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FOREIGN VISITORS TO England were impressed by the status and freedom enjoyed by English wives and the courtesy shown them by their husbands. ‘Now the women of England, who have mostly blue-grey eyes and are fair and pretty, have far more liberty than in other lands and know just how to make good use of it, for they often stroll out or drive by in very gorgeous clothes and the men must put up with such ways,’ marvelled one sixteenth-century visitor, while another noted:

Wives in England are entirely in the power of their husbands, their lives only excepted. Therefore when they marry, they give up the surname of their father and the family from which they are descended, and take the surname of their husbands . . . But although the women are entirely in the power of their husbands . . . they are not kept as strictly as in Spain or elsewhere. Nor are they shut up, but they have free management of the house and housekeeping. They are well dressed, fond of taking it easy, and commonly leave the care of household matters and drudgery to their servants. In all banquets and feasts they are shown the highest honour; they are placed at the upper end of the table, where they are first served . . . All the rest of their time they employ in walking and riding, in playing cards, in visiting their friends and keeping company, conversing with their equals (whom they term gossips) and their neighbours, and making merry with them at child-births, christenings, churchings and funerals; and all this with the permission and knowledge of their husbands, as such is the custom. This is why England is called the Hell of Horses, the Purgatory of Servants, and the Paradise of Married Women.

If England was a paradise for wives, it could only have been through the feistiness of the women. On her wedding day, a woman stepped into the same legal category as wards, lunatics, idiots and outlaws. She surrendered her rights as a feme sole, a single woman who enjoyed many of the same rights as men, for those of a feme covert, subject to a whole series of legal handicaps. As the legal commentator Sir William Blackstone described it: ‘By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband, under whose wing, protection and cover, she performs everything.’

On marriage, a woman literally became her husband’s property, but then marriage was very much about property, or had been since the Norman Conquest. England after 1066 was an intensely militaristic society, one in which those who could not fight – women – were allotted second place. The land of England had been parcelled out to the Conqueror’s faithful retainers, who owed feudal service to their over-lord in exchange for it. If a woman inherited property, it was considered only right that she should yield up all interest in it to her husband, who would render military service on her behalf. In return he was obliged to protect her and maintain her according to their rank and dignity.

For many centuries marriage was the single most important vehicle for the transmission of land in England. If the woman died, her husband was still entitled to receive the rents and profits from the land for the rest of his natural life, provided a child who breathed for even a few minutes had been born of the marriage. This was known as ‘the courtesy of England’.

The superiority of men over women became part of the unchallengeable order of ideas, dovetailing neatly with the teachings of the Church. Christianity, after all, was basically an eastern religion and the subjection of the woman to the man was preached with conviction by its most important early convert, St Paul, and eventually permeated the law of marriage in England, which was essentially the Church’s law, for many centuries.

The Church and the secular, Norman, authorities discovered a mutual interest in regulating marriage, which had previously been a more informal arrangement, with greater equality between the sexes. Monogamy was a central tenet of Christian marriage, while for the Norman ruling class marriage was the key to inheritance. Unambiguous legitimacy was crucial, particularly since by the law of primogeniture, introduced by the Normans, an entire estate was invested in the eldest son. Everything hinged on property. The sexual double standard, which was at the heart of the marriage laws until women finally achieved equality before the law in 1923, came into existence to protect property: a man’s infidelity was winked at, but a wife’s severely condemned, since a man needed to be sure that his heir was his own. If legitimacy was crucial, what price a wife’s chastity? As Dr Johnson said, ‘Chastity in women is all important, because the whole of property is involved in it.’

It was to ensure an orderly system of inheritance that the ruling class was prepared to be subject to the jurisdiction of the Church and to allow the Church control over all marriage litigation through the ecclesiastical courts – a system that endured until the Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 transferred the business to the new, secular, Divorce Court in London. In taking control over matrimonial affairs from the Church it openly rejected the theological principle of the indissolubility of marriage.

It was not, however, the Divorce Act so much as the series of Women’s Property Acts of 1870, 1874 and 1882, which finally restored to women full rights to own their own property, that had the most profound effect on the English marriage.

