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John  Harcourt

KENNETH HILLIER

STANTON HARCOURT lies  off the main road between Oxford and Witney, a
small village nestling around its manor and church. The place takes its name
from the famous Harcourts—a  family 'who  can trace their forebears back  well
before the  Conquest, and who  have  provided a Field Marshal, a  Chancellor
of the Exchequer and a Home Secretary, an Archbishop of York and a Lord
Chancellor. The church of St Michael, standing back from the  manor, was
extensively altered in the thirteenth  century, and is said to be “ one of the
most  beautiful and harmonious in Oxfordshire, impressive, simple and  digni-
fied ..  .  ”1 The  south  chapel, built during the reigns of  Henry VI and Edward
IV, is devoted to the Harcourt family, and  among the  tombs  are two fine
examples  of late medieval work. 'In the  south-east  corner lies Sir Robert
Harcourt (1410-1470)—his  effigy in  mail  and  plated armour, with  the Order
of the  Garter  worn on the left leg. His wife Margaret wears the Garter  above
the  left  elbow, one of only three known  examples of a monument showing a
woman wearing the Order. In the north-east corner, on the other side of the
altar, their grandson, also',Sir  Robert  (1466—1503), lies in splendid isolation.
At the head of his  tomb  is the Red Rose of Lancaster, and on the side  a  line
of four  monks  in  black  holding their beads.  Both  men played  a  prominent
part in the  Yorkist  period of government. However, it is with the ‘ missing
link  ’  that I am chiefly concerned—father and son to 21 Sir  Robert, plain  John
Harcourt, esquite. He died in Brittany or France on  26th  June, 1484, an  exile
at the  ‘  court  ’  of Henry Tudor. A rebel in  Buckingham’s  revolt in the  autumn
of  1483, John was not to know that his adopted  cause  would triumph. It
was left to his  son, as a standard-bearer to Henry at‘Bosworth, to savour the
hour of victory. Why did John and his son rise against Richard  III? John’s
uncle, Richard Harcourt, remained loyal, as did  others  of the family.

Above  the Harcourt chapel altar is  a  brass tablet showing the  genealogy
of 40 generations of the family, from Bernard  the Dane, second in command
to  Rollo, who invaded France in 876 AD. Errand de Harcourt was com-
mander of Val de  Ruel's  archers in  1066, and his younger  brother,  Robert,
also took part  in Duke William’s expedition.  Robert’s  eldest son,  William
de  Harcourt, was rewarded for services in  1123  AD.  with  large possessions in
England. It was his grandson, Robert, who was seated in the  right  of his
wife Isabel, at  Stanton, which since then has  been  called Stanton Harcourt.
In the  early thirteenth  century, a  William de Harcourt, by appointment to
King John, married Alice  Noel, and thus gained the lordships of Ellenhall,
Seighford, Bridgeford and Podmore in Stafl‘ordshire, together with  Gran-
borough in Warwickshire. Further descendants married well and accumu-
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lated holdings and manors. In  1417 Thomas, the eldest son of  another
Thomas Harcourt, succeeded his father. He married Joan, daughter of Sir
Robert Francis of Forwark in Derbyshire, and had five sons and two daughters.
He  died  on 3rd June, 1460, and was buried at Stanton Harcourt.

