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The career of Thomas Palmer typified that of a fifteenth-century gentleman 
of modest estate who, through service. on commissions, formed the 
backbone of the county community. A lawyer and long-serving Justice of 
the Peace, he had political associations with the Hastings family and even 
with Richard, Duke of York, and King Edward IV. Palmer was elected to 
the Commons six times for Leicestershire and once for Rutland. 

Among the most interesting developments in the political and social history of later 
medieval England, especially for the period leading up to and during the so-called 'War 
of the Roses', has been the importance which scholars have clearly shown should be 
given to the gentry and their local political affiliations. Recent studies have revealed that 
some shires were dominated by one or two powerful magnates, whereas other shires were 
free of such influences. In the latter, the 'rule' lay very much with the gentry themselves 
as, for example, in Cheshire and Derbyshire. 2 On the other hand, in areas such as East 
Anglia, Warwickshire and Leicestershire the 'rule' lay through powerful magnates, 
whereby local administrators were frequently the retainers or clients of the great lords. 
The corrupt influence in East Anglia of William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, has long 
been known to historians through the Paston Letters. 3 More recently scholars have 
revealed the depths of magnate control through retaining and clientage in fifteenth
century Warwickshire, which was exercised successively by the Beauchamp earls, and 
thereafter by Richard Nevill, Earl of Warwick, and George, Duke of Clarence.4 

Unless otherwise stated, all manuscript references are to documents in the Public Record Office. 

I should like to thank Professor C . T . Allmand, Dr G . J. White and Dr S. J. Payling for reading through an 
early draft of this paper and for making many useful suggestions, and my wife for preparing the typescript. 

2 See D . J. Clayton, The Administration of the County Palatine of Chester, Chetham Society, n.s. 35 (1990), 
esp. eh. 6; S. M . Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifteenth Century, Derbyshire Record Society, 8 
(1983), esp. pp.119-20, 122-7, 142, 146. 

3 Cited in E. F . Jacob, Oxford History of England: 6. The Fifteenth Century, 1399-1485, p. 487 . Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1961 . See also R. Virgoe, 'The Crown, Magnates and Local Government in Fifteenth 
Century East Anglia', in The Crown and Local Communities in England and France in the Fifteenth 
Century, ed. J. R. L. Highfield and R. Jeffs, pp. 72-87 . Gloucester: Sutton, 1981. 

4 For magnate influence and that of the magnate affinity in Warickshire, see M. C. Carpenter, 'The 
Beauchamp Affinity: a study of bastard feudalism at work', English Historical Review, 95 (1980), 
pp.515-32; idem, 'The Duke of Clarence and the Midlands: A Study in the Interplay of Local and 
National Politics', Midland History, 11 (1986), pp.23-48; and idem, Locality and Polity: A Study of 
Warwickshire Landed Society, 1401-99. Cambridge: University Press, 1992. As Dr Carpenter has 
pointed out, retaining and clientage involved a good degree of trust on the part of the lord: 'no family 
would entrust its land to feoffees, or use witnesses or executors, on whom it could not place the 
strongest reliance', see' Duke of Clarence', p.24. 
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In Leicestershire, too, key control was exercised by a magnate family through its 
retainers, feoffees (or trustees) and servants. Until 1460 the Beaumont family held 
principal sway, but after the death of John, Viscount Beaumont, at the battle of 
Northampton and his posthumous attainder, power passed to William, Lord Hastings, 
who was granted not only large estates in Leicestershire, Lincolnshire and Rutland, 
but important offices of the Duchy of Lancaster in Derbyshire, Leicestershire, 
Warwickshire and Northamptonshire. 5 Much of Hastings's influence came from what 
has been termed his 'midland connection', indeed it was from this area that he 
gathered a force of some 3000 armed men which played a vital role in Edward IV's 
recovery of the throne in 14 71. 6 His own 'affinity' included neighbours, kinsmen (his 
brother Ralph, for example) and lawyers, some of whom had already been closely 
connected with his father, Sir Leonard Hastings. Among this clutch of lawyer
administrators were William Catesby and his relation, Thomas Palmer. 7 

Thomas Palmer of Holt (now Nevill Holt), Leicestershire, and elsewhere, was the 
son of William Palmer of Holt (who died in 1424) by his first wife, Katherine. 
Thomas married firstly, Margaret, and secondly (perhaps about 1431), Elizabeth, 
daughter and co-heiress of Sir William Bishopston of Warwickshire. Through his 
second marriage Palmer became the brother-in-law of Sir William Catesby of Ashby 
St Ledgers, since Catesby married Philippa the other daughter of Sir William 
Bishopston. 8 There is evidence that Palmer had connections with London, since in 
October 1426 and February 1427 he was involved in property transactions in 
Fenchurch Street together with William Palmer, a London mercer, and no doubt a 
relative. 9 However his career was to be based essentially in the Midlands where, 
from the early 1420s, he began to go through the cursus honorum typical of many of 
the gentry and lawyer-administrators of the fifteenth century, holding local offices 
such as escheatorships, commissions of array, gaol delivery and taxation, acting as 
feoffees or trustees, serving on the bench of justices, and from time to time taking a 
turn as parliamentary knights of the shire. For example, on 4 November 1423, as 
Thomas Palmer of Rockingham, he was granted an Exchequer lease for 12 years 
from the previous Michaelmas, at £4 13s. 4d. a year, of the royal manor of 
Rockingham; and on 20 July 1424, when perhaps only about 24 years old, he was 
made a Justice of the Peace for Northamptonshire, an office he was to hold until 3 

5 Jacob, Fifteenth Century, as n .3, pp.520, 539; C. D. Ross, Edward IV, p.75 . London: Eyre Methuen, 
1974. At first the Hastings family shared 'these windfalls of patronage and wealth' with Richard Nevill, 
Earl of Warwick, and George, Duke of Clarence, the king's brother, but by 1471 Lord Hastings had 
taken over control, see D . T. Williams, 'From Towton to Bosworth: the Leicestershire community and 
the Wars of the Roses, 1461-85', TLAHS, 59 (1984-5), p.33. An example of the influence Hastings 
exerted in the day-to-day government in Derbyshire, Staffordshire, Leicestershire and Warwickshire 
between 1461 and 1483 was that at least 19 of his retainers became sheriffs there and 22 were Justices 
of the Peace, see J. R. Lander, English Justices of the Peace, 1461-1509, pp.42-3. Gloucester: Sutton, 
1989. 

6 Ross, Edward IV, as n .5, p.75. 
7 Williams, 'From Towton', as n .5, p .33. 
8 J.C. Wedgwood and A. D. Holt, History of Parliament: Biographies of the Members of the Commons House 

1439-1509 [hereafter Biogs.], p.658. London: HMSO, 1936; J. Nichols, The History and Antiquities of 
the County of Leicester, 4 vols., 2.2, p.726. London: Nichols, 1795-181 I. It is possible that William 
Palmer can be identified as one of the royal commissioners who held enquires at Loughborough and 
Leicester into charges of Lollard activity in February 1414, see Select Cases in the Court of King's Bench 
under Richard II, Henry IV and Henry V, 8, ed. G.O. Sayles, Selden Society (1971), pp.224, 226. 
Bishopston was a member of the Earl of Warwick's war retinue in 1414-5, see Carpenter, 'Beauchamp 
affinity', as n.4, pp.520-1, citing Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Dugdale 2, p.279. 

9 Calendar of Close Rolls, preserved in the Public Record Office (1933-53) [hereafter CCR], 1422-29, pp.314, 
316, 324-5. On both occasions Palmer was described as 'of Rockingham, Northamptonshire'. 
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July 1432. 10 By 1429, if not before, Palmer can be clearly identified as a lawyer for, in 
that year, he was granted a life annuity of 13s. 4d. by John Bellars esquire, 'pro bono 
consilio suo impenso et impendo' .11 In the previous year he had been appointed a 
commissioner to deliver Warwick gaol (24 July 1428), escheator in Northamptonshire 
(4 November) and escheator in Warwickshire and Leicestershire on 5 November 
1430. 12 Earlier he had been included as one of the feoffees with Sir Henry Plesyngton 
and others of Sir John Basynges for estate in Empingham, Rutland, on 25 December 
1429, and in 1434 for Thomas Bellars esquire for land in Burton Lazars. 13 Three years 
later, when he took out a pardon, Palmer was referred to as 'of Holt, Leicestershire, 
gentleman, late of Rockingham, Northamptonshire'. 14 A good illustration of the type of 
duties in which he would have been involved as a Justice of the Peace in 
Northamptonshire was the order in April 1431 to Palmer, John Catesby and William 
Tresham to deal with the case of John Kays 'servant' who was accused of illegally 
leaving the service of Thomas Mulsho esquire. 15 His administrative and legal abilities 
perhaps lay behind his appointment on 12 April 1431 as a tax assessor in Leicestershire 
and, on 22 May 1433, as one of a panel to investigate the escapes of traitors and felons 
in Rutland. 16 In the meantime, Palmer had been appointed a Justice of the Peace in 
Leicestershire on 20 December 1432, an important step in his career. With the 
exception of a break between 13 December 1470 and 24 October 1474, he was to 
remain on the Leicestershire bench for the rest of his life. 17 He was regularly a member 
of the quorum, good evidence that he was a working justice. 18 This last point is further 
illustrated by the interesting survival of the authorization of payments of allowances, at 
4s. a day, for his attendance at 26 out of some 30 meetings of the Leicestershire 
justices in various places between 30 September 1432 and 16 July 1453 . 19 

10 Calendar of Fine Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office (1935-61) (hereafter CPR], 1422-30, p .59; 
Calendar of the Patent Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office (1891-1910) [hereafter CPR], 1422-29, 
p .567; 1429-36, p.622. Payment of £4 13s. 4d. for his lease of Rockingham manor was made by Palmer to 
the sheriff of Northamptonshire during the period 15 Oct. 1425 to 7 Jun. 1428 (E 372/275, m .33d.). It 
would not have been exceptional for him to be made a J.P. at 24, see Lander, English Justices, as n.5, p.88. 

