
SUMMARY

In spite of his remarkable alabaster tomb effigy at Chillingham, Sir Ralph Gray (d. 1443) has been a
largely overlooked member of the Grays of Heaton, a family about which much has been written. This
article pieces together the life and career of this interesting Northumbrian, with an emphasis on his best
known military action, the defence of Roxburgh during the Scottish siege of 1436. The Grays rose
dramatically through military service during the fourteenth century. Sir Ralph’s career serves as an
additional example of knightly advancement in the Gray family. The reputation he built through his
faithful service on the Border and later in France contributed to the restoration of the family’s
reputation after the treason and execution of his father.

INTRODUCTION

ne of the more splendid northern monuments of the fifteenth century is
the impressive tomb of Sir Ralph Gray (1406–43) and his wife, Elizabeth Fitzhugh, in
Chillingham’s Church of St Peter. It was built by Sir Ralph’s son, another Sir Ralph

(d. 1464), to honour his dead father and perhaps to reflect the importance of the Gray family
in general, which had risen dramatically during the fourteenth century, chiefly through their
military activities. The Grays of Heaton were a family of warriors, a fact that is demonstrated
by the alabaster tomb effigy of Sir Ralph in full plate armour. He is depicted wearing the ‘S-
collar’, the livery collar given to loyal adherents of the Lancastrian regime, a fitting symbol
for his career of faithful military service to the Crown.1 It is ironic, however, that although
much has been written about other members of the family, both famous and infamous, very
little has been said about the Gray for whom the monument was constructed. The purpose of
this article, therefore, is to recount and assess the life and contributions of this very visible,
yet often overlooked, member of an illustrious northern family. In an earlier account, he was
dismissed as having done ‘little if anything to win fame’.2 I argue that, on the contrary, Sir
Ralph Gray’s career of faithful service in war and government, especially his stalwart defence
of Roxburgh against a major Scottish siege, not only brought him personal glory and advance -
ment, but helped to restore the reputation of his family, a reputation that had been tarnished
by the treason and execution of his father. 

YOUTH, FAMILY, AND INHERITANCE

On 2 August 1415, Sir Ralph’s father, Sir Thomas Gray, went to the block. The tale is well
known. A man of considerable status in the north, Sir Thomas Gray had enjoyed the favour
of Henry IV, having been taken as a minor into the king’s household to serve as an esquire,
and allowed to come into his inheritance when he was only sixteen years old. As Sir Thomas
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himself later admitted, however, his financial difficulties and ambitions led him eventually to
be drawn into the infamous Southampton Plot to dethrone Henry V, hatched in all likelihood
by Richard, Earl of Cambridge, to whose daughter Gray had married to his eldest son,
Thomas. Part of the plan was to promote an insurrection in the north with hopes of local com -
plicity and Scottish aid, ironic given the Gray family’s long history of good service on the
Border. When the conspiracy was revealed, Sir Thomas was arrested on 31 July at South -
ampton, where the king was preparing for his invasion of France, and promptly confessed.3

Following his execution, his head was sent to Newcastle, where it was prominently displayed
on a spear.4 One can only imagine the horror and shame of Gray’s widow, Alice Neville,
daughter of Ralph, first Earl of Westmorland, and their two young sons, the ten-year-old
Thomas and his eight-year-old brother, Ralph, the subject of this article. Whereas Alice would
remarry and Thomas would die in his minority, Ralph Gray would grow up with the stigma
that he was the son of a traitor.5

On 19 May 1426, a nineteen-year-old Ralph Gray, along with a number of other young
esquires, stood in the great hall of Leicester Castle amid grand pomp and circumstance.
Before him were the four-year-old Henry VI and the young king’s uncle John, Duke of
Bedford. Surrounding him were the Lords and Commons who were representing the realm in
the parliament being held there. The occasion was the knighting of the young king, in celebra -
tion of which he would then dub more than thirty esquires, including Gray. To those among
them who, like Gray, had not yet seen military service, this honour was no doubt intended to
remind them of their chivalric obligations in a time of pressing national need, for England
was at war on two fronts.6 We do not know if Ralph was already sporting the unusual clipped
moustache and small beard with which he would be rendered in alabaster on his tomb many
years later, but he must have stood there proudly, no doubt in his tabard of red with a ram -
pant silver lion, the Gray arms.7 Whilst there is no hard evidence for what chivalry meant to
Gray, we know that among the nobles and knights of his day it was a practical, soldier’s code
in which personal glory was won through loyal service in war, and one in which wisdom and
moderation were as important to success as were prowess and valour.8 A. J. Pollard has
asserted that in the North East especially, men took their knighthoods seriously and chivalry
was expressed in the practical exercise of arms, mainly against the Scots.9

