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During the penultimate decade of the fourteenth century, a long-standing factional
struggle between the two most powerful comital houses in English Ireland became
markedly more intense.1 The nobles in question were Gerald fitz Maurice (d. 1398),
third earl of Desmond, head of the Munster branch of the famous Geraldine family;
and James Butler, third earl of Ormond (d. 1405).2 On two occasions – in the autumn
of 1384 and again in the spring of 1387 – the records of the Irish chancery laconically report the outbreak of ‘great discords’ between these earls.3 The royal administration in Ireland deemed it prudent to intervene. Among those it entrusted with the
task of mediation were some of the most distinguished political figures in Ireland,
including Maurice, fourth earl of Kildare (d. 1390) – whose career of over four
decades may have marked him out as something of an elder-statesman4 – and two
experienced bishops.5 The dispute was not easily composed. The negotiations in
1384 lasted well over a week.6 One of the mediators grandly claimed that his efforts
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had helped restore the king’s lieges in Munster to tranquillity.7 If so, peace was
ephemeral. Early in 1387, the earl of Kildare was again commissioned to intervene
and treat between the two earls.8
The antagonism between the Geraldine and Butler families was to become
perhaps the most notorious, and certainly the most enduring, magnate rivalry in Irish
history.9 It is sobering, then, to realise how little we know of its crucial early phases.
The foregoing summary represents almost the sum-total of our present knowledge
of the conflict as it unfolded in the 1380s.10 In part, this stems from the obduracy of
the evidence.11 But our ignorance is also the result of the choices and assumptions
of historians, who have concentrated their efforts on delineating royal policy and
tracing the doings of the king’s chief governors.12 By contrast, the private concerns
of the ‘unreliable’ resident nobility of Ireland, including their ‘internecine quarrels
and private wars’, tend to dismissed brusquely as disruptive to the colony’s political
life.13 A despondent Professor Watt captures the mood with his characterisation of
the 1380s as a ‘particularly drab phase of [colonial] history, with a dreary succession
of [chief governors]’, who were ‘as unable to ward off the hostile Gaelic Irish as to
suppress Anglo-Irish marauding and the debilitating feuds among the magnates, of
which that between Ormond and Desmond is the most scandalous’.14
Drabness and dreariness are, of course, in the eye of the beholder; yet Professor
Watt’s bleak depiction is puzzling given that, by any standards, the 1380s was a
memorable period in colonial affairs. This was due primarily to Richard II’s contentious experiment in devolution. On 12 October 1385 the king announced his intention of granting Ireland as a palatinate to his favourite, Robert de Vere, ninth earl
of Oxford (d. 1392), who was to bear the title marquess of Dublin.15 This was the
most dramatic constitutional departure in ‘Anglo-Irish relations’ since 1254, when
Henry III had granted Ireland (together with a string of other lands) to his son, the
future Edward I, on the understanding that ‘the above-mentioned lands and castles
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shall never be separated from the crown of England, but shall ever remain to the
kings of that country’.16 De Vere’s elevation attracted widespread notice and resentment.17 The title of marquess was previously ‘unknown in England’,18 such that the
monk of Westminster had to explain that it signified a dignity, ‘superior to an earl
and less than a duke; so that the king caused him to be seated in parliament above
the earls’.19 On 13 October 1386, the king honoured de Vere still further by creating
him duke of Ireland.20 Although de Vere himself never crossed the Irish Sea, his
involvement clawed the English colony in Ireland to the centre of the most dramatic
episode of the decade, the Appellant crisis of 1387–8. Such was the efficiency with
which the Lords Appellant aborted the embryonic duchy of Ireland that it is easy
to forget that even more grandiose designs may have been in the making. More
than one rumour had it that Richard intended to elevate Ireland to the dignity of a
kingdom.21 The claim cannot be lightly dismissed. Previous kings – most recently
Edward III – had conceived of Ireland as a forum for the activities of their sons.22
A royal protégé such as Robert de Vere may then have served as a surrogate for
the childless Richard. To be sure, the alienation of Ireland from the English crown
would have been a novelty; but in this field of endeavour, novelty was the distinctive
mark of Richard II.23 Groundless or not, the gossip conveys the urgency with which
Ireland was impinging on the English political consciousness.24
Since Michael Bennett’s important study of Richard II’s ‘wider realm’, students
of English history are unlikely to overlook the important place of Ireland in the reign
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of Richard II.25 Irish historians, however, have not yet exhausted the implications
of this for political dynamics within the colony. This may be due to the lingering
assumption that at the rotten core of factionalism lurked the problem of noble disengagement from the affairs of the central government. Of course, there is much to
be said about the local causes of the Geraldine–Butler dispute: where the shifting
boundaries of lordship over men and land converged or intersected in the south of
Ireland, friction was the inevitable result.26 Yet the issues at stake transcended the
provincial and had a relevance in much broader contexts – the Dublin administration and the English court to name but two. The present essay is an attempt to
draw the resident lords of English Ireland in from the historiographical margins.
Rather than examining the Geraldine–Butler antagonism simply in terms of local
tensions, it shifts the emphasis and explores two political patterns illustrated by
the records describing the interactions between the nobility and the central government. In doing so, it seeks to contribute to our understanding of political society in
colonial Ireland.
