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" Rambles among the Old Records of
Stratford-upon-Avon " was the title of a lecture
given by Mr. Frederick C. Wellstood, M.A.,
Jlon. secretary of the Shakespeare Club, at the
228th monthly meeting. Mr. R. Latimer
Greene (vice-president) was in the chair.
Having spoken of the value of records, Mr.
WELLST00D pointed out that this ancient
borough was the fortunate possessor of a fine
series of local records which extended, almost
without interruption, from the early years of
the t.hirteenth century to the present day,
forming one of the most complete and remarkable assemblages of documents to be met with
in any corporate town in this country. Bearing in mind, indeed, their intimate connection
with the history of 8hakespeare and his family,
it was not too much to say that they formed
the most interesting collection of records of a
s imilar kind now known to exist. The poet's
father was long an active member of the
Corporation, and the Council books contained
almost an account of his life. There were also
some curious notices of Shakespeare himself.
Although the earliest records in the possession
of the Mayor and Corporation dated from the
reign of Henry III., still earlier documents
concerning the town were extant. These
included the Saxon charters preserved in
London, which had been printed · by Mr.
Walter de Gray Birch in his "Cartula.rium
Saxonicum." 'l'he earliest mention of Stratford occurred in a deed pa.rt of which was
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written in the year 691-2, and was a grant by
. .A.ethilred, King of the Mercians, to Oftfor,
Bishop of Worcester, of land at Fledanburg,
or Flad.bury, co. Wore., and had a later endorsement of exchange by Bishop Ecguuine.
This endorsement, being translated, read :
" .As the time of my greatest prosperity and
influence was in the days of Ethelred, King of
the Mercians. I entreated hirQ. that he would
condescend to favour me with the grant of an
ancient monastery called Fladenburch, which
ea.me to hin1 by inheritance in right of his
queen Ostritha ; and, indeed, he was not less
ready to oblige me with the gift of it than I
was to ask it. This monastery I afterwards
made over to .A.ethelard, the viceroy or subordinate king of the province of Hwiccia, in
exchange for another monastery called Stratford." In 781 Heathored made a grant of
land to Worcester, and in 845 Berthwulf, King
of the Mercians, granted to Heaberht, Bishop
of Worcester, privileges for the monastery of
Stratford-on-Avon. In 872 Werfyrd, Bisho;ri
of Worcester, granted to Eanwulf, the Kings
tlregn, some land in Nuthurst, co. War., for
four lives, with the reversion to Stratford-on.A.von monastery. Unfortunately, very little
had been found of the history of this early
Stmtford monastery, and it was _Probably
dissolved towards the close of the runth century, when the monks of this province were
supplanted by secular canons. Domesday
Book recorded that the greater portion of
Stratford was, in the eleventh century, in the
hands of the Bishop of Worcester. It was
not, however, until the reign of Henry III.
that any documents relating to the town were
to be found in the borough Record-room.
Most of the documents in the possession of the
Corporation which dated earlier than the
year 1553 were the records of the medireval
Gilds of Stratford, which, after the dissolution of religious bodios, were restored
to the newly-made Corporation, with the
properties to which they related, by King
Edward VJ. In the reign of Henry III. two
Gilds and a Hospital existed in Stratfordnamely, the Gild of the Blessed Mary, the Gild
Q~ St, ;folni t}ie Baptist wit4 St, .To:pn thi;
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Evangelist, and the Augustinian Hospital of
the Holy Cross. The Mary Gild might have
been founded early in the reign, but no record
of its foundation remained. The other Gild
was a small fraternity, and three documents
relating to it alone remained to speak of its
existence. But of the Gild or Hospita,l of the
Holy Cross a large assemblage of documents
survived. The mandate allowing its foundation was granted by Godfrey Gifford, Bishop of
Worcester, on .January 10th, 1269. It was
difficult to say when the Hospital lost its
character and became a social and religious
Gild ; but from the proctor's accounts of 1381
it was evident that the Gild's representatives
were busy with legal matters in London,
Coventry, and Warwick, and the chief Baron
of the Exchequer was paid 13s 5d for his
trouble. In the year 1388 two Parliaments
were held, and at that assembled at Cambridge
it was ordered that two writs shdnld be sent
to the sheriffs throughout England, the first
calling upon the masters a.ml wardens of all
Gilds and brotherhoods to send up to the
King's Council in Chancery returns of all
details as to the foundation, eta.tutes, and
p_roperty of their Gilds ; the second calling on
the masters and wardens and overlookers of
all the mysteries and crafts to send up, in the
same way, copies of their charters, or letterspatent when they had al'.IY· The proctor's ·
account for the year 1388-80 recorded sums
paid to Walter Golde for going to London on
this very business. This Walter Golde was
one of the " keepers of the Gild," over which
he presided jointly with Nicholas Saucer, and
the two made the return ordered by Parliament. Mr. Wellstood proceeded to read the
prologue to the return, and drew attention to
several curious ordinances pertaining to the
Gild of the Holy Cross. In a Patent Roll
dated 1405-6 the Gild was entitled "The Gild
of the Holy Cross and St . .John the Baptist."
