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1. One essay of 3000 words (60%)

Essay


[bookmark: _Hlk42291153](c) What documentary sources might be used to shed light on rural life in medieval England?


Documentary sources can be used to shed light in rural life in medieval England in great detail. Most of these documentary sources come from manor estates. The Manor itself is a territorial unit of lordship and was central to rural life. It was central in the middle ages for social relations. Lord of the manor could have been a religious figure or just a layperson The lord of the manor had a piece of land which was attached to the manor which the lord of the manor would use for their own pleasure, and this was called the ‘Demesne’[footnoteRef:1]. The manor depended on the land that it owned being rented by tenants in order to gain its fortune. Manors varied in sizes, and no two manors were the same in the middle ages, and the way that they organised their land and tenants could vary also.  [1:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500 (Manchester Medieval Sources), 1st edn (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002), p. 3.] 

Mark Bailey in his book, ‘The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500’[footnoteRef:2], compares the manor to a warren, but not a rabbit warren, as Bailey believes that ‘a rabbit warren was a place for breeding and exploiting rabbits for profit’[footnoteRef:3]. Bailey believes that a English manor was similar to a ‘warren’[footnoteRef:4] as it ‘refers to the right of free warren, a legal franchise granted by the Crown which bestowed upon the holder the monopolistic right to kill small game with a defined local territory. Medieval peasants did not own or exploit rabbit warrens, except illegally, and the warren was therefore a status symbol and privilege as well as an economic resource’[footnoteRef:5].  [2:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500 ]  [3:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, pp. 4-5.]  [4:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, pp. 4.]  [5:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, pp. 5.] 

The manor courts were records which can be said to be one of the most important sources for the study of English local society, and they were first written around the middle of the 13th century. The contents of the manor court were to document the elections of manorial officials, but also the rights of properties and the entry into lands. They were involved in the litigation between free tenants, and the levying of servile dues. They also documented the failure of paying rent and the rendering of services. They also involved themselves in the matters regarding the damage to the lord’s property, as the lord was the one to control the manor. The manorial court also dealt with the election of constables, and presentment of offences, they also dealt with the ‘Crown jurisdiction franchised to the manorial lord’[footnoteRef:6], which basically meant the selling of baked and brewed items. They also dealt with the election of graves.  [6:  Conisbrough Court Rolls, The Manor Court (2020) <https://www.dhi.ac.uk/conisbrough/find/manor_court.html> [accessed 5 June 2020].] 

Most of these documentary sources come from manorial records. Manorial records are the documents which are created by estates, called Manors. The documents themselves that are called ‘manorial documents’[footnoteRef:7] were called as such after 1926, from when they were now called ‘Manorial Documents Rules’[footnoteRef:8]. The manorial documents include, ‘court rolls, surveys, maps, terriers, documents and books of every description relating to the boundaries, franchises, wastes, customs or courts of a manor'[footnoteRef:9]. [7:  Lancaster University, Manors and their Records (2020) <https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fass/projects/manorialrecords/manors/index.htm#:~:text=Manorial%20records%20are%20the%20documents%20created%20by%20landed%20estates%20called%20manors.&text='court%20rolls%2C%20surveys%2C%20maps,or%20courts%20of%20a%20manor'.> [accessed 4 June 2020].]  [8:  Lancaster University, Manors and their Records (2020) ]  [9:  Lancaster University, Manors and their Records (2020) ] 

These manorial documents can now be used as a vital tool for research. This is due to the fact that the manorial system of landholding and administration covered a vast area of England, and also a great portion of Wales. They covered these areas for many years; from the Norman conquest through till the decline of the system in 1922. 
The court was the main manorial administration. The manor court in the middle ages, was regarded in the terms of law, as ‘the lowest court’[footnoteRef:10] in England. The manor court was led by the lord of the manor and covered only the areas in which the lord of the manor had jurisdiction, which usually meant the land that he owned. The court itself would meet once a month throughout the year, but in some areas, the meetings could be even less than that.  [10:  Conisbrough Court Rolls, The Manor Court (2020) ] 

