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AGRICULTURAL DECISION-MAKING AND MANAGERIAL RESPONSE AT
DURHAM CATHEDRAL PRIORY DURING THE LONG FOURTEENTH
CENTURY, ¢.1300-1453
Ryan K. Wicklund
ABSTRACT: The role of agency and the framework which we use to discuss agriculture in the
Later Middle Ages and in the medieval economy deserves fresh consideration. Previous
scholars have often portrayed medieval economic actors as unmoved by or uninterested in the
changing world around them. However, the true role of decision-making is obscured in much
of this literature on medieval agriculture due to the common framework of proto-capitalistic
and profit-maximising within which the field is often analysed. In such circumstances, the role
of individuals is much too easily obscured. My thesis addresses these issues while paying
particular attention the roles of manorial managers and monastic obedientiaries and the effect
the actions of these individuals had on manorial farming. In this thesis, I examine the extant
manorial accounts from the estate of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar, of which there are
over four hundred. I use the data gathered from these accounts to examine measures of arable
productivity. I additionally use data from tithe receipts and rental books, which provide
evidence for the extra-demesne economic activities of those who managed the bursar’s manors.
The evidence from these sources is then examined 1in light of the agricultural treatises of the
period, including Walter of Henley’s Husbandry, Les Reules de Seynt Roberd by Robert Grosseteste,
Bishop of Lincoln, and the anonymous Senechausie. 1 argue throughout this thesis for a re-
evaluation of the motives and capabilities of those involved in medieval agriculture. These
activities of these very capable individuals too easily become lost when careful analysis is not

undertaken to deliberately restore their agency.
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Chapter I: Introduction

I. A Time of Reoccurring Challenges: English Agricultural
History in the Long Fourteenth Century

The long fourteenth century in England was undoubtedly a period of tumultuous upset and
rapid change. The Great Famine of 1315-17, described by Philip Slavin as ‘arguably the single
worst agrarian and food crisis in northern and central Europe’ in the last two thousand years,
was the first of the cataclysmic events that rocked England in the Late Middle Ages.! High
rainfall and flooding from 1314-1316 caused three successive harvest failures, leading to the
death of'ten to fifteen per cent of the population of Europe.? The Great Bovine Pestilence struck
England and Wales in 1319 and 1320, leading to the loss of roughly sixty-two per cent of cattle,
including draught animals and dairy cows, causing a subsequent protein deficiency for the next
twelve years.> The Black Death of 1348 needs even less introduction. The effect of the
apocalyptic loss of life, with estimates that a third to two-thirds of Europe perished in the first
outbreak alone, cannot be overstated. Nor did the threat of plague cease after the first wave,
and pestis secunda (1361), pestis tertia (1369), pestis quarta (1375), and pestis quinta (1379-1383) all
took their toll on England’s population.

Similarly, disastrous climatic conditions plagued England during the long fourteenth
century, often going hand in hand with the reoccurring outbreaks of pestilence. For much of

the thirteenth century, the Medieval Climate Anomaly had led to mild and wet winters, warm

1. Philip Slavin, “The Great Bovine Pestilence and its economic and environmental consequences in England
and Wales, 1318-50°, Economic History Review, 65(4) (2012), p. 1239.

2. This marked the end of the Medieval Climate Anomaly (MCA). Bruce M. S. Campbell, The Great Transition:
Climate, Disease, and Society in the Late-Medieval World (Cambridge, 2016), p. 34, Slavin, ‘Great Bovine Pestilence’ p.
1239.

3. Ibid., pp. 1242, 1263.
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summers, and predictable weather conditions, which meant that the High Middle Ages saw a
period of exceptionally fruitful arable agriculture.* The high rainfall and subsequent flooding
of 1314-1316 coincided with the end of the Medieval Climate Anomaly, and the Great Famine
was an inevitable result. Weather conditions improved after 1350, with a period of solar
irradiance lasting until the 1380s, termed by Bruce Campbell the ‘Chaucerian Maximum,’ in
which temperatures again rose.> Yet the Chaucerian Maximum had merely postponed the
effects of further climate change: the Little Ice Age (LIA) took effect at the close of the

fourteenth century. Campbell argues that

one of the most striking features of LIA climates was their instability, with
marked annual variation in temperature and precipitation. Societies, as a
result, had to cope with far greater environmental uncertainty at a time when
they were also contending with heightened biological risks from plague and
other diseases.5

As the climate and demography of medieval England changed, so too did society and
the economy. Wages, both real and nominal, rose following the Black Death, while living
standards for much of England improved.” Manorial labourers started to demand — and receive
— better foodstuffs in their liveries, seen especially in the switch from the formerly common
brown bread to white, wheaten bread, and Christopher Dyer notes a typical case of manorial
workers refusing their customary cider in favour of ale.? With the steep decline in population,
wage-earners were important to fill labour shortages. Such individuals were not unaware of

their newfound power, and wage-earners found themselves bargaining from positions of greater

4. Campbell, The Great Transition, p. 34.

5. Ibid,, p. 15.

6. Ibid., p. 337.

7. That such rising real wages had an effect on wage-earners is a topic of debate. See John Hatcher, ‘Unreal
wages: long-run living standards and the “golden age” of the Fifteenth Century’ in Ben Dodds and Christian
Liddy, (eds.) Commercial Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs in the Middle Ages: Essays in Honour of Richard Britnell 2011)
pp. 1-24.

8. Christopher Dyer, ‘Changes in diet in the late Middle Ages: the case of harvest workers’, Agricultural History
Review, 36(1) (1988), pp. 35-36.
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power, demanding increased wages and, as we have seen, better foodstuffs. And while landlords
had been able to adjust following the Black Death, these changes were nonetheless felt and
often lamented by seigneurial lords.

It is against this backdrop of rapid changes and need for careful management that this
study examines the operation of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar’s estate. In such
circumstances, considered decision-making became extremely important, as did the
motivations of those making such agricultural decisions. Yet historians have argued against
such skill and economic acumen, leading to a loss of agency for a large swathe of medieval
economic actors.

Such an argument is not new: M. M. Postan argued medieval landlords tended to
squander the majority of any returns from their estates, rather than investing in their holdings.?
Furthermore, while Postan acknowledged that, ‘in some branches of medieval agriculture and
on some large estates...market fluctuations and psychological attitudes which go with them
influenced the economic decisions of men,” many medieval economic actors ‘could not be
expected to expand or to contract their holdings or to contract their holdings... to sow more
or to work harder in response to the stimuli of prices or under the influence of a pessimistic or
optimistic view of future business prospects’.!? Postan argues a lack of investment and, for most
estates and smallholders, a disinterest in the market on the part of both landlords and their
managers which kept yields low and medieval agriculture largely inefficient.!! Indeed, Postan

states that ‘at the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the average yields per acre on

9. Michael M. Postan, ‘Investment in medieval agriculture’, Journal of Economic History, 27(4) (1967), p. 580.

10. Michael M. Postan, ‘Note’, Economic History Review, 12(1) (1959), p. 79.

11. As the most common indicator of agricultural success — or failure — grain yields are the most used metric
throughout this study, as they are in other, similar research. Here, grain yields are yields per seed and net of
tithe. Yield per seed is calculated by dividing the total harvest of a crop by the amount of seed sown. Therefore,
a yleld per seed of one would mean that the same amount was harvested as was originally sown, while a yield of
two would have twice the amount harvested as was sown, etc. Chapter I1I: Measures of Agricultural Success discusses
yields at Durham Cathedral Priory and compares them with estates elsewhere in England.
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English manors...were lower than in the most backward agrarian areas of the prewar [pre-
Second World War| Balkans and Middle East’.!?

This pessimism 1s further visible in research such as A.R. Bridbury’s study on agriculture
following the Black Death. Bridbury referred to the ‘Indian summer of demesne farming’ (from
¢. 1350 to ¢. 1370), during which period direct seigneurial farming benefited from high grain
prices and agricultural practices could continue as they were prior to the Black Death.!3
According to Bridbury, only during the late fourteenth century did demesne agriculture suffer
and patterns of land use change, as demesnes were less likely to be kept in hand and were either
leased out whole or piecemeal.'* Yet the theory espoused by Bridbury that demesne managers
simply carried on in the same manner as they or their counterparts did before the Black Death
ignores the changes to which decision-makers would have been forced to adapt. As David Stone
points out, the loss of large swathes of the workforce from plague and famine would have been
prohibitive to ‘business as usual.” Bridbury’s theory not only ‘indicates a structural continuity
in demesne farming, but also suggests that this was simply the result of good fortune on the part
of landlords and that they continued to farm the land in exactly the same way as they had in
the years before 1348’.1> Bridbury’s framework for understanding for this period relies on the
idea that ‘medieval landlords and their officials were economically unsophisticated, inflexible,
virtually bystanders,” which, I argue, was demonstrably not the case.!® The pessimistic view
continues to shape even stronger expression in more recent work. Citing Postan, Eric Schneider

states that manorial officials may have been economically irrational, and could not be expected

12. Postan, ‘Investment in medieval agriculture’ pp. 576-577.

13. A.R. Bridbury, ‘“The Black Death’, Economic History Review, 26(4) (1973), pp. 583-584, 586. Bridbury draws
upon prices series constructed by Lord Beveridge, Thorold Rogers, and D. Farmer.

14. Ibid., pp. 583-584, 586.

15. David Stone, Decision-Making in Medieval Agriculture (Oxford, 2005), p. 83.

16. Ibid., pp. 4, 6.
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to change agricultural practices based on external economic stimuli. Even if they were not
irrational, Schneider argues that manorial officials may have been constrained by manorial
customs or the volatility of grain prices.!” Similarly, though he concedes that some manorial
officials may have been ‘proto-capitalists,” H. Kitsikopoulos concludes that in their
management of demesnes in London’s hinterlands officials’ choices may have been
‘irrational’.!®

This study seeks to build on Stone’s argument and demonstrates that manorial officials
were constantly adapting to changing circumstances and not merely being borne along by
custom. It does so by examining the decision-makers for the various manors on the Durham
Cathedral Priory bursar’s estate, their motivations, and their mindsets. As such, in this thesis I
will make three sustained points. Firstly, that much of the historiography of medieval English
agricultural history obscures the individual agency of medieval decision-makers. Secondly, I
argue throughout this thesis that current analytical trends that focus on big data sets may
obscure the actions of individuals and the particular effect those actions may have had and, in
doing so, also discourage further research into the extra-manorial activities of agricultural

decision-makers.!? By contrast, the nature of the data I gathered for this study (discussed in

17. Eric B. Schneider, ‘Prices and production: agricultural supply response in fourteenth-century England’,
Economic History Review, 67(1) (2014), pp. 86-87.

18. Harry Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms: the relevance of economic rent in determining crop
choices in London’s hinterland, c.1300°, Agricultural History Review, 56(2) (2008), p. 163, Schneider, ‘Prices and
production’, p. 86.

19. Studies that follow such trends include those by Schneider, Kitsikopoulos, Campbell, and Clark. See Bruce
M. S. Campbell, ‘Arable productivity in Medieval England: some evidence from Norfolk’, Journal of Economic
History, 43(2) (1983), pp. 379-404, Bruce M. S. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, 1250—1450 (Cambridge,
2000), Bruce M. S. Campbell and O Grada, Cormac, ‘Harvest shortfalls, grain prices, and famines in
preindustrial England’, The Journal of Economic History, 71(4) (2011), pp. 859-886, Gregory Clark, “The cost of
capital and medieval agricultural technique’, Explorations in Economic History, (1988), pp. 265-294, Gregory Clark,
‘Yields per acre in English agriculture, 1250-1860: evidence from labour inputs’, Economic History Review, 44(3)
(1991), pp. 445-460, Gregory Clark, ‘Markets before economic growth: the grain market of medieval England’,
Cliometrica, 9(3) (2015), pp. 265-287, Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms’, pp. 142-166, Eric
Schneider, ‘Evaluating the effectiveness of yield-raising strategies in Medieval England: an econometric
approach’, ideas.repec.org, (2011), Schneider, ‘Prices and production’, pp. 66-91.
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detail in Chapter I: Introduction, section IV and Chapter II: Sources & Methods) allows for an in-depth
investigation into the socio-economic standing of decision-makers and an analysis of their
successes and failures during their careers. Thirdly, that the framework used by many studies
to examine medieval agriculture is problematic. Studies, such as those discussed in the following
sections, which attempt to explain seigneurial agriculture through price-responsiveness and
capitalistic or proto-capitalistic behaviour err in assuming that profit-maximisation was the end
goal sought by medieval decision-makers. When such behaviour is not found, the possibility is
invariably raised that medieval decision-makers were simply irrational, unskilled, or
unconcerned with profit; the latter is perhaps the most correct of the three. Even if profit-
maximisation was a key concern to medieval manorial landlords and managers, the terms
capitalistic and proto-capitalistic are too vague to serve any real purpose. Rather, I argue
throughout this thesis that manorial landlords and managers were, more often than not, skilled
at their work and valued not only profit, but also preserving their wealth and providing a

measure of security through agriculture during a period of inherent uncertainty.

II. Decision Making

Numerous studies such as those by R.H. Hilton, Alexandra Sapoznik, Dyer, Chris Briggs, S.H.
Rigby, and Mark Bailey have discussed the society and economy of medieval English peasants,
ranging from their material world to class conflict and inter-community relationships, but the

peasantry’s role in manorial administration remains understudied.?’ Those who made

20. See, for example, R.H. Hilton, The English Peasantry in the Later Middle Ages: the Ford Lectures for 1973 and Related
Studies (Oxford, 1975), Alexandra Sapoznik, ‘Resource allocation and peasant decision making: Oakington,
Cambridgeshire, 1360-99°, Agricultural History Review, 61(2) (2013), pp. 187-205, Christopher Dyer, Making a
Living in the Middle Ages: The People of Britain, 850-1520 (London, 2002), Chris Briggs, “The availability of credit in
the English Countryside, 1400-1480°, Agricultural History Review, 56(1) (2008), pp. 1-24, S.H. Rigby, English Society
wn the Later Middle Ages: Class, Status and Gender (London, 1995), Mark Bailey, ‘Peasant welfare in England, 1290-
1348°, Economic History Review, 51(2) (1998), pp. 223-251, and Mark Bailey, The Decline of Serfdom in Late Medieval
England: from Bondage to Freedom (Woodbridge, 2014). This list is not exhaustive.
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agricultural decisions on demesnes, including reeves, serjeants, and other manorial officials,
have largely been ignored, with some notable exceptions.?! Though Schneider’s study of
approximately fifty manors on the Bishop of Winchester’s estate provides possible insight into
the running of these manors, it nevertheless falls short in providing a level of personal agency
to the individuals who managed the demesnes. While Schneider uses large amounts of data to
provide information about larger trends in demesne agriculture, his method, by its nature, strips
all identifying details from the individuals who made agricultural decisions. Schneider’s study
mentions no reeves by name, even while noting that some may have been better managers than
others, which can only be speculation given the lack of information on any one reeve’s actions.??
Schneider’s partial adjustment model of supply response keeps the reader from gauging any
effectiveness on the part of individual manorial officials as the result of their actions is lost
among the econometric equations. This trend towards the removal of agency from individual
medieval decision-makers is similarly present in Kitsikopoulos’s study on the impact of
economic rent on cropping choices on manors in London’s hinterland.?? Kitsikopoulos is
concerned with cropping patterns and grain yields, but not with the individuals who made the
decisions that affected these outcomes. By reducing the decision-making process of manorial
landlords and officials to an equation of economic rent, Kitsikopoulos cannot investigate the
effectiveness of individual actors, and any examples of high and low ability among such

individuals are lost in the calculations. Indeed, Kitsikopoulos limits his conclusions on decision-

21. All three offices were charged with overseeing the demesne, though the title varied according to time,
geographical location, and the social situation of the office. For greater discussion, see Chapter V: The Serjeants of
Durham Cathedral Priory.

22. Schneider, ‘Prices and production’, p. 84.

23. Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms’, pp. 142-166.
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making to summarise that ‘some manorial officials may have acted as proto-capitalists taking

production decisions based on unsophisticated judgements’.?*

This study cannot perform the same econometric analysis used by Schneider and
Kitsikopoulos; the nature of the extant records and resulting data does not allow for it. There
are simply too few data points to conduct such analysis. Even if it were possible, however, it
would not be the most suitable methodology for the following thesis. In contrast to other
sources, the nature of the Durham Cathedral Priory manorial accounts and other extant texts,
including tithe receipts and rentals, allow for a much more in-depth investigation into the
manorial and extra-manorial affairs of the demesne serjeants. This focus on individuals does
not supplant or necessarily invalidate the arguments based on econometric analysis, but instead
seeks to use the Durham Cathedral Priory data that is available to its greatest effect. In doing
so, this approach furthers the investigation into the agency of demesne managers and landlords,
a primary area of interest to this thesis. By seeking to explore not only the efficiency and
successes of the various serjeants during their service at the bursar’s manors, but also their socio-
economic standing, this thesis seeks to restore a level of individual agency to medieval

agricultural managers.

In contrast to Postan, more recent studies have argued that yields could be raised or
lowered depending on the economic circumstances of the time. Stone, in his case study of
Wisbech Barton in Cambridgeshire, convincingly asserts that demesne landlords and managers
demonstrated ‘flexibility and effectiveness’ when responding ‘to changing market conditions’
by ‘their management of inputs,” and operational adjustments, including the use of labour;

these actions often deliberately led to falling yields, which often characterised the late fourteenth

24. Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms’, p. 163.
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century.?> By observing past economic trends and predicting future swings of the market and
decreasing the amount of labour inputs such as weeding and manuring, among others,
manorial managers and landlords deliberately sought to lower yields when the market did not
provide a financial incentive to do so. Conversely, these same individuals could raise yields
when market conditions were favourable. Stone builds upon this view and investigates the
effectiveness and managerial approach of individual reeves (the individuals who manged the
demesne for the lord) at the manor of Wisbech Barton.?® In one notable example, Stone
examines the case of one reeve at Wisbech Barton, Robert Black, reeve between 1362 and
1366. During Black’s management of the manor, Stone notes the significant changes to
demesne cropping patterns, going so far as to state that Black was ‘preoccupied with the
reorganization of demesne cropping’.?’ Despite the importance of Stone’s work on the
manorial officials, the narrowness of his scope still leaves much room for further
historiographical debate, for it remains unclear if his findings on manorial officials on the lands
held by the Bishop of Ely are applicable elsewhere. It s, in part, the focus of this thesis to build
upon Stone’s work on motivations and abilities of seigneurial landlords and manorial managers
by investigating the individual manorial managers on the estate of the Durham Cathedral

Priory bursar throughout the long fourteenth century.

Campbell similarly acknowledges that ‘[a]dopting innovative and intensive methods did
not always make good economic sense’ and would not always be profitable.?® As such,

Campbell agrees with Postan’s assertion that medieval grain yields were often low, but for very

25. Stone, Decision-Making, p. 120.

26. Ibid., pp. 77-79, 95-98.

27. Ibid., pp. 95-98.

28. Gampbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 363. This, and Campbell’s subsequent arguments, echoes the work
of A. V. Chaitanov. See A. V. Chait.anov et al., A. V. Chayanov on the Theory of Peasant Economy (Manchester, 1986)
for further.
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different reasons. Whereas Postan argued that yields were low due to agricultural inefficacy and
alack of motivation, Campbell argues that at an institutional level low yields were often a choice
— one that was deliberate and calculated. Manorial landlords and managers determined when
large amounts of labour and yield raising techniques were and were not economically viable,
and adapted their strategies accordingly, not out of irrationality or inefficiency. I seek to argue
throughout this thesis that demesne landlords and manorial managers were proactive in their
management of their crops, and adjusted labour inputs to raise or lower yields as their

circumstances required, thus building upon Campbell’s analysis of broader institutional trends.

