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Chapter Five
The Limits of the Postan Thesis

This chapter re-examines Postan's conclusions regarding the existence of a demographic

crisis in the period before the Black Death. The focus in Chapter Five is on the use which Postan

made of the evidence of manorial records and royal taxation accounts from the thirteenth and early

fourteenth centuries. Postan's arguments regarding the evidence for the movements of prices and

wages trends in the period before the Black Death are dealt with in Chapter Six.

Postan's contention that c.1320-30 witnessed the beginning of a long-drawn out period of

demographic recession is based in part on the assumption that the period after c.1200 was one of

extremely rapid demographic growth. Postan regarded the fourteenth century slump in population as

the inevitable result of an unchecked increase in peasant numbers during the previous century, a

growth which was so dramatic as to outstrip the resources available. As evidence for this view,

Postan pointed to the Taunton hundredpenny figures, the "records of local per capita taxes" on

certain unnamed Essex manors and the "surviving records" of the Glastonbury estates. 1 However,

generalising about the national rate of population growth from such a small sample appears to be a

questionable procedure, as there is no reason to assume that these localities were representative of

England as a whole.

The Taunton hundredpenny fines in particular are likely to provide a misleading guide to the

national rate of demographic growth during the thirteenth century. These fines are referred to as "of

the Bartons" in the Winchester Pipe Rolls and therefore appear to have no connection with Taunton

borough. However, three of the rural tidings in Taunton Hundred (Grasscroft, Mill Lane and Extra-

Portam) were swallowed up by the growth of the borough as the thirteenth century progressed. 2 The

result was that, by the end of the thirteenth century, those who paid the hundredpenny included a

substantial number of burgesses and other town-dwellers.3 It is therefore probable that any rise in the

recorded population of Taunton Hundred was due as much to immigration into the rapidly expanding

borough as to natural increase among the manorial tenants. Accordingly, it is difficult to believe that

the rate of demographic increase over the thirteenth century implied by the Taunton hundredpenny

fines can be used as an indication of the magnitude of the national trend.

1 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 36.
2 T. J. Hunt, The Medieval Customs of the Manors of Taunton and Bradford on Tone, Frome,
Somerset, 1962, p. xl.
3 loc. cit.
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Equally little weight can be placed on the reference made by Postan to tithingpenny figures

for certain Essex manors, as he omitted to name the manors in question. Moreover, the possibility

cannot be excluded that Postan may have been in error at this point. Only two Essex tithingpenny

series from the pre-1300 period have been published, those for the manors of Great Waltham and

High Easter. The geographical location of these two manors is identical to that of the unnamed

manors to which Postan made reference. However, the level of tithingpenny fines on both these

manors is more or less stable between 1250 and 1300 and indicates no appreciable rise in

population.4

Further, it is doubtful if any great significance can be attached to the rise in recorded tenant

numbers in the Glastonbury Abbey surveys between 1189 and the early fourteenth century. 5 Most of

this increase was due to demographic growth on a few "great colonizing manors" on the Somerset

Levels, where conditions were unusually favourable for rapid demographic growth. 6 Elsewhere on

the Glastonbury estates the apparent rate of increase in the size of the recorded tenant population over

the thirteenth century was much lower than that for Taunton Hundred. Thus, even if the Glastonbury

surveys can be taken at face value, there seems no reason to assume that any average figure for the

Abbey's estates is likely to have any significance as an indication of national trends.?

The assumption that the Taunton hundredpenny figures provide an indication of the general

rate of demographic increase over the thirteenth century must therefore be treated with extreme

caution. Postan was almost certainly correct in assuming that the thirteenth century was a period of

significant demographic growth. However, the rate of increase may not have been as great as Postan

believed.