The document was a royal permission to unite
the old and separate gilds, and found a new
one with the above title. It was strange that
the Mary Gild was not also named, as its last
accounts were dated 1403. The combined
Gilds became so powerful as to clemand $!'eater
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spiritual privileges for their members, the three
old altars in the parish church no longer sufficing. In the year 1424-25 proctors were sent to
Rome, and a Bull was obtained allowing them
to have divine service in their chapel in the
town. '.l:his involved many questions of
privilege ; but in 1426-27 the Bishop consecrated the new building, and all outstanding
differences were settled by a charter of the
Bishop citing the grant of his predecessor
already mentioned. The style of the Gild had
of late been altered by the insertion of th~
Holy Trinity in its title, and therewith a new
altar was erected in the parish church.
The register of the Gild, a large folio volume
in its original binding of oak boards, covered
with stamped leather, had a threefold object:
(1) It was a record of admissions; (2) it contained an account of the fines paid by new
members, or the manner of its payments ;
(3) in it were the names of those responsible to
the Gild for the arrears. Incidentally other
matters fo und a place, such as the change
made in the date of the common feast, alterations in rules, legacies, &c., and allusions to the
customs of the time and to the topography of
the town. Neither WM the register concerned
with the living alone, since the souls of the
fa.ithful departed were admitted to the benefit
of the masses and prayers of the chaplains.
Besides the :fine a separate payment WM made
for the lights burning before the Gild altars in
their chapel and also before their altars in the
parish church, and this light iri.lver was never
reckoned as pe.rt of the fine. An important
feature in the policy of this fraternity was that
they threw open the door as widely as possible
for the admission of new " brethoryn and
sustoryn." Those who could not produce
money were admitted on the production of an
equivalent in money's worth-either goods or
personal service to the Gild. In this wa y some
of the priests obtained admission; although, in
other instances, the fines paid by them far
exceeded those paid by the laity. Many of the
manufacturers, traders, and dealers were
admitted on these terms, undertaking, as an
equivalent for the usual fine, to erect or repair
buildings, 01· furP,isp, supplies !l,t the _f01>stfi
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and processions, or render personal service,
either occasionally or constantly, as the case
might be. The Gild had also the ma,nagement
of one or more establishments for education of
considerable antiquity. There was in the
accounts a reference to a schoolma,ster as early
as 1296. The school buildings were erected in
1427-28, and in 1482 a charter of endowment by
Thomas J"olyffe regulated the appointment of
the master, who was to have a salary. The
school was a free grammar school, under the
superintendence and control of the ma,ster and
aldermen of the Gild. The schoolmaster was
to teach efficiently, and was expressly prohibited from taking anything from those whom
he taught.
But perhaps the most important of these
Gild records were the rolle of accounts, the
period covered being from the year 1353 to the
rear 1504. Though the accounts for some of the
mtermediate years did not now exist, yet they
furnish ed a tolerably connected history of the
proceedings of the Gild, of various incidents
connected with the lives of its members, and,
indeed, almost a domestic history of Stratfo:rd
for the t ime with which they dealt. Besides
mentioning Stratford people and Stratford
affairs, the rolls of accounts contained frequent
allusions to people and to things happening
in different parts of the surrounding country ;
for the fraternity of the Gild was by no means
confined to the inhabitants of Stratford, and
persons of the highest rank were also included
among its members. George Duke of Clarence
and Isabell his wife, with Edward Lord War•
wick and Margaret their children, were admitted in the seventeenth year of the reign of
Edward IV. on payment of a fine of eight
ma,rks. Not the least extraordinary of the
entries was that which recorded in 26 Henry
VIII. the admission of the "soule of Thomas,
foole in the family of the Lady Anne Graye,"
for twenty pence. Matters of legal and
historical importance also found mention, Auch,
for instance, as the entry recording the purchase
by the Gild of the patronage of the rectory of
"Little Wylmecote" in 1480. One feature in
the rolls (which were all in Latin) must be
speciallr mel\tioI1e4-tMt was 1 tlw evi\le11c';)
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they contained of the history of prices. The
frequent use of English words was also interest•
ing.
