The Lives of Women in the Medieval Manor 

Abstract
Compared to their wealthier contemporaries, relatively little study has been dedicated to the lives of medieval countrywomen, and much debate exists around their social status and involvement in criminality, law, and commercial activity. This study aims to contribute to current scholarship by shedding light on the lives of peasant women through examination and comparison of evidence from Wakefield, Yorkshire. In doing so, a detailed picture has been established of their lives and how they were impacted by the Black Death.
The main sources examined in detail are the Court Rolls of the Manor of Wakefield, Volume 12 (1338-1340) and Court Rolls of the Manor of Wakefield, Volume 2 (1348-1350), translated and edited by the Yorkshire Archaeological Society. This case study approach was chosen as it allowed a detailed analysis of the source material and by working systematically through the court rolls, an intimate and detailed image of the female population of Wakefield was established. This particular place and time was chosen for the depth and breadth of evidence available and court rolls from 1338-40 and 1348-50 in particular as they offer a contrast between pre and post Black Death life. Analysis and comparison of the evidence uncovered not only evidence of the legal, political, social and economic situation of rural women in the mid-fourteenth century, but also evidence of how these situations changed during the Black Death. 
Information gained through examination of the court rolls is presented and examined in the categories of crime, relationships, land and possessions, and occupation. Other primary evidence is also consulted to create a detailed and well-rounded picture of the lives of rural women in the mid-fourteenth century. That said, a limitation of this case study approach is its narrow focus; although it is fair to assume that there was some degree of similarity between lives of rural women throughout England, to what extent evidence gained can be applied to women outside of Wakefield is also considered. Therefore, other sources were consulted to produce a well-rounded picture of the lives of women in the medieval manor in the mid-fourteenth century.
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Introduction
In both medieval source material and modern scholarship, the presence of women has often been overlooked, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the case of medieval countrywomen. This study aims to contribute to current scholarship by shedding light on the experiences of women in the medieval manor through examination and comparison of the Wakefield court rolls from 1338-40 and 1348-50 and, in doing so, create a detailed picture of their lives. 
Medieval England has been described as a "world of neighbours"[footnoteRef:1] where a strong relationship with those living in close physical and social proximity were crucial to the continued functioning of the community. Despite this, tension arising from issues such as land disputes, theft, interpersonal conflicts, and more serious criminal activity would have been inevitable.[footnoteRef:2] When these disagreements could not be solved amicably they would have been brought to the manorial court, where authority was exercised through the settling of disputes, collection of fines and amercements, and dealing with violations of the law.  [1:  Warren O. Ault. Open-field Farming in Medieval England: A Study of Village By-Laws (London: Routledge, 2015), p. 15.]  [2:  Barbara Hanawalt. Crime and Conflict in English Communities, 1300-1348 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), p. 23.] 

Many court rolls, including those from Wakefield, record proceedings from both court baron and tourn sessions. The court baron, generally held every three weeks, was the lord’s court for a single manor and normally dealt with matters of tenure, disputes between free tenants, and civil pleas.[footnoteRef:3]   The tourns which took place when the sheriff made his biannual tour of the county, were concerned with breaches of commercial laws and more serious criminal offenses.[footnoteRef:4]  The records kept of these proceedings therefore show a wide and diverse range of legal, social, and criminal activity, from which a great deal can be learned about the lives of medieval women. [3:  Maureen Mulholland. 'Trials in Manorial Courts in Late Medieval England', in Judicial Tribunals in England and Europe, 1200–1700: The Trial in History, Volume I, ed. by Maureen Mulholland, Brian S Pullan, Anne Pullan (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2018), p. 81-101.]  [4:  Helen M. Jewell. "Women at the Courts of the Manor of Wakefield, 1348–1350" Northern History. 26.1 (1990) p. 60.] 

Contemporary social, economic, and political factors greatly impacted the types of crimes and their prevalence in the court records. The first half of the fourteenth century saw a variety of social and economic pressures for rural England, triggered by population growth and increasing scarcity of fertile land and food production, both of which had been in relatively good supply in the preceding few centuries. Eventually, poor weather and crop failure led to the crisis of the Great Famine in 1315-17. This resulted in a dramatic increase in crime; in Wakefield in 1316, for example, theft had increased so dramatically that two juries instead of one were required to process the cases.[footnoteRef:5]  Rural England in the middle of the fourteenth century felt the repercussions of this famine in the succeeding decades, and also faced considerable challenges brought about by the Black Death in 1349. These factors influenced the types of crimes seen in the manor court records, and analysis of this can reveal much of the social, economic, and political climate of the time. [5:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 523.] 

There are various reasons for women’s presence in the manor court, the most obvious of which is involvement in criminal activity, either as victims, perpetrators or witnesses. In the Wakefield court rolls of 1338-40 and 1348-50 these crimes include brewing against the assize, land disputes, debt, theft, trespassing against vert and venison, public disorderly behaviour, raising the hue, and assault. 
There is a strong association between women and crimes relating to brewing in the medieval period and according to Eileen Power, “it is rare to find a record of any session of a borough or manor court in which brewsters were not fined for using false measures or for buying and selling contrary to assize”.[footnoteRef:6] A widespread trade practiced predominantly by women at this time, the most common brewing-related crime was brewing and selling against the Assize of Bread and Ale under which brewers were supervised. These regulations specified legal prices and quality of ale, which local courts, through employment of aletasters, were expected to monitor and enforce. Since aletasters determined the quality and authenticity (and therefore sale value) of the product, brewers often attempted to avoid this regulation by failing to summon the aletasters, creating poor quality ale, adjusting prices, or using other fraudulent methods.[footnoteRef:7] Although it is unclear exactly how profitable brewing would have been in the medieval period, it is unlikely to have been lucrative.[footnoteRef:8] The potential for profit when working within the boundaries of the law would have been limited by the assize[footnoteRef:9] and the appeal of brewing and selling against the assize was therefore the ability to make a greater profit or to sell ale of a lesser quality, which can explain why so many women were often involved in it repeatedly.  [6:  Eileen Power. Medieval Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) p. 67]  [7:  P J. P Goldberg. Women, Work, and Life Cycle in a Medieval Economy: Women in York and Yorkshire 1300-1520 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) p. 141.]  [8:  Judith M. Bennett. Ale, Beer and Brewsters in England: Women's Work in a Changing World 1300-1600 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 21]  [9:  Bennett. Ale, Beer and Brewsters. ] 

Women also appear in court in relation to disputes connected with land, dower, inheritance, or other agreements. Women’s property came under joint ownership of her husband upon marriage[footnoteRef:10] and although women were generally less active as landholders, normally only inheriting land in the absence of male heirs,[footnoteRef:11] their involvement in land-market cases and inheritance rose sharply in periods of economic and agrarian crisis, such as in decade of the Great Famine. [footnoteRef:12]  Fourteenth century evidence from Wakefield shows women involved in leasing, surrendering, and receiving land to and from relatives of either sex, some of whom were only distantly related.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Judith M. Bennett. Women in the Medieval English Countryside: Gender and Household in Brigstock Before the Plague (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011) p. 111.]  [11:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 6.]  [12:  L.R Poos and R.M Smith. "Legal Windows Onto Historical Populations? Recent Research on Demography and the Manor Court in Medieval England" Law and History Review. 2.1 (1984). p. 134.]  [13:  Jewell. "Manor of Wakefield” p. 79.] 

Women also appear in court in cases of debt and just as other crimes, this appears to be greatly influenced by the socioeconomic climate of the period. At Brigstock, for example, the early fourteenth century and the years following the Black Death both saw increases in debt-related cases.[footnoteRef:14] Debt disputes arise from the sale of grain, cloth, livestock, and other commodities, as well as the result of women acting as moneylenders. There is some debate surrounding both women’s role as moneylenders and women’s roles in debt-related cases in general, which seem to vary in frequency and nature between areas. Hilton argues that women may have been active moneylenders in some locations[footnoteRef:15] but, as Bennet criticises, he fails to discuss marital status.[footnoteRef:16] Wives were considered subordinate to their husbands and a woman’s property upon marriage came under the control of her husband, although he could not permanently take inherited property or dower from her.[footnoteRef:17] No married women appeared at Brigstock alone in pleas of debt[footnoteRef:18] and women made up only 7% of debt plaintiffs in Writtle,  Essex, between 1382-1490.[footnoteRef:19] Of the eight female defendants at Brigstock in debt cases, only two were of unknown marital status whereas three were wives acting jointly with husbands and the other three widows.[footnoteRef:20] The majority of widows involved in debt at Brigstock were there as defendants, not as plaintiffs[footnoteRef:21] and Holderness’ study found that the majority of widows presenting as defendants in debt cases were there not because of their own debts but because of the debts of their former husbands.[footnoteRef:22]  [14:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 14.]  [15:  R. H. Hilton. “Women in the Village” The English Peasantry in the Later Middle Ages: The Ford Lectures for 1973 and Related Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975) p. 103-104]  [16:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 111.]  [17:  Barbara Hanawalt. The Wealth of Wives: Women, Law, and Economy in Late Medieval London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) p. 9]  [18:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 111.]  [19:  E. Clark. "Debt Litigation in a Late Medieval English Vill," Pathways to Medieval Peasants, ed. by J. A. Raftis (Toronto. 1981), p. 252. ]  [20:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 111.]  [21:  Hilton "Women in the Village" p. 103-104.]  [22:  B. A. Holderness, "Widows in Pre-industrial Society: An Essay upon Their Economic Functions," in Land, Kinship and Life-Cycle, ed. by Richard M. Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) p. 423-442.] 

Related to issues of property is the crime of theft, which can be divided into larceny, burglary, and robbery, and varied in seriousness and punishment.[footnoteRef:23] Hanawalt found that larceny, burglary and robbery combined made up 73.5% of all serious crimes in the first half of the fourteenth century[footnoteRef:24] and, unsurprisingly, livestock, which was commonplace, valuable, and relatively easy to steal, made up 65.9% of all possessions stolen.[footnoteRef:25] Although considerably less than men, there is much evidence of women acting as thieves. Hanawalt found that women were involved in 9.6% of larceny cases, 12% of burglary, and 6.5% of robbery.[footnoteRef:26] Stolen goods were often of low value and foodstuffs made up 30% of goods taken illicitly by women, compared to just 12% of those stolen by men.[footnoteRef:27]  Women were especially active in committing “field crimes”, such as stealing grain or illegal gleaning. In 1343 at Brigstock, twenty-five of the twenty-seven people accused of gleaning improperly were female[footnoteRef:28] and many examples exist of women stealing grain and vegetables, especially at harvest or other times that the opportunity presented itself, such as in the case of a certain Amabel who in 1317 was amerced for using the cover of night to steal vegetables from her neighbours’ garden.[footnoteRef:29] It seems reasonable to assume that many women guilty of such field offenses were attempting to feed themselves and their families.[footnoteRef:30] Furthermore, women did not always act alone: in instances of women involved in burglary cases, for example, 46.6% acted with an accomplice, who was usually male.[footnoteRef:31] [23:  Karen Jones. Gender and Petty Crime in Late Medieval England: The Local Courts in Kent 1460-1560 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006) p. 34.]  [24:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 66, table 3.]  [25:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 70.]  [26:  Barbara Hanawalt. "The Female Felon in Fourteenth-Century England." Viator. 5 (1974) p. 268, Appendix II.]  [27:  Hanawalt “The Female Felon” p. 262]  [28:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 41.]  [29:  Wakefield 4: 179.]  [30:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 41.]  [31:  Hanawalt “The Female Felon” p. 262] 

[bookmark: _Hlk80351709]These civil litigation crimes could come under the category of trespass, which was considered a wrong committed against the individual that resulted in damages and for which the damaged party sought redress. The broad nature of trespass encompassed a wide variety of economic and social actions that could include crimes such as disseisin, assault, rape, debt, and other personal quarrels and disputes.[footnoteRef:32] The intention of trespass was less to fix wrongdoings than to punish misdeeds and both men and women seeking a resolution to these interpersonal disputes are seen often in court rolls. [footnoteRef:33] [32:  John H. Baker. An Introduction to English Legal History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019) p. 67.]  [33:  Phillip R. Schofield. "Trespass Litigation in the Manor Court in the Late Thirteenth and Early Fourteenth Centuries" in Survival and Discord in Medieval Society Volume 4 ed. Richard Goddard, John Langdon, and Miriam Müller (Turnhout: Brepolis, 2010) p. 146-8.] 

