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Keeping Your Eyes and Ears Open: A Diplomatic Counsel
for an Anglo-Aragonese Alliance at the Outbreak of the
Hundred Years War* AQ1
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Abstract

Late medieval diplomacy relied on informal networks to remedy administrative and governmental

deficiencies in the management of international affairs. This article examines the case of the

Aragonese merchant Peter Seseres and his associates, who acted as informal diplomatic agents,

and possibly spies, in England between 1333 and 1339, and especially in plans for an Anglo-

Aragonese alliance soon after the outbreak of the Hundred Years War. Significantly, Seseres’s

activity in England appears from the counsel (consilium) he presented to Edward III and his

council between March and May 1338, recorded in an unedited and hitherto overlooked document

preserved at The National Archives. Putting himself forward as an international negotiator, in his

counsel Seseres shows how, alongside his mercantile business on the south-east coast of

England, he had gathered confidential information and rumours, and exploited them to build

political arguments in favour of an Anglo-Aragonese alliance. In particular, Seseres focuses on the

importance for the English of forging international alliances, especially on the Franco-Iberian

borders, which would allow them to surround the French kingdom and reconquer the duchy of

Aquitaine. Seseres also addresses the importance for the English of exploiting the presence of

Robert of Artois in England and using his French connections to establish new continental

alliances. Finally, the last section of the counsel sheds new light on how unofficial diplomatic

missions were organised, highlighting aspects of fourteenth-century diplomatic and administrative

practices which have been overlooked because of lack of surviving evidence. The conclusion

engages with established scholarly debates on the international dimension of the Hundred Years

War and the formation of diplomatic and administrative practices in the late medieval period.
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Funding

In my recent monograph on Anglo-papal relations during the first phase of the Hundred Years War

(1305–60), I maintained that late medieval diplomacy intrinsically relied on informal and unofficial

contacts—alongside formal diplomatic missions—which arguably helped to remedy administrative

and governmental deficiencies in the management of international affairs. There, I defined as

mostly ‘unofficial’ those missions undertaken by envoys who performed diplomatic services without

receiving a formal credence or procuration, as well as those diplomatic negotiations that were

secret or not disclosed through established diplomatic channels.1 This unofficial diplomacy built on

an extensive web of contacts at different levels, from connections with rulers, their households and

close advisers, to the freelancers, lobbyists, merchants and spies who facilitated diplomatic

negotiations and information gathering.2 Significantly, the allegiance of informal networks of

individuals was secured in different ways, for instance through payments in kind and other sorts of

favours. In this respect, the employment of informal contacts in fourteenth-century diplomacy

reveals the extent to which administrative and diplomatic practices were still underdeveloped and

their deficiencies in the management of international relations were supplemented through

alternative means.

This was, as Stéphane Péquignot has pointed out, the case with merchants acting as secret

agents of the Aragonese Crown during the reign of James II (1291–1327), who dispatched secret
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missions to the kingdom of Granada, southern Italy and the court of Charles IV of France.3 After

the outbreak of the Hundred Years War in 1337, merchants again played an important part in the

unofficial diplomacy that went hand in glove with the management of cross-Channel transportation,

trade and the cash flow needed to pay for war expenditures. An illuminating case-study of this set

of activities is represented by the role of an Aragonese merchant, Peter Seseres, and his

associates—merchants who acted as informal diplomatic envoys, and possibly even spies, in

England between 1333 and 1339—in negotiating an Anglo-Aragonese alliance soon after the

outbreak of the Hundred Years War.4 Seseres’s activity in England is recorded in an unedited

document preserved at The National Archives (C 47/32/23), which is the focus of this article.5 The

text, recorded in a short parchment roll, contains Seseres’s written counsel presented to Edward

III, king of England, and his council, probably at some point between March and May 1338 when

Seseres produced his counsel. This report is exceptional in the history of diplomacy in the early

fourteenth century in revealing that a merchant had seized the initiative and elevated himself to the

rank of international negotiator. There is no evidence that Seseres had been officially appointed

by either the King of England or the King of Aragon to draw up a plan for the negotiations before

he offered his counsel. Yet, as emerges from the document, Seseres had gathered information on

international affairs and the Anglo-French war through informal channels, probably exploiting the

connections available to him through his mercantile business on the south-east coast of England

which had allowed him to become acquainted with members of the King’s inner circle and with the

papal legates dispatched to England in late 1337.

This article therefore investigates Peter Seseres’s activities and connections, before moving on to

an examination of his counsel and its terms. The counsel sheds new light not only on unofficial

diplomatic and administrative practices in late medieval diplomatic activity, but also, more

significantly, on the complex set of international political alliances that contributed to English

military successes in the Hundred Years War in 1337 and 1338.6

I

The origins of Peter Seseres remain quite obscure. Peter was originally from the Iberian
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Peninsula, possibly from Catalonia, Valencia or Majorca.7 The name Seseres (Sans Eres) is

documented in Valencia, Catalonia and Majorca in the territories where Catalan was spoken, in

the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.8 These associations demonstrate that Peter was a subject

of the Aragonese Crown. Catalan and Aragonese merchants are known to have been engaged in

international trade from the late thirteenth century onwards, when the sea route between the Bay

of Biscay and northern Europe, especially England and Flanders, was increasingly used to avoid

the dangerous road journey through France, providing a link for trade between North Africa and

northern Europe.9

Seseres’s activity as a merchant and ship owner, trading cloth, wine and other goods between the

Continent and England, is well recorded between 1336 and 1339. The first occurrence of Peter

Seseres’s business found in English records dates from 1336. On 13 October 1336, while sailing

off the coast of Kent, a Majorcan ship, the Saint Louis, whose master was the Spaniard Bernard

Bador, was attacked by the English ship La Godbiete and taken to Sandwich where its

merchandise was stolen.10 Soon after the incident, Peter denounced it in a petition to parliament,

asking for the mayor of Sandwich to investigate the case and arrest La Godbiete’s master, Elias