Equally contentious is Postan's belief that the average fertility of the arable land fell over

the thirteenth century due to the extension of the margin of cultivation. This argument rests on the

assumption that the most fertile soils were the first settled and that progressively poorer soils were

4 L. R. Poos, "The Rural Population of Essex in the Later Middle Ages", Economic History Review,
2nd Series, 38 (1985), pp. 510-30.
5 These surveys are almost certainly the "records" of the Glastonbury Estates to which Postan refers,
although he nowhere explicitly states that this is the case. I am unaware of any other source which
could be used to derive an estimate of the rate of demographic growth on the Glastonbury Estates
over the thirteenth century. For a summary of the demographic information in the Glastonbury
surveys, see H. E. Hallam, "Postscript (1983)", in H. E. Hallam (ed.), The Agrarian History of
England and Wales. Vol. 2: 1042-1350, Cambridge, 1988, pp. 565, 573.
6 The phrase is Postan's, see Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 21.
7 Moreover, few historians now place much credence on manorial surveys as census-like
enumerations of the tenant population. Studies of court roll evidence over the last thirty years has
made it very clear that manorial surveys are often a very misleading indication of actual population
trends. Although at best they may give some indication of the direction of population shifts, their
evidence is rarely sufficiently unambiguous to provide a means of quantifying such changes.
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taken in from the waste as settlement continued. 8 There is little reason, however, to assume that the

medieval sequence of settlement was decided by graduations in soil fertility alone. The existence of a

market economy in England from at least the seventh century onwards implies that settlement was

influenced as much by ease of access, the location of markets and patterns of trade as by the quality

of the soil. Thus, land at the extensive margin at the beginning of the thirteenth century was likely to

have consisted both of relatively infertile land close to the market and more fertile land further away

from centres of trade or less accessible.9

As Bailey has pointed out, Postan's assumption that land at the edge of the arable frontier

was necessarily of marginal utility fails to take into account the capacity of such land to support

grazing and other forms of economic activity. The occupation of lands marginal in terms of grain

need not imply either poverty or ecological fragility. 10 Moreover, as Bailey has argued, the entire

concept of a drift towards the margin during the thirteenth century rests on a series of tautologies.

Lands are presumed to be marginal simply because they were settled late in the history of

colonisation in any one region, while the occupation of soils marginal in terms of soil quality is seen

as evidence for a imminent demographic catastrophe.

The risk inherent in this approach is best indicated by Postan's contention that evidence in

the Domesday Book for the cultivation of less fertile land in the Home Counties by 1086 indicated

that "settlement had begun to overflow into lands worse than those ranking as second-rate". 11 The

inference that a drift towards the margin was already underway at the end of the eleventh century

must be resisted. The expansion of tillage in late Anglo-Saxon times onto the less fertile soils of the

Thames valley perhaps owed more to the emergence of London as a national capital, and the

advantages of river access, than to an incipient demographic crisis in early Norman times.

The absence of a direct correlation between soil fertility and the sequence of settlement is

most evident in respect to the Royal Forests. Here the timing of settlement was unequivocally

determined by legal obstacles as well as locational factors. Postan believed that the land under the

forest law after 1086 was generally "inaccessible or uninviting to the farmer". 12 This does not,

however, seem to have been the case. According to twentieth century maps, many of the thirteenth

8 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 24-6.
9 M. Desai. "A Malthusian Crisis in Medieval England: A Critique of the Postan-Titow Hypothesis",
unpublished conference paper, London School of Economics, pp. 12-13.
10 Bailey, "The Concept of the Margin", pp. 1-17.
11 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 20.
12 ibid., p. 23.
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century royal forests were actually on medium to good quality soils and were favoured with riverine

or overland access to nearby urban markets.13

The principle that the last lands to be settled were not always the worst continued to operate

throughout the period of colonisation. The best example of this is Taunton manor itself. Both Postan

and Titow were of the opinion that the expansion of the arable on Taunton had ceased well before the

middle of the thirteenth century because opportunities for further colonisation had ended. However,

this contention rests on an analogy with trends in the expansion of the demesne arable, and takes no

account of the outward movement of the margin of cultivation due to peasant settlement — a process

which continued well into the early fourteenth century. Rather than situated on soils of inferior

fertility, many of the new overland tenancies carved out of the waste at Taunton by tenants after 1300

were on lands more fertile than the anciently cultivated fields. 14 Whilst some fall in the average

fertility of the soil under cultivation may have occurred over the thirteenth century, the extent of this

decline may have been less catastrophic than Postan believed.

