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A dying man surrounded by doctors and family dictating his will 

(Justiniani in Fortiatum, Biblioteca Monasterio del Escorial, Madrid) 
 
For the general reader, the thought of medieval wills probably conjures up 
images of yellowing parchments on dusty shelves covered in cobwebs 
alongside weighty tomes chained to lecterns in monastic libraries.  These two 
volumes, however, are far from fusty and both the interested local historian 
and the casual reader will find in them a treasure trove of information on rural 
life in mid-fifteenth century Suffolk. 
 
The wills have been carefully edited to make the contents accessible to the 
modern reader.  The excellent Introduction provides important historical 
background while the detailed Glossary provides useful guidance through the 
medieval legalese and ecclesiastical terminology that imbues the text.    
Without these essential props understanding the complexities of the wills 
would be impossible.  For example, the Introduction explains that the 
medieval will contained three elements: testament, will proper and probate 
sentence.  Nowadays we talk about ‘last will and testament’ implying that they 
are one and the same item, whereas the two were originally separate 
documents.  The ‘testament’ detailed bequests of goods and chattels and 
provided instructions of a religious nature, whereas directions concerning the 



disposal of land were contained in the ‘will’.  Over time, the distinction became 
less and less important. 
 
My favourite word from the Glossary is ‘ostilments’, which were household 
goods like utensils, pots and pans, candlesticks and bedding.  My other 
favourites include: ‘bowgett’, ‘calion’, ‘chasuble’, ‘donge’, and ‘grovet’.  
Anyone interested in the origin of words will find the Glossary fascinating 
reading particularly in its explication of Latin phrases.  There is the word 
‘dirige’ which is the origin of the English word ‘dirge’.  This was the matins of 
the office of the dead, said in church after the corpse had been brought in and 
before the requiem mass; so called from the antiphon with which it began, 
Dirige domine deus, etc. 
 
The Bibliography covers six pages and is incredibly comprehensive.  It 
reveals the breadth of Peter Northeast’s reading around his subject and how 
well-qualified he was to tackle the task of editing these wills.  Topics range 
from decoding flush work on church buildings to accounts of pilgrimages to St 
James of Compostella. 
 
There is an Index of Testators’ Names and an Index of Place at the end of 
Part II for both volumes, but not at the end of Part 1.  This means that if you 
can only afford to buy one of the books then Part II is the one to go for.  
However, there is a third volume which provides comprehensive, separate 
indexes to both, covering people and places, and subjects. 
 
No doubt, readers will wish to start their journey through the wills by looking 
for names in the index that interest them or by going straight to the entries for 
the village that they live in.  Felsham readers will be interested to know that 
thirteen testators lived and died in Felsham: Berne, Brende, Brondyssh, Clere, 
Coksedge, Drowgthe, Drowte, Goddrych, Hod, Hoode, Leverich, Machon, and 
Scarpe.  These relatively wealthy personages from the fifteenth century might 
still have descendants living in the village today. Taken all together, these 
Felsham wills provide a fascinating insight into life in the village as it was over 
five hundred years ago.   
 
In an age in which the church taught that, immediately after death the soul 
began a long and painful journey through purgatory, it was inevitable that the 
‘health’ of their souls should greatly concern those approaching death.  
Payment to “good causes” was essential to guarantee a safe passage through 
purgatory.  Thus we discover that Thomas Berne in 1449 gave 40 shillings to 
‘le cherchous’ which suggests that there was a gildhall or almshouse near the 
church way back then.  Thomas Hod in 1464 left money for paving Felsham 
church and for the maintenance of the highway between Felsham and 
Gedding.  Both Rose Goddrych and Isabel Machon offered payment for 
glazing the Church porch windows in 1470 and 1471 which implies that this 
was the time that the construction of the porch was approaching completion. 
 
Other bequests mentioned in the Felsham wills give an indication of the 
religious concerns and practices of pre-Reformation villagers.  Thomas Berne 
mentions a tabernacle to St Katherine in the church; John Clere left money for 



the purchase of a chalice; Thomas Hoode’s testament mentions two torches 
[candles?] for the church; while William Brondyssh in 1469 left 5 marks to buy 
a cover for the font of Felsham church specifying that it should be the same 
type as that in Rattlesden church.  
 
But the star of the show, so to speak, has to be the will and testament of 
Baldewin Coksedge, gentleman, who requested that he should “be buried in 
the churchyard of Felsham church, near the entrance to the chancel on the 
south side by my forefathers ...” His will, dated 5th July 1469, provides 
exceptional detail about the provision of a dower house for his wife Denise 
and of life within a moated farmstead at this time: 
 

“Denise my wife to have 20s for her dower and my place called ‘Upwode Hall’, 
otherwise ‘Cokesedgys’, in Felsham, during her lifetime.  She to have the new house 
called a parlour with the kitchen and the chambers pertaining to the said parlour and 
kitchen in my said place during her life, if she live sole without a husband; she to have 
the little garden on the east side of the said parlour, between the parlour and the 
chambers on that one ‘party’ and the quick hedge set from the gate unto the hall door 
on the other ‘party’, during her life; she to have all the garden on the west side of the 
said parlour and chambers with all the curtilage on the west side of my place, within 
the moat, from the kitchen door unto the pear tree and from the pear tree to the west 
side of the bakehouse and so forth to the moat side, with all the commodities within 
the said garden and curtilage growing and being, as in herbages, fruits, feedings and 
fishings in the moat and the fruit of the said pear tree and of an apple tree standing in 
same ‘cours’ falling within the said curtilage, and other profits, without destruction or 
cutting down of  trees during her lifetime as aforesaid.  Denise to have her easement 
in the bakehouse in lawful time for brewing, for baking and drying of malt, and a 
stable within the moat, and her easement in the malting house joined thereto, with 
this condition, that the occupier of my said place shall have his wetting of his barley in 
the vat of Denise during malting time, that is, Denise one wetting and the occupier 
another wetting.  Also the goings of hens and fowls ‘clovefotyd’ as it pleases Denise 
reasonably, with twain hogs-going and free incoming and free outgoing in lawful time 
to and from the said parlour, kitchen, bakehouse, stable, malting house, gardens and 
cartilage, with her carriage of all manner of things such as she needs at both bridges 
well and in peace, without any impediment of the occupier of the said place during 
her life as above…” 

 
The description is so richly detailed that you feel you could paint a picture with 
Widow Coksedge wandering out of her parlour and into her gardens and 
sitting under her fruit trees surrounded by hens and hogs all “free incoming 
and free outgoing.”  You also get the sneaking feeling that perhaps she was 
dictating all this to her husband! 
 
CB 
 


