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Introduction



ofor who woul dhatsach rastias, ardiintenoeodes at that, would have
dared enter the chamber of the king and his mother with their filthy sticks, rebels
who had formerly belonged to the most lowly condition of serf went in and out like

lords, and swineherds setthemsd ves aboVe knightso

Engl andds first great r etowteehyearold KingRiphard d i n J
11 and his nobles came within a hairsbreadth of being overthrown; Sudbury his

Chancellor and Archbishop of Canterbury was murdered; Hales, his Treasirer

suffered the same fate. Ackingdne ntdbh e ucdutals €as
Sheriffs and Escheators were captured and executed, manorswvere ransacked and

legal documents were destroyed. Walsingham? simply could not understand what

had happened.

Acts of rebellion erupted right across the country, as far apart as Cornwall and

northeast England but it was the people of the southeast counties and London who

nearly brought the government down. Rebel leaders in East Anglia and Kent raised

thousands of supporters, attacked manors and prisons, marched and rode

substantial distances during the two weeks of the rising, before arriving in London

and surrounding the city. Sympathisers in London opened the gates of the city

allowing them toenter. TheSawy, John of Gauntodés home, the
the legal system and other property was ransacked;the Fleet prison was stormed

and the Tower occupied; it was only the concessions made by the king at Mile End

together with the execution of Wat Tyler at Blackheath that concluded the so-called

Peasants Revolt.

What drove medieval people to such desperation that they felt they had no other
course of action other than revolt? Was this a spontaneous reaction to a perceived
injustice or a desperateresponse to years of simmering resentment? What were
people trying to achieve that was so important that they were prepared to risk their
lives, their belongings and those of their families? Were the rebelsobjectives really

the same or did some use the rising as & opportunity to pursue their own ends?

! ThomaswalsinghamChronicon Angliaeed. E M Thomson, (Rolls Series 1874)
2Thomas Walsingham was a monk of St Albans and one of the foremost Chroniclers of the titeoHiison
Angliae is one of the significant accounts of the Rising.
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Who were these O6peasantsdé, country yokel s, i

to lose or people of some standing prepared to face the ultimate sanction?

Historians have different views about the reasonsforth e Ri si ng and Dobson
comment that Othe Peasants Revolt remains an
upon which every reader can %soggeststhabnot hei r ow
definitive analysis might ever be agreed upon. Yet the Rising deserves continuing
analysis particularly as historiography progresses beyond the traditional texts and

chronicles of the time.

This paper examines two propositions as acontribution to this history . Firstthat the
demographic consequences of the Black Death of 1348/9 (and it ssuccessor
visitations) created the conditions for the emergence of a new economic and social
order and that it was a determination to achieve political freedom to secure these
gains that finally drove people to rebellion. Second, thatthe Rising in Hertfordshire
had similar characteristics and objectives to the national uprising but that it also had

its own social and political dynamics that drove the rebellion in the county1381.

For some historians, the reason for the Rising was bad gwernance, the poor

prosecution of the 100 years war and financial corruption. For some, the non -

conformist teachings of Wycliffe were a significant factor; others argue that the levy

of the third poll tax and the crude and oppressive work of the Poll Tax

Commissionersin Essexwas the spark that ignited the protest. Some argue that it

was a O6dash for freedomd, O6the fundamental g
and the lack of legal and political rights of rural people, bound by duties of

servitude. * ®thers argue that villeinage was a social structure, more in name than

reality and that o6the ®Revolt was a very mild

Modern historiography accepts that single explanations are usually not good
enough to explain complex issues; this paper therefor e examinesthe Rising from a

mul ti di sciplinary perspective, something th

%R B DobsorThe Peasants Revolt of 138lacmillan Books, 1983®edition, p Xix
4 Barbara Tuchmarf Distant Mirror, The Calamitous1€entury Penguin Books, 1980, p 373
5 A Macfalane, The Origins of English Individualisdxford 1978, p185



political scientist, the anthropologist, the sociologist and agriculturalist in a common

i nt e% Thepapericonsiders five perspectives.

First, thatthe economic effects of the Black Death and its subsequent visitations in
1361/2 and 1369/70 createdad t i p p i rwhiclp utimatelyded to the Rising. The
economic changes which followed the plague allow ed people to significantly
improve their personal economic positions to such an extent that, a generation later,

they were willing to take up arms to protect those gains.

Second, that economic change led to the emergence of a different social structure.

The disease visited itself on thecountry for the first time in the autumn of 1348. Fifty
percent or more of the population perished . The new demographic profile reflected
a society that had reaped the benefits of economic change to create a new social

order.

Third, that the Rising was an overt political act, a determination to achieve political

changes to secure the new economic and social order.

Fourth, that the attacks on the legal professionwas evidence of a determination to
wreck the systems ofsocial control which threatened their n ew found freedoms. The
evidence from Essex and Kent in particular suggests rebels destroyed specific
manorial records, (documents sealed with green wax)® as a way of destroying
evidence of their villeinage status. The capture and execution of Sheriffs and
Escheators (as representatives of a repressiviegal system) was carried outwith great

coordination.

Finally,thatd ef i ni ti ons of ©Opeasantd do | ittle to ¢
Rising and that by understanding who and what the rebels were gives its own

understanding of why they were prepared to rise against the government.

Sources vary in their reliability and availa

arguably unreliable yet their very availability forms a starting point for assessng the

6 Hilton, Rodne¥ Wa S RA S @dny lessoss®@cuinafl af Beasant Studigs 1974
”Malcolm Gladwellhe Tipping Poiit ! 6 F OdzaX wWnnoT DfFRgSEfQa LEINBLIZAAGAZ2)
Y2YSyid 6KSYy ARSIaz GNBYyRa FyR 0SKI@A2dz2NE ONR&aa | (KNE
I WR2YAYy2 STFFSOUQ HKAOK YI& 0S RStAOSNIGS 2N y2diz 0 dz
8 Nicholas Brookes$Fhe Organisatin and Achievements of the Peasants of Kent and Essex iRi88fudies
in Medieval Historyed Harting and Moore, Hambledon Press, 196360
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events under discussion.Walsingham, Knighton, Froissart, Reville and the
Anonimalle Chronicle all provide their own interpretations of the events yet
significant criticism has been levelled at their accounts of the Rising? Other records
offer a somewhat more accurate picture. Data on tax records is found in formal
documents such as calendars of close rolls and calendars of fine rolls Evidence of
whom the rebels were and where they were from together with accounts of the
damage wroughtduringthe Ri si ng are found in Kingds Benc
records and other indictments. Records providing information about the working of
the economic system, prices and wages, are found in manorial records although

their availability is variable. Records fromEssex and Suffolkfor example, provide a

rich source of data;St i t t 0 ®f the manbryof \Vysnondley and Tomkin& analysis
of the records of Park help set a Hertfordshire context.

Demographic, economic, social, legal, and political evidence therefore forms the
framework of this analysis. The analysis is predicated on the proposition that no
Rising of this scale and ferocity would happen without a series of events building

pressureup to crisis proportions. The Black Death wasthe starting point .

9 Paul Strohm for one suggests the chronicles employ a broad range of strategies designed to discredit the
sacial standing, judgement and objectives of the rebels at every level of representation.