There were two instances in the year, usually after ‘Easter and Michaelmas’[footnoteRef:11] that all residents of the manor were obligated to attend the court, where all the men ‘over the age of twelve were bound to appear and make their pledge to keep the king’s peace’[footnoteRef:12]. Although all men over 12 would attend the court, it was most likely that only the ‘manorial officers, offenders, jurymen, witnesses, litigants and pledges’[footnoteRef:13] and others who were involved with land and boundaries would attend the court.  [11:  Conisbrough Court Rolls, The Manor Court (2020).]  [12:  Conisbrough Court Rolls, The Manor Court (2020) ]  [13:  Conisbrough Court Rolls, The Manor Court (2020) ] 

Manorial courts dealt with an array of offences, such as minor offences and tenants owing to their manorial landlord. Procedures in the court were similar to how they are conducted in these modern times. The case would be brought to court, by either a manorial official or by the actions of an individual. The parties would be summoned to court, and there, pledges would be provided. The next time that the court would meet to discuss the case, other people could attend. If tenants did not attend the court to pay their homage to the lord of the manor, they would be given a fine for not attending. If a person had a good cause for not attending court, this was called Essoin. If a person in court was had their land confiscated by the court, this was called Distraint. 
But the manorial courts also recorded the changes of land tenure, known as copyhold tenancy. This in itself is a prolific source of information about the people living in the manorial lands. What makes the information important compared to other sources from the middle ages, is that even poor people are represented in the documents, which provides a unique look into the lives of the poor people of the middle ages. 
	In the middle ages, free tenure was land that a person had been granted, bought or had inherited after someone. ‘The labour services owed by conventionaries were extremely light and rarely enacted, although the unfree amongst them were burdened with most of the other common incidents of serfdom such as merchet, leyrwite, chevage, and the need to pay a fine if a son were sent to school or to take Holy Orders’[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  Miller, Edward & Hatcher, John, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic Change, 1086-1348 (Social and Economic History of England), 1st edn (London: Routledge, 1978), p. 120.] 

In rural England in the middle ages, religion was a key aspect of rural life. Monks and nuns were considered to be ‘great accumulators of lands and able agriculturalists who were efficient if at times aggressive in exploiting their holdings’[footnoteRef:15], and this is important in regard to rural life in medieval England, as this helped shape the boundaries of land.  Many places were built around a religious house, either a nunnery or a monastery, and these communities would be known as religious communities. The lord of the manor would most likely line himself with the religious house, either by donating to the religious house, or be sending his son or daughter to join the religious house.  [15:  Burton, Janet & Kerr, Julie, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, Paperback edn (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2016). p. 149.] 

There were not only gentry who owned land in medieval England; there were also religious houses that owned it. Churches were usually bought land, or sometimes gifted it, and this led to some churches accumulating a great wealth of land to a point that  ‘some parish churches were so handsomely endowed with land, including numerous tenants, that their rectories were effectively run as small manors’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, p. 5.] 

Once a tenant entered a land, they had to pay relief and perform homage. A tenant could go into arears in regard to work and rent, and this could be called ‘weekwork’[footnoteRef:17], these were the days that the tenants worked during the week that they had to for the lord of the manor. In regard to rent and ‘boonwork[footnoteRef:18]’, this was a duty where tenants had to do seasonal work, such as ‘ploughing and harvesting’[footnoteRef:19]. It used to mean a favour, but these tasks later became compulsory.  [17:  Trueman, C N, Feudal Services (2020) <https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/medieval-england/feudal-services/> [accessed 5 June 2020].]  [18:  Oxford Reference, Boon Work (2020) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095518140#:~:text=Quick%20Reference,to%20Family%20and%20Local%20History%20%C2%BB> [accessed 5 June 2020].]  [19:  Oxford Reference, Boon Work (2020) ] 

