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What documentary sources might be used to shed light on rural life in medieval England?


Detailed documentary records concerning medieval rural life started to become more widespread from the thirteenth century. Whilst earlier written output can provide glimpses into that life, Domesday being an example of this in terms of land ownership, chattels and livestock, it was only when the meaning of “record” altered, from oral testimony to written, that documents started to be produced in significant numbers.

Clanchy states that this change to documentary recording was most marked during the reign of King John.[footnoteRef:1] Before that time, most records concerned governmental or ecclesiastical business, and it was rare that writings concerned rural communities. One exception, cited by Clanchy, is from Jocelin of Brakelond, detailing the way in which Abbot Samson listed activities in the area around Bury St Edmunds in the 1180s: [1:  M, Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, England 1066-1307, 3rd edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2013) p.78.] 


a general description was made, in each hundred, of leets and suits, hidages and corn dues, renders of hens, and of other customs, rents and issues, which had always been largely concealed by farmers; and he had all of these reduced to writing.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, p.96.] 


Over the next two centuries, local written records, describing many aspects of rural life, became far more numerous. In determining how to best show the light such sources shed, note has been taken of the areas which Arnold identified as central to all medieval history debate: Structures, Power, Culture and Ritual.[footnoteRef:3] Of these, ritual has been omitted as relating more to religious practice. The others will be used as a basis to frame an understanding of rural life, with examples then given of types of documents which inform such understanding.   [3:  J.H. Arnold, What is Medieval History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008) pp 88-118.] 


Primary sources, either direct or cited, demonstrating aspects of rural life, will predominantly be provided in relation to one English county: Wiltshire. As well as being the area of residence of the author of this work, the county is a mainly rural area. Helpfully, ‘no single great lord, other than the crown, held land in Wiltshire on a scale comparable with the great ecclesiastical establishments.’[footnoteRef:4] This means that some of the earliest manorial records, which often came from religious institutions, cover parts of the county, for example some of those from the bishopric of Winchester. [4:  J. Hare, A Prospering Society: Wiltshire in the later middle ages (Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2011) p.34.
] 


Structures

The standard structure within which all communities operated was the feudal one, with the monarch at its apex. Knights and leading ecclesiastical figures owed direct allegiance to the king, and they in turn received fealty from those below them in the seignurial pecking order, down to local lords, to whom peasants, free and unfree, had similar obligations. Elements of such a structure are first evidenced in parts of the country through Anglo Saxon land charters,[footnoteRef:5] but it was from the Norman occupation onwards that it began to be systematised through consistent subinfeudation across the country. [5:  M.Bailey, The English Manor c.1200-c.1500 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002) p.12.] 


For the 85% of the country who were peasants, occasional contact might occur with those higher up the seignurial ladder, such as is shown in the Patent Rolls for the reign of King John which record eleven visits of the monarch to the rural manor of Melksham in Wiltshire during his reign.[footnoteRef:6] One such visit was recorded in 1204, when fines were to be levied ‘on Friday next after the feast of St Nicholas, at Melksham.’[footnoteRef:7] But royal, and even knightly, visits were not the stuff of daily life. This was far more parochial, or, to be more accurate, manorial.  [6:  H.F. Chettle et al ‘Parishes: Melksham.’ A History of the County of Wiltshire: Volume 7. Eds. R B Pugh, and E. Crittall. (London: Victoria County History, 1953) pp 91-121. British History Online. http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/wilts/vol7/pp91-121 [Accessed: 6 May 2020].
]  [7:  T.D. Hardy, Sir, ‘A Description of the Patent Rolls In the Tower of London: to Which Is Added an Itinerary of King John With Prefatory Observations’ (London: Printed by G. Eyre and A. Spottiswoode, 1835).
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015033790919&view=1up&seq=162 [Accessed: 7 May 2020].] 


As subinfeudation progressed, the manor became the main building block of social organisation. Bailey details the following documents as the main sources for information about the medieval manor: surveys, custumals, extents, terriers and rentals.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Bailey, The English Manor, pp 21-95.] 


The most monumental survey was Domesday. For Wiltshire, this recorded 457 estate observations. An analysis of these, by McDonald,[footnoteRef:9] details plough-teams, livestock, labour and land, and comes to the conclusion that working life varied little between those on royal, ecclesiastical or lay estates: [9:  J. McDonald, ‘Entrepreneurship in Wiltshire, England, almost 1,000 years ago.’ Cliometrica 9, (2015) pp 193–207. https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1007/s11698-014-0113-y [Accessed: 7 May 2020].
] 


In Wiltshire, the main categories of labour were bonded labourers and slaves or serfs (No freemen or sokemen are listed in the entries.) ….. bonded labourers were divided into two categories, villans (or villeins) and other bonded peasants (mainly bordars, cottars, coliberts and coscets). The main land categories were woodland, meadowland and pasture.

