
Thomas Woodshawe, ‘Grasiour’ and  Regicide.

RAYMOND J. SKINNER

THREE  DAYS  BEFORE THE BATTLE OF Boswon'm, Henry, Earl of Richmond, with his
largely makeshift army, was in the vicinity of  Tamworth  in Staffordshire and
preparing, with some trepidation, to face the considerably more powerful army of
Richard  III, whose forces were assembling at Leicester. As part of his following
Henry Tudor had brought with him about 300 of his personal supporters  — the
remnants of the Lancastrian and Woodville parties, who had shared his exile in
Brittany and France. In this  company was Sir Robert Willoughby, soon to be one
of Henry’s commanders at Bosworth, and owner of the manor of Bere Ferrets, near
Plymouth, who was later  created  Lord Willoughby de Broke for his services; he
was accompanied by Henry Ley, his tenant and a man-at-arms.

Apart from the reinforcements, principally those of  Rhys  ap Thomas and  Rhys
Fawr ap Maredydd, which came in during his march through Wales, Henry Tudor
had  also  recently gathered  a  few more followers in Shropshire and  from
Staffordshire. At Tamworth he was joined by the younger John  Savage  and others,
‘with  a  choice band’. It is likely that one of this band may have been  a  Thomas
Woodshawe, subsequently described as  a  ‘grasiour of Tamworth’.‘ Woodshawe’s
family were perhaps tenants of the nearby Middleton Hall estate owned by the
Willoughby family?  Thomas must  have had soldiering as well as pastoral
capabilities, for he was  soon to play a  leading part in the death of Richard III on the
22  August  1485  — a  part  which  is attested to by a document recently discovered in
the Wiltshire County Record Office, Trowbridge, and known as the  Declaracion  of
the  Family of Ley.3

The  Declaracion  is  a  history and pedigree of the Ley family,  servants of the
Willoughbys at Bere Ferrets, who later removed to Wiltshire as did their master,
Lord Broke, after 1485. The Declaracion was commissioned circa 1610, by James
Ley, first Earl of Marlborough, and a lord  chief  justice of England.‘l As well as
being a noted lawyer and administrator, James Ley was a prominent member of the
Elizabethan  Society of Antiquaries and an avid collector of manuscripts;5 as such,

he had a keen interest in the eventful history of his forebears,6 one of  whom,  a great
great-grandfather, the Henry Ley mentioned above, was present at  Boswonh  Field,
like the subject of this paper, Thomas Woodshawe. From the Declaracion we learn
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that  Henry Ley,
was a man at Armes, on the part of the Earle  against  the Kinge, and was

neere about  the Earles  person, At  such  time  as the  Kinge  was slaine by
one  Thomas  Woodshawe,.7

Although no satisfactory contemporary account  of the battle exists, most
sources seem to agree  that  it was Sir William  Stanley’s  army, and its intervention
at a crucial stage, which led to Richard’s downfall. According to the  most  recent
skilful reconstmction of events,“ Henry Tudor and Sir William were probably 'in
fairly close positions on the  battlefield; Henry and his retinue  to‘the  West (of the
marshy ground), and  Stanley to the south on higher ground.9 Henry’s vanguard,
which constituted the principal part of his army, seems to  have  been reinforced
with  four knights and a small  contingent  of men lent to him by Lord Stanley before
the battle.‘0 When  Henry's bodyguard had to bear the brunt of King Richard’s
headlong assault, some of Sir  John Savage’s  small contingent, among them
perhaps Woodshawe, were probably involved in this part of the action. Assailed by
the full force of Richard’s charge, Henry Tudor's position was looking increasingly
desperate  when  William Stanley made his decisive intervention on the Earl’s
behalf, ‘coming down at  a banke’.” If, as the  Declaracion  of Ley says, Henry Ley
was  ‘neere  about the Earles  person’, then-he would also  have been in the thick of

this  fighting. The  Declaracion  seems to imply strongly that  Henry Ley was an
actual witness of Woodshawe’ s actions when the King and‘his  bodyguard finally
succumbed to the  weight  of numbers surrounding them.

