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State Papers Online, the Government of Britain, 1590-1714

A Resource for Legal History
State Papers Online is an online archive of English/British State documents from the 16th and 17th centuries. The range of documents in the State Papers series is enormous and contains information on every facet of early modern government, including social and economic affairs, law and order, religious policy (including the dissolution of the monasteries), crown possessions and intelligence gathering as well as foreign policy.

While there are other series in the National Archives devoted to particular documents of English law, such as records of the Central Criminal Court (CRIM ), Chancery (C ), the Court of King's Bench (KB ), itinerant justices (JUST ), the Court of Common Pleas (CP ), the Supreme Court of Judicature (J ), the Assize (ASSI ) and the King's Bench, Fleet and Marshalsea prisons (PRIS ), the State Papers include many documents important for legal history such as number of letters from the assize judges, reporting back to the centre on the political condition of the country, appointments of judges, descriptions of crimes, evidence of the daily activities of members of the legal profession, responses to crimes and so on.
Professor Norm Jones, University of Utah, explained the importance of State Papers Online for Legal History as follows:
“As far as legal history is concerned, the SPO contains the interface between the government and the courts.  We can often see in the SPO the roots of legislation, as well as the enforcement side of the law, the petitions of complainants, etc.  The principal secretaries were often also officers of courts, and, until the Star Chamber was abolished during the Civil War, it was composed of all members of the Privy Council, effectively overlapping the legal system.   Therefore, although the SPO will not contain the actual records of the courts, it will be invaluable for understanding those actions.  For example, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, was the Master of the Courts of Wards, the Lord Treasurer, a member of Grey's Inn and the a member of the Star Chamber.  Thus, the Elizabethan State Papers contain hundreds of letters from his files that touch on the courts of Wards, Exchequer, Admiralty, Star Chamber, and other things, besides correspondence with judges and petitioners.  To give you a concrete example, in 1571 Parliament enacted the first modern law concerning rape, creating the offense of statutory rape. This came out of the horror felt by Privy Council members and the judges that there was nothing on the books to punish the rape of a 10 year old.  The same is true of the Elizabethan witchcraft laws. They were first enacted because of a particular case in 1561 that can be followed in the SP.”

State Papers Online, Part I - which includes State Papers Foreign and Domestic from 1509 to 1547 and State Papers Domestic from 1547 to 1603.

Total number of Calendar/transcript entries: 122,461
· Searching is on the Calendar entries, many of which are linked to facsimile manuscript documents. 

· The Calendar entries are summaries or synopses of the documents, not transcriptions, which means that the user will find much more relevant evidence in the documents themselves.
A few searches on the subject of Law:
Law = 3890 hits
Legal = 165 hits
 ‘Keep the peace’ = 100 hits

A demand = 39 hits

Adultery = 67 hits

Arrest = 791 hits

Assize = 361 hits

Attorney = 1299 hits

Barrister = 8 hits

Bracton = 3 hits
Capias = 18 hits
Chancery =812 hits

Charges = 3613 (includes charges as costs)

Clause = 529 hits

Common Bench = 14 hits

Common Pleas = 312 hits

County court = 8 hits

Court of Chancery = 69 hits

Custody = 1487 hits

Debt = 1679 hits

Defendant = 128 hits

Detinue = 2 hits

Doctor of law = 30 hits

Eyre = 118 hits
Filazers = 1 hit
Frankpledge = 44 hits

Gratian = 3 hits

Gray’s Inn = 191 hits

Great seal = 672 hits

Habeas corpus = 20 hits

House of lords = 31 hits

Hundreds = 432 hits
Inner Temple = 82 hits

Inns of court = 44 hits

Jurisdiction = 635 hits

Jury = 325 hits

Justice = 3712 hits (some with Justice as a Christian name)

