
XIII.— THE LIFE AND DEATH OF JOHN 
OF DENTON.

B y C o n sta n c e  M . F r a s e r .

Exactly fifty years ago there appeared in Archceologia 
Aeliana 3rd Series volume V an article by Thomas Hodgkin, 
a former vice-president of our Society, entitled “ Municipal 
Contests in Newcastle, 1342-1345”. In this Dr. Hodgkin 
drew attention to some of the background incidents which 
accompanied the presentation to King Edward III of a new 
charter of city rights described by him picturesquely as the 
Municipal Reform Bill of 1342. He brought together 
evidence from R. Welford’s History of Newcastle and Gates
head vol. I and an earlier article in Archceologia Aeliana1 
in order to show that the burgesses’ demands might have 
arisen from a clash between rival factions to gain control 
of the town council, and he more especially investigated 
the previous careers of the acknowledged leaders of these 
factions, John of Denton and Richard Acton. Having dis
covered this hornet’s nest he then modestly disclaimed his 
ability to reconcile all his facts and hoped that some future 
member of our Society might be encouraged by his prelimi
nary notes to reinvestigate the affair.

Since that article was written the emphasis of research 
has shifted from constitutional to economic issues. We are 
less anxious to prove that the burgesses of Newcastle sought 
to have a more truly representative town council than to 
show what kind of trading gave Newcastle merchants the 
necessary money to rig municipal elections. Perhaps we also 
understand better that national emergencies such as war with

1 AA2, III, 115-18.



Scotland or France bit deep into the trade of Tyneside and 
could not be disregarded by its inhabitants since it brought 
not only risk to life and limb but also heavy taxation to enable 
the king to pay his armies.

Newcastle upon Tyne was the first town of any conse
quence that any Scottish invaders would reach in an attack 
down the east side of England. Its responsibility is suggested 
by the answer of the sheriff of Northumberland to a writ 
authorizing him to summon representative burgesses of the 
town to the king’s parliament at Lincoln in January 1316: 
“ all the knights in his jurisdiction were not sufficient for the 
defence of the marches and the bailiffs of Newcastle had 
informed him that all the burgesses of the town were scarcely 
equal to the defence of the town and therefore it was im
possible to put the writ into force.”2 Tension within the 
town is illustrated by a royal writ of the previous summer, 
ordering the mayor and bailiffs of Newcastle to release a 
certain merchant, William Herring, who had been imprisoned 
by them on the bare word of some boy that he intended to 
betray the town to the Scots. Herring asserted that it was 
a device of his business rivals to do away with him. Such 
fears would be the easier to fan at a time when the town 
walls were still incomplete and a Scotsman arrested in the 
street might be found to carry letters from Italian merchants 
of Genoa addressed to Robert de Brus, king of Scotland, 
quoting costs for providing ships and weapons.3 Record of 
an assault on the town in 1317 is preserved incidentally in a 
lawsuit in which Gascon merchants who were shipping wine 
to Hull accused various Newcastle traders of seizing their 
ship and cargo off the mouth of the Humber. These apostles 
of Self Help included Robert of Angerton, Hugh Haukyn, 
William and Richard Acton, and Robert of Shilvington, all 
future bailiffs and mayors of Newcastle. Because these men 
were needed for the immediate defence of their town against

2 R. Welford, History of Newcastle and Gateshead, I, 34.
3 Public Record Office, London, Ancient Petition 8520; Calendar of Close 

Rolls 1313-18, pp. 182, 414, 422; cf. Calendar of Patent Rolls 1313-17, p. 516.



the Scots, hearing of the case was deferred for over a year.4
Such unrest was obviously crippling to trade. The sailors 

of Newcastle as we have seen plundered Gascon wine ships. 
The sailors of Winchelsea and Sandwich in 1314 ambushed a 
convoy of Tyne wool ships off Scarborough and captured 
46 i sacks of wool, a barrel of grease, about £66 in cash and 
one of the ships themselves.5 Then there were the more 
orthodox hazards of seizure by' enemy craft, based either on 
Aberdeen or Flanders, who lurked off the east coast from the 
mouth of the Tyne to the straits of Dover.6 Newcastle 
remained one of the authorized ports for the export of wool, 
but the volume steadily dropped from 1,172̂  sacks in 1308 
to 786 sacks in 1326. More significantly, the number of 
exporters shrank from 118 to 44.7 In other words, it now 
paid only the substantial merchant to face the risks of the 
sea crossing to the great wool markets in Flanders.

Possibly from the first Newcastle wool merchants had 
dominated municipal government. The mayoralty of the 
town for the first ninety years of its existence had been the 
almost exclusive preserve of two great dynasties, the Scots 
and the Carliols. From 1300, however, new families began 
to break into the circle, who were newcomers to New
castle but who clearly had seized control of its commerce—- 
Richard Embleton, Peter Graper, Richard Acton and Adam 
Galloway.8 Embleton in 1308, with his export of 141 sacks 
of wool, 1,200 sheepskins and 5 lasts of hides, was per
sonally responsible for an eighth of the total for the port of

i CPR 1313-17, pp. 580, 586; CCR 1313-18, pp. 397-8, 407, 493, 497; 
CPR 1317-21, p. 162. ' ■

5 Registrum Palatinum Dunelmensis II, 1025.
6 P.R.O., Anc. Petitions 1495, 2386; CCR 1307-13, p. 436; 1313-18, pp. 8, 

46, 227, 315, 444.
7 P.R.O., Customs Accounts (Newcastle) 105/4, 9.
8 C. H. Hunter Blair, The Mayors . . . and . . . Sheriffs ... of Newcastle 

upon Tyne (AA4, XVIII). I have followed throughout the chronology of 
mayors established here, with appropriate adjustments when Newcastle was 
in the king’s hands. The dates of the bailiffs of Newcastle have been taken 
from the list compiled by Sir A. M. Oliver and appended to volume 137 of 
the publications of the Surtees Society. Cf. J. Conway Davies, “ The wool 
customs accounts for Newcastle upon Tyne for the reign of Edward I ” (AA4 
XXXII), 260-3.