Although  the  Declaracion  which  describes  Woodshawe’ 5 act was not itself
written until about  1610,125  years  after  the event, the truth of the statement
therein need not be doubted on such grounds. There is, in fa'ct, eVidence  'in the

Declaracion  that  Woodshawe was a distant relation, by marriage, to the Earl of
Marlborough who had the history and pedigree prepared (see pedigrees). In the
relevant passage;l2 it is  stated that  James Ley’s  mother was

one of the daughters of Walter SeymOre and of Anne his wief  [daughter
of  Vanns  (or  Vanns) of  Southampton, and the widowe of  Thomas
Woodshawe. '3

James Ley would  thus  seem to be recording a  story well-known' m his family,
in which an ancestor of  some  notoriety had been concerned. In further defence of
the  Declaracion, it may be said to  have  proved remarkably accurate in its historical
and genealogical detail over the period of time, 1295-1608, which it covers  — a  fact
perhaps only to  be‘expected from the concern for truth and probity shown by its
lawyer-author."'In the last analysis there is only James Ley’s-word  that
Woodsh’awe 'was present at Bosworth, but it is certainly true  that  Sir Rébert
Willoughby took  a  leading part in the battle," and there seems no reason to doubt
that  Henry Ley, his man-at—arms, was also there with his master. Moreover, it
seems difficult to believe  that  such  a  prominent justiciary and supporter of the
establishment as James Ley would wish to “claim an ancestor who could be
described as  a  regicide Unless  this  was a true story.

Whoever killed‘Richard III at Bosworth  — and  there  have  been  other
suggestions as to the persons responsible" — one would expect that  such a  person,
so closely involved in removing a  king considered by many to be  a  usurper, would
receive  some' official recognition from a relieved and grateful Tudor. In
Woodshawe’s case this did happen, and within less  than  a month after the battle
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for, on 20 September 1485, he was made  bailiff  of the lordship of Berkeswell,
Warwickshire, and keeper of the park there for life, ‘during pleasure’.” The

significance of this grant may be judged by the  fact  that  it was one of the first
rewards to  a  supporter at the outset of Henry VH’s  reign, sharing this primacy of
notice with the members of the  Savage  family.” It may perhaps be considered
strange that  no mention is made in the award of  Woodshawe’s  actual deed, but as
regicide was not normally something to reward, mention of  this  may have  been
deliberately omitted; for various reasons neither Henry Tudor, nor  Thomas, might
have  wished there to be  a  too specific statement as to Woodshawe’s actions."

Several further references have  been  discovered bearing on  Thomas
Woodshawe’s subsequent career: about five months after the  battle  of Stoke in
1487, he was appointed escheator for Staffordshire.” Is it possible  that  this may
have  been a reward for some part played in this action, or perhaps for  some
incidental intelligence-gathering for Henry VII during this period of unrest for the
new administration  ?  Woodshawe is recorded as having carried out two
inquisitions. at this period, one of which, unusually, was upon John Roggers, ‘lately
of Fryfolk' m  the county of Southampton, esquire. ’2' This, in Woodshawe’ 5  case,
provides a useful link,- which may have existed  even  before the inquisition, with
the Hampshire/Southamptoq area  where he was later to live.

Woodshawe’ s gradual rise  from  yeoman-farmer  status  to “gentleman seems to

be confirmed in 1495, by mention of him as  a  ‘gentleman usher of the  chamber’;
this on the occasion of issue of a licence to import a quantity of Gascon wine into
England with John Carre, another gentleman usher.“ It can thus be shown that

Woodshawe was at Henry VII’s  court during the closing years of the  fifteenth
century, an important period during which the King was engaged on  a  radical

reorganisation of his household. In January 1495, Sir William Stanley, the Lord
Chamberlain was

arraigned  for treasonable communication  with  the Pretender, Perkin
Warbeck...At the  same  time, John,  Lord  Fitzwalter, the  Lord

Steward...was also  implicated  in the affair. So Henry had been betrayed

by both head  officers of his household.zJ
Henry therefore decided to set up a  new department of the Chamber, the

Secret, or Privy Chamber, in the endeavour to distance himself from faction
politics, and the  better  to preserve the privacy which he  above  all kings cherished.
He consequently staffed  his Privy Chamber with relatively unimportant servants
who could not dabble in politics and  whose  business was to render efficient
personal service; but who might  also  be employed on commissions or errands
outside the court itself .24

Other appointees seems to have  taken  over Woodshawe’s posts at Berkeswell
and in Staffordshire in l491-3;’-s but later, in 1.501, Christopher Clapeham, another
gentleman usher, was granted the office of porter of the  town  of Berwick, ‘as fully
as Thomas Woodshawe lately held  the office’. 2‘ If  this  assignment was not one
merely carried out by a deputy, it is  interesting to speculate on the choice of
Woodshawe for this area at  a  time, c.  1496- 7, when Warbeck and James IV of
Scotland were  active  in the north of England on behalf of the former’s pretensions.

