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'The office of coroner was at its zenith in the second half of the thirteenth century' wrote Dr 
R.F. Hunnisett in his definitive study, The Medieval Coroner. 1 This article (part of a larger 
work covering the whole of medieval England) is a preliminary examination of the men who 
occupied the office of coroner in one county, Leicestershire, during the first three decades in the 
fourteenth century, and an attempt to illustrate the nature of the office by investigating the men 
who held it. Dr Hunnisett and others before him, notably Charles Gross, have demonstrated the 
great significance of the coroner in the royal administration of medieval England, particularly 
during the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, when the office of sheriff suffered a decline 
in political status. 2 The coroner provided an essential check upon the sheriff, an unimpeachable 
record with which to confront juries attending the general eyre, and a generally invaluable link 
between the king and his kingdom, carrying out all manner of duties far in excess of his later 
modern strictly prescribed role. The coroner's wide-ranging activities seem to suggest that part 
of the success of English kings during the medieval centuries was due to their adherence to the 
old maxim: divide and rule. 

We first hear of coroners in 1194, when three knights and one clerk were ordered to be elected 
in every county to keep the pleas of the crown. 3 In practice this soon came to mean that most 
counties possessed four coroners during the course of the thirteenth century, who were all 
supposed to be knights, each with a clerk to take note of cases for the official record, the 
coroner's roll . Counties were divided roughly into coroner's districts, which rarely coresponded 
to existing divisions such as the hundredal boundaries, and which tended only to be fixed in the 
case of very large counties or where a physical barrier existed which could not be ignored - for 
example Dartmoor in Devon, necessitating the allocation of the parts of the county surrounding 
the moor to individual coroners on a permanent basis. 4 

Coroners were elected on good behaviour for life, either before the justices at the conclusion 
of the eyre or in the county court presided over by the sheriff, in which case a writ de coronatore 
eligendo had first to be issued from the king's chancery. This became the norm after the 
stagnation of the eyre system in the final years of the thirteenth century. The writs were 
enrolled on the Close Rolls, and for the years 1300 until 1330 they provide a unique and 
reasonably accurate list of coroners because it was usual to note down the name of the man to be 
replaced. 5 Apart from the royal county coroners there was an increase in the appointment of 
'private' coroners during the thirteenth century, who held office either by royal grant or by 
prescriptive right in major boroughs and in great secular and ecclesistical liberties, normally 
those that were also exempt from others of the crown's local officers. This was a part of the 
development of seignorial administration in imitation of advances in royal government. 
'Private' coroners, who nevertheless were in theory merely agents of the king's will, differed 
somewhat in their method of appointment, which could take several forms . Some were elected 
on receipt of a writ from Chancery, some without; some were appointed by their lords, some 
chosen in the court of the liberty; all took an oath to the crown. 6 
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The local government of the county of Leicester during the greater part of the fourteenth 
century was complicated by the existance of the great liberty of the honour of Leicester, which 
by 1300 was in the hands of the royal earls of Lancaster. The headquarters of the honour was at 
Leicester, where the earl's steward occupied the castle, and even the county town itself was the 
earl's rather than the king's, a situation that tended to dwarf the royal county administration, 
Leicester having to share a sheriff with neighbouring Warwick, and to delay severely the 
development of self-government in the borough. No other liberties of any consequence played 
an important part in the government of the shire. In effect this resulted in the town of Leicester 
housing three separate but related administrations. In the castle sat the earl's steward who 
governed the honour of Leicester, a vast miscellany of estates concentrated within the county 
but also spreading across many adjacent ones. Most of these estate~ were not demesne but 
tenanted, which was ahead of the general economic trend, but such was the earl's power that 
almost all the services usually owed to the king were owed to him and his honour court at 
Leicester castle. 7 The borough possessed its own court, the portmanmoot, and its own mayor, 
bailiffs and coroners, but it was hardly self-governing because the right to choose the borough 
officers had been granted by the earl, and his steward was too close for comfort, taking an active 
interest in the administration of the town and receiving an oath of allegiance from its chosen 
representatives. 8 Thirdly there was a sheriff, in an uncomfortable position, whose job it was to 
administer what little of the shire was left in the king's hands, the geldable land, presiding over 
the shire court which also sat at Leicester, but which must have appeared a feeble gathering 
compared to the ~hree-weekly meetings of the honour court in the castle. 9 

The three administrations each had their own prisons; the earl's prison for his honour was 
housed in the castle and had its own keeper. The borough prison was in the town, and from 
some time between 1277 and 1307 a county gaol in the sheriffs care was also situated within the 
town; before then prisoners of the king had required transportation to Warwick. Even there the 
sheriff was not much better served by his environment, because Warwick castle was not in the 
hands of the king either, but belonged to the earls of Warwick. 10 The right to maintain a gaol is 
a useful indication of the extent and strength of the jurisdiction enjoyed by private franchises 
during this period. Next to the newly-erected royal gaol in Leicester, significantly built on land 
in the borough granted to the crown by Thomas of Lancaster, Edward II ordered the 
construction of a gaol-hall, where the county court was possibly held, although the building was 
not completed until 1344. 11 The eyre and assizes .were, however, held in the castle. 12 

