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What documentary sources might be used to shed light on rural life in medieval England?
The recorded history of rural life in medieval England is available from a variety of sources.  These include, for example, the archaeology of buildings, unearthed pottery, art history, including iconography, as well as via the written word, such as in charters and manorial records.   Other resources illustrating rural life that further our understanding include illuminations, for instance, the Luttrell Psalter, an illuminated manuscript from the fourteenth century, created for Sir Geoffrey Luttrell and portraying images of the agricultural lifecycle.
  Images of rural life can also be seen in calendars found at the beginning of medieval prayer books.  The illuminations marking saints’ and feast days, illustrate activities relevant to the months, and reflect the natural cycle of the seasons.
  In addition, family records found in rural parish churches inform our knowledge of ancestral history, although parish records as we know them did not exist before the 1530s. Both local and royal archives hold unpublished information, relating to, for example, freedom from particular tolls, and grants of weekday markets. Collectively, these resources all connect to enhance our understanding of medieval rural life. 

For the purposes of this essay, which is to shed light on documentary sources illustrating rural life in medieval England, it is essential to acknowledge the substantial influence both the Domesday Survey and manorial records have had on our current interpretation of rural medieval life. As primary sources they allow us to understand the structure of agrarian life in medieval England, and provide the key to interpreting the role and functions of the manor. Domesday Book points towards the manorial framework having been in operation in England for a considerable period. However, what we generally consider to be manorial records have not survived before the twelfth century, although they are in abundance from the thirteenth century. 

The Domesday Survey of 1086, created in two volumes, is arguably, the first public record of England. The Domesday Book, whilst predominantly being a fiscal exercise to ascertain taxation values and revenue, provided William I with an understanding of the tenure and division of property. This included population, land measurements, forestry, fish ponds, mills, farming implements such as ploughs on the demesne, and the duties and charges incumbent upon the landlords.
  Further, as an audit, it enquired not only on current, but also on past ownership and worth, and, it has been demonstrated, relied on earlier lists drawn up for the purposes of taxation. 
The Domesday Book captures how the land was already, from Anglo Saxon times, divided into shires, hundreds [as a sub division of a shire], and villages. It further assists the scholar in recognising how the principles of a manorial system were reinforced following the Norman invasion. As suggested by Hone, the development of the manorial system was seen as evolving from a succession of invasions, each contributing to, and reinforcing the notion, of land ownership in a move away from chiefdoms.
 As a consequence of the changing political landscape of the eighth and ninth centuries, both the Church and the military had benefitted, in terms of land ownership.  However, by 1086, all land, exempting the royal estates, was now owned by the King and tenanted from the Crown. As tenants in chief, the barons and nobles were obligated to provide services and payments to the Crown. 

The use of land as a negotiating tool, or a reward for allegiance, became more common, particularly so with William I’s requirement for a readily available fighting force. His directive to his tenants in chief, which included the ecclesiastical institutions, to provide quotas of fighting knights, required the barons and clergy to subinfeudate their land in order to fulfil their obligations. By transferring land to a knight, in return for military service, they were fulfilling their obligations. The knights in turn would subinfeudate their land and combined with a population increase and the growth of subinfeudation, the development of land owning nobility expanded rapidly. In terms of the economy, the principle of enfeoffment or knights fee for military support became gradually less common, and by the end of the twelfth century, was more associated with economic than military interests.
 
The geography of the country was set out into discrete manors, and with a recognised hierarchical composition. A landlord could manage his manors in a variety of ways. Some being demesne manors, could be managed directly by the lord and run by a bailiff. Alternatively, they could be subfeudinated to a sub tenant, or thirdly, let out on lease to a farmer, but continue to be under the jurisdiction of the lord. 

Settlements in England, although varying in size, were mainly agricultural communities, or villages. It is worth noting that the traditionally held view of the manor house surrounded by a village and church was not always accurate. Often a lord or baron held multiple manors with only one residence. Manors therefore, by definition did not necessarily have a lord in residence. Neither did clusters of workers cottages always define them. A manor may be no more than a scattering of farmhouses.
 

Within the hundred there were numerous villages, whose ownership was divided, sometimes overlapping, between manorial lords. Problematically, this could result in a disparity between neighbours whose rents and services for equal parcels of land, may differ, depending upon the custom of the manor to which they belonged.
 The term custom of the manor refers to the rules created by the manor, to regulate the conduct of the tenants.
 This feudalistic model was embedded into English culture, with the manorial system providing the framework through which the social hierarchy, economy, land tenure; privileges, customs, culture and obligations, together with jurisdiction were controlled. 
The complexity of the content within the Domesday Book is beyond the remit of this essay. In terms of an administrative process it was a major statistical exercise, which continues to generate much research and debate. Without question, and in summary, Domesday as a documentary source lays the foundation for this essay and defines the local structure of land occupancy and administrative framework.