Given that, Sir Ralph may have wondered whether he would be able to live up to the
chivalric reputation of his ancestors, who through their military service had lifted the Gray
family from relative insignificance to national importance during the fourteenth century. He
must have been very familiar with the Scalacronica, which recounted the daring exploits of his
great-great-grandfather, Sir Thomas Gray I (d. 1344), and his great-grandfather, the second Sir
Thomas Gray (d. 1369), the author of the work.10 The first Sir Thomas had tirelessly battled
the Scots for more than thirty years, including fighting at Bannockburn in 1314 and with -
stand ing two sieges as constable of Norham castle between 1319 and 1331. His son, the chron -
icler, followed in his military footsteps, serving Edward III both on the Border and in France,
participating for example in the battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346 and travelling to the Con -
tinent with the Black Prince in 1359.11 As he knelt before the third monarch of the Lancastrian
line, perhaps Ralph also remembered his grandfather, the third Sir Thomas Gray (d. 1400),
who by lending his support to the usurpation of Henry Bolingbroke in 1399, and defending
the Border for the new king, had set the stage for the continued social climb of the Grays
under a new dynasty.12 Clearly, the treason of Sir Ralph’s father stood in stark contrast to the
deeds of the illustrious Grays of the past.
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As a beheaded traitor, Sir Thomas Gray’s lands and possessions had been confiscated by
the Crown in 1415, opening the possibility of a long-term or even permanent forfeiture that
might have meant the family’s ruin.13 The Gray properties were restored to them, however,
prob ably as part of Henry V’s need to secure the northern Border on the eve of his French
invasion. Although the family had been restored in economic terms, however, they undoubt -
edly needed to rescue their reputation. Part of this may have been accomplished by the
activities of Sir John Gray, our subject’s uncle and the younger brother of the traitor. A soldier
through and through, Sir John had helped put down Owain Glyn Dŵr’s rebellion, he had
fought at Agincourt and during the conquest of Normandy, he was made a Knight of the
Garter in 1418, and lost his life in the king’s service at the Battle of Baugé in 1421.14 Sir John’s
loyal military service certainly must have had a powerful impact on the king, not only in con -
vincing him to keep the Gray estates intact but also in rebuilding the family’s chivalric name
in his eyes.15 For all his military enthusiasm, though, it was not Sir John, but young Ralph who
would eventually inherit the Gray properties and become the head of the family. It would
ultimately be up to him to set the family on the ladder to greatness again.

Following the execution of the fourth Sir Thomas, the Gray estates were given to Sir John
to hold during the minority of the heir, Ralph Gray’s ten-year-old elder brother, Thomas.16

Since this Thomas died during his minority, however, the vast Gray patrimony would come
to Ralph, who was of age in 1427.17 Around the time he came of age, perhaps late in 1427, Gray
was married to Elizabeth Fitzhugh. The union must have been an advantageous one, for she
was the daughter of Henry, third Lord Fitzhugh, of Ravensworth, Yorkshire, K. G. (d. 1414),
who had served as chamberlain to Henry V.18 Among the holdings in Northumberland that
our extremely fortunate young man entered into in 1429 were the castle and manor of Wark-
on-Tweed; the manors of Doddington, Howick, Hawkhill, Ross, and Akeld; the vills of Lear -
mouth, Pressen, Nesbit, Heddon [Hetton], and Middlemast Middleton; properties in Aln -
wick, Eworth [Ewart], Coupland, and Newton-by-the-Sea, and various other lands in the
wards of Glendale and Bamburgh.19 Among his Durham properties were the castle and manor
of Heaton, in Norham shire, and lands in Consett and Wolsingham.20 Even though it is unclear
how the Grays acquired Chillingham castle and manor, Ralph Gray seems to have been the
first of his family to possess it and use it as his seat.21 Although a source of wealth and influ -
ence, in this danger ous Border region such a vast patrimony also meant the responsibility to
defend it against Scottish attacks. 

EARLY CAREER ON THE BORDER

Conditions on the Anglo-Scottish Border in the late Middle Ages are well known. Alternating
periods of open warfare and truces peppered by private raids and counter-raids often created
severe devastation and led to the construction and maintenance of an array of royal and
private fortifications throughout the region.22 Although technically there had been a truce
with Scotland since the release of James I from English captivity in 1424, private feuds and
raids on the Border continued and tensions ran high.23 On 6 March 1430, in anticipation of
Scottish action, the northern counties were arrayed. Sir Ralph Gray’s first governmental
service was on the Northumberland commission, where he served in the company of an
impressive group of local notables with much experience fighting the Scots; these included
Henry Percy, the Earl of Northumberland, by whom he was retained for life.24 Among the
others were John, Baron of Greystoke, Sir Robert Umfraville, Sir Robert Ogle, and Sir William
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Elmeden.25 In addition to the advantageous Percy retainer, establishing connections with
older, more experienced men like Greystoke, Umfraville and Elmeden could not but have
been beneficial to Gray. In the event, no Scottish invasion occurred, but conditions on the
Border would continue to worsen.26