It may be doubted therefore that "impermanence" was an "inescapable" penalty of the

expansion of the arable. 15 As evidence in relation to this point, Postan referred his readers to

cropping returns in unnamed manorial accounts which mention fields and furlongs disappearing from

manorial cropping accounts after periods of regular cultivation. 16 However, the disappearance of

parcels of land from manorial cropping returns is insufficient to demonstrate that land had been

abandoned. Barbara Harvey has pointed out that much of the land removed from demesne cultivation

remained under tillage or was turned over to pastoral production by peasant tenants, a point with

which Farmer concurred in the course of his re-examination of the evidence for the Postan thesis.17

As Titow admitted in his reply to Harvey, it is difficult in fact to find clear evidence of the

total abandonment of significant tracts of arable land before 1348. 18 Research before and since the

late 1960s has strengthened Harvey's suspicion that even when the land withdrawn from demesne

use exceeded the acreage let out to tenants as arable, this was often due to the conversion of demesne

arable to pasture. This conclusion apparently holds true even on the lands of ecclesiastical lordships

such as Peterborough Abbey and St Swithun's Priory, estates which Postan cited as evidence of the

13 This is hardly surprising, as the royal forests in the early thirteenth century comprised such a large
proportion of the total surface of the country. M. L. Bazeley, "The Extent of the English Forests in
the Thirteenth Century", T.R.H.S., 4th Series, 4 (1921), pp. 140-59.
14 1 owe this information to Mr T. Mayberry, formerly of the Hampshire Record Office and now at
the Somerset Record Office. In 1986 Mr Mayberry was working on a study of the agrarian history of
Taunton manor in the medieval period.
15 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 26.
16 Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 558.
17 Harvey, "The Population Trend in England between 1300 and 1348", p. 33. Farmer, "Crop Yields,
Prices and Wages", p. 149.
18 Titow, English Rural Society, pp. 93.
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abandonment of unproductive acres before the Black Death. 19 Thus, trends which Postan interpreted

as signs of decline may be indicative of nothing more than a shift in land use due to the growing

overseas market for English wool.

Postan's contention that the fertility of the older arable lands was undermined by over-use

rests on three pieces of evidence. The first is the fact that higher rents were often paid for newer

assarts than for assarts made at an earlier date or for the oldest arable lands. The second is the

existence of references to debilitated or abandoned land on some anciently cultivated manors.

Postan's third piece of evidence was the apparent replacement of land debilitated by mismanagement

with new lands brought in from the waste.2°

Higher rents charged for newer assarts than for the older arable lands are not necessarily

evidence for the declining productivity of the arable land. As Hatcher has pointed out, and Postan

conceded in the course of his reply to Brenner, rents tended to lag behind increases in the market

price for land due to the force of custom. The rents charged for anciently established freeholds and

customary tenures frequently reflected the lower land values prevailing before 1200. In contrast, the

rents charged for assarts were often determined by land values at the time when such land was first

brought into cultivation. Thus, the rise in land values over the thirteenth century meant that the rental

value of earlier assarts might be lower than that of later assarts of the same intrinsic soil fertility or

desirability in terms of location, and that the cost of ancient arable land of equal quality might be

even lower sti11.21

The frequency with which references to terra frisca appear in the accounts of the

Winchester estates need not imply the wholesale abandonment of exhausted arable land before the

Black Death. On the strength of occasional references to land frisca qua debilis, Postan regarded

every instance of the phrase terra frisca as evidence of the regression of cultivation. However, as

Harvey observed in 1967, the meaning of the phrase terra frisca is far less clear-cut than Postan

believed. In particular, the assumption that terra frisca was necessarily land debilitated by over-

tillage is inconsistent with the fact that land newly taken in from the waste was sometimes described

in these terms.