III. Problems with Capitalistic Perspective

Studies that judge landlords and manorial officials in terms of profit-maximisation are arguably
beginning with an essentially flawed premise. Previous studies have put forward the idea that
landlords and manorial officials were primarily concerned with profit-maximisation, though in
no little part challenged by Campbell; there is little reason to assume that the majority of
landlords or their officials were overly concerned with profit, which was, as I shall show, a
nebulous concept during the long fourteenth century, or price-responsiveness, or economic
rent. By avoiding such terms as “proto-capitalist’ or “proto-capitalistic,” etc. we are able to move
further away from the idea, posited by Kitsikopoulos, of landlords and officials as ‘taking
production decisions based on unsophisticated judgments (emphasis added) ... as opposed to
adopting a modern methodology of profit calculation’.?® Medieval landlords and agricultural
managers, I will argue throughout this study, made sophisticated judgements based on the

information that they had available and appropriate to the economic circumstances in which

29. Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms’, p, 163.
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they found themselves, even if that meant purposely lowering yields and behaving in fashions
that might, with retrospect, be otherwise considered irrational. We thus move further away
from the idea that medieval farmers were ‘ritualistic and superstitious, based on faith rather
than reason,’ and, as such, uninvolved in complex economic decision making.3°

This thesis argues that by moving away from a completely profit-seeking model of
ecclesiastical estate management, we can gain a better perspective on the decision-making
process of landlords and estate managers. These individuals certainly interacted with their local
and regional markets, but their main goal was not to maximise agricultural production to
receive the greatest amount of cash relative to their production costs when goods were sold on
the market. Rather, landlords and managers were well aware of the grain and labour markets,
but, particularly in the case of Durham Cathedral Priory, sought to insulate themselves from
its fluctuations and variabilities, while demonstrating their familiarity with larger markets and
the skills necessary to interact with them. In such a scenario, a failure to plant in response to
changes in price, circumstances which Schneider noted and variously ascribed to high volatility
in grain prices, manorial customs and planting strategies, and ‘that reeves were simply
economically irrational’, would not necessarily indicate economic irrationality, but merely a set
of differing values.?!

Indeed, there is little reason to even suspect that medieval landlords and demesne
managers would seek profit-maximisation on agricultural holdings. Bailey argues that medieval
landlords ‘certainly expected good returns, and ready flows of cash for other expenditures but

did not look to maximise profits’.3? Bailey’s argument is certainly in agreement with the extant

30. Stone, Decision-Making, pp. 4, 6.

31. Schneider, ‘Prices and production’, p. 86.

32. Mark Bailey, ‘Historiographical essay: The commercialisation of the English economy, 1086-1500°, Fournal
of Medieval History, 24(3) (1998), p. 309.
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agricultural texts from the medieval period. The various agricultural treatises, discussed in
greater detail in subsequent chapters, which sought to educate demesne lords, both lay and
religious, were not concerned with profit. Walter of Henley’s Husbandry and Robert
Grosseteste’s Les Reules de Seynt Roberd both mention the virtues of selling the product of an estate
at the optimal time, but this is not their primary focus.?® Both Walter of Henley and Robert
Grosseteste are keen for their readers to follow their advice and to run their estates optimally,
but their advice for grain returns and prices 1s fixed, suggesting that only a suitable level of
outright financial return was desirable, and any further actions that sought to raise returns
above a reasonable level were likely much too risky.3* Walter of Henley and Grosseteste were
both writing for individuals who would have sources of income outside of the production of
their agricultural holdings, including rents, fines, wardships, and similar. Regardless of what
proportion of their income was derived from demesne agriculture, maximising profits on their
demesne would not necessarily have been their main concern. Instead, agricultural returns
could be used to protect themselves as much as possible from outside factors for, as Walter of
Henley counselled ‘[1]f you can approve your lands by tillage or cattle or other means beyond
the extent, put the surplus in reserve, for if corn fail, or cattle die, or fire befall you, or other

mishap, then what you have saved will help you’.3

33. See Walter of Henley’s Husbandry: ‘Vendez e achetez [en seson] par la vewe de un leal homme ou de deus’ (‘Sell and buye
in season and that in the presence of one honest man or twayne’), and Robert Grosseteste’s twenty-fifth rule: ‘e
ben poez enendre ke si vus volez avenye vendre, dunc le porrez vus meuz vendre e plus prendre quant a force covent ke chescun yet a
semer’ (‘And you should well understand, that if you want to sell oats you will be able to sell better and take more
for them later on in the year when everyone is forced to sow’). Dorothea Oschinsky, Waller of Henley and Other
Treatises on Estate Management and Accounting (Oxford, 1971), pp. 340-341, 397-397. Oschinsky includes ‘en seson’ in
her translation, a trait of the 3 manuscript category.

34. Walter of Henley stated that “Su lissue de votre grange ne respoigne forge au terz del semail vous ne gaignez ren si blee ne se
vend ben’ (‘If the summe <content> of thy barne doe (answer only) three tymes so muche as thy seede was thou
gaynest nothing by it unlesse corne beare a good (greate) price <or yeeld welle>). Ibid., pp. 324-325.

35. See Walter of Henley’s Husbandry: “Si vous poez vos terres approver par gaygnage, ou par estor, ou par purverance plus qe
lestente, le surplusage metez en estu, qar si blee faille, ou estor meorge, ou arcun survegne, [lu aoutre mescheances adonc vus vaudra
coe ke vus avet en estue’ (‘If youe may youre lands amende, eyther by tillage <thrifte> or by stock of cattaile or by
any other provision above the yearly extente putte <turne> that overpluis into money, for if corne fayle [or stock
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Even if we were able to accept that medieval ecclesiastical landlords and agricultural
managers sought to maximise their profits, we cannot be sure how such individuals envisaged
profit, a problem compounded by the nature of the accounting records. In his analysis of the
financial practices of Durham Cathedral Priory during the Middle Ages, Alisdair Dobie
analyses extant accounting records to demonstrate the different management techniques which
the prior and obedientiaries employed.3® Such techniques, Dobie argues, helped determine and
inform the financial and managerial courses followed by the Priory. Of particular importance
for this study is the focus on the development and use of charge and discharge accounting, a
form of single-entry bookkeeping in which receipts and expenses are calculated separately, for
manorial management.3’ Total profit and loss could be determined with some calculation, but
such arithmetic is clumsy compared with the intuitive layout of double-entry accounts.?®
Importantly, this form of accounting was not overmuch concerned with the profits a manor
produced, though these were not ignored, but rather ensured that the demesne officials were

conducting manorial affairs honestly and not cheating their employers.3?

Eric Stone further studies the nature of manorial accounts to examine the calculation
of profit in manorial accounts. In doing so, E. Stone notes that the format of manorial accounts,

while admirably designed to answer the question ‘are we being cheated?’, did not easily allow

die] or fier doe happen or any other mischaunce then wille be somewhat woorth to you which / you have in
coyne’). Ibid., pp. 308-310.

36. Alisdair Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory: Management and Control of a Major Ecclesiastical Corporation,
1083-1539 (New York, 2015).

37. Ibid., pp. 55-60, 192-197.

38. P.D.A. Harvey (ed.), Manorial Record of Cuxham, Oxfordshire, circa 1200-1559 (London, 1976), p. 15. “Third, the
written accounts could be used to calculate the profits from any particular manor. This last was not the original
purpose of the account; its form was directed solely at establishing the state of the proprietor’s account with his
local agent and to use this record to calculate profit was rather like using a modern bank statement to work out
someone’s income — a possible exercise, but not one for which the form of the document was intended, and at
times valid only if certain invisible factors were allowed for’.

39. Ibid., pp. 57-58.
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landlords and agricultural managers to determine how much their land was paying.*? E. Stone
states that ecclesiastical landlords were calculating the profit of a manor by 1224/5 at
Canterbury Cathedral Priory. Different monastic houses calculated profit using different
factors, further muddling our understanding of how various convents viewed profit. By the mid-
fourteenth century, Norwich recorded the profit of the manor, but did not include deductions
for wainage, suggesting that manorial operational costs were not subtracted from the final profit
figures.*! David Postles argues that the general shift in terms used in manorial accounts to
denote profits (e.g., from proficuum to valor,) ‘coincided with a shift in the economic climate’ to
the extent that valor ‘simply comprised cash liveries from manors now leased,” rather than
manors held in hand by the lord.*? As such, whereas in previous periods the term proficuum may
have included the value of the goods produced on a manor and any other incoming cash, valor
came to mean simply the value of a manor when it was put to farm; changing methods of
seigneurial income had changed the nature and perception of profit. Most importantly for this
study, Postles contends that landlords recognised the profitability of ‘manors which produced
simply for internal consumption as well as those properties which operated for the supply of the
market. The attempts by landlords to assess profit thus fully recognised the contribution of the
supply of the household’.*? In this study I seek to build upon this claim, arguing that landlords

were keenly aware of the value of the produce of their estates while also relying on these estates

40. E. Stone, ‘Profit-and-loss accountancy at Norwich Cathedral Priory’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society,
12(1962), p. 25.

41. E. Stone, Profit-and-loss accountancy, pp. 27-28, 39. Bailey describes wainage as ‘a labour service involving
carting goods for the lord. A wain is a light, two-wheeled, cart,” while the term may also apply to agricultural
implements. Mark Bailey, The English Manor c. 1200-¢.1500 2002), p. 247. David Postles further examines
manorial profit on lands held by Merton College, Southwick Priory, Bolton Priory, God’s House, and the
Bishopric of Lichfield before landlords shifted away from direct management of demesne lands.4141. David
Postles, “The perception of profit before the leasing of demesnes’, Agricultural History Review, 34(1) (1986), pp. 12-
28.

42. Postles, Perception of profit, pp. 14-15. See also R. R. Davies, ‘Baronial accounts, incomes and arrears in the
later Middle Ages’, Economic History Review, 21(2) (1968), pp. 211-229.

43. Postles, Perception of profit, p. 22.
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to support the landlords during times of economic difficulty and uncertainty.

As stated, this thesis seeks to show that capitalistic and profit-maximisation approaches
to understanding medieval agriculture are not the most appropriate measures by which to
gauge medieval agriculture and economy. Rather, this thesis develops and puts forward the
case for a preservationist mindset in which the Priory, above all, sought to protect the
patrimony of Saint Cuthbert which they held in sacred trust and, through careful interaction
with the market, remain financially insulated from the turbulence of the long fourteenth
century.** As the use of this preservationist mindset at Durham Cathedral Priory is explored in
the following chapters, this thesis will demonstrate its applicability and success through the lens
of three main criteria. Firstly, in Chapter I1I: Measures of Agricultural Success, that the Priory sought
to insulate itself from an unpredictable era through a careful eye on relative prices and labour
investment. Surprisingly, this seemingly preservationist approach resulted in high grain yields
that rivalled or surpassed some of the best performing manors in medieval England; the
disconnect between such results and the convent’s preservationist mindset is explored
throughout this thesis. Secondly, in Chapter IV: The Monks & Their Mindsets, that the Priory
followed the intellectual trends of the day and the advice of the popular agricultural treatises
then in circulation and that the Priory followed this advice and, as such, lowered the financial
risks to which they were exposed. Thirdly, in Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory,
that the bursar was careful to hire capable and seasoned serjeants to manage his demesne and,
on the rare occasion where a serjeant proved to be incompetent, removed serjeants who

performed poorly. This removal of incompetent managers was a facet of the Priory’s

44. Throughout this thesis, I emphasise that the convent’s mindset was ‘preservationist’ rather than
‘conservative. Though both terms speak to the Priory’s wish to maintain and keep their wealth, I feel the term
‘conservative’ suggests too much that the convent would be against change at all costs, rather than being open to
differing approaches should the level of risk be acceptable. The connotation of ‘preservationism’ also, I believe,
makes it clear that maintaining wealth, not profit, is overall object of this mindset.
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preservationist mindset, and such necessary action allowed the convent to maintain their wealth

and holdings.

IV. The Importance of the Demesnes of Durham Cathedral
Priory

In addition to the careful study of decision-making and the overall frameworks in which
the Priory and its lay officials operated, this thesis also examines the management of Durham
Cathedral Priory as a northern monastic house and in regard to the state of the study of
medieval northern English demesne farming. The omission of northern agriculture is common
in current scholarship, which instead focuses overwhelmingly on southern England. The estates
of Westminster Cathedral Priory, Norfolk Cathedral Priory, and the Bishoprics of Ely and
Winchester dominate. The studies conducted by Stone, Sapoznik, Schneider, Kitsikopoulos,
and others detail how seigneurial agriculture was practiced in southern England; it remains
unclear the extent to which these findings are applicable to northern English demesne
farming.* Ian Kershaw’s study of the finances of Bolton Priory is one of the few in-depth studies
of demesne workings on a northern medieval ecclesiastical estate.*® While Campbell has
compiled the largest single database of medieval English crop yields, incorporating work by J.

Z. Titow, David Farmer, and others, this database focuses overwhelmingly on demesnes no

45. David Stone, “The productivity of hired and customary labour: evidence from Wisbech Barton in the
fourteenth century’, Economic History Review, 50(4) (1997), pp. 640-656, David Stone, ‘Medieval farm
management and technological mentalities: Hinderclay before the Black Death’, Economic History Review, 54(4)
(2001), pp. 612-639, Stone, Decision-Making, David Stone, “The Black Death and its immediate aftermath: crisis
and change in the fenland economy, 1346-1353’ in Mark Bailey and Stephen Rigby, (eds.) Town and countryside in
the age of the Black Death: essays in honour of John Hatcher (Turnhout, 2012), pp. 213-244, Sapoznik, ‘Resource
allocation’, pp. 187-205, Alexandra Sapoznik, “The productivity of peasant agriculture: Oakington,
Cambridgeshire, 1360-99°, Economic History Review, 66(2) (2013), pp. 518-544, Schneider, ‘Prices and
production’, pp. 66-91, Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms’, pp. 142-166.

46. Ian Kershaw, Bolton Priory: The Economy of a Northern Monastery, 1286-1325 (Oxford, 1973).
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further north than Cambridgeshire and there is no data on manors north of Cambridgeshire
following the Black Death.*

We must also remember that northern English agriculture is underrepresented in
scholarly literature due to a relative paucity of sources, making the need for a fresh, long-run
study as this thesis all the more important. Campbell notes that ‘[t]he north-eastern counties of
Durham and Yorkshire are somewhat better served’ than much of the rest of northern
England,” but records are still much less abundant than in the better represented southern
counties.* Campbell’s assertion that ‘the scarcity of accounts is probably an indication that
direct demesne management was never very important’ relies, at least partially, on an absence
of evidence and we cannot assume on this argument alone that demesne agriculture was not
an important part of the medieval northern economy.*

Both Campbell and Tuck emphasise the pastoral nature of northern agriculture during
the long fourteenth century, with sheep and other herd animals forming the backbone of the
economy due to the climate, soil, and landscape of the region.’® As such, too little focus is given
to arable production.’! Though arable production may have been of lesser importance than
pastoral in some regions of northern England, this does not mean that arable productivity,
when managers deemed the conditions favourable, was lower than elsewhere in England.

Intensive cultivation, in contrast to the extensive nature of pastoral husbandry, may well have

47. See Bruce M. S. Campbell (2007), Three centuries of English crops yields, 1211-1491 [WWW document].
URL http://www.cropyields.ac.uk [accessed on 06/03/2019].

48. Campbell, Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 49.

49. Ibid., p. 32.

50. Bruce M. S. Campbell, Bartley, Kenneth C., and Power, John P., “The Demesne-farming systems of post-
Black Death England: a classification’, Agricultural History Review, 44(2) (1996), pp. 131-179, J. A. Tuck, ‘Chapter
3: Farming Practice and Techniques. A. The Northern borders’, in Edward Miller (ed.) The Agrarian History of
England and Wales, Volume III 1548-1500 (Cambridge, 1991), p. 587-595.

51. See Ben Dodds, Peasants and Production in the Medieval North-East: The Evidence from Tithes, 1270-1556
(Woodbridge, 2007), Ben Dodds, ‘Demesne and tithe: peasant agriculture in the late middle ages’, Agricultural
History Review, 56(2) (2008), pp. 123-141 for a correction to this trend, though Dodds does not analyse manorial
data.

98-



made possible the astonishing yields discussed in later chapters of this thesis. Yet the
classifications by Campbell, Kenneth Bartley, and John Power of agricultural types during the
late Middle Ages argue otherwise: ten demesnes in Durham and Yorkshire were found to
practice ‘extensive arable-husbandry’ as the second choice farming type.®? At least two of these
demesnes, Elvethall and Witton, belonged to Durham Cathedral Priory, being the purview of
the Priory hostillar and almoner, respectively. Yet this classification system omits the lands held
by the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar, one of the richest sources of agricultural data from
Durham Cathedral Priory and medieval northeast England.

With only two exceptions, no work has covered the yields and management of the
bursar’s demesnes since Elizabeth Halcrow’s 1949 thesis. Richard Britnell, in his collection of
early Durham manorial accounts, gave yields for five manors.”® As these yields are not the main
purpose of the volume, Britnell, justifiably, gives little attention to them:

Yields on the priory's (sic) small crops of barley were exceptionally good by
those of contemporary standards, those for wheat good, and those for oats and
legumes no worse than usual elsewhere in England. There is no mystery about
the high yields of barley, given the smallness of the acreage it occupied relative
to the large potential sources of manure.5*

Britnell’s brief analysis is consistent with the results discussed in Chapter I1I: Measures of
Agricultural Success, even if wheat certainly became more productive over the course of the long
fourteenth century. Britnell also calls attention to the role that manuring, considered further in
later chapters of this thesis, had in raising and maintaining high yields, particularly over a
relatively small number of acres.>> When examining the accounting history of Durham

Cathedral Priory during the Late Middle Ages, Dobie similarly touches briefly on yields on the

52. Campbell, Bartley, and Power, ‘Demesne-farming systems’, p. 173

53. Richard Britnell, Durham Priory Manorial Accounts, 1277-1310 (Woodbridge, 2014), pp. xlv, xlvii.
54. Ibid., p. xlv.

55. Ibid., p. xlv.
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bursar’s manors, albeit only to explain the method behind the auditor’s yields calculations and
does not give any actual yield figures.”® These calculations and their use throughout this thesis
are discussed in detail in Chapter I1I: Sources & Methods.>” We are thus left with Halcrow’s thesis
as the only other study on yields on the bursar’s manors. However, this study is not without
problems. Halcrow’s calculations undoubtedly demonstrate the high yields found on the
manors which I discuss in detail in the following chapters; the high yield of wheat at Pittington
in 1397/8 (7.38) 1s noticeable, as are the barley yields at Westoe in 1371/2, 1372/3, and
137374 5 ( 11.6, 12.2, and 7.57, respectively).”® Nevertheless, Halcrow was much more
haphazard in her coverage of manors than this study, which has covered all extant manorial
accounts on the bursar’s estate. In the section on Houghall yields, for example, Halcrow has
entries only for seven years, omitting the whole of the 1380s and 1390s, instead of including
the twenty-four years for which yields of any major crop are available.’® Such omissions are
also found in her data for Bearpark and Wardley; Halcrow also completely omits Belasis from
the data set. Notably, Halcrow gives details for an account which does not exist in today’s
catalogue; no account is extant for Ketton in 1386/7. Halcrow was working with a vastly
different catalogue of accounts than those today; this likely accounts for the difference at times
present between my calculations and those of Halcrow and may account for the omission of
some manors. The catalogue of manorial accounts was reorganised in the late twentieth century
by Alan Piper, at which time many accounts were substantially repaired; the auditor’s yields

were on the left margins of the accounts which were often damaged.

56. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 192-193.

57. See Chapter II: Sources & Methods, Section IV.11 Calculations and Use of Vield per Seed and Sown Acreage.

58. These yields were calculated for this thesis as 11.56, 12.21, and 7.57. Halcrow is not consistent in the
number of decimal places to which the yields are given. Elizabeth M. Halcrow, Administration & Agrarian Policy of
the Manors of Durham Cathedral Priory, B.Litt. Dissertation (Oxford, 1949), pp. 138-142.

