coincidence that this route passed through 

Holbeach, where the king can only have been deeply unpopular. 

John reached Newark Castle on 16 October and died there on the 

night of the eighteenth or nineteenth. Given that he was travelling 

through the land of rebels like Waleran whose sons he held 

hostage, it is impossible not to consider whether foul play was 

involved. At the time it was rumoured that a monk at Swineshead 

Abbey had given the hated king a poisoned chalice. 

John’s nine-year-old son and heir was quickly crowned King 

Henry III at Gloucester, where royalists still held sway. The famous 

knight William Marshal, earl of Pembroke, was appointed as 

protector, and he set about quelling the rebellion and driving out 

the forces of Louis of France. The turning point came on 20 May 

1217 at Lincoln, where the forces of Louis’ captain had taken the 

town with the aid of rebel English barons, including William de 

Huntingfield. It is likely that Waleran and his neighbours were 

with them, although there is no record to confirm it. Marshall 

arrived to find them besieging Nichola de la Haye, who was 

holding out in her castle. 

The French and the rebels were routed. Many, including Thom-

as, count of Perche, were killed. Huntingfield and other rebel 

barons were captured. The citizens and clergy of Lincoln were 

accused of conniving with the enemy and the city was looted – the 

royalists took so much booty that the battle was nicknamed Lincoln 

Fair. Over the following months Marshall was able to inflict further 

defeats on Prince Louis, win rebels over to backing the new young 

king, and gradually secure peace. 

After the oppression and complete breakdown of King John’s 

reign, this fragile new regime needed to quickly demonstrate 

authority and fair justice – and to raise funds. In early 1218 royal 
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justices in eyre were dispatched to travel throughout England 

hearing cases, “for the peace of the king and the kingdom, to give 

justice to each and everyone, poor as well rich” – so the Lincoln-

shire justices wrote. The last time Waleran had been called to the 

Curia Regis as a knight was in 1212, but he played an active role in 

this eyre court while it heard cases in his home county in 1218 and 

1219. Then in 1222 he was elected a jury knight to a grand assize at 

the Curia Regis again for the first time in ten years, to hear a case 

between Ralph de Cromwell and Ivo de Heriz over some property 

in Nottinghamshire. And late the next year Waleran was elected 

once more, this time to hear a case between Vaudey Abbey and 

Thomas de Reyneville over some land in Lincolnshire. 

The debts of Waleran and his rebel companions were not written 

off, however. The Pipe Rolls record that in 1219 he, Lambert de 

Oiry, William de Holbeach and Conan son of Ellis still owed the 

full amounts demanded for “having the grace of King John” in 

1216. Repayments towards these were still being made to William 

Talbot in 1224, although in 1227 Talbot would get into a squabble 

with the exchequer over whether he had forwarded payments on as 

he was supposed to. Waleran seems to have been less inclined to 

repay the twelve marks the exchequer lent him in 1214 for John’s 

disastrous campaign in France – he still owed the full sum in 1224. 

The last known records of Waleran alive are in connection with 

his debts to the crown that year, and he was dead by early 1227. He 

was probably in his mid-to-late fifties when he died. Around Easter 

1227 Albreda, now a widow, went to court to sue for her dower or 

“widow’s portion” of a plot of land. Her case was against Thomas 

Burnell, who had encroached on three acres of meadow in 

Quadring that Albreda considered to be her right. She said in court 

that Burnell had no right in the property, unless through some 

agreement with “Thomas, the son of Waleran, formerly her 

husband”. This is the only known reference to Thomas, and it is not 

at all clear whether Albreda was his mother. It is also the last record 

of the family in connection with Quadring. But Albreda won her 

case – Burnell made some default before the justices that he could 

not rectify, and the property was duly returned to the widow. 

Albreda died within a few months, however. The Fine Rolls 

record that on 14 July 1227 the sheriffs of Lincolnshire and 
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Nottinghamshire were instructed “to take into the king’s hand the 

land formerly of Albrea daughter of Ralph de la Fenne in his 

bailiwick, which she held of the count of Brittany, and to keep it 

safely until the king orders otherwise”. This count of Brittany was 

Peter Mauclerc, who had married Alix, the daughter and heiress of 

Guy of Thouars and Constance of Brittany. But the English crown 

now retained parts of the honour of Richmond for its own use, and 

King Henry would require Albreda’s heir, Ralph de Rochford, to 

come and pay him homage before allowing him his inheritance. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: The arms of the Rochfords of Fenne (top) and of various members of the 

Essex Rochford family (bottom row). There is no direct evidence of Waleran de 

Rochford’s origins, but his arms suggest that he was a member of the Essex family. 
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RALPH DE ROCHFORD I 
OF FENNE 

 
(died c1237) 

It took exactly two months for confirmation that Ralph de Rochford 

could have his inheritance to come through. An entry in the Fine 

Rolls of 14 September 1227 records that “the king has taken the 

homage of Ralph de Rochfort for the land that Albrea de la Fenne, 

his mother, held of the count of Brittany, whose lands are in his 

hand, which falls to Ralph by hereditary right”. The sheriff of 

Lincolnshire was instructed to collect Ralph’s payment and having 

done so to hand over an eleventh part of a knight’s fee. This must 

have been the same property as the tenth part of a knight’s fee 

Waleran de Rochford and Albreda had at Skirbeck Quarter. Later 

records show that Ralph also inherited the other family properties 

around Fenne and at Clipston on the Wolds, for which he was no 

doubt required to do homage and make payments to their 

respective overlords, but these were administered by their own 

courts rather than the royal courts, and therefore not recorded in 

the Fine Rolls. 

A legal dispute that broke out after Ralph’s death reveals that he 

was under age when his father died, which was between 1224 and 

1227. Ralph must have been of age by September 1227, when he 

was allowed to inherit his estates, so he was presumably born 

between about 1204 and 1207. 

In fact, Ralph was probably born towards the beginning of those 

four years, because in late 1225 John Bonet, who was a retainer of 

Earl William Longespée and also a professional under-sheriff, 

appointed two lawyers in the Curia Regis to see through a property 

deal with Ralph. At some point between January and March the 

following year the pair met in court to agree that a quarter of a 
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knight’s fee in Langford Budville in Somerset would belong to 

Bonet for the rest of his life, and afterwards pass to Ralph’s brother 

Robert (who King John had demanded as a hostage a decade ago) 

or his heirs. Perhaps this was the mysterious property that King 

John had ordered the sheriff of Somerset to seize when Waleran de 

Rochford rebelled in 1216. Seven years later, around Easter 1232, 

Bonet went to see Ralph in court again, this time under much less 

friendly circumstances. He wanted to know why Ralph was not 

holding “to the agreements made between John [Bonet] and 

Albreda de Rocheford, mother of Ralph … over a third part of the 

manor of Clipston with appurtenances”. Ralph failed to turn up for 

the case, but presumably they managed to settle the matter away 

from the courts as there are no further records of it. These two cases 

suggest a family relationship between Ralph and John Bonet, but 

there is no evidence as to what. Perhaps Albreda had married 

Bonet after Ralph’s father died, or perhaps Ralph married Bonet’s 

daughter. 

Ralph’s own life was pitifully short, and there are few other 

records of him. In 1229 he obtained an unusually worded writ from 

the king for an aid from his men “ad primam militiam suam”. Its 

meaning is not clear, but it seems to suggest that he was going on a 

campaign or becoming a knight. The last record of Ralph alive is 

from 1237, when Ralph de Hoyland complained to the chancery 

about services Ralph de Rochford was demanding of him for a 

tenement in Benington. 

By 1241 Ralph was dead. He cannot have been more than 37 

years old. A legal battle erupted between John de Gatton and 

Thomas FitzWilliam over who was Ralph’s overlord at Clipston, 

because his son and heir, John de Rochford, was still under age. 

FitzWilliam had taken Ralph’s two carucates in the village into his 

wardship, just as he had done when Waleran died and Ralph was 

under age, and he intended to hold on to them until John was old 

enough to fulfill his feudal obligations for the property. But John de 

Gatton took the matter to the Curia Regis on the basis that he was 

their rightful overlord there, and he complained that FitzWilliam’s 

actions had done him out of forty marks. In the end they settled out 

of court: FitzWilliam let go his claim for a one-off payment of 100 

shillings. 
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Ralph’s widow, Joan, lived on for many years. By 1244 she had 

remarried another local landowner, Hugh le Breton, and she 

outlived him too – she claimed dower rights in his property at Toft, 

Butterwick, Benington, Sibsey and Boston in 1271. It is not known 

who Joan’s family were, and or when she died. 

Ralph may not have lived long, but he and Joan found time to 

have at least four children. Their young son and heir, John, was not 

named in the 1241 court case over who was his overlord at 

Clipston, but plenty of records of the later 1200s identify him. In 

the next century there was an inheritance dispute between two of 

Ralph’s great-grandchildren over family property at Skirbeck – the 

details of this case reveal that Ralph also had two younger sons, 

Peter and Thomas de Rochford, who both died childless. And in the 

mid-1200s John arranged a curious gift for his sister Nichola de 

Rochford on her marriage to Henry de Braytoft: he gave the couple 

a serf, “Richard son of Adlicia my bond tenant with all his sequel 

and all his chattels”. 

 

Henry III was a hopeless general, but he was keen to recover the 

lands that his father, King John, had lost on the continent. A rather 

ill-considered campaign was planned for summer 1242, and to help 

fund this the royal administration commissioned a detailed survey 

of all the knight’s fees in the land, which could be used to collect a 

scutage. The surviving records of this provide the first systematic 

evidence of the properties the Rochfords of Fenne had. Although 

Ralph was dead, his son John was presumably still under age, so all 

the family properties were recorded under Ralph’s name – 

interestingly, here he was called Ralph of Fenne, like his maternal 

grandfather. 

Most of Ralph’s property was held under the honour of Rich-

mond. This included the tenth part of a knight’s fee his parents had 

in Skirbeck Quarter, which was here described as being five 

bovates and half a manslot, probably about eight acres in all; and 

also the property his parents held in socage in Skirbeck, which was 

described as being one carucate or about 120 acres, now in Boston. 

He paid 20½ shillings annual rent for this socager property. 
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Ralph also held two much larger properties under other tenants 

of the honour of Richmond. One was a quarter of a knight’s fee of 

two carucates, about 240 acres, in Benington that he held under 

John de Edlington. The other was a quarter of a knight’s fee in Toft 

that he held under Petronilla de Craon, who had this parcel under 

the honour of Richmond even though she had her own enormous 

barony. In the later 1200s this last parcel was described as two-and-

a-half carucates, about 300 acres. In the time of Ralph’s father it was 

held by Petronilla’s late husband, the rebel Oliver de Vaux, under 

the honour of Richmond, and it was reported to be in Scrane and 

Toft. This may well be where Ralph’s grandfather Ralph of Fenne 

created his Scrane newlands and granted land to Kirkstead Abbey 

in the 1100s. 

Ralph de Rochford also held some land under the Craons’ own 

barony, through the Huntingfields. This was an eleventh part of a 

knight’s fee in Toft, and in the later 1200s it was reported to be one 

carucate, about 120 acres. This might have been the land where 

William of Huntingfield enfeoffed Baldric the clerk of Fenne before 

1155, but we cannot be certain since several of Ralph’s neighbours – 

Warin Engayne, John of Tointon and John de Huntingfield – had 

very similar properties at this time too. 

Over in Clipston the survey records only that John de Gatton 

was overlord, but we know from the 1241 court case that Ralph had 

two carucates or about 240 acres under him there. There are no 

records of the family in connection with Quadring, or Langford 

Budville in Somerset. 

The total of all these lands Ralph held comes to just over nine 

carucates, about 1080 acres. One of the startling features of them is 

how many smaller parcels he had with different tenures. Ralph’s 

ancestors must have acquired these piece by piece, gradually 

building up their status in the area over many generations. 

Inheritance, vassalage, war and deal-making would all have had a 

role to play. Ralph’s grandfather, Ralph of Fenne, probably already 

had much of this property in his time, so much of this activity must 

already have taken place by the mid-1100s. Alan of Fenne was 

likely of Breton origin, but perhaps among his ancestors were men 

and women who had already been in Boston for many years when 

the Normans and Bretons arrived.  
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There is one final, mysterious and quite unexpected piece of 

evidence relating to Ralph. It comes from an ancient tomb a 

thousand miles from Fenne, in the monastery of Santa Maria de 

Huerta in Spain. This is where the great Iberian archbishop of 

Toledo, Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, was buried in 1247. Beneath the 

archbishop’s resting head was an English-made pillow embroi-

dered in silk with 32 coats of arms. One of these was the distinctive 

coat of gold and red quarters in a black border with gold coins, 

belonging to the Rochfords of Fenne. Other coats woven into this 

pillow included the arms of the Rochfords of Essex, the Lacy earls 

of Lincoln, the Moultons and the Wakes of Bourne in Lincolnshire. 

How Ralph’s and the others’ arms came to be on the Toledan 

archbishop’s burial pillow is anyone’s guess. It could be pure 

chance, perhaps whoever made the pillow chose whatever coats 

they liked to decorate it. But this seems unlikely. Maybe Ralph and 

the others had some connection to the embroiderer, or even to 

Castile and Archbishop Jiménez himself. 
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Figure 9: The pillow from the tomb of Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, archbishop of 

Toledo, who died in 1247. The arms second from the left on the third row are the 

Rochfords’, the dyes having faded over time. A number of the other coats are 

English too, and several belong to families connected to the Rochfords of Fenne. 

Perhaps Ralph I, who died c1237, or John I, who died c1266, had some connection to 

the archbishop. 
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Figure 10: The battle of Evesham and the mutilation of Simon de Montfort on 4 

August 1265, in the Second Baron’s War. John de Rochford I stuck with the royalists 

during this rebellion and died in mysterious circumstances in late 1266 or early 1267, 

as the war was coming to a close. From The Rochester Chronicle by Edmund of 

Haddenham, 1355. © The British Library Board (BL Cotton MS Nero D II).
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JOHN DE ROCHFORD I 
OF FENNE 

 
(died c1266) 

Ralph de Rochford’s eldest son and heir, John, had come of age and 

succeeded to his inheritance by 1249. He was severely indebted to 

two Jewish moneylenders from London, Elias the Bishop of the 

Jews and Aaron son of Abraham. The crown arranged for John to 

have more reasonable repayment terms according to the value of 

the property that he (or more likely, his father) had secured against 

the debt. If John was of age by this time and under age when his 

father died, he was probably born between about 1221 and 1229. 

In 1251 John paid the crown one mark to have a case heard by 

the king’s justices, and a few years later, in 1253, he paid ten gold 

bezants “for having respite from his knighthood”. By this time 

King Henry III was insisting that anyone with sufficient estates 

become a knight and maintain suitable arms, harness, horses and 

household – or pay a fine in lieu. Knighthood had become an 

expensive and dangerous business – many, like John, preferred to 

pay the fine. 

The Fine Rolls record that John made numerous payments over 

the following years to have court cases heard, many over property 

disputes: in 1252, 1253, 1255 twice, 1261, 1262, 1265 twice, and 1266. 

He was either unusually litigious, or he was building a career as a 

prolific lawyer. The details of these cases have not yet been found, 

with the exception of the 1261 case. This was connected with a debt 

of sixty shillings that John owed to the crown. He complained that 

the sheriff of Lincolnshire and his bailiffs had gone to his “houses 

in the town of Boston, Toft and Skirbeck, and broke their gates and 

doors, and took, scattered and caused to be sold goods and chattels 

found in those houses to the value of forty marks” – far more than 
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the original debt. The king ordered the sheriff to restore John’s 

goods hastily so he could raise funds to repay the debt himself. 

By 1262 John seems to have resolved his money problems. He 

was now a county bailiff himself, and he was able to buy fifty casks 

of wine for £110 14s that he, as bailiff, and William de Grey as 

sheriff, had been entrusted to sell on the king’s behalf. John was 

instructed to pay up speedily since the king’s wine manager, John 

de Swineford, urgently needed to repay someone he had seized 120 

casks of wine from at Boston fair “on the king’s business”. 

In October that year Petronilla de Craon’s sons Henry de Long-

champ and John de Vaux agreed to divide between them the manor 

of Freiston and the homage of various vassals whose lands “in the 

vills of Freston, Boterwyk and Toft and the vill of St. Botulph” were 

part of it. John de Rochford was among those whose homage was 

apportioned to Vaux. Presumably this was for the quarter knight’s 

fee that his father had under Petronilla, who held it under the 

honour of Richmond, since the eleventh part of a knight’s fee the 

Rochfords had of the honour of Craon was held under the 

Huntingfields, whose homage was to remain with the Long-

champs. Both of these properties were still in the Rochford family 

after 1272. 

John also still had the family properties at Boston and Clipston. 

In one undated charter he leased “a plot of land with a bakehouse, 

on the south side of Roger’s row” in Boston marketplace to Roger 

de Huntingfield for six pence, “saving the dower of Joan, John’s 

mother”. In another he enfeoffed John Barry of Tollerton of nine 

selions – about nine acres – of land at Clipston, and released him 

from five shillings rent and feudal obligations. And in a third 

undated charter of this period “John son of Ralph Rocheford of 

Fenne” granted the bondage of his villein, Richard son of Adlicia, 

“with all his sequel and all his chattels” to Henry de Braytoft, the 

husband of John’s sister Nichola. 

 

By the early 1260s the threat of civil war was hanging in the air 

again, this time between Henry III and a group led by Simon de 

Montfort, earl of Leicester. In April 1264 the Second Barons’ War 
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broke out. Montfort was killed and mutilated at the battle of 

Evesham in August 1265 and the remaining rebels retreated to 

Kenilworth Castle, where Henry III besieged them in the summer 

of 1266. On 11 July, from his base outside the castle, the king issued 

a letter patent granting “Simple protection until Christmas for John 

de Rocheford”. John was evidently with the royalists and acting on 

the king’s business – the writ protected him from being arrested 

while carrying out his duties. Most other letters patent on this day 

were pardons to rebels to facilitate peace negotiations. 

The last record of John de Rochford alive is from 21 July 1266, 

when he made a payment of half a mark to have a court case heard. 

He was not more than 45 years old at the time, but by 20 April 1267 

his wife Emma was a widow. The siege of Kenilworth was over by 

the winter of 1266-1267, but a few diehard rebels led by John 

d’Eyville had remained holed up at the Isle of Ely until summer 

1267, when peace was achieved and d’Eyville and others were 

formally pardoned. Many years later, in 1292, John de Rochford’s 

son Ralph went before a jury in the court of King’s Bench to accuse 

a man named Ralph de Saint Lo of murdering his father. Saint Lo’s 

defence was that the incident had occurred during a time a war, 

that he had been one of John d’Eyville’s men, that they had been 

pardoned for their actions during that period, and that it wasn’t 

him who did it anyway. It certainly sounds like he was involved. 

It is notable that Ralph de Rochford made these accusations 

more than twenty years after the event. The fact that he raised them 

at all suggests that he considered his father’s death to be beyond 

the ordinary conduct of war. Perhaps John was killed in cold blood, 

executed, or mistreated as an envoy. It is impossible to know. In 

any case, Ralph was unable to win the case, due to the king’s 

pardon and a keenness on the part of the jury to let sleeping dogs 

lie. He ended up defending himself against damages for making 

false accusations. 

Shortly after John de Rochford’s death, on 20 April 1267 the king 

issued a letter patent granting “simple protection … for Emma late 

the wife of John de Rocheford” until 29 September. On the same 

day, immediately before this, the king had offered protection to 

“Gilbert de Clare, earl of Gloucester and Hertford,” who had 

rebelled and taken control of London, “and those who say that they 
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are disinherited whom the earl wishes to bring with him … to treat 

there of special business affecting the king and the realm”. Emma 

seems to have been at risk in some way, perhaps from the rebels 

given that her late husband had died while under the king’s 

protection. 

In 1269 Emma and her son Ralph made payments of two marks 

to have a case heard at the King’s Bench. It is not known what the 

case was about, but the sheriffs of Lincolnshire and Nottingham-

shire were both notified. Emma also paid half a mark for a case in 

1271; and around this time she released her dower rights at 

Clipston to John Barry of Tollerton, who her late husband John de 

Rochford had enfeoffed there. This is the last record of the 

Rochfords’ property at Clipston, and it is unclear what happened to 

it afterwards. 

It is also the last known record of Emma. It is not known when 

she died. A 1335 inheritance battle between two of John and 

Emma’s grandchildren, Sayer and Thomas de Rochford, confirms 

that Ralph was their only son and heir. 

 

Both John de Rochford’s and his father’s lives had been cut 

tragically short, John’s probably in cold blood. It was only too 

familiar in the story of their family over the last century. Waleran 

de Rochford and his father-in-law, Ralph of Fenne, had both lived 

into their late 40s, possibly much longer, but many brothers and 

sisters had died young and childless, and many sons had not even 

been old enough to inherit their estates when their fathers died. 

The Rochfords of Fenne were not a big family. 

But they had survived the collapse of Henry II’s great Angevin 

emprise and dangerous turmoil that followed: the tyranny of King 

John, desperate to recover his inheritance, and the terrible brutality 

that stemmed from Henry III’s weak-willed reign. They had 

survived, only just, through a single, twenty-something heir named 

Ralph, after his grandfather and great-great-grandfather. 

Over the next 150 years Ralph’s and his descendants’ lives 

would be filled with even more war and rebellion, and they had 

plague and famine to face too. Yet the heads of the family in all four 
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generations of this period would live into their sixties and 

seventies. Some made smart, or perhaps just lucky, matches in 

marriage, but many of their greatest achievements would be in 

their older years. They would preside over a period of unprece-

dented growth for their family, in wealth, status and sheer 

numbers.  

 





 

69 

RISE 



 

70 

 

Figure 11: The battle of Falkirk on 22 July 1298, where King Edward I defeated the 

insurgent Scots under Sir William Wallace. Sir Ralph de Rochford II fought in the 

vanguard under Sir John de Segrave. From The Rochester Chronicle. © The British 

Library Board. 
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SIR RALPH DE ROCHFORD II 
OF FENNE 

 
(died c1315) 

Ralph de Rochford II was probably already of age in 1269 when he 

and his mother, Emma, paid the crown two marks to have a case 

heard at the King’s Bench. But if not, he was definitely of age by 2 

September 1272 when he paid another mark for a case on his own, 

so he must have been born by about 1252, and probably several 

years earlier. By late 1272 Ralph was married to a lady named 

Cecilia – around December that year the couple found themselves 

in a court dispute with a neighbour, William de Stepping, probably 

over some property in Toft. 

Many of the early records of Ralph’s life are surveys and extents 

describing the properties he inherited. The first of these comes from 

the register of Croyland Abbey, and it can be dated to some time 

after 1272. It details the division of lands in the Lincolnshire 

wapentakes of Elloe, Kirton and Skirbeck, where each “hundred” 

consisted of twelve carucates. Of particular interest are the hundred 

of Toft and the combined hundred of Benington and Leverton. An 

inquisition carried out in 1279 after the death of Peter of Savoy, earl 

of Richmond, provides further detail, as do two feudal surveys 

carried out in 1284 and 1303. 

As in Domesday, the twelve carucates of Toft were split between 

the honours of Craon, which had nine, and Richmond, which had 

three. William de Huntingfield held all nine carucates of the 

honour of Craon in Toft, six of which he kept for his own demesne. 

His other three carucates were held under him by three vassals or 

feoffees, who had a carucate each: Ralph de Rochford, Alan de 

Hippetoft and Matilda de Stepping. Ralph’s carucate was held as 

an eleventh part of a knight’s fee, as it was in the time of his 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

72 

grandfather Ralph de Rochford I in the 1240s – this is the property 

that may have originated in the Huntingfields’ enfeoffment of 

Baldric the clerk of Fenne before 1155. Alan de Hippetoft’s 

carucate, meanwhile, was held as a quarter of a knight’s fee, as in 

the 1240s, and Matilda de Stepping’s as an eleventh of a knight’s 

fee. This last parcel of land had belonged to Warin Engayne in the 

1240s – he had sold it to Ralph’s step-grandfather Hugh le Breton in 

1247 and the Steppings were tenants when Ralph’s grandmother 

Joan claimed dower in it in 1271. Ralph himself held half of the 

Steppings’ carucate under them. 

The three carucates at Toft that were part of the honour of 

Richmond were split between Ralph de Rochford and Lucy Pecche. 

Of these, Ralph had two-and-a-half carucates, which were the 

quarter knight’s fee “in Scrane and in Toft” that his father held 

under Petronilla de Craon in the 1240s. Lucy Pecche had the 

remaining half carucate. She was the widow of Herbert Pecche and 

the heiress of John de Edlington, who held it for a sixteenth of a 

knight’s fee in the 1240s. If the inquisition post mortem for Peter of 

Savoy was accurate, Ralph had some interest in this property too, 

which seems to have caused much conflict. He and Lucy Pecche 

would spend endless years fighting in court. 

Meanwhile, all twelve carucates at Benington and Leverton 

belonged to the honour of Richmond, and Ralph de Rochford had 

two of these for a quarter of a knight’s fee, which his grandfather 

Ralph I had in the 1240s. In 1279 Ralph had some row over some 

property there with Thomas de la Gotere of Boston and Helewys de 

Ledenham. Ralph also still had the one-carucate socager property 

in Skirbeck, paying 19s 10d annually to the honour of Richmond 

for it. 

In the Hundred Rolls survey of 1274 Ralph was one of a group of 

men and women who claimed the assize of bread and ale in 

Skirbeck wapentake. This gave them the right to regulate the 

making and sale of these products in the area, and many of Ralph’s 

colleagues in this group were associates in other ways too. They 

included Laurence de Rupe or Roche, Thomas de Moulton, William 

de Huntingfield, Lucy Pecche and Alan de Hippetoft. 

At some point, probably not long after he succeeded to the 

family estates, Ralph confirmed to Kirkstead Abbey all the lands 
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his great-great-grandfather Ralph of Fenne had given them a 

hundred years before. He promised on behalf of his descendants 

that they would honour these gifts too, and he gave the abbey some 

new property at Akkeneuland in Scrane. No doubt the family made 

a great occasion of this important transaction; Laurence de Rupe 

and Alan de Hippetoft were among its witnesses. 

 

In or around early 1279 Ralph came to an agreement with Theobald 

de Neville, son of the notorious outlaw Peter de Neville of Allexton: 

Theobald was to grant his manor of La Grave or Grove Park in 

Budbrooke, Warwickshire, (or as later records would suggest, a 

two-thirds interest in it) to Ralph and his heirs for twenty marks of 

silver a year, but if Ralph died without children both La Grave and 

Ralph’s manor of Fenne were to revert to Theobald and his heirs. 

This is notable for two reasons. First, it is first time the Roch-

fords’ property at Fenne was explicitly called a manor. And second, 

arrangements like this were usually connected with marriage or 

some other family concern. The records do not provide details of 

any such connections, but it is possible that Ralph’s wife Cecilia 

was related to Theobald de Neville. (Interestingly, Theobald’s own 

wife was also called Cecilia – perhaps Ralph’s wife was her 

daughter.) Ralph is known to have been an only son and he was 

possibly an only child, in which case it would have made sense for 

him to make beneficial arrangements for his estates should he die 

without children, but the surviving records do not reveal enough to 

understand his full motive. 

The legal mechanism for the arrangement was for Ralph to put 

Theobald in possession of Fenne, after which Theobald was to 

grant both properties to Ralph with reversion to himself and his 

heirs by a final concord made in court. It seems that Ralph handed 

Fenne over to Theobald, and Theobald handed La Grave over to 

Ralph, but Theobald obstructed the completion of the deal to give 

Ralph possession of both manors by “withdrawing himself”. Ralph 

was concerned enough to take the matter to the Lincolnshire Eyre 

court in 1282. Here Theobald’s defence was that he was not obliged 

to make the final concord until he had full possession of the manor 
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of Fenne, and that Ralph retained some of its assets; but at length 

the jury found in Ralph’s favour and Theobald was ordered to pay 

substantial damages and complete the final concord, which was 

eventually done in 1284. From this we learn that the assets of La 

Grave included “woods, meadows, pastures, waters, ponds, mills” 

among other things. 

Soon after, Theobald de Neville granted his remaining one-third 

interest in La Grave to Philip de Gayton and Scolastica his wife, 

and Ralph also granted his two-thirds interest to the same couple, 

but exactly what title he conveyed would become the subject of 

ongoing legal fights in the next century. 

In 1282 Ralph was involved in another quarrel, this time with 

William de Braytoft, son of the Henry de Braytoft who had married 

Ralph’s aunt Nichola de Rochford. It was over two messuages in 

Boston held under the honour Richmond – probably the properties 

Ralph’s great-grandparents Waleran and Albreda had secured in 

their dispute with Ismenia of Whaplode and her sisters. William de 

Braytoft claimed that Ralph’s grandparents Ralph de Rochford and 

Joan had each given Nichola one of the messuages, while Ralph 

said they had both been given by Joan who held them only as her 

dower and therefore could not give them away in perpetuity. It is 

not known what the outcome was, but this property seems to have 

ended up with Robert son of Ralph de Bungeye by 1291-1292. 

Meanwhile, Ralph de Rochford maintained friendly relations with 

other members of the Braytoft family, as around this time he 

witnessed a charter for William’s brother John de Braytoft.  

Like his ancestors, Ralph also witnessed a number of charters 

connected with the Huntingfields, including an agreement between 

Nicholas de le Pek, rector of Toft, and William de Huntingfield; and 

other agreements between John Donne of Toft, William de Wigtoft, 

Roger Bacun and Hugh del Neuland of Toft with Roger son of 

William de Huntingfield. 

 

24 July 1287 is the date of the first of many records of Ralph going 

to war. Edward I had completed his conquest of Wales in 1283, but 

in 1287 the Welsh lord Rhys ap Maredudd, once a conspicuous ally 
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of the English, rebelled and captured most of Ystrad Tywi in 

southwest Wales. Ralph was knighted, and he was already on his 

way to Wales when he and his retinue were granted royal protec-

tion “on the king’s service” until October. Their captain was the 

Lincolnshire lord Robert de Tattershall, heir of the founder of 

Kirkstead Abbey, and their group included Ralph’s neighbours 

Peter de Huntingfield, Philip de Kyme and Robert de Kirketon. In 

Wales they joined a huge army – over 20,000 strong at its peak, far 

too large and costly for the needs of the expedition. Nevertheless, 

in September they captured Rhys’ lordship of Dryslwyn, and in 

January the next year the rebellion was finished off with the fall of 

the rebels’ last stronghold at Newcastle Emlyn. Rhys himself 

escaped and spent the rest of his days as a fugitive hiding in the 

hills and forests of Wales, until his own men betrayed him in 1292. 

Meanwhile, in summer 1291 Sir Ralph de Rochford (as he was 

now called) was on the king’s service again, this time under 

Richard de Bosco in Scotland, where he was due to stay until 

Christmas. England and Scotland were not at war: the Scots had 

asked King Edward to arbitrate in a dispute over who was to be 

their next king – John Balliol or Robert Bruce – and they had given 

Edward direct rule over the country in the meantime. 

The king spent much of that year and the next in Scotland. It 

may be that Ralph was able to gain his ear during this time, as it 

was early 1292 when Ralph de Saint Lo was hauled before the 

justices of the King’s Bench to be tried for the murder of Ralph de 

Rochford’s father, John, some 25 years earlier during the Second 

Barons’ War. Ralph de Rochford failed to appear in court to put his 

case, for which he was fined forty shillings, but the king’s attorney 

Richard de Bretteville was present to sue on the king’s behalf and 

the trial proceeded. Saint Lo presented his defence – that John de 

Rochford had been killed during a time of war, that he himself had 

been pardoned any misdemeanours committed during that time as 

a member of Sir John d’Eyville’s rebel retinue, and that it wasn’t 

him who did it anyway. The justices put it to a jury of 24 knights 

and others a few weeks later, and they found in Saint Lo’s favour. 

Upon this Saint Lo turned to accuse Ralph de Rochford, who was 

now present, of making false and malicious accusations against 

him, and sued for damages. Ralph de Rochford complained this 
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would amount to a double punishment, since he had already paid a 

forty-shilling fine for missing the trial and therefore losing his case, 

and that it was unheard of for the accuser to be sued in this way. 

But the justices and the jury were not sympathetic and Ralph de 

Rochford was ordered to pay Saint Lo the substantial sum of eighty 

marks. 

On 30 November 1292 John Balliol was crowned king of Scots, 

and less than a month later he swore homage to King Edward, 

effectively making Scotland a vassal state. For the next few years 

there would be a fragile peace. Sir Ralph de Rochford returned 

home to Fenne, where he was able to spend time on trade – he did 

deals with merchants in Boston and Nottingham – and also with 

his family. It was during this period, around 1294-1295, that his 

eldest son and heir, Sayer de Rochford, was born. 

But such a peace could not hold for long. In early 1296 the Scots 

concluded a treaty with France, and their king, John Balliol, refused 

to attend King Edward’s court. Edward invaded immediately. 

English forces inflicted decisive defeats at Berwick and Dunbar, 

and by the end of July Scotland was all but conquered. The country 

soon went into open revolt under the leadership of Sir William 

Wallace, Robert Bruce and several other Scottish nobles. Edward 

responded with second invasion in summer 1298, this time with an 

army of almost 30,000 men. Sir Ralph de Rochford joined in the 

company of Sir John de Segrave – they fought in the vanguard at 

the battle of Falkirk on 22 July, where Wallace’s forces were routed. 

Edward had the upper hand, but his conquest was not complete. 

For political reasons there was no campaign in 1299, but in summer 

1300 Ralph was reported to have property worth £40 or more and 

as such called to Carlisle to muster for a third campaign in Scotland 

– he was probably at the successful siege of the unusual, triangular 

castle of Caerlaverock in July that year. 

In June the following year, 1301, Ralph joined King Edward’s 

own company at Berwick-upon-Tweed for a fourth campaign. In 

September they captured Bothwell , Scotland’s finest and grandest 

castle, on the Clyde just southeast of Glasgow. From there they 

moved to overwinter at Linlithgow. In October it was noted that 

Ralph was staying on in Scotland with the king, perhaps until 

Easter, and on 1 November he secured a writ of royal protection. At 



SIR RALPH DE ROCHFORD II 

77 

last, in January 1302 Robert Bruce and several other Scottish leaders 

defected to Edward’s side, and a truce was agreed. 

Sir Ralph de Rochford’s growing status during this period is 

apparent from his inclusion in several rolls of arms, each represent-

ing several hundred prominent knights of the time. His name and 

his arms – Quarterly or and gules, a border sable bezanty – appear in 

the Lord Marshall’s and Collins’ rolls of 1295-1296, and also a later 

roll of 1308-1314 called the Great, Parliamentary or Bannerets’ Roll. 

 

During the 1298 and 1301 campaigns the king had granted Sir 

Ralph de Rochford respite from debts to enable him to stay on in 

Scotland. Over the previous decades Ralph had registered several 

debts that suggest he was actively involved in Boston’s thriving 

import-export trade. These include a debt of twenty marks and two 

sacks of wool to the foreign merchants Bernard de Laard, Gaylar-

dus Buschon and Peter Glandere of Cahors in France, registered in 

Boston in 1287; of £40 to James Hugelyn, Henry de Podio, and 

Donus de Podio of Lucca in Italy, registered in Boston in 1292; two 

sums of £12 8s and £24 16s to Sir John de Grey in 1293 and 1294; 

and £40 to Robert le Venour, sheriff of Nottinghamshire, in 1295. 

These were large sums. Of particular interest are the Podios or 

Pogios, who were senior partners of the Riccardi of Lucca. They 

had been King Edward I’s favoured bankers, supplying him with 

huge sums of ready cash for his wars, until 1294 when their English 

operations collapsed in a liquidity crisis. As part payment the 

Riccardi had had a mandate to collect wool customs due to the 

crown at source. Sir Ralph’s dealings with the Podios suggest that 

he was trading on Boston’s sophisticated wool market in a serious 

way. 

In Fenne, meanwhile, Ralph was caught up in running property 

disputes with his neighbour Lucy Pecche. In 1305-1306 an 

inquisition was carried out, and in February 1307 Ralph found 

himself imprisoned by the sheriff of Lincoln as a result, but he was 

released on 9 February after paying a fine of twenty marks. A 

couple of days later, on 11 February, Ralph went on record in the 

Close Rolls owing a fine of six marks with Walter Hakelut to Robert 
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de Bardelby, clerk, but it is not known what for. A few months after 

this Ralph was called to acquit a number of inhabitants of Bening-

ton and other locals “of a service required of them by Lucy Pecche”. 

In February the following year, 1308, Ralph held the office of 

coroner for Lincoln, but he was removed from the office for not 

being resident in the county – it is not known where he was based. 

By this time Edward I had died and his disastrous heir, Edward 

II, was on the throne. On 9 June 1312 the new king’s deeply 

unpopular favourite (and possible lover) Piers de Gaveston was 

murdered at Blacklow Hill, just eight miles from Budbrooke, by a 

group of magnates led by the king’s cousin Thomas earl of 

Lancaster and Guy de Beauchamp, earl of Warwick. Civil war 

seemed likely, but at length a peace was agreed and on 13 October 

1313 the king issued pardons to Lancaster, Warwick and their 

adherents. Sir Ralph de Rochford was listed as one of Lancaster’s 

adherents. 

The last record of Ralph is from 1315 or 1316 when his chief 

antagonist Lucy Pecche recovered a pasture in Freiston from him 

and others. He was dead by early 1316 when a new row erupted 

over the manor of La Grave between “Saer son and heir of Ralph de 

Rocheford” and the heirs of the late brothers Philip and Theobald 

de Gayton. Ralph was at least 66 years old when he died. 

 

The earliest known record of the Rochfords in connection with the 

village that came to be known after them, Stoke Rochford in 

Lincolnshire, dates from around this time – probably just after 

Ralph de Rochford died. It is a charter by Sir Peter de Limesy of 

Arley in Warwickshire leasing “half the manor of Stokes … once 

held by Ralph de Rocheford” for four years for an annual rent of 

eleven marks. There are plenty of places in England called Stoke, 

but later events confirm that this was Stoke Rochford. And this 

probably explains why, at some point during his life, Ralph gave 

some property to Croxton Abbey, which was just seven miles west 

of Stoke (although curiously, the property he gave was from his 

homelands at Fenne and Toft). 
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At this time the village of Stoke was split in two halves or moie-

ties, North Stoke and South Stoke. Each had its own parson, 

although there only appears to have been one church between 

them, which must have caused some friction. The village, and in 

particular the south moiety, was also sometimes called Stoke by 

Grantham or Kirke Stoke, and by the mid-1500s the name Stoke 

Rochford was in use. In the 1800s the settlement at North Stoke was 

cleared to make way for a stately park – the village centre that 

survives today is on the site of the old South Stoke settlement. The 

half-manor Ralph de Rochford owned appears to have been at 

South Stoke, and to have been returned to the Rochford family by 

1335, as we will later see. 