Paul Strohmj 2 OK2y Q& ! NNB g3 ¢ K S"cdnrdRekidPrinteton Inivefsity(Piegs\(192)H M n
34
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King Death

0The beginning of the pl agued figraesviolemt 1350 m
pestilence.onl! y t he dregs of the popul ation |/

The stone carverods despair at Ashwell Church
would have agreed with him but there are also those who argue that the arrival of

the plague was also an opportunity for survivorsto improve their lives. Bridbury for

onesuggestst hat 6so much of the rural "peatpyul ati on
that the famines of 1315-17 and the mid -century pestilences of 1348-49 were more
purgative than toxic.'* Hei nt roduces us to a century oO6o0of v
witnessed in the unprecedented famines and epidemics an assault on the social

system which was infinitely deadlier than any, which it has sustained..., by way of

military loss or political subversion. Yet the result was to inaugurate a century of

prosperity for the vast majority of the population, the like of which was not known

again for gene®ations to come. 0

The Black Death first swept through England during the later months of 1348 and
the first part of 1349. It left behind devastated villages, manors, towns, monasteries
and churches. It was indiscriminate in its attack; rich and poor, young and old fell foul
of the disease.Mortality rates varied across the country but an average of 40-50%
appears to be an accepted figure for all deaths. Data from Durham , for example,
shows that out of 28 communities which had an overall loss of 50%, 2 had death
rates of 30%, 8 had death rates of between 50-59% and 8 had death rates of 60%+
and the remainder above these levels!3 The reduction in tenants on the estates of
the Bishop of Worcester was as high as 76% in Bidbury, and 80% in Astont* Po o s 0
analysis of four Essex caonmunities shows that in Market Roding, average mortality
was 25%, in Great Waltham, it was 44%, at Clatham Hall, it was 44% and at High

Easter, it reached 54%:° Data such as thisindicatesthe absolute devastation

10 Bruce Dickens, Historical Graffiti in V Pritchadeitfordshire, English Medieval Graffitambridge
University Press 1967, p 181
11w . NA RO dENSI| {BEoBiHistdrylREviewz6, 1973, p591
12 |bid p577
BRichard Lomas¥he Black Death in County Durh@dournal of Medieval Histos, 1989p 129130
4 Christopher Dyer Lordsand Peasants in a Changingcty, he estates of the Bishopric of Worcester, 680
154Q Cambridge University Press 1980, p238
5L R Poo¥fhe Rural Population of Essex in the later Middle 2§e®nomic History Rewe38, pp52930
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wrought on the country, resulting in major disruption to the social and economic

fabric of the country. Henry Knighton'*not ed t hat & many buil dings
total ruin for want of inhabitants. In the following winter there was such a lack of

workers...that it was thought that there ha d hardly been such a shortage before; for

a manodos farm animals and other | ivestock wan
all his possessions were left unguarded. And as a result all essentials were so

expensive that something which had previously costlddwas now wor tth 4d or

The survival of young people was crucial; they were the people who worked the
land. Income and the continuation of the economy depended upon their availability.
The survival of women of an age capable of bearing children was also aucial if
communities were to recover their numbers. Despite their survival, population levels
did not recover quickly; the return of the plague in 1361 and 1369, migration a nd

falling marital fertility were all factors working against population recovery .

In Suffolk, at Waltham le Willows, some 64% of the children perished, 50% of people

over 40 years died as did over 90% of ol der
only 14% in their twenties died and just 20% of those in their thirties died. *® For these
younger people, Othe plague presented an unl
into the privileged tenant class. In a society previously characterised by over

abundant labour, by soil exhaustion and by declining productivity, the time had

comeforMal t hus i ahWhilst thecplague fiyures are enormous, the survival

rates of younger people go some way to explain the rapid social and economic
recovery that followed; 6 8 2 % of pl ague vacated hol dings wi
tenants within a year in Halesowen, most young and locally born, 42% being the

sons and daughters of the dead. 8°

Many villages saw their population decimated, some ceased to exist and many of the
others were granted relief. The lay subsidy rolls of 1354 in the East Riding of

Yorkshire lists ninety-nine vills receiving such helpfrom the proceeds of the Statute of

16 Henrici Knighbn, canon of Leiester whose chronicles chart amongst other things the mov3ement of wages
and prices and the effect of the Black Death on the country.
17 Chronicon Henrici Knighton Rolls Series 18891 5865
8 Ray LocKThe Black Death in Walshare -Willows,Proceedings of the Suffolk Institute of Archaeology and
History 37, 1992 pp3120
Yibid
20Colin PlattKing Death, The Black Death and its aftermath in late Medieval Endl&idPress, 1996, p10
7



Labourers. Parishes without priests were handed over to religious houses or merged
for similar reasons. Some priests refused to work for the pre plague wages on offer
and like their fellow parishioners used the opportunities open to them to improve

their condition by negotiating from a stronger position.

The Black Death turned the demographic profile of the country on its head. What

was left was a population suddenly not overcrowding the land, employed and
increasingly | ess O6beholdend to their master
gradually discovered they could negotiate new wage rates and other benefits with

their landlords, people who for the first time in their lives could seriously improve

their standards of living. It was the survivors of the plague that benefited from the

new economic order that followed and many of them were the rebels of 1381.



A new economic order

&o goes the world from bad to worse when they who guard the sheep or
herdsmen in their places, demand to be rewarded more for their labour than
the master balliff used to be. And on the other hand it may be seen that
whatever the work may be the labourer is so expensive that whoever wants

anyt hi ng done must pay five or si*x shillir

John Gower, poet and friend of Richard Il reflected a widely held view amongst the

King and nobility about the way land workers were using the scarcity of labour to

negotiate higher wages and working conditions. This was a threat to the personal

wealth of government and | andowners and to t
the elite, the forces of supply and demand might make labour scarce but they could

not be permitted to makeite x pen®i ve. &

If the church and lords had the ear of the king, the knights and lower nobility were

able to voice their concerns about rising wage demands in parliament. They were

swiftly acted upon. The Ordinance of Labourers was issued in 1349followed b y the
Statute of Labourers two years |l ater; ©o6the e
reproach towards labourers and artisans seeking a competitive wage for their labour.

The new legislation ushered in a generation of prosecution and harassment. In the

first ten years of enforcement 671 justices were employed and all relied on the

testimony of local royal and seigniorial officials such as baliliffs, reeves, constables and

s t e w &% THese adents of the crown paid a heavy price in the revolt.

With a substantial decline in population, land values should have dropped as its

scarcity reduced; rents would fall dragging prices after them; wages would rise. Yet
paradoxically, and despite the criticisms of
wages and prices do not indicate by the slightest movement that there was any

change in the relative scarcities of land and labour until near the end of the

2 John GowerMirrouNJ RS £ Q2YYSI LL ¢KS /,2dvAdEMadaGay20xitid 1B899R2F W2 Ky L
p 293

22 John HatcherEngland in the Aftermath of the Black De@fPast and Resent Societyno 144 (Aug 1994)

pl0

23 Alistair DunnThe Great Rising of 138Iempus, 202, p26



c e nt 4 This inddnsistency is at the heart of the economic argument; on the one
hand chroniclers and writers lament the rising cost of labour whilst on the other,
economic theory and data suggest the opposite. How can these two positions be

reconciled?

Faced with a significant change to the availability of labour, landowners replaced

hired labour or customary work wi th rent and sale. Free and unfree began renting or

buying land. Postan confirmed the shift to tenant farming recording 6t hat f al | i ng
attract wage earners into tenant farming with the result that the supply of wage

earners is depleted more sharplythan t he s upp P nofCollahosthra.ld , 01
yeoman farmers engrossing their neighbourds
pushed up the size of each purchase. Half acre plots had been the norm pre plague,

an average of 1.4 acres was common by the end oft h e ¢ e*hLandowpersd

similarly moved to secure income from their lands by offering new terms. The Abbott

ofEyns ham 6 made a new agreement with two tenan
mor e f av ou r?a@theelandloeds fousd gieat difficulty in finding and

keeping tenants. In the Durham Hallmoot Book of 1350/55 no less than thirty one

cases are listed of land lying waste, vills arguing they were so weakened they could

not pay anything; in one case, a vill uses the situation to renegotiateterms6i n secr et

Sso as not to set a bad@& example to other vill

Land transfer involved transferring villeinage land as well as other holdings. Hilton?°

records examples in Gloucester, as does Watso#f in Minchinhampton. The

i mportance of Hihdt Glouoester transteses aillein land to general

rental at much higher premiums and even mor e

peasants who came forward to bid for these leases seem to have been villeins, but