59. Ibid., pp. 138-142, DCD-Hough. acs.
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Northern medieval English arable demesne agriculture is understudied, and the
characteristics of the region are too rarely emphasised in current scholarship, at least partially
through a lack of sources.®® The productivity of this husbandry is thus underappreciated.
Indeed, these two issues are intrinsically related. Tuck, in his work on northern agriculture, is
clear in his evaluation of arable productivity in northern England, particularly on the estates of
Durham Cathedral Priory. Grain vyields, he states, were ‘very respectable by medieval
standards,” with some yields ‘noticeably higher...than Lord Beveridge’s averages for the whole
of the thirteenth and fourteenth century,” and ‘this alone should dispose of the some of the more
extravagant generalisations about the northern economy in the later middle ages’.%! Yet this
does not accurately cover the success of northern agriculture demonstrated by the bursar’s
estates at Durham Cathedral Priory. I shall demonstrate in Chapter I1I: Measures of Agricultural
Success that abundant harvests were not restricted to the 1370s, the decade to which Tuck
points.%? Instead, harvests were extremely successful throughout the long fourteenth century
and therefore further dispel the notions of medieval northern economic mediocrity cited by
Tuck.% These successful harvests and high yields that characterised the bursar’s manors were
not the result of profit-maximising behaviour. Rather, intensive agriculture and high labour
inputs, as mentioned by Britnell, followed from the convent’s preservationist approach, as I will
discuss in Chapter I11: Measures of Agricultural Success.5* Through the use of high labour inputs and

intensive agriculture to ensure the high productivity the characterised these manors, the

60. Non-demesne arable agricultural productivity has been extensively investigated using tithe data by Ben
Dodds. See Ben Dodds, ‘Estimating arable output using Durham Priory tithe receipts, 1341-1450°, Economic
History Review, 57(2) (2004), pp. 245-285, Ben Dodds, ‘Managing Tithes in the Late Middle Ages’, Agricultural
History Review, (2005), pp. 125-140, Dodds, Peasants and Production, and Dodds, ‘Demesne and tithe’, pp. 123-141
for the results of this research.

61. Tuck, ‘Northern borders’, p. 179.

62. Ibid., p. 179.

63. Ibid., p. 179

64. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xlv.
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convent, I argue, sought to insulate itself from the unstable economic conditions that
characterised the long fourteenth century and preserve and maintain the wealth they held in
trust.

Geographical location alone would thus be a powerful reason to study Durham
Cathedral Priory, supported by the remarkable completeness of the bursar’s manorial accounts
compared to other northern convents. Moreover, Durham Cathedral Priory is of particular
importance due to the relative density of its holdings. The Bishop of Winchester’s estate was
particularly vast, including sixty manors across seven southern counties at its height, and can
hardly be recognised as representative of ecclesiastical estates.®> Similarly, the estates of
Westminster Abbey were geographically dispersed; the Abbey had holdings in Berkshire,
Cambridgeshire, Northamptonshire, Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, Rutland, Staffordshire,
and Sussex, in addition to those in the hinterlands of London.%¢ The estate of Battle Abbey was
also spread over several counties, with manors in Sussex, Berkshire, Essex, Surrey, and Kent.
The holdings of Durham Cathedral Priory, in contrast, were overwhelmingly concentrated
between the Tyne and Tees Rivers, within County Durham, while the bursar’s estate was
entirely within the historical patrimony of Saint Cuthbert.

This geographic layout of the Priory's temporalities presents several unique
opportunities for this study. Of particular interest is the effect that the proximity of the manors
to the Priory may have had on the management of the demesnes. Unlike the estate of the Bishop

of Winchester or that of Westminster Abbey, where monastic officers were unlikely to have the

65. ‘Unfortunately, the Winchester manors were not representative of seigniorial agriculture across
England...Even for ecclesiastical manors, the Winchester manors were larger than average...The Winchester
estate was also held in direct management for longer than almost any other estate for which records survive, and
relied more heavily on labour obligations than other estates which had to hire labour... from a very early date
they sold larger amounts of their produce than other seigniorial estates’ Schneider, ‘Prices and production’ p. 71.
66. See Barbara Harvey, Westminster Abbey and its Estates in the Muddle Ages (Oxford, 1977), pp. 335-364 for a full
list of the holdings of Westminster Abbey from its foundation to the Dissolution.
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time to visit the entirety of their holdings each year, the bursars of Durham Cathedral Priory
would have been able to tour their manors with regularity, perhaps even overseeing manorial
audits. The bursars and their socu (assistants) would have therefore been well placed to form
ongoing relationships with their manorial managers and to gain a familiarity with a manor and
the people living in its environs, allowing the convent to choose the most skilled individual for
the office of serjeant. Similarly, the geographic layout of the bursar’s estate allows for multiple
case studies on how yields differed on neighbouring manors and vills, which would have
experienced the same external factors in terms of weather; this means that I am able to explore
the effect individuals and their decisions mattered in demesne agriculture, in direct contrast to

much of the current scholarship.

V. The Organisation of Durham Cathedral Priory

Following the Norman Conquest and the establishment of the Benedictine chapter at Durham
Priory, the monks became organised according to typical monastic forms with many of the
common monastic officers. The Bishop of Durham was the ex officio abbot, though the
relationship between the monks of Durham Cathedral Priory and their nominal abbot was
often characterised by conflict, particularly over the various rights and liberties of the monks
and the Bishop’s prerogative of visitation, or inspection, of the Priory. The Priory and Bishop
agreed to le Convenit in 1231, which granted to the convent, as a seminal charter of rights for
Durham Cathedral Priory, the right to free elections, and to the prior the liberty to decide upon

monastic officers; the Bishop was guaranteed an annual visitation due to his de jure abbacy.5’

67. David Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, Volume I (Cambridge, 1962), pp. 255-256, Dobie, Accounting at
Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 25-26. Despite the agreements reached in le Convenit, periodic disputes did arise and
in 1300 Bishop Anthony Bek (r. 1284-1311) ‘sequestrated the goods of the Priory and convent, putting in
keepers of the same, and replacing many monastic officials’ (Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 26).
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Simplified Organisational Structure of Durham Cathedral Priory During the Long Fourteenth Century

Bishop of Durham
(titular and ex-officio abbot)

Prior of The Abbey Church of Saint Mary and
Saint Guthbert at Durham (The Cathedral
Church of Christ, Blessed Mary the Virgin and St
Cuthbert of Durham)

The Eleven Main Obedientiaries (Officers) of the

Priory
. . Bursar e . .
Hostillar Feretar Sacrist Almoner Terrar Cellarer Granator ommoner Chamberlain Feretar
Hostillar’s Sacrist’s Almoner’s Terrar’s Bursar’s Cellarer’s Commoner’s Chamber.’s

socit

socit

socit

socit

socit

socit

Source: Dobson, Durham Priory, p. 66.

Manorial Officials
(Serjeants)
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Le Convenit also granted the prior the right to appoint any monastic officers, or obedientiaries
unlike Christ Church, Canterbury, which was similarly a convent attached to a powerful
bishopric, the prior could admit novices and oversee the transfer of his monks between the
Priory and its dependent cells.®® Indeed, the prior of the convent was given the episcopal staff,
ring, sandals, and mitre after 1379 and, after the Bishop of Durham, the prior ‘was recognized
as first in the diocese...and sat during a vacancy with the archdeacons’.%® The prior was also a
seigneurial lord with vassals owing knight’s service and his own courts, while his manor of
Bearpark (Beaurepaire) was, by the fifteenth century, ‘one of the greatest country seats in northern
England’.”® The prior, did, however, have the sole prerogative of appointing the bursar, which
likely helped in keeping the prior and his household in funds, though conflict between the prior
and the rest of the convent had ‘led to the imposition of a series of constitutional checks...on
his abbatial power’.”! We cannot understate the power and influence the bursar must have
wielded through his control over the majority of the Priory’s finances. Yet the prior was
dependent on his officials, or obedientiaries, to contribute to his income, as he ‘had no special
sources of income allotted to him,’ for the prior ‘was not one of those many monastic prelates

393

“qui habent bona et possessiones a conventu discreta’” (‘who had their own goods and possessions

separate from the convent’).”?

68. Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, Volume I, p. 256, R. B. Dobson, Durham Priory, 1400-1540
(Cambridge, 1973), p. 223.

69. Ibid., pp. 207, 258.

70. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 192. Dobson, Durham Priory, pp. 96-97.

71. Ibid., p. 115.

72. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 192, David Knowles, The Religious Orders in England: Volume I1I:
The End of the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1967), pp. 313-314, Dobson, Durham Priory, pp. 96-97, 115, W. A. Pantin
(ed.), Documents Illustrating the Activities of the General and Provincial Chaplers of the English Black Monks, 1215-1540
Volume III (London, 1947), p. 110.
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Though the Rule of Saint Benedict mandated only that a cellarer be appointed to assist in
the administration of the monastery, a number of subordinate offices arose by the thirteenth
century.”> Under the prior came the sub-prior, responsible for keeping discipline among the
monks, and a number of officers, eleven of whom were responsible for a large part of the
Priory’s operations and were accountable to the chapter, while eight of these obedientiaries,
including the bursar, would have their own staff (soczz).”* The obedientiaries acted with a large
amount of independence and largely free from the oversight of the prior, who, by the late
fourteenth century, spent only about seventeen weeks of the year in residence at the Priory.”
These eleven obedientiaries were required to render accounts at the annual chapter meeting
every June. Three of the eleven were most concerned with feeding the Priory: the cellarer,
granator, and bursar, with the bursar controlling the largest estate and two thirds of the Priory’s
income.’® Because the bursar controlled most of the Priory’s wealth and oversaw much of its
manorial operations, his office is the focus here and throughout much of this thesis.

The office of bursar became prevalent and reached its level of importance among the black
monks by the end of the thirteenth century.”” The bursar would have originally acted as a sort
of treasurer for the convent, holding the bursa, or purse, and received and held funds and

distributing ‘it in the expenses of the house as instructed by the prior’.”® By the fourteenth

73. Regula Sancti Benedict, caput XXXI: De Cellario Monasterii (‘Curam gerat de omnibus; sine ussione abbatis il faciat.
Quae wbentur custodiat; fratres non contristet.”). However, the Rule recognised that the cellarer may need to appoint
assistants (“s¢ congregatio maior fuerit, solacia et dentur, a quibus adiutus et ipse aequo animo impleat offictum sibi commussum.”’).
See also Knowles, The Religious Orders in England: Volume II: The End of the Middle Ages, pp. 309-310.

74. Dobson, Durham Priory, p. 66. These eleven were the bursar, cellarer, granator, terrar, sacrist, feretrar,
almoner, hostillar, chamberlain, commoner, and master of the infirmary. The bursar, cellarer, terrar, sacrist,
almoner, hostillar, chamberlain, and commoner would have had their own staff. The feretrar was responsible for
the upkeep the Cathedral’s shrine to Saint Cuthbert (Miranda Threlfall-Homes, Monks and Markets: Durham
Cathedral Priory 1460-1520 (Oxford, 2005), p. 21).

75. Knowles, The Religious Orders in England: Volume II: The End of the Middle Ages, p. 253.

76. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 29-30, R. A. Lomas, Durham Cathedral Priory as a Landowner and
a Landlord, 1290-1540, Ph.D. Dissertation (University of Durham, 1973), p. 8.

77. Threlfall-Homes, Monks & Markets, p. 18

78. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 29-30.
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century, however, the bursar had his own sources of income and also distributed funds to the
other obedientiaries; by 1270 the bursar recorded ‘over 230 separate sources of revenue
including income from rents, customary dues, tithes, pensions, fisheries, and mills,” while the
same payments would have flowed through the bursar from thirty-one townships before the
Black Death.”” The men who held the office of bursar and the office of terrar, de jure higher in
precedent even if de facto lower in importance often held it multiple times, frequently holding
the two offices simultaneously.?? The bursar also controlled a number of manors, including
fifteen between the Tyne and Tees Rivers which were all directly managed, even if only
periodically, during the long fourteenth century. Moving roughly north to south, these manors
were Westoe, Wardley, Fulwell, Muggleswick, Rainton, Dalton, Bearpark, Pittington,
Houghall, Ferryhill, Merrington, Bewley, Billingham, Belasis, and Ketton (see Figure 1.1). The
administration of these manors, and the background and decisions of the individuals who
managed them are the focus of this thesis. Due to his vast responsibilities, which included
presenting accounts at the annual meeting of the convent chapter for audit and touring his
estate and constituent manors, the office was ultimately burdensome. Richard Lomas and Piper
argued that the bursar would be roughly middle aged to best combine experience and vigour;
this question is explored in the following chapters. The burden of the office ultimately led to
the responsibilities being divided in 1438 into three parts, although the full office was restored
seven years later, when the monks and the sitting Bishop of Durham, Robert Neville agreed

that the division of the office was more expensive in terms of the accompanying staff, and too

79. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 23, R. A. Lomas and A. J. Piper (eds.) Durham Cathedral Priory
Rentals, Volume I: Bursars Rentals (Newcastle, 1989), pp. 23-29, R. A. Lomas, ‘Developments in land tenure on the
Prior of Durham’s estate in the later middle ages’, Northern History, 13(1) (1977), p. 35.

80. Lomas, Durham Cathedral Priory as Landowner and Landlord, p. 10. See also the list of obedientiaries in David
Rollason and Lynda Rollason (eds.) The Durham Liber Vitae: London, British Library, MS Cotton Domitian A. VII: Edition
and Digital Facsimile with Introduction, Codicological, Prosopographical and Linguistic Commentary, and Indexes. Edited by David
and Lynda Rollason; Including the Biographical Register of Durham Cathedral Priory (1083-1539) by A.J. Piper. Volume II1
(London, 2007), pp. 492-503.

-37-



many monks were away from divine services.! Like many of the other obedientiaries, the

bursar often had soci to aid him, while full-time serjeants®? or manorial managers (discussed in

detail in subsequent in Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory) oversaw the demesnes

according to the bursar’s wishes.

VI. The Manors & Crops During the Long Fourteenth Century

Figure 1.1: Map of the Bursar's Manors Held in Hand with Topography, c. 1300 to c. 1453

Manor

City

Any discussion and analysis of the material gathered for this thesis or the conclusions drawn

from such material requires, at the bare minimum, a brief description of the manors

administered by the bursar during the long fourteenth century. This description also informs

the manorial groupings used in the following chapter, which are primarily based on geographic

location and the sort of agriculture practised there. Also necessary is an overview of the three

81. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 30, pp. 287-290.
82. From the Latin serviens, meaning ‘one who serves’.
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main crops grown on the fourteen manors covered by this study, including their social,
economic, and caloric implications.

The paragraphs below give that overview necessary for the rest of the thesis to be
relevant and, indeed, fully comprehensible. The first of the following two sections gives a brief
history and geographical overview, including size, of the different manors. This geographic
overview informs Chapter III: Measures of Agricultural Success, as the groupings used in that chapter
to analyse their management, are largely based on geographical location: Westoe, Fulwell, and
Wardley, the northernmost manors, comprise the Tyneside Manors; Houghall, Pittington, and
Bearpark, the manors closest to Durham and held in hand the longest, make up the Home
Farms; Ketton and Merrington, being geographically isolated from the other manors are the
Peculiar Manors; while Bewley, Billingham, and Belasis are included in the Teesside Manor
group as they are situated at the mouth of the Tees River, in some of the most fertile land in
the county.

I also detail the different numbers of labourers on these manors, the wages of these
individuals, the varying financial circumstances, and the acreage devoted to the three main
crops, which, usually, were farmed at all the manors. In the second section, I describe the three
main crops grown on the manors — wheat, barley, and oats. I describe the different transport
costs, the caloric energy that could be extracted from these grains, and the role the different
grains had in social prestige. The former section is necessary to give the reader to requisite
information to understand the scale of operations at each manor and understand the different
conditions that affected them; the latter provides a background understanding of the various
uses to which the three main crops were put — which informed the factors influencing their
planting — as well as the societal implications behind each as this allows us to see the changing

standards of living through the composition of the grain liveries of the famuli.
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During the long fourteenth century, the manors were managed by a lay official, appointed by
monastic obedientiaries, called a serviens or serjeant. These individuals were responsible for
organising the manorial workforce, directing the ploughing, harvesting, reaping, and other
tasks, as well as determining the seeding of different crops and, though not a focus of this study,
overseeing whatever livestock was resident on the demesne.?3 Unlike livestock, monastic
obedientiaries were not normally resident on the demesnes, with the notable exception of
Bearpark, which served as the Prior’s retreat. The prior would periodically tour his demesne;
Prior William of Tanfield visited Pittington seven times, Bewley four times, Ketton and Dalton
three times, Merrington and Muggleswick, and Wardley and Westoe once, implying that these
manors had lodgings to fit his station in 1310/11, though such mobility seems to be
exceptional.#* Other manors such as Westoe, Pittington, and Billingham tended to have
customary tenants and settlements clustered around them.?> At Wardley, Pittington, Belasis,
Bewley, Houghall, and Ketton demesne land was kept separate from tenant land, while at other

manors strips of demesne land would have been mixed between tenant holdings.?°

VI.i. The Manors of the Durham Cathedral Priory Bursar During the Long
Fourteenth Century

VI.i.a. Westoe

Westoe was one of the original possessions of the Priory, located at the mouth of the Tyne and
near the dependent cell of Jarrow. The manor was quite some distance from the Priory —

roughly seventeen miles (twenty-seven kilometres) from Durham and much closer to the

83. I explore the role the serjeants played on the manors, their socio-economic station, and their role in their
respective communities in Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory.

84. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xxv.

85. Ibid., pp. xxxii-xxxvi, Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, pp. 205-206, 208-209,
214-219.

86. Lomas, Durham Cathedral Priory as Landowner and Landlord, p. 111.
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commercial centre of Newcastle, about seven and a half miles (about twelve kilometres) away.
Westoe, like Wardley and Fulwell, sat on the East Durham Limestone Plateau, and was
characterised by slightly acidic and permeable, albeit rich in loam and clay, soil, that, while not
always freely draining, was still moderately to highly fertile.®” Two freeholdings were still
present by 1430, one of thirty acres and one of forty acres, which continued to owe labour
services on the manor, while a number of small holdings had been created from the land
exchanged by one Richard the Hosteller and his wife Agnes in 1333.88 An additional five
husbandlands of twenty-four acres each and thirteen bovate holdings of twelve acres each were
associated with the manor.?Y Throughout the long fourteenth century Westoe was always
average sized by the standards of the Priory’s other manors; in 1304/5, Britnell estimates that
nearly two hundred and twenty-nine acres were used for arable husbandry, with one hundred
acres sown with wheat, despite wheat not performing its best in acidic soils, just over twenty-
one acres sown with barley, and about sixty-nine acres given over to oats.”0 This was slightly
larger than the national average acreage for 1250 to 1349 calculated by Campbell (199.5
acres).?! By 1372, a little over seventy acres were sown with wheat, about seventy acres with
barley, and slightly less than ten acres were sown with oats, slightly less than the post Black
Death national average of 155.8 acres.”> Much like the acreage of the manor, the number of
Jamuli employed follows expected trends: as agricultural wages rose, fewer individuals were

employed on the manor. In 1330/1, nine people constituted the famuli: one carter who was

87. Farewell, T.S., Truckell, I.G., Keay, C.A., Hallett, S.H (2011), The derivation and application of Soilscapes:
soil and environmental datasets from the National Soil Resources Institute, Cranfield University, Cranfield
University 2022. The Soils Guide. Available: www.landis.org.uk. Cranfield University, UK. Last accessed
09/03/2022.

88. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals. p. 203.

89. Ibid., p. 203.

90. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xlvi, Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 218.

91. Ibid., p. 69

92. Ibid., p. 69.
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paid 5s for his labour, five ploughmen (5s each), a swineherd (3s), and a milkmaid (3s) were
hired for the year, while two carters (2s each) were employed for the Pentecost term. By 1370/1,
when the accounts resume following a lacuna after the Black Death, eight individuals were
employed, with three ploughmen, a carter, a milkmaid, and a swineherd being employed for
the full year. Though the expenses of the manor often exceeded its receipts prior to the 1330s
(in 1324/5, this amounted to £2 125 11 '/d), in many subsequent years the manor enjoyed a
healthy surplus. In 1328/9, this came to £3 14s, £6 19s 8d in 1340/1; and £19 14s 4d in
1371/2, of which a staggering £26 17s 10.5d of the surplus of these years came from the sale
of malt and corn, presumably either at market in Newcastle or in fictitious purchases by the
Priory.?3

VI.ib. Wardley

Wardley was just over twelve miles (twenty kilometres) from the Priory on the south side of the
River Tyne, close to Newcastle in the parish of Jarrow on the East Durham Limestone Plateau,
sharing the same loam and clay soil that was present at Westoe and Fulwell.?* Even before the
Black Death Wardley was not one of the largest manors, with only about one-hundred and
sixty acres under cultivation in 1304/5, less than the national average of about two hundred
acres, yet it remained under the direct management of the Priory well into the later fourteenth
century.” Wardley had no township or village associated with the manor, though the twelve

cottage holdings of twelve acres each of Nether Heworth owed labour services at the manor

93. A fictitious purchase was used to balance the receipts and expenses section of medieval accounting material.
See Elizabeth Gemmill, Dodds, Ben, and Schofield, Philip, ‘Durham grain prices, 1278-1515’, Archaeologia
Aeliana, 5(39) (2011), pp. 319-320.

94. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, “Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.

95. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xlvi. By 1371/2, I estimate that there were approximately seventy-one acres
under cultivation at Wardley, with about forty-seven seeded with wheat, sixteen with barley, and eight with oats,
a significant change from the seventy-five acres seeded with wheat, seven with barley, and fifty-two with oats in
1304/5. CGampbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69.
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until this was commuted in 1357; perhaps some of these individuals were also hired as_famuli.%%
The serjeants of Wardley usually did not keep a large staff of full-time labourers. In 1329/30,
a representative pre-plague year, Robert de Monkton, the serving serjeant, employed one
carter and two ploughmen for the year for 7s each, two miscellaneous labourers for 5s 6d each,
and a smith for 4s.%7 In 1332/3, Robert de Monkton increased the number of staff, hiring one
carter (4s), four ploughmen (4s each), and an general labourer (2s) for Martinmas term, one
carter (3s), five ploughmen (3s each), a boy to lead the plough (2s), and two men to look after
the cattle (12d) for Pentecost term. In 1378/9, following the Black Death in a period of
changing economic circumstances, the serjeant William Colynson hired Robert de Schaffeld
as a ploughman for Martinmas and Pentecost terms (15s), Thomas Firthe for an unstated
purpose for Pentecost (6s), and a pagius (2d). 98 This clearly represented a winding-down of direct
management at the manor. The manor was not always financially stable and during the early
fourteenth century relied on a regular payment from the bursar to meet all necessary expenses
(for example, £9 in 1302/3, £7 6s in 1303/4, and £4 18s in 1323/4). Nevertheless, the
expenses of the manor regularly exceeded its receipts, and the manor ran a deficit in
1299/1300, 1302/3, 1322/3, 1324/5, 1325/6, 1328/9, 1329/30, and 1378/9, ranging from
a few shillings to well over £5 in 1299/1300.

VI.i.c. Fulwell

Located at the mouth of the River Wear not far from the dependent Priory cells of
Monkwearmouth and Jarrow, Fulwell was a relatively small manor that nevertheless was not

finally farmed out until the early fifteenth century. So little data survives from the early

96. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xxxiii; Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 201.
97. These two_famuli were pagit, a generic term for a young male labourer.
98. Young male servant, ¢f. with ‘page,” a knight’s personal attendant.
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fourteenth century that we must focus on the post-Black Death operations of the manor. During
the late fourteenth century, there were fifteen holdings in the surrounding area: ‘two holdings
of thirty-two acres, three of sixteen acres, six of twelve acres, one of nine acres, one of six acres
and two cottages without land,” though during the thirteenth century there had been four
holdings of forty-eight acres each.?? The manor was further associated with the settlements of
Southwick and Monkwearmouth.!% By 1386/7, only about sixty acres were under cultivation,
with about twenty-acres devoted to wheat, another twenty-five acres of barley, and the
remaining ten acres given over to oats, well below the national and FTC average sown acreage
for that period (155.8 acres and 178.4).190 This land would have been characterised by
moderately to highly fertile soil that was rich in clay and loam.!%?

During the tenure of the serjeant John de Monkton, who ran the manor for the last two
decades of the fourteenth century, the manor had a relatively small staft of famuli, hardly
surprising given its comparatively small size. Interestingly, the Fulwell accounts often give the
names of the famulus, but not his specific role. In 1382/3, the manor employed Thomas
Egermond, Hugh Scott, John Cose, John Lilly, Robert Scott, Henry Bullock, Robert son of
(presumably the previous) Henry, and an unnamed woman gardener; individuals such as
Henry Bullock and John Lily had seemed to have worked for most of the 1380s at Fulwell, after
which they disappear from the record. The financial situation at Fulwell was somewhat varied.
In 1383/4, the account closed with a 2s 7d surplus, while in 1401/2 the manor recorded a
surplus of 60s; the following year the manor’s expenses exceeded its receipts by 70s. The

practice of selling grain at the gate does not seem to have provided enough income, nor did the

99. Lomas, Durham Cathedral Priory as Landowner and Landlord, p. 40.

100. Ibid., p. 40.

101. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69

102. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.
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grain sold occasionally to the Priory as fictious purchases seem to have offset the deficits.!03
This precarious financial situation likely explains why the manor was not often in hand before
the Black Death and was leased shortly after the turn of the fifteenth century.

VI.i.d. Dalton & Rainton

These two neighbouring manors were only about four miles (seven kilometres) apart, yet any
in-depth investigation into their workings or comparisons between the two manors is hampered
by a dearth of extant information. The manors sat on the limestone soil that characterises the
East Durham Limestone Plateau and enjoyed fertile soil, slightly hampered by impeded
drainage.!* Both Dalton and Rainton were original possessions of the Priory, and the manor
of Rainton is attested in a papal document dating to 1157.1% Both manors had nearby
settlements which provided a labour pool upon which the manors could draw. East and West
Rainton were close to the manor and those holding the thirty-three small twelve acre bovates
that were associated with these settlements likely found it necessary to supplement their income
with paid labour; Dalton too had a small township and four customary tenancies — one eighty
acre bondland and four bovates of eighteen acres.!?® Though Rainton and Dalton were not the
largest manors under the control of the bursars (the Teesmouth manors were by far the largest),
they were hardly unsubstantial. Britnell estimated that Dalton had about 283 acres under
plough in 130576, with about 130 acres devoted to wheat, sixteen acres for barley, and the
remaining 137 acres given over to oats, while estimating that Rainton consisted of about 136

acres, with about fifty-one acres sown with wheat, five acres of barley, and seventy-six acres of

103. Gemmill, Dodds, and Schofield, ‘Durham grain prices’, pp. 318-319.

104. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.

105. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, pp. 205-206

106. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, pp. xxxiii-xxxiv, Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals,
pp- 205-206.
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oats.!”” The former manor was larger, greater in size than the average manor in the FTC
counties (223.7 acres) and only slightly smaller than Hinderclay in the years before the Black
Death (average sown area of 291 acres).!%® The number of famuli at the two manors were not
high. At Dalton in 1336/7, one carter, six ploughmen, and a dairymaid were paid 52s in cash
for their work for the year, as well as a grain stipend. In 1343/4, the last extant Dalton account,
only one carter and five ploughmen were hired for the Pentecost term for a total of 42s, in what
would have a been a busy time of the agricultural year. At Rainton, for which only four
accounts are extant, the number of famuli was even smaller; in 1303/4 only four ploughmen
and a swineherd were hired on a permanent basis, though the ploughmen were lucky enough

to receive their grain stipend in wheat.
Vl.i.e. Bearpark

Bearpark, or, more properly Beaurepaire (beautiful retreat) was never a demesne on a level
with the rest of the bursar’s estate as it likely never was intended to be a major supplier of grain
for the Priory or the market. From the late thirteenth century, Bearpark served as the prior’s
retreat and manor house and the site of the monastic /udi.!” Though the retreat covered more
than 1,500 acres slightly northwest of Durham, there was rarely a large arable operation here,
with the focus instead being on pastoral agriculture.!!'® Given that the manor was situated on

acidic loam and clay-based soil that was not especially fertile, this made good economic sense

107. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xIvi.

108. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69, Stone, ‘Medieval farm management’, 617.

109. See Dobson, Durham Priory, pp. 97-98. The ludi, or games, were an easing of monastic rules for a period of
two weeks or more, involving periods of relaxation, informal interactions between junior and senior members of
the community, and copious consumption of meat. At the ludi of 1391, five oxen or cows, twenty-two sheep, and
seven pigs were consumed in the two-week period, though fish was eaten on Wednesdays, Fridays, and
Saturdays. Between thirty and forty monks would have been resident in Durham at any time during the late
fourteenth century. For the timeline of the formation of the manor, see Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral
Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 218.

110. Ibid., p. 218, Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xxxiii.
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for the Priory.!!! Britnell estimated that in the 1304/5 agricultural year, there were only about
39 acres cultivated, with about seven acres seeded with rye and the rest with oats, presumably
as fodder for the prior’s horses and other livestock.!!'? By the late fourteenth century (1371/2
agricultural year), the size of the arable operation had not changed overmuch: I estimate that
there were about forty acres under plough, with about eighteen acres seeded with wheat, three
with barley, and the remainder with oats. It goes nearly without saying that the number of
arable acres under plough was well below national levels for the period; only seventeen manors
before the Black Death and nineteen manors after the plague that were surveyed by Campbell
had less than fifty acres sown (407 manors surveyed for 1250-1349 and 262 for 1350-1449).!13
Unsurprisingly, the serjeants at Bearpark rarely found it necessary to have a large labour force
on hand. In 1330/1, the manorial records show that Richard de Thinley only employed two
carters, two ploughmen, a dairymaid, and a smith for the Martinmas and Pentecost term
costing the manor some £2 3s 9d in wages. By 1370/1, John de Lethom, the serjeant of the
demesne, employed a carter, a ploughman, two wood-carters, a park-keeper, a cowherd, and
a milkmaid for the Martinmas and Pentecost terms for a total of £3 8s 4d. It certainly does not
seem that the bursar expected the manor’s receipts to exceed its expenses, though it did in some
years. In 1333/4, the manor was 25s 5.25d in arrears, though this was remarkably better than
the following year, 1334/5, where the expenses exceeded receipts by some 76s 7d. This pattern
changes after the Black Death and in 1369/70 the manor recorded a £1 10s surplus. In 1370/1
there was only a 16s 4 '/2d surplus and in 1373/4 the manor recorded a surplus of only 9s.
Again, these financial circumstances likely did not pose any difficulties, as the manor was first

and foremost a retreat for the monks and place for the prior to receive guests in a manner

111. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.
112. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xIvi.
113. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69.
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suiting his rank; any arable operations were, at best, only a secondary concern. In the later
fourteenth century, however, the manor was valued variously between £4 3s (in 1371/2) and

£63s7d (in 1373/4).

VI.if. Pittington

Located just a few miles north and east of Durham city, the manor of Pittington remained in
hand far longer than many others, likely due to its relative proximity to Durham and the rich
and fertile soil on which the manor was situated.!'* By 1370/ 1, I estimate that only about 181.5
acres were under cultivation, down from 275.3 acres in 1304/5 estimated by Britnell, still, in
both snapshots, above national averages for the period.!'> Wheat and oats were the
predominant crops by percentage of the total harvest throughout much of the fourteenth
century, though barley began to usurp wheat at the close of the fourteenth century. Though
day and piece labourers would have been hired by the serjeants on an ad hoc basis around the
harvest, there were still always the famuli, full-time members of agriculture staff, at Pittington.
Like the number of cultivated acres, their numbers decreased from the opening of the
fourteenth century to the mid fifteenth. In the 1327/8 agricultural year, there were eleven full-
time members of staff, not including the serjeant, at Pittington: two carters, nine ploughmen,
and a swineherd, costing the manor £4 s in agricultural wages. After the Black Death and the
close of Bridbury’s ‘Indian summer of demesne farming,” during the 1378/9 agricultural year,
Pittington only employed nine full-time individuals with one carter, five ploughmen, two fuganes
carucam or individuals who led the plough team while the ploughmen guided the plough, and

one gardenaria, or a woman gardener.!'® The manor paid £4 19s that year for the labour of

114. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.
115. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, pp. xlv-xIvi, p. 69.
116. Bridbury, “The Black Death’, p. 584.

-48-



these individuals. By the 1422/3 agricultural year, only six full-time members of staff worked
at Pittington: three ploughmen, one cowherd, one fugans carucam, and one carter, costing the
manor £4 4s 8d in wages. Noticeably, the number of individuals employed on the manor
declined over time while the amount paid in cash wages slightly increases. This is hardly
unusual and fits the trends in wages both locally and nationally. Presumably, the serjeant found
it uneconomical to keep a high number of famuli working at the manor, especially during a
period of agricultural curtailment.!'” It seems that arable husbandry was curtailed and
expanded intermittently at Pittington. In 1331/2, twenty-four acres were brought into
cultivation for wheat, while in 1333/4 no barley was grown and in 1337/8, no barley or oats
are recorded as being harvested. Such oddities ceased after the Black Death and Pittington was
managed in a much more standard fashion. As such, there are no years where a given crop was
not planted, nor were there any large reclamations of land. Throughout the fourteenth and
early fifteenth centuries, grain was often sold from Pittington, either i foro (at the market) or at
the gate of the manor. This could be a substantial sum, as it was in 1299/1300 when the manor

received £6 3s 14 '/2d from the sale of grain.
VI.i.g. Houghall

Houghall was never the largest manor, nor the most productive of the bursar’s manors, but its
proximity to the Priory undoubtedly made it one of the most important. The especially rich
and well-drained soil on which Houghall lay likely contributed to this, and the bursar may well

have kept it in hand for so long secure in the knowledge that production and productivity on

117. See David Farmer, ‘Prices and wages, 1350-1500" in Edward Miller, (ed.) The Agrarian History of England and
Wales, Volume III 1548-1500 (CGambridge, 1991), pp. 431-525. For a wider perspective on the decline of demesne
agriculture and the accompanying agricultural curtailment, see John Munro, “The late medieval decline of

English demesne agriculture: demographic, monetary, and political-fiscal factors’ in Mark Bailey and Stephen
Rigby, (eds.) Town and Countryside in the Age of the Black Death (Turnhout, 2012), pp. 299-338.
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the manor could be quickly increased.!'® Houghall came into Priory ownership through the
Bishop of Durham, but only indirectly. Bishop Ranulf Flambard (r. 1099-1128) granted the
land to his relative William son of Ranulf'in the early twelfth century and William’s descendent
Thomas of Herrington gave the manor to the Priory in 1292 for chantry provisions; a
connection to a loan of 200 marks to Thomas of Herrington and three others in 1260 is only
speculative.!'? Houghall did not have a manor house where visitors could lodge, nor was there
a village or tenant holdings attached to Houghall. Workers must therefore have travelled the
mile (a kilometre and a half) from the village of Shincliffe to the east.'?® As mentioned
previously, Houghall was not a large manor, and Britnell estimated that only about one
hundred and twenty-three acres were cultivated in 1304/5, with nearly forty-seven acres sown
with wheat and the remainder with oats, well below the sown acreage at both Hinderclay and
at the national and FTC averages (291 acres, 199.5 acres, and 223.7 acres, respectively).!?! By
1371/2, I estimate that approximately eighty-one acres were under plough, with twenty-nine
acres seeded with wheat, another twenty-nine acres seeded with barley, and the remaining
twenty-three acres given over to oats. 1320/1 saw the famuli employed not on an annual
contract, but per term. Four ploughmen, a carter, and a man to lead the plough cost the manor
18s in the Martinmas term, while six non-described labourers cost 12s for the Pentecost term;
only the smith was employed for the entire year.!?? In 1380/1, following the ‘Indian Summer

of demesne farming’, John Ponchon, the long-serving serjeant of Houghall, employed William

118. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.

119. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 219.

120. Richard Britnell, ‘Labour turnover and the wage rates on the demesnes of the Durham Priory, 1370-1410°
in Martin Allen and D’Maris Coffman, (eds.) Money, Prices, and Wages: Essays in Honour of Professor Nicholas Mayhew
(London, 2015), p. 158. As Houghall consisted only of demesne land, there were no manorial courts or tithe
receipts and therefore a lack of further documentation pertaining to the surrounding area.

121. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xIvi, Gampbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69, Stone, ‘Medieval farm
management’, p. 617.

122. However, as the earlier accounts do not give the name of the labourer, it is impossible to say if any of the
six_famuli of Martinmas term were hired again for Pentecost term, though this certainly is a possibility.
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Plaything (15s), John Emanson (14s), Laurence Oxenhird (15s 6d), Alexander Ponchon (6s),
and a gardener (3s) for the year, while employing William, a ploughman, for one term (10s). In
1396/7 only six _famuli received a cash wage, three general labourers at 7s 6d each, a John
Emanson (14s), John Beiden (14s), and a gardener (4s), costing the manor some £3 2s in
wages.!?3 Before the Black Death, the manor often received an annual sum for the bursar to
finance its operations, but nevertheless expenses surpassed all receipts, and the manor often
found itself around 8s in debt; 1301/2 is a notable exception as the manor found itself with a
surplus of £3 13s 2d. The 1370s certainly occasionally saw better economic fortunes for the
manor and the 1374/5 agricultural year saw a surplus of £7 15s 7d in cash, though years such

as 1393/4 in which the manor ran a debt of £3 7s 5 '/4ad were much more common.

VI.i.h. Ferryhill & Merrington

Though geographically relatively close to the Priory itself (approximately three to four miles,
or between five and seven kilometres), any importance these two manors may have had is
hidden by the paucity of surviving sources. Though Lomas and Piper asserted that Ferryhill
manor was ‘worked by the monks almost without interruption until 1381,” only the accounts
for 130576, 1316/7, 1320/1, 1324/5, 1332, 1332/3, 1333/4, and 1446/7 are extant and
legible, and these provide relatively little information.!?* Similarly, only seven accounts are
extant and legible from Merrington, despite the manor covering some one hundred and twenty
two acres by 1371/2, slightly less than the national average of 155.8 acres, and, according to
Lomas and Piper, being ‘worked by the Priory in most years until 1386°.125 Ferryhill was not a

small manor. Britnell estimates that about 194 acres were under cultivation in the early

123. For a more detailed overview of the staff and staff turnover at Houghall and other manors, see Britnell,
‘Labour turnover’, pp. 158-179.

124. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 216.

125. Ibid., p. 215. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69.
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fourteenth century, with about sixty-seven acres of wheat, about eight acres of barley, and about
109 acres of oats, making it nearly average for sown arable land during this period.'?® Nor were
the manors particularly poorly geographically situated; both sat on freely draining lime-rich
soils, though parts of the manors may have extended into areas with decidedly less fertile, acidic
soil.!?7 Like many of the manors, the expenses of Ferryhill often exceeded its receipts to a varied
extent. In 1324/5, this deficit was low, only 2d, while the account from the Sunday after
Michaelmas 1332 to the Saturday after the feat of Saints Philip and James (1 May) 1333, shows
expenses to exceed receipts by £7 18s 11d. This extreme deficit follows what may have been a
period of mismanagement of the manor. Though each account normally covers one calendar
year, six accounts were made over a two-year period at Ferryhill with four different manorial
serjeants showing what must have been extraordinary circumstances. The manor’s
complement of full-time agricultural workers was of average size, and there was usually one
carter, six ploughmen, a smith, a dairymaid, a swineherd, and a shepherd. The paucity of
accounts for Merrington along with a fair amount of damage from damp makes it difficult to
say much about the full-time staft' at the manor, and its financial circumstances were often
precarious. In 1376/7, the manor’s expenses exceeded its receipts by £2 8s, and in 1377/8, the
expenses exceeded receipts by 2s 3d, with the manor being valued at £3.

