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The Regime of Isabella and Mortimer 1326-1330 

ABSTRACT 

The rule of the Despensers was brought to an end in 1326 by a 

coalition of magnates, churchmen and Londoners, drawn together by the 

invasion of Isabella and Mortimer. A carefully orchestrated demand 

for the removal of Edward II led to his deposition and ultimately to 

his murder at Mortimer's direction. 

Power was centralised in the hands of Isabella and Mortimer who 

took no steps to broaden the basis of their government. While return­

ing confiscated lands to their supporters, they offered them little 

else in the way of reward but accumulated land to their own use, Crown 

land in the case of Isabella and an empire on the Welsh March in the 

case of Mortimer. Disillusioned by this and by their exclusion from 

government, the constituent parts of the coalition fell apart. 

Active opposition which had begun in Edward II's lifetime culmin­

ated in Lancaster's abortive rebellion of 1328-29. The effective 

suppression of this meant that opposition was stifled by the imposi­

tion of recognisances and because several barons fled abroad. This 

success merely served to increase Mortimer's arrogance and in 1330 he 

successfully engineered the downfall of Edward III's uncle, the earl 

of Kent. 

In foreign affairs, the failure of the Weardale campaign against 

the Scots and the unpopular peace of Northampton, coupled with a tem­

porising and indecisive policy towards France over the questions of 

Gascony and homage, increased hostility towards the government. At 

home violent unrest continued and an improvident and irresponsible 

attitude to national finance involved heavy borrowing at a time when 

Mortimer lived in extravagant state. 
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Faced by this misgovernment and fearing that Mortimer now aimed 

at royal power, Edward III built his own supporting group around him. 

When the opportunity came he struck swiftly at Mortimer, sending him 

to execution and Isabella into retirement. 
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By the late summer of 1326 it was clear that the invasion which 

had seemed a possibility since Queen Isabella and her son Prince 

Edward had allied themselves to Roger Mortimer and the other English 

exiles on the continent would not be long delayed. The insolent 

oppression of the Despensers• rule continued unabated. Without the 

support of the magnates, the clergy and the community of the realm 

their regime was too narrowly based to last. It had no roots in the 

country and no steps were taken to create new ones.1 Abroad first in 

France and then in Hainault, Isabella and Mortimer tried to raise and 

equip a force which would quickly ensure the collapse of the Despen-

sers' government. When they met with little active support in Paris 

from the Queen's brother, King Charles IV, the exiles made their way 

to the court of the Count of Hainault at Valenciennes where they were 

warmly received not only by the Count himself but also by his brother, 

John of Hainault, who promised to do all in his power to restore 

Isabella and her son to their rightful position as Queen and heir 

respectively of Edward II from which they were excluded. 2 

Rumours of a projected military expedition against England had 

been rife as early as January 1326 but such an invasion was discounted 

by Henry of Eastry, the usually well-informed Prior of Christ Church, 

1 The most recent examination of the Despensers• regime is to be 
found in Natalie Fryde, The Tyranny and Fall of Edward II 1321-
1326 (Cambridge 1979); Mark Buck, Politics, Finance and the 
Church in the Reign of Edward II (Cambridge 1983); and Nigel 
Saul, 'The Despensers and the Downfall of Edward II', E.H.R. 
xcix (1984), pp. 1-33. 

2 It was reported in England that large sums of money were sent to 
the French nobles to induce them to arrest the Queen and her son 
and send them to England. The Chronicle of Lanercost, 1272-1346, 
translated, Sir Herbert Maxwell, Bart (Glasgow 1913), p. 250. 
For Hainault see: Chronique de Jean le Bel, ed. J. Viard and 
E. Deprez, vol. i (Paris 1904), p. 16. 
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have been reassuring, bringing with it the hope of. further defections 

for during the first few days all must depend on those who came in to 

identify themselves as opponents of the Despensers. The fact that 

Isabella had her son, the young Prince Edward, with her created an 

encouraging rallying point while the determination of the men who had 

accompanied her, Roger Mortimer, John Cromwell, Thomas Roscelyn and 

William Trussel, was not in doubt. The loyalty of John of Hainault 

and his mercenaries was guaranteed by the enormous financial advan-

tages which they stood to gain. 