24 Bridbury, The Black Deatlp 588
%a t 2 dHcdnghic EWidence of Declining Population in the Later MiddleQ&mmomic History Review,
1950 p243-244
26 platt,King Deathp11
2" Horrox, The Black Deatlp285
28 1bid p 326
2R H HiltonGloucester Abbey, Leases of the laté"k@ntury,in English Peasantry in the later Middle Ages,
Oxford University Press, 1979 pp189
30 C W WatsonThe Minchinhampton Custumdristol and Gloucester Archaeological Society 1932
10



they must have been wealthy villeins keen to profit from the possession of extra

| ands. 0

Beverageds work analysing the estatgdgmt of Win
0 f r o m-13r2n%0ey wages and the price of wheat move decade by decade

always in the same direction, rising and fallingt o g e t**Second,dhat following the

Black Death, wage rates continued to rise and those demesne farmers not relying on

customary tenants would have found profit margins squeezed; those with customary

tenants would have been more able to protect their p rofits from the higher prices

that accompanied the rise in wage costs. The position of landlords with demesne

land was further weakened with the move away from land work by their rural

workers and it is no surprise therefore that it was the larger landlord s with demesne

land whose cases are found in Kings Bench court records as bringing suits under the

various labour statutes to try and control wages.

Demesne farming began its decline after 1349. The continuing movement of wages

and prices combined with the social changes to the rural population made it

increasingly difficult to attract labour. By the later 14" century, manorial records are

0full of despondent reckonings of decayed re
farms surrendered to tenants on almosta ny t ®F enisl. i6ngds study of t |
Hutton Manor in Essex suggests that 6by 1389
tenants we can only infer from the 30% rise in rents and the empty holdings. The

acreage of crops sown on the demesne is not half that of 1342 and greatly

di mini shed since 13689; no 3f ul | villein hol di

Stittds wor k%, Hertfordslyire) emptidsisey these changes. Manorial
records show that O0the acreage cropped droppc¢
1352/3 and that the reduction in the workforce made the alternative of sheep

farming a positive policy. In 1352, the demesne supported a flock of over three

31 | G ORMgINESerfdoQ p 17
32\W BeverageWages in the Winchester Man@&conomic History Reviesii (1936) p 23
33 Bridbury, The Black Deatlp586
34K G FeilingAn Essex Manor in the Fourteenth Cen@Bnglish Historical Reviewol 26, no 102 pp33338
B We KS saof Gfentahd Little Wymondley were part of a lay estate; their geographical position lies
between St Albans and Cambridge and between Dunstable and Bury St Edmunds, points where the unrest in
the county produced violent repercussions in 1381, F B $ti#, Manors of Great and Little Wymondley in the
later Middle Ages(Unpublished Ph.Chesis 195}, Hertfordshire Record Office, p1
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hundr ed 3°Shedodopvingitable indicates the impact of reduced labour

availability on the demesne land at Wymondley;3’

Units of labour

1333/4

1352/3

1366/7

General Labour
available

20

10

5

Hoeing works

237

99

42

Harvest works

578

282

154

Table 1 The impact of labour availability on demesne land in Wymondley

Stittds

anal ysis

sshify tg €heep earinghdamesna larel wass i d e

increasingly given over to tenant farming. Thirty acres at le Leye (a sub manor) were

leased out in 1352, a year later it was forty-eight. Wymondley clearly reflects the

national trend.

Some studies of wage rates and their purchasing power appear not to support the

hypothesis that the opportunities open to the survivors of the Black Death led to

substant

and Hatcher sums the positionupinob s er vi ng

ial i

mprovement s

n thei
t hat

r

a

nNcomes.

6al t hough

the generation after the Black Death, so too did the prices of almost all basic goods.

The net result was that in a period of seemingly scarce labour resources, real rewards

i mproved

onl y®

mar ginal |l y.

~

0]

36 Stitt, The Manors of Great and Little Wymondley in the later Middle pgés

37 ibid, p86

38 Hatcher ngland in the aftenath of the Black Deafpp7
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Agricultural Workers Piece Rates; Units of work needed to buy one quarer of wheat and one quarter of b arley??

Cost of Grain | Threshing Winnowing Reaping pay | Binding Mowing pay Spreading
(d) Pay per unit units needed | per unit per unit units needed
Units needed

1290s 133.7 4.55 294 4.9 27.3 4.65 28.7
1300s 111.7 4.73 23.6 5.45 20.5 4.97 225
1310s 163.4 4.82 33.9 6.65 24.6 5.46 29.9
1320s 139 5.27 26.4 6.4 21.7 5.82 23.9
1330s 109.9 5.32 20.7 6.16 17.8 5.56 19.8
1340s 101.4 5.38 18.8 5.87 17.3 4.95 20.5
1350s 146.8 6 245 7.22 20.3 6.32 23.2
1360s 167.8 6.46 26 8.17 20.5 6.96 241
1370s 136.8 7.56 18.1 9.22 14.8 7.58 18
1380s 105.2 7.77 135 9.14 115 7.6 13.8
Table2. Agricultural workerds piece rates

Manorial records in Wymondley suggest different occupations received different (or
no) improvement in payments as the table below shows. Whether the gaps in
information are the result of damage to the records or a deliberate attempt to mask

payment information is unknown .

39D L FarmerCrop Yields, Prices and Wages in Medieval Eng&indies in Mdieval and Renaissance History,
vi 1983 p146
13



1352/3 1354/5 1366/7 1369/70 1372/3
Carter 2s in winter illegible 2s half year 2s half year 2s half year
Ploughman 1s6d in winter illegible No entry No entry No entry
Carpenter 2d/day 3d/day No entry 3.75d-5d/day 4-5d/day
Thatcher No entry 3d/day No entry 5-6d/day 5s/week
Thresher 3d/quarter 3d/quarter 3d/quarter 3d/quarter 3d/quarter
Mower 5d/acre 8d/acre 6d/acre 6d/acre 6d/acre
Reaper 6-7d/acre 6d/acre 6.5d/acre plus No entry 7d/acre plus food

food

Table 3. Selected wages from 1352 to 1373*

Analysisof the wages and earnings of other groups show a different picture. Penn

and Dyer describe the 6daily wages of ski
increasing by 66% between 1340 and 1390, from 3d to 5d a day and those of the

unskilled almost doubled from 1.5 to 3d a day. Real daily wages of craftsmen were

45% higher in 1390 than fifty years earlier and those received by unskilled workers

rose by a l%rger margin.d

The rural employment profile changed. Peoplepur sued mul ti pl e occupa

known feature of the published poll tax records of the eastern and northern counties

of Essex, Suf f*%Arkalayngdi syoafk shli 9 er.edcords descr

including spinners, weaver s*Esserrecardstoefirms o f
this diversification of occupations. Thirty years after the Black Death, there were

many smallholdings not producing enough corn to feed a family and cover taxes
andrents; 6i n the 1381 poll tax records, al most
were listed as craftsmen, mainly smiths, carpenters and textile workers...or as

br ewer s, butch“rs and bakers. d

40 stitt, The Manors of Great and Little Wymondlpy3
“IThorold Rogersf Hitory of Agriculture and NJA @p2%2825 and others in Penn and Dy&ages and
Earnings in Late Medieval England; Evidence from the Enforcement of the labouThaviiconomic History
Reviewvol 43, no 3 pp35876
42 Charles OmarThe Great Revolt of 138Greenhill Books, lomlon, 1906
43 penn and DyeiNages and Earnings in Late Medieval England; Evidence from the Enforcement of the
Labour Law@Economic History Reviewgl 43, no 3, (Aug1990, p 360
44 C C DyeiThe Causes of the Revolt in Rural Essxiddell and Wood, &x Record Office Publication 8,
p21
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The workforce became ‘increasingly flexible. Occupational descriptions derived from
cases describe people with multiple occupations such as carpenters, threshers and
fishermen, and so on, which suggests workers drew their income where they could
throughout the year. Judicial records also give numerous examples of people leaving
employment on the land as ploughmen and turning their hand to other
occupat i on ssare d@sokndwnyoihave taken on a more permanent basis
such varied occupations as carpenter, weaver, fuller, butcher, fisherman, thatcher
and shipgwright. d

People became increasingly geographically mobile (something that highlights the
rigidity of the labour laws being at odds with the reality of the emerging 14 ™ century
economy). Thatchers and building workers moved from town to town following

their trade, harvesters would have followed crops as they ripened. In addition,
craftsmen and tradesmen had a much larger degree of labour mobility than did land
workers; the land workers were clearly more tied to their landlords and their

requirements.