Court rolls also record various instances of public nuisance, such as obstructing highways, escape of animals, grazing on others’ land, and damaging crops, fences, hedges, and other property. These issues were common; records from late medieval Kent show that “nuisance” offenses such as failing to keep watercourses clear or obstructing roads with dung were the most common reasons for presenting in court.[footnoteRef:34] Marketplaces in particular seem to have been rife with such crimes. Fourteenth century court rolls from Nottingham include an extensive list of various marketplace-related crimes, including selling ale against the assize; shoemakers overcharging; cooks selling poor quality, badly prepared food; spicers mixing new and old produce or selling by fraudulent weights; and tanners and dyers causing pollution and blocking highways.[footnoteRef:35] Women were less likely than men to be accused of these nuisance crimes; from Brigstock, for example, they made up just 27%.[footnoteRef:36] [34:  Jones. Gender and Petty Crime p. 62.]  [35:  W. N. H. Stevenson (ed.) Records of the Borough of Nottingham 1155-1399 (London: Bernard Quaritch, 1882) p. 268–73 and p. 316–19. ]  [36:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 105, table 5.1] 

Women also present in court regarding the crime of trespassing against venison and vert. These laws protected both deer and the woodland in which they lived by preventing the cutting of branches, felling of trees, and hunting of deer within the forest boundary.[footnoteRef:37] Women appear regularly as defendants in vert cases and although they do not appear as active poachers, they can be found receiving illegally obtained venison, perhaps for the purpose of reselling.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Charles R. Young. "Conservation Policies in the Royal Forests of Medieval England." Albion. 10 (1978) p. 96-97.]  [38:  Jean Birrell "Who Poached the King's Deer? a Study in Thirteenth Century Crime" Midland History. 7.1 (1982) p. 19.] 

Common scold is another crime relating to public disorder. This crime is ambiguous: it appears to have been associated predominantly with women and although never clearly defined in the context of medieval law, could be used to punish crimes such as gossiping maliciously or causing public disturbance through loud arguments.[footnoteRef:39]  Although the verbal nature of  “common scold” lends itself readily to crimes such as insult and defamation, it is interesting to note that these are considered separate offenses in the court.[footnoteRef:40]  [39:  Jones. Gender and Petty Crime p. 95; Sandy Bardsley. Venomous Tongues: Speech and Gender in Late Medieval England (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006) p. 6.]  [40:  Bardsley. Venomous Tongues. p. 6.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk79346154]Women also appear as parties involved in having raised the hue: that is, preventing or interrupting crime by rousing the village and aiding in the pursuit of a group or individual caught in the act of breaking the law. Raising the hue and pursuing a suspect would have been not only expensive for villagers, who would have been disturbed from their work, but also dangerous or even fatal, as criminals may have been armed or operating in gangs.[footnoteRef:41] Women are relatively active in raising the hue. For example, 40% of those responsible for raising the hue in fourteenth century records from Ellington in Cambridgeshire were female.[footnoteRef:42] Furthermore, there is evidence of the hue being raised on parties who are later ruled innocent by the manor courts, and it seems that mistakes could be made in raising the hue or even that it could have been used in an attempt to frame innocent parties. From Brigstock, there are fifteen instances of women unjustly raising the hue, twelve of which are against men,[footnoteRef:43] which does not immediately imply that the accused criminal was entirely innocent. In 1302, Adam Swargere assaulted the daughter of Matilda Colemen, for which Matilda understandably raised the hue. For such a crime, the attacker would normally have been amerced twice: once for assault and once for having the hue raised justly on him. However,  the court ruled that although Adam was guilty of having assaulted the girl, her mother was unjustified in having raised the hue.[footnoteRef:44] The implication of this is that the court viewed Matilda's outcry over her daughter's attack as premature, malicious, or an overreaction. Cases such as this, which are far from unique, suggest that the manor court and wider medieval society may have overlooked or underplayed the seriousness of female accusations of male violence. [41:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 19.]  [42:  Albrecht Classen. Rural Space in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Age (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012)]  [43:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 26-27]  [44:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 26-27] 

[bookmark: _Hlk79363953]Understandably, assault would have been a risk associated with raising the hue, and disputes between neighbours seem to have been a major motivator in homicide cases.[footnoteRef:45] Women appear more often as victims of assault than as perpetrators, yet almost three quarters of assault victims from Brigstock were male  and out of the female victims, 39% were attacked by another woman.[footnoteRef:46] This could suggest that violence against women was relatively low, although it can be argued that violence by men towards women was considerably higher in reality than the court records imply. As has been suggested, some instances of male violence against women may have gone unpunished or unreported and for that reason, court rolls are limited in their usefulness for understanding levels of violence against women in the medieval period.  Similarly, although evidence exists of women perpetrating violence against both men and other women[footnoteRef:47], it is unclear exactly how these crimes were viewed or to what extent they may also have been unreported or unpunished.  [45:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 61.]  [46:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 26-27]  [47:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 39, table 2.4; Hanawalt “The Female Felon” p. 268, Appendix II.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk79420241]Sexual assault is rare in manorial court records. Hanawalt found it made up 0.5% of all crimes committed by men[footnoteRef:48] and the scarceness of records, issues of source survival, and unclear prosecution rates make it difficult to draw conclusions between different geographical regions. Based on the fact that population density likely increased neighbourhood friction, it has been suggested that sexual violence was more prevalent in urban areas but a sample of rape cases from later medieval England suggests urban areas show only a slight majority. [footnoteRef:49] The court jury and medieval society in general may have been lenient towards men accused of rape; only around 10% of cases in Hanawalt’s study ended in conviction[footnoteRef:50] and the presumed connection between sexual pleasure and conception meant that under English common law victims of sexual assault who became pregnant could not press charges against their assailants.[footnoteRef:51] [48:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 118, table 5.]  [49:  Caroline Dunn. Stolen Women in Medieval England: Rape, Abduction and Adultery, 1100-1500 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017)  p. 66; Barbara Hanawalt. Of Good and Ill Repute: Gender and Social Control in Medieval England (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998).]  [50:  Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 61]  [51:  Shulamith Shahar. The Fourth Estate: A History of Women in the Middle Ages (Taylor & Francis, 2013) p. 17] 

In short, women were considerably more active in petty crime and non-violent acts. In courts from across the medieval period, they present regularly and repeatedly for brewing against the assize, and extensive evidence shows them as both plaintiffs and defendants in debt, theft, and land disputes. They are accused relatively often of disrupting highways and marketplaces or being common scolds, and are relatively active in raising the hue, although often found to have done so unjustly. Although violent crime was vastly dominated by men, there is considerable evidence of women’s involvement in assault and whilst men were more likely to be victims of crime,[footnoteRef:52] it is likely that many crimes against women never reached the manor court or, when they did, went unpunished, although it is difficult to say to what extent. What is clear, however, is that medieval women were perpetrators and victims of both petty and serious crime, and it is through analysis of their involvement in these various crimes that we can gain a better understanding of their lives. [52:  Bennet found that women constituted 41% of all victims and women in general were convicted less frequently than men. Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 26-27; Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict, p. 117. ] 

It is important to note also that criminal activity is not the only reason for women’s appearances at the manorial court. The court also dealt with issues relating to inheritance or the paying of fines and amercements, such as merchet and heriot, and these are similarly  useful in understanding the lives of women in the medieval manor. 
[bookmark: _Hlk79368041]Merchet was the payment made to the lord of the manor by unfree women in order to marry. Although merchet could be paid by the future husband or by male relatives on behalf of the bride, late medieval England before the Black Death saw a relatively high percentage of women paying their own merchet, suggesting they had both access to money and enough income to accrue savings.[footnoteRef:53] Similar to merchet, court rolls also record the payment of legerwite or leyrwite. This fee, paid for having had sex before marriage, existed only for women, and is useful evidence of the fact that medieval women were engaging in premarital sex.[footnoteRef:54] Women are also found in court records paying heriot, the tax on assets left by the deceased, paid to the manorial lord upon the death of a tenant. Payment of heriot secured the right to inherit[footnoteRef:55] and since responsibility to pay this fee often fell to the widow in the absence of legitimate children, the presence of women in court paying heriot provides useful evidence of marital status.   [53:  Jan van Houts. Married Life in the Middle Ages, 900-1300 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019) p. 50.]  [54:  Louise J. Wilkinson, Women in Thirteenth-Century Lincolnshire (Boydell Press, 2007) p. 125-7.]  [55:  Zvi Razi. Medieval Society and the Manor Court (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) p. 346.] 

It is therefore clear that women appeared in manorial courts for a multitude of reasons, including but not limited to criminal activity. It is through careful examination of this, as well as matters such as the manner and frequency of their appearance, the nature of sentences, and who is held accountable for their crimes, that we can begin to understand more about their lives. 




Literature review
In studying gender in the middle ages, the relative lack of female voices in the source material presents an undeniable hurdle. Sources that exist mainly come from elite or religious contexts, such as the work of Margery Kempe, Julian of Norwich, and Katherine of Sutton. These are, unfortunately, exceptions. Medieval literature was largely created by men, about men, with the intention of being read predominantly by men.[footnoteRef:56] For this reason, our understanding of gender relations comes mainly from male writers who were, to a greater or lesser extent, outsiders to the female experience, and it is clear that for women as a whole but particularly for rural women, we simply do not have the same wealth of archival, communicative, or creative outputs that have been traditionally used to create a link with the past. Our connection must be teased, therefore, from between the lines of existing literature and it is here that a wealth of information of the lives of medieval women can be found.  [56:  Patricia Skinner. Studying Gender in Medieval Europe: Historical Approaches (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018) p. 97.] 

Historically, the study of women, when it existed at all, focused much of its attention on noble or urban women at the expense of the rural peasantry. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw the translation, and publication of large quantities of medieval texts, which was often driven by and focused on nationalistic or political ideals such as law, parliament, and kingship.[footnoteRef:57]  Women were predominantly interpreted only as instruments of securing political institutions through marriage or, in the case of occasional queens or female saints, as curiosities. At times, their presence was overlooked altogether. This tendency to understand medieval women solely through their relationships with and usefulness to men meant that in early publications, much primary information about medieval women, which was already scarce, became further obscured.[footnoteRef:58]  [57:  Skinner. Studying Gender p. 9.]  [58:  Skinner. Studying Gender p. 10.] 