Newcastle that year. He was now in his fourth term Of 
office as mayor, a position he was to hold for 24 years, 
although not consecutively. His nearest trade rival was 
Richard Acton, with an export total of 85 sacks of wool, who 
was slower committing himself to municipal responsibility, 
with its distraction of attention from business. He became 
bailiff first in 1310, and served again from 1315 to 1317, in 
1320 and 1322, and accepted office as mayor in 1334.. As 
befitted the two great Newcastle merchants of their day, 
Embleton’s daughter Matilda married Acton’s son Richard. 
Another of Embleton’s daughters married a son of Peter 
Graper. The connections of Adam Galloway are more 
difficult to trace. He first occurs as bailiff in 1306 and in 
1308 exported 22 sacks of wool. He was still in business in 
1317 and 1326, after which he may have handed over to his 
sons John and Richard, the former of whom was responsible 
for the export of 43 sacks of wool and 2\  lasts of hides in 
1334.9 When Richard Embleton died in 1333, however, 
effective control of the wool trade of Newcastle had already 
passed to other hands, and like the Carliol family before him 
Embleton was enjoying civic dignity without economic 
power. The current men of consequence are suggested by 
the nominees of 1327 for the duty of collecting the new 
customs authorized by the king to raise money for strengthen
ing the town wall of Newcastle, namely Adam Galloway, 
Richard Acton, and a new man, John of Denton. The 
mayor, Richard Embleton, Thomas Freshmarsh and Thomas 
Daulyn, Denton’s father-in-law, were to act as their super
visors.10

It may be strongly suspected that Denton owed his new 
position to his father-in-law, who had been a bailiff of New
castle in 1320 and 1321, and collector of the king’s wool 
customs since 1324.11 Denton made his own first appear
ance as exporter in 1324, when he shipped 140 sheepskins.

9 P.R.O., Customs Accounts (Newcastle) 105/4, 6, 9, 14.
19 CPR 1327-30, pp. 3-4.
11 Calendar of Fine Rolls 1319-27, p. 254.



Within two years his ventures had increased to 26 sacks of 
wool, and in 1329 he became a bailiff of Newcastle with 
William Burnton, Hugh of Hexham, and Robert Haliwell. 
In September 1331 he and Robert Tughale represented New
castle in parliament and at the election after the death of 
Embleton John of Denton succeeded as mayor. Let us now 
examine in more detail the activities of this man whom 
Hodgkin described as “ an eminent and respected citizen” 
and “Newcastle’s martyred mayor”.12

The accession of Edward III to the throne had soon 
resulted in a peace treaty with Scotland, and for four years 
quiet descended on Northumberland. Corn-mills were 
rebuilt, houses repaired, flocks replenished. The tolls to 
repair Newcastle’s town walls continued to be levied but little 
account was taken as to the work actually carried out. Then 
in the summer of 1332 a party of Scottish adventurers, born 
to high estate but disinherited for their adherence to the 
English king, landed near Perth to seize control of the 
government of Scotland. Edward III, unwilling to lose such 
an opportunity to intervene in the north, prepared to march 
against Berwick upon Tweed, which had been recaptured by 
the Scots in 1318. There were hasty orders to supply pro
visions for the English army and contracts to build or repair 
warehouses in which to store them. In all this none was more 
indefatigable than John of Denton, who provided 393 quarters 
6 bushels of wheat, 202̂  quarters of oats and 22 tuns 2 pipes 
of wine.13 In March 1332 Denton and Richard Acton 
had been reappointed collectors of the tolls for repair of the 
town walls. The following January Denton was authorized 
to enforce the king’s wine rights in the ports of Newcastle, 
Hartlepool, Whitby and Scarborough. By June 1333 he and 
Robert Tughale, his former colleague in parliament, were 
collectors of the king’s wool customs at Newcastle. In 
October 1334 he and Richard Acton were authorized to 
assess and levy within the town the tax of a tenth of all

12 AA3, V, 13, 14.
13 P.R.O., E. 358/2, m. 14 pt. 1 :  CCR 1333-7, pp. 23, 29, 44, 67.



moveable property granted to the king by parliament that 
year.14 In return for such work Denton was confirmed by 
Edward III in possession of two thirds of the manor of Pon- 
teland which he had leased from the earl of Athol, probably 
as security on a loan to the latter for his projected invasion 
of Scotland.15

With such preoccupations it is not surprising that John of 
Denton had no part in the export of wool from Newcastle 
in 1333/4. Indeed in March 1334 he received a stiff repri
mand from the king for neglecting to maintain a proper 
respect for law and order within the town. A gang was 
openly operating in Newcastle, “ going about armed, lying in 
wait for men coming and departing from the town, beating, 
wounding and plundering them of their goods and perpe
trating other damage and crimes ”. All this was happening 
when the mayor was empowered by statute to arrest any 
strangers found in the streets at night and to raise the hue 
and cry if they resisted arrest.16 Such disorder was the more 
disquieting in that Roger Mauduit, sheriff of Northumber
land, had reported to the king’s council “ that the castle of 
Newcastle upon Tyne is so dilapidated and let to decay that 
there is scarcely a single house within its enclosure which 
may be used as an office, nor any gate which will shut”. 
Moreover, “ the whole countryside is almost as if at war ” : 
and the sheriff could not go about on his duties without an 
armed escort. The king’s council hastily authorized Mauduit 
to spend £20 on repairs to the castle;17 but this can have done 
little to remedy matters if there was truth in the survey made 
on 20 June 1334 in the presence of John of Denton, mayor, 
and others. There it was reported that although the draw
bridge to the main gateway was sound, the heron pit adjoin
ing the counterpoise mechanism was in ruins. The inner gate 
wanted £5 worth of repairs. A roof costing £6 was needed