Isabella spent the first night at Walton while the ships were 

speedily unloaded and sent away thus cutting off any chance of retreat 

should things go wrong. But the failure of any of the King's forces 

to oppose the landing or to prevent the subsequent advance in-land 

merely emphasises that loyalty to the Crown and the government was 

practically non-existent. The Bury annalist suggests that Robert de 

Waterville, who had been instructed to hold the coast at Walton, fled 

with his men. It is quite clear that he completely failed to obey his 

instructions to resist Mortimer's landing and that even though he was 

married to Despenser's niece he very quickly transferred his support 

to the invaders.1 Other steps taken by the King to protect the east 

coast also failed. On 16 September, Robert de Leyburn had been appoin-

ted admiral of the fleet of Yarmouth to cover the area north of the 

Thames while ten days later Stephen de Abingdon had been appointed 

1 Waterville's obvious self interest is examined: Nigel Saul, 'The 
Despensers and the Downfall of Edward II', E.H.R. xcix (1984), 
pp. 13-15. Memorials of St. Edmund's Abbey, op. cit., p. 328. 
Waterville is named as one of those present at Bristol, a month 
later, when Prince Edward was chosen keeper of the realm so that 
he could govern in his father's name. C.C.R. 1323-27, p. 655. 
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constable of the nearby Pleshey Castle in Essex. Neither of these 

men made any move to protect the King's interests. 1 

It is not clear when news of Isabella's landing reached Edward 

II who was at the Tower of London. The Annales Paulini states that 

one of the Queen's ships sailed round to the Thames after unloading 

and that the sailors thus reported her arrival. 2 The news certainly 

spread fairly quickly. On 27 September orders were sent to the 

counties that men should be arrayed and brought to the King; their 

wages should be paid by the respective sheriffs until the men actually 

reached the King when the Wardrobe would take over responsibility for 

them.3 This was merely the beginning of what must have been a period 

of frantic and in fact fruitless activity. It looks almost as if 

panic had set in for orders were dispatched in rapid succession. Be-

fore news of Waterville's treachery could have reached London, further 

orders were sent to him containing instructions that the men of the 

eastern counties should be levied and the rebels pursued remorselessly. 

Every assistance was to be given by the arrayers in the area. Else-

where the sheriffs were ordered to forbid by proclamation the giving 

of any assistance to the rebels while throughout the country all 

letters from the rebels were to be intercepted and sent unopened to 

h K
. 4 t e 1.ng. 

1 C.P.R. 1324-27, p. 321; C.F.R. 1319-27, p. 417. 

2 Annales Paulini, op. cit. 

3 C.P.R. 1324-27, pp. 327-8. 

4 C.P.R. 1324-27, p. 327; Foedera, conventiones, litterae et cujus­
cunque generis Acta Publica 1.nter Reges Angl1.ae et al1.os quosv1.s 
Imperatores, Reges, Pontifices, Principes vel Communitates, ed. 
Thomas Rymer, vol. II, Pars I (London 1818), p. 643. 
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drawing from London. Edward had apparently sought military help from 

the Londoners, but received so ambivalent a reply that although he 

ordered the Tower to be fortified, he moved to Westminster as a pre-

1 liminary to departing westwards. Since the Despensers had built an 

empire for themselves in South Wales the King may well have felt that 

he would be safest there; on the other hand since Mortimer wielded 

influence on the Welsh March, the scene of conflict in the winter of 

1321-22, the Despensers may well have thought that the present battle-

ground would be there. Certainly an order was sent on 2 October to 

John Inge, keeper of Mortimer's castle at Wigmore, to remain there and 

to defend it against any possible attacks by Mortimer or his suppor­

ters.2 Isabella and Mortimer did indeed advance westwards, but only 

behind the King who was increasingly forced onto the defensive as his 

forces failed to materialise. Furthermore by abandoning London, Edward 

opened the way for Isabella and Mortimer's supporters in the City to 

take control when the authorities had already ignored overtures from 

the Queen because the King was in London. 

Briefly, however, at the beginning of October Edward lay west of 

London, first at Acton, then at Ruislip. 3 But the sense of urgency 

was still there. The treasurer, Archbishop Melton of York, was ordered 

to make funds available to pay the men whom John de Warenne, Earl of 

Surrey was leading against the rebels; a special clerk was detailed to 

1 Walsingham, p. 180. For the urgent fortification of the Tower, 
'Et ceo en nul manere ne lessez' ordered on 30 September see 
Memoranda Roll 1326-7, no. 201, p. 35. The Court at Westminster, 
1 October, E.lOl/382/1, Household Expenses, 20 Edward II. 