By the fourteenth century the Church had enjoyed a large measure of success in persuading the English people to marry in church and under its supervision. The fact that the common law stipulated that the bride’s endowment – the confirmation of her dower before witnesses – had to take place ‘at church door’ proved a great incentive to a church wedding. Marriages took place at the church door, in facie ecclesiae – publicly, in the presence of the congregation or community – rather than in the body of the church. By the fifteenth century churches were building sumptuous porches – the wedding marquees of the late medieval period. This was not so much to protect the bridal party from the elements, as part of a move to relocate the noisy transaction of business from the great naves. Only after the exchange of vows had taken place before the priest and he had blessed the ring – believed to give it magical, protective powers – did the bridal pair move into the body of the church for the nuptial mass.

The Church’s main purpose in taking control of marriage, beyond sanctifying it, was to make it as public as possible, so as to rule out subsequent questioning of its validity. To this end, banns were to be read in church on three successive Sundays or major feast days. Those who knew the couple were required to examine the past and report any impediment to the marriage. Impediments included precontract, whereby one or both of the parties had previously promised themselves irrevocably to someone else, or close kinship. People as distantly related as third cousins, godparents and in-laws all fell within the prohibited degree. The field was narrowed at the English Reformation, but it was not until the late Victorian period and after much debate that the ban on marrying a deceased wife’s sister or a widow her brother-in-law was lifted.

For all its Herculean efforts to control and regulate marriage, the business of the ecclesiastical courts was almost entirely taken up with the consequences of members of the laity thinking they could dispense with the services of the Church and manage their own marital affairs. It invariably led to trouble and it fell to the ecclesiastical courts to untangle the mess of such irregular unions, particularly when a binding promise or contract had been made with one party, only for one of them to make a subsequent marriage with someone else.

Part of the problem was that the laws relating to marriage were so ambiguous and inconsistent that with the best will in the world many couples did not know whether or not they were legally married. There was confusion between the betrothal – a promise pro verba de futuro, that is, to marry in the future – and the actual marriage, when vows pro verba de praesenti were exchanged, preferably at the church door before a priest. The confusion arose because if the couple made the vows privately, they were still married, albeit illicitly, in the eyes of the Church.

Many believed that betrothal or ‘spousals’ was sufficient. Indeed, the Church regarded betrothed couples, ‘spouses’, as imperfectly married. A betrothal was a legally binding contract, precluding a subsequent valid marriage with someone else. Only gradually, over many centuries, did betrothal become simply an engagement that could be broken without penalty.

A promise to marry per verba de futuro followed by sexual intercourse amounted to a marriage in the present. As far as many couples were concerned, such an exchange of promises meant they were married in the eyes of God, but the Church frowned on sexual intercourse taking place before the proper solemnization of the marriage in church. Indeed, one of the purposes of the Church in regulating marriage had been to harness sexuality. In Utopia, Sir Thomas More assumed that the major reason people married was that it was the only way to avoid fornication and ensure sex on demand. Women’s sexuality, in particular, was seen as a dangerous force that must be kept in check.

For some inexplicable reason, the Church had neglected to specify an exact form of words for the vows pro verba de futuro and pro verba de praesenti, so that one of the main tasks of the ecclesiastical courts – as we shall see in the case of Margery Paston, who was brought before the Bishop of Norwich in 1469 – was to establish the actual words spoken in the thousands of cases of disputed contracts that came before them over the centuries to determine whether the contract was legally binding.

It could be said that those unencumbered by property really did not care too much whether the Church considered them legally married or not, as long as they themselves believed they were ‘married in the sight of God’. One of the striking features apparent in the depositions is the impetuosity of so many marriages. For instance, Isabella Wakes and Thomas Walker ‘in the month of August last past, in the year of 1609, were married together in a field near to the town of Ashton-under-Lyne, in the night time, by moon light, by one John Ward, clerk’. They had not had banns read or obtained a licence from the Bishop’s court in their diocese in lieu of banns, but thought it was all right because they had three witnesses present. Subsequently they had ‘lain together in one bed’. Also to the point, ‘Thomas and Isabella are reputed for lawful man and wife amongst their neighbours.’

Indeed, when the vicar of Tetbury in Gloucestershire compiled a list of those living in his parish who were ‘clandestinely married’ – that is, living in a ‘common law’ marriage contracted by a private exchange of vows or celebrated by ‘hedge priests’ in private dwellings – he found that it comprised half the parish. He made the list in the late 1690s, no doubt to cover his back, since the government had recently imposed a tax on marriages and now had a vested interest in the proper solemnization of marriage by the parish priest because of the taxes it accrued from it. Taxes on marriage – and, incidentally, on bachelors – provided a further incentive for people to try to buck the system.