' 14 CPR 1330-4, pp. 268, 392; CCR 1333-7, pp. 60-1.
13 CPR 1334-8, pp. 40, 81.
16 CCR 1333-7, p. 214.
17 P.R.O., Anc. Petition 6453. Welford (I, 89-90) incorrectly dates this

to 1335.



for the countinghouse. The king’s banqueting hall required 
a new main window and some 200 stones of lead for the 
roof. The king’s private quarters needed another 840 stones 
of lead for the roof and repairs to the outer walls and turrets 
would cost about £16 10s. The estimated bill totalled 
£162 16s. 2d.18 There were other disturbing revelations. 
Although in February and March 1336 work was started on 
repairs to the castle and to the West Gate of the town and its 
drawbridge the following year it was reported that the West 
Gate, defending the weakest section of the town wall, “ is in 
great part destroyed and broken”. On 25 February 1339 
an enquiry was instituted into alleged misappropriation of 
the money levied on merchants passing through the town, 
ostensibly for the maintenance of the town’s defences.19

John of Denton’s first term of office as mayor came to 
an end in September 1334, when he was succeeded by the 
veteran Richard Acton. The two continued to serve as the 
king’s collectors of wool customs in Newcastle, but were 
excused attendance at the exchequer at London to show 
their account at Michaelmas 1335 “because otherwise 
engaged on the king’s business ”.20 This entailed for Denton 
the task of supplying the English garrison at Berwick with 
their pay, with heavy equipment such as windmills and horse- 
mills to grind corn locally, and with surplus stores from 
Newcastle. He was expected to escort the earl of Moray, a 
former regent of Scotland until his unlucky capture by the 
English in a border skirmish, from his prison in Bamburgh 
Gastle to another at York, a task for which Denton received 
£32 in expenses. Again in August 1335 he was commis
sioned with Hugh of Hexham, the future mayor, and Robert 
Haliwell to array and arm the men of Newcastle in readiness 
against a feared invasion of Northumberland by the Scots.21 
This same year the task of collecting the tolls for maintenance

18 Welford I, 84-5.
”  CCR 1333-7, pp. 541, 571; CPR 1338-40, p. 276.

, 20 CCR 1333-7, p. 531.
21 Rotuli Scotice (Record Commission, 1814) i, 334, 340, 363, 371, 375; 

Calendar of Documents relating to Scotland, ed. J. Bain, iii, 212,



of the town walls and of the Tyne bridge was divided, and 
Denton, Richard Acton and Hugh of Hexham, past and 
present mayors, were assigned to keep the bridge money.22 
On 30 September 1336 Denton, still a customs collector, 
re-entered upon his office as mayor of Newcastle.

Disorder, apparently, was still rampant in the town, 
encouraged by certain of the bailiffs. Richard Scot was a 
peculiarly violent member, while John Galloway was little 
better. Galloway was an important wool shipper and Scot 
probably was a scion of the old dynasty of that name. On 
6 June 1336 Denton was associated with Richard Acton, 
Adam and Peter Graper and others to arrest Scot and Gallo
way as the murderers of John and Roger Lubbard at the 
West Spittal Croft in Newcastle and to deliver them to the 
safe custody of the constable of Nottingham Castle as 
notorious peace breakers. A week later the charge was 
amplified to suggest that Scot and Galloway had been 
abusing their official position, and they are emphatically not 
to be released on bail; notwithstanding which a fellow 
bailiff, John Freshmarsh, was ready to brave the king’s wrath 
and allow the arrested Richard Scot to break prison.23 We 
may see in this incident the future line of cleavage in the 
town government— the Galloway family and its adherents 
against John of Denton and his.

Such provocation of the king’s wrath rarely had lasting 
effect. By July 1337. John Freshmarsh was acting as royal 
assessor and purchaser of wool in Northumberland, Cumber
land and Westmorland, and by 1340 John Galloway was 
again a bailiff of Newcastle. Richard Scot even continued 
his violence, besieging the prior of Tynemouth in his manor 
of Elswick for some weeks and threatening to kill any of his 
men setting foot in Newcastle. The cause of this outbreak 
had been an attempt by the prior to enforce his rights at 
Elswick over a bondman who may have been trying to avail 
himself of the ancient liberty of Newcastle thatuany such 
who could remain in the town for a year and a day were



thereby freed from their servile state. On 3 June 1339 pro
ceedings against Scot and Galloway were formally reversed 
by the king.24

A reason for this leniency is to be found in the general 
situation in which the English king found himself at this date. 
The plan to convert Scotland into a satellite kingdom had 
gone sadly astray and far from Edward Balliol being an asset 
his increasing inability to maintain his position meant a 
steady drain on English resources to shore up his Scottish 
throne. There being little prospect of glory in the north 
Edward now directed his attention to the south, where the 
direct male line of succession to the French throne had come 
to an end. The mother of Edward III had been sister to the 
last king, and this seemed a ready excuse for the English king 
to press his claims to the French throne against those of his 
cousin, already accepted by Frenchmen as Philip VI. Inter
mingled with this pretension was a strain of business common 
sense, namely control of Flanders, which was nominally 
dependent on France but in fact desirous of independence 
and also the chief market for English wool. The Flemings 
would welcome a titular French king more interested in sup
plying their wool than asserting heavy claims of suzerainty.