In summer 1317, shortly after Ralph de Rochford died, a compli-

cated legal case over dower rights in his property came before the 

court of King’s Bench. It turns out that Ralph’s second wife, Alice, 

who had also died, was heiress to a manor at Riseholme just north 

of Lincoln. After she and Ralph had both died, their eldest son and 

heir, Sayer, was still under age, so their overlords at Riseholme, 

Thomas earl of Lancaster and his wife Alice de Lacy, became 

guardians of Sayer’s Riseholme inheritance. 

Sarah, the widow of Edmund Foliot (whose family had been 

connected with Riseholme since the early 1200s) claimed dower 

rights in the property, but the guardians declined and the dispute 

came to court. Here, Sarah lost her case because her plea depended 

on the property being Ralph de Rochford’s inheritance rather his 

wife Alice’s. It is not clear whether this was an error on her 

lawyer’s part, or due to the actual structure of property ownership 

in the village. But it is not really the legal detail that makes this case 

interesting. It offers some clues as to who Ralph’s wife Alice might 

have been, how he came to have the half-manor at Stoke Rochford, 

and why he became one of Lancaster’s adherents in the murder of 

Piers de Gaveston. 

In 1434 Henry VI issued a charter for Sir Ralph and Alice’s great-

grandson and successor in that century, Sir Ralph Rochford III, 

confirming a grant that had originally been made by Edward I in 

1295 to “Saer de Huntyngfeld, and his heirs, of free warren in all 

his demesne lands of Riseholme and Scrane”. Free warren was the 

right to hunt game, much prized by men of status. But the right to 
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do so, even on your own land, was not automatic – kings often 

granted it as a reward or favour. This particular grant suggests that 

the Rochfords’ Riseholme inheritance had previously belonged to 

Sayer de Huntingfield – Alice was probably his heiress. 

Sayer de Huntingfield was a scion of the Huntingfield family 

who were the Rochfords’ neighbours at Toft, and he died in the 

early 1300s. According to Collins’ Complete Peerage, he also had 

property at South Stoke, which he made his principal home, and he 

was succeeded by a daughter Joan, who was married to Sir William 

Hayward. But Joan does not appear to have inherited all her 

father’s lands, specifically at Riseholme and Scrane; and in the 

1400s her descendants, the Byrons, had just one half of the manor 

of South Stoke, which Sir Ralph Rochford III bought off them in 

1434 to add to the other half which he already had. 

So Sir Ralph de Rochford II’s wife Alice was probably Joan’s 

sister and coheiress, and Sayer de Huntingfield’s property was split 

between the two when he died. Alice’s share was the manor of 

Riseholme, half of the manor of South Stoke, and probably also the 

property at Scrane. After Alice’s death Ralph would have contin-

ued to hold them in her right and in trust for their young son and 

heir, Sayer de Rochford. A family connection between the Roch-

fords and the Huntingfields would not be surprising given the 

long-standing relationship between the two families. And if correct, 

the young Sayer de Rochford was named, of course, after his 

maternal grandfather father: no earlier Rochfords are known to 

have been given the unusual name Sayer. 

Ralph’s tenure of the manor at Riseholme would naturally have 

brought him into contact with Thomas earl of Lancaster, who was 

his overlord for the property. Lancaster was by far the most 

powerful man in England after the king, and no doubt Ralph was 

keen to nurture whatever ties he could with his new lord. This is 

presumably how he came to be one of Lancaster’s adherents in the 

unrest surrounding the killing of Edward II’s favourite, Piers de 

Gaveston, in 1312. Moverover, it is probably no coincidence that Sir 

Peter de Limesy, who leased Ralph’s half-manor at South Stoke to 

John Bozoun for four years around the time Ralph died, was one of 

Lancaster’s private coterie of retained knights. It seems that Limesy 

somehow acquired the wardship of this property, and perhaps 
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even of the young Sayer himself, after Ralph died. Lancaster 

probably had something to do with it. 

Two more of Ralph’s sons are named in a 1335 inheritance 

dispute: John and Thomas de Rochford. They appear to have been 

younger than Sayer, so unless Ralph married for a third time, their 

mother was presumably Sayer’s mother, Alice. 

 

The standout features of Ralph de Rochford’s life are the frequent 

legal disputes, his arrival on the scene as a fully-fledged, fighting 

knight in 1287, and thereafter his regular involvement in Edward 

I’s wars of conquest in Wales and Scotland. 

Perhaps the picture that emerges of Ralph as a particularly 

conflict-prone man is simply down to the times he lived in, the 

people he dealt with, or the type of evidence about him that 

survives. But he managed to find himself in court – in a role other 

than judge or jury – more often than any other member of his 

family would over the next few hundred years. And at one point he 

was imprisoned, probably for breaking the terms of a settlement 

handed down during his long-running dispute with his neighbour 

Lucy Pecche. 

Nevertheless, Ralph’s assertive strategy seems to have paid off, 

and it was during his time that the Rochfords began to fully 

establish themselves within the Lincolnshire knightly class. In 

particular, the deal with Theobald de Neville to secure the manor 

of La Grave, although confusing, looks to have been quite a coup: it 

added considerably to Ralph’s estates, generated valuable funds for 

his heir in later years, and also established a foothold for the family 

in Warwickshire. 

Ralph’s marriage to the heiress Alice was another smart – or 

perhaps just lucky – move. Her probable father, Sayer de Hunting-

field, was a scion of one of the major landowning families of 

Lincolnshire and Norfolk, and he was deeply involved in Edward 

I’s wars in Scotland. It may be under Huntingfield’s influence that 

Ralph was knighted, after at least fifteen years of adulthood, and 

thereafter played a more prominent role in the king’s wars than 
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any of his predecessors had. And of course, marriage to an heiress 

brought new property and therefore status to the family. 

So it was that Ralph’s son and heir, Sayer de Rochford, began 

adult life with far more to his name than Ralph himself had. 
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Figure 12: Caerlaverock Castle in Dumfries, Scotland. Sir Ralph de Rochford was 

probably at the siege of this castle in 1300. Photo by Roland Hanbury 

(CC-BY-SA-4.0).
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Figure 13: Queen Isabella, her rebel lover Roger Mortimer and their retainers, in the 

1320s. Sayer de Rochford became a loyal member of Mortimer’s band during this 

time. From Jean de Wavrin’s late 1400s Recueil des Croniques d’Engleterre (BL Royal 15 

E IV, f. 316v).
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SIR SAYER DE ROCHFORD 
 

(died c1372) 

Sayer de Rochford first appears on record in May 1316 when he 

petitioned the king for the manor of La Grave. This was the two-

thirds of the property that his father, Ralph, had granted to Philip 

de Gayton and Scolastica after 1284. If Sayer was under age when 

his father died in 1315 or early 1316, he seems to have been of age 

when he put this petition; if he turned 21 around this time, he was 

born around 1294-1295. 

Philip de Gayton, his wife and his two sons, Philip and Theo-

bald, had all died by 10 February 1316. Theobald was the last to 

pass away, on that day, and an inquisition into his estates reported 

that his two sisters, Juliana the wife of Sir Thomas Murdak and 

Scolastica the widow of Godfrey de Meaux, were coheiresses to the 

family property. But it was also found that La Grave was held only 

for life and that it ought to revert to Sir Ralph de Rochford’s heir, so 

in June 1316 the escheator was instructed to hand it over to Sayer. A 

feudal survey later that year recorded him as lord there. 

On 20 July 1319 Sayer was granted royal protection to go on 

campaign to Scotland in the seventy-strong retinue of Edward II’s 

household knight Hugh Audley, who had become one of the king’s 

new favourites after Gaveston’s murder. The English forces 

besieged Berwick, which the Scots had captured the year before, 

but Robert Bruce drew them off by marching towards York, where 

Edward’s queen, Isabella, was staying. The Scots routed an English 

army hastily assembled by William Melton, archbishop of York, 

killing thousands. It was a disaster for King Edward, whose own 

army was still at Berwick. Thomas of Lancaster refused to continue 

the siege, and acrimony broke out as everyone departed for home. 

Sayer’s company on this expedition included Sir Peter de Limesy 

who had leased out the half-manor at South Stoke a few years 
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before, and Sir John de Hardreshull. Both were Warwickshire men 

who had been prominent retainers of Lancaster until they were 

recruited to the royal household in 1317. In April 1320 Sayer and 

Limesy witnessed a charter together for Hardreshull to Henry le 

Bret of Ansley, Warwickshire. And in May Sayer, Limesy and 

several others were accused by another household knight, Sir 

Roger de Swynnerton, of attacking his manor of Acton in Stafford-

shire “with the intention of killing him and his servants”. Sayer and 

Swynnerton would fight bitterly after this for ten years, in at least 

five court cases, over a payment of 300 marks that Swynnerton 

claimed Sayer owed him. Two others, Alan de Wodelowe and John 

de Beaurepeir, also had some involvement in this dispute on 

Sayer’s side, perhaps as trustees or lawyers. 

In November 1320 Sayer de Rochford settled his two-thirds of 

the manor of La Grave on himself, his wife Elizabeth, Sir Peter de 

Limesy and John de Berowe for the rest of their lives, thereafter to 

Sayer’s heirs. The same Alan de Wodelowe acted as their attorney 

and John de Beaurepeir as a trustee to the transaction. Scolastica de 

Meaux put in a claim against the property. Her sister Juliana, 

however, was tried, convicted and ultimately burned for murder-

ing her husband, Thomas Murdak, and all her property was taken 

into the king’s hands. The inquisition into the estates of their late 

brother Theobald de Gayton was re-opened, whereupon Scolastica 

claimed that the previous inquiry was mistaken and La Grave 

ought not to revert to Sayer. 

The case rumbled on, but in early 1321 civil war broke out over 

tensions between several barons and Edward II’s new and equally 

unpopular favourites, the Despenser family. Edward’s fractious 

cousin Thomas of Lancaster was again at the head of the rebellion, 

with Sir Roger Mortimer of Wigmore and the spurned Sir Hugh 

Audley alongside him. 

Sayer followed his father’s precedent and joined the rebels in the 

thick of it. Later records suggest that at this time he and Peter de 

Limesy’s son John were among Lancaster’s retainers and were 

based at Kenilworth Castle, which now belonged to the rebel earl. 

But when Sayer joined the rebellion it was Roger Mortimer’s band 

that he was drawn to, as were Peter de Limesy and several others 

who had been involved in the attack on Swynnerton’s property. 
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In spring 1321 the rebels set about raiding the Despensers’ 

property in Wales, then marched on to London where a standoff 

ensued in August. The king agreed to exile the Despensers to 

defuse the crisis, and on 14 September 1321 Sayer was one of the 

rebels pardoned for any harm done “against Hugh le Despenser, 

the son, and Hugh le Despenser, the father, between 1 March and 

19 August last”. But Edward soon brought the Despensers back. On 

22 January 1322 he forced Roger Mortimer to surrender at 

Shrewsbury and instructed the sheriffs to confiscate Mortimer’s 

retainers’ estates, including Sayer de Rochford’s property at La 

Grave. Here Sayer was called Serlo – an alias used for him on a 

number of occasions. 

The rebellion fell apart after the battle of Boroughbridge on 16 

March 1322. Another rebel leader, Humphrey de Bohun, earl of 

Hereford, was killed gruesomely on the battlefield with a pike 

through the anus, while Thomas of Lancaster was captured, 

summarily tried and beheaded at Pontefract few days later. 

Sayer was imprisoned back at Kenilworth Castle, which the king 

had seized along with the rest of Lancaster’s estates, and soon after 

he was escorted to Pontefract Castle by Thomas le Rous, the sheriff 

of Warwick and Leicester. Rous and his associates looted whatever 

they could find of the rebels’ possessions, including various items 

that Sayer had left at Kenilworth: “a complete bed worth 13s 4d”, 

“two quarters of barley worth ten shillings a quarter”, and other 

goods worth forty marks. 

Sayer’s wife Elizabeth, meanwhile, had retreated to Kenilworth 

Priory for safety, but this did not prevent Peter de Montfort of 

Beaudesert paying her a visit and, “by means of threats and against 

the will of the said Elizabeth”, forcing her to hand over a written 

bond by which Montfort was bound to Peter de Limesy for the 

extraordinary sum of £6000. 

Roger Mortimer was sent to the Tower of London, from which 

he would escape and flee to France in early 1323. Many rebels were 

executed. Others contributed handsomely to the king’s coffers for 

the recovery of their lands. On 30 July 1322 “Sayer de Rocheford of 

the county of Warwick … made fine in 200 marks” for the recovery 

of his, for which John Darcy of Lincolnshire, Thomas de Barington 

of Staffordshire, John Murdak of Warwickshire and John de 
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Barkeworth of Nottinghamshire stood as his guarantors. Bizarrely, 

the king sent instructions to Thomas le Rous to send a horse 

belonging to Sayer to Newcastle upon Tyne – perhaps Sayer had 

been released from the castle and he needed it to get home, or 

perhaps the king wanted it for himself. 

By 10 June the next year Sayer had paid off his fine and an 

official was instructed to return his lands in Warwickshire. But he 

was not in the clear: the day before, the Close Rolls registered a 

new and far greater debt, this time to Hugh Despenser the elder, 

now earl of Winchester, for the extortionate sum of £2000, secured 

against Sayer’s properties in Lincolnshire and Warwickshire. 

This is the first mention of Sayer in connection with Lincolnshire 

since the dispute between Sarah Foliot and his overlords at 

Riseholme, Thomas of Lancaster and Alice de Lacy, in 1317. His 

estates there do not appear to have been confiscated with La Grave. 

Perhaps the royal administration was oblivious to them. The 

surviving records of a feudal survey of 1325 do not cover Toft and 

Benington, but they do confirm that Sayer still held the manor of 

Riseholme as a knight’s fee worth £10 a year under the duchy of 

Lancaster. 

Sayer’s debt to the Despensers was untenable. Had things 

remained the same, he and his heirs would have been indebted to 

them for years to come. But this was not to be. For some time 

tensions had been building between England and France over the 

English-owned duchy of Gascony, and 1324 war broke out there. 

On 7 January 1325 Sayer de Rochford (described as of Warwick-

shire) and other former rebels were ordered to meet the king at 

Portsmouth and prepare to sail for France. Perhaps wisely, the king 

decided not to join the campaign himself, and the force sailed 

under the earl of Surrey in April. Before departing Sayer found 

time to register two debts on the Close Rolls: one from himself to 

Robert of Worcester, a clerk, for 25 marks, and another from John 

de Fylengle, the parson of Speen, to himself for £50. 

In the meantime Edward II’s queen, Isabella of France, went to 

Paris to negotiate with her brother Charles IV of France. But there 

she hooked up with the fugitive Roger Mortimer: they embarked 

on a scandalous affair and returned to England with an army in 

September 1326. They captured her husband, forced him to 



SIR SAYER DE ROCHFORD 

89 

abdicate, and imprisoned him at Kenilworth. The Despensers were 

both executed, and Isabella’s young son was put on the throne as a 

puppet king, Edward III, while Mortimer and Isabella ruled in his 

name. 

Sayer de Rochford was knighted for his allegiance to Roger 

Mortimer – the crown kindly purchased suitable apparel for him 

for the occasion, including robes of viridian and azure, a special 

cushion of gold cloth and a brown cloak. Then on 25 May 1327 

Sayer was formally pardoned for any actions that might in the 

future be held against him. 

Trouble was developing on the Scots border however, and on 4 

July Sir Sayer appointed two attorneys, Richard de Boston and 

Roger atte Goter of Boston, to represent him while he headed to 

Scotland in the retinue of John Hotham, who was both Chancellor 

of the Exchequer and bishop of Ely. The English suffered a 

humiliating defeat at the battle of Stanhope Park and were 

manoeuvred into agreeing to the Treaty of Edinburgh-

Northampton, which finally recognised Robert Bruce as king of 

Scotland. 

This marked the start of the end for Roger Mortimer, whose 

excessive hunger for power and wealth riled his peers. The young 

King Edward III took Mortimer by surprise at Nottingham Castle 

and had him ignominiously hanged at Tyburn on 29 November 

1330. So began the king’s personal rein. 

For Sayer de Rochford, this was the end of a decade of allegiance 

to Mortimer. But whatever grievances Edward III held against 

Sayer were eventually forgiven, and over the following decades he 

would build a hugely successful career as a royal official. 

 

Sayer’s closest ally during his time as Mortimer’s retainer had been 

Sir Peter de Limesy. In 1319 they went to Scotland together, in April 

1320 they witnessed a charter together for John de Hardreshull, 

later that year they attacked Roger de Swynnerton’s manor of 

Acton together, and towards the end of the year Limesy was 

involved in Sayer’s settlement of La Grave. They were pardoned 

together for any harm done to the Despensers in 1321, and both 
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their estates were confiscated on the surrender of Roger Mortimer 

in January 1322 – Limesy’s were at Bascote, about eleven miles east 

of Budbrooke, and Arley, about eighteen miles north. And 

somehow, during this time Sayer’s wife Elizabeth was in posses-

sion of one of Limesy’s most valuable legal documents: the £6000 

written bond that Peter de Montfort plied off her. 

Sir Peter de Limesy died in January 1325, before he was able to 

recover his property. An inquisition post mortem reported that he 

died “at York of a natural illness”, rather suspiciously. His son and 

heir, John de Limesy, set about trying to recover his inheritance at 

Arley and Bascote, which he finally achieved in 1326 after joining 

Sayer on expedition to Gascony. But at some point over the 

following decades the Rochfords acquired both of these properties, 

apparently by inheritance. From 1350 Sayer’s own son and heir, Sir 

John de Rochford II, was described as lord of Arley, and in 1402 Sir 

John’s son Sir Ralph III sold Bascote to Thomas Seyville. In 1434 

this Sir Ralph asked the king to confirm a grant of free warren in 

Arley that Edward II had made to “Peter de Lymesy, and his heirs” 

in 1310. And at the siege of Rouen in 1418 Ralph bore the Limesy 

arms of a gold eagle displayed on a red field – Gules, an eagle 

displayed or –- quartering his own, Quarterly or and gules, a border 

sable bezanty, in a way that conventionally indicated descent from 

an heiress (illustrated on page 191). Ralph’s descendants continued 

this custom and displayed the Limesy arms liberally alongside 

their own in the windows of the village church at their later home, 

Stoke Rochford. 

With this in mind, Sayer’s wife Elizabeth, who was Sir John de 

Rochford II’s mother, was almost certainly the heiress of the 

Limesys. John de Limesy was aged 24 in 1325, so just a few years 

younger than Sayer. Elizabeth was therefore probably John’s sister 

and Sir Peter de Limesy’s daughter. This would explain why Peter 

de Limesy was involved in Sayer’s settlement of La Grave, and why 

Elizabeth was in possession of Limesy’s legal papers when he was 

in prison. Returning to period immediately after Sayer’s parents 

died, it also appears increasingly likely that the young heir became 

Limesy’s ward: it was not at all unusual for men to marry their 

wards to their own children. 
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By the time of the battle of Stanhope Park in 1327, however, Sayer 

had turned his attentions away from Warwickshire. He was now 

primarily associated with Lincolnshire, and especially the area 

around Boston where the lands of his Rochford ancestors lay. And 

moreover, it was around this time that Sayer’s two eldest surviving 

sons were born: John by about 1330 and Ralph by 1332. 

A curious memorandum in the Huntingfield cartulary records 

that Sayer still held property of the Huntingfields in Fenne, 

including “in the capital messuage of the manor of Fenne, all of the 

old ox house except one post, the new oxhouse, the old barn and 

the southern half of the new barn, the Dovecoteyard and the big 

orchard running from the tree called la Meeltre to the north”. 

More comprehensively, a feudal survey of 1346 confirms that 

Sayer still had the two quarter knight’s fees at Toft and at Bening-

ton under the honour of Richmond, and the eleventh part of a 

knight’s fee under the Huntingfields of the honour of Craon, that 

his great-grandfather Ralph de Rochford I had held in the 1240s. 

The latter is the parcel that might have originated in the Hunting-

fields’ grant to Baldric the clerk of Fenne before 1155. Like his 

ancestors, Sayer formed a close relationship with the Huntingfields 

and witnessed a number of their charters after his move back to 

Toft. These include charters from Sir John son of Geoffrey Russell, 

Daniel son of Hugh de la Grene of Quadring, and Gilbert Rybold of 

Pinchbeck, rector of Carlton Curlieu, to Roger son of William de 

Huntingfield. 

Sayer also acquired further land in the area, including a parcel in 

Toft from William de Burton and Joan his wife, and Richard son of 

Richard son of Helewise de Wrangle and Katherine his wife. And 

in 1346 Sayer, Robert Pynszon and John Horn of Boston granted 

land in Boston to the town church, “the said Saer retaining a 

messuage in Fenne, and the said Robert and John retaining 

messuages in Boston”. 

The inquisition post mortem of Edmund of Woodstock, earl of 

Kent, who was executed by Roger Mortimer in 1330, records that a 

knight’s fee at Riseholme worth £10 a year was held under him by 

John de Rochford. This was possibly an error, as a similar inquisi-
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tion after the death of Edmund’s son and heir, John, earl of Kent, in 

1352 records that it was held by Sayer de Rochford. In any case, it is 

clear that the overlordship was not returned to Alice de Lacy after 

her late husband Thomas of Lancaster’s rebellion and execution. 

The latter inquisition is also the last record of the Rochfords 

owning property at Riseholme – it is not known what happened to 

it afterwards. 

Whatever the reason for Sayer’s lack of connection with his 

Lincolnshire inheritance during his time as Mortimer’s retainer, it is 

here that he established himself as a leading county official in the 

time of Edward III. His first post was in May 1328 as a royal 

commissioner “de wallis, fossatis, etc.” to oversee the maintenance 

and development the fenland walls and ditches in Skirbeck 

wapentake. This was a role that he, his sons and grandsons would 

be appointed to repeatedly over more than a century. They must 

have acquired great expertise in the field, as their ancestor Ralph of 

Fenne had in his time, and no doubt these commissions brought 

considerable benefits to their own properties as well as their 

neighbours’. 

In 1332 Sayer worked with Ebulo le Strange, justice of Lincoln-

shire and second husband of Alice de Lacy, the widow of Thomas 

of Lancaster. But locals complained that the pair were corrupt, and 

that Sayer had “had them summoned in arms, allegedly to 

maintain the peace, and extorted money from various people”. The 

king instructed the plaintiffs to take the matter before the courts, 

but we do not know the outcome. 

The next year Sayer headed to Scotland again, this time in the 

retinue of Ebulo le Strange. War had broken out there between the 

supporters of the late Robert Bruce’s young son David II, and 

Edward Balliol, the son of John Balliol who had been king of 

Scotland before Bruce. The English joined Balliol to besiege 

Berwick, which was held by forces loyal to David, and together 

they routed Sir Archibald Douglas’ army at the battle of Halidon 

Hill nearby. King David fled to France. 

Sayer was back in Scotland with le Strange in 1334 and 1335 to 

press the advantage, while the French joined the fray for their Scots 

allies. In January and February 1335 King Edward III sent intruc-

tions to Sayer and many other knights of the realm to join him in 
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haste at Roxburgh with horses and arms to go against the Scots. Le 

Strange was killed while on campaign in September that year, so 

when Sayer headed to Scotland for a sixth time in September 1336, 

his captain was John de Willoughby of Eresby. It was a messy and 

inconclusive campaign of castles lost and won on either side. 

Meanwhile, nearer to home in 1335 a disagreement between 

Sayer and his younger brother Thomas de Rochford had reached 

the court of Common Pleas. Thomas claimed that he and a third 

brother, John, should each have a third the “manor of Fenne” held 

under the honour of Richmond, since it was customarily to be split 

between male heirs. He gave a descent of the family stretching back 

to their great-grandfather Ralph de Rochford I, indicating that the 

reason it had not been split before was that in each generation there 

had only been one surviving male heir. The judges replied that 

unless Thomas could show the property had been split before, a 

court of common law could not support his claim. In fact, the last 

time there was more than one surviving male heir was in the 1150s: 

Albreda’s father, Ralph of Fenne, had a brother John, who was the 

parson of Quadring. The property in question does not appear to 

have been the main manor of Fenne, however. The wording of the 

case describes a property held in socage rather than for knight 

service, which would suggest that it was just the twenty-shilling 

carucate that Ralph de Rochford I held in 1242-1243. It may be that 

Ralph, or his parents Waleran and Albreda, were the first in the 

family to have this particular property, in which case it may never 

have been split. 

The outcome of that case is not recorded, but by February 1336 

Sayer had got into another, far more serious spat, this time with 

Elias de Hoxne, who was parson of either North or South Stoke. 

Tensions had spilled over, and Hoxne complained to chancery that 

Sayer and a mob of local hotheads had “broken his close and 

houses at Stoke by Grantham, carried away his goods and 

assaulted his servants”. From this it seems likely that Sayer now 

had the half-manor at South Stoke that his father, Sir Ralph, had 

held before 1316.  
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Despite fighting both at home and in Scotland, Sayer found time 

during 1336 to make arrangements for his eldest son and heir 

John’s marriage. Remarkably, the intended bride was Isabelle, a 

daughter of Sir Hugh Hastings of Elsing in Norfolk. The Hastings 

were a grand old family, and Sir Hugh was a grandson and 

nephew respectively of the two Hugh le Despensers executed by 

Roger Mortimer in 1326, as well as an uncle of the earl of Pem-

broke. 

In two separate agreements, one dated 18 April at Scrane and the 

other 30 December at the Hastings’ property at Grimston, Notting-

hamshire, the two knights hammered out a deal. Sir Hugh agreed 

“to give the said Sir Sayer two hundred marks of sterling”, and in 

return Sayer was to endow the young couple with property at 

Scrane that was now described as an independent manor. As the 

eldest son, of course John stood to inherit all of Sayer’s patrimony 

one day, but the Scrane property would provide them with a home 

and income in the meantime. Even so, the couple were still children 

at this time, so it was decided that “the manor of Screyng will 

remain in the keeping of Sir Sayer for as long as the children wish 

to remain in his company”, and he was to arrange appropriate care 

and subsistence for them. Moreover, if either child died within ten 

years, their parent would receive a large compensation from the 

other. 

It was from this time that Sayer, now in his forties, began to play 

a prominent role in county administration, perhaps under the 

influence of his new family contacts. In June 1337 Sayer was 

appointed to his first royal commission since 1328, as a commis-

sioner of the walls and ditches in an area of Lincolnshire known as 

the Parts of Holland. This was roughly the southeast quarter of the 

county around Boston and down to the Norfolk border, while the 

rest of the county was split between the slightly larger Parts of 

Kesteven in the southwest, and the much larger Parts of Lindsey in 

the north. In October that year Sayer was appointed to collect two 

taxes – a subsidy and scutage – in the same area. From this time he 

would hold royal commissions almost every year until 1363. 

Tensions between England and France were at an all-time high. 

French fleets had been swarming off the English coast, and in early 

1337 Philip VI of France confiscated the English-owned duchy of 
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Gascony, triggering a war that would last for over a hundred years. 

In March 1338 Sayer was commissioned “to array all the men fit for 

armed service, both knights and esquires and others of those 

counties and to equip them with mounts and arms according to 

their status”, the king having “been given to understand that many 

men from the parts and lordship of France have gone to sea in 

various galleys and ships and invaded the king’s realm around 

Portsmouth”. On 6 July Sayer was commissioned again “to array 

the men of the county … for the defence of the realm against the 

French”, and he was also appointed “to keep the peace there, and 

to hear and determine trespasses”. This was Sayer’s first appoint-

ment as a justice. The following year, on 25 February 1339, he was 

described as the “keeper of the king’s peace in Holland, county 

Lincoln” when he was instructed to aid the sheriff in a case, and on 

1 April 1339 he was formally appointed as justice of the peace in the 

county. 

On the same day, however, Sayer was granted royal protection 

until midsummer to “set out in the king’s service at sea with other 

lieges in the company of William Trussell, admiral of the fleet, from 

the mouth of the Thames towards the west, for the defence of the 

realm”. A few days later the treasurer and barons of the exchequer 

were notified that Sayer would not be able to deliver recent tax 

collections until after his return. 

The commons of Lincolnshire soon complained to the royal 

council that their new justice was not even in the country, let alone 

resident in the county where he was supposed to be keeping the 

peace. So Sayer was back in Lincolnshire by July, and on the twelfth 

of that month he was appointed to collect a wool tax in the county. 

King Edward III desperately needed funds to finance the war with 

France and Sayer was appointed to collect taxes again three times 

in 1340 – in February, April and August. In July that year the king 

instructed him and others to imprison anyone preventing them in 

their work, as “certain lords of towns and others in divers parts of 

England strive to defraud the king” of funds urgently needed “for 

the defence of the realm and for his expedition of war”. When 

Sayer was appointed to this task once more in March 1341 the king 

complained that the last tax had not reached him in France, forcing 

him to call off the siege of Tournay and agree a truce. In the same 
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years Sayer was commissioned to enquire hastily into the killing of 

Gilbert Gosselyn at Holbeach, and also the killing of John son of 

Richard Mareschal of Hamelake at Goushill. 

Despite the truce Edward III spent much of 1341 preparing for a 

renewal of war with France, using a quarrel over the succession to 

the duchy of Brittany as a pretext. On 3 November Sayer was 

summoned to join the royal council at Westminster in early 

December, presumably to discuss the war, and in November the 

next year he joined King Edward’s campaign to Brittany. This 

culminated in a siege of the city of Vannes (the poor city had 

already been besieged three times that year), until 19 January 1343 

when a new truce was agreed between England and France. It 

would last until 1346. 

After their return to England, King Edward rewarded Sayer for 

his good service in Brittany by granting him “exemption for life … 

from being put on assizes, juries of recognitions, and from 

appointment as mayor, coroner, sheriff, escheator or other bailiff or 

minister of the king, against his will”. But Sayer was not at all 

reluctant hold royal offices. Over the next year his career in 

government would take off in a new way. 

In 1343 Sayer joined the wealthy Boston Guild of Corpus Christi, 

whose members would soon include the king, Queen Philippa, the 

Black Prince, John of Gaunt and many local lords, knights, 

merchants and clerics. Among its various activities, the guild 

managed various property grants and legacy, arranged prayers for 

the souls of deceased members on the anniversaries of their deaths, 

and provided charity for the poor. 

In the same year Sayer was elected as a knight of the shire or MP 

for Lincolnshire for the parliament held at Westminster at Easter. In 

June he was appointed as a commissioner for the walls and ditches 

in Lincolnshire for the third time, the previous two having been in 

1328 and 1337. He would be reappointed to this post numerous 

times before he finally retired – in 1351, 1352, 1353, 1355, 1356, 1358, 

1361 and 1363. And just a few months later, in October 1343, Sayer 

was made a justice of the peace in Lincolnshire for the second time. 

Again, he would repeatedly hold this post throughout his career, 

being reappointed six times, in 1344 (briefly), 1345, 1348, 1355, 1359 

and 1361. Towards the end of the year, on 25 November 1343 Sayer 
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was appointed as sheriff of Lincolnshire – the top county post – for 

the first time. He was appointed to this office again with the office 

of escheator in 1344, and held both posts every year from 1348 to 

1355: a total of nine times. It goes without saying that Sayer must 

have been an exceptionally gifted, hard-working and popular 

county official. 

Alongside such offices Sayer carried out numerous ad-hoc royal 

commissions. In November 1343 he was commissioned to inquire 

into the estates of William Deyncourt. In March 1344 Sayer was 

commissioned to arrest “many evildoers and felons indicted … in 

the parts of Holande … Lyndeseye and Kestevene, co. Lincoln” 

who “run to and fro in divers counties of the realm perpetrating 

very many mischiefs, and in this way refuse to be brought to 

justice”. In May that year he was appointed to look into an attack 

on Thomas Tours of Somerby in Lincolnshire, in August to organise 

compensation for William de Letheneye who was attacked by 

pirates, and in October to carry out a survey in the Parts of Holland 

in Lincolnshire. In the next year, in October, Sayer was appointed 

to investigate the killing of John son of Robert Elyot of Spaldyng, in 

February 1346 the escape of two “vagabond” convicts, and in July 

an assault on John de Welby at Willeford. On 22 January 1347 he 

was again appointed to collect a tax in Lincolnshire. 

Meanwhile, King Edward III had routed the French at Crécy in 

France in August 1346 and then headed north to take Calais. This 

would become single largest English venture of the Hundred Years’ 

War, involving an army of some 35,000 men. In early 1347 Sayer 

was called to join the siege, bringing with him three men-at-arms 

and six archers. In July he was still there in the retinue of Laurence 

Hastings, earl of Pembroke, a cousin of his daughter-in-law 

Isabelle. Calais finally surrendered to the English on 1 August, and 

would remain English property until Tudor times. 

Back in Lincolnshire, in early 1348 Sayer was appointed to 

several royal commissions, including an inquiry into “evildoers 

who carried away the goods of Queen Philippa at the town of 

Boston … and assaulted her men and servants”, and another into 

whether John de la Warr had been taking profits from the honour 

of Richmond’s estates around Boston. The king had taken the 
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honour from the duchy of Brittany in 1342 for safe-keeping during 

the wars in Brittany, and his son John of Gaunt now held it. 

Sayer’s first wife, Elizabeth de Limesy, had died, and by 18 May 

1348 he was remarried. On that day he settled some property in 

Toft, Benington, Skirbeck, Boston, Walpole in Norfolk, and 

Braunston in Rutland on himself and his new wife, Joan, and their 

heirs. She, meanwhile, brought property at Coleshill to the 

marriage as her dowry, which they leased to Sir John de Montfort 

for £8 a year. 

Records from the next century reveal that Joan was a daughter of 

Sir Roger Hillary, a chief justice of the Common Pleas. These 

records include an inquisition post mortem into the estates of her 

only brother, also called Sir Roger Hillary, who died in 1400 

although the inquisition was not carried out until 1403, and a 

complex legal case in 1431 tracing his heirs. These report that the 

younger Roger had no children and no brothers, so his estates were 

to pass to the heirs of his two sisters, who were dead by then: Joan 

the wife of Sayer de Rochford, and Elizabeth, whose husband was 

not named. 

In the mid-1600s an antiquarian named Gervase Holles visited 

many Lincolnshire churches, documenting the various monuments 

and arms he saw in the stained glass windows. The windows of 

Stoke Rochford church were full of colourful depictions of the arms 

of the Rochfords and related families. In the east window, in the 

chancel above the alter, was one shield with the gold, red and black 

arms of the Rochfords – Quarterly or and gules, a border sable bezanty 

– another with the Hillarys’ coat of black fleurs-de-lis and crosses 

on a silver field with a red border – Argent, three floures-de-lize 

between nine crosses botony fitchy sable, a border gules – and a third 

with the two coats impaled side-by-side indicating marriage 

(illustrated on page 106). There was another coat in this window for 

the Grey family – six stripes of silver and blue, or Barry of six, argent 

and blue – which was perhaps for Joan’s niece Elizabeth, who was 

later married to Robert, Lord Grey of Rotherfield. The Rochford 

and Hillary arms combined could also be seen in the old St Mark’s 

church in Lincoln, in the same position – the east window above 

the alter. 
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By 1348 everyone in England must have been aware of the plague 

now known as the Black Death that was ripping its way across 

Europe. In July 1348 it reached the southern ports of England and 

spread rapidly across the country. Within two years the epidemic 

had killed between half and two-thirds of the English population. 

The impact on society was unimaginable. Just as the plague 

arrived Sayer was re-appointed as a justice in Lincolnshire, and 

soon after also as sheriff and escheator – posts he would hold 

continuously until 1355. In 1351 he asked to be relieved of £20 18s 

1d due to the crown from escheated estates, since he had nothing 

“because of the mortality”. Three years later he pleaded that he had 

been unable to raise more “because of the deadly pestilence of men 

and of tenants of the land, who died in the year 1349, and on 

account of the dearth of tenants”. The people were so impoverished 

they could pay nothing for “wapentakes”. 

Government work ground on: in May 1349 Sayer was appointed 

by the crown to deal with the theft of a whale worth £1000 that had 

washed ashore at Leake in Lincolnshire, which ought to have 

belonged to Queen Philippa since she had the rights to “wreck of 

sea” there. But by the end of that year the epidemic was in retreat. 

Sayer’s neighbour Margery, the widow of William de Roos, 

decided to go on pilgrimage to Rome and appointed Sayer as her 

attorney in her absence. Sayer also acquired some more property in 

Walpole for himself and his wife Joan. 

In February 1351 Sayer was commissioned to sort out the 

boundaries of the “old divisions between the Parts of Kesteven and 

Holand, as [the] crosses of stone there still standing … are so much 

inundated and otherwise hidden that there is complete ignorance 

of those metes and bounds, divers debates have arisen between the 

lords and other men of the towns of those parts”. And in August 

1352 he was commissioned to sort out the bridges and causeways 

in the Parts of Holland, which were in such a state of disrepair 

“that there is great danger to those passing by them”. 

In May 1354 Sayer finally sold whatever remaining interest he 

had in the manor of La Grave for £100 to Sir John Hastang, who 

already had the main manor in Budbrooke. Evidently it had 
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become a ghost village after the plague. Shortly after, the king 

granted Sayer the wardship of the lands of John, the young son and 

heir of William de Healing, in Healing and Great Cotes in Lincoln-

shire, while Sayer’s brother-in-law Roger Hillary was appointed as 

guardian of the young heir. 

At the end of the year Sayer undertook his last major case as 

sheriff of Lincolnshire: to deal with Sir Roger Darcy, who had 

“made various hostile assaults” on William de Skipwith, a justice in 

Lincolnshire, whom he had taken violently by the throat “in the 

hall where they were sitting for judgement …. with drawn sword 

before all the people who would have killed him … the king is not 

without reason disturbed”. On 16 February 1355, Sayer handed the 

shrievalty and escheatry of Lincolnshire to Thomas de Fulnetby. 