Further complications arise when we begin to examine the relations between these three 
authorities of king, earl, and borough especialy when we consider the coroners. The county of 
Leicester seems to have possessed only two coroners, while the borough had acquired two of its 
own since the eyre of 124 7, and perhaps even before that. 13 There is no record surviving of a 
royal charter granting this privilege so it may be that the earl did so himself, which would have 
been exceptional and illegal (but not unprecedented), possibly explaining the absence of any 
reference to coroners in the earl's charters to the borough, even though we know from other 
sources that they held office. It is interesting to note the lack of evidence concerning the 
appointment for any coroners for the honour of Leicester, even though M r Fox tells us that by 
the end of the thirteenth century the honour franchise was so complete that no officer of the 
crown had power to discharge any duty therein except by the earl's will or a writ of non omiuas 
from the king. There is no evidence that royal coroners were excluded, or that franchisal 
coroners were granted or ever claimed - perhaps because the earl's control over the county was 
so complete, even though he did not appoint the sheriff himself. 14 The main targets of the 
power of exclusion were the sheriff and his staff, and for this the earl's franchises were effective 
and complete. If the honour possessed its own coroners, then we could rely on the statement 
given in the Victoria History of the County of Leicester that all borough officers were excluded 
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from the castle liberty where the earl's jurisdiction was special and paramount; in fact we 
cannot. Such an assertion is easily verified by an examination of the borough coroners' roll 
printed in Bateson's Records of the Borough of Leicester. It is clear from the evidence of inquests 
held on bodies within the earl's prison that the borough coroners exercised jurisdiction within 
the liberty of the castle. 15 The borough coroners also acted within the county gaol of the sheriff 
of Leicester, a less surprising situation which was paralleled in many other county towns 
appointing their own coroners, but it should be remembered that in this case the county gaol 
was not in the castle, as was usual, but within the borough itself. The earl did not possess his 
own coroners, the county coroners acted within the lands of the honour in Leicestershire, but in 
the town the borough coroners exercised jurisdiction over the earl's liberty of the castle. At first 
thought this might seem odd, for although a castle was often within the authority of 'private ' 
borough coroners when the castle was in royal hands, liberties within royal boroughs commonly 
preferred the less oppressive jurisdiction of the county coroners who were not involved in 
emotive disputes over burghal privileges. 16 But in Leicester the borough was the earl's, the earl 
stood in the place of the king, and as far as the town was concerned the earl's steward replaced 
the sheriff. Therefore the borough coroners, who presumably took their oath of office (to the 
king) before the steward, as the mayor did, acted within the castle liberty, which they would not 
have done had there been franchisal coroners for the honour. They did not act in the rest of the 
honour lands within Leicestershire, although they did excercise authority over pleas concerning 
men of the honour taken to the earl's prison in the castle. 17 On occasion coroners of the borough 
and county acted in concert, as for example when Peter de Kent and Hugh de Prestwold 
together recorded the hanging of a felon at Leicester in 1325. 18 

Even if the earl had allowed Leicester to appoint its own coroners originally, by the mid
thirteenth century the practice had received the sanction of the justices in eyre, and by the 
fourteenth century the slowing down of the eyre system resulted in the intermittent recognition 
of the need to apply for a writ from Chancery via the sheriff before proceeding with the election 
of borough coroners. The fact that this was not done every time a coroner was replaced does not 
necessarily indicate that the burgesses looked to their earl instead of the king. The same thing 
happened in many other non-mesne boroughs, and there is no evidence to suggest that an 
attempt was made to completely subvert royal authority by applying for permission to elect to 
the earl rather than to the king's chancery. Only the palatinates could openly and legitimately 
exercise such independent authority, and in the early fourteenth century the crown never 
allowed a layman to enjoy palatine jurisdiction. 

Enrolled writs of election survive for only two of the five borough coroners whose names 
occur in various sources for the years 1300 until 1330, so elections may have occasionally taken 
place without a writ of authorisation. This certainly happened in other towns, despite the 
Chancery's fitful attempts to discover and suppress such manifest abuses of royal privilege. 
Some boroughs never applied for, and so possibly never legally needed, a writ; the fact that 
Leicester did do. so sometimes probably indicates that it should always have done. 

Also within the jurisdiction of the borough coroners was the bishop of Lincoln 's fee, St. 
Margaret's . Elsewhere the bishop appointed franchisal coroners, so again we have an example 
demonstrating that inconsistency of practice is the only consistent feature of medieval local 
government. 19 

It has been possible to trace the names of sixteen county coroners and six coroners of the 
borough for the first three decades of the fourteenth century. The most prominent and 
interesting of these, Sir Ralph Beler of Kettleby, was born in about the year 1270, and was 
around thirty-three when his father Hamo died in 1303, leaving his lands to his son . Ralph was 
the cousin of Roger Beier, one of the more trusted advisers of Edward II, acted as a witness to 
Roger's foundation by charter of a chantry at Kirby Bellars in 1316 and 1319, and was also 
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included among those who were to be prayed for, along with Earl Thomas of Lancaster. Ralph's 
career was not as high-flying as that of his cousin, but was nevertheless a very successful one. It 
is not known when he became a county coroner, but in 1318 he was appointed sheriff of 
Warwick and Leicester and in March of the following year a writ was addressed to him as sheriff 
to cause the replacement of himself as coroner by holding an election in the county court; he 
was told that he did not attend to the duties of the office, manifestly but implicitly because he 
was now sheriff. Ironically he was also replaced as sheriff a few months later, in December 
1319. In 1320 a further writ was addressed to William de Nevill, his successor in that office, 
again announcing Beler's removal as coroner and ordering the election of another to fill his 
place, this time giving the reason that he was incapacitated and infirm, so presumably Beier had 
either used his position while still sheriff to see that the first writ was ignored or had managed 
his own re-election. Although apparently keen to hold on to office, Ralph probably falls into a 
category of men who gave up the coronership when something more prestigeous or profitable 
came along, perhaps using it as the first step on the ladder of royal preferment in local 
government, infering that the reasons for the replacement of coroners on enrolled writs of 
election should not be taken at face value but often treated with considerable suspicion. Beier 
was certainly not infirm during the 1320s, when he was acting as an assessor and collector of the 
lay subsidy for the county in 1322 with another coroner, Robert Burdet. He was appointed a 
commissioner of enquiry into the lands of rebels in 1323, again with Burdet, which implies that 
his family's interest in the soul of the Earl of Lancaster had been a matter of local insurance 
rather than of direct partisanship, and on several occasions he was a justice of oyer and terminer 
in the counties of Leicester and Warwick. 20 The murder ofhis cousin Roger Beier in January 
1326 by the Folevill gang was a cause-celebre. It determined Ralph energetically to bring the 
guilty to justice, which was by no means easy given the unpredictable formalism of medieval 
law and the absence of any effective police force, defects which resulted in the acquittal or 
escape of a large majority of offenders. Strong kings could overcome such disadvantages by firm 
action in cases directly concerning their interests or majesty, but the early fourteenth century 
was not a period of consistently strong monarchy. Ralph was one of the members of the jury of 
inquest at Leicester in February 1326, as were several other past or acting coroners, and in 132.7 
he procured the indictment of Robert de Helewell, who fled to avoid arrest. In the following 
year Robert returned the compliment by pleading for false indictment before the King's Bench, 
no doubt hoping for a more sympathetic hearing in the new reign. 