English wool played an equally vital role as source of 
revenue to finance Edward’s new war. Wool, sheepskins 
and hides had been the mainstay of customs revenue since 
1275, taxed at the rate of 6s. 8d. a sack of wool or bundle of 
300 sheepskins and of 13s. 4d. for every last of 200 ox-hides. 
In the autumn of .1336 Edward III persuaded an assembly of 
English merchants to grant him an additional subsidy of 40s. 
on the export of wool. The following year he instituted a 
great series of loans and taxes payable in 'wool, the sale of 
which the king proposed to handle himself on the Flemish 
market. In 1338 there was the notorious seizure and sale by 
Edward of the wool of all English merchants at Dordrecht 
in Holland, justified, somewhat on the lines of Post-War 
Credits, by the issue of bonds enabling the merchants



involved to, recover the value of their wool out of customs 
payable by them on subsequent exports. In 1340 parliament 
grudgingly authorized an extension of the increase in customs 
dues for another year, as well as a subsidy of the ninth sheaf, 
lamb and fleece throughout the country. The money, how
ever, still did not roll in.25

Such checks were tending to dislocate the Flemish wool 
market, therefore Edward turned to other expedients. One 
group of English merchants was allowed in 1343 to buy up 
the Dordrecht bonds held by small traders who now saw no 
prospect of ever having an opportunity to reclaim their 
money on future exports. Another group undertook to farm 
all the customs and subsidies upon wool due to the king in 
return for financing the king’s immediate needs at the rate 
of £666 13s. 4d. a month. “ The war was a forcing ground 
for capitalists . . . they had laid the foundation of their for
tunes in legitimate trade and then the war brought golden 
opportunities and they grew rich as army contractors and 
purveyors. Most of them seized upon the chance offered by 
the great wool monopolies and.. . . some of these men 
reached positions of great wealth and power. . . . This state 
of affairs did not last. The great English financiers, who for 
a moment rivalled the Italian bankers of the generation 
before, were the product of an historical situation—the use 
made of the wool trade by the crown for the purpose of war 
finance, and in the end the financiers burnt their fingers. All 
the great Italian firms who did business with the English 
crown had failed in turn and it was the same story with the 
English syndicates. Some of the speculators emerged with 
their fortunes partially intact, but bankruptcy, imprisonment 
and temporary or permanent ruin was the lot of many of 
them.”26 How far did this exotic situation apply to John 
of Denton and Newcastle?

The emergency virtually began in the autumn of 1336, 
when John of Denton was entered on his second term of office

25 E. Power, The Wool Trade in English Medieval History (1941), pp. 81-4
™lbid.y pp. 114, 117, 118.



as mayor. He was at the same time one of the royal collectors 
of wool customs at Newcastle. The first commission to 
assess and levy wool in the north did not affect him, the 
collectors being Robert of Shilvington, his ultimate successor 
as Mayor, John Freshmarsh, the former bailiff, John Emel- 
don, who was Denton’s son-in-law, and two important wool 
merchants of Newcastle, Robert Castle and Robert Penrith. 
These were to buy 600 sacks of wool in Northumberland, 
Cumberland and Westmorland at a fixed maximum of 
£3 6s. 8d. a sack as compared with the £8 offered for 
Herefordshire wool or £6 6s. 8d. for Lincolnshire.27 This 
was not unfair .discrimination but recognition that the 
northern wool was of poor quality for the export market. 
This task of collecting the king’s wool must have been very 
difficult and made the merchants involved extremely un
popular locally. Shilvington’s account has survived, show
ing that he could find in the counties only 6\ sacks 20 cloves 
of wool, and that from his own store. Emeldon did no better 
with his 5 sacks 19 cloves, also from his own store. Castle 
produced 13 sacks 11 cloves from his own store and Fresh
marsh claimed that he could find nothing. Only Robert, 
Penrith was able to supplement his own supply of 13 sacks 
4 cloves with a further 13 sacks 4 cloves from Laurence of 
Durham, a big Newcastle wool shipper.28 A curious levy 
which can be met only by its collectors!

The following year the king demanded a half of all the 
wool in England, and this time John of Denton was to work 
with Robert of Shilvington and John Freshmarsh to collect 
in Northumberland. The result was 155 sacks of wool, 
weighed in the port of Newcastle and delivered to the king’s 
assignees, Richard Galloway and Richard Gategang, for ship
ment to Flanders, where Denton soon followed them.29 
Apparently he had been making the most of his opportunities, 
for that July 1338 he received a safe-conduct for himself and

27 CPR 1334-8, pp. 480-1.
28 P.R.O., Enrolled Accounts E, 358/10, m. 6 pt. 2.
™ Ibid., m. 14 pt. 1.



his servants on going overseas with 80 sacks of wool which, 
moreover, he was licensed to export free of customs duty.30

Denton seems to have escaped the levy of English wool 
at Dordrecht in 1338, but other Newcastle merchants were 
not so fortunate. Few suffered heavily, but among those in 
receipt of bonds were Richard Acton (£61 15s. Id.), Laurence 
Dalton (£73 8s. 10d.), Richard Galloway (£85 10s. 10d.), 
Robert Haliwell (£43 Is. 4d.), John Freshmarsh (£104 6s. 5d.), 
Robert Penrith (£72 10s. 6d.), Laurence of Durham (£72 
10s. 7d.) and Robert Castle (£74 4s.).31 The following 
January some of these victims were allowed to export a 
given number of sacks from Newcastle free of duty: and 
John of Denton was licensed to send 80 sacks of wool, 3 lasts 
of hides and 5,000 sheepskins. Such favour may have been 
gained by Denton’s share in persuading the burgesses of 
Newcastle, to grant Edward III a subsidy of £400 in lieu of 
their part in a parliamentary grant of a ninth throughout 
England, a piece of generosity bitterly regretted by the town 
when the parliamentary grant was transformed into a wool 
levy and the king’s collectors tried to exact both from 
Newcastle.32

