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The Peasants’ Revolt (1381)
This project will identify and briefly comment on archival sources pertaining to the Peasants’ Revolt. In 1381 labourers and artisans led by Wat Tyler, John Ball, and others rose against Richard II, aggrieved by legislation seen as oppressive, like the Statute of Labourers (1351) and the Poll Tax  (1380). The revolt was primarily (though not exclusively) concentrated in Southeast England – even London was attacked and the Tower occupied. It targeted manors, palaces, jails and Monastic houses. It initially extracted concessions from the King, but once the revolt was put down, its leaders were executed and these grants withdrawn. The revolt and its leaders, however, remained in popular memory.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Wright, Edmund (Ed.), "Peasants' Revolt" in A Dictionary of World History (Oxford University Press 2007).  Date Accessed 4/12/24. https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780192807007.001.0001/acref-9780192807007-e-2819 ] 

Library database searches (primarily UWTSD’S Library) returned key works of secondary literature (most notably R. Dobson’s The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381), the bibliographies of which signposted archival sources. These included court rolls of dozens if not hundreds of named ‘rebels’; letters - from Abbots expressing their fear of rioting and looting to the purported letters of John Ball himself; later chronicles recording fragments of rhyme evidencing popular memory of the revolt; and petitions for charges to be dropped or forgiven. Sources referenced in Steven Justice’s Writing and Rebellion: England In 1381 were of special interest for their potential viewpoint from the rebels’ perspective.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Though these sources were particularly challenging to locate and identify.] 

The People of 1381 Database proved an essential resource. It signposts archival material and in many cases includes transcriptions and images of manuscripts, which is especially useful when these are not digitised by the archives themselves.

Archival Material 
Bedford
Bedfordshire Archives 
BorBA1/6: 1381, Latin. Copies of Letters of Richard II withdrawing grants made to rebels during the revolt, which are important for our understanding of the revolt and its’ aftermath. Without such sources, we may not have known that the allowances made were indeed revoked – perhaps including that of allowing persons to pay fines in order to retain their homes, as in the case of the Middleton Court Roll below.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Bedfordshire Archives Service Catalogue. Date Accessed 7/12/24.  https://bedsarchivescat.bedford.gov.uk/Details/archive/110088851 ] 


Cambridge 
Cambridge University Library 
Dd.14.2: 1432, English. Fragment of verse evidencing popular memory of the revolt.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Cambridge Core, Cambridge University Press. Date Accessed 7/12/24.  https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/index-of-middle-english-prose/dd142/547710FC765B41477FF672C63B5C2028# ] 

Canterbury 
Canterbury Cathedral Archives and Library 
CCA U15/11/4: 1384, Latin. Court Roll for 27 persons charged with participating in the ‘rumour’ and burning court rolls of their previous trial. They appear only to have been required to pay a fine (2d and 3d) to ratify their tenancy and declare fealty. This would suggest leniency to those involved, if we did not know better because of other documents.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Canterbury Cathedral Archives. Date Accessed 8/12/24.  https://archives.canterbury-cathedral.org/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=CCA-U15%2f11%2f4&pos=1 ] 

CCA U15/24/2: 1381, Latin. Middleton Court Roll, giving details of land seized as punishment for involvement in the revolt. Interestingly, there is a specific account of one couple who requested to pay a fine instead, thus keeping their home and one acre of land. This was granted (temporarily, we might suspect).[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Canterbury Cathedral Archives. Date Accessed 8/12/24. https://archives.canterbury-cathedral.org/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=CCA-U15%2f24%2f2&pos=1 ] 

Chelmsford
Essex Record Office 
ERO D/B 5/Cr21 m. 1d: 1381, Latin. Court Rolls relating to looting and damage against the Abbey of St John’s, suggesting the concerns of the Prior of Worcester Cathedral Abbey referred to in WCL Liber Albus below are well-founded.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Manuscript is not digitised, but the People of 1381 database provides an image of the document, as well as signposting a printed, but unpublished version, and providing an image of that page. The People of 1381 Online Database. Date Accessed 6/12/24. https://data.1381.online/projects_database/pr_sources_ro/?action=view&id=4158 ] 

London 
British Library
Cotton Tiberius C. viii: Second half of C.15.[footnoteRef:8] Purported excerpts from John Ball’s letters. If genuine, these give invaluable insight into the rebels’ perspective.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  According to lists on https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_manuscripts_in_the_Cotton_library#Tiberius. Source unclear. Date Accessed 12/12/24.]  [9:  https://blogs.bl.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2018/06/sir-robert-cottons-manuscripts.html The document is unavailable due to the 2023 cyber-attack. The link above is for a blog marking the adding of the collection of documents including this source to the UNESCO ‘Memory of the World’ register: Ancient, Medieval, and Early Modern Manuscripts [team], Sir Robert Cotton's manuscripts added to Memory of the World register, Medieval Manuscripts Blog, British Library (Posted 9/6/18). Date accessed 10/12/24.] 