VI.i.1. Ketton

Ketton was the most geographically isolated of the bursar’s manors, just under ten miles (fifteen
kilometres) from Durham on the edge of the Tees lowlands on particularly fertile and

permeable soil characterised by clay and loam.!?8 By the fourteenth century Ketton was a well-

126. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xIvi, Gampbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69.
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established part of the bursar’s estate, but its earliest history is not entirely clear, for, while it
may have been given to the monks by William de St-Calais, Bishop of Durham (r. 1080-1096),
and passed back to the control of the bishop, it is only in 1195 that Bishop Hugh de Puiset (r.
1154-1195) gave the lands back into the Priory’s permanent control.'?® The Priory likely
recovered a number of free holdings and moved tenants in order to constitute the demesne,
centred around Ketton Hall.!3? Before the Black Death, Ketton was by far one of the largest
manors under the bursar’s control, numbering some four-hundred and twenty acres, surpassed
only by Bewley, and was thus larger than ninety-eight per cent of the manors surveyed by
Campbell for the period from 1250 to 1349 and nearly one and a half times the average size of
Hinderclay before the Black Death.!3! Yet in the later fourteenth century the arable operations
at Ketton had massively constricted and I estimate that only about one hundred and twenty-
eight acres were cultivated in 1371/2. Approximately sixty-nine acres were seeded with wheat,
fifteen with barley, and the remainder with oats. The manor still employed four famuli
labourers, one carter, and a gardener in 1396/7, who, along with the serjeant, William de
Stokeslay, cost the manor £5 s 4d in cash wages. This was nevertheless a good fiscal year for
the manor and the auditors valued it at £12 18s 9d; its value had further increased by
1399/1400 when it was valued at £18 9s 4 /2d.

VI1.1i,;. Billingham & Belasis

Though these were two separate manors, the few surviving accounts from Belasis and the
geographic proximity of the two manors makes it suitable to describe them together. The

manor of Billingham was long held by the Priory and may have been one of the original

129. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 214.
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possessions, though any dating of Belasis is much more difficult. Lomas and Piper assert that
Billingham and Belasis were worked until 1359 and 1373, respectively, but the paucity of
surviving accounts make any commentary on demesne operations after the Black Death
impossible.!3? Both manors were large and were in the fertile Tees lowlands and on fertile soil
rich in clay and loam.!3? Britnell estimated that in 1304/5 Belasis covered nearly 320 acres,
with about 166 acres planted with wheat and the remaining one hundred and forty acres with
oats, while Billingham covered about 209 acres, of which about eighty-four were given to
wheat, fifteen to barley, and one hundred to oats, though the scale of arable operations at
Belasis was smaller than those in the FT'C counties, where an average of 223.7 acres were
sown.!3* Much like the other manors, Billingham and Belasis often had the expenses exceed
receipts, despite often receiving substantial sums from the bursar. At Billingham in 1304/5, the
bursar provided £10 7s and £2 19s 9d came from the sale of grain and similar, yet the manor
nevertheless ran a debt of 2s 7 ad. In 1320/1, Billingham carried over a debt of £2 1s 3'2d
from the previous year, keeping the manor in arrears despite otherwise having the receipts
exceed expenses by 12s '2d. Belasis had similar circumstances, as in 1325/6 when the manor’s
receipts totalled £9 6s 6d, most of which was sent by the bursar, carried over a debt of 6s 1'/4d,
and had its expenses come to £9 17s 11 Vad.

VIik. Bewley

Prior to the upsets caused by the Black Death, Bewley was by far the largest manor under the
bursar’s control. In 1304/5, Britnell estimated that approximately 700 acres were cultivated,

with about two hundred and eighty-eight acres seeded with wheat, eleven acres with barley,

132. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, pp. 208-9.
133. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.
134. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xIvi., Gampbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69.
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and three hundred and ninety-three acres sown with oats.!3> This was substantially more than
most demesnes in England during this time. Ninety-seven per cent of the manors in Campbell’s
national survey and ninety-six per cent of the FT'C manors between 1288 and 1315 had five
hundred acres or less under plough.!3¢ Bewley was well situated geographically for this kind of
production, given its position in the rich Tees lowlands and the loam and clay heavy soil that
characterised so much of the county.!'3” As early as the 1230s, Bewley was already a large
demesne, and required ten ploughs, more than any other manor.!3® Yet by 1371/2, only about
one hundred and fourteen acres were under plough, with about sixty-two acres of wheat,
fourteen acres of barley, and forty-eight acres of oats, a decrease of nearly eighty-four per cent
from pre-Black Death levels and less than the national average of 155.8 acres of arable land
under plough on a demesne.!3¥ Bewley consisted only of a demesne, with labourers likely
coming from the nearby settlements of Billingham and Wolviston. At its busiest (1305/6),
twenty-one ploughmen and five carters were necessary for the Martinmas term, though by
1336/7, a smaller stafl’ was necessary, consisting of two carters and five ploughmen for
Martinmas and Pentecost terms (7s each), a boy to lead the plough (6s), a gardener, and a
swineherd for Pentecost term (1s). A similar number of famuli was required following the Black
Death and, in 1375/6, Robert de Wearmouth, a carter paid 7s in Pentecost term, William
Carter, paid 6s 8d for Pentecost term, and John Garre, also for Pentecost term when he was
paid 6s, a gardener paid 2s 6d for the same period, and a smith made up the famuli. 1377/8
saw a slightly larger staft and the manor required four ploughmen for Martinmas and Pentecost

terms. In the first part of the fourteenth century, Bewley often ran small debts at the end of

135. Ibid., p. xIvi.

136. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69.

137. Farewell, et al., “The Soils Guide’, ‘Soilscapes’, National Soil Resources Institute.
138. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 209.

139. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 69, Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. x1vi.
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each year, occasionally for as little as a penny as in 1322/3, though sums closer to 6s were much
more common. Following the Black Death, these debts increased significantly, and expenses
exceeded receipts by £4 10s 6d in 1369/70 and £4 11s 7d in 1405. Unsurprisingly, the manor

appears to have been leased in 1308.

VLii. The Main Crops

On the demesnes of the Priory, wheat, barley, and oats were by far the most important part of
manorial arable operations. Rye was grown periodically, particularly at Houghall, but it seems
it was never part of a larger operational scheme, nor was it planted in any significant amount.
This is not terribly surprising, for rye was invariably regarded as far inferior to wheat, which
was increasingly demanded by the famuli during the Late Middle Ages.!*? Nevertheless, rye was
more often grown for use in liveries than as a market crop and so, despite rye being a much
hardier crop that wheat, its cultivation here seems to have been limited on the estates of the
Durham Cathedral Priory.!*! Peas, vetches, and assorted legumes were grown on the manorial
demesnes, but their production was limited and used primarily as fodder for draught animals;
any consideration of a wider market or economic forces that drove their cultivation would have
been minimal. Yet, while wheat, barley, and oats were the most important crops, we can only
speculate on the level of interspecies diversity.!*> We are given the Latin names of each major
crop — frumentum (wheat), ordeum (barley), avena (oats) — as well as the very occasional mixed crops
that were sown, but nothing beyond that. But, as Campbell notes, crops likely underwent some
sort of modification through seed selection and by 1523 John Fitzherbert noted seven different

types of corn; these Latin terms likely obscured crop diversity.!*3

140. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 219.
141. Ibid., p. 220.

142. Ibid., pp. 213-214. Stone, Decision-Making, p. 37.
143. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 214.
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VI.ii.a. Wheat

Throughout the period of this investigation, and throughout the Middle Ages as a whole, wheat
was by far the prestige grain. Oats were feed for animals and the poor, barley was malted and
brewed to make lesser bread, while wheaten bread was by far preferred by members of
monastic houses and those who could afford it. Yet the price of wheat was consistently high,
albeit volatile.!** Transport costs for wheat were invariably greater than for other grains due to
its density per bushel, with cartage fees being about a third of a penny per quarter at the
beginning of the fourteenth century.'* The demanding nature of wheat, with its susceptibility
to bad weather and poor soil, nevertheless was offset by the high rate of kCal per bushel.!45
One bushel of wheat could provide 80,560 kCal; assuming an individual needed 1,500 kCal
per day, a bushel of wheat could meet an individual’s calorie needs for about fifty-three days.!'*’
Much of the wheat grown on the bursar’s estates was distributed as part of the liveries of the
Jamuli. The rest, rarely an insignificant amount, was either sent to the Priory if the estate was
close to Durham itself, or sold u foro if the manor was far from the Priory and transport costs
would be economically prohibitive. Increasingly by the late fourteenth century, the liveries were
mostly wheat, normally paid a rate of a quarter per twelve weeks. This quarter of wheat would
provide some 644,480 kCal, enough to meet the caloric needs of a household of four people for
nearly one hundred days. Wheat was not only the prestige grain, but was by far the most
nutritious.

VLii.b. Barley

144. See Farmer, ‘Prices and wages’, pp. 431-525 and Gemmill, Dodds, and Schofield, ‘Durham grain prices’,
145. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 215.

146. Ibid., pp. 214-219.

147. Ibid., p. 215.
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Though barley did make a lesser bread than wheat, it was nevertheless omnipresent in the
medieval diet and on the estates of the Durham Cathedral Priory. Barley could be sown in
winter or spring (on the bursar’s estate ordeum, or spring sown barley overwhelming dominated),
though its lesser density per bushel meant that it could be less calorically economical than wheat
when transport costs were considered.!*® One quarter of barley would provide about 534,336
kCal, enough for one individual for about one year or for a family of four for about ninety
days.!*¥ Despite the caloric gap between wheat and barley, barley was a much hardier crop,
could be sown without regards to a rotation system, and did not require as much care as
wheat.!>? Of the barley grown on the demesnes under investigation, much was used as fodder
for the draught animals of the manor or as liveries for the members of the famuli. Grain was
typically sent to the Priory itself, as threshed grain or either as malt for brewing; at Bewley in
1302/3, seventy-two quarters and two pecks of barley was malted.!>! Like wheat, it seems
barley was sold either  foro (at market) or at the gate when transportation costs were
prohibitive.

Vl1ii.c. Oats

Though oats were hardly a prestige grain and, since they made such inferior ale and bread,
were considered fit for only the poor and for fodder for beasts, the oats harvests across the
estates of the bursar were considerable. The medieval oat was a hardy crop, for it could sustain
lower temperatures and higher rainfalls than other standard crops and could be sown thickly

to grow over any weeds and lessen labour inputs; yet oats produced significantly fewer calories

148. Cartage fees for barley came to just over a farthing per mile per quarter

149. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 215.

150. Ibid., pp. 222-223.

151. Given that multiple accounts specifically mention malted barley being sent to Durham or sold, it seems
likely that at least some malting was done on the demesnes, particularly on estates farther from Durham (i.c.
Westoe, Billingham, and Belasis). This seems to fit with Bruce Campbell’s estimation that one-fifth of barley was
malted on the manor in the FTC (Feeding The City of London) demesnes (See Ibid., p. 223).
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than wheat or barley, providing about 482,688 kCal per quarter.!”> Throughout the late
medieval period, oats were ‘the nation’s most universal cereal’ and, given the difference in price
between wheat and oats, ‘its harvest was consequently more material to the nutrition of the
poor’.19% Oats, it seems, were grown because they were necessary for the running of the
demesnes, not for any sort of market involvement, for both the local and national price per
bushel was invariably low.!>* Though it made inferior ale to barley, oats could be malted, as
occurred at Dalton in 1309710, where thirty-three quarters of oats were made into thirty-seven
quarters and four bushels of malted oats.!>> This practice ceased after the Great Famine, after

which oats were used nearly exclusively for the fodder of the manor’s draught animals.

VLiii. Conclusion

I have used the above sections to give a brief history and overview of operations of the manors
which the bursar controlled during the long fourteenth century, as well as some insight into the
farming, perception, use, and caloric value of the three main crops grown on these manors.
These preceding sections have sought to provide a basis for the analysis which follows and to
give the reader the material necessary to understand the workings of these manors. Importantly,
this background information demonstrates the different circumstances at each manor, paving
the way for the analysis in Chapters IV & V and demonstrating the effect that individual serjeants
and their monastic superiors could have on the manors which they managed. Without such a

background and the option for serjeants or obedientiaries to scale back the total number of

152. Ibid., pp. 215, 224-226.

153. Campbell and O Grada, ‘Harvest shortfalls, grain prices, and famines in preindustrial England’, p. 863.
154. This is not to say that oats produced on the bursar’s demesnes were never sold, for oats were routinely sold
at Fulwell, though less commonly sold at other manors. Rather, it seems that whatever was deemed to be excess

was sold.
155. DCD-Dalt. acs 1309-10.
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acres under plough or to change their focus from one crop to another, the competency — or

lack thereof — of manorial managers is nearly impossible to determine.

VII. A Note on Periodisation

Throughout the following pages of this thesis, I discuss the long fourteenth century and how
the various events of this period affected the medieval English economy and society. For the
purpose of this thesis, the period of the long fourteenth century should be understood to last
from ¢. 1300 to ¢. 1453. Though 1453 marks the fall of Constantinople and a commonly
accepted end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the ‘Renaissance,’ the news of the fall
on May 29™ of the rump of the Roman Empire would likely not have reached Durham for
some time, and, in any case, almost certainly had no real impact on the management of the
convent. Rather, I have used 1453 as a terminus for this study as it is the last year for which
agricultural data gathered from a manorial account of the bursar of Durham Cathedral Priory’s
estate is extant. These accounts are all from Pittington, and are limited in number, though they
remain important; the bulk of the data persists until ¢. 1420. I have used ¢. 1300 as an opening
as it begins the actual fourteenth century, with all the accompanying political, social, economic,
and climatic changes that characterised this tumultuous period, while yield data from before

that date is largely unavailable.

VIII. Thesis Structure

This thesis is composed of three main chapters, as well as introductory material including a
separate sources and methods chapter which explains the nature, layout, and history of the
primary sources used in this study, a chapter detailing the manors, and a translation of the

Forma Compotr, as well as a conclusion chapter.
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Chapter 111: Measures of Agricultural Success details the agricultural successes and failures of the
various manors under the control of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar during the long
fourteenth century, numbering some fifteen manors in total. This chapter explores the impact
that climate change, demographic shocks caused by the Great Famine and Black Death, and
the endemic warfare that characterised Anglo-Scottish relations during the early fourteenth
century had on grain yields and arable agriculture. In doing so, this chapter expands the field
of medieval agricultural history in two important ways. Firstly, this study fills a fundamental
gap in our understanding of English seigneurial agriculture. The previously mentioned studies
focus entirely on southern England and, as such, so do many of the models upon which the
current understanding of seigneurial agriculture during that period. By expanding the available
data and providing subsequent interpretations, this study examines the extent to which
northern English agriculture fits the models described by Schneider, Campbell, Kitsikopoulos,
and others. Secondly, the data presented in this chapter is drawn from a comparatively small
geographic area. The manors covered, particularly those separated by only a few miles,
experienced broadly similar climatic conditions and growth habitats. A large degree of any
significant difference in agricultural productivity can therefore be reasonably ascribed to
human intervention. This effect and the accompanying interplay of managerial strategy is
explored in Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory.

Chapter IV: The Monks & Their Mindsets considers the intentions and institutional mindset
Durham Cathedral Priory and the various bursars had towards the manors during the long
fourteenth century. In doing so, this chapter considers the social status of the monks and the
age at which monks held the office of bursar to gauge the experience and, perhaps, their
consequent effectiveness in fulfilling their duties. The findings ultimately agree with the

assertion of Lomas and Piper that bursars were usually in their middle years and thus combined
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experience with vigour.!?% The chapter then examines the agricultural treatises that provided
the late medieval period with practical and philosophical advice on the management of
demesne. I argue that these texts, including Walter of Henley’s Husbandry and Les Reules de Seynt
Roberd by Robert Grosseteste, gave the convent and the bursar a framework in which both
could act upon an innate desire to preserve their wealth (termed throughout this thesis as
‘preservationism’ rather than the more politically charged term ‘conservatism’) and give diverse
sources of income to cushion the effect of any further catastrophes such as pandemic or famine
that might affect the Priory. By adopting a preservationist outlook to estate management, the
convent and bursar avoided excessive risk and eschewed a profit-maximising approach that
would categorise a capitalistic or proto-capitalistic approach to direct management of demesne
agriculture. As such, I argue that methodologies that seek to explore seigneurial agriculture in
terms of profit-maximisation or capitalistic behaviours are not always appropriate, if ever.
Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory explores the roles, responsibilities, aptitude,
and social status of the serjeants, the lay manorial officials employed by the bursar to manage
the demesnes. The chapter opens by defining the role of the serjeants and the difference
between the serjeants hired by the convent and the reeves and bailiffs who oversaw the manors
of other ecclesiastical houses. This chapter consistently argues that the serjeants employed by
the convent were, as a rule, highly skilled individuals who were capable of adapting their
managerial techniques to rapidly changing circumstances. Here, I expand the argument from
Chapter I1I: Measures of Agricultural Success by demonstrating that, when growth conditions and
habitat were largely equal due to the proximity of the manors, individual managers could and

did have drastic effects on the success of a harvest as demonstrated through the yield per seed

156. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 8.

-69-



of the crops. I subsequently explore the social status and extra-manorial activities of the
serjeants. I demonstrate that many serjeants, particularly those who were effective manorial
officials, did not confine their economic activities to the demesne, but were often active in the
purchasing of tithes and the rental of land, manors, mills, and communal ovens. Of particular
note is the purchasing of tithes and the rental of manors, the former of which suggests that
many serjeants had large financial resources, while the leasing of whole manors by some

serjeants would have placed such individuals among the ranks of the minor gentry.

IX. Conclusion

Over the subsequent chapters, this thesis will further the understanding of medieval English
agricultural, social, and economic history through the investigation of grain yields, intellectual
trends, managerial mindsets, and prosopographical analysis of the serjeants and monks. This
study explores the operations of a large northern monastic estate that operated in a remarkably
different fashion to ecclesiastical estates in southern England, drawing out the unique situation
of Durham Cathedral Priory and the effect on the management of its holdings. In doing so, I
return a degree of personal agency, absent in much of the current scholarship, to the
agricultural decision-makers that were vital to the convent’s operations. I will argue throughout
that both the monks and their managers consistently acted in a manner suitable to the rapidly
changing circumstances of the long fourteenth century, seeking not simply the maximum level
of profit, but instead, remembering the ongoing outbreaks of pestilence and climatic disaster, a

level of security and dispersed risk in their operations.
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Chapter II: Sources & Methods

1. Introduction

This study depends on three different types of sources. The first, main sources, the manorial
accounts, or compotr are used for the portion of this thesis that focuses on trends in agricultural
practice and direction on the estates of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar. The remaining
two sources are the tithe receipts for the area between the Tyne and Tees Rivers and the
Durham Priory bursar’s rentals, showing payments made for the use of land controlled by the
bursar. Though the rentals and tithe receipts are quite dissimilar to each other, and, indeed, to
the manorial accounts, the two can be used to give us an in-depth profile of the men who
managed the demesnes that are being studied, allowing us to better understand their social and
economic status, their management styles and ability, and, hopefully, something of their

worldview.

II. Manorial Accounts

Though this study is far from the first to use manorial accounts for the study of medieval
agriculture, as they are, along with tithe receipts, one of the best sources for understanding the
field, an explanation of their purpose, content, and format is undoubtedly of benefit here. I
consulted over four hundred accounts and I used these to gather the data that underpins this

study; discussion concerning their use in this study will follow in the methodology section below.
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I1.1. Physical Description

The manorial accounts, held in a collection at 5 The College, Durham and maintained by
Durham University Library, Archives and Special Collections survive in remarkable numbers.
The earliest extant account covers the 1296/7 agricultural year and the latest the 1451/2
agricultural year (see Table II.3 and Figure I1.3 for the time period covered by these accounts
and decadal coverage, and Chapter II: Sources & Methods, Appendix for a full list of accounts by
year). The surviving manorial accounts are easily divided into two different sets, those that are
enrolled and contain information for several manors, and those that detail the administration

of a single manor for (usually, though with some exceptions) a single agricultural year.

The enrolling of manorial accounts, most probably written and compiled in a central
location, was prevalent throughout the beginning of the period under investigation. Accounts
such as Dalton 1305/6, Ferryhill 1316/7, and others are notable exceptions from the period
when manorial accounts were consistently enrolled at the Durham Cathedral Priory; it is
certainly possible that these accounts were at some point intended to be part of an enrolled
account but were never copied. The custom of enrolling accounts seems to have been standard
at an early stage of accounting practice at Durham Cathedral Priory; the earliest extant
manorial accounts (1296/7) are enrolled.'>” The practice of enrolling manorial accounts ceases
after 1326 and ‘from that point forward only individual manorial accounts have survived’.!>8
The enrolled accounts are physically large documents. Many, if not most, are composed from
five membranes of parchment and are about 150 cm in length. The account of a manor can

continue across multiple membranes of parchment and occasionally runs from face to dorse when

157. There is a possibility that this date errs on the side of caution and there may have been earlier accounts in
this roll. This account composed of two middle membranes that made up the larger account. That there is an
endorsement from ¢. 1500 at the beginning of the account rolls suggests that by that point no other parchment
preceded the first membrane.

158. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 108.
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necessary. The layout of these accounts is largely identical to the non-enrolled accounts; I

provide further detail of the layout of manorial accounts below.

The non-enrolled accounts, while not as physically impressive as those discussed above,
are more numerous and cover a much larger period of time; the last extant account is from the
manor of Pittington for the agricultural year 1451/2. Though some single accounts occur in
the early fourteenth century, they are consistent after 1326. Each account details the operations
for a single manor for a set period of time, usually one agricultural year. Some exceptions exist,
as in the accounts for Bearpark 1403/5 and Fulwell 1402/4, where two consecutive years are
included together. Both face and dorse of the parchment is used. Accounts using more than one
membrane of parchment are rare, though some accounts have slips of parchment sewn on

where necessary information was missing.

The surviving manorial accounts are written on parchment.’» As we might expect of
what are essentially utilitarian documents, the quality of the parchment is often not the best
and holes in the parchment and blemishes of the animal hide are common. Occasionally, it
seems that either the scribe or percamenanus, the individual who made parchment, attempted to
stitch closed such holes. The accounts are written in chancery hand, common in England
throughout the fourteenth century and the hand in a given series of accounts is often consistent;
as the accounts often mention a specific payment for the scribe who wrote the account (during
the late fourteenth century, this was normally three shillings and four pence), it may be that the
same scribe was hired each year and travelled to the manors with the auditors in the case of the

non-enrolled accounts. Unlike Christ Church Canterbury, Saint Swithun’s of Winchester, and

159. Though there are exceptions, such as Houghall 1425/6, which was written on paper, not parchment. This
agrees with Dobie’s assertion that paper became more common towards the end of the medieval period. See
Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 118.
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other convents, the audit was conducted at the manor, rather than by summoning the serjeant
to the monastery.!%? This approach was more line with the agricultural treatises of the day and
may have been preferred by the Durham monks as it lessened the chance for fraud and allowed
the auditors to view the arable and pastoral products of the manor themselves.!! Many
accounts contain two different coloured inks in slightly different hands, which, Alistair Dobie
suggests, were added by the auditors after the account was compiled and corrected any
discrepancies and errors that had been present.'? The scribes wrote in Latin, as was customary
for the period among the educated. These accounts were heavily formulaic and abbreviated,
but this standardisation would have been as useful to medieval readers as it 1s to modern ones,

allowing the reader to quickly find necessary information.

The surviving accounts are, as we might have safely assumed, in various states of
legibility and repair. Nearly seven centuries have taken their toll on some of the accounts,
whereas others are remarkably well-preserved; improper storage, damp, and insects and
rodents have damaged some accounts. Such damage is particularly notable in the decades
preceding the Black Death, though the coverage provided by the accounts is generally good for
this period (Figure II.1, below). Nevertheless, the damage to these early accounts often kept me
from gathering some crop yields for this period, as such damage, combined with missing annual

accounts, led to some data being unavailable.

We must also remember that the manorial accounts were not the only kind of

agricultural records used on the estates of the Durham Cathedral Priory. Wax tablets were

160. Knowles, The Religious Orders in England: Volume II: The End of the Middle Ages, p. 319.

161. Ibid., p. 319. See the Seneschaucy: ‘Lez acuntes deyvent ester oyiz a chechun maner’ (‘Accounts should be audited at
each manor’) in Oschinsky, Waller of Henley & Other, pp. 288-289.

162. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 151-152. A simple change to the recipe for the ink, such as
the addition of more soot, would cause a change in the colour of the ink.
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certainly used at other monastic establishments and the ease of reuse would have made them
convenient for on-the-go notes, though evidence for their use at the Priory does not survive.!63
Tally sticks are mentioned often in the accounts and were used by the serjeants and monks to
show receipt of grain, livestock, and money, among other goods. Notches recorded the number
of items or the value of money transferred per talliam (as it was often sent by the bursar to
manors). Even in periods of increasing literacy the use of tally sticks continued, and the Royal
Exchequer only ceased using them in 1783.1%* During the compiling of the annual manorial
accounts, the serjeants presented the year’s tallies, often along with the pelts of animals that
had died in the year, proving that the animals had not been stolen and sold. Unfortunately,

these tally sticks do not survive.

I1.11. Systems of Measurement and Accounting

These accounts also use measures of volume and non-decimal currency that often require a
degree of translation and explanation for them to be useful to modern readers. Values of money
are described in the system of pounds, shillings, and pence where one pound is made up of
twenty shillings or 240 pence. One shilling is made up of twelve pence and would have been
nearly two days wages for threshing in 1370.1% Many of the accounts list values less than a
penny using the halfpenny (being 1/480 of a pound) and the farthing (being 1/960 of a pound).
A pound is recorded as a librus in the accounts and is abbreviated as /£ in the accounts and
throughout this project. Similarly, a shilling was known in Latin as a solidus and is abbreviated
as s and a penny as a denarius, shortened to d throughout. Halfpennies or oboli were written as

0ob and farthings (quarterui) as qu or variations thereof in their rare use.

163. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 118.
164. Ibid., p. 118.
165. Farmer, ‘Prices and wages’, pp. 431-525.
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Prior to the Black Death, many of the manorial accounts measured grain in a system of
pecks, kennings, rasers, and quarters. T'wo pecks made one kenning, four kennings a raser, and
four rasers a quarter. Following the break in the accounting material around the Black Death
and continuing a trend towards their use in the preceding years, the manorial accounts use
pecks, bushels, and quarters. Four pecks made a bushel (bz.) and 8 bushels a quarter (qtr.). This
system 1s used as standard throughout the project and amounts of grain are discussed in
bushels/quarters. Around the turn of the fourteenth century, one bushel of wheat would have
a volume of approximately 36.37 litres or eight gallons and same measure of corn would weigh
around 24 kg or 53 1b.1%6 To give a further idea of the size of the units, a typical medieval cart
could carry three quarters of wheat or three and a half quarters of barley or four quarters of
oats.!%” A pound of wheat or barley would provide roughly enough calories to feed an individual
for a day and therefore, using Bruce Campbell’s rough estimations, one quarter of barley would
provide an individual with approximately 1,500 kCal a day for a year, while a quarter of wheat
would allow for an individual to receive 1,500 kCal for about four hundred and thirty days.!%®

A quarter of oats would only provide enough calories for about ten and a half months.!%?

If we discuss the units that the monks and their dependents used on a daily basis, then
we should also discuss the system in which these units were calculated. Somewhat fitting, given
the use of Latin, all values in the accounts are expressed in Roman numerals. Hindu-Arabic
numerals do not feature in the accounts. The final downward stroke, or minim, of each number,
1s made longer and often appears a 7’; thus the number thirty-two would be rendered xxxy.

This, Alistair Dobie suggests, may have been done to make any later alterations more difficult,

166. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. Ixviii.

167. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 214.
168. Ibid., pp. 214, 392-396.

169. Ibid., p. 214.
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as well as simply marking ‘that it is the final minim’.'7% Larger numbers are given as a ‘multiple
of two factors’, so that " expresses the number ninety.!”! Though J.T. Fowler identifies a
number of errors in the Durham grantor’s accounts, such discrepancies are reconciled when
the value of the Roman numeral ‘C’ is considered.!”? If ‘C’ is taken to be equal to one hundred,
these errors are, as Fowler and Miranda Threlfall-Holmes both note, present; however, when
‘C’ 1s understood to note the ‘long hundred,” or one hundred and twenty, such discrepancies
noted by Fowler disappear.!”? This long hundred, common to languages with Germanic roots,
was most often used for units of measure such as length and weight. ‘C’ was used as the short
hundred for money and giving the year in the anno Domimi format; the short hundred was

expressed as v*in other circumstances.!7*

ILiii. Purpose and Content

ILiii.a. Purpose

These accounts certainly served multiple purposes for those who compiled them, but two
purposes bear mentioning here: firstly, that the records were used to ensure accountability
among the obedientiaries and serjeants and, secondly, to have a record of agricultural practices
and returns. While the second purpose is of more immediate use to this study, their use to

ensure accountability gives us insight into the purpose behind these manors.

170. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 120.

171. Ibid., p. 119

172. J.'T. Fowler, Extracts from the Account Rolls of the Abbey of Durham, from the Original MSS (Surtees Society, 1898),
p. liv.

173. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 147.

174. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, pp. Ixiv-Ixv, R.D. Connor, The Weights and Measures of England (London, 1987), pp.
58-59.
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Given the large holdings of the Priory and the need for accurate records, several
obedientiaries were required to present annually an accounting of their actions and money
spent and received and, perhaps not surprising, the Priory kept extensive records. Though often
of varying levels of detail, these documents, which survive in a surprisingly large number, allow
for excellent insight into the administration of a large ecclesiastical operation during the Late
Middle Ages. Of these accounts, those pertaining to the bursar’s estate are the focus here. They
survive in large numbers and, given the scope of the office of bursar, reflect the running of a
large part of the estate and a large portion of the Priory’s income. These manorial accounts
form the major data source for this thesis, while tithe records, which give insight into the
workings of peasant agriculture that made up between four-fifths and two-thirds of total arable

output, are used for prosopographical analysis.!”>

These accounts (compot) were compiled annually and presented the actions of the
manor’s sergeant to an auditor and then to the bursar for his review. An individual account
typically covered a calendar year from Michaelmas (the Feast of Saint Michael, on the twenty-
ninth of September) to the following Michaelmas. Some accounts might terminate on a
different date earlier than Michaelmas. When this occurred, a new account was written and
typically ended on Michaelmas; as such changes were predicated by the departure of a serjeant,
a new manorial manager was listed. These accounts were detailed but did not act as a form of
proto-double-entry bookkeeping. The auditors and serjeants listed expenditure and receipts in
enough detail to ensure the demesne lord knew he was not being cheated egregiously, using a
system known as ‘charge and discharge accounting’. In the first, or ‘charge’, section, the

sergeant and auditors detailed the income of the manor from tithes, sale of grain, debts paid

175. Dodds, ‘Estimating arable output’, p. 245.
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and the like. The ‘discharge’ section contained ‘all expenditure made on behalf of the lord in
the administration of the estate’.!’® This would include any wage payments made to day
labourers or members of the famuli, the long-term staff of the manor, and any money spent on
repairs, while the ‘charge’ section would include any income from the demesne or money sent

per talliam (noted by a tally stick) by the bursar.!””

This detailed system of accounting is not unique. Guides on estate management
became, if not popular, then perhaps widespread during the thirteenth century. Treatises such
as Walter of Henley’s Le Dite de Hosebondrie'’®, the anonymous tracts Hosenbonderie and
Seneschaucie, and Les Reules de Seynt Roberd of Robert Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln, (r. 1235-
1253), all advised demesne lords on how to manage their estates and what harvest yields the
lords might expect. All universally supported an innate distrust of servants and an intricate
audit. Such guides were not a “flash in the pan’, popular for a moment and then gone the next.
The latest extant manuscript of Husbandry at the Bodleian Library dates to the rule of Elizabeth
I; twenty other manuscripts survive. Seneschaucy and Les Reules de Seynt Roberd often were bound
together with Walter of Henley’s Husbandry. These authoritative works, for they were long
perceived as such, were certainly known to the Priory monks as their own library contained
copies.!” Monks and, by extension, their paid manorial managers were then keenly aware of
what the returns of their lands should be. Following Robert Grosseteste’s seventh and twenty-

fourth rules, the Priory conducted an extensive annual audit.'8 While the bursar and his fellow

176. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, p. 56. See pp. 55-57 for a more detailed description of ‘charge
and discharge accounting.

177. The famuli were long term employees or dependents of the manor. They would be provided a set wage for a
given period of time, normally one of the agricultural terms, unlikely individuals who performed day labour or
piece work.

178. Hence referred to simply as ‘Husbandry’.

179. Ibid., pp. 60-61.

180. Oschinsky, Walter of Henley & Other, pp. 394-395. ‘Le setyme reule uous aprent coment vus porrez saver, par comparer
les acuntes as aesmes, del entente u la defaute de voz seriaunz e bayilliz de maners e de terrres’ (“The seventh rule teaches you
how you may learn by the comparison of the accounts with the estimates the diligence or negligence of your
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obedientiaries were obliged to give an account at the Priory’s annual general chapter, the
manorial sergeants too were audited, showing expenditure down to the farthing and showing
tallies for the movement of livestock and grain, and skins and carcasses were used to show the
death or slaughter of animals.'®! Manorial auditors frequently corrected amounts in the compoti,
though their use of a darker ink to be distinguishable from the scribe, as suggested by Dobie, is

difficult to prove.!®?

The system of charge and discharge accounting and the careful admonitions of the
agricultural treatises required the serjeant to detail his operations extensively. The Priory had
little compunction in dismissing serjeants they thought were either under-performing or
dishonest and, if nothing else, a serjeant would be eager to prove he was neither. The account
would typically open with the name of the demesne, the period covered by the account,
typically from Michaelmas on 29 September to Michaelmas the following year, and the name
of the serjeant. Following this would be the ‘charge’ section of the account. Here would be any
income that crossed the serjeant’s hands, such as money from the sale of grain either ‘at the
gate’ of the manor or & _foro (at market) or, as mentioned before, money sent by the bursar to
the serjeant to be used for the administration of the demesne. A total sum of all income would
follow, occasionally in a different hand than the immediately previous lines, suggesting a later
audit. Then typically came the ‘discharge’ section. Expenses such as new ploughs, carts, and
building repairs were listed here. The serjeant then detailed wage payments for day labour or
piece work such as threshing, mowing, reaping, and binding of grain, giving a subtotal for each

type of work. Wages of longer-term employees — the famuli — were included in their own

servants and bailiffs of manors and lands’); ‘La vintequartime reule vus aprent par quele reysun vus devez saver le numbre de
parceles’ (“The twenty-fourth rule teaches you the reason why you should learn the number of parcels of your
lands’).

181. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 151-153.

182. Ibid., pp. 151-152.
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separate section, with wage rates given either by the term or the year along with wages for
smiths, serjeants, and scribes. On the bursar’s estates the famuli might include carters and
ploughmen, though the accounts do not give us enough detail to determine if that was the
whole of their duties. In many cases a name or occupation is given but not both, further
compounding the issue. At the foot of the face side, three final sums were given: the total
amount of income; the total amount of expenditures; and the difference between the two. On
the dorse side, the serjeant provided details of the arable and pastoral agricultural state of the
manor. For the three major crops of wheat, barley, and oats (for rye was rarely, if ever, grown
on the Priory demesnes in any large quantity) the sergeant accounted for how much grain he
had kept in seed (in semine) to be sown for the next agricultural year. The amount harvested of
each grain that agricultural year was recorded down to the peck and, occasionally, fractions of
it. If grain from previous accounts was present for whatever reason, it too was recorded; the
total amount of grain on hand was totalled and noted slightly below the preceding paragraph.
The uses of harvested grain were detailed, whether it was sold at the gate or market, used as
livery payments to farm workers in a rate fixed by custom, if it was malted, or if it was sent to
Durham and the Priory.!®3 Occasionally, though not universally, the serjeant or auditor would
note in the margins the yield of the grain. This too was done for vetches, beans, and peas,
though these were rarely sent to Durham and were of lesser importance. Finally, the state of
the livestock was set out. The number of pigs, draught horses, cattle, sheep, poultry, and other
animals were given and divided into the appropriate age and use category (for example, mature
pigs in one category, and yearling pigs in another). If the animal was slaughtered or died, this

too was recorded. Most livestock was recorded through the livestock centre at Muggleswick,

183. See Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory for further discussion on grain liveries.
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and pastoral farming was not an important part of the normal demesne, as a result, the topic

of livestock husbandry is not a focus of this thesis.

A simple question naturally follows any description of these accounts: why are they and
the information that they contain useful? And yet for such a simple question, there is not a
simple answer, or at least a brief one. At the heart of the matter is that manorial accounts,
whether from Winchester, Norwich, Ely, or Durham, all contain a wealth of information that
can be used in nearly a myriad different ways. They can, as will follow in Chapter V: The Serjeants
of Durham Cathedral Priory, be used to create a prosopographical image of a single individual or
of a group. Such an approach allows us to better understand the goals, ideas, and patterns of
life for individuals who are often underrepresented in the historical record. Given enough
accounts, we can, as will be shown in following chapters, recreate the management strategies
of ecclesiastical estates. As the Church was the single largest landowner in medieval England,
such an understanding is important. We can use the prices and wages that the serjeants
recorded to further our understanding of the medieval economy, even if only in a small way.
Finally, the extant Durham Cathedral Priory manorial accounts cover a large time period, both
before and after the arrival of the Black Death in England in 1348. The Durham accounts,
bookending the eventful long fourteenth century as they do, allow us to better understand the
changes brought about by the Black Death and compare the periods before and after the

pestilence in a region that has been understudied.!8*

After extolling the benefits of these accounts, what must now be mentioned are the
problems with them. The first and most obvious difficulty is in the numbers and manner in

which the manorial accounts survive (Figure II.1 & Table II.3 in the chapter appendix). Figure

184. For an example of purported changes during the long fourteenth century, see Hatcher, ‘Unreal wages’, pp.
1-24.
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II.1 displays the distribution of extant accounts by decade and manor, showing both the
difficulties of finding surviving accounts in the period near the Black Death and the relatively
low rate of survival of accounts for some manors, particularly notable in Merrington, Rainton,
and Belasis. There unfortunately appears to be little reason as to which accounts survive and
which do not. Damage from damp, has, as mentioned above, made some accounts illegible and
of little use. This 1s frustrating when damp interrupts what would otherwise be an exceptional
run of accounts. Some gaps of course may be explained by a manor being leased out, as
Wardley was in 1308/9, but this certainly does not explain all of the putative non-extant
accounts.'® The ravages of the Black Death certainly give some explanation, for records during
the plague years are sparse here. But from Michaelmas in 1345 to Michaelmas in 1369, as
noted in Table II.3, no Priory manorial accounts survive. It is possible, though not probable,
that accounts simply were not made during this period. Yet this gap is too large to be due to
the Black Death and the associated disruption that followed in its wake. The ‘Indian summer
of demesne farming’ that followed the Black Death was, as A.R. Bridbury argues, a boon to
manorial farming and, given the advice given to the monks by Robert Grosseteste and Walter
of Henley, careful records would have been extremely useful.!8 Accounts may not have been
made during particularly troubling times. Nevertheless, though Scots raided into and fought in
Durham in the years 1312, 1314, 1315, 1317, 1318, 1324, 1342, 1346, and 1388, which
included the Scots holding Durham itself for ransom, many accounts are extant (Table II.3).187

Furthermore, papal edicts and Benedictine conventions required monastic houses to keep

185. R. A. Lomas, “The Priory of Durham and its demesnes in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries’, Economic
History Review, 31(3) (1978), p. 341.

186. See Bridbury, “The Black Death’, pp. 577-592.

187. Alisdair Dobie, Accounting, Management and Control at Durham Cathedral Priory ¢. 1250-c. 1450, Ph.D.
Dissertation (Durham University, 2011), p. 86, R. B. Dobson, Church and Society in the Medieval North of England
(London, 1996), p. 86, Dodds, Peasants and Production, pp. 56, 57, 61, 67, 69.
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records of their estates.!® Failure to make such accounts would have meant breaking such

ordinances.

There is the further possibility that some accounts were written on parchment that had
been reused meaning that a previous account may have been scraped clean so the details of a
new agricultural year could be written. Yet there is no evidence for this. A.J. Piper re-catalogued
the Durham Cathedral Muniments, of which the Medieval Accounting Material is part, and
did not note any instances where such reuse occurred or where such instances of recycling of
parchment may have been likely. Similarly, Richard Britnell consulted the earlier manorial
accounts for his volume for the Surtees Society and makes no mention of any such practice.!8?
And while many accounts were viewed under an ultraviolet lamp for the purpose of this project,
there were no signs that a parchment had been scraped clean. Though there were more
outbreaks of plague, and associated gaps in the account runs do occur, a twenty-five-year gap
cannot be blamed on plague alone. Some other reason must be to blame, perhaps simply that
the box containing these accounts was lost or damaged beyond repair before modern archival

practices were introduced.