Meanwhile a group of Newcastle merchants attempted to 
break in on the profits of “ obliging ” the king, and Robert of 
Shilvington, John Fleming, John Haliwell and three others 
undertook to loan Edward £4,000 on the security of the cus
toms of Newcastle and Hartlepool.33 The risks of such 
security are shown in a petition to king and council made by 
these merchants shortly afterwards according to which the 
customs collectors paid scant regard to their claims, while the 
nominal protection by the king of the business interests of 
his creditors had not prevented the loss off Calais of two of 
their wool ships with a cargo worth £2,000, “ to say nothing 
of their friends killed in the said ships”. The merchants 
requested that at least they might be acquitted of customs

so CPR 1338-40, p. 112 ; cf. CCR 1339-41, p. 130.
31 CCR 1337-9, pp. 430-2.
ooCFR 1337-47, pp. 118-19, 125; P.R.O., Anc. Petitions 3208-9.
33 CPR 1338-40, pp. 324, 541, 544; CCR 1339-41, pp. 134, 284.



payable on the wool stolen from them.34 Undeterred by 
such mishaps to colleagues another group consisting of 
Richard Galloway, Thomas Fleming and William fitz Dieu 
bought up 500 sacks of the king’s wool for £1,333 6s. 8d. as 
a speculation, undertaking, however, to pay the full customs 
duty upon them.35 At the same time the king instituted an 
enquiry whether northern merchants, anxious to evade the 
heavy duty on what was locally inferior wool, were carrying 
it across the Scottish border and exporting it by way of 
Berwick upon Tweed, where as a special concession to its 
weak economy customs dues were lighter.36

That summer Newcastle merchants suddenly found them
selves in the front line of battle. The English garrison had 
been driven from all parts of Scotland except Berwick, and 
Northumbrian traders who had been surreptitiously selling 
victuals and armour across the border trembled for their own 
safety when a Scottish army lay encamped at Heddon-on-the- 
Wall in August 1341. Some of the most reputable burgesses 
were involved, as is shown by the pardons issued in October 
1342 to Robert Haliwell and Waleran of Lumley for trading 
with the Scots. The rumour also spread that John of Denton, 
the mayor, was covertly supplying the Scottish army through 
his servant, Adam Palfreyman; and this charge was too good 
an opportunity for his enemies to miss when he came for 
re-election as mayor on 1 October 1341.37 In addition, John 
of Denton was a collector of the hated wool taxes and there 
were ugly whispers that he was taking advantage of his office 
for personal gain. At an official enquiry in 1337 to value 
various plots of land within the town the jurors had all been 
kinsmen of Denton. They returned a valuation of 20s., and 
tacitly implied that the plots of land belonged to the king, 
who promptly rented them to Denton. In fact the lands were 
the property of the corporation of Newcastle.38 Again, the

34 P.R.O., Anc. Petition 3219.
35 CCR 1339-41, pp. 520, 605-6, 618.
36 CPR 1340-3, pp. 105, 320.
37 Ibid., p. 533 ; P.R.O., Chancery Miscellaneous 72/1/13.
38 P.R.O., Anc. Petition 5025.



danger of attack by the Scots had focused attention on the 
state of the town wall. As a result of an earlier scandal the 
power to handle the wall repair fund had been given in July 
1341 to John of Denton, Waleran of Lumley, Richard Actori 
and Robert of Shilvington, and the rumour spread that they 
were keeping the money and refusing to apply it to its 
nominal purpose. By now accusations were running riot 
and it was doubtless remembered that John of Denton had 
been in charge of the repair fund of Tyne bridge, part of 
which was swept away in a sudden flood in 1339 that also 
breached a stretch of the town defences at the Wall Knoll.39

The result was a very lively mayoral election. The outer 
veneer of corporate unity was cracked and in the words of 
John of Denton: “ when he was elected mayor of the town 
of Newcastle upon Tyne by the elder and more weighty of the 
said town on the Monday after Michaelmas for the term of 
a year, on the same day various young men of the town 
wilfully elected Richard Acton, from which elections have 
daily arisen great debates and perils ”. Denton recommended 
that both candidates be suspended from exercise of office and 
the town government be entrusted to Gilbert Haukyn, Peter 
Graper, Robert Haliwell and William Acton, the then 
bailiffs, the reason for such self-abnegation on Denton’s part 
being that Acton’s followers had already secured the keys of 
the town gates and were not likely to surrender these to their 
opponents.40 The king acted swiftly, and on 16 October 
1341 not only were the recommended burgesses appointed to 
keep order in the town but an enquiry was also opened under 
Gilbert de Umfraville, earl of Angus, Henry de Percy and 
other Northumbrian lords to discover the causes of unrest 
in Newcastle, including the extent of illegal trade with 
Scotland and the abuse of official powers by the king’s 
representatives.41

For the next few months Newcastle was virtually in the 
"king’s hand, and the temporary suspension of the jurisdiction

so CPR 1340-3, p. 271; CCR 1343-6, pp. 50-1; Welford I, 105.
40 P.R.O., Anc. Petition 10439. 41 CPR 1340-3, pp. 320-1, 327.



