
I .— M U N IC IP A L  C O N TE STS  IN  N E W C A S T L E , 1342-1345.

By  T h o m a s  H o d g k in ,  D.C .L., E . S . A . ,  a v ic e -p r e s id e n t .

' [Head on the 26th February, 1908.]
In  a recently published C a l e n d a r  o f  P a t e n t  R o l l s  (B 6, 1340- 

1343) there are some entries which have an important bearing on 
the municipal history of Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the middle of 
the fourteenth century. I t  seems probable that these entries 
may necessitate, to some extent, the re-writing of the history of 
the mysterious transactions connected with that which has been 
well called the Municipal Reform B i l l  of 1342. I  have not 
myself the necessary qualifications for this task, .but in the hope 
that it  may be undertaken by some one of our members who has 
already made the local history of that period a subject of special 
study, I  have made the following notes.

The main entries to which I  refer are as fo llows:
Oct. 16, 1341. Commission to Gilbert Hankyn, Peter Grapere,- Robert 

de Haliwell, and William 'de Acton, of the safe keeping of the said town 
[of Newcastle upon Tyne] where[as] the older and better men have duly 
and according to custom elected John de Denton as mayor of the town and 
some of the younger men in like manner and contrary to custom have elected 
one Richard de Acton as mayor. The bailiffs and good men of the town 
are commanded to aid the said Gilbert, Peter, Robert, and William, whenever 
called upon by them, and John and Richard are prohibited from intermeddling 
in the office of mayoralty on pain of forfeiture of all that they can forfeit.

Th is  document seems to amount to the putting of the 
m ^oralty into commission on account of the violent faction 
fights' which have recently taken place between the partisans of 
John de Denton, the older and probably more conservative 
citizen, and the young and hot-headed partisans .of Richard de



Acton. The king says in effect: ‘ A plague on both your houses ! 
Fo r the current year neither of you shall be mayor, but four good 
men and true whom I  have selected for the purpose shall divide 
between them the authority of chief magistrate/1

The same lesson is repeated by the following edict in even 
more stringent terms and with a reference to some grievous 
transgressions in the direction of Free Trade committed by the 
citizens of Newcastle:

April 6, 1342. Commission to Gilbert de Umfravill, earl of Anegas 
[Angus]^ Henry de Percy, Thomas Surteys, William de Shareshall, Thomas 
de Fencotes, Adam de Bowes, and John de Menevill, to make inquisition 
touching an information that divers men of Newcastle upon Tyne, as well as 
of divers parts of the county of Northumberland, have taken to Scotland, 
as well by sea as by land, victuals, armour, and other things for the comfort 
and support of the Scots, the king's enemies and rebels, contrary to his inhibi
tion, that there are in the said town alliances and confederacies so that one 
confederacy strives to elect one man as mayor and another another, whereby grievous 
dissensions have arisen over the election that the collectors of customs, con
trollers and trovers, bailiffs escheat ora, taxetrsl, and collectors) of tenths, 
fifteenths and other quota and subsidies for the king, and other ministers 
in the town and county, have borne themselves ill in their offices; that many 
men of these parts take to foreign parts wool and other things whereon 
custom is due, without payment of custom, and some taJce these to Berwick 
upon Tweed where the custom paid is not so large: That some persons have 
caused wool to be concealed to defraud the king of his contingent thereof, 
and that ministers, as well of the king as of others, by colour of their 
office, have committed many oppressions of the people: To find out the 
names of those who have perpetrated the aforesaid offences, as also of them 
who made proclamations and alliances, to the disturbance of the peace and 
terror of the people, to elect a mayor after the king had committed the town, 
on account o f  the dissensions over the election o f  a mayor, to the custody o f  
four good men o f  the town : And whether John de Denton or Eichard de 
Acton intermeddled with the mayoralty after that the king had inhibited 
them, from this, and to hear and determine the foregoing and any trespasses 
against the peace in the county at the suit of the king or any other com
plainant ; Also to ordain that the election o f  a mayor be made by the

' My attention has been called by Mr. Craster to a document in Ancient 
Petitions (10,439) from which it appears that John de Denton himself petitioned 
the king that this measure might be adopted.



commonalty in dne form  and upheld with due castigation of all hinderers 
or contrariants in that behalf, and that any election made in opposition 
be quashed and annulled.