Whilst it is easy to see why Beier should be naturally vengeful following his cousin's murder, 
it should also be borne in mind that there may be more involved than this, in particular the 
important fac!!t of normal local politics highlighted by R.H. Helmolz when he talks of the 'use 
of criminal law for purposes of harassment'. Ralph does not seem to have been satisfied with the 
fate of the Folevills, because he gathered a company together and assaulted Robert de Fol ville 
personally in 1328. His enterprise resulted in another commission of oyer and terminer, this 
time under the presidency of Richard Wylughby, who would perhaps have been more 
enthusiastic in his pursuit of the menacing Folevill gang had he known that four years later he 
would himself be kidnapped and ransomed by them, possibly in revenge for his verdict. The 
affair took the form of a major local feud involving many of the families concerned with the 
part-time administration of Leicestershire for the king, including several coroners, and the 
Folevill's themselves defended their murder of Roger Beier by claiming that he had first 
threatened them. 21 

Ralph also found time to act as a knight of the shire in the Parliament of 1325. He was dead 
by 1338 and left a son, who was also named Ralph, to inherit his lands in Sysonby and Eye 
Kettleby. 22 

Robert de Bruntingthorpe held lands in Walton, Leicestershire, from the honour of Leicester 
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in 1284. He seems to have led a quiet life> engaging in no official duties apart from that of 
coroner, although he did need a pardon in 1313 because he had been implicated in the plot that 
resulted in the assassination of Gaveston, being described as an adherent of the Earl of 
Lancaster. Within two months, by December of the same year, he was dead and a writ had been 
issued ordering the election of another in his stead as a coroner of the county. Bruntingthorpe's 
career illustrates how hard it must have been for tenants of the honour of Leicester not to 
become involved in their lord's political oppositon to their king, and also how little we know of 
those men who did not engage in a variety of official duties. He was one of those who seems to 
have had no great ambition to attaih high administrative posts, content to remain a coroner until 
old age or death. In 1320 a Robert de Bruntingthorpe granted lands to the abbot of Merevale, 
who needed a licence in mortmain to retain them. This Robert was probably the son of the 
coroner, and one of his motives in giving the land may well have been for prayers for the soul of 
his father . 23 

Sir Robert de Burdet was a quite different kind of man. A Robert de Burdet had previously 
been a coroner of Leicestershire, but was described as deceased when the eyre visited the county 
in 1284. It is possible that this was Sir Robert's grandfather, who held lands in Stanton-under
Bardon and Huncote, but there were several other Burdets of local prominence in the late 
thirteenth century: a William Burdet was knight of the shire in 1297, and another Robert was 
an assessor and .collector of subsidy in 1295 and 1297, so the family were used to office. We first 
hear of Sir Robert de Burdet in 1314, when he was holding a knight's fee at Huncote and 
another at Halford, Warwickshire . He also held lands at Kele, Lincolnshire, and appears to 
have occupied the manor of Saltford, Warwickspire, as well . 24 His administrative career started 
in 1315, when he acted as a supervisor of array in Leicestershire, which was a commission to 
raise military levies for the royal army, and from then onwards he was in continuous action as a 
royal officer of either financial or judicial competence, usually within the county but sometimes 
in the surrounding ones as well. For example, he was a knight of the shire for Leicester in the 
parliaments of 1324 and 1327, although in 1320 and 1325 he had been a knight for Warwick. 25 

Burdet also acted as an assessor and collector in Leicestershire with Ralph Beier in 1319 and 
1322, and was one of the commissioners instructed to levy a forced loan from the knights of the 
county in 1322. He acted as a keeper of the peace in 1324 and 1328, in 1325 as a justice of gaol 
delivery at Leicester, and between 1327 and 1330 several times a justice of oyer and terminer in 
Leicestershire and Northamptonshire, including the inquiry into the murder of Roger Beier 
and an inquiry into the deaths of John and Ralph de Folevill in 1327, which were very likely 
reprisals for the death of Beier. He was involved in numerous other miscellaneous commissions, 
including inquests into rebel lands, and often acted with other coroners such as Ralph Beier, 
Roger de Belgrave and John de Vilers. The culmination of his career came in 1328, when he 
became sheriff of Warwick and Leicester, retaining the office for ten months. It is not known 
when he first acted as coroner, but he was replaced in 1322 because he was not continuously 
resident within the county, which was self evident. Burdet seems to have made no attempt to 
hang on to the office, and as most of his other posts occurred after his replacement it appears 
that, like others, he gave up his coronership to devote himself to more important and lucrative 
royal commissions. He died in 1348, leaving his lands and coat-of-arms to his son Robert, aged 
five. 26 

