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JOHN RANT, A COLLEGE LA WYER OF 
THE l 7TH CENTURY. 

By A. H. LLOYD, Ph.D., F.S.A. 

(Read 4 November, 1929.) 

In Christ's College Fellows' Building are the arms of some 
unknown person emblazoned in the pediment of one of the 
cupboard-doors in the room of Mr Saunders: 

SABLE ON A FESS OR 3 LION'S RAMPANT GULES (Pl. I, fig. 1). 
There are four shields of arms in Mr Saunders's room: 

(1) The University, (2) the College, (3) Finch, and (4) that now 
under consideration. The panelling of the room is unusually 
fine; in the main, it is attributable to the third or fourth 
quarter of the l 7th century though part may have been 
attached to the walls as early as 1642 to 1644, when Dr 
Honeywood laid out in wainscot and the like a sum of money 
which was not repaid to him until 1649. The arms are inserted 
in the pediments of each of the four doorways in the room; the 
pediments date from about 1680 and the arms are, presumably, 
coeval with their frames. These four coloured shields are valuable 
for their decorative effect but they are also clearly intended to 
suggest association; the suitability of (1) and (2) is immediately 
obvious, and (3), to those who know the permanent debt of the 
college to the Finch family and are aware of the personal con-
nection of its members with this very building, is no less well-
placed. The remaining shield, ( 4), stands alone in withholding 
its story and in failing to justify its inclusion in the select 
company in which it has a place. 

Of the identity of the family whose coat is here blazoned 
there can be little doubt, though its tinctures are not to be 
found in any printed, manuscript or monumental records that 
have been searched; there are other families who bore the same 
device (but not the same tinctures) and their exclusion after 
careful consideration has been made either on the ground of date 
or from lack of adequate connection with town, county or 
University and, certainly, with Christ's College. 

The family to which the arms are to be attributed is that of 
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Rant, a family whose home was, when we first meet the name, 
in Norfolk, but which had important branches in Suffolk, in Cam-
bridgeshire and, as we shall see, in the town of Cambridge itself. 

Blomefield writes that the first of the family he found 
mentioned was Henry Rant, who lived in 1444, and he proceeds: 
"There are several branches of the Rants in Norfolk and Suffolk 
but they are all originally of the same stock." 

G. A. Carthew 1, who wrote in 1879, describes the Rants as a 
Norfolk family of Norwich, North Walsham, W orstead and 
Yelverton; Lords of the Manor of Wendling. He gives their arms 
as Ermine, on a fess sable, 3 lions rampant or (Pl. I, fig. 2), 
which he says were granted in 1547. His date is wrong; it 
should be 1574, for Cooke, Olarencieux King of arms, by whom 
they were granted, did not receive his patent until 1567; in 
1547 he was still a child. 

Carthew gives the pedigree of Rant of Cambridge, saying, 
"I fail in connecting these Cambridge Rants with those of 
Ye] verton, but they bore the same arms and, doubtless, had the 
same descent." It would be of interest to know the authority 
upon which Carthew relies in equating the arms of the Cam-
bridge Rants with those of the Yelverton branch, but he does 
not supply the reference. 

There was a confirmation given by the same King of arms, 
Cooke, Clarencieux, in 1580, to Rant of North Walsham; they 
were Argent, on a fess sable, three lions rampant guard ant or 
(Pl. I, fig. 3), and the confirmation was accompanied by the grant 
of a crest. The fact of the King of Arms giving confirmation 
instead of a new grant probably indicates that the arms were 
anciently borne by the family, while the age of the coat is also 
attested by their having had until 1580 no crest connected with 
it. That is the frequent state of ancient coats, and those to whom 
they survive to-day should jealously preserve them from the 
addition of a crest that is the subject of a modern grant. This 
North Walsham coat does not appear to have been known to 
Carthew. 