19 E. King, Peterborough Abbey 1086-1310: A Study in the Land Market, Cambridge, 1973,
pp. 159-61. For St Swithun's Priory, see the totals transcribed from manorial accounts in S. Drew,
"The Manor of Silkstead", unpublished typescript, Library, Institute of Historical Research, London,
1947, pp. 13-4 and J. S. Drew, "The Manor of Chilbolton", unpublished typescript, Library, Institute
of Historical Research, London, 1945, pp. 25-6. The case of the Winchester estates is discussed later
in this thesis in connection with the work of J. Z. Titow.
20 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 70-73.
21 J. Hatcher, "English Serfdom and Villeinage: Towards a Reassessment", Past and Present,
90 (1981), pp. 20-21.
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For a particularly clear example of this point it is necessary to look no further than the

Winchester Pipe Roll for 1348, which refers to viii acris de terra frisca super la Breche assarta pro

terra arabili at Waltham.22 In this case terra frisca is quite clearly either virgin land or outfield land,

and not a debilitated piece of the old arable.23 Hence, it is evident that the incidence of references to

terra frisca in the Winchester Pipe Rolls and other manorial sources cannot be used as an indication

of the widespread deterioration of the older arable lands.

As evidence that exhausted parts of the arable were abandoned and replaced with new

assarts, Postan observed that:

on some of the manors of Peterborough Abbey, or St Swithun's Priory,
Winchester, or on some Sussex manors of the Pelham Family, or on
several of the Bishop of Winchester's estates in the second half of the
thirteenth century, we find piecemeal reclamations continuing even while
the total acreage under the plough remains constant or even declined.24

This argument assumes that land withdrawn from demesne use had been abandoned to the waste. It

therefore begs the question. If the disappearance of individual furlongs and fields from manorial

accounts was often due to nothing more than a shift in management practices, as suggested above,

then the making of new assarts loses much of its significance.

Titow's case in defence of the growing exhaustion of the arable before the Black Death is

equally inconclusive. In his reply to Harvey, Titow seems to have tacitly conceded the force of many

of her arguments. However, he remained convinced that "there is considerable evidence of some

abandonment and the difficulty of finding tenants for a large number of holdings". 25 In particular, he

pointed to references in the Nonarum Inquisitiones of 1342 to vills with terra frisca and the increase

in the number of "unwanted" holdings on Winchester manors before 1348, a fact which he believed

left little doubt of the deterioration of peasant holdings during the early fourteenth century.26

However, use of the phrase terra frisca in the Inquisitiones need not imply the permanent

abandonment of land. The Inquisitiones themselves relate only to land sown in a single season, that

of 1341. The period between 1336-42 was one of high taxation and severe economic dislocation due

to royal interference in the wool trade, heavy taxation and purveyance. 27 Moreover, the Inquisitiones

were drawn up in the aftermath of a period of poor harvests and at a time when deflationary pressures

22 A. E. Levett, The Black Death on the Estates of the See of Winchester. Oxford Studies in Social
and Legal History, Vol. 5, Oxford, 1916, p. 16.
23 loc. cit.
24 Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 560.
25 Titow, English Rural Society, p. 94.
26 loc. cit.
27 See J. R. Maddicott, "The English Peasantry and the Demands of the Crown, 1294-1341", Past
and Present, Supplement No. 1 , 1975.
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were at their most acute.28 The Inquisitiones are therefore unlikely to provide an accurate guide to

long-term trends.