Roger de Belgrave does not appear on the Close Rolls as a coroner ordered to be replaced, but 
he was acting as coroner during the years 1330-1. He was the son of another Roger de Belgrave 
who had died in 1311 leaving four sons, three of whom became clerics, and he may have been 
the father of yet another Roger, who was Mayor of Leicester between 1363 and 1365. The 
family held in fee the bailiwick of Sile by, as part of the honour of Leicester. Roger de Belgrave 
was another of those men into whose hands the local government of Leicestershire was 
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concentrated. In 1321 he was a commissioner empowered to levy scutage, and between 1327 
and 1337 acted as an assessor and collector four times, among others with Hugh de Prestwold, 
another coroner. Roger was royal bailiff of the Leicestershire lands of the liberty of Peverel in 
1314, and in 1323 replaced Roger Beier as the royal keeper of the castle, town and honour of 
Leicester which had been in the king's hands since the death of Thomas of Lancaster. It is 
interesting to note that no attempt was made to absorb so large an honour into the crown lands 
or to keep it in royal hands, because in the following year, 1324, it was restored to Henry, the 
brother of Earl Thomas, denying Leicester the opportunity of becoming a royal borough. 
Meanwhile Belgrave had been given ten shillings by the borough, presumably as a bribe to 
maintain his favour. He was given a similar office in the next reign, when he acted as surveyor 
of the lands of Roger Mortimer in the east Midlands, also finding the time to take office as a 
justice of oyer and terminer on many occasions between 1326 and 1333, and to be chosen as a 
knight of the shire in 1327, by which time he had presumably been elected coroner. 27 Belgrave 
is unusual because he exercised the office of coroner after having held several other highly 
influential posts. Normally he might have been expected to have been a coroner at an early stage 
in his career, and to have given it up before further advancement. 

Sir Ralph Mallory was possibly the son of Ralph Malory, king's sergeant, who was keeper of 
the forest of Rutland from 1279 until 1300. In 1320 Sir Ralph was a knight of the shire for 
Leicester, and in 1322 a commissioner of array ordered to attend the muster at Newcastle. His 
military career reached a peak of activity in 1325 when he was summoned to serve in Guyenne 
with the Earl Warenne, and whilst he was there a writ was issued to elect a replacement for him 
as a coroner of Leicestershire because he was insufficiently qualified. For some reason the writ 
was enrolled but not sealed and so not sent, perhaps because once the reason for his non
residence was discovered he was not required to relinquish his post. Nevertheless, in February 
1326 he was ordered to be replaced, this time because he was said to be incapacitated by 
paralysis, weakness and infirmity, so perhaps he was injured in the Gascon war, or used that as 
an excuse to escape service as a coroner. He was certainly alive for another twelve years, paying 
subsidy at Kirby Mallory in 1327, and witnessing a charter in 1334, and an assize in 1339. 28 

Sir Thomas de Meynill was an armigerous knight who held on tenaciously to his post of 
coroner in the face of repeated attempts to remove him. Six writs de coronatore eligendo were 
addressed to successive sheriffs of Leicester between 1299 and 1314, all ordering Meynill 's 
replacement. He was acting as coroner in 1287, although he had not been chosen by the justices 
in eyre at the conclusion of their visit in 1284. By 1290 he was carrying out duties with Robert 
de Wyvill, who had himself been a coroner in office at the commencement of the eyre in 
Leicestershire six years previously. In 1299 a writ was issued to the sheriff ordering Meynill to 
be replaced because he was insufficiently qualified. There followed a gap of seven years before a 
further writ, which claimed that he had put all his lands in Leicestershire out of his hands, and 
so had disqualified himself, but whether he had been re-elected · since 1299, or had just 
continued to act during the intervening years it is impossible to say. The reason for replacement 
given in the second writ gives the impression that Meynill was attempting to escape office, but 
the frequent efforts to remove him seem more like official determination, albeit sporadically 
manifested, versus reluctance to accept replacement. Early in 1308 a third writ was issued 
which repeated the wording of the second, implying that the second had not been obeyed. This 
time Meynill petitioned Chancery, and a writ was sent to the sheriff suspending his dismissal 
and inquiring into the truth of the matter. He claimed that he had been elected a coroner in the 
reign of Edward I, by the assent of the county, and that he had served in office for over twenty 
years, during which period he had been re-elected by the county at the start of Edward II's reign 
following a writ for a new election, presumably the one declaring him to be incapacitated due to 
lack oflands which had been dated October 1307. As Dr Hunnisett has noted, there was some 