The next few years of Sir Ralph’s life are something of a mystery since his name does not
appear in any records until 12 February 1433, when he shows up on a commission to enquire
by oaths in Northumberland, Cumberland, and Westmorland concerning ‘wards, marriages,
reliefs, escheats and rights concealed from the king,’ as well as other offences committed in
those counties.27 In an effort to curb what was perceived as a growing degree of lawlessness
in England, the parliament of 1433 required all prominent individuals to swear a compre -
hensive oath against maintaining lawbreakers or hindering the wheels of justice. To that end,
lists were compiled by county, and commissioners were assigned to take the oaths of those so
listed. Since most of these lists are arranged in a rough order of importance, it is a testament
to Sir Ralph’s growing prominence that his name is second only to Umfraville’s on the North -
umberland list.28 As relations with the Scots continued to deteriorate, the English took a
number of defensive measures, culminating in commissions of array for the northern counties
on 10 July 1434. The seriousness of the situation is reflected by the long list of prominent indi -
viduals, including Sir Ralph, listed on the Northumberland commission.29 No doubt want ing
to dress in a style befitting his station, Sir Ralph had had dealings with London tailors, for on
1 June 1435, he was pardoned for not appearing to answer a plea that he pay a debt of £8 3s
7d to the executors of the Will of Thomas Bright, a tailor of London.30

Although he had dabbled in defensive preparations, Gray’s military service to the Crown
did not begin in earnest until 24 June 1435, when he was given a one-year appointment as
Warden of Roxburgh Castle, succeeding the experienced and highly respected Sir Robert Ogle
the elder.31 As was the case with previous captains of the castle, he would be given £1000 per
annum during truce and £2000 in time of war for its safekeeping, the first instalment of which
was issued on 11 July.32 Originally a Scottish fortification, Roxburgh had been for the most
part in English hands since 1291 and was one of the principal pieces in England’s strategic
scheme on the Border. Indeed, the Crown expended a large amount of resources in garrison -
ing and victualling its principal royal castles in Scotland, Berwick and Roxburgh, in spite of
the great difficulties involved.33

In addition to his new position at Roxburgh, Gray possessed and was thus responsible for
the defence of Wark-on-Tweed and Castle Heaton. Since the royal castles simply could not
pro vide an adequate defence by themselves, the maintenance and supply of such private
fortifi ca tions was crucial. Indeed, building, residing in, and occasionally defending such
struc tures were typical of the northern gentry and were an indicator of status as well as a
practical measure.34 Wark, for example, had been the target of many military actions since its
con struction in the early twelfth century. Acquired by the third Sir Thomas Gray in 1398 from
the Earl of Westmorland, in 1399 the castle and the village were captured and destroyed by
the Scots who, took Sir Thomas’s children and held them for ransom. Although the (recon -
structed) castle was taken by the Scots again in 1419, and its garrison killed, Sir Robert Ogle
and his men quickly retook it after noticing that the Scots had unwittingly left some of their
rope ladders hanging from the walls. While Ogle distracted the Scottish commander in a
parley, his men scaled the ramparts and slaughtered the surprised garrison.35 We do not know
as much about the building or military history of Heaton, but it seems to have been quite
formid able as well. (Eventually, it would be captured and destroyed by James IV in his
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invasion of 1496.)36 Through appointment and inheritance, then, Sir Ralph Gray was now
responsible for three of the major strongholds in a line that ran along or near the Tweed from
Roxburgh to Berwick, the first line of defence against Scottish attacks.

As the truce of 1430 was due to expire on 1 May 1436, the prospect of war loomed omi -
nously as that year began and, given the exposed strongholds under his command, Sir Ralph
must have felt the tension. Other royal business had to progress, however, and on 29 January
he was employed as a commissioner in Northumberland to collect the unusual income tax to
which the parliament of 1435 had agreed.37 Since it was conditioned in part by England’s
grow ingly desperate military situation in France and, given the often coordinated military
efforts between the French and the Scots since the early fourteenth century, this extraordinary
tax may have seemed to those in the north a harbinger of renewed Scottish action on the
Border. In March, James I made it clear where his political sympathies lay by finally sending
his daughter Margaret to France to marry the Dauphin Phillip, thus firmly cementing the
Auld Alliance. Over the ensuing months, while the Scots prepared to invade, the English
reinforced their positions with men drawn from other northern counties and with weapons
sent from London, and by making some last-minute repairs to Berwick and Roxburgh.38 On
21 May and 10 July, Gray was issued sums of £366 12s 1/2d and £153 6s 8d, respectively, to
pay for munitions at Roxburgh.39 At the same time, the English government’s great financial
difficulties contributed to a general vulnerability in the north. By the end of July, the situation
was dire: the terms of the Wardens of the Marches expired and no new appointments were
made, while the resulting uncertainty about their wages, and rumours that Berwick would be
James’s target, led many of the garrison there to desert.40 In the event, though, James chose
Roxburgh as his target, and on 1 August 1436, he and his vast Scottish army settled in around
the castle.41