It is impossible to separate the history of studying women from the emergence of feminism, and medieval studies owes a "large debt to female medievalists and feminist scholarship."[footnoteRef:59] Much early study of medieval women was by female scholars[footnoteRef:60] and first-wave feminism in the late nineteenth century, propelled by a desire for legal and political equality, helped drive interest in the study of women and gender in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:61] From the middle of the twentieth century, a greater focus on interdisciplinarity and growing interest in social and economic history encouraged study of previously neglected demographics such as the medieval peasantry.[footnoteRef:62] Furthermore, the emergence of second-wave feminism in the 1960s, inspired by the civil rights and anti-war movements, encouraged an interest in broader topics such as reproductive rights and the position of women in society. Studies at this time laid the foundations for an increased interest in topics such as medieval marriage and sexuality, women’s medical history, women’s experiences in the economic sphere, and female criminality.[footnoteRef:63] Crucial to this were works such as Susan Mosher Stuard’s Women in Medieval Society (1976), which examines topics such as marriage, property, religion, business, and crime.[footnoteRef:64] 1986 saw the first publication of the Medieval Feminist Newsletter and in 1992, the Society for Medieval Feminist Scholarship was established. A year later, Speculum, the oldest North American journal of medieval studies, published its first journal specifically focused on the study of medieval women.[footnoteRef:65]  [59:  Judith M Bennett. "Medievalism and Feminism" Speculum. 68.2 (1993) p. 331.]  [60:  For example: Florence Griswold Buckstaff, "Married Women's Property in Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman
 Law" Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 4 (1893-94); Lina Eckenstein. Woman Under Monasticism: Chapters on Saint-Lore and Convent Life between 500 and 1500 (Cambridge: University Press, 1896); Mary Bateson. Borough Customs: Selden Society (London: Bernard Quaritch, 1904); Eileen Power. Medieval English Nunneries 1275 to 1535 (Cambridge, 1922).]  [61:  Skinner. Studying Gender p. 4.]  [62:  Phillipp R. Schofield. Peasant and Community in Medieval England 1200-1500 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003” p. 1-8.]  [63:  Miri Rubin. "A Decade of Studying Medieval Women, 1987-1997" History Workshop Journal (1998) p. 214.]  [64:  Susan Mosher Stuard. Women in Medieval Society (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1976); Examples of other works of this time are: Shulamith Shahar. The Fourth Estate: A History of Women in the Middle Ages (London: Methuen, 1983); David Herlihy. Medieval Households (Harvard University Press, 1985); Caroline Walker Bynum. Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages (University of California Press, 1982); Jo Ann McNamara and Suzanne Wemple. “The Power of Women Through the Family in Medieval Europe: 500–1100” Feminist Studies 1 (3/4) (1973) p. 126–41.]  [65:  Speculum 68:2 (1993)] 

Inspired by post-colonial and post-modern thinking, third-wave feminism emerged in the 1990s and encouraged a greater interest in topics such as intersectionality, sex positivity, and the deconstruction of ideas of gender and sexuality. Its recognition of diversity and an “inclusive and non-judgemental approach”[footnoteRef:66] helped gender studies’ rise to prominence in western universities, which Van Djik in 2005 labelled as "among the most important developments in medieval studies in the past thirty years."[footnoteRef:67] Greater awareness surrounding social constructs of gender has helped scholarship move away from the idea of gender studies as synonymous with women’s studies, which is evident in the increased interest in topics such as masculinity and a push away from previously held assumptions of heteronormativity.[footnoteRef:68] Even outside the realm of gender, there has been a greater awareness of the need for variety, and trends in medieval studies have been increasingly oriented toward interdisciplinarity and cross-cultural studies.[footnoteRef:69] [66:  R C. Snyder. "What Is Third‐wave Feminism? a New Directions Essay" Signs. 34:1 (2008) p. 175-196.]  [67:  Mathilde van Dijk and Renée I. A. Nip. Saints, Scholars, and Politicians: Gender as a Tool in Medieval Studies (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005) p. 1.]  [68:  Katherine Weikert and Elena Woodacre. "Gender and Status in the Medieval World" Historical Reflections/Réflexions Historiques 42:1 (2016) p. 2. For example: Louise O. Fradenburg. "Premodern Sexualities in Europe" GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, vol. 1:4 (1995) p. 371-473; Clare A Lees, Thelma S. Fenster and Jo A. McNamara. Medieval Masculinities: Regarding Men in the Middle Ages (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994); Glenn Burger and Steven F. Kruger. Queering the Middle Ages (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).]  [69:  For example: Stuart J. Borsch. The Black Death in Egypt and England: A Comparative Study (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010)] 

Feminism and the emergence of women’s and gender studies therefore have helped push medieval studies in new directions and have promoted not only the idea of women’s experiences as a topic worthy of academic study but have highlighted the importance of an intersectional and interdisciplinary approach. Despite this, Bennet described in 1993 the tendency to view the combination of medievalism and feminism as an “odd and unwelcomed couple" and the response of the medieval studies community, which was traditionally resistant to politically-inspired scholarship, as indifferent, disparaging, or even outright hostile.[footnoteRef:70] Similarly, it can be argued that despite a widespread academic drive towards a more interdisciplinary approach, women’s history has still not secured its place in medieval studies and, likewise,  medieval history has not found its place within gender studies. In 2000, Philips in her review of the work of Hanawalt and Mate argued that women’s history was still being “crammed into social science”[footnoteRef:71] and Robertson warned that an academic drive towards a “radically depoliticized and presentist culture” was threatening medieval studies and feminism’s place within it.[footnoteRef:72] Her argument that the “so-called postfeminist age” has created something of a stalemate in feminist medieval studies[footnoteRef:73] is also supported by Tomasch, who in her analysis of applications for the role of a junior medievalist found that topics such as masculinity, sexuality, and queer studies outranked a specific interest in the topic of women in popularity, with a single applicant out of 150 labelling their own work as “feminist.”[footnoteRef:74] To Williams (2007), the implication is that feminism is unpopular with younger scholars, being viewed as outdated and potentially problematic, and the goals of feminism have been largely supplanted by gender and sexuality studies.[footnoteRef:75]  [70:  Bennett "Medievalism and Feminism" p. 311-321.]  [71:  Kim Marie Phillips “Where Should We Be Going with Medieval Women and Gender?” Journal of British Studies 39:2 (2000) p. 241]  [72:  Elizabeth Robertson "Twenty Years of Medieval Feminist Scholarship: Reflections on the Foundation of the Medieval Feminist Newsletter, the Society for Medieval Feminist Scholarship, and the Medieval Feminist Forum" Medieval Feminist Forum: A Journal of Gender and Sexuality 42:1 (2006) p. 21.]  [73:  Elizabeth Robertson “Medieval Feminism in Middle English Studies: A Retrospective” Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature 26:1 (2007) p. 67.]  [74:  Sylvia Tomasch "Searching for a Medievalist: Some (Generally Positive) News about the State of Chaucer Studies" Studies in the Age of Chaucer, vol. 27 (2005) p. 249-259. ]  [75:  T. Williams. "Fragments and Foundations: Medieval Texts and the Future of Feminism" Literature Compass. 4.4 (2007) p. 1008.] 

Patricia Skinner in her 2018 examination of the incorporation of gender in medieval studies warned that the study of medieval women still lacks widespread support in universities, and that even in the last decade its presence in academic curricula, when not absent entirely, has been sparse. For this reason, Skinner emphasizes the importance of continued study of medieval women: as older generations of feminist scholars retire, there arises a real risk of successive generations forgetting the space in medieval studies that was hard won by their predecessors and “pioneering work in raising new agendas and debates within the academy” becoming, as Skinner fears, little more than footnotes.[footnoteRef:76] Gwen Seabourne too, in her 2021 examination of the experiences and perceptions of women in medieval law, argues the need for further study and critical analysis of the traditional assumptions of legal history and women’s place within it.[footnoteRef:77] Therefore, as academia becomes less rigidly defined, as norms are challenged and new channels of research arise, it is important for feminism and medieval studies to take this opportunity to expand upon its past successes. While the important contributions of gender and sexuality studies should not be discredited, there is clearly still work to do regarding medieval women.  [76:  Skinner. Studying Gender p. 146-148.]  [77:  Gwen Seabourne. Women in the Medieval Common Law 1200-1500 (New York: Routledge, 2021)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk79785574]A topic that has attracted much attention is the socioeconomic status of women following the Black Death. One view, claimed by Goldberg and Baron, is that of a “golden age” in which labour demands in the post-Black Death economy resulted in an increased value of women’s labour and therefore higher wages and greater social and economic autonomy.[footnoteRef:78] This view is contended by Mate and Bennet, who question the extent and significance of any increases and believe that socioeconomic change creating more opportunity for women was countered by adaptations of the patriarchal society structure so as to ensure the continued limitation of women’s capabilities and freedoms. [footnoteRef:79] Many have contributed to this debate: Poos' extensive study of medieval Essex found an increase in women’s wages which he believed supported the “golden age” theory,[footnoteRef:80] whereas Bardsley concluded from her examination of the East Riding court rolls that any increasements in women’s wages were relative to that of men’s. According to Bardsley, women’s wages failed to come anywhere close to payments made to able-bodied men and it seems that women were paid the same as other members of the “second-rate” work force, such as young boys and disabled men.[footnoteRef:81] Similarly, evidence from the Sussex account rolls from the late fourteenth to early fifteenth century provide evidence of women receiving lower payments than men for the same work, although Mate argues that since it was not recorded, it is impossible to know if men and women worked the same hours.[footnoteRef:82] Elsewhere, De Moor and van Zanden found that women in the North Sea region still experienced significant limitations following 1348 but had higher wages and improved access to the labour market, which they compare to trends in the twentieth century where, following the world wars and economic growth after 1950, increased wages and greater female presence in the workforce helped push women’s economic freedom.[footnoteRef:83] Whatever the case, it is clear that further study into the experiences of women in post-Black Death England is crucial in further understanding this debate. [78:  Simon A. C Penn. "Female Wage-Earners in Late Fourteenth-Century England" The Agricultural History Review. 35.1 (1987) p. 1-14; Goldberg. Women, Work, and Life Cycle; C. M. Barron. “The ‘Golden Age’ of Women in Medieval London” Reading Medieval Studies 15 (1989) p. 46–7.]  [79:  Bennett. Ale, Beer and Brewsters; Mavis E. Mate. Daughters, Wives and Widows After the Black Death: Women in Sussex, 1350-1535. (Boydell Press, 1998); Sandy Bardsley. “Women's Work Reconsidered: Gender and Wage Differentiation in Late Medieval England” Past and Present, no. 165 (1999) p. 3-29.]  [80:  Larry Poos. Rural Society After the Black Death (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011)]  [81:  Bardsley. “Women's Work Reconsidered” p. 3-29.]  [82:  Mate. Daughters, Wives and Widows p. 56-8.]  [83:  Tine de Moor and Jan Luiten van Zanden. “Girl power: the European marriage pattern and labour markets in the North Sea region in the late medieval and early modern period” Economic History Review 63:1 (2010), 26-27.] 