of the town magistrates enabled the ventilation of grievances 
that had rankled for years. The house of Franciscans in 
Newcastle complained that the mayor and corporation had 
violated their exclusive ownership of the Sevenheads Well. 
The house of Dominicans grumbled that their main gates 
had been broken down in a fight'between the king’s men and 
townsmen, and now they were prevented from replacing 
them.42 The lesser burgesses meanwhile assembled together 
to devise a new town charter which, while ostensibly render
ing the mayoral election incapable of dispute, was designed 
to prevent future fraudulent conversion of the town’s revenue. 
The first clause concerned maintenance of the peace, and 
punishment of offenders was to be authorized by the mayor 
and two representatives of each of the twelve trade guilds of 
Newcastle. Half the fine would go to the king and half into 
the common fund. The second clause was designed to 
prevent forestalling of the market by the wholesale merchants 
of Newcastle. Nothing was to be sold from a ship entering 
the Tyne until a gang plank had been thrown on board. The 
third and famous clause covered the method of cross-election 
whereby to prevent further dissension the mayor would be 
chos,en in future by the representatives of- the twelve trade 
guilds. Now come the financial clauses. There were to be 
weekly accounts of corporation expenses drawn up in dupli: 
cate by the mayor, bailiffs and chamberlains, the one for 
reference and the other for circulation to the guilds, and 
there was to be an annual audit of these accounts. Any 
taxation of the town should be assessed by members of the 
guilds “ with other honest men of the community who know 
well and understand the state, condition and capabilities of 
the community”, and the assessment should be open for 
public inspection. In addition, all the royal tax collectors 
should with royal permission answer before the corporation 
auditors for their stewardship. The bye-laws of the town 
should be committed to writing for distribution to all 
interested. All the charters and muniments of Newcastle

42 Ibid., pp. 351-2.



should be read before the people assembled on the day of the 
election of a new mayor, and any omissions were to be noted. 
In this way there could be no covert selling of corporation 
property. Similarly the rolls of the town court should be 
carefully preserved for future record. There is a call for the 
better management of the repair-fund for the Tyne bridge, 
which “ is in places broken, falling and decayed ”. Finally 
there should be the same justice for all and its execution was 
not to be influenced by favour or gift to any magistrate, 
bailiff or other officer. Any such person convicted of offend
ing therein should be removed from office. When tests were 
made of the standards of brewing and baking, masters and 
not servants should suffer the statutory penalties for default. 
All weights and measures should be tested at least once a 
year. The lands and chattels of felons were to be strictly 
accounted for, and the fines of such persons were not to be 
remitted or condoned by favour.43 In all this it is hard not 
to hear an echo of some of the malpractices alleged against 
John of Denton and his associates.

Newcastle continued in a state of emergency until 6 May 
1342, but in April machinery was set in motion for the. elec
tion of a new mayor.44 The burgesses were made to feel the 
full extent of their “ transgression” by a round fine of 
£500, and individual merchants were mulcted of a total of 
£1,775 13s. 4d. for various misdemeanours. Those convicted 
of instigating the mayoral riots included Richard Acton and 
his wife (£160), the Haliwell family (£233 6s. 8d.), John and 
Richard Galloway (£200), Richard Scot (£200) and Gilbert 
Dolfanby. Evasions of customs duty on the wool they 
exported cost Waleran of Lumley, William Acton, John 
Freshmarsh, Thomas Fleming and John of Denton fines 
totalling £866 13s. 4d.45 Having settled matters thus satis
factorily Edward III on 6 May graciously restored adminis
tration of their town to the burgesses of Newcastle: Robert

43 Welford I, 114-16. 44 CPR 1340-3, p. 452.
45 P.R.O., Queen’s Remembrancer Memoranda Roll 119, m. 191. This
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of Shilvington was installed as mayor: and on 20 October 
royal approval was given to the new Newcastle town charter 
of liberties.46

All this, together with an attack on their town by the 
Scots, did not long deflect Newcastle’s leading wool mer
chants from their main interest. A proclamation of 1 April 
1341 had limited shipments of English wool to the ports of 
Southampton, London, Boston, Hull and Newcastle for the 
greater convenience of tax collection, and every effort was 
made to profit by this.47 Thomas Fleming bought up the 
king’s wool to the extent of 60 sacks, and in partnership with 
Richard Galloway and others undertook to sell 200 sacks of 
wool granted by Edward III to Henry de Percy and Ralph 
de Neville as payment in kind for their services in the Scottish c 
wars.48 Nicholas Scot’s trading with Flanders is recorded 
because his ship, the Mariole of Newcastle, laden with hides, 
coal and other goods worth £63, was unlucky enough to be 
driven by a storm to Brill in Zeeland, where she was seized 
by the men of nearby Dordrecht and confiscated with her 
cargo.49 It was not, however, until July 1341, during the 
mayoralty of Robert Haliwell, the erstwhile contraband 
trader, that Newcastle merchants really began to dabble in 
high finance, when Robert of Shilvington, Robert Penrith, 
Robert Cockside of Durham and Richard Galloway entered 
the company of English merchants undertaking to farm all 
the wool customs for the next three years. For greater 
security these customs farmers were authorized to appoint 
the local tax collectors, and accordingly on 15 November 
1343 Richard Galloway, Richard Scot the turbulent, 
Thomas Fleming and John Longback were appointed to 
supervise wool taxes in Newcastle.50

That autumn Richard Galloway was elected mayor of 
Newcastle and on 11 October 1343 he, Robert Cockside and 
John Stirling were ordered to search all ships in Newcastle

46 CPR 1340-3, pp. 438, 575. 47 CCR 1341-3, pp. 52, 70, 123-4.
48 Ibid., pp. 76, 431, 531 ;  1343-6, pp. 393-4.
49 P.R.O., Anc. Correspondence XXXIX, 159; CCR 1 3 4 1 - 3 , p. 678.
50 CCR 1 3 4 1 - 3 , pp. 195, 266, 377.



