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This essay will look, first, at the availability, uses and limitations of the documentary sources and then, rather than conducting a random search of the archives, will present a necessarily brief summary of how scholars have used those sources to shed light on rural England. It will not treat manuscripts as documents. The ‘medieval period’ is not one homogeneous block of history. The life of a poor peasant in AD 1450 may have been just as wretched as that of his counterpart in AD 500, but neither would recognise the society in which the other existed. The amount and reliability of documentary sources depends, to a large extent, on whether an event occurred before or after the Norman Conquest. Domesday Book marks the beginning of the history of public records in England.
 Rural historians have bemoaned the lack of documentary evidence during the Anglo-Saxon period.
 Country life is rarely the subject of the sources discovered. The annals which make up the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, although they ‘provide…the only continuous narrative of the period’ between the fifth and eleventh centuries’, record little about rural life.
 We get a glimpse during the reign of Stephen when the chronicler lamented ‘I have neither the ability nor the power to tell all the horrors nor all the torments they inflicted upon wretched people in this country…Then corn was dear, and meat and butter and cheese…Wretched people died of starvation.’
  There are also a handful of early charters and saints’ lives, from which ordinary people are mostly absent. The only allusion to rural life in Asser’s Life of King Alfred is a comment that during their battles with the Vikings ‘the English could draw on the resources of the countryside for sustenance and reinforcements’ which suggests that ordinary peasants provided the fodder of war.
 A remarkable but problematic source is Rectitudines Singularum Personarum, ‘which for the fullness of the description and wide range of social ranks discussed make this a unique text for the period’.
 The difficulty with this ‘mysterious document’, however, is its provenance. Most of the evidence about farming and rural life in Anglo-Saxon England is drawn from archaeological and biological sources. There is no consensus on whether the Anglo-Saxon governments used documents, but it seems likely they did not have a bureaucracy.
 Bede was an outstanding scholar but, despite its title, his Ecclesiastical History of the English People has little to say about most of the population.  It did record Pope Gregory’s concern in AD 601 about paganism among the people. Ronald Hutton’s study, however, shows that the peasantry was largely Christianised by c.740.
 Bede also had a moral purpose and both he and the chroniclers often interpreted events as divine intervention.  After Bede died in 735 ‘history limps along with no support from literature’ until Eadmer began his Historia Novorum during Edgar’s reign.’
 It was not until the 1120s and 1130s with William of Malmesbury’s Gesta Regum Anglorum, Henry of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum, and Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, that we ‘witnessed the most exuberant outburst of interest in England’s past that the middle ages produced.’
 However, although these admirable historians were the sources for the chroniclers of the later middle ages, they are almost barren of information about ordinary people.
The famine of documentation before the Conquest becomes a feast after it.  Domesday Book is only the beginning. Much of this is centrally stored, although local record offices remain treasure troves for diligent researchers. An increasing proportion is accessible online.
 A Google search for ‘medieval records’ reveals 11,300,000 results, so some guidance from experts is prudent for the aspirant scholar.  Not all of the documentation has been translated into modern English and many records are still difficult to access, are undated or have medieval dating. Palaeographical skills are vital for the interpretation of many texts and, even then, there may be bewildering abbreviations.   A further problem is nomenclature. Marc Bloch warned: ‘Do we know what men of the Middle Ages mean when they use a word which we translate as parish?’
 The material also ‘reflects habits of mind no longer easily comprehensible.’
  Documentary records were not compiled for the benefit of historians and should be approached with scholarly caution.
 Nevertheless, ‘within its limitations Domesday is surprisingly accurate and statistical conclusions can be drawn from it.’
 It records ‘the existence of large numbers of dependent peasants.’
  The Hundred Rolls of 1274-1276 supplement our knowledge of the condition of the peasantry. They also reveal a litigious peasantry. In Kent, as elsewhere, the disputes are often over animals:
Then Ivo of Marden accused John Prest that he           impounded a certain pig of his neighbour by bad means and he concealed the said pig and he was unwilling to accept John’s compurgation, but took 4s from him for the said charge.