A first pattern concerns the influence of colonial faction on attitudes to the king’s
representative in Ireland. A recent comment on this period colourfully describes
how a newly appointed king’s lieutenant may have viewed his commission, ‘with
all the trepidation of an Englishman venturing among not only the “wild Irish”, but
into the Byzantine factionalism of colonial Anglo-Ireland’.27 If so, this was partly
because the resident nobles of Ireland were adept at championing the grievances of
the colony’s political community in the pursuit of private ends. Sophisticated political manoeuvres, rather than magnates on the rampage, posed the principal threat to
those unfortunate chief governors who found themselves mired in factional controversy. Indeed, the events of these years would have been familiar to the beleaguered
chief governors of the Tudor age, who discovered that the colony’s response to their
programmes of reform was informed not by suspicion of royal government, but by
what Professor Ciaran Brady has described as the ‘complex and delicate calculus
of faction’.28 This evocative phrase is, however, equally useful when its sense is
inverted and we examine the ‘calculus of faction’ at the court of Richard II. Given
the entanglement of Ireland in English politics during these years, metropolitan
developments must surely have had some bearing upon the fate of rival parties in
the colony. This essay takes each of these political patterns in turn in the period
c. 1382–9, dividing roughly with the creation of the duchy of Ireland in 1386.
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The years 1382–6 were stormy ones in colonial politics, witness not only to the
discord between the Geraldines and Butlers, but also to trenchant criticism of the
king’s ministers in Ireland, in particular the chief governor from 1383 to 1386, Sir
Philip Courtenay (d. 1406).29 Courtenay’s appointment as king’s lieutenant in 1383
was a belated response to a power vacuum that had developed in Ireland during
1381–2. On the night of 26–7 December 1381 Edmund Mortimer, earl of March and
Ulster, died at Cork while holding the office of king’s lieutenant.30 He was followed
to the grave within a year by the man who had dominated much of the colony’s political life for some three decades: James Butler, second earl of Ormond.31 The passing
of Edmund Mortimer had provoked consternation within the English administration
in Ireland.32 Fortunately, when the second earl of Ormond died, he left a mature and
capable heir. His son, James III Butler (d. 1405), was at least twenty-two years old
in 1382.33 In the late 1370s, he had acted as his father’s deputy in the office of chief
governor of Ireland,34 and he had also been a beneficiary of royal patronage.35 He
was, then, well able to assume the mantle of his father. In this, the royal administration seems to have been eager to facilitate him. James III was granted livery of his
estates with minimal delay on 2 March 1383.36 His two mainpernors were a former
chief governor of Ireland, Sir Robert Ashton (d. 1384) of Pitney, Somerset;37 and
the archbishop of Canterbury, William Courtenay (1381–96).38
The involvement of Archbishop Courtenay may be significant in terms of the
court’s long-term plans both for Ormond and colonial security generally. Three
months later, on 20 June 1383, the archbishop’s nephew, Sir Philip Courtenay,39
uncle of Edward Courtenay, earl of Devon, entered into an indenture with the king
to become the king’s lieutenant of Ireland for a period of ten years.40 During the
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spring, the appointment of the king’s favoured candidate to serve as lieutenant – his
half-brother, Sir John Holand (d. 1400) – had been cancelled.41 Sir Philip Courtenay, evidently, was hit upon as Holand’s replacement. He was, however, a far less
exalted figure than the English of Ireland had come to expect since the lieutenancy
of Edward III’s son, Lionel of Antwerp (1361–6). Difficulties in persuading the
colonial community to accept Courtenay were anticipated,42 and it may have been
envisaged that the influence of the new earl of Ormond could help overcome any
such obstacles. For Ormond, the potential value of the arrangement lay in having
the ear of the king’s representative in Ireland.
Ormond acted as chief governor of Ireland from 20 August 1383 until Courtenay
landed at Waterford on 11 September 1383,43 and after the latter’s arrival the two
men did indeed collaborate.44 Courtenay’s obligations as the king’s lieutenant were,
however, multiple. While he seems to have been generally amenable to Butler interests, he could not afford to antagonise Ormond’s rivals, the Desmond Geraldines.
The lieutenant’s circumspection is clear from a document dated 3 February 1384, by
virtue of which Ormond received custody of lands at Knockgraffon, Tipperary, that
were then in royal hands.45 The grant contains the proviso that should Ormond lease
these lands to ‘any one of the nation of the Burkeyns’, they would automatically
revert to the crown.46 The ‘Burkeyns’ in question were the Burghs of Clanwilliam,
descended from Richard Burgh, the ‘red’ earl of Ulster (d. 1326).47 Their territory lay in west Tipperary and east Limerick between the supremacies of the earls
of Ormond and Desmond. In 1377, Sir Richard Burgh of Clanwilliam had been
embroiled in a struggle with Gerald, third earl of Desmond, and there had been
further upheaval in 1381.48 Their conflict was complicated by the fact that the head
of the Clanwilliam lineage, Sir Richard Burgh, had been retained for life by James,
second earl of Ormond.49 Consequently there was a danger that Burgh’s conflict
with Desmond could escalate into a major confrontation between the two comital
houses. Courtenay’s desire to avoid this demonstrates some sensitivity on his part
to the subtleties of the colony’s internal politics.
That sensitivity notwithstanding, the Geraldines and Butlers clashed in the autumn
41
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Knockgraffon (barony of Middlethird, co. Tipperary) was in the medieval cantred of Moyenen: C. A.
Empey, ‘The Cantreds of Medieval Tipperary’, North Munster Antiquarian Journal, 13 (1970), 27.
NLI, D 1299 (COD, ii, no. 271).
For the Clanwilliam Burghs, see D. G. Marnane, Land and Settlement: A History of West Tipperary
to 1660 (Tipperary, 2003), 217–20.
RCH, 103, no. 91; ibid., 108, no. 46.
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S. Walker, Camden Miscellany XXXII, Camden Society, 5th ser., 3 (1994), 76–7, no. 44; cf. COD, ii,
no. 37). See also a second agreement dating from 1360: NLI, D 1037 (COD, ii, no. 61).