As has been shown, study of women in the medieval period has been far from comprehensive and although much has been written already about the lives of women in the decades and centuries following the Black Death, the question remains of how their lives were affected during it. Contemporary reports describe the plague killing indiscriminately, and some debate exists over whether one gender was affected more than the other.[footnoteRef:84] Although there is some evidence of women ranking higher in the mortalities in subsequent outbreaks,[footnoteRef:85] recent studies suggest that the rate of death was in general relatively even between the sexes, with factors such as pre-existing health conditions and age increasing the likelihood of mortality.[footnoteRef:86] Death and illness aside, the impact of the Black Death can be clearly seen in the Wakefield court rolls, where the nature of court activity reflects the dire situation and yet where, to some extent, normal life and normal crimes continue. Therefore, through comparison and analysis of evidence from 1338-40 and 1348-50, this study hopes to gain an insight into the lives of women during the Black Death. This is both relevant and poignant in 2021, where we too face a world emerging from a global pandemic into an uncertain and daunting future. [84:  Mark A Senn. "English Life and Law in the Time of the Black Death" Real Property, Probate and Trust Journal. 38.3 (2003) p. 571.]  [85:  For example: D.R Curtis and J. Roosen. "The Sex-Selective Impact of the Black Death and Recurring Plagues in the Southern Netherlands, 1349-1450" American Journal of Physical Anthropology 164:2 (2017): 246-259.]  [86:  Sharon N. DeWitte "The Effect of Sex on Risk of Mortality During the Black Death in London 1349-1350" American Journal of Physical Anthropology 139.2 (2009) p. 222-234; Sharon N. DeWitte and James W. Wood. "Selectivity of Black Death mortality with respect to preexisting health" Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences Feb 2008, 105 (2008) p. 1436-1441; Sharon N. DeWitte. "Age Patterns of Mortality During the Black Death in London 1349-1350" Journal of Archaeological Science. 37:12 (2010) p. 3394-3400.] 



Methodology
The main objective of this research was to create a detailed picture of the lives of rural women in the mid-fourteenth century and, in doing so, contribute to scholarship of rural medieval women. This was achieved through examination and comparison of the Wakefield court rolls from 1338-40 and 1348-50, which were analysed for evidence of crime, relationships, land and possessions, and occupation. Through this, a better understanding of rural women’s lives and the challenges they faced during the Black Death was established. 
The main sources examined were the Court Rolls of the Manor of Wakefield, Volume 12 (1338-1340) and Volume 2 (1348-1350), translated and edited by the Yorkshire Archaeological Society. This case study approach was chosen as it allowed a detailed analysis of the source material; in this case, working systematically through the court rolls allowed an intimate and detailed image of the female population of Wakefield to be established. The Wakefield court rolls were chosen for their rural setting and depth and breadth of evidence, and the years of 1338-40 and 1348-50 as they offer a contrast between pre- and mid-Black Death life. Analysis and comparison of the data not only uncovered evidence of the legal, political, social and economic situation of rural women in the 14th century, but also evidence of how these situations changed in the immediacy of the Black Death. 
Since Maitland’s study in the late nineteenth century,[footnoteRef:87] court rolls have been used extensively to uncover a wealth of legal, political, social, economic, and genealogical data from the medieval period. Despite this, the use of court rolls in scholarship presents certain limitations. According to Raftis, virtually every member of a particular medieval community would have been present at least once in court and therefore would have been represented at least once in the records, a belief that he uses to argue the value of court rolls in constructing extensive profiles of not just individuals but also of wider communities.[footnoteRef:88] Bennett, however, found that women comprised only twenty percent of individuals present in court: a drastic underrepresentation if it is to be assumed that women made up roughly half of the medieval population.[footnoteRef:89] Similarly, Poos and Smith argue that court rolls do not provide enough information regarding topics such as marriage age, illegitimacy, and life expectancy to make them sufficient evidence of medieval demographics and even if they did, the question remains of what extent legal proceedings alone can reflect the daily lives of the medieval peasantry.[footnoteRef:90] As Razi argues, “all historical sources reflect reality in a partial and distorted way”[footnoteRef:91] and like all historical sources, court rolls cannot provide a wholly transparent or accurate insight into medieval life. Despite this, their limitations should not undermine their value; they provide a wealth of social, economic, legal and demographic information that should not be overlooked.[footnoteRef:92]  [87:  Frederic William Maitland. Select Pleas in manorial and other seignorial courts (London, 1889)]  [88:  J. Ambrose Raftis, "Social Structures in Five East Midland Villages: A study of possibilities in the use of court roll data" Economic History Review, 2nd series, XVIII (1965) p. 83-100.]  [89:  Bennet, Brigstock Before the Plague p. 21-22; Judith M. Bennett. “Spouses, Siblings and Surnames: Reconstructing Families From Medieval Village Court Rolls” The Journal of British Studies 23 (1983) p. 26-46.]  [90:  Poos and Smith. Legal Windows; Phillipp R. Schofield. “Peasants and the Manor Court: Gossip and Litigation in a Suffolk Village at the Close of the Thirteenth Century” Past and Present : a Journal of Historical Studies (1998) p. 6-7.]  [91:  Zvi Razi. “The Demographic Transparency of Manorial Court Rolls.” Law and History Review 5:2 (1987) p. 523.]  [92:  Zvi Ravi. “The Use of Manorial Court Rolls in Demographic Analysis:  A Reconsideration” Law and History Review. 3.1 (1985) p. 191-200.] 

Regarding individuals present in the court, the Wakefield court rolls provide evidence of around 2170 people from 1338-40 and 2250 from 1348-50. They also offer evidence of individuals absent from court but who are referenced, for example, in patronyms and matronyms, allowing a picture to develop of the wider Wakefield community, although as has been established, it is difficult to ascertain to what extent this picture reflects a demographic reality. That said, regardless of the source material’s limitations, they reveal much about relationships, property, occupations, and criminal activity. Women are a minority in the court: they make up just 24% in 1338-40 and 27% in 1348-50 and if it is to be assumed that women were roughly equal in number to men, this is a dramatic underrepresentation. There are likely to be multiple reasons for this. Wives may have been represented by husbands or male relatives and unmarried women in particular may not have been in possession of the kind of land or property that often resulted in disputes seen frequently in the manorial court. Furthermore, women are more often involved in petty criminality or interpersonal disputes, which may have been resolved amicably or not reached the manorial court. 
Information gained through examination of the court rolls is presented and examined in the categories of crime, relationships, land and possessions, and occupation. A limitation of this case study approach is its narrow focus and although it is fair to assume some degree of similarity between lives of rural women throughout England, to what extent evidence gained can be applied outside of Wakefield must also be considered. Therefore, other sources have been consulted to produce a more well-rounded picture of the lives of women in the medieval manor in the mid-14th century. 
The text was examined methodically for every mention of women, and for the information that was provided alongside them. This included information such as whether they appeared alone or accompanied, who was held responsible for their crimes, how much they were amerced, the number of times they were present in court, and whether certain crimes were more commonly committed in conjunction with each other. From this, it was possible to create a list of every woman mentioned in court and all legal cases they were involved in.  
When using medieval sources such as court rolls, identifying individuals or families is not always as straightforward a task as it may seem. Individuals may be (and often are) labelled with different names and, similarly, different names may refer to a single person. This is common in the Wakefield court rolls and without further context, it often becomes difficult to realise when this is happening. The relatively fluid nature of surnames in the medieval period is likely to be the main reason for this. Parents and children often had different names and, in parts of the north, hereditary naming was still not practised in the late fourteenth century.[footnoteRef:93] Surnames in the Wakefield court rolls hint at a wealth of occupational, social, familial, and geographic information. Geographical bynames can relate to specific topographical features (Matilda Attetounend’s name, for example, suggests she may have lived at the edge of a settlement), local towns and districts (for example, Ellen de Rastrik and Isabella de Emeley) or locations further afield (Alice del Temes and Alice de Lynkcolne). Unfortunately, it is rarely clear whether this means a place of residence, place of origin or birth, place of land holding, or some other unspecified origin. [93:  Richard McKinley. A History of British Surnames (London: Routledge, 1990) p.32. ] 

Surnames in the court rolls may also hint at an individual’s occupation, such as Juliana Spicer, Cecilia Carter, and Emma le Swynlibbar. Again, this is not always straightforward and may refer not to the occupation of a particular woman but to the occupation of her husband or family member, especially if she is to some extent involved in their business. Furthermore, bynames often explicitly refer to familial or marital relationships. Women are often referred to only as “wife of” their husbands and patronyms are common, such as in the case of Agnes Perkyndoghter and Isabella Jondoghter. Particularly interesting is Alice Liteldikdoghter. Rick, Dick and Hick were being used as diminutives for Richard by at least the thirteenth century[footnoteRef:94] and while there is nothing else to explicitly link the two, a certain Richard Short appears multiple times in court in the same year as Alice. [94:  Cecily Clark. “English Personal Names ca. 650-1300: Some Prosopographical Bearings” Medieval Prosopography 8:1 (1987) p. 43.] 

That said, familial and marital links are not always so clear cut. Wives are sometimes referred to by different surnames than their husbands, such as Agnes Hog, wife of Thomas Prest, and there are often variations in how names are recorded, such as Adam son of Jordan, Adam Jordanson and Adam Judson, which all refer to the same individual. Occupational bynames may also be recorded differently: for example, a certain Adam Carpenter appears to be the same person as Adam Wright. These problems are presented not only by the relatively fluid nature of medieval naming conventions but also by the use of modern translations. The two volumes of the Wakefield court rolls were translated by separate individuals, resulting in variations in translation which can pose a problem when comparing the two texts. 
Other frustrating albeit interesting errors are the multiple scribal inaccuracies in the recording of names. For example, Alice and Agnes are names that appear to be often confused, perhaps as the result of mishearing or jotting down the name quickly. In the case of Matilda Pollard, her name is written as Margery and then changed to Matilda.[footnoteRef:95] This is seen also in relationships: wives are sometimes inaccurately recorded as daughters or sisters, and vice versa. These errors are occasionally corrected by the scribe but not always, resulting in some confusion which is further complicated by the fact that certain names, such as Matilda and Agnes, were very common. [95:  Wakefield 2: 125.] 

These issues make it impossible to create an entirely accurate list of all individuals present in court, which is seen in the fact that this study and the study of Jewell found differing numbers of both total number of women and of individuals involved in particular crimes.[footnoteRef:96] Furthermore, the sheer amount of data in the Wakefield court rolls from 1338-40 and 1348-50 presents an undeniable hurdle, exacerbated by the inaccurate science of attempting to produce quantitative data from highly qualitative data. One example of this is that crimes are not always clearly defined and there is often much overlap or confusion, such as in cases of theft, debt, and detention of goods. Forcing certain crimes into somewhat arbitrary categories is necessary for creating a quantitative overview of the data but may not always reflect the legal or social reality of the case and, furthermore, may obscure a great deal of useful information. To remedy this, specific cases, especially those that are not easily categorised or otherwise especially noteworthy, are discussed and analysed individually.  [96:  Helen M. Jewell. "Women at the Courts of the Manor of Wakefield, 1348–1350" Northern History. 26.1 (1990) p. 59-81.] 

A further limitation of this study was that men were largely ignored in order to focus on women and it was therefore impossible to draw as detailed image of familial relations as greater study of the text would have allowed. Realistically, the male and female populations of the medieval peasantry cannot be separated; all aspects of their daily lives would have been interwoven. That said, much has already been written about the lives of men in the medieval period and focusing on women in a more detailed and in-depth study has allowed intimate details of their lives to be revealed. 