2 c.c.R. 1323-27, p. 649. 

3 Details of Edward's movements may be traced in the Roll of House­
hold Expenses, E.lOl/382/1. 
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contained a request that the Despensers should be arrested, was found 

fixed to the cross at Cheapside at dawn, while other copies appeared 

in the windows of individual houses1 thus indicating a strong support 

for the Queen in the City while emphasising the government's miscal-

culation in leaving London to be exploited by the pro-Mortimer party 

led by Richard Bethune. 

The accounts of the chroniclers imply that the invading army was 

well organised and that the soldiers did little damage as they passed 

by except when they came across property belonging to Despenser sup-

porters. So at Baldock the brother of the Chancellor, Robert Baldock, 

was arrested and his goods destroyed; in other cases goods were appro­

priated to the use of the army whose resources were clearly limited.2 

At the next stopping place, Dunstaple, the Queen was joined by Henry 

of Lancaster, Earl of Leicester, younger brother of Thomas of Lancaster 

the leader of the 1322 rebellion. A few days previously Henry's men 

had had a lucky encounter at Leicester Abbey when Sir John Vaux, who 

was on his way to the Elder Despenser with his master's treasure and 

household equipment, was ambushed. The valuables he was carrying were 

seized and their use thus denied to the King. 3 They were used instead 

for the maintenance of the Queen's forces. By 10 October Lancaster's 

defection was known to the King for on that day orders were issued for 

the seizure of his castles and lands in the Welsh March. It seems that 

resistance was expected for there were instructions to use the county 

posse should it prove necessary. 4 

1 Chronica Monasterii de Melsa, II, ed. E.A. Bond, R.S. (1867), p. 
351. 

2 Annales Paulini, pp. 314-5. 

3 Chronicon Henrici Knighton, I, ed. J.R. Lumby, R.S. (1889), p. 435. 

4 C.F.R. 1319-27, p. 419. 
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Meanwhile, with the added morale boost of Lancaster's arrival, 

Isabella moved on to her former castle of Wallingford. From there 

on 15 October a manifesto was issued in her name and in that of her 

son and of the Earl of Kent. It spoke of the grave wounds inflicted 

on the Church and realm by the government of Hugh Despenser and Robert 

Baldock. The Church had been despoiled, the Crown diminished, the 

nobility without cause put to death, imprisoned or exiled. The com-

mon people had been burdened by heavy taxes and despoiled by tallage. 

So now Isabella and her supporters had come to lift these oppressions 

and to maintain the honour of the Church, the Crown and the realm. 

That this might more speedily be achieved she appealed to all who 

could to hasten to join her.l The attack is thus directed against 

the Despensers. The King is badly advised and those he counts his 

friends are really enemies to him and to God. As yet the King himself 

does not appear to be a target even though the unreliable chronicler 

Geoffrey le Baker reports a sermon preached by Adam Orleton at Oxford 

a few days later which could be construed as either an attack on the 

Despenser government or on the Crown. This sermon which he reports as 

being listened to by the Queen, Prince Edward, Mortimer and other sup-

porters was on the text, 'My head is sick'. However, both the Historia 

Roffensis and the Chronicle of Lanercost attribute this text as belong-

ing to a sermon preached by Bishop Stratford of Winchester to the 

parliament assembled at Westminster the following January. 2 

1 Foedera II, i, p. 645 • 

. 2 Le Baker, p. 23; Historia Roffensis ab anno 1314 ad 1350 Willelmi 
de Dene, ed. H. Wharton, Anglia Sacra I (London 1691), p. 367; 
Lanercost, p. 255. The text: Caput meum doleo is II Kings Chapter 
4, verse 19. Orleton speaking in 1334 claimed that his text on 
this occasion was Genesis Chapter 3, verse 15. See: Haines, The 
Church and Politics in Fourteenth Century England, p. 165. 
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resources but few men; 1 Lundy might be a springboard but hardly an 