Therei s evi dence t hat Omedi ev al workers were ¢

i nt e 1iathe veayth ey negotiated annual contracts. Clearly, they shared
information and ©0i nt edotiate ther arm@abcontactd. Rura e d
people understood the idea of solidarity, something that stood them in good stead in
1381.

A short-term labour economy alsodeveloped.Kenyonds wor k exami
cases brought under the Statute of Labourers and the Statute of Cambridge indicates
6t hat workers preferred the freedom of
and thereby gained higher wages. She too detected a movement of workers from
agricultur®l mntioncolafsisi e for exampl e,
fishermen departed after 2 days, 3 days, 2 weeks, 20 days, 21 days, 1 month, 11

weeks, 3 months and 7 months despite being offered longer and more stable

R Sillemed Sessions of the Peace in Lincolnshire I35 incoln Record Society, 30 1937 p43
4R H HiltonPopular movements in England at the end of th& Gentun®in Class Conflict and the crisis of
Feudalism Verso Books, 1990
47N KenyonWabour conditions in Essex in the reign of Rich&d B M CarusVilson, edEssays in Economic
Historyii 1962

15
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c o nt r*ATbe nsain attraction of shortterm work was its higher rate of pay; Penn

and Dyer calculate that ©o06a ploughman working
1360s might earn £2 which would include addition al gifts, food and basic pay. A

labourer not tied to a lord might earn nearly 30% more (including food) and consider

himself free 3 Whilst short-term employment may have been preferred by workers,

it was increasingly in the interests of the landowners too. Much of the work available

from landowners was seasonal; tasks were time limited such as getting the harvest

in; craftsmen such as thatchers were not required on a permanent basis, all of which

freed landowners from long -term customary commitments.

If the analysis ofmanorial records indicates little real increase inwage payments,

how is it possible to reconcile this with the experience of Knighton and others?

Kni ghthonides s just one instance of many | ament
of workmen, their arr ogance, their over indulgence in leisure and of course their

contempt of t ¥ &hedtommon conscidusness regiesented byliterature
ofthedaysupports Kni ght on &srsRiowmeantellsof dalboarggld and 6 s
drinking, singing, and arguing illness instead of working hard to the ideals of some

imagined rural idyll.8* Go we r & sé Miom /kq u r \wtiten sSobhetimerbefore

1378 Orebukes | abourers for their | aziness a
than their work deserves.8? Langland and Gower O6are broadly r ej

observations contained in the |litePatur e, ch

A 06 bl ac k hademergednedpite supporting the Statute of Labourers,
employers needed labour and had to compete with other employers for it. In doing
so, they had to find a way of circumventing the very legislation they had supported.
Their official manorial records recorded prices and wages at a legal level to avoid
prosecution yet with a shortage of workers they had to find a way of paying wages
at a level that recruited the workers they needed. A Commons petition in 1376

remarkably admitted such collusion between employer and employee stating that

48 Sillem,Sessions of the Peace in Lincolnsipig3-4
4 penn and DyeiNages and Earningp370
50 Hatcher England in the aftermath of the Black De@itil 1
51W LanglandThe Vision of William concerning Pittvs Ploughmared W W Skeat 2 vols. Oxford 1886
52 Hatcher ¥ngland in the aftermath of the Black De@thl 44
53 Owst, Literature and the Pulpin Medieval EnglandCambridge University Press, 1966 pp363
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0 greater mischief is the receiving of such of such vagrant labourers when they have
fled their masters services, for they are taken into sevice immediately in new places
at such dear wages that encouragement is afforded to all servants...and go from
master to master as soon as they are displeased about any matter...for fear ofisch
flights the commons now dare not challenge or offend their servants but give them

whatever theywi sh t o ask i n spite of the sbtatutes

The fears and confusion amongst the petitioners were prescient; five years later ther

workers rose against King and government.

Evidence of the evasion of the Statuteisfound in manorial records and in the
proceedings of courts hearing cases of abuse
di scovered that worker s i0trieocne itvoe dt haeni®ra pnpor neecyi
and they | ater added a postscript to his art
threshing over and above the stated piece rates in fact occur in most of the manors
investigated in a good many>y¥ammer s between 13
acknowledged the existence of ©o6giftsd of <cas
wheat worth 30s in 1363/4 and a cash bonus of 11s 11d the next year...and even a

Christmas party to encourage workers to come the next season in Apuldram.§’ Stitt

found O6t hat per manent servants, whose wages a
those received in 1334 in fact received higher rewards because half of their issues

consisted of wheat as against a figure as small as a tenth in earlier years. In brief

there is little in the account rolls to conflict with the conclusions of Thorold Rogers

that after 1350 the cost of hired labour had risen by as much as 50%5 Rogers had

seen evidence in manorial rolls of wage entries being struck through and lower rates
inserted. He commentedthat,61 cannot help thinking that t|
to evasions of the statute, and that the labourer was perhaps remunerated to the full

extent of the previous entry but in some covert way, or by some means which would

notcomewit hin the penal ties of the statute.d

54 Rotuli parliamentorum: EdwardHenry VI, 6 vols. (London 1783)
SSW H BeverageWages in the Winchester Mand@&conomic History Reviexi 193637 p37
56 ibid p37
57 Farmer \Zrop YieldQp470
58 Stitt, The Manors of Great and Little Wymondley6
59J E T Rogera History of Agriculture and Prices in Engl@wébrd University Press 1902 p 300
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Other evidence can be found in prosecutions brought under the Statute . Putnam

found that in the East Riding of Yorkshire i
and 6d a day and that unlawful threshing rates ranged f rom 1.5d to 4d a day, both
Owith®dBwdndt he carpenter who made the stock
workers who refused to swear obedience to the Statute of Labourers was paid at the

il 1l egal r at & Tadmson® lists examplesafycrafmen receiving excess

payments, of accepting liveries of corn and wheat and other inducements in

Wiltshire

It seems safe to conclude that by te time of the Rising, the workforce had put many
of the financial hardships of the first half of the century behind them. They had
employment, they were able to save, their employment diversified and the ability to
negotiate short-term contracts of different kinds meant that their income levels
improved over the whole year and that traditional winter sh ortages were reduced.
Importantly, the economic changes ushered in a psychological change in the
relationship between landowner and worker. Power was being rebalanced,
economic freedom was being experienced; a new confidence and a determination
not to be held back became embedded in the working population. Yet, political
freedom eluded them. Thisnew order was insecure and unrecognised by king,
government, chroniclers and even the poets of the time. They had no means of
exercising political choice. The potential for fut ure tension increased as the changes
took hold.

50Yorkshire Sessions of the Peace, 1B84ed B H Putnam (Yorkshire Archaeological SodRigord series c,
Wakefield 1939
51 Farmer,Crop Yieldg484
62E M ThomsonQffenders against the Statute of Labourers in Wiltshire,13h@ Wiltshire Archaeological
and Natural History Magazine XXXIII, 1903/04 pp403/6
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An uncertain social order

60AIl men, free and of one conditi

The balance of economic power had shifted between worker and landlord yet the

old legal structures of medieval control remained in place. Political freedom was out

ofreach.Vi | | eins 6could not plead in court again
in Parliament, they were bound by duties of servitude which they had no way to

break except by forci bl y3Ecbomia progiesshadéeft change
people uncertain of their rights and fearful that lords might try to enforce traditional

rules of serfdom. Their positions were legally precarious.