Justice of azzize = 28 hits

Justice of the Peace 225 hits

King’s Bench = 351 hits or coram rege = 3 hits

King’s counsel = 36 hits

King’s court  =  99 hits or curia Regis = 3 hits

King’s peace = 65 hits

Legislation = 2 hits

Lincoln’s Inn = 110 hits

Lord chancellor = 1488 hits

Magna carta = 4 hits

Manorial court = 3 hits

Middle temple = 77 hits

Natura Brevium = 7 hits

Notary = 238 hits

Offence = 1011 hits

Offences = 584 hits

Outlaw = 19 hits

Oyer and determiner = 16 hits

Oyer and terminer = 109 hits

Plaintiff = 157 hits

Plea = 148 hits

Pleading = 47 hits

Probate = 33 hits

Proof = 736 hits

Prothonotary =- 296

Quarter sessions = 44 hits

Queen’s Bench = 43 hits 

Queen’s counsel = 24 hits

Queen’s court = 17 hits

Queen’s peace = 4 hits

Rota = 118 hits

Sergeant at law = 30 hits

Sergeant’s Inn = 9 hits

Sheriff = 1746 hits

Sir John Fyneux = 95 hits

Solicitor = 538 hits

Star chamber = 447 hits

Statute = 1046 hits

Theft = 56 hits

Treason = 935 hits

Trespass = 66 hits

Trial = 837 hits

Vi et armis = 4 hits

Vills = 32 hits

Westminster hall = 85 hits

Writ = 805 hits

Anthony Fitzherbert = 37 hits

Edmund Anderson (reporter) = 5 hits

Edmund Plowden (reporter) = 3 hits

John Rooper = 27 hits (not all lawyer John Rooper)

Richard Lyster (became chief justice of the King’s Bench)= 35 hits

Sir James Dyer (reporter) = 5 hits

Sir John Port (reporter) = 4 hits

Sir John Spelman (reporter) = 37 hits

William Bendlowes (reporter) = 3 hits

William Dalison (reporter = 6 hits

William Rastell (judge) = 2 hits 

Examples of documents:

The Borders: A bill of information to lord Cardinal's grace for the repressing of maintainers of murder within the county of Northumberland [1521]
"A bill of information made unto my lord Cardinal's grace for the repressing of maintainers of murder within the county of Northumberland;" with marginal notes showing what has become of each offender, or what is to be done with him.

1. "Anthony Heron, escond-begotten son to John Heron, of Chipches, with others," lay in wait and murdered Alan Elder, of Warkworth, for which he is "indicted, and the pele entered." "In sanctuary within the bishopric of Durham." 2. Elder being afraid of John Heron and his sons, the earl of Northumberland had bound John Heron to keep the peace. After the murder he discharged him from his service. "A privy seal to make answer." …
Recognizances [12 Feb 1524] 
Memoranda of recognizances, viz.:-9 Feb. a° 15°:-Ric. Holman, jun., of Deston, Surr., husbandman, 40l., to keep the peace, endeavour to apprehend Thos. Bell and other misruled persons and appear "here" in the quindene of Easter next. Like entries for Ric. Best of Meston and Wm. Barbour of Goddeston, yeomen, Andrew Baxster, of Goddeston, Hen. Wodden of Chelseham, Nic. Jervis of Horne, and Ric. Holman, jun., of Goddeston, husbandmen, and John Cristofer of Blechinglegh, servingman.

North Wales [1536]

Articles proving that it shall be hurtful to the commonwealth of the three shires in North Wales, that is to say, Anglesea, Caernarvon, and Merioneth, to have justices of the peace there. 1. At the conquest of the said shire by Edw. I., laws were made by a Parliament held at "Rutland" (Ruddlan), one of which is that Welshmen should be kept in bond and subjection, and not put in authority. 2. The fact that most of the Commons are bound to appear at one Session in the year, and not depart without licence, causes them to be of good order. …

The Attorney of the Marches in Wales desires additional articles to his instructions; with reasons in answer for not complying with his request [reign of Elizabeth I]

Debts to Henry VII. [1512] 

i "In this book following, which we have signed with our hand,* be contained and expressed divers of our matters, debts, and other causes which we have ordered and appointed to be pursued and executed by our attorney and solicitor for the time being, and also by our councillor Thomas Lucas, commanding them, by an whole advice and assent, truly and indifferently to proceed to the due and lawful order, execution, and direction, as well of the same as of all other our matters, debts, and causes which at any time hereafter shall mowe fortune to come to their hands, notice, or knowledge, or by us or any of our other councillors to them to be committed. …

Ordnance. Account of Wm. Brown of receipts and payments for artillery made at Mechlin, by Hans Popenruyter, by order of Thomas Spinelly. [1512]
Account of Wm. Brown (by Edward Lyzghtfote, his attorney) of receipts and payments for 48 pieces of artillery made at Mechlin, by Hans Popenruyter, by order of Thomas Spinelly. The first item is the receipt of 1,677l. 10s. Fl., from Leonard Frishobald and his company, by Thomas Spenell, as appears "in his account." Much of the money was laid out by Thomas Hart. Total receipts, 2,902l. 17s. 10d. Fl.; payments, 2,999l. 10s. 3d. Fl. …

Mandate to the Abbot of Sybeton, collector of a tenth granted. [1515]
Mandate to the Abbot of Sybeton, collector of a tenth granted 7 Hen. VIII. in the archdeaconries of Suffolk and Sudbury, and to James Hoberd the King's attorney, to distrain the incumbents of the benefices in schedule annexed, and seize their persons in default.