Along with this casual attitude to the forms of marriage was a marked moral laxity. In an upper-class marriage that involved property, a woman’s virtue had to be guarded at all costs, but this was not true of those belonging to the lower levels of society. From the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, when Victorian notions of respectability filtered down to the labouring class, a high proportion of English brides were pregnant on their wedding day.

The Reformation in the sixteenth century would have been the perfect opportunity to iron out some of the inconsistencies and ambiguities of the English marriage laws. While Scotland and other Protestant states introduced divorce for adultery and Catholic Europe made marriage before a priest in church compulsory, ruling out all other forms of marriage, England seemed paralysed by inertia, clinging to the chaotic and contradictory laws of the medieval Church. The proposed reforms of the boy-king Edward VI’s fiercely Protestant government were considered too radical, although it was during his brief reign that the Book of Common Prayer containing the beautifully worded marriage service was produced. Elizabeth the Virgin Queen was not particularly interested in the subject of marriage, for obvious reasons. England was left stranded – an island carrying an old Germanic legal system embodied in the common law, lying off a continent dominated by Roman law.

The system was ripe for exploitation and, indeed, between the late seventeenth and the mid-eighteenth centuries there was a boom in the clandestine marriage business. The irregularity of the proceedings and dubious nature of the paperwork encouraged abuse: the drugging, kidnapping and rape of heiresses by ruthless fortune-hunters, bigamy – as we shall see in the case of Con Phillips, who made a career out of it – even same-sex unions with one of the parties disguised as the opposite sex.

When Lord Hardwicke introduced his Bill for the Better Preventing of Clandestine Marriage in England in 1753 its primary purpose, typically, was to protect property. It was one of the most fiercely guarded preserves of English common law that marriage was solely a contract between two people. To be valid, like all contracts, it had to have the full, free and mutual consent of the parties – Cnut had stipulated that no woman should be married without her consent – but it was not, ultimately, a contract that required the agreement of others. Now, Hardwicke’s Marriage Act sought to protect the children of the rich from unscrupulous fortune-hunters by putting a stop to the clandestine marriage business.

The Act inched English law for the first time towards the continental laws, by insisting that a marriage must take place before an ordained priest of the Church of England in the parish church of one of the parties, after the reading of banns or the production of a properly executed licence. No other form of marriage was valid. Not only did many fiercely resent this unwarranted intrusion into their private business, but the thousands of Nonconformists were torn between the dictates of their consciences and obeying the law in order to safeguard rights of property and inheritance. Foreign visitors had always been struck by the freedom young people in England enjoyed to mingle with the opposite sex and to conduct their courtships without too much parental control, contrary to European customs. Now, Hardwicke’s Marriage Act stipulated that marriages of those under twenty-one were illegal without the consent of parents or guardians.

Ironically, the Achilles heel of the Act was that it did not extend to Scotland. For the next century a steady flow of eloping couples beat a path to the border to make clandestine marriages.

One of the most striking features of the English upper class was their passionate preoccupation with money. Their lives were alternately spent between schemes to acquire it and the startling speed with which they got rid of it again. Marriage was a sure way to make money. The early feminist Mary Astell cynically describes the upper-class marriage: ‘What will she bring is the first enquiry? How many acres? How much ready coin?’ The arranged marriage, knitting together two families for their political, social, economic and landed interests, was the norm for the aristocracy. It is surely no coincidence that many of the most sensational trials for adultery of the eighteenth century feature such marriages, where the couple had barely met before they were married and there was no love, or even liking, between them.

Many who committed adultery might in modern times have simply divorced and remarried, but until 1857 divorce with permission to remarry was confined to the privileged few, who could afford to go through the long and expensive process of securing a private Act of Parliament to free them from an adulterous wife whose promiscuity was threatening to place the inheritance of a great estate in the rightful line in jeopardy. For the English as a whole, high rates of prostitution and adultery may have been the price they paid for the rigid marriage code.

Their modes of courtship and expectations from marriage were different from ours. People were more restrained in making overt expressions of love, but romantic love is certainly present in the private intimate letters between husband and wife, as well as inadvertently revealed in court depositions. ‘Dear Heart, let me beg of thee to dispatch thy business quickly,’ wrote Ralph Verney to his wife Mary when they were separated during the civil war, ‘that thou may speedily return to him whose love daily increases, even beyond thy imagination.’ Henry Oxinden was very badly smitten when he fell madly in love with his eighteen-year-old ward: ‘I have tried to cure myself by labour, art and friendship . . . by exercise and diet and fasting . . . I have tried philtres . . . and all to such purpose as if I had run my head against a post.’