Over the next few years Sayer was based at his manor of Fenne 

near Boston. He must have been almost sixty years old, if he was 

not already, but he was not yet ready to retire. A few days after 

stepping down as sheriff and escheator he was appointed as a 

justice of the peace in Lincolnshire again, and he continued to 

accept commissions of the walls and ditches in Lincolnshire and 

Norfolk. From 1358 he would often carry these out with his second 

son, Ralph. And on 20 June 1358 Sayer was summoned to join a 

great council or conference at Westminster on 22 July. 

It was in 1359, however, that Sayer was entrusted with what was 

probably the most important royal commission of his life. In 

September 1356 his son Ralph was with the forces of the king’s 

eldest son, Edward the Black Prince, at the battle of Poitiers, where 

they captured the French king John II together with his youngest 

son, some forty nobles and thousands of knights and esquires. The 

Black Prince brought the most valuable captives back to England, 

where they were held at various locations; the rest were ransomed 

off in France. 

On 27 July 1359 Sirs William Deyncourt, John de Kirketon, 

William Colville, John Deyncourt and Sayer de Rochford were 

appointed to the most valuable prisoner of all, John II of France 

himself, who was being kept at Hertford Castle. They were to 

securely transfer him to Somerton Castle in Lincolnshire with a 

guard of twenty-two men-at-arms, twenty archers and two 

warders, and to “keep him there safely at their peril”. For this Sayer 
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and the other knights were to be paid two shillings each a day – pro 

rata equivalent to about £36 a year. 

A week later Sayer was appointed to a commission to raise a 

squad of sixty archers and ten knights in Lincolnshire, to be sent to 

the town of Sandwich in Kent. But he must have sent a deputy or 

left the task to his colleagues on the commission, given the great 

risk and sensitivity of his appointment to guard the French king. 

In spring the following year King Edward III, who was cam-

paigning in France, learned “for certain that the enemies … are 

actually at sea with a host of men at arms, armed men and others 

with horses, probably purposing to invade the realm, seize the said 

adversary out of the king’s hands and bring him out of England”. 

Fearful of losing their prize, on 2 March the council wrote to Sayer 

and the others to remind them, “upon their allegiance and under 

pain of forfeiture, not to relinquish the charge of keeping the said 

adversary”, and that the French king was to be moved to 

Berkhampstead Castle, but that John Bokingham, keeper of the 

privy seal, and Sir Ralph Spigurnel were on their way to oversee 

matters “and to expound to them the intention of the council”. 

The council was concerned about spies within the administra-

tion. Their true intention, only to be shared in person, was very 

different: a meticulously planned relay to conduct the prisoner to 

the Tower of London. Writs were sent to the sheriff and arrayers of 

the counties along the route, instructing them to be ready at a 

specified time and place, always before sunrise, with a fresh force 

of mounted men-at-arms and archers to complete the next leg. A 

Lincolnshire force was to take the prisoner from Somerton, on 20 

March, to Grantham and then Stamford. A Northamptonshire force 

was to be ready to collect him there on 22 March and take him via 

High Ferrers to Woburn Abbey, and a Bedfordshire force was to 

take him from there on 24 March to St Albans and finally London. 

On 8 May 1360 King John of France’s release was finally secured 

through the Treaty of Bretigny, which granted King Edward III 

territories amounting to about a third of France and a ransom of 

three million crowns. Sayer and his companions were finally 

discharged on 24 May that year and they were well rewarded. 

Over the next three years Sayer completed two more stints as a 

commissioner for the walls and ditches in Lincolnshire and 
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Norfolk, and one more as a justice of the peace in Lincolnshire. 

After this he appears to have more-or-less retired from public life. 

In 1366 Sayer acquired some land in Gosberton, Lincolnshire, 

and in 1368 and 1370-1371 he bought parcels of land in North and 

South Stoke. In October 1371 Elizabeth, the widow of Sir Edmund 

de Rye, appointed Sayer as her attorney to take care of her family 

property, but he does not appear to have lived long after. The last 

record of Sayer is a final commission as a justice of the peace in 

Lincolnshire on 25 August 1372, by which time he was in his late 

seventies. Presumably he died soon after. 

 

Sir Sayer de Rochford’s achievements had been considerable – he 

was the first to establish the Rochfords as one of Lincolnshire’s 

leading knightly families. After his rebellious early years, he was 

able to gain the trust of Edward III by serving in the Scottish wars 

and as a junior county official. He worked his way up the ranks on 

numerous commissions, and eventually he became the pre-eminent 

royal official in Lincolnshire as sheriff and escheator for a decade. 

He served for 22 years as a justice, and his reputation must have 

been impeccable when Edward appointed him to keep the captured 

king of France. 

Remarkably, three of Sayer’s sons would become knights. They 

had a close connection to King Edward III’s fourth son, John of 

Gaunt, who was Sayer’s overlord at Fenne as earl of Richmond, and 

who also became duke of Lancaster after the death of his father-in-

law, Henry of Grosmont, nephew and heir of the rebel earl Thomas 

of Lancaster. It may be that Sayer was able to arrange for his sons to 

be educated at Grosmont’s court. 

Sayer’s family is complex to work out, not least because he had 

two sons called John. If this seems odd, it was not particularly 

uncommon. In the 1500s Sir William Skeffington famously had two 

sons named Thomas under similar circumstances: they had 

different mothers. 

The elder John, known from the 1350s as Sir John de Rochford, 

and in this book as Sir John de Rochford II, was Sayer’s eldest son 

and heir. He was born by 1330 and his mother was Elizabeth, who 
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was probably a Limesy. Sayer and Elizabeth had a second son, 

Ralph, born by 1332, who was unusually prominent for a younger 

son. While John inherited the family’s ancestral estates, Sayer 

provided extremely well for Ralph in other property, most notably 

around Walpole in Norfolk. The two brothers may well have been 

twins. 

The younger John was Sayer’s eldest son with his second wife, 

Joan Hillary, and would become a coheir to the Hillary estates. He 

was born between about 1354 and 1357, and first appears on record 

in 1377. Until the 1390s, when his older brother Sir John retired 

from public life, he was variously known as John de Rochford of 

Boston, John de Rochford the Younger, or John son of Sayer de 

Rochford the Younger. Only a Latin reading of this last moniker 

makes it clear that “the Younger” here refers to John, not Sayer: 

“Johannes filius Saieri de Rochford junior”. 

John the Younger was knighted in 1399 and thereafter usually 

known as Sir John de Rochford, not long after his older brother Sir 

John died; so on a less detailed reading of the primary evidence 

these might appear to be the same person. And while a record of 

grants to Barlings Abbey in 1390 seems to suggest that John of 

Boston and John the Younger were not the same person, a charter 

that he witnessed in 1389 and a series of transactions of the manor 

of Thetford in the 1390s make it absolutely clear that they were. 

Understandably, all this has led to much confusion in accounts 

of the family. Most common are mix-ups over which John was 

which, and the claim that there were two Sir Sayer de Rochfords, 

perhaps father and son, each with a son called John. Sayer’s 

remarkably long career and the long gap between the birth of his 

eldest and youngest sons make it tempting to believe so. But the 

Sayer who married the younger John’s mother by 1348 was a 

knight at the time, and the Sir Sayer who was born in the 1290s is 

known to have been alive and well in 1354 around the time of the 

younger John’s birth: when he sold La Grave, he was described as 

“Sayer son and heir of Ralph de Rochford, knight” in direct 

reference to how he had an interest in it. The period demonstrates a 

clear continuity and growing precedence in records that can only 

refer to one increasingly succssful Sir Sayer, and there is nothing in 

the evidence to suggest there might have been more than one. 
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There was another Sayer de Rochford, but he was not a knight. 

He was the rector of Benington in 1377 and 1381, and probably a 

younger son of one of Sir Sayer’s marriages, but it is not known 

which. There are two others who were probably also younger sons 

of Sir Sayer: Richard de Rochford, who was parson of Benington 

and acted as an attorney for Sir Sayer in 1359 and for Sir John de 

Rochford II in 1366 and 1370, but is not otherwise recorded; and 

Edmund de Rochford, who was involved in a transaction with Sir 

Sayer in 1368. The 1562 Visitation of Lincolnshire also records a 

daughter, Elizabeth de Rochford, who was said to have married Sir 

Richard Winceby, although no primary evidence of this has been 

found. 

The three accounts that follow are for Sir Sayer’s most prominent 

sons, Sir John, Sir Ralph and John the Younger. 

 

 

 

Figure 14: The seal of Sayer de Rochford around 1330, printed in William Henry St 

John Hope’s Heraldry for Designers and Craftsmen. Note the wheatsheaves on either 

side – a theme that would reappear in later Rochford heraldry. 
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Figure 15: The great keep of Kenilworth Castle, where Sayer de Rochford was based 

in the 1320s, probably as a retainer of the rebel earl Thomas of Lancaster. Sayer was 

later imprisoned here too, while his wife Elizabeth retreated to the nearby priory for 

safety. Photo by Dave, Flickr (CC-BY-SA-2.0). 

 

 

Figure 16: Pontefract Castle in Yorkshire. Sayer de Rochford was transferred here as 

a prisoner just a few days after Lancaster’s execution. The castle was raised to the 

ground during the 1600s, but the pitch-black dungeons, where prisoners have 

scratched their names into the walls, can still be seen. Detail from a painting by 

Alexander Keirincx, c1620-40. 
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Figure 17: The arms of the Rochfords and the Hillarys, as they were recorded in the 

windows of Stoke Rochford church and Lincoln St Mark’s by Gervase Holles in the 

1640s. The shield in the centre has the arms of the two families impaled, indicating 

marriage. Around 1348 Sir Sayer de Rochford married Joan daughter of Sir Roger 

Hillary, who later became a chief justice. 

 

 

 

Figure 18: The ruins of the old St Mark's church in Lincoln in 1784, by Samuel 

Hieronymus Grimm. Nothing survives of this church today. © The British Library 

Board. 
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Figure 19: An effigy of Sayer’s father-in-law Sir Roger Hillary, at Walsall church 

where he was buried in 1356. Etching c1790. The monument is still there, but 

severely damaged. Etching reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the William 

Salt Library, Stafford. 

 

 

 

Figure 20: The remains of Somerton Castle, Lincolnshire, in the early 1700s. Sir Sayer 

was entrusted to keep the captured king of France here in 1359, and in the next 

century his grandson, Sir Ralph III, was given the castle for life by Henry V. 

Engraving by Samuel Buck, c1726-1739, via www.albion-prints.com. 

http://www.albion-prints.com/
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Figure 21: The arms of Sir John de Rochford II, third left in the third row down, in 

Powell's Roll of arms of the mid-1300s. This manuscript is now in the Bodleian 

Library, Oxford (Ashmole 804, pt. IV, p. 022-023).
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SIR JOHN DE ROCHFORD II 
OF FENNE 

 
(died c1392) 

“John son and heir of Sir Sayer de Rocheford”  first appears on 

record in 1336 when his father arranged his marriage to Isabelle, 

daughter of Sir Hugh Hastings. John and Isabelle were both still 

children at the time – we do not know how old they were, but John 

was of age by October 1350, so he must have been born by 1330. 

Perhaps he was as young as six. 

In any case, the arrangement was for the young couple to remain 

in the care of John’s father until they wished to go their own way, 

whereupon Sayer was to give them the family manor of Scrane as a 

nest egg. In time, of course, John would inherit all the family 

ancestral estates around Boston and elsewhere. 

It is not known for certain whether John and Isabelle’s marriage 

went ahead as planned, but it seems very likely, since the original 

documents relating to the agreement were carefully stored in the 

Hastings family archives and where they remain today. Assuming 

the marriage did go ahead, Isabelle must have passed away quite 

young in life, as John was married again at least once, if not twice, 

by 1372. 

 

John first appears on record as an adult in 1350, when he and his 

brother Ralph were appointed with eight others as “assistants” to 

the Boston Guild of Corpus Christi. Their father had been a 

member since 1343 and it must have been under his ambitious 

influence that the two brothers received these valuable posts. Their 

co-assistants apparently included the king’s younger son John of 

Gaunt, who was still only ten, the chamberlain of the exchequer 
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John Bokingham, and the Lincolnshire heirs Robert de Willoughby 

of Eresby and Ralph de Cromwell. The networks John and Ralph 

were to establish early in life would serve them well throughout. 

In October that year “John de Rocheford, knight, lord of Arleye” 

leased some land in that village to Robert le Meleward for a rent of 

6s 8d a year and a requirement to attend his court in Arley three 

times a year. The lordships of Arley and Bascote had belonged to 

the Limesys until at least 1326 when John de Limesy successfully 

petitioned the crown for their return after his father, Sir Peter de 

Limesy, died. It appears that John de Limesy had died and John de 

Rochford had inherited this property through his mother Elizabeth, 

who must have been John de Limesy’s sister or some other close 

relative. 

It is notable that John de Rochford was already a knight – he was 

the first member of his family ever to have been knighted before 

inheriting his father’s estates – and again, this was probably guided 

by his father’s ambitions. John appeared in a heraldic roll of arms 

around this time, now known as Powell’s Roll, with the same arms 

of gold, red and black that his grandfather Sir Ralph Rochford II 

had in the Lord Marshall’s, Collins’ and Parliamentary rolls: 

Quarterly or and gules, a border sable bezanty. 

Nevertheless, Sir John, unlike his father and younger brother 

Ralph, was not active in public life at all until much later in life. 

Consequently there are few records of him during his early years, 

but those that survive see him more closely connected with the 

family’s Lincolnshire homelands than the Warwickshire estates he 

inherited from his mother. In October 1358 John bought a messuage 

and a small parcel of land in Toft for twenty marks. In 1364 he 

witnessed a grant from John de Willoughby to Sir William de 

Smythweyt of the manor of Raithby in Lincolnshire. In spring 1366 

John was a trustee with Sir Theobald Trussell and others for a 

settlement of Sir William de Skipwith’s manors of Calthorpe, 

Covenham and Uphalle in Lincolnshire, worth £300, for which they 

registered a debt in the chancery, but this was ultimately cancelled 

in February 1370. And in October 1366 John was involved in his 

father’s purchase of land in Gosberkirk from Clement Bradhowe of 

Spalding and Osanna his wife. 
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Apparently Sir John de Rochford’s role as an assistant to the 

Corpus Christi guild did not qualify him as a full member, because 

its register records that he joined fully in 1364. But his career really 

seems to have begun with the outbreak of war in Castile in 1366. 

King Edward III’s eldest son, Edward the Black Prince, got 

involved; and soon after the prince’s younger brother John of 

Gaunt, who was now 26 and both duke of Lancaster and earl of 

Richmond, got involved too. Sir John de Rochford had been on 

Gaunt’s payroll since 1361, when the latter inherited the duchy of 

Lancaster from his father-in-law. On 2 November the king granted 

“protection to John duke of Lancaster and for Sir John de Roche-

ford, and 21 others in his retinue going to Aquitaine” to join the 

Black Prince. Two days later Sir John de Rochford appointed 

Richard de Rochford, parson of Benington, who was probably his 

younger brother, and Thomas Claymond as his attorneys in his 

absence. By spring the next year they were in Castile, and on 3 

April the combined forces of the Black Prince, John of Gaunt and 

Pedro “the Cruel” of Castile routed the French and Castilian forces 

of Pedro’s brother Enrique II at the battle of Nájera. 

On Sir John’s return he found that John Martyn, Walter de 

Stickney and others had “broke his close at Skirbek, co. Lincoln, 

burned his houses there, took away his goods, and assaulted, 

wounded and imprisoned his men and servants”, and he sought 

their arrest in January 1368. 

In 1369 war broke out again with France. The new French King 

Charles V rejected the Treaty of Bretigny and declared all English 

possessions in France forfeit, including Aquitaine. In July John of 

Gaunt headed on expedition to Calais with Sir John de Rochford 

among his retainers again, and this time John’s younger brother Sir 

Ralph de Rochford joined them too. They pillaged Normandy and 

marched on Harfleur but ultimately achieved little and returned to 

England in autumn. 

In July the following year Sir John prepared to head to France 

with John of Gaunt for a third time, appointing Richard de 

Rochford and Thomas Claymond as his attorneys again. Gaunt’s 

older brother the Black Prince was present on the campaign on this 

occasion and it was far more successful than the last. It culminated 

in the siege and sack of Limoges, after which more than 3,000 of the 
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city’s people were slaughtered, if the chronicler Jean Froissart is to 

be believed. 

There is then a break in the record for several years until 1373. In 

June that year Robert Haunsard granted the reversion of his 

ancestors’ manor of South Kelsey in north Lincolnshire to Richard 

de Ravenser, archdeacon of Lincoln, and others, noting that “John 

de Rocheford, knight, and Beatrice his wife” were currently in 

possession of it for the rest of her life. Beatrice was the widow of 

Robert’s father, Sir Robert Haunsard, and was possibly also the 

younger Robert’s mother. It is not known when she married Sir 

John de Rochford, but it could have been some years before: Sir 

Robert was already dead by 1362 when the Black Prince, who was 

overlord of the South Kelsey property, instructed his Lincolnshire 

official to let Beatrice have it as her dower. 

It was around this time that Sir John de Rochford’s father, Sir 

Sayer, appears to have died – his last appearance on record was a 

final commission as justice of the peace in the summer of 1372. As 

eldest son and heir, John would then have come into full possession 

of the family estates in Fenne, Scrane and elsewhere in and around 

Boston, which he could add to the property at Arley and Bascote 

that he had probably inherited through his mother. 

Sir John did not settle down, however. In May 1373 he and his 

brother Ralph were granted protection to go on campaign in France 

again under John of Gaunt’s command, with Sir Robert de 

Willoughby as their captain. Gaunt’s forces departed from Calais in 

August 1373 with some 9,000 to 11,000 men. They raided their way 

past Paris, through Champagne and Burgundy, and arrived in 

Bordeaux in December with at least half their number dead or 

deserted. It was a remarkable feat, if not very useful in the context 

of a very long war. 

By July 1374 Sir John de Rochford was back in England, when he 

witnessed a charter with his brother Sir Ralph for Andrew de Leek 

relating to property in the villages of Leake and Leverton, near 

John’s home village of Fenne. There is then another short break in 

the record until 1377, when John’s fortunes dramatically changed. 
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In late 1376 Edward III was dying. The Black Prince was already 

dead and his young son Prince Richard, heir to the throne of 

England , was just ten years old. John of Gaunt was regent in all but 

name, and he was at loggerheads with the Commons. In December 

Gaunt called for a parliament to sit at Westminster in January the 

next year. The men of Lincolnshire elected Sir John de Rochford 

and Sir John Auncell as their knights of the shire to represent them 

there. This would come to be known as the Bad Parliament: 

between 27 January and 2 March 1377 much that had been achieved 

in the previous year’s Good Parliament to control corruption in the 

royal council was unravelled under Gaunt’s unrestrained influence. 

Given that Sir John de Rochford had no prior experience of 

public life, his long association with Gaunt must have had some 

part to play in his sudden election to parliament. Within a few days 

of the parliament ending Sir John was appointed to his first two 

royal commissions, one as a justice of the peace and the other as a 

commissioner of the walls and ditches, both in Lincolnshire. 

Around the same time his younger brothers Sir Ralph and John the 

Younger were appointed as commissioners of the walls and ditches 

in Norfolk. Ralph was an experienced royal official but this was 

also John the Younger’s first commission. 

Most records distinguish clearly between Sir John and John the 

Younger, who was not knighted until 1399, after the older John’s 

death. There are a few records where the wording and context do 

not make it clear, but in these cases the brothers’ relative prece-

dence can be used to identify who is being referred to. William de 

Spaigne was a frequent colleague on royal commissions and serves 

as a particularly useful marker: he was junior to Sir John but senior 

to John the Younger, and therefore named after and before them 

respectively in records of royal commissions. Thus it was Sir John 

who was commissioned on 29 April 1377 to array the men of 

Holland, Lincolnshire, “as the king has heard that his enemies and 

their adherents are arraying themselves from all parts with a great 

number of people and a great multitude of ships and boats to assail 

and destroy the king, his realm and navy by land and sea”. 

Edward III died of a stroke on 21 June. His young grandson was 

shortly crowned Richard II. Sir John’s recent commissions were 

confirmed, and by summer the next year he was on campaign again 
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with his brother Sir Ralph in France under John of Gaunt, this time 

for the siege of St Malo. The campaign was a failure and Gaunt’s 

forces returned ingloriously to England in September. 

Back at home, in January 1379 Sir John de Rochford was ap-

pointed as a justice of the peace in Lincolnshire for a second time, 

and afterwards he would be reappointed to this role in 1380, 1381 

and 1382. On 20 March 1380 he was commissioned “to array and 

equip all the men” of the Parts of Holland in Lincolnshire “between 

the ages of sixteen and sixty, and to keep them, the men-at-arms, 

hobelers and archers, in readiness to resist foreign invasion”. 

The ongoing war with France was putting huge pressure on the 

finances of the nation. The parliament at Northampton in Novem-

ber 1380 passed a third poll tax, and on 7 December Sir John was 

appointed as one of the commissioners to supervise its collection in 

Lincolnshire. The records of this tax for Skirbeck wapentake 

survive. They list 195 individuals in the parish of Toft, with “John 

de Rocheford, knight” and “Beatrix his wife” at the head of the list. 

Their assessment of 13s 6d was the highest of anyone in the 

wapentake, while John the Younger, who was taxed in Boston, had 

the next largest assessment at ten shillings. The sums demanded 

from ordinary villagers were far smaller, typically 12d or 4d, but 

they were enough to trigger an uprising in Essex that spread 

rapidly and violently across the county in June 1381: the Peasants’ 

Revolt. 

On 6 June that year Sir John was granted protection to go on 

campaign with John of Gaunt in Aquitaine, and on 4 July he 

appointed attorneys to represent him in his absence, but the 

expedition appears to have been shelved. Gaunt was a primary 

target for the rebels – they wanted him beheaded, and his palace of 

Savoy in London was burnt to the ground. Gaunt fled to Scotland 

for safety while the revolt was speedily repressed, but unrest 

continued to simmer across the county. On 10 July one of the John 

de Rochford brothers – probably Sir John – was commissioned “to 

array the king’s lieges in the county of Lincoln … to resist the 

insurgents”. And on 14 December Sir John was appointed “to 

preserve the peace, with power to arrest those who congregate in 

unlawful assemblies or who incite insurrections” in Lincolnshire, 
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and “to put down the rebels and with armed force, if necessary, 

suppress the said assemblies”. 

On 8 March the following year, 1382, the two Johns were com-

missioned together with several others to keep the peace in 

Lincolnshire, and “to arrest, imprison and punish such rebels and 

any who incite rebellion, to suppress their meetings, arrest their 

goods, or take security as they think fit. If the meetings are 

suspicious or excessive in number they are to take the county 

posse, both knights and esquires, lead them against the rebels, seize 

any found committing the offences aforesaid, and do justice upon 

them without delay.” In December the commission was renewed, 

and the two Johns were also appointed as justices of the peace 

together for the county. 

This was Sir John’s last stint in that role, but he continued to 

hold positions on ad-hoc royal commissions into the early 1390s. In 

1384 he was appointed to investigate troublemakers at a market in 

Wragby belonging to Beatrice, the widow of Sir Thomas de Roos of 

Helmsley. In July 1386 he was appointed to a commission of the 

walls and ditches with John the Younger, and on 25 September that 

year he was appointed with their brother Sir Ralph “to make 

proclamation … that no armourers or vendors of arms, armour of 

horses sell the same at a dearer rate than their reasonable value 

heretofore … on information that because men-at-arms, archers 

and others are coming to London on the king’s summons to join his 

army to resist the French invasion, the dealers are raising prices”. 

Meanwhile, John of Gaunt had sailed for Spain in the hope of 

winning the throne of Castile. On this occasion Sir John de 

Rochford was not with him, and the knight appears to have left the 

duke’s service, since the last year he appears on the payroll is 1385. 

In Gaunt’s absence, twenty-year-old King Richard II’s reign 

rapidly descended into crisis. A group of nobles calling themselves 

the Lords Appellant staged a coup and set about ruling the country 

in Richard’s name. At the Merciless Parliament of 1388 they 

sentenced Richard’s favourites to death. Sir John de Rochford, Sir 

Ralph, John the Younger and Ralph’s son Henry all appear on a 

parliamentary list of Lincolnshire knights, esquires and merchants 

who swore allegiance to the Lords Appellant. Matters were 
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diffused only when Gaunt returned the next year, albeit without 

the crown of Castile on his head. 

During this period Sir John supported a number of local proper-

ty transactions for his Lincolnshire associates. In 1381 he witnessed 

an agreement between Gilbert de Umframville, earl of Angus, and 

Richard de Ravenser, archdeacon of Lincoln. In 1384 he was 

involved in John son of William de Flete’s purchase of property in 

Holbeach from John son of Thomas de Segeford and Alice his wife. 

In 1388 Sir John witnessed a charter from Elizabeth, the widow of 

Simon Simeon of Grimsthorpe, to the parson of Gosberkirk. And in 

1390 he was a trustee in the conveyance of the manor of Cottesmore 

by Richard Saling and Lora his wife to John Bozon. Sir John also 

dealt a little in his own property, granting a field in Arley to John 

Burzate and Agnes his wife. In 1386 he also had some interest at 

Skidbrooke, about forty miles north of Fenne, where Elizabeth 

daughter of Thomas de Dotheby held a little property under him. 

During the final years of his life Sir John de Rochford carried out 

a few further royal commissions. In May 1391 he and his brother 

John the Younger were appointed to deal with some Lincolnshire 

chaplains who were refusing to carry out their duties. It is not clear 

which of them was appointed as sheriff of Lincolnshire in 1391, but 

whichever it was must also be the one appointed in February 1392 

to investigate serious allegations that men were counterfeiting the 

king’s seal at Lincoln. In May 1392 the two Johns were appointed 

together once more to deal with rebellious chaplains in Lincoln-

shire. 

This is the last certain record of Sir John alive. In 5 June 1395 Sir 

Robert de Willoughby of Eresby, who had been John’s captain on 

their great expedition to France in 1373, wrote a will leaving “siz 

esquiells and siz sawesers marked Sir John de Rochefort” to his son 

John de Willoughby. Presumably Sir John de Rochford had left 

these to his old captain in his own will, although no record of such 

a document survives. 

In 1396 an inquisition post mortem was carried out into the 

estates of the late Roger Corbet of Leigh, long after he had died in 

1381. The inquisition reported that Corbet had held a third part of 

the manor of Arley “of John Rochforde, knight, by knight’s service” 

and that “the said John Rochford, knight, and Ralph his son and 
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heir have taken the issues and profits since the said Roger’s death 

by reason of the minority” of Roger’s heir. It is not clear from this 

whether Sir John was still alive at the time of the inquisition, or had 

died in the interim – if not, presumably he died soon after as 

nothing more is heard of him. 

Around the time of his death Sir John appeared in a second roll 

of arms, this time alongside his younger brother Sir Ralph. Here 

John’s arms had eleven gold coins or bezants in the border, as they 

had in Powell’s Roll of around 1350, while Ralph’s had ten bezants 

and an annulet in the second quarter. 

 

Sir John’s life had been dominated by, and to a large extent 

dependent upon, his association with John of Gaunt. Its standout 

features are the mostly ill-fated campaigns in France and Spain 

(John joined at least five) and his sudden appearance in public life 

when the balance of power swung in Gaunt’s favour. He was 

perhaps not as brilliant as his father Sayer was, or as his brother 

John the Younger and his son and heir, Ralph, would be. Neverthe-

less, Sir John competently maintained his family’s status and 

property in Lincolnshire and Warwickshire, and his allegiance to 

Gaunt set the stage for their extraordinary rise under the house of 

Lancaster in the next century. 

Ralph was Sir John’s only known child, and he was born by 

about 1370. It is not known when John’s intended first wife Isabelle 

de Hastings died, or when he married Beatrice, or which, if either, 

was Ralph’s mother. Ralph himself went on to marry a lady whose 

mother was Isabelle de Hastings’ niece, but this neither supports 

not precludes his mother being a Hastings. And there are no 

records to suggest any particularly strong connection between 

Ralph and the Haunsards, which might be expected if they were 

related. Meanwhile, the Lincolnshire Visitation of 1562 reports 

under an entry for the Tamworth family that Maud daughter of 

Nicholas de Tamworth was Sir John’s wife and Ralph’s mother. 

This is entirely plausible: Nicholas de Tamworth was alive in 1372, 

when he had custody of the castle of Calais, and he died by 1383, so 

he could have been Sir John’s father-in-law. Moreover, a member of 
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the Tamworth family would be an executor for Ralph’s will in the 

next century. Nevertheless, no primary evidence has been found to 

confirm any marriage between the two families. 

The next two accounts are of Sir John de Rochford II’s younger 

brothers Ralph de Rochford of Walpole and John de Rochford the 

Younger, after which we return to Sir John’s son and heir, Ralph III. 
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Figure 22: A brass effigy of Sir John de Rochford II’s father-in-law Sir Hugh 

Hastings, who died in 1347, at Elsing St Mary's in Norfolk. In 1336 John’s father 

arranged for him to marry Hugh's daughter Isabelle. Etching by J. S. Cotman, now 

in the British Museum (CC-BY-NC-SA-4.0) 
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Figure 23: Sir John de Rochford II’s seal with his coat of arms, attached to a 1391 

charter granting a field in Arley to John Burzate and Agnes his wife. 

 

 

Figure 24: The battle of Nájera, Castile, on 3 April 1367, where Sir John de Rochford 

II fought under John of Gaunt. The English allied with Pedro of Castile (on the left), 

and together they routed the Castilian and French armies of Pedro’s brother Enrique 

II. From Froissart’s Chronicles (BNF Fr 2643, f. 312v). 
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Figure 25: The sack of Limoges in September 1370. Sir John de Rochford II was once 

more in John of Gaunt’s retinue when they set about reconquering the city from the 

French. According to Froissart, thousands of its citizens were massacred afterwards. 

From Wavrin’s Chronicles (BNF Fr 77, f. 371). 

 

 

Figure 26: The execution of the archbishop of Canterbury during the Peasants’ 

Revolt of 1381. Sir John de Rochford II and John de Rochford the Younger of Boston 

were called upon to suppress the insurgency in Lincolnshire. From Froissart’s 

Chronicles. © The British Library Board (BL Royal MS 18 E I, f. 172r). 
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Figure 27: Effigies of Sir Ralph de Rochford of Walpole and his wife Matilda, who 

died in 1369, in the Rochfords’ chapel at Walpole St Peter’s. No trace of this 

monument survives today. From Richard Gough’s Sepulchral Monuments, 1796.
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SIR RALPH DE ROCHFORD 
OF WALPOLE AND HIS HEIRS 

 
(died c1391) 

The earliest record of Ralph de Rochford of Walpole is his 

appointment with his older brother Sir John de Rochford II as an 

assistant to the Boston Guild of Corpus Christi in 1350. Since one of 

the other assistants, John of Gaunt, was still only ten years old, 

young age was clearly no barrier to entry. But in 1352 “Ralph de 

Rocheforde son of Saier de Rocheforde” granted some land in 

Norfolk to Thomas de Oxwyk. The details of this grant are not yet 

known, but Ralph must have been of age by this time; he would 

have been born by about 1332, so his mother was Sayer’s first wife, 

Elizabeth. 

Ralph had a remarkably good start in life for a younger son, so 

he was certainly Sayer’s second son and may even have been John’s 

twin. He based himself at Walpole in Norfolk, where his father 

already had property in 1348. It is about 25 miles south of Fenne, in 

an area then called Marshland Hundred, on the southwest coast of 

The Wash. 

Unlike his older brother, Ralph’s first royal appointment was 

early in life, in November 1352 as a commissioner of the walls and 

ditches in Marshland Hundred. Like his father Sayer, Ralph was 

frequently reappointed to such commissions throughout his life, 

both there and in neighbouring parts of Cambridgeshire, reaching a 

total of nine commissions between 1352 and 1391. For three of 

these, in 1355, 1363 and 1368, Ralph and his father served together. 

For one, in 1377, Ralph’s brother John the Younger joined him. 

Around 1353-1355 Ralph and his wife Matilda acquired proper-

ties from his father Sayer, Robert de Stikenay and Ralph de Bigeney 

in the villages of Walpole, Hindringham, Barsham, Kettlestone, 

Creake and Guist, all in the north of Norfolk. It is not known who 
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Matilda was, but this property probably formed part of their 

marriage agreement. 

In March 1356 Ralph was granted royal protection to join Sir 

Reginald Cobham and others in the company of the Black Prince 

for his invasion of France. They set out in August from English-

owned Aquitaine, raiding their way north to meet the forces of 

King John II of France at Poitiers. The French were outmanoeuvred 

and several thousand of their men were captured, including the 

king himself and his youngest son. It was one of the great English 

victories of the Hundred Years’ War. 

It is probably in connection with this that Ralph was knighted. 

He was granted royal protection again on 24 August 1358, and on 

this occasion he was explicitly called a knight for the first time. 

There were no major English campaigns in France in that year – the 

focus was on securing the best possible terms in return for releasing 

the French king. So it is not clear what Ralph’s movements were 

that summer, but he was probably back in Norfolk by November 

when he was appointed to another commission of the walls and 

ditches in Marshland Hundred, with his father. 

From 1365 Sir Ralph’s range of royal commissions expanded. In 

July that year he was appointed as a justice of the peace in Norfolk, 

and in 1366 he was appointed as a commissioner of array for the 

Parts of Kesteven in Lincolnshire, shortly before his older brother 

Sir John was given royal protection to join John of Gaunt’s 

expedition to Castile. 

King John of France had been released in 1360 under the Treaty 

of Bretigny, which granted the English a fair chunk of France and a 

ransom of three million gold crowns to be paid by installments. But 

the French king died in 1364 and in 1369 his son, Charles V of 

France, ripped up the treaty, confiscated Aquitaine and all other 

English possessions in France, and declared war on England. In 

July Sir Ralph de Rochford and his brother Sir John joined John of 

Gaunt on a punitive expedition into the north of France. They 

pillaged Normandy and marched on Harfleur, but dysentery and 

plague set in amongst their forces. They returned to England in 

autumn having achieved little. In November Ralph was appointed 

as a justice of the peace for Norfolk once more. 
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It was around this time that Ralph’s father, Sir Sayer, died, and it 

may be that Ralph inherited or acquired some property in 

Lincolnshire, as he became more involved in that county’s matters 

from the 1370s. In 1371 he was party to a settlement of Hippetoft 

Hall and property in Freiston and Toft, and in a remarkable charter 

of 1373 he manumitted or made free a serf, “Thomas the son of 

Alexander Benrige dwelling in Benington with all his posterity 

begotten and to be begotten … that neither I, the aforesaid Ralph, 

nor my heirs, nor anyone … in our name, shall henceforward be 

able to demand or sell any claim of the right of servile tenure upon 

the aforesaid Thomas and his posterity in any manner whatever.” 

Ralph joined his brother on two further campaigns under John 

of Gaunt. In August 1373 they set out from Calais with their captain 

Sir Robert de Willoughby in an army of some ten thousand men for 

a great raid through French territories, finally reaching Bordeaux in 

December. Their intention was to relieve Aquitaine, but their forces 

were severely depleted and in April the next year Gaunt sailed 

home. The Rochford brothers were back in England by July 1374 

when they witnessed a charter together for Andrew de Leek 

regarding property at Leake and Leverton, both near Fenne. 

In summer 1378 Sir John and Sir Ralph joined Gaunt’s last 

campaign in France, the siege of St Malo. Their forces were limited 

and the enterprise was a failure. They returned to England in 

autumn that year. But by this time King Edward III was dead, and 

with his successor Richard II being only eleven years old, Gaunt 

was the most powerful man in England. Ralph’s brother Sir John de 

Rochford’s career was in the ascendant, and Ralph’s own soon 

followed, if not to quite the same degree. 

In early 1379 Ralph and Sir John Auncell were elected as knights 

of the shire to represent Lincolnshire at the Westminster parliament 

at Easter – a post to which Ralph’s older brother had been elected 

only two years before. Ralph was also appointed to two ad-hoc 

Lincolnshire commissions in that year. One, in August 1379, was to 

investigate suspected corruption in the collection of taxes in the 

Parts of Lindsey, Kesteven and Holland. The other, for which his 

brother John the Younger joined him, was to deal with “the persons 

who by night scaled with ladders the walls of the house of Friars 

Preachers in Boston … broke their doors and windows” and 
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assaulted the prior and his friars in their beds. But the king seems 

to have determined that the victims deserved it, as in February the 

next year the commission was cancelled and Ralph and his 

colleagues were instructed to free anyone they had imprisoned as a 

result. 

Ralph’s year at the forefront of county politics did not persist – it 

would be seven years before he received another royal commission. 

But he continued to be involved in local property transactions, 

mainly in Lincolnshire. In 1381 he acquired (or became a trustee 

for) some property in Hagworthingham that had belonged to John 

del Chaumbre of Walpole and Sarah his wife, with the help of his 

brother John de Rochford the Younger. In 1382 Ralph was involved 

with Robert de Leek in property deals at Leake and Leverton, in 

1383 with Thomas Claymond at Pettistree in Suffolk, and in 1385 

with Robert de Cumpton at Ashby by Partney near Hagworthing-

ham. 

By this time French plans for a major invasion of England were 

well underway. The panicked English administration summoned 

men from all over the country to London to form a defence force. 

Traders in Lincolnshire and elsewhere sniffed an opportunity to 

make a quick buck, hiking their prices as local men-at-arms and 

archers kitted themselves out for war. The royal council was not 

impressed, and in September 1386 it sent instructions to Sir Ralph, 

his brother Sir John and others to proclaim throughout Lincolnshire 

that “armourers and vendors of arms, armour and horses” were not 

to sell their wares “at a dearer rate than their reasonable value 

heretofore, under pain of forfeiture”. 

By a stroke of good luck for the English, bad weather on the 

channel prevented the French fleet from mounting its invasion. But 

Richard II’s reign was already in crisis. In 1388 the self-styled Lords 

Appellant seized control of the kingdom. Sir Ralph, his eldest son 

Henry, and his brothers Sir John and John the Younger were among 

the Lincolnshire knights and gentry who swore allegiance to the 

Appellants on 20 March that year. 

Ralph was now at least 56 years old and nearing the final years 

of his life, during which he returned his focus to his Norfolk home. 