 Arguably the most important, and certainly the richest, sources of information about rural life after the Conquest are the manorial records.
 They are, unfortunately, relatively scarce in the eleventh and twelfth centuries and, although Domesday Book shows that ‘by the end of the Anglo-Saxon period the manor had become a universal institution’ its origins have not been satisfactorily traced and manorial records pre-Conquest are virtually non-existent.
  It is only after c. 1250 that they become abundant.
 They contain a rich variety of information about different aspects of rural life. Retirement contracts, which are common in manorial court rolls, provide a fascinating glimpse of family life and, the often difficult, relationships between young and old. Coroners’ Rolls are a particularly rich source concerning the daily lives of peasants. Amongst other things, these have been used to provide a breakdown of accidents to peasants for each month of the year.
 However, manorial records only record one level of administration and ‘they give us a very one-sided and limited view of many aspects of medieval life and we ignore their particular bias at our peril.’
 Judith Bennett complained that there was no consensus about social reconstruction from manorial records. In her view ‘the stability and reliability of surnames’ was in doubt.
 By the end of the thirteenth century documentation was in use at village level, but it is thought unlikely that peasant farmers could read. Nevertheless, ‘documents of one sort or another could have been no rarer in villages than ribbons and needles’, but, lamentably, they were ephemeral and few survive.
 Charters and cartularies, even forged, copied or edited ones, can also help our understanding of life in the countryside, especially the boundary clauses. Their number is much greater in the late middle ages. Arguably the most interesting of the cartularies, for this purpose, is the Carte Nativorum as it contains charters between peasants.
 The monasteries produced huge volumes of records including manorial records. Many lay-brothers would have been peasants from the surrounding villages wanting to escape poverty and insecurity for a more rewarding life with a wealthy abbey. On the other hand, the Cistercians were ruthless in expelling peasants from the villages they had acquired.
 Most chroniclers and historians were monks with their own slant on events.  Ordinary church records often shed light on the lives of ordinary people in the countryside but parish records were not kept until 1538. Some churchwardens’ accounts do survive from later medieval England, and they show peasant parishioners being involved in the election of these officials.
 Edward Miller and John Hatcher found evidence of village members contributing to the village church but such documents are rare.
 Around fifty or sixty chronicles written between the mid-thirteenth and mid-fifteenth centuries survive and can be valuable sources for historians.
 Literary works such as William Langland’s Piers the Plowman and Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales may help to augment the public records but authorial prejudice cannot be discounted.  Lillian Bisson warns that ‘Chaucer’s portrayal of peasants ranges between two extremes: peasants are a noisy rabble upsetting social order…or they are saintly by virtue of their uncomplaining acceptance of their lot in life.’
 Ironically, this may be an accurate picture.  Langland’s work reminds us of the iconic status of peasant ploughmen. No village could have survived without their expertise.

It is impossible to make proper use of the primary sources without a sound knowledge of the secondary sources. An essential precursor to research is to know how previous scholars have used these documents to discover what rural life was like in medieval England. Not surprisingly they have not all reached the same conclusions. The debate over the condition of the peasants, who made up the majority of the population; a debate which includes when serfdom started and finished, still continues. An early contribution to that debate came from Francis Seebohm: 

Trying to solve the still open question whether it began with the freedom or with the serfdom of the masses of the people…If answered one way, English Economic History begins with free village communities which gradually degenerated into the serfdom of the middle ages. If answered the other way, it begins with the serfdom of the masses of the rural population under Saxon rule…





As previously stressed, records for Anglo-Saxon rural life are very sparse. It is known that the average Anglo-Saxon was a peasant and was thus involved in farming but it was not an egalitarian society. Much of the work must have been done by slaves.
 It was once thought that the invaders of the fifth and sixth centuries had replaced the existing hamlets, villas and farmsteads with fully formed nucleated villages. This is no longer the case and Richard Jones and Mark Page, in a study of Whittlesford, have mooted the change took place during the 150 years after AD 850.
  Most of their evidence is archaeological but the scanty documentation supports their conclusions. More recently, on the evidence of four midland counties, scholars have calculated that nucleation occurred by the twelfth century.
 It is a recurring theme that the evidence is regional and variable and is open to conflicting interpretation. Also, hamlets and farmsteads did not disappear and the distinction between them and villages is rarely defined. Furthermore, the countryside was not uniform throughout England, but was a mixture of woodland and open field. Lords had a vested interest in maintaining woodland as they used it to hunt. Free tenants had ancient common rights in woodland which they were anxious to preserve.
 But, from the ninth century, ‘new enclosure and extensive arable spread across waste along wood-edge and through rough grazing.’
 Seebohm also suggested that, after the Conquest, many free peasants became serfs. This is supported by the Domesday survey, which makes very little reference to free tenants.
  The decline of slavery after the Norman Conquest was rapid but it is likely that there were a substantial number of the descendants of these slaves among unfree peasants even in thirteenth century England.
  Rosamond Faith has depicted ‘the period between 1066 and 1200 as one of much greater change for the peasantry, almost all of it bad, than previously believed.’
 H.R.Lloyn supports this conclusion and argues that ‘a uniform serfdom’ took the place of slavery.
 Many peasants were certainly kept unfree, at least up until the end of the thirteenth century, and Robert Brenner invites us to ‘seek the causes…almost exclusively in the excessive exploitation of the unfree by their lords.’
 However, John Hatcher is sceptical about how the evidence is interpreted and provides a salutary warning that ‘even after the scholarly attention of generations of historians…we cannot be certain that we have achieved a perfect understanding of serfdom.’