THE SIEGE OF ROXBURGH

One of the more formidable strongholds on the Border, the town and castle of Roxburgh were
in an excellent geographical position. Located between the Tweed and the Teviot, just south
of their confluence, the town was protected by water on three sides, and to the south-west
there was only a narrow entrance at a point where the two rivers once nearly came together.
The castle was located here, on a piece of high ground, thus protecting the only vulnerable
side. Although we are unsure of what the castle looked like in 1436, we know that it included
what was called a ‘great toure’ or donjon. This would have been surrounded by a curtain wall
with a number of other towers; inside would have been an area divided into several closes
con tain ing other buildings as well.42 The castle mound fell sharply down to the rivers on two
sides and was protected on the south-west by a deep ditch.43 It was probably there, across the
ditch, facing the main gatehouse, where James placed the bulk of his force. Estimations of the
size of the Scottish army in the chronicle accounts vary widely, but numbers of between
100,000 and 200,000 are typical. Whilst these numbers are surely exaggerations, they give
some indication of the great size of James’s force, in stark contrast to Sir Ralph’s garrison of
only eighty men.44 In addition, the king’s formidable and expensive artillery train was made
up of ‘fine large guns, both cannon and mortars, and gunpowder and carriages and wagons
and many other things utterly indispensable for a siege’.45 The artillery included a massive
bombard named the ‘Lyon’ and other pieces made in Flanders by some of Europe’s best
gunsmiths.46
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According to the laws of war accepted by combatants at the time, the commander of a
besieging force would first send to the garrison commander a formal summons to surrender.
Thus James would have sent a herald forward to present his demand for entrance to his castle
and town, and explain the consequences of refusal should the fortress be taken by assault.47

James had it announced that he would not withdraw until Roxburgh was completely
destroyed.48 Sir Ralph thus found himself in the difficult position of all besieged captains:
having to judge whether it was better to capitulate or to hold out. If he refused the summons
to surrender and the fortress was then taken, he, the garrison, and the townspeople would be
at the mercy of the attacking commander. We do not know what King James would have done
with them in such a case but the laws of war condoned unspeakable brutality — the killing
of men without quarter, the raping of women, the forfeiting of all property. In giving up
without a fight, however, Gray would have been regarded as a traitor to his lord and king, to
whom he had sworn a solemn oath to keep Roxburgh.49 In the end, while the danger that
James’s vast army and powerful guns would prevail was very real, one can speculate that Sir
Ralph simply could not bear the possibility of following his father to the block, staining his
family name with the blot of two generations of traitors. Thus, ‘well provisioned and not
over awed’, Gray refused to surrender, and James set his skilled German gunners to work,
formally beginning the siege.50

Very few details of the progress of the siege of Roxburgh were recorded, but we can glean
some information from the chronicles, though that information is incomplete and at times
con flicting. Some imply Scottish incompetence or half-heartedness. After emphasizing
James’s careful preparations and the massive size of his force, the Scotichronicon tells us that
‘[f]or fifteen days these men devoted themselves to the siege and earned no praise there’, and
adds that in the process ‘they rashly and incautiously [lost] enough shooting equipment and
arrows seemingly for the whole kingdom.’51 The Book of Pluscarden is more damning, describ -
ing their efforts as ‘a fortnight [of] doing nothing worth recording’ due to infighting and
division.52 On the other hand, the so-called Metrical Chronicle tells us that the Scottish assaults
were both fierce and persistent:

And to the castell ane greit seig he [James] set.
Baith da and nycht so scharplie did assailȝie,
That tha within on force wes maid to failȝe. . . .53

The author of ‘The Latin Brut’ tells us that during James’ attacks, Gray and his men guarded
the castle ‘bravely’, and withstood James’s attacks ‘manfully’,54 a sentiment echoed by
Hardyng’s Chronicle: 

Syr Raulfe Graye thē kept it frō all shames,
Agayn his soutes, ý then were full stoute. . . .55

After enduring such steady bombardment for about two weeks, however, the Metrical
Chronicle implies that Gray began to lose heart,

And wes reddie, without ony rebous,
At thair desire for to gif ouir the hous.
Ane da was set to commoun of sic thing
Betuix the captane and the Scottis king;56
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If this is indeed what happened — no other chronicle mentions it — Sir Ralph perhaps
reasoned that he had held out for an honourable period, given the strength of the Scottish
force, and he may have decided that after a fortnight of bombardment, meeting to discuss
surrender terms was the prudent thing to do.57 It should be noted that the author of the Incerti
scriptoris chronion Angliae tells us that Gray held out for nearly a month, longer than the fort -
night mentioned in the Scotichronicon and The Book of Pluscarden.58 Whilst James certainly did
not have to show mercy at this point, the king may have felt that coming to terms and quickly
securing the castle and town was more important than the unrestricted plunder that was his
right if he eventually took them by assault. That James was willing to discuss terms at all,
however, implies that Gray and his men must have been putting up a formidable defence.