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of 1384. The immediate spark for their quarrel is unknown, but it is likely that it
was somehow connected with the efforts of the third earl of Ormond to establish
himself. In August 1383 James III, ‘now earl of Ormond’, concluded an agreement
with his mother, Elizabeth, and her new husband, Sir Robert Herford. Under its
terms, Elizabeth was to surrender to her son all the Irish estates she held as dower,
with the exception of some manors in north county Dublin, four hundred marks,
and one third of the prisage of wines in Ireland.50 By November 1383 Ormond had
solicited a writ from England granting him permission to travel to court in order
to render his homage to the king.51 The young earl did not set out for Westminster
immediately. Nonetheless, he was already associating himself indirectly with some
of Richard II’s intimates. One broker of patronage was the king’s half-brother, John
Holand, whose appointment as lieutenant of Ireland had been cancelled in 1383.
Although Holand fell from grace in July 1385 after murdering Ralph, son of the
second earl of Stafford, he had previously been a great favourite of the king.52 In
July 1384 John Holand petitioned on behalf of ‘Robert de Hereford alias Robert
Lovekyn, knight, who is busy in the said John’s service’, for a pardon in the latter’s
account as the king’s seneschal of Tipperary for the period between the death of the
second earl of Ormond and the release of the Butler estates to Earl James III.53 This
Sir Robert Herford was the same man who had recently married Elizabeth, dowager
countess of Ormond. Herford was later to return to Ireland and become closely
associated with Butler fortunes.
These glimpses of Ormond’s activities lend the impression of a young man in
a hurry. Doubtless, that drive and ambition was replicated at a local level in the
south of Ireland, where the Butler lordship rubbed shoulders with the territorial
concerns of the Munster Geraldines. Against this background, the fact that Ormond
came to blows with Gerald, third earl of Desmond, during 1384 should occasion
little surprise.54 The significant point for this discussion is that, although Sir Philip
Courtenay found it necessary to dispatch mediators to Clonmel in Tipperary to
restore peace, the outbreak of discord did little to shake the lieutenant’s confidence
in Ormond. In late November 1384 Courtenay was preparing to return to England.
On the eve of his departure, he went to considerable lengths to bolster Ormond’s
position. On 26 November 1384 he issued Ormond with a general pardon.55
The same day, a payment of one hundred shillings was authorised to Sir Patrick
Freigne, a close supporter of the Butler family, for his travails earlier that month
attempting to arbitrate between the Butler and Geraldine factions.56 Two days later,
on 28 November, Courtenay nominated Ormond as chief governor.57 Ormond took
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up office as justiciar of Ireland on 30 November 1384 and served in that capacity
until Courtenay’s return in May 1385.58
One man who may have helped drive the interests of Courtenay and Ormond
together in the last months of 1384 was Robert Wikeford, archbishop of Dublin
(1376–90).59 On 10 September 1384 Wikeford had received an English-seal appointment as chancellor of Ireland.60 He had arrived in the colony by 8 November, when
the out-going chancellor, Sir Ralph Cheyne, was instructed to release to him the
great seal of Ireland.61 Wikeford immediately began to foment trouble against Courtenay. Within a matter of weeks, the lieutenant had resolved to remonstrate personally at Westminster against the new chancellor. Having appointed Ormond as chief
governor of Ireland, Courtenay travelled to England and informed the king that
Wikeford had summoned councils and parliaments without permission, had laid
imposts upon the people, and had taken fines and granted pardons for his own use.
Outraged, the king wrote to Wikeford on 30 December, ‘marvelling not a little,
that by colour of his office the chancellor after his last coming to Ireland has done
all those things, for which he had no such authority’.62 By the time Courtenay
returned to Ireland in the early summer, the archbishop had been superseded in
office.63 Wikeford’s motives need not detain us here longer than to suggest that
the explanation may be located in the events in the late 1370s, when Wikeford had
agitated against the authority of Ormond’s father, Earl James II, then chief governor
of Ireland.64 The revival of that controversy in 1384 helps to explain the trust that
Courtenay placed in James, third earl of Ormond, despite the latter’s recent embroilment with the Desmond Geraldines. Archbishop Wikeford of Dublin was a mutual
enemy.
On 6 May 1385 Sir Philip Courtenay disembarked at Dalkey, county Dublin,
bearing a new appointment as lieutenant of Ireland.65 It would be reasonable to
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expect that Courtenay’s return would usher in a second period of cooperation with
Ormond. In fact, the relationship between the two men quickly soured. It is not easy
to account for this change, but it is possible that Ormond’s hostility was aroused
by the belief that the lieutenant was insufficiently devoted to Butler interests. After
his return, Courtenay seems to have attempted to establish greater parity between
the Geraldines and Butlers. In doing so, he may have been attempting to redress
an imbalance caused by Ormond’s recent tenure as justiciar of Ireland. Ormond
had not exercised that office with great tact. At almost his very first opportunity, 1
December 1384, he had appointed a panel of justices to inquire into seditions in the
south of Ireland.66 Two of the areas to be covered by the investigation, Kilkenny and
Tipperary, lay within Butler country and so were not contentious. The commission,
however, also embraced counties Waterford and Limerick. These were areas of keen
Geraldine interest. Still more provocative was the fact that a number of the commissioners – Sir Patrick and Sir Robert Freigne, and John Lumbard – were Ormond’s
adherents.67 Coming so soon after the settlement of strife in Munster the previous
autumn, this challenge to the authority of the earl of Desmond must have been
deeply disquieting to the Geraldines of Munster. Courtenay may also have viewed
Ormond’s actions with dismay. The fact that the lieutenant now favoured an evenhanded approach was signalled by his appointment of Desmond and Ormond to act
jointly as his deputies at a great council that was to convene at Kilkenny on 17 July
1385. Courtenay could not attend this assembly because he was campaigning against
the Irish of Leinster.68 For Ormond, the appointment of Desmond as co-deputy may
have been particularly galling given that the council was to be held at Kilkenny, a
town at the heart of Butler interests.69
Ormond’s antipathy towards his former ally became entwined with a more general
anti-ministerial sentiment that was expressed at great councils held at Kilkenny and
Dublin in the latter half of 1385.70 In the course of these assemblies, the ills besetting
the colony were discussed, in particular the ‘great power of the Irish enemies and
English rebels’ who, rather ominously, were said to be confederating with the king’s
‘other enemies of Scotland and Spain’, such that ‘at this next season, as is likely,
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there will be made a general conquest of the greater part of Ireland’.71 It was decided
that the only remedy was the personal presence of the king in Ireland. Two envoys
– Bishop Alexander Balscot of Ossory and Archbishop Robert Wikeford of Dublin
– were elected to travel to England to solicit a royal expedition or, failing that, the
appointment of ‘le plus graunt et plus foiable seigneur dengleterre’.72 Ormond’s
contribution to this movement has left only a shadowy impression in the records. A
first step towards demonstrating his involvement is to re-examine the chronology.
