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Edmund of Almain, Earl of Cornwall 
Born Berkhamsted December 1249. Died Ashridge 1300.  
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On the day after Christmas 1249, Sanchia, Countess of Cornwall, 
gave birth to a son in Berkhamsted castle. He was quickly 
christened by his uncle, Boniface of Savoy, Archbishop of 
Canterbury. Sanchia was the daughter of Beatrice of Savoy by 
her father, Raymond, Count of Provence. Sanchia had married, 
as his second wife, Henry’s brother, Richard, Earl of Cornwall. 
Her three sisters all married Kings. The eldest, Margaret, was 
Queen of France and Eleanor was the wife of Henry III of 
England. The remaining sister, Beatrice, married the King of 
France’s brother, Charles, Count of Anjou, who became King of 
Sicily in 1266. 

 

 
The little boy was christened Edmund after the recently canonised Edmund Rich who 
had been Archbishop of Canterbury from 1233 to 1240.  In 1257, his father, Richard, was 
elected King of the Romans, in effect the King of Germany with the possibility of being 
crowned Holy Roman Emperor. But Edmund was not his heir as another son, Henry, had 
been born fourteen years earlier to Richard and his first wife, Isabel Marshal. On his 
father’s election, Edmund and his family were in future known as ‘of Almain’ being the 
English rendering of the French name for Germany.  
 
Details of Edmund’s childhood are few, but it was eventful. On at least two occasions, he 
visited Germany with his father and he was caught up in the Barons War which broke out 
in 1264. He was captured alongside his father at the Battle of Lewes on 14 May 1264 
when the baronial leader, Simon de Montfort, won a stunning victory over Henry III. 
Edmund was imprisoned with his father, first at Richard’s own castle of Wallingford and 
later at Montfort’s castle of Kenilworth. Whist in captivity, his aunt, Eleanor, the sister of 
his father and the wife of Montfort sent gifts to him. When the Lord Edward, the King’s 
heir, escaped from captivity in Hereford, Montfort ordered that Richard and Edmund 
should be put in chains. As Edmund grew to manhood, he went, in 1270, with his brother, 
Henry of Almain, to join the Lord Edward, on a crusade in support of his uncle, Louis IX of 
France. This ended in disaster with the King dying in Tunis but, of more impact on 
Edmund, his brother, Henry, was murdered by two sons of Montfort whilst at mass at the 
papal court in Viterbo in 1271.  
 
With Henry’s murder, Edmund’s life was totally changed. Returning to England, he was 
now heir to his father, the richest man in England, who died in April 1272. Edmund was 
now Earl of Cornwall and on 16 November, when the King died, his cousin Edward, was 
the new English monarch. From his father, Edmund inherited vast landed wealth. Not 
only was he Earl of Cornwall which came with manors in both Devon and Cornwall but 
he also inherited other feudal honours. These included that of Berkhamsted and also 
Wallingford with manors as far away as Sussex. In East Anglia, Edmund was now the lord 
of Eye and Haughley and in Yorkshire, Knaresborough. Further south he held Kirton in 
Lindsey, part of the honour of Boulogne within Lincolnshire as well as Rutland. There 
were other lands in Buckinghamshire, Dorset, Essex, Gloucestershire, Hampshire, 
Middlesex, Shropshire and Wiltshire. In all he had lands in over 800 places in 27 Counties 
and owned at least 14 castles. Based on his surviving accounts, estimates of Edmund’s 
annual income vary from £6,000 to £8,000 but these figures do not include repayments 
on loans that he had made. For instance he loaned 4,500 marks to the Bishop of Durham 
and there are records of loans totalling over £14,000 in the 28 years that he was earl. The 
income from the sureties in land that he received for these loans are not in these 
accounts nor are repayments. These accounts do not include the £800 settlement that 
was later made on his wife. Nor do they include monies that he made from wardships of 
which over a hundred were held. Some of these wardships lasted only a few years 



although one heiress was only thirty-three months when he obtained custody of her. 
Another major source of income arose from his position as the Warden of the Stannaries 
which gave him control over the production and sale of tin from Cornwall and Devon. In 
one year (1297-8) he made a profit after expenses of £5,422. His lordship of the coastal 
county of Cornwall also brought an irregular income from the sea in import duties as 
well as from wrecks and the ownership of beached whales. The earl with the nearest 
income level to Edmund’s was his brother-in-law, Gilbert de Clare, who had a yearly 
income of about £3,700. 
 