Hatcher suggests that sudies of serfdom have been dominated by tw o distinct

approaches; @ne establishesthe position of the serf under the law, particularly the

common law , the other seeks to trace the nature and weight of seigniorial duties

and o bl i%grhetrhietoric of thélegal position of people and the reality of their

lives was now obvious. Economicchange hadl eft many people 6de f a

in law still subject to seigniorial control . Their position was legally ambiguous..%®

The legal position of villeins was far more complex than the position set out in the
common law. Hatc her suggests that O0the source of mu
between the testimony of legal treatises and proceedings in crown courts and that of

i nnumer abl e man o®tWhistitisdleac tbatmmdet cemmdn law, the

unfr ee had practice, lordstaimest invdriably recognised the restraints

which custom imposed on them...and because the unfree were outside of common

law, they fell within the purview of private seigniorial tribunals...which operated
according to ¢éunsother womrds, yhe legallfrarevdork of villeinage

gave lords the power to circumvent national common law, which they needed to be

able to do if their labour supply was to be secured.

63 Barbara Tuchmard Distant Mirror The Calamitous $4Century Penguin Books, 1980, p 373
64 John HatcherEnglish Serfdom and Villeinage, Towards a Reasses@iasitand Presenho 90 p 4

66 Hatchet ¥nglish Serfdo@p 7
57 bid p 7
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The balance between free and unfree people in the 14™ century emerges from local

records. Kos mi nskyds sampl e ®imthe dounties detweed Sufotk Ro |l | s
and Oxfordshire found a ratio of 3:2 in favour of the unfree. However, @ata from the
Northern Danel aw suggests the O0freed compris
tenantry; surveys of manors in the north west suggest the unfree may well have

accounted for less than 20%; in the west midlands and Marches, free tenants

frequently predominated...and in Kent villeinage was virtually nonexistent.%® Ki n g & s

wor k s ug g eratb af two \illairt houwseholds for every three free peasant

households over the whole of England in the late 13 ™ century is unlikely to

underesti mat e t h e’ Takinginte accoonf people livingein towss, &

those working in a trade, the clergy, the gentry and nobility, Hatcher calculates that
O0households holding by unfree tenure may wel

third of totlal househol ds. o

d6Unfreedomd was n G Wideadegueasiofunfreedonshava beens .

d e s cr i lkachloneadependént on the type and weight of servile dues

expected.3® Locally negotiated examples of villeinage suggest a vague line between

6freed and O6unfreed was often the reality. E
could own chattels; that t he property of villeins were often not seized by the lord but
secured by successors on the payment of a he
to buy and sell land, including their unfree holdings, lords frequently accepted the

right of villeins to make wills...and everywhere as the 13" century progressed the

obligations on tenants were increasingly defined. There can be no doubt whatsoever

that the unfree that paid their rents and performed their services almost invariably

enjoyed an absolute hereditary security of tenure that rivalled that enjoyed by the

freed*Fi nally, Harveyds work suggests that 06in

88 E A Kosminskgtudies of the Agrarian Histoof England in the 3century,ed R H Hilton, trans, R Kisch,
Oxford 1956
89 Hatcher,®¥nglish Serfdo@p 7
0 Edmund Kinggngland 1178425, Rouledge and Kegan Paul London 1979 p 50
"t Hatcher English Serfdo@p 7
2Rodney Hilton discusses the problém 2 ¥ RSFAYAGA2ya 2F WFINBSQ FyR Wdzy FNE
and Villeinage in England, Past and Present number 31, Jul 1965
Bl GOKSNI woy3ftAraK {SNFR2YQ L) y
lbidp 9
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period, the annual dues for villein holdings ...changed little in the century that

separated the makingofthecust umal c¢c1225 and the Black De

Customary duties had in many places, simply not been performed in the hundred

years preceding the Black Death. Hatcher suggests a steadily weakening financial
relationship between | or d steadity weakenetlasfeést hei r ¢
came to be regarded as patrimonies and as the services rendered came to be fixed

and certain. The consequence was often declining real incomes from the villeinage

and most enterprising landlords came to realise that the best opportunities for profit

lay in the exploitation of market for%es rat

The extent to which Customary responsibilitieswere oppressive remains in doubt as

does the importance of customary labour as defining the relationship between lord

and villein. Thorold Rogers asserted in 1886
labour system remained by the eve of the Black Deathd’ A large variability between

theory and practice emerges f r oitwoudampeast udy o
that services of two or more days a week were performed in the 14™ century by a

relatively small minority of English villein tenants. Only in a few counties, including

Hertfordshire, was regular week work rendered by a substantial proport ion of the

unfree; in a large minority of countes, ser
Dyer estimates that perhaps O6half the peasan

paid much higher rents than did freeholders (often about a shilling an ac re) and

were |liable to do | abour serwvwice and they al
Dyerd6s work establishes the empl oyment profi
is available, suggests the Hertfordshire pop

admittedly corrupt list of people paying poll tax in Hinckford Hundred 25% of the
heads of household were craftsmen , mainly smiths, carpenters, textile workers such
as tailors and weavers, and cobblers, whilst another source of income lay in the retail

tradethe most common being those J%Furtherewer , but

5B HarveyWestminster Abbey and its Estates in the Middle AG&sendorPress Oxford 1977, p 219
"¢ Hatcher'Bnglish Serfdo@p 14
"Rogers, p 91
"8 Miller and HatcherMedieval England; Rural Society and Economic Chaoggman 1978 pp 1A
®Dyer,The Cases of the Revqlp26
80 Dyer,The Causes of the Revp#3
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confirmation follows with evidence that, O6o0on
the high rate of wages reported at the ti me
owned large quantiti es of livestock, with individuals having herds of up to 120 sheep

or 20 8 attle. o

The rebels were not youngsters. O6Many of the
Filliol who must have been in his forties at the time of the revolt or John Benorth

who had d aughters of marriageable age in 1381 suggesting he too was over

f o r8 Manydvere alsorelativelywe al t hy . Dyer suggests that t

rootless and without a secure source of income...most held land, John Benorth had

10.5 acres ...James atté-ord had 18.75acres...a few rebels were very prosperous like

Richard Baud who had land worth £5 per annum or William Gildebourne who

owned cattl e wor t h IdlidtBentsissded @ft@r the fewoke p . 6

particularly in relation to trespass confimthi s pi cture. O0Three rebel:
by a Jury as rich; a John Summer had goods worth 400 marks and extensive lands

whilst a John Gernon was a trustee of a large estate in Mistley; all had sufficient

influence to acquire the services of Robert Plesingbn, the Chief baron of the

Exched'uer . o

Rebels held positions of responsibility in t
hundred juror, John Geffrey was a bailiff, William atte Marsh was a reeve, and others

were chief pledgesorevenalet as t®eE sle@ads work confirms Dyer
leaders included the odd knight, two lords of the manor, a farmer, three

franklins...fourteen rebels were free tenants, seven held customary land and five

were bond tenants; twenty two were tailors, nine cordwainer s, five skinners, five

tanners, three full ers 8% Somewtthelrebelssveraeveny er and

responsible for the collection of poll taxes; William Field certified the assessment in

81 Dyer,The Causes of the Revél27
82 bid p29
83 1bid p 30
84 A J PrescottEssex Rebel Bands in Lon@anEssex and the Great Revolt of 13&d Liddell and Wood,
Essex Record Office publication no. 84, 1982
85 Dyer, The Causes of the RevqB80
86 HerbertEiden,Joint Action against Bad Lordship, The Peasants Revolt in Essex and Nistfwfical
Association, Blackwell, Oxford 1998 p 29
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North Weald and a John Quentin was a sub collector in Magda len Laver whilst a

Ri chard Hunt was described as a constable of

Social progress in the second half of the 14" century had been enormous. Land was
owned or rented , people were able to own more, to have a better diet; demesne
farming was in decline, the number of people with customary duties was declining,
part time work was increasing and workers were di versifying into different
occupations. A new social order that suited both landowner and worker had
emerged. Increasing numbers of people considered they were free even if their strict
legal situation had not been formalised. Yet this order was unclear and the political
freedoms necessary toguarantee it were unattainable . The position was increasingly
untenable; it is entirely unsurprising there fore that people were prepared to take
their case directly to the king as a final desperate means of getting the political
recognition they desired. Froissart recorded John Ball$® sermon to the rebels urging

such a strategy;

det us go to the king, he is young and shew him what servige we be in, and shew
him how we will have it otherwise, or else we will provide us of some remedy; and if
we go together, all manner of people that be now in bondage will follow us to the
intent to be made free; and when the king seeth us we shall have some remedy,

ei ther by fair#ess or otherwise.