11 E . W . Ives, The Common Lawyers of Pre-Reformation England: Thomas Kebell: A Case Study, p .133. 
Cambridge: University Press, 1983, citing LRO, DE 221/4/6/42. 

12 CPR, 1422-29, p .499; CPR, 1422-30, p.243; CPR, 1430-37, p.17. 
13 The visitation of the County of Rutland begun by Fran. Burghill, Somerset, and Gregory King, Rougedragon, 

in Trinity vacation, 1681, carried on and finished by Tho. May, Chester Herald, and the said Rougedragon 
pursuivant in Hilary and Trinity vacation 1682, Harleian Society, 73 (1922), p .14; Nichols, Leics., as 
n.8, 2.1, p .243. 

14 Wedgwood, Biogs., as n .8, p. 658. 
15 CPR, 1429-36, p. 99 . This possibly represents a significant association with another man linked with 

Richard, Duke of York: Mulsho was returned for Northamptonshire in 1450-1 'in the interest' of the 
Duke. For Mulsho see R. A. Griffiths, The Reign of King Henry VI: The exercise of royal authority, 1422-
1461, p .689. London: Benn, 1981 ; and P. A. Johnson, Duke Richard of York, 1411-1460, pp.88, 105, 
109. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988. 

16 CPR, 1429-36, pp.137, 278 
17 CPR, 1429-36, p.619; 1436-41, p .585; 1441-46, p.473; 1446-52, p .590; 1452-61, p.669; 1461-67, 

p.566; 1467-77, p.619. 
18 Specific instances of his nomination to the quorum were 12 Apr. 1442, 26 May 1444, 3 Jui. 1444, 4 Jan. 

1445 and 23 Jun. 1448 (C66/451 , pt.I , m.29d; /457, pt.l , mm.25d, 27d; /459, m.26d; /465, pt. I , m.29d) 
19 For his auendance allowances as a justice: ElOl/509/34, mm. 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11. The details of Palmer's 

auendance at judicial siuings were as follows: between 30 Sep. 1432 and 27 Jul. 1433, 5/6 days; between 
Mich. 1434 and Mich. 1435, 4/4 days; between 3 Oct. 1435 and 15 Jul. 1437, 9/9; between 8 Jan. and 16 Jul. 
1442, 3/3; between 14 Apr. and 21 Jul . 1449, 1/2; between 4 Oct. 1451 and 17 Jul. 1452, 3/4; and between 
30 Apr. and 16 Jul. 1453, 1/2. Palmer was also present at a meeting or meetings held between [?Michaelmas] 
1438 and 20 Jul. 1439. However, it is not possible to give the exact number of his auendances because of the 
poor state of the document (ibid., m. 7). Authorization of the payments took the form of an indenture between 
the sheriff on the one part and the J.P.s and their clerk on the other. The clerk received 2s. a day. For the 
indentures made between 14 Apr. 1449 and 16 Jul. 1453 the clerk was John Palmer. 
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Furthermore he was 'of the quorum' whenever he served as a parliamentary knight for 
Leicestershire. 

When Thomas Palmer was first elected for Leicestershire on 18 June 1433 he was, 
therefore, already a man of some legal and administrative experience in local affairs. 
In the official election return he took first place over his colleague, John Burgh. 20 

This assembly lasted from 8 July until sometime in December. Shortly after it ended 
Palmer and Burgh as 'knights coming to parliament' were appointed (27 December) 
to distribute the customary tax relief in Leicestershire of £79 8s. 3¼d. 21 The 
parliament of 1433 had met against a background of increasing difficulties for the 
government at home and abroad, brought about mainly by the deteriorating military 
situation in English-occupied France, heavy debts and a good deal of domestic 
lawlessness. It was in an attempt to deal with the last problem that, shortly before the 
assembly ended, it was decided that the parliamentary knights of the shire should send 
a list to Chancery of those within their respective shires who should be sworn to keep 
the peace, an unusual procedure, but one in line with the fundamental obligation of 
the king's subjects to give allegiance. So it was that, on 20 January 1434, Palmer and 
Burgh were ordered to certify the names to Chancery of those deemed fit to take the 
oath in Leicestershire.22 Two weeks later, on 5 February, Palmer became a Justice of 
the Peace in Rutland, a position he was to hold continuously until 25 January 1459.23 

On that bench, too, he was a member of the quorum. 24 The fact that he was to occupy 
a post of increasing prestige in two adjacent counties simultaneously for some 25 years 
clearly indicates Palmer's standing in Leicestershire and Rutland during the middle 
and later years of Henry VI's reign. Not surprisingly, he headed the list of the county 
electors for Leicestershire on 8 September 1435.25 

More commissions were to follow between his appointment to the bench in Rutland 
and his second election to parliament in 1439. For example, on 18 January 1436 he 
was nominated a commissioner of array in Leicestershire; on 23 January 1439 he was a 
member of a panel, headed by Bartholomew Brokesby esquire (who had sat for 
Leicestershire six times between 1410 and 1432) to enquire upon oath about breaches 
of the statute against regrating and forestalling; on 13 October 1439 he was a 
commissioner to enquire into the escape of prisoners from royal prisons in 
Leicestershire; and just a week before parliament opened he was appointed on 5 
November escheator in Warwickshire and Leicestershire. 26 At some earlier stage 
Palmer had been verderer of Rockingham since, on 11 July 1439, the sheriff of 
Northamptonshire was ordered to choose someone in his place. 27 

When Thomas Palmer was returned for Leicestershire to the parliament which began 
at Westminster on 12 November 1439, he took second place to Richard Hotoft.28 At 
Easter-time 1439 he was a co-feoffee with Ralph Boteler, knight, for the Warwickshire 
20 Official Return of Members of Parliament (The Blue Book) [hereafter Official Return], Pt. I, 1213-1874 

(Parliamentary Papers, 1878), p.324. For John Burgh III, see History of Parliament: House of Commons, 
1386-1421, ed., J. S. Roskell, L. Clark and C. Rawcliffe, 2, pp.422-3 . Stroud: Alan Sutton for History 
of Parliament Trust, 1 992. 

21 CPR, 1430-37, p .187. 
22 CCR, 1429-35, p .271. 
23 CPR, 1429-36, p .623; 1436-41, p.589; 1441-46, p .477; 1446-52, p .593; 1452-61 , p .675. 
24 For example he was nominated of the quorum on 28 May 1435, C66/437, pt.1, m .35d. 
25 C219/14/5, pt.2, no.102. 
26 CPR, 1429-36, p.520; 1436-41, pp .. 268, 369; CPR, 1437-45, p . 130. 'Forestalling' was the purchase of 

victuals on the way to market; 'regrating' was cornering goods to sell at a higher price. For Brokesby 
see House of Commons, as n .20, 2, pp.371-3 . 