and along the coast of Northumberland to prevent any wool 
smuggling. A royal creditor might hope to enjoy some 
local authority and Galloway seems to have ruled Newcastle 
with a firm hand for two years. The Franciscan friars had 
reason to make another complaint that their well had been 
thrown open to the public by the mayor and bailiffs, and 
they included in their list of “ rioters ” Edmund Widdrington, 
who was one of Newcastle’s representatives in parliament 
that year of 1344. Also in this list of highly respectable 
malefactors were Adam Ulsby, Robert of Angerton,'Henry 
Marshall, Gilbert Dolfanby, Alan Chapman and William 
Waleys.51 These names are important because they re-occur 
in the remarkable proceedings which constitute the so-called 

* martyrdom of John of Denton.
The brief rule of Richard Galloway ended curiously. On 

18 September 1344 he and Robert of Shilvington were 
excused by the king from producing their accounts as cus
toms collectors at the exchequer at Westminster, provided 
that they rendered due account to their fellow customs 
farmers. This followed an earlier order to appear in London 
with the money they had collected by the end of the previous 
June. In the interval Shilvington, Galloway and the other 
Newcastle wool merchants involved had apparently taken 
stock of their financial position and unanimously decided 
to withdraw from the company of customs farmers. The 
euphemism was that they were “ so occupied in business of 
various kinds that they could not conveniently attend to 
this ”.52 Richard Galloway fell from royal grace forthwith.

The closing scene in the life of John of Denton may now 
be traced in retrospect. Galloway apparently did not forget 
the former mayor in his own hour of power. In view of 
previous long years of association it is difficult to believe that 
the clash between Richard Acton and John of Denton in 
1341 was the result of personal rivalry. Acton was an old 
man,. dead by May 1342, having first entered municipal 
affairs in 1310. He can have been little more than the respec-

51 CPR 1343-5, pp. 174, 412, 496. “  CCR 1343-6, pp. 377, 414, 469.



table figure-head for a faction determined to bring the 
Denton administration to an end: and he may have been 
the more easily swayed in that his elder son, Nicholas, had 
married into the old Carliol family, with its connection with 
the Grapers and Greatheads and its own tradition of oppo
sition to the Embleton dynasty to which Denton was in turn 
related by marriage.53 The mayor’s brother, John Galloway, 
had fallen foul of Denton as long ago as 1336, as had other 
men of substance.54 Confident, then, in his own authority 
in Newcastle, Richard Galloway in the summer of 1344 took 
it upon himself to arrest John of Denton. His warrant for 
this procedure is obscure. Perhaps the, recent spate of- con
victions and fines on Newcastle merchants for miscellaneous 
offences including trading with the enemy gave. him. the 
inspiration. John of Denton had already been saddled by 
the king’s justices with a fine of £200. Several -of the 
offenders prudently obtained enrolments of . their royal 
pardons.55 Denton apparently did not. The nature of the 
charges against him, however, suggests that he was-covered 
by such a pardon from Edward III.

The case brought against John of Denton on 31 August 
1344 consisted of two charges: that he had accepted by the 
hand of one Alan le Noble, a Scot, a large sum of money to 
leave open the West Gate of Newcastle for three consecutive 
nights during the Christmas of 1322 , and that he supplied the 
army of King David II of Scotland with food as it lay outside 
Newcastle on 26 August 1341. (Hodgkin misread the former 
date as 1342.)56 Both charges had doubtless originated in 
the welter of rumours at the time of the disputed mayoral 
election, and malice over the current dilapidated state of the 

' West Gate spiced the accusation that Denton had been bribed 
to open it to the Scots.

53 Denton’s only daughter Agnes had married a nephew of Richard
Embleton.

34 CPR 1333-5, pp. 296-7. 55 CPR 1340-3, pp. 528, 533.
56 P.R.O., Chancery Miscellaneous 72/1/13; AA2, III, 115-18. It may be 
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Denton realized that he had met his match as he looked 
around the court over which Richard Galloway presided as 
mayor. The other magistrates and a presenting jury of 
twenty-four included John Galloway, Adam Ulsby, Gilbert 
Dolfanby, William Burnton, a former bailiff, Edmund Widd- 
rington, a current, member of parliament for the town, the 
Haliwell brothers, John and Robert, to say nothing of their 
father Robert, former bailiff, mayor and member of parlia
ment. Thomas Fleming was there. Prosperous wool mer
chants included William Waleys, John Morpeth, who also 
dealt in cloth, wine, corn and spicery,57 John Gategang, and 
Thomas Haliwell, another former member of parliament. 
Denton’s shortcomings as wool and tax collector for the king 
had caught up with him. The prisoner stood his ground and 
refused to plead in answer to the charges. This was difficult 
for the court, for according to the Common Law no action 
could be taken until the prisoner pleaded guilty or not guilty 
and thus submitted to the authority of the assembly to try 
him. All that the mayor could do was to order his return 
to prison, “ to stay there until he died as one who defied the 
law of the land ”. The process would be speeded by restrict
ing the prisoner’s diet to bread and to water on alternate days, 
and before 18 October 1344 John of Denton was dead.58

The storm broke in November. On the fourth Edward 
III ordered that the liberties of the town be confiscated by 
the sheriff of Northumberland. The mayor was removed 
from office, and on 15 November Henry de Percy and other 
Northumbrian lords were authorized to investigate the cir
cumstances of “ the death of John of Denton, wickedly killed 
at Newcastle ”. This was repeated on 15 February 1345, and 
amplified on 4 March to include “ any other felonies and 
trespasses against the peace in the said town, as well by 
ministers of the king as by others ”. The hunt continued into 
May, by which time the “ murderers ” had been formally 
named by Elizabeth, Denton’s widow, and scattered into the