87 Prescott,Essex Rebel Banps8

88 John Ball is said to have been an itinerant priest preaching Wycliffian valuesisiraprisonedat the time

of the Rising and released by Kentish rebels. Walsingham and Knighton included six letters that may have been
GNRGGSY 08 KAY Ay UGKSANI OKNRYyAOf Sad CNRAAAlI NI RSAONAGQ
ofat 2y ISNJ aSN¥2y (2 (GKS NBo St Einen2ebi€s NAT Ki OS5 WRISEIONA B S R
89 Froissart, trans. Berners, ed. G C Macaulay, pji260Froissart, Chroniques, x-94
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Rebellion

Those who make peaceful revolution impossible, make violent revolution inevitable®°

As the 14™ century progressed, tension increased.Epidemics in 1360/62 and 1369
continued to reduce the population and emphasise the economic and social
changes underway. The 137 0ad s6b dniesraest r ous Hael bezaine .
senile and had lost interest in the problems of government. The war against France
dragged on and many of the English gains made earlier in the century were
reversed. The English domain in France was almost wiped out. The French had
carried the offensive to England and had made damaging raids on the south

c o a% Therdwere allegations of widespread financial corruption at Court °? and

amongst royal officials locally. As early as 1364, an indictment accuses a Thomas

Edwar

Harding of organising 6wide scale corruption

have defrauded the c¢ommon al®Frusyatiomfviththe gr eat de

political leadership of the country was widespread.

Richard Il succeeded his fatherm 1377 at t he age supporteéd n

by a council of ministers. John of Gaunt, t h e k i, mighbhsve beercekpected
to play a leading role in the transition but his hand lay behind the creation of the poll
taxes and in disputes with the city of London. He was deeply mistrusted by the
nobility, disliked by clergy (who for the first time were required to pay poll tax) and
blamed by people for much of the poor government they had suffered during the

| ater years obEEdwabdbereehgnea father os

6b°te noird of the Commons due to his
handed intervention into the politic s o f L ¥ Hedwasin B&rwick at the time of
the Revolt yet his properties were targets for rebels in both London and Hertford.

Financial problems further contribute d to the rising tension. In 1377, a good harvest

drove grain prices down by 50% and wit h it incomes for both landowner and

9 John Fitzgerald Kennedy, U@dtdent, Speech at the White House, 1962

91A J Prescott, Judicial Records of the Rising of 1381{npublished PhD Thesis,Institute of Historical Research p28

92 Edward Earl of March and Peter de la Mere, Speaker irCtiramons sough#?’ i 2 A Y LIS OK

and o6

deat h
def enc

iK2asS ¢

believed to be abusing the confidenckaped in them by the senile Edward 111and lining their own pockets at

iKS SELSyasS 2F (GKS yriaAzylt 322RPQ . NNRY LI mo

9 A J PrescotEssex Rebel Bangi&8s
94 Alistair DunnThe Great Rising of 138Tempus, 2002p56

24

¢ KNB S



peasant. In addition, two general taxes were levied followed by three new poll taxes
between 1377 and 1380, the last a levy of 1s per head of population to fight a
stalemated war with France. People were experiencing a fiscal squeeze without any
representation; the taxation had little support amongst the population and its
methods of enforcement showed people how little the government recognised the

new political mood in the country.

Prosecutions under the Statute of Labaurers continued. The administration of the

Statute of Labourershad added another dimension to the tension in the country side.
Significantly, ©6the |l egislation represented
the lives of ordinary peasants and townsfolk by requiring officers of the crown in the

form of justices of labourers (later justices of the peace) to regulate terms of

empl oyment in every vil |%Maayvilagaleatkesfolndt i n t h
themselves placed in an untenable positionbythei r | ords, ©&6forced on
raise money from their neighbours and on the other their desire to soften the

harshness of the | ordds rule and conceal <cas
to serve despite the threat of eviction whilst other te nants acted collectively offering

their lord a fine to be | ¢e&t off acting as Re

The new social and economic order and the political grievances felt by much of the
population were not recognised by government or in law. People below the highest
ranks of societyhad no voice in government or in Parliament. Their grievances could

not be heard. The result was a pressure cooker of tensiors that built up and (at least

in the southeast) the imposition and enforcement of the third poll tax became the

spark for the revolt. Gower sensedt he t hr e at therebeliausngss wabhsot 06
rampant that it threatened the merciless destruction of the higher estate, it seems to

me that lethargy has put the lords to sleep so that they do not guard against t he folly

of the common people but they allow the nettle to grow which is too violent in its

nat Ure. 0

On 30 May 1381, villagers in Fobbing, a marshland village just north of the Thames

in Essex attacked poll tax commissioners and drove them away. Similar eion

%P J P Goldberlyledieval England, A Social History,12%%0Arnold, London, 2004, p168
% Dyer, The Cases of the Revolp33
Gowera A NNB dzNJ R25f Q2VYYS:
25



erupted all over Essex and Kent; bands of menattacked manors and destroyed

selected manorialrecordss att acki nigi mmda@rs&kisddmngasd t he She
Essex.Their campaign was coordinated across the Thames;that they were capable of

such a strategy is notin doubt and detailed analysis of their movements makes such

a strategy obvious. Evidence of planning and organisation in Essex and Kent can be

found in 6judicial records of the Rising and
mass of information about what acts of insurrection occurred and about leading

partic¥pants. 6

They arrived in London on the same day, 12" June, the Essex men at Mile End and

the Kentish men at Blackheath. Both bands had covered over eighty miles in three

days, asubstantial achievement. Sympathisers let them into the city where they

attacked targets, i ncl uteiTengple Starrhed prisohsafa unt 6 s
eventually gained entry to the Tower. Walsingham captures something of the panic

that musthavegripped London in his chronicle recordi
assembled and began to clamour for liberty, planning to become the equal of their

l ords and no |l onger be bouhRbrthekingamdhis i t ude t o
advisers, the situation was desperde. He met the Essex men on 14" June and the

Kentish men on 151",

The objectives of the rebels became cleaer in London. The Essex banddemanded

that Onamed traitors be put to death, that t
Winchester and that no man shoul d be a serf nor make homage or any type of

servi ce t% Tha king isdued@hdrted of manumission (freedom from

bondage), to all the king& lieges in the county of Hertford, as well as a general

pardon for all treason and felonies already committed 19%6They were carried by

rebels back to their towns and villages and the effect in just one town, St Albans is

described below. Wh et her this was a o6divide and rul eb

on the part of the rebels to allow themselvesto be separated is unclear.