 From the thirteenth century, ‘the manorial system is seen in its full flower.’
 But it did not cover the whole country. Peasants, who accounted for the majority of the population, in manors and elsewhere, have been defined ‘as rural dwellers who possess (if they do not own) the means of agricultural production.’
 The size of these rural dwellers’ households has been the subject of considerable debate but Peter Fleming suggests there is now a consensus on an average of between four and five persons, certainly for the late medieval household.
 Families differed in size so, if the land was distributed in standard holdings, larger families would be at a disadvantage. Thus not knowing the population of a peasant holding makes it difficult to make comparisons.
 The amount of land a peasant held was significant and the documentary evidence suggests that some free peasants were worse off than serfs.
 Serfs, though, did not have the freedom to leave the manor and could be bought and sold.

Research from the Midlands reveals that between the Domesday survey and the Hundred Rolls the population of the villages more than doubled, although there was some regional variation.
 There was also a substantial increase in inequality,  so by 1279 even many free peasants were only able to achieve subsistence by supplementing their income by wage labour.
 They may have had other skills which they could use to their advantage. The virtuosity of the Cistercian lay-brothers is evidence of this. They were not providing just for themselves and their families. They also supported ‘superimposed classes and institutions, such as landlords, churches, and towns that dominate them politically and skim off surplus profits.’
 The peasant population was not a homogeneous whole. Kathleen Biddick studied the stratification of English peasants: the evidence for which is found in manorial court rolls, local assessment rolls and the Hundred Rolls. This includes research on the taxable wealth of English peasants, which not only shows considerable differences in income among them, but also variations depending on location.
 Miriam Muller has also used the tax records to show that ‘the divisions in wealth could be quite marked.’
 The Song of the Husbandman ‘depicts the beadles collecting taxes from the peasants’ and laments the burden this was causing them.
  Other scholars have used the Lay Subsidy Rolls of 1334 to study the relative prosperity of peasants.
  Research undertaken by a group of historians over a period of twenty years challenges the view that peasants should be studied through the prism of a single village. Court roll data provided evidence of movement of peasants between villages.
 Some historians had previously lamented scholarly neglect of the village.
 Subsequently, though, Frances and Joseph Gies conducted an extensive study of the village of Elton, Huntingdonshire. Elton is mentioned in Domesday Book and in a manorial survey of 1160.  They used a Ramsey Abbey cartulary, a 1279 royal survey, and the manorial records to ‘sketch a reasonably probable picture of Elton as it was in the last quarter of the thirteenth century.’
 This confirms a considerable degree of inequality among the peasants and thus their lifestyles. It also contains evidence that work was occasionally mitigated by play with celebration of Christian festivals.
 Most of the evidence about peasants from manorial court rolls, and other sources, predominantly reports the activities of men.
 Consequently the lives of female peasants are more difficult to uncover. Evidence of land transactions carried out by women has been discovered but further research is needed.
 The existence of the Carte Nativorum could undermine the thesis of the total bondage of the serfs. The significance of these inter-peasant charters is that some of them are between unfree peasants, and the peasant land market was undoubtedly growing in the thirteenth century.  However, some historians doubt whether it benefited peasants as  ‘there are strong grounds for believing that the Carte Nativorum were merely a local instance of the new methods which some landlords began to use in regulating land transactions of their villein tenants.’
 It seems, then, that any notion of real freedom among the serfs in the thirteenth century may be illusory.

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries all peasants faced daunting challenges. Disease and famine were at the forefront of these and the poorer peasants, most of whom were serfs, were the most affected. Nevertheless, it was during these centuries that serfdom began to decline and eventually ‘would simply wither away.’
  The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 was only part of a general feeling of unrest which unfree tenants took advantage of. They pressed for the same advantages as free peasants.
 In Hilton’s view ‘there can be little doubt that this pressure by villein tenants was strengthened by the coexistence with them in the countryside of the large numbers of free tenants and tenants of ancient demesne.’
 Poorer peasants often worked for their richer neighbours for wages and antagonism among them is recorded in the manorial court rolls. Nevertheless, by the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as the population shrank because of disease, famine and radical changes in agriculture, ‘villagers asserted their unity more strongly and organized themselves more than ever before.’
 The disappearance of serfdom may have been organic in its nature. Mark Bailey is the latest scholar to investigate this phenomenon and, in a study of around 3,500 court sessions and 400 accounts from a selection of 38 different size manors in Norfolk, Suffolk, eastern Oxfordshire and Western Bedfordshire, he concludes that, among other things, the replacement of customary villain tenures with either leasehold or various types of copyhold tenure and the abolition of various status-dependent servile incidents that differentiated a serf from a free man led from the relative decline to the absolute decline of serfdom.
 

There is, then, an extensive amount of documentation available to scholars, since the Conquest, to help them shed light on rural life. These documents provide evidence of change, but the questions that should always be asked are: ‘who wrote them?’ and ‘why were they written?’ They can be socially selective, variable in quality and quantity, regionally unequal and slanted towards production rather than consumption.
 Bias is the enemy of scholarship but can also be its friend by revealing unwitting testimony.  The middle ages cover a millennium during which there were radical political, economic and social changes in England. These changes substantially affected the elites.  Some peasants took advantage of the changes, but whether the day-to-day drudge of the poorer residents of the countryside was significantly different is a subject that will continue to drive scholars into the archives.
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