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Introduction

I
n the Public Records Office in Kew, London, there
is a manuscript (PRO E.122/194/25) dated 1480/
81 that provides us with significant information
about the Jew’s harp in England in the late 15th

century. Not only do we have the earliest written
recorded English-language names found to date of ‘Jue
harpes’ and ‘Jue trumpes,’ but, for the first time,
evidence of where trumps were being exported, a ship
and its master transporting them, the port of entry, the
customs valuation of the goods imported –
unfortunately not the specific value of our instrument
– and, most incredibly, the name of the merchant for
whom the consignment was intended. We are also
fortunate in that a transcript of the manuscript is in
The Overseas Trade of London Exchequer Customs
Accounts 1480-1 (referred to as OTLEC in this article),
edited by Henry S Cobb and published by the London
Record Society in 1990, from which it is possible to
cross-reference and glean contextual information,
particularly regarding the merchant. This article
analyses and presents that information.

The Document

At approximately 3 feet (1 mtr.) in length, by 8
inches (20 cm) wide, twenty-seven sheets of parchment
are bound at one end and rolled together. Officially they
were known as Peculiar Accounts and … “were kept by
the royal officials in each customs port. These officials
recorded in them each ship entering or leaving the port
with customable goods, (note: In the fifteenth century
the customs port of London extended as far as
Gravesend on the Kent shore and Tilbury on the Essex
shore), frequently with its name and home port, the
name of the master, the date of arrival or departure,
the merchant in whose name goods were shipped, each
item of customable cargo and, in the case of collectors’
accounts only, the amount of duty payable. The
Particular Accounts were brought to the Upper
Exchequer at the end of each financial year to be
audited and entered, in summary form, on the
Enrolled Customs Accounts.” (Cobb)

The information is written on both sides of the
parchment, partially in Latin, but, notably and
helpfully, with the goods written in English. At the top
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of manuscript 1 the transcript reads: “Controlment of
Thomas Fowler, controller of the petty custom of the
Lord King in the port of London in the time of Henry
Davers and Robert Fitzherbert collectors of the petty
custom, from the feast of St. Michael in the 20th year
of King Edward IV, to the same feast then the next
following” [29 Sept. 1480 – 29 Sept.1481]. (OTLEC
page 1)

The first eleven sheets refer to imports and the
other sixteen to exports. Sheet six is dated 13th May to
14th June, 1481 and on the rear numbered 147 and
dated 14th June in the OTLEC, is translated, “From
the ship of Peter Jacobson called Trego of
Arnemuiden,” followed by a list of 26 merchants and
their consignments to the total value of £456 15s 0d.
Consignment 21 has the following:

William Codde, Alien merchant, 1hhd. (hogshead
or large cask/barrel-like container) 1 basket with 1
doz. Copper crosses, 8 doz. Small tin bottles, 6 grs
leather girdles, 4 grs. 3 1/2 doz. pouches, 5 doz. red
skins [S leather], 4 grs. 1 doz. knives, 3 doz. latten rings,
6 doz. iron rings, 7 doz. writing tables, 5 1/2 grs.
lattern girdles, 4 grs. Jews’ harps [Jue harpes], 2 doz.
[S latten] squirts, 12 lbs. stable brushes, 2 1/2 grs.
Bead-stones, 4,000 glass beads, £13 13s 4d. (OTLEC
pages 43–44)

On sheet 9, dated 21 July, 1481, OTLEC numbered
183 we have, “From the ship of Peter Jacobisson called
Trego of Arnemuiden” followed by a list of 28
merchants and their consignments to the total value of
£688 1s 8d. Consignment 7 has:

William Codde, Alien Merchant, 1 hhd, with 22
doz. gloves, 30,400 [S and 36 doz.] compasses, 10 doz.
cruets, 2 doz. lamps, 2 grs. Jews’ harps [Jue trumpes],