In the end, though, no surrender occurred. Instead, the Scots withdrew and their siege was
a humiliating failure: ‘our men returned home ignominiously without achieving their
object.’59 The sources are divided as to the reason for this rather sudden retreat. The Book of
Pluscarden implies that the siege broke down because of ‘a detestable split and most unworthy
difference arising from jealousy’ in the Scottish camp.60 The Incerti scriptoris chronicon Angliae
agrees that James did not have the support of his nobles, but goes on to say that it was lack
of food that finally caused him to withdraw.61 A more dramatic explanation, given in the
Metrical Chronicle, is that, right after the day was set for negotiation, James’s queen, having
had word that a rebellion against her husband was imminent, arrived at the siege to warn the
king, and to name names. News about this threat on his life, its author suggests, caused James
to abandon ‘Richt haistelie’ his investment of Roxburgh.62 A more likely explanation for the
king’s hasty retreat, though, was the massive relief force that had been summoned on 10
August and which was now heading toward Roxburgh.63 ‘The Latin Brut’, for example, tells
us that the Scots quickly dispersed when they got word of the force, which was being led by
the Archbishop of York, the Bishop of Durham, and the Earl of Northumberland.64 Interest -
ingly, one of the continuators of the Brut tells us that Sir Ralph actually left the castle at some
point and personally arranged for relief. As soon as the Scottish king got word of Gray’s
departure, we are told, ‘he soddenly brak his siege & went his way, levyng moche ordynnance
behind him; wher he gat no worsshipe.’65 Whatever the reason, or combination of reasons, for
their rapid departure, as this account indicates, the Scots apparently left behind the king’s
expen sive and prestigious artillery train, underlining his humiliating defeat.66 One can
imagine Sir Ralph’s relief and jubilation as he watched his enemies slink away, leaving an
incredible booty of siege guns, including the prized ‘Lyon’.

R. L. Storey, in his evaluation of the siege, concludes that ‘the disaffection against James
that led to his murder in the following year was the chief cause of England’s bloodless defen -
sive victory.’67 This is rather too dismissive, however, of the role Sir Ralph Gray and his men
must have played by their stalwart resistance. In Raymond Campbell Paterson’s assessment,
‘It is certainly true that Gray carried out an able and tough defence’, and there is nothing in
the sources to suggest otherwise.68 If he had not, James would likely have taken the castle no
matter how much ‘disaffection’ he faced, considering the resources at his disposal and his
strong motivation to assert royal power at home with a victory against the English.69 On the
other hand, if James withdrew because he got word that a relieving force was on the way, the
king still must have perceived Gray’s defence as sufficiently ‘able and tough’ for the castle to
hold out until such a force could arrive. If after a massive and sustained bombardment, Gray
considered surrender, it is no wonder. Few men, even more experienced ones, ever had to face
such a large Scottish royal army with only eighty men. In fact, it had been ninety years since
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any king of Scotland personally led a force against an English target.70 We do not know if Sir
Ralph’s victory at Roxburgh was ‘bloodless’, as Storey suggests. It is quite possible that he lost
men in the bombardment and that he and his troops took some Scottish lives as well. That the
victory was, again in Storey’s words, ‘defensive’ certainly does not diminish its significance
in an age in which siege and the resistance to it were so central to war-making.71

POST-ROXBURGH CAREER ON THE BORDER

Whatever the circumstances, the siege of Roxburgh must have demonstrated to the Crown
Gray’s competence as a commander. The state of war with Scotland continued until May 1438
and during this time Gray remained in command at Roxburgh, indenting with the king on 
22 November 1436 and 21 November 1437.72 Since there was a state of war, he was to receive
£2000 per annum for the keeping of the castle. However, the Crown’s lack of money is
demonstrated by a Privy Council order on 18 November 1437 that Gray’s command would be
renewed only if no one could be found who would ‘take it better cheep’.73 He was advanced
£400 for munitions on 29 August 1436, £433 6s 8d for the castle’s general safe custody on 
5 December 1437, and another £50 on 11 February 1438.74 Following his success at Roxburgh,
his responsibilities on the Border were widened. On 15 October 1436, he and other prominent
Borderers were commissioned to provide justice in the East March by hearing and determin -
ing all pleas and quarrels.75 On 16 February 1437, he was granted the offices of Chamberlain
and Customer of Berwick;76 and on 4 March and 20 April he was given the power to grant
letters of safe conduct to those travelling between the East March and Scotland.77

The state of war with Scotland technically ended when a new nine-year truce was negoti -
ated in 1438, and Gray was appointed one of its conservators on 31 March.78 In that year, Gray
would reach the peak of his military career. Having proven his loyalty and ability at Rox -
burgh, he advanced to the highest level of military command in the north. The truce began on
1 April and on the same day Gray and his cousin Sir Robert Ogle (d. 1469) were appointed
joint Wardens of the East March and Berwick-upon-Tweed, the indenture coming on 24 May.79