The automatic equation of marriage with happiness, in particular with individual happiness and self-gratification, is a modern concept. Indeed, the Royal Commission of 1956 identified as the single most important factor in marital breakdown the idealization of the individual pursuit of self-gratification and personal pleasure at the expense of a sense of reciprocal obligations and duties towards spouses, children and society as a whole.

In the past, love was by no means the sole basis for marriage: the passions were considered notoriously wayward. Sexual passion had little or no place at all in marriage; affection, compatibility and mutual interests were considered surer grounds. The couple had to work at their marriage because there was no easy escape, and the family unit was seen as a microcosm of society, a little commonwealth, whose good order would contribute to the whole.

John Milton laid great stress on the mutual comfort to be derived from marriage. Marriage, he argued, was created by God to abate the separateness, the loneliness of the individual. Men and women were similar yet sufficiently dissimilar to be complementary, remedying the other’s defects. It was on the basis of these high ideals that he advocated divorce on grounds of incompatibility: if love and companionship were absent then the marriage should not be artificially prolonged. It was a radical concept, not taken up in law until the 1960s.

The companionate ideal was summarized in The New Whole Duty of Man in 1680:

Men should maintain their wives as becomes partners; they are friends and companions to their husbands, not slaves, nor menial servants; and are to be partners in their fortunes: for, as they partake of their troubles and afflictions, it is just that they should share their fortunes. For when a husband falls into decay, or any sort of calamity, he involves his wife with him; they are inseparable companions in misery and misfortune.

Diaries of the middling classes, such as those of Samuel Pepys, Dudley Ryder and Thomas Turner, tell us their motives for marriage, their hopes, their joys, their disappointments and sorrows. Pepys himself had married spontaneously for love, but most do not enter marriage without careful thought and weighing up the pros and cons. Dudley Ryder confessed that he felt ‘a strong inclination towards it, not from any principle of lust or desire to enjoy a woman in bed’ but because it offered the prospect of ‘a pretty creature being my most intimate friend, constant companion . . . always ready to soothe me, take care of me and caress me’.

A century later Charles Darwin jotted down the pluses and minuses under the headings ‘Marry’ and ‘Not Marry’, torn between having a ‘constant companion’ and ‘friend in old age’ and ‘the expense and anxiety of children’. However, he did make the point that marriage is ‘good for one’s health’.

Few of the labouring class put pen to paper or thought to record their experience of courtship and marriage, although Francis Place’s autobiography is an invaluable record of the stresses poverty puts on marriage in eighteenth-century London. Working and living in one room with his wife, theirs is a relationship of ‘dogged comradeship’, while it is indicative that Thomas Turner, a Sussex shopkeeper in the eighteenth century, puts ‘very industrious’ at the top of the list of attributes of his intended wife.

Perhaps as a mark of confidence in marriage, multiple marriages were common in the past when so many of them were cut short by death. As the widows of London and Westminster expressed it in a petition to the House of Commons in 1693: ‘We that have had good husbands, are encouraged to try once more, out of hopes of meeting the same success; and we that have had bad ones, are not for all that deterr’d from matrimony, but hope to mend our hands in a second bargain.’ Chaucer’s Wife of Bath married five times, Bess of Hardwick four. In a Nottinghamshire parish at the end of the seventeenth century the rector noted that of the sixty-seven couples thirteen were on second marriages, three were third marriages, four were fourth marriages and one a fifth. Even so, few could hope to compete with the men of the malaria-infested Essex marshes encountered by Daniel Defoe in the early eighteenth century, who married more than twenty times.

Loneliness was the driving factor for many to remarry. It was very often a death that prompted an intimate insight into the feelings of the survivor for the lost spouse. Thomas Turner gives a poignant account of a man who has lost his ‘other half’, describing his late wife as his ‘only friend . . . the centre of my worldly happiness’, while Francis Place mourned a wife who was ‘for ever my friend my long cherished companion in all my various changes of life, she who had my entire confidence, she who gave me hers, and had loved me most sincerely for thirty-seven years’.

The Church’s insistence on the indissolubility of marriage was so deeply ingrained that marital breakdown was the rare exception rather than the norm. The support of family and ‘friends’, particularly when a marriage was in trouble, helped keep marriages together. Today’s wife has to make up the rules as she goes along, but in the past a plethora of advice books set out what was expected of her. Gentleness, respect, consideration, and just being nice to one’s partner as to a friend are eternal verities which in the frantic haste of modern life and the obsession with sexual politics are perhaps overlooked.

