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Archival Exercise – The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381



Methodology 

Contemporary chronicles must be the historian’s first port of call when researching the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. Four chronicles provide colourful narratives of events: Froissart’s Chronicle, the monastic chronicles of Henry Knighton, Thomas Walsingham and the Anominalle Chronicle. These sources are widely quoted in most modern studies of the Peasants’ Revolt.  Searches in the National Archives and British Library for court rolls and inquisitions of 1381 yielded some results, whilst an exhibition on the website of the National Archives also provided pointers to some further manuscripts connected with legal matters in the aftermath of the Revolt.

Primary Sources

1. The Statute of Labourers 1351

London
The National Archives, Kew
E 175/2

The Statute of Labourers provides insight into one of the causes of unrest leading to the Peasants’ Revolt. The Statute set labourers’ wages to pre-plague levels and it was made an offence for landless men to seek new masters. Specific reference was made during the Revolt to the dissatisfaction this caused. [footnoteRef:1] [1:   Oxford University Press, Oxford Reference () <https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100046308> [accessed 26 October 2020].] 


2. Froissart’s Chronique

London
The British Library
Royal MS 18 E I

Jean Froissart’s Chronicles are an important source for events in England, France and the Low Countries from 1322 to 1400. This manuscript, the second of four volumes, was a copy made in Bruges in the late 15th century, probably for William, First Baron of Hastings (d.1483) and is written in French. [footnoteRef:2] Froissart was a court historian, so inevitably the rebels are not presented in a favourable light.  [2:  The British Library, Jean Froissart, Chroniques, vol 2 () <http://searcharchives.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do?tabs=detailsTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=IAMS040-002107564&indx=1&recIds=IAMS040-002107564&recIdxs=0&elementId=0&renderMode=poppedOut&displayMode=full&frbrVersion=&dscnt=0&frbg=&scp.scps=scope%3A%28BL%29&tab=local&dstmp=1603790241114&srt=rank&mode=Basic&&dum=true&vl(freeText0)=Royal%20MS%2018%20E%20I&vid=IAMS_VU2 > [accessed 27 October 2020].] 

Using historical and eye witness accounts, Froissart describes the events of the Peasants’ Revolt in a dramatic narrative style and, importantly, outlines the reasons for the Revolt. This source provides pictorial representations of the Revolt, including the death of Wat Tyler.

3. Anominalle Chronicle
Leeds
Brotherton Collection, University of Leeds
BC  MS 29

The Anominalle Chronicle was written by monks of St. Mary’s Abbey in York. and chronicles events between 1333 and 1381.  Written in French and Latin, it includes detailed descriptions of Wat Tyler’s meeting with the King at Smithfield and Tyler’s death there.[footnoteRef:3] [3:   VH Galbraith , The Anominalle Chronicle 1333 - 1381, ed. by V.H. Galbraith (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1927).] 



4. Henry Knighton’s Chronicle

London
British Library
Cotton MS Tiberius C VII

Henry Knighton’s Chronicle was written between the late 1370s and 1396 at the Abbey of St.Mary of the Meadow, Leicester, where Knighton was a canon. The manuscript was written in Latin and French, though the sections relating to the Revolt are in English.  His account was written very soon after the Peasants’ Revolt and gives important background information relating to the poll taxes and tax collectors, although his chronology of early events is a little muddled.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Henry Knighton, Knighton’s Chronicle 1337 – 1396 , ed. by G.H.Martin, trans. by G.H.Martin (Oxford: OUP, 1995).] 



5. The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham

Oxford
Bodleian Library
MS Bodley 316

Thomas Walsingham was a precentor at St.Alban’s Abbey who, from 1376 to 1422, continued the tradition of chronicle writing at St.Albans which had been practiced by Matthew Paris, among others. Walsingham’s record of events in 1381 is particularly important because it was composed very shortly after the revolt took place. He presents a detailed, complete ‘history’ of events and gives his own opinion on its origins and implications. He also provides parallel accounts of the revolt in London, Suffolk, Norfolk, Kent, Cambridgeshire and St. Albans. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  James G. Clark and David Preest, The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham (1376 - 1422), trans. by David Preest ([n.p.]: Boydell Press, 2009).] 


The main problem in using the Chronica Maiora is the complexity of the manuscript tradition [footnoteRef:6] There is no complete manuscript of the Chronicles, though two copies of part of the text may have been written under Walsingham’s direction before 1392 and many copies were made at St. Albans. The manuscript referred to above in the Bodleian was a copy, produced some time between 1394 and 1397, probably originally for Norwich Cathedral Priory [footnoteRef:7] [6:  Antonia Gransden, 'Review: The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, I: 1376-1394. Edited by John Taylor, Wendy R. Childs and Leslie Watkiss.', Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 55.3, (2004), (p. 583-585).]  [7:  Bodleian Library, MS. Bodl. 316 (2018) <https://medieval.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/catalog/manuscript_1362> [accessed 26 October 2020].] 



6. Petition from the Commons to the King and Parliament

London
The National Archives, Kew
SC 8/102/5088
	
	


This manuscript is written in French and internal evidence dates it to shortly after the Revolt. The petitioners request that all those ousted from their estates during the “great uprising (now ceased)” should have their property restored  to them, with heavy penalties to be exacted upon anyone who tries to retain rights or properties acquired during the Revolt. This manuscript sheds light upon the extent of the upheaval persisting in the aftermath of the Revolt.


7. Petition by Robert Beachamp, Prior of Harmondsworth

London
The National Archives, Kew
SC 8/116/5755/5755

Dated on the guard to c. 1381-2, the events described almost certainly relate to an attack during the Peasants' Revolt. The Prior of Harmondsworth states that “during recent disturbances, the commons had entered his house, threatening him and burning all his muniments.” [footnoteRef:8]  He requests new copies of charters and relief from his rent to alleviate the poverty being suffered by the house. This manuscript, written in French, substantiates claims that the rebels destroyed documents relating to tax and ownership. [8:   National Archives, Petitioners: Robert Beachamp, Prior of Harmondsworth () <https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C9150429> [accessed 26 October 2020]] 



8. Record of Inquisition in Cornwall 1381 

London
The National Archives, Kew
SC 8/277/13837

This manuscript records a complaint that a Cornish man, Botreaux, hearing about disturbances in Kent and Essex, stirred up a group of 80 men in Cornwall to cause widespread damage to property in two manors; breaking doors, killing servants and animals. [footnoteRef:9]  This provides important insight into the wider spread of unrest in the wake of the Revolt.  [9:  The National Archives, Inquisition taken before Kentwood and Basset at Lostwithiel () <https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C9517784> [accessed 26 October 2020]] 



9. Inquisition into Offences Committed in Essex 1381

London
The National Archives, Kew
KB 9/166/2 (1381)

This is an extract from the findings of a commission investigating “all treasons, felonies, trespasses, extortions, oppressions, damages, grievances and excesses done to the king's people in Essex.” [footnoteRef:10] This extract demonstrates both the activities of the rebels in seizing property and the unpopularity of large landowners. [10:  The National Archives, Returned oyer and terminer commission, Essex () <https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C2285593> [accessed 26 October 2020].] 



Future Directions for Archival Searches

The chronicles have been well researched, therefore further research would centre upon archives local to the areas affected, particularly Kent, Essex and East Anglia, perhaps focussing on manorial records, court rolls and manumissions immediately following the unrest. It would also be interesting to search for records relating to the official enquiries between January and March 1381 which investigated avoidance of Poll Tax payments, thus throwing light on the grievances which instigated unrest immediately preceding the Revolt.










	    

	
	