The Mayor and Aldermen of Calais to Wolsey [12 April 1519]
Received on the 5th by the King's messenger, Will. Wingfeld, the privy seal for the mayor to appear in the Star Chamber "in the moyse of Easter "next. Hope he may be excused by a clause in the liberties of Calais, of which they append a copy, but desire to know his pleasure. Calais, 12 April.

Opinions of the Chief Justices of the Queen's Bench and Common Pleas [reign of Elizabeth I]

Opinions of the Chief Justices of the Queen's Bench and Common Pleas, on the cases of concealments of some Companies of London.

Order in chancery [June 9 1556]

In king's bench. Thomas Bauger, plaintiff, Jerome Songer, defendant. As the defendant has commenced an action of debt of 200 marks against the plaintiff by latitat3 in the king and queen's bench at Westminster, whereby their graces are hindered of their fine which should have been paid in this court upon the origin of the action, it is ordered that an injunction be awarded against the defendant, etc., upon pain of £300 to sure days, etc.

Decree by the lord chancellor, lord steward, lord privy seal and chief justices [June 18 1557]

In the time of Edward VI John Johnson and Richard Johnson became bankrupts. Ambrose Saunders, not long before being entered into a joint occupation with them, not being privy to their state, was forced to like misery by their and his own debts. Their creditors complained in writing to and before the then lord chancellor3 and others of the privy council to have satisfaction of the lands, goods and money of the debtors, with portions according to the statute.4  …

William Dalison [justice of king and queen's bench], Edward Griffin [attorney-general], Richard Weston [solicitor-general] and John Prideaux to the queen [Before September 29; probably after January 23] 1558]

Your majesty is informed that Dyonyse Thymblebie was lately for a robbery6 attainted, contrary to the common order of justice, and upon trial could not have witnesses sworn to prove where he was the day of the robbery, which was mentioned at the indictment. We have, according to law, proceeded to his trial, preserving the ancient prerogative of the crown, not suffering any witness to be sworn or examined against your majesty in any trial of felony or treason, the same being first duly proved for your majesty according to law, as this was by divers honest witnesses. The day of the robbery alleged in any indictment is nothing material if the same robbery can be proved to be committed by the accused, which in Thymblebie's case was done …
The Star Chamber [1519] 

The following councillors, my lord of Westminster, the dean of St. Paul's, my lord of St. John's, Sir Thos. Nevyle, Sir Andrew Windesor, Sir Ric Weston, Dr. Clere, and Mr. Rooper, have been appointed by Wolsey and the Council to hear the causes of poor men depending in the Sterred Chambre, and will sit in the White Hall in Westminster, where the said suitors shall resort.

The Loan and Musters: An abbreviate of the books of views and musters brought into the Star Chamber [1523]

"An abbreviate" of the books of views and musters brought into the Star Chamber.

Devon, brought in by divers men; 6 hundreds wanting, according to Sir Thos. Denys. Dorset, brought in by Wm. Uvedale. Heref., by Thos. Havard. Rutland, by Fras. Broun. Oxf., by Ric. Kightley. Worc., by John Broun. Cheshire, by Randolph Lloid. Somers., by John FitzJames. Bucks, by Sir Andrew Windsor. Cambridge. Gloucester, by Thos. Matson and Robt. Wye. 

Maximilian to Henry VIII [26 Dec 1513]

In favor of Baldasar Stuerdus, papal prothonotary, sent by the Pope into Scotland, who is ordered to take in his way the Emperor and the King of England, Augsburg, 26 Dec. 1513, reg. Rom. 28. Signed: Maxi. Countersigned. Ja. de Bannissis.

Letters from the Datary.* [11 Jan 1525]

"Substantia Reverendissimi Dom. Datarii super his quæ Sanctissimi Domini nostri nomine die 11 Januarii scripsit." The Pope has recalled the archbishop of Capua because the king of France was not willing that he should go to England, nor open to him his intentions respecting the peace. He sends the prothonotary Casalis to declare his innocence of the declaration made by the king of France, which is simply a security of non-offence on both sides without any prejudice to the king of England or the Emperor, and the Florentines are included in it. With these exceptions the Pope remains in his usual neutrality. …

The state of the office of the Queen's Solicitor in Wales [reign of Elizabeth I]
1. The state of the office of the Queen's Solicitor in Wales, and how it differs in pains, profit and charge, from other offices there, which are nothing so important for Her Majesty's service, and yet far better allowed.