Condy and his associates from Sandwich.11 Despite this misfortune, Peter’s merchandise was still

being shipped across the Channel from Sandwich in January 1337 when—alongside James

Skamilica and two Lombard merchants, Ubertinus Manchesole of Piacenza and Conrad de

Walescario of Asti—he obtained permission to cross to Brabant with money, hides and

merchandise on board one or two Spanish and Zeeland ships.12 Peter and his associates had

imported goods for sale in Sandwich, but some remained unsold, so they were now planning to

take that merchandise (including 75 tuns of honey and 3,000 ox-hides) to Brabant. Permission was

granted on condition they would pay the tolls due in Sandwich and also remit letters from the Duke

of Brabant certifying that they had unloaded the goods at a port within his authority.13 A few

months later, in April 1337, Peter was permitted to export six barrels of wine—which had been

taken from him at sea by certain subjects of the King of England and recovered in London—from

London to Middelburg in Brabant, on condition that he would not take the wine elsewhere.14
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Despite the outbreak of the Hundred Years War, which made trading across the Channel a risky

business, in the later months of 1337 and into 1338 Peter’s business was still based between

Sandwich and London. Proceedings over the raid on the Saint Louis continued. The Aragonese

merchants agreed to accept a lump sum of £330 from the men of Sandwich as compensation—as

of November 1337 it remained unpaid. On Peter’s petition, William Clinton, earl of Huntingdon, as

constable of Dover and warden of the Cinque Ports, was ordered to enforce payment of the £330

against the men of Sandwich and those guilty of the raid. On 9 January 1338, Peter appeared in

the Court of Chancery in London as attorney for the Aragonese merchants to confirm they

released all claims with respect to the ship and its cargo against Elias Condy, his named

associates, and all other men of Sandwich.15 Meanwhile, together with another Spanish merchant,

Benedict Ferrandes, Peter appears as the owner of eighty-seven cloths in the cargo of a Spanish

carrack which was attacked at sea. The stolen goods were taken to London and there seized by

the authorities; Peter and Benedict petitioned the Crown for restoration of their cloth. On 20

January 1338, Edward III ordered the mayor and sheriffs of London to restore the cloth to Peter

and Benedict because the King and council had agreed that all the goods of the merchants from

the duchy of Aquitaine, Spain, Portugal and Lombardy and other friendly lands should be restored

to them.16

In March 1338, Peter Seseres appears in the records as a member of the entourage of the

cardinal of S. Prassede, Pedro Gomez de Barroso.17 The latter, together with Bertrand of

Montfavès, cardinal of S. Maria in Aquiro, had been dispatched by Pope Benedict XII to England

in November 1337 as papal legates to foster mediation between England and France.18 Cardinal

Pedro Gomez was originally from Toledo in Castile; he had been bishop of Cartagena, was a

former councillor of King Alfonso XI of Castile, and had served as papal legate in Castile in 1336.1

9 His appointment as legate to mediate in the Anglo-French conflict probably reflected the Pope’s

trust in his diplomatic skills and arguably complemented the personal profile of the other legate,

Bertrand of Montfavès, who was a Frenchman from Quercy, as was Benedict XII’s predecessor,
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John XXII.20

In March 1338, along with Peter Seseres, the cardinal legates’ party comprised at least nineteen

people.21 Some were connected to Pedro Gomez de Barroso and, like him, were from the Iberian

Peninsula, including Pedro Lopez de Frias, James of Castile and Peter Seseres.22 Others were

from southern France, for instance: Peter Meruli, a Benedictine monk from the priory of Saint-

Denis at Menda in Lozère; Guillelmus de Curte, chamberlain of the French cardinal of S. Quattro

Coronati;23 Peter Johannis and Peter Johannis Trigintilibrarum, possibly connected to the

cathedral in Avignon;24 John Audini, clerk of Béziers;25 Durand de Garsia, a monk of the Cluniac

order, and Peter Garsie, both probably from Aquitaine.26 Notably, the party also included William

Montagu, earl of Salisbury, admiral of the English western fleet since 1337, who was an

experienced diplomat and had been dispatched for important negotiations to the papal curia and

France during the reigns of Edward II and Edward III.27

The presence of Peter Seseres in the embassy of the papal legates and his connections with the

King and his council in 1338 were remarkably timely. The two papal legates arrived in England on

29 November 1337 and began negotiating with Edward III, trying to delay the departure of his

campaign to the Continent until the parliament summoned for February 1338,28 and to sway the

King’s council to support an Anglo-French truce. Their diplomatic activity, however, clashed with

Edward III’s ongoing secret preparations for war, his successful engagements with the English

subjects in Guyenne, and the establishment of international alliances with Genoa and Castile, and

with Robert, king of Sicily and Naples.29 On 14 February 1338, parliament approved Edward III’s

new set of demands to be put forward to Philip VI of France, which should have delayed the

King’s crossing to the Continent until late June. At this point, Benedict XII ordered the cardinals to

continue negotiations with Philip VI in France. Thus, on 11 March 1338, Pedro Gomez’s

entourage, including Peter Seseres, was granted a safe-conduct to cross to the Continent.