Sir Ralph would also share his command at Roxburgh with Ogle until mid 1439.80 As Wardens
of the March, the two knights were commissioned specifically to redress breaches of the truce,
to defend the Border by calling out the array of Northumberland when needed, and to receive
those who wished to declare their allegiance to Henry VI.81 In general, Wardens of the
Marches had wide ranging powers to maintain the defence of the Border, including the power
to organize raids into enemy territory, to exercise control over the captains of castles, and to
require the assistance of the various county and town officials in their March.82 Gray and Ogle
would indent again to be Wardens of the East March and Berwick on 17 February 1439 and
would remain so until 1 April 1440, when they were replaced by Henry Percy, son of the Earl
of Northumberland.83 As northerners very familiar with the perils of the Border and the skills
needed to defend it, Gray and Ogle were well suited to the position of Warden, and may even
have complimented one another, with Sir Ralph’s evident prudence balancing Sir Robert’s
apparent aggressiveness.84

Since it was a time of truce and both governments were preoccupied with other concerns,
their terms turned out to be rather uneventful.85 Sir Ralph’s influence was increased on 
1 March 1439, when he was appointed a JP in Northumberland.86 He and Ogle were among
those commissioned on 11 March to inquire into the condition of the town of Bamburgh,
which its inhabitants claimed was ‘so impoverished, burned, wasted and destroyed by
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incursions of the Scots that there are scarcely inhabitants left sufficient for payment of the fee
farm.’87 The finding of their investigation is very revealing of the results of Scottish raiding
over the years: Bamburgh was indeed so wasted that where there were once 120 powerful
burgesses inhabiting the town, only thirteen impoverished ones remained, unable to pay the
amount owed.88

An indenture of 8 November shows that Gray had resumed his sole custody of Roxburgh
castle, being then appointed for two years, and on the following day he was granted an
advance of £500 for its keeping.89 Before the end of 1439, he was ordered to come to the king
bringing ‘all the letters and evidences belonging to Master Adrian Phisicien [probably a
diplomat] who lately came from Scotland’, and to ensure that Roxburgh was well guarded
while he was employed on this journey.90 The king, on 20 June 1440, ordered the keeper of the
Privy Seal to draw up an indenture with Gray, ‘oure trusty and welbeloved knight’, to hold
Roxburgh for another six years after the previous indenture expired.91 On 20 July 1440, Gray
was again appointed to the offices of Customer and Chamberlain of Berwick.92 In addition to
other monies provided to him over the next several years as captain of Roxburgh, he was
granted £25 on 12 July 1440 specifically for 100 bows and 200 sheaves of arrows.93 His good
service was rewarded on 19 March 1442, when he received a lifetime grant of his Berwick
offices and of several fisheries in the Tweed with all fees and profits thereof.94

SERVICE IN FRANCE

It was during these years that Gray’s life took a rather unexpected turn. Between February
1441 and Michaelmas 1442, in addition to holding his Roxburgh command, he served as
captain of Mantes, an important fortress on the Seine, northwest of Paris, although he may
not actually have arrived in France until the summer.95 Since the defection of the Duke of
Burgundy at the Congress of Arras and the death of the Duke of Bedford in 1435, things had
not been going well for English forces on the continent. The French campaign in the Île de
France and the resulting capture of Paris in 1436 were tremendous blows.96 Yet the English
reacted with a great determination to retrench themselves and to fight on.97 Indeed, the
income tax of 1436, which Gray had helped collect, was intended to help finance a renewed
English effort in France.98 The financial situation in general, however, was grim and, except
for some brief moments of English glory in the years to follow, the initiative would lie with
the French.99 At first glance, accepting a post in what was, by then, a losing war in France
might seem an unusual direction for a man who had seemingly already achieved a formid -
able reputation through his good service on the Border. In fact, the recruitment of northerners
for service in France had become very difficult by the 1440s; Borderers without previous
experi ence in the war, like Gray, who were willing to commit themselves to a post at an
exposed town in Normandy, were a minority. More generally, the conflict in France had
become an effort carried on mainly by professional soldiers who had made a career out of the
war, and by English residents of Normandy who had already invested in the defence of
English territories there. Any Englishman who would make such a drastic career change at
this point in the war was rare.100 On the other hand, Sir Ralph was still a relatively young man
of 35 years in 1441. Since the situation on the Border had become relatively peaceful, the
logical place to carve out an even greater military reputation was France, even though the
situation there may have seemed grim.101 That he is listed on the retinue roll of Richard, Duke
of York, the new lieutenant-general in France, may indicate that a connection to that
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prominent peer was a motivating factor in Gray’s decision.102 In any case, Gray’s experience
at Roxburgh would have prepared him nicely for this role on the larger international scene.