The link which that antiquary failed to find between 
Cambridge and Yelverton Rants is really to be sought between 

1 Hundred of Launditch and Deanery of Brisley. 
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Cam bridge and North W alsham Rants. The first Cambridge-
shire Rant I have been able to discover is Roger Rant of Swa:ffham 
Prior, buried there at the age of 56 in 1654. He was admitted 
fellow commoner of Gonville and Caius College in 1613 and is 
there described as having been born at North Walsham, Norfolk, 
the son of Roger Rant, gentleman. Stephen Rant, admitted to 
Gonville and Caius in 1622, was apparently a brother of Roger. 
He is stated in the Biog. Register of that College to have been 
curate of Stow-cum-Quy in 1641, and to have sold an estate in 
North Walsham in 1656. He appears in the list of incumbents 
of Quy from 1656 to 1681 in which year his Will was proved in 
the Ely Consistory Court. There is no remaining Rant monu-
ment in Quy church and, though mural monuments are to be 
found at Swaffham Prior, they blazon no arms. The only Rant arms 
which I have been able to discover in Cambridgeshire show the lions 
as guardant; they are all on stone floor-slabs and the tinctures are 
not to be seen; in all probability they were never hatched. If that 
were the only evidence it would go to show that as the Cambridge 
Rants were descended from the North Walsham branch they bore 
the coat of that oranch; the connection of the Christ's College 
shield with Cambridge Rants would be hard to maintain. 

But there is other evidence. Papworth gives in addition to 
the two coats already mentioned: 

Ermine, on a Jesse sable, 3 lions rampant argent (Pl. I, fig. 4) 
in the name of Rante without naming any place, and-

.Argent, on a Jesse sable, 3 lions rampant or (Pl. I, fig. 5) for 
Rant, Co. Cambridge. 

Morant, Essex, II, 366 seq. gives 
Ermine, on a Jesse sable, 3 lions rampant argent, langued and 

armed gules (Pl. I, fig. 4) for Roger Rant of Swaffham, Cam-
bridgeshire, who married Joane Meade by whom the manor of 
Nortofts, Essex, came into the Rant family. 

It would seem therefore that there is much uncertainty as to 
the actual form and tinctures of the arms borne by the djfferent 
branches of this family so widely spread in East Anglia in the 
16th to the 18th centuries. It will be seen that this University 
provided them with a frequent meeting place and it is not 
unlikeJy that knowing themselves to be of common origin they 
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took a liberty with ·their heraldic bearings which was not un-
common in their day and has not ceased since. There is no 
recorded grant since those of 157 4 and 1580 and the variants 
already described must have been unauthorised. To such an 
unauthorised use it seems reasonable to attribute the shield at 
Christ's until further evidence comes to light; and the fact that 
the tinctures in which it is blazoned have no parallel rather lends 
support to the theory of light-hearted indifference to the authority 
of the College of Arms on the part of the l 7th century Rants. 

But why should Rant be thus singled out for distinction in 
Fellows' Building? There never was a member of the college of 
this name, as witness the Biographical Register. It had seemed 
possible that a Rant of the l 7th century might have been a 
member of another college or a townsman, who had made so 
generous a donation to the cost of the building as to deserve 
commemoration in this way, but search amongst the college 
records has shown that no person of that name is included in 
that list of benefactors who, indeed, seem to have been exclusively 
contemporary and former members of Christ's. Moreover, there 
do not appear to have been Rants of Cambridge town at so early 
a date (1637-1642), though there were Rants of Swaffham 
Prior and Stow-cum-Quy at that period. 

It appears, however, from the college Account books, preserved 
in the muniment room, that there was an official of the college 
named John Rant, whose name appears in the expenses for more 
than thirty years, from 1664 onwards. It appears first in the 
year 1664 at Lady Day: 

"Mr Rant at London. Cottenham Business 108," which may 
relate to work done in the preceding year. The entries are made 
under "Feoda Legis peritorum". In 1665 we have 

To Mr Rant for counsell about the Fen business concerning Fordham 
and Cottenham ... 1. 0. 0. 
His name next appears in 1668 : 

To Mr Rant for Clypston ... 2. 0. 0. 
and again in the same year : 

To Mr Rant for keeping Courts &c .... 2. 8. 6. 
In 1669 he receives £2 for 

College business in London ; 



92 A. H. LLOYD 

in 1670, £1. 14s. 6d. for the same and for "Keeping Courts" 
{Manorial courts etc.); in 1671 the unusually large sum of 
£17. 9s. Od. "in various Chancery Suits"; in the same year money 
is received from Mr Rant in Fines taken by him in various 
properties. In 1665 and in 1671 we meet a reference to 
"Mr Rant's man" and the context suggests his clerk; for we 
find a payment at the same time to 

Mr Rant for Counsell abt Coll. business, 1. 10. 0. 

and 
To Mr Rant's man 21 6d. 

