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Introduction

Introduction

The petitions contained in this volume are all drawn from The National Archives, 
series SC 8, commonly known as ‘Ancient Petitions’.1 This class, containing 
over 17,000 separate requests, is an entirely artificial creation, the consequence 
of  misguided attempts by nineteenth-century record-keepers to rearrange the 
medieval archives of  central government into a regularised, homogeneous collec-
tion of  records containing similar types of  documents. The result was a large 
collection of  petitions which satisfied their nineteenth-century keepers but which 
has been seriously detrimental to historical research. For example, readers will 
notice that few of  the petitions printed here can be dated precisely. This is a 
consequence of  the nineteenth-century reordering, when many petitions were 
separated from writs which would otherwise have provided a secure date for the 
case, because petitions did not contain a dating clause, and the crown’s responses 
(usually endorsements) were rarely dated. The reordering also, in many cases, 
destroyed the provenance of  the petitions, so that it has often proved difficult 
to establish where, and to whom, they were presented. Petition 161 in this 
volume nicely illustrates these difficulties, for without the fortuitous note-taking 
of  Clemens Reynerus, who viewed the petition in its original file or ‘bundle’ in 
the seventeenth century, before it was rearranged, we would have no ready means 
of  identifying it as a petition presented in the parliament of  March 1330. This, 
however, is a rare exception. The twin problems of  dating and provenance are 
important in explaining why the SC 8 petitions have been relatively underused in 
modern scholarship. Only recently have their importance and potential become 
fully appreciated, as a result of  a project funded by the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council to publish detailed descriptions of  their contents via The 
National Archives’ on-line Catalogue and to provide free digitised images of  the 
originals through its DocumentsOnline facility.2 This volume is one of  the fruits 
of  the project’s endeavours.

The volume has two basic aims. First, to demonstrate the great variety, and 
remarkable richness, of  petitions as a source which illuminates the life and 
circumstances of  religious houses in late medieval England; and second, to show 
the significance of  petitions for the history of  late medieval monasticism, espe-
cially the relations between the religious and the outside world. It has long been 

1	 See now, G. Dodd, Justice and Grace: Private Petitioning and the English Parliament in the 
Late Middle Ages (Oxford, 2007). See also, Medieval Petitions: Grace and Grievance, ed. W. M. 
Ormrod, G. Dodd and A. Musson (York, 2009).
2	 ‘Medieval Petitions: A Catalogue of  the “Ancient Petitions” in the Public Record 
Office’, AHRC Resource and Enhancement Scheme. The principal investigator was 
Professor W. Mark Ormrod, University of  York. See http://www.nationalarchives.gov.
uk/cataglogue/ and http://www.nationalarchives.go.uk/documentsonline/
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known that religious houses addressed petitions to the crown, but the subject has 
usually been studied in connection with precise types of  request; this volume 
illustrates the whole range of  cases. Petitions formed an important link between 
the religious – as subjects – and the crown, yet for practical reasons have been 
comparatively little studied,3 in contrast to such areas as the demarcation lines 
between royal and ecclesiastical jurisdictions,4 and the collective grievances which 
the clergy occasionally aired.5 The following introduction is a survey of  some key 
areas necessary for understanding how petitions can be used, and their usefulness 
for English monastic history between the late thirteenth and the mid-fifteenth 
centuries – the period in which most petitions in this volume were presented. 
Though in theory the religious had small cause to utilise the petitionary mecha-
nism, in practice there was significant disparity between the monastic ideal of  
contemplative isolation, and the reality of  monastic dealings with the outside 
world.6 The documents printed here show us the religious in a variety of  roles: as 
subjects of  the English crown – immune neither to fiscal nor to political pressures 
– and as landowners, neighbours, and landlords. They also appear as groups of  
quarrelling men, whose relative isolation bred festering disputes. Contrariwise, 
they sometimes found the English crown a place of  last resort in matters of  
discipline and development.

Although petitions to the crown in parliament would not appear prima facie 
to be ‘records of  the English church’, these documents do, in fact, represent a 
remarkable convergence of  influences. Underlying all petitioning were the theo-
logical concepts of  justice and mercy; these were given practical expression during 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries as popes sought to enhance their authority by 
encouraging petitions (supplications) from all over Christendom. Petitions, there-
fore, already played an important role in medieval church government before 
they were utilised by secular rulers. Indeed, there are indications that the English 
crown looked to the example of  the papacy when opening parliament to large-

