
Robert Willoughby was the son and heir of Sir John
Willoughby of Clutton in Somerset, and the heiress Anne
Cheyne of Broke in Wiltshire and Ottery in Devon,
daughter and co‐heir of Sir Edmund Cheyne. He was
also the great‐great‐grandson of Robert, 4th baron
Willoughby de Eresby (d.1396).1 In 1475 Willoughby
married local heiress Blanche, daughter and co‐heir of
Sir John Champernowne of Bere Ferrers in Devon and
Callington in Cornwall. He was brother to Sir William
Willoughby,2 of Turners‐Puddle;  Richard Willoughby,
of Silton;3 Edward Willoughby,4 dean of Exeter;
Elizabeth Carrant; and Cecily Willoughby, abbess of
Wilton.

In February 1470, at the age of 18, Willoughby was
appointed to arrest local rioters and six months later
commissioned to array troops in Somerset, Devon and
Cornwall in a possible response to the rebellion against
Edward IV by Richard Neville, earl of Warwick, and
George, duke of Clarence. At this time he seems to have
attacked his neighbour, Sir Richard Edgecombe, a
supporter of Clarence.5 In 1473 he was part of the force
sent to St Michael’s Mount to capture the Lancastrian
rebel, John de Vere, earl of Oxford. 

Civic rewards and responsibilities from the Yorkist

regime seem to have been thin on the ground, with
Willoughby being made sheriff of Cornwall in 1478–9
and Devon in 1480–1. The later years of the reign of
Edward IV and early reign of Richard III were a
particularly fallow period and unlike many of his
neighbours and associates Willoughby was not present
at King Richard’s coronation on 6 July 1483.

It is not known why he joined the October rebellion
some three months later.6 With his lack of advancement
under the Yorkist kings, it might be that Willoughby
saw an opportunity for increased rewards under a
Lancastrian regime. Further factors may have been the
location of his estates in the rebel counties of Devon,
Cornwall and Somerset, and family connections with
the Lancastrian cause, including the Cheyne families of
Wiltshire and Kent, two further significant rebel
counties. Another factor may have also been his family’s
connection with the dukes of Buckingham7 (see below).
Whatever Willoughby’s reason, following the collapse
of the rebellion against Richard III in October 1483 he
headed to Brittany, where he joined Henry Tudor.
‘Robert Willoughby late of Bere Ferrers, knight’ is
named in King Richard’s 1484 Act of Attainder as one of
the ringleaders of the revolt in the south‐west.8 His
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The signature of Robert Willoughby on a deed of attorney, concerning lands in Dartmouth, Devon, dated 1478. © Kresen Kernow, ME/1423. 
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estates were awarded to those loyal to the Yorkist king,
including Edward Ratcliffe,9 Percival Thirlwell,10

Humphrey Stafford of Grafton11 and Thomas and
George Stanley.12

Willoughby is named by Crowland as one of the 14
‘chief men’ of Henry Tudor’s army at Bosworth,13 and it
is likely he was close by at King Richard’s death.14

Willoughby would receive substantial rewards for
helping to place Henry VII on the throne and, it would
seem, for his successful mission to escort the royal
children to London. On 24 September 1485 he was
appointed steward of the king’s gold and silver mines in
Devon and Cornwall and granted the receivership of the

duchy of Cornwall.15 On 2 October he was appointed
steward of all possessions in the county of Wiltshire of
Cecily, duchess of York.16 By 15 June 1486 Willoughby
was a knight of the body,17 accompanied Henry on his
royal progress, and was admitted to the king’s council,
although it seems he rarely attended.18 At this time his
estates were augmented by grants of land in Somerset
and Cornwall, including those of John, Lord Zouche19

and John Kendall,20 both of whom fought for Richard III
at Bosworth, Kendall losing his life in the battle. In 1488
Willoughby was appointed steward to the king and
afterwards ennobled.21 By 1491, he was summoned to
Parliament as Lord Willoughby de Broke. He was also
admitted to the Order of the Garter.

Willoughby never became one of the new king’s close
advisors and his local commissions fell mainly under
the auspices of military rather than civic or diplomatic
command. In 1489, he was commissioned with Sir John
Cheyne22 to lead an expedition to Brittany, and on 16
July 1490 was appointed admiral of the fleet.23 Later that
year he was nominated marshal of the army for Henry’s
short campaign against France when the Treaty of
Etaples was signed.

In 1494, Willoughby claimed the Latimer barony and
lands of Snape and Well in the north, in Richmondshire,
from Richard Neville, 2nd baron Latimer (c.1468–1530).
These included Snape Castle.24 Willoughby’s claim came
through his great‐grandmother’s brother, Sir John
Willoughby (c.1400–1437).25 However, his claim seems
to have been considered tenuous at the time, with a
herald recording that ‘the Lord Brooke had made a
wrong claim’,26 and Neville prevailed.

In September 1497, during the rebellion in the south‐
west on behalf of ‘Perkin Warbeck’, with a few of the
Pretender’s ships threatening the coast, Willoughby
took command of the fleet. A few days later, he also took
part in the relief of Exeter.27 Previously that year,
Willoughby had been commissioned to array a force
against his local Cornish countrymen, which dealt with
them at Blackheath, near London. An estimated 2,000
Cornish rebels died and their ringleaders were
executed.28 In October 1501, Willoughby’s final role was
the reception of Catherine of Aragon.29

An intriguing story connected to Willoughby is his
acquisition of a bed which may have belonged to his
cousin Robert, Lord Willoughby, 6th baron Willoughby
de Eresby (c.1385–1452). The bed is described as being
adorned with the Buckingham arms in silver.30

Robert Willoughby, 1st baron Willoughby de Broke,
died on 23 August 1502, aged 49. He was buried in St.
Mary’s Church, Callington, in Cornwall and was
survived by three children: Robert, his son and heir,
Elizabeth, wife of John, Lord Dynham and Anthony
Willoughby, knight. He also left a bastard son, Nicholas,
whose mother was most likely Agnes Whitehead.31

The postscript to the Willoughby family story
following Robert’s (senior’s) demise is sadly all too

Above: Brook Hall, Wiltshire, birthplace of Robert Willoughby.
Creative Commons Licence
Below: St Mary’s Church, Callington, Cornwall, burial place of
Robert Willoughby. Photo courtesy of John Bailey
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illustrative of the new Tudor regime. In Willoughby’s
entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
Dominic Luckett writes: 

Although not a man of overwhelming ability, he
[Willoughby] had given Henry VII solid and loyal service.
His reward was a substantial fortune. Inquisitions post
mortem show that he had lands in Wiltshire, Somerset,
Cornwall, Gloucestershire, and Staffordshire. His many
offices, leases, and wardships would have further swollen
his coffers. Sadly, this wealth made his son an obvious
target for the attentions of an increasingly avaricious king.
Immediately after his father’s death, Robert Willoughby
was forced to agree to pay £400 for livery of his lands, 700
marks for a pardon for his father’s executors,32 and a
further £600 to acquire some of his father’s local offices.
By the end of the reign these exactions had clearly placed
him in some difficulties, forcing him in November 1508 to
borrow £2000 from the king.33

The new Willoughby barony went into abeyance
following Robert (the younger’s) death in 1521 and
would be terminated some 14 years later following the
death of his sister, Elizabeth.34
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