It has generally been assumed that the complaints against Courtenay date from a
session of the great council of Ireland that convened at Dublin in October 1385.73
Yet, the records state that grievances were voiced at councils held both at Dublin and
Kilkenny. The only council held at Kilkenny in 1385 was that summoned for 17 July,
which Courtenay did not attend. This indicates that it was in July, and not October,
that the idea of electing emissaries to travel to England was first mooted. The delegation did not finally set out for court until early 1386, but traces of their earlier
preparations survive. In September 1385 one Robert Crull, prebendary of Swords,
was granted a licence to absent himself from Ireland.74 Crull was later named as a
member of the company of the envoys of the colonial community and it is stated that
he had travelled to England at their request, ‘to transact with the Council business
relating to Ireland’.75 The preparations of Bishop Alexander Balscot of Ossory for
a journey to Westminster also predate the Dublin great council of October 1385.
As chancellor of Ireland, he had to nominate a deputy to act in his absence. On
20 September 1385 William fitz William was appointed keeper of the great seal.76
If the envoys were indeed first chosen in July, this may lend an added significance to
their remonstrations about the danger posed by the king’s ‘enemys descoce’.77 Early
in June 1385 writs were issued in England for what was to be the last summons
of the English feudal host. The army, which was to march upon Scotland, met at
Newcastle at the end of July and campaigned in Scotland during August.78 The threat
of incursions along the coast of Ireland was by no means groundless.79 Nevertheless, the exhumation of Scottish skeletons at the precise moment that the king was
71
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marching northwards may, in part, have been a contrivance intended to attract the
attention of the court.80
It is against this background that we must set the actions of the earl of Ormond
in the second half of 1385. The Kilkenny great council of 17 July, during which
grievances were first expressed against the king’s lieutenant, was the same assembly
over which the earls of Desmond and Ormond were appointed jointly to deputise
for Sir Philip Courtenay. As we have seen, Ormond may have taken umbrage at this
acknowledgement of Desmond’s status. Courtenay’s absence, of course, would have
been a prime opportunity for Ormond to vent his spleen, not least because the earl
could presumably dominate a great council held in his home territory. Almost immediately after the great council, there are signs that Ormond was preparing to set out
for court.81 He had reached England by the autumn. There he rendered his homage
to the king and attended the Westminster parliament that convened on 20 October.82
He took the opportunity to voice complaints about Courtenay and sought to forestall
any reprisals upon his return. On 28 October, the king expressly ordered Courtenay,
‘not to impeach or trouble the earl, his men or servants’ for travelling to court, as
‘he [Ormond] fears that the lieutenant … may impeach him’.83
Ormond’s visit to England coincided with the creation of Robert de Vere as
marquess of Dublin. It is tempting to relate this to the desire expressed by the
colonial community for either a royal expedition to Ireland or the appointment of
‘the greatest and most trustworthy lord of England’.84 It seems almost inconceivable that, with the premier magnate of English Ireland to hand, the king would have
neglected to take his counsel on such a significant matter. This is not to suggest that
the idea of creating a marquessate for de Vere originated with Ormond; but the earl’s
serendipitous arrival at court may well have impressed on Richard II that Ireland
could serve as a land of opportunities in terms of providing a fit reward for a royal
favourite.85 In this respect, the episode is reminiscent of the diplomatic coup of
Ormond’s father, Earl James II, in soliciting the expedition of Lionel of Antwerp in
1361.86 Unfortunately, there is little beyond the timing to prove Ormond’s involvement. What is indisputable, however, is that Richard II looked on Ormond with
affection. The young earl was knighted by the king himself in full parliament, and
he cut a fine enough figure at court to attract the attention of the monk of Westminster, who linked Ormond’s name with some of the most illustrious men in England,
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including three of the king’s surviving uncles. This remarkable extract, which seems
to have escaped the notice of Irish historians,87 is worth quoting:
On 9 November in full parliament at Westminster, the king raised two of his
uncles to the rank of duke, advancing Edmund of Langley, earl of Cambridge,
to duke of York and elevating Thomas of Woodstock, earl of Buckingham, to
the dukedom of Gloucester88 … On the same day also James earl of Ormond
received the belt of knighthood from the king. The ceremonies over, the king
and queen joined the newly invested great ones and the other nobles present
in attending a banquet arranged for the occasion with great taste and brilliance
by the duke of Lancaster.89
Ormond was subsequently showered with gifts. Sometime before June 1386, he
married Anne, daughter of John, late fourth lord Welles (d. 1361).90 The Welles
family may not have been of the first rank, but the marriage was by no means
a poor match. Anne’s brother, John, fifth lord Welles (d. 1421), married Eleanor,
sister of Thomas Mowbray (d. 1399), earl of Nottingham (1383) and later duke
of Norfolk (1397). Although Mowbray later defected to the Appellants, in 1386
he was still a great favourite of the king, who made him Earl Marshal of England
during that year.91 Ormond, therefore, was moving in illustrious circles. As if this
were not enough, he was also given material support. On 30 November, the city of
Waterford was ordered to pay him forty pounds annually from the farm of the city
as Ormond’s father, the second earl, had been accustomed to receive.92 The timing of
the grant may be significant. The following day, 1 December 1385, Robert de Vere
was created marquess of Dublin.