24 

confusion even in Chancery over the matter of whether every county coroner should be replaced 
and elections held at the start of a new reign. 29 This is obvious in Meynill's case. The general 
writs issued to the sheriffs of all counties in December 1307 ordering the election of coroners for 
the new reign particularly excepted those who had been elected since the accession, July 1307. 
So, if Meynill had been replaced in October 1307 it seems improbable that he would have been 
qualified for re-election in December. On the other hand, if he had been re-elected in October 
there would have been no need for him to have sought re-election after the general order of 
December, although he claimed to have done so. In practice it is likely that such general orders 
issued a few months after the beginning of a new reign merely involved the retaking of the 
coroners' oath to the new king. In his petition Meynill went on to claim that the sheriff then in 
office, Sir John Dene, a batchelor of the earl of Warwick, put another in his place without 
election, so he asked the king to send a letter to the sheriff to prevent his being ousted, as the 
earl and his man John de Dene acted 'more grievously' against him when he did the king's will. 
Meynill's petition may reflect a partially true picture in that the king's will was probably often 
eclipsed by that of the earl or other local lords. It does not, however, make clear that Dene, 
although sheriff five times between 1302 and 1311, was not in office when the writ of October 
1307 was sent and had not been so for over a year. Dene had not been sheriff either when the 
first writ announcing Meynill's removal had been issued in 1299. There was evidently more 
behind the affair than Meynill trying to do the king's will and being hampered in his loyalty by 
henchman of the earl of Warwick who had taken a dislike to him. 30 The affair smouldered on 
for another six years. In 1310 he was ordered to be removed because insufficiently qualified and 
unfit, although lately (re-)elected, and again two months later for the same reason. This time the 
sheriff actually was John de Dene, but unless he was supplying Chancery with false information 
it is hard to see how he could have arranged writs to replace Meynill or fix elections, and so far 
as we know Meynill never claimed that he did. Nevertheless, petitions of this sort are of much 
importance in building up a picture of contemporary practice and opinion when we have so 
little concrete information to base our suppositions upon. Following the two writs of 1310 
Meynill must have persevered in his attempt to cling to office, for in October 1310 a mandate 
was issued by Chancery ordering that he be not removed if found to be sufficient. Even so, in 
1314, two years after Dene had finally quitted the shrievalty, yet another writ was despatched 
ordering Meynill's replacement this time because of infirmity, and perhaps he was indeed 
exhausted after trying to hold on to office for nearly three decades. The very fact that so many 
writs were issued surely demonstrates that Meynill was successful in resisting pressures from a 
variety of sources, and also apparently in persuading the county court that he was fit for office, 
an aspect of the business of re-election that should not be ignored. Meynill's behaviour is not 
that of a man trying to wriggle out of a job imposed upon him and found unbearably burden
some, even though it was claimed that he had put away his lands in order to disqualify himself 
in 1307. He manifestly wanted to keep his position as coroner, even after a quarter-century of 
local service, so it cannot have been too irksome. The most likely explanation may be that the 
'county community' was in fact a group of families in bitter feud, rivals for any influential posts 
which would be used to further the cause of factional interest. When this went as far as murder a 
co-operative coroner was an obvious aid in local quarrels, so Meynill may have been the victim 
of forces attempting to have him removed and replaced by someone representing different 
interests. Anyway, Meynill himself was no partisan of the king because he needed a pardon for 
adherence to Thomas of Lancaster in 1318, so perhaps this whole episode reflected the higher 
rivalry between the earls of Leicester and Warwick carried out at a local level by their partisans. 
This itself illustrates that the alliances of earls against the king which characterised Edward H's 
reign were themselves abnormal, one short-lived result of weak kingship. Added to that, the fact 
that the counties of Warwick and Leicester shared one sheriff while also being dominated by 



CORONERS OF LEICESTERSHIRE 25 

their earls, in a way tharwas quite rare by the early fourteenth century, supplied another reason 
for hostility between two magnates anxious to secure the appointment of men favourable to 
their considerable local interests, upon which their national power depended particularly when 
they had no close relationship with the king. This example probably mirrored a great many 
other less well documented cases. Meynill himself also found time to act as an assessor and 
collector and a knight of the shire in 1297 as well as holding the office of coroner, but it is 
perhaps significant that he was either not offered, or was prevented from taking, any royal 
commissions in the new reign. 31 

Stephen de Nevill may have been a coroner after 1300. He was found in office by the justices 
in eyre in 1284, and was probably re-elected by them on their departure, because he was in 
office again in 1280. He was still alive in 1326, when he enfeoffed with lands in Wymeswold 
and Hose his son William, himself sheriff in 1318 and 1319-21, but whether Stephen was still 
coroner by then we do not know. 32 

John de Noveray of Burton was acting as a coroner in Leicestershire in March 1307. Ten 
months and a new king later he was ordered to be replaced although lately elected. This plainly 
does not refer to the fact that all coroners should have been elected by the writs sent to all 
counties in December 1307, because Noveray was already in office before then. He was 
described as being insufficiently qualified for office, but we have no further details. It is 
tempting to identify him with the John de Noveray of Barkby who claimed the manor of 
Quenby and who was held in the king's prison at Leicester in 1314 accused of homicide, but we 
may equally be dealing with two men, perhaps close relatives. 33 

With Hugh de Prestwold we return to the case of a man who, as well as being a coroner, also 
pursued an active administrative career in other areas, although he was unusual in that he 
remained a coroner while coping with many other judicial duties, instead of giving up the post. 
He comes first to notice in 1295 when he mortgaged his lands in Leicestershire, Staffordshire 
and Derbyshire. Two years later he was bailiff of the manor of Loughborough. He may perhaps 
be identified with the Hugh de Prestwode who with his esquire and 'Roger Hughesserjant' 
atacked John Poleyn in Welghives, Hens, in 1316. 34 His career as a royal official took on more 
activity in 1317, when he was summoned before the king's council with another coroner, 
Robert de Wyvill. Later in the same year he was appointed as a justice to enquire into illegal 
confederacies in Leicestershire, again with Robert de Wyvill, so perhaps that was what they had 
been discussing with the council. From 1318 onwards Hugh spent ten years constantly acting as 
a royal justice of oyer and terminer, assize, gaol delivery (he delivered Leicester county gaol four 
times between 1320 and 1323) and commissioner of miscellaneous enquiry. He also acted as a 
justice in the counties of Derby, Warwick, Stafford, Suffolk and Nottingham, as well as on 
many occasions in Leicester. He was a commissioner of array in 1322 and 1323, an assessor and 
collector in 1327, and a knight of the shire in 1322, often acting with his fellow coroners, for 
instance with Wyvill, Burdet and Belgrave, and also with Roger Beler. We do not know when 
he became a coroner, but his removal was twice announced by writ in July 1329, first because 
he was incapacitated by illness and infirmity, and three weeks later because he was aged and 
infirm. In 1330 he was fit enough to make an extent of his old bailiwick of Loughborough and 
Beaumanor. Hugh was one of the most frequently employed (and trusted?) royal officers in the 
county, and it might be argued that commissions of oyer and terminer are a better indication of 
royal favour than appointment as a coroner, being non-elective, temporary and less susceptible 
to local interest, although it would be instructive to discover to what extent justices appointed in 
Chancery were given office through royal favour . 35 

William de Sauston held land at Goadby. In 1327 he paid more than eight shillings subsidy 
on his moveable property at Keythorpe, and in 1330 was replaced as coroner because 
insufficiently qualified. He was still alive in 1346, and still in possession ofland in Keythorpe. 
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He seems to have had no connection with a William de Sauston who was replaced as a county 
coroner of Cambridge in 1308. 36 