ideal rallying point while Ireland, where Mortimer had extensive 

estates, could not have held very encouraging prospects. Yet the 

Lanercost Chronicler suggests that from Ireland the King might have 

gone to Scotland and tried to regain his throne with the help of an 

Irish-Scots army. It seems that he had already written to the Scots 

offering to give up his claims to Scotland and promising to hand over 

parts of northern England to Robert Bruce the Scots' king in return 

for help.2 In the event the King and his companions were blown back 

on to the shores of Glamorgan and after disembarking at Cardiff abor-

tive attempts began again to rally support. On 27 October instruc-

tions were sent for commissions of array to raise the whole population 

in the Lordships of Usk, Neath and Abergavenny, and two days later 

from Caerphilly orders were sent out for the raising of forces in 

Pembroke, Gower, Haverford and Glamorgan. Further north on the March 

in the area of the confiscated Mortimer lands, the sheriffs received 

orders to give every assistance to those entrusted with the task of 

suppressing any sign of rebellion. 3 

But the King's orders were not met with instant obedience. His 

earlier instructions concerning Henry of Lancaster's lands had not 

been effective. On 20 October his nephew, Hugh, son of the younger 

1 The King's clerk, John de Langton delivered the huge sum of 
£29,000 from the Exchequer to the King about 20 October. Memo­
randa Roll, 1326-7, No. 212, p. 36. 

2 Lanercost, p. 253. Ranald Nicholson, 'A Sequel to Edward Bruce's 
Invasion of Ireland', Scottish Historical Review, xlii (1963), pp. 
30-40, records under the date 6 February 1327 the payment of 40s. 
to a Friar for expenses on a mission from Ireland to Scotland 
touching the King's business. For further referenae to this point 
see below: P·Z03. 

3 C.P.R. 1324-27, pp. 333-34; C.F.R. 1319-27, p. 421. 
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the mares on his journey that they cast their foals. 1 

The arrival of Isabella's army at Bristol trapped Despenser and 

his forces in the town and castle. His isolation was increased by 

the King's withdrawal from Chepstow and by 26 October the town and 

castle had both surrendered and the Elder Despenser was in Isabella's 

hands. 2 The invaders now immediately took steps to rationalise their 

position with regard to the government of the realm. However, the 

Great and Privy Seals and the apparatus of government still remained 

in the King's hands. Accordingly at a meeting held at Bristol in the 

presence of the Queen and her son, described in the official memoran-

dum as Duke of Aquitaine, the bishops and magnates who now included 

the Archbishop of Dublin, bishops Stratford of Winchester, Burghersh, 

Hotham and Orleton as well as the King's brothers the earls of Norfolk 

and Kent, Henry of Lancaster, Thomas Wake, Henry Beaumont and Robert 

Waterville and other knights and barons, chose Prince Edward to be 

keeper of the realm. He was to rule in the name of his father who was 

declared to have left the realm without rule by leaving the government 

in the hands of the Younger Despenser and Baldock. Since no other seal 

was available he was obliged to use his Privy Seal as Duke of Aquitaine 

and this was given into the custody of the Queen's clerk, Robert Wyville. 

This was done, so it was said, with the assent of the community of the 

1 The complaints referred to the stealing of geese and ducks at Slim­
bridge; to the breaking down of the doors of barns and a chapel and 
to the wasting of oats and the theft of wheat, pigs and cattle. Sir 
John Smyth of Nibley, The Berkeley Manuscripts. The Lives of the 
Berkeleys from 1066-1618, I, ed. J. Maclean, Bristol and Glouces­
tershire Archaeological Society (Gloucester 1883), pp. 281-82. 

2 Le Bel states that the town wished to surrender saving the life 
and limb of those within, but that Isabella was determined to sec­
ure Despenser's person and the town was obliged to agree. Le Bel, 
p. 23. 
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realm; but it is difficult to conjecture who the community of the 

realm might be if it were not the magnates, bishops and knights of 

the Queen's company. It seems highly unlikely that the citizens of 

Bristol, a few soldiers in the retinues of the magnates or household 

servants could have played any part in what must at the best have 

been a hastily improvised meeting summoned to buttress the legality 

of an act of rebellion.1 

The following day the Elder Despenser appeared before a court 

presided over by William Trusse1. 2 In the presence of Henry of Lan-

caster, the Earls of Norfolk and Kent, Roger Mortimer and other 

magnates, Thomas Wake read the indictment. Forbidden to answer the 

charges, Despenser was adjudged worthy of death by those present for 

encouraging the illegal government of the previous years, for enrich-

ing himself at the expense of other peoples' lands, for despoiling 

the Church and for involvement in the baseless execution of Thomas 

of Lancaster in 1322. 3 It may have been this last charge which sealed 

his fate for the Bury annalist remarks, perhaps not entirely convinc-

ingly, that Isabella wished to save him but was dissuaded from such a 

course by Lancaster's friends. 4 Without further delay Despenser was 

1 C.C.R. 1323-27, p. 655. It is interesting to note that the name 
of Roger Mortimer does not appear amongst those of the other 
magnates. It is hard to believe that he took no part in the 
proceedings. This is, however, an indication of the difficulties 
involved in unravelling the precise part which Mortimer played in 
affairs. 