In May 1388 he was appointed to one more ad-hoc commission 

with John the Younger, to investigate a quarrel over the manor of 
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Denver in Norfolk; and on 3 July 1391 he was appointed to his final 

commission of the walls and ditches around Marshland Hundred. 

This is the last record of Ralph, and he probably died soon after, 

around the same time as his older brother Sir John. Ralph was 

definitely dead by May 1400 when a royal investigation into 

flooding around Marshland Hundred found that he had not 

received his last commission and therefore the treasurer and the 

barons of the exchequer were to halt any proceedings against his 

executors. 

Ralph was buried in Walpole St Peter’s church beside his wife, 

Matilda, who had died some time before in 1369. Most of the 

church had been destroyed by a sea flood in 1337, after which 

rebuilding was delayed by the Black Death. The new nave and 

aisles were completed only in the late 1300s, during Ralph’s time. 

He must have been one of the major benefactors to the project, and 

possibly funded the whole of the north aisle. In the 1700s, when 

Francis Blomefield and Charles Parkin wrote their History of 

Norfolk, the stained glass windows of this aisle and north side of the 

nave were full of arms and portraits of Ralph’s family, and the east 

end of the aisle was “taken in by a screen, and was the chapel and 

burial-place of the Rochfords”. In this chapel there was a large 

brass alter monument of Sir Ralph and Matilda. 

The chapel is still there, but neither the stained glass nor the 

monument survive today. Fortunately, in 1796 Richard Gough 

printed an engraving of the monument in his Sepulchral Monuments 

of Great Britain (it is reproduced on page 122). In it, Sir Ralph is 

kitted out as a knight in full armour with a dagger on one belt and 

a sword on another, flowing curly hair around his shoulders and a 

long curly beard. He is standing on a lion. Beside him, Matilda 

wears a flowing robe with a cape, a jewelled girdle around her 

waist, a reticulated head-dress and veil, and a double necklace of 

beads with a large jewelled pendant. At her feet are two dogs with 

decorative collars. Above Ralph’s figure are two shields with the 

arms of the Rochfords, with what appears to be a fleur-de-lis in the 

first quarter of each. This device was also added to the family arms 

in the east windows of Stoke Rochford church and Lincoln St 

Mark’s, where they were impaled with the Hillary arms in memory 

of Sayer de Rochford and Joan Hillary. Sadly, the arms on the two 
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shields above Sir Ralph’s wife were missing when Gough’s 

engraving was made, and there is no other record of what they 

were – they would have represented her family. But fragments of 

an inscription around the monument were recorded in Blomefield 

and Parkin’s History of Norfolk: 

“=== Domina Matilda, uxor ej. que obijt === Anno Dni. Milles-

imo tricentesimo, sexagesimo nono” 

The antiquarian John Weever also noted this monument in his 1631 

Ancient Funerall Monuments, but he wrote only the barest summary: 

“Walpoole … Radulphus Rochford, miles …” 

Piecing these fragments together, parts of the inscription presuma-

bly read: 

“Ralph Rochford, knight … lady Matilda, his wife, who died 

… AD 1369 …” 

The History of Norfolk reports that Matilda may have been a 

member of the Walpole family, but no primary evidence has been 

found to indicate whether or not this is correct. 

Around the time of his death Sir Ralph appeared in a roll of 

arms alongside his older brother, Sir John. In this Ralph’s arms had 

a silver annulet in the second quarter, and ten bezants on the 

border, rather than the eleven that were on his brother’s arms. 

 

The May 1400 investigation into flooding in Marshland Hundred 

indentified Sir Ralph Rochford of Walpole’s heir as his eldest son, 

Henry Rochford. (It was during his time that the “de” was 

gradually dropped from many English surnames, the Rochfords’ 

included.) Henry went on to become a knight, but he was less 

prominent than his uncles or his cousin Sir Ralph Rochford III, so I 

will give a brief account of him here. 

Henry must have been born by about 1368, since he joined his 

father and uncles in swearing allegiance to the Lords Appellant in 

1388. In fact, it is possible that he was born much earlier, since his 
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father, Sir Ralph, and mother, Matilda, were married by 1355 at the 

latest. So Henry was certainly of age when his father died, and by 

the time of 1400 investigation he was in possession of all of his 

father lands around Walpole and elsewhere. 

Henry Rochford was almost constantly in trouble for ten years 

from 1397 to 1407, starting with a violent feud with a family named 

Gedney. On 15 January 1397 three of this family – John, Thomas 

and William Gedney – were bound over for £200 to do no harm to 

Henry. But he seems to have taken the fight to them, as John and 

William Gedney went before the chancellor, Bishop Edmund 

Stafford, to complain that they “greatly feared their deaths, and 

dared not go out of their houses”, and asked that Henry be bound 

over “on pain of a great sum of money” to keep the peace. Stafford 

supported their case, but within a few years the feud erupted again 

and Henry was condemned in the exchequer to pay a fine of 800 

marks for breaking the peace towards the Gedneys. 

Nevertheless, by 1400 Henry was knighted, probably in return 

for supporting Henry IV’s coup, and he was retained by the king’s 

private honour of Bolingbroke for forty marks a year (although his 

pay was initially diverted to repay his fine). In August that year Sir 

Henry joined his uncle John de Rochford the Younger on campaign 

in Scotland as a captain, with his own retinue of one man-at-arms 

and eight archers. 

In 1401 Henry got into another fight, this time with Katharine 

Braunche, and in March he was bound over for 600 marks to do no 

harm to her, for which his cousin Sir Ralph Rochford III stood as 

his surety. By 1403 Henry was a king’s knight, and the king 

pardoned him the remaining 180 marks of his fine for fighting with 

the Gedneys “in consideration of his great expenses in the king’s 

service and because he has delivered to the king Richard Horkesley 

who owed him £40 and more”. 

In 1406 yet another fight broke out. On 19 April that year Henry 

was bound over to do no harm to John Gauthorp, Walter Godard of 

Terrington, William Maysoun, chaplain, and others, on pain of a 

fine of £500. Robert Kerville stood as his guarantor, and at the same 

time Henry stood as a guarantor that Kerville would do no harm to 

William Lovell and others. But Henry’s uncle John the Younger 

somehow got involved too, and he was bound over to refrain from 
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attacking Robert Kerville. Just a few days later, on 3 May, Henry 

was working with Thomas Lovell and a group of others, including 

Sir John Colville and Sir Laurence Everard, to grant some property 

in King’s Lynn to the “order of the hermits of St Augustine” there 

so they could enlarge their mansion. At some point during that 

year, someone called Thomas Marham made off with “twenty 

quarters of malt and four quarters of barley worth £10” that he was 

supposed to give to Henry, but Marham was pardoned on 6 July. 

In 1407 Sir Henry Rochford was in trouble again, this time for 

helping a suspected felon, Henry Smith, escape while the bailiff of 

the bishop of Ely was transferring him to the bishop’s prison at 

“Esterham”. Sir Henry was indicted, but eventually pardoned on 4 

June. 

Less than a week later Henry was appointed to his first royal 

commission – a commission of the walls and ditches in Norfolk 

with his uncle John the Younger. Perhaps the king hoped John 

could bring him under control. But it appears that Henry was not 

interested, as he would not be appointed to another royal commis-

sion for seventeen years. 

Indeed, the next record of Henry is not until 1417, by which time 

he seems to have calmed down. On 1 July that year Sir William 

Cromwell enfeoffed him and several others of the manors of Driby, 

Brinkhill, Tydd St Mary and Baston, presumably as trustees. In 

1420 Henry became a trustee for Sir John Colville’s manor of 

Newton by Leverington with Thomas duke of Clarence, Humphrey 

duke of Gloucester and others. And in 1423 he was a trustee with 

John Fordham, bishop of Ely, Sir John Colville and others for a 

dyke in Marshland Hundred that Thomas duke of Exeter had 

created for their protection against floods. In 1424 Henry took up 

his second commission of the walls and ditches in Norfolk. 

Sir Henry Rochford’s popularity as trustee to property arrange-

ments continued in 1425 when he became a co-feoffee with Sir 

Robert Willoughby, Sir Ralph Cromwell, Sir Robert Roos and 

others for a portion of a manor in Fleet in Lincolnshire called 

“Lucyes”. In that year Henry was also among a party who acquired 

property in Dampgate in King’s Lynn, and early the next year he 

was a witness to a transaction between Master Peter Pryour, rector 

of Hellesdon in Norfolk, and Alice the wife of Sir John Howard. In 
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1428 Henry became a co-feoffee with Sir Ralph Cromwell, lord of 

Tattershall, and several others of the manor of Tydd St Mary. 

The last records of Henry are two final commissions of the walls 

and ditches, one in Lincolnshire in 1431, and the other in Cam-

bridgeshire in 1435. He probably died soon after – he was certainly 

dead by 1442 – and was buried in the Rochfords’ chapel in Walpole 

St Peter’s. 

Very little is known of Henry’s family life. In 1418 he had a wife 

named Margaret, who held a small portion of half of the manor of 

Moulton – the rest of the half manor belonged to the late Sir John 

Harrington. It seems likely that she was related to Harrington, but 

this is all that is known of her. 

 

There was also a Thomas Rochford who had property in Walpole – 

he may well have been Henry’s son and heir. Thomas was married 

to another Margaret, a daughter of John le Strange, by 1435, when 

her father’s trustees granted the couple a property called Snoring 

Hall near Ringstead in Norfolk. But Thomas did not live for long 

after. He wrote his will on 30 January 1438, asking to be buried in 

the chapel of St Mary in Walpole St Peter’s. He named his wife 

Margaret as his executrix, gave her all his lands at Ringstead and 

Holme, and asked that “if she should be with child” then the child 

should have them – the implication being that they did not already 

have children. Thomas also gave Margaret her dower in his 

property at Walpole, which he had perhaps inherited from Sir 

Henry. Thomas was dead by 25 February that year when his will 

was proved. By 1450 Margaret was remarried to Thomas Barnard, 

esquire. 

 

Blomefield and Parkin have more to say in the History of Norfolk 

about this branch of the Rochfords, but much of it is muddled and 

confuses them with their Lincolnshire cousins, the descendants of 

Sir Ralph’s eldest brother Sir John de Rochford II. I have not yet 
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tracked down the primary sources to piece together a reliable 

account. 

The next account is of Sir Ralph’s brother John the Younger, after 

which we return to their eldest brother Sir John’s eldest son and 

heir, Sir Ralph Rochford III. 
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Figure 28: The battle of Poitiers 1356, with the forces of the Black Prince on the left, 

and King John of France on the right. Sir Ralph de Rochford of Walpole was at the 

battle and his father, Sir Sayer, was later appointed to guard the captured French 

king at Somerton Castle in England. From Froissart’s Chronicles (BNF Fr 2643, f. 207). 

 

 

Figure 29: Walpole St Peter's in Norfolk, rebuilt in the 1300s. The Rochfords of 

Walpole were probably major benefactors to the project. They had a chapel and 

burial place at the east end of the north aisle, beside the windows on the left side of 

this photo. There were once tombs, effigies and stained glass coats of arms for 

members of the family here. Photo by Gary Troughton, Flickr (CC-BY-NC-2.0). 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

134 

 

Figure 30: Portrait of a unknown lady that was once in a north window at Walpole 

St Peter’s. This plate was included in some earlier copies of Blomefield’s History of 

Norfolk (volume 3, page 660), and has been coloured by myself to show the arms. 

The lady’s outer mantle identifies her as a Rochford wife. Blomefield thought she 

was a Godard due to the arms on her inner robe, but she might well have been Sir 

Ralph de Rochford of Walpole’s mother Elizabeth, who was probably a Limesy. 

Confusingly, the Godards and Limesys appear to have used the same arms:  

Gules, an eagle displayed or. 

 

Blomefield wrote that beside this portrait was another of the lady’s husband – a 

knight bearing a shield with the Rochford arms – and also portraits of a Rochford 

knight with a lady wearing the arms of the Leek family, and of a Leek knight with a 

lady wearing the arms of the Rochfords: the two families must have intermarried 

more than once. Sadly no copies of these portraits are known to exist. 
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Figure 31: Some coats of arms that were once in the windows of the two churches at 

Walpole – St Peter's and St Andrew's – according to Blomefield’s History of Norfolk.
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Figure 32: The coronation of Henry Bolingbroke as King Henry IV at Westminster in 

1399. John de Rochford the Younger was present at the ceremony and was probably 

knighted in connection with it. His nephew Sir Ralph Rochford III was probably 

there too. From Froissart’s Chronicles (BL Harley MS 4380, f. 186v).
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SIR JOHN DE ROCHFORD 
THE YOUNGER OF BOSTON 

 
(died 1410) 

The youngest of Sir Sayer de Rochford’s prominent sons, John de 

Rochford the Younger, first appears on record in 1376 when he and 

his wife Alice followed in his late father’s and eldest brother’s 

footsteps by joining the Boston Guild of Corpus Christi. A year 

later, on 6 February 1377, John the Younger joined his brother Sir 

Ralph de Rochford of Walpole on a commission of the walls and 

ditches in Marshland Hundred, Norfolk. We know this was John 

the Younger as his name appears far too low in the pecking order, 

after a couple of clerks, to have been his eldest brother, Sir John. 

The latter had just been elected to parliament, probably on account 

of his connection to the increasingly powerful John of Gaunt. As a 

younger son, John the Younger might have been considered lucky 

to be on a royal commission at all, so perhaps Gaunt had some role 

to play in this too. The opportunity to learn the ropes with Sir 

Ralph, who was an experienced royal commissioner and some 20-

25 years older than him, must have been useful. 

If John the Younger was of age by this time, he must have been 

born by about 1357. In fact, an inquisition post mortem into the 

estates of the late Sir Roger Hillary taken in 1403 (with clarification 

from a court case of 1420-1421) confirms that John was born around 

1354-1357 and that his mother was Joan Hillary, who Sayer had 

married by 1348. Roger had died leaving no children and his 

estates were to be split between the heirs of his two deceased 

sisters, Joan and Elizabeth. “John son of Saer de Rochefort, knight, 

junior” was the son and heir of Joan Hillary and “aged forty years 

and more”, while his cousin and coheir Elizabeth was the daughter 

and heiress of Elizabeth Hillary and aged “fifty years and more”. 
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Assuming John was therefore 40-49 years old, he was born in or 

after 1354. 

So John the Younger was in his early twenties when he was 

appointed to his first commission. In November 1379 he was 

appointed to another commission with his brother Ralph, this time 

to find out who had been harassing the Boston Friars Preachers in 

their beds at night “so that they were obliged to ring their bells to 

raise the commonalty of the town to come to their aid”, and arrest 

the accused. But in early 1380 the commission was dissolved and 

the brothers and their colleagues were ordered to free anyone 

imprisoned by it. 

While their eldest brother, Sir John, lived at the family’s ances-

tral home at Fenne, and Sir Ralph was based at Walpole in Norfolk, 

John the Younger lived in Boston itself where he associated with 

the wealthy merchants. Unusually for a younger brother, he 

appears to have been extremely wealthy himself early in life. The 

1381 poll tax return for Boston put his assessment at ten shillings – 

the largest figure by far of the 1,594 tax payers in the town, and 

second only in Skirbeck wapentake to his eldest brother’s payment 

of 13s 4d. 

The tax return also stated that John the Younger had a wife 

named Joan. This seems to have been a clerical error, perhaps 

intended for his mother who was by now a widow. Some time 

between June 1381 and June 1382 John de Rochford the Younger 

and his wife Alice – not Joan – came to some agreement with his 

maternal uncle Sir Roger Hillary over the manor of East Bergholt in 

Suffolk. Alice was still alive in 1398, and John asked to be buried 

beside her in his will in 1410. 

There is no known primary evidence to confirm who Alice was, 

but she seems to have had local family connections, as in 1388 she 

was involved in an action as executrix of the will of Richard de 

Neuton, another Boston merchant, against John Pole of Boston. It 

has been said that she was a Hastings, but there is no evidence to 

support this – it appears to be a mix up with his brother John the 

elder. Meanwhile, there is a tenuous clue in the Norfolk Visitations of 

1563-1613, which correctly asserts under an entry for the Tilney 

family that one of John’s daughters, Margaret, would marry 

Frederick de Tilney, a son of Philip de Tilney, with whom John 
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struck up a close relationship during his time at Boston. The entry 

also records arms for “Rochford and his wife – Quarterly or and 

gules, a bordure sable bezantee; impaling, Quarterly or and azure, 

on a bend gules three escallops argent” (illustrated on page 154). 

The first blazon, Quarterly or and gules, a border sable bezanty, is the 

Rochfords’ coat of arms. The second, impaling it to indicate 

marriage, Quarterly or and azure, on a bend gules three escallops argent 

– quarters of gold and blue, with a red diagonal stripe over the top 

with three silver shells on it – is best known as the arms of the 

Fastolf family of Great Yarmouth on the east coast of Norfolk. If the 

visitation was accurate, Alice must have been a member of that 

family, but there is no other evidence to weigh in on the matter. 

In 1380 John the Younger had been appointed as one of the two 

chamberlains or treasurers to the Corpus Christi guild, and he must 

have done a fine job as in 1381 the members chose him as their 

alderman, the chief official of the guild. He would continue in this 

role until 1386 when he was succeeded by Sir Philip de Tilney, but 

he would later hold the office again from 1391 to 1394, then from 

1397 to 1399, and finally in 1409. John cannot have been more than 

27 years old when he was first appointed as alderman, and the role 

would have brought him many useful connections. On 3 November 

the same year he stood surety for the Boston merchant John Bell 

and John de Swyn to have them freed from arrest. Bell was also a 

member of the guild and would be a close associate of the 

Rochfords into the 1400s. 

The 1381 poll tax was the trigger for the Peasants’ Revolt. Sir 

John de Rochford, who had been made a commissioner of array 

and a justice of the peace in 1380, was sent to deal with the 

Lincolnshire rebels in July and December 1381. In March the next 

year, as the insurgency lingered on, John the Younger was 

appointed to join his older brother in keeping the peace in 

Lincolnshire, and “to arrest, imprison and punish such rebels and 

any who incite rebellion” using an armed force of knights and 

esquires if necessary. In December their commission was renewed, 

and Sir John and John the Younger were appointed as justices of the 

peace together for the Parts of Kesteven and Holland respectively. 

These were John the Younger’s first royal commissions since the 

abortive investigation into who broke into the Friars Preachers’ 
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house in 1379. They mark the start of a remarkable lifelong career 

in royal service with hardly a break: by the time he died in 1410, 

John could count more than fifty individual commissions to his 

name. 

After 1382, John the Younger was appointed as a justice of the 

peace in Lincolnshire a further eight times – in 1388, 1390, 1397, 

1398, 1399, 1401, 1406 and 1410 – mostly for the Parts of Holland 

and occasionally for Kesteven and Lindsey. He also followed in his 

father’s and brother Sir Ralph’s footsteps, serving on numerous 

commissions of the walls and ditches, most of them in Lincolnshire, 

some in Norfolk and a few in Cambridgeshire. These were in 1386, 

1390, 1392, 1394, 1395, 1399, 1405, 1406, 1407, 1408 and 1410. In the 

later years he was often appointed to two such commissions in 

different counties at the same time, bringing his total to fifteen. To 

add to this, John also served on some fifteen to twenty ad-hoc royal 

commissions during this period. 

By early 1385 the French were planning an all-out invasion of 

England. Amid fears of an imminent attack, the English crown fired 

commissions off to every corner of the country, including to John 

de Rochford the Younger and others in the Parts of Holland, “to 

array all men-at-arms, armed men and archers … and distrain all 

who in lands and goods are capable but by feebleness of body 

incapable of labour … to contribute to the expenses of those who 

will thus labour in defence of the realm … Moreover the signs 

called ‘Bekyns’ are to be placed in the accustomed spots to warn 

people of the coming of the enemy”. 

John the Younger would be appointed to a few more commis-

sions of array, in 1399, 1402 and 1403, and even join one or two 

military expeditions. But in stark contrast to the rest of the 

Rochford family, he did not get much involved in war: he seems to 

have been far more interested in trade, justice and religion. John 

must have inherited these traits from his mother’s father, Sir Roger 

Hillary, a lawyer who had risen to become a chief justice of the 

Common Pleas.  

Aptly, many of John’s ad-hoc royal commissions were connected 

with Boston and local trade. At some point in 1385 he was 

appointed to a “special assize”, and on 24 November that year he 

and other “merchants of England, complaining of the unjust arrest 
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and detention in Prussia, by merchants of that country, of their 

goods and merchandise to the value of £20,000” were instructed by 

the crown to retailate by detaining all Prussian merchants’ goods in 

ports from London to Boston: it was a trade war. 

In a sign of his growing influence among local merchants, on 26 

July 1386 John the Younger was elected Mayor of the Staple of 

Boston. He was about thirty years old. His constables were Richard 

de Northwood and John Bell – he had stood surety for the latter in 

1381, and just a few months before, in May 1386, he and Philip de 

Tilney had helped a chaplain named John de Barton acquire some 

property in the town from John Bell and his wife, Isabella. 

Soon after, on 22 September, the king sent instructions to John de 

Rochford the Younger – now often called “of Boston” – and Philip 

de Tilney and others to assess and levy a loan of 200 marks from 

the town, perhaps to help fund the punishing costs of war. A few 

days later, on 25 September, the king instructed John’s brothers Sir 

John and Sir Ralph to control the escalating prices of arms, armour 

and horses in their neighbourhood. The French had struggled to 

get their expedition off the ground in 1385, but by autumn 1386 the 

threat of invasion was greater than ever. 

Meanwhile, John of Gaunt had left for Castile to pursue his 

hopes for the throne there, and Richard II’s fragile reign began to 

fall apart. The Lords Appellant staged their coup, and in March 

1388 John de Rochford the Younger appeared alongside his 

brothers and his nephew Henry de Rochford in swearing allegiance 

to them at the Merciless Parliament. A number of Richard’s 

favourites and supporters were executed that year. Gaunt’s own 

son, Henry Bolingbroke, the earl of Derby and heir to the duchy of 

Lancaster, was among the leaders of the Lords Appellant, and it is 

perhaps out of loyalty to him that the Rochfords supported their 

actions. After all, they could not have known when, or even 

whether, Gaunt would return, or how he would react. Many of the 

Rochfords’ Lincolnshire associates swore to support the Lords 

Appellant too: the Skipwiths, Leeks, Claymonds, Spaignes and 

John Bell, to name a few. 

On 24 May, while parliament was still sitting, John the Younger 

and his brother Sir Ralph de Rochford of Walpole undertook a 

commission to investigate a dispute over the manor of Denver in 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

142 

Norfolk. Later in the year, in September, a case that he and others 

had against Walter Couper of Spalding was quashed. In February 

1389 John and Philip de Tilney, who was then alderman of the 

Guild of Corpus Christi, took the precaution of having the royal 

licences from Edward III for the founding of the guild reviewed 

and admitted into the Patent Rolls. And in February the next year 

John and a host of others gained royal licences to grant property to 

Barlings Abbey, where he would one day be buried. 

By the end of the decade Richard II was able to restore royal 

authority with the support of John of Gaunt, who had returned 

crownless from Castile in 1389. The Lords Appellant were treated 

with surprising leniency and peace was maintained until 1397, 

when the increasingly tyrannous king set about a calculated 

revenge. It would prove to be his undoing. 

 

If the 1380s had been a brilliant decade for John Younger, the 1390s 

got off to a remarkable start. In 1390 he was elected as one of two 

knights of the shire to represent Lincolnshire in parliament in 

November that year – although he would not actually be knighted 

until the end of the century. The other representative was Sir John 

Bussy, another prominent member of John of Gaunt’s group who 

had sworn allegiance to the Lords Appellant in 1388. Bussy had 

probably been at the 1378 siege of St Malo with John de Rochford’s 

brothers Sir John and Sir Ralph. 

The next year John the Younger was re-elected as alderman of 

the Corpus Christi guild, and in May 1392 he was able to gain a 

royal licence for his colleague and friend Philip de Tilney and 

others to grant property worth £20 a year to the guild. 

By this time John’s two aging eldest brothers were both in or 

close to their sixties. He undertook two further commissions with 

the eldest, Sir John – one in May 1391, and the other in May the 

following year. Both were to deal with several chaplains serving 

local fraternities and secular individuals, who “maliciously resist 

and refuse to obey” the vicars of their parish churches, “and have 

induced their masters and abettors to beat and wound” these 

vicars, “and insult and threaten them with death, so that they 
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cannot attend to their duties”. Between these two investigations, 

one of the John de Rochfords – it is not certain which – was 

appointed as sheriff of Lincolnshire and instructed to investigate 

allegations that “certain of the king’s lieges” had been involved in 

counterfeiting the king’s seal at Lincoln. This was a serious matter – 

the crime was a form of treason.  

Sir John’s involvement in the May 1392 investigation with John 

the Younger is the last certain record of him alive. The last record of 

Sir Ralph alive is a final commission of the walls and ditches in July 

1391. It seems that soon after this, both passed away. After this 

point John the Younger was only called “the Younger” in records 

that referred to the past. 

In September 1392 John de Rochford (now no longer “the 

Younger”) clubbed together with Philip de Tilney, John Bell, 

William de Spaigne and others, with £40 cash in hand, to gain a 

royal licence to found a new Guild of St Mary in Boston. They were 

all tenants of Richard II’s wife, Queen Anne. She persuaded the 

king to give his consent and was duly nominated as foundress of 

the new guild. 

On 5 March the next year John, Philip de Tilney, John Bussy 

(with whom John had served as a knight of the shire) and Walter 

Tailboys were appointed to sort out a row between the church, the 

commonalty and “some of the more worthy citizens” of Lincoln 

over the election of a new mayor and bailiffs. The task must have 

looked like political suicide, as they soon wrote back that “without 

authority of the king’s special command they dared not take upon 

them that charge because of divers doubts and other perils which 

might arise in time to come”. The king determined to have the 

matter settled before him personally. 

Soon after John was appointed to a commission to look into the 

use of fraudulent weights and measures in Lincoln. And at the turn 

of the year he and Sir John Bussy were once more elected as 

Lincolnshire’s knights of the shire for the parliament of January-

March 1394. On this occasion Bussy was also elected as Speaker of 

the House. 

John de Rochford and Bussy’s relationship was not purely 

political. Later that year Bussy, together with John’s nephew Sir 

Ralph Rochford III, John of Gaunt, the bishop of Salisbury and 
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others became trustees of the manor of Little Thetford near Ely in 

Cambridgeshire. This property was to be the inheritance of 

Frederick de Tilney, the son of John de Rochford’s late friend Philip 

de Tilney, and John’s own daughter Margaret. Frederick and 

Margaret were married, but they were still very young and John 

was to hold the property in trust for them for eight years, after 

which presumably they would be old enough to have it for 

themselves. 

Further evidence of the Rochfords’ association with the Bussys 

could be seen in the latter’s home church, where the arms of the 

two families once appeared together, alongside those of Sir John 

Bussy’s mother’s family, the Paynells, and others with whom they 

were connected. 

John de Rochford did not deal much in property for himself, but 

he often supported family members and associates in their own 

dealings. In 1381 he had been involved in his brother Sir Ralph’s 

purchase of property in Hagworthingham, while in 1382 he 

witnessed an agreement between Sir John de Toutheby and two 

Boston men. Between 1389 and 1394 John was involved in several 

transactions of Sir Henry Hasty’s estates in Heckington, Great Hale, 

Little Hale and elsewhere, presumably as a trustee. In 1389 he was 

party to a transaction between a clerk, Robert de Whitby, on the 

one side, and William son of Thomas de Wainfleet and Christian 

his wife on the other. And in 1393 he was involved in a deal 

between the chaplain John de Barton, and Ralph de Derby and 

Elizabeth his wife, regarding property in Benington, Leverton, 

Skirbeck and Freiston. 

For unknown reasons, for the three years after 1394 John de 

Rochford was replaced as alderman of the Corpus Christi guild, 

and he was appointed to no royal commissions other than a single 

commission of the walls and ditches in May 1395. The next record 

of him after this is not for two years. Perhaps John had fallen out of 

favour, or perhaps he was abroad. Several sixteenth- and seven-

teenth-century writers referred to “his noble birth, great learning” 

and “large travel through France and Italy”. If true, it may be 

during this period that John toured the continent. 

Whatever the reason for the hiatus, things began to get back to 

normal in 1397: John was re-elected as alderman, in July he was 
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appointed as a justice of the peace for the Parts of Holland, and in 

autumn he represented Lincolnshire at parliament with Sir John 

Bussy for a third time. By this time Richard II had fully recovered 

royal authority and his conciliatory demeanor was gone. Bussy, 

who was Speaker again, turned against the former Lords Appellant 

to become a fearsome proponent of the king’s revenge. Bussy 

swiftly persuaded the Commons to repeal the Lords Appellant’s 

royal pardons, and by the end of the next year they were all 

executed, imprisoned or in exile. Henry Bolingbroke was banished 

from England for ten years. 

In December 1397 John de Rochford was appointed to deal with 

“the assembling in divers conventicles in divers parts of the county 

of Lincoln of disturbers of the peace armed and in warlike array, 

who have assaulted the men and servants of John bishop of 

Lincoln”. In February the next year John de Rochford was 

reappointed as a justice of the peace in Lincolnshire, and on 2 June 

1398 he was instructed to return possessions belonging to the vicar 

of Sibsey that he had previously been told to seize, as it turned out 

that the vicar had been falsely accused by his brother of whatever it 

was he was supposed to have done wrong. 

Around this time John and his wife Alice received papal indults 

– permission – from St Peter’s in Rome to have a portable alter so 

they could pray on the move, and also “that the confessor of their 

choice may grant them, being penitent … plenary remission in the 

hour of death”. This is the last record of Alice: it may be that her 

death was anticipated. 

While John de Rochford’s favour with the royal faction does not 

appear to have returned to pre-1394 levels, his influence within 

Lancastrian circles was greater than ever. By the time of John of 

Gaunt’s death on 3 February 1399, John de Rochford had become 

steward of the duchy of Lancaster’s honour of Bolingbroke, which 

was headquartered at Bolingbroke Castle about fifteen miles north 

of Fenne. This was where Gaunt’s exiled son, Henry Bolingbroke, 

was born. 

With Gaunt’s death, his retainers might have expected Henry 

Bolingbroke to inherit the duchy and all that went with it. But King 

Richard II had not yet had his fill of revenge, and he took the 

opportunity to dispossess the young heir. It was a tyrannical move, 
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and it triggered a crisis that would end Richard’s reign within the 

year. In July Henry set sail from France with a small army on the 

precept of reclaiming his inheritance. He landed in Yorkshire, 

where he could count on the support of many family retainers, and 

as he marched south his numbers swelled. By 1 September Henry 

had Richard II locked up in the Tower of London. Sir John Bussy, 

for his part in the tyranny, was summarily beheaded by Henry’s 

supporters at Bristol Castle. 

Official accounts state that on 29 September Richard II “volun-

tarily” abdicated, while a hastily convened one-day parliament 

formally deposed him the next day at Westminster. John de 

Rochford and Sir Thomas Hauley were present as Lincolnshire’s 

representatives. Henry Bolingbroke summoned a parliament of the 

same representatives to start six days later, during which he 

secured his claim to the throne, and he was crowned King Henry 

IV in Westminster Abbey on 13 October 1399. So it was that the 

Rochfords’ new patron became king. John would certainly have 

been present for the coronation. 

The deposed King Richard, meanwhile, was relocated to Ponte-

fract Castle, where John’s father Sir Sayer de Rochford had been 

imprisoned almost eighty years before. Richard is said to have 

starved to death in captivity around February 1400. 

 

The Rochfords appear to have played a valuable role in Henry’s bid 

for the throne, since royal appointments and rewards soon began to 

pour in. John de Rochford was knighted, probably during the 

October-November 1399 parliament, and in stark contrast to his 

marginalised years under Richard II, he would now be at the centre 

of royal administration in Lincolnshire for rest of his life. Records 

of John’s activities from this time have noticeably less to do with 

Boston and mercantile issues – he ceased to be alderman of the 

Guild of Corpus Christi – and rather more to do with supporting 

the new Lancastrian regime, which was beset by rebellion from all 

sides. 

On 28 November 1399 John and his nephew Sir Ralph Rochford 

were appointed as justices of the peace in the Parts of Holland and 
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Kesteven respectively. In December they and Henry Rochford, the 

son of John’s late older brother Sir Ralph of Walpole, were 

appointed as commissioners of array in Lincolnshire and Norfolk. 

They must have aided the king in putting down the Epiphany 

Rising of earls loyal to King Richard, all of whom were captured 

and summarily executed in January 1400. One of these was Thomas 

earl of Kent – on 18 February John was rewarded with the 

stewardship of all his seized estates in Lincolnshire. 

The following month, on 17 March 1400 John was given the 

delicate task of recovering and restoring goods and chattels “of no 

small value” that belonged to King Henry IV’s friend and ally 

Thomas Arundel, archbishop of Canterbury, and had gone missing 

after the archbishop fled into exile in 1397. In August “Sir John de 

Rochefort knight” and his nephew Henry, now also knighted, 

joined the king’s expedition to Scotland as captains, with two men-

at-arms and twenty archers under them. But John was back by 

November when the royal administration issued several commis-

sions to him and William Gascoigne to handle disruptions on the 

Bolingbroke estate, of which John was still the steward. By the end 

of the year John was appointed as sheriff of Lincolnshire. 

In May the following year, 1401, Sir John de Rochford was 

reappointed as a justice of the peace for both Holland and Kesteven 

in Lincolnshire. In July the king summoned him to a Great Council 

in Westminster, and in August the bishop of Ely, John Fordham, 

made Sir John constable of his castle at Wisbech, just a few miles 

from Walpole, for the rest of his life. This office brought him “a hall 

by the gate of the castle with chambers at each end of the hall and 

over the gate, with easement of a kitchen and a stable for three 

horses within the castle, and all other easements belonging to the 

office, with the custody of the castle and the holding of the bishop’s 

courts, halmotes and leets, and his hundred there and the courts 

and leets of Tirington, Walpole and Walton…” 

On 11 May 1402 John and other leading Lincolnshire knights 

were sent instructions to “arrest and imprison all persons preach-

ing such lies … that the king has not kept the promises he made at 

his advent into the realm”. They were to proclaim clearly the king’s 

intention to rule justly, and ensure everyone understood that 

subversion would not be tolerated. 
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Meanwhile, a rebellion was fomenting in Wales under the 

leadership of Owain Glyndŵr, and on 7 August John was instruct-

ed to array the men of Lincolnshire and send them to Shrewsbury 

to “resist the malice of Owen Glyndourdy and other rebels”. In 

October the king, who was in urgent need of funds, sent letters to 

John and other knights across the country requesting that they raise 

a “benevolence” from their home counties. By summer 1403 the 

Welsh were in full revolt with the support of both Sir Edmund 

Mortimer, whose nephew of the same name had a strong claim to 

the throne against Henry IV, and the rebel earl of Northumberland, 

Henry Percy, who brought the Scots in on the action. 

On 21 July 1403 Percy’s son Harry “Hotspur” was killed at the 

battle of Shrewsbury. A few days later, on 27 July, the king sent 

instructions to John de Rochford and others to “assemble all 

knights, esquires and yeoman” and “bring them to the king in 

person at Pontefract … to go with him against Henry earl of 

Northumberland, who has risen in insurrection in the county of 

Northumberland … and is directing his steps south to destroy the 

king and his lieges.” In August and September these commissions 

of array were repeated with fresh urgency as “the king’s enemies 

… have lately invaded the realm”. Towards the end of the year the 

king’s Privy Council summoned John and many other lords and 

knights of the realm to a Great Council, presumably to discuss the 

rebellion. Parliament early the next year consented to a new tax “in 

consideration of the wars in Scotland, the rebellion in Wales, the 

safeguarding of the sea” and much else besides, for which John de 

Rochford was appointed as a controller and collector in the Parts of 

Holland and the Isle of Ely. 

Percy was still at large in June 1405 when the king sent John 

instructions to send urgent supplies to him and his army at 

Newcastle. They were heading “north to punish Henry earl of 

Northumberland”, who was entrenched at Berwick. They needed 

30 tuns of flour, 25 tuns of wine, 2000 fish, 100 quarters of oats and 

140 quarters of beans and peas, from Lincolnshire alone. The 

following month the French sent forces to aid the rebels in Wales, 

and simultaneously invaded English-owned Aquitaine. John was 

among those commissioned to raise a loan to support the costs of 

the erupting war – the king desperately needed money “to pay the 
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wages of men-at-arms and archers, both those who are to remain in 

Wales … and those who are to set out for Aquitaine”. In November 

John was commissioned with William Gascoigne, who was now 

chief justice of England, to try a large group from Lincolnshire 

accused of treason. 

In 1406 John got into a violent altercation of some kind with 

Robert Kerville. On 29 April he was bound over to do no harm to 

Kerville, for which Walter Tailboys, John Coppledike, Frederick de 

Tilney and John Skipwith stood as sureties for him. Curiously, only 

ten days before this John’s nephew Sir Henry Rochford and Robert 

Kerville had stood surety for one another, that Henry would do no 

harm to John Gauthorp, Walter Godard of Terrington and William 

Maysoun, and that Kerville would do no harm to William Lovell 

and Robert Falyate. Whatever the nature of this fight, it was not 

serious enough to stop John from being reappointed as a justice of 

the peace for Lincolnshire that year. But otherwise he appears to 

have taken a brief step back from front-line support for the 

Lancastrian regime to focus on a personal passion for history and 

literature. 

There are two manuscripts in the British Library that were 

written by Sir John de Rochford around this time. The first, 

completed in 1406, is a series of extracts from Josephus’ history of 

the Jewish people written around the year 93 or 94 AD. It has a 

mouthful of a title: Notabilia Extracta per Johannem de Rochefort 

Militem de Viginti et Uno Libris Flavii Josephi Antiquitatis Judaice, or in 

English, Notables Extracted by Sir John de Rochefort from Flavius 

Josephus’ Twenty One Books of Judean Antiquity. The second, probably 

completed soon after, is an index to Matthew Paris’ Flores Histori-

arum or Flowers of History, a chronicle of history from the creation to 

1306. 

By May 1407 John was no longer steward of the honour of 

Bolingbroke, but from October to December that year he was back 

in parliament, this time having been elected to represent the county 

of Cambridge. Other than one commission of the walls and ditches 

there in 1392 and another in March 1407, his only known associa-

tion with that county was as constable of Wisbech Castle, so 

perhaps his patron for that post, the bishop of Ely, had some part to 

play in his election. Their relationship appears to have evolved over 
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the years, as in 1404 John was also acting as a justice for the 

bishop’s treasury. 