In addition, many of the complaints of abandoned land in the Inquisitiones should be taken

with the proverbial grain of salt. The Nonarum Inquistiones were prepared as a result of a grant by

Parliament of one-ninth of the value of the grain, wool and lambs produced in 1341. Because the

ninth was calculated after the tithe, it was equivalent to the tithe of all three items. For this reason,

when the receipts of the ninth proved deficient, the local jurors were required to explain to the clerks

drawing up the Nonarum Inquisitiones why the valuation for 1341 was below the value placed on

clerical incomes from the same parish in the taxation of Pope Nicholas IV for 1291. As

A. R. H. Baker has pointed out:

Discrepancy there inevitably was, for clerical incomes included more
than the tithe of corn, wool and lambs; there was, in addition, the value of
the glebe and monastic holdings, the revenue from the small tithes of
cider, flax, hemp, geese and poultry, together with oblations, mortuary
fees and other items.29

The choice of a benchmark was therefore grossly unfair and many parishes were under pressure to

give more than was legally due. It is possible, therefore, that the temptation to plead poverty and

evade tax by alleging that land had gone out of cultivation was one which many juries found difficult

to resist. Whilst some land may have fallen temporarily out of cultivation in 1341, conditions may

not have been as bad as local juries would have had the government believe. In any case, the

Inquisitiones are clearly doubtful evidence for a general, long-term retreat of settlement before the

Black Death.

There are equally good reasons for scepticism regarding Titow's suggestion that instances in

which entry fines were waived or tenants were compelled to take up holdings indicate that soil

exhaustion had rendered some parcels of land infertile and undesirable. As Miller and Hatcher have

pointed out, such entries may indicate no more than the fact that the leasing out of demesne land

meant that many peasants were now in a position to discriminate between better and worse land. In

an active land market encouraged by the retreat of the demesne, it is far from surprising that

landlords may have found it necessary to bargain with prospective tenants or compel them to take up

less attractive holdings.30

It is clear that reserves of grazing land had begun to run short in parts of England before the

Black Death. However, the conclusion that this trend had reached crisis point by the end of the

28 Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from Henry II to Edward III", p. 128.
29 A. H. R. Baker, "Evidence in the Nonarum Inquisitiones of Contracting Arable Lands in England
during the Fourteenth Century", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 19 (1966), p. 518.
30 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, pp. 246-7.
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thirteenth century remains unproven. The contention that the land under the plough could only grow

at the expense of livestock numbers assumes that existing grassland and meadows were already fully

utilised c.1200. Moreover, even in densely populated parts of eastern England, such as eastern

Norfolk, Kent and Lincolnshire, new meadows and pastures were carved out of the waste as the

century progressed. 31 As Titow points out, the area under seed and livestock numbers on the

Winchester estate, the locus classicus of the Postan thesis, actually grew over the first half of the

thirteenth century.32

Postan asserted that the shortage of livestock in demesne agriculture in the thirteenth century

was evident from the fact that:

Now and again manorial records enable us to relate the size of a
manorial flock or herd to the area of its arable; and where such
comparisons are possible they very frequently reveal a provision of
animals much lower than that which appears to have been made in the
same localities in modern times or that which the experts of the eighteenth
century Board of Agriculture considered desirable in their time.33

But, in order to demonstrate a worsening shortage of livestock, Postan needed to show that the

livestock to arable ratio on demesne farms was lower in the thirteenth century than before 1200.

What evidence is available suggests a significant increase in the size of demesne flocks and herds

over the thirteenth century in both pastoral and mixed farming regions, leaving open the possibility of

a stable or even rising ratio. 34 As Bridbury has observed, the level of wool exports at the end of the

late thirteenth century alone is sufficient to cast doubt on the assumption of a worsening shortage of

pasture before the Black Death.

Comparisons between stock totals and the sown acreage in manorial accounts must be

treated with caution. Foldage rights over peasant livestock meant that the effective livestock to arable

ratios on demesne farms may have been many times higher than manorial compoti imply.35 Demesne

flocks were sometimes run on an inter-manorial basis, with the result that the accounts for a single