There is a temptation to see all happy marriages as the same, but each unhappy marriage as unhappy after its own fashion. Today, marriage and divorce are often uttered in the same breath, but they are two separate subjects, not even two sides of the same coin. Yet it is the divorce records that tell us what the expectations of marriage and the standards of behaviour were. It is the broken marriages that come before the courts that prompt changes in the law.

This can be traced, for instance, in the changing definition of cruelty, which over the centuries has evolved from a man beating his wife to within an inch of her life to what is now termed ‘unreasonable behaviour’, which seems to encompass anything from a light tap to raising one’s voice in an argument.

In the past, English society was brutal and a husband had almost unlimited power over his wife. He could demand sex as a right, chastise and beat her, subject her to life-threatening violence, dissipate her fortune, starve her, banish her from his house even if that house had been purchased with her money, forbid her to see her children, imprison her or incarcerate her in an asylum. The English Marriage highlights instances of all these manifestations of cruelty. The law is conservative, slow to catch up with society’s needs and demands for change, but this does not take account of the flexibility of individual judgements in the courts, which gradually set precedents and changed the law.

The establishment of the new Divorce Court in London in January 1858 opened a window on to the private hell of many Victorian marriages. Heavy press coverage of the proceedings, together with an avid public hunger for the details, was a vital factor in stimulating changes in attitudes to marriage and setting new standards of what was acceptable or reasonable behaviour within marriage. Marriage would now be subject to public scrutiny and state regulation, while the threat of exposure in court was seen as a salutary deterrent to misconduct.

Patriarchal marriage met its greatest challenge in the nineteenth century, when reformers tackled the issues of child custody, divorce and married women’s property. Hitherto, the mortality rate had been so high that few marriages endured more than ten or twenty years. The Divorce Act of 1857 fortuitously coincided with a decline in the mortality rates. The combination of higher emotional expectancy from the companionate marriage and the prospect of marriages lasting longer placed an added strain on marriage.

In 1857 most MPs simply could not conceive of a marriage in which husband and wife met as political and economic as well as social equals. John Stuart Mill maintained that there could be no true harmony in marriage until there was equality between men and women. Equating marriage with slavery, he believed a wife was denied any meaningful role in life except as ‘the personal body-servant of a despot’. Marital equality could only be achieved, he argued, if the laws governing marriage were changed and women given the franchise, equal education and employment opportunities. Human relationships between equals were of a higher, more enriching order.

As Mona Caird predicted in 1890, ‘a glimpse of the end of the twentieth century might puzzle even those who are most prepared for change.’ Two world wars in the twentieth century led to massive social disruption and had a profound effect on marriage. The emancipation of women and their emergence in the workplace, the erosion of religious belief and the sexual revolution of the 1960s have all placed strains on the traditional marriage, while one of the biggest challenges still facing modern marriage is adjusting to the equality so ardently advocated by John Stuart Mill and finding a new equilibrium between husband and wife.

And although their dispositions are somewhat licentious, I never have noticed anyone, either at court or amongst the lower orders, to be in love; whence one must necessarily conclude, either that the English are the most discreet lovers in the world, or that they are incapable of love. I say this of the men, for I understand it is quite the contrary with the women, who are very violent in their passions. Howbeit, the English keep a very jealous guard over their wives, though anything may be compensated in the end, by the power of money.

A Relation of the Island of England c.1500, presented to the Venetian Senate


PART ONE
1465–1645
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1
‘Marry thy daughters in time lest they marry themselves’
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IN THE WINTER of 1465 the Norfolk gentlewoman Margaret Paston returned from a shopping trip to Norwich and sat down to dictate a letter to her husband John in London. There was exciting news. She had taken their daughter Margery to town and they had called in on John’s mother, Agnes. There, a fellow named Wrothe saw Margery and was full of praise for her, saying she was ‘a goodly young woman’. Agnes asked him to find the girl ‘one good marriage if he knew any’. As it happened, he knew the perfect candidate: ‘Sir John Cley’s son, who is chamberlain with my Lady of York’, and worth 300 marks a year. The young man was eighteen years old and, if John agreed to the match, his ‘mother thinks it should be got for less money now than it should be hereafter, either that one, or some other good marriage’.