The four good men of the town are obviously those whose 
names were given in the preceding document: but i t  seems to be 
in the king's contemplation that the election of a mayor shall 
now take place according to the previous custom.

I t  is noteworthy that this later document was issued simul
taneously with the ‘ mandate 3 (April 6) chronicled in Welford's 
H istory o f Newcastle and Gateshead (vol. i, p. I l l ) ,  by which 
certain payments were directed to be made out of a fine of 500Z. 
levied upon the men of, Newcastle for transgressions and excesses 
proved before Thomas, of Surtees and his fellow justices. Two 
days later we have another royal £ mandate ’ directing that for 
their own individual f transgressions and excesses ’ fourteen of 
the leading citizens of Newcastle shall be fined different sums 
varying from 5 1 . to 400 marks. Among these fineable magnates 
we find the two competing candidates:

Richard Acton, for himself and his w ife .................  240 marks [160?.]
John Denton ... ... ... ... ... ... 300 marks [200?.]

and strangely enough two of the boni homines who held the 
mayoralty in commission are in their very year of joint office 
also fined:

William A c to n ..........................................   200 marks [1331. 6s. 8e?.]
Robert Halliwell ... ... ... ... 200 marks [133?. 6s. 8c?.]

E ithe r the king was in desperate need of money (which, w ith a 
renewal of the French war impending, is probable enough) or 
even the boni homines of Newcastle had not escaped from the 
general fever of faction fighting and anarchy.

Somehow or other, and at present I  do not exactly see how, 
the future historian of Newcastle w ill have to reconcile these 
entries with those interesting proceedings as to the c Reform B i l l  
of Newcastle' which w ill be found recorded in M r. W elford’s



H i s t o r y  { I b i c l ,  p. .114), and, rather more fu lly  in the hon. Miss 
Gr. B . Renders N e i v c a s t l e - o n - T y n e : I t s .  M u n i c i p a l  O r i g i n  a n d  
G r o w t h  (pp. 31-32).2

Miss Rendel says:
Troubles arose from jealousy between the Merchant Guild [the elder 

and dominant body] and the newly-developed Craft Guilds. The latter was 
no longer content to be shut out of the town government, and loudly claimed 

-a share in the authority. This is shown in the 3rd and 4th clauses of a 
set of articles for the better government of the town, drawn up by the 
burgesses assembled in full guild, February, 1342. In the following May 
the king restored the privileges of the town [this would be only a month 
after the promiscuous fineing of the magnates] and five months later gave 
his consent to the articles for its better government in the form of a charter.

M r. Welford records the same event th u s :
October 20, 1342. Royal consent given to articles agreed upon by the 

burgesses of Newcastle assembled in full guild at the hospital of the Virgin, 
near the West Gate, on the Friday before the feast of St. Valentine [8 
February] and sealed with their common seal.

The second clause of these Articles (which was said to be an 
infringement of the rights of the Merchant Guild) provided that 
c Every burgess, poor or sick, of. whatever condition, shall be 
free to board any ship, native or foreign, and to buy whatever 
merchandise was on sale, and i f  any merchant shall go on board 
and purchase any large quantity of goods, every other burgess of 
the town shall have the right to buy of him for the sustenance of 
his family at the same price as he gave. Nothing is to be sold 
from a ship t i l l  a plank has been placed connecting the vessel 
with the shore.5

(As Miss Rendel remarks, ‘ A good bargain was to be up to a 
certain extent, the common property of the town, and one 
burgess was not to .enjoy exclusive gain at the expense of the 
others.5)

2 There is also a useful account of the municipal revolution of 1342 in the
Introduction . to Mr. J. F. Gibson’s N e w c a s t le -u p o n -T y n e  Im p ro v e m e M t A c ts  anc l
By e -la w s , pp. xxxv-xxxviii,



' C lause 3 pf these A r tic le s  runs th u s /a n d . is w e ll illu s tra ted  
b y  m y  ex tra ct fr o m  th e P a te n t R o lls .:

W hereas m any quarrels and discussions have arisen concerning the 
elections of mayors and bailiffs by confederatives and procuratives so that  
the town w ith its m ayoralty and liberties has fallen into the k in g 's  hands, 
it is ordered t h a t . tw enty-four of the m ost honourable, decent, and honest 
brethren shall be chosen, two from each of the twelve m ysteries [nam ely]  
m erchants of woollen cloth, mercers, skinners, tailors, saddlers, com  
m erchants or boothm en, bakers, tanners, cordwainers, butchers, sm iths, 
and frillers which tw enty-four shall choose four men either of them selves, 
or of other honest, respectable, and faithfu l men in the com m unity, which four 
shall take to them selves other eight, which twelve shall elect other tw elve, 
which tw enty-four shall elect the m ayor. The m ayor so elected and sworn, 
with the aforesaid tw enty-four should elect the bailiffs and other officers.

These elaborate arrangements for combining popular election 
with selection naturally remind us of similar contrivances in the 
Italian republics, especially Venice.

The fourth clause provides th a t:
The town accounts shall be kept by the m ayor, bailiffs, and their cham 

berlains, who are at the end of each week to write them  in  a [duplicate?] 
roll one part of which they shall keep, while the other part is to be delivered 
to the aforesaid twelve m ysteries: so th at the whole com m unity m ay know  
the value of the town at the end of each year. No w riting or m unim ent 
is to be sealed w ith the common seal of the town w ithout the consideration, 
consent, and inspection of the aforesaid tw elve m ysteries.

May we not see in this machinery for curbing the despotic 
power of the mayor, the same sp irit which inspired, the Provisions 
of Oxford in 1258 and the Ordinances of 1311 for the restraint of 
the royal prerogatives of Henry i i i .and Edward ii. Into the rest 
.of the fifteen Articles for the good government of the town, 
wisely as they seem to have been framed, I  do not propose here 
to. enter : but I  may just notice by way of contrast with our 
modern bridge-structures Article 11:

W hereas Tyne bridge is in places broken, fa llin g , or decayed, while the 
rents of the same are substracted or w ithheld : it is ordered th at the m aster



of the bridge, with the aid of the twenty-four brethren of the twelve 
mysteries and of the whole community shall call in the arrears of payment 
and apply them to the repairing and restoration of the structure.

I  proceed to consider what materials we have for reconstruct
ing the lines of the two rival candidates for the mayoralty of 
Newcastle in 1341.

I .— R i c h a r d  d e  A c t o n , though apparently the candidate put 
forward by the young hotheads of the town, was not himself 
either a very young man or one of obscure birth.

He had already held the office of mayor in 1334/5. He 
belonged to a well-known Northumbrian family, whose pedigree 
is given by M r. J. C. Hodgson in the new H i s t o r y  o f  N o r t h u m b e r 
l a n d  (vol. v ii, p. 369). He married Matilda, second daughter of 
Richard Emeldon, a prominent citizen, who had often filled the 
office of mayor. H is  daughter Elizabeth married Roger 
Widdrington, and from the daughters of that marriage came 
long lines of Monbouchers, Harbottles, Percys and Eittons, whose 
descendants are found among many noble families at this day. 
There was also a connexion.by marriage between him and his 
rival John de Denton, for the latter’s daughter Agnes had married 
W illiam  de Emeldon, who was cousin to the wife of Richard de 
Acton.1

I I* — As to his rival, J o h n  d e  D e n t o n ,  our information is fu lle r 
and more tragic. He was evidently a wealthy and important

} For the whole of this paragraph, as well as for much other assistance, I am 
indebted to our vice-president, Mr. F. W . Bendy, to whose history of Jesmond, in 
vol. i of the 3rd series of Archaeologia Aeliana (pp. 78-83), as well as to Mr. 
Welford’s History {Ibid. p. 179), I refer the reader. There is still, it seems to me, 
a difficulty to be cleared up as to the single or double personality of Richard de 
Acton. Mr. Welford chronicles a Richard Acton who was bailiff of the town in 
1307, and again a man of the same name who was member of Parliament in 1371, 
and thinks that these two entries relate to the same person. With submission to 
his better judgment, this seems to me so extremely improbable a theory that we 
are bound to reject it.