Furthermore, the Durham manorial accounts lack much of the detail that made the
records used by David Stone, Philip Slavin, and Eric Schneider so useful. The Winchester Pipe
Rolls and the accounts of the Norwich Cathedral Priory and the Bishop of Ely give the number
of acres sown with a particular crop in each account; seeding rates are also often noted. Yet in
the Durham Priory manorial accounts it is rare for the exact acreage sown with a crop to be
detailed, and named fields, more common in the South, are non-existent. This creates

something of a knock-on effect regarding the details in the account. Because fields are not

188. Dobie, Accounting at Durham Cathedral Priory, pp. 68-69.
189. See Britnell, Manorial Accounts.
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named and the accounts do not detail the work done on particular fields, it is difficult for us to
gauge the agricultural labour inputs. There are of course proxies, which will follow in the
methodology section. The Durham accounts rarely give seeding rates (the amount of seed used
per acre), which certainly seemed relatively fixed from what evidence is available. This too

creates its own set of problems, all of which will be addressed below.

Figure I1.1: Decadal Account Coverage by Manor
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III. Tithe Receipts and Bursars’ Rentals

IIL.i1. Tithe Receipts
Though continental historians and those of the Annales school in particular have made great

use of tithe data, comparatively little work has been done with the extant English tithe sources,
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a neglect described as regrettable.!9° While Ben Dodds’ work is a notable exception to British
historians’ lack of interest in tithe records, he does not focus on estate management but instead
on peasant holdings.!?! These tithe receipts are overtly simple documents, but no less valuable
for that. The Durham Cathedral Priory had the right, among others, to the garb tithes from its
appropriated parishes, or one tenth of all production of wheat, barley, oats, peas, and beans
grown. But while this grain was by law and custom the due of the Priory, it was not without its
own set of hassles. Producers were not eager to part with the fruits of the labour and various
techniques were used to defraud the tithe collectors. Dodds notes various schemes which the
producers used, including the use of inferior grain and the removal of the other sheaves of grain
not part of the tithe from the field, keeping the tithe collector from knowing that he was
receiving smaller shares.!9? The Priory also incurred various expenses in collecting the tithes,
for they were still responsible for threshing, transport, and storage of the grain. In an effort to
balance, as they might have seen the issues, rewards and hassles, the Priory sold the right to
these tithes on (usually) an annual basis. Buyers would review the corn in the field before harvest
and make a cash offer for the right to this grain. Such an estimation would by necessity be
careful and made by a skilled individual, knowledgeable of the local markets, weather, and
agricultural conditions and balanced against the possible costs of transport, labour, and storage,
among others. If the Priory accepted the offer, the buyer would pay for the tithes on certain
days in the coming year and receive the grain at harvest; as this was in all but name a loan,

Dodds suggests that ‘an interest payment was added to the value of the tithe corn when the

190. R. Kain, ‘Les Dimes, Les Relevés de Dimes et la Measure de la Production Agricole Dans La Grande-
Bretagne Préindustrielle’ in E. Le Roy Ladurie and J. Goy, (eds.) Prestations Paysannes, Dimes, Rente Fonciére et
Mowvement de la Production Agricole @ I’Epoque Préindustrielle (Paris, 1982), p. 726

191. Dodds, Peasants and Production, p. 9. See also Dodds, ‘Estimating arable output’, pp. 245-285, and Dodds,
‘Demesne and tithe’, pp. 123-141.

192. Dodds, Peasants and Production, p. 7.
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purchase agreement was drawn up’.!9% This purchase agreement recorded the value paid for
the tithes, the ville and parish where the tithes were located, and the name(s) of the buyer(s).
Though Dodds used the tithe receipts as a measure of peasant agricultural production, he
acknowledged their value in prosopographical research.!9* It is for this purpose that these
receipts will be used in this study; greater detail on their use follows in the methodology

section.195

II1.11. Bursar’s Rentals

Finally, this project will use the rentals of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursars. These rentals
together with the tithe receipts and manorial accounts will help give a further understanding of
the social and economic position of the serjeants on the bursar’s demesnes. Further details on
this follow in the methodology section. Multiple customs and regulations required the bursar
to annually account for his income and spending to the Priory, as discussed above and, as
money from rents made up part of the income of the bursar, such income had to be accounted
for. These rentals met this requirement though they do not form as complete a set as the tithe
receipts or even the manorial accounts. These bursar’s books were written in Latin on both
parchment and paper depending on the time of creation and bound together in something of
a haphazard manner with little regard for the chronology of the documents.!%® Indeed, Richard

Lomas and Piper argued that the surviving rentals do not completely cover the period from

193. Dodds, Peasants and Production, p. 29.

194. Ibid., p. 31.

195. These tithe receipts, as with all the documents used in this study, are held in the Durham Cathedral
Archives at 5, The College. However, Ben Dodds kindly provided extracted data from his own work on the
Durham tithe receipts, for which assistance I am extremely grateful.

196. The bursar’s rentals are part of the Durham Cathedral Archive: Rental collection (reference code: GB-
0033-DCD-Rantls) and are held by Durham University Library, Archives and Special Collections at 5, The
College, Durham. An edited volume with selections from these rentals was published by the Surtees Society in
1989 as Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals. The term bursar’s rentals refers to what
the catalogue now designates as ‘Bursar’s Book A-M’.
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1300 to 1540, especially as a large number of headings are missing.!?” These documents were
practical and not meant for display; Bursar’s Books A and E both show signs of annotation, some
of which is in the same hand.'"® However fragmentary and difficult to work with as these
sources might be, the information contained within is extremely useful. The name of the person
renting the land, the location of the land, the amount of land rented, typically in acres, and the
amount paid in rented are all provided. These names, locations, and other data can then be
cross-checked against the names of serjeants and other manorial records and, together with
data from the tithe receipts, can then be used to create a prosopographical study of the

individuals who managed the bursar’s demesnes.

IV. Methodology

IV.i. Descriptive Statistics and Quantitative Analysis

This study and its analysis of the workings of the Durham Cathedral Priory bases itself upon
and builds on the work of numerous other medieval agricultural, economic, and social
historians, all of whom took distinct approaches to our gaps in understanding medieval
agriculture and its effects for our perception of the pre-modern world. It is worthwhile then to

describe the methodology of this paper: what that methodology is and what it is not.

Though an econometric approach to medieval agriculture is used to very effectively by
Schneider, such a method cannot be used here.!” This limitation is caused by the
fundamentally smaller sample size in this study. While Schneider has some forty-nine manors

of the bishop of Winchester for the period 1325 to 1370 upon which to draw, this study has

197. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, p. 9.
198. Ibid., pp. 32, 70-73.

199. See Schneider, ‘Prices and production’, pp. 66-91.
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fifteen. And though the records of the bishop of Winchester give excellent runs of accounts, the
accounts of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar can be, though should not be exclusively
described as, patchy with occasional gaps in the runs. As such, this study avoids the use of
econometric models favoured by Eric Schneider and other economic historians. Instead I use
descriptive statistics to further our understanding of agriculture on the bursar’s estate. This
approach is not without precedent; Sapoznik and Stone both used such methods in their
respective studies of the Crowland Abbey manor of Oakington in Cambridgeshire and of the

Bishop of Ely’s manor of Wisbech Barton in the marshlands of Cambridgeshire.2%

IV.i. Calculations and Use of Yield per Seed and Sown Acreage

The two main measures of agricultural productivity that will be the focus of this thesis are yield
per seed and sown acreage. Though harvest size will also be considered, thankfully, little
enough calculation is required to present that information. Yield per acre is a more exact metric
of agricultural productivity and success. Calculating yield per acre requires that the amount of
acres under plough with a particular crop be known. However, as discussed above, the
manorial accounts for whatever reason record sown acreage so infrequently that this study
cannot use yield per acre. Yield per acre is not used as a metric of harvest success or failure in
this thesis. Yield per seed must be used instead and is the most important measure of
agricultural productivity used in this thesis. Yield per seed can be best understood as the amount
harvested divided by the amount seeded or, if yield 1s », the amount sown in bushels is s, and
the amount harvested is %, then »=A/s. Though yield per seed is perhaps a less exact
measurement than yield per acre, it i1s something of a standard measurement in medieval

agricultural history, particularly when factored, as it is here, as net of tithe, as can be seen in

200. See Sapoznik, ‘Resource allocation’, pp. 187-205, Sapoznik, ‘Productivity of peasant agriculture’, pp. 518-
544, Stone, Decision-Making.
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Bruce CGampbell’s English Seigniorial Agriculture and his “Three Centuries of English Crop Yields,
1211-1491° database. Yield per seed (henceforth, simply yield) is an effective way to gauge the
relative success or failure of a harvest. Climatic factors lay outside human control, and the
Priory and its officials had little ability to dampen the effects of wider socio-political factors,
warfare included: the Scots raided northeast England and into County Durham, likely causing
people to avoid going out of doors in fear, and large engagements such as the Battle of Neville’s
Cross of 1346, just under half a mile (one kilometre) from Durham, certainly led to crops being
stolen or trampled and villages sacked.?°! As will be discussed in greater detail in subsequent
chapters, manorial officials were capable of influencing yields greatly, including lowering and
raising labour inputs and changing methods of agriculture.??> We can then use the yield of a
crop as a stand in for the labour information that the Durham manorial accounts lack. This
allows us to further understand the decision-making process of Priory and manorial officials by
investigating how trends in a particular crop’s yield may have been influenced by nominal (local
and national) and relative grain prices, the cost of agricultural labour, as well as more longue
dureé factors of climatic and demographic change. This investigation of the decision-making
process 1s interesting by itself, but it also allows us to better understand the rationale by the

decisions, the values, and the mentalités of those making these choices.

201. Dodds, Peasants and Production, p. 67

202. See Stone, ‘Medieval farm management’, pp. 612-639, David Stone, “The productivity and management of
sheep in late medieval England’, Agricultural History Review, 51(1) (2003), pp. 1-22, Stone, Decision-Making for
detailed discussion on the importance of manorial staff in agricultural success. Such methods include extensive
and intensive agriculture. In a system of intensive agriculture, relatively fewer acres would be under plough and
labour inputs would be at their highest. In extensive agriculture, relatively more acres would be under plough,
though labour inputs would be much lower. In the first case, yields would be high, as would labour costs. In the
second, yields would be low, but labour costs would also be low. All else being equal, harvest size would be
approximately the same. The decision between such systems often depended on the relative cost of labour and
the price of grain. See Campbell, Bartley, and Power, ‘Demesne-farming systems’, pp. 131-179 for an in-depth
study.
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The calculation and use of sown acreage requires slightly more care. As mentioned briefly
in the Sources section of this chapter, the manorial serjeants and auditors for whatever reason
often chose not to include sown acreage or seeding rates (the number of acres sown with a
particular crop and the amount of seed used per acre, respectively) for each crop in the
manorial accounts. This naturally makes the discussion and analysis of trends in sown acreage
difficult. And yet such discussion and analysis is vital for this work. Sown acreage reveals long-
term trends in estate management, allowing this thesis to investigate how landlords and
manorial managers changed practices as a result of changes in economic conditions. Landlords
and managers may have constricted the number of acres under cultivation as labour costs rose
over the course of the long fourteenth century; similarly, changes in sown acreage may evidence
the practice of intensive or extensive agriculture in response to changing prices. We must
ground the discussion and analysis of trends in sown acreage in a number of key conjectures,

though an explanation of why the seeding rate is so important bears mentioning.

Although the sown acreage is rarely recorded, the amount kept in seed often is.
Therefore, if the previous account is extant, we can use the amount of grain kept for seed and
then sown to give an estimate of sown acreage. Put differently, if the amount sown in bushels is
represented by s, acreage sown by «, and seeding rate as r = s/a, then we can calculate the
acreage sown (a) as being equal to s/7. Yet this method of calculating sown acreage cannot then
be used for calculating yield per acre as such a figure would be only an estimation and not in

any way reliable.
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Table I1.1: Variation in Seeding Rates on the Bursar’s Manors, ¢. 1380-c. 1420203

Wheat Barley Oats
StDev 0.10 0.49 0.46
Average (bz per acre) 2.02 3.19 3.76
Coeff OF Var 0.049 0.15 0.12
% Coeff OF Var 4.85% 15.29% 12.29%
n. 26 25 22

For this to be a valid method, we must first agree that the seeding rate used was fixed
throughout both the period under investigation and at the manors that are to be studied. The
first 1s more likely — what evidence there is in the extant manorial accounts suggests that the
seeding rate remained relatively fixed from c.1380-c.1420. With the available data, spanning
approximately fifty years, on seeding rates from the bursar’s manors, there is little evidence of
any great shifts in seeding rates over the long fourteenth century. On six manors for which
seeding rates can be calculated (Merrington, Bewley, Pittington, Ketton, Fulwell, and Ferryhill),
seeding rates showed little variation either across the chronological period of the sample or
geographically, particularly for the seeding of wheat (Table II.1). Similar stability during the
early fourteenth century allowed Britnell to estimate cropping patterns and the number of sown
acres using locally recorded seeding rates from 1305-1310.24 The issues concerning seeding
rates set out below cannot be overcome with the data that is available; nevertheless, this is the

method employed by Britnell and ultimately used in this thesis.

These locally recorded rates differ from the data observed by Campbell, but given the
different geography and climate and that Campbell’s research largely focuses on counties south

of the Humber, this is not surprising (Table 11.2).29 Furthermore, if harvests and yields were

203. This table uses accounts DCD-Bewl. acs 1405-1406, 1406-1407, 1407-1408; DCD-Fery. acs 1446-1447;
DCD-Fulw. acs 1410-1411, 1411-1412, 1412-1413; DCD-Ket. acs 1406-1407, 1409-1410; DCD-Merr. acs
1376-1377; DCD-Pitt. acs 1405-1406, 1406-1407, 1407-1408, 1408-1409, 1409-1410, 1412- 1413, 1413-1414,
1419-1420, 1420-1421, 1422-1423, 1423-1424, 1424-1425, 1427-1428, 1428-1429, 1433-1434, 1446-1447,
1449-1450, 1450-1451, 1451-1452.

204. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xIvi.

205. In the Three Centuries of English Crop Yields, 1211-1491 database, only about six per cent of the manors
represented in the database were north of the Humber. Bruce M. S. Campbell (2007), Three centuries of
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controlled through acreage and labour inputs, it seems likely that seeding rates would then be
kept at a constant level. Perhaps, if demesne managers were aware that different agricultural
techniques could (largely) produce the results they desired, adding an extra variable would only

have increased the likelihood of an undesired outcome.

Table I1.2: Seeding Rate (bz. per acre) on F'1C Demesne, Pre- & Post-1350

Wheat Barley Oats
Pre-1350 Post-1350 Pre-1350 Post-1350 Pre-1350 Post-1350
Mn. 1.3 1.3 1.6 1.3 2.1 1.3
Mean 2.8 2.7 4.2 2.8 4.8 2.8
Max. 4.8 8.0 6.6 8.0 8.0 8.0
n. 154 134 130 120 153 132

Source: Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 310.

Although the bursar controlled manors throughout County Durham, from Fulwell near
the mouth of the River Wear to Pittington near Durham Cathedral Priory itself, to Bewley near
Stockton and the North Sea, this method of estimating acreage is still useful. Serjeants may
have used a fixed seeding rate at one manor that would allow for the best chance for a preferred
outcome and purpose of a manor, while a serjeant at another demesne located elsewhere in the
county may have used a different seeding rate. The evidence available does not speak directly
to any great geographical variation in seeding rates on the bursar’s manors, but this does not
mean that such slight variations did not occur; there is simply no evidence for this. Seeding
rates did not tend to fluctuate more in one part of the county than the other, nor were seeding
rates at the mouth of the River Tyne significantly different from those used on the manors near

the mouth of the River Tees. Even if seeding rates were fixed throughout the period but differed

English crops yields, 1211-1491 [WWW document]. URL http://www.cropyields.ac.uk [accessed on
06/03/2019].
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across manors, this is not an insurmountable problem. Acreage across manors may still be

calculated and the resulting figures used, albeit, perhaps, with a degree of caution.

In the absence of any strong evidence for variation in seeding rates over time or
geographically, the bursar’s manors, I will use the method, as used by Britnell, described above
in this thesis as appropriate and assume that seeding rates were either fixed or did not vary to

an extent that would make any comparison meaningless.

I'V.i11. Prosopographical Methods

The later part of this study will be devoted largely to a prosopographical method. After looking
at larger trends in sown acreage, grain yields, labour costs, and grain prices and how the
Durham Cathedral Priory as an institution responded to the difficulties caused by the Great
Famine, Black Death, climate change, and political upset, the final chapter will seek to
understand the social and economic status and capability of the serjeants who implemented the
larger agricultural plans of the Priory on the ground. Furthermore, I will argue that the
serjeants were capable and effective individuals who had direct and noticeable impacts on the

lands they managed.

The tithe receipts and bursar’s rentals are invaluable for this purpose and the
information they provide allows us to see a fuller profile of the manorial officials. The manorial
accounts always provided the name of the serjeant of the demesne for the time-span covered
by the account and thus, apart from a few examples where the heading of an account is illegible,
can be used to create a list of serjeants. This leaves us with a list of approximately one hundred
and thirty-five distinct individuals who managed a demesne of the bursar’s estate. I then
checked these names against the tithe receipts analysed by Dodds and I subsequently extracted

the names of individuals who were both tithe buyers and manorial officials. Unfortunately,
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family names during this period were not completely fixed and given names were chosen from
a fairly limited list. There is no method available to medieval economic historians that this study
can use to ensure, for example, that one John de Monkton is the same John de Monkton
mentioned in an account for the following year. The probability is that it is the same individual,
and this probability would be increased if the patronymics were identical, but we cannot be
completely sure. In the case of the individuals who are listed as tithe buyers and those listed as
manorial serjeants, I only assumed the putative tithe buyer was the same individual as the
manorial serjeant if he were buying tithes in the same area (no more than approximately ten
miles or sixteen kilometres) as the manor for which he was serjeant and the tithe receipt was
from a period within a normal working lifespan. Here, I have decided to err on the side of
caution and set that figure at approximately twenty years, though there are a few exceptions. I
then checked the list of serjeants against the available bursar’s rentals, primarily printed sources
given sometimes spotty coverage of the extant documents, to see if these individuals also rented
land.?% Armed with this information, I observed how active serjeants were outside of the duties
for the Priory and the amount of capital they had available with which to interact with a larger

market.

Finally, we can complete our image of the serjeants through the use of agricultural data
such as harvest size, sown acreage, and grain yields. As manorial serjeants often served multiple
terms of office at either the same manor or a neighbouring one, we can track the relative success
and failures of each serjeants through the changes in yields and sown acreage and the influence

of labour costs and real and relative cost of grain on their agricultural decision-making.?” At a

206. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals is used in this thesis as the source of all rental
data.
207. See Chapter V: The Serjeants of Durham Cathedral Priory.
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glance and discussed in detail in later chapters, some serjeants were markedly more effective
than others and may have been moved by the Priory between different manors to act as a sort
of ‘agricultural fixer’; John Ponchon, active in the late fourteenth century, is but one of multiple
likely examples. If individuals such as John Ponchon were indeed employed as agricultural
fixers, and the data certainly suggests that this was the case, then we can further broaden our
understanding of the individuals who managed the bursar’s estates in County Durham and,

perhaps, those who ran manors throughout the rest of England during the fourteenth century.

V. Conclusion

By combining the various methods of analysis, including descriptive and qualitative analysis
and prosopographical research, that are suitable for the extant data, I will be able to confidently
analyse and discuss the productivity of northern agriculture during the Late Middle Ages, gain
insight into the mindsets of manorial managers and the monastic superiors, and discuss the
ability of these individuals. Such discussion and analysis allows me to shed further light on
northern agriculture, demonstrating the high level of success on the demesnes of the Durham
Cathedral Priory bursar, which was often as productive, if not more so, as agricultural practiced
in the southern English counties. In later chapters I argue for greater agency for both lay and
monastic agricultural decision makers and awareness of the different skills and priorities of these

two groups.