For the last few years of his life John turned his attention back to 

his hometown of Boston, and also to Lincoln. He was appointed as 

sheriff of Lincolnshire in 1408, and elected for one final stint as 

alderman of the Guild of Corpus Christi – a post he had first been 

elected to in 1381. He continued his work as a justice of the peace 

and on commissions of the walls and ditches in Lincolnshire, and 

no doubt his responsibilities as constable of Wisbech Castle kept 

him busy too. In addition, in 1410 John was appointed as keeper of 

Lincoln Castle, and also as one of the “justices of the survey and 

custody of the rivers” in Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire. 

John still found time to continue his scholarly work around this. 

There was a third manuscript of his, entitled Extractum Chronicarum 

Cestrensis Ecclesiae per Johannem Rocheford, a Christo nato ad annum 

1410 – in English, Extracts from the Chronicles of the Church of Chester 

by John Rocheford, from the birth of Christ to the year 1410. These were 

the chronicles started by Ranulf Higden and now called Polychroni-

con, which ran up to 1357. Perhaps John wrote his own entries from 

that date onwards and updated it each year until he died. It has 

been said that this manuscript was destroyed in a fire – fragments 

of it do survive today in the British Library, but they are severely 

damaged. 

Sir John de Rochford the Younger wrote his last will and testa-

ment on 20 October 1410 at Lincoln – he may well have been living 

in the castle. A transcript of the testament survives in Latin, in the 

register of Philip Repingdon, then bishop of Lincoln: 

“I John Rechefort knight, the twentieth day of the month of 

October at Lincoln in the twelfth year of the reign of King 

Henry IV after the conquest of England, of sound mind and 

good memory, make my will in this way … My body to be 

buried in the monastery of Barlyngs next to the body of lady 

Alice my wife…” 

John went on to detail various bequests to St Paul’s in London, 

the shrine of St Alban, the shrine of St Hugh of Lincoln and the 

shrine of St Ives at Ramsey in Cambridgeshire, and also funds for 
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the fabric of Lincoln Cathedral and priests there. Interestingly, 

there are no gifts to the churches of Boston or John’s ancestral home 

at Fenne, but he left to Stoke Rochford church a “vessel of gilt 

copper… to bear the body of Christ on the feast of Corpus Christi”. 

Other than his wife, John did not mention any family members 

in this testament. Instead he referred to a separate last will, of 

which there were two copies: one in his own possession, and 

another in the possession of his principal executor, John Southam, 

who was a canon of Lincoln Cathedral. John de Rochford also 

wrote that he intended “by divine permission to make codicils for 

legacies to both friends and servants”. Sadly, no copies of this will 

or any codicils are known to have survived. 

If John knew he was dying, the chancery at Westminster seems 

to have been oblivious. He was appointed to one final commission 

of the walls and ditches in the Parts of Lindsey in Lincolnshire on 1 

November. Then, on 13 December John de Rochford died, and the 

next day his testament was proved in the bishop of Lincoln’s court 

at Sleaford. John was not more than 56 years old. Presumably he 

was buried at Barlings Abbey according to his wishes, but no 

monument has been recorded and little remains of the abbey today. 

In the calendar towards the back of the register of the Guild of 

Corpus Christi, beside the date 13th December, is written: 

“Obit for John Rochford, knight, AD 1410, who for many 

years was alderman of this guild.” 

 

Although John did not name his children in his will, we can 

identify them from other sources. In St Peter’s church, Walpole, 

near the monument to John’s brother Sir Ralph de Rochford and his 

wife Matilda, was another monument, which Francis Blomefield 

described: 

“On the pavement lies a large marble gravestone, whereon 

has been a long great cross of brass, standing on a pedestal of 

four steps, with a cross on the head of it, and six shields, three 

on each side, all reaved, as is the inscription, which was on a 

rim of brass round it, of which this only remains: ‘Hic jacet 
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Willm. Filius … constabularij castri de Wisbeache … Januarij 

Ao. Dni. Millo …’”  

More of the inscription was still there when John Weever visited in 

the 1630s, for which he noted down: 

“… Willelmus filius domini Johannis de Rochford, constabu-

larii castri de Wisbiche …” 

So we can deduce most of the original inscription, which in English 

must have read: 

“Here lies William, son of lord John de Rochford, constable of 

Wisbech Castle, who died … January in the year of our Lord 

1…” 

There are no other records of William de Rochford, but we can 

deduce that he died childless some time between May 1401, when 

his father became constable of the castle, and 1411 or 1412, when 

his father’s only surviving heirs were William’s sisters Margaret 

and Joan, and his late sister Alice’s eldest son. 

John de Rochford’s maternal uncle Sir Roger Hillary had died 

childless in 1400, so the Hillary inheritance was to be split between 

the heirs of Roger’s two late sisters, Joan and Elizabeth. Joan’s heir 

was her son John de Rochford the Younger, while Elizabeth’s heir 

was her daughter Elizabeth de la Plaunk, who was by this time 

married to her fourth husband, Sir John Russell of Strensham. The 

valuable Hillary inheritance included manors at Bescot, Aldridge 

and Fisherwick in Staffordshire, and Stretton on Fosse in Warwick-

shire. But Roger Hillary’s widow, Margaret, was still alive, and the 

property was not shared out until after she died on 27 April 1411. 

Since John de Rochford and his only son William were also both 

dead by this time, the Rochfords’ share of the inheritance was to be 

shared between William’s three sisters – or in Alice’s case, her son. 

We do not know in which order the sisters were born, but to go 

by the order in which they were usually named in primary sources: 

Around 1394 John arranged the marriage of his daughter Marga-

ret to Frederick de Tilney, the son of his late friend Philip de Tilney. 

Frederick and Margaret were both minors, since John’s part of the 
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marriage agreement involved him maintaining them. Margaret 

herself cannot have been more than twelve years old, since another 

inquisition identifying John’s heirs in 1422 reported that she was in 

her thirties at that time. For their part, Philip de Tilney’s executors 

and trustees contributed a manor at Little Thetford near Ely, 

Cambridgeshire, into the bargain, which John was to hold on behalf 

of the married couple for eight years, suggesting that Frederick was 

perhaps about thirteen years old. Frederick and Margaret were 

both still alive in 1404 when John’s nephew Sir Ralph Rochford, 

who had become a trustee to the property, appointed attorneys to 

help the couple protect their property in a legal battle. But by the 

time of the 1422 inquisition, Margaret was a widow. 

John’s second daughter, Alice, married William Gibthorp, but 

she had died by 1412 and her heir was their son John Gibthorp, 

who was still under age. By the time of the 1422 inquisition, John 

Gibthorp had also died and and his heiress was his only child 

Elizabeth Gibthorp, who was just one-and-a-half years old. 

John de Rochford’s third daughter, Joan, was married to Robert 

Roos of Gedney in Lincolnshire, by 1412. John and his nephew Sir 

Ralph Rochford had been given the wardship of the young Robert 

Roos and his inheritance after his father Sir James Roos died in 

1403. By the time of the 1422 inquisition Joan had died and her 

heiress was her only child Margaret Roos, who seems to have been 

somewhere between about six and eleven years old, depending on 

which account is to be believed. 

With the death of his son William, John de Rochford the Young-

er’s branch of the family name ended. But it would continue for 

another century through his nephew Ralph, who is the subject of 

the next account. 
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Figure 33: The arms of the Rochfords and the Fastolfs impaled, as described in the 

Norfolk Visitations of 1563-1613 for John de Rochford the Younger and his wife Alice. 

If correct, Alice must have been a Fastolf. 



SIR JOHN DE ROCHFORD THE YOUNGER OF BOSTON 

155 

 

Figure 34: The Register of the Guild of Corpus Christi, Boston. This page records the 

membership of John de Rochford the Younger’s father, Sir Sayer, in 1343. John 

himself became alderman of the guild for many years. The register is now in the 

British Library (BL Harley MS 4795).  
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Figure 35: Boston Guildhall, built in the 1390s by John de Rochford the Younger and 

his associates for their newly-incorporated Guild of St Mary. Print from around the 

1820s, artist unknown. 

 

 

Figure 36: The hastily convened 1399 parliament at which King Richard II was 

formally deposed and Henry Bolingbroke established his claim to the throne. John 

de Rochford the Younger was one of the two Lincolnshire representatives at this 

parliament. From Jean Creton’s La Prinse et Mort du Roy Richart, c1401 (BL Harley 

MS 1319, f. 57r). 
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Figure 37: The city of Lincoln in a hand-coloured engraving of 1779. The city 

probably looked much the same in the Rochfords’ time. Shortly before he died in 

1410, Sir John de Rochford the Younger was appointed keeper of Lincoln Castle, 

which can be seen here on the hill to the left of the cathedral. 

 

 

Figure 38: One of the surviving fragments of Sir John de Rochford the Younger's 

personal work, Extracts from the Chronicles of the Church of Chester … to the Year 1410, 

which is when he died. The manuscript was severely damaged in a fire – what little 

remains is now in the British Library. © The British Library Board (Cotton MS 

Vitellius D XII, ff 1–28) 
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Figure 39: The famous joust at St-Inglevert in spring 1390. Ralph Rochford III was 

probably there with Henry Bolingbroke. Immediately afterwards at Calais, Henry 

hired Ralph as an esquire, and in summer they departed on expedition to Lithuania. 

From Froissart’s Chronicles (BL Harley MS 4379, f. 43r).
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SIR RALPH ROCHFORD III OF FENNE 
 

(died 1440) 

By way of a recap, John de Rochford the Younger’s eldest brother, 

also called John, had been a knight in the service of John of Gaunt, 

the duke of Lancaster. He joined many of Gaunt’s campaigns, and 

when the duke became the most powerful man in the kingdom in 

1377, Sir John was elected to parliament and began a career at the 

forefront of royal administration in Lincolnshire. By this time their 

father, Sir Sayer de Rochford, was dead and Sir John, as eldest son, 

was heir to the family estates at Fenne and Scrane, Stoke Rochford, 

and also the Limesy inheritance at Arley and Bascote. 

In 1396 an inquisition into the estates of the late Roger Corbet of 

Leigh reported that when Corbet had died in 1381, he held part of 

the manor of Arley under Sir John, and that “the said John 

Rochford, knight, and Ralph his son and heir have taken the issues 

and profits since the said Roger’s death”. Corbet’s heir was still a 

minor, so Sir John and Ralph had custody of the property. The last 

certain record of Sir John alive is a 1392 commission with his 

brother John the Younger to deal with rebellious Lincolnshire 

chaplains. Sir John appears to have died soon after, leaving his son 

Ralph as heir to the family estates. 

The earliest records of Ralph appear in the financial accounts of 

the great expeditions of John of Gaunt’s son Henry Bolingbroke in 

the 1390s. The first of these is from May 1390, when Henry hired 

Ralph to join his retinue as an esquire for eight pence a day. They 

were in English-owned Calais at the time. Henry had just taken 

part in a famous jousting tournament hosted by French knights 

nearby at St-Inglevert. There had been much talk of a new crusade 

to the Barbary Coast, and Henry was getting his retinue in order. 

Ralph was probably at the joust, and he certainly planned to join 

the crusade. 
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Ralph was presumably of age by this time, but it is interesting 

that he was not on the list of Lincolnshire men who swore 

allegiance to the Lords Appellant (of whom Henry Bolingbroke was 

one) just two years before in 1388. Ralph’s father, uncles and cousin 

Henry Rochford were all there. One possible explanation is that 

Ralph was still just under age at the time, in which case he was 

probably born around 1367-1370. Henry Bolingbroke himself was 

born in 1367, so they were close in age. Ralph’s father had been on 

Gaunt’s payroll since at least 1366, so Ralph and Henry must have 

known each other since childhood, and it is possible that Ralph 

even grew up in Gaunt’s household. Perhaps it was inevitable that 

Ralph would be joining Henry’s great expedition. 

Back in England, however, politics precluded Henry from 

joining the Barbary campaign, so in summer 1390 they set off for 

Prussia instead to join the Teutonic Knights on a reysa fighting 

Lithuanian pagans in “the Wilderness” at the eastern edge of 

Europe. Henry’s entourage included about two dozen knights and 

esquires – Ralph was one of the esquires – and a bustling contin-

gent of minstrels, grooms and servants. They sailed into the North 

Sea towards the straits of Skagerrak and Kattegat, past Copenhagen 

and into the Baltic, where they landed in several parties in 

Pomerania and Pomeralia on the north coast of what is now 

Poland. They hooked up with the Teutonic Grand Marshal Rabe at 

Neman and together they headed east to join the recently-baptised 

Lithuanian noble Vytautas in war against his pagan cousin Jogaila. 

They captured several pagan dukes in battle by the river Neris, and 

in September the joint forces besieged the city of Vilnius, where 

they succeeded in capturing and burning down the famous 

Crooked Castle. But the inner citadel held out and the besiegers 

were running out of gunpowder. Many, including Henry and 

Ralph, had fallen ill. On 20 October they returned to the Prussian 

city of Königsberg to recuperate and celebrate over winter. 

Ralph’s wages had been increased to 12d a day for the military 

expedition, and now they reverted to 7½d a day. But here in 

Prussia over the next five months, the young esquire would have 

the experience of a lifetime with his 23-year-old lord Henry and 

their companions. They were guests at the court of the Grand 

Master, and by all accounts they had a whale of a time. Great sums 
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were spent on feasting and gambling. They entertained local 

dignities with lavish spectacles, including a parade with a live 

ostrich and leopard. They forged friendships with foreign nobles 

by exchanging gifts, and they went on hunting expeditions in the 

forests beyond the city walls. To balance out the partying they 

visited shrines and other sites, left offerings for local churches, and 

placed ceremonial shields with their arms in the cathedral of St 

Mary. Henry’s mission had become as much a private embassy for 

the fame and glory of his family as it was a crusade. 

They were clearly in no hurry to leave, but at last in March 1391 

the party sailed home in a couple of ships piloted by men from 

Boston. They arrived in England after a tedious month at sea, and 

they were feted as heroes. Ralph’s pay ended on 30 April when he 

arrived back in England, at least as far the expedition accounts 

were concerned. He probably went to see his elderly father at 

Fenne, and his uncle Sir Ralph at Walpole. They were both in or 

near their sixties, still active in royal service, but they would not 

have long to live. Henry, meanwhile, headed to his birthplace at 

Bolingbroke, about fifteen miles north of Fenne, and from there he 

set out on pilgrimage to Bridlington Priory in Yorkshire. 

The rapturous welcome Henry Bolingbroke received on return-

ing home cannot have helped his strained relationship with his 

cousin King Richard II. Less than a year later Henry began to plan a 

new, even greater voyage to Prussia with the intention of then 

going on to Jerusalem. In summer 1392 he set sail, reaching Danzig 

(now Gdansk) on 10 August, where Ralph Rochford joined him two 

days later. But here they learned that Vytautas now ruled Lithuania 

and their help was no longer required. So after a pause of two 

weeks, Henry and his 300-strong travelling household set out on 

their pilgrimage to Jerusalem. They made their way through 

Germany, Poland and Bohemia, reaching Prague on 13 October, 

where they lay over for a couple of weeks as guests of Wenceslas, 

king of the Romans and Bohemia. They then proceeded to Vienna, 

where they paid a visit to Sigismund, king of Hungary, and on 

through Italy to Portogruaro near Venice, where they set up a 

winter base. Around 23 December the party set sail from Venice, 

stopping off en-route at Corfu and Rhodes, and arriving at Jaffa 
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perhaps four weeks later. From there it was several days by donkey 

to Jerusalem. 

The expedition accounts don’t record what Henry Bolingbroke 

and his entourage did in the Holy Land, but they cannot have spent 

more than three or four weeks there, as they were back in Venice on 

20 March with a few souvenirs in tow: a leopard and his keeper, a 

parrot and a converted Saracen. Around this time, perhaps in 

Jerusalem or perhaps in Venice, Henry knighted Ralph – from 5 

April Ralph’s pay was hiked up to the knight’s rate of two shillings 

or 24d a day, and he was listed among the knights in the closing 

financial accounts for the expedition. It must have been a momen-

tous occasion, in exotic surroundings so far from home before a 

tight-knit band of men who had already travelled together to the 

very edges of their continent. 

Henry and his household did not linger in Venice as they had in 

Prussia two years before. In early May they moved to Milan, where 

they stayed for a week or so as guests of the local ruler, Gian 

Galeazzo Visconti. It may have been here that they first met the 

Italian esquire Francis Court, who would later become one of 

Ralph’s friends and a colleague in Henry’s household. Then around 

17 May the party set out on the long journey home, travelling via 

Turin, Troyes, Paris, Calais and Dover. They finally arrived in 

London on 5 July 1393 after almost a year on the road. They had 

covered well over five thousand miles. 

Ralph left the entourage the day before they reached London. 

Perhaps he needed to hurry home, where his ageing father, Sir 

John, may already have been dead. But Ralph’s two expeditions 

with Henry sealed a relationship between them that would 

continue for the rest of their lives: Ralph would become one of the 

house of Lancaster’s most trusted knights, serving three genera-

tions of the family over the next 45 years. He had also made a 

network of extraordinary friendships and contacts who would 

continue to influence his life until he was one of the few still living. 

There are few records of Ralph over the next six years, but he 

seems to have continued as a retainer of Henry Bolingbroke, or 

perhaps of John of Gaunt. On 4 August 1394 Ralph, Sir John Bussy, 

Sir John Daprichecourt and Sir Walter Blount stood as sureties 

together for Sir Hugh Shirley, who had got into a fracas with Sir 
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Thomas Erdington. This was the same John Bussy who had gone to 

parliament with Ralph’s uncle Sir John de Rochford the Younger 

earlier that year, but Ralph’s only known connection with Shirley 

and the other sureties was that they were all retainers of the house 

of Lancaster. A few months later John of Gaunt himself joined 

Ralph and Bussy as a trustee for the manor of Thetford, which was 

to be the inheritance of Frederick Tilney and his wife Margaret 

Rochford, who was Ralph’s cousin. 

Ralph also seems to have spent some time in Gaunt’s duchy of 

Aquitaine during this period, as his actions immediately after the 

coup of 1399 show that he had an intimate knowledge of who was 

who in the province. 

 

It was in 1398 and 1399 that Richard II finally got his tyrannical 

revenge on Henry Bolingbroke for joining the Lords Appellant: 

Henry was first banished from the kingdom, and then disinherited 

after his father, John of Gaunt, died in February 1399. As if 

oblivious to the danger of the situation, Richard then sailed to 

invade Ireland with his private retinue, his supporters and the 

crown jewels in tow, leaving England unguarded. The whole 

charade was by turns vindictive and absurdly complacent: it would 

cost Richard his throne and, ultimately, his life. 

Henry Bolingbroke, who was now in Paris, could hardly have 

believed his ears when he heard what was going on. Richard’s 

absence was too good an opportunity to miss. The disinherited 

duke quickly dispatched letters to his allies, rallied a small crew of 

retainers and servants, and at the end of June secretly set sail for 

England. Only a few of the names of the men who sailed with 

Henry that day are recorded. Most of them – Sir Thomas Erping-

ham, Sir Thomas Rempston, John Mowbray, Robert Waterton and 

the Italian esquire Francis Court – had been on the Prussia and 

Jerusalem expeditions. It is a safe bet that Ralph was with them, but 

if not, he must have been fully aware of the plan and lying low at 

Fenne awaiting news of their arrival. 

They landed at Ravenspur in Yorkshire. News of Henry’s com-

ing swept through the realm, and as he marched south towards 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

164 

Bristol men literally swarmed to his side. “There was no good 

mother’s son who did not go to the duke and offer him both his 

services and his goods” wrote the author of Traison et Mort at the 

time. It is said that when Henry reached Bristol, he had an army of 

20,000. Richard was too slow and too complacent. By the time he 

returned from Ireland at the end of July, it was all too late and his 

men deserted him. On 19 August Richard surrendered to Henry at 

Flint Castle in northeast Wales. 

Henry’s sworn intention was simply to recover his inheritance, 

but by the start of September, when he had Richard under lock and 

key in the Tower of London, it was clear where things were going. 

Were Richard to regain the throne, Henry would surely end up 

dead. The throne was Henry’s for the taking. And Sir Ralph 

Rochford was in the thick of it. The last entry in the Close Rolls of 

the reign of Richard II is an unfinished writ: 

“To the treasurer and the barons of the exchequer. Writ … in 

favour of Ralph Richesforde and Reynold Hakebeche knights, 

appointed with others…” 

This writ is undated, but it appears to be from between 28 and 30 

September, the last two days of Richard’s official reign. But by this 

time the king was powerless: Henry Bolingbroke was the de facto 

ruler of England, and whatever the favour was to be, it was his. 

Perhaps the chancery thought it futile to act out the charade of 

issuing a writ in the name of a doomed king. Or perhaps whatever 

it was to contain was best left unwritten. 

On 30 September a one-day parliament formally deposed Rich-

ard, and Henry Bolingbroke was proclaimed King Henry IV. But 

the new king’s position was far from secure and he moved fast to 

get men loyal to him into key roles. Ralph was tasked to ensure the 

valuable duchy of Aquitaine was on side, and only three days later, 

on 3 October 1399, the regime’s first official action in the province 

was to appoint John de Skelton as interim controller of Bordeaux 

on Ralph’s recommendation. 

On 28 November the new regime made Ralph a justice of the 

peace for the Parts of Kesteven in Lincolnshire – this was his first 

royal commission. A few weeks later Ralph, his freshly-knighted 
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uncle John de Rochford the Younger, and his cousin Henry 

Rochford were appointed as commissioners of array in Lincoln-

shire and Norfolk, to ensure the local inhabitants were on side and 

ready for war. By late December the counter-coup was underway, 

and although King Henry had the leaders executed in January, his 

reign would be beleaguered for the best part of a decade by 

rebellions across England and Wales, border raids from Scotland 

and omnipresent rumbles from Paris. 

On 30 March 1400 the king appointed Sir Ralph Rochford per-

manently to the royal retinue as a king’s knight, with an income of 

fifty marks a year to be paid by the exchequer for rest of his life. 

This gave Ralph a prominent role defending the Lancastrian regime 

against its enemies, and like others in the royal party he was well 

rewarded. In October that year he was given the wardship of the 

young heir of Robert Coyne and his inheritance in Staffordshire 

and Shropshire, worth a further £40 a year, and around the same 

time Ralph Neville, earl of Westmorland, gave Sir Ralph the 

wardship of the young John Holbeche and his lands in Lincoln-

shire. By 1402 Sir Ralph was also receiving 100 marks a year from 

the king’s private lordship of Bolingbroke, presumably as a 

reflection that his loyalty was to the family, not just the crown. 

By now England and France were officially at war. Henry set 

about stripping the French of their English assets, and some were 

sent Ralph’s way for the duration of the war. On 21 April 1402 the 

priory of Spalding was instructed to pay Ralph £40 a year, instead 

of sending the money to the abbey of Angers. In January the 

following year the priory of Stour Provost in Dorset, which 

belonged to the abbey of St-Leger in Preaux, Normandy, was 

handed over wholesale with all its assets, for which Ralph was to 

pay the exchequer forty marks a year, later reduced to nothing. 

And in March 1403 Ralph received all the assets of the priory of 

Newton Longville in Buckinghamshire, including several manors, 

all of which had belonged to the abbey of St-Foy in Longueville, 

Normandy. For this he was to pay the exchequer £80 a year, later 

reduced to just seventy marks. 

In 1405 a rebellion erupted under Thomas Mowbray, earl of 

Norfolk, and Richard le Scrope, archbishop of York. The pair were 

tricked, arrested and beheaded outside York on 8 June. Ralph 
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seems to have had some role to play in this on the king’s behalf, 

since soon after this Henry rewarded him further with the offices of 

chief steward and master forester of the Isle of Axholme, which had 

previously been the earl’s and came with an income of £50 a year. 

Henry also gave Ralph and another favourite knight of his, Sir John 

Tiptoft, all the dead earl’s “coats and other personal vestures … 

and all his other harness for peace and war, saddles of horses called 

‘courses’ and high and low saddles for jousts, forfeited to the king 

on accounts of his insurrection”. Thus Ralph acquired the permis-

sion and the means to dress and ride like an earl. 

King Henry IV suffered intermittent bouts of a mystery illness 

throughout his life. In mid-June 1408 he had a seizure while staying 

at Mortlake with his close friend Thomas Arundel, the archbishop 

of Canterbury. The king was unconscious for several hours and 

even appeared to be dead. Afterwards he stayed on at the arch-

bishop’s manor for a month as he recovered his health, and Ralph 

must have stayed with him, as during this time Ralph was 

described as the “king’s dapifer” or steward in the royal household. 

In early July Henry gave Ralph the castle, manor and lordship of 

Somerton in Lincolnshire, where Ralph’s grandfather Sir Sayer had 

guarded the French King John fifty years before. 

As a sign of personal favour, Henry also gave Ralph a licence to 

hunt on the royal hunting estate at Whaddon Chase near Newton 

Longville. In November Ralph and others were tasked to sort out 

Beaulieu Abbey, as “the bad governance of certain late abbots” had 

left it in a state of severe disrepair and debt. And the personal 

theme continued in February 1410, when Ralph was granted a tun 

of wine from Gascony each year in lieu of 100 shillings rent he was 

due from the church of Westhenny that had been reallocated to the 

dean of Salisbury Cathedral. 

By the end of the first decade of Henry IV’s reign, Ralph had 

rewards of estates and offices worth hundreds of pounds a year – 

far beyond anything his predecessors had had. For some of these, 

Ralph was required to find sureties or guarantors that he would 

fulfil his side of the deal, and he also often acted as a surety for 

others in their dealings. These reveal much about Ralph’s personal 

and professional relationships at the time. From the very start of 

Henry IV’s reign, when Ralph first began to appear in crown 
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records, he already had far wider national and international 

networks than his father and uncles, whose connections were 

mostly based around their Lincolnshire and Norfolk homelands. 

Ralph’s contacts in Aquitaine were evident in October 1400 

when he acted as a surety for Henry Bowet, constable of Bordeaux, 

and Hugh le Despenser, who were two of the king’s proctors for 

Gascony, and also for John Bowet, who became controller of 

Bordeaux in 1401. Henry Bowet would go on to become the bishop 

of Bath and Wells, and afterwards the archbishop of York. 

Ralph also nurtured close relationships with other members of 

the king’s retinue. In 1403 the king’s knights Sir Andrew Butler and 

Sir Thomas Swinburne, who was the captain of Hammes Castle in 

Calais, stood as Ralph’s sureties when he was granted the Newton 

Longville property. Later that year another king’s knight, Sir 

Richard Arundel, was Ralph’s surety when Ralph and his uncle 

John the Younger were given the guardianship of the late Sir James 

Roos’ young heir and estates – the heir was soon married to Ralph’s 

cousin Joan Rochford. In 1404, Ralph stood as a surety for the 

king’s knight Francis Court, who he had probably first met in Italy 

on their return from Jerusalem in 1393. 

Ralph was particularly close to Richard Arundel, who was a 

kinsman of Archbishop Thomas Arundel. In 1404 Ralph was a 

trustee for Richard’s manor of Newham by Ellingham in Northum-

berland, with the archbishop and others, and Richard’s will of 1417 

relates that Ralph was also a trustee for his manors of Brandon in 

Warwickshire and Witchampton in Dorset. 

In 1402 Ralph had sold his property at Bascote in Warwickshire 

to Thomas Seyville, but he still had Arley from the Limesy 

inheritance, his family’s ancestral estates at Fenne and Scrane, and 

property at Stoke Rochford that was now described as a manor. 

And although Ralph had a wider network of associates than his 

predecessors, and royal grants of property in Dorset and Bucking-

hamshire, he still maintained close connections to his family and 

his home county of Lincolnshire. 

In March 1401 Ralph stood as a surety for his cousin Sir Henry 

Rochford “to do no harm to Katharine Braunche, her men or 

servants”, for the large sum of 500 marks. He also continued to act 

as a trustee for his cousin Margaret Rochford and her husband 
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Frederick Tilney’s manor of Thetford until they sold it in 1434: in 

March 1404 Ralph appointed two lawyers, Robert Cowton and Sir 

William Porter, to defend their interest against Thomas de 

Toppefield, who was suing them. Toppefield stood no chance, since 

the justice was to be Margaret’s father, Sir John de Rochford the 

Younger, who was Ralph’s uncle. 

Like his father, uncles and grandfather, Ralph also served as a 

sheriff and a justice of the peace in Lincolnshire. He was appointed 

as sheriff three times, in 1404, 1405 and 1407 – in 1408 the post was 

given to John the Younger for the last time before he died. Ralph 

had first been appointed as a justice of the peace in 1399 just as 

Henry IV was securing his throne, but presumably he was tied up 

with military activities for the next few years, as the next occasion 

was in 1406. He was reappointed in 1407, 1411 and 1413, but after 

this it would be almost a decade until he was able to serve on 

another Lincolnshire commission, as his career in royal service took 

a new direction. 

King Henry’s ill-health had worsened and 1412 was to be the last 

full year of his reign. Between February and April that year Henry 

stayed once more with his friend Thomas Arundel, this time at 

Canterbury, and it may be that Ralph was with them again. On 2 

April Henry increased Ralph’s annual pay of fifty marks as a king’s 

knight to £38, to be paid direct by the abbot and convent of 

Winchcombe, who owed that amount yearly to the exchequer. The 

next month Ralph’s grant of the manor of Newton Longville was 

adjusted so that it was to be his for free for the duration of the war 

with France, in lieu of his pay of eighteen marks a year as steward 

of the royal household. Ralph was also to provide an annuity of 

fifty marks from the profits of the property to the famous knight Sir 

Thomas Erpingham, who had been with them on the Prussia 

expeditions of the 1390s. And in July 1412 Ralph, Archbishop 

Arundel and others were acting as trustees to several manors in 

Northumberland that belonged to Ralph’s close friend Sir Richard 

Arundel. 

Soon after, in August that year, Ralph’s colleague Sir Thomas 

Swinburne, captain of the castle of Hammes, died, and on 11 

September Ralph was appointed to replace him. This was a 

strategically important post: the castles of Hammes and Guînes 
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together defended the English-owned Pale of Calais, which was 

vital for trade and also served as a potential beachhead for the 

future invasion of France. 

In the spring of 1413, however, Ralph was in England rather 

than France. It is not clear whether he postponed his departure to 

support the ailing king, or departed and then returned on hearing 

the bad news. By December 1412 Henry’s illness had become 

severe. A parliament met in February 1413, but Henry collapsed in 

Westminster Abbey and died on 20 March in the abbot’s house 

nearby. 

The very next day Ralph was appointed as a justice of the peace 

in Kesteven – presumably the royal administration was keen to 

stamp out any potential threat to the succession. On 9 April 

Henry’s eldest son, the Prince of Wales, was crowned King Henry 

V, and in June and July the new king confirmed his father’s grants 

to Ralph “so that he be not retained with anyone else”. These 

grants included the lordship of Hammes, the castle, manor and 

lordship of Somerton, the yearly tun of Gascon wine, the increased 

annual income as a king’s knight, and the additional £40 a year 

during the war with France. 

But the accession of a new king was to lead Ralph in a new 

direction. He had spent decades by Henry IV’s side: in their 

twenties, before Henry was king, they had travelled to the edges of 

the known world together; in their thirties they had had fought 

insurgents together; and as they turned forty Ralph had served as 

his king’s personal steward in sickness. Ralph did not share this 

kind of history with Henry V, who had often clashed with his 

father and kept his own household. They were of different 

generations. But the new king must have known Ralph personally 

since childhood – Henry V was just three years old when his father, 

Ralph and the others set out for Prussia for the first time in 1390 – 

and he seems to have trusted Ralph deeply. Over the coming 

decade the new king would task Ralph to handle many delicate 

negotiations with Europe’s great power players as he set about his 

conquest of France. 
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On 20 July 1413 Sir Ralph Rochford was at his manor of Stoke 

Rochford to issue a charter granting it, together with his manors of 

Fenne, Scrane and Arley, and all his land in Lincolnshire and 

Warwickshire, to a large group of trustees, with letters appointing 

attorneys to oversee the handover. Perhaps Ralph was planning for 

the long haul in France, and uncertain whether he would return 

alive. His trustees included Richard Fleming, the rector of Boston 

who would later become bishop of Lincoln; John Bell, who had 

been a close associate of Ralph’s uncle John de Rochford the 

Younger; William Dogge of Somerset, a lawyer who had acted as a 

surety for Ralph in January 1403 and would aid him in many affairs 

in later life; John Wyche of Worcestershire, who had acted as a 

surety for Ralph in March 1403; and Robert Cowton who had been 

his attorney in the dispute with Toppefield over Thetford in March 

1404, and had also been John de Rochford the Younger’s personal 

clerk and an executor of his will. Unlike Ralph’s colleagues from 

the royal household, these men would not be fighting in France. 

A few days earlier, on 18 July, Ralph had received letters of 

general attorney as he prepared to travel abroad. A number of his 

retainers, including the trusty William Dogge, Thomas Comyn, 

Thomas Malgrave and a draper named John Serys had already 

arranged royal protection to head to Hammes in his retinue. And it 

seems that Ralph spent much of the rest of that year and the next 

there, where he was gradually joined by John Asketyn, Roger 

Massy, a rector named William Hornby, John Bell and John Grey. 

On 7 November 1414 Ralph’s office as “guardian of the lordship of 

Hammes” was confirmed for the next six years, but he is unlikely to 

have been there at the time as the king had just given him a task 

that would take him further afield. 

On 20 October that year Henry V had appointed Ralph to join 

the bishops of Bath, Salisbury and St David’s, as well as the earl of 

Warwick, the abbot of Westminster, the prior of Worcester, the 

Lord Chamberlain and Sir Walter Hungerford on an embassy to the 

great Council of Constance in Germany. This council had been 

called by Sigismund, king of the Romans, who was also the king of 

Hungary, Croatia and Germany, and one of the most powerful men 

in Europe. The council’s primary objective was to resolve the long-

running Papal Schism in which three different men claimed to be 
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the true pope. Henry’s ambassadors had an ulterior motive in 

attending, however: he wished for them to negotiate a treaty with 

Sigismund. Earlier in the year Henry had begun to impress on the 

French that he wanted back the English possessions in Normandy 

and Aquitaine that had been lost after Charles V broke the Treaty 

of Bretigny in 1369. War was brewing, and Henry would need 

powerful allies. 

Ralph had almost certainly met Sigismund two decades earlier 

when he travelled through Austria en route to Jerusalem with 

Henry’s father, and this was probably the reason Ralph was 

selected as one of the ambassadors. 

The Council of Constance would run until April 1418, but Ralph 

was back in England by spring 1415. He was reimbursed £102 6s 8d 

for his expenses on the embassy – they must have gone in style. 

And Ralph also agreed with Henry to hand the castle and lordship 

of Somerton over to the king’s brother Thomas duke of Clarence, in 

return for an income of forty marks a year “in consideration of his 

service about the king’s person”. 

On 14 August Henry landed at the French city of Harfleur with 

an army of perhaps 10,000 men and set about a siege. On 22 

September the city surrendered, and just over a month later, on 25 

October, the English decimated the French army at Agincourt. On 

29 October Henry and his army arrived at Calais, and on 23 

November the king entered London to a rapturous reception. 

Ralph does not appear to have joined the campaign – presumably 

his task was to secure Hammes and Calais against a possible 

diversionary attack. But twelve prisoners from Harfleur were 

deposited with him at Hammes, where they languished in the 

dungeons for a year and half before being sent to the Fleet prison in 

London. By the time the survivors were released in 1432, there 

were only seven still alive. 

Meanwhile, in April 1416 Sigismund travelled to England to 

secure King Henry’s support for his measures to end the Papal 

Schism, and also to try to broker a peace between England and 

France. Much of Ralph’s time over the next year was taken up with 

diplomatic missions from his base at Hammes, where he had been 

re-confirmed as captain on 28 December 1415. 
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In June 1416 the king briefed Ralph and two others – Robert 

Waterton, who had been with him on their pilgrimage to Jerusalem, 

and Master Philip Morgan, a doctor of laws – “to treat for truce 

with France, at the request of Sigismund, King of the Romans, and 

William duke of Bavaria”. The French had Harfleur under a naval 

blockade, which was finally broken on 15 August by the duke of 

Bedford, just as Henry sealed a treaty of mutual assistance with 

Sigismund. 

By early September the two kings were in Calais together to try 

to achieve a final settlement with the French ambassadors. On 9 

September King Henry appointed Ralph, Robert Waterton and 

Philip Morgan, as well the archbishop of Canterbury and Thomas 

Beaufort, earl of Dorset, as his ambassadors “to hear the charge of 

the French ambassadors”. On 1 October Sir Henry Ware, keeper of 

the privy seal, joined the negotiations, and two days later a truce 

was agreed until 2 February. 

Nevertheless, King Henry told parliament that month that he 

planned to go to war in summer, and he set about preparing the 

campaign. In March 1417 Ralph, Sir Henry Ware and Sir William 

Bardolf were sent to negotiate a further peace with the French. But 

the king’s strategy was to divide and conquer: the previous year he 

had met the rebel French duke of Burgundy, John the Fearless, for 

secret talks, and on 24 April he sent Ralph, Ware and Bardolf to 

conclude a backdoor treaty with the duke. The terms of this were 

agreed on 14 May. A few days later Ralph’s lordship of Hammes 

was confirmed to him for the next twelve years. 

On 1 August Henry V landed near Harfleur, now controlled by 

the English, again with an army 10,000 strong. This was to be the 

full conquest of Normandy, and this time Sir Ralph Rochford was 

on the ground as a captain with a personal retinue of 95 men – 19 

mounted men-at-arms and 76 archers – under the command of the 

king’s brother Humphrey duke of Gloucester. Caen fell first, on 4 

September, then Alençon, Falaise, Domfront, Cherbourg and Pont-

de-l’Arche. In June the king sent Ralph fresh instructions to muster 

his men, and by the end of July 1418 Rouen, the capital of Norman-

dy, was under siege. It would take five-and-a-half months for the 

city to fall. 
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On 24 November, from his siege camp before Rouen’s walls, the 

king dispatched Ralph, John Kempe, keeper of the privy seal, and 

Master John Holland on an embassy to to Yolande, queen of 

Jerusalem and Sicily, who was also the duchess of Anjou and 

countess of Maine. Their official brief was to negotiate a truce: she 

was the mother-in-law and protectress of the French king’s young 

heir, the Dauphin, and she controlled a large portion of the few 

resources still remaining to the French crown. But in January 1419 

Rouen finally capitulated, and soon all Normandy was conquered. 