Despite the French attacks against Portsmouth and Jersey on 24 and 26 March 1338, on 7 April

1338 the Pope ordered the two legates themselves to travel to France to speak with Philip VI.30
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On 21 April, Philip VI’s envoys arrived at the papal curia for further negotiations.31 The papal

legates were in England on 1 May 1338, in a last attempt to prevent Edward III’s summer

campaign to France.32 Their journey to France was hindered because of the risks involved in

crossing the Channel and, on 18 May 1338, Edward III granted safe conduct for the shipping of

eighty sacks of wool from England to Brabant for their benefit.33

Thanks to his trading business and his ability to keep his eyes and ears wide open, in March

1338, Peter Seseres thus found himself in a perfect position to gather useful and confidential

information and rumours on the international political situation soon after the outbreak of the

Hundred Years War and throughout the convoluted preparations for Edward III’s campaign to the

Continent. Meanwhile, Seseres’s acquaintance with the cardinals and their entourage seems to

have further enabled him to gain personal favours from the Crown. On 12 March 1338, the day

after receiving the safe-conduct to cross to the Continent with the cardinals’ entourage, Peter

Seseres and his fellow merchant Benedict Ferrandes were granted licence to ship the eighty-

seven cloths that had been stolen in the raid on the Spanish carrack from Southampton to Aragon,

free of customs dues. The same favour was granted to their fellow merchants from Aragon,

Majorca, ‘Spain’ and Lombardy, on the grounds of the English king’s affection for the ‘King of

Spain’.34

The ultimate failure of papal mediation in May 1338 and Edward III’s crossing to the Continent on

16 July proved very challenging for Peter Seseres’s business. Before 5 August 1338, he

petitioned parliament and obtained the king’s general protection for himself and his merchandise.35

Yet royal protection did not prevent Peter from having a cargo of wares and goods stolen in

Southampton, probably between 5 October, when the French raided the town, and 22 November

1338, when the king ordered the restitution of the stolen goods to Peter, Nicholas Fylet, William

Pierehugh and their associates from Aragon and Catalonia.36 The last piece of evidence found in

the English records for Peter Seseres’s activity is a writ close dated 10 February 1339. This

ordered Nicholas de la Beche, constable of the Tower of London, to release Peter and William

Perruk, Catalan merchants, who had been imprisoned because of ‘suspicion’ against them. They
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were to be freed because certain earls and magnates had testified that the two merchants were

guiltless and of good conduct.37 The writ close does not explain the nature of the suspicion

against Peter and William, but circumstantial evidence investigated below suggests that they were

suspected of being foreign spies.38

II

Peter Seseres’s activity and his involvement in unofficial diplomacy as negotiator and information

gatherer is evidenced in the overlooked diplomatic account preserved at TNA in the diplomatic

miscellanea series as C 47/32/23. The roll, consisting of three membranes sewn together,

authored by Seseres himself, records the counsel that Seseres sought to convey before the king

and his council. It makes the case for an Anglo-Aragonese alliance and rests on information

seemingly gathered by Peter through his contacts in England, France and the Iberian Peninsula.

Internal evidence suggests that Seseres’s counsel was written between March and May 1338.

This dating is based on five pieces of information. Firstly, the counsel mentions that William

Clinton, earl of Huntingdon, may have been dispatched to campaign in Gascony. This suggests

that it was written at the time of Clinton’s appointment as commander to Gascony between March

and June 1338, before he assumed the regency for the Black Prince in England after Edward III

went on campaign to the Continent in July 1338.39 Secondly, it mentions the knight (‘chivaler’)

Berenger de Saint-Jean as the second negotiator to be involved in the proposed mission.

Berenger received payment for his service from the constable of Bordeaux on the king’s order of

18 May 1338—this date could be considered as the terminus ante quem for the compilation of

Seseres’s counsel.40 Thirdly, it maintains that Robert of Artois was also planning to cross to the

Continent, as he eventually did in the summer of 1338, following Edward III in his first continental

campaign.41 Fourthly, it reports that Philip VI of Valois was concerned with the possible

involvement of the Empire in the Anglo-French conflict and even an Anglo-imperial invasion of

France, without referring to Edward III as imperial vicar (a title he assumed from November 1338).

The report was therefore probably written between late March 1338, when the Anglo-imperial
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invasion of France was threatened, and before November 1338, when Edward III accepted the

imperial vicarage.42 Fifthly, at the end of his account, Seseres displays some insight into papal

plans to organise a new crusade, information which he must have gathered during the journey

undertaken across the Channel with the papal legates’ entourage in March 1338.43

The dating of Peter Seseres’s counsel between March and May 1338 is most significant,

considering his activity and connections in those months. As mentioned above, since January

1338 Peter had, through his business, established relations with the inner circles of London’s

mercantile classes and with the royal administration—petitioning parliament, the king and his

council on a few occasions and attending the Court of Chancery. During this period, he was

probably acquainted with William Clinton, who as constable of Dover and warden of the Cinque

Ports was responsible for the execution of royal orders in favour of Seseres and his fellow

merchants.44 Indeed, in his counsel, Peter Seseres claims some familiarity with William Clinton

and has warm words for him, remarking on his chivalric values, loyalty and many virtues, and the

esteem in which Clinton was held among the community of Aragonese and Castilian merchants.45

Peter was also acquainted with the papal legates Bertrand of Montfavès and Pedro Gomez de

Barroso who, on their arrival in England on 29 November 1337, were escorted from Dover to

London by the same William Clinton.46 In January 1338, while waiting in London for the

deliberations of the Westminster parliament (summoned for 3 February 1338), the cardinals

pursued both diplomatic activity and their own personal affairs, sending wine and other goods to

the Continent. On 4 and 10 January 1338, Edward III granted royal protection to the cardinals’

messengers and servants when shipping wine and sending letters between England, Gascony

and the papal curia.47 It is therefore tempting to speculate that this sort of business allowed Peter

Seseres and his associates to network with the cardinals’ entourage, given that their business,

based mostly in London and Sandwich, specialised in trading goods and probably provided

occasional transportation of individuals across the Channel.