Ormond’s tactic of abandoning a chief governor lukewarm to his interests in
order to seek the greater rewards that could be won at court had proved extremely
effective. Across the water in Ireland, Sir Philip Courtenay was attempting to prevent
further muck from being raked against him. At the great council held at Dublin on
23 October he challenged anyone who felt aggrieved, ‘by reason of any extortion,
oppression, unjust seizure, or imprisonment by the said lieutenant … [to] speak,
confess or show it, and he would immediately amend and remedy it’. The assembled prelates, magnates and commons were presumably intimidated into submissiveness rather than overcome by sycophancy. They at once, ‘declared, confessed

87

88

89

90
91
92

It is noticed, however, in J. L. Gillespie, ‘Richard II’s Knights: Chivalry and Patronage’, Journal of
Medieval History, 13 (1987), 148–9; idem, ‘Richard II: Chivalry and Kingship’, in J. L. Gillespie
(ed.), The Age of Richard II (Stroud, 1997), 126.
These were the king’s uncles, sons of Edward III. On Thomas of Woodstock (d. 1397), see
A. Goodman, The Loyal Conspiracy: The Lords Appellant under Richard II (London, 1971), 74–
104.
Westminster Chronicle, 140–41. Knighton notes that Richard II created an ‘incomparable number
of knights’, and connects the event with the creation of the marquess of Dublin: Knighton’s Chronicle, 1337–1396, ed. G. H. Martin (Oxford, 1995), 338–9. For discussion, see J. J. N. Palmer, ‘The
Parliament of 1385 and the Constitutional Crisis of 1386’, Speculum, 46 (1971), 477–90; C. GivenWilson, ‘Richard II and the Higher Nobility’, in Richard II: The Art of Kingship, 117–19. The duke
of Lancaster was, of course, John of Gaunt (d. 1399).
His new wife first appears in the records on 17 June 1386: CPR 1385–9, 163. For the Welles family,
see Complete Peerage, xii, pt 2, 441–3.
Goodman, Loyal Conspiracy, 163; Saul, Richard II, 121–3; Complete Peerage, xii, pt 2, 442–3.
CCR 1385–9, 22; CPR 1385–9, 68.

106

Peter Crooks

and said that they were aggrieved in none of the premises’.93 Having received the
all clear, Courtenay had the record of his exoneration enrolled in the Irish chancery,
no doubt in anticipation of future attacks on him.94 This precaution did him little
good. In January, the two envoys who had been elected ‘at the councils at Dublin and
Kilkenny’ set out for England. They travelled separately. The archbishop of Dublin
landed in England on 14 January 1386.95 Bishop Alexander Balscot of Ossory set
sail on 20 January,96 probably taking with him a copy of the grievances presented at
the assemblies held at Kilkenny and Dublin.97 Balscot’s aim was clearly to petition
for Courtenay’s dismissal. In this he was successful. The lieutenant was accused of
‘intolerable oppressions, duresses [and] excesses’, and on 26 March 1386 Balscot
was issued with a strict order to place Courtenay under arrest.98
Like Ormond, Bishop Alexander Balscot was rewarded for travelling to England.
On 10 March 1386 he was translated from his diocese of Ossory to Meath, a move
that would certainly have been considered a promotion.99 Balscot’s associate, Robert
Crull, was appointed treasurer of Ireland.100 These complainants against Courtenay
seem to have crystallised to form the colonial element in the expedition that Robert
de Vere was to have led to Ireland. All three – Earl James III of Ormond, Bishop
Alexander of Meath (chancellor of Ireland) and Robert Crull (the newly appointed
treasurer) – were soon consorting with the officials of the marquess of Dublin, in
particular the man de Vere appointed as his lieutenant in Ireland, Sir John Stanley.101
During the spring of 1386, shipping was arrested along the west coast of England
for de Vere’s army and protections were issued to his men.102 On 12 February the
admirals were ordered to release a ship called le Gabriel of Waterford, captained by
Walter Spence, for the use of the earl of Ormond.103 Ormond was retained by the
marquess, his company consisting of twenty-six men-at-arms and eighty archers.104
Another member of Sir John Stanley’s retinue was Ormond’s step-father, Sir Robert
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Herford.105 In June, Alexander Balscot and Robert Crull likewise brought small
companies to the general muster of Stanley’s army in the West Country.106 The king
himself displayed an interest in the arrangements and spent some time with de Vere
at Bristol in mid-July.107
One final aspect of this episode adds weight to the suggestion that Ormond’s
involvement in engineering Sir Philip Courtenay’s fall from grace in 1385–6 was
motivated by his private concerns, in particular his acrimonious relationship with
the Desmond Geraldines. Early in 1386, just as the complainants against Courtenay
were setting out for England, Sir Philip Courtenay issued Gerald, third of Desmond,
with significant governmental commissions. On 4 January 1386 Courtenay nominated Desmond as his deputy, ‘for the defence of Munster’.108 The appointment gave
Desmond authority across much of the south of Ireland, in Geraldine as well as
Butler territories. A further sign of Courtenay’s confidence came when he appointed
Desmond and his adherent, Patrick Fox, as justices to take assizes in the crosslands
of county Kerry.109 By the time these grants were made, Courtenay was well aware
of the actions being taken against him. With Ormond lobbying at Westminster, it is
scarcely surprising that the lieutenant should have chosen this moment to grace the
Desmond Geraldines with his favour.