Ralph’s movements immediately following this are not certain; 

perhaps he returned to Hammes, where his standing force around 

this time was 34 men: 12 men-at-arms and 22 archers. 

A roll of arms was prepared listing many of the lords and 

knights present at the siege. Sir Ralph Rochford was included with 

his friends and colleagues, Sir Richard Arundel, Sir Walter 

Hungerford, Sir Hugh Stafford and many others. Ralph’s arms 

were given as Quarterly, first and fourth, gules an eagle displayed or, 

second and third, quarterly gules and or, a border sable bezanty – he was 

wearing his Limesy inheritance, the gold eagle on a red field 

(illustrated on page 191). 

At length, in May 1420 Henry V was able to compel Charles VI 

of France to agree to a treaty: Henry would marry Charles’ 

youngest daughter Catherine, succeed to the French crown after his 

death, and rule as regent of France in the meantime. The Dauphin 

was disinherited. Of course, the Dauphin’s supporters held out. On 

30 May 1421 Ralph received letters of royal protection, and in June 

King Henry was in Dover preparing to return to France with a force 

of about five thousand to quash the resistance. 

The war was almost over. Several of Ralph’s most valuable 

property grants from Henry IV would end with the end of the war, 

according to the terms under which they were made. But while 

Henry V was at Dover, he personally told the archbishop of 

Canterbury, the bishop of Winchester and others that he wished for 

Ralph to have new grants for the rest of his life to the same value as 

the property at Newton Longville and the £40 annually from the 

prior of Spalding. In November that year the Great Council passed 

two acts that Ralph could continue to hold those grants until a 

suitable alternative could be found. 
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Meanwhile, there were squabbles and uncertainties to sort out 

over who owned what in the freshly-conquered territories. In 

February 1421 Sir Ralph Rochford, Richard Bokeland, the treasurer 

of Calais, and others were tasked to survey the king’s properties 

belonging to the castles and lordships of Calais, Merck, Sangatte, 

Hammes, Colline, Wale, Oye and Guînes, and to clear up disputes 

between their various castellans. In April 1422 Ralph held an 

inquisition at Merck Castle into the rights and titles of the freemen 

and tenants there, and in June he held another inquisition at 

Cancey in Guînes into the properties of the castles of Sangatte and 

Guînes itself.  

But by this time Henry V was severely ill and on 31 August 1422 

he died at the royal castle of Vincennes near Paris. This was a crisis. 

The English had fought for almost a hundred years for the throne 

of France, and here it was, written on paper, only for the extraordi-

nary king who was supposed to unite the two realms to die 

unexpectedly at the age of just 35. As if to mock this twist of fate, 

Charles VI of France died less than two months later, on 21 

October, after a life-long struggle with psychosis. Henry V’s only 

son, whom he had never met, was now heir to the thrones of 

England and France. He was King Henry VI, but he was not yet one 

year old. 

A regency council was quickly formed to govern the two realms, 

with Henry V’s brothers at its head. In October and November the 

new administration confirmed Henry IV’s gifts to Ralph, and also 

gave him the keeping of the castle and town of Rochester for seven 

years, for which William Dogge once again stood as his guarantor. 

Curiously, “two towers in the said castle” were specifically 

excluded from the grant – “to wit, the tower over the gate of the 

castle, with the keeping of the same gate, and the great tower by 

the foot of the bridge of the said town”. 

Writs of royal protection were drawn up for some of Ralph’s 

men in Hammes, including a haberdasher named Nicholas 

Pekeleer and a brewer named John Frensche. War in France would 

continue for the rest of Ralph’s life, but the Pale of Calais was well 

away from the front lines. There was sufficient peace and stability 

in the area as local administration got back to normalcy for Ralph 

to spend more time at home in Lincolnshire. He had already been 
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appointed as a justice of the peace there in February 1422, for the 

first time in nine years. And after this Ralph was able to hold royal 

commissions in his home county almost every year for the rest of 

his life. He served as a justice of the peace in 1423, 1424, 1428, 1430, 

1431, 1432, 1424, 1435, 1437 and 1439. He served as a commissioner 

of the walls and ditches, as his predecessors had done so many 

times, in 1426 and 1435. And during this period Ralph was 

appointed to a number of ad hoc local commissions as well as one 

commission of array and a commission to collect a tax. 

It is during this period that Ralph’s sons were born: the eldest, 

also called Ralph, between 1419 and 1426, then John between 1420 

and 1432, and the youngest, Henry, between 1421 and 1433. Their 

mother was Margaret Russell, the daughter of Sir John Russell of 

Strensham, who had been Richard II’s Master of the King’s Horse. 

Margaret’s mother was John Russell’s second wife, Margaret 

Hastings, who was also a niece of Isabelle Hastings, the first 

(intended) wife of Ralph’s father Sir John de Rochford II. When 

Gervase Holles recorded the arms in the stained glass windows at 

Stoke Rochford church in the mid-1600s, one window in the south 

chapel had the arms of the Rochfords, Russells and Hastings 

combined in memory of Ralph and Margaret’s marriage. On one 

side there were the Rochfords’ quarters of gold and red in a black 

border with gold bezants on it. On the other side, the Hastings’ 

artful red sleeve slashed across a gold field was quartered with the 

Russells’ classic black chevron and three tapered crosses on a silver 

field. The technical heraldic description of this was, Quarterly or and 

gules, a border sable bezanty, impaling Quarterly, Or a manche gules, and 

Argent, a chevron between three crosses botony fitchy sable. 

Margaret’s mother had died in 1397. In her will she had left “to 

Margaret my daughter, my chare, newly made” and the large sum 

of 400 marks for her marriage. Margaret’s father remarried in late 

1398 or early 1399 to Elizabeth de la Plaunk, the widow of John, 

Lord Clinton. She was the daughter of Elizabeth Hillary, who was 

the only sister of Sir Sayer de Rochford’s second wife, Joan Hillary. 

So Margaret’s step-mother Elizabeth was the cousin of Ralph’s 

uncle John de Rochford the Younger, and coheir with him to the 

Hillary estates: it was probably John the Younger and Elizabeth 

who brokered the marriage between Ralph and Margaret. 
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Margaret was born some time between 1389 and 1396, so she 

was at least nineteen years younger than Ralph, and perhaps even 

thirty years younger – he was born by 1370. It is not known when 

they married. In May 1413 the pope had granted permission for 

“Ralph Rochefort, knight, nobleman, of the diocese of Lincoln, and 

his present wife” to have a portable alter, so Ralph was married by 

that time, but whether this was to Margaret is not known. The 

couple were certainly married by December 1419 when Margaret’s 

aunt Elizabeth Hastings, who had married William Elmham, wrote 

her will. In it, Elizabeth left a gift of “a jewelled clasp called an 

‘ouche’ with three large pearls, three rubies and a sapphire” to her 

niece “Margaret Rocheford”. And in January 1421 the pope sent 

permission for a portable alter again, this time to “Ralph Roche-

ford, knight, of the diocese of Lincoln, and Margaret his wife, 

noblewoman”. Margaret was offered plenary remission for all her 

sins into the bargain. 

The next year, in October 1422, Margaret was remembered in 

another will, this time by her step-mother, Elizabeth, who 

continued to use the title Lady Clinton from her previous marriage 

to John, Lord Clinton. Elizabeth wrote in her will: “I be whethe to 

dame Margaret Rocheford, if she be with me at my deying, a 

girdull of goolde to have me in hir remembrance”. 

There are less records of Ralph from the early years of the time 

of Henry VI. No letters of protection for himself or his retainers 

were issued between 1423 and 1427, and his focus seems to have 

been in Lincolnshire. In 1424 the royal council re-confirmed his 

grants of Newton Longville and £40 a year from the prior of 

Spalding. At some point before 1426 Ralph engaged Henry IV’s 

half-brothers Thomas Beaufort, duke of Exeter, and Henry 

Beaufort, bishop of Winchester, as well as Sir Thomas Erpingham 

and Sir Walter Beauchamp, to be trustees to his manors of Fenne 

and Scrane. In that year and in 1428 he was appointed to raise loans 

for the government from Lincolnshire. And in 1427 he extended his 

lands at Stoke Rochford by purchasing “two messuages, one mill, 

two hundred acres of land, sixty acres of meadow, sixty acres of 

pasture and twenty shillings of rent in Southstoke, Northstoke and 

Magna Paunton” from Sir William Malory and his wife Margaret. 

Ralph’s trustees in this transaction were Richard Leek esquire, and 
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two clerks, Robert Leek and John Rayncock. In the future these men 

would often play central roles in his most important transactions of 

family property. 

As Ralph grew older and his friends from the days of Prussia 

and Jerusalem and Henry IV passed away, he came to depend 

more and more on a circle of trusted friends and retainers from 

near his home. These men were not famous knights, but local 

squires, lawyers and clerics who he could trust to get the job done 

and not be consumed by the emerging factional politics of court 

and the war in France. Ralph was planning for his family and the 

day he too would pass away. He was, after all, almost in his sixties, 

if not already – about the same age his father and uncles had been 

when they died. 

  

Ralph’s extraordinary story was not over yet, however. In May 1428 

his career took another remarkable turn when he was called back 

into royal service. Henry VI had recently turned six, and his 

personal household was to be revamped to suit the needs of a 

growing young king. Richard Beauchamp, the earl of Warwick, was 

appointed as his governor and tutor, and on 8 May the Privy 

Council appointed Ralph and three other knights and four esquires 

to take care of the king’s person. Ralph’s colleagues included Sir 

Walter Beauchamp, Sir William Philip and Sir William Porter. They 

were each to be paid a generous 100 marks yearly for their 

expenses and comfort at court. They were to stay with the young 

king in summer at the castles of Wallingford and Hertford, and in 

winter at Windsor and Berkhampstead. 

This new role would soon take Ralph back to France. In 1429 a 

remarkable teenage peasant girl, Joan of Arc, revived the spirit of 

the French resistance, broke the English siege of Orléans and 

turned the tide of war. On 17 July the French rebels crowned 

Charles VI’s twenty-six-year-old son as King Charles VII at Reims, 

in direct contravention of the treaty agreed between the late French 

and English kings. According to this treaty, Henry VI of England 

was to be king of France too, but he had not yet been crowned in 

either country. Not to be outdone, the English regency hastily 
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arranged a coronation for 6 November at Westminster, when Henry 

was barely eight years old. Then in March and April the following 

year the English lords, knights and esquires of the royal household 

made preparations to travel to France, where they intended to hold 

a second coronation for their child king on French soil, in the 

middle of a war zone. Ralph himself secured letters of attorney on 

20 April, and on 23 April the 300-strong royal entourage arrived in 

Calais with a large army. Ralph’s armourer, John Laton of Boston, 

secured letters of protection to join him there a few weeks later. 

Joan of Arc was captured by the Burgundians on 23 May, but the 

situation on the ground in France remained dangerous. The royal 

entourage delayed until July before proceeding to Rouen, and there 

they waited for more than a year before they were able to safely 

reach Paris. They had hoped to reach Reims, but fearful of any 

further delay King Henry VI was at last crowned king of France at 

Notre-Dame on the Île de la Cité in Paris on 16 December 1431. It 

was a very English affair. The Parisians complained about the food. 

The duke of Burgundy was not present. Apparently the young 

English king could not even speak publicly in French, as his 

forefathers could, despite the fact that his own mother was French. 

The royal entourage did not hang around for long in the French 

capital: after brief Christmas celebrations, they headed back to 

Rouen around 27 December and on 29 January they returned to 

England. King Henry VI would never set foot in France again. 

Ralph was now over sixty years old. A few further grants of 

protection were made to his retainers travelling to France – William 

Dogge in 1432 and John Danglada, a merchant of Bayonne, in 1434 

– and Ralph continued to hold the post of captain of Hammes. But 

he spent much of his time over the final years of his life nearer 

home, working on royal commissions and acquiring property. 

In 1431 Ralph bought some land in Fenne called “Elwarland” 

from the executors of John Symond of Fenne, which he would later 

entrust in his will to finance an obit: prayers for his soul to be sung 

yearly at Stoke Rochford church forever more. Ralph’s trustees for 

this purchase include many familiar names from his life: William 

Dogge, Robert Cowton, John Kyme of Friskney, Robert Leek the 

clerk and Richard Leek, esquire. 
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In July 1433 the forgetful abbot of Winchcombe was reminded to 

pay Ralph his £38 a year – the increased annuity Henry IV had 

given him as a king’s knight – in a letter patent that helpfully 

recaps all the other grants that that king had made to him: “for life 

the castle or lordship of Somerton without rendering aught, 140 

marks of the lordship of Bolyngbroke, £40 of a pension of the abbot 

of Spaldynge, £40 of the Isle of Axholm, the office of steward of 

Boston with a fee of ten marks a year, the priory of Stoureprewes 

and all lands, rents and possessions thereto belonging, and the 

manor of Newenton Longeville without rendering aught to the 

king, but paying to Thomas Erpyngham knight deceased fifty 

marks a year thereof” and also “one tun of wine of Gascony a 

year”. The total value of the cash grants alone was £218 a year. 

Stour Provost must have been worth at least forty marks annually, 

and Newton £80, as these were the initial rents Ralph was to pay 

for them. In fact, a 1412 feudal survey had valued Ralph’s Stour 

Provost property at £33 6s 8d, or fifty marks, and his property at 

Somerton and Stoke at £20 annually. Subtracting the fifty marks 

Ralph was to pay Sir Thomas Erpingham, his total annual income 

from these grants must still have been £300 or more, an extraordi-

nary sum for the time. 

In November that year Ralph added further to the family estates 

at Stoke Rochford by buying half of a manor at South Stoke from 

Sir John Byron and his wife Margery. Byron is said to have 

inherited this property through his mother, Joan Colwick, who 

inherited it through her mother, Joan Pecche, who inherited it 

through her mother, Alice Hayward, who inherited it through her 

mother, Joan, who was a daughter and heiress of Sayer de 

Huntingfield of South Stoke. It seems that the other half of this 

manor was Ralph’s ancestors’ original property in the village 

inherited by his grandfather Sir Sayer de Rochford about a century 

before – Sir Sayer’s mother Alice was probably Sayer de Hunting-

field’s other daughter and coheiress. 

The following year, in April 1434, Ralph attended a Great Coun-

cil in the parliament chamber before the twelve-year-old Henry VI. 

Besides the usual council business, Ralph was able to gain royal 

confirmation of a series of grants of free warren – the right to hunt 

– that had been given to his predecessors at Stoke Rochford and 
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other properties, “by advice and assent of the lords spiritual and 

temporal and of the commonalty of England in the parliament held 

at Westminster”. The first of these was a grant made in 1263 to 

“Geoffrey Wilekers, and his heirs” of free warren on his demesne 

estates at Stoke Rochford, which now belonged to Ralph. It is not 

known who Wilekers was, but he appears to have been Sayer de 

Huntingfield’s predecessor there. The second was a grant made in 

1310 to “Peter de Lymesy, and his heirs” of free warren on his lands 

at Arley, which Ralph also now held. And the third was a grant 

made in 1295 to “Saer de Huntyngfeld, and his heirs” of free 

warren on his lands at Riseholme and Scrane. This Riseholme 

property was the estate that Ralph’s grandfather Sir Sayer de 

Rochford inherited from his mother in 1316. It is not known what 

happened to this property after Sayer de Rochford was last 

recorded there in 1352, but the Scrane property was probably 

merged with the Rochfords’ ancient family properties in the hamlet 

to create their manor there. Each of these grants adds weight to the 

theories that Sayer de Huntingfield and Peter de Limesy were 

among Ralph’s ancestors. 

In January 1436 Ralph was appointed as a commissioner in 

Lincolnshire for a graduated tax. He himself was assessed in the 

manner that nobles were, before the treasurer and chancellor at 

Westminster rather than by local commissioners. It turns out that 

Ralph had the highest annual income of any Lincolnshire resident 

by far – £349 a year, swollen by the many valuable grants he had 

earned in royal service. The next highest earner was Ralph’s cousin 

Philip Tilney at £198, a snip by comparison. A few months later the 

royal council added even further to these gifts by granting Ralph 

the manors of Banstead and Walton in Surrey to hold for seven 

years after the death of Alice, the widow of his late close friend Sir 

Richard Arundel. The ever-faithful William Dogge was one of 

Ralph’s sureties once again. Initially it seems that Ralph was to pay 

86 marks rent a year for the two manors, but by January 1438 they 

were considered to be worth only £50 or 75 marks a year, and 

Ralph was allowed hold them free of charge in lieu of three-

quarters of his 100-mark annual salary as a knight of the body to 

Henry VI. 
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Being so close to the king was not always good for finances, 

however. In April 1437 Ralph was one of about seventeen men who 

agreed with the Privy Council to lend the young king Henry just 

under £2000 in total. Ralph’s own contribution to this slush fund 

was 100 marks, but as he lay on his deathbed it would emerge that 

the crown in fact already owed him thousands of pounds in back 

payments for the salaries of himself and his men at Hammes. These 

were mind-boggling sums for man who had once been paid just 

7½d a day as an adventurous esquire for the present king’s 

grandfather. The crown’s finances were getting into a parlous state, 

and the French project was a mess. 

There was little Ralph could do. Over the next two years he 

continued as a justice of the peace in Lincolnshire, and he was 

appointed to two ad-hoc royal commissions into rather serious 

local matters, but his name was probably there primarily to lend 

some old-guard authority to the commissions’ work. One, in June 

1437, was a complaint by Richard de la Launde that John Bellers of 

Sutton, Leicestershire, and sixty men “arrayed in manner of war” 

had broken into Richard’s property, stolen £40 worth of goods and 

imprisoned his servant. The other, on 8 February 1439, was a 

complaint by the king’s kinsman Sir John Beaumont that Walter 

Tailboys of South Kyme in Lincolnshire had maliciously damaged a 

dyke causing some 600 acres of land to flood. 

This was to be Ralph’s last royal commission, with the exception 

of his ongoing role as a justice. 

  

On 26 March 1439 Ralph was at his family’s 300-year old manor of 

Fenne when he wrote his last testament confirming the names of 

his executors and several gifts to religious foundations for the well-

being of his soul on the other side. But it was not until almost a 

year later, on 12 March 1440, that he gave his last will, the original 

copy of which still survives in the Westminster Abbey Muniments 

Room. It is an unusual document, written in English in the third 

person, so Ralph probably dictated it rather than write it himself. 

And no wonder: it is long – several thousands words long – and 

contains remarkably detailed instructions about exactly how his 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

182 

estates were to be managed, his wife provided for, his sons 

educated and their inheritance divided up after his death. 

The picture that emerges from this is of a very practical, disci-

plined and perhaps authoritarian husband and father. They do not 

show much emotion or affection towards his family, and they do 

not give away of the adventurous spirit that once took Ralph to 

very edges of Europe and beyond. But the gifts themselves also 

reveal thoughtfulness, lavish generosity, loyalty to his servants and 

their families, and a keen sense of what Ralph saw as the fair and 

right order of things. He was at pains to ensure that all this 

continued after his passing. 

First, Ralph’s wife, Margaret, was to have an annuity of twenty 

marks from his manors of Fenne and Scrane, and another of £10 

from the properties Henry IV had granted him at Stour Provost and 

Newton Longville for the rest of their terms – and this was to be on 

top of her lawful dower in his inherited estates. Ralph’s executors 

were to manage the remaining profits from his inherited manors of 

Fenne, Scrane, Stoke and Arley for seven years, and to oversee his 

sons’ education at school and at court until they came of age. 

After seven years Ralph’s eldest son, also called Ralph, would be 

of age and the executors were to give him the four inherited 

manors. A year later they were to give him the property at Stoke 

Rochford bought from Sir John Byron in 1433, together with other 

property bought in Arley, Fenne and Scrane. And finally the 

executors were to earmark 500 marks to secure the young Ralph a 

good marriage. When Sir Ralph’s second son John came of age, 

meanwhile, he was to inherit the property at Stoke that Ralph had 

bought from Sir William Malory in 1427. Until then the executors 

were to manage this property for John’s benefit, and they were also 

to arrange 300 marks for his marriage. The third and youngest son, 

Henry, was to have some property in Southend near Boston when 

he came of age, and 300 marks for his marriage. 

Ralph did not identify any other family members in his will, but 

he did make numerous bequests of annuities and property to his 

retainers, servants and other associates. Robert Caileflete, who was 

one of Ralph’s executors, was given an annuity of fifty shillings 

from the manor of Newton Longville, as well as property called 

Botiller Place in Easton near Stoke Rochford for the rest of his life. 
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William Stanlowe, another executor, was given property in 

Dembleby and Water Willoughby for twenty years, and Richard 

Leek, a third executor, had his annuity from the manor of Arley 

confirmed for life. Ralph’s servant Jenyn Beranger was given 

property called Burton Place in Fenne for the rest of his life, as well 

as an income of 13s 4d from the manor of Newton Longville “by 

way of reward for his long service”. Another servant, John Coke, 

was given Prest Place in Stoke for a rent of ten shillings. Ralph also 

left annuities to Margery Loughton, John Newberry, John Corn-

wall, John More, William Basse and Nicholas Pembroke: we do not 

know what their connections to Ralph were, but each was to have 

an income of 26s 8d from the estates at Stour Provost and Newton 

Longville. And there were smaller grants to others. 

Ralph’s religious bequests were numerous too. He left his best 

horse for his burial fee. He left Lincoln Cathedral and St Giles 

Cripplegate in London twenty shillings each, and he left the chapel 

of St Michael in Fenne and the church of Stoke Rochford far more: 

£10 each. Ralph’s executors were to arrange for a priest and three 

“bedmen” at Stoke, a priest at Newton Longville and a priest at 

Fenne “to synge and pray for his sowle dailly”. Ralph was 

particularly fond of one chaplain, Friar Barton, who Ralph’s uncle 

John the Younger had joined in property transactions in 1396 and 

1393. Ralph asked that “yf Fryre Barton will a-bide and synge at 

Fenne” he should have a salary of five nobles yearly. At Stoke, 

meanwhile, Ralph asked his executors to arrange twenty shillings a 

year from the property called Elward Place that he had bought 

from John Symond in 1431, to fund a yearly obit of prayers for his 

soul. 

Ralph’s executors were to be John Tamworth, John Langholme, 

Richard Leek, William Massyngham, the clerk John Rayncock, 

Robert Caileflete and William Stanlowe, and they were each to 

receive the fine sum of £100 for their work. Ralph also asked two 

men of suitable status to supervise and lend authority to their 

work: William Alnwick, the bishop of Lincoln, to whom Ralph left 

a gift of a gold ring with a large sapphire, and Ralph, Lord 

Cromwell, Treasurer of England, to whom he left a fascinating gift: 

“my cup called Vulture’s Egg”. 
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As a final note, Ralph instructed that should his wife or any of 

his sons “worke the contrarye of this his present wille”, they were 

to lose everything they had to gain under it. He was especially 

concerned about Margaret demanding greater rights in the family 

property, and he insisted that “that she kepe hir in honeste and 

worshupfull gouernaunce, or elles that she be maried to hir 

worshipe and to hir estate, by assent of … the most partye of his 

executours”. At face value this might seem to suggest that Ralph 

was distrustful of his wife integrity. But this is probably not correct. 

He was far more worried about her being tricked or compelled into 

marriage by some unscrupulous lord who could try to control, 

bleed dry, or even make off with the family property. It was a real 

problem. The wording of Ralph’s will gave his executors some legal 

defence against such roving nasties. 

Ralph’s choice of executors might point towards further family 

members. Over the last few decades Richard Leek and John 

Rayncock had both served as trustees to his property transactions, 

but his last will is the first record of a close connection to John 

Tamworth, John Langholme and the others. It is thought that 

Ralph’s mother may have been a Tamworth, in which case John 

Tamworth was most likely a cousin. Meanwhile, the 1562 Visitation 

of Lincolnshire claims that a John Langholme of Conisholme 

married Agnes, a daughter of Robert Leek of Freiston and his wife 

Mary, who was a daughter of one of the Ralph Rochfords. There is 

lots of evidence that the Rochfords and the Leeks intermarried, 

probably more than once. There used to be coats of arms and even 

portraits of men and women from these families together in the 

windows of the churches of Stoke Rochford and Walpole St Peter’s. 

There is no primary evidence to confirm who married who 

between the two families, but it could well be that Richard Leek 

and John Langholme were Ralph’s cousins or nephews. 

Ralph’s executors were already busy getting his estates in order 

when he gave his last will. It had emerged that the crown still owed 

him £2,115 12s 4d for the time he was captain of Hammes, in 

unpaid salaries for himself and his retinue. On 8 December 1439 the 

executors had hurried to Westminster, unsure how much longer 

Ralph would last or whether they would be able to secure 

repayment if he died before the matter was sorted. Here the king 
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agreed that they could continue to hold the Newton Longville 

property rent-free for 26 years after Ralph’s death, in lieu of 

repayment. 

Ralph probably died in the second week of May 1440. On 15 

May chancery became aware of the fact and announced at end of a 

writ that “Ralph Rochefort, chivaler … is deceased”. There was an 

instant flurry of activity. The government had back in its hands a 

batch of valuable gifts that could be doled out as favours to others. 

On the very same day, Ralph’s tun of Gascon wine was given was 

given to John Merston and his wife Rose. The next day his office of 

steward of Boston and his fifty-mark annuity were given to John, 

Viscount Beaumont, who was deemed to be poorly paid for man of 

his nobility. Moments afterwards a £40 annuity, now in the king’s 

hands due to Ralph’s death, was given to John Hampton, esquire 

for the body. And three days later, on 19 May, Ralph’s executors 

had approval from the Prerogative Court of Canterbury to act on 

his will. They were instructed to be back in court with an inventory 

of his possessions this side of the feast of St Michael, 29 September. 

On 29 May Ralph’s supervisor William Alnwick, bishop of Lincoln, 

gave his own approval to the will. 

Unusually, Ralph gave no instructions in his will about where he 

wished to be buried. According to John Strype’s 1720 Survey of the 

Cities of London and Westminster, he was buried in the church of St 

Giles Cripplegate in London, to which he had left twenty shillings 

in his will. Strype wrote that Ralph died in 1439, while John 

Stowe’s original edition of this survey printed the date as 1409. 

Both have caused much confusion since. This church was severely 

damaged by fires and bombing in 1545, 1897 and 1940: there is no 

surviving evidence of a monument there today. 

But if bricks and mortar qualify, there is still a monument stand-

ing to Ralph today at Stoke Rochford. The £10 he left to the church 

was used to build its beautiful south chapel. When Gervase Holles 

visited in the mid-1600s, the three windows in this chapel were full 

of stained glass in memory of Ralph, Margaret and some of their 

close friends. One of them had an inscription in it, most of which 

was still legible: 
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“Orate specialiter et devote pro aia Radi Rochford et … uxoris 

suae, … qui hanc capellam et has tres fenestras fieri fecit A° 

Dni 1448.” 

Which in English reads: 

“Pray especially and devoutly for the souls of Ralph Rochford 

and … his wife, … who caused this chapel and these three 

windows to be made in the year of our lord 1448.” 

This date has also caused confusion about when Ralph died. The 

old glass in the windows is no longer there, so it cannot be verified, 

and Holles had a habit of making irritating errors. He mistakenly 

described this inscription as being in the north chapel, but it is clear 

from the context that this was not what he intended. But whether 

correct or not, the date in the inscription is for when the chapel was 

built, not when Ralph died, and it might well have taken several 

years for everything to get sorted out. 

All three windows in the chapel were full of coats of arms 

(illustrated on page 195). In the east window above the alter were 

Ralph’s own arms of gold and red and black. Beside these were the 

arms of the two supervisors of his will, William Alnwick, bishop of 

Lincoln, and Ralph, Lord Cromwell. The other two chapel 

windows were in the south wall. In one of these were the arms of 

Margaret’s family – the Russells and the Hastings – with the 

Rochfords’ beside them. In the other were the arms of the Leeks, 

the Tilneys and the Rochfords side by side. There was also a carved 

wooden sculpture in this chapel of the Rochford and Limesy arms 

together, with greyhounds back-to-back on either side. 

The £10 Ralph left to the chapel of Fenne was probably spent on 

something very similar. Sadly, there is not a stone still standing, or 

even to be seen lying about in fields nearby, of this chapel. 

  

Sir Ralph Rochford III was at least 69 years old when he died. Like 

his grandfather in particular, Ralph had proved himself a knight of 

great skill and energy. If Sir Sayer’s achievement had been to 

establish the family as major force in Lincolnshire, then Ralph’s 
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was to propel it into the heart of the royal household. His relation-

ship with Henry IV, who he had served for at least 23 years, was 

remarkably close. They had, after all, shared great adventures and 

taken extraordinary risks together. Henry V, meanwhile, had 

trusted Ralph to undertake critical foreign policy negotiations 

during the conquest of France. And when the young, vulnerable 

Henry VI reached boyhood, Ralph was selected as a model 

guardian and mentor in chivalry for him. 

A note of Henry VI’s lasting respect and affection for Ralph 

appears in writ from the king himself, dated May 1442, two years 

after Ralph died. Ralph had evidently been complaining about “the 

ruinous state of the king’s palaces, castles and manors” before he 

died, and at length Henry appointed “on the petition of Ralph 

Rocheford, knight … Master John Somerseth as lieutenant of the 

manor of Shene and surveyor of the works of the said manor, the 

palace of Westminster, the Tower of London and Eton College”. 

There was much for Ralph’s executors to organise after he died. 

Most of his trustees for the manors of Fenne and Scrane had died – 

Thomas Beaufort, duke of Exeter, Sir Thomas Erpingham, William 

Dogge and Robert Cowton, to name a few. But some were still 

alive, most notably Henry IV’s aging half-brother Henry Beaufort, 

who was now Cardinal of England. The surviving trustees soon 

settled the manors of Fenne and Scrane on Ralph’s widow, 

Margaret, for the rest of her life, and in May 1441 they completed 

the legal arrangements for these to pass to her eldest son after her 

death. 

The Newton Longville property would prove trickier to manage. 

After Ralph died Henry VI gave it to New College, Oxford. The 

college was expected to repay the crown’s debts to Ralph’s estate 

out of the profits of this property, after which it could keep the 

ongoing profits for itself. Naturally the college tried legal action to 

dispute whether such a debt was owed at all. But at last, in 1443 

payments of £40 a year began to come through, and exactly 26 

years later, in 1469, the diligent William Stanlowe signed off the 

final installment. Of course, this adds up to just £1040, rather less 

than the full £2000-plus that Ralph’s estate was owed. Perhaps his 

executors had to compromise in the end, or perhaps they were 

repaid in some other way. 
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Margaret lived on for some fifteen years after Ralph’s death, but 

she did not remarry. At some point she got into a fight with her 

nephew Robert Russell, who was the son and heir of her brother 

William Russell. It was over a manor named Bolneys in Haver-

sham, Buckinghamshire, which her family had acquired in 1423 

after her step-mother Elizabeth, Lady Clinton, died. Margaret’s 

father had left it in his will to another of Margaret’s brothers, John 

Russell, a clerk, who died childless. Margaret claimed that the 

family agreement was that she should now inherit the manor, and 

that Robert should have received the original deed confirming this. 

But Robert denied ever having seen such paperwork and took the 

manor for himself. There was much back-and-forth in court as each 

party accused the other of disturbing the peace, breaking-and-

entering and generally causing trouble. It is not known how the 

matter was worked out in the end, but a Robert Russell had the 

property when he died in 1502. 

By 1453 Margaret was too old or ill to travel to Westminster, and 

she had to make a sworn statement for chancery remotely before a 

local justice in Fenne. In 1455 she joined the Boston Guild of Corpus 

Christi, perhaps aware that her end was nearing and keen to 

arrange an obit for her soul. It is not known when she died. 
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Figure 40: Part of the Catalan Atlas of about 1370, with Henry Bolingbroke’s 1393-

1394 journey superimposed. Ralph Rochford III joined Bolingbroke’s retinue for this 

expedition – they travelled via the Baltic, Bohemia and Venice to Jerusalem, and 

back through France. The Catalan Atlas was probably the best map of the world at 

that time, although whether Bolingbroke knew of it is uncertain. 
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Figure 41: Like Sir Ralph III, the knight in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales had just 

returned from a reysa in Prussia. Chaucer’s patron was Bolingbroke’s father, John of 

Gaunt, and he wrote his tales around the time of Bolingbroke’s expeditions. Surely 

one inspired the other. From the Ellesmere Manuscript, early 1400s. 

 

 

Figure 42: The Council of Constance, 1414-1418, with Emperor Sigismund on the 

right. Sir Ralph III was one of King Henry V’s ambassadors to the council, and he 

probably knew Sigismund from his travels with Bolingbroke. From Ulrich von 

Richental’s Chronik des Konstanzer Konzils, mid-to-late 1400s. 
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Figure 43: Henry V and the English camp at the siege of Rouen in 1418. Sir Ralph III 

was a captain in Henry’s invasion force. It was from this camp that Henry briefed 

him to negotiate with Yolande of Jerusalem. From The Beauchamp Pageants, c1480 (BL 

Cotton Julius E IV), via J. R. Green, A Short History of the English People, v2. 

 

  

Figure 44: Sir Richard de Limesy’s arms in various rolls of around 1300, and Sir 

Ralph Rochford III’s from the Rouen Roll of about 1418. Ralph quartered the arms of 

his ancestors with those of the Limesys, indicating inheritance. The most likely 

explanation is that Ralph’s grandmother, Sir Sayer’s first wife Elizabeth, was a 

Limesy heiress. 
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Figure 45: Rochester Castle in Kent. When Henry VI became king in 1422, the new 

regime gave Sir Ralph III the keeping of this castle and town for seven years. Photo 

by llamnudds, Flickr (CC-BY-SA-2.0). 

 

 

Figure 46: Henry VI’s journey to be crowned king of France in Paris, 1431. As 

Henry’s personal guardian, Sir Ralph Rochford III’s last great task was to escort him 

there safely with a retinue of bishops, lords and knights, in the midst of a war. From 

Wavrin’s Chronicles (Koninklijke Bibliotheek MS 133 A 7 III, f. 197r). 



SIR RALPH ROCHFORD III 

193 

 

Figure 47: Sir Ralph Rochford III's last testament of 1439, will of 1440, and probate 

documents, in the Westminster Abbey Muniments Room. © Dean and Chapter of 

Westminster. 

 

 

Figure 48: Stoke Rochford church. The large window to the left is the south chapel, 

built in memory of Sir Ralph Rochford III and his wife Margaret in 1448. The 

window to the right is in the north chapel, built around the 1470s for his son Henry 

Rochford of Fenne. The central window is in the chancel above the alter. These and 

the other windows were once full of stained glass memorials to the Rochfords. 

Photo © Jinjabird Photography, www.jinjabird.com. 

http://www.jinjabird.com/
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Figure 49: The view from the chancel into the south chapel at Stoke Rochford 

church. The arms of Sir Ralph III and the supervisors of his will, Ralph Cromwell 

and William Alnwick, bishop of Lincoln, were in the east window, left of centre. 

Behind the pillar to the right is the window that had the Rochford arms impaling 

those of the Hastings and Russell families, representing Ralph and Margaret’s 

marriage. Photo by Acabashi, Wikimedia Commons (CC-BY-SA-4.0). 
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Figure 50: Coats of arms in the windows of the south chapel at Stoke Rochford, 

recorded by Gervase Holles in the mid-1600s. Sadly, none of these survive today.
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RALPH ROCHFORD IV 
& JOHN ROCHFORD III 

 
(died 1444) 

In 1440 life looked promising for Sir Ralph Rochford III’s three 

young sons. They would have exemplary schooling followed by an 

education at court. Perhaps this was to be in the household of the 

bishop of Lincoln or Ralph, Lord Cromwell, or perhaps in the 

king’s own court, which had become fractious with the decline of 

English power in France. The eldest of the three, Ralph Rochford 

IV, stood to inherit the family estates at Fenne, Scrane, Stoke 

Rochford and Arley when he came of age. John would inherit a 

smaller property at Stoke, and Henry some property at Southend in 

Boston. All three had the funds and connections to make excellent 

marriages. But disaster struck before any of these things could 

happen. Within three days of one another, the two eldest brothers, 

Ralph and John, made their wills. Within a few weeks they were 

both dead. 

Ralph made his will in London on 24 October 1444, less than five 

years after his father died. He was not more than 25 years old, and 

since his father’s executors were to manage the family estates for 

seven years, he had not yet come into his inheritance. The will is 

short. Ralph asked to be buried at the house of the Friars Preachers 

or Blackfriars at Ludgate in London. He left his brother John two 

grey horses with saddles, bridles and other apparel. He left 100 

marks to his brother Henry out of the 500 marks his father had 

given him for his marriage. And he left another third of that 500 

marks to his cousin Sir Robert Wingfield (their mothers, Elizabeth 

and Margaret Russell, were sisters). Finally, Ralph named his 

brother John and Robert Wingfield as his executors. 

Ralph died the very same day. The chancery immediately issued 

a “Writ of diem clausit extremum” to the escheator of Lincolnshire 
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to take possession of any property he held directly of the king, so 

the correct procedures could be followed. 

So John became heir to the family estates. But only three days 

later, on 27 October 1444, John made his own will at Ingatestone in 

Essex. He asked to be buried in the church there, with a stone over 

his body. He left sums to the fabric of the church, to the rector and 

the hospital of Ingatestone, and to the church of Letheringham 

where his grandmother Margaret Hastings was buried with the 

Wingfields. He left two grey horses and their apparel to his cousin 

Sir Robert Wingfield’s son – perhaps these were the same two 

horses Ralph had just left him, or maybe the brothers had similar 

possessions. John also left 100 marks to Wingfield, who he 

appointed as his executor. 

John died soon after, on 1 or 10 November 1444, and he was 

buried according to his wishes in Ingatestone church. There was 

once a monument there combining the arms of the Rochfords and 

the Limesys, just as John’s father had worn at the siege of Rouen. It 

had the following inscription, recorded by John Weever in 1631: 

“Hic jacet Johannes Rocheford, arm. filius domini Radulphi 

Rocheford, qui obiit decimo die Novemb. 1444…” 

“Here lies John Rocheford, esquire, son of lord Ralph Roche-

ford, who died the tenth day of November 1444…” 

Ralph’s will was proved in Prerogative Court of Canterbury on 7 

June the next year, where the clerk noted that Robert Wingfield was 

to be his sole executor, “John Rocheford having previously 

withdrawn from this life before God”. John’s own will was proved 

there the very next day. 