31 Moreover, it is clear that the process of clearing new lands continued well into the fourteenth
century. See n. 105, this chapter.
32 Titow, "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estates", pp. 172-3.
33 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 65.
34 R. A. Donkin, "Changes in the Early Middle Ages", in H. C. Darby (ed.), A New Historical
Geography of England before 1600, Cambridge, 1976, p. 95. E. Power, The Wool Trade in English
Medieval History, Oxford, 1941, pp. 34-5. Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, pp. 218-9.
D. Postles, "Fleece Weights and the Wool Supply c.1250-1350", Textile History, 12 (1981), p. 98.
35 This point can be illustrated by the case of the Wiltshire Chalkland manor of Durrington. In the
1320s the lord of Durrington had no sheep at all on his demesne. However, his tenants paid rent for
750 sheep on the demesne pasture. How many other sheep the tenants had on their own pastures is
unknown. Hence, the effective livestock to arable ratio in Durrington in the 1320s was almost
certainly higher than the totals for demesne stock recorded in the manorial compoti would indicate.
J. W. Hare, "Durrington: A Chalkland Village in the Later Middle Ages", Wiltshire Archaeological
Magazine, 74-75 (1981), p. 139.
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manor may omit sheep accounted for elsewhere, even though the demesne arable had benefited from

their manure as the sheep were moved from one manor to another.36

In effect, Postan's case for a worsening shortage of livestock at the end of the thirteenth

century depends on the evidence of thirteenth century taxation assessments. Postan placed great

weight on the fact that recorded livestock numbers for parts of southern Wiltshire in 1225 and the

Suffolk Hundred of Blackbourne in 1283 were low both in relation to the total in more modem times

and in comparison to the assumed requirements of thirteenth century agriculture.

Postan's confidence in the reliability of the Blackbourne Hundred rolls rests on two

assumptions. The first of these is that the livestock numbers recorded in the assessment rolls are

accurate. The second is that the tax exemption limit of 6s 8d worth of movables was so low that

almost all landholders with livestock in the region covered by the surviving taxation records were

assessed. These were reasonable assumptions at the time when Postan began his investigations into

peasant livestock during the thirteenth century. However, more recent research has cast increasing

doubt on the reliability of tax assessments from this period.

The present location of the 1283 Blackbourne Hundred is enough to call into question their

reliability as evidence for the extent of peasant livestock holdings in the thirteenth century. Like most

other surviving local assessment rolls, the Blackbourne Hundred returns are now held in the Public

Record Office, to whence they came from the Exchequer. As J. F. Hadwin has pointed out:

the only reason why the Exchequer should concern itself with rolls that
were not required for its normal accounting purposes is that the
assessments were being disputed, and many such disputes were on the
grounds of inadequacy.37

Moreover, research over the last two decades has made it clear that late thirteenth century assessment

rolls provide no more than minimum figures for local livestock populations. Listings of peasant

livestock were often stereotyped and omitted certain categories, such as immature animals. As a

consequence, totals are often well below the figures indicated by non-fiscal sources. 38 The 1283

Blackbourne Hundred rolls conform to this pattern. John Langdon estimates that at least fifteen per

cent of the draught animals owned by tax payers went unrecorded, and is of the opinion that the

Blackbourne Hundred returns are in fact among the worst of all the surviving pre-1294 assessments

in terms of reliability.39

36 P. D. A. Harvey, A Medieval Oxfordshire Village Cuxham 1240-1400, Oxford, 1965, pp. 61-2.
M. C. Coleman, Downham-in-the-Isle, no location, 1984, pp. 59-62.
37 J. F. Hadwin, "The Medieval Lay Subsidies and Economic History", Economic History Review,
2nd Series, 36 (1983), p. 203.
38 ibid., p. 204. Harvey, A Medieval Oxfordshire Village, pp. 105-109. A. T. Gaydon, The Taxation
of 1297, Luton, Beds., 1959, pp. xxxi, xvii-xxv.
39 J. Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, Cambridge, 1986, pp. 184-5.
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Quite apart from deliberate fraud, it is apparent that many livestock owners escaped taxation

in 1283 because of customary methods of assessment. Peasants do not appear to have been assessed

on all of their movables, but only on their marketable surplus. If this was the case, then it is easy to

see how some peasants with livestock escaped assessment. Households with no more grain than was

required for their own consumption would be assessed only on the value of their livestock. At the

assessors' valuations 6s 8d would be more than sufficient to purchase a large beast such as an ox, cow

or affer, or even six sheep.40

The reliability of the 1225 Wiltshire returns is no less questionable. Like the 1283