27 CCR, 1435-41, p . 220. 
28 J. C. Wedgwood, H istory of Parliament: Register of the Ministers and of the Members of both Houses, 1439-

1509 [hereafter Register], p.16. London: HMSO, 1938. 
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manors of Bishopton, Lapworth, and Wilmcote; and on 24 April he and John Palmer 
of Northamptonshire were feoffees-to-uses on behalf of Thomas Allington of 
Harborough and his wife. 29 Some suggestion of an early link with the Hastings' family, 
with whom he was to be closely associated later in his career, was his inclusion with 
William Trussell and Robert Moton, knights, as witnesses to a deed of 2 December 
1439 by Thomas Astley granting the Leicestershire manor of Newton Harcourt to 
Leonard Hastings, esquire. 30 There were other connections, too, for Trussell, who had 
headed the list of Leicestershire electors in 1433, had also been a member of the war 
retinue of Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick; whereas Astley, whose wife, Joan, 
had been chief nurse to the child-king Henry VI, was a kinsman of the earl, and 
Hastings was to become one of the adherents of Richard, Duke ofYork.31 

The next three decades were to see him frequently appointed to a wide variety of 
administrative posts (though exactly how actively involved cannot be precisely judged). 
As was customary he and his fellow parliamentary knight, Richard Hotoft, were 
members of the three-man commission, issued on 20 April 1440 and headed by Lord 
Ferrers of Groby, to distribute the tax allowance in Leicestershire. 32 Later that year, 
on 28 November, Palmer was made a commissioner in Leicestershire to raise money 
for English forces in France under the command of the Duke of York; and he was 
again commissioned to raise funds for the government in February 1441 and March 
1442. 33 However, the most important event at this point was his third election for 
Leicestershire, to the parliament called for 25 January 1442 to meet at Westminster; 
his colleague in second place was Richard Neel. The election took place at Leicester 
on 21 December 1441 under the control of the sheriff Sir William Mountford, who 
himself had been closely attached to the service of Richard Beauchamp, Earl of 
Warwick.34 This parliament was closed on 27 March 1442 and on the following day 
Palmer and Neel were appointed to distribute the customary tax allowance in 
Leicestershire. 35 Meantime, on 20 March, Palmer had been named as a surety for a 
group of exchequer-lessees of the manor of Brigstock, Northamptonshire, a property 
which had belonged to Queen Joan of Navarre, widow of King Henry IV.36 More 
important for Palmer himself was another twelve years' custody, granted on 20 
November 1442, of the manor of Rockingham and a ten years' lease of the manor of 
Little Weldon, Northamptonshire, issued on 12 February 1443 but back-dated to the 
previous Michaelmas. 37 

After being nominated to a commission on 8 February 1443 to enquire into the 
escape of felons from Leicester gaol, Palmer was a co-feoffee with Everard Digby, John 

29 Warwickshire Feet of Fines: 3, 19 Edw. III, 1345-24 Hen. VII, 1509, abs. L. Drucker, Dugdale Society, 
18 (1943), no.2600; CCR, 1435-41, pp.260, 262. 

30 CCR, 1435-41, p . 345. 
31 For Trussell's presence at the Leicestershire elections in 1433, see C219/14/4, pt.2, no.SS; and for his 

links with Beauchamp, see Carpenter, 'Beauchamp affinity', as n .4, p.520, n. l, citing Bodleian Library, 
Oxford, MS Dugdale 2, p .279, and p.526, n .9, citing Report of the Deputy Keeper of the Public Record 
Office [hereafter DKR], 48 (1887), p .269 . For Astley, see J. S. Roskell, The Commons in the Parliament 
of 1422 [hereafter Commons], pp.70, 186. Manchester: University Press, 1954; Griffiths, Henry VI, as 
n .15, pp. 51-2; and for Hastings, see idem, pp .721, 759, n.35 . 

32 CPR, 1437-45, p.140. 
33 CPR, 1436-41 , pp.505, 537; CPR, 1441-46, p.62 . 
34 C219/15/2, pt.2, no.97. Wedgwood, Register, p.36, erroneously gives Warwick as the location of the 

election. For Mountford, see Roskell, Commons, as n.31, pp.204-5. 
35 CPR, 1437-45, p .214. For the date of the ending of the parliament, see Handbook of British Chronology, 

ed. E. B. Fryde, D . E. Greenway, S. Poner and I. Roy, p .569 . London: Royal Hist. Soc., 3rd edn. 
1986. 

36 CPR, 1437-45, p. 211. 
37 CPR, 1437-45, pp. 250, 248. 
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Browe and others of John, Duke of Somerset, for the manor of Sawtry, 
Huntingdonshire on 10 June .38 Six years later Digby, Browe and Palmer were to be 
elected to the Commons in the first parliament of 1449, the two former for Rutland 
and the latter for Leicestershire. Palmer's name appears on several other occasions at 
this period as a feoffee-to-uses or estate official, generally in company of sometime 
parliamentary knights. Especially interesting was his inclusion among the feoffees of 
Ralph, Lord Cromwell, for the manor of Ampthill and other lands in Bedfordshire in 
1444, property which had belonged to John Cornwall, Lord Fanhope, the king's great
uncle, who had died in December 1443. Palmer was seneschal or steward of Ampthill 
for Lord Cromwell. 39 His fellow trustees for Ampthill included experienced lawyers, 
administrators and parliamentarians, for instance John Throckmorton (under
treasurer of England from 1433 to 1443, and six times member for Worcestershire 
between 1414 and 1439), and William Tresham (Speaker of the Commons in 1439-
40, 1442, 1447 and 1449-50) . There can be little doubt that Palmer's association with 
Throckmorton and Tresham, to whom he was obviously known personally, was close. 
Significantly Throckmorton was a member of the 'circle' of Richard Beauchamp, Earl 
of Warwick, but perhaps even more so, in view of the development in Palmer's own 
career, was his association with Tresham, since the latter enjoyed close connections 
with Ralph, Lord Cromwell, and Richard, Duke of York, whose councillor he was. 40 

On 7 January and 3 February, when he was probably acting on behalf of Cromwell, he 
was included as one of the feoffees for Sir William (later Lord) Ferrers in his 
Derbyshire manor of Breadsall; and again on 7 April he was no doubt acting as 
Cromwell's agent when a trust was made by Elizabeth, widow of Richard, Lord Grey 
of Codnor, of the manor of Thistleton, Rutland; and on 6 May 1448 he entered into a 
bond in 300 marks to James Fiennes, Lord Say and Sele, to be levied on property in 
Leicestershire to guarantee a grant of lands to the latter by Agnes, widow of Thomas 
Basyng esquire. 41 Say and Sele, a member of the royal household, had only recently 
been ennobled. As James Fiennes he had been elected as knight of the shire for Kent 
in 1442, when Palmer had been returned for Leicestershire. 42 In addition to being an 
estate official of Cromwell, Palmer was acting as seneschal and receiver of 
Geddington, Northamptonshire, in 1445 for Margaret, widow of Sir Ralph Rochefort, 
another connection with Cromwell since he was one of Rochefort's executors. 43 

In contrast with his associations with people of high social standing was a link with the 

38 CPR, 1441-46, p . 155; Historical Manuscripts Commission, Report on the manuscripts of the late Reginald 
Rawdon Hastings, esq., of the Manor House, Ashby de la Zouche, 1, p .212. London: HMSO, 1928. 

39 CPR, 1441-46, p .268; CCR, 1441-47, pp.219, 222-3, 229 . See also S. J . Payling, 'The Ampthill 
Dispute: a study in aristocratic lawlessness and the breakdown of Lancastrian government', Eng. Hist. 
Rev., 104 (1989), p .903, citing KB27/779, rex. rot.3; KB9/280/56 . By 1454 Cromwell had secured 
possession of Ampthill and in the autumn Palmer, as steward, was taking local cases of theft, see R. L. 
Friedrichs, 'The Last Two Wills of Ralph Lord Cromwell', Nottingham Medieval St., 34 (1980), p. l 09, 
citing KB9/280/56. Dr Payling kindly drew my anention to this article. 

40 For Throckmorton, see House of Commons, as n.20, 4, pp.606-9. For Tresham, see Roskell, The 
Commons and their Speakers in English Parliaments 1376-1523 [hereafter Speakers], esp. pp.238-40. 
Manchester: University Press, 1965, and Johnson, Duke Richard, as n. 15, p .289, citing SC6/11 l 3/9. 
The importance of lawyers in the closely-knit local society of fifteenth-century England is brought out 
by C. F . Richmond, John Hopton: A Fifteenth Century Suffolk Gentleman, pp.181-201. Cambridge: 
University Press, 1981. 

41 CCR, 1441-47, pp. 289, 315, 352; CCR, 1447-54, p . 56; Derbyshire Feet of Fines, 1323-1546, 
calendared, H . J. H . Garrett, intro. C. Rawcliffe, Derbyshire Record Society, 11 (1985), no. 1103. Dr 
Payling kindly informed me that Palmer was really Cromwell's agent in the transactions relating to 
Breadsall and Thisleton. 