II
As James, third earl of Ormond, set sail for Ireland in the summer of 1386, his
affiliation to a royalist party surrounding the new marquess of Dublin was quite
distinct. He was returning with a knighthood, a wife, and pecuniary reward; he had
banqueted with the royal family and entered the service of the king’s favourite; and
letters had been issued ordering the arrest of Sir Philip Courtenay. All this seemed
set to guarantee Ormond’s pre-eminence. It was to be a transient victory. The turn
of events in England in the autumn of 1386 conveyed an important lesson. To be the
king’s friend was not always a blessing; indeed, at times it was decidedly a predicament. We turn now to the ramifications across the Irish Sea of factional politics in
England.
The ‘Wonderful’ parliament, which was in session from 1 October to 28 November
1386, was extremely hostile to the king and his ministers.110 Amid this charged
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environment the king acted to inflame feeling by creating Robert de Vere duke
of Ireland.111 This act of bravado on the king’s part was followed by an extended
period during which his power was constrained. From 19 November, the government
of England was vested in a commission that was to hold office for a year. While
the commission was not altogether inimical to the king’s interests, some members
– notably Archbishop Courtenay of Canterbury – were likely to be extremely hostile
to the duke of Ireland and his supporters.112 The shift in the balance of power was
quite distinct. The court, which had been so willing to indulge complaints against
Sir Philip Courtenay, suddenly began to support the former lieutenant. Courtenay
had remained in office in Ireland until Easter 1386.113 In late April, being aware of
the ‘danger of arrest and imprisonment’, he fled Ireland with his family and ‘with
great difficulty and danger escaped and came into England with great trouble’.114
He later sat as a knight in the ‘Wonderful’ parliament.115 The appointment of the
commission of government in November 1386 provided him with an opportunity to
recoup his losses. Courtenay petitioned that he had been thrust out of office contrary
to the terms of his indenture. He accused de Vere’s officers of seizing all his goods
and chattels, as well as the revenues and profits of Ireland which should rightfully
have been at his disposal. The ministers of the duke of Ireland were now ordered to
restore these, while de Vere himself was instructed to pay Courtenay one thousand
marks in compensation.116
This anxiety to ensure that Courtenay would receive justice doubtless stemmed
from hostility to the new duke of Ireland. A side-effect was that the authority of de
Vere’s administration in Ireland, which should have bolstered Ormond’s power, was
undermined. It took a number of months for the impact of this reversal of fortune to
be felt across the Irish Sea. Early in 1387, the sheriffs of Meath, Kildare, Dublin and
Louth received instructions to investigate the ‘oppressions and extortions’ perpetrated by Sir Philip Courtenay.117 Seemingly the party hostile to Courtenay still held
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sway. A new mood soon became discernible. On 12 February 1387 Gerald, third
earl of Desmond, was granted custody of the lands of his kinsman, Sir John Roche
of Fermoy, during the minority of the latter’s son and heir, Maurice (d. 1448).118
The Roche estates lay in county Cork, one of the regions in which Butler and
Geraldine influence intersected. Ormond’s later involvement with these Cork lands
suggests that he was disgruntled the favour shown to his rival. In December 1390,
the year after Richard II had declared himself fully of age, custody of the Roche
lands was transferred to John Elyngham, a sergeant-at-arms of the king. Later, in
1397, Ormond along with the treasurer of Ireland from de Vere’s period, Robert
Crull, came to Elyngham’s aid by swearing that the latter did not receive a penny
from his grant until 20 August 1393.119 Ormond’s support for Elyngham is significant. It suggests that he was gratified by the Geraldines’s loss of the custody in
1390, and – stretching the evidence further back again – it tends to confirm that he
considered the original grant of 1387 inimical to his interests. The grant to Desmond
of the Roche inheritance predates by just one month the report of 14 March 1387
that great discords had once again broken out between Desmond and Ormond. The
Roche wardship, of course, was hardly the sole cause of the conflict. Nonetheless, the preferment shown to Desmond is indicative of the uncertain atmosphere in
which the conflict arose. At one moment Ormond’s fortunes were in the ascendant,
bolstered by the favour of the king and his favourite; the next, his support base had
collapsed and his adversary was being cultivated.
The result of the arbitration in 1387 is not recorded, but it is relatively clear
that Desmond continued to hold the confidence of the central government. In the
next few years, during which Richard II’s authority became increasingly uncertain,
he was to receive a series of commissions bolstering his authority in the south of
Ireland.120 A less conventional show of support came on 8 December 1388, when
Desmond was issued with a licence to foster his son, James (d. 1463), later seventh
earl of Desmond, with Conchobhar Ó Briain, brother of Brian Sreamach Ó Briain
of Thomond.121 The letter granting this licence speaks of the good place that Earl
Gerald of Desmond daily held for the king in the parts of Munster.122 The wider
Geraldine affinity also felt the warm glow of favour. On 3 February 1389 Patrick
Fox – who was later to serve with Desmond as a keeper of the peace – was granted,
in conjunction with the mayor and community of Limerick city, the keeping of the
royal fishery in the city for seven years.123 A decade previously, James III Butler (as
he then was) had himself been granted the ‘keeping of the weirs, issues and profits
belonging to the king’s fishery of Lymeryk’ for ten years.124 The ten-year term had
only recently elapsed at Michaelmas 1388. The fact that the fishery should have
118
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passed so soon into the hands of a Geraldine supporter must truly have been an
affront to Ormond.