As captain of Mantes, much of Sir Ralph’s participation in the war effort would have been
related to the actions of Sir John Talbot and, for a time, Richard, Duke of York, in support of
English-held Pontoise, which, beginning in June 1441, was besieged by an army led by King
Charles VII himself. Mantes would have been important as a step on Talbot’s main supply
route down the Seine from Pont-de-l’Arche. After boldly penetrating the French investment
and supplying Pontoise with men and materials on 22 June, Talbot withdrew to Mantes on his
way to Rouen, and thus would have briefly enjoyed Gray’s hospitality there. When faced with
the combined forces of York and Talbot in mid-July, Charles retreated across the Seine to
Poissy. Talbot and his army then returned to Mantes in the last week of July, where Sir Ralph
would undoubtedly have assisted his crossing of the Seine in pursuit of the French king.
Charles survived Talbot’s raid, however, and on 16 August resumed the siege. In late August,
Talbot returned to Mantes, making it a sort of headquarters for spying on Charles and
continu ing to supply Pontoise. Gray’s role as captain must have been essential in facilitating
Talbot’s operations. Although Pontoise was finally taken by a French assault in mid-
September, Sir Ralph could have taken pride in his support of Talbot’s dogged efforts, which
helped to prevent a more serious French penetration of Normandy, and made for him an
impor tant connection with the most respected military commander of his day.103

After Gray’s captaincy at Mantes ended in September of 1442, we lose track of him. He
died on 17 March of the following year.104 During a heraldic visitation conducted in the late
fifteenth century, his grandson, the sixth Sir Thomas Gray (d. 1498), stated that Sir Ralph had
died in France.105 Although we do not have any corroborating evidence for this, being killed
in the French war would explain his rather surprising death at the young age of 36. We know
he had been in command at Mantes only six months before, and there is no apparent reason
Sir Thomas would volunteer information to the herald about his grandfather that he knew to
be false.106 Four days after Sir Ralph’s death, the Privy Council appointed William Neville,
Lord Fauconberg, to replace him at Roxburgh and ordered letters to be sent to Gray’s
lieutenant there, thanking him for his good service, asking him to continue in his role, and
promising to reward him and his soldiers at a later time.107

CONCLUSION AND EVALUATION

An important Gray heraldic badge, which appears prominently on Sir Ralph’s tomb at
Chillingham, was the ladder. According to Andy King, the badge, as well as the title of the
Scalacronica — the Latin scala means ‘scaling ladder’ — was probably inspired by a pun on the
Gray surname, for the Old French gree translates as ‘stair’ or ‘step’.108 Although the scaling
ladder is an appropriately military image for a militarily oriented family, the surname,
chronicle title, and badge also suggest the idea of advancement. As King deftly demonstrates,
the advancement of the Grays through military service during the fourteenth century was
truly remarkable. I would add, though, that in spite of more limited opportunities in the mid-
fifteenth century, Sir Ralph Gray’s career can serve as an additional case study of knightly
advancement in the Gray family. His inheritance, into which he entered in 1429, meant that
from the beginning, he was responsible for Wark and Heaton, two of the major private
fortifications along the first line of Border defence. Faithful service on commissions of array
and inquiry in the early 1430s may have contributed to his first appointment as Warden of
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Roxburgh in 1435. His stewardship of a prominent royal stronghold during the two years of
war that followed and, most importantly, his defence of the castle in 1436, undoubtedly
served as an important step in his further advancement. We do not know if Gray had any
military experience prior to the siege. However, he displayed good leadership in withstand -
ing the Scottish king, and the king’s formidable artillery, until the news of an approaching
relief force com pelled a retreat. All this could only have bolstered Gray’s reputation, thus
leading to more significant responsibilities. As joint-Warden of the East March in 1438–40, he
climbed to the highest rung of military leadership in the North and was also jointly respon -
sible for the defence of Berwick, at which he had been granted the important offices of Cham -
berlain and Customer. During these years, he was entrusted to be a conservator of the truce
with Scotland and a JP in Northumberland. Finally, his continued captaincy of Roxburgh at
home was comple mented by military command on a grander scale in France when he was
made captain of Mantes in 1441. There is no hint that he executed his responsibilities there
with anything but trustworthiness and skill, helping to facilitate Talbot’s operations against
the French. The fact that he was awarded the ‘S collar’ was an implicit acknowledgement of
his value to the Crown. In Chillingham, Sir Ralph’s armoured effigy is a final expression of
the personal reputa tion he had built, an indication that his son remembered him, and wanted
others to remember him, in essentially chivalric terms. Decades later, the sixth Sir Thomas Gray
must have thought it important that future generations remember that his grandfather had
given his life in France in the king’s service. Through a life spent tirelessly defending the Border
and then the English possessions in France, Sir Ralph Gray had indeed ‘scaled the ladder’. 

In the broader sense, our knight’s winning a glorious reputation for himself probably con -
tributed significantly to restoring the reputation of the Gray family name, which had been
sorely damaged by his father’s beheading. King tells us that ‘despite [Sir Thomas Gray’s] con -
demnation and execution for treason, the family emerged unharmed from this escapade, and
his son went on to inherit an undiminished estate.’109 Whilst he is correct that the Grays
suffered no permanent financial harm, since they were not attainted, I would argue that the
contributions of Sir Ralph toward restoring the Gray family honour should not be discounted.
Throughout his career, he demonstrated that, unlike his father, he would provide loyal mili -
tary and administrative service, assuring the Crown, the nobility, and his fellow gentry that
the Grays could fully be trusted again. By making the most of the opportunities before him,
Sir Ralph Gray made it clear that his father’s fall was an anomaly and that the family was
prepared to ‘scale the ladder’ again.