A William de Shepeye (or Shepend) Knight, witnessed a charter in Nottingham in 1280, and 
in 1286 someone of the same name was imprisoned at Colchester and then at the Tower of 
London for trespass. In 1291 he owed five hundred marks in Leicestershire, and three years 
later held Thingden manor, Northants, which caused him to be summoned to serve overseas in 
1297 and against the Scots in 1301. By 1315 he held land at Stratfield, Warks, and two years 
later at Shackerston, for which he paid the highest subsidy in the village in 1327. Even so, by 
1329 he was declared removed from office as a coroner because he had no lands in the county 
except those held in fee-tail jointly with his wife. He may be identified with the William de 
Sheperoe who was replaced as coroner four months later because incapacitated by illness and 
infirmity. Shepey's case is not a clear one to interpret, and we must be cautious about assuming 
that all this information refers to only one man . We know that he was believed to be acting as a 
county coroner, but not about the length of his tenure of the office. 37 

Sir Ralph de Stanlowe was an armigerous knight with lands in Groby, Barton near Bosworth, 
Misterton and Lutterworth, as well as in the counties of Nottingham and Northampton. He was 
elected as a county coroner in 1319, replacing Oliver le Waleys, but was in office only three 
years because in 1322 a writ was issued to order the election of a replacement for him, on the 
grounds of insufficient qualification. This may have been because the government considered 
him a partisan of the earl of Lancaster, for later in the same month of February the sheriff was 
ordered to pursue Ralph and others including the man he had replaced as coroner, Oliver le 
Waleys, with the posse of the county, the sheriff of Nottingham having been given the same 
instructions. This might be because they were, or had been, coroners or because county 
coroners would undoubtedly sometimes belong to the party of the earl in his stand against the 
king. Stanlowe was ordered to be imprisoned if caught, but by May 1322 the sheriff received 
orders to supersede the earlier command. Presumably now that the crisis was over and Borough
bridge won it was safe to restore Ralph's lands, particularly as he had been forced to find 
mainpernors prepared to verify that he had never _been opposed to the king. By 1326 he was 
back in royal favour, being appointed a commissioner of array, and in the following year was 
created a justice of oyer and terminer, so he had successfully established his loyalty to the 
regime, although he does not seem to have acted as coroner again. 38 

Sir John de Vilers had interests in several counties. In 1290 he held the wardship of lands in 
Yorkshire, in 1297 he was a knight of the shire for Nottingham, and he also held property in 
Hertfordshire and Northumberland as well as the manor ofBrooksby in Leicestershire. He also 
had links with the royal household, for in 1311 his daughter was described as being a damsel of 
Queen Isabella and three years later he was an attorney for Margaret, the Queen Dowager. 39 In 
1322 Vilers was one of the commissioners appointed to levy the forced loan of two hundred 
pounds from the knights of the county, and two years later he was replaced as a coroner by the 
testimony of the earl of Winchester, who claimed that he was insufficient . Vilers still held 
Brooksby at the time of the 1327 subsidy. He seems to have had little concern himself with the 
administration of the county, although he was prepared to hold the office of coroner, and his 
replacement was just as likely to have been an attempt by the Despencers to remove an adherent 
of Queen Isabella, as an effort by Vilers to use his influence at court to escape an obnoxious 
burden. 40 

Oliver le Waleys was ordered to be ' replaced four times as a coroner. In 1317 he was declared 
removed because insufficient, in 1319 because unable to attend to his duties due to his member
ship of the household ofJohn de Segrave. Segrave, who sat on the king's council arid was keeper 
of the forests, was about to set out in the king's service. For once we know that the writ de 
coronatore eligendo was on this occasion obeyed, as the original writ returned to Chancery has 
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survived, endorsed with the name of the coroner elected in county court to replace him, Ralph 
de Stanlowe. However, by 1320 Waleys was back in office because another writ was issued 
announcing his removal, this time for not properly executing his duties as he lived at one end of 
the county, which resulted in felons being concealed or going unpunished. 41 He was finally 
replaced in February 1322 for insufficient qualification, along with Ralph de Stanlowe, who 
apparently remained in office even after Waleys had been re-elected. Like Stanlowe, two weeks 
after his removal the sheriff was ordered to arrest him using force if necessary, but by May he 
had found acceptable mainpernors and his lands and goods were returned to him, presumably 
because he had not joined the rebels. By August, just three months later, he was a member of 
the garrison of Nottingham castle and in the king's service, which should warn us not to be too 
simplistic in categorising the loyalties of individuals during this period. Waleys achieved his 
greatest success in 1324, when he became sheriff of Warwick and Leicester for two years. 
During that time he was troubled by a John de Tours, chaplain of Whatton, who threw stones 
and shot arrows at the sheriff and his men as they attempted to arrest him. Tours also managed 
to steal nine writs from the custody of Waleys. In 1326 he was one of those instructed to find 
and arrest the murderers of Roger Beier. Waleys held land at Dalby on the Wolds as a manor 
distinct from the estates of the Knights Hospitallers, who owned a preceptory there. l{is son, 
John, also became sheriff, in 1343. 42 

The only other county coroner of whom we have record is Sir Robert de Wyvill. He was the 
son of another Robert de Wyvill from whom it is hard to distinguish him, because both father 
and son were coroners and both probably held office in the early years of the fourteenth century. 
Robert the elder fought at the battle of Evesham and was taken prisoner, so he must have been 
serving in the forces of the earl of Leicester, Simon de Montfort. He was acting as coroner in 
Leicestershire in 1280, and was still in office at the eyre of 1284 when he was presumably found 
to be sufficient, because he continued to serve until at least 1290. In 1291 he was a justice of 
gaol delivery at Warwick, and in 1295 a knight of the shire representing Leicester. Wyvill held 
lands worth one knight's fee in Northamptonshire, and worth one-and-a-half fees in Leicester
shire, at Stonton Wyvill, Scankerton and Hardwick. In 1304 and 1305 he was ordered to 
investigate a fatal accident occurring during a joust at Leicester, and in 1305 he was ordered to 
be replaced as a coroner because infirm, after approximately twenty-five years service. 43 