 



Chapter One – Wakefield Court Rolls 1338-40
The court rolls from 1338-40 record a total of forty-seven court baron sessions and sixteen tourns, held variously at Wakefield, Halifax, Rastrik, Burton and Brighouse, from October 1338 to September 1340. During this time, around 517 women and 1651 men were present in court. Women presented most frequently for brewing-related crimes, and the number of women involved in this was more than double of those involved in the next most common crime, assault. Furthermore, around seventy-three women were involved in other civil matters, including paying merchet or heriot, or exchanging land.
	Criminal and civil disputes
	Number of women involved
	% of women in court

	Brewing-related
	164
	32%

	Assault 
	72
	14%

	Debt, theft, detention of goods
	66
	13%

	Land, dower, and contracts
	44
	9%

	Vert/dry wood
	44
	9%

	Trespass
	36
	7%

	Raised the hue
	29
	6%

	Public nuisance crimes
	22
	4%

	Other civil matters
	
	

	Exchanging land
	71
	14%

	Merchet
	3
	0.6%


Table 1. Women’s involvement in the Wakefield court 1338-40.
1.1 Brewing-related crimes
164 women were involved in brewing-related crimes, making up 32% of all women in court between 1338-40. Many were repeat offenders: the wives of Thomas Smyth and Philip Sagher, for example, were amerced on at least five separate occasions for brewing against the assize and the vast majority of women (148 out of 164) did not appear in court for any other reason. 
The majority of women accused of brewing against the assize are referred to only by their husband’s name, even if they were referred to by their own first names in earlier or later cases. Seven are referred to by the name of their father, suggesting they were unmarried, and forty-one by their own surnames, without any connection to a male relative. The reasons for this are unclear; none of these women appear to be married and they were perhaps especially well-known to the court or too old to be referred to as “daughter of.”
The specifics of the crime are occasionally mentioned. For example, seven women were amerced for failing to send for ale-tasters. Of these, Alice de Wyk seems to have been especially fearless: at Wakefield in December 1338, she was amerced 3d for failing to send for ale-tasters, not putting out a sign, and brewing weak ale. In July 1339, she was again amerced for failing to send for ale-tasters, and then again a few months later for the same crime. 
There are also numerous examples of women being pardoned. Alice del Bothe was pardoned because she was poor, and Beatrice daughter of William because she only committed the crime once. Around 60% of the 164 were in court only once for a brewing offense, so Beatrice was not unique in this. Perhaps her father, William, was of considerable social standing or Beatrice was especially young, although it is impossible to say for sure since no other context is given. Isabella Spilwode and the wives of Henry de Swilington and Henry Clericus were also pardoned without reason. In the case of Henry Clericus’ wife, the fact that he was a clerk may have played a role. Evidence for this can be seen in other crimes: for example, in a false plea of land, her husband being a clerk is given explicitly as the reason for Margery, wife of Thomas Lepton, being pardoned. 
Although crimes relating to brewing are strongly connected with women, there appear to be around forty-six men amerced for brewing crimes. There is some degree of ambiguity in this: the court rolls frequently include long list of men whose wives have committed brewing offenses and it is not always clear whether husband or wife is being referred to. Furthermore, some may be examples of men representing their wives or being held responsible for their wives’ crimes. Additionally, in the records from 1338-40, women do not appear to be involved in baking against the assize, a crime for which six men were amerced.
1.2 Land, dower, and other agreements
Forty-four women appear in court relating to pleas of land, dower, or covenant, twenty-one of whom are mentioned in relation to dower. Some of these dower cases seem to be resolved in a relatively straightforward manner but others involve numerous parties and take months to resolve. Particularly significant is the case of Beatrice, former wife of Richard de Colley, who appears in court in a plea of dower against nine men. 
Twenty-three women appear in court related to pleas of land or land being taken or received without leave. It is likely that some of these cases are related to dower, although they do not explicitly mention it. Some of these cases offer evidence of women acting individually in the leasing of land. For example, Robert Stut was amerced 4d for leasing a cottage to Amabel White without leave of the court, John Sclater 4d for leasing land to Alice Sourmilk who was amerced 2d for taking it, and Richard son of the clerk of Heptonstall 6d for leasing a messuage and a piece of his land to Magot del Brigge without leave, for which Magot is amerced 3d. Examples also exist of men leasing land from women: John de Wright leased land in Alverthorpe from the wife of Richard de Colley, which most likely refers to the aforementioned Beatrice, although the context does not make it clear whether or not Richard de Colley was dead at that point. Another interesting case is that of Agnes daughter of Thomas Bateson, who is involved in a case against Robert, the crux of which revolves around whether she was of age when she surrendered land in court.
Two women, Alice, widow of Richard Horner, and Joanna de Heton appear in the court regarding a plea of covenant. Alice’s case seems connected to land and dower, and Joanna appears alongside her brother, Walter, as defendants against Jordan Stronger in a plea of covenant. They are accused of breaking an agreement with Jordan concerning Joanna’s son, John, whom Jordan seemingly agreed to train for the cost of 10s.  
1.3 Debt, theft, and detention of goods
Sixty-six women were involved in cases of debt, theft, or detention of goods. Of the forty women who were involved in debt cases, roughly half appear as defendants and only a handful of cases involve women standing against other women. The amounts owed are rarely mentioned and, when they are, seem to vary. Particularly noteworthy are the claims, both later proven false, by the Lepars that the Pokets owed them 10s, and that Hugh de Stanley owed Alice Lepar the hefty amount of 21s that she had apparently lent his wife.
The prevalence of debt cases suggest that women were trading solely to some degree. Modesta, widow of Thomas de Tothill, for example, had various ongoing debt claims, many relating to her commercial activities which perhaps suggest she took over her husband’s business upon his death. Her long-lasting cases against Henry Bythebrok and Thomas son of Juliana relate to 20d that Henry and Thomas each owe Modesta for oats purchased from her. Although these cases are resolved, Henry Bythebrok later appears in court again owing money to Modesta, and although numerous orders are given to distrain him, this case is not resolved until November of that year. There is also evidence of women being held individually accountable, even when committing a crime alongside their husbands. In a debt case between Henry and Alice Poket, plaintiffs, and Robert and Alice Lepar, defendants, Robert appears in court but Alice Lepar does not, for which she is separately amerced 2d and order is given to distrain her.  
Twenty-four women were involved in cases of theft or detention of goods and although the possessions that have been detained or stolen are not always mentioned, they provide useful information regarding women’s ownership of property when they are. Joanna daughter of Matilda Trubbe, for example, claimed that Henry Peny detained from her money, a shirt, and shoes; Alice de Heton was amerced for stealing a stray beehive; and Modesta de Totehill was in court seeking money for oats that she had sold. 
In cases of theft and detention of goods, women are found both alone and with male relatives in court. One case between members of the Isbel family, for instance, pertains to Adam Isbel unjustly detaining forty-two quarters of coal from William Isbel and his wife, Elizabeth. Adam seems to have been no stranger to the court: he was involved in numerous cases of theft and unjust detention of  goods and, in June 1339, his wife Agnes is present in court alongside him, accused of a rescue made from the grave of Stanley, although no further context is given. Considering her husband’s prevalence in theft and detention of goods, it would not be illogical to suggest she may have been acting as an accomplice not only in this case but in others too. A clearer example of a woman acting as an accomplice is the case of William Danyel and John Favour. The two men are accused of being “common thieves of sheaves” and Cecily Danyel was amerced 4d for being a receiver of their stolen goods. Her relation to the men is unclear, but her surname suggests she was a relative of William. 
For the most part, women seem to be held accountable for their own misdeeds, such as in the aforementioned case of Henry and Alice Poket. There are, however, instances of husbands seemingly held accountable for their wife’s actions. An example of this is William Hardy and his wife, who are first mentioned in court in October 1338 where they are accused by Ralph Clement and his sister, Alice, of detaining a chest worth 5s. When the case is brought to the jury, William Hardy’s wife is not mentioned and only William is amerced. His wife seems to have been forgotten in the court process, perhaps suggesting that he was held accountable for her actions.
1.4 Trespass
Thirty-six women were involved in trespass cases, with roughly half appearing as defendants. Although many cases give no context beyond “plea of trespass”, those that do are related to assault, insult, property and land, debt, and depasturing. An example of a trespass case is that of John and Joanna Graunt. In January 1340, Robert de Deusom sued the Graunts in a plea of trespass, for which they are found guilty. Although no further details are given of the Graunts’ trespass, Joanna appears alone in court against Robert Deusom five months later, where she is amerced 3d for having raised the hue unjustly on him. No details are given beyond this, but it may suggest bad blood between Robert Deusom and the Graunts, or some lingering resentment after their trespass case. 
1.5 Vert
Forty-four women were involved in vert and dry wood cases, compared to 317 men. Twenty-seven were charged with taking vert, eleven for dry wood, and one for taking both. Alice Warddogher carried off hedging, and Ellen de Longelay and Isabella and Margery, daughters of Jordan cut holly. A related case not explicitly labelled as “vert” is that of Alice del Henys, who was amerced 3d for her involvement in trespassing in the wood. No further context of the crime is given but she appears alongside a list of twenty-five men and may have been a receiver of illegally obtained venison.
1.6 Nuisance crimes
The individual crimes of obstructing highways/markets, damage caused by escaped animals, insult, and being a common scold have been categorised together as “nuisance crimes”: that is, petty crimes that disturb public order and peace. These crimes are relatively rare in the Wakefield court rolls, although it is likely that these crimes were common and often resolved amicably without the need to involve the manorial court. Twenty-two women appear in relation to public nuisance crimes in 1338-40, of which fifteen were defendants. 
[bookmark: _Hlk80010461]Seven women were involved in creating obstructions. Margery widow of Richard allowed an oak branch to hang “beyond her house”, Alice del Abbay did not clear "fallen branches" and Mariot Skayf broke palings. Juliana Gurdon and sisters Ellen and Margery Arthur obstructed the highway with dung, and Mariot daughter of Alan left “dung as a nuisance to the market”. All seven women were in court only once relating to obstruction-related crimes and, aside from Margery widow of Richard who was amerced 6d, they were all amerced 2d each. In comparison, twenty-two men were amerced for obstruction, often two or three times, and it was found that they obstructed with dung, tree branches, holes, and one case of an unspecified obstruction. Interestingly, these men include Robert Arthur, who may be a relation of Ellen and Margery Arthur. 
Ellen Arthur appears again in court for the crime of being a common scold, this time alongside another sister named Joanna. No further context is given of their crimes and they were amerced 4d each. The other case of common scold offers a little more context: in June 1340, Juliana de Sandale was amerced 6d for raising the hue unjustly on John Bui, for which she was also labelled a common scold. Although women are often charged with raising the hue unjustly, Juliana is the only case of an individual consequently being labelled as a “scold”, perhaps suggesting she was found to be especially rowdy or troublesome.
Four women appear in the records charged with the crime of insult. Joanna wife of Adam is accused alongside her husband for calling Agnes Hughet a “false thief”, causing her damage, which both Joanna and Adam deny. Similarly, in an ongoing case against Henry de Stanley and his wife Joanna, Christiana and her husband Henry Bronsmyth appear as plaintiffs claiming that Henry and Joanna assaulted Christiana, called her "false and thief" and destroyed her good name, causing damages. Henry and Joanna deny this, and the case is eventually found false.
Nine women appear in court related to the escape of animals. Three of these are given no context but other cases offer more detail. Matilda Gelledoghter was amerced 4d for allowing Robert Arthur's corn to be depastured and damaged due to her own enclosure hedge being damaged, and Adam le Harpur allowed his beasts to depasture the grass and damage the hedge of Cecily widow of William le Eyr. Agnes, wife of Robert Deusom, claims she had her oats trampled by Hugh de Stanley’s animals before she was married; the court rolls record that this occurred two years earlier, and Hugh is amerced 2d and made to pay damages taxed at 4d.
1.7 Raising the hue
Twenty-nine women were involved in cases of raising the hue, compared to fifty-eight men. Only seven women had the hue raised against them and three of those were by another woman. All three were found unjust and in the four cases of men raising the hue against women, two were found unjust. Seventeen women raised the hue against men and six of these were found to be unjust. Thomas Cussyng and his wife, for example, were found to have unjustly raised the hue together on John Attehall, for which they were amerced 6d. 
There is evidence of individuals raising the hue on people apparently closely connected to them. Agnes Aubrey unjustly raised the hue on Geoffrey Aubray’s wife, for which she was amerced 6d. Geoffrey and Agnes Aubray’s relationship is unclear but their shared surname suggests they were related. Furthermore, an interesting case is presented in April 1339, wherein a couple raised the hue justly against each other. The wife of Robert de Sandale raised the hue justly on her husband, who justly raised the hue against her. Unfortunately, no further details are given but it is easy to imagine a domestic dispute that got out of hand. For their crimes, they were amerced 3d each and the fact that they were amerced separately perhaps suggests that Robert’s wife had some degree of economic freedom. 
Interestingly, in October 1339, the wives of Richard Smyth and John de Sladen were in court having raised the hue against the township of Warullee, for which they were both found unjust and amerced 12d.
1.8 Assault
As similar studies found, men made up the vast majority of those involved in assault cases, both as victims and perpetrators: 251 men (15% of all men appearing in court) were present in court relating to assault cases and, out of this number, 155 appear at least once as perpetrators. In comparison, seventy-two women (14% of all women in court) present in assault-related cases. It must be noted that these percentages are perhaps misleading in that they imply a comparatively equal percentage of assault cases between the sexes, but it must be considered that women make up less than 24% of individuals appearing in court. If it is to be assumed that the number of women in the medieval community was roughly equal to the number of men (and if women presented in court as often as men), women in court relating to assault cases would be just 4%.
Out of these seventy-two women, forty-four appear as victims. Of that number, twenty-eight were attacked by men, compared to 131 men who were attacked by another man, implying men were significantly more likely to assault other men. Women who attack other women were often amerced less than the usual 12d, such as Eva Acreland and the wife of John Robynson who were amerced 6d each for drawing blood from each other, and Joanna, widow of Hugh Forester, and her daughter Alice, who together beat Cecily wife of Robert Fourbour, for which they were amerced 3d each. 
Most cases give little detail beyond “drawing blood” but others offer more insight, such as the case of John Anot who “beat and ill-treated” Margery de Morlay, and Nicholas and Juliana del Stockes who allegedly beat Alice, daughter of Joanna Gyge, through which she lost her service. Examples also exist of assault cases between family members and married couples. The wife of John Edelot, for example, was amerced 12d for drawing blood from her husband, and Robert son of William de Criggeleston was amerced 4d for assaulting his own sister, who is not named. Hugh Molendinarius was amerced 12d for drawing blood from Richard son of Alice, and Richard’s sister, Isabella, was amerced the same amount for drawing blood from Hugh, perhaps as a reaction to him assaulting her brother. 
The court rolls record one case of rape, the circumstances of which are particularly harrowing. In January 1339, Robert Lepar and his wife, Alice, alleged that Hugh de Stanley, two years previously, had illegally entered their house. According to them, he broke possessions worth 40s, attempted to murder Robert with a knife while he slept, and raped and abducted Alice, who he apparently detained for over a year. The jury found Hugh guilty, and he was made to pay damages taxed at 40s as well as 6d amercement. Alice’s rape and abduction are not explicitly referred to again, but two months later, Hugh appears again in court, this time charged with assaulting Alice Lepar, for which he is amerced 12d. It is not clear whether this is a new case: perhaps Robert and Alice Lepar did not find Hugh's previous conviction satisfactory for his crimes against Alice, or perhaps Hugh de Stanley assaulted Alice a second time. What is clear, however, is that the Lepars and Hugh de Stanley had long been involved with each other. Hugh’s children, William and Alice, appear in court accusing the Lepars of an unspecified trespass, which they eventually drop, and despite Hugh being charged and amerced with breaking into Robert Lepar’s house, the families continue to be involved with each other. In June 1940, Hugh is again charged with attacking Alice Lepar, who raised the hue justly on him. Two months later, the Lepars accuse Hugh of withholding 21s from them, which Alice had supposedly lent to Hugh's wife. This is found to be false but, on the same day, Hugh is once again charged with beating Alice Lepar, causing 40d damage.
Although it is not necessarily indicative of sexual violence, two women were amerced 12d for having been deflowered. In October 1338, Alice daughter of Henry is presented in court for having been deflowered and six months later, Isabella daughter of Simon was amerced the same for the same reason. Some instances of leyrwite in other court rolls made an explicit connection with violence, and female servants were sometimes made to pay leyrwite after premarital intercourse with their employers, which most likely reflected rape or at least physical or economic coercion to some extent.[footnoteRef:97] In the Wakefield cases, however, the lack of context makes it impossible to tell whether this premarital sex was consensual.  [97:  Bennett. Judith M. Bennett. “Writing Fornication: Medieval Leyrwite and Its Historians: The Prothero Lecture.” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 13 (2003) p. 149-151; Fiona Shapland, Mary Lewis & Rebecca Watts. “The Lives and Deaths of Young Medieval Women: The Osteological Evidence” Medieval Archaeology 59:1 (2015)  p. 282-283.] 