When our knight died, the heir to the Gray lands, influence, and restored reputation was
his elder son and namesake, Ralph (d. 1464).110 It was probably around 1450 that young Ralph
chose to commemorate his father in alabaster by having the impressive Chillingham monu -
ment built. Since Sir Ralph’s career has not been carefully examined before, it has been
assumed that the monument could not really have been built to reflect his life and deeds,
which have been assumed to be lacklustre, but rather was intended merely as a display of the
wealth he left his son or as a symbol of the general importance of the Gray family.111 Once Sir
Ralph’s career is recounted in full, however, one can more comfortably believe that the son
was specifically commemorating the father’s chivalric reputation, and perhaps also indica -
ting his own intention to pursue an active knightly lifestyle in imitation of it.112 There is no
doubt that the younger Ralph began his own climb to greatness with significant advantages
due to his father’s fame and wealth. Since Sir Ralph had been a tenant-in-chief, his son was a
ward of the Crown and he and his mother were living in the royal household in 1445, when
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he is referred to as a king’s esquire.113 Of age in 1449, he came into his father’s vast properties
and represented Northumberland in the Commons. Following in his father’s footsteps, he
served as joint-Warden of Roxburgh in 1452–60, and surpassed him in chivalric honour when
he was made a Knight of the Bath, c. 1453. Prominent also in local government, the younger
Sir Ralph served on several royal commissions between 1454 and 1460, was appointed Sheriff
of Northumberland in 1455 and 1459, and was a conservator of the truce with Scotland in
1457. However, the political milieu in the late 1450s and 1460s was a great deal more uncertain
than it had been in the time of the elder Sir Ralph, and loyalty during the Wars of the Roses
was a much more slippery slope. Still faithful to the Lancastrians at Towton in March 1461, he
helped the Yorkists besiege Alnwick Castle in November of that year. Entrusted with the
keep ing of the castle after its fall in 1462, Gray switched sides again the following year,
turning Alnwick over to Margaret of Anjou. Attainted in 1464, he was subsequently captured,
tried, and beheaded as a traitor.114 It is ironic that, although the circumstances were very
differ ent, this Sir Ralph would bring back the stigma of treason to the Gray family that his
father had worked so hard to overcome.115 It is also ironic that shortly after his joint-
Wardenship at Roxburgh ended, the castle, the site of his father’s greatest triumph, would be
lost to another Scottish royal siege, in August 1460, and razed.116

In the 1930s, a gold armorial signet ring was found in an Alnwick market garden. The
device carved on the bezel is a ladder supported by two horned rampant beasts. Since the
work manship has been dated to the mid-fifteenth century, since he was the first Gray to use
the ladder badge, and since the beastly supporters are virtually identical to those on a
surviving seal of his, the original owner ‘can be identified with a reasonable degree of prob -
ability’ as the subject of this paper. On the ring are engraved the words, ‘e paine en dure de
bon cor’ — ‘to brave hardship willingly’.117 Given his life of loyal military service on the
Border and in France, including his successful defence of Roxburgh, Sir Ralph Gray could not
have had a more fitting motto.
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114 See his biographical notices in Wedgwood 1936, 397–8; Hunter Blair 1934, 108–9; Hunter Blair
1942, 68; and Hunter Blair 1953, 45. For the ceremony and significance of the Knights of the Bath,
see Pilbrow 2002, 196–218, which begins with a description of Sir Ralph being ceremonially
stripped of this honour prior to his execution.
115 In spite of his treason, his lands were returned to his widow in 1465 and entered into by his son
the sixth Sir Thomas Gray in 1473, when he was still a lad of only seventeen years: Wedgwood 1936,
398.
116 Tabraham 1994, 167; Hunter Blair 1953, 45. 
117 Hunter Blair 1935, 277–9 (motto on 277). Thanks to Dr Doreen Blandino of the Saint Vincent
College Department of Modern and Classical Languages for her kind advice on the translation of
the motto.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CCR 1399–1402, 1413–1419, 1435–1441: Calendar of the Close Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office,
1892–1954, London.

CDS 1357–1509: Bain, J. (ed.) 1888, Calendar of Documents Relating to Scotland preserved in Her Majesty’s
Public Record Office, London. Vol. IV. A.D. 1357–1509, Edinburgh.

CDS 1108–1516: Simpson, G. G. and Galbraith, J. D. (eds.) 1986, Calendar of Documents Relating to
Scotland preserved in the Public Record Office and the British Library, Volume 5 (Supplementary)
A.D. 1108–1516, Edinburgh.

CFR 1430–1437, 1437–1445: Calendar of the Fine Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office, 1911–62,
London.

CPR 1399–1401, 1405–1408, 1408–1413, 1422–1429, 1429–1436, 1436–41, 1441–46: Calendar of the Patent
Rolls, preserved in the Public Record Office, 1891–1916, London. 
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