3	 The principal exception is the unpublished research of  J. H. Tillotson, ‘Clerical Peti-
tions 1350–1450: A Study of  Some Aspects of  the Relations of  Crown and Church in 
the Later Middle Ages’, unpublished D.Phil. thesis, Australian National University (1969). 
There is a useful study on bills presented in chancery by R. L. Storey, ‘Ecclesiastical 
Causes in Chancery’, in The Study of  Medieval Records: Essays in Honour of  Kathleen Major, ed. 
D. A. Bullough and R. L. Storey (Oxford, 1971), pp. 236–59, and more recently, Dodd, 
Justice and Grace, pp. 243–54. Even the use of  the common law by the religious is relatively 
unexplored, though an exception is F. J. Pegues, ‘A Monastic Society at Law in the Kent 
Eyre of  1313–1314’, EHR 87 (1972), 548–64.
4	 W. R. Jones, ‘Relations in the Two Jurisdictions: Conflict and Cooperation in England 
during the 13th and 14th Centuries’, in Studies in Medieval and Renaissance History 7, ed. 
W. M. Bowsky (Lincoln, NE, 1970), pp. 77–210; and J. H. Denton, ‘The Making of  the 
“Articuli Cleri” of  1316’, EHR 101 (1986), 564–95.
5	 W. R. Jones, ‘Bishops, Politics, and the Two Laws: The Gravamina of  the English 
Clergy, 1237–1399’, Speculum 41 (1966), 209–45.
6	 For which see J. G. Clark, ‘The Religious Orders in Pre-Reformation England’ 
(pp.  3–33), and B. Thompson, ‘Monasteries, Society and Reform in Late Medieval 
England’ (pp. 165–95), in The Religious Orders in Pre-Reformation England, ed. J. G. Clark 
(Woodbridge, 2002); and more recently, M. Heale, ‘Introduction’ to his Monasticism in Late 
Medieval England, c. 1300–1535 (Manchester, 2009), pp. 6, 33–4.
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scale petitioning at the end of  the thirteenth century.7 Thus, the clergy in general, 
and the religious especially, were already accustomed to using supplications as 
a means to further their own interests before the English crown constructed an 
elaborate petitionary apparatus of  its own. During the later Middle Ages the two 
mechanisms, royal and papal, coexisted, and in some disputes were employed 
concurrently. Good discipline and good order were desirable ends for civil and 
spiritual rulers alike, and cooperation was more common than confrontation 
between the two powers.

The petitions
Petitions were an established part of  the political, administrative and legal 
framework of  late medieval England. Although petitioning could be done orally, 
this discussion concerns written requests which provided the essential means for 
higher authority to be formally canvassed by an individual or community wishing 
to secure assistance and support. Petitions to the crown were usually presented 
for one of  two reasons: to secure justice against wrongdoing, or to gain favour. 
In both contexts, the act of  petitioning implied an underlying acceptance by the 
supplicant of  the superior authority of  those who were being petitioned. Peti-
tions played an important role in almost every branch of  royal government, from 
the exchequer, chancery and central courts of  justice, to the royal council and 
the king himself; there are also indications that petitions proliferated at a local 
level, in towns and local and baronial courts, though inevitably far fewer of  those 
cases have survived.

Most petitions in SC 8 were intended for the king’s personal consideration. 
Research into the earlier arrangement of  these documents suggests that most 
were presented in a parliamentary context, and so were sent to the king at times 
when parliament was in session.8 In technical terms, then, they are what parlia-
mentary historians would describe as ‘private petitions’; that is to say, suppli-
cations presented by individuals or corporations about matters which related 
to their own particular circumstances. This explains why there is a particular 
concentration – in this volume, as in the whole SC 8 series – of  petitions dating 
to the first decades of  the fourteenth century, the high water-mark of  parliamen-
tary petitioning, a period when few other routes were available to subjects seeking 
redress from the crown. The parliamentary context of  the petitions invites one 
important qualification: although the king (or ‘king and council’) was usually the 
addressee of  these supplications, and although in practice he undoubtedly gave 
his personal attention to large numbers of  requests, parliament had, from its 
inception, developed mechanisms which helped alleviate the immense burden 
which the king and his councillors would otherwise have had to shoulder alone. 
Thus, it was not uncommon for some petitions to be processed without receiving 

7	 Dodd, Justice and Grace, pp. 36–7; B. Bombi, ‘Petitioning between England and Avignon 
in the First Half  of  the Fourteenth Century’, and P. Zutshi, ‘Petitions to the Pope in the 
Fourteenth Century’, in Medieval Petitions, ed. Ormrod, Dodd and Musson, pp. 64–81, 
82–98.
8	 G. Dodd, ‘Parliamentary Petitions? The Origins and Provenance of  the “Ancient 
Petitions” (SC 8) in the National Archives’, in Medieval Petitions, ed. Ormrod, Dodd and 
Musson, pp. 12–46.
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the king’s personal consideration; committees of  triers, comprising leading eccle-
siastics, nobles, lawyers, and senior king’s clerks, were instituted from an early 
period to discharge the more routine matters brought to parliament, and later, 
from the mid-fourteenth century, petitioners increasingly sent their requests to 
the Lords or Commons, in the hope of  gaining their support before the case was 
presented to the king (many later requests were explicitly addressed to the Lords 
or Commons). When religious houses presented their petitions in parliament, 
therefore, they were petitioning not only the king but very often, in both principle 
and practice, the broader political community.