Meanwhile, the conflict in England had intensified. As the crisis approached
its most furious point in the winter of 1387, Sir John Stanley returned to England
leaving Alexander, bishop of Meath, as justiciar of Ireland.125 Robert de Vere,
duke of Ireland, fled to the continent after losing the battle of Radcot Bridge in
December 1387. During the ‘Merciless’ parliament, which convened at Westminster
on 3 February 1388, he was sentenced in his absence to death and forfeiture.126 The
duchy of Ireland – now in its last days – was not isolated from the furore. On 6
March the king’s confessor, Bishop Thomas Russhok of Chichester, and six royal
justices were banished from England and condemned to live out their lives in the
Irish coastal towns of Dublin, Cork, Waterford and Drogheda.127 Shortly afterwards,
on 20 March, parliament was prorogued until 13 April.128 During the hiatus, letters
were sent to Ireland commanding the justiciar to cease using the duke of Ireland’s
seal, banners and pennons, ‘as the king is informed that the bishop in error used the
seal of the said Robert [de Vere, late duke of Ireland] … after common knowledge
that by reason of a judgement rendered against him in this parliament he forfeited
to the king all his lordships, manors, lands and goods, likewise causing the said
Robert’s banners etc. to be raised against attacks of the [king’s Irish] enemies, to
the dishonour of the king’.129 The traffic to and fro across the Irish Sea was clearly
swift.130 De Vere had been condemned early in February 1388.131 Tidings of his fate
had been carried to Ireland and news of the justiciar’s recalcitrance borne back to
Westminster, all within the space of two months.
Ormond’s attitude to this activity is difficult to assess. We cannot assume that he
was entirely hostile to the Appellant movement. Like most of the English nobility,
he probably had no desire to have his ‘head broken for the duke of Ireland’.132 There
is no evidence that he offered de Vere any support, military or otherwise, in 1387–8.
Rather, he seems to have spent this time sitting out the storm in Ireland.133 Ormond
may even have sympathised with the Appellants. One of their leading supporters
was Sir Thomas Mortimer, a former chief governor of Ireland and half-brother of
Edmund, earl of March (d. 1381), with whom Ormond’s father had been on friendly
terms.134 Sir Thomas Mortimer slew the constable of Chester, Sir Thomas Molineux,
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at the battle of Radcot Bridge, a fact recorded by several English chroniclers.135
Its contemporary significance in Ireland is suggested by the fact that Henry Marlborough noted in his Irish chronicle that Thomas Molineux had been killed ‘apud
Rotcotebrigg’ in 1387.136
Ormond’s private feelings may be unknowable, but the adverse effect of the
Appellant crisis on his career is all too apparent. In contrast to Earl Gerald of
Desmond, Ormond virtually disappears from the records after 1387. His interests
had been closely tied to the party surrounding Robert de Vere.137 The careers of such
men were in jeopardy in 1388. The general antipathy that was directed towards the
king’s justices in England during the Appellant crisis also flared up in Ireland at this
time.138 One royal justice, Edmund Clay, had been commissioned to arrest Sir Philip
Courtenay in 1386 and had later served de Vere as chief justice of Ireland.139 Shortly
after the fall of the duke of Ireland, Clay was accused at court of ‘various extortions,
damages, grievances and excesses against the king and people [in Ireland]’, and,
in April 1388, mandates for his arrest were issued.140 By that summer, messengers
acting on behalf of the Appellants had reached the colony. In July 1388 one John
Horwelle, a sergeant-at-arms, attended a great council held at Clonmel, where he
furnished the assembly with the names of those king’s knights who had been put
‘beyond the protection of the lord king at the last parliament held in England’.141 His
little list included Robert de Vere’s chamberlain, Sir John Lancaster, who had served
alongside Ormond as a commander in the expedition that de Vere was supposed to
have led to Ireland in 1386.142 Another man who was closely associated with the
Butler family and who had been arrested earlier in 1388 was Richard II’s chamber
knight, Sir Nicholas Dagworth.143 Like these men, Ormond seems to have been
considered part of a political out-group. Consequently, he was not entrusted with
the task of seizing offices granted by de Vere or dismantling the symbols of his
administration.144
Association with the duke of Ireland had, therefore, proved embarrassing for
Ormond. The atmosphere in Ireland in 1388 did not seem propitious for a recovery
of his former status. By the late summer of that year, the earl had decided to travel
135
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to England.145 His visit was well-timed. It coincided with Richard II’s wooing of
the commons at the Cambridge parliament of September 1388, which gained the
king support from a political community that was increasingly disenchanted with
the Appellant coalition.146 Early the next year, the king won over the two least
committed Appellants, the earls of Nottingham and Derby.147 Ormond had returned
to Ireland by this time. A change in official attitudes to him is detectable by midFebruary 1389, when he was appointed ‘keeper and governor’ of Kilkenny and
Tipperary.148 This was no great concession. The Butlers were, after all, lords of the
liberty of Tipperary, while Kilkenny was at the centre of their interests. But the
appointment is indicative of a slight warming in the political climate. The thaw
truly arrived after 3 May 1389, the day Richard II assumed the governance of his
realm.149 The monk of Westminster, who had previously made note of Ormond’s
career, records that Richard removed ‘all officers, both greater and less, even those
beyond the sea’.150 And indeed, Richard II was soon attending to the business of
making appointments in Ireland. On 31 July, Sir John Stanley entered into an indenture with the king to serve as justiciar of Ireland for three years.151 On 1 August the
patent of his appointment was issued.152 His powers of patronage were clarified on
13 August,153 and a week later the appointment was discussed and ratified by the
king’s council in England.154 With Stanley’s appointment confirmed, the two other
principal ministers were slotted into place. Bishop Alexander Balscot of Meath was
appointed as chancellor of Ireland;155 and Robert Crull was once again admitted as
treasurer.156 The intention was clearly to reconstitute the Irish administration as it
had existed in the time of the duke of Ireland, when Stanley, Balscot, and Crull had
held the three senior posts in the Irish administration.