Now that he had become one of the great men of England, Edmund needed to be made 
a knight and to marry. In October, Edmund was married to Margaret de Clare, daughter 
of the late Richard de Clare, Earl of Gloucester and Hertford, and sister of the present 
Earl Gilbert. The service took place at Ruislip chapel in Middlesex on 6 October 1272.  
Strangely, the twenty-one year old earl was not yet a knight but this was remedied a 
week when he was dubbed on 13 October, the feast of the Translation of Edward the 
Confessor, the favourite religious occasion of the King.  
 
Margaret was twenty-two and her sisters had married when they were younger which 
raises the question as to whether there was something unappealing about this very 
highly-ranked woman. Despite evidence of a least one pregnancy, the marriage failed 
and Edmund died childless. The couple finally parted in 1294 and Edmund settled £800 
pa worth of lands on her. This was a vast income; a knight could manage well on £40 pa. 
Margaret survived Edmund by fourteen years and she never remarried. In 1883 Emily 
Holt published her Not for him, the story of a forgotten hero which depicted Edmund as 
being blighted by his love for his wife, the glacial, overly-religious and spiteful Margaret 
de Clare.  
 
One of Edmund’s first actions as earl, was a decision to provide the vast sum of £3,000 
for the expenses of his cousin, Edmund of Lancaster, the King’s brother, for his crusade. 
The King himself did not return from crusade until 2 August 1274 and Edmund was 
present at the Coronation 17 days later.  Following the intransigence of Llywelyn ap 
Gruffydd, the Prince of Wales, who refused to give homage to the King, war broke out 
and Edmund took fourteen knights and served in the royal army. This was the last time 
that Edmund is known to have soldiered in person although he provided resources. 
Perhaps he was unfit and there is a reference to illness in 1278/9 but he was fit enough 
to be an enthusiastic hunter. At the time of the Second Welsh War when the King was in 
Wales for two years, Edmund stayed in London acting as his lieutenant.   
 
Edmund’s most significant service to the King began in May 1286 and lasted until August 
1289 when he acted as Regent whilst Edward I was in Gascony. Whilst the realm was in 
his hands, Rhys ap Maredudd rebelled in 1287 following a dispute with Robert de 
Tibetot, the Justiciar of West Wales. Violence broke out on 8 June. Rhys now seized 
back Dinefwr as well as taking Caercynan and Llandovery. He then ravaged the outskirts 
of Carmarthen and burnt Swansea. Edmund had to summon over 8,000 troops to deal 
with the rebellion. A series of castles had to be recovered and the English suffered 
significant casualties at Dryslwyn when a mine under the walls collapsed. By January 
1288 the rebellion was over. Rhys disappeared but he was captured in 1291 and 
executed a year later.  
 
Edmund’s final years were overshadowed nationally by the King’s troubles with Scotland 
and particularly his army’s disastrous defeat at Stirling Bridge followed by his recovery at 
Falkirk in the following year. At Christmas 1290 the King spent his first Christmas as a 
widower with Edmund at Ashridge. Whilst there, Edward summoned a meeting of 
Parliament which discussed the political situation in Scotland.  Edmund was summoned 



to serve in Scotland and to Parliament but he was also excused from attendance. The 
last time he might have seen the King was in April 1300 when Edward stayed at 
Knaresborough on his way north. Edmund died on 30 September or 1 October. He was 
buried on 29 March 1301 near his father and mother at Hailes Abbey in the presence of 
the King.  
 