42 B. P . Wolffe, Henry VI, p . 124. London: Eyre Methuen, 1981. 
43 BL, Add. Chs., 41629, 41630; Griffiths,' Henry VI, as n .15, p.323, n.16. 
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trading world of London where, in April 1445, he pursued Thomas Cogger, a butcher, 
for a debt qf 40 marks. It seems that Palmer had had Cogger arrested in the City while 
the latter was on his way to Westminster to answer Palmer's action for recovery of the 
debt, whereupon Cogger obtained a writ against his pursuer.44 

Almost certainly one of the most important factors in Palmer's career from this 
time, and one which was to be a permanent element in it thereafter, was his 
connection with the House of York. Evidence of such a link can possibly be dated 
back to the creation by Richard, Duke of York, of a trust of his manor of 
Hambleton, Rutland, on 23 February 1449 headed by William Alnwick, Bishop of 
Lincoln, and which included Palmer, Tresham and Digby. Quite likely this 
arrangement was one of several similar trusts made about the same time by which 
the duke could raise money. 45 Just over a fortnight earlier, on 6 February, Palmer 
had been elected for the fourth time for Leicestershire.46 In this assembly, which 
began at Westminster on 12 February and ended at Winchester on 16 July, and 
which was held against a background of strong criticism of government policy 
towards France (a policy largely influenced by William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk) , 
there was a core of members of the royal household. Indeed the Speaker, John Say, 
knight of the shire for Cambridgeshire, has been described as 'an intimate member 
of the royal circle'. 47 It is interesting that Thomas Palmer, with his links with 
Richard of York, took second place in the official return for Leicestershire to 
Thomas Everingham, an Esquire of the Body and a man whose war-service in 
France had possibly brought him to the notice of John Beaufort, Duke of 
Somerset. 48 There may have been an effort to satisfy the honour of both the royal or 
court party and its opponents, among whom York was one. On the other hand, 
Palmer's election for Leicestershire in 1449 could have owed just as much to his 
good standing with his fellow midland gentry as to his links with York. 49 One such 
gentleman was Palmer's brother-in-law William Catesby, who was elected to the 
same parliament for Northamptonshire .50 A few years before, on 18 October 1445, 
Palmer had been named as a joint bond-holder with Catesby (possibly they were 
creditors) for certain craftsmen in Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwick, and Bishopton; 
and on 18 March 1449 they were named among the feoffees of Edmund Hampden 
esquire for the manor of Woodperry in the parish of Stanton St John, Oxfordshire. 51 

Earlier, on 1 June 1446, Palmer had been a loan commissioner in Leicestershire. 52 

Shortly after the conclusion of the first parliament of 1449, he and Everingham were 
appointed (1 and 8 August) tax commissioners and distributors of the tax relief in 
Leicestershire as 'knights coming to parliament' . 53 

44 Calendar of Plea and Memoranda Rolls preserved among the archives of the Corporation of the City of London 
at the Guildhall A .D. 1437-1457, ed. P. E. Jones, p . 67. Cambridge: University Press, 1954. 

45 CPR, 1446-52, p .218. The handing over of the estate to feoffees or trustees to raise money early in 
1449 was probably connected with York's preparations for leaving for Ireland, which took place in the 
summer. Cf. Johnson, Duke Richard, as n.15, pp .62-3. Possibly Palmer's involvement with York here 
owed something t.o the fact that he was a Cromwell feoffee. 

46 C2 l 9/l 5/6, pt.2, no. I 06. 
47 Roskell, Speakers, as n.40, p.231. 
48 Griffiths, Henry VI, as n .15, p.341. 
49 Griffiths makes a similar point in relation to the 'Lancastrian ' midland gentry who were elected in 

1449, see Griffiths, Henry VI, as n .15. 
50 Griffiths, Henry VI, as n.15. 
51 Descnptive Catalogue of Ancient Deeds in the Public Record Office [hereafter Cat. A . D.], 6 vols (1890-

1915) 5, All 0605; idem., 3, A/5397 . Hampden was a firm adherent of William de la Pole, D.uke of 
Suffolk, see Griffiths, Henry VI, as n .15, pp.309, 337. 

52 CPR, 1441-46, p.430. 
53 CPR, 1445-52, pp.121, 126. 
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By 1450 Palmer was clearly established as one of the gentry who provided the 
backbone of local administration and control in the east midlands. He continued to be 
nominated regularly to commissions and to be elected as a parliamentary knight of the 
shire. Thus, on 20 February 1450, he was appointed to enquire into the escape of 
felons in Rutland and on 8 August a tax commissioner in Rutland and 
Leicestershire. 54 The year 1450 was to be a traumatic one for the nation. It began 
badly with the murder of the bishop of Chichester, Adam Moleyns, in January; then 
came the defeat of the English forces at Formigny in April, after which their remaining 
possessions in Normandy were soon lost; the unpopular Duke of Suffolk was 
murdered at sea on 1 May on his way into exile; and at the end of June the rising, 
known as 'Jack Cade's Rebellion', began in Kent. Although the revolt was soon over it 
provided an excuse for Richard, Duke of York, to return from Ireland. It was 
rumoured that he had encouraged the rising. York demanded changes in the royal 
Council and reform. A new parliament was summoned to meet at Westminster on 6 
November, and York and his supporters worked with some success to secure the 
election of sympathisers as knights of the shire in areas where they were influential, 
particularly in East Anglia and Northamptonshire. 55 It has been suggested that 12 out 
of a known 268 members of the Commons in the parliament of 1450-1 (it ended at 
the end of May 1451) had ties with York. The strength of his influence can be gauged 
by the election as Speaker of Sir William Oldhall, one of York's adherents, but quite 
lacking in parliamentary experience.56 Among the duke's men who were elected was 
Thomas Palmer. However on this occasion he had to be content with representing the 
small county of Rutland, though he did occupy the first seat in preference to Everard 
Digby. The election was held at Oakham on 20 October 1450.57 Although Digby 
seems to have had some attachment to York, his ultimate loyalties were Lancastrian, 
since he had served under Somerset in 1443 and was later to fight and be killed on the 
losing side at Towton in 1461. 58 In neighbouring Leicestershire the county seats were 
held by John Bellars of Kettering and Robert Staunton. Interestingly enough Palmer 
headed the list of four manucaptors or sureties for Bellars. 59 The latter was a Justice of 
the Peace in Leicestershire, but was otherwise not very prominent; whereas Staunton 
had links with the staunchly Lancastrian John, Viscount Beaumont.60 It would appear 
then that a certain amount of bargaining had occurred, whereby the Lancastrian 
supporters were returned for the more important Leicestershire while providing a place 
in Rutland (which was, after all, near to Fotheringhay) for one of York's men. These 
election returns probably illustrate a desire to keep the peace within the 'county 
community', as much as suggesting an accommodation between the two rival 
magnates, Beaumont and York. Even when not elected, Palmer was clearly involved in 
the election process: he was among those present at the Leicestershire elections on 16 
October 1449 and again on 1 March 1453.61 

On 24 November 1450, Thomas Palmer and Ralph, Lord Cromwell, were 
bondholders for one Thomas Eyre, a London draper, and other debtors. 62 Not only 
54 CPR, 1446-52, p.319; CPR, 1445-52, pp.171, 173. 
55 Roskell, Speakers, as n.40, p .242,; Griffiths, Henry VI, as n .15, esp. pp.686ff. 
56 Roskell, Speakers, as n.40, pp.242ff. 
57 Wedgwood, Register, p. 167. 
58 For Digby, see CPR, 1446-52, p .218; DKR, 48, pp.357, 358, 360; Wedgwood, Biogs, as n .8, p .274; S. 

J. Payling, 'The Coventry Parliament of 1459: a Privy Seal writ concerning the Election of the Knights 
of the Shire', Bull. Inst. Hist. Res., 60 (1987), p .351, n.18. 

59 C219/16/l, pt.2, no.102. The Leicestershire elections were held on 12 Nov. 1450. 
60 For Staunton's links with Beaumont, see CPR, 1445-52, p.171; VCH, Leics, 2, p.98. 
61 C219/15/7, pt.2, no.102; /16/2, pt.2, no.119. 
62 CCR, 1447-54, p. 238. 
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were his links with Cromwell close, but also he was made seneschal of Grantham by 
Richard, Duke of York, on 19 April 1452 at a fee of £4 a year. 63 During the second 
session of the parliament of 1450-1 Palmer was appointed, on 10 February 1451, to a 
commission of oyer and terminer to examine the complaints of soldiers against Sir 
Thomas Hoo, Chancellor of Normandy, and other captains and lieutenants serving 
there and in France; on 18 February he was nominated a commissioner to levy the 
subsidy in Leicestershire; and on 8 December, Palmer was appointed one of the 
justices to deliver Leicester gaol. 64 Most likely it was in a legal capacity that, on 1 
November 1454, he was included among the feoffees for Cromwell's castle and manor 
of Tattershall, Lincolnshire, and for his manors and lands in Yorkshire, 
Northamptonshire, Leicestershire, Rutland and Kent. 65 Indeed Palmer and his co
feoffees were executors of Cromwell's will. 66 

It was in the mid-1450s that the political crisis deepened. In August 1453 King 
Henry VI suffered a mental collapse and the Duke of York was made Protector, much 
to the chagrin of Queen Margaret and the court party, whose leader was now Edmund 
Beaufort, Duke of Somerset. However, with the recovery of the king at the end of 
1454 and the beginning of 1455, the tables were turned on York and his adherents. 
Tension increased to the point where the forces of the king (effectively under 
Somerset's control) and those of York clashed at St Albans on 22 May 1455. Somerset 
was killed and the king captured, though treated with honour and deference. 
Henceforth Henry VI was no longer to play any effective role in government, but 
became a pawn in the struggle for power and control. Changes in the major offices of 
state were made and a parliament was called to meet at Westminster on 9 July. It was 
to last, with prorogations, until 12 March 1456. Although York and his friends tried to 
make sure that men favourable to them would be elected to the Commons, they were 
only partially successful: the new Speaker, Sir John Wenlock, was still at this stage 
loyal to the king. 67 According to one recent writer only eight knights of the shire in this 
parliament were 'of demonstrably Yorkist sentiment', in other words, attached to the 
duke personally. Two of those men were the members for Leicestershire, Sir Leonard 
Hastings and Thomas Palmer. 68 It is perhaps at this point that Palmer can be clearly 
identified as a man quite firmly in the Yorkist camp, not only because of the fact that 
he was a servant of the duke (almost certainly a legal adviser), but also because he had 
close ties with the Hastings family who were themselves Yorkist adherents. In fact, it 
was a triangular relationship, typical of 'bastard feudal' society. 