The Kentish band, led by Wat Tyler,took their demands further next day. They
demanded that there should be 6 no [/ aw except the [ aw of W n

% Brookes,The Organisation and Achievements of the Peasa0
9 Walsingham, Thons Chronicon Angliae, ed. E M Thomson, (Rolls $&8&¢
100 pyer, The Causes of the Revpl84
101 Caroline Barron, Revolt in LondonMtb 15" June 1381, Museum of London, 1981, p5
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should have lordship in the future, but that it should be divided between all me n
except for the kings own lordship....the goods of the holy church should not remain

in the hands of the religious...but should be divided amongst the people of the
parish, that there should be only one bishop in England, ...that all men should be free
and that there should be no more villeins in England. *%?

Tyler was killedat the Blackheath meeting; the Kentish rebellion collapsed and
shortly afterwards the king rescinded the charters he had issued. The rebellion was

over.

Thiswas not a peasantdrevoltat al | but one involving a wid
a number of the worst affected areas, the Rising encompassed virtually every class

below the aristocracy, most powerful members of the gentry and the mercantile

oligarchs in the towns. It is likely that as the Rising developed, and the violence

became more widespread, the soc'f3aHe base of t
i mportance of this profile is that many of t
labour in their own right. Invariably they held manor ial or judicial office; three

guarters of one sample of rebels held offices such as juror, reeve, altaster or

constable; in other words, a significant proportion of the rebels were of the village

elite.5t%

Nor was this only a rural revolt. About two thir ds of all Londoners were not citizens
at all. London was governed by a Court of Aldermen and a Common Council
representing the merchant elite and crafts. The remaining population had as few
rights as their rural counterparts. They too had used the opportun ities open to them
to renogiate wage rates. Theybegan to create their own guilds in an attempt to get
recognition within the city. To complicate matters further, John of Gaunt had
launched an attack on the city 6 Ieadership in retaliation for their involvement in
allegations of corruption at court. By the time of the Rising, @t was a deeply divided

and fractSTows paistsy .od ders show the invol vemer

102 Anonimalle Chronicle 1338381, ed. V H Galbraith (Manchester 1927)
103 prescott Judicial Recorgdp377
104 Goldberg Medieval Englang178
05 Barron, p9
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organised guildsmen and leading members of the smaller guilds of craftsmen all

joined t¥e Rising.d

(@)
o

How isthe Rising to be assessedPr escott suggests that ne o
in analysing popular risings are the way in which they draw together varied issues.

These normally fall into three categories, the first being ideological concerns,

programmes for the reform of society. Second, they are a protest against concrete

political issues such as oppressive taxation. Third is the pursuit of personal grudges or

|l ocal d¥ sputes. o

Ideological concerns were behind the demands of the rebels in London. Their

demands for the abolition of serfdom are clearly stated; all men were to be free;

villeinage was to be removed. They wanted recognition of the new economic and

social order. They wanted a rebalancing of power between themselvesand their

lords. There was also a philosophical thread running through the demands. It was
egalitarian, even 1%, reflediingmat bnlyé¢hgfadirginthe i ani s md
country but reflective of the teachings of Wycliffe . Phrases sucha® o n | y ishkom e B
in Engl andd and hdykhurchisboald e sivided ambngsethe people

of the parishdo refldothnwWyBall il fofse e rtmoac hion d $.e
Blackheath reflects these ideas and it is unsurprising that a vicar of Ware argued this
philosophy at the time of the Rising.

This was a political agyenda. It was an attack on oppression of serfdom and the labour

legislation that had been used against people for thirty years. The objective of

6sei zi ng refetsho the crawvnd agants lI6cated in local communities to

enforce the labour legislation, the legal machinery used against them as well as the

Chancellor and Treasurer. It was no accident that king& men had been attacked, that

John of Gauntds pal ace atthe Tenple,dhe centneafthe s ac k e d

l egal system suffered the s hathsymbolcale. The O6Ch

destroyed not manorial records but the administrative archives of the senior

106 prescott, Judicial Recordp 378

107ibid p8

108 Melvyn Bragg, The Peasants Reualiour Tme, BBC iPlayer, 2006
http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/p0038x8s/In_Our_Time The Peasants Revolt/

1092 3 Of Ardaffs& MeXCivili Domio proposed the disendowment of the temporal property of the church
and the exclusion of clergy fromrtgoral governmentHeargued all authority derived from God and in
earthly matters, beloged to the civil powers alonduchman, p 287
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representatives of government in Essex. The Sheriff and Escheatoragether were
charged with providing poll tax information which led to a new Commission to

enf or ce P Rehalsdetrly wanted their ideological, political and
philosophical aims to be secured by the destruction of the political and legal system

that controlled them.

Hertfordshire people had their own objectives. Their involvement emphasises
Prescottds proposition that popular rebellio

about freedoms had been constant for a hundred years.

110 Goldberg Medieval Englandp181
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The Rising in Hertfordshire

o0t hey asked only for a charter setting
it there would be a permanent peace betwe en the town and the monastery...the

abbot signed it and se’dl/ ed it wi

The East Anglian counties traded extensively with London, were nearer the political

out i

t houi

6centred6 and had many of the main communicat

News arrived quickly and communications between the capital and the area was
relatively easy. Hertfordshire is particularly important in this respect with Watling
Street, the main road to the North West running through St Albans and Ermine
Street, the main roadto the north and the eastern counties running through the
main river crossings at Hertford and Ware. Ecclesiastical land holdings were
extensive in the county. The abbey of St. Albans was one of the largest landowners
in the country and its records, including those of its chronicler, Walsingham, provide
a record of the events of 1381. The diocese of Westminsterhad land holdings and in
the east of the county, Bishops of London had their palace in Much Hadham, their
prison near Bishops Stortford and had significant land holdings across the whole of

the east of the county.

The 1377 Poll Tax recordd'? give a population of about 20,000 people in the

county; adjusting for people evading the tax and adding children, an estimate of

about 37,000 people lived inthe county in 1377. Her t f or dshire O6possess

taxpayers per square mile comp@Seckssiwe t h
visitatons of t he Bl ack Death had 6deci mated
and 13 Papuladion density for the north and e ast of the county is estimated at
approximately 51-75 acres per taxpayer whereas in the west and south,

predominantly on the lands owned by the abbey of St Albans, that figure was 151+

acres per taxpayer:t®

W vyRNBE wS@GAttS:T [S {2dzZ SO@SYSyd RSa oned T PedsdnS dzNA
Revolt in Hertfordshire, 138Hertfordshire Publications, 1981, p97
12PRO E 359/8, B,C
113 An Historical Atlas of Hertfordshjred David Short, University of Hertfordshire press, 2011, p50
14ibid p50
115 see for example, the map of medidympulation provided by Mark Bailey An Historical Atlas of
Hertfordshire, p51
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The county is dissected with rivers mostly drainng from the north -west in the
Chilterns towards London . The Ver runs through St Albans and no less than six rivers
merge at Hertford to create the Lea. Disputes over the control of river crossings was
a major feature of medieval Hertfordshire. Maps of the county 16 inevitably describe
an agricultural region and the rivers are dotted with mills all the way down their

path. Disputes over milling rights were common with during the 14 ™ century.

Sttt s pi cture of Wymondl ey i ssudggestslaboune ext ent
services in Wymondley were dever heavy before the Black Deathd!’ yet he records
06friction over ¥éaftedli360.iTherinspressibn he leavas is eng of a
settled part of the county. ©6By 138Imetn here w
who had the opportunity to obtain land in quantity and on conditions which left

them, if not contented with their lot, then sufficiently prosperous to disregard the

chance of | e®Eisawhgeredoweveryhoel tr.edc o pabsiblytowaeds 6

1380 tension was increasing...uneasy relations might have found expression in the
difficulty which the lord found MOmbtaining
might reasonably conclude that even in the less populousnorth -central areas of the

county, the impact of the economic and social changes of the second half of the 14t

century were being felt; people from this area joined the revolt in St Albans on June

16t.

Malting and brewing was a significant industry in the east of the county using the
Lea walley to supply London growing population with its ale. Most of the towns and
villages in the east brewed their own ale; Ware had had a malt market since 1339.
Control of the Lea and the main roman roads running through the town had been
the source of outright discontent between the town and Hertford for many years.