The value of manorial records in facilitating not only our understanding of the administrative powers of the manor, but in providing us with an appreciation of everyday life, cannot be underestimated.  As outlined by Mary Ellis, they include ’court rolls, surveys, maps, terriers, documents and books of every description relating to the boundaries, wastes, customs or courts of a manor’.

Manorial records underpinned the running of the estate and fall into three principal categories: surveys, financial accounts and records of manorial courts.
 The demesne surveys catalogued the area of land held and the assets of the manor.  They were often amended and revised to include alterations of names or land acquisitions. Frequently drawn up by more than one person the survey would detail the actual acreage of the demesne arable, pasture, meadow and woods, together with the number of teams needed to plough the land and lists of livestock.
 Custumal surveys would include lists of peasant tenants and their rents and services owed. However, a degree of caution should be taken when examining the theoretical obligations due, in as much as what is set out is not necessarily that which is rendered. The lord would commonly sell labour services to the tenant, rather than exact labour.  Equally, a tenant could substitute another to provide his work on the lord’s demesne land rather than work himself.
 The extent was an administrative survey of valuation that varied dependent upon the manor. Some were simple demesne surveys with a valuation, whilst others were comprehensive accounts detailing every item on the demesne, breaking down the land into arable, meadow, pasture, wood. Buildings, labour service, livestock, tenants, rent, obligations and services were assessed and a monetary value attached to them. According to Harvey, they generally followed a fixed formulary as in Walter of Henley’s husbandry.
 Detailed account rolls illustrate how administrators calculated profit and loss accounts from the demesne farms, and how they gauged productivity.  Information from surveys, custumals, extents, rentals and inventories and terriers were used and meticulously cross-referenced to monitor income and expenditure. 

Whilst manorial records allow us to understand the principles of structure and organisation of the manor, an appreciation of how and by whom the land was tenured, together with what rules, and restrictions applied, assists in giving a rounded picture. The various types of tenure on a manor included freehold, leasehold and customary tenancies. Dependent upon the status of the tenant, obligations and services would vary.  Each type of tenure had particular charges, restrictions and expectations. As discussed by Ellis, manorial tenants were not a homogenous group.  Fundamentally, they were separated into two groups, free and unfree tenants.
 Freemen generally rented land from the lord, for which they were charged a cash annual rent, together with obligations of light service. This rendered them, in effect, self-governing. However, in addition, services were expected, such as attendance at the manor court and at times, serving as jurors. Similar to death duties today, a freehold tenants family had to pay a ‘heriot’ on the death of the tenant, usually the best beast or five shillings to the lord. Any heir assuming the tenancy would also be expected to pay a ‘relief’ or cash payment of a years rent.
 In the manor court rolls of Walsham-le-Willows an example of this declares the sons of Edmund Patel to be the nearest heirs, having sworn fealty and given in heriot a cow after calving, at the feast of the Invention of the Holy Cross [3 May 1340], to the value of seven shillings.
 

The unfree tenants or villeins, who also held land and paid rent, were given less freedom and the obligations and services associated with the custom of the manor to which they belonged, would vary upon the level of administrative control exercised. Dependent upon the lord’s requirement, they were obligated to render services on the demesne land either on a regular basis, such as week-work, or in activities connected with the functioning of the estate, such as repairs to equipment. This also included levies imposed, for example, the milling of corn. Any evidence of default would result in their ‘amercement’ or fine in the manor court. In the same court rolls of 1340 in Walsham-le-Willows, a John Man was ‘amerced 3d because he milled his corn away from the lord’s mill’. 
 . At the bottom of the tenant’s hierarchy were the cottars, too poor to hold land; they eked out subsistence on a small piece of garden, usually too small to support a family. They sought employment from the freemen and the lord as labourers.
 The manor court rolls of Walsham-le-Willows also illustrate that at times benevolence was shown to such individuals, as in the case of a William Wauncy, who was pardoned for taking dry willow wood from Ladyswood because he was poor.

The level of detail with which the activities of the manor were recorded varied considerably. Notably, the documentation from the smaller manors, which has survived, generally lacks the comprehensive quality and quantity of that found within the larger ecclesiastical estates. As Bailey points out, the larger monastic estates tended to be traditional and rigid in their management. They also had ready access to competent scribes; however, the format for manorial records appears relatively standardised across the board, suggesting scribes outside of monastic estates were familiar with a regulated formulary of estate auditing.
 