During the first half of 1338, in preparation for his first continental campaign in the Hundred Years

War, Edward III focused on the international dimension of the conflict, extending his diplomatic
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efforts beyond France and the Low Countries. In this context, the kingdoms of the Iberian

Peninsula had a special role to play because of their contribution to international trade across the

Channel as well as their feudal connections with the south of France.48 As Déprez has pointed

out, in January 1338, while the cardinals were waiting for the summoning of parliament in England,

Edward III moved secretly and decisively to strengthen his alliances with Genoa, Castile and

Naples. While concluding his alliances in Flanders, on 28 August 1337, Edward III announced the

dispatch of an embassy to Aragon to secure Peter IV’s support.49 According to the sixteenth-

century historian Jerónimo Zurita, at Christmas 1338 the Dominican envoys from England,

Guillelmo de Orgolio and Bertran de Perraleuada, arrived at the Aragonese court in Valencia and

conveyed the advantages of an Anglo-Aragonese alliance to King Peter IV, but the king’s advisers

steered the young king away from this idea, suggesting instead that he should ally with France.50

Between 1337 and the early months of 1338, Edward III had also undertaken diplomatic relations

with Castile. Between May and June 1337, he issued letters of protection to merchants trading

with Brabant, Castile and Aragon.51 On 4 January 1338, at the request of the King of Castile,

Edward III endorsed the complaint of some Castilian merchants who had been robbed in English

waters off Southampton, while, on 8 January, the king granted protection to the Castilian

merchants trading between England and the Low Countries.52 Most importantly, two writs close,

dated 7 and 8 January 1338 and addressed to Queen Maria and King Alfonso XI of Castile, show

Edward III’s intention to focus on Anglo-Castilian diplomacy, negotiating an alliance with Castile

that had been delayed because of the King of Castile’s war in Portugal.53 Meanwhile, on 8

January 1338, Edward III commended the dispatch of his envoy Arnald de Duro Forti to Robert,

king of Naples, who was at this point an important diplomatic player and facilitated the diplomatic

communications between Benedict XII and Peter IV, king of Aragon, in February 1338.54

Between March and May 1338, in very complex and rapidly changing political circumstances,

Peter Seseres was therefore in a good position not only to gather information and rumours that

could be conveyed to the English and Aragonese Crowns, but above all to try to advance himself

from merchant to international negotiator, providing advice to Edward III and his council. Yet, most
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importantly, beyond the speculations on the international political milieu, Seseres’s counsel does

not shy away from its true agenda, namely facilitating the business of Aragonese and Castilian

merchants across the Channel after the outbreak of the Anglo-French conflict.

III

The three membranes of the manuscript roughly correspond to three distinct sections of Seseres’s

counsel. The first section makes the case for an Anglo-Aragonese alliance;55 the second contains

the forms of documents that the English Crown should dispatch as part of the diplomatic mission,

the negotiator’s opinions and conclusions;56 the third sets out the practical arrangements

regarding the diplomatic envoys to be dispatched on the diplomatic mission and their faculties. A

fourth section and membrane, as stated in a now-faint note added to the document, could have

been detached or torn away, as happened for documents recording confidential and sensitive

information.57 The structure of Seseres’s counsel follows the formulaic pattern of Aragonese

secret diplomatic reports, which, as Péquignot pointed out, were generally presented in the form of

an inquiry, namely a methodical evaluation of potential scenarios to support or reject a course of

action.58 Nevertheless, throughout the document, Peter Seseres maintained two distinct, but often

intertwined, main lines of argument. Firstly, he supported the case for an alliance between Aragon

and the Anglo-Flemish coalition against France, established in August 1337, to advance

successfully English military gains and conquest of the duchy of Aquitaine and territories on the

French–Iberian border. Secondly, he showed the economic advantages that success against

France, achieved through an Anglo-Aragonese alliance, would have brought to both the English

and Aragonese Crowns, their subjects and, above all, to merchants and their businesses.

In the first membrane, at the beginning of his counsel, Peter Seseres clearly positioned himself

before Edward III and his council as negotiator and political adviser, able to demonstrate how the

proposed Anglo-Aragonese alliance would benefit both parties in military and economic respects.

Initially, Seseres set out to secure the attention and interest of his audience by disclosing that

Peter IV of Aragon had recently undertaken diplomatic negotiations (‘par treyter et determiner’)
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with Philip VI of Valois.59 These negotiations concerned three specific issues: firstly, the grant of

the county of Toulouse in southern France to the Aragonese Crown; secondly, the reciprocal right

of reprisal (‘marke’), from which both Aragonese and French merchants would be protected; and

thirdly, the return to the Aragonese Crown of the county of Comminges, which Philip VI had

unlawfully taken from James, count of Urgell, the brother of Peter IV of Aragon.60 With regard to

this last issue, Seseres maintained that Peter IV had unsuccessfully complained to Philip VI that

he had suffered great harm as a result. Seseres claimed to have good inside knowledge on this

matter, which he would share orally with Edward III and his council (‘plus plenement dire de

buche’).61 Seseres was clearly trying to draw the attention of his audience with compelling

rumours about the ongoing Franco-Aragonese negotiations, yet there can be no doubt that he was

well informed. The county of Toulouse had come under the control of the French Crown in 1283,

after Alphonse of Poitiers, brother of Louis IX, king of France, died without heirs, having acquired

the county in 1249 from his deceased wife Joanna, who had herself inherited it from her mother

Sancha of Aragon.62 Likewise, the recovery of the county of Comminges had been at the core of

failed Franco-Aragonese diplomatic negotiations between 1312 and 1325.63 Concluding the

introductory part of his counsel, Seseres therefore suggested that Edward III could exploit the

disagreement between the French and Aragonese kings on the possession of the county of

Comminges to his advantage, as he could have done for the disagreement between Philip VI and

the King of Majorca, concluding that there were counts and barons in the kingdoms of Aragon,

Majorca and Castile, whom the French had dispossessed and who may have been keen to help

the English against Philip VI.64

Securing the trust of his audience through displaying insider political knowledge, Seseres set

himself up as a prospective diplomatic envoy, who should be dispatched to the court of Peter IV of

Aragon to negotiate the Anglo-Aragonese alliance and its provisions on behalf of Edward III and

his council.65 Seseres introduced this section making clear that he was seizing the initiative in the

diplomatic negotiations (‘finelement m’est avys solom mon petite sen que bon serroit’), as he did in

other passages throughout the counsel.66 Seseres proposed that the English should make five
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covenants with Peter IV of Aragon, namely: that the King of Aragon would receive the counties of

Toulouse and Comminges; that the campaign (‘a guerreier et chivacher’) would take place in those

territories when both kings were ready and before the harvest season; that the King of England

would retain the same rights in those counties as the King of France had held; that no peace or

truce should be agreed without the mutual consent of the King of England and the King of Aragon;

and, finally, that the King of Aragon would defend the King of England against fleets that might

come to support the King of France. Seseres further maintained that, once the counties of

Toulouse and Comminges were conquered, the administration of them should be given to another

count previously chosen, if the King of Aragon were to be absent during a war against Philip VI.