Further references apparently refer to Robert the younger . In 1306 he was knighted with 
Prince Edward (along with a great many others in what was probably part of a money-raising 
scheme on the part of a hard pressed regime) and perhaps became a coroner when his father 
retired. A writ was issued ordering his replacement in 1316, because occupied with the king's 
affairs . These were likely to have been his activities as keeper of the peace, which he also became 
in 1316. From 1317 onwards coroners were not to hold judicial office as well, but the 
instruction seems to have been applied very loosely. 44 Then, in 1317 he was summoned to 
appear before the king's council with Hugh de Prestwold, perhaps the preliminary arrange
ments for his appointment as an investigator into illegal confederacies, which were common in 
Leicestershire as in other counties d,uring the reign of Edward II . Wyvill was a knight of the 
shire in 1315 and a justice of gaol delivery at Leicester in 1320. More significant was his rapid 
rise to prominence during the abdication crisis. He was present at the delivery of the Great Seal 
to the new chancellor, the bishop of Norwich, by Queen Isabella and Prince Edward at 
Cirencester abbey in 1326, and later in the year he was appointed keeper of the Privy Seal to the 
new king. We may speculate whether, as he stood in Cirencester abbey, his mind was thirty 
miles away at Evesham, where his father had stood against the new king's great-grandfather 
sixty years earlier. By 1327 Wyvill had inherited his father's lands, paying the highest subsidy 
for Stonton Wyvill in the assessment of that year. Robert the elder had served for many years as 
coroner, but had done little other duties, apart from the occasional commission given to him 
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because of his office, and seems to have remained in that office until old age. His son Robert the 
younger was a very different kind of coroner. He was in office for a far shorter period, and gave 
it up to advance to far more influential posts and opportunities than his father had ever 
enjoyed. 45 

To turn now to borough coroners, we possess the names of six men who were probably 
coroners of the town of Leicester during the years between 1300 and 1330. John de Derby was 
an influential burgess, appearing on the tallage roll from 1307 onwards and represented 
Leicester in the parliaments of 1319 and 1322. The borough took an active interest in 
parliamentary affairs, writing letters to its members during the session, and demonstrating a 
deep concern in any national events having a bearing on the local community. 46 Derby also 
acted as a coroner of Leicester, being replaced by a writ addressed to the sheriff in 1327, as ifhe 
was a county coroner and despite the earl's control of the borough. Derby was described as 
insufficiently qualified. However that might be defined, it did not prevent him from acting as 
one of the auditors of the mayor's account for the same year, 1327. 47 

Peter de Kent appeared regularly on the borough merchant gild role from 1305, for the next 
twenty years. In 1314 he was a jurat and collector oftallage, and by 1318 was already acting as a 
coroner of the town with Lawrence le Seller. He was still in office in 1322, by which time his 
colleague was Geoffrey de Staunton. Kent was twice mayor, in 1319-20, and 1321-22, 
presumably while still acting as coroner, which indicates that borough coroners tended to be of 
higher social standing in their town than their counterparts the county coroners were in their 
shire community. He was still alive in 1325, when he held a tenement in the High Street. 48 

William de Lyndrich was another prominent burgess who was coroner in Leicester from 1297 
until 1315, although there is no writ enrolled on the Letters Close ordering the election of his 
successor. He was born in about 1270, and represented the borough at the parliaments of 1307 
and 1311. He was an auditor of the mayor's account in 1306, a jurat in 1307, 1314 and 1320, 
and in 1322 he became mayor, although was deposed for some reason in May 1323. 49 Acting 
with Lyndrich as borough coroner between 1297 and 1315 was Lawrence le Seller, and the two 
coroners kept a joint roll . Seller became a member of the gild merchant in 1265, and was mayor 
in 1291 and 1307. In 1290 he was also appointed warden of the Southgate bailiwick, one of the 
four quarters or townships into which medieval Leicester was divided for administrative, 
judicial and custodial purposes. He died in about 1321. Like Kent, Seller seems to have been 
coroner and mayor simultaneously, although the two offices were not synonymous and not all 
mayors were also coroners. None of the corohers identified for this period were bailiffs of the 
borough. so 

A certain Ralph Seller was ordered to be replaced as coroner because deceased, in a writ 
addressed to the sheriff in 1321. Although apparently a county coroner, it is possible that Ralph 
was a borough officer. There were several other Sellers living in Leicester at the time, even 
though no mention is made of Ralph himself. The lack of information concerning any other 
duties he may have performed indicates that he was probably not a county coroner, despite the 
implication that he was from the wording of the enrolled writ. County coroners tend to occur in 
other sources whereas borough coroners crop up far less frequently in royal administrative 
records. Perhaps the chancery clerk who enrolled the writ wrote 'Ralph' in error, when he 
should have written 'Lawrence', although one of the few areas of general accuracy was the 
Christian name of the coroner to be replaced. This is surprising in itself, because there are often 
grounds for suspecting the veracity of surname, reason for replacement, place or date, and 
perhaps can be explained by suggesting that there was less scope for variation, and consequently 
for error, in Christian names. 51 

Lastly, Geoffrey de Staunton was coroner in Leicester in 1322 with Peter de Kent. In 1315 he 
was a collector of tallage to purchase a present for the earl, and an auditor of the mayor's 
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account, a post which he again held in 1323 and 1324. In 1322 he represented the borough at a 
parliament, with John de Derby. 52 