Petitions addressed to the king, whether inside or outside parliament, normally 
raised matters which required the bestowal of  royal grace. The term, and concept, 
of  royal grace is useful in explaining why kings in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries continued to be showered with requests by their subjects to pay special 
regard to their individual circumstances, and instigate actions to alleviate distress 
or to enhance their interests. Grace, in the context of  petitioning, describes the 
use of  power which only the king could exercise, or delegate; it was an expres-
sion of  the royal prerogative and it allowed a king to overturn judgements and 
to ignore due process, according to his conscience. An act of  grace was by its 
nature entirely voluntary; the king was under no obligation to show such favour, 
unless minded to do so. Yet grace was an important attribute of  medieval king-
ship, and there was an expectation that a king should respond generously to his 
subjects’ appeals.

Only a proportion of  the petitions addressed to the king fell into this category, 
however. Others were more straightforward requests for justice, and therefore 
appealed less clearly for royal grace, but more to the king’s sense of  equity and 
natural justice, attributes which could be shared and offered by royal ministers, 
councillors and justices acting for him. In these cases, the crown, and specifically 
the monarch, had a widely acknowledged responsibility to ensure that victims 
of  wrong-doing gained redress. Still other petitions were directed to the king 
because they concerned particular actions or decisions which he had taken, or 
because they concerned the household or the royal patrimony. Yet others arose 
from the specific tenurial relationship existing between king and suppliant; this 
category was especially relevant to petitions presented by religious houses of  
royal patronage. Finally, some petitions may have been presented in parliament 
because they raised matters which had particular relevance to the activity of  
that assembly, or because the supplicants hoped to attract broader support for 
their request from the political community. The single most important require-
ment for a petition to parliament was that the matter could be resolved nowhere 
else. Theoretically, this meant that a petitioner had exhausted all other avenues, 
especially the common law courts, before resorting to parliament.

A final point should be made: the petitions presented by religious houses 
seeking special dispensation or justice were quite distinct from the requests found 
in the collection of  ‘Ecclesiastical Petitions’ in TNA series C 84. These latter 
served the specific administrative function of  gaining royal approval following 
the election of  a new abbot or prior.9 Such approvals were routine matters of  
administration, for by the later thirteenth century the crown was (with very rare 

9	 The process is described by B. Dobson, ‘The Election of  John Ousthorp as Abbot of  
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exceptions) no longer concerned with the promotion of  particular individuals 
within religious houses.

The selection and arrangement of  the petitions
In making their selection of  material for this volume the editors have been 
guided by two considerations: one, to ensure that the full range of  subjects raised 
by petitions from religious houses is represented; and two, that each petition 
has intrinsic interest. This means that its content stands out either in fullness 
or detail as an example of  a particular type of  request, or because this petition 
raises particular points of  interest. Many of  the petitions from religious houses 
to the crown were essentially routine and uncontentious. A representative sample 
of  such cases is included at the start of  the volume to give a flavour of  the busi-
ness which constituted the ‘bread and butter’ of  supplicatory traffic between 
the religious and the crown, from the late thirteenth to the late fifteenth century 
(Part I: 1–13). These examples cover such matters as requests for the repayment 
of  loans, for charters of  pardon, and for licences to go on pilgrimage. These are, 
mainly, requests for crown favour. The remaining, non-routine, petitions show 
a much higher proportion of  complaints. These are grouped into five further 
sections, arranged thematically according to the kind of  action which the peti-
tion sought. This arrangement has the benefit of  highlighting the chief  ways in 
which the king could intercede on behalf  of  a religious house, whilst at the same 
time providing a framework round which the petitions are grouped according to 
the nature of  their request.