An unfree tenant was someone who was under servitude, servile status. The tenant would have to pay an annual payment, per person, which was called a ‘capitage’[footnoteRef:20], which before the 15th century used to mean ‘charge upon any serfs who did not hold land on the manor’[footnoteRef:21] , but after the 15th century, it came to mean the same as ‘chevage’,  or a chevage, which was a payment made by a tenant to his lord of the manor, or as it is defined, a ‘payment made by a villiein to his lord by way of poll tax, it was also payment made for permission to live away from the manor’[footnoteRef:22]. When the tenant had decided to move and leave the land of the manor, they had to get permission from the lord of the manor in order to do so.  [20:  Bailey, Mark, The Decline of Serfdom in Late Medieval England: From Bondage to Freedom (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2014), 296. ]  [21:  Bailey, Mark, The Decline of Serfdom in Late Medieval England: From Bondage to Freedom, p. 296.]  [22:  Coredon, Christopher & Williams, Ann, Chevage (2020) <https://medieval_terms.enacademic.com/763/Chevage> [accessed 5 June 2020].] 

	Another documental source that can be used to shed life on rural medieval England are survey records. Survey records are records that have come from the manor. There surveys, due to the fact that they were conducted during the middle ages, were all handwritten, and they contain descriptions of the manor, and its surrounding properties and boundaries. Some of these surveys have survived, and from ecclesiastical manors, there are around 12 that survive from the 12th century. The records themselves were itemised to suit the contents, such as free and servile, types of tenure, and also types of land. 
The historical use of the records is that they are primary sources which account the changes in the economy in the middle ages. This includes the changes in prices of food, land, etc. But also, the changes in rent, and the changes in wages. But, one of the most important historical information is the changes of the occupants of the land, and the usage of the land itself. 
The record accounts can be seen from the early 13th century and did not become common until the late 13th century. The account records were static, and this meant that they were recorded for only one year. But there are matter that some areas were not able to document their records correctly, and due to this the ‘documentation for other south-western estates at this date is scarce; but it is sufficient to indicate that conventionaries were not restricted to Duchy manors, and that tenure by contract or lease was becoming increasingly popular in the later part of our period’[footnoteRef:23].   [23:  Miller, Edward & Hatcher, John, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic Change, 1086-1348, p. 120.] 

An example of record accounts can be seen with the ‘account of Haselor, 1484-85’[footnoteRef:24]. It contains information which details the debts tenants were accumulating and how rural life was deteriorating, ‘revealing falling rents and abandoned holdings, and mounting arrears, which are broken down in detail at the foot of the account’[footnoteRef:25]. In this document, it details the accounts of people who have gone to arears, and how people were trying to get themselves out of it. ‘Some of the arrears date back decades, and the auditors’ expectation of collecting is clearly unrealistic. This section provides a more accurate sense of the cash actually collected and is therefore central to understanding the annual yield of the manor’[footnoteRef:26].  [24:  Styles, D., ed. Ministers’ accounts of the Collegiate church of St. Mary, Warwick, 1432-1485, Dugdale Society, 26, (1969), pp. 172-77, Compotus of Haselor (Warwickshire), 14 April 1484 to 14 April 1485.]  [25:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, p. 142.]  [26:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, p. 142.] 

As a small local administration, the purpose of manors was to deal with issues that do not involve national politics, such as local customs, human stories, and also early maps of local areas. In the documental source of the map of the ‘Manor of Sturry’[footnoteRef:27] in Kent from 1643, It gives a outline of the boundaries of the property and the land adjoining it. There seems to be a few places drawn around the main plot of land. At the bottom right corner, there is a rectangle with words written into it, by hand, and it could possibly be the names of the properties written inside it. But sadly, it is not clear enough to read it. The drawings of the properties are quite intricate and have been drawn similarly to how property boundaries are drawn today, which tells us that it has not changed a great deal from 1643 to how we document property boundaries today. [27:  MR1/306 Map of the Manor of Sturry, Kent 1643,] 