23 cases knives, 2 doz. latten, 38 1/2 [S 37 1/2] doz.
backs, 1 doz. red skins, 5 grs. latten  buckles, 4 doz. 9
daggers, 34 doz. rings, 10 grs. 7 knives, £15 8s 4d.
(OTLEC page 64)

The Name

From a Jew’s harp historian and player’s point of
view, the name is the first significant find. The evidence
provides us with the use of the word ‘harp’ that predates
all previous known uses of the word by 103 years and
‘trump’ by 64 years. It also gives us the word, ‘Jue’
which gets us no nearer to understanding why the name
‘Jew’s’ is used as the pre-name to the instrument,
though we do have a new spelling. This is an
acknowledged Middle English variation of ‘Jew’

(Kuhn), and, having looked at various French and
Flemish dictionaries and etymologies, there is nothing
in the spelling to suggest any other origin. A New
English and Dutch Dictionary of William Sewel, dated
1691, has Jucht (ruffyleather); Juffer (gentlewoman);
Juk (yoke) and Juweel (jewel), while Jeugd (youth)
(Sewel) would assume a misspelling on two occasions,
something for which there has to be considerable
doubt. The Dictionnaire d’étymologie française of
August Scheler (Bruxelles, Paris 1888) suggests Juif,
with regional variations of: provincial: Juzien, Catalan:
juen … and devenu d’abord juden puis juen, juer, juif.
What we can say is that, as this is an official document,
the word was known and associated with the
instrument by both the customs officers and merchant.

In other words, it must have been in common usage.
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The Merchant

I have found nothing
about William Codde as yet
outside of the 1990 OTLEC
publication. He is de-
scribed as an ‘Alien Mer-
chant’ and, according to
Helen Bradley of the
Institute of Historical
Research, in an email to me
“The distinctions you find
in the customs accounts –
usually ind, al and hans –
are written into the record
because sometimes there
were different rates of
custom/subsidy payable
according to which cate-
gory the merchant fell into.
In basic terms, the deni-
zens (ind) were the native
English, the Hanse (hans) were from the Hanse towns/
Hanseatic League, which negotiated its own
privileges, and the aliens (al) were everyone else.  But
in fact it’s a bit more complicated than that.  Denizens
were those born within the king’s dominions and
allegiance, which in the 15th century leads to some
funny results – for instance, Gascons were denizens
but Scots were aliens! Your William Codde could
perhaps be a Scot, but you would need some good
supporting evidence before coming to that conclusion.
The situation was further complicated by aliens who
were domiciled here in the long term (or who had
perhaps given special services to the crown) and as a
result had letters patent of denization – these are
marked as ind in the accounts, and were treated as
denizens, but it doesn’t mean they were born here.
Their names can be heavily Anglicised, which is also
confusing (Matthew Cheyne, a Londoner who lent
Richard II a lot of money, was Matteo Cennini).  Quite
a number of aliens who lived here chose to become
citizens of major towns instead, which was a useful
compromise in that it gave them valuable trading
privileges but didn’t require a complete change of
political allegiance (so a merchant like John Donat in
the 14th century could be Siennese, have a house in
Cork, and be a citizen of Bristol and London).”
(Bradley)

William Codde had six consignments sent from
Antwerp and Arnemuiden during the 12-month period
covered by the manuscript, two on the 13th November,
1480, one on 19th March, one on 14th June and two on
21st July, 1481. Chart 1 – Goods of William Codde

groups the items into similar types with totals of
individual goods and numbers of item types per
consignment.