Thus, in Part 2 are all those petitions where the nature of  the grievance 
placed the crown under a direct obligation to provide a remedy. Most arose from 
errors or transgressions committed by agents of  the crown, more rarely by the 
king himself, which required amendment as a matter of  course, in accordance 
with the principles of  natural justice and good conscience. In Part 3 are those 
petitions in which the remedy was more clearly a matter for royal discretion or 
‘grace’. In these cases, the petitioners placed themselves at the king’s mercy by 
asking for dispensations or favours which they could not automatically expect to 
receive. Part 4 contains petitions which required the crown to intercede or arbi-
trate between the religious house and a third party. Very often, these petitions 
were presented at times when a community was in conflict, either within itself  
or with its neighbours, and it sought the crown’s help in restoring its fortunes. 
Part 5 is a small but important category of  ‘collective grievances’, which were 
presented by several houses or whole religious orders acting collectively, raising 
matters very different from the requests presented by individual houses. Finally, 
Part 6 contains complaints or requests about monasteries from non-religious peti-
tioners, included to provide balance by showing that a religious house could be as 
much the architect of  ill-fortune as its victim. These cases illustrate the sorts of  
occasions when the crown was invited by petition to act against a religious house.

Selby in 1436’, Yorkshire Archaeological Society 42 (1967), 31–40; and R. M. Haines, Ecclesia 
Anglicana: Studies in the English Church of  the Later Middle Ages (Toronto, 1989), pp. 15–25.
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Shrewsbury (B), Salop xxi, xxxvi (2), 122, 

132
Sixhills (G), Lincs. 85
Southampton, Hants., St Denys (A) xxiii, 

xxiv, xxv, xli, 88, 91
Strata Marcella (C), Montgomeryshire, 

Wales 103, 104
Stratford Langthorne (C), Essex 160

Takeley (Ba), Essex 139
Tavistock (B), Devon 83

Thame (C), Oxf. 199, 208
Thetford, Norf., St Mary (BC) xlii & n., 

92
Thorney (B), Cambs. 35
Tilty (C), Essex 40
Tortington (A), Suss. 47
Tupholme (P), Lincs. xviii, xxv, xlv, 76
Tutbury (Ba), Staffs. xxxix, 195
Tynemouth (Bd), Northumb. 181

Upavon (Ba), Wilts. 79

Vale Royal (C), Cheshire 57, 118
Valle Crucis (C), Denbighshire, Wales 103

Walsingham (A), Norf. xxv, 198, 205
Waltham (A), Essex 178, 211
Ware (Ba), Herts. 179
Watton (G), ERY 85
Waverley (C), Surr. 39
West Acre (A), Norf. 166
West Dereham see under Dereham
Westminster (B) xxiii, xxv, xlv–xlvi (2), 23, 

68, 109, 110, 130
Whalley (C), Lancs. 108
Wherwell (NB), Hants xx, 18
Wilmington (Ba), Suss. 19
Winchester, Hants.

Hyde abbey (B) 6, 150
St Mary Magdalene (Hosp.) 152
St Swithin (B) 17

Wormegay (A), Norf. 166
Writtle (Hosp.) Essex 11
Wymondham (Bd), Norf. 198
York, Holy Trinity (Ba) xxxviii, xxxix (2), 

96, 195
	 St Andrew outside (G) xli, 87

St Leonard’s (Hosp.) 74
St Mary’s (B) xxi, xxv, xxxvi, xliv (2), 

42, 125
Ystrad Marchell see under Strata Marcella
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Augustinian canons

General: xxi, xxvi, 174. Specific Houses: 
Bicknacre 5; Bradenstoke 186; Bridlington 
55; Bushmead 214; Butley 97, 102, 105, 
196; Darley 16; Dorchester 2; Dunstable 
180, 207; Felley 4; Guisborough 50; 
Hastings 73, 158; Healaugh Park 84; 
Hexham 86; Huntingdon 178, 204; 
Launde 12, 16; Leicester 28; Leighs 
120; Lilleshall 1; Llanthony Secunda 27; 
Markby 16; Merton 3, 8, 200; Michelham 
19; Newstead (Notts.) 4; Newstead by 
Stamford 197; Northampton, St James 
185; Owston 22; Pentney 166; Plympton 
135; Repton 156; St Martin aux Bois 
183; St Osyth 38, 145; Southampton, St 
Denys 88, 91; Tortington 47; Walsingham 
198, 205; Waltham 178, 211; West Acre 
166; Wormegay 166