This was often the way marriages were made, with relatives and friends of the family putting out feelers and acting as go-betweens. They would be looking for someone of equal rank, about the same age, and with good financial prospects. On this last point, it was typical of the Pastons, particularly of John’s indomitable mother, Agnes, that they should immediately think of haggling. Marriage, after all, was a business arrangement, one of the surest ways to make money and advance a family’s influence, and the nouveaux riches Pastons were still rising in the world.

Nothing came of the idea, possibly because John, a lawyer, was too embroiled in a long-running dispute over the legacy he had received from his old patron, Sir John Fastolf, to give much thought to his daughter’s marriage. At seventeen, there was time enough to find her a suitable match, although not for John. Only a few months later, in May 1466, he died suddenly, aged forty-four. It fell to his sons, John II and John III (inexplicably given the same Christian name) to continue the battles, legal and otherwise, for the family inheritance. It was while they were engaged in the defence of Fastolf’s prize property, Caister Castle, that Margery took the matter of her marriage into her own hands.

The first hint of trouble appears in a letter from Margaret to John II, asking him to find alternative accommodation for his sister, ‘for we be either of us weary of each other. I shall tell you more when I speak with you. I pray you do your devoir herein . . . for divers causes which you shall understand afterward’.

The reason for Margaret wanting Margery out of the house, and for her guarded tone in the letter, became clear shortly afterwards. Margery at twenty had so demeaned herself as to fall in love with the family’s bailiff, Richard Calle. It seems that the relationship had been going on for two years and that the couple were now sufficiently sure of their feelings for each other to brave the family’s inevitable wrath by seeking permission to marry.

The position of a woman depended entirely on marriage and yet she was powerless: she had to rely on her family to find her a husband. The alternative, especially for a girl whose father was unable to afford a dowry with which to secure her a husband, was either to enter a nunnery or become a burden on the family, trying to make herself useful in the guise of unofficial servant. Until her fate had been decided, she came under her mother’s rule.

Margery might have been aware of the sad history of her aunt, Elizabeth Paston. Elizabeth was beaten so severely by her mother Agnes that a cousin remonstrated, urging John Paston to find his sister a husband quickly, lest in her misery she made some misguided choice of her own. Elizabeth was willing to accept any suitor, no matter how unappealing, in order to escape her mother and become mistress of her own household.

Finally, when she was twenty-eight, a marriage was agreed. Robert Poynings was a man whom she hardly knew, but whom she reported treated her kindly enough. The Pastons had obviously got the better of him in the marriage settlement and were slow in paying, and Elizabeth was reduced to pleading with her mother ‘that my master, my best beloved, fail not of the hundred marks at the beginning of this term, the which ye promised him to his marriage, with the remnant of the money of father’s will’.

Margery, who sounds as strong-willed as her mother, had probably grown impatient with her brothers’ dilatoriness in finding her a husband. As with her aunt, offers had been made on behalf of young men she had never met, whose families typically opened negotiations by laying out the financial terms, such as this one made around 1468:

 

To my right worshipful and good Master, Sir John Paston, Knight.

Right worshipful Sir, after due recommendation, please it you to understand the cause of my writing is for a marriage for my Mistress Margery your sister; for my nephew John Strange would make her sure of forty pounds jointure, and two hundred marks by year of inheritance; and if ye and your friends will agree thereto, I trust to God it shall take a conclusion to the pleasure of God and worship to both parties.

 

It was nothing if not businesslike. Possibly Margery and John Strange would have liked each other well enough when they met, but no more is heard of the proposal. Not only were Margery’s brothers too preoccupied elsewhere to think of her marriage, but the Pastons were chronically short of cash, and the Le Stranges would require a decent dowry in exchange for the jointure they were offering.

By 1468 Margery was already involved with Richard Calle. She must have known Calle, who came to work for the family in 1450, all her life. Until now, they had all been fond of him. Calle, who seems to have been considerably older than Margery, perhaps in his late thirties, was loyal, likeable, capable and efficient. He was an invaluable servant. But that was the problem: he was only a servant and came from a family of Framlingham shopkeepers.

The Paston family’s gentility was too recently acquired to regard their sister’s descent through the hard-won ranks with equanimity. Only a century earlier their great-grandfather Clement was a free peasant who ‘followed the plough’ out at Paston, a remote village on Norfolk’s east coast. He had scraped together enough money to give his son William an education. He had become a brilliant lawyer. In his forties, his career established and fortune made, William had made a good marriage, to Agnes Berry, a knight’s daughter, who had brought him three manors.