The Rising brought these tensions into the open.

Tension between the abbots of St Albans and local people had existed for over a
century; @bbots had asserted the town was part of their manor ; townsmen

considered themselves to be burgesses and autonomous of the Abbey; their ultimate

116 |bid p 37
17 Sttt p 139
118 |bid p 139
19 |bid p 139
120 |hid p 140
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objective was official, external recognition of their autonomy. 6*?* Edward Il had
confirmed the t o w riréestatus in 1326 but after extensive lobbying by the abbot,
the town lost its burghal status in 1331. Inevitably, tension continued . Successive
abbotsdb woul d not nantsltodowy viflem &md orttheir serfs to buy freehold
property, allowed no remission of rents or services and punished with the utmost
severity anyone who hunted in the immense warrens reserved for the
monastery...the population lived in a state of chronic tension and there were

continual riots againdg®% the religious commun

Revi | | e drecordsa lsistory oftdisputes involving refusal to grind corn at the
monasteryds theiabbey,andgispatgseer aocéss to woodland. Local

records reinforce the point. The Park court book records that 6 ithe decade of the

1 3 8 bétween seventy and eighty tenants were fined for trespass by their beasts,

several of them over and over again...including a list of offenders including Gilbert

Toby and Geoffrey Rook, men who were implicated in the attacks during the

Ri s t*hNp.adversary,saidHTRileyg was t oo exalted lbser Abbot
the opportunity of testing him with his legal rights; from kings, princes and

archbishops to serfs and bondsmen...his hand was against every man and every

mands hand #gainst his. o

St Albans was a local uprising thatreflc t ed t he r e b mdndssDispuges i onal ¢
over the autonomy of the town , the refusal to let local people acquire land, work
freely and acquire possessionsand the policy of successive abbotsn enforcing

vileinagetomai nt ai n t he pr e Blceadkth®opraitionsforst at us ¢

revolution . Leon Slotads work on | and transfer su
are readily identified; the tenants chall eng
wood, pasture and pond, itds mondepgatsy of mi l
The abbotdés control of Iand transfer emerges

21Dunn p59
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bet ween the abbeWThredei is menamtubdbtd however ¢
seigniorial pressure that produced the Rising under William Grindecobb and his

fello w 2% adcentury of dispute and disagreement had left the townspeople ready for

revolt should the opportunity arise; O6the bo

gave them that opportunity.d

The Rising in St Albans began on 13/14 June with the arrival of a band of men from

Barnet, urging the people of the town to rise and go to London. Their leader was a

William Grindecob. Reville suggest that o0t he
ambitions to enlarge their rights to graze, to fish and hunt, to ma ke hand querns and

free their town from t R®K ndiogrhtnoann creeheyofr dtsh et haab
met the king at Mile End and received the kings charter declaring that all men should

be free and of free condition, that they and their heirs should be freed from the yoke

of villeinagé Havirjr eeevivedde he kimuglage charter
thought their campaign had finally succeeded. They returned to their town to

confront the abbot who eventually granted them their own charter of freedom, in

fact, Oeverything they wanted in order to avc
the great malice which %rbeechafteedranted; drskar ds t he
absolute right of passage, of pasture and of hunting over certain large areas clearly

defined; second a right of fishing in certain waters; third, he allowed each person to

set up a hand mill; fourth he granted the town the right to self government, without
interference fr o%hThedharteradated lyy the bels theméelves,

dealt with the grievances of the local people going back over a century. It was a

major achievement.

Other towns joined the uprising at St Albans. Between Sunday 16™ June and the
following Thursday, people streamed into the town from as far away as
Berkhamstead, Coldecote, Hertford, Watford, Hitchin and Redbourne, Abbots

125 eon Slta, Wand Transfer and the Lordship of the Estates of St Albans Abbey in the Thirteenth and
Fourteenth CenturieQLaw and History RevieViol 6 pp119138
126 M TomkinsThe Manor of Parkp 79
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Langley , Wal den, Norton, Hexton, Shephall,
charters fr d&hSomemantedl théirewn.cliarters of liberty, some the

freeing of serfs, the remova of demands for forced labour and for rights to hunt and

fish. o6l n addition, ©6each commuthdnieyoft hr ew i n
Tring gained exemption tolls, whilst those of Barnet sought to erase the history of

their villeinage by burningthe Abbey ds book of manor court ro
widespread demolition of enclosures, hedges and other obstructions to the common

land that had been erected by the abbey. The men of Redburn levelled an entire
embankment protecting trdmeadd hreeywdssofthee adow at
county was in uproar for a week, freedomappeared to be within peo

Just across the eastern border of the county, the people of Thaxted took direct

action. Newton e x pl ai ns how the rebel s dgsdliwanef sought
the ol d e c ofdmigrowthoof theeutlerdindustry had led the lord of the

manor to cede part of his |l and to create a b
obligations and all owing somé®¥Yeidher ecei ve spe
boundaries and freedoms remained unclear. As in many places, the rural chaos

foll owing the Black Death had created opport
the agricultural manor made great gains, leaseholders at will began to replace

customary tenure and other customary holdings were converted to burgage

st atulsn 6t he words of Newton, O6such men I|ived
whether the lord of the manor would someday turn back the clock and assert his

undoubted legal rights over them .13 The uncertainties created by the new

economic and social order were clear to everyone in Thaxted; the motivation of the

rebels was to secure these gains.

The Thaxted band and the men of Ware joined forces in Hertfordshire. En route, the
Thaxtedmenhadat t acked t he Bishop of Londond6s pris
joining the Ware rebels in attacking Hertfor

charged them with 6éentering his castle and r

132Victoria County HistorHertfordshire, p 15
133Dunn,The Great Rising of 13®1119
B34 C NewtonThaxted in the Fourteenth CentuBssex Record Office Publication no 33, 1960
135 prescott,Essex Rebel Banpls8
136 |bid p 62
137 Newton Thaxted in e 14" Century
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pouni@@ghegfointforcesubsequently marched on London ar
Gaunt 6s trespass actions formed the | argest
attack his pro¥erty, the Savoydad.

Apart from this joint action, much of the rebellion in East Hertfordshire centred on

local action sometimes associated with the arrival of the main band of marchers,

sometimes not. In the east of Hertfordshire, the towns of Ware and Hertford used the

Rising to deal with old grievances. Both towns had for years competed for control

over the lucrative trade that came from controlling the river crossing on Ermine

Street. 0Di sputes constantly arose with rega
made in order to block the passage of Hertford ships. Obstruction to navigation was

frequently caused by the weirs, mills, pools, stakes and kiddles erected in the river

and commi ssions were per i od?30Thkidldngstaridiegs ued f or
animosity continued into the 14™ century. The Statue of Labourers had been used by

Hertford to attack Wareonand off for thirty years, all egi
weavers and tanners infringed the liberties of Hertford. They had also produced a

long list of Ware tradesmen who allegedly charged excessive prices for their

products.1#! Actions such as these hadled to extensive rioting in Ware; even the

ovicar of Ware and a hermit had been indicte
wicked and that | abourers should b®wadle to
was Othe single bigges idsofoebhelsfrombEssexoand t o t he t
Hertfordshire. The rebels ¥ncluded two bailidi

Prescottsuggests that ©6at | east fifty of the War
prosecutions and that they outnumbered the original band from Thaxted. Nichol as

Blake was a representative of one of the most notable families and held the manor of
Blakesware; Walter Mice was described as a bailiff of Ware and owned lands in

Buntingford and Ware and even the vicar of Ware seems to have been in the

forefrontofthe War e 4 dgimckEssex, for example, a William Stortford attacked

138 Prescott,Essex Rebel Bangds 64
139 prescott,Judicial Records of the Rising of 138377
140y/CHHertfordshire,p 16
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