57 Muniments of the Dean and Chapter of Durham, Bursars’ Accounts 
for 1333/4, 1336/7, 1338/9, 1341. 58 CCR 1343-6, p. 425.



adjoining counties to escape outlawry. Their lands, how
ever, within Newcastle were seized and parcelled out at the 
king’s gift to men who had served him well in the wars.59

Meanwhile the burgesses of Newcastle were at the mercy 
of the king’s officers. They had to prove to royal satisfaction 
that although they had, lost their greater freedoms they were 
still not liable to petty tolls on their trading, and that no 
rent was due from the town since the king was in direct 
control.60 The mayor and bailiffs of Hartlepool were trying 
to profit from the fallen estate of the Newcastle burgesses to 
enforce similar small tolls on them there.60 Not until 13 
August 1345 did Edward III permit the election of a new 
mayor for Newcastle and as before Robert of Shilvington 
was chosen. The charter of municipal liberties of 1342 was 
called in, having now been discredited as an instrument to 
ensure future order, and finally on 24 October 1345 admini
stration of the town was fully restored to the mayor and 
bailiffs. The formula for choosing future mayors was at the 
same time altered from a basic electorate in the trade guilds 
to a committee of the past mayor and bailiffs—a safer if 
highly oligarchic system.61

Thereafter came the protests of victimization from 
Denton’s alleged murderers. Two at least had been caught 
during the previous year— Gilbert Dolfanby, whose fate was 
described laconically as “drawn and hanged”, and Alan 
Chapman, who suffered the same fate as Denton. He refused 
to plead and was starved to death in prison.62 Those more 
agile or with longer purses were able to demand a reopening 
of the enquiry and John Moubray and Peter Richmond were 
commissioned by the king to investigate. The record of one 
such hearing survives, exonerating Thomas Greathead, and 
the names of the jury who acquitted him are illuminating. 
The proceedings consisted of a formal recitation that Great- 
head was an accomplice of the mayor, Richard Galloway, 
on the occasion of the “ false trial ” of John of Denton and

59 CPR 1343-5, pp. 417, 493-4, 510-11, 537. 60 CCR 1343-6, pp. 505-6.
81 CPR 1343-5, p. 540; Welford I, 125. 82 CCR 1346-9, p. 91.



participated in the sentence which led to Denton’s death, 
Greathead denied any guilt and there was public proclama
tion that if any wished to accuse him personally now was the 
opportunity. No one came. Then twelve jurors including 
John Freshmarsh, Robert of Angerton and four other former 
bailiffs declared his innocence on oath. On 6 December 1345 
Greathead had his lands restored to him by the sheriff of 
Northumberland.63 • ■

Others took longer to make their peace with the king. 
John Gategang, Thomas Fleming, Edmund of Pandon and 
William Burnton all found themselves imprisoned in the 
Marshalsea at London when proceedings went against them 
by default at Newcastle, and they duly petitioned the king 
that justice should be done to them. John Morpeth and two 
of his associates were exonerated and their confiscated lands 
restored by 16 June 1347. Edmund Widdrington and 
William Waleys took longer to acquit themselves, and the 
erstwhile member of parliament may have died still under 
the shadow of suspicion. Two escaped further proceedings 
by enlisting in the royal army fighting in France, to receive 
in May 1347 formal pardons for all crimes previously com
mitted by them in England:64 and by such devious means 
most of the men named by Elizabeth Denton as accomplices 
in her husband’s death wriggled out of danger. Now the 
ringleader approached Edward III personally as he lay 
encamped at Calais during his long siege of that town. As 
a result on 16 May 1347 a pardon was issued to Richard 
Galloway of Newcastle “ for homicides, felonies, robberies, 
conspiracies and trespasses done by him in England, and for 
having while he was mayor of that town, by colour of his 
office, without commission or any authority from the king, 
caused John of Denton to be called before him as judge for 
sedition and sentenced to death ”.65

63 P.R.O., Chancery Miscellaneous 72/1/13; AA2, III, 115-18; CCR 1343-6, 
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A wry postscript to this sorry episode may be found on 
the Patent Roll under 8 June 1347. That day a commission 
was issued to Peter Graper, John Emeldon and Gilbert Mit- 
ford to collect the tolls payable for the wall repair fund 
at Newcastle: “ because of the original collectors John of 
Denton, Richard Acton arid Robert of Shilvington are dead 
and Waleran of Lumley and Richard Galloway cannot attend 
to this business ”.66

The foregoing reassessment of the death of John of 
Denton and the part his life played in the formulation of 
the Newcastle Charter of Liberties of 1342, which although 
repealed in 1345 was restored in May 1371,67 puts in sharper 
focus some of the comments made fifty years ago by Dr. 
-Hodgkin. It is hard to sustain the belief that Denton was an 
injured innocent. The charges made against him by his 
enemies were the result of distilled fury at his profitable 
management of the simultaneous offices of mayor of New
castle, royal purveyor, and wool and tax collector. The 
horrific description of Denton being pressed to death under 
heavy weights in a low underground cell is admitted by 
Hodgkin to be an anachronistic'reconstruction of his possible 
end.68 We must, however, be grateful to Dr. Hodgkin for 
recalling to our attention one of the moments in Newcastle’s 
history when men engaged in affairs of national importance, 
like the financing of Edward’s war in France, tumbled from 
power, bringing confusion if not ruin to scores of lesser men 
associated with them in their own home town.

68 Ibid., p. 299.
67 Cf. G. Unwin, Finance and Trade under Edward III (1918), p. 236 
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