-89-



Table 11.3: Account Coverage by Manor During the Long Fourteenth Century

Account Year

Bearpark

Belasis

Bewley

Billingham

Dalton

Ferryhill

Fulwell

Houghall

Ketton

Merrington

Muggleswick

Pittington

Rainton

Wardley

Westoe

1300

v

v

1301

1302

<

1303

1304

1305

<l

1306

SNETNEENEENNEN

AN AN AN

AN AN AN ENEAS

<l e

AN AN AN

1307

1308

1309

1310

1311

1312

1314

1314

1315

1316

1317

1318

1319
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Table 11.3: Account Coverage by Manor During the Long Fourteenth Century

Account Year| Bearpark | Belasis | Bewley | Billingham | Dalton | Fervyhill | Fulwell| Houghall| Ketton | Merrington | Muggleswick | Pittington| Rainton| Wardley | Westoe
1320 v J v v v J v
1321 v v v v J v J J v
1322
1323 v v J
1324 J v v v v J J v v
1325 v v v J v J J v v
1326 J v v v J J v v
1327 v
1328 v v J v
1329 v v J v v
1330 v v v v v
1331 v v J v v
1332 v v J v J J v v
1333 v v v J v
1334 v J v J J J v
1335 v v J v
1336 v J v v v v J J v v
1337
1338 v v v v J v v
1339
1340 v J v v J v
1341 v v v v v
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Table 11.3: Account Coverage by Manor During the Long Fourteenth Century

Account Year

Bearpark

Belasis

Bewley

Billingham

Dalton

Ferryhill

Fulwell

Houghall

Ketton

Merrington

Muggleswick

Pittington

Rainton

Wardley

Westoe

1342

v

v

1343

v

1344

v

1345

Black Death Lacuna

1370

v

<
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AN AN AN
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Table 11.3: Account Coverage by Manor During the Long Fourteenth Century

Account Year

Bearpark

Belasis

Bewley

Billingham

Dalton

Ferryhill

Fulwell

Houghall

Ketton

Merrington

Muggleswick

Pittington

Rainton

Wardley

Westoe

1387

v
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~
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Table 11.3: Account Coverage by Manor During the Long Fourteenth Century

Account Year| Bearpark | Belasis | Bewley | Billingham | Dalton | Ferryhill | Fulwell| Houghall | Ketton | Merrington | Muggleswick | Pittington| Rainton| Wardley | Westoe
1409 v
1410 v v
1411 v
1412 v
1413 v v
1414 v
1419 v
1420 v
1421 v
1420
1423 v
1424 v
1425 v
1426 v
1427
1428 v
1429 v
1430 v
1431
1432
1433
1434 v
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Table 11.3: Account Coverage by Manor During the Long Fourteenth Century

Account Year| Bearpark ‘ Belasis ‘ Bewley ‘Billingham‘ Dalton ‘Femjyhill ‘ Fulwell‘ Houghall ‘ Ketton ‘ Merrington | Muggleswick ‘Pittington‘Rainton‘ Wardley | Westoe
Accounts intermittent hereafter
1447 v v
1450 v
1451 v
1452 v
1453

Sources: DCD-Beapk. acs., DCD-Bewl. acs., DCD-Bel. acs., DCD-Bill. acs., DCD-Dalt. acs., DCD-Fery. acs., DCD-Fulw. acs., DCD-Houg. acs., DCD-Ret. acs., DCD-Merr. acs., DCD-Pitt. acs., DCD-Ward. acs., DCD-West. acs, DCD-Enr. man. acs.
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Chapter III: Measures of Agricultural Success: Yields

and Acreage

1. Introduction

This chapter presents and analyses harvest data gathered from the extant accounts of
the bursar’s manors during the long fourteenth century, c¢.1300-c.1450. My analysis of the
management, economic rationale, and skill of manorial managers, for which a large amount of
agricultural data is necessary, rests upon the material I present and discuss in this chapter.
Additionally, in this chapter I will demonstrate that arable agriculture as practiced on the
manors of the Durham Cathedral Priory bursar was often as productive, if not more so, than
arable husbandry practiced elsewhere in England. My analysis thus furthers our understanding
of the North-South agricultural divide during the Late Middle Ages. This chapter gives the
only long-term study of grain yields in northern England during the long fourteenth century.
Though Bruce Campbell’s “Three Centuries of English Crop Yields’ database is extensive,
there is little coverage of estates north of the Humber during the long fourteenth century, and
no coverage for north-east England following the Black Death. Other studies have relied on
much smaller sample sizes that have distorted the differences in agriculture in northern and
southern England, notable in Campbell’s work.??8 Rather than the common view of northern

agriculture in which arable productivity is somewhat looked over in favour of southern England

208. See, for example, Campbell, Bartley, and Power, ‘Demesne-farming systems’, pp. 131-179 and Bruce M.S.
Campbell and Power, JP, ‘Mapping the agricultural geography of medieval England’, Fournal of Historical
Geography, (1989), pp. 24-39.
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due to the reasons discussed previously i Chapter I: Introduction, this study demonstrates that the
productivity of the bursar’s estate usually equalled, and often surpassed, levels seen nationally
and in the most commercialised and productive of the English counties. As discussed in Chapter
I: Introduction, both recent and past secondary literature placed a high importance on yields as
a measure of agricultural success, evidenced by Campbell’s “Three Centuries of English Crop
Yields’ database and the work of individuals such as Gregory Clark, David Farmer, Richard
Lomas, and David Stone, among others.??” Eric Schneider has used econometric theory to
gauge the effectiveness of yield-raising techniques and to investigate agricultural supply
responses, arguing that throughout England there was a lower level of commercialisation than
previously posited, with findings at odds with those of Stone who, among others, argued for the
ability of manorial managers to gauge market trends and raise or lower the level of yield-raising
techniques employed on the demesne.?!Y Harry Kitsikopoulos investigated Johan von Thunen’s
model of economic rent influencing cropping patterns and productivity, a model endorsed by
Campbell and Keene in their ‘Feeding the City’ project, before concluding that either there
was no true London grain market or that production for the market was not the ultimate
purpose of demesne agriculture.?!! This thesis seeks to engage with the latter conclusion, and
argue that, while the actual cash income received from a manor may not have been the largest
priority of manorial lords, the relative benefits and security provided a vital safety-net during
times of economic and demographic upheaval. The protection the bursars derived from

demesne agriculture was augmented by the often high grain yields on the manors.

209. See, for example, Clark, “Yields per acre in English agriculture’, pp. 445-460, David Farmer, ‘Grain yields
on the Winchester manors in the Later Middle Ages’, The Economic History Review, 30(4) (1977), pp. 555-566, R.
A. Lomas, ‘A Northern farm at the end of the Middle Ages: Elvethall Manor, Durham, 1443/4-1513/14,
Northern History, 18(1) (1982), pp. 26-53, and David Stone, Decision-Making in Medieval Agriculture (Oxford, 2005).
210. Schneider, ‘Evaluating the effectiveness’, Schneider, ‘Prices and production’, pp. 66-91. See Stone,
‘Medieval farm management’, pp. 612-638, Stone, Decision-Making.

211. Kitsikopoulos, ‘Manorial estates as business firms’, p. 142-166.
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Campbell’s analysis of a decrease in cultivated acres, in which he argues that ‘cropped
acreages of demesnes retained in hand were reduced by approximately a fifth,” is certainly
applicable to the situation in County Durham during the late fourteenth century, though his
classification of farming methods seems less pertinent.?!> Campbell notes that ten of the twenty-
eight farms he characterised as practising extensive arable husbandry were found in County
Durham and Yorkshire; manor names are not given.?!3 The broad trends in sown acreage and
yield data, both discussed in further detail below, suggest that this classification obscures a
significant shift in the management of the bursar’s estate and may be inaccurate. Rather than
manorial managers continuing to plough the same amount of land after the Black Death as
before it, acreage, we shall see, decreased significantly while grain yields remained high. The
serjeants and their monastic superiors most probably allowed the least fertile land to go to waste
or converted it to pasturage while farming the most fertile land much more intensely, in the
same manner suggested by J. Z. Titow in his study of the manors controlled by the Bishop of
Winchester during the same period.?!* This would be in direct contrast to the extensive farming
method suggested by Campbell as characterising agricultural operations in County Durham.?!>
Interesting patterns emerge when we group the manors by type, as taking all the manors
together obscures the fact that different manors served different purposes within the bursar’s

holding; these groupings are discussed below.

This chapter relies on several different sources of data: harvest data, including acreage
sown with a particular crop, yield per seed net of tithe?!%, and the size of a harvest, among other

information. Yield per seed was the single most important metric the Priory had at its disposal

212. Campbell, Bartley, and Power, ‘Demesne-farming systems’, p. 133 and see Ibid., p. 143 for the farming
classifications used by Campbell et al.

213. Ibid., p. 173.

214. J. Z. Titow, Winchester Yields: A Study in Medieval Agricultural Productivity (Cambridge, 1972), pp. 21-22.
215. Campbell, Bartley, and Power, ‘Demesne-farming systems’, p. 173.

216. Henceforth, yield per seed is understood to include ‘net of tithe’.

-08 -



for determining the success, or failure, of its operations, and the Priory’s own auditors were,
from the mid-fourteenth century onwards, keen to leave their own yield per seed calculations
in the margins of the accounts. Instructional literature of the period, including texts such as
Walter of Henley’s Husbandry, discussed in later chapters, suggest what sort of yields a lord may

expect his fields to produce.

I consulted the extant accounts for the long fourteenth century (c. 1300 to c. 1450) and
extracted the relevant information. The sole previous study that published yields, sown acreage,
and related agricultural figures for the bursar’s estate was conducted in 1949 by Elizabeth
Halcrow.?!” The data I collected for this study is markedly different from the collection by
Halcrow. Halcrow gives a limited survey of manorial yields during the fourteenth century and
makes only small use of the auditor’s yields in the account margins, nor does she discuss the
difference in yield per seed as calculated by the auditors and the yield per seed calculated based
on the recorded amount sown and harvested. Such discussion will follow in this chapter. It must
too be noted that Halcrow worked with a rather different corpus of accounting material than
what 1s now present: many of the manorial accounts have been significantly repaired and
reorganised since her study. This allows for a much more nuanced and comprehensive
investigation of trends in demesne agriculture, which is of particular import to my subsequent

analysis of the abilities and mentalitiés of monastic officials and lay manorial managers.

Richard Lomas and Richard Britnell have also used manorial accounts, but in limited
ways. Lomas explored the operation of the hostilar’s manor of Elvethall, the Priory as a landlord
and landowner, and the timeline and causes of the decline of demesne farming on the lands of

Durham Cathedral Priory.?!® Though Lomas was certainly concerned with agricultural trends,

217. See Halcrow, Administration & Agrarian Policy,
218. See Lomas, Durham Cathedral Priory as Landowner and Landlord, pp. 339-353, and Lomas, ‘A Northern farm’,
pp- 26-53.
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he focused on obedientiary income and rents; he did not systematically study the accounts of
individual manors and he drew primarily on records from halmote courts and obedientiary
accounts. Again, his concern was primarily on the decline of demesne agriculture and not with
a focus on economic mindsets. Richard Britnell produced an edited volume of selected Durham
Cathedral Priory manorial accounts from 1277-1310, which also gives a brief overview of the
estate and the operations at the manors in hand during this period.?!” Britnell’s other notable
work on the estates of the Priory bursar focused on labour turnover and wage rates during the
late fourteenth century, and, as such, does not explore the rationale behind the management

of the estate, those lay individuals that administered it nor any yield data.??°

All of the manors used in this study were under the control of the bursar and between
the Rivers Tyne and Tees. Unlike many of the large monastic houses elsewhere in England,
most of the Priory’s holdings were within the county, with Coldingham Priory, north of the
Scottish border, and Durham College, Oxford, being the most notable exceptions. As discussed
in Chapter I: Introduction, fifteen manors examined during this study covered the breadth of the
county, from Westoe at the mouth of the Tyne; Fulwell near Monkwearmouth; Muggleswick
at the edge of Weardale, Dalton and Rainton just north of Durham; Houghall, Bearpark, and
Pittington all close to the city of Durham; Ferryhill and Merrington to the east of the River
Wear; Ketton midway between the Rivers Wear and Tees; and Bewley, Billingham, and Belasis
near the mouth of the River Tees. These scattered manors were often early possessions of the
Priory. The manors of Rainton, described as Remnuintun in the Durham Episcopal Charters,
Pittington, part of the duo Pittindunas, and Dalton were original possessions of the Priory.??!

Billingham, often grouped with the manor of Belasis, was similarly an early acquisition by the

219. Britnell, Manorial Accounts.
220. Britnell, ‘Labour turnover’, pp. 158-179.
221. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, pp. 205-206.

- 100 -



Priory, as were Merrington and its appendage Ferryhill.???2 Other manors were added later,
often from grants by the various Bishops of Durham with whom the Priory was not in conflict;
Ketton and Muggleswick were acquired in this way, as were various portions of the prior’s
retreat at Bearpark.??> This chapter seeks to expand on Philip Slavin’s idea of multiple
monastics demesnes, such as the bursar’s scattered manors, forming a sort of medieval
‘diversified portfolio,” in which a great monastic house, Norwich in Slavin’s study, used both
the market and their own holdings to meet the nutritional needs of the house.??* Though Slavin
1s primarily concerned with two channels of supply, market and demesne, this study seeks to
view the bursar’s holdings as a diversified real-estate portfolio in and of themselves.??> In this
view, each manor can be made economically viable either through interaction with a wider
grain market or by meeting the Priory’s grain needs directly, while the geographically diverse
locations of the manors lessen the risk that a single environmental catastrophe would entirely

upset the Priory’s supply chain.

The following sections explore first the nature of the data available for this study, its
limitations, and the arable farming operations of the bursar’s manors. Though the accounts of
the bursar’s manors obscure some of the day-to-day work on the bursar’s demesnes, because
they do not give much detail on what yield-raising techniques were used on the different crops,
such as increased manuring or weeding, name fields, or specify the number of acres under
plough, we can nevertheless discuss certain similarities and notable differences that
characterised the manors. To further muddle the picture of demesne farming, as the accounts

do not state the acreage sown with a particular crop on a manor or give the name of fields, we

222. Lomas and Piper (eds.), Durham Cathedral Priory Bursars Rentals, pp. 208-209, 215-216.

223. Ibid., pp. 214, 218.

224. Philip Slavin, ‘Church and food provisioning in Late-Medieval England, 1250-1450: production costs,
markets and the decline of direct demesne management’ in F. Ammannati., (eds.) Religion and Religious Institutions
wn the European Economy, 1000-1800 (Florence, 2012), p. 616.

225. Ibid., p. 616.
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cannot state with confidence what sort of crop-rotation system was used, though a three-course

rotation may have been used on some manors.??

Subsequently, I will present overall trends for the manors over the period under
investigation, drawing particular note to the high yield per seed seen on many of the bursar’s
manors when compared to other national and local studies. I will then group the manors by
their geographic location (northern manors including Fulwell, Westoe, and Wardley; Durham
manors consisting of Bearpark, Pittington, Houghall, and Rainton, the central manors with
Ferryhill, Merrington, and Ketton, and the Teesmouth manors of Billingham, Bewley, and
Belasis) and explore common trends therein. Finally, this information will be used to explore
the economic mentalité behind the Priory’s management of their lands and to highlight the

exceptional productivity of the estate.

II. Measures of Success

IT.1. Yield per Seed

Although harvest size and the amount of seed of a particular crop sown will of course be
considered in this chapter, three other figures will be of greater importance: yield per seed;
sown acreage; and the relative proportion of sown acreage and harvest of individual crops on
the demesnes. Yield per seed 1s of particular importance to this study; this was the measure used
in the Late Middle Ages to measure the success, or failure, of a harvest. Yield per seed 1s
calculated by dividing the amount of a crop harvested (here, measured in bushels) by the
amount of seed of that crop that was sown (also expressed in bushels). Throughout this chapter,
yield refers specifically to yield per seed. Yield per acre is a similarly useful standard, but cannot

be calculated for the demesnes in this study. As acreage 1s rarely mentioned in the accounts (see

226. Britnell, Manorial Accounts, p. xliii.
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the following section), acreage must be estimated using a standardised seeding rate; this number
would then be divided by the amount of seed sown, producing somewhat circular results.
Furthermore, yield per acre, as noted by David Farmer and J. Z. Titow, can disguise problems
created through the use of different sized customary acres and differing capacity measurements

of volume for grain.??

Some factors that influenced yield lay outside the Priory’ or serjeant’s control. Climatic
factors such as poorly timed rainfall, either too much or too little in the wrong time of year,
depending on the crop, could devastate the harvest. The monks of Durham Cathedral Priory,
relatively insulated from a single harvest failure, would not necessarily feel the effects, but a
peasant family with a smallholding certainly prayed for good weather and a single poor harvest
could be disastrous.??® Climate aside, manorial officials were capable of influencing yields
greatly and of adapting to changing circumstances, and it is on their efforts to influence yields
that this study must focus.?? Serjeants could control the amount of labour done in the fields,
including weeding and the spreading of manure, or could change between systems of intensive
and extensive agriculture.?’? Yet the accounts do not say which fields received such labour
inputs or which strips were with what crop. We might know then, for example, that John was
paid 6d. for spreading manure for one day, but we have no evidence which crops might benefit
from this labour. We lack, then, concrete data for how much labour, whether by days, weeks,
or terms, was performed on a particular crop. However, as such methods as those listed above
could be controlled to increase yields, we can therefore use yield as an insight into the amount

of labour performed on the estate.?3! While neither an ideal nor perfect metric, this proxy allows

227. Farmer, ‘Grain yields on the Winchester manors in the Later Middle Ages’, pp. 555-556.

228. There are no studies on local or regional climatic conditions for the medieval northeast of England.

229. For a long-term case study of the effectiveness of manorial officials see Stone, Decision-Making.

230. See Campbell, Bartley, and Power, ‘Demesne-farming systems’, pp. 131-179 for an in-depth study.

231. See Stone, Decision-Making, p. 232. ‘But what the Wisbech account rolls clearly indicate is that medieval
farmers, for the most part, employed yield-raising techniques...including high labour input...when they found it
in their interest to do so. For commercial farmers, the selective abandonment of such output-boosting but costly
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us to see how the costs and prices might influence the amount of labour performed in certain
economic conditions and under what circumstances and for what purpose manorial managers
might seek to reallocate labour. I can then further the discussion on the decision-making process
of Priory and manorial officials by investigating how trends in a particular crop’s yield might
have been influenced by nominal (local and national) and relative grain prices, the cost of
agricultural labour, as well as more longue durée factors of climatic and demographic change.
This investigation of the decision-making process is interesting by itself and remains an
important part of this thesis, but it also allows us to better understand the rationale of the

decisions, the values, and the economic mindsets of those making these choices.

As mentioned previously, yield per seed was the method favoured by serjeants and
auditors for judging the success or failure of harvests, evidenced by notes left on the accounts.
In many, though not most, accounts, the auditors left notes in the grange account under each
crop subheading. These notes express the nearest whole (or half) number yield and a certain
amount of grain necessary to make that calculation. For example, at Pittington in 1409/10, the
auditor’s yield for wheat reads, in a heavily abbreviated form, ‘respondet v™to plus v quarterus 1y
bussellis’. 'This 1s interpreted as being five quarters, three bushels above of a yield per seed of
five. The yield per seed can then be calculated: the actual quantity harvested less the five
quarters, three bushels is divided by five to give the amount of seed sown that year (about fifteen
quarters and one peck). The amount harvested (here, eighty quarters and five bushels) is divided
by the amount of seed sown (the fifteen quarters and one peck) to give an auditor's yield of 5.35.
Alternatively, the auditor’s yield could be given as a whole or half number yield and the amount

of grain that must be subtracted to give that yield; for example, at Westoe in 1394/5, the wheat

techniques was a perfectly rational response to falling prices...Equally, the comp<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>