London Metropolitan Archives
CLA/023/CP/01/106: 1381-82. London Court of Husting, Common Pleas: Writs tasking sheriffs with ‘placing in exigend’ persons involved in the revolt. Helpfully, this archive provides a ‘collection tree’ view, allowing one to see this document in the context others of similar relevance and provenance. This begins to show the relative abundance of extant sources.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  London Archives Collection Catalogue. Date Accessed 9/12/24. https://search.lma.gov.uk/scripts/mwimain.dll/144/LMA_OPAC/web_detail?SESSIONSEARCH&exp=refd%20CLA/023/CP/01/106 ] 

National Archives
SC.8 - Ancient Petitions: Petitioners: Adam Coppendale; Thomas de Beverley; men of Beverley. 1381. A search with the date 1381 and the key-word ‘rumour,’ which appears to be a common way for sources to refer to the revolt, returned this document among others. It is a petition for charges to be dropped on account that those who brought them were ‘trouble-makers and rebels to the King’. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  National Archives Discovery Catalogue. Date Accessed 5/12/24.  https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C9517125 ] 

Oxford
Bodleian Library 
Bodl. 316: 1388-94. Containing copied excerpts of John Wycliffe’s writing, considered and debated for its influence on the revolt.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Digital Bodleian. Date Accessed 6/12/24.   https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/5b1771ec-6fba-4545-a1e2-e25c070c1b31/ ] 

St. John’s College 
209 – Circa 1452. Another recorded fragment of verse evidencing popular memory of the revolt.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Medieval Manuscripts in Oxford Libraries. Date Accessed 6/12/24.  https://medieval.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/catalog/manuscript_12209 ] 


Printed/Published 
Worcester
Worcester Cathedral Library: WCL Liber Albus fol. 316v: 5th July 1381. Letter from the Prior apologising in advance for his absence from the meeting of the General Chapter of ‘The Black Monks’ on account of the Abbey’s tenants participating in the wider revolt. It gives an insight into how the structures of ordered life were disrupted, a sense of the classes involved (‘both free men and serfs’) and the wider support it may have enjoyed (‘others who support them in their cause’).[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  The People of 1381 Online Database. Date Accessed 6/12/24 https://data.1381.online/projects_database/pr_sources_ro/?action=view&id=4305                           Worcester Cathedral Library Archive is not digitised, but source has been published: Dobson, ed. W. A. Pantin, Documents illustrating the activities of the General and Provincial Chapters of the English Black Monks (Camden Third Series, 1931-7), III pp. 204-5.] 

Concluding Comments
Challenges in location some documents arose due to minor referencing differences between secondary literature and archival catalogues. This necessitated trying different combinations of references (e.g. removing a dot or dash, substituting them, shortening Bodleian/Bodley[footnoteRef:15] to Bodl., and so on). Moreover, many of the documents, though transcribed and even partially digitised elsewhere (such as the People of 1381 Database) were not always available through their host archive. Cross-referencing was required to develop a fuller understanding of sources. [15:  As it is represented in the bibliography of Writing and Rebellion] 

Of note is the rich scope of documentation, especially of named individuals connected to the revolt. Notable, too, is the importance of key documents in providing a more complete historical understanding, such as Richard II’s letters withdrawing grants made to the rebels. If only documents related to those grants being made survived, our picture of the revolt would be very different and a more lenient and conciliatory view of Richard might be held.
It would be of interest to look for more sources like the sample listed above from the Ancient Petitions held at the National Archives, so as to examine the potential social politics around both accusations of involvement in the revolt, (perhaps maliciously so, by jealous neighbours or greedy landowners for example), and the opportunity that might come for those charged with crimes -related to the revolt or not – if those who brought the charges might be seen (rightly or wrongly) as complicit in the revolt. Additionally, due to some sources being neither digitised nor translated, this project has relied heavily on interpretations in secondary literature as to their content and significance. Ideally, a more direct and primary analysis would be conducted. 
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