It cannot be a coincidence that the two brothers made their wills 

within a few days of one another, so young in life, and died so soon 

afterwards. Ralph knew he was about to die, and John clearly 

suspected that his own end was nigh too. Whether the cause was 

sickness, foul play, a feud or otherwise, we will probably never 

know. 

  



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

200 

Around this time, perhaps in connection with these events, the 

Rochfords’ private family archives seem to have disappeared. Like 

the cartularies of Kirkstead Abbey and the Huntingfields, these 

would have included hundreds of title deeds and other valuable 

family documents, dating back perhaps as far as the time of Alan of 

Fenne. They would have been stored carefully under lock and key 

in a muniment chest, ready to be flourished in court whenever a 

property dispute arose. But in November 1448 Sir Ralph’s executor 

William Stanlowe reported to the chancery that Henry V’s original 

letters patent confirming Stour Provost to Sir Ralph had been lost. 

Stanlowe swore on oath to return them if found, in return for which 

a copy was made, and the chancery also confirmed that he and the 

other executors could continue to manage this property for the rest 

of the original term granted. 

It seems that most of the Rochford family papers were lost at the 

same time, and never recovered. Only about sixteen items are 

known to survive, now in the archives of Westminster Abbey. Of 

these, only eight date from before 1448, but there must once have 

been hundreds. The earliest is from 1416 when John Makeworth, 

dean of Lincoln, and Richard Fleming, rector of Boston, were acting 

as trustees for the manors of Fenne, Scrane, Stoke and Arley. Two 

more date from 1431 when Sir Ralph Rochford III bought Elward 

Place to finance his obit. The next four include Sir Ralph’s testa-

ment and will, and two probate documents. The eighth, from May 

1441, is the arrangement for Fenne and Scrane to pass to the young 

Ralph upon his mother’s death (she was still alive at the time). 

These eight documents survive probably only because one of Sir 

Ralph’s executors was making use of them when the archives were 

lost. Sadly, we will probably never know what insights, stories and 

mysteries were lost with them. 
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Figure 51: The arms on the tomb of John Rochford III 

in Ingatestone church, Essex. 
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Figure 52: A brass effigy from the tomb of Henry Rochford of Fenne, with coats of 

arms and an inscription, at Stoke Rochford church. Etching by William Fowler, 1812. 

© The British Library Board (Maps K.Top.19.54.2).
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HENRY ROCHFORD OF FENNE 
 

(died 1470) 

Neither Ralph nor John Rochford was married or had any children, 

so in November 1444 Henry, the youngest of the three brothers and 

the only surviving son of Sir Ralph Rochford III, became the sole 

heir to the family inheritance. Henry was probably still under age 

at this time, since he does not appear on record for almost a decade. 

This dramatic change in circumstances created challenges for Sir 

Ralph’s executors. In September and November 1449 Margaret 

gave legal undertakings to John Tamworth, William Stanlowe, John 

Langholme and Richard Leek that she would release “all actions 

and demands by reason of goods, chattels or debts to her due by 

his will or by law or custom of the land or church of England”. This 

is curious: Ralph had been absolutely clear that his will was to be 

followed. Perhaps there was some conflict between his intent and 

the legal detail that was best worked out in this way. 

By this time Margaret was too sick to attend court at Westmin-

ster, so she swore her oath before a local justice in Boston. 

Nevertheless, she was still alive three years later, in January 1453, 

by which time her two late sons’ executor Sir Robert Wingfield had 

died too – Margaret herself was now acting as their executor. She 

again provided undertakings to her late husband’s executors to 

release them from all actions and demands, this time “by reason of 

the wills of the said Ralph, Ralph and John”, from her home at 

Fenne. A few months later, in August 1453, Henry Rochford 

appeared in court for the first time to waive his rights in the same 

way. Presumably he was now of age, so he was probably born 

some time between 1421 and 1433. 

The purpose of all this legal to-ing and fro-ing is not at all clear, 

but Henry would certainly inherit all the family estates. Later 

records suggest these were probably in the region of about 5000 
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acres of land, 70 houses and £15 annual rental income, centred on 

the manors of Fenne, Scrane, Stoke Rochford and Arley. Plus there 

was still the £40 coming in yearly from New College at Oxford. 

Henry was a very wealthy young man, probably far wealthier 

than his father had been at the same age. But he was not at all like 

his father and his ancestors. Henry did not become a knight, he 

never served on a royal commission, he did not join the Boston 

Guild of Corpus Christi, and he hardly ever got involved in 

property deals. Henry was called “esquire”, but this was purely a 

matter of social status, he being the heir of a great knight, rather 

than a job role. Things had changed a lot since his father was a 

young man earning 7½d a day as an esquire in the service of Henry 

Bolingbroke: the term was now used as a courtesy title for men of 

any age who ranked well above the emerging class of gentlemen, 

but had not been knighted. 

Henry clearly did not need to work for 7½d a day. He had so 

much money rolling in, he probably did not need to do anything at 

all other than manage his estates wisely. Of course, great wealth 

did not stop other young heirs jostling for favour at court, taking 

up causes and seeking ever greater opportunity. But Henry seems 

to have had no interest whatsoever in politics, business, law or 

court life. Consequently, there are very few records of him. 

Perhaps it was for the better, as the situation for England’s lords 

and knights was about to take a sharp turn for the worse. All that 

had been won in France under Henry V was now lost, as was 

Aquitaine, which had belonged to the English kings since the 

1100s. Henry VI was suffering severe mental illness and incapable 

of rule. In 1455 a brutal civil war exploded between the rival houses 

of Lancaster and York. This was the War of the Roses. The next 

thirty years would see the throne change hands six times. Tens of 

thousands were killed. Bitter rivalries divided families, and few 

who had land and influence escaped the bloodshed. 

So Henry spent his riches developing a fortified bolthole at 

Fenne. It was he who, around 1460, built the four-story Rochford 

Tower there with embattled parapets, turrets and an octagonal 

staircase. There were huge fireplaces, great paintings on the walls, 

and a long hall block on the side that probably served as a sort of 

service wing. It is in a similar style, but on a smaller scale, to 
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Tattershall Castle, which had been built a few decades earlier by 

Ralph, Lord Cromwell, the supervisor to Henry’s father’s will. 

Cromwell had probably been influential in Henry’s childhood, and 

it may well be that the young heir grew up in his household at 

Tattershall. 

Henry’s tower seems to have been his principal home, as he was 

always described as “Henry Rochefort of Fenn next Boston” in the 

few records of him. Two of these involve him as a trustee to 

property in Bag Enderby and Stainsby in Lincolnshire; his possible 

relative John Langholme of Conisholme was involved in these too. 

Henry’s first marriage, by 1461, was to Joan (or Jane) Thurland, a 

daughter of the fabulously wealthy Nottingham merchant, mayor 

and MP Thomas Thurland and his wife Joan (or Jane – the names 

were used interchangeably). There is an undated charter attached 

to an ancient copy of Sir Ralph Rochford III’s will in the archives of 

Westminster Abbey. This records a settlement of “Fenne Manor in 

Boston, Toft, Skirbek, Freston, Boterwyk and Benyngton” on 

“Henry Rochefort, esquire, and Joan daughter of Thomas Thurland 

of Notyngham” and their children. If they did not have any 

children, the property was to pass to her father and a group of 

other trustees “to carry out the will of the said Henry”. This 

settlement of Henry’s property was probably part of their marriage 

agreement. In August 1464, meanwhile, Henry himself became a 

trustee to several of Thomas Thurland’s own properties. 

In the event, Joan did die before her father, but not before she 

and Henry had a son John and a daughter named Joan after herself 

and her mother. In his will, written on 16 January 1470, Thomas 

Thurland left gifts of £20 each “to John Rochefort, son of Johane my 

daughter, late the wyff of Herry Rochfort sqyer” and “to Johane the 

doughtir of the said Johane”. 

After his first wife died Henry married again, this time to Eliza-

beth Scrope, a daughter of Henry, Lord Scrope of Bolton. For a man 

who wanted to avoid trouble, this was a shrewd move in more 

ways than one. By this time the Yorkists’ contender for the throne, 

Edward IV, was king, and Henry VI was under lock and key. This 

left Henry Rochford in a dangerous position, he being the wealthy 

son and heir of a prominent Lancastrian who had once been Henry 

VI’s personal guardian. Elizabeth’s family, on the other hand, were 
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known Yorkists. She was the widow of Sir John Bigod, who had 

been killed fighting for the Yorkist cause at the bloody battle of 

Towton on 29 March 1461. By marrying Elizabeth, Henry demon-

strated to the new regime that he did not share his father’s 

allegiances. He also gained family connections to the nobility – 

something that his predecessors, despite their achievements, had 

never had. 

Later events imply that Henry settled his Stoke Rochford and 

Arley properties on himself and Elizabeth and their heirs, in the 

same way as he had settled his manor of Fenne on himself and Joan 

and their heirs a few years earlier. This was highly unusual: it was 

the first time in the family’s history that inherited property would 

be divided, rather than passed down to the eldest son intact. 

Families usually tried to provide for their younger sons by 

purchasing new land or arranging valuable matches in marriage, 

rather than breaking up inherited estates. But since Henry already 

had a son, he had to put something valuable on the table if he was 

to secure a second marriage to the daughter of a noble family. Stoke 

and Arley were it. 

Henry and Elizabeth seem to have made Stoke, rather than 

Fenne, their primary home. Her family had property in the 

neighbouring hamlet of Easton, which shared Stoke Rochford’s 

church, and it was in this church that they would both be buried. 

The couple had a son, Ralph, before Henry died on 22 October 

1470. It is not known what he died of. He was young – somewhere 

between 33 and 49 years old – and it is interesting to note that 

neither Henry, nor any of his children, grandchildren, nor great-

grandchildren would live into their 60s and 70s as his predecessors 

of the last four generations had done. 

In Stoke Rochford church there is a brass effigy of Henry in full, 

fine armour with a sword on each hip and a lion at his feet. Above 

his head are two shields with the arms of the Rochfords and the 

Scropes, and below his feet is a brass plate with the following 

inscription: 

“Hic jacet Henricus Rochforth, qui obiit 22 die mensis Octo-

bris Ao Dni, 1470, cujus aie p’rietur Deus. Amen.” 



HENRY ROCHFORD 

207 

“Here lies Henry Rochforth, who died the 22 day of the 

month of October, in the year of the lord 1470, on whose soul 

may God have mercy.” 

Henry’s brass is elaborate – far more elaborate and knightly than 

anything his ancestors are known to have had, except for his great-

uncle Sir Ralph de Rochford of Walpole. Recently it was in the 

church’s chancery, the area around the alter, but when Gervase 

Holles visited around 1640 it seems to have been in or near the 

north chapel, attached to a large black slab of marble. There is no 

surviving will by Henry, but he would certainly have left money to 

the church, and this chapel seems to have been built by or in 

memory of him around this time. It is directly opposite – but again 

more lavish than – the chapel built in memory of his father, Ralph, 

just over twenty years earlier. 

The huge east window of Henry’s chapel had two coats of arms 

in it. One was the arms of the Rochfords and the Limesys quar-

tered, in memory of the family inheritance. The other was the arms 

of the Rochfords and the Scropes impaled, in memory of Henry 

and Elizabeth’s marriage. There were several crests, and nearby 

windows had the arms of the Rochfords and the Scropes again, and 

also the Rochfords and the Thurlands in memory of Henry’s first 

wife, Joan. Her family’s arms were a field of ermine with a red 

band across the top with three silver, T-shaped crosses on it: 

Ermine, on a chief gules three crosses tau argent. It was a play on the 

family name. (All these coats are illustrated on page 210.) 

The north window of Henry’s chapel also had an inscription: 

“Orate pro aia Henrici Rochford et Elizabetha uxoris suae et 

Johae uxoris suae primae.” 

“Pray for the souls of Henry Rochford and Elizabeth his wife, 

and Joan his first wife.” 

Elizabeth actually lived on for many years, until 1503. She 

remarried Oliver St John, an uncle of Henry Tudor, who became 

King Henry VII after his victory at the battle of Bosworth on 22 

August 1485. Elizabeth and St John seem to have made Stoke 
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Rochford their home, occupying the manor Henry had settled on 

her on their marriage.  

 

 

 

Figure 53: Rochford Tower in Fenne, built by Henry Rochford around 1460. In this 

picture of about 1818 the rest of the manor house can still be seen to the right, but 

only the tower itself is still standing today. Etching from The Antiquarian and 

Topographical Cabinet, volume 5. 
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Figure 54: The north chapel at Stoke Rochford church, built by, or in memory of, 

Henry Rochford of Fenne, who died on 22 October 1470. The large east window in 

the centre of this photo once had the arms of the Rochfords and Scropes in it. Photo 

by Acabashi, Wikimedia Commons (CC-BY-SA-4.0). 
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Figure 55: Coats of arms in various windows of Stoke Rochford church, recorded by 

Gervase Holles in the 1640s. The four coats in the north chapel and the north 

windows represent Henry Rochford and his two wives, Joan Thurland and 

Elizabeth Scrope. Those in the north windows of the nave are also connected with 

the family, but in some cases it is not clear how. 
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Figure 56: Sketches of coats of arms in Stoke Rochford church by the herald William 

Wyrley, late 1500s. These are less detailed and less accurate than Holles’ descrip-

tions, but provide a useful visual reference. © The Society of Antiquaries of London. 
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Figure 57: Thurland Hall in Nottingham, built around 1458 by John Rochford IV’s 

grandfather Thomas Thurland. Thurland was the wealthiest merchant in 

Nottingham, and also served as an MP, mayor and justice for the city. Engraving for 

James Orange’s History of Nottingham, 1840. The building has since been replaced.
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JOHN ROCHFORD IV 
OF FENNE 

 
(died c1502) 

Henry Rochford’s three children were still minors when he died, 

although there are few records to help establish exactly how old 

they were. The eldest, John and Joan, whose mother was Henry’s 

first wife, must have been born between about 1450 and the late 

1460s (Joan’s own son Edmund would be born by 1484 at the 

latest). Their younger half-brother Ralph, meanwhile, must have 

been born between 1462, nine months after his mother Elizabeth’s 

previous husband was killed at the battle of Towton, and 1471, nine 

months after his father died. 

On Henry’s death John and Joan became orphans. Under the 

terms of his earlier settlement of the manor of Fenne, this property 

was to be their inheritance – or John’s, at least. So they and the 

property fell to the guardianship of their overlord there, who was 

now Edward IV’s duplicitous brother George duke of Clarence. In 

December 1470 the duke granted the manor and the two wardships 

to Thomas Tothoth, who in turn granted them to the children’s 

grandfather, Thomas Thurland, who was still alive despite having 

written his will earlier in 1470. Thurland no doubt paid a pretty 

penny for this, but he must have felt safer in the knowledge that he 

had his Rochford grandchildren and their inheritance in his own 

care while the civil war raged on. 

John and Joan Rochford probably lived with their grandparents 

at Thurland Hall, the enormous house in Nottingham that Thomas 

Thurland had built in the mid-1400s. Thomas died a few years 

later, on 5 January 1474, and he was buried in St Mary’s church, 

Nottingham, where parts of his tomb still remain today. In his will, 

he left £20 each to his two Rochford grandchildren. 
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Four years later, on 8 June 1477, the siblings’ grandmother 

“Dame Joan Thurland”, as she called herself, wrote her own will. 

She left several affectionate gifts to John including “a standing 

maser covered with an eagle over the top of the covering” – it was a 

type of drinking bowl similar to a chalice. She also left him “four 

coverlets with trefoils” and some other soft furnishings, which, she 

wrote, “I have put in his chest to be kept there”. This suggests that 

John still lived with his grandmother, rather than at Fenne, so 

perhaps he was born after about 1456. John’s sister was not 

mentioned in the will, probably because she had already been well 

provided for in marriage the year before – we will return to this 

shortly. The old Joan Thurland died a year or so later. Her will was 

proved on 21 July 1479. 

During these and the following years the face of English gov-

ernment would change forever. The insane Lancastrian King Henry 

VI had died in the Tower of London on 21 May 1471 – in all 

likelihood he was murdered. His nemesis, Edward IV, died twelve 

years later in 1483. Edward’s two young sons, Edward V and 

Richard, disappeared shortly afterwards into the Tower of London, 

never to be seen again. They were perhaps murdered by their 

uncle, who now became king as Richard III. But two years later a 

young earl of Richmond named Henry Tudor returned from exile 

in Brittany with a small army to claim the throne as the heir of the 

Lancastrian kings. On 22 August 1485 King Richard’s head was 

bashed in on the field of battle at Bosworth, and his crown was put 

on Henry’s head. So the Tudor era began: this was Henry VII. Like 

Henry IV in Sir Ralph’s time, the new king quickly elevated those 

who supported him to important local and national roles, and he 

destroyed any who did not. He would become the coldest, 

meanest, most calculating sovereign England had known since 

Richard II. 

We might expect the young Rochford brothers to have played a 

role in all this – especially because of their family’s long, interwo-

ven history with the Lancastrian dynasty. But they were nowhere 

to be seen. John and his half-brother Ralph Rochford had more in 

common with their father, Henry, than their energetic ancestors. 

There are almost no records of them. They assiduously avoided 
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royal, political and local affairs, and they stuck to being well-to-do 

landed country esquires. 

When John came of age he inherited the manor of Fenne as per 

the family arrangements, and as Henry’s eldest son and heir he also 

inherited the manor at Scrane. But the properties at Stoke Rochford 

and Arley remained with his step-mother, Elizabeth Scrope, and 

they would later pass to Ralph, under the deal most likely made 

when Henry and Elizabeth married. This was completely contrary 

to common law and the norm: to John, this could only have looked 

like a form of disinheritance, a snub to the fact that his own mother, 

Joan Thurland, was of lower status than his step-mother. And to 

add insult to injury, later records suggest that the estates Ralph 

inherited were half as large again as the ones John received. We 

know nothing of John’s character, but he had a good excuse if he 

was bitter. 

In October 1494 John was recorded at Toft in an inquisition taken 

after the death of his neighbour John Coppledike, who held six 

acres of land in the parish under him. Then, over a series of 

transactions between 26 June 1497 and 12 November 1501, “John 

Rochefort, Squire of Fenne beside Boston, county Lincoln, son and 

heir of Henry Rochefort, son and heir of Sir Ralph Rochefort” sold 

his entire inheritance to a gentleman from London named William 

Essington. The records of these transactions provide some insight 

into the extent of the estates at that time. In the first transaction, in 

1497, John sold Essington the “manor of Skrenyng in the parishes 

of Toft and Friston, and certain parcels of the manor of Fenne 

beside Boston”, described in total as “one messuage, twenty acres 

of land, 100 acres of meadow, 100 acres of pasture and four 

shillings of rent in Skreyng, Boston, Toft, Skyrbek and Fryston” for 

£170. The next year he sold Essington the much larger “manor of 

Fenne and twenty messuages, one mill, one dovecot, one garden, 

600 acres of land, 500 acres of meadow, 1000 acres of pasture and 

six pounds of rent in Fenne, Tofte, Boston, Skyrbek, Fryston, 

Butterwyke, Bennyngton and Sybsey and the advowson of the 

church of Fenne” for £467 6s 8d. The total size of the estates 

described adds up to 21 houses, 2320 acres, £6 4s rent and assorted 

extras. The total value of the sale, at £637 6s 8d, was huge. In 1501 



ROCHFORD [FINAL DRAFT] 

216 

these transactions were repeated or confirmed – perhaps there was 

some aspect to the title that had remained unclear. 

Soon after, between 12 November 1501 and 25 November 1502, 

John died. He cannot have been very old – he was probably 

between about 31 and 46 years of age. 

John left a widow, Agnes, who evidently still had an interest in 

her late husband’s property. After his death she conveyed the same 

“manors of Fenne and Skreyng” with exactly 21 houses, 2320 acres 

and £6 4s rent to Richard Foxe, the bishop of Winchester. In 

January 1503 the deal between Agnes and the bishop was complet-

ed, and around the same time William Essington sold his rights in 

the property to the same bishop. Foxe was acting as an intermedi-

ary for Westminster Abbey: on 14 December 1503 the abbot, John 

Islip, wrote to William Essington confirming their purchase of the 

manors of Fenne and Scrane worth £44 pounds a year, for a total 

£578, of which £73 6s 8d was still to be paid. He wrote that the 

purchase was “towards the perfourmyng of the Wyll” of King 

Henry VII. 

The “will” of Henry VII in this case was his famous memorial at 

Westminster Abbey: the Lady Chapel, the almshouse and the huge 

landed endowment he provided for it. This was major enterprise 

with a £30,000 budget. Planning had begun five years before, in 

1498. The foundation stone for the Lady Chapel was laid in 1503/4, 

and building works would continue until 1519, a decade after 

Henry died. Meanwhile some £5000 of the total budget was given 

to Abbot Islip to purchase manors and estates for an endowment to 

keep the memorial running: it was from this money that the abbot 

purchased Fenne and Scrane. 

So it was that the Rochfords’ ancient manors, which they and 

their Fenne ancestors had held since the 1100s, became the property 

of Westminster Abbey. But there is something fishy about this 

sequence of transactions. Westminster Abbey valued the two 

manors at £34 a year, which is to say that was the profit they 

expected to get from them. What motivated John to sell his estates 

for only £460 – no more than fourteen years’ profits – after 350 

years in the family? It is hard to imagine. Maybe he was duped, or 

maybe he was desperately in debt. On the face of things, it does not 

look to have been a very smart move. 
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Whatever happened here, it would not be the end of the story. John 

had an heir, also called John, who would stay on at Fenne – we’ll 

return to his brief, dark chapter shortly. But meanwhile, John’s 

half-brother Ralph had his own story unfolding at Stoke and Arley. 

All was not well. 
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Figure 58: A brass rubbing of the effigies of Oliver St John and Ralph Rochford V’s 

mother, Elizabeth Scrope, with shields, children and an inscription, at Stoke 

Rochford church. Elizabeth died in 1503.
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RALPH ROCHFORD V 
OF STOKE & ARLEY 

 
(died c1512) 

Ralph cannot have been more than seven years old when his father, 

Henry, died in 1470. But unlike his half-brother and half-sister, he 

was not an orphan: his mother, Elizabeth Scrope, was still alive. She 

remarried Oliver St John, “sonne to the excellent Dutchesse of 

Somersett”. It seems that they made Stoke Rochford their home and 

Ralph stayed with them. Here they had a hall and a gatehouse, and 

on the gatehouse was a large stone shield with the Rochfords’ coat 

of arms and a crest on top of it: a man’s head with a long, curly 

beard and a pyramid-shaped cap. Ruins of the old gatehouse and 

shield could still be seen in the mid-1600s when Bishop Sanderson 

of Lincoln took down some notes about them, but nothing remains 

today. 

The earliest record of Ralph is in his step-father’s will of 2 March 

1496. St John asked “to be buried in the quier afore Saynt Andrew” 

in Stoke church, and wished that “Rauf Rochford have all such 

lands and tenements as I purchased within the lordship of Sowth 

Stoke and North Stoke”. Ralph was a witness to the will, as was his 

older maternal half-brother Henry Bigod. Oliver St John died in 

1497, apparently in Fontarabia in Spain. Elizabeth’s own will 

written six years later confirms that his companions did actually 

bring the body home and bury it according to his wishes at Stoke 

Rochford. 

With her third husband dead, Elizabeth wasted no time getting 

her affairs in order. On 1 July 1498 she was using the name of her 

first husband when she, “Elizabeth Bygod, widow, who was the 

wife of Henry Rocheford, esquire” and her son “Ralph Rocheford, 

son of the aforesaid Henry” cleared up arrangements for the family 

property at Stoke and Arley. The two manors were to stay in her 
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possession for the rest her life, and afterwards to pass “to Ralph 

and the heirs of his body. In default of such heirs, remainder to the 

right heirs of the aforesaid Henry Rocheford”. This was another 

unusual move: essentially, Ralph would have nothing until his 

domineering mother died. The structure of the deal also strongly 

suggests that he was the only surviving child of Henry and 

Elizabeth’s marriage. 

As with Fenne and Scrane, the transaction provides interesting 

detail on the extent of the estates Ralph would eventually inherit. 

They were described as “the manors of Southstoke and Northstoke 

and also twenty messuages, twenty tofts, 1000 acres of land, 100 

acres of meadow, 1000 acres of pasture, 100 acres of wood and 100 

shillings of rent in Southstoke, Northstoke and Obthorpe in the 

county of Lincoln and the manor of Arley, twenty messuages, ten 

tofts, 500 acres of land, 100 acres of meadow, 100 acres of pasture, 

100 acres of wood and 100 shillings of rent in Arley in the county of 

Warwick”. In total, this comes to some fifty houses with 3000 acres 

and £10 rent a year – almost fifty percent larger than the estates 

Ralph’s older brother John inherited. It is not certain how much of 

this was purchased by Oliver St John, but based on these figures we 

can reasonably estimate that back in the mid-1400s Henry Rochford 

inherited from his father, Sir Ralph, some 5000 acres and seventy 

houses, plus £15 annual rental income. 

On 26 May 1503 “Dame Elisabeth Bigod, of Sowthe Stoke in the 

diocese of Lincoln” wrote her will. She asked to buried in Stoke 

Rochford church by the alter “nyghe unto my husband Sent John”, 

and wished “that my husbond Rocheforth will be fulfilled as 

touching all suche bequestes as is bequethed to my son Raff 

Rocheford”. She left Ralph her finest tableware: “my standing cup 

gilt with the cover, a basin, and an ewere of silver, the swages gilt,” 

as well as two covered salt pots with gilt “swages” or decoration. 

Elizabeth died just a few weeks later, on 12 June that year, and 

she was buried in Stoke Rochford church beside Oliver St John. In 

the chancel floor, right by the alter, there was a large black slab of 

marble with brass effigies and an inscribed brass plate in memory 

of this couple. The brasswork still survives – it is in a similar style 

to Henry Rochford’s monument and was probably made in the 

same workshop. The inscription is in English, and reads: 
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“Pray for the soll of Master Olyv’ Sentjohn, squier sonne unto 

the right excellent hye and mightty prynces duchess of Som-

ersete, grandame unto our soveyn Lord Kynge Herre the vii. 

And for the soll of dame Elizabeth Bygod his wiff, whoo 

dep’ted frome this transitore liffe the xii day of June, in the 

yeer of our Lord mccccc and iii.” 

Oliver St John’s effigy shows him in full armour apart from a 

helmet, his curly hair falling around his shoulders. Elizabeth’s 

effigy wears a headdress and a flowing robe. Above the couple are 

two identical brass shields combining the arms of Elizabeth’s 

family, the Scropes, and her husbands’ families: the St Johns, the 

Bigods and the Rochfords. And beneath the couple are seven 

smaller brass figures representing three daughters and four sons. 

Buried next to Elizabeth and Oliver is one of his daughters, Sibilla 

St John, who according to her own brass died on 1 June 1493. 

Elizabeth may have been her mother. 

Ralph Rochford must have been between about 32 and 42 years 

old when his mother died. At last he would have his inheritance, 

and he seems to have chosen Arley as his main base. But all was not 

well. In October 1511 the jurors at inquisition in Warwick swore on 

oath that “Ralph Rochford, formerly of Arley … is … in a frenzy, 

and not of sound mind or sane memory”. In January the next year 

another inquisition held in Lincolnshire reported much the same, 

adding that he had been this way for eight years. So Ralph’s 

insanity dated back to the year after his mother died. Perhaps that 

event was the trigger, or perhaps he had been insane or on the edge 

for many years – it would explain why, in 1498, Elizabeth took 

measures to ensure she was in full control of his inheritance for as 

long as possible. 

At length, on 18 April 1512 the crown decided to put Ralph in 

the wardship of his brother-in-law Thomas Grey, marquess of 

Dorset, who had been married to his late half-sister Eleanor St John. 

This is the last we hear of Ralph. It is not known when died or 

where he was buried, but he must have been dead by 1523. In that 

year the accounts of the Knights Hospitaller headquarters at Old 

Dalby in Leicestershire noted that the “occupiers of lands and 

tenements late of Ralph Rocheford in Northstowke in county 
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Lincoln, called Baldok thing” owed them 72 shillings in back-rent. 

Perhaps Ralph had gone into their care for his final years. There 

would be no fine chapels, stained glass windows or brass effigies in 

shiny armour this time. That lavish era was over for the Rochfords. 

Ralph simply slipped into the past. 

 

What happened to poor Ralph’s estates for twenty to thirty years 

after his death is a mystery. Apparently he had no surviving 

children. According to the settlement he and his mother made in 

1498, his inheritance was therefore to pass “to the right heirs” of his 

father Henry. This would have been Ralph’s older brother John, if 

he were alive. So, under common law and in normal circumstances, 

John’s own heir would be next in line. 
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Figure 59: Further sketches from William Wyrley’s visit to Stoke Rochford. At the 

top left is the Rochfords’ crest, a bearded man with a pointed hat. Beside this is the 

Scropes’ crest of blue feathers on a crown. At the bottom is the inscription from 

Oliver St John’s and Elizabeth Scrope’s monument. © The Society of Antiquaries of 

London. 
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JOHN ROCHFORD V OF FENNE 
 

(died c1534) 

Like at Stoke and Arley, what happened at Fenne and Scrane after 

John Rochford IV and his wife Agnes sold their estates to Westmin-

ster Abbey is a mystery. But it is clear that the family’s long 

connection with these places was not yet over. 

In 1507, five or six years after John Rochford IV died, another 

John Rochford esquire was recorded at Toft, in an inquisition taken 

after the death of William Coppledike, the son and heir of John 

Coppledike. William held the same six acres of land in the parish 

under the younger John Rochford that John Coppledike had held 

under John Rochford IV in the late 1400s. The younger John 

Rochford must have been John IV’s son and heir. 

His is the last act in the story of the Rochfords at Fenne. It is also, 

perhaps, the most macabre. The date is not certain, but at some 

point during the reign of Henry VIII – so between 1509 and 1547 – 

John’s wife Katherine Rochford made her way to the Court of Star 

Chamber to plead with the king to come to her aid. According to 

her testimony, John had enfeoffed a group of trustees to hold all his 

Lincolnshire property for her benefit, in what appears to have been 

a very generous, or perhaps foolish, gesture. But John soon 

embarked on a scandalous affair: 

“…beynge of evyll rule of his body as avowtrer (adulterer) 

lyvinge ageynst the lawes of god, as opynly ys knowne, made 

many querelles to your seyd besecher, & put hyr in prison in a 

tower, parcell of the maner of Fenne, and there kepte hir in 

cheynes by the space of xvi dayes & xvi nyghtes, put hyr 

dayly in joberde (jeopardy) of hyr lyfe, tyll she was faynd 

(tempted) for the savegard of hir lyfe to sende to the seid 

feoffes to cause them to departe with ther interest in the seyd 
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landes & tenementes to hyr seid husbond, contrary to alle 

right & concience.” 

Regretting his earlier generosity, John had chained Katherine up 

in the tower that his grandfather Henry Rochford had built at 

Fenne. He threatened her there for sixteen days and nights until she 

was so afraid for her life, she sent message to her trustees to give 

the property up. Afterwards John threw Katherine out in the street 

and refused to provide for her, so that by the time she came to 

court she was reduced to begging and going “about to diverse … 

houses for her meat and drink”. Katherine pled with the king to 

call John before him to answer the charges. In return she promised 

to pray daily for the sovereign’s long life and rule. 

The tower at Fenne was definitely included in the property sold 

to William Essington and then Westminster Abbey between 1497 

and 1503. In 1542, after Henry VIII dissolved the abbey and re-

established it as a cathedral, he granted back all its possessions 

including “the manors of … Fen alias Rocheford Tower and 

Skreynge, Lincolnshire”. Bizarrely, having sold the property to the 

abbey, the Rochfords must have leased it right back from them. 

This sounds like financial madness. It is so suspicious we have to 

wonder whether they were forced into it by Henry VII and his 

cronies. It was exactly the sort of the mean, calculating thing he 

would do. 

It is not known whether Katherine had any luck in her plea to 

Henry VIII. He was not famed for kindness to his own wives – he 

had two of them beheaded, and divorced two more – so she was on 

shaky ground from the start. Evidently there was a John Rochford 

living at Boston in 1534, who was presumably the same person as 

Katherine’s husband. Otherwise, there are no other records of the 

couple, if you could call them that, together or apart. 

Whether or not John had anything to do with his mad uncle 

Ralph Rochford, or received his inheritance at Stoke and Arley, is 

anyone’s guess. But events at those villages suggest that by 1539 

John had died and that he left no children, as we will shortly see. 

By 1554 the Rochfords’ 400-year-old tenure of the manors of Fenne 

and Scrane was definitely over. Late that year Westminster Abbey 

leased the two manors to one Gabriel Pawlin of Middlesex for a 
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rent of £33 a year. In 1570 Pawlin left them to his son Thomas in his 

last will. 

 

So ended the Rochfords of Fenne. If we include their 1100s 

ancestors Alan and Ralph of Fenne, the family had been there for 

no less than twelve generations. This tiny hamlet had served as a 

launchpad for men like Sir Sayer and Sir Ralph III, whose astonish-

ing achievements had taken the family name to the heart of the 

royal household and therefore the realm. And yet in just three 

generations the whole family had dissolved in what can only be 

described as a cesspit of sudden death, indifference, madness and 

cruelty. This had happened against the backdrop of a murderous 

civil war and a tyrannous new Tudor dynasty, both of which the 

Rochfords managed to completely avoid. Perhaps these last 

generations of the family were just a product of their age – the 

worst of it. 

It is impossible to know what John IV and John V did with all 

the money from the sale of Fenne and Scrane. Perhaps they spent it 

all on the rent – it would only have lasted about fourteen years. But 

we do know what happened in the end to the family manors at 

Stoke Rochford and Arley. These ended up with a lady named 

Margaret Skeffington. By the time she died in 1539, she was the 

only surviving heiress of the whole family, through her grand-

mother Joan Rochford. 
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Figure 60: Haughton Park in Nottinghamshire. The park itself was created by 

Edward Stanhope around 1509 after he retrieved the property from his cousins. Joan 

Rochford probably lived here with her husband Henry Stanhope in the late 1400s. 

The chapel where she was buried can be seen to the right. Engraving by Johannes 

Kip, 1707. © UK Government Art Collection.
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JOAN ROCHFORD AND HER HEIRS 
 

(died by 1510) 

Way back in 1476, a few years after Thomas Thurland died, his 

widow Joan Thurland was busy thrashing out the finer points of a 

marriage agreement. It was for her orphaned granddaughter Joan 

Rochford, whose father Henry had died in 1470 – and it was not 

before time. The old widow knew she did not have long to live and 

the young Joan would soon become the responsibility of her 

brother John Rochford IV. There could be no certainty in these dark 

times that he would care to invest his own inheritance securing a 

good marriage for his sister. 

On 28 September 1476 old “Dame Jane Thyrlande” and John 

Stanhope, a former sheriff and MP of Nottinghamshire, met at 

Nottingham to finalise the deal. The young Joan was to marry 

Stanhope’s younger son Henry. The two families agreed to “bear 

the costs of the dinner and apparel evenly between them” for the 

wedding ceremony, but most of the negotiations had been over 

who was to give what property to the newly-wed couple, to ensure 

them a good start in life together. John Stanhope agreed to give 

them an estate worth £20 a year, “to find them two years’ meat and 

drink and chamber”, and also to leave them property at Willough-

by, Walesby, Kirton, Haughton, Boughton, Tuxford, Darlton and 

Treswell in Nottinghamshire, worth £46 13s 4d a year, after he and 

his wife died. Joan Thurland, for her part, agreed to give the couple 

£50 worth of plate and household goods, and to pay John Stanhope 

300 marks in cash or silver in three equal installments: one on the 

day of the wedding itself, another on 11 November 1477, and the 

last on the same date the next year. Finally, given the considerable 

value of the agreement, both parties agreed to be bound to it for 

penalties of 400 marks. On 1 October 1476 the bonds were signed 
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and shortly afterwards Henry Stanhope and Joan Rochford were 

married, probably on 11 November. 

It was less than a year later when old Joan Thurland wrote her 

will, but she lived on for a couple of years, probably until 1479. On 

21 July that year her executors had approval to wrap up her estates. 

John Stanhope, meanwhile, lived until 1493. The legal arrange-

ments he made for Henry and Joan’s property were perhaps less 

clear than they should have been. For eighteen years, from about 

1500 onwards, the couple and their heirs would be involved in 

endless legal rows with their Stanhope cousins over these estates. 

They would also face more tragic mortality than even their 

Rochford kin could match. 

Henry and Joan had a son, Edmund, who was probably born 

soon after they were married, and definitely by about 1484. Joan 

died before Henry, probably well before 1510, so she did not reach 

the age of sixty. She was buried in the now-ruined chapel of 

Haughton near Tuxford in Nottinghamshire, where her father-in-

law had given her and Henry property on their wedding. The 

antiquarian John Throsby wrote about the chapel and Joan’s tomb 

(illustrated on page 234) in his 1796 History of Nottinghamshire: 

“Haughton Chapel. I found a little pleasing ruin, surrounded 

by a young plantation of trees … It had, by what is visible at 

present, only a nave and north cemetery, or burial place … In 

the chapel is an old floor-stone with a cross … The male arms 

on this stone are those of Longviller, borne, at that time, by 

the family of Stanhope … The female, are much injured.” 

Gervase Holles visited this chapel in the 1600s, and he reported that 

the female arms looked like “a cross within a bordure”. These must 

have been the traditional Rochford arms, the quarterly division 

appearing like a cross. The inscriptions on the stone read: 

“Jesu mercy. Lady Helpe.” 

“Orate pro aia Johanne Stanhope uxor Henrici Stanhope 

Arm.” 

In English, the second line is: 
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“Pray for the soul of Joan Stanhope, wife of Henry Stanhope, 

esquire.” 

The Visitations of the 1500s and 1600s report that Joan was the 

heiress of her insane, younger half-brother Ralph Rochford V, who 

had the family property at Stoke Rochford and Arley. But this is 

incorrect since Ralph was still alive in 1512, at least two years after 

Joan died. 