In December 1455 Palmer was mentioned as a feoffee for lands in 
Northamptonshire and Rutland; and in November 1456 he headed a panel to enquire 
as to whether one Robert Terry, 'clerk', was born in Asfordby, Leicestershire, and not, 
as certain of his enemies had claimed, in Scotland. 69 More commissions came his way 
in 1457, one to deliver Oakham gaol (20 May), and another to allocate the number of 
archers to be provided by the different townships and villages in the county towards its 
quota of 226 men (17 December) .70 About the same time (14 November), Palmer 
paid a fine of 66s . 8d. into the Exchequer for not taking up the honour of 

63 Johnson, Duke Richard, as n .15, p. 236, citing SC6/l l l 5/6. 
64 CPR, 1446-52, pp.412, 444, 534 . 
65 CPR, 1452-61, p. 200. For the importance of this enfeoffment and Cromwell's political career, see 

Friedrichs, 'Last Two Wills' , as n .39, pp.106-7 . 
66 CPR, 1452-61, p . 341. 
67 Roskell, Speakers, as n.40, pp.257-62; Johnson, Duke Richard, as n .15, p.161. 
68 Johnson, Duke Richard, as n .15; Official Return, Pt.1 , p .351. The election took place on 19 Jun. 1455. 
69 CCR, 1454-61, p.113; CPR, 1452-61, p .344. 
70 CPR, 1452-61, pp.369, 409. 
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knighthood. 71 In February 1458 there was further evidence of his affiliation to the 
House of York when, together with several other well-known Yorkist servants such as 
Walter Devereux and John Milewater, he was a trustee for the marriage settlement of 
the duke's daughter, Elizabeth, to John, Duke of Suffolk.72 

In 1459 there occurred clashes between the forces loyal to the House of Lancaster 
and York's supporters at Bloreheath in Staffordshire on 23 September, when the 
Lancastrians failed to prevent the Earl of Salisbury from making his way to Ludlow for 
a rendezvous with York and Richard Nevill, Earl of Warwick. A major battle at 
Ludford Bridge on 12 tol3 October failed to materialize. Many soldiers defected from 
the Yorkist camp and their leaders fled abroad, thereby leaving the court party free to 
act against its enemies. So, when a strongly Lancastrian parliament met at Coventry 
on 20 November, the leading Yorkists were attainted and their offices distributed 
among those loyal to the king. Some effort was made to conciliate Y orkist supporters 
by allowing them to pay fines and take out pardons. 73 Perhaps, therefore, 
'reconciliation' was behind the inclusion of Thomas Palmer in the commissions of 
array for Leicestershire and Rutland on 21 December, the day after parliament had 
ended.74 Furthermore, in spite of his Yorkist attachments, Palmer retained his place 
on the Leicestershire bench of justices, though he had come off the Rutland bench at 
the beginning of the year. Wholesale proscription of political opponents among the 
class of local gentry who carried out the administrative and judicial functions at county 
level would have been difficult, if not totally impracticable. 

As the 'late' (in other words the former) receiver and approver in Warwickshire, 
Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Rutland, Palmer paid £10 5s. 8d. into the 
Exchequer on 4 February 1460 from the issues or rents of various mills, lands and 
other properties in those shires.75 By the summer of 1460 the Lancastrians were on the 
defensive. At the battle of Northampton (10 July) several of their leaders, including 
Buckingham and Beaumont, were killed; and after the victories of Mortimer's Cross 
and Towton early in 1461 Edward IV took the throne in place of Henry VI. With the 
Y orkist triumph much control of the midlands, especially in Leicestershire, passed to 
the new king's friend and loyal supporter, Sir William, later Lord Hastings. 76 Not 
surprisingly, Thomas Palmer, who had been closely attached to the service of Sir 
Leonard Hastings, continued the ties with his son. For that there is clear evidence even 
before the Y orkist accession to power in 1461, since Palmer was a feoffee for William 
Hastings in estates in Leicestershire and Northamptonshire on 12 May 1460.77 On 11 
May 1461, about six weeks after Towton, Palmer was appointed to a panel headed by 
Hastings to take charge on behalf of the king of the possessions of the 'rebel' William, 
Viscount Beaumont, son of the late John, Viscount Beaumont.78 Other commissions 
soon followed: on 16 June one to arrest a certain Thomas Thlude; and on 8 July to 
71 E401/858. 
72 Cat. A . D., as n.51, 4, Af6337; Wedgwood, Biogs., as n.8, p .659. For Devereux and Milewater, see 

Johnson, Duke Richard, as n.15, pp.230, 235; and for Radford, see Griffiths, Henry VI, as n.15, p .728. 
73 Jacob, Fifteenth Century, as no.3, pp.515-6; Ross, Edward IV, as n .5, p .23 . Among those fined or 

pardoned were Sir Walter Devereux and William Hastings, son of Sir Leonard Hastings, ibid., n.2; 
Rotuli Parliamentorum, 1272-1503, ed. J. Strachey et al (1767-83), Record Commission, 5 (1832), 
pp.348-9 . 

74 CPR., 1452-61, pp. 557,560. 
75 E401/886a. 
76 It has been pointed out that although Leicestershire was 'on the whole Lancastrian in 1460, it would 

seem to have undergone a change later, perhaps due to the growing influence of William Hastings', 
VCH, Leics., 2, p .98. 

77 Hastings MSS, as n .38, 1, pp.295-6. 
78 CPR, 1461-67, p .30. 
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arrest Edmund Wareyn.79 In addition to his links with Sir William Hastings, Palmer 
also enjoyed a connection with Sir William's brother, Ralph, with whom he was a joint 
recipient of an exchequer lease on 3 December 1461.8° Firm indications of Palmer's 
good standing with the new administration under Edward IV were his appointment to 
the quorum of the Leicestershire bench on 16 July 1461 and to the shrievalty of 
Rutland on 7 November, which latter post he was to hold until November 1463.81 

Early in 1462, on 26 February, he was appointed during pleasure receiver and 
approver of royal properties in Warwickshire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and 
Rutland; and on 2 April, when described as 'of Leicestershire, king's servant and 
gentleman', he was granted for good service to the king's father and the king himself, 
and in consideration of his losses of £340, the manor of Freeby, Leicestershire, worth 
£16 a year, which had been forfeited by Lord Roos in the parliament of 1461-2.82 The 
initial grant had been for ten years, but was extended to twelve in November 1466, 
back-dated to 4 March 1461, and it was later to be exempted from an Act of 
Resumption in 1467, when it was stated that the loss of £340 had been incurred when 
Lord Roos seized goods and chattels after Ludlow Field. 83 There is, therefore, 
circumstantial evidence that Palmer was with the Yorkist forces at Ludford Bridge in 
1459. However, considering his age (he must have been in his fifties) and the fact that 
he was a lawyer-administrator, his presence there could quite possibly have been more 
in the way of a professional rather than a military capacity. His close adherence to 
Richard, Duke of York, did not seemingly affect his continued association with the 
Lancastrian Sir William Catesby since, in 1460, Palmer sold part of a wood called 
'Bysshwode' in Lapworth, Warwickshire, to Catesby and came to an agreement with 
him about the division of the bondmen and their families in Wilmcote, Thomdon and 
Bishopton, Warwickshire. 84 Part of the explanation for his keeping up with a well
known Lancastrian supporter (Catesby had been a Knight of the Body to Henry VI) 
could have been their relationship by marriage, but part must have been because of 
their mutual link with Lord Hastings, since it was he who became the most important 
backer of William Catesby the younger.85 Without question Palmer's career at this 
stage owed much to Hastings and his ability to dispense patronage on a wide scale in 

79 CPR, 1461-67, p. 34 (2x). 
80 CPR, 1461-71, p.46. 
81 C66/492, m.23d.; CPR, 1461-71, p.48; Lists and Indexes: 9, List of Sheriffs/or England and Wales, p.113. 