Following Domesday, systematic surveys continued in some local areas, although never as comprehensively. However, from the thirteenth century, records became far more detailed at a manorial level, in terms of both process and content, with the latter including obligations of all those holding land from their lord, details of each measured field, furlong, meadow and pasture, and the extents, which itemised and valued types of land use. Tenure was recorded as divided between free and unfree (villeins) tenants. Each were beholden to their lord, but the unfree had a more complex range of obligations, and less freedom of movement. Such restrictions were often listed in great detail in manorial surveys and over time they evolved into more formal relationships, such as contractual villein tenure, and leaseholds.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Bailey, The English Manor, pp 26-37.] 


The reason for some of the earliest manorial records being for lands held under ecclesiastical control is that such institutions had central administrators to run estates and record what occurred within their demesnes. Hare’s review of Wiltshire documents from manors under the control of Abbeys or Bishoprics shows how they inform us on changes in rural populations: manorial accounts under the Bishop of Winchester record the growth in Downton of seignurial and tenant expansion; Glastonbury’s surveys ‘suggest that on the estate’s ten Wiltshire manors the greatest growth in the numbers of tenants ….. had occurred by the end of the twelfth century.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Hare, A Prospering Society, p.19.] 



Power

Within feudalism, it could be said that land itself was power. But the wielding of that power lay with those who controlled the land: its access and its use. In a manor, this control lay with the lord, whose power was exercised through two main routes: financial and legal. The reason that we have a variety of documentary evidence of such issues today is due to the administrative practices which were introduced into the running of manorial business from the thirteenth century. ‘The lord’s officials – reeves, bailiffs and agents – kept accounts of crop and stock yields, made extents, surveys and valuations, and drew maps.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre The Manorial Document Register for Wiltshire and Swindon goes Live! Blog 18 July 2016 < http://www.wshc.eu/blog/item/manorial-document-register.html> [Accessed 8 May 2020].
] 


Of these records, it is the manorial accounts, an integral part of estate management, which provide most insight into farming practices within rural areas. They were far more than a simple audit, and enabled lordly control through a process ‘to check and record the flow of money and goods, and to establish the financial position between agent and lord at the end of the accounting year.’[footnoteRef:13] Their main intended outcome was to establish what was owed to the lord. One example, from a fourteenth century manorial account from the village of Deverill in Wiltshire, illustrates this: [13:  Bailey, The English Manor, p.100.] 


In acquittance of Walter Lond' holding a cottage at Crockerton keeping the grange and supervising the threshing of grain and winnowing at Deverill and East Monkton from the feast of St Michael up to the feast of the Nativity of the blessed John the Baptist 12d. which will be acquitted at 4d. per term and the rest of the rent is pardoned below for his good service.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  D. Postles, Structure of an account, <https://web.archive.org/web/20180114061054/http://paleo.anglo-norman.org/account3.html> [Accessed: 8 May 2020].] 


At times, accounts indicate that tenurial behaviour was linked to custumals. These set out the expectations placed on those allowed to hold land. Birrell relates how one tenant of the Wiltshire village of Ogbourne St George was required to perform a harrowing service ‘whenever he was summoned,’ whereas for another, the cottars’ heriot was to be 15d. ‘and nothing else.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Jean Birrell, ‘Manorial Custumals Reconsidered,’ Past & Present, 224, 1, August 2014, pp 3–37, https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1093/pastj/gtu007  [Accessed: 7 May 2020].
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Legal

The higher courts in the land, royal or ecclesiastical, rarely concerned themselves with the mundanity of rural life. When they did, they mostly dealt with disputes between local gentry, imposing documented decisions called feet fines. Such records are a reminder that even those at the top of  local rural life were prey to decisions of legal courts above them. One example of this is from a Wiltshire manor in 1438:

Walter, John, John, Thomas Bonham, Thomas Estynton', John and Thomas Fermer have granted for themselves and the heirs of Walter that they will render each year to William for the life of William 24 pounds sterling, to wit, 6 pounds at the feast of the Nativity of St John the Baptist, 6 pounds at the feast of St Michael, 6 pounds at Christmas and also 6 pounds at the feast of Easter.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Medieval Genealogy, Feet of Fines CP 25/1/292/69 http://www.medievalgenealogy.org.uk/fines/abstracts/CP_25_1_292_69.shtml [Accessed: 9 May 2020].] 