Even before this reorganisation at the pinnacle of the royal administration,
Richard II’s assumption of power had affected the distribution of authority at a
local level in the colony. At the end of May 1389 Thomas Butler, brother of Earl
James III of Ormond, together with Nicholas White of Clonmel, was appointed to
investigate seditions in county Cork.157 Here was a clear sign that Ormond was once
again flexing his muscles in the south of Ireland. Other appointments to investigate
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seditions in counties Kilkenny, Waterford and Wexford provide further evidence of
Ormond’s rehabilitation. The Kilkenny commission, for instance, was to be headed
by Ormond’s retainer, Sir Patrick Freigne.158 Meanwhile, Ormond’s step-father, Sir
Robert Herford – who had crisscrossed the Irish Sea during 1388–9, probably representing Butler interests – received an English-seal appointment as chancellor of
the green wax of the Irish exchequer.159 Richard II’s assertion of authority in 1389,
therefore, seems to have led to an immediate improvement in Ormond’s standing
in Ireland. Royal favour was, once again, demonstrating its capacity to further
careers.
III
This review of the events of 1382–9 serves, in the first place, as a corrective to the
traditional portrayal of the nobles of English Ireland in the late fourteenth century
as disengaged from workings of the central government. The royal administration
– far from being ‘ineffectual’ and unable to suppress the violence of a disharmonious nobility160 – was in fact a cardinal feature of the factional struggle between the
Geraldines and Butlers, whether as a vehicle for the promotion of private fortunes or
as a forum for vigorous politicking with the intention of subverting the interests of
rivals. Since high office and proximity to court were primary constituents of power,
it follows that internal political alignments played a central role in determining colonial attitudes to the king’s ministers. By the same token, political waves generated
at the factious court of Richard II had the power to rock Irish boats.
Recognition of this interdependence allows us to decipher the otherwise bewildering politics of late fourteenth-century Ireland; but a point of wider significance
emerges when Ireland is placed in a framework of colonialism more generally. Irish
historians of an earlier generation might well have depicted the political patterns
reviewed in this essay in terms of J. C. Beckett’s ‘Anglo-Irish Tradition’.161 Such
fond insularism has since fallen by the wayside. ‘Greater Britain’ and (for some
early modernists) the ‘Atlantic World’ are now the paradigms of choice.162 The gusto
with which scholars have opened up the borders between old national historiographies has rarely, however, been matched by a desire step out from behind chronological barricades.163 One historian has recently stated that ‘[a]sserting an on-going
continuity between the Norman [sic] colonization of Ireland and Britain’s early
modern imperial Atlantic adventures is … implausible’.164 Yet the utility of a longer
view is strongly suggested by Keith Stringer’s reflections on another modish topic
158
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– nationalism – and his conclusion that ‘medievalists and modernists have more to
learn from each other than has often been thought’.165
This essay could be thought of as an attempt to bring a medieval Irish dimension
to the growing portfolio of work which describes how the distribution of power in
colonies – in many times and many places – was typically the result of a ‘bargaining
process’ between settler elites and the agents of the metropolitan government.166
Further work exploring points of contrast with other colonial societies would naturally be instructive.167 But, in many respects, it is the continuities that are the most
striking. The exasperation of the sixteenth-century chief governor, Sir Henry Sidney
(d. 1586),168 could perhaps stand for the mindset of some of his counterparts two
centuries before:
This [divided] composition of a Council I thought convenient, for the primitive reformation of so old a cancered faction as was and yet is between the
two earls [of Desmond and Ormond], who albeit they would inveigh against
each other, yet if any sentence passed for the advancement of the Queen’s169
prerogative, or suppression of either of their tyrannies, straightways it was
cried out of, and complained to the Queen, specially by the Earl of Ormond,
as injustice and oppression.170
Of course, the king’s lieutenants of the medieval period did not write memoirs, so
historians must scavenge elsewhere for juicy titbits. One such is Sir Philip Courtenay’s effort – which sprang from a similar feeling of personal insecurity in a
factious environment – to gain vindication from the great council held at Dublin in
October 1385.171 Nor need the parallels end in the Tudor era, for the theme of this
essay touches on the eternal dilemma of colonial administrators. At the turn of the
twentieth century, the political novelist, Rev. James Owen Hannay (1865–1950),
memorably captured the gulf between the theoretical powers of a chief governor and
the practical limitations imposed by indigenous interest groups:
The Right Honourable George Chesney was a Cabinet Minister, and was popularly supposed to govern Ireland. In reality, his position was like that of a football in a tightly-packed scrimmage. Vigorous forwards impelled him, more by
kicking than persuasion, in opposite directions. The equilibrium which might
have resulted was continually being interfered with by adroit players, who
165
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shoved him sideways or heeled him out backwards … He was never without
the consciousness that alert half-backs were lurking in Westminster, eager for
a chance of picking him up and whisking him away. It speaks for the toughness of the leather in which he was encased that the Right Honourable Mr.
Chesney not only enjoyed life, but continued fully distended with that wind
which is the prime necessity of politicians who make many speeches.172
Few chief governors in late medieval Ireland could boast such leathery resilience!
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