London: HMSO, 1893. 
82 CPR, 1461-67, pp.11, 182; Nichols, Leics ., as n.8, 2.1, p .280 . He probably held Freeby until 

November 1467, when it was granted to Edward Hardgill and Elizabeth Moresby for life (CPR, 1467-
77, p. 43). See also E. Acheson, A Gentry Community: Leicestershire Life in the Fifteenth Century, c.1422-
c.1485, p.52. Cambridge: University Press, 1992. The post of an 'approver' was to improve the herbage 
and pannage of parks. It was often combined with a receivership of rents (R. Somerville, History of the 
Duchy of Lancaster. 1, 1265-1603, p.566. London: The Duchy, 1953) . A few financial records have 
survived relating to Freeby. The Compotus Roll of John Frestone, collector of rents, covering the 
periods Mich.1464 and Martinmas 1464 to Martinmas 1465 state that Fresr-ne had received £19 5s. 
8¼d. and £23 17s. lO½d. respectively, and that on 24 October 1465 he handed over to Thomas 
Palmer £7 18s. 9d. at Freeby and £2 3s. 4d. at Keythorpe (BL. Add. Chs. 41620, 41621). In a rental 
of Palmer's manor dated 6 Jan. 1467 Freeby was worth £16 (Add.Ch., 41613) . Even after Freeby had 
been granted to others later in 1467 small sums of money continued to be handed over (presumably 
arrears) to Palmer. For example 30s. rent for Lammas land on 23 Sep. 1470 and 46s. 8d. on 29 Sep. 
1471 (Add.Ch., 41623, pts. 2, 3). 

83 CPR, 1461-67, p.532; Rotuli Par/., as n.73, 5, p.591, col.b. The Act of Resumption was passed in the 
first session of this parliament (3 Jun. - l Jui.), when Palmer was still in possession of Freeby. 

84 Cat. A.D., as n.51, 2, N4419. Cf. Carpenter, Locality and Polity, as n .4, p.118, who says that Catesby 
'partially bought out Thomas Palmer' of these properties. 

85 On Catesby and Hastings, see Roskell, Speakers, as n .40, p. 295 . 
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the midlands. In 1461 and 1462 the king had granted Hastings important offices and 
estates in Leicestershire, Warwickshire, Northamptonshire, Lincolnshire and Rutland, 
from which Hastings proceeded to build up his power in that area. The recipients of 
Hastings's own patronage were the gentry and lawyer-administrators such as Thomas 
Palmer and the younger Catesby. It was through these skilled professionals that Lord 
Hastings controlled Leicestershire and the Honor of Leicester when he was out of the 
area, which was frequently the case.86 

Whether Palmer was elected to the first parliament of Edward IV's reign, which met 
at Westminster on 4 November 1461, must, in view of the loss of the election returns, 
remain an open question.87 As sheriff of Rutland Palmer would, however, have been 
responsible for holding the elections for that county to the next parliament which 
began on 29 April 1463, but again the returns have not survived. There is fair evidence 
of Palmer's other activities, official and private, at this period of his career. For 
instance, on 18 February 1463 he personally paid in £20 into the Exchequer as the 
king's receiver and approver in Warwickshire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and 
Rutland; on 2 March he was charged with Ralph Hastings esquire and others to find 
out what lands were held in Northamptonshire by the late Thomas Greene, knight; on 
25 May he was a witness to a quitclaim of lands in Leicestershire; and on 1 July he 
headed the panel set up to assess the parliamentary tax in the county.88 An important 
office came his way, too, in 1463 when he was made receiver of Castle Donington, 
quite possibly because of his good service to Richard, Duke of York, and his son, 
Edward. 89 Moreover, Palmer continued his association with the Catesby family in 
various capacities, often as a feoffee-to-uses for lands and properties in 
Warwickshire.90 Although Palmer was at this point what would normally have been 
considered old by the standards of the time, that he was still leading an active life as a 
lawyer and administrator seems evident from his continued appointment to office. On 
15 July 1463 he was named for life as receiver for the Honor of Leicester in the Duchy 
of Lancaster at an annual fee of lOOs.;91 and that he was still a working justice in 
Leicestershire was indicated by his re-appointment to the quorum on 5 May 1464.92 

In February and March 1465 he remitted monies into the Exchequer: on 4 February 
and 2 March two amounts of £7 13s. 3d. and 10s. respectively from the issues of his 
former post as sheriff of Rutland. 93 On 18 February 1467 he and Robert Staunton 
were included in an enquiry into the rightful possession of the manor of Ashby-de-la
Zouch; and some three months later, on 7 May, they were elected for Leicestershire to 
the parliament called for 3 June at Westminster. 94 The choice of Palmer with his 
Yorkist associations elicits no surprise, but that of Staunton, a Lancastrian, does. 
Perhaps the choice of Staunton (significantly in second place) was a deliberate attempt 
to win over opinion in a county which had previously been strongly Lancastrian. On 
the other hand, it could well have been an example of agreement between the gentry 
themselves not to allow national politics to upset county arrangements. In this 
parliament the king declared that he would 'live of his own'. Accordingly an Act of 

86 Ross, Edward IV, as n.5, p .75; Williams, 'From Towton', as n.5, p.33 . 
87 Wedgwood, Biogs, p.658 
88 E401/882; CPR, 1461-67, p.233; CCR, 1461-68, p .910; CFR, 1461-71, pp.99, 104. 
89 Acheson, Gentry Community, as n.82, p .101. 
90 Cat. A. D., as n.51, 3, N6046; ibid., 4, N8346, 8449, 8482. 
91 Somerville, Duchy of Lancaster, as n.82, p .566. A fine set of accounts for his period as receiver has 

survived (DL29/213/3270-82), from which it is clear that he regularly claimed his annual fee. 
92 C66/508, m.24d. 
93 E401/886a (3x) . 
94 CPR, 1461-67, p.549; Official Return, ptl, p.358. 
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Resumption was passed by which the Crown took back grants which it had previously 
made. However, Edward informed parliament that he intended to renew the war with 
France and the Commons agreed to give financial support of two-tenths and two
fifteenths (about £74,000), less the customary allowance (in Leicestershire's case 
£12,000). In the management of the Commons the Speaker played a crucial role : in 
this assembly it was Sir John Say, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, who had 
been elected for Hertfordshire.95 Since both Say and Palmer were duchy officials, and 
since both had been returned to the first parliament of 1449 (when, incidentally, Say 
had been Speaker), the two men must have been well acquainted. As far as Palmer and 
Staunton were concerned, they were currently serving as Justices of the Peace when 
elected and, interestingly, both had been re-appointed to the Leicestershire bench and 
of the quorum the day immediately after their election. 96 Whether or not Lord 
Hastings directly or indirectly influenced the elections for Leicestershire in 1467 
cannot be proved, but it is significant that the first two men to attest the sheriffs 
return were Thomas Trussell knight, one of his retainers, and Richard Hastings his 
brother. 97 As was usual Palmer and Staunton, as former parliamentary knights, were 
appointed on 8 June 1468 to distribute the tax allowance in Leicestershire the day after 
the close of the session.98 

On 8 February 1470, when he must have been nearly seventy, Palmer was named in 
a commission of array headed by Hastings and which included Sir Thomas Trussell 
and Richard Staunton. 99 In most cases Palmer has appeared very much as a member 
of the midland gentry/professional administrator class, working with and for his 
fellows, many of whom were attached to the Hastings affinity. Occasionally we get a 
suggestion of a man with wider contacts. For instance, his name was included as a 
witness with Avery Cornburgh esquire, an important official of the royal household 
and five times a member of the Commons, to a quitclaim (i .e. a renunciation) on 19 
February 1470 of the manor of Westho, Cambridgeshire, by John Gant, another 
member of the royal household, to a Richard Veer of Great Addington, 
Northamptonshire. 100 In June 1472 and again in November 1473 Palmer was one of a 
group of feoffees for Maud, Lady Willoughby, a kinswoman of Lord Cromwell, an 
interesting residual link with his earlier connection with Cromwell. 101 

Exactly what part Palmer played during the six months from October 1470 to 
March 1471, which saw the exile of Edward IV, the restoration or 'readeption' of 
Henry VI, and the return of Edward before his final triumph at Tewkesbury in May 
1471, is unknown. That he remained loyal to Hastings and the king is suggested by his 
removal from the Leicestershire bench of justices by the Readeption government on 13 
December 1470, the only Leicestershire justice to be removed. 102 The Yorkist success 
in 14 71 did not, however, herald a quick reappointment of Palmer to the bench of 
justices: that had to wait until 24 October 14 7 4, by which time he was nearing the end 

95 For further details of Say, who changed his allegiance to the Yorkists, see Roskell, Speakers, as n.40, 
pp.280-1. 

96 C66/518, m .24d.; CPR. , 1467-77, p .619. 
97 C219/l 7, pt.I, no.I 12. A further example of the connection of Palmer and Lord Hastings was that they 

were both sometime feoffees for William, 6th Baron Zouche, of Harringworth (died 1468) . Indeed 
Palmer had been rewarded for his 'good counsel' by Zouche with the stewardship of Thorpe Arnold, 
LRO, 5 D 33/177, fo .82. 