A major feature of Edmund’s character was his piety which was far in excess of a 
nominal obligation. Whilst in Germany, in 1269, he discovered the Holy Blood relic at 
Trifels castle in Franconia where the imperial regalia was stored. Although only a 
teenager, he brought it back to England where, a year later, it was installed in Hailes 
Abbey, the Cistercian monastery founded by his father and completed by Edmund who 
also paid for a rebuild when parts were destroyed by fire. Veneration of this relic lasted 
until the Reformation and it was a focus for pilgrimage. Edmund honoured his father’s 
wish to found an abbey at Rewley on the edge of Oxford which became a base for 
Cistercian study in Oxford. In addition to his father’s foundations, Edmund created the 
College at Ashridge near Berkhamsted for the Bonhommes or Blue Friars in 1283. This 
was their first house in England and Emily Holt believed that Edmund was a proto-
Protestant; hence her admiration for him. She was convinced that the Bonhommes were 
precursors of the Reformation, a claim which cannot be sustained. Edmund gave this 
new foundation part of the Holy Blood relic. Edmund also founded a chapel at 
Hambelden because it was the birthplace of his friend, Thomas de Cantilupe, Bishop of 
Hereford, who was to become a saint. When Cantilupe died at Orvieto in Italy, 
Archbishop Pecham of Canterbury forbade his burial in Hereford cathedral but Edmund 
interred his heart at Hambleden and later moved the heart to Ashridge where it was 
eventually joined with that of Edmund.  Edmund was also dedicated to the memory of 
the man that he had been named for. He bought the birthplace of St Edmund from 
Abingdon Abbey and built a chapel on the land. 
 
Even Edmund’s participation in the Lord Edward’s crusade could be attributed to his 
religious beliefs. When he died, it was revealed that he had obtained a promise from 
Countess Margaret to visit Jerusalem for him.  
 
In all, Edmund’s benefactions were spread right across the country from the western 
end of Cornwall to North Yorkshire and East Anglia. There is evidence of over 70 gifts to 
houses or institutions. The orders which benefited were wide-ranging but, considering 
the wide spread of his patronage, it is clear that one order was conspicuous by its 
absence: the alien foundation of Cluny. Perhaps this was because, by the thirteenth 
century, the order was regarded both as an alien order and in the power of the King of 
France. But the Cistercians were also under French control. In all the houses of eight 
Cistercian, eight Augustinian, seven Benedictine, four Black Friars, three Grey Friars, two 
Trinitarian friars, two Hospitals, one each of the orders of Fontrevault, Bonhommes, 
Carthusians, Carmelite Friars, Augustinian Friars were the recipients of Edmund’s 
benevolence together with four diocesan sees as well as the Knights Templar.  
 
When Edmund died without any surviving children, his cousin, the King, was his next heir 
and the earldom and all of Edmund’s estates reverted to the crown. With only one 
exception the title has remained in the royal family ever since. In 1307, soon after he 
came to the throne, Edward II granted it to his favourite Piers Gaveston to the fury of 
others magnates. Gaveston was captured and executed in 1312 and once again the 
earldom reverted to the crown. It was next given to Edward II’s brother, John of Eltham, 
but he died childless in 1336 at the age of twenty. Finally Edward of Woodstock, the 
eldest son of Edward IIII, better known as the Black Prince, was created Duke of 
Cornwall in 1337 and with the title came lands which included Berkhamsted. The title has 
since then always been held by the eldest son of the monarch.  



 
An epitaph composed at Ashridge is full of praise for its founder. Edmund was described 
as “Sweet in utterance, just, pious and kind, prudent in counsel, worthy to manage the 
kingdom, through him flourishes the new order of Ashridge.”  
 
 
Sources of original information on Edmund of Almain, Earl of Cornwall  
1249-1300  
 
In addition to the usual government records now kept in the National Archives at Kew, 
we are lucky that the death of Edmund without children meant that his lands and 
properties passed to his next heir, King Edward I. With these went his documents. So at 
the National Archives there are:- 
  

1. His cartulary containing copies of his charters as well as some of his father’s. 
(TNA:PRO E36/57) 

2. Accounts relating to his lands including those for 1271-73 and 1299-1301 (TNA:PRO 
SC 6/863/3 and 5.) 

3. A complete set of accounts for 1297-8 (TNA:PRO E 119/11). These have been 
published as Ministers’ Accounts of the Earldom of Cornwall 1296-7, ed. L.M. 
Midgley, Camden Society, third series, lxvi and lxviii (1942-5). In this book there is 
information about people and places in Berkhamsted, as well as information on the 
way in which the honour was administered and the prices and quantities of crops and 
produce. 
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