Blackbourne Hundred returns, the 1225 Wiltshire assessments come from the records of the

Exchequer. As was the case in the late thirteenth century, the Exchequer did not require the local

assessment roll to perform its duties. Hence, it may be that the existence of the 1225 Wiltshire rolls

among the records of the Exchequer was due to qualms about the reliability of the assessments they

contain. It is therefore necessary to treat the 1225 Wiltshire assessments with extreme caution.41

Apart from any doubts concerning the reliability and honesty of the assessments, it is

evident that they do not provide anything like a complete listing of the livestock in peasant hands. In

1225 the grain needed by villagers for their own consumption was exempt from assessment, while

the taxable threshold was 15d. worth of movables. Households with no more grain than that which

was required for subsistence and up to three sheep were therefore able to escape assessment. Since

there is no way of knowing the number of legally exempt households, or the number of animals in

each case, the actual livestock population in the area covered by the 1225 assessment is impossible to

ascertain.42

Moreover, the southern Wiltshire returns refer only to the demesnes and unfree tenants of

the religious in the Deanery of Chalke. The returns omit livestock held by free tenants, unfree tenants

of lay lords and the lay lords themselves. They also omit work-horses on the demesne farms of the

religious, as work-horses were legally exempt from taxation in 1225. 43 It appears that Postan was

unaware of the limitations of the 1225 Chalke returns, as he made no allowance for the exclusion of

livestock owned by tenants below the exemption limit, freeholders, unfree tenants of lay lords and the

lay lords themselves, or for the omission of horses on the demesnes of the religious." The result is to

40 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 219.
41 F. A. Cazel and A. P. Cazel, Rolls of the Fifteenth of the Ninth Year of Henry III for
Cambridgeshire, Lincolnshire and Wiltshire and Rolls of the Fortieth for the Seventeenth Year of
Henry III for Kent, London, 1981, p. v.
42 ibid., p. x.

43 ibid., p. viii. Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, p. 180.
44 Postan, "Essays on Medieval Agriculture", pp. 226, 234-5.
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cast doubt on the accuracy of his comparison between the figures in the 1225 rolls and the situation

in later times.

Postan was almost certainly correct in concluding from his studies of the taxation

assessments that peasant livestock was less plentiful in the thirteenth century than English

husbandmen in more modern times would have regarded as desirable. The importance of this factor,

however, remains uncertain. First, livestock holdings on peasant farms may have been larger than the

impression provided by thirteenth century assessment rolls would imply. Second, the nitrogen

requirements of medieval fields were probably far smaller than those of most English farms since the

eighteenth century, as lower yields also meant a smaller annual nitrogen loss due to harvesting. Even

the low livestock totals recorded in taxation assessments would probably have been sufficient to

sustain yields well above the six to nine bushels an acre which Postan regarded as typical of medieval

agriculture.45

At first glance, Postan appears to have been on stronger ground in relation to his

interpretation of the rising incidence of money heriots on the Winchester manors before the Black

Death. Postan argued that this trend indicated a worsening shortage of peasant livestock before

1348.46 This claim is, however, a questionable one. Many of the money heriots paid on the five

Winchester manors were fines on inter vivos land transactions, rather than death duties 47 Because it

is often impossible to determine whether a money heriot was paid as a fine on the sale of land or as a

45 R. S. Loomis, "Ecological Dimensions of Medieval Agrarian Systems: An Ecologist Responds",
Agricultural History, 52 (1978), pp. 478-83. cf. Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 68-9.
46 ibid., - .p 220.
47 Moreover, it appears that Postan simply assumed that the situation on the manors in his study were
representative. Even if his figures do provide an accurate estimate of the number of tenants without
livestock in these communities, they need not be indicative of a general trend. Postan wrote:

The accounts of some manors record only the heriots paid by