c itiz e n , o w n in g  h a lf  o f  th e  m a n or  o f D e n to n  and 30 acres o f la n d  
in  th at tow n sh ip , besides the m a n or  o f  W o o d h o r n , N e w b ig g in , 
and  p ro b a b ly  a g o o d  dea l o f  p ro p e rty  besides. H e  w as th ree 
tim es m a yor  o f  N ew ca stle  b e fore  th is d isp u ted  y e a r , n a m e ly , in  
1333 -4 , 1336-7  (p ossib ly  also in  1 3 3 8 ),2 and he w as m e m b e r  fo r  th e  
tow n  in  1331 , 1332, and 1340. H e  h ad  served  th e k in g  as 
c o lle c to r  o f  custom s and co m m iss io n e r  o f a rra y , and  in  1335 , 
w hen  he ap peared  b e fore  the c o u n c il in  ord er  to . o b ta in  th e  
lib e ra tio n  o f  the sh ip  ‘ L a  L an castre  ’ fr o m  arrest, he w as ca lled  
b y  the k in g  ‘ h is be loved  m erch a n t, J o h n  D e n to n . ’ M ore o v e r , 
it was fo r  g o o d  and la u d a b le  serv ices ren d ered  in  th e  S co tt ish  
w ars th at the k in g  in  1335 bestow ed  u pon  h im  th e  reversion  o f  
the b e fo re -m e n tio n e d  m a n or o f W o o d h o r n ,3 and  in  the sam e y ea r  
he h ad  been  em p loyed  i n . fo r w a rd in g  th e earl o f  M u rra y , an  
im p o rta n t S cottish  p rison er, to Y o r k , and h ad  spent 821. u pon  

the jo b .4
A l l  th is p rev iou s ly  gath ered  in fo rm a tio n  revea ls to us in  

J oh n  D en ton , n ot m ere ly  an o p u le n t c itizen  o f  N ew ca stle , b u t  a 
tru stw orth y  and trusted  servant o f  th e c r o w n : and  th is estim ate 
o f  h is p o s itio n  is, to a certa in  e x ten t, con firm ed  b y  an e n try  in  
the P a te n t P o l l s  fo r  O ct. 1, 1344 , w h ich  recites  th a t th e k in g  
has g ra n ted  h im  th e cu stod y  o f the tow n  o f  M a rd e fe n ,5 la te  h e ld  
b y  th e earl o f A th o l , at a  ren t o f  81. to  th e ex ch e q u e r .

S u d d e n ly , h ow ever, and p r o b a b ly  even  b e fo re  D e n to n  co u ld  
en ter in to  possession  o f th is new  p ro p e rty , th e w h ole  p rosp ect is 
da rk en ed . S till co n fin in g  ourselves to th e in fo rm a t io n  fu rn ish e d

2 See Welford, I, p. 102.
:J For fuller particulars as to this grant of the reversion of Woodhorn (except 

the town and port of Newbiggyng) to John Denton ‘ for good and laudable service 
in the siege of Berwick, as well as in the war with Scotland, not without costly 
sacrifices and labours/ see Arch. A el ., 2 ser. I, 27.

4 See Welford, I, 92, 79, 94, 75, 77, 105, 72, 91, 90, 92, 93.
5 Probably Mason, a township near Ponteland.



by the Patent Po lls, in less than seven weeks (Nov. 15, 1344) we 
read of a commission to enquire. concerning the persons who 
wickedly killed John de Denton. Th is  commission is repeated 
on May 4, 1345.

To complete the new information furnished by the Patent 
Po lls as to the case of John de Denton, I  have only to add that 
on Oct. IT ,  1345, there was granted to Adam de Alnewyk, fr ia r of 
the order of F ria rs Preachers (Dominicans) of Newcastle-upon- 
Tyne, a pardon in respect of the king's suit against him for the 
death of John de Denton and any consequent outlawry. Th is  
intervention of the Dominican does, indeed, complicate the 
business. Is  it  possible that the Denton party, in the -faction 
fight of 1342, had favoured the Franciscans, and consequently 
his opponents brought all the rancour of the Dominican partisan
ship into the strife, and that this helped to ensure the doom of 
hapless John Denton P .