Sir John Husey to Lord Darcy [16 July 1523]

Has spoken with the King respecting Darcy's patent with respect to Vavesar. Master Solicitor and Darcy's counsel say it is invalid, because of lord Marney's former grant. Has also spoken with Vavesar. Hopes soon to get the King's letters touching lord Mountegle's matters. As to the anchoress, Master Chancellor is content "that ye put her in." Wishes to borrow Darcy's "brache, for to kill a buck or two this summer." London, 16 July. Signed.
A humble petition to the Council [reign of Elizabeth I]
20. A humble petition to the Council, of some Students of Gray's Inn, imprisoned for riotous proceedings, praying enlargement.

Mr. Fr. Bacon engages to Lord Burghley [reign of Elizabeth I]

8. Mr. Fr. Bacon engages to Lord Burghley, that though it is impracticable to have a joint masque, from the Gentlemen of the four Inns of Court; yet twelve Gentlemen of Gray's Inn of good capacity will give sufficient entertainment the same way.

Christopher Hales to Cromwell [23 June 1534 ]

Appendix.

I have received a patent from Christ's College of 10 marks' fee for you and your son. I am desired to received of you your other patent, and this shall be ready for you. Pray remember, at this despatch of the office of Ireland, Ric. De la Hyde, chief justice of the Common Pleas there; and if any objection be made against him, let him be heard here ere he be refused. Mr. John Crowmer tells me that you are favorable to the bishop of Armagh. I know him well, and think he is mis-reported. Despatch Mr. Thwaytes and the poor priest* and Lawrence at Canterbury. I have been suffering toothache and ague. Gray's Inn, eve of St. John.

John Gyraldi and Anthony Carsydony to Cromwell [28 July 1533]
The coroner's inquest have given their verdict for the murder.* Desire that justice may take place. Hear that unless Cromwell interfere, the misdoers shall not come to their punishment until Michaelmas, and so manage to escape. If the diabolic woman escape, we shall be in great jeopardy. As Cromwell's sheriff is gone, have retained Mr. Hall,† of Gray's Inn, for their counsel, and he showed us that the indictment already passed here in London cannot cause the felons to be arraigned, for the murder was committed in Middlesex. London, 28 July 1533.

W. Earl of Southampton to Cromwell [20 Sept 1538]

…

2. i. Confession of John Wissedome, husband, and Joan Triselowe (or Truslowe), spinster, of Stoghton, Suss., 13 Sept. 30 Hen. VIII., before John Gounter, J. P., in Sussex.
That they heard Johane Sylkden of Waldreton, Suss., spinster, say that if Sir Geoff. Poole had prospered till March next he would have sent a band of men over sea to his brother Cardinal Poole; also that if my Lady of Salisbury had been a young woman, the King and his Council would have burnt her at their late being in the country. …

John Scudamore and Richard Warmecombe to Cromwell [17 Dec 1536]

ii. Depositions before John Scudamour, sheriff of Herefordshire, and Richard Warmecombe, J.P., 9 December 28 Henry VIII., against Thomas ap Hugyn, in the city of Worcester at the sign of the Antelope.

John Midelton of Hereford, aged 60, at the Antelope in Worcester, 27 November last, heard the accused say, in presence of Thos. Brugge, Wm. Seyce, and Thos. Webbe, "my lord Privy Seal was but an harlot," and, speaking of the insurrection in the North, "it is an old saying that two dogs striveth for a bone and the third shall come and take the bone away." Thos. Webbe, aged 34, and Wm. Seyce, 30, depose the same. Thomas ap Hugyn denies speaking of Cromwell, but confesses the other saying, meaning that the Northern men and the Scots were the two dogs and the King the third dog. Signed John Scudamore-Richard Warmecombe.

Alex. Marsh to Mr. Treffrey [Nov. 14/24 1599]
Alex. Marsh to Mr. Treffrey, justice of the peace at Fowey, Cornwall, or the first mayor or justice to whom this shall come. I send you these letters, though unknown to you; I am ordered to forward them speedily, being on Her Majesty's affairs, to the first justice or mayor on shore. I have delivered them to Wm. Allen, a merchant here in Bayonne; they are of importance and must be sent to Court at once. There is a secret rumour of wars, for the King has given command, on pain of death, that all his forces, ships, gallies, &c. be ready by 1st March, and has chosen the Adelantado general at sea, and Count Fuentes by land.