The association of "Counsell abt.Coll. business" and the Counsel's 
i 

man seems to suggest something more than an attorney. In 1672, 
there is a new departure: 

To Mr Rant as Coll. Counsel 1. 0. 0. More to Mr Rant for another 
quarter 1. 0. 0. 

and henceforth, to his death in 1696, this quarterly sum of £1 
continues, generally paid half-yearly, Rant acknowledging the 
payment in the form, as under 25 March 1685: 

received of Dr Cudworth fourty shillings for my halfe years exhibition 
endinge on that day Jo : Rant 

with endless variants in detail. 
This payment of four pounds per annum does not exclude 

other payments for various business of a legal character about 
sundry suits, the holding of Courts etc. Those former payments 
for specific legal work continue, while the fixed sum is additional 
to them though naturally the item 

To Mr Rant for counsell about Coll. business 

no. longer appears. 
In receiving his quarterly or half-yearly payments, Rant, or 

the Master making the payments, describes them indifferently 
as 'exhibition,' 'salary," 'stipend,' 'wages,' and 'pencon,' Rant 
using perhaps more frequently than any other term that of 
'exhibition.' That is a word of many meanings, some of them 
current in Shakespeare's day but now obsolete in general use, 
though surviving in technical surroundings. N.E.D. gives (2) 
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An allowance of money for a person's support, a pension, salary. Obs. 

and quotes Wycherley, Pl. Dealer, vi, 1676, 

He must have a settled Exhibition of forty pounds a year. 

Under Pension (also pencion) N.E.D. 3: 
Any regular payment for present services; stipend, salary, wages fee, 

Obs; 
3b. Such a payment made to one who is not a professed servant or 

employee, to retain his alliance ...... assistance when needed etc. 

In these two definitions we appear to have what fits the 
position of Rant and the college; from 1672 he receives a 
payment which marks him out as the college lawyer, in return 
for which he appears to have given general advice, while being 
paid separately the appropriate fees due for all definite pieces of 
legal work1• He was in the same position as leading counsel 
to-day relative to large municipal, commercial, industrial and 
public utility corporations from whom they receive annual 
retaining fees which mark them out as their respective corpora-
tions' men, secure them the briefs of their corporations and 
inhibit them from taking briefs to appear against them. The 
system is not confined to the higher branch of the legal profes-
s10n. 

But there is another aspect of the arrangement, more external 
than internal in its operation, which the word 'exhibition' sets 
forth. The Master and Fellows, as large owners of lands, manors, 
buildings, tithes and other properties spread over a wide area, and 
with frequent legal business in London and in the country, 
found it convenient to give their Power of Attorney to accredited 
persons to act on their behalf in specific matters; the college 
records have copies of several instruments of this character. But 
although Rant acted on the college's behalf in a great number 
of matters, and regularly kept the various courts of the college 

1 A parallel and contemporary appointment was made by the borough 
of Cambridge: "On the 29 April, 1670, Francis North, Esq., of the Middle 
Temple (afterwards Lord Chancellor and ennobled as Lord Guildford) was 
chosen one of the standing counsel of the town, and it was agreed that he 
should have 40 shillings per annum and his fees as there is occasion to use 
hym." Cooper's Annals, iii, 543. 
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manors in the Eastern Counties1, there is no copy nor record of, 
nor any reference to, a Power of Attorney that has been noted 
as given to him. This would appear to suggest that he held 
some general instrument perhaps under the college seal which 
would show to all entitled to demand its production that he 
was the duly accredited agent of the college. To such persons 
he could exhibit or produce his authority. A 17th-century 
use of exhibiting documents 9,s credentials may be foutid in 
the Canons of 1603 (No. 137). 

It would be tedious to particularise all the payments made to 
and by Rant; the 'exhibition' payments did not vary but the 
casual payments ranged from a few shillings to eighteen pounds. 
In August 1686 there is the entry ''to be payed to Mr Rant 2 lb. 
which was paid to me Jo: Rant." 