Finally, according to Seseres, the King of Aragon should be allowed to retain and dispose as he

wished of conquered territories up to fifty square leagues (about 2,500 square kilometres) in

extent. This would be subject to three conditions: that the counts and barons of these territories

would defend them as they did for the French Crown; that the conquered towns, cities, castles and

other places should pay two years of due rent (to the English), starting one year after the

conquest, and could redeem them in five years; and that the King of Aragon would leave it to the

English to acquire the town of Montpellier.67 Montpellier had been part of the kingdom of Majorca

and disputed with the French Crown since 1258, when the Treaty of Corbeil between Louis IX,

king of France, and James I, king of Aragon, had failed to address its status.68

These were high-stakes political dealings. Arguably, what Seseres was suggesting was that

Edward III’s offer to Peter IV should match the covenants made to him by Philip VI, in terms of

territorial acquisitions for the Aragonese Crown in the counties of Toulouse and Comminges and

reciprocal military aid, save for one important issue, namely the military support of the Aragonese

vassals in the region against the French. This request was crucial, given the political and military

importance of the counties of Toulouse and Comminges in the Anglo-French conflict—as Seseres

himself argued later in his counsel. Furthering this line of argument, Seseres added a list of six

concessions which the King of England would grant to the King of Aragon in return for his

continuous support and assistance against the French.69 These terms were: the acquittal of

people and properties of the French Crown for up to 5,000 florins of Florence; the pledge of up to
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5,000 florins of Florence payable in three or four years over French people and properties; the

pledge of up to 5,000 florins of Florence over outsiders (‘gentz estranngers’) in France; the

payment of the census and other dues of the people of three ‘foreign’ towns in France (‘citees

estranges de France’);70 the grant of protection to take money outside France freely; and the

proclamation of five jurisdictions (banys) in the French kingdom. These further concessions

arguably made the English propositions quite attractive for the Aragonese Crown, especially

regarding the size of the territorial gains and their taxable income.

At the end of the first section of his counsel, Seseres further set these covenants in the broad

political picture, expressing once more his own assessments. While maintaining the need to

dispatch diplomatic envoys to Castile in order to resolve promptly the ongoing war there, with a

convoluted and rhetorical turn of phrase Seseres dared to state openly his own support for the

dispatch of Robert of Artois and the Earl of Huntingdon (William Clinton) to fight in Gascony,

since, along with the King of Aragon, they would represent as much of a challenge for Philip VI as

that he faced in the Empire—where Edward III had gathered an anti-French coalition in the

summer of 1337.71 Seseres also requested safe-conducts and protection for the messengers and

the merchants from England and Flanders involved in this mission, once more indulging in

rhetorical flourishes to express how these arrangements would favour the trade of English wool

and Flemish cloth and be financially advantageous for the English Crown.72 Meanwhile, probably

owing to his past experiences, wary of attacks against the ships and their merchandise during their

journeys off the English coasts, Seseres asked that any dispute between the messengers and

English merchants or subjects should be arbitrated before the King.

In the second section, Seseres’s requests for protection for the negotiators are followed by

arrangements for the dispatch of letters of credence for the envoys and Seseres’s conclusions, all

of which are recorded on the second membrane of the roll. Here, Seseres first provides letters of

credence for the envoys sent by the English Crown to the King of Aragon and the King of Castile

and safe-conducts for the Aragonese and Castilian merchants who would be dispatched along

with the messengers. Interestingly, while the letter of credence addressed to Peter IV of Aragon

IST: 2025-11-28: 9:46:41 PM ** For reference only, this track pdf was created by the online proofing system. Page 15 of 40



was to be issued unsealed, possibly to preserve the confidentiality of the mission, and refers to the

envoys’ faculties of negotiation in general terms, the letter of credence for the King of Castile

refers to the need to make peace and agreement between the two kingdoms.73

These letters of credence are followed by Seseres’s concluding remarks, which convey four main

points. Firstly, Seseres suggested that the alliance between England and Aragon, as well as

providing a solution to the war in Castile, would favour the organisation of a great military

expedition to advance well into the kingdom of France. This military endeavour would also take

advantage of the concrete threat of an Anglo-imperial invasion of France, which was seen as likely

by March 1338, and would offer the English a successful outcome similar to that in autumn 1325 at

the end of the War of Saint-Sardos, when Edward, then prince of Wales, went to France.74

Secondly, Seseres maintained that it was likely that Peter IV of Aragon would recover the counties

of Toulouse and Comminges without facing any opposition from the population of Navarre. This

had been confirmed by some English envoys dispatched to Navarre after the coronation of Philip

of Evreux as king of Navarre in March 1328.75 Arguably, Seseres built here on the information

provided by reliable insiders at court and was well informed on the broader international political

implications of his plan, especially when mentioning the involvement of the Navarrese Crown and

the embassy of Master Reymond Durant who had been dispatched to Navarre on 28 March 1328.

76 Yet, as a neighbour of the count of Comminges, the king of Navarre was involved in the politics

of the county, especially during the rule of Philip of Evreux. Philip was a cousin of Philip VI of

Valois and promised his daughter Maria in marriage to Peter IV of Aragon in 1336, exchanging

some castles on the border between the two kingdoms as a guarantee for the marriage agreement.