2 Trussel was a devoted supporter of Thomas of Lancaster and had 
fought at Boroughbridge before fleeing abroad. J.R. Maddicott, 
Thomas of Lancaster 1307-1322 (Oxford 1970), pp. 59-60. 

3 Annales Paulini, pp. 317-18; Le Bel, p. 23. 

4 Memorials of St. Edmund's Abbey, II, p. 328. 
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drawn, hanged and beheaded outside Bristol Castle. His head was sent 

for display to Winchester, the town from which he had taken his title.l 

But Despenser was not the first of Edward's ministers to fall. 

The traditionally turbulent Londoners had taken the opportunity of the 

breakdown in government to settle a few accounts. The first signs of 

active unrest had appeared in London nearly a month before. Following 

receipt of the news of Isabella's landing, Archbishop Reynolds had 

appeared before the clergy and people of the City in St. Paul's Cathe-

dral. There, in the presence of the Bishops of London and Winchester, 

he had caused a bull to be read which attacked foreign invaders. The 

men of the City, however, were not deceived. They recognised the bull 

as a seven year old document originally prepared for publication in the 

face of a Scots invasion and there were hostile murmurings. 2 There was 

a strong pro-Mortimer faction in the City led by Richard Bethune and he 

was now ready to exploit the situation. The murmurings at St. Paul's 

were but a forerunner of the days of uncontrolled rioting which erupted 

a fortnight later after Isabella's appeal to hunt down the Despensers 

and their supporters had appeared on Cheapside. 

The mayor, Hamo de Chigwell, was in a difficult position. He had 

contrived to ride the crisis of 1321-22 by a compromise which won the 

City a breathing space. He was, however, one of Mortimer's judges and 

though he had no particular reason to love the Despensers this identi-

fied him with the anti-Mortimer faction. He therefore had to tread 

carefully, his actions now in the autumn of 1326 only motivated by 

1 Annales Paulini, p. 318. 

2 Op. cit., p. 314. Reynolds revealed the deception when the date 
of the bull was omitted. The bull is identified in Haines, Church 
and Politics in Fourteenth Century England, p. 22. 
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self-interest.l There were, however, more loyal supporters of the 

King about in London amongst whom Bishops Stapeldon of Exeter and 

Gravesend of London were most closely identified with royal policies. 

Others were anxious to bring about a compromise peace between the 

King and Isabella. 

A meeting was held at Lambeth under the aegis of the Archbishop 

of Canterbury. There the bishops of London, Exeter, Winchester, 

Worcester and Rochester discussed the possibility of holding a meet-

ing at St. Paul's to arrange for the sending of mediators to the King 

and Queen. Rochester, urging the Londoners' dislike of the bishops, 

persuaded his colleagues to continue the discussions in safety at 

Lambeth. But next day, although Stratford of Winchester agreed to 

go as an envoy to the Queen, he could get no partner to accompany him. 2 

Meanwhile in an attempt to secure the City for the King, Stapeldon 

and Gravesend had arranged to meet three royal justices, Sir Geoffrey 

le Scrope, Hervey de Stanton and Walter of Norwich, at Blackfriars on 

the morning of 15 October. 

The Mayor and Aldermen were summoned to the meeting, but the 

citizens would not allow them to keep the appointment. In view of 

the unsettled state of the City it is doubtful whether Scrope and the 

other justices would have kept it either. 3 Chigwell was carried to 

1 The state of London in the years 1321-26 is examined in Gwyn A. 
Williams, Medieval London. From Commune to Capital (London 1963), 
pp. 286-96. 

2 Historia Roffensis, p. 366. 

3 E.L.G. Stones, 'Sir Geoffrey le Scrope (c. 1285-1340)', unpub­
lished Ph.D. Thesis, University of Glasgow (195 ), pp. 132-33. 
The proposed meeting is also described in the Historia Aurea. 
V.H. Galbraith, 'Extracts from the Historia Aurea and a French 
Brut (1317-47)', E.H.R. xliii (1928). 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