There are odd items, like the beds and quilt, which
appears to be a one off. Knives seem to be his best seller
with a total delivery over the year of 4,927 pieces; Jew’s
harps come a respectable ninth in the quantity list with
864 pieces in two consignments – the same number as
tucking hooks and dog hooks. (OTLEC, pages 9, 10, 32,
43–4, 60–1, 64)

While I have found nothing on William Codde as
such, from the items he has ordered he appears to be a
supplier of peddler goods. Unlike the continent, where
suppliers were spread throughout the trading centres,
peddler merchandise was centralised in London
(Fontaine, 87). While Codde is the only merchant
importing trumps in the OTLEC manuscript, there
appears to be the potential for vast numbers of trumps
being imported into England and, presumably
spreading north and west (OTLEC, pages xxxix-xl).
(Averaging out the number imported over a year to
800, over a ten-year period 8000 could have been
imported. When you consider that the Customs officials
kept ‘Jews trumps’ on their list of valued items from
1545 to 1765, you are looking at around a quarter of a
million instruments being imported, some of which,
of course, were exported to the colonies. An impressive
number.)

Trade and Port of Origin

The dates associated with the importation of Jew’s
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harps coincide with two of the four great Brabant fairs:
the Pask or Easter Mart of Bergen-op-Zoom, which
opened on Maundy Thursday and the Sinxten or
Whitsun Mart held at Antwerp which follow
immediately after (OTLEC, xxxix–xl). Situated on the
Zealand peninsular on the Westerhelde, Arnemuiden,
or the ‘quay’ of Antwerp, was considered as the outport
of Antwerp and is situated 45 miles (55 kilometres)
from that city and ideally situated to both supply and
take goods from the Marts.

The importance of Antwerp is highlighted by Pe-
ter Spufford (392–4) as the destination of one of the
main radiating trade routes which by the fifteenth cen-
tury were centred on Nuremberg. (The map on the pre-
vious page is based on one in Spufford, 352.)

It is also interesting to note that a group of trump

finds in the Oosterschelde muds to the East of Arne-
muiden, close to the isthmus leading to Antwerp, have
been dated as before the 1530 floods and made of metal
originating in Nuremberg (thanks to Phons Bakx for
the information and photocopy from Groeneweg, 58).
If we then relate the routes to the known makers of
trumps in the next 100 years or so, not only are there
the links with the Thuringian makers (Journal of the
International Jew’s Harp Society 1, p. 2), but those of
Riva (ibid., 4–17) and Molln, all of whom have poten-
tial routes to the Antwerp Marts and English market.

Ship and Master

A quick search for the ship, ‘Trego,’ has revealed
nothing so far, and was a long shot anyway. We do know
that the ‘Trego’ made four trips to London over the year,
25 February, 14 April, 14 June, 21 July 1481. Goods
carried, other than William Codde’s, ranged from salt
fish to cupboards, thimbles to Holland linen cloth,
though the vast majority of items fall into the small
category. It left on 9 March, 26 April, 4 June and 1

August almost exclusively carrying cloth, Welsh straits
and goads of cotton russet with the odd consignment
of rabbit-skins, pewter vessels, and various foodstuffs
(OTLEC, 100–1, 119–20, 134–5, 140–1), all of which
fit into the acknowledged general import-export trade
of the time.

There is reference to a Willelmi Jocobson trading
from Skyrdam or Skyddam (modern Schiedam) to Hull
on 12 March, 1470, in the ‘George’ and 19 February,
1471 in the ‘Bere’ (Childs, 130, 158). Both ships are
mentioned in OTLEC (23, 42, 57, 74) as trading into
London in 1480/1, with the home port of Bergen-op-
Zoom, but under new masters (OTLEC, 23, 42, 57, 74).

Conclusion

You can see from the above what a fantastic
resource this manuscript is proving to be. We still need
in particular to find a manufacturer supplying trumps,
proof of Codde’s origins and his possible role as a
supplier of peddlers. Nevertheless, the 1480/1
manuscript fills a large hole in our knowledge of the
importation of the trump to England. There are other
similar records in the Public Records Office going back
to 1461, so I see no reason to believe we cannot push
the date for our instrument even further back. It just
needs a month or so of manuscript deciphering!  Watch
this space.

My thanks go to the Keeper of the Public Records
Office for permission to publish the original
manuscript. Also to Helen Bradley and Phons Bakx for
additional information.
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