So much for the hints as to Denton's fa ll furnished by the 
Patent Po lls : but, now, i f  we turn to the previous information, 
reproduced in our own A r c h a e o l o g i a  A e l i a n a ,7 and by Mr. 
Welford,8 we find that the story grows yet darker. I t  was not 
only John de Denton's life and property, but his character for 
tru th  and loyalty* his reputation as a good citizen that was 
assailed by his enemies: and the f murder ' as the Patent Po lls  
do not scruple to call it , was a judicial murder accomplished in 
some mysterious way under the form of a legal tria l.

The document from, which we derive this information and 
which is copied v e r b a t i m  e t  l i t t e r a t i m  in the third  volume of our 
A r c h a e o l o g i a ' is to be found in the Plea Rolls for the county of 
Northumberland fo r the 26th of October in the 19th year 
of Edward i i i  (1345). I t  relates to the .tria l of- Thomas de 
Grretheved (Greathead) -for his alleged share in the murder



o f  J o h n  de D e n ton . H is  a ccom p lices  in  th e a lle g e d  Crime are 
said to  h ave been  R ich a rd  de G a lw a y , la te  m a y o r  o f  N e w ca st le ,9 
an d  G ilb e rt  de D o lfa n b y , w h o  has been  [p re su m a b ly  a fter  tr ia l 
and  con d em n a tion ] /d ra w n  and h u n g ’ [ fo r  th e  sam e offen ce]. 
W h a t  th e y  d id  (o r  are a ccu sed  o f  d o in g ) was ‘th ro u g h  e n vy  and 
w ith o u t cause ’ to  arrest J oh n  de  D e n to n  at N e w ca st le -u p o n -T y n e , 
on  T h u rsd a y  n e x t a fter  th e feast o f  St. B a rth o lo m e w  in  th e 18th  
yea r  o f  E d w a rd  i i i  (26 A u g u s t , 1344) and  fa lse ly , sed itiou sly , 
an d  m a lic io u s ly  ’ to  d eta in  h im  in  p r ison  u n t il T u e sd a y  b e fo re  
th e fea st o f  the T ra n sla tion  o f  St. C u th bert (31 A u g u s t). O n 
th is  la st n am ed  d a y . he w as b r o u g h t  u p  b e fo re  G a llow a y , 
D o lfa n b y , and G reath ead , a n d  accu sed  o f  h a v in g , tw o years 
be fo re , rece iv ed  at th e h ands o f  A la in  le  N o b le , a S co tt ish  en em y  
o f th e k in g , a v e ry  la rg e  sum  o f  m on ey  on  co n d it io n  th at he and 
certa in  o f  h is  a ccom p lices  sh ou ld  b e tra y  th e c ity  o f  N ew ca stle  
in to  th e h ands o f the Scots on  th e eve o f  C h ristm as (16th  
y e a r  o f  E d w a rd  i i i , 1342). T h is  was to be  a cco m p lish e d  b y  
le a v in g  a certa in  gate , w h ich  is 'c a l le d  th e W e s tg a te , op en  fo r  
three n igh ts  ru n n in g  th a t th e S cots m ig h t  en ter th erein . 
F u rth e rm o re , D en ton  was accu sed  o f h a v in g  sent v ic tu a ls  to  
D a v id  B ru ce , en cam ped  at H y d w y n la w s  w ith  h is arm y, b y  the 
h an ds o f  h is servant A d a m  P a lfre y m a n  on  S u n day  a fter  th e feast 
o f  St. B a rth o lo m e w  in  th e 15th  yea r  o f E d w a rd  i i i  (26 A u g u s t,

1341). „  . . . ,
( I t  w ill  b e  seen th a t D e n to n ’ s accusers tra v e lle d  back , tw o  or

th ree  years fo r  m ateria ls o f  a ccu sation  aga in st h im , and  th at 
th e ir  ch a rg es  centre  rou n d  th a t te rr ib le  y e a r  1342, w h ich  m ay
be  c a l l e d  N e w ca stle ’ s y ear o f re v o lu tio n .)

