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In preparation for writing a research paper based on the Parliamentary Rolls of Medieval England, you will need to find your way around PROME and learn how to read it.  Reading PROME is no simple matter, despite the scholarly introductions and the translations into modern English.   PROME’s translation often is close to incomprehensible because it is full of difficult and obsolete legal language; the content of PROME was not meant for you or me, but for contemporary politicians 600 or 700 years ago who understood the factual background the way the mayor of North Bay understands Ontario politics and the provincial bureaucracy.

The only way to overcome these problems is to practice reading and interpreting the material until it makes sense.   This assignment, which will not be graded, is designed to help you find material (specifically the “roll” or official record of a single parliament) and get used to reading the language of the rolls.

The assignment:   

1. Locate the roll of a given “parliament” on the PROME database. (Now we think of “Parliament” as a permanent institution, but in the Middle Ages a “parliament” was a specialized meeting of important subjects of the king; medieval people and modern scholars might talk about “the parliament of April 1384” as a distinct occasion or “parliament”).
2. Print out the English translation of the roll for that parliament; or create an MS Word file including just that translation.  (My printed copy of the April 1384 parliament is 21 pages long.)

3. Use that translation to answer the following questions:

a. According to the roll, what kinds of people or sub-groups made up the membership of that parliament?

b. What was the king’s purpose in calling the parliament? (As today, only the sovereign can authorize the meeting of a parliament.) How did the members of parliament respond to the king’s requests?

c. What business did the commons of parliament put before the king (in the form of petitions)?  How did the king respond?
d. What private business was brought by individuals and groups before the parliament?  How was such business resolved?

4. Write up clear and detailed answers to the questions in (3.) and submit them with appropriate notes to back up your answers.
5. Also submit your print-out of the appropriate parliamentary roll, or send your MS Word file of that roll to me at stevem@nipissingu.ca as an attachment.

An example:  What I did with Richard II’s parliament of April 1384

Logging on and finding a parliamentary roll
I was not able to use the online PROME during the break, so I used my copy on CD, which provides the same material.   PROME organizes the rolls by kings  (Edward I – Henry VII), so my first step was choosing a king:  Edward I.  I found that no rolls survive from his reign and chose Richard II.  PROME provided a list, and from it I chose Text/Translation for the parliament of April 1384.
Finding and printing the English translation of the April 1384 roll
PROME showed me two windows in my web-browser:  on the L, the text of  the roll in Anglo-Norman French, on the R, the English translation.   I wanted the translation, so I clicked on the R window.   Then I clicked on the box at the top of the window which says, Show All.  The R window expanded to fill the screen.  I then used my web-browser to print the translation.   Then I read the translation twice, underlining important material.
Answering question 3a

What kinds of people or sub-groups made up the membership of the April 1384 parliament?
According to the roll, Arabic number 3, “there came to parliament our lord the king in person, as well as the prelates, lords, counsellors, and commons who had received the said summons; except the lords who were with our lord of Lancaster in Scotland and who had still not left those marches, and except also those prelates and lords who had excused themselves on various grounds before our said lord the king.”

Question: who are the prelates, and who are the commons?  Who might the counsellors be?

Answering question 3b

What was the king’s purpose in calling the parliament? 
Roll, Arabic number 3:   The Chancellor of England, Sir Michael de la Pole, spoke for the king,  saying:

“first, out of reverence for God, and for the good government of his kingdom which he greatly desires, he wills above all else that the franchises and liberties of holy church be upheld and kept in all good and honour as they were in the time of any of his progenitors, the kings of England before him; and also that the good laws and usages and the peace of his kingdom be firmly upheld and kept in all respects.”

[Existing laws and privileges to be upheld.]

Then, “Also, concerning the treaty of peace which has long endured and continued between our said lord the king and his adversary of France, the envoys on either side in the said treaty are now agreed on a certain form for the final peace to be made between the kingdoms, upon the advice of the kings and their councils on either sides, for which particular articles are ready to be shown to you at a suitable time and place. …And the king prays of you and charges you most earnestly that having seen and understood the said articles, together with the nature of the same treaty, you will give him your advice as to what you think best for his honour and the benefit of him and of his said realm.”

[King asks parliamentarians to advise him on foreign policy, which as the roll says, is very unusual.]

Arabic number 4, Pole continues.  Whether there will be peace or war, the king needs more money.  Therefore:

“the king charges you to discuss and consider how, with the least burden and injury to yourselves, the king our lord might have the money which he must necessarily spend: and also how and by what means he might defend the said kingdom and the navy of the same against the Spaniards and Flemings: and also, to spend on the defence of the said kingdom against the French and the Scots, if peace be not concluded.”

[The king is asking for parliament to pass a new tax.]
Response.  In Arabic number 9 where the commons  ask 
that it might please [the king] to grant them that the bishops, earls, and barons listed below might be especially assigned to the same commons from time to time, and as often as they asked it, to join with and consult with the same commons on the charge given them, so that they might reach a good and gracious conclusion on the matters contained in their said charge.

[The commoners don’t want to venture an opinion on such a heavy matter without consulting higher-ranking men.]

At Arabic number 10. the commons and lords grant taxation under these conditions:
	they granted our same lord the king a half-tenth and half-fifteenth, to be levied and received from the laity of his kingdom in Michaelmas term next [29 September 1384], the half-fifteenth which was granted at the last parliament, 




	
	 [No new money here, just a confirmation of a tax passed in the last parliament!]