Sir Robert Harcourt, the eldest son, was born at Ellenhall on  20th Septem-
ber, 1410. He  fought  in France and was knighted between  1433  and  1440,
becoming constable of  Vermon  in Normandy. He was  Sheriff  of Leicestershire
and Warwickshire in  1445, and in the same year was sent to Rouen to receive
Margaret of  Anjou  and  escort  her to England. Henry VI rewarded him for
the occasion:  “  To our well-beloved Robert Harcourt, k“., £15  185.  6d. for
the wages of him and  2 yeomen  for 30  days, being in the parties of Ffrance
and Normandie, attendyng upon the safeguard of cure  moost deere  and best-
loved wyf the Queene ”.2 His long feud with the Staffords of Grafton began
in  l448—this  enmity was to have repercussions in Richard  III’s  reign. Sir
Humphrey Stafford, his eldest son Richard and a small party of  men, were
journeying to their inn at Coventry when they met Sir  Robert  and his band.
“  Humphrey had already passed by when  Richard  came  alongside  Harcourt.
They immediately fell to blows. Harcourt struck Richard on the head  with
his sword, not seriously, for the  young man then made at Harcourt with his
dagger. He stumbled, and one of  Harcourt’s  men stabbed him in the  back,
so that he fell from his horse.  ‘  And all this was done, as men  say, in  a Pater
Noster while  ’.”3 Sir  Robert  was arrested but never  came  to  trial.  Eventually,
the  Stafi'ords, tired of waiting, assembled  a party of 200 Warwickshire followers
and  attacked  Stanton Harcourt in May 1450.  Sir  Robert,  forewarned,  took
refuge in the church tower and withstood a siege of  6  hours. Harcourt  received
a  general pardon on  25th  May, and his surviving attackers  (Sir Humphrey
was killed while fighting the Kentish rebels in June) were  pardoned  in
November.“

During the 1450s and  14605 Harcourt  continued to be  a  man of some
weight in county afi‘airs, being sheriff and J.P. for Oxon and  Berkshire.  He
was called to the  Great  Council for  Oxon  in April 1455 as  a  ‘ Lancastrian ',
and was pardoned, as  were  other Lancastrians, in February 1462.6 However,
in  December  1462, Harcourt  was  with  Edward “in hys  jorny to  Scottlong at
the fest of  Seynt  Andrew  in the month of Decembyr ”,8 and in  1463  he was
made a knight  of the Garter, succeeding Viscount  Beaumont in the  twelfth
stall on the  Princes’ side.7 Harcourt sensibly had evidently changed allegiance.
In  1465  he was involved in the  siege  of Alnwick, gaining “  for the  great  and
laudable service  .  .  .  CCCl by way of rewar ”. On 6th May,  1467,  he was
sent  on an  embassy to Louis XI, in company with the Earl of Warwick, being
granted  “  the  some  of  £60, by way of reward for the  costs and expenses of the
sayd Robert  Harcourt, for the  tyme  of his  going of late  with  our  right  truste
and entierly beloved cousin  th’erl  of Warrewyk, in our ambassiade to our
Cousin, King Lowys, of Ffrance  into Normandie,  his  abode  there and comyng
from thens  unto  us.”'

C. D. Ross  comments  on the 1470-1 period that  “  thege  was no doubt  a
certain truth in the suggestion that civil war gave  a  free re1gn to private ven-
detta.” The  Harcourt-Stafl‘ord  feud flared up again in November  1470, and
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Sir Robert was killed by the  Bastard  of Grafton and 150 retainers.” He had
married in or before  1440  Margaret, daughter of Sir John Byron of  Clayton,
Lancashire, and by her he had John Harcourt, his successor, and three younger
sons all of whom died without issue.

John Harcourt was aged 20 at his father’s death; he had married  Anne,
daughter of Sir John Norris of Bray, in Berkshire. Unfortunately for the
historian (especially the amateur!) there  was at  least  one other John Harcourt
living at this time. Wedgwood, Collins and  Burke  all acknowledge an  ‘  uncle  ’
John, but Collins  mentions a  third John, ofi‘spring of Sir Richard Harcourt’s
third marriage to an Eleanor Lewknor.10 This  John is supposed to have
married Margaret Bray of Lembridgc, in Herefordshire; however, I can find
no other evidence to support the  existence  of the man, and Richard  Harcourt’s
will has no reference to  either  ‘  son  ’  or  ‘ wife  ’.

Sir  Thomas Harcourt=Joan  Francis
(1377—1460)

Sir  Robert = Margaret  Sir  Richard  =1.  Edith  St  Clair  JOHN  William
(1410—1470) Byron (.l412—1486)=2.  Catherine  de la  Pole (1418-

=3.  Eleanor  Lewknor 1475  ?)

 

 
JOHN =Anne  (1) Sir  Christopher=Joane  (2) William  (3) JOHN  (‘2)
(1450-84) Bray (d.l474)

 

Sir  Robert = Agnes  Limerick  Miles  Sir  Simon=Agnes Darell
(1466-1503) (d.ls47)

The earliest  reference  to a John  Harcourt  occurs in  1468  and it is an order
to the  escheator  in  Cambridge  to  make  a  partition of all lands of the late
John Deschalers, knight, between his  three daughters  and coheiresses, one of
whom, Anne, has married a John Harcourt.11 We  know  our John was married
to Anne  Bray, and before  1468  as their son Robert was born in  1466; so  this
probably refers to the uncle. In  1471  a commission of array was sent to  a
John Harcourte in the county of Oxford—this is  more  likely to be our man.
He seems to have lived at Stanton and Witney, while the uncle  lived  in Ellen-
hall, Staffs. In  1474  a  licence  was granted to  “  John Harecourte, esquire, son
and heir of Robert Harecourte, deceased, tenant  in chief, to  enter  freely into
all towns, lordships, manors, lands and other possessions in England of which
his father  .  .  .  was seized and which should descend to him . . . ”12 In the
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following year he was  given  licence to “ enfeofl' the manor of  Stanton  Hare-
court, held in chief by knight-service .  .  .  as he is  going to cross the sea with the

king on his voyage and service.”13 This obviously refers to Edward  IV’s
French  Expedition  of  1475.

During the  late 14705  John continued to gain political favours: he was

appointed  with  his uncle Richard as a  justice  in  Oxon  and  other  counties in
1476  to survey the river Thames and  hear  and determine  offences  against the

ordinance of  Magna  Carta concerning “the erection of weirs, mills, stanks,
piles  and  kiddles  and  other  impediments  ”.14 In 1478 he was  a  commissioner
of the peace for Oxon in January, and on the commission set up in April to
enquire  into  what castles, lands, possessions, etc., Clarence held in  Oxon  and

Berks.” In June, as “ the  King’s  servant  . ..  one of the gentlemen ushers of
the  king’s  chamber,” he was made custodian of land and  offices  in the forest
of Wychewode, co.  Oxon, during the minority of Clarence’s  son, Edward.16

Both Ross  and Morgan use a  Signet letter  sent by Edward IV to John Har-
court in  1479  as an example of the  monarch’s  personal control  over  the counties
and his  attention  to detail. It was addressed to  “  oure trustie and welbeloved
squier  John Harcourte one of our ushers of our  Chamber  and of our Receivers,”
rebuking him for tardiness in providing money from the lands in his charge
and adding in autograph post-script: “ John, we pray you faile not  this  oure
writinge  to be accomplisshed.”17

One strange document appears in the  Patent Rolls, dated  8th February,
1482:  “ General pardon to John Harecourt, ‘  bastard ’, late of Staunton

Harecourt, co.  Oxon, ‘ gentilman  ’, alias late of  Whytney, co.  Oxon, esquire,
alias of Swynbroke, co. Oxon.”la Why ‘  bastard ’? The word has not
appeared previously, nor  does  it occur again. Perhaps it refers to yet another
John—even the offspring of Sir  Richard’s third ‘ wife  ’—hence  his absence
from the  will.

Edward IV’s  death  posed problems for John Harcourt. There is  evidence
among the Stonor letters to suggest a certain  hostility between Harcourt and
his friends and Richard of  Gloucester’s  party.  A  letter  dated  16th  April,
[481, written  by Walter  Elmes to Sir  William  Stonor, states:  “  After all  humble

recommendacion  etc.  I  have  spoken with John Harcourt, and he sweryth he
wull  do for yow . . . If ye  have  any certeynte  of  your  men I wuld advyse yow
to come shewe  hit, for my lord of Gloucester, my lord Chamberleyne began,
and now be her your frendys”,“‘ thus  implying a  common  cause  against
Gloucester’s  group who were not  their ‘  frendys’.  Although  Harcourt is
found  assessing subsidies in  April, 1483, as commissioner for the peace in

Oxon  in June, and in  August  is  again  to  assess “  certain subsidies and appoint
collectors for the same ”  with William  Stonor, William  Norreys and Thomas
Delamere, he is  also found with  these  three  knights  rebelling in the October

uprising.20 Richard’s famous declaration on 23rd October from Leicester,
denouncing Dorset  and others  “  who  have  assembled the people by the comfort
of the great  rebel  the  late  duke of  Bukyngham  ", included  “  John Harecourt

of Staunton  ”.21 Although  Harcourt is not mentioned in any list among
those  who escaped to France, a  writ  of mandamus of  26th  October, 1486,
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states  that  he  “ went over  the seas  with  the king and afterwards died  viz.  26
June, 2  Richard III ”22

Harcourt  was  attainted  m  1484  as  “  late of Staunton Squier” ,  and during
1485 his  lands  and  offices  were  given  to Richard  III’s  supporters: John  Cutte,
Anthony Fetyplace and  Viscount Lovell  being the main beneficiaries. Anne,
Harcourt's widow, was granted in January “  a  yearly rent of 20 marks from
all manors and lands in the  county of Oxford in the  king’s  hands by reason
of the minority of Edward, earl of Warwick, son of George, late duke of
Clarence "; while  John's  uncle, Richard, was rewarded for his loyalty by gain-
ing custody of another rebel’s lands.”

However, John’s  son, Robert, was not to be won  over.  There is no record
of his  movements  up to Bosworth, but apparently he  fought  for  Tudor.  The
family histories  maintain  he was standard bearer to Henry, and ‘ the remains
of the  very standard  that  he carried into  battle  on that fateful day hang above
his  tomb  12‘ Henry's standard  bearer  is known to  have  been Sir William
Brandon, but Richard III himself killed  Brandon, and Harcourt may well
have  taken  over  from  that  point of the battle. He was  knighted  in September,
1494, when Prince  Henry was created a companion of the  Bath  and Duke of
York, and was made  a knight  banneret on  22nd  June, 1497, for his brave
conduct at the battle of  Blackheath  against the Cornish insurgents. Sir Robert
had an only son,  John, who died in his father’s lifetime, and four  daughters.
The family property reverted to Sir  Richard Harcourt’s  branch in the personage
of Sir Simon Harcourt.

Why did John rebel in  1483?  Ramsey maintains  that  the revolt was
“in its inception  a  popular movement, as things went in  those  days; that  is
to  say, a  rising of country squires personally connected  either with  Edward
IV, Clarence, the Wydevilles, or the Greys; aided by broken-down. Lancas-
trians; ‘  sanctuary men ’; and the like.”25 John Harcourt’s connections and
his probable state of  mind  can be accounted for in  this grouping.  There seem
to be three major factors which ensured his treason: the old feud  with  the
Stafi‘ords; the  known  links with  other  rebels, and his  hostility to Gloucester.
The feud did not really end till  1486  when Humphrey Stafl‘ord  of Grafton was
beheaded at Tyburn for his part in the first rebellion of  Tudor’s  reign.
Humphrey, and his younger brother  Thomas, were  firm supporters of Richard
III, the former was to  hold  the fords of the Severn  against  his distant  cousin,
the Duke of  Buckingham, in October 1483.  This  involvement  with  Richard’s
cause may well have angered Harcourt. Perhaps equally important  was
Harcourt’s relationship with the other rebels. William Norris was his brother-
in-law, William Stonor was  a  kinsman by marriage, and  Thomas  Delamere
an acquaintance on various commissions. Finally the Stonor letters imply a
personal hostility on the part of this group towards Richard III. All  these
men  had, to  them, justifiable  grievances about the  king and government by
the  early autumn of 1483.
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