Trial of the Duke of Buckingham [13 May 1521]
ii. Indictment found in London at the Guildhall, Wednesday, 8 May 13 Hen. VIII., before Sir John Brugge, lord mayor, Sir John Fyneux, Sir Rob. Brudenell, Sir Humph. Coningsby, Sir John More, Sir Ric. Broke, Sir Thos. Lovell, Sir Hen. Marney, Sir Thos. Boleyn, Sir Wistan Browne, Sir Nich. Vaux, Sir Will. Fitzwilliam, Sir Ric. Weston, Sir John Daunce, and Will. Shelley, by special commission of Oyer and Terminer, dated 2 May 13 Hen VIII., viz., that Edward duke of Buckingham, late of Thornbury, Glouc., intending to exalt himself to the crown, did, 10 March 2 Hen. VIII., at London, and also at Thornbury, imagine and compass the deposition and death of the King; that on the 24 April 4 Hen. VIII. he sent John Delacourt, then his chaplain, from Thornbury to Henton, Somers., to Nicholas Hopkins, a monk of the Carthusian priory there, who pretended to have knowledge of future events, and having made Delacourt take an oath not to reveal what he should say, he bid him inform the Duke that he should have all, and that he should endeavor to obtain the love of the community. …

Sir Henry Guildford to Wolsey [29 May 1528]

His brother Sir Edward, and the gentlemen commissioned by Wolsey to be at Leeds this Friday afternoon, are now here. Since his brother wrote to Wolsey, he thinks no more persons are guilty. On Wednesday night he apprehended all that can be suspected, except three, who have escaped; so he thinks the band is broken. His brother thinks the sessions of Oyer and Terminer might have been appointed at Cranbrook, instead of Rochester. Leeds Castle, 29 May. Signed.

Account of 84 new and 115 old causes adjudicated upon [1569?]

Account of 84 new and 115 old causes adjudicated upon, total, 199. Also of prisoners tried at oyer and terminer, vic., 5 executed, 1 reprieved, 2 acquitted by verdict and 10 by proclamation, 5 stayed till next gaol delivery, and 2 punished as vagabonds.

[1 page.] York, 24 May 1569.

Richard Yate to the Abbot of Pershore [21 Nov 1510]

Master Savage has sent to Lo[ndon] to take action for the refusing of a verdict at Tewkesbury, and Yate is liable to a penalty of 100l. for "the putting over and the delaying of the jury "; which he did for the sake of the abbot's common and lands at "the vii. wellys." 

Examination of Robert Wayland [Feb. 28 1600]

Examination of Robert Wayland, gent.:-

1. Has known Sir Walter leveson 23 years.

2. Sir Walter divers times persuaded him to practise with him to make divers powders and other things, and to prove their effect and promised him for his pains the manor of Hales or Parton.

3. Sir Walter said he could so poison a silver cup or bowl that whosoever drank thereof would be poisoned, and showed him how; viz., that he would first put a toad called Rubata into the cup, and put a silver cover upon it, and then coals on the covers by which means the heat of the fire would open the pores of the silver cup, and draw in the poison of the toad.

4. At Lilleshall Sir Walter put in practice a perfume that would poison those that smelt it as they lay in bed; as it was distilling, the bottom of the still melted, and the perfurm being in the fire, the savour thereof was so noisome to them that smelt it that it almost poisoned them; a servant caused a smith, tenant of Sir Walter's, to make a perfuming pot for the purpose.

5. Sir Walter said that Pascal Tapscott gave Robt. Greise, the boy of his kitchen, a potion that he thought he would have died thereof.

6. Sir Walter told him that if he cut the bristles of a horse's tail and minced them, and put it amongst buttered fish or minced meat, it would destroy any man's stomach, and no physic would help it.

Will. Chester, Mayor of Bristol, to Cromwell [16 Aug 1538 ]
Sir John Rawlins, mentioned in Cromwell's letter concerning the rape of a young girl of nine or ten, was arrested and sent to the gaol of Newgate in Bristol. At the quarter sessions, held 18 June last, the jury returned a verdict which was not sufficient, and at the gaol delivery of the 7th August he was indicted of the said rape. Indictment and the first, void, verdict enclosed. He has found good sureties to appear before the King's Council. Bristol, 16 Aug. Signed.

2. Verdict of the jury that Sir John Cartelage or Rawlins, of Bristol, clk., on the 18 April 29 Hen. VIII., enticed Eliz. Thomas, about eight years old, to his chamber and endeavoured to violate her.

3. Indictment finding that the rape was accomplished.

Robert Catlyn to Cecill [April 20 1561]
56. Robert Catlyn, Lord Chief Justice, to Cecill. On the law for punishment of witchcraft and sorcery. Allusions to the opinions of Henry de Bracton, and an extract from Brytton.