77

Reverting here to a point he had already made, Seseres once more argued for the dispatch of

Robert of Artois and William Clinton to Gascony. Alluding to the disagreement between Philip VI

and his cousin Robert over the inheritance of the county of Artois, Seseres emphasised that Philip

VI had great obligations towards Robert of Artois, who enjoyed strong support in France and

Gascony.78 Here, Robert could count on the friendship of the Count of Foix and could have

IST: 2025-11-28: 9:46:41 PM ** For reference only, this track pdf was created by the online proofing system. Page 16 of 40



shifted his supporters’ allegiance to the English. Seseres’s mention of the count of Foix, Gaston II

(1315–43), and his relation to the counts of Artois is significant and reveals Seseres’s clear

understanding of the complex set of political allegiances in the duchy. Gaston II’s mother, Joan of

Artois, was Robert’s sister and had been actively involved in Foix’s decision to side with the

French against the English in Aquitaine since her marriage to Gaston I of Foix in 1301, bringing a

strong influence to bear on her son Gaston II’s rule. In this respect, it was plausible that Robert of

Artois could be considered a means to shift the position of the counts of Foix towards the English.

However, this may have been difficult in practice, since Joan had been a notorious supporter of

the French at the time of the Marsan war in Gascony in 1323 and during the War of Saint-Sardos.

79

Furthermore, in Seseres’s opinion, Robert of Artois enjoyed the backing of the kings of Castile,

Aragon, Majorca and Portugal and of the duke of Brittany. Yet again, Seseres’s speculations on

the connections of Robert of Artois were here broadly plausible: John III, duke of Brittany, had

been the only one to vote against the banishment of Robert of Artois from France in 1332, and

was himself distantly related to the crowns of Castile and Portugal through his wife, Isabelle of

Castile.80 Finally, while Seseres considered Robert of Artois as pivotal to English plans for a great

anti-French alliance in the Iberian Peninsula, he once more praised William Clinton, as one held in

great esteem among the Castilian and Aragonese merchants, now demanding his return to

France.81 In conclusion, Seseres maintained that, if such a great anti-French coalition, held

together by the proposed Anglo-Aragonese alliance, were to embark on a military expedition

(‘chyvacher’) in France, then the English Crown would reconquer the whole of the duchy of

Aquitaine, while the Aragonese Crown would secure the counties of Toulouse and Comminges.82

Obviously, what Seseres was thinking of here was a joint attack against the French, directed by

the Anglo-Flemish and Anglo-German alliances at the northern borders of France and the Channel

and by the Aragonese Crown at the Iberian-French borders.

To fulfil this plan, in the third and final section of his counsel Seseres therefore moves to the

practical arrangements for the proposed diplomatic mission, focusing on the envoys and their
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commissions. Significantly, Seseres put himself forward as chief negotiator along with the chivaler

Berenger de Saint-Jean. Both Berenger and Peter Seseres should receive written letters of

credence for their mission listing their faculties.83 Indeed, further detailing the practical

arrangements needed to fulfil the mission (‘ces sont les choses que les dites messages ount

busoigne’), Seseres requested a ‘dual appointment’ (‘double commission’) for the envoys, who

would have the faculty of negotiating before the kings of both England and Aragon.84 The latter

was a crucial and quite perceptive request on Seseres’s part, since, as I have argued elsewhere,

dual appointments were meant to reduce possible friction among the parties during diplomatic

negotiations, although they occasionally created confusion and conflicts of interest.85 Seseres

also asked that the diplomatic envoys be escorted by armed men under the command of

Bartholomew de Bochon and that the envoys be allowed to find their own passage and ships,

being funded directly over two, three or four years up to a total of 50,000 marks sterling.

Furthermore, pending the permission of the King of Aragon, Seseres proposed that the diplomatic

envoys could employ six trusted armed men (‘honurables hommes’), each of whom would receive a

pension of £20 or £30 sterling. The latter were to answer to the English king and would have

played an important role in the mission.86 Next, Seseres significantly tried to further his own

interests and those of his fellow merchants, creating a special status for one hundred merchants,

who would swear allegiance to the English Crown and receive an indenture as evidence of their

status, while Seseres and Saint-Jean, as messengers, would receive the faculty of freeing those

merchants from duties owed on merchandise exported outside England. Furthermore, Seseres

asked that the messengers be given the faculty to arbitrate in the case of robberies committed by

English merchants against merchants of Aragon and Majorca, securing that such English

merchants should be prosecuted by the English Crown and that merchants of Aragon and Majorca

should pay their dues to the English Crown.

Finally, on a smaller strip of parchment stitched to the bottom of the enrolment, using a

different thread and pattern from that employed to attach membranes 1 and 2, Seseres listed

the capabilities needed by the negotiators to confirm and warrant the territories that would be

IST: 2025-11-28: 9:46:41 PM ** For reference only, this track pdf was created by the online proofing system. Page 18 of 40



granted to the King of Aragon by conquest.87 As proposed in the earlier part of his counsel,

the envoys were to be given powers to agree with the King of Aragon on the size of the

conquered territories (up to fifty square leagues) as well as their shape (triangular, square or

circular) and boundaries, while the administration of those territories was to be given, in

agreement with ‘the King of Aragon and Majorca’, to the lords who contributed to the military

conquest. If it were not possible to divide the conquered territories into portions of fifty square

leagues, then the King of Aragon could negotiate their division into smaller portions of twenty

leagues. Finally, Seseres maintained that the King of Aragon would welcome the English

offer of enfranchising the conquered territories to him in return for a monetary loan. Once

more Seseres here seems intentionally to outbid the French offers made to the Aragonese

Crown, while playing on the English need for cash to fund the Anglo-French war.88

Seseres concluded his counsel by reflecting rhetorically on the great cost needed to acquire

a great advantage and on the necessity of securing great allies to conquer large territories

and defeat the enemy. Here, disguised as an afterthought, Seseres provided confidential

information about papal plans for a crusade. Admitting that the organisation of a crusade

risked jeopardising the proposed Anglo-Aragonese alliance, Seseres reassured Edward III

that the Pope could not launch a crusade without the consent of four kings, namely the kings

of England and France, who were at war with each other, and the kings of Aragon and

Castile.89 Convinced that there was no appetite among Christians for a crusade at that

moment, Seseres therefore recommended that Edward III write to the Pope, asking him to

halt his crusading plans and conscientiously support the party that was in the right, namely

the Anglo-Flemish alliance, against the one that was in the wrong, namely the French.