Thanks to the fortune accumulated through his father’s hard work, their son John, a lawyer like his father working mainly in London, could afford to marry young, in order to produce sons to inherit the family properties and hopefully live long enough to see them grow up. The first we hear of his bride is in a letter from Agnes to William, simply announcing ‘the coming, and the bringing home, of the gentle woman’. She was a local heiress, Margaret Mauteby, whose lands in the north and east of the county would complement the Pastons’. The marriage had been arranged between the two families. William had probably known the girl for years, since he was a trustee of the Mauteby estates, but this was her first meeting with her future husband. ‘And as for the first acquaintance between John Paston and the said gentlewoman,’ Agnes continued, ‘she made him gentle cheer in gentle wise, and said he was verily your son. And so I hope there shall need no great treaty between them.’

Fortunately, John and Margaret, even at eighteen, were as pragmatic as their parents. They knew the relationship had to work and they had a mutual interest in furthering the family fortunes. Love was seldom the criterion for marriage. They were compatible and affection, if not love, would surely grow in time. Three years after the marriage, when John lay sick in London, Margaret was all concern, touchingly revealing her feelings: ‘Right Worshipful Husband,’ she began, as she did all her letters, showing him due reverence and respect, ‘If I might have had my will, I should have seen you ere this time; I would ye were at home . . . lever [rather] than a new gown though it were of scarlet.’

Margaret had been educated as befitted an heiress, who would be expected to manage a wealthy household and look after her husband’s local interests during his many absences. Knowing something of the law and having a sufficient sense of authority through her birth and position, she was, in effect, his highly capable agent in Norfolk. In 1448, when after the birth of several sons she was pregnant with Margery, she and the children were forcibly driven out of Gresham Castle by Lord Moleyns. Undaunted, Margaret set up home in another Paston property on his doorstep, a constant reminder to the usurper of his unjust action. A relative of Fastolf of Agincourt fame, she sent urgently to John for crossbows and other weapons in order to defend herself.

In spite of the genteel birth and success of their womenfolk, the third-generation Pastons were still smarting from jibes that they were descended from serfs. So it was an uncomfortable reminder of their tenuous gentility when Margery declared her intention to marry Richard Calle. The normally easy-going John III was surprisingly angry, writing to John II to complain of Calle’s presumption and ‘our ungracious sister’s assent’. If they thought that he approved the idea of marrying his sister into a family of shopkeepers they were very much mistaken, for they would ‘never have my good will for to make my sister to sell candle and mustard in Framlingham’.

The family separated the lovers, sending Calle to London, but not before they had secretly exchanged marriage vows. We do not know what words they used, but simply to say, ‘I, Margery, take thee, Richard, for my husband’, and for Richard to do the same would have made the contract valid in the eyes of the Church. If they promised to marry each other some time in the future but consummated their love, the marriage was equally valid, although the Church frowned on fornication between the contract and the solemnization of marriage. A mere promise to marry in the future, a betrothal, amounted to a valid contract that could not be broken. It would be up to the Church to decide.

There is one surviving love letter from Richard Calle to Margery and in it he clearly believes they are irrevocably bound together. The fact that the letter survived and that she did not burn it as he instructed may indicate that the letter was intercepted by Margaret and that Margery never read it.

‘Mine own Lady and Mistress, and, before God, very true wife,’ he begins, ‘I with heart full sorrowful recommend me unto you, as he that cannot be merry, nor nought shall be till it be otherwise with us than it is yet, for this life that we lead now is neither pleasure to God nor to the world, considering the great bond of matrimony that is made betwixt us, and also the great love that hath been, and as I trust, yet is betwixt us.’ He loves her more than ever and deplores the fact that ‘we that ought of very right to be most together are most asunder’. It seems a thousand years since he spoke to her and he wanted to be with her more than anything in the world. He knew how much she was having to suffer on his account and only wished he could bear the burden. ‘I understand, Lady, ye have had as much sorrow for me as any Gentlewoman hath had in the world, as would God all that sorrow that ye have had had rested upon me.’ It is ‘death to hear that ye be entreated otherwise than ye ought to be’.

He goes on to say how loath he is to displease her mother, but suggests that perhaps it is time the family were told of their secret betrothal. They were married in the sight of God and surely the family would respect that and not endanger their souls by denying it. ‘I suppose and ye tell them sadly the truth, they will not damn their souls for us; though I tell them the truth they will not believe me as well as they will do you, and therefore, good Lady, at the reverence of God be plain to them and tell the truth, and if they will in no wise agree thereto, betwixt God, the Devil, and them be it.’