98 CFR, 1461-71, pp.232, 238; Handbook of British Chronology, as n .35, p.371. 
99 CPR, 1467-77, p .199. 
100 CCR., 1461-68, p .262. Comburgh sat for Cornwall in 1463-5 and 1467-8, and was to sit for Plymouth 

in 1478, 1483 and 1485, see Wedgwood, Biogs., as n .8, pp.223-4. 
101 CCR, 1468-76,nos. 911, 1173. 
102 CPR, 1467-77, p .619. CfLander, English Justices, as n.5, p.131. 
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of his life, when he could not have been very active anyway. 103 Nevertheless he was 
made a commissioner to investigate the matter of unpaid monies due to the Crown 
from Leicestershire on 18 August 1473. 104 To the end of his career Palmer retained 
his ties with Lord Hastings, for as late as 1 April 1475 he and other feoffees were 
ordered to hand over to receivers several of the Hastings manors, including 
Woolsthorpe, Lincolnshire, and Ashby-de-la-Zouch and Bagworth, Leicestershire. 105 

The Palmer family probably came from Carleton in Northamptonshire, but by the 
early fifteenth century had started to acquire estate in neighbouring Leicestershire. 106 
Between 1416 and 1420 William Palmer 'of Carleton', Thomas's father, acquired the 
Leicestershire manors of Holt and Prestgrave, which included part of Holt manor 
known as 'Trussell's manor'. 107 On 24 June 1425 Trussells's manor and lands in 
Drayton and Bringhurst were made over to Thomas 'son and heir of William Palmer'; 
and a month later, on 23 July, a court and view of frankpledge of Holt and Drayton 
were held in the name of Thomas Palmer as lord of the manor. 108 By 1427 Thomas 
had acquired both parts of the manor of Holt, the manor of Prestgrave, and lands in 
Drayton, Cranoe, Great Easton, Bringhurst, Medbourne and Burrough-on-the
Hili.109 Shortly afterwards Thomas must have married his second wife, Elizabeth 
Bishopston, for on 17 January 1429 feoffees made over to them Holt and Keythorpe, 
together with various lands and pastures there and in Drayton. 110 Thomas and 
Elizabeth increased their holdings when, on 20 January 1439, Thomas Nevill and his 
wife, Margaret, released all their claims to 26 messuages, 12 virgates of land and £4 
rent in Tugby, Goadby and Billesdon. 111 Three years later (1442) the Palmers 
acquired the advowson and part of the manor of Lubenham known as 'Bawdesmanor', 
together with eight messuages, two tofts, a mill and 2s. ld. rent of Thomas Bawde 
esquire and his wife, Margery. 112 By a deed of 16 January 1450 they made over 
Lubenham to their daughter Katherine and her husband William Nevill. 113 In the 
meantime Palmer and his wife were securing more properties and land, mostly in 
Leicestershire but also in Northamptonshire: between 27 April and 2 July 1444 Henry 
Rydell of Wittering, Northamptonshire, released his rights to eight messuages, two 
cottages, 140 acres of arable, 20 of meadow, 20 of pasture and 60 acres of wood in 
Holt, Great Easton, Drayton and Medbourne in Leicestershire, and Oakley in 
103 CPR, 1467-77, p.619. Significantly he was 'of the quorum' (C66/533,m.26d). Palmer was not unique 

in serving on the bench for many years and into old age. Cf. Sir John Boteler (1400-77) who was a J.P. 
for Buckinghamshire in his 60s and appointed to the Gloucestershire bench in the year of his death 
(Lander, English Justices, as n.5, pp.89, 92) . 

104 CPR, 1467-77, p.405 . 
105 Hastings MSS, as n.38, 1, p.296. 
106 H. E. Broughton, Family and Estate Records in the Leicestershire Record Office, p.25 . Leicester: 

Leicestershire Museums, Arts and Records Service, 1991. A deed dated 14 Feb. 8 Henry V (1421) 
referred to Thomas Palmer 'of Carleton, Northamptonshire', LRO, DE 221/3/4, no.38. 

107 LRO, DE 221/4/1, no.36; G. F. Farnham and A. H . Thompson, 'The Manor House and Chapel of 
Holt', TLAS, 13 (1923-4), p.212; Acheson, Gentry Community, as n.82, pp.69-70. 

108 LRO, DE 221/4/1, no.66; BL, Add. Ch., 41604. Other court rolls and views of frankpledge have 
survived for Holt and Drayton for the following dates: 1 Apr. 1426; 3 Oct. 1426; 18 Oct. 1427; 5 Oct. 
1429; 4 May 1430; 25 Apr. 1431 and 26 Jun. 1434 (BL, Add. Ch., 41605, 41606, 41608, 41609, 
41611). In some cases the 'profits' of the court were recorded. For example, lOs.lld. on 3 Oct. 1426; 
2s. l0d. on 18 Oct. 1427; 4s.7d. on 5 Oct. 1429 and 4s. 6d. on 26 Jun. 1434 (BL, Add. Ch., 41606, 
41611) . I thank Dr Payling for drawing my attention to this material. 

109 LRO, 5 D 33/174, fo .255, no.10. 
110 LRO, DE 221/4/1 , no.96. 
111 LRO, 5 D 33/174, fo .259, no.47. 
112 CCR, 1441-7, p. 117; VCH, Leics., 5, p.222; G. F. Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Pedigrees (Leicester, 

1925), p.51. 
113 LRO, DE 220, no.58. 
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Northamptonshire. 114 Other evidence shows that Palmer was actively involved in 
adding to or exploiting his estate. On 1 May 1448 he was allowed by the Crown to 
empark some 300 acres of arable and wood in Holt or Keythorpe, with free warren in 
his demesne lands and woods in Holt, Keythorpe, Bringhurst, Drayton, Great Easton, 
Frolesworth, Goadby, Lubenham, Leire, Medboume, Prestgrave and Tugby; and on 
18 February 1450 he and John Palmer, 'of Carleton, Northamptonshire, gentleman', 
leased 40 acres of wood within Corby in the forest of Rockingham at 33s. 4d. an acre, 
paying 100 marks in four yearly instalments. u 5 The main estate, based on Holt, 
Drayton and Prestgrave, was compact with the manors within about two miles of each 
other, but in fact most of Palmer's additional lands were also within a short distance of 
the main estate. 116 

It was unlikely that the creation of a park at Holt was the main cause of the decay of 
the settlement, because by 1431-2 the population had already declined to some eight 
free tenants. 117 Palmer was also involved in enclosing or emparking at Keythorpe in 
1456, and possibly at Prestgrave, where desertion may well have occurred as a result of 
enclosure. 118 Additional income must have come Palmer's way at this time, when he 
secured the lease at a nominal rent of property in Medbourne, together with the 
advowson of the church. It has been suggested that the Perpendicular windows of the 
church were the gift of Thomas Palmer. 119 Another interesting glimpse of Palmer's 
exploitation of his estate is afforded by his lease on 1 November 1457 of a cottage, a 
windmill and a horse-mill to a miller, one William Martyn, for three years at an annual 
rent of 66s. 8d. 120 In 1468 he was holding, through right of his wife, the Warwickshire 
manor of Thornton; and in the same year he and Elizabeth held court for the manor of 
Lyndon (Solihull) . 121 Here, then, a picture emerges of an active, thrusting, 
enterprising and 'enclosing' man, who was not only typical of many midland gentry of 
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, but also of those lawyer-administrators 
who used their wealth to create estates for themselves. 122 That such 'forward activities' 
could and did cause friction and resentment is clear from a case brought by Palmer 
himself before King's Bench in Hilary Term 1469 against John Boyville, of 
Stockerston, and others for breaking into his close at Keythorpe and causing £40 
worth of damage. 123 Palmer certainly prospered above the average Leicestershire 

114 LRO, DE 221/4/3, no.60; CCR, 1441-6, p .227; Farnham and Thompson, 'Holt', as n.107, p.215; 
VCH, Leics., 5, p .245. 

115 Calendar of Charter Rolls, 1427-1516 (I 927), p.100; Nichols, Leics., as n .8, 2.2, pp.438, 521, 523, 698, 
725; Farnham and Thompson, 'Holt', as n .107, p.215 . Grants of free warren were valuable assets to 
estates (Carpenter, Locality and Polity, as n.4, p.179). For Palmer's lease of woods at Corby, see BL, 
Add. Ch., 41632. 