However the majority of litigation related to rural life occurred within the manor itself, and for Bailey, manorial courts ‘represent the single most important source for the study of local society in the Middle Ages.’[footnoteRef:17] He describes how the earliest such courts were established for litigation between free tenants but that they soon increased in number across the country and became the predominant vehicle for regulating the relationship of unfree tenants to their lord, who often presided over the court. Held in a formal location, such as the Manor Hall, with increasing numbers of officials supporting them, justice was dispensed by whoever the lord placed in charge of the court, and over time this developed towards jury trials for cases which could not be resolved easily. Outcomes were often a payment of fees or transfer of land.[footnoteRef:18] In some areas the less frequent leet courts worked through a frankpledge system in which local villagers had to stand surety for their peers and recompense the lord for transgressions. [17:  Bailey, The English Manor, p.167.]  [18:  Bailey, The English Manor, pp 169-178.] 


At times, the imposition of court decisions would be on whole communities as well as on individuals within them. In this way, control could be exerted across the entirety of a village or manor. In 1247 these were some of the pleas recorded for the Manor of Ogbourne in Wiltshire: 

From the two townships [of Great and Little Ogbourne] for the Abbot's tallage, 10 marks.
Richard...in mercy for making default at the autumn boon-works. Fine, 6 d.
From Richard of Lortemere for the same, 6 d.
From Henry Reeve for his sheep caught where ward was made and for default in carrying service, 3 s.
From the whole township of Little Ogbourne, except seven, for not coming to wash the lord's sheep, 6 s. 8d.
From Little Ogbourne for default in reaping, 6 s. 8 d.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Internet History Sourcebooks Project, Manors of the Abbey of Bec, AD 1246, <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/seth/bec.asp> [Accessed: 9 May 2020].] 


Whilst most decisions were regarding land and livestock, they being at the centre of rural life, the Manor Courts also dealt with what would now be deemed criminal law matters. Again from the village of Ogbourne, in 1248, the court rolls show:

It was presented that Stephen Shepherd by night struck his sister with a knife and grievously wounded her. Therefore let him be committed to prison. Afterwards he made fine with 2 s. Pledge, Geoffrey of wick.
It was presented that Robert Carter's son by night invaded the house of Peter Burgess and in felony threw stones at his door so that the said Peter raised the hue. Therefore let the said Robert be committed to prison. Afterwards he made fine with 2 s.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Internet History Sourcebooks Project, Manors of the Abbey of Bec, AD 1248, <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/seth/bec1249.asp> [Accessed: 9 May 2020].] 


After these offences, the same court moved on to convict and require payment of all the local ploughmen for their ill ploughing of the lord’s land. There was little doubt as to who was in control of the Manor!

It should be noted that not all land was manorial. Significant areas of medieval Wiltshire were royal forests. Activity within these would regularly be punished by forest courts, with the results being recorded in eyre rolls for example: the Wiltshire forest eyre rolls for the late 1200s record long lists of:

amercements, rarely more than 2s. for cutting wood without warrant, and ½ mark for taking the deer.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  ‘Royal forests,’ A History of the County of Wiltshire: Volume 4. E Crittall, ed. (London: Victoria County History, 1959) pp 391-433. British History Online. http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/wilts/vol4/pp391-433 [Accessed: 7 May 2020].
] 


Court rolls can also indicate occasional rebellion against the imposition of power. Müller describes how rolls show, in 1348, villagers of Badbury in Wiltshire, alongside a number of other villages in the south west, rebelled against their lord and, having obtained copies of Domesday, demanded ancient rights of demesne land which had been recorded against members of their family in the 11th century. In 1377 the same village appealed again, ahead of a wider national Peasants Revolt.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  M. Müller, ‘The Aims and Organisation of a Peasant Revolt in Early Fourteenth-Century Wiltshire.’ Rural History, 14(1), (2003) pp. 1-20.
] 



Culture 

Documents such as those already cited, relating to structures and financial/legal decisions, tell us much about the organisation of rural life. Yet outside of these formalities, day to day existence continued in many other ways. Whilst it is harder to evidence culture through records, it is still possible to glean significant information on rural life at that time. 

For Wiltshire, Hare[footnoteRef:23] conducted a review of manorial documents in order to gain a clearer view of farming activity. He found that in terms of food production and consumption the recorded demesne acerage of particular crops varied across the county between the chalklands of the south and the clay vale of much of the west of the county. 'Some Manors with excessive downland cultivated exceptionally large areas of oats, suggesting that a larger proportion of the poorer land was being ploughed up and cultivated.’ [23:  Hare, A Prospering Society, p.43.] 