Richard was clearly surprised and hurt at the vehemence of the Pastons’ opposition, but neither he nor Margery needed their families’ consent to marry. The Church required that the couple themselves must willingly give their consent, but the consent of parents, although desirable, was irrelevant. Provided the vows the couple had exchanged at their secret betrothal amounted to a contract, their union was valid and irrevocable. The prime task of the ecclesiastical courts was to defend and uphold marriages, rather than to dissolve them. In cases of disputed contracts – for instance, where one party claimed vows had been exchanged but the other denied it, perhaps going on to marry someone else – the courts had to establish what words the couple had used, in order to pronounce the marriage valid or otherwise.

Margery and Calle were summoned to appear before the Bishop of Norwich, as Margaret reported to John II. She and John’s mother Agnes had been to see the bishop to ask him to delay the interview until Margery’s brothers and the other executors of their father’s will could be there, ‘for they had the rule of her as well as I’. The bishop would brook no delay, however, insisting that Margery appear before him the next day. He very much hoped that he would find that the contract was not valid, for her mother’s and grandmother’s sake and that of her ‘other friends’, since he understood that ‘her demeaning had struck sore at our hearts’.

The Church frowned on marriages made without parental approval. The bishop was clearly as disappointed by Marjory’s choice, as were her family. He warned her that such a marriage would lose her the support of her family and friends and that she would be received nowhere, but Margery stood her ground. He asked her to repeat the vow she had made to Calle, ‘that he would understand the words that she had said to him whether it made matrimony or not’. Margery ‘rehearsed what she had said’, adding boldly that ‘if those words made it not sure . . . that she would make it surer ere than she went thence, for she said she thought in her conscience she was bound whatsoever the words were’.

Calle was then examined alone and ‘her words and his accorded, and the time, and where it should have been done’. The bishop was still hoping for an excuse to deny the contract was valid and asked for a few days’ grace before announcing his decision. Possibly he was hoping to discover some misdemeanour of Calle’s, perhaps an earlier liaison. In the event, he could find none and the contract of marriage was proved and confirmed. Since Margaret was later to make a note on the back of one of her letters that the couple were subsequently married, it appears that their marriage was duly solemnized before a priest in church.

Meanwhile, Margaret was apoplectic when she heard how Margery had conducted herself before the bishop. ‘I was with my mother, at her place in Norwich, when she was examined, and when I heard say what her demeaning was, I charged my servants that she should not be received in mine house . . . and I sent to one or two more that they should not receive her if she came.’ It was left to the bishop to find some accommodation for Margery while she awaited his judgement.

Margaret assured her eldest son that although they were all very upset by Margery’s behaviour, she was obviously flawed, and no loss to them. She ‘were dead at this hour, she should never be at mine heart as she was’. But, as Calle had calculated, Margaret was God-fearing and she would not countenance a wrong. Possibly the family had hoped to pressure Margery into denying she had ever promised herself to Calle. Or perhaps they hoped to find or invent some impediment that would render the marriage invalid. Once the bishop had found in favour of the couple, however, Margaret would not endanger her soul by breaking a union blessed by God.

‘As for the divorce that ye write to me of,’ Margaret wrote to John II, ‘I [understand] what ye meant, but I charge you upon my blessing that ye do not, nor cause none other to do, that should off end God and your conscience, for and ye do, or cause to be done, God will take vengeance thereupon.’ Margery would reap her own reward: ‘she shall full sore repent her lewdness hereafter, and I pray God she might’.

There is no evidence that Margery ever did repent or was unhappy with her choice of husband. At least she had the satisfaction of knowing that she had married for love, unlike her younger sister Anne. In an uncanny coincidence, Anne seems to have fallen for an older man in service to the family, John Pamping. Fearing the disgrace of another misalliance, the family quickly had Pamping removed, to work with John II in London and Calais. A marriage with a young man of equal rank was arranged for Anne, but clearly there was no question of love, since, according to John II, William Yelverton said, ‘he would have her if she had her money, and else not’.

Marrying beneath her and without the family’s approval, Margery received no dowry and Margaret cut her out of her will, although she did leave money to the eldest of Margery’s three sons by Calle. Possibly Margery was already dead by that time, although Calle, who had become a man of property, was still living in 1503. Ostracized by the Pastons, Margery disappears from the story.
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