Commentary 2 – The Domesday Book
“INSTRUCTIONS FOR COLLECTION OF THE DOMESDAY RETURNS.
Here is subscribed the inquisition of lands as the barons of the king have made inquiry into them; that is to say by the oath of the sheriff of the shire, and of all the barons and their Frenchmen, and the whole hundred, the priests, reeves, and six villagers of each manor; then, what the manor is called, who held it in the time of King Edward, who holds now; how many hides, how many plowlands in demesne, how many belonging to the men, how many villagers, how many cottagers, how many slaves, how many free-men, how many socmen, how much woods, how much meadow, how many pastures, how many mills, how many fish-ponds, how much has been added or taken away, how much it was worth altogether at that time, and how much now, how much each free man or socman had or has. All this threefold, that is to say in the time of King Edward [the Confessor, 1003?-1066], and when King William [the Conqueror--or the Bastard, c.1028-1087] gave it, and as it is now; and whether more can be had than is had.
Fredrebruge Hundred and half Glorestorp. Godwin, a freeman, held it. Two plowlands of land in the time of King Edward. Then and afterwards 8 villagers; now 3. Then and afterwards 3 cottagers; now 5. At all times 3 slaves, and 30 acres of meadow. At all times 2 plowlands in demesne. Then half a plowland of the men, and now. Woods for 8 swine, and 2 mills. Here are located 13 socmen, of 40 acres of land. When it was received there were 2 riding horses, now 1. At all times 8 swine, then 20 sheep, and it is worth 60 shillings. 
There is situated there, in addition, one demesne farm, as the manor of Heuseda. In the time of King Edward, 1 plowland of land; then and afterwards 7 villagers, now 5. At all times 12 cottagers, and 3 slaves, and 40 acres of meadow; 1 mill. Woods for 16 swine and 1 salt pond and a half. Then 1 riding horse, and now 14 swine, 30 sheep, and 50 goats. In this demesne farm are located 3 socmen, of 10 acres of land, and it is worth 30 shillings. The two manors have 2 leagues in length and 4 furlongs in breadth. Whosoever is tenant there, returns 12 pence of the twenty shillings of geld.”
This source is an extract from the Domesday Book of 1086. It describes how the information for the Domesday Survey should be collected, including the information on what the manor was called, who owned it in 1066 and who owned it now, how many people live there, divided by whether they are villagers, cottagers, slaves, or free men, how many resources they have, such as woodlands, meadows, ponds, and pastures, how much has been taken away from this sector of land since 1066, and how much the land is worth. As this extract summarises at the end of its first paragraph, how much was there in the time of Edward the Confessor, how much was given by William the Conqueror, and what is left now? This extract then goes on to summarise one area of land, split into two different manors. This section of land, known as a ‘hundred’, contains a total of 3  ‘plowlands’, meaning the amount of taxable land that can be ploughed by 8 oxen. Split between 16 socmen, or landowners, is 50 acres of land containing a number of swine, sheep, goats, and horses. It also contains 3 mills, and a saltwater pond for fishing. At the time of Edward the Confessor, a total of 15 people lived in villagers, 15 people lived in cottages, and 6 slaves lived in this area. At the time of the survey this had changed to 8 villagers and 17 people in cottages, with the number of slaves staying consistent. In total, this land was worth 90 shillings by the time of the Survey. 
This hundred is referred to in this extract of the Domesday survey as Freudebridge and is thought to contain the areas of Freebridge citra Lynn, making up the Hundred, and Freebridge Marshland, making up the Half-Hundred.[footnoteRef:1] Although its exact whereabouts are unclear, as this referenced bridge could be anywhere over the River Ouse, it is theorised that this hundred lies somewhere between Wigenhale, St. Germans, and Islington in the area of Norfolk, England.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Francis Blomefield, ‘Freebridge Hundred and Half’, An Essay Towards A Topographical History of the County of Norfolk: Volume 8. [online].]  [2:  Blomefield, Freebridge Hundred and Half [online]. ] 

It has been argued that the contents of the Domesday book serve as nothing more than an archive of property and estates across England, concerning only lordships, real estate, and the economy of 1086.[footnoteRef:3] However, this extract from the Domesday Book can tell us much more. By examining the information that the survey hoped to gather, we can learn why it was commissioned, what it hoped to achieve, and why it happened so quickly.  [3:  David Roffe, ‘Decoding Domesday’, Woodbridge: Boydell press (2007), p.5. ] 