By 1501 Woodshawe was appointed to  carry out the duties of collecting the
great custom, petty custom and subsidies in the port of Southampton.” Although,
again he would not necessarily have had to be domiciled in Southampton to fulfil
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this appointment, it seems  that, in 1504, Woodshawe did in fact  lease  a large
dwelling-house in the  town  until about 1509.23 During this period'he seems to  have
become involved  with  John (later Sir John) Dawtrey in some sort of disturbance in
the city, for the two men are bound over to keep the peace. 1’ Dawtrey had been
appointed  overseer of the customs about. six months after  Woodshawe' s
appontment”. — perhaps there was some friction between them. .

It is not known  exactly when Thomas  Woodshawe first married, but m
Staffordshire  pedigrees  there  is mention of an Elizabeth Leveson, daughter of
James Leveson of Wolverhampton (f1.1490), marrying a Woodshawe
(unfortunately no forename is given)" This  possible marrige could be seen to
coincide with Woodshawe’s first steps up the ladder of  petty officialdom. It has
also  not been possible to establish a date of birth for Woodshawe, but if he did
indeed  fight  at Boswonh this  might  perhaps be estimated at- -1460- 5. ’2 As already
seen, one of Woodshawe’ s inquiries as escheator links him with his later area of
operation, Hampshire, Wiltshire and Somerset, and it appears to  have  been in
Somerset or Wiltshire  that  he made  a  second marriage to Grace Hugyns, c.1495.
By this marriage there was  a  son, also  Thomas, who-is named in an inquisition as
one of the two heirs of  Grace’s  father, Henry Hugyns.” Grace had apparently died
before the inquisition of June 1505, in which  Thomas’s  son-is said to be ‘10 years
and-more’.  Her  moiety of the property, mainly in the parish of -Downton,‘near
Salisbury, descended to Woodshawe’s.son  — but only after  a  law suit-to-establish
the-legitimacy of his descent."1

Thomas’s  third marriage, to-Anne  Vanns; probably occurred soon after his
appointment as customer of Southampton in 1501, for Anne 1s described as of  that
place. ’5 Further glimpses of  Woodshawe’ 5 career  at this period' In the county of
Southampton, as it was then  known, can be gained from the  patent  rolls of 1508
when he formed part of  a  commission, with the Abbot of Quarr, Sir John Pownde,
Sir Amias Paulet, Sir Nicholas Wadeham and others in the Isle of Wight to enquire
of concealed lands and wardships. ’5 .

Bearing in mind the rarity of occurrence of the Woodshawe name, ’7
confirmation  that  all the aforementioned offices were held by one and the same
person can be established by a  pardon of February 1509 before Henry VII's  death:

-  .  Pardon and release to  Thomas  Woodshawe  of  Southampton,  ‘gentilman'
late  collector‘of customs and subsidies in the port of  Southampton  and '  .
late  escheator in the  county of Stafford,  alias  of  Staunelynch, Co. Wilts?B

‘  In  a  pardon of the first year of Henry VIII, he is described in the  same  terms,
and also as ‘of Berkeswell, Warwick’. 3’ Woodshawe may have  found it prudent to
buy such pardons in anticipation of any proceedings  against  him by a_ new King.
As has been said a propos of Sir  Thomas  More,

. When gifted and  loyal  servants  like Empson, Dudley, Wolsey‘and
. Cromwell could be disgraced and destroyed on blatantly unjust

...charges ..because  they had- incurred  the- -King’s  displeasure it was
obvious  that  no one was  safe. ‘° ‘ -