And if it should happen, which God forbid, that peace be not made between our said lord the king and his adversary of France, and the wars continue in those parts, or if the wars of Scotland continue openly, then the said lords and commons, considering the great need likely thus to arise, grant to our said lord the king, for the defence of the said realm, to be spent where it be most needed, another half-fifteenth as is said above, to be levied and paid at the feast of the Annunciation of Our Lady next [25 March 1385].

[If war continues, a “half-fifteenth” will be levied.]

 “And if final peace or a truce be concluded between our said lord the king and his said adversaries of France and Scotland, then nothing shall be levied of the said last half-fifteenth…”

[If there is peace, there will be no further tax levied.]

“ Protesting further, that neither one half or the other shall be leviable nor levied in any way, without the following condition, namely, that the estate of the clergy shall support and contribute according to their means to the one half or the other half of the said fifteenth, at the aforesaid terms and days, both for their own security and that of the said lords and commons.”

[The clergy, not subject to taxes passed by parliament, must pay half anyway, or the laity won’t pay.]


Arabic numbers 16-18 record the discussion of the proposed peace treaty.   Although the commons and lords both claim to desire peace, they  don’t like the proposal; the commons also don’t like being asked to take responsibility for policy:

	16. Also, the said commons ..made their reply to our lord the king in parliament in the following manner: saying that because of the awful dangers they clearly saw on every part, they could not nor dare not in any way advise their liege lord on the one or the other, even though the said peace, if it pleased God to grant one that would be honourable and profitable to their said liege lord and his kingdom, would be to them the most noble and gracious aid and comfort one could devise. And it seemed to them that our said lord the king could and ought to do in this matter whatever seemed best to his noble lordship, as something which is his own inheritance, descended to his noble person by true royal lineage, and not pertaining to the kingdom nor the crown of England. Requesting humbly of our same liege lord that for love of God he would do whatsoever he thought best, with the advice of his council, to his own honour and profit and the comfort and aid of his aforesaid kingdom; and that because of the unbearable perils and troubles which might arise, God forbid, the poor commons should be discharged from giving another answer in this matter at present.




	
	17. Thereupon, the commons were charged on the king's behalf to state their preference in two matters: namely, whether they desired peace or war with their French enemies: since there was no middle way, because the French would not now agree to a truce which would be good and profitable for the king and his kingdom. And thereupon the said commons replied and said that they most greatly desired that good and honourable peace be made for the king our lord and his kingdom, which God grant, but from the articles submitted to them, of which they had no clear understanding because of the many terms of civil law contained therein, and also because they had had another account of it, they understood that some of the lordships and lands in Guyenne which their same liege lord would now hold by this agreement would be held of the French king for homage and service, but they did not think that their said liege lord would agree lightly to holding the town of Calais and other lands conquered from the French by the sword from the French by such service, and neither would the commons wish that to be done, if it could be done otherwise or avoided without injury.



	
	18. It was said to the commons that other than holding them of the French king, there could be no peace with them on any other grounds than had been considered in the said negotiations. And thereupon the commons were once more asked to tell their liege lord what they would now do to achieve the said peace, if it were they who were king of the realm, or placed as  the king now is, considering the multitude of open wars on every side and waged together against this small kingdom; and considering that the enemies are all agreed together to make no truce lightly without the other; and the great strength and wealth of the enemies, and the weakness and poverty of our own kingdom. To which the commons replied and said that they understood that the bishops and lords temporal had also been charged before this time in a like manner; namely, to give their counsel and advice to our lord the king in the matter, and the same aforesaid bishops and lords had replied not by giving their counsel or advice thereon, namely on the peace or war, but had simply said that, as they had been given to understand it, considering all the apparent issues and troubles, if they were in the king's position, they would more readily agree to peace than war. And so the said commons, with the protestation that they should not be charged henceforth as counsellors in that matter, nor that as a result they bear the charge of counselling the one or the other, agreed in all respects with the aforesaid prelates and lords in their reply to this their charge; and they now made that reply to their liege lord, and none other than that which had been given by the said prelates and lords thereon.

	
	


Answering question 3c

Petitions from the commons as a whole are related at the end of the roll, with the king’s responses:

Arabic number 22:  Commons granted the confirmation of previous privileges and charters

Arabic number 23:  Commons ask that a previous law (statute) establishing one year terms for sheriffs etc. be upheld.

Arabic number 24: Commons ask that aldermen of London be allowed to be re-elected to consecutive terms.

Arabic number 25:  Losses to farm [revenues] of shires that occur because the king has granted away revenue-producing properties should be subtracted from the amount that the shire’s sheriff has to pay as “farm” to the Exchequer.
Arabic number 26: Commons ask for a change in a law which regulates the inheritance rights of ravished (kidnapped) women who have married their ravishers.

The king grants all of these except perhaps number 26.

Answering question 3d

There are three major  personal petitions recorded.

Arabic numbers 11-15.  John Cavendish of London, fishmonger, claimed that John Otter the clerk of the chancellor had shaken him down for a bribe to get a law case before the chancellor decided in his favor, but the case is still stalled  by the chancellor.   Cavendish also stated he had no direct contact with the chancellor, only John Otter.  The chancellor denied involvement and stated he’d paid for all goods his household had received from Cavendish; Cavendish admits this.  Later Cavendish is convicted and fined for slandering the chancellor.
Arabic number 19.  The abbot and community of Bury [St. Edmunds] present a bill that would force members of the community to guarantee good behavior after the Peasant’s Revolt (1381) or pay a fine on their property.

Arabic number 20-21.  The prior of Montacute asks for a ruling in his favor against Richard Seymour in a case over the possession of a manor called Tintinhull.
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