Augustinian friars

Chichester 94

Augustinian nuns

Burnham 36; London, Clerkenwell 121; 
London, Haliwell 72

Benedictine

General: xxxiv, xliv. Specific Houses: 
Abbotsbury 157; Abingdon xxxiv, 111, 
126, 127; Bardney 147; Bath 131; Battle 
24, 34, 37; Bec Hellouin 136, 137, 138; 
Blyth 134; Bradwell 44; Bury St Edmunds 
xxxiv, 26, 53, 54, 129, 166, 198; 
Canterbury, Holy Trinity (Christchurch) 
xvii, 48, 123, 149; Canterbury, St 
Augustine 32, 89, 133, 182; Chertsey 
140, 210; Chester 16; Coventry xxv, 
xxxiv, 30, 82, 143, 192, 202; Dover 149; 
Durham 174; Ely 63, 142; Evesham 
21; Eynsham 45; Faversham xxxiv, 124; 
Fécamp 21; Glastonbury 157; Gloucester 
58, 59; Hatfield Regis (Broad Oak) 128, 
189; Marmoutier 195; Norwich 166; 
Peterborough xxxiv,35, 62, 141, 188; 

Ramsey 209; Reading 76; St Albans 
xxxiv, 56, 176, 178, 184, 190; St Benet of  
Hulme 177; St Georges de Boscherville 
79; Saint-Remi 107; Selby 193, 195; 
Shrewsbury 122, 132; Tavistock 83; 
Thorney 35; Westminster 23, 68, 109, 
110, 130; Winchester, Hyde abbey 6, 
150; Winchester, St Swithin 17; York, St 
Mary’s 42, 125

Benedictine alien

General: xxii. Specific Houses: 
Avebury 79; Bonby 13; Boxgrove 
31, 33; Ellingham 69; Eye 14, 20; 
Harmondsworth 80; Lapley 106, 107; 
Monks Kirby xix, 49, 93, 191; Ogbourne 
St George 183; Sele 67; Takeley 139; 
Tutbury 195; Upavon 79; Ware 179; 
Wilmington 19; York, Holy Trinity 96, 
195

Benedictine dependent

Binham 178; Tynemouth 181; 
Wymondham 198

Benedictine nuns

Barking 75; Elstow 146; Godstow 99, 
101; Henwood xvii, 82; London, St 
Helen’s, Bishopsgate 61; Lyminster xxii, 
70; Shaftesbury 81; Wherwell xx, 18

Carmelite

London, St Mary of  Carmel 95; 
Scarborough 66

Carthusian

General: xxiii, 175. Specific Houses: 
Axholme xix, xli, 49, 93; Beauvale 13

Cistercian

General: 162, 163, 165, 171. Specific 
Houses: Abbey Dore 112, 171; Beaulieu 
43, 116; Bindon 153, 154, 155; 
Buckfast 51; Buckland 160; Byland 
25; Cîteaux 160; Clairvaux 103, 104; 
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Combe 143; Cymmer 103; Fountains 
117; Holm Cultram 90; London, St 
Mary Graces 159, 160, 171; Newenham 
113, 114, 115; Quarr 160; Rievaulx 29; 
Robertsbridge 41; Strata Marcella 103, 
104; Stratford Langthorne 160; Thame 
199, 208; Tilty 40; Vale Royal 57, 118; 
Valle Crucis 103; Waverley 39; Whalley 
108

Cistercian nuns

Hampole 119

Cluniac

General: xxii, xxv, xliii; 161. Specific 
Houses: Bermondsey 92, 161, 187; 
Bromholm 144; Castle Acre 98, 144, 
206; Charité-sur-Loire (La Charité) 92; 
Cluny 92, 144; Lewes 144, 161, 206; 
Montacute 161; Pontefract 60; Prittlewell 
71; Thetford 92

‘Crusading’ orders

Knights Templar 46, 56, 164
St John of  Jerusalem 46, 52
See also Burton Lazars (under Hospitals)

Dominican

General: xxvi, xliii, 169, 170, 199. 
Specific Houses: Dunstable 100; Dunwich 
xviii, 64, 65; King’s Langley 213; of  
London xliii n., 150; Scarborough 66

Franciscan

General: 165, 172. Specific Houses: 
Bristol 10; Bury St Edmunds 54; Llanfaes 
172; Scarborough 66

Gilbertine

General: 85. Specific Houses: Bridge End 
9; Chicksands 77, 85, 194; Sempringham 
147, 194; Shouldham 166; Sixhills 85; 
Watton 85; York, St Andrew outside xli, 
87

Hospitals

Brackley 75; Burton Lazars 15, 159; 
Dover 75; Dunwich 72, 145; London, 
St Giles-in-the-Fields 159; St Julian by 
St Albans 148; Winchester, St Mary 
Magdalene 152; Writtle 11; York, St 
Leonard’s 74

Pied friars

of  London 151; of  Norwich 151

Premonstratensian canons

Croxton xli, 78; Dereham, West 16, 166; 
Langdon 16; Leiston 7; Newhouse 16; 
Tupholme xlv, 76