The last 'exhibition' payment made to Rant himself was that 
of January 23, 1695/6, for the amount due at the preceding 
Michaelmas, but under the accounts for Lady Day 1696 he 
received for 

writings in my Lord Ossory's business and the purchase of Canfield £6. 

At Lady Day 1697 there is paid 

To Mrs Eliz. Rant an arrear of her father's stipend. p. Bill £2. 

and this seems clearly to indicate Rant's death before that date. 
As Rant himself is paid nothing in regard to his 'exhibition' 
after January 23, 1695/6, it is reasonable to assume that he 
ceased to hold the office of counsel to the college owing to his 
death at some time during the year 1696. In 1698/9 his 
daughter delivered to the college some papers: they relate to 
Fen Drayton and have no value for the purpose of the present 
enqmry. 

It will not be without interest if we can link up John Rant, 
the college lawyer for thirty years, with some person of that 
name not known to be associated with the college, and by that 
means supplement with details from external sources the scanty 

1 E.g. There are many court-rolls in the muniment room showing John 
Rant, armiger, seneschal, holding courts in the important manor of Croxton 
on behalf of Cudworth and Covel from 1668 to the year of his death, 1696. 
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knowledge we have prevailed upon the college records to reveal. 
Let us summarise the information we have obtained from inter-
nal sources. 

1. Name: John Rant. 

2. Profession: Barrister at Law. 

3. Standing: Sufficient in age and professional reputation-

( a) to exercise his calling in behalf of the college in 1664; 

(b) to become legal counsel in general to the college in 1672. 

4. Date of Death: Died late in 1696 or early in 1697. 

5. Issue: An unmarried daughter named Elizabeth survived him (her 
mention is incidental and does not necessarily complete the tale). 

We have to seek outside evidence of some person who, 
excluding all others, is so near to satisfying these five require-
ments as to remove all reasonable doubt of the identity of the 
persons known respectively from external and internal sources . 

.Alumni Cantabrigienses, that great work of the Venns, gives 
much information about Rants. Between the years 1581 and 
1726 there were 27 admissions to the university of persons 
bearing the name. Caius was the family college, 22 having been 
admitted there, 2 at Magdalene, 1 each at Pembroke, Corpus and 
Queens'. 8 were admitted Fellow Commoners, 1 Scholar, the 
remainder pensioners. They were a legal family, for out of the 
27 admitted to the university 13 were afterwards admitted to 
Inns of Court, though it is not probable that all practised. 
Without entering into details concerning the others, it may be 
said that there is one John Rant, of Gonville and Caius, who 
seems to comply with all five conditions which have been 
regarded as necessary to establish identity with the Christ's 
lawyer. The Biographical History of Gonville and Caius College, 
I. 348, Carthew, loc. cit., Cole, British Museum Addit. MSS. 
vol. 5807, a tombstone in Teversham Church and tombstones in 
Little St Mary's Church, Cambridge, have each contributed to 
the following brief account of John Rant. 

RANT, JOHN-Second son of Roger Rant, Esq., of Swaffham Prior, Cambs., 
where he was born and was baptised Sep. 20, 1626. He was educated 
there, under Mr J ephcott, six years, and at Bury St Edmunds under 
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Mr Stephens, one year. On Feb. 13, 1642/3, at the age of 16, he was 
admitted pensioner to the bachelors' table of Caius, his surety being 
Mr Moore.· He took the degree of LL.B. in 1652. 

He was admitted at Gray's Inn, July 17, 1645, and was duly called as 
Barrister at Law; he refused (period not known) the dignity of Bencher. 
He became Fellow of All Souls', Oxford, 1648, "by favour of the Committee 
and Visitors'' (Wood), and was incorporated in that University in 1652, 
the year in which he proceeded LL.B. in Cambridge. By Stat. 12, Car. II, 
c. 9, be was appointed one of the Commissioners for the Poll-tax for the 
university and town. He married Johan "his only wife" at Stow-cum-Quy, 
in April 1659 (we have seen that his uncle was parson there at that time). 
She was daughter and co-heiress of Edward, second son of Sir Thomas 
Jermy, Kt. of the Bath, of Teversham, where she was born, May 29, 1636, 
and buried Oct. 22, 1663. The tombstone at Teversham records that "He 
was Batchelor of Civill Lawes. Barister at Cofiion Law, and Justice of the 
Peace. He died Oct. 30, 1696, leaving behind him 2 children, John and 
Elizabeth." John Rant, the son, is buried at Little St Mary's (he died in 
1719), as is also his son Edward (1724); both stones remain in the floor 
and bear legible and pleasing epitaphs. Another son of John Rant, the 
younger, was buried in the cloisters of Pembroke Hall, April 13, 1711. At 
Teversham and Little St Mary's alike the arms are blazoned but without 
indication of tinctures ; they show the lions rampant guardant. The father 
and son of the John Rant, who is of interest in this enquiry, were also 
barristers, the son being a lawyer of some celebrity. What is of no little 
interest in the Christ's enquiry is that this John Rant who died in 1696 
had a sister Anne, who married (about 1653) John Meadows, M.A., some-
time Fellow of Christ's. 