A survey of this kind clearly shows the importance of the coroner's role in medieval 
government. This was especially true of the early fourteenth century because, generally 
speaking, the coroner was free from the watch of the general eyre (although the threat was still 
there), while his greatest rival and to some extent his supplanter as the king's most active local 
officer excepting the sheriff, the justice of the peace, had yet to be fully developed into a 
versatile and permanent official. Nearly all coroners were country gentlemen or burgesses of 
substance (occasionally both), although their fortunes did vary within certain limits. Some 
achieved great prominence in local government, becoming sheriff, although by then it was usual 
to have shaken off the responsibilities of coroner. Others seem to have been content to remain 
coroners for most of their active lives, doing little else besides, and others had extensive interests 
in other counties. We obtain occasional glimpses of the conflicts, competitions and feuds which 
seethed in a county like Leicester at this period, but it is this aspect of medieval society that 
most evades our enquiries because it is so difficult to measure. We are dealing with people and 
with issues which remain in shadow. More concrete conclusions demand a wider-based enquiry, 
ideally one covering the whole kingdom during this period, rather than an examination of one 
county over a longer span of years, because in the latter case changes in the importance, role and 
social standing of the office itself would devalue any deductions about the type of men who were 
coroners. 

We have recently learned in the pages of these Transactions how, in the late fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, the crown tries to maintain a strong body of support in the county 
community through control of local government by the king's household, so that ·there was a 
tightening of royal control. 53 For the early fourteenth century we have no lists of king's knights 
or squires of the body with which to make appropriate comparisons, but we do know that many 
local men of some standing, many coroners especially, were granted royal commissions which 
we might perhaps take as an indication of royal favour, however it may have been won. Ten of 
the sixteen county coroners during the first thirty years of the fourteenth century held royal 
commissions, as we have seen, and three were sheriffs of Leicester and Warwick at some point 
in their careers. Whether this may be taken as a satisfactory guide to the identification of a firm 
royal party is a fundamental problem. Was election to the post of coroner an indication of royal 
adherence in itself? Obviously not, judging from the careers of some of the Leicestershire 
coroners, or obviously yes, because so many coroners received other appointed posts? What 
implications does this ambigious evidence have for royal control of the county court and its 
elections? Are appointments to non-elective posts a better indication of royal favour, or was the 
king forced to accept his local representatives, even in non-elective posts, because there was no 
other source of supply? 

Was it acceptable or feasible for the king (or those allowed by him to manipulate the royal 
machine) to deny local office to all those who were not his supporters by close direction of the 
county court through the _:;heriff? Such a question leads to the wider problem of whether the 
king as head of a political grouping may be separated from the crown as nominal head of a self
perpetuating national and local bureaucracy. Craig Robertson argues for strong royal control 
through the sheriff in the fifteenth century, but were local affairs more or less likely to have 
been subject to royal manipulation a century earlier? In 1300 it is true that, as in the fifteenth 
century, 'county courts elected ... many of the same men that the Exchequer appointed'. 54 Still it 
could be argued alternatively that, rather than building support by controlling official patronage 
and using the sheriff to dominate the county court, the king was choosing men of local 
prominence because he was obliged to. That is to say, he was not raising them up, but having 
them forced upon him as his administrators in the counties, like it or not, rather as a century 
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earlier the office of sheriff had slipped from the king's grasp and ceased simply to be a royal 
bureaucrat. It might seem surprising to note how few coroners were open adherents to Thomas 
of Lancaster, but not all of those who held royal commissions were royalists - obvious 
examples being Thomas de Meynill and Oliver le Waleys, both holders of miscellaneous royal 
commissions, both repeatedly ordered to be replaced as coroners, both we may assume with 
Lancastrian connections. 55 It seems, therefore, that the crown, if it was attempting to raise up 
its own partisans, was doing so with very little success. The favouring of adherents at every level 
was certainly not an unusual royal occupation, nor one that was confined to times of open 
conflict between the king and elements within the kingdom. The difference with Edward II 
was, as with any weak king, and indeed the very definition of his weakness, that he was 
unsuccessful in trying to do so. Whether we should interpret the attempts that were made as 
those of the king himself, or as those of an elaborate administrative machine trying to maintain 
itself without firm royal direction is more difficult to assess, although we should not judge the 
regime's efforts in this area solely by looking at Leicestershire, which was difficult for even the 
strongest king to govern. But a strong king worked with the prominent members of the county 
community, just as he worked with and shared mutual interests with his barons. A weak king 
did not. Just as he alienated his barons, who felt safe to criticise his rule, so his grip on the 
counties slipped because he had a defective attitude which resulted in the exercise of an 
inadequate method. In trying to bypass the natural leaders of the counties there was an 
increasing reliance upon a small group of royal partisans rather than co-operation with the 
whole community, the irony being that such a method needed more than usually competent 
direction when it was the result of less. 

We also must not forget that other men, as well as the king, were determined to influence 
county affairs, and their success is even harder to assess. Bribes to and from the rich, and 
adherence to the powerful were surely a significant part of local life. The 'gentry' who were 
based in the counties may have done the work of administration and consequently may have 
exercised some power, but they were manipulated by the great lords who held extensive estates 
yet were personally in residence infrequently. At this level local society was highly complex, 
and is not easy to interpret. 56 

Finally, we must remember that many of the remarks made in this article depend on the trust
worthiness of official records, a type of documentation that is credited with a degree of 
objectivity, and hence of reliability, far above that provided by medieval narrative sources. This 
attitude has inherent dangers and needs to be questioned. Nearly half a century ago J.F. Willard 
drew attention t"o the uncertainty of accepting the dating clauses of Chancery enrolments, and it 
was remarked above that the same doubts apply to other apparently innocuous and reliable 
statements from the same source. The face value of documents produced by the medieval 
Exchequer can also be extremely misleading. 57 To conclude, it is worth bearing in mind this 
warning from Dr Hunnisett: 

"The conclusion is sadly obvious .. .it has long been realised that medieval chronicles must 
be approached with caution, but at least historians can usually recognize and al.low for the 
chronicler's bias. The reliability of many official records seems to be no greater, and from 
their haphazard mixture of fact, fiction, and error the complete truth can rarely be 
distilled.' 58 
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