Next in importance came the wonderful
series of over six hundred deeds, bound in
six large folio volumes, covering the period
from henry III. to Henry VIII., and consisting of charters, grants, leases, quit claims, and
other deeds of the Gild of the Holy Cross, the
Blessed Virgin, and St. .John the Baptist. The
importance of these documents for the early
history of Stratford could not be over-estimated.
They gave the designations of its streets, the
character of its commerce, and the names of its
leading townsmen, who, as bailiffs and catchpoles of the town, or masters, proctors, and
a ldermen of the Gild, raised the town to the
position it was in in Shakespeare's day. The
commissioners of Henry VIII. made their
r eport in 1545-46, and two years later, under
Edward VI., the whole of the property of the
Gild passed to the Crown, happily to be regranted to a Corporation that had preserved
the greater number of its papers.
In 1553, five years after the dissolution of
the Gild, the new Corporation of Stra.tfordupon-Avon ea.me into being, and from that
date onwams its :records had been carefully
preserved. Foremost in importance were the
town chariem, the fimt of whiuh was granted
on .June 28th, 1553, and signed by Edward
VL only eight days before his death. The
second charter was granted to the town by
.James L on J"nly 23rd; 1610, and the third
by Charles II. on August 31st, 1664. A further
charter, confirming the rights and privileges
of the Corporation, was granted by Charles
II. on August 27th, 1674. The records of the
proceedings of the Corporation during the first
ten years after the grant of the charter were
unfortunately loot. The probability was that
• they were written on unbound papers, and so
had got scattered. Only one such leaf remained. From 1563 to the present day the
order books or minute books of the Town
Council ran on in an unbroken sequence.
They were a veritable mine of information
for the local historian, and were highly important for the light they threw on the for-

~unes of the Shakespeare family.
,There was another class .of records worthy
of mention-namely, the presentments of
the ,churchwardens and ministers 01 Stratford.
These presentments, although lament,i,bly
imperfect, nevertheless afforded a glimpse into
the habits of the parishioners between the
years 15.84 and 1628. Drunll:enness, . incontinency, slander, and a variety of other
offences against .the , well-being. of . the community were here set forth, and it would seem
J;hat the upper classes of this small town
frequently afforded no very bright example t-0
their inferiors. Amongst the entries of
interest was to be found a list of the church
goods and ornaments, showing the actual
condition of that edifice just after the death
of Shakespeare. Presentments for working
upon Saints' and Holy Days, as well as on the
Sabbath, were recorded, and morri,s dancing
was also mentioned. Lists of recusants,
irregular doing,, of the clergy, and a host· of
min01· matters w_e re exhibited in these. papers.
By comparison, however, w_ith the " Acta
Curire " in the Bishops' _R egistries, and the
present:qients therein entered, it would be '
seen that ·other places . were equally if not
more, culpable in their misdoings than the
town of 1:!tratford.-upon-Avon. ln conclusion,
Mr. Wellstood drew attention to one more
record, although on more durable material
than either parchment or pap~the inscription on the monument fixed to the north wall
of the chancel of the parish church, where
Shakespeare, the citizen of the town, was acclaimed as the greatest man of letters of his
epoch.
'Ille CnA1RHAN, "in moving a vore of thanks
to Mr. Wellstood, remarked that the members
of the Club relied upon him to educate them in
these matt.ors.
The MAYOR, seconding, observed that no
borough in. the kingdom had _d ocuments more
~,carefully preserved than those at Stra.tford.
Mr. WINTEBTON supported •
. The motion Wa6 carried with acclamation,
and Mr. WELUlTOOD, in reply, said he hoped
in the near future to prepare a paper dealinp:
with th'l domestic life of Stratford.