1.9 Merchet, heriot, and exchanging land
Three women appear in court relating to the payment of merchet: Magot de Elwardhuls, Agnes daughter of Henry del Bothem, and Alice daughter of William Albray. Only Agnes’ case mentions the name of the to-be husband: in June 1340, she gives the lord 12d to marry Henry Scut. Agnes and Magot pay their own merchet, which costs them both 12d. In the case of Alice, however, it is her father, William Albray, who pays for her to “marry whomsoever she wishes”, which costs him 2s, double the amount paid by Agnes and Magot.
The only other clear reference to these three women comes immediately before Agnes pays merchet: she surrenders land which is granted to her betrothed, Henry. Magot and Alice do not appear in court again during these years, although this may be a case of them henceforth  being known as “wife of” their husbands, as opposed to “daughter of” their fathers, making it difficult to trace them in the manorial court record. 
As has been discussed, there also appears to be evidence of leyrwite, although it is not named explicitly as such. For both Alice daughter of Henry and Isabella daughter of Simon, the amercement was 12d which would have been a considerable fine for these unmarried and potentially young women. According to Bennet, a female labourer was unlikely to earn more than 1d a day[footnoteRef:98] yet despite this steep penalty, Alice and Isabella may have been luckier than some. In Suffolk during the Great Famine, for example, the customary penalty for childbirth outside of marriage was 2s 8d and additional penalties were sometimes issued alongside leyrwite including seizing land from unmarried women or even expelling them from it.[footnoteRef:99]  [98:  Bennet. “Wring Fornication” p. 151-152]  [99:  Bennet. “Wring Fornication” p. 151; Elaine Clark "Mothers at Risk of Poverty in the Medieval English Countryside" Poor Women and Children in the European Past, ed. John Henderson and Richard Wall (London: Routledge, 1994) p. 150-151.] 

Twenty-six individuals appear in court paying heriot, of which six are women. Since this was normally paid by widows or heirs, heriot can provide a wealth of genealogical information, which is especially true in the case of the Strekays family. In October 1338, Margery Strekays and Matilda de Oldefeld pay heriot to take the land of their dead brother, William Strekays. Emma and Alice Strekays similarly pay heriot for the land of William, who was their uncle. These women are mentioned as the heirs of William, suggesting he had no brothers or children, and all four of these women subsequently surrender this land in court to be granted to relatives. This provides further information regarding their familial and marital connections: for example, Alice surrenders the land alongside Adam de Hogley, her husband, and Geoffrey Moldeson is referred to as the son of Matilda de Oldefeld.
Aside from heriot, sixty-eight women were involved in land exchanges, thirty-three of whom surrendered land to the lord so that it could be granted to others. Thirty-one women received land, and half of these appear to receive it alone, as opposed to as part of a married couple. The relationship between the giver and receiver is not always clear. For example, Margery del Stones surrendered in court land which was granted to Alice daughter of Henry de Mixenden, and Thomas Clericus de Sandale surrendered land which was granted to Ellen daughter of Thomas Torald. In cases where the relationship is specified, it is most often received from husbands or fathers, with one instance of a woman, Evota, receiving land from her sister, Agnes. Additionally, three women appear in court as executors of their dead husband’s will, two of whom had subsequently remarried.



Chapter Two – Wakefield Court Rolls 1348-50
The court rolls from 1348-50 record a total of fifty-five court baron sessions and sixteen tourns, held variously at Wakefield, Kirkburton, Halifax, Brighouse, Horbury, and Sandal, from September 1348 to September 1350. During this time, around 606 women and 1643 men were present in court and although there is no direct reference to the plague, the nature and description of cases reflect the high level of mortality. Again, brewing-related crimes were found to outrank other reasons for women’s appearances in court, and around 170 women were involved in civil matters such as paying merchet or heriot, or exchanging land.
	Criminal and civil disputes
	Number of women involved
	% of women in court

	Brewing-related
	186
	30%

	Debt, theft, detention of goods
	130
	21%

	Trespass
	34
	6%

	Assault 
	24
	4%

	Land, dower, and contracts
	24
	4%

	Public nuisance crimes
	22
	4%

	Vert/dry wood
	20
	3%

	Raised the hue
	13
	2%

	Other civil matters
	
	

	Exchange land
	165
	27%

	Merchet
	8
	1%


Table 2. Women’s involvement in the Wakefield court 1348-50.
2.1 Brewing-related crimes
186 women were involved in brewing-related crimes, an increase of twenty-two from 1338-40. Again, many women were repeat offenders: the wives of Roger Spilwode, Henry Brianman, Robert Nelleson and Thomas Smyth, for example, were amerced on at least four separate occasions for brewing against the assize, and the vast majority (94%) did not appear in court for any other reason. As before, the majority of women are referred to only by the name of their husband. Twenty-six are referred to by the name of their father, six as maids or servants, and thirty-two by their own surnames. 
Of the 186, twenty appear to have been pardoned for their crime. The reasons for this are rarely given. In May 1349, the wife of John de Halifax was condoned because her husband was the grave. In November of that year, she was condoned again without reason and five months later, she was condoned a third time because it was found that she “did not brew”. Similarly, five women appear to have been treated more leniently because they were “paupers”. Furthermore, although no women appear to be involved in baking against the assize from 1338-40, the 1348-50 records mention Denise Pedder, Margery widow of John de Kesseburgh, and the wives of Harvey Faber and Henry Poket as appearing in court in relation to this crime.