C on fron ted  w ith  these ch arges, • D e n to n  ‘rem ain ed  m u te  
w h ereu pon  th e three m en , G a llow a y , D o lfa n b y  and. G rea th ead  
sen ten ced  h im  to poemtenha and ordered  h im  to  rem a in  m



p rison  t i l l  lie died^ as one w lio re fu sed  th e la w  o f  th e land . 
A n d  thus fe lo n io u s ly  d id  th e y  s lay  J oh n  de D en ton  w ith ou t 
w arran t and w ith o u t cau se as a foresa id .'

S u ch  w as th e  o ffen ce  w ith  w h ich  T h om as G reath ead  was 
ch a rg e d . W e  h ear n o th in g  o f  m easures ta k en  against G a llo w a y ; 
p o ss ib ly  he h ad  d ied  in  the fe w  m o n th s ’ in terv a l. D o lfa n b y  
as w e k n o w  has been  ‘d raw n  and h u n g . ’ G reath ead  is n ow  
a cq u itted . ‘T h e  ju ro rs  say  on  th e ir  oath  th at th e  a foresa id  
T h om as G reath ead  is in  no w ise g u i l ty  o f  the dea th  o f  J oh n  de 
D e n to n  b y  sed ition  n or  o f  the sed ition s and fe lon ies  im p u ted  
to h im .’ P o ss ib ly  he w as a m ere  su b ord in a te  and h ad  on ly  
ob e y e d  th e orders o f  h is superiors. Y e t  th e w h ole  p roceed in g s  
lo o k  m ore  lik e  a S co ttish  v e rd ic t  o f  ‘n o t  p ro v e n ’ than  an absolu te  

n ot g u il ty ,  fo r  G rea th ea d ’ s requ est th at he m ig h t h ave  the lands 
and  ten em en ts , w h ich  h ad  been  tak en  fr o m  h im  on a ccou n t o f  
h is  a lle g e d  c o m p lic ity  in  D e n to n ’s m u rder, restored  to h im  is 
a p p a re n tly  re fu sed . T h e ju stices  seem  to say  to h im  ‘ Y o u  have 
g o t  o ff  w ith  y o u r  l i f e b e  con ten t w ith  th at and  let us h ear  n o  
m ore  ab ou t y o u r  lan ds and  te n e m e n ts .’

So m u ch  fo r  the a cq u itted  ‘ G re th ev ed .’ B u t w hat interests 
us m u ch  m ore  is the m ysteriou s sh am -tr ia l (m u st w e n ot ca ll it 
s o ? )  o f  a m u ch  m ore  im p o rta n t m an , J o h n  de D e n to n , and its 
te rr ib le  resu lt.

W k  are to ld  th a t to th e ch arges b r o u g h t  aga in st h im , D en ton  
re fu sed  to m a k e  an y  re p ly  and ‘r e m a in in g  m u te  was, b y  G a llo - 
w ay , D o lfa n b y , G rea th ead , and others con d em n ed  to poenitentia 
an d  also to p r ison , th ere to ab ide  u n til he. sh ou ld  die. A n d  thus 
fe lo n io u s ly  d id  th ese m e n  fe lo n io u s ly  k il l  th e said Joh n  de 
D e n to n  w ith o u t w arrant and w ith ou t cause as is a l le g e d .’

W h a t  is the m e a n in g  o f  th is  en try  cou p led  w ith  a. la ter  en try  
in  th e P a ten t R o lls , sh o rtly  to be  n o tice d , w h ich  show s th at 
a lrea d y  in  J a n u a ry , 1345 , E liza b e th , w ife  o f  J oh n  de D en ton ,



was a widow. Apparently we cannot escape the conclusion that 
the late mayor of Newcastle, ‘ the king’s heloved merchant, 
suffered the barbarous punishment which, under the old 
law, might be inflicted on persons who obstinately refused to 
plead, that of being pressed to death. As is well known, there 
was a practice sometimes resorted to- by an accused person, to 
escape the legal consequences of a conviction, of standing mute 
and refusing to plead. In  such cases, says Blackstone (iv, 328), the 
prisoner, after trina adrnonitio and a respite of a few hours, was 
subject to the barbarous punishment of peine forte et dure, viz., 
to> be remanded to prison and put into a low dark chamber and 
there laid on his back naked; that there should be placed upon 
his body as great a weight of iron as he could bear, and more; 
that he should have no sustenance, save only on the firs t day 
three morsels of the worst bread, and on the second day three 
draughts of standing water that should be nearest to the prison 
door, and that in this situation such should be alternately his 
daily diet t i l l  he died, or as anciently the judgment ran t i l l  he 
answered.’

