This gobbet will analyse a petition from the “inhabitants of the seigneury of Montjoye-Vaufrey” about the abuses of power being carried out by its Count. Montjoye-Vaufrey area is in the French frontier near the swiss border, at the time of writing it was a low priority area for the French government and for future development. The petition is addressed to “His Grace, Monsieur Necker, Minister of Finances” so it is clear that this petition is serious as it is addressed to a high ranking member of the nobility. The description of the region helps to highlight the extreme unjustness of their situation as the land is “small with almost inaccessible mountains, covered in large part by forests of beech and fir trees” with “naturally barren” soil which would be fine until it states that “close to one thousand individuals live in this region” with such a small population there should be enough for everyone but there isn’t. This is partly because of the Tithe of the Sixth Sheaf.

This Tithe requires one of every six sheaves produced to be handed over to the seignur, whilst one and a half sheaves are used for planting, leaving only 3 and a half sheaves for profit and survival. This has an almost pleading essence to it and highlights the sheer strain that paying this tithe places on the people as they can barely scrape a living from the extremely poor soil of the region. This is not helped by the Right of Mortmain.

This right allows the Lord of the land to seize the property of the deceased and can stop “infirm persons” from selling their land forcing them to beg for alms, previously gardens, houses and orchards were exempt from the duty but now the Lord takes everything. The Lord also requires the people to perform a Corvees or five days of unpaid labour that a vassal owes to a Lord, this would be fine except for the fact that the Lord assigns work when it is convenient for him that it may not be convenient for his people and that they might suffer for it he has not spared a thought for. Even after claiming all of these duties he still has the arrogance and the audacity to take eight deniers in tax from every journal of land, three hens for each hearth, one tenth of all wine compared to only one twentieth by the King and any person who moves to a new community is forced to pay a florin per year to do so this also applies to outsiders. This greed also extends to the communal forests. The Count appropriated them all for his own greed and profit. The sale of these woods was never in proportion to individual needs and has a detrimental effect on the populace.                                 

One of the most detrimental and unnecessary abuses by the Count is that under threat of a fine and at the Count’s leisure the people must participate in the Beating of the Woods, to drive out game animals for the Count to hunt. This not only wastes the people’s time as they get nothing out of this. They must also do it whenever he desires with no consideration for their own wishes or needs.

Whenever the people of this seigneury protest the Lord has them clamped in irons and imprisoned for insubordination. For two months he has kept six people in prison and has charged each of the fifteen gold louis. He practically keeps his people in slavery and treats them with the utmost cruelty.

The aforementioned tax on Sheaves is a stupidly archaic tax especially as this petition was written and submitted in 1789, that year the Harvest was terrible with food prices soaring[footnoteRef:1], add the already poor soil of the region and you have a recipe for a possible rebellion or at least justifiable mass dissent. The petition is well written so the author is clearly educated and knowledgeable on the goings on in Montjoye-Vauffrey. The author clearly has good legal knowledge as they are able to step by step describe the archaic customs, tithes and rights that the local Count is unfairly forcing on his already struggling people. [1:  E. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution 1789-1848, published by Vintage Books, New York, 1962] 
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