Edward III should further confirm that he would be willing to take the cross in the future. Once

more, here Seseres seems to have built on rumours that he had probably gathered from his

acquaintance with the papal legates Pedro Gomez and Bertrand of Montfavés and their

entourage in March 1338.90 Yet, Seseres’s information was overall correct. As Housley

pointed out, after 1336 Aragon and Castile lost interest in both the crusade to the Holy Land

and the Reconquista, which were draining their kingdoms’ finances. In March 1338 Edward
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III dreaded the threat of Pope Benedict XII’s crusading plans, after Philip VI had been

allowed to use the two-years’ tenth, collected for the cancelled crusade in the Holy Land, to

fund the defence of the kingdom of France against Emperor Lewis of Bavaria and his Anglo-

Flemish supporters.91

IV

The activity of Peter Seseres is significant in several different respects. On the one hand, his

career shows how a merchant from the Iberian Peninsula, whose business consisted in trading

goods between England, the Low Countries and the Iberian Peninsula, enduring the relentless

danger of robbery and piracy in English and French waters, could profit from the uncertainties and

risks that arose after the outbreak of the Hundred Years War in 1337. In those exceptional

circumstances, Seseres and his associates were able to take advantage of their expertise and

connections in England, France and the Iberian Peninsula, diversifying their activities from trading

to unofficial diplomatic negotiations and representation. Merchants were, at least theoretically,

protected by rights of safe passage. They could exploit special protection in different countries and

were in an ideal position to play unofficial diplomatic roles.92 Unlike official diplomatic envoys and

embassies, their activities could be easily disguised, covering the gathering of sensitive

information, rumours and espionage. This was, however, a risky business, as Seseres’s arrest and

imprisonment in the Tower of London in 1339 on the grounds of suspected espionage clearly

shows.93

The examination of Peter Seseres’s career and his counsel displays a degree of sophistication

and cunning in his understanding of the international political and diplomatic milieu, in his capacity

to pivot effortlessly between Edward’s geopolitical interests and his own as a merchant trader. If

anything, the counsel bears witness to Seseres’s detailed investigation of both sides of the

argument. At the beginning, Seseres astutely sets the proposed Anglo-Aragonese alliance against

the plans for a Franco-Aragonese alliance, positioning Edward III and his council in competition

with the French enemy. He then moves on to the advantages of an Anglo-Aragonese alliance,

demonstrating how it would be convenient for Edward III to ally with Peter IV of Aragon on the
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basis of territorial and regional considerations concerning the politics of the Iberian Peninsula,

where the King of Aragon was pursuing a plan of expansion across the Mediterranean Sea.94

Indeed, Seseres draws heavily on the idea that Edward III would gain the support not only of the

Aragonese Crown in the war against France, but also that of those owing it feudal allegiance in

southern France. In return, Peter IV could exploit the outbreak of the Anglo-French conflict to gain

control over strategic territories adjacent to his kingdom, namely the counties of Toulouse and

Comminges in southern France, where the English covenants offered to the King of Aragon would

generously outbid the French ones. Arguably, Seseres demonstrated competence in grasping the

complex set of allegiances on the Iberian-French border, sensitively aware that the Aragonese

Crown had lost control of the counties of Toulouse and Comminges due to inheritance rules.95 In

this respect, a sticking point in the negotiations could have been control over Roussillon and

Montpellier, which, in Abulafia’s opinion, represented a very desirable acquisition for Peter IV

because of their importance as centres for trade and financial transactions, while Seseres

suggested that Roussillon and Montpellier should be left to the English after the conquest.96

Seseres built on his in-depth knowledge of English policy in the Iberian Peninsula between

January and February 1338, when Edward III had undertaken secret negotiations for an Anglo-

Castilian alliance, while dispatching his envoys to Aragon, where in December 1337 the diplomatic

mission of England’s Dominican envoys, Guillelmo de Orgolio and Bertran de Perraleuada, had

failed to set up an Anglo-Aragonese alliance, as mentioned above.97 We can read in this optic the

emphasis of Seseres’s counsel on the importance of pursuing negotiations with the kingdom of

Castile, implicitly hinting at the Castilian need for Aragonese support. Such was the case given the

war between Castile and Portugal;, where peace negotiations, between July and December 1338,

were entrusted to Bernard of Albi, bishop of Rodez, upon the request of Peter IV of Aragon.98

Finally, Seseres included in his assessment of the geo-political situation in the Iberian Peninsula

the case of the kingdom of Navarre. In this respect, the English alliance with the Aragonese Crown

could have exploited Peter IV’s marriage to Maria of Navarre in July 1337 and consolidated the

English stand in the region vis-à-vis Philip VI of Valois, who was related to the Navarrese bloodline
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through his cousin the king of Navarre, Philip of Evreux.99

Seseres also demonstrated insider knowledge of the established territorial allegiances in the

kingdom of France and the duchy of Aquitaine and how they intertwined with the politics of the

territories on the Franco-Iberian border. The latter is evidenced in the careful assessment of how

the Aragonese military engagement in France could offer a great advantage for the Anglo-Flemish

alliance against the French both in the duchy and in the kingdom of France. In so doing, Seseres

focused on the pivotal role that Robert of Artois could play to secure a pro-English consensus in

the duchy thanks to Artois’s connections with the Count of Foix as well as in Castile, Portugal and