Let us now examine the life-story of this John Rant, admitted 
to Caius College in 1642/3, under the five headings under which 
was summarised what is discoverable from the Christ's documents 
of John Rant, the lawyer of the college. 

1. Name: The same. 

2. Profession : The same. 

3. Standing: 
(a) In 1664 38 years of age, LL.B. of Cambridge and Oxford, some 

time Fellow of All Souls. 
(b) In 1672 46 years of age and refused the offered honour, then or 

later, of being Bencher of his Inn. 

4. Date of Death: October 30, 1696. 
5. Issue: A son named John (married long before his father's death) 

and a daughter, Elizabeth. 
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Under every one of the five headings, the parallelism is too 
complete to leave any possible doubt that John Rant the 
lawyer of Christ's College was John Rant whose birth at 
Swaffham Prior in 1626 and death on October 30, 1696, 
are duly set out in the records of Swaffham and Teversham 
respectively. 

There remains to consider what reason can be discovered for 
blazoning the lawyer's arms in a room in the college which he 
served. He had the claims of gentle birth, an honourable 
:i.cademic career in two universities, a distinguished and 
recognised place in his profession, and long service to the 
college. That much could be said of many, whose connection 
with the college was longer and more intimate than Rant's, 
who have left no armorial record behind them. Is it possible 
that John Rant had a room in college, even the very room 
in which his shield is seen to-day ? His 'exhibition' was 
very small in amount and it may have carried with it such 
a privilege which, while it would be valuable to Rant, would 
not fail to be convenient for the Master in his frequent 
needs for conference with his legal adviser. The one piece 
of evidence which might throw light upon this point is, un-
fortunately, not available; the study-rent book for that period 
has evaded discovery. 

But it is probable that the keynote of the presence of the 
Rant arms is to be found in the presence in the same chamber 
of the Finch arms. That noble family had certain perquisites 
at Christ's and had made great benefactions to the Society 
which would justify the Finch armorial record, and it had also 
that amplitude of means necessary to gratify its whims. The 
four shields are a scheme of decoration: three were obvious, the 
fourth may have been a tribute of goodwill or even hero-worship 
from a law-student to his professional guide. Finches were 
lawyers in several instances, Rant was a past-master in his 
calling, and seeing that his son John was also a celebrated 
lawyer it is not going far to assume the possibility that the 
son's success may have been due to the training he received 
from his distinguished lawyer-father. Rant senior may have 
given in his own or a Finch's room, coaching simultaneously to 

0. A. S. Gomm. VoL. xxx1. 7 
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son and friend. That must remain speculative; what does seem 
to emerge as the result of the enquiry is 

1. The arms are those of Rant. 
2. The only possible person of that name who can have been thus 

commemorated is Rant, the college lawyer. 
3. Rant, the lawyer who served the college from 1664 to 1696, was 

John Rant, son of Roger Rant of Swaffham Prior. 
4. John Rant may have owed his introduction to Christ's to his sister's 

marriage to John Meadows, a sometime Fellow; 

and we may hazard the conjecture that this same John Rant 
who was the head and founder of the Cambridge branch of that 
name, may deliberately have changed the armorial tinctures and 
other details to blazon that fact, while retaining the general 
character of the charges to proclaim his descent. Such armorial 
changes were frequently made without authority in order to 
avoid expense; and the tombstone over Rant's p1ace of buria1, 
as also the tombstones of his descendants, seem to show that his 
son preferred the ancient coat which had the sanction of the 
College of Arms. 
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