The memory of the  fate  of Empson and Dudley, the late King’ 5notorious legal
advisers and tax gatherers, would have been fresh m  Woodshawe’ s  mind. their
arrest on charges of ‘constructive treason’ ,although evidently a  fabrication, led to
their exechtion in 1510.  Such  could be the  high price  paid by over-zealous
enforcers of Henry VlI's tax policies.“l '
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In September 1510, Woodshawe was granted an annuity of £20. ‘during
pleasure’, out of the customs of the port of Southampton.‘2 This seems to  have
marked the  close  of his career as  a  royal servant, after which he retired to live on
his manor of Standlynch, near Salisbury." As a gentleman usher he would at first
sight appear to have had good opportunities to improve and consolidate his
financial status, but

all the  household  servants shared the general  problem  of how to  give

some  permanence to their gains. Annuities and  offices  were at  best  held
for life, more  commonly until  a  change  of king or the  recipient’s

departure from the household.  Given  the relatively modest background  of
many household  men, the  loss  of  such grants could be  a  major financial
blow.“

Woodshawe, like  other  unfortunates of his calling, died in impecunious
circumstances, for it  could  be an expensive business to  maintain  the appearances
necessary for court life. According to  statements made by his wife, Anne, he died
intestate, probably in 1512."5 She, as his administratrix, was immediately faced
with a law suit to recover an alleged  debt  of £74 for clothes which  Woodshawe  had
ordered before his death from a London tailor, John Gerveys, and  a  bond  given  on
his behalf to William  Botry, a  prosperous mercer.“ That  Woodshawe possessed
nothing like this vast sum of money (for  those  days) was  attested  in  Anne’s
deposition to the court, in which she  stated that  her husband had  left  only £4 Os 10d
at his death.“7 -

The matter seems not to  have  been resolved, even by 1520, when  Anne, on this

occasion as plaintiff, complained  that  henchmen of the London creditors had
broken into her house at Standlynch and robbed her of a silver goblet and  spoons:

[they] hath  comcn to the dwellynge  howse  of  your  seide  beseecher in a
place  called Standinch in the parish of  Downtun  in the Countie of
Wyldsher, [0n] monday after the  Annuncyacion  of Owre Ladie the xij
yere  of the reyne of  cure  Sovereyn Lorde the  Kinge  and force brake her

seid [?  howse] her cupberds and  take  away from her  a  silver  goblet and
silvre spouse and other moveable goods to her  greate  losse and

hevynesse...[and] not contents with the foreseide vexacion and treble  butt

manaseth and  thretcth  yore  besecher  [who] is  butt  a pore  Woman  nott
able  to  helpe  herselfe nor her pore childer to ther  undoyng in  thes  worlde

unelesse yr goode and gracious lordeship [illegible] in her  behalf."
Presumably the slow process of the law had caused Woodshawe’s creditors to

take  more drastic action in the effort to obtain some satisfaction.
The extent of  Woodshawe’s indebtedness to  John  Gerveys and William Botry

may perhaps indicate that he was involved  —  albeit unsuccessfully —  in  a  measure
of merchant adventuring, either on his own account, or as an  agent  for  others  — a
useful sideline to his activities as  a  royal  servant.  Woodshawe would appear to
have  been well  placed  to act in this  capacity through his oportunities for
widespread contacts in the  north, the midlands, and in the  south  of the country, not
least in London. The mention of importation of  Gascon  wine  would  seem to
suggest some commerce of this nature. In any event, to incur debts of perhaps
£4,000, in  today’s  terms, would seem hardly credible if concerned solely with
clothes for himself.

In the  nature  of an epilogue to the story of the Woodshawes at Standlynch, it is
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probably coincidental, but nonetheless intriguing,  that  Richard Gerveys, alderman
and sheriff of the City of London, a  wealthy member of the  Mercers’ Company and
its master in 1544 and 1551, purchased the  estate of Britford, near Salisbury, from
George, Earl of Huntingdon, who had married Anne, daughter and co-heiress of
Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham.49 (Britford is the adjoining parish to  that  of
Downton where the Woodshawes lived at Standlynch). According to their family
history, the Gerveys are said to have originated from Kidderminster on the
Worcestershire/Staffordshire border, and Richard Gerveys is credited with having
founded the family fortunes.’0 No definite connection, however, has been
established with the John Gerveys, haberdasher, to  whom  Woodshawe was
indebted. It seems likely, nevertheless, that  some family connection may have
existed.