2.2 Land, dower, and other agreements
Twenty-five women appear in court relating to pleas of land, dower, or covenant. Of these, nine women were involved in cases relating to dower, of which seven appear as plaintiffs. Two of these were found false: Anota Swyft was amerced 1d for false claim against Adam Hancokson and an inquiry found that Agnes del Lone was not deforced of land by Thomas son of William del Lone as she claimed, for which she was amerced 3d.  
Five women were involved in cases of broken agreements. The specific agreements vary. For example, Adam and John del Stockes were amerced 2d each for breaking an unspecified agreement with Margaret, widow of Thomas de Sheplay. Richard de Southwod and his wife Joan broke an agreement with Richard de Lupset to keep his livestock, and Matilda daughter of Henry Poket agreed to plough with Thomas de Seyntswythanes, which she failed to do and was amerced 1d and paid damages worth 12d.  
Fourteen women appear in court related to pleas of land or land being taken or received without leave, of which six are defendants. One particularly interesting case is that of John son of Nicholas de Bateley who alleged that sisters Margery and Alice de Bateley had deforced him of land. He claimed that his grandfather, Robert de Bateley, had given land to Richard and Elizabeth Longshang, so that after the death of this couple the land should have gone to their legitimate heirs. Although the sisters claim to be the legitimate daughters of Robert and Elizabeth, John argues that they are instead the daughters of William Isbell, Elizabeth’s previous husband. Interestingly, the court rolls from 1338-40 reference a case of William Isbell granting land to his daughter, Margery, and Margery likewise giving land to her father, meaning that the sisters’ claim to be daughters of Richard Longshang was likely an intentional lie and not a case of ambiguous parentage. The court found that the sisters were indeed the daughters of William Isbell, not Richard Longshang; the women were amerced 3d each for deforcement and John son of Nicholas paid heriot to at last take the land that was rightfully his. 
2.3 Debt, theft, and detention of goods
130 women were involved in cases of debt, theft, or detention of goods, making it the most common crime for women aside from brewing against the assize. Eighty-six women were involved in debt, of which thirty-four were defendants. Many of these cases involve women taking responsibility for debts of their late husbands, fathers, or other relatives. For example, in May 1350, an inquiry found that the executors of the will of Matthew Symson, which included his widow, Alice, had unjustly detained 3s from Margaret, widow and executor of the will of William de Birstall. The fact that these women are referred to as executors of their late husbands’ wills implies that this was money that had been owed to William de Birstall by Matthew Symson before their deaths, and which the executors of Matthew’s will were expected to pay. Similarly, in December 1349, Matilda and Isolda, daughters and executors of Henry Poket, were charged with detaining from John Isbell the sum of 8s 6d, which is described as “a debt of their father’s”. Another example shows a woman attempting to recover money that had been owed to her late husband’s relative: Matilda, widow of Robert de Holand and executor of the will of Isabella de Holand, appears as a plaintiff in a debt case against four men in March 1349. This case was unfortunately never resolved; by July 1349, the plaintiff had died, and the case was consequently voided. 
[bookmark: _Hlk81323461]Sixty-two women were involved in cases of theft or detention of goods, of which around twenty-three were defendants. The most common goods to have caused dispute were oats, rye, wool, ale, and hay, all important and commonplace items which would been both traded regularly and easy to steal. For example, in March 1349, Robert Malyn was amerced for detaining oats from Alice Kyd and in January 1350, Hawise daughter of Simon was accused of stealing twelve sheaves of oats from Richard de Meltham. A case of burglary is that of Margery, widow of Robert Gunne, who in November 1349 was amerced for stealing from Robert Wolf’s house a bushel of rye worth 10d. Interestingly, Margery’s late husband, Robert Gunne, had been involved in multiple cases of debt, theft, and detention of goods; for example, in October 1349, he alleged that Elizabeth de Bateley had stolen the door from his house. A month later, this accusation was ruled to be untrue, and Robert Gunne was amerced 2d for the false claim.
In a theft case from October 1348, an inquiry found that Henry Poket senior and his wife Alice had broken into the home of Thomas son of John de Sancto Swithynno “while he was in the king’s service at Calais”, and had stolen possessions including a robe worth almost 7s. Henry and Alice paid 60s damages and were both amerced 6d. Such detailed theft cases are useful in that they provide evidence of possessions, and cases such as these are especially interesting in that they demonstrate the kinds of luxury goods people owned and, in the case of Henry and Alice, wanted. In a case from March 1349, John Oxhird was amerced for detaining from a certain Cecilia various goods including a basket and a feather bed. Interestingly, this is not the only mention of a much-coveted feather bed: in February 1350, Matilda daughter of William Attounend claimed that Joan wife of William Gerbot had in her testament bequeathed a feather bed to Matilda. It seems Matilda was trying her luck as the case was found false, Matilda was amerced 2d, and the feather bed remained in the possession of its rightful owner. 
2.4 Trespass
Thirty-four women were involved in trespass cases, of which eighteen appeared as defendants. Although many cases give no context beyond “plea of trespass”, those that do are related to assault, debt, depasturing, theft, and detention of goods. For example, Agnes del Bank plaintiff and Adam Lorimer were involved in a trespass case relating to debt, and Agnes wife of German Bele struck Nicholas de Wyronthorpe’s wife with “a certain stick” to damages taxed at 6d. Another example is William son of William de Thornes, cleric, who was summoned in October 1348 to answer Thomas Torald’s daughter Ellen in a plea of trespass. It is not until six months later, when William appears alongside his father in court, that it is revealed he wounded and ill-treated Ellen to damages of 40d. 
2.5 Vert
Twenty women were involved in vert and dry wood cases, compared to seventy men. The vast majority of women were involved in taking vert or unspecified trespass in the forest, but the wife of John Colinson was amerced 2d for cutting birches, and Juliana Dikwife 2d for cutting alders and hawthorn.
2.6 Nuisance crimes
Around the same number of women were involved in nuisance crimes between the two sets of data, although the exact nature of the crimes vary. No women are involved in causing obstructions or being common scolds, and there is only one example of a woman involved in an insult case: in November 1348, Nicholas de Wyronthorpe was amerced 2d for the false claim that Agnes, wife of German Bele, had defamed him. 
Aside from that, all nuisance crimes involving women from 1348-50 are related to depasturing and escapes. Thirteen of these women appear as defendants. In May 1350, for example, Alice widow of John de Helay was amerced 12d for the escape of six horses, and in September 1350 William del West accused Christiana de Flansawe of having damaged his crops. In a case from 1349, seven women appear as part of a group of twenty-eight individuals accused of depasturing and trampling the grass of William de Gayrgrave, as well as breaking his hedges and stealing his wood. Unfortunately, it is unclear whether these were crimes committed separately by these individuals or if this is an instance of a larger criminal operation. Furthermore, of the women who appear as plaintiffs in nuisance crimes, a particularly interesting case is that of John de Birstall’s daughters. In May 1350, Juliana, daughter of John de Birstall, gave the lord 4d heriot to inherit the land of her dead sister, Agnes. This Juliana appears in court again a month later, where she accuses Geoffrey son of Matilda of depasturing the crop of Agnes. The fact that the land is specified as Agnes’, not Juliana’s, suggests it may have been depastured at some point between Agnes’ death and Juliana paying heriot to inherit it.

2.7 Raising the hue
Thirteen women were involved in raising the hue, compared to twenty-nine men. All thirteen raised the hue against men, and there appear to be no instances in 1348-50 of a woman having the hue raised against her. Three of these cases were found to be unjust: the wife of William de Southwod against John Mariotson, the wife of John Souter against John Sonman, and Olivia de Haldworth who raised the hue unjustly on Richard and John, her own sons. Another example of a woman raising the hue on a relative is Alice daughter of Joan de Collersley, who raised the hue justly on Robert de Collersley. Only a few cases offer any sort of context being simply “raising the hue”. In April 1350, Thomas Antoyn was amerced 6d for attacking Agnes Perkyndoghter, who raised the hue justly on him, for which he was amerced a further 3d. 

2.8 Assault
There is a significant decrease in violence involving women between the two sets of data: no rape cases are mentioned from 1348-50 and twenty-four women were involved in cases of assault, compared to the earlier number of seventy-two. Men are still the main perpetrators and victims of assault in these years, but their numbers too are drastically reduced: 109 in 1348-50 compared to 251 ten years earlier.
Most cases give little detail beyond “drawing blood” but others offer more insight, such as the case of John Skot who struck Annabel del Dene, causing 2s damages, and William son of William de Thornes who assaulted, wounded, and ill-treated Ellen daughter of Thomas to damages of 40d. Examples also exist of assault cases between relatives, such as William Attekyrk who drew blood from his sister, and Alice Maunsel who was amerced 6d in November 1349 for attacking Walter Maunsel. The relationship between Alice and Walter is unclear, but the two seem to have a long-standing issue with one another: in April 1350, Alice was accused of cutting and stealing wood belonging to Walter, as well as detaining money from him, for which she is eventually amerced 2d.
The court rolls from 1348-50 also record an instance of violence against animals as part of an assault case. In September 1348, Nicholas de Wyrunthorp was amerced 6d for the crime of wounding Agnes, the wife of German Bele, and killing German’s cats. Perhaps in retaliation to this, Agnes appears in court again two months later, where she is amerced for hitting Nicholas de Wyrunthorpe's wife with a stick, for which she pays 6d amercement and 6d damages. In assault cases, amercements tend to be at least 6d, although one case records that Margery daughter of Jordan and Agnes wife of Thomas Moldeson drew blood from each other, for which they were only amerced 2d each because “they are paupers”. 

2.9 Merchet, heriot, and exchanging land
There appear to be no instances of leyrwite in the 1348-50 records and eight women were involved in merchet cases, of which only one did not pay merchet herself. John del Bothem senior appears in court to pay 12d merchet for his daughter, who had been married without license. Similarly, Matilda daughter of Henry Poket was in court twice regarding merchet: in May 1350, she paid 2s merchet for having married John del Haylyghes without licence. This John del Haylyghes seems to have died, as Matilda appears again in court in a month later to pay 18d to marry William Forman. Unfortunately, exactly when these unlicensed marriages occurred is not specified. Three other women also appear to be widows remarrying: Joan, widow of John son of John gave the lord 2s to marry John del Hirst; Alice widow of John de Hoglay 18d to marry Robert de Shaghlay; and Alice widow of John son of Nicholas 12d to marry Adam Gyllotson. 
Altogether, 165 women appeared in court relating to exchanging land or paying heriot. Sixty-six women paid heriot, a drastic increase from the six in 1338-40. Around half of these women are present alongside another individual, usually a sister, although some appear with husbands, sons, or other relatives. Heriot offers an insight into the scale of mortality at this time: for example, Agnes wife of Hugh and Edmund, her brother-in-law, gave together 6s 8d heriot for land that had belonged to their relatives, John, William and Robert Pescy, who all seem to have died in quick succession. Similarly, Alice and Alma, daughters of Thomas Bateson, paid 12d together for the land that had belonged to their sisters, Agnes and Christiana. Of all women in court paying heriot, 33% did not appear in court for any other reason. Furthermore, thirteen men paid heriot to inherit land from women and although some of the relationships are unspecified, two of these men inherited from mothers and three from sisters. 
Aside from paying heriot, 107 women were involved in land exchanges, with roughly half receiving land. The amount paid by women to receive land varies, and one interesting case is that of Adam Magotson, who in November 1348 surrendered land that was granted to Matilda daughter of Margery. The amount Matilda paid for this land was only 4d, the justification for which was given as “not more because she is a poor little thing.” 
From May 1349 onwards, some of these land exchanges provide evidence of remarriage. For example, in February 1350, Joan daughter of Robert “in her widowhood” surrendered land in court that was granted to herself and Peter Gurdon, and which would then pass to “their heirs lawfully procreated”. If the two did not produce heirs, this land was to remain to the rightful heirs of Joan. Many additional women are mentioned as part of these lines of inheritance, and do not appear to be present in court themselves. These cases are useful in that they paint a detailed picture of individual families, and hint at the anxiousness surrounding inheritance in a time when extremely high mortality rates often led to disputes over property and land. An exceptionally detailed instance of this is the case of William Filche. In July 1349, William appeared in court to surrender a considerable amount of land which was granted to Matilda Hog, after whose death it is specified that the land will pass to William’s son, Henry. If Henry were to die without a legitimate heir, the land would pass to William’s other son John. If he died, it would pass to William Filche’s daughter, Matilda, and if she were to die, it would pass to his daughter Margaret. This line of succession continues in a similar manner and lists a further four people whom the land would pass to if no legitimate heirs existed. 