In the documental source which is a document which catalogues the manors which belong to Warwick castle[footnoteRef:28], the document itself is very dated, and the handwriting on the document has aged with it, which makes the intricate words hard to decipher. The document has the correct stamps to prove its validity and proof of its authenticity, and it has also been signed. This is an example of what the documental sources which shed a light on rural life in medieval England look like, and this shows us what researchers are having to decipher when they find and document a new documental source from the middle ages. What also must be said, is that the language that was often used in the middle ages, in particular on documents of importance, that the writing would most often be in Latin, or perhaps, the old English that our English has descended from. Someone who is very knowledgeable with medieval writings would be able to understand this documental source and would be able to both translate it and transcribe it for other researchers who were interested in its usefulness in the shedding light on rural life in medieval England.  [28:  Manors belonging to Warwick Castle (catalogue reference SC 11/826 m1)] 

Judgement in the middle ages was in the hands of the people who were obligated to attend the court, known as suitors. The judgement itself was agreed on a collective judgement. The person who was to be judged, the defendant, was to be at the mercy of the court, known as the amercement. The defendant could take an oath, or the court would appoint a jury. An example of this can be seen with the ‘court rolls of Tooting and Ruislip, 1247-48’[footnoteRef:29]. This is significant as these court rolls are some of the earliest records of the manor to have survived in England. In these records, ‘the settling of disputes by compurgation and hurries of inquiry is strongly evident. The volume of business conducted by the court is not very high, and the range of ‘communal’ offences is relatively narrow. However, the lord is already using the court as a medium for exercising control over the unfree peasantry’[footnoteRef:30].  [29:  Maitland, F. W., ed. Select pleas in numerial and other seigneurial courts, Selden Society, 2 (1888), pp. 12-15, Manor Courts of the abbey of Bec, Tooting (Surrey) and Ruislip (Middlesex), 1248-48.]  [30:  Bailey, Mark, The English Manor C.1200 to C.1500, p. 36.] 

In these modern times, manorial documents have other uses. They are used now as a way of identifying manorial rights and the rights of way. Although the manorial courts do not exist anymore, their significance has changed as they are now used for legal purposes, and they have the right of access. After the manorial courts ended, the Manorial Documents Register, known as the MDR, was created in 1925, and this was created to hep people find documents in order to prove they owned land and the associated rights that came with it. It is still a legal requirement today to inform the National Archives of the movement of manorial documents, so that the MDR can be updated. 
The MDR was originally a paper-based production, and it had compiled decades of paper documents, and this became an impossible task to update. The information on the documents went out of date and the documents were changing quicker than they could update them by hand. The system needed to change, and computerising gave the opportunity to do so. The researchers knew about the value of manorial records and putting them on a computer system helped to preserve the information, but also made it easier to update the documents online. 
Therefore, in conclusion, as to whether documental sources shed a light on rural life in medieval England, from this essay, I have come to the conclusion that documentary sources do give a deep insight into the rural life of medieval people of the middle ages. The documentary sources vary, from accounts to records, but they have survived throughout the middle ages, and they shed a light and give an insight into the view of rural life in the middle ages. Most of the documental sources that can used to give an insight into the life of medieval rural England comes from the manorial courts. This is due to the fact, that in the middle ages, the manor was the centre of rural life, especially in England, and the lord of the manor was the man who held control over the vast area within his estate. The people living within his estate boundary would have to follow his rule, and this meant that he had control over his estate. Although, we know that there were people who worked in the courts who were knowledgeable, it was the lord of manor who had the most sway over what happened within his estate, although it must be said that we now know that the churches also played a large part in life in rural England, the vast estates that they owned meant that the church itself could be considered to a ‘lord of the manor’. 
Therefore, in conclusion, documental sources which were linked with the manor were some of the most important, and informative documents, and these precious relics from the middle ages are vital pieces of history that can be used to shed light on rural life in medieval England.
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