The financial records of the manor were essentially, the account rolls, court rolls and extents. The annual account rolls submitted to the auditors by the bailiff or reeve were pivotal in detailing the information of the income drawn from rents, farms and services, together with expenses and outgoings for ploughing, reaping, and sowing and all aspects of agricultural husbandry. The income from the court amercements was also paid to the lord, and the extent ensured the accurate valuation of property in relation to land tenures.
A number of thirteenth-century treaties on estate management have been translated from a collection of manuscripts over the last 130 years, and greatly contribute to our knowledge of medieval agriculture. Walter of Henley’s Husbandry, the Seneschaucy and the ‘Rules’ of Robert Grossetest are three examples.
 They represent texts on manorial accounting and estate management at a time when there was a growth in the drive towards stewards and bailiffs having training and instruction on estate management, as opposed to the traditional methods of learning in the field. The Seneschaucy detailed a hierarchical system of management, in three parts, probably more in line with the large ecclesiastical seigneurial estates of Steward, Bailiff and Reeve. Professor Harvey proposes this bureaucratic management structure, to have all but disappeared by the early fourteenth century, resulting in the estates being managed more usually, by the bailiff and reeve and assisted by other manorial officials.
  This notion supports the studies undertaken by Mulholland, who considers that by the fourteenth century, it was commonplace for stewards to be elected from the ranks of lawyers, a practice, which she proposes, led to a diminishing in the characterful detail of court rolls, and introduced a more formal and factual style of reporting.
 This elevation of the role of Steward also became associated more with the legislative and judicial processes related to the functions of the court, and less to do with the management of the estates agricultural business. Indeed, court rolls became less concerned with agrarian issues and more protracted around terms and conditions of tenures and land transfers. The evidence of court manuals, which developed from manuscripts in the thirteen century to printed manuals in the sixteenth century confirm this formalisation in the jurisdiction and function of the manorial court.

With the changing role of the Steward, came about increased autonomy for the bailiff or reeve. The reeve held the onerous position of farm manager, being elected annually by the manorial court from unfree landholding peasants. The office of reeve was a controversial position, considered by many to be an unenviable office and with significant responsibility. Failure to show profitability was harshly punished and there are examples in manorial court rolls of reeves paying to be replaced from their position.
 However, there are also examples, such as those found in the records of the manor of Westminster at Teddington, that a Walter le Notiere was named in the account rolls as reeve, in continuous office for over twenty years
. The reeve was also not immune from complaints to the Manor Court regarding unscrupulous behaviour. One such reeve was accused of bribery and judged by the manor court jury in 1278.
 It is clear that the office of reeve gave a man opportunity for influence and authority within the administrative system of the manor, but could equally be exploited for personal gain.
Manorial courts operated fundamentally under the seignorial system and comprised of the leet court, honour court, court baron and court customary, or halmote.
 The Leet court held bi annually, tended to deal with criminal jurisdiction at which free men were obligated to serve. It was at this court that every male of twelve and over was frankpledged or tithed; a practice initiated to ensure good conduct was maintained. The honour court was an assembly of the lord’s most powerful tenants, including those enfeoffed into his service. Their authority encompassed more than one manor and initially had been considered as an appeal court for the customary court. This authority was removed following legislation in 1259 and they declined in stature thereon in.
 Court Baron’s were for free tenants, whilst customary or halmote courts were for the unfree tenants and usually presided over by the steward or bailiff. The halmote court gives us a wealth of information about the ways in which justice was implemented. It is worth noting that the boundaries between courts and proceedings was somewhat blurred and Mulholland argues convincingly that manorial and leet court proceedings were often indistinguishable, being conducted at the same court sitting.
 
Manorial authority was demonstrated according to manorial custom. Examples of court business include instances of levies or merchet paid by villeins to the lord on the marriage of their daughters. The court would further exercise manorial control, enforcing feudal services and ensuring the custom of the manor was adhered to in relation to the cultivation of the demesne lands. Cases against the accused included breaches such as failing to fulfil their work, neglecting their crops, or encroaching on another’s strip. A frequent occurrence involved the court presiding over neighbourly disputes and anti social behaviours. 
The jury would be made up of free men and villeins with attendance compulsory for unfree villeins. Non-attendance as a breach of feudal duty occasioned an amercement, with repeated avoidance resulting in the seizure of chattels. Free tenants, were still beholden to the protocols set by the custom of the manor and amerced for non attendance as in the case of Robert de Nevill, a knight, who failed to attend court in 1348 in Wakefield.
 The frequency with which free tenants were required to attend court varied, with some every three weeks, whilst others only five times per year.
 The role of the jury was to adhere to manorial custom, whilst presenting the cases to the court and deciding issues of fact. Juries were not restricted to twelve men and could vary from as few as six up to forty-eight.
 In fact, according to Mulholland, the jury of inquest proved so popular that individuals would pay the lord to have a jury decide their case.
 Manorial courts were superseded by courts of the common law and the court system gradually evolved to county courts and the Kings court, thus weakening the power of the seignorial court.

This essay has attempted to offer an overview of how documentary sources have provided us with an understanding of agrarian rural life. The Domesday Book as a resource has afforded the scholar a detailed description of the landscape of agricultural England and continues to generate research and discussion, whilst the information gleaned from manorial records contributes to our interpretation of daily life in the medieval period. The court rolls particularly, provide a rich source of information on the customs of the manor, social relationships, family structures, and the economic wealth of the manor and its occupants. 
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