Henry Stanhope married again to Elizabeth Bussy, a daughter of 

John Bussy of Hougham (he was a descendant of the Sir John Bussy 

who had been a close associate of the Rochfords in the later 1300s). 

Henry and Joan’s son Edmund, meanwhile, married a lady named 

Alice, who appears to have been a daughter of John Flygh, one of 

Henry VII’s yeomen of the wardrobe. This has the whiff of a 

dangerous liaison about it – Flygh’s social status was well below 

the Stanhopes’, but he had connections deep into the nerve centres 

of the royal Tudor household, where elevation or destruction could 

come fast to any man or woman prepared to play the game. 

Edmund and Alice had two children, John and Margaret, but he 

would not live to see them grow up. He died before his father 

Henry, some time between March 1407 and July 1510, when he 

cannot have been more than 34 years old. Henry himself died soon 

after, before 14 July 1510, when his second wife Elizabeth was 

referred to as his widow in a royal pardon. 

On 4 November that year Henry VIII granted Edmund’s widow, 

Alice, the wardship of their young son and heir, John, and his lands 

and marriage. But John soon died too, before he had come of age. 

The ongoing legal rows between members of the Stanhope family 

reveal that by 22 November 1514 John’s sister Margaret was now 

the sole surviving heiress of their late grandfather Henry Stanhope. 

She was therefore also the sole heiress of their late grandmother 

Joan Rochford, and – once there were no remaining male heirs – of 

their great-grandfather Henry Rochford too. 

At this time young Margaret Stanhope was still in the care of her 

mother, Alice, who had remarried the Wiltshire knight Sir Edward 

Darrell. But by about 1518 Margaret was married to Thomas 

Skeffington, the eldest son of Sir William Skeffington of Leicester-

shire. Margaret died young, on 12 January 1539 (she cannot have 
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been much older than 43) and Thomas on 29 July 1543. An 

inquisition carried out soon after confirmed that Margaret’s 

properties included “the manor of Stoke Rochford, Lincolnshire; 

with 2000 acres of arable, 100 of pasture, 300 of wood, 200 of 

meadow, and 200 of rushes and furze, in Stoke Rochford, South 

Stoke, Obthorpe, and Eston”. This seems to have included Arley 

too, since her descendants would have both. 

These were the properties the Rochfords had inherited from the 

Huntingfields and the Limesys in the 1300s, and then added to 

through various acquisitions over the generations. They were the 

same properties mad Ralph Rochford V had held in 1512. After he 

died they ought to have passed to his nephew John Rochford V 

who chained up his wife at Rochford Tower in Fenne. But evidently 

John died childless too, and so it was that these remnants of the 

family property ended up with Margaret: she was the only 

surviving heir of the family through her grandmother Joan 

Rochford. 

Thomas and Margaret were buried together in Skeffington 

church under a stone slab, which had their effigies, arms and an 

inscription incised into it. Only the bottom part of this is still visible 

today, but John Nichols was able to include a detailed drawing of it 

in his History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester published 

around 1800 (reproduced on page 236). The inscription read: 

“Hic jacent Thomas Skeffington armiger, et Margaretta uxor 

ejus, qui quidem Thomas obiit xxix die Julii, anno domini 

MDXLIII, et Margareta obiit xii Januarii anno domini 

MDXXXIX, quorum animae in fidelium caetu aeterna pace 

quiescant. Sit laus Deo pro vivis et defunctis.” 

“Here lie Thomas Skeffington esquire, and Margaret his wife, 

which Thomas died 29 day of July, in the year of our lord 

1543, and Margaret died 12 January, in the year of our lord 

1539, may their souls rest in eternal peace in the company of 

the faithful. Praise be to God for the living and the dead.” 

The arms for Margaret’s side of the family were placed above 

Thomas’ effigy. They include many coats that could also be seen in 
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the windows of Stoke Rochford church: for the Rochfords, the 

quarters of gold and red in a black border with gold coins on it, 

Quarterly or and gules, a border sable bezanty; for the Limesys, a gold 

eagle spread on a red field, Gules, an eagle displayed or; and for the 

Scropes, a blue field with a gold, diagonal stripe, Azure, a bend or. 

This last one was a mistake: Margaret’s great-grandmother was 

Joan Thurland, not Elizabeth Scrope, but perhaps her children did 

not know this. 

Whoever designed Thomas and Margaret’s tomb chose not to 

include any arms of the Stanhopes or their ancestral families. 

Perhaps the long and bitter argument over property at Haughton 

had left bad blood. If so, the matter would be forgotten within a 

generation: later members of the Skeffington family would include 

these too on their monuments, in some cases squeezing in as many 

coats they could think of. 

There was one final coat on the tomb for Margaret’s side of the 

family: a black field with three silver sheaves of corn on it – Sable, 

three garbs ar. According to Gervase Holles’ notes and William 

Wyrley’s drawings, this coat also appeared in a window in the 

nave of Stoke Rochford church alongside the Rochfords’ arms, and 

on Henry Rochford’s tomb too, although it is not there today. This 

coat is best known in connection with the early Segrave family, but 

an entry for the Skeffingtons in the Leicestershire Visitation of 1619 

claimed it was inherited from a family called Cambridge. Neither 

of these families is known to have had any connection with the 

Rochfords. But Bernard Burke, in his 1864 General Armoury, 

reported that this coat had also been used by a family named 

Fenne. It is not known whether the Rochfords’ 1100s ancestors Alan 

and Ralph of Fenne had a coat of arms of their own – it was only in 

the 1200s that it became the norm for knights to do so. Perhaps later 

family members devised the coat to represent their ancestors and 

origins at Fenne four centuries earlier. 
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Figure 61: The tomb of Joan Rochford, who died before 1510, at Haughton chapel in 

Nottinghamshire. From John Throsby’s 1796 History of Nottinghamshire, when the 

chapel was already in ruins. 

 

 

Figure 62: The arms in the base of the cross on Joan Rochford’s tomb – these can just 

be seen in the engraving above. 
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Figure 63: Detail of Kip’s 1709 engraving of Haughton Park showing Haughton 

chapel as it was then. © UK Government Art Collection. 

 

 

Figure 64: The ruins of Haughton chapel today – almost nothing survives. Photo by 

Richard Guthrie, via British Listed Buildings. 
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Figure 65: The tomb of Thomas Skeffington and Margaret Stanhope, at Skeffington 

in Leicestershire. Margaret was the heiress of the Rochfords, and died in 1539. 

Engraving c1800 for John Nichols’ History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester. 

 

 

Figure 66: The arms above the heads of Thomas and Margaret Skeffington’s effigies. 

The coat on the right includes, on its left side, the arms of the Skeffingtons and some 

of their ancestors; and on its right side, the arms of the Rochfords and some of their 

ancestors: the Limesys, an unidentified coat that was also in Stoke Rochford church, 

and the Scropes. The latter was an error: Margaret’s grandmother was Joan 

Thurland, not Elizabeth Scrope. 
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UNFINISHED BUSINESS 

There are plenty of other loose ends in our story of the Rochfords: 

gaps in the narrative, events that lack a tidy place in it, fragments of 

evidence that are not properly explained. 

There are several tombs at Stoke Rochford church that remain 

unaccounted for. Two of these are large stone tombs on either side 

of the chancel, directly flanking the alter, that date from the 1400s. 

Holles described them as having “shields, feudal insignia carved 

around”. The stonework is still there, but there is nothing to help 

identify who was buried in them. There is also a stone tomb 

recessed into the wall of the north chapel with angels holding 

shields and decorative, arched stonework. This probably dates 

from the 1460s onwards, since the chapel was not built before then. 

It is likely that all three of these tombs hold members of the 

Rochford family. Sir Ralph III’s wife Margaret, Henry’s wife Joan 

and Ralph V all remain unaccounted for during that century, and 

there were probably other sons and daughters who did not survive 

and were never recorded. 

The family appears to have first made Stoke Rochford their 

primary home around the time Henry married Elizabeth Scrope, 

between 1461 and 1470. Before this they were mainly based at 

Fenne. The earlier Rochfords were probably buried in the chapel of 

St Michael there, and no doubt its windows were full of their arms 

and those of related families too. Sadly, nothing of this chapel 

survives, and there are no records of the tombs and windows there. 

The last record of a chaplain at Fenne is from 1552 and the chapel 

did not appear among Gervase Holles’ notes, so it may be that it 

was destroyed by the 1640s. 

Nevertheless, the Rochfords’ arms could also be seen in other 

churches throughout the southern half of Lincolnshire and 

neighbouring parts of Norfolk. The only church in Skirbeck 

wapentake in which Holles recorded the Rochfords’ arms was at 

Freiston, in a north window. Here there was a portrait of a lady 
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with the Rochford arms on her gown, and beside her a man with 

the arms of the Leeks, Argent, on a chief gules an annulet of the first, 

over all a bend engrailed azure. These two coats combined could also 

be seen in the bell tower window at Freiston and in the Cantelupe 

chapel in Lincoln Cathedral. Blomefield and Parkin’s 1700s History 

of Norfolk documented a similar portrait, probably of the same 

couple, in the east window of the Rochfords’ chapel in Walpole St 

Peter’s. This window also had a portrait of Rochford male with 

what may have been a Leek female – if correct, there was more than 

one marriage between the two families. The 1563 Visitation of 

Lincolnshire reported that “Marie, fourth daughter and coheir to 

Sir Ralph Rochford” married Robert Leek of Freiston. None of the 

Sir Ralph Rochfords in our account was succeeded by a coheiress, 

but it may be that one of them had a daughter who married a 

member of the Leek family. Sir Ralph III who died in 1440 was 

particularly close to the Leeks – they were often involved in his 

property transactions, and one member of the family was an 

executor to his will. But the portraits in Walpole church point 

towards Sir Ralph of Walpole who died after 1391. In any case, 

without contemporary documentary evidence it is impossible to 

place the family connection with any certainty. 

It is surprising that Holles did not see the arms of the Rochfords 

in the other churches of Skirbeck wapentake, and especially at Toft, 

Boston or Benington, all of which the family had close connections 

to. But he did see plenty elsewhere in the county. There was a 

cluster in the wapentakes just to the north of Skirbeck, in the 

windows of the churches of Bolingbroke, Bag Enderby, Horncastle, 

Haltham-on-Bain and Coningsby. Further to the south and west, 

the Rochfords’ arms were to be seen in the churches of Hougham, 

Carlby and Stamford St Mary’s. In Norfolk, Blomefield recorded 

them in several churches not far from Walpole St Peter’s: Walpole 

St Andrew’s, Terrington St Clement’s and Tilney All Saints’. 

The Rochfords’ connections with many of these places are 

obscure. Both Sir Ralph III, who died in 1440, and his uncle John 

the Younger, who died in 1410, were officials of the honour of 

Bolingbroke, which may explain why their arms appeared in that 

church. But Haltham, where there were four versions of the 

Rochford arms in the windows, and nearby Coningsby, where 
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there were three, are harder to explain. Next to the Rochfords’ arms 

in these churches were those of the Willoughbys, Rooses, Welles, 

Huntingfields, Cromwells, Hastings, Dymokes and others. In 

Walpole St Andrew’s, the Rochfords’ arms were impaled with those 

of the Denver family, and in another case with an unidentified coat, 

Argent, a fess dauncette between six cross crosslets, sable. These and the 

others must represent intertwined family connections and 

allegiances that have not yet been identified – of which there were 

clearly plenty. 
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Figure 67: An unattributed tomb in Stoke Rochford church, to the left of the alter. 

There is another, similar unattributed tomb to the right of the alter. Members of the 

Rochford family are probably buried in these, but there is nothing to identify who. 

Photo by Acabashi, Wikimedia Commons (CC-BY-SA-4.0). 

 

 

Figure 68: Another unattributed tomb at Stoke Rochford, this one in the north 

chapel, which was built in memory of Henry Rochford of Fenne around the 1470s. 

This tomb probably also holds a member of the Rochford family. Photo by Acabashi, 

Wikimedia Commons (CC-BY-SA-4.0). 
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179 

King’s Lynn, 53 

Dampgate, 130 

hermits of St Augustine, 130 

Kirketon 

Conan of, 36 

John de, 100 

Robert de, 75 

Kirkstead 

abbey, 32, 34, 59, 72, 200 

abbot of, 37, 49 

Kirton, 229 

wapentake, 49, 71 

knight of the shire, 96, 113, 125, 142, 

143, 145, 146, 149, 159, 229 

knighthood, 63, 75, 81, 89, 103, 110, 

113, 124, 129, 146, 147, 162 

Knights Hospitaller, 221 

Königsberg, 160 

Kyme 

John, of Friskney, 178 

Philip de, 75 

Simon de, 50 
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L 

La Grave 

manor of, 73, 74, 78, 81, 85, 86, 87, 

88, 89, 90, 99, 103 

La Rochelle, 51 

Laard 

Bernard de, merchant, 77 

Lacy 

Alice de, countess of Lincoln and 

Salisbury, 79, 88, 92 

coat of arms, 60 

Lancaster 

duchy of, 88, 141, 145 

House of, 21, 117, 145, 146, 149, 

162, 163, 165, 204, 205, 214 

Langford Budville (Somerset), 52, 57, 

59 

Langholme 

John, executor of Sir Ralph 

Rochford III, 183, 184, 203 

John, of Conisholme, 184, 205 

Laton 

John, of Boston, armourer to Sir 

Ralph Rochford III, 178 

Launde 

Richard de la, 181 

Leake, 99, 112, 125, 126 

family. See Leek 

in Domesday, 28 

Ledenham 

Helewys de, 72 

Leek. See Leake 

Agnes, daughter of Robert, of 

Freiston (unconfirmed), 184 

Andrew de, 112, 125 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 186, 195, 

210 

coat of arms, 238 

family, 134, 141, 184, 238 

Richard, 176, 178, 183, 184, 203 

Robert de, 126 

Robert, clerk, 177, 178 

Robert, of Freiston, 238 

Leicestershire 

sheriff, 87 

Letheneye 

William de, 97 

Letheringham, 199 

Leverton, 71, 72, 112, 125, 126, 144 

in Domesday, 28 

Limesy 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 186, 207 

coat of arms, 90, 134, 173, 199, 233 

family, 90, 110, 232 

John de, 90, 110 

Sir Peter de, 78, 80, 85, 86, 87, 89, 

90, 110, 180 

Sir Richard de, 191 

Limoges 

siege of (1370), 111, 121 

Lincoln, 157 

castle, 53, 150 

cathedral, 35, 46, 151, 183 

Cantelupe chapel, 238 

second battle of (1217), 53 

St Mark's, 106 

St Mark’s, 98, 127 

Lincolnshire 

coroner, 78 

escheator, 99, 100, 102 

sheriff, 42, 54, 56, 63, 66, 77, 95, 97, 

100, 102, 116, 143, 147, 150, 168 

Linlithgow, 76 

Lithuania, 158, 161, See also Prussia 

pagans, 160 

Little Hale, 144 

Little Thetford 

manor of, 103, 144, 153, 163, 168, 

170 

London, 37, 45, 51, 52, 63, 65, 87, 101, 

115, 126, 141, 150, 162, 171, 198 

Blackfriars, 198 

St Giles Cripplegate, 183, 185 

Longchamp 

Henry de, 64 

Longespée 

William, earl of Salisbury, 51, 56 

Longueville (Normandy) 

abbey of St-Foy, 165 

Lord Marshall’s Roll, 77, 110 

Lords Appellant, 115, 126, 128, 141, 

142, 145, 160, 163 

Loughton 
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Margery, 183 

Louis VIII, king of France, 52, 53 

Lovell 

Thomas, 130 

William, 129, 149 

Lucy 

Richard de, 37 

M 

Magna Carta, 51 

Makeworth 

John, dean of Lincoln, 200 

Malgrave 

Thomas, 170 

Malory 

Sir William, and wife Margaret, 

176, 182 

Mandeville 

Beatrice de, 46 

Geoffrey de, 36 

Manuden, 45 

Marham 

Thomas, 130 

marriage agreement, 43, 58, 94, 98, 

109, 124, 153, 205, 229 

Marshal 

John son of Richard of Hamelake, 

killed at Goushill, 96 

William, earl of Pembroke, 53 

Marshland Hundred, 123, 124, 127, 

128, 130, 137 

Martyn 

John, 111 

Massy 

Roger, 170 

Massyngham 

William, executor of Sir Ralph 

Rochford III, 183 

Matilda, Empress, 30 

Maureward 

Walter, 36 

Maysoun 

William, chaplain, 129, 149 

Meaux 

Godfrey de, 85 

Meleward 

Robert le, 110 

Melton 

William, archbishop of York, 85 

men-at-arms, 97, 100, 101, 114, 115, 

126, 129, 140, 147, 172, 173 

Merciless Parliament, 115, 141 

Merck 

castle, 174 

Merston 

John, and his wife Rose, 185 

Milan, 162 

Montfort 

Peter de, of Beaudesert, 87, 90 

Simon de, earl of Leicester, 64 

Sir John de, of Coleshill, 98 

More 

John, 183 

Morgan 

Master Philip, doctor of laws, 172 

Mortimer 

Sir Edmund, 148 

Sir Roger, of Wigmore, 84, 86, 87, 

88, 89, 90, 91, 94 

Mortlake, 166 

Moulton 

coat of arms, 60 

Lambert of, 31 

manor of, 131 

Thomas de, 72 

Thomas of, 31, 48 

Mowbray 

John, 163 

Thomas, earl of Norfolk, 165 

MP. See knight of the shire and 

burgess 

Murdak 

John, 87 

Sir Thomas, 85, 86 

N 

Nájera 

battle of (1367), 111, 120 

Neman (Poland), 160 

Neris, river, 160 

Neuland 

Hugh del, of Toft, 74 
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Neuton 

Richard de, 138 

Neville 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 210 

Peter de, of Allexton, 73 

Ralph, earl of Westmorland, 165 

Theobald de, 73, 74, 81 

wife Cecilia, 73 

Newark 

castle, 53 

Newark on Trent, 53 

Newberry 

John, 183 

Newcastle Emlyn, 75 

Newcastle upon Tyne, 88, 148 

Newham by Ellingham 

manor of, 167 

Newton by Leverington 

manor of, 130 

Newton Longville, 166, 167, 168, 173, 

176, 182, 183, 185, 187 

manor of, 179, 182, 183 

priory, 165 

Newton Rochford. See Wold Newton 

Nichols 

John, historian, 232, 236 

Normandy, 37, 171 

conquest (1417-1419), 172, 173 

duchy of, 48 

pillage of (1369), 124 

pillage of (1369), 111 

North Stoke. See Stoke Rochford 

Northwood 

Richard de, constable of Boston, 

141 

Nottingham 

castle, 89 

St Mary’s, 213 

Thurland Hall, 212, 213 

Nottinghamshire 

sheriff, 52, 55, 66, 77, 229 

Nutley 

priory, 44 

O 

Obthorpe, 220, 232 

Oiry 

Lambert de, 51, 52, 54 

Old Dalby, 221 

Orange 

James, historian, 212 

Orléans 

siege, 177 

Oxford 

New College, 187, 204 

Oxwyk 

Thomas de, 123 

Oye 

castle, 174 

P 

Papal Schism, The, 170, 171 

Paris, 47, 88, 112, 162, 163, 165, 174, 

178, 192 

Matthew, chronicler, 149 

Notre-Dame, 178 

Peter of, 42, 43 

Parkin 

Charles, historian, 127, 128, 131, 

238 

Parliamentary Roll, 44, 77, 110 

Parts of Holland, 94, 95, 97, 99, 113, 

114, 125, 139, 140, 145, 146, 147, 

148 

Parts of Kesteven, 94, 97, 99, 124, 125, 

139, 140, 147, 164, 169 

Parts of Lindsey, 94, 97, 125, 140, 151 

Pawlin 

Gabriel of Middlesex, 225 

Thomas, 226 

Paynell 

family, 144 

Peasants’ Revolt, 114, 121, 139 

Pecche 

Herbert, 72 

Joan, 179 

Lucy, 72, 77, 78, 81 

Pedro “the Cruel” of Castile, 111, 120 

Pek 

Nicholas de le, rector of Toft, 74 

Pekeleer 

Nicholas, haberdasher, 174 
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Pembroke 

Nicholas, 183 

Percy 

Harry “Hotspur”, 148 

Henry, earl of Northumberland, 

148 

Peter Mauclerc, count of Brittany, 55, 

56 

Pettistree, 126 

Philip 

Sir William, 177 

Philip II, king of France, 51 

Philip VI, king of France, 94 

Philippa of Hainault, queen of 

England, 96, 97, 99 

Picot son of Ernew, 50 

Plaunk 

Elizabeth de la, Lady Clinton, 98, 

137, 152, 175, 176, 188 

Podio 

Donus de, merchant, of Lucca, 77 

Henry de, merchant of Lucca, 77 

Pointon 

Alexander of, 36 

Poitiers 

battle of (1356), 100, 124, 133 

Poitou, 48 

1214 campaign, 51, 54 

Poland, 160, 161 

Pole 

John, of Boston, 138 

Pomeralia, 160 

Pomerania, 160 

Pont-de-l’Arche, 172 

Pontefract, 148 

castle, 87, 105, 146 

Pope Innocent III, 51 

Portarius 

Cecilia, wife of Henry, 41, 48 

Henry, of Salisbury, 41 

Porter 

Sir William, 168, 177 

Portogruaro, 161 

Portsmouth, 88, 95 

Powell’s Roll, 108, 110, 117 

Prague, 161 

Preaux (Normandy) 

abbey of St-Leger, 165 

Prerogative Court of Canterbury, 

185, 199 

Prest Place (Stoke Rochford), 183 

Prussia, 141, 160, 161, 162, 163, 168, 

169, 177, 189, 190 

Pryour 

Master Peter, rector of Hellesdon, 

130 

Pynszon 

Robert, 91 

Pyrenees, 47 

Q 

Quadring, 38, 42, 54, 59, 91, 93 

church, 34, 38, 42 

Gyrth of, 38 

R 

Rabe 

Teutonic Grand Marshal, 160 

Raithby 

manor of, 110 

Ralph son of Stephen, 42, 51 

Ralph the Staller, 28, 32 

Ranulf, earl of Chester, 30 

Ravenser 

Richard de, archdeacon of 

Lincoln, 112, 116 

Ravenspur, 163 

Rayncock 

John, clerk, 177, 183, 184 

Reims, 177, 178 

Rempston 

Sir Thomas, 163 

Repingdon 

Philip, bishop of Lincoln, 150 

Reyneville 

Thomas de, 54 

reysa, 160, 190 

Rhodes, 161 

Rhys ap Maredudd, 74 

Riccardi 

Bankers of Lucca, 77 
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Richard II, king of England, 113, 115, 

125, 126, 141, 142, 143, 145, 146, 

147, 156, 161, 163, 164, 175, 214 

Richard III, king of England, 214 

Richard son of Adlicia, a serf, 58 

Richard, duke of York, 214 

Richental 

Ulrich von, chronicler, 190 

Richmond 

honour of, 27, 28, 36, 41, 42, 47, 48, 

49, 52, 55, 58, 59, 64, 71, 72, 91, 

93, 97 

Ringstead 

Snoring Hall, 131 

Riseholme, 79, 80, 88, 91, 180 

manor of, 79, 80, 88 

Robert son of Almar, 50 

Robert son of Stephen, 35, 48 

Roche. See Rupe 

Roches 

Alan des, 36 

Rochester 

castle, 174, 192 

Rochford 

(town in Essex), 43, 44 

Alice, daughter of John the 

Younger, of Boston, 153 

Beatrice, daughter of John I de, of 

Essex, 45 

coat of arms, 44, 55, 60, 77, 90, 98, 

106, 110, 117, 127, 128, 139, 154, 

173, 175, 186, 199, 206, 207, 209, 

210, 219, 221, 233, 238, 237–39 

crest, 219, 223 

Edmund de, of Fenne, 104 

Elizabeth de, possible wife of Sir 

Richard Winceby, 104 

Eustace de, of Essex, 45 

Eustace de, of Yorkshire, 46 

Geoffrey de, of Essex, 45 

Guy I de, of Essex, 44, 45, 46 

Guy II de, of Essex, 44, 45, 46 

Henry, of Fenne, 175, 182, 198, 

203–8, 214, 215, 219, 220, 222, 

229, 231, 233, 237 

Henry, of Walpole, 115, 126, 128–

31, 141, 147, 149, 160, 165, 167 

Joan, daughter of Henry, of 

Fenne, 205, 213, 226, 229–31, 

232, 234, 237 

Joan, daughter of John the 

Younger, of Boston, 153, 167 

Joan, daughter of Walram II de, of 

Yorkshire, 46 

John de, of Essex (early 1300s), 45 

John de, of Riseholme, 91 

John I de, of Essex, 44, 45 

John I de, of Fenne, 58, 63–67, 75 

wife Emma, 65, 66 

John II de, of Fenne, 90, 91, 94, 

102, 103, 104, 109–18, 123, 124, 

125, 126, 127, 128, 131, 132, 137, 

138, 139, 141, 142, 143, 159, 161, 

162, 175 

wife Beatrice, 112, 114, 117 

wife Isabella. See Hastings, 

Isabella, daughter of Sir 

Hugh 

John III, of Fenne, 175, 182, 203 

John IV, of Fenne, 205, 213–17, 

220, 222, 224, 226, 229 

wife Agnes, 216, 224 

John the Younger, of Boston, 103, 

104, 113, 114, 115, 116, 117, 118, 

123, 125, 126, 129, 130, 132, 

137–53, 159, 163, 165, 167, 168, 

170, 175, 183, 238 

wife Alice, 137, 138, 139, 145, 

150, 154 

John V, of Fenne, 217, 224–26, 232 

wife Katherine, 224, 225 

John, son of Ralph II de, of Fenne, 

81, 93 

Margaret, daughter of John the 

Younger, of Boston, 138, 144, 

152, 153, 163, 167 

Mary, daughter of Ralph 

(unconfirmed), 184 

Matilda, daughter of Robert de, of 

Stainby, 46 

Nichola, daughter of Ralph I de, 

of Fenne, 58, 64, 74 

Peter, son of Ralph I de, of Fenne, 

58 
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portrait of an unknown lady, 134 

Ralph de, of Walpole, 91, 100, 103, 

104, 111, 112, 113, 115, 117, 118, 

123–28, 137, 138, 140, 141, 142, 

143, 144, 147, 151, 161, 207, 238 

wife Matilda, 123, 124, 127, 128, 

129, 151 

Ralph I de, of Fenne, 35, 50, 55, 

56–60, 72, 74, 91, 93 

wife Joan, 58, 64, 72, 74 

Ralph II de, of Fenne, 44, 65, 66, 

71–82, 85, 93, 110 

wife Alice, 79, 80, 81, 179 

wife Cecilia, 71, 73 

Ralph III, of Fenne, 79, 80, 90, 110, 

117, 118, 128, 129, 143, 146, 153, 

159–88, 198, 200, 203, 205, 214, 

215, 220, 226, 237, 238 

Ralph IV, of Fenne, 175, 182, 203 

Ralph V, of Stoke and Arley, 206, 

213, 214, 215, 217, 219–22, 225, 

231, 232, 237 

Richard de, parson of Benington, 

104, 111 

Robert de, of Essex (early 1300s), 

45 

Robert de, of Essex (late 1100s), 46 

Robert de, of Stainby, 46 

Robert, son of Waleran de, of 

Fenne, 50, 57 

as hostage, 52 

Sayer de, of Fenne, 66, 76, 78, 79, 

80, 82, 85–104, 109, 110, 112, 

117, 123, 125, 127, 137, 159, 166, 

175, 179, 180, 186, 226 

wife Elizabeth, 86, 87, 90, 98, 

102, 110, 123, 134, 191 

wife Joan. See Hillary, Joan, 

daughter of Roger the elder 

Sayer de, rector of Benington, 104 

Serlo de, of Fenne. See Rochford, 

Sayer de, of Fenne 

Simon de, of Yorkshire, 45, 46 

Thomas de, of Essex (1340s), 44 

Thomas, of Walpole, 131 

Thomas, son of Ralph I de, of 

Fenne, 58 

Thomas, son of Ralph II de, of 

Fenne, 66, 81, 93 

Thomas, son of Waleran de, of 

Fenne, 50, 54 

unnamed siblings of John I de, of 

Essex, 44, 45 

Waleran de (early 1100s), 43 

Waleran de, of Fenne, 21, 38, 41–

55, 56, 57, 66, 74 

Waleran I de, of Yorkshire, 46 

Walram II de, of Yorkshire, 46 

William de, of Essex, 45 

William de, of Yorkshire, 45, 46 

William, son of John the Younger, 

of Boston, 152, 153 

Rochford Tower, 20, 27, 204, 208, 225, 

232 

Rodrigo Jimenez de Rada, 

archbishop of Toledo, 60 

Rome, 99, 145 

Roos 

Beatrice, widow of Sir Thomas de, 

of Helmsley, 115 

family, 239 

Margaret, daughter of Robert, of 

Gedney, 153 

Margery, widow of William de, 99 

Robert, son of Sir James, of 

Gedney, 153 

Sir James, of Gedney, 153, 167 

Sir Robert, 130 

Rouen, 173, 178 

siege of (1418), 90, 172, 191, 199 

Rous 

Thomas le, sheriff of Warwick, 87, 

88 

Rowell 

Gerard of, 42 

Roxburgh, 93 

Royal Council, 96, 147, 148, 173, 177, 

179, 181 

Runnymede, 51 

Rupe 

Laurence de, 72, 73 

Russell 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 175, 186, 

194 
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Elizabeth, daughter of Sir John, of 

Strensham, 198 

John, clerk, 188 

Margaret, daughter of Sir John, of 

Strensham, 175, 176, 182, 184, 

185, 187, 188, 198, 203 

Robert, son of William, 188 

Sir John, of Strensham, Master of 

the King’s Horse, 152, 175 

Sir John, son of Geoffrey, 91 

William, 188 

Rybold 

Gilbert, of Pinchbeck, rector of 

Carlton Curlieu, 91 

Rye 

Elizabeth, widow of Sir Edmund 

de, 102 

S 

Saint Lo 

Ralph de, 65, 75, 76 

Saling 

Richard, and Laura his wife, 116 

Salisbury 

cathedral, 166 

Saltby, 45 

Sanderson 

Robert, bishop of Lincoln, 219 

Sandwich, 101 

Sangatte 

castle, 174 

Santa Maria de Huerta, monastery 

of, 60 

Savoy 

palace of, 114 

Peter of, earl of Richmond, 71, 72 

Say 

Geoffrey de, 44, 46 

Scotland, 47, 114, 148, 165 

1400 campaign, 129, 147 

First War of Independence, 76, 77, 

81, 85, 89 

Second War of Independence, 92, 

94 

the Great Cause, 75, 76 

Scrane, 26, 27–29, 33, 37, 41, 49, 59, 

72, 79, 80, 112, 159, 167, 180, 182, 

215, 224 

gifts to Kirkstead Abbey, 32, 33, 

34, 49, 59 

manor of, 94, 109, 170, 176, 182, 

187, 198, 200, 204, 215, 216, 220, 

225, 226 

map, 19 

Old Scrane, 33 

Scrope 

arms at Skeffington, 233 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 206, 207, 

209, 210, 221 

Elizabeth, daughter of Henry, 

Lord Scrope of Bolton, 205, 206, 

207, 210, 213, 215, 218, 219, 220, 

221, 223, 233, 237 

Henry, Lord Scrope of Bolton, 205 

Richard le, archbishop of York, 

165 

scutage, 48, 58, 94 

Second Baron’s War, 62 

Second Barons’ War, 64, 75 

Segeford 

John son of Thomas de, and Alice 

his wife, 116 

Segrave 

Sir John de, 70, 76 

Serys 

John, draper, 170 

Seyville 

Thomas, 90, 167 

Shirley 

Sir Hugh, 162 

Shoebury, 45 

Shrewsbury, 87, 148 

battle of (1403), 148 

Sibsey, 27, 58, 145, 215 

Sigismund, King of the Romans, 161, 

170, 171, 172, 190 

Simeon 

Elizabeth, widow of Simon, 116 

Skeffington 

church, 232 

coat of arms, 236 

family, 233 
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Thomas, 102, 231–33, 236 

William, 102, 231 

Skelton 

John de, controlloer of Bordeaux, 

164 

Skidbrooke, 116 

Skipwith 

family, 141 

John, 149 

Sir William de, 100, 110 

Skirbeck, 27–29, 41, 47, 48, 49, 58, 63, 

72, 98, 111, 144, 205, 215 

in Domesday, 28 

Skirbeck Quarter, 49, 56, 58 

wapentake, 28, 49, 71, 72, 92, 114, 

138, 237, 238 

Sleaford, 53, 151 

Smith 

Henry, escaped felon, 130 

Smythweyt 

Sir William de, 110 

socage, 48, 58, 72, 93 

Somerset 

sheriff, 52, 57 

Somerseth 

Master John, surveyor of the 

works, 187 

Somerton 

castle, 100, 101, 107 

castle and lordship, 166, 169, 171, 

179 

South Kelsey 

manor of, 112 

South Stoke. See Stoke Rochford 

Southam 

John, canon of Lincoln Cathedral, 

151 

Southend (Boston), 182, 198 

Spaigne 

family, 141 

William de, 113, 143 

Spain, 29, 115, 117, 219 

Spalding, 53, 110 

abbot, 179 

prior of, 173, 176 

priory, 165 

Spigurnel 

Sir Ralph, 101 

St Albans, 101 

St Botolph’s. See Boston 

St Inglevert 

tournament, 158, 159 

St John 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 221 

Eleanor, 221 

Oliver, 207, 218, 219, 220, 221, 223 

Sibilla, 221 

St Malo 

siege of (1378), 114, 125, 142 

St Radegund 

convent, 45 

Stafford 

Edmund, bishop and chancellor, 

129 

Sir Hugh, 173 

Stainby, 46 

Stainfield 

priory, 38, 42, 43 

Richard, prior of, 42 

Stainsby, 205 

Stamford, 101 

St Mary’s, 238 

Stanhope 

Edmund, 213, 230, 231 

Edward, 228 

family, 231, 233 

Henry, 229–31 

John, 229, 230 

John, son of Edmund, 231 

Margaret, daughter of Edmund, 

226, 231–33 

Stanhope Park 

battle (1327), 89, 91 

Stanlowe 

William, executor of Sir Ralph 

Rochford III, 183, 187, 200, 203 

Stephen, count of Tréguier, 31 

Stephen, king of England, 30, 31 

Stepping 

Matilda de, 71, 72 

William de, 71 

Stickney 

Robert de, 123 

Walter de, 111 
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Stoke Rochford, 24, 78, 79, 80, 90, 93, 

102, 159, 176, 179, 182, 208, 219, 

221, 224, 231, 237 

church, 98, 127, 151, 175, 178, 184, 

193, 202, 206, 209, 218, 219, 220, 

233, 237, 240 

north chapel, 207 

south chapel, 185 

manor of, 78, 80, 85, 93, 167, 170, 

179, 182, 198, 200, 204, 206, 215, 

219, 220, 226, 232 

Stour Provost, 179, 182, 183, 200 

priory, 165, 179 

Stowe 

John, historian, 185 

Straits of Skagerrak and Kattegat, 

160 

Strange 

Ebulo le, 92 

Margaret, daughter of John le, 131 

Stretton on Fosse 

manor of, 152 

Strype 

John, historian, 185 

Swinburne 

Sir Thomas, captain of Hammes 

Castle, 167, 168 

Swineford 

John de, the king's wine manager, 

64 

Swineshead, 53 

abbey, 40, 53 

Swinstead, 50 

Swyn 

John de, of Boston, 139 

Swynnerton 

Sir Roger de, 86, 89 

Symond 

John, of Fenne, 178, 183 

T 

Tailboys 

Walter, 143, 149 

Walter, of South Kyme, 181 

Talbot 

William, 52, 54 

Tamworth 

family, 117, 118 

John, executor of Sir Ralph 

Rochford III, 183, 184, 203 

Maud, daughter of Nicholas de 

(unconfirmed), 117 

Nicholas de, captain of Calais, 117 

Tattershall 

castle, 205 

Cromwell lords of. See Cromwell 

Hugh son of Eudo, lord of, 32 

Robert de, 75 

Terrington 

St Clement’s, 238 

Teutonic Knights, 160 

Thames, river, 51, 95 

Thomas son of Walter, 48 

Thomas, count of Perche, 53 

Thomas, duke of Clarence, 130, 171 

Thomas, duke of Exeter, 130 

Thomas, earl of Kent, 147 

Thomas, earl of Lancaster, 79, 80, 85, 

88, 92, 102, 105 

murder of Gaveston, 78 

rebellion and execution, 86, 87, 92 

Thouars 

Alix, duchess of Brittany, 55 

Guy of, 47, 55 

Throsby 

John, antiquarian, 230 

John, historian, 234 

Thurland 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 207, 210 

Joan, daughter of Thomas, 205, 

206, 207, 210, 213, 215, 233 

Thomas, burgess of Nottingham, 

205, 212, 213, 229 

wife Joan, 205, 214, 229, 230 

Tilney 

All Saints’ church, 238 

arms at Stoke Rochford, 186, 195 

family, 138 

Frederick de, 138, 144, 149, 152, 

153, 163, 168 

Philip de, 138, 139, 141, 142, 143, 

144, 152, 153, 180 

Tiptoft 
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Sir John, 166 

Toft, 26, 27–29, 35, 58, 59, 63, 64, 71, 

72, 78, 80, 88, 91, 98, 110, 114, 125, 

138, 205, 215, 224 

church, 74, 238 

in Domesday, 28 

marsh, 32, 34 

Tointon 

John of, 59 

Tollerton, 49, 64, 66 

Toppefield 

Thomas de, 168 

Tothoth 

Thomas, 213 

Tournay 

siege of (1340), 95 

Tours 

Thomas, of Somerby, 97 

Toutheby 

John de, 144 

Tower of London, 87, 101, 146, 164, 

187, 214 

Towton 

battle of (1461), 206, 213 

Treaty of Bretigny, 101, 111, 124, 171 

Treaty of Edinburgh-Northampton, 

89 

Treswell, 229 

Troyes, 162 

Trussell 

Sir Theobald, 110 

William, admiral of the fleet, 95 

Turin, 162 

Tuxford, 229, 230 

Tyburn, 89 

Tydd St Mary 

manor of, 130, 131 

U 

Umframville 

Gilbert de, earl of Angus, 116 

Uphalle 
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