Brittany, where Robert enjoyed the support of Duke John III. Arguably, the involvement of Robert

of Artois in Seseres’s plan may have represented something of a gamble on his part, since Philip

VI had used Edward III’s protection of Robert of Artois as an excuse to confiscate the duchy of

Aquitaine in May 1337, an action that Froissart suggested may have prompted the outbreak of the

Hundred Years War.100 Indeed, even Benedict XII was concerned by the English protection of

Robert of Artois, which was considered risky and dangerous, as the Pope wrote to his legate

Bertrand of Montfavés on 24 July 1338.101 Yet, it seems very likely that Seseres’s speculations on

Robert’s possible role in English military operations in Gascony may have built on rumours and

information gathered not only through his contacts at the English court, but also through his

acquaintance with the entourage of the papal legates in March 1338. Likewise, Seseres’s

personal acquaintance with William Clinton, earl of Huntingdon, further prompted his advice to

Edward III of dispatching Clinton to Gascony, where his popularity among the Aragonese and

Castilian merchant community made him a good candidate to liaise and fight along with the

Aragonese allies.

Overall, Seseres’s plan was quite straightforward: he proposed that Edward III should expand his

international alliances to the Iberian Peninsula, creating a great anti-French coalition and

aggravating the international isolation endured by the French between March and July 1338. The

only limitation to this plan was, by Seseres’s own admission, Benedict XII’s project for a new

crusade in the Holy Land, which was coupled, in March 1338, with the Pope’s concession to
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Philip VI of employing the crusading tenth to defend his borders against the threat of an imperial

invasion.102 Yet again, Seseres’s assessment here was sound and probably informed by his

familiarity with the papal legates in England. Seseres built on papal peace-making narratives,

which were focused in 1337–38 on the re-launch of the crusade after its cancellation in 1336, and

seen as a means to delay the beginning of the Anglo-French hostilities. However, Seseres

correctly assessed the illusory nature of this papal project.103

Along with Seseres’s original contribution to our understanding of the complex geo-political

domestic, regional and international milieu at the outbreak of the Hundred Years War, his counsel

uniquely sheds new light on how unofficial diplomatic missions were managed on a practical level

in the fourteenth century. In this respect, some remarkable administrative and diplomatic practices

stand out. First, Seseres was not chosen as a diplomatic envoy, but set himself up as a negotiator

together with Berenger de Saint-Jean, who had men-at-arms and was fighting in Gascony on

behalf of the English Crown in March 1338.104 Equally, the two messengers demanded a ‘dual

appointment’ (‘double commission’) to negotiate between England and Aragon and were clearly

planning to act as a team, with duties and tasks determined by their individual backgrounds.

Berenger, along with another knight, Bartholomew de Bochon, who led six armed men, was to be

responsible for the protection of the party during the journeys by land and sea, potentially

imperilled by warfare and privateers. Meanwhile, Seseres was to act as the negotiator, exploiting

his merchant skills and networks as well as his connections in England, on the Continent and in

Aragon, and as a broker for transportation and practical arrangements. Counting on mercantile

networks, Seseres could further guarantee a degree of secrecy for the operation, disguising it

behind ordinary trading activities. Last but not least, in his counsel, Seseres carefully addressed

the issue of sensitive and confidential information that should be conveyed only verbally or should

be detached and disposed of, as is suggested by the strip of parchment sewn at the end of the

enrolment, recording more confidential details on the management of the mission.105

Despite its great risks and unofficial nature, the proposed diplomatic mission potentially held great

advantages for those participating in it. On the one hand, the English Crown was to finance the
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mission in full, budgeting for transportation, the payment of informers and tips, the armed

protection of the messengers, and other expenses. On the other hand, Seseres and his fellow

merchants would have profited from the mission, gaining protection for trade in the conquered

territories on the French-Iberian border and across the Channel.106 Although this secondary and

more self-serving agenda of Seseres’s mission is not openly discussed, it emerges in the request

to Edward III to set up a special status for one hundred Aragonese and Majorcan merchants, who

were to swear allegiance to the English Crown in return for favourable conditions on their exports

and the promise of due process in the case of robbery in English waters. Significantly, this was

probably the only part of Seseres’s plan that was ever implemented to any extent. Between March

and April 1338 exports of wool and goods abroad were banned to support the preparation for the

English continental campaign, but on 20 August 1338 royal protection was granted to merchants

from Aragon, parts of Castile and Majorca trading in the Low Countries, Ireland and other regions

allied with the English Crown.107

We can speculate that Seseres’s proposed mission led to his arrest on suspicion of espionage in

late 1338/early 1339, and whether his counsel was found or used as evidence on that occasion,

though such speculation is tempting. Although some suggestions in Seseres’s counsel, such as

the deployment of Robert of Artois in Gascony, may have been somewhat politically controversial,

on close examination the document does not seem to contain any information gained illicitly, but

simply builds on rumours and news that Seseres had gathered while keeping his ears wide open

alongside his business activities. If anything, someone at court, who had Seseres imprisoned in

1339, resented him stepping forward as an international negotiator before Edward III and his

council, and it is quite understandable why Edward III eventually let him off.

University of Kent, Canterbury BARBARA BOMBI
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

Author Query

1. Query [AQ1] : If your manuscript has figures or text from other sources, please

ensure you have permission from the copyright holder. Also ensure that the

copyright owner is properly credited, for instance in the figure legends. Make any

changes directly in the text. For any questions about permissions, contact

jnls.author.support@oup.com.

Response by Author: "In footnote 38 line 4: the title J.R. Alban and C.T. Allmand,

'Spies and Spying ...', is already quote in footnote 2 and should be here abbreviated

as indicated below Alban and Allmand, 'Spies and Spying', 
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