The Domesday survey was commissioned by King William I, given the title of the Conqueror, in the winter of 1085.[footnoteRef:4] Most of the work on the Domesday book, such as the surveys and transcriptions, was therefore completed in the following year of 1086. Rather than being one single manuscript, it was split into two separate sections, known as Greater Domesday and Little Domesday colloquially. Both of these manuscripts are written in Latin and transcribed onto folios, with Greater Domesday being written in 2 columns for extra space, opposed to Little Domesday’s one column per page.[footnoteRef:5] Important sections of the manuscript, such as place names and manors, are indicated through both capitalisation and the use of red ink.[footnoteRef:6] This indicates that the Domesday book was meant to be used as a point of reference for trials of property and inheritance, as places are easily locatable within the manuscript.  [4:  Roffe, Decoding Domesday, p.1.]  [5:  Roffe, Decoding Domesday, p.1.]  [6:  Roffe, Decoding Domesday, p.2.] 

However, was not an isolated document, instead being predated by hundreds of individual surveys that documented the individual hundreds of England. Examples of these prior manuscripts include the Inquisito Comitatus Cantabrigiensis, also known as the Cambridge Inquisition, a first draft of the survey of Cambridgeshire that exists in the Domesday book, and the Inquisitio Eliensis, also known as the Ely Inquiry, which surveyed the Ely Abbey in Cambridgeshire.[footnoteRef:7] These preliminary surveys also followed a similar line of inquiry with regards to property, including the questions of who owned it then, who owns it now, and what it is worth. These smaller surveys also highlight how the full Domesday Survey was carried out, with smaller regional surveys compiling the information for each hundred and then collating the information into the full manuscript.[footnoteRef:8] It is therefore likely that the process for collecting information for the Domesday Survey was fully established as it is written in this source long before the collation of information fully began in 1086.  [7:  Roffe, Decoding Domesday, p.3.]  [8:  Sally Harvey, ‘Domesday: Book of Judgement’, First Edition, Oxford University Press (2014), p.57.] 

It has been argued that the point of the Domesday Survey was always to produce this type of written record of property and ownership.[footnoteRef:9] When William the Conqueror came to power in Norman England, his view was that every piece of land under his rule was owned by him, and that he was ‘lending out’ to anyone who owned land under him, such as barons or knights.[footnoteRef:10] It could be argued, therefore, that by ordering the survey to be done, William I was ordering an inventory of his property. This reordering and recounting of property also served to solidify William I’s rule in England through the act of legitimisation. By ordering this survey, it allowed William to demonstrate that he does have full authority over English lands, economy, and therefore has full power and legitimacy as the king.[footnoteRef:11] Furthermore, by having a complete account of the resources of the country, William was able to take full control of taxation, including the change and implementation of new taxation laws. This change of law, alongside the replacement of a large portion of the English aristocracy with Normans who were loyal to William, created an Anglo-Norman era defined by the replacement of Anglo-Saxon customs and laws with Norman ones.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  Harvey, ‘Domesday: Book of Judgement’, p.56. ]  [10:  Michael John Jones, ‘Domesday Book: An Early Fiscal Accounting Narrative?’, The British Accounting Review (2018). ]  [11:  Jones, ‘Early Fiscal Accounting Narrative?’. ]  [12:  Jones, ‘Early Fiscal Accounting Narrative?’. ] 

This creation of an Anglo-Norman era can be seen through the source, where the Domesday survey prioritises the collection of data in regards to not only what exists in the time of the survey, but also what was there in the reign of King Edward the Confessor. This emphasis of the two periods of surveying implies that they are collating this information both in regards to what came before in Edward’s time, but also what exists in the current era of William I. This also indicates that according to William I, who ordered the Domesday survey, the last legitimate king of England was Edward the Confessor, and not Harold Godwinson who had come before him, adding to the propagation of William’s legitimacy as king, as he claims to have been promised the Kingdom by Edward the Confessor.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Jones, ‘Early Fiscal Accounting Narrative?’.] 

In conclusion, this source highlights how the information for the Domesday Survey was collated, what they were looking to gain information on, and therefore helps us to understand why it was undertaken by William I and what was stood to gain from this resource being created. 
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