There is one modification which in  the particular case now 
before us must be made in  Blackstone’s statement. The practice 
of loading the prisoner with weights of iron and so pressing 

• him to death, seems not to have been introduced t i l l  the 31st 
year of Edward i i i  (135T) thirteen years after Denton’s murder. 
According to Blackstone this practice was 'intended as a species 
of mercy to the delinquent by delivering him the sooner from his 
torment.’ Assuredly £ the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel.’ 10

10 Great was the conservatism of our old lawyers. It is strange to reflect 
that it was not till 1772 (in the lifetime of persons, many of whom I have known) 
that it was provided by 12 Geo. i i i ,  c. 20, that standing mute in felonies should 
be equivalent to a conviction ; and later on by 7 and 8 Geo. iv, c. 28, that if any 
person, when charged for treason, felony, or misdemeanour should c stand mute of 
malice ’ and refuse to plead, the court might order a plea of ‘ not guilty * to be 
entered on his behalf.



I t  is vain to conjecture what may have been the precise 
object of the unfortunate Denton in refusing- to plead and so 
submitting* himself to this lingering* agony. Possibly it  was 
meant as a pretext against an illegally constituted tribunal. 
Possibly seeing the malice of his enemies and being sure that a 
conviction was inevitable at their hands, he wished to prevent 
that forfeiture of his g'oods, which would follow conviction, and 
to save some remnant of his property for his wife and children.

TV hat can have been the nature of the court which perpetrated 
this judicial murder one longs to enquire. Diehard Galloway was 
apparently mayor at the time when it  was committed, but who 
were Dolfanby and Greathead and the others who shared his 
crime, and why does Galloway, surely the chief criminal, escape, 
(as he seems to do) from censure, even posthumous censure i f  he 
died soon after his victim P

To complete the story of the fortunes of Denton's family, i t  is 
only necessary to add that we read in the Patent Po lls (Jan. 23, 
1345):

The petition of Elizabeth, wife of John de Denton, now deceased, show
ing that inasmuch as he has been maliciously hilled by some of his enemies 
without making a will and his goods have been entirely abstracted, she 
has nothing wherewith to support herself and her children and therefore 
prays for the continuance of a yearly grant of 251. 16s. 4d. made to her deceased 
husband out of the customs in the port of Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

Th is  petition was granted f out of compassion for her estate 
a n d  i n  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  J o h n * s '  s e r v i c e s / and after her death 
(which must have happened before 1355) the half of the above 
annual grant was continued to her son John. As he was under 
age, the wardship of his body and of all his landed property11 in  
Newcastle and Denton was committed to W illiam  de Acton,

11 This is important, as it shows that there was no legal forfeiture of Denton's 
landed property, though there may very likely have been a scramble for his 
personalty.



probably the citizen whom we have already met with as one of 
the four boni homines who held the office of commissioners of the 
mayoralty in the troublous year 1341-2.12

What can have been the cause of such bitter and cruel hatred 
against an eminent and respected citizen P I  dismiss altogether 
the idea that he was guilty of the treasons alleged against him by 
the Gralloway-Dolfanby gang. His own previous record made the 
accusation improbable : the action of the government after his 
death makes them all but impossible.

My first impression on reading the entries in the Patent Rolls 
was that the murder was in some way connected with the 
f grievous dissensions that arose over the election of mayor,5 that 
the shocking event of 1344 was due to. the ground-swell after the 
tempest of 1342. Possibly this may be the true answer, though 
the fact tha.t Richard de Acton plays no part in these events is 
slightly against such an explanation.

I  lean somewhat to the conjecture, derived from that notice of 
the Dominican as particeps criminis, that the odium theologicum 
may be partly responsible for this as for so many other devilish 
deeds.'

But, after all, fear is the most cruel of all the passions. We 
know how directly during the French revolution the atrocities 
of the Reign of Terror in Paris were due to the alarm of 
invasion by the ‘ bloody standards of tyranny 5 on the frontier. 
Whenever a nation is at death-grips with a foreign foe the 
accusation of what the French called incivisme, of sympathy with 
the enemy's cause, is the most deadly that can be launched against 
any citizen. The charges brought by the murderers against 
their victim, of complicity with the Scots may a little help us to 
imagine the' chronic state of alarm of Scottish onslaught in 
which the men of Newcastle lived for ten generations. Possibly



some foolish or even treacherous deed on the part of the servant, 
Palfreyman, may have lent colour to the accusations hatched by 
the enemies of his master. Assuredly ,he was innocent: but one 
longs that a further and closer study of the local records may 
shed a clearer light on this bloody mystery.

A t any rate, there is still one citizen of Newcastle who will 
never henceforward pass through Denton Chare without sending 
one pitying thought after the sad spirit of Newcastle’s martyred 
mayor.

CHRONOLOGICAL APP E N D IX.

As it has been im possible to  preserve strict chronological order in the  
above paper, I  subjoin a list of the different events mentioned therein in 
order of date. v

, As * the accession of Edward iii took place on the 25th January, his 
regnal years very nearly, b u t not quite, coincide with the Julian years 
H ow ever, as none of our events happens to  fa ll in the first tw enty-four days 
of January, I  shall disregard this sligh t difference and shall call the Fifteenth ■ 
of Edw ard i i i ,  1341, though it  is in strictness 25 Jan ., 1341, to 24 Jan., 
1342. I  treat all the years as beginning 1 st of January, not 25th of M arch.

1341.— 15 E d w a r d  m . Dom inical letter G.
M ayors of N ew castle: Sir W illia m  F elton to 29 Sept., after 29 Sept. 

John de Denton till the m ayoralty was put in commission.
26 A u g u st: Alleged treason of Denton (sending victuals to the Scots).
16 O ctober:. E n try  in the P aten t R o lls : disputes about election of 

m ayor. M ayoralty  put in commission.

1342.— 16 E d w a r d  i i i .  Dom inical letter F .
M ayors of N ew castle ; None till 29 Sept., then Robert H alliw ell.
8  F ebruary: Articles for better governm ent of town drawn up by

burgesses.
6  A p r i l : Comm ission to E arl of Angus, Lord Percy, and others to see 

that neither D enton nor Acton was presum ing to act as m ayor, and 
to provide for election of a m ayor for next m unicipal year.

6  A p r i l : H eavy fines inflicted on leading citizens.
29 S e p .: R obert H alliw ell elected m ayor.
2 0  O c t .: R oyal A ssent given to articles of 8  February.
24 D e c .: A lleged treason of John de D en ton : (causing W est Gate to be 

le ft open for the Scots).



1343.— 17 E d w a r d  h i .  Dom inical letter E .
M ayors of N ew castle: R obert H alliw ell, R ichard G allow ay.

1344.— 18 E d w a r d  i i i .  D om inical le tte rs  D .C .
M ayors of New castle: Richard G allow ay, R obt. Shilvington.
26 A u gu st (Thursday after feast of St. B artholom ew ): Arrest of Denton  

by order of G allow ay, D olfanby, and Greathead.
31 A ugust (Tuesday before translation of St. C u th b ert): E xam ination*of  

Denton. Condemned to  poenitentia (date of his death uncertain).

1 3 4 5 .— 1 9  E d w a r d  i i i .  Dom inical letter B .
M ayor of New castle: Robert Shilvington.
23 January: Petition of E lizabeth , widow of John de Denton.
17 October: Pardon granted to the Dom inican friar Adam  of A lnw ick for 

his share in the m urder of John de Denton.
26 O ctob er: Trial and acquittal of Thom as Greathead for his share in the  

same murder.

1 3 5 4 .— 28 E d w a r d  i i i .  Dom inical letter E .
13 July : . W ardship  of young John de Denton granted to W illia m  de 

Acton.

1355.— 29 E d w a r d  i i i .  D om inical letter D .
12 A p ril: H a lf of the paym ent from the customs form erly m ade to his 

parents, granted to young John de Denton.