116 Acheson, Gentry Community, as n.82, p.52. 
117 VCH, Leics., 5, p.246. 
118 Farnham, Leics. Med. Ped., as n.112, p.41; VCH, Leics., 2, p.191; ibid., 5, p.56. 
119 LRO, DE 221/4/3, no.115; VCH, Leics., 5, pp.233, 247. 
120 LRO, DE 221/4/1, no.IOI (English) . 
121 VCH, Warwicks ., 4, p.223; ibid., 5, p.80; BL, Add. Ch., 41651. Elizabeth was described as the 

'daughter of Sir William Bishopston' . Three years earlier, on 9 Feb. 1465, a coun had been held at 
Lubbenham by Palmer (BL, Add. Ch., 41563). Thornton passed to his grandson Thomas, who died in 
1503, holding it of the Duchy of Lancaster, VCH, Warwicks., 5, p .80. 

122 VCH, Leics., 2, p.191; E.W. Ives, 'The Common Lawyers in Pre-Reformation England', Trans. Roy. 
Hist. Soc., 5th ser., 18 (1968), pp. I 50, 158. For examples of Warwickshire squires involved in 
enclosing for sheep-farming, see Carpenter, Locality and Polity, as n.4, pp.129, 182; and for an 
Oxfordshire lawyer who acquired estate and who owned a large flock of sheep, see Driver, 'Richard 
Quatremains: a Fifteenth-century squire and knight of the shire for Oxfordshire', Oxoniensia, 51 
(I 986), pp.87-105. 

123 Farnham, Leics. Med. Ped., as n.112, p .106, citing KB830, m.397d. 
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squire, sufficiently to extend his house at Nevill Holt, with its fine porch, oriel window, 
crenellations and shields of arms both of himself and those of his second wife.124 

Thomas Palmer died on 5 September 14 7 5. 125 The customary writs of diem clausit 
extremum were issued to the escheators in Leicestershire and Northamptonshire on 14 
and 28 May 1476 respectively. 126 The resultant inquisition post mortem, held at 
Medboume on 16 November 1476, declared that he died seised of the manor of Holt 
worth £20 a year and that it was held of John, Lord Zouche. 127 By his first wife, 
Margaret, Palmer had two daughters, Elizabeth and Margaret. The former married 
first, Thomas Skeffington and secondly William Greenham. His second daughter 
married Burgh. By his second wife, Elizabeth, who survived him, he also had two 
daughters, Katherine, who married William Nevill esquire, of Rolleston, 
Nottinghamshire; and Joan, who married Thomas Rokes of Falley, Buckinghamshire, 
whose daughter was Margery. Some 20 years earlier, in 1457, Palmer and his wife 
settled the manors of Holt, Drayton, Keythorpe, Billsdon and Lubenham, together 
with lands and rents elsewhere in Leicestershire, and in Rockingham and Ashley, 
Northamptonshire, and over 40 messuages and two mills, on Katherine and William 
Nevill, with the reservation of a life interest to themselves. Eventually the core manors 
of Holt and Drayton, with the other lands and rents in Drayton, Prestgrave and 
Bringhurst, together with some sixteen messuages and a mill passed to the Nevills. 
Holt then took on its present name of Nevill Holt. So the estate of Thomas Palmer 
remained intact and was not divided between heiresses. 128 

For a man who never rose above the status of a Leicestershire squire and lawyer, the 
career of Thomas Palmer of Holt has on many counts greater significance and interest 
than might at first be expected. Certainly his proceeding through the cursus honorum of 
local office, as well as his frequent association with his fellow gentry, was not 
exceptional for a man of his position, though it is worth noting that he became a 
Justice of the Peace at an early age, and that he held office as a justice in 
Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Rutland (though not continuously) from his 
first appointment in 1423 until his death. Important, too, was his election to the 

124 VCH, Leics. , 5, p.242, citing Country Life, 20 Feb. 1909, p.274; Pevsner, Leicestershire and Rutland, 
p.26. The Fleur-de-Lys could possibly have been an attempt to represent a palm leaf. A small seal 
depicting a palmer has survived on an acquittance Palmer gave for Lammas rent to William Lane, 
bailiff of Freeby, 29 Sept. 1471 (BL, Add. Ch., 41623, pt. 3) . For further discussion of the 
architectural importance of Nevill Holt, see Acheson, Gentry Community, as n .82, pp.135-7. 

125 Cl40/55, no.9; Calendarium Jnquisitionum Post Mortem sive Escaetarum, Record Commission, 4 (1828), 
p.374, no. 9; Nichols, Leics., as n .8, 2.2, p .726 and Visitation of the County of Leicester, 1619, Harleian 
Society, 2 (1870), p.21 erroneously give 3 Sep. as the date of Palmer's death. 

126 CPR, 1471-85, nos. 327, 328. 
127 Cl40/55, no.9. That this valuation provides only a nominal impression of Palmer's income seems clear 

from a surviving rental of his manors (6 Jan. 1467). Included in a grand total of £113 4s. 61/zd. were 
£31 7s. IOd. from Holt, £7 14s. 2d. from Drayton, £12 from Lubbenham; £16 from Freeby, £24 from 
Keythorp and £6 l s. from Rockingham (BL, Add. Ch., 41613) . However a compotus roll of the bailiffs 
and collectors of Freeby (Martinmas 1468 - Martinmas 1469) records the collection of £20 16s. 61/zd. 
arrears, against which were set outgoings of £19 15s., leaving a balance of £1 ls. 61/zd. (Add. Ch. 
41622). An earlier rental for Holt (10 Dec. 1431) itemizes the income from land, messuages and a 
windmill leased by Palmer to various (named) tenants . The total amounted to 
£15 7s. 31/zd., which included £8 in hand for 'Olney's manor'. The mill was valued at £2 (Add. Ch., 
41610). 

128 Farnham, Leics. Med. Ped., as n .112, p. 36; Farnham and Thompson, 'Holt', as n .107, pp.216-7; 
VCH, Leics., 5, p .245; Acheson, Gentry Community, as n .82, p .161. William Nevill survived his wife 
and remarried. At his death in 1497 it was stated that he possessed Holt and other land at Drayton 
next Bringhurst by the courtesy of England . The land at Drayton was held of the abbot of 
Peterborough, see Farnham and Thompson, 'Holt' , as n .107, p .217 . This must have included that 
virgate of arable granted by the abbot to Thomas Palmer as early as 1433, LRO, DE 221/3/4, no.45. 
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Commons on no fewer than seven occasions between 1433 and 1467. Through such 
experience he must have become known personally to men of similar standing in other 
shires. For example, William Burley of Bromcroft, a fepffee for Richard, Duke of 
York, and twice Speaker, who sat in three parliaments to which Palmer was also 
elected (1433, 1439 and 1442). Again he must have been well-known to fellow 
lawyers John Throckmorton and Richard Quatremains, the latter another York feoffee, 
who were returned for Worcestershire and Oxfordshire respectively in 1433. 129 

To lay too much stress on Palmer's parliamentary service would be to give an 
unbalanced picture and to misrepresent the significance of his career. The emphasis 
should rather concentrate upon his 'typicality' as one of those midland gentry who rose 
to a certain prominence in their locality through a combination of interests and 
activities: useful marriage (here Palmer's relations with the Catesby family seem to have 
been significant), local service, often as a lawyer-administrator, the building up of an 
estate with some involvement in enclosure and attachment to an important magnate, in 
Palmer's case to the House of York but, perhaps more intimately, to the Hastings 
family. Indeed his connection with the latter family should occasion no surprise since, 
as has already been observed of another lawyer, Thomas Kebell, he 'belonged - as did 
every wise person of quality in the region [Leicestershire] - to the clientage of the 
Hastings family', 130 a sentiment which had earlier been expressed in a letter, dated 28 
November 1479, by William Lomner to John Paston: 'If y myght haue my lord 
Chamberlayns [i.e. Hastings's] good fauer and lordship it were ryght expedyent.' 131 

Personal details 

Dr J. T. Driver, 25 Abbot's Grange, Chester, CH2 lAJ: Senior Lecturer, Chester 
College of Higher Education for 16 years; since retirement, part-time lecturer, Centre 
for Continuing Education, University of Liverpool; author of Chester in the late Middle 
Ages (1971). 

129 For the career of Burley, see J. S. Roskell, 'William Burley of Broncroft, Speaker for the Commons in 
1437 and 1445-6', Trans. Shrops. Arch. Soc., 56 (1960), pp.263-72. 

130 Ives, 'Common Lawyers', as n.11, p. 150. Dugdale lists 'William' [sic Thomas] Palmer as one of 
Hastings's retainers in 1474-5, Sir William Dugdale, The Baronage of England, 1 (1675), p.583 . 

131 Pasion Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, ed., N. Davis, 2 vols., 2, p .437 . Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1976. 