Chapter Three – The Lives of Rural Women during the Black Death
3.1 Evidence of the Black Death
The Black Death first reached Yorkshire in early 1349 and seems to have been at its height in the summer of that year.[footnoteRef:100] Although no direct reference to plague or sickness is made in the Wakefield court rolls from 1348-50, its devastating impact is seen throughout. In January 1350, for example, the entire vill of Shelf is said to be dead, and numerous court cases throughout the two-year period are voided due to the death of individuals involved. In the pre-Black Death data, the death of five people between court proceedings resulted in five instances of cases being “void because dead”. This number jumps drastically in the Black Death years, where at least thirty-six cases are voided for this reason, the majority of which occurred from early summer 1349 onwards. In one passage from the court held at Wakefield in July 1349, six of the fourteen individuals involved had died and six of the eight cases mentioned were consequently voided.[footnoteRef:101] Another indication of the high mortality rate comes from September 1350, where the court rolls list large amounts of land abandoned due to death of tenants and from which the court was therefore unable to collect rent. For example, in Warley, “much land lies waste and uncultivated there as used to render yearly 48s 2d” and in Sandal, the land that had once been occupied by John Souter had been left “uncultivated for defect of tenants.” The rents uncollected in this passage total nearly £8: a clear indication of the impact of high mortality rates on the local economy. Despite this, landlords saw a one-off increase in the amount of heriot and entry fines being paid after the death of tenants, and evidence from Farnham in Hampshire, for example, suggests this could have been up to ten times greater than normal annual amounts before the Black Death. [footnoteRef:102] [100:  William Rees. “The Black Death in England and Wales, as Exhibited in Manorial Documents” Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine 16 (1923) p. 29.]  [101:  Wakefield 2: 145.]  [102:  Mark Bailey. After the Black Death: Economy, Society, and the Law in Fourteenth-Century England (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2021) p. 94.] 

The relationship between the deceased and individuals paying heriot also reflects the unusually high mortality rate. Since an individual’s heirs were normally their children, it is therefore usually children, as well as widows, who would pay heriot. During the Black Death years, however, the heriot records reflect a variety of familial relationships. For example, Henry Shephird paid heriot after the death of his brother, John; John Wright paid heriot after the death of his own son, Robert; and John son of Richard Grenehod paid heriot after the death of three of his three uncles, Robert, Adam and Oliver. 
It is of course not only men who were involved in heriot and exchange of land; the number of women involved in these cases jumped from seventy-one to 165, an increase of over 132%. This increase in women paying heriot contributed to an overall increase in women in court from 517 to 606. Women during the Black Death years also made up a larger percentage of all individuals present, rising from 24% to 27%. Demographically, it is unlikely that women made up only a quarter of the medieval community and therefore they were noticeably still underrepresented in court, yet considering the dramatic decline in population numbers, it can be argued that the 606 women present in court during the Black Death years represented a much greater percentage of women in the wider community than they had in 1338-40. Analysis of women’s crimes, relationships, land and property, and occupation reveals some of the reasons for this increase and provides a better understanding of their lives overall during the Black Death.

3.2 Criminality
Criminality has been shown to have increased during times of crisis, such as during the Great Famine, and evidence from Wakefield may have been expected to show a similar increase in women involved in criminality during the Black Death years. In many ways, this does not appear to be the case. Overall stats for criminality show that the number of women involved dropped slightly from 477 to 453, and considerably fewer women were involved in cases of assault, raising the hue, pleas of land, and dower and contract disputes. That said, the mortality rate would have had an undeniable impact on the number of women appearing in court and indeed the number of crimes which were brought to the court: as has been shown, many cases were voided due to the death of plaintiffs and defendants, and it seems likely that some individuals could have died before appearing in court, although the rate at which this happened is impossible to know. Additionally, despite a decrease in women’s criminality overall, there was an increase in brewing crimes, and the combined number of women involved in crimes of debt, theft, and detention of goods virtually doubled in the Black Death years.
	
	Number of women involved
	% of women in court

	Criminal and civil disputes
	1338-40
	1348-50
	1338-40
	1348-50

	Brewing-related
	164
	186
	32%
	30%

	Assault 
	72
	24
	14%
	4%

	Land, dower, and contracts
	44
	24
	9%
	4%

	Vert/dry wood
	44
	20
	9%
	3%

	Debt, theft, and detention of goods
	66
	130
	13%
	21%

	Trespass
	36
	34
	7%
	6%

	Raised the hue
	29
	13
	6%
	2%

	Public nuisance crimes
	22
	22
	4%
	4%


Table 3. Comparison of women’s criminal activity: 1338-40 and 1348-50. 
A reason for this dramatic increase may be seen in the types of property involved in such disputes. The most common items to be stolen, detained, or involved in debt cases were foodstuffs, especially oats, rye, and ale. The drastic decrease in population at this time resulted in less farmers, more land left untended and uncultivated, and therefore a decrease in availability of crops. Wakefield was, of course, not unique in this; the Historia Roffensis describes how in 1350 in Rochester the Black Death and a late harvest meant that “crops [were] scanty, barns empty and haystacks small,” and the result of such harshness of life meant that “no workman or labourer was prepared to take orders from anyone.”[footnoteRef:103] This struggle for labour and produce is reflected in the fact that crop prices rose sharply from late 1349 onwards[footnoteRef:104] and it is therefore understandable that in order to sustain themselves, individuals may have stolen, made purchases they could not later pay for, or sought to resolve outstanding debts so as to afford food. For women in particular, the increase in crimes of these sorts may reflect an attempt to feed the family after the death of a husband, such as may have been the case of Margery, widow of Robert Gunne, who in 1349 stole a bushel of rye from the house of Robert Wolf. [103:  British Library, Cottonian MS, Faustina B V fos 96v-101, trans. by: Rosemary Horrox. The Black Death. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013) p. 73.]  [104:  Bailey. After the Black Death. p. 72.] 

According to Geoffrey le Baker, “the healthy fled from the possessions of the dead as being infected, however valuable they had once been,"[footnoteRef:105] yet, necessity aside, some may have taken opportunity of the chaos to improve their own financial situation. Robert Magotson, for example, seems to have been in possession of a silver brooch that he failed to return to Alice, wife of Robert de Sourby, and in the previously discussed case of Matilda daughter of William Attounend, Matilda’s attempt to illegally obtain a feather bed may arguably be indicative of desire more than economic necessity.  [105:  The Chronicle of Geoffrey Le Baker. Trans. by David Preest, ed. by Richard Barber (Boydell & Brewer, 2012) p. 87.] 

Yet these are not the only reasons for the increase of women in court regarding these crimes. Many women involved in cases of debt, theft, and detention of goods were widows, and many such cases seem to have been between their late husbands and a third party. Evidence from the 1338-40 court rolls suggests that many widows took responsibility for both paying and recovering their late husband’s debts. John Walot, for example, was found to have detained 2s from Eva widow of Robert Gibson for a horse that he had purchased from Robert, and Juliana, widow of John son of Hugh, was found to have detained 15d for wool that her late husband, John, had bought from Robert Walker. In many instances, the specifics of a case are not stated or are described only briefly, and it is therefore unclear exactly how many relate to a woman’s personal debt. What is clear, however, is that women appeared in court regarding debts of their late husbands, and this increased dramatically in the Black Death years.  
Despite the high cost and increasing difficulty in obtaining crops, another crime which showed an increase, albeit small, is brewing against the assize, which increased from 164 to 186. For both sets of data, many women presented multiple times and for most women this was their only crime. Although the increase is too small to draw any definitive conclusions, there are certain factors which may have influenced it. As has been discussed, selling against the assize must have been an alluring prospect when the income from brewing and selling legally would otherwise have been relatively modest, and for women who were able to harvest oats themselves, the upheaval of the Black Death may have presented an opportunity to increase prices and potentially increase profit. This can be seen in the fact that the normal amount that women tended to sell ale for in 1338-40 was ½d (with only a handful of instances of it being sold for 1d), whereas 1d seems to have been the norm in 1348-50. An account from the Historia Anglicana may reflect this: “the threshers, labourers and workmen were so well supplied with cash that they did not need to worry about paying the full price for such foods. And thus, by an inversion of the natural order, those who were accustomed to have plenty and those accustomed to suffer want, fell into need on the one hand and into abundance on the other.”[footnoteRef:106] Furthermore, it could be suggested that the high mortality rate at this time contributed to an increase of women in court regarding brewing crimes as, as many died, women with less experience may have taken up brewing, resulting in a lower quality product. [106:  H. T. Riley (ed), Historia Anglicana, 1272-1422, 2 vols, Rolls Series, 1863-4, I pp. 274.] 

It could also be suggested that ale-tasters were perhaps encouraged to be overzealous at this time, when deaths of tenants meant that much rent went unpaid. This is perhaps reflected in the fact that many women were pardoned: some women presenting in court for brewing against the assize were found to have not brewed, and others were pardoned without reason or treated more leniently because of economic hardship. Similarly, only one woman of the 186 involved in brewing, the wife of James de Sandale, was explicitly accused of having failed to summon ale-tasters. Interestingly, there also appears to be an ongoing assault case regarding an ale-taster during the Black Death years. In March 1349, William, son of Philip Sagher, is accused of threatening John son of Henry Forester, one of the ale-tasters of Stanley, and of preventing him from carrying out his job. William’s mother, Matilda, was notably active in brewing against the assize: she is found to be guilty of doing so at least four times in the two year period and, in December 1348, she also appears as the defendant in a debt case against Robert Walker. Since Matilda is referred to as a widow and is involved in exchanging land from December 1348 onwards, it seems likely that her husband Philip died around this time, perhaps leading to subsequent economic hardship that worsened during the Black Death and encouraged Matilda’s son to obstruct the ale-taster.
Further discussion of crimes and punishment.

3.3 Relationships
Discussion of relationships: percentage of women widowed, merchet, remarriage, who was held accountable for women’s crimes. 

3.4 Land and possessions 
Discussion of land and possessions: heriot, land exchanges.

3.5 Occupation 
Discussion of occupation: evidence from surnames, other evidence of occupation 



Conclusion
Women’s lives during the Black Death conclusion (and suggestions for further study)
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