Berryman,[footnoteRef:24] in looking at two Wiltshire Manors, Longbridge Deverill and Monkton Deverill, was able to track over time the growth of barns, sheepsheds, as well as housing for cattle and pigeons. As with other studies, such analysis shows changes in rural work following the Black Death. For example, Thirsk[footnoteRef:25] describes the impact of that plague as bringing in a range of alternative agricultural practices as evidenced by a variety of documents such as written village by-laws, manorial accounts and individual manuscripts. [24:  D. Berryman, ‘Two Wiltshire Manors and their Manorial Buildings.’ Wiltshire Archaeology & Natural History Magazine, 109, (2016) 116-125.  https://pureadmin.qub.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/123654413/08_Berryman_Manors.pdf [Accessed: 9 May 2020].
]  [25:  J. Thirsk, ‘Agriculture after the Black Death.’ Alternative Agriculture: A History: From the Black Death to the Present Day. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). https://www-oxfordscholarship-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198208136.001.0001/acprof-9780198208136-chapter-2. [Accessed May 5, 2020].
] 


Farmer[footnoteRef:26] used the same manorial accounts as Berryman to explore the relationship between agricultural production and local markets in medieval Wiltshire, noting requirements placed on tenants within the Manors as to what produce had to be taken to which named markets and local fairs (grants for which were often recorded in charters). The detail in the accounts shows how interrelated local communities were. In the early 1300s trade was undertaken with numerous towns and villages, often many miles away in other counties. The world of the manor was not as locally narrow as one might have thought. For example, Farmer notes that: [26:  D.L. Farmer, ‘Two Wiltshire Manors and Their Markets,’ The Agricultural History Review, 37, Part 1, (1989), pp 1-12. < https://www.bahs.org.uk/AGHR/AGHR37.pdf> [Accessed online 9 May 2020].] 


Iron or possibly horse shoes from Salisbury ….. and from Southampton, ….. tar (for treating sheep scab) at Salisbury, Hindon and Shaftesbury, and laths at Shaftesbury and Gillingham. Millstones usually came from La Penne, and at least once each from Wareham, Fonthill and Salisbury. Hurdles for penning and flocks were fetched from as far as Gillingham, as well as from Chaddenwick, Siton and, most often, Merewodeland. Fencing (claustura) came most commonly from West Knoyle, occasionally from Chaddenwick, Chicklade and Selwood.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Farmer, Two Wiltshire Manors, p.10.] 


Over time, manorial records start to show more details about the poorest members of the community. Those without any property, the landless, are named. For example: ‘among the Court Rolls of Castle Combe, in Wiltshire, is a long series of listing of the landless, whose numbers increased through immigration during the fifteenth century.’[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Z Razi and R Smith, Eds, Medieval Society and the Manor Court (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) p.532. https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=0l2fupQyN28C&lpg=PA532&dq [Accessed online 9 May 2020].] 


There are, in addition, a number of other documentary sources which merit attention, even though specific examples have not been locatable online for Wiltshire.

In medieval rural life, poverty was a common experience. Dyer, when examining medieval poverty,[footnoteRef:29] found that ‘The activities of the community are best researched through probate records,’ which for peasants and artisans were preserved in quantity from the 1430s. ‘In the period 1350-1520, better-off villagers were developing ways of making a difference to the lives of the poor.’[footnoteRef:30]  He found that such Wills provided ‘clues and hints about the means by which money, food, fuel and clothing were distributed,’ and that some of these clues related to disability,[footnoteRef:31] which much more than gender or age, was found in some bequests.  [29:  C.Dyer, ‘Poverty and its Relief in Medieval England.’ Past & Present, no. 216, (2012), pp. 41–78. www.jstor.org/stable/23360224. [Accessed: 5 May 2020].
]  [30:  Dyer, ‘Poverty and its Relief,’ p.72.]  [31:  Dyer, ‘Poverty and its Relief,’  p.62.] 


Other Wills showed attitudes from those with money towards the rural poor. Dyer found that these were differentiated between gifts from those dying in towns, who would often leave bequests to the ‘deserving poor’ of local villages, such as hard-working ploughmen, and from those dying in villages, which were more often targeted at local beggars and vagrants. Further, he identified clues about the standard of living, by reviewing the amounts of money and food offered in Wills to individual poor, summarising that the poor were often ‘allowed by testators a standard 1d a day which was enough to provide an individual with a more than adequate daily diet, including some meat or fish.’[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Dyer, ‘Poverty and its Relief,’  p.65.] 


In further work on the medieval poor, Dyer, this time, explored churchwarden accounts recording parish guilds and church ales and discovered that there was more social differentiation in villages and this resulted in a more active sense of community .[footnoteRef:33] He cites the growth of almshouses as an example of this. Such developments coincided with a gradual demanorialisation of many communities. Many examples of the types of documents cited above also reflect this next stage of community evolution, but that is a different story for another time. [33:  C. Dyer,  ‘The English Medieval Village Community and Its Decline.’ Journal of British Studies, vol. 33, no. 4, (1994), pp. 407–429. < www.jstor.org/stable/176053> [Accessed: 5 May 2020].
] 
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