Thomas  Woodshawe was probably born in Staffordshire, traditionally an area
of strong pro-Lancastrian sympathies and, subsequently, of anti-Richard III
feelings. Woodshawe’s later activities in Somerset and Hampshire, and his
domicile in  south  Wiltshire, would have also ensured that he continued to operate
in  a  region which had  a  similar political bias. It seems to be  a  reasonable
assumption that, prior to Bosworth, Woodshawe had certain links  with  Wiltshire:
his father-in-law, Henry Hugyns, and the manor of Standlynch. At the time of
Buckingham’s rebellion the Wiltshire aristocracy, together  with  many of the lesser
gentry such as Hugyns and William  Colyngboume, had been strong supporters of
the Edwardian Yorkist monarchy. These  men’s  disgust at Richard  III’s  usurpation
and rumoured murder of his nephews created  a  climate of unrest which, paralleled
in other areas  such  as  Kent  and in the West country, nevertheless found in
Wiltshire by far the greatest number of rebels indicted by Parliament after the
rebellion."

As  a  consequence of the revolt Richard was forced to import many
Northemers  to fill the  gaps  in his local administration caused by defections and
attainders; this merely exacerbated the ill-feeling amongst  the local  populace, who
were used to being ruled by their own aristocracy. The possible contributory factor
of Henry Stafford’s execution in Salisbury after the rebellion, and his alleged
burial in nearby Britford church  — 21 Stafford  manor  — must have made the church
something of  a  shrine, and provided further focus for the hatred of  a  King who had
executed the charismatic  Duke  in so summary a  fashion.52 The savage nature of
Colyngboume’s butchery on Tower Hill in the following yea; can  also have  done
little to reconcile Wiltshire men to Richard  III.  In such a deadly and provocative
ambience it is not surprising that  Woodshawe, like others, determined to ‘throw in
his  lot’ with Henry Tudor’s forces when  they marched towards  Bosworth.

It has not been discovered where Woodshawe died, but it would seem most
likely that  this occurred at Standlynch; and he would probably have been buried in
the spacious church of the ancient borough of Downton, as no church then existed
at remote and inaccessible Standlynch. Cut off from the west by the River  Avon
and its water meadows and with only rudimentary communications from other
directions, it is likely that the river itself would have offered the  easiest  route for  a
funeral cortége  — also a suitably impressive last journey for one who had been
close to  some  of the events which shaped a new ruling dynasty.
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Boswonh,  Standlynch  seems  to  have reverted  to Henry Hugyns,  Woodshawe's  eventual  falher-in-law,  and
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NOTES AND REFERENCES TO PEDIGREES.
A: Thomas  Woodshawe,  for his three meninges, see notes 31 .33 and 35.

Thomas  Woodshawe  junior, for marriage and  issue  see  Visimrions  of Somerset  — 1531  &  1573,  ed.
F.W.Weaver.  Exeter 1885, pedigree of  Horsey,  p.35;  Will of John  Horsey,  PRO.,  PROB  “/33,  f. 212,
PCC 15 Coode,  1550.

B. Seymer. see  Declaracion  of Ley,  p.15;  Will of Stephen  Seymer,  PRO..  PROB.  11/14, f. 158, PCC 20
Holgmvc.  1504.

C:  Ley.  see  Declaration  of Ley.  p.15.

PEDIGREE A. Woodshawe

(?)3.  Anne Vanns = Thomas  Woodshawe = (?)2. Grace  Hugyns,

of Southampton of Standlynch, Wilts. l dau.  of  Henry

Thomas = Jone  Horsey,  dau.  of  John  of

Martin.  Wills.  (Hulchins,  Vis.  of

Somerset,  vol. 3 p.35).

John I  Dorothy

PEDIGREE B. Seymer

Stephen  Seymer. = Agnes Goodfellowg,

lawyer,  of Wilton,  Wilts.  d.  l504 dau.  of  John  of Ffulkinge,  Oxon.

Johann Walter  Seymer  of  =  Anne Vanns, Thomas Edmunde

Berwick  St. John, widow of

Wills. Thos.Woodshnwe

Pmteis =  John Gawen of Dyonisia ‘ = Henry Ley

Norringlon,  Wilts. d. 1589

PEDIGREE C. Ley

Henry Ley = Dyonisia Seymer
of  Teffont Ewias. Wilts.  d. 1574

William Mathewe John James Ley,
d.  I624 d. l632 d.  1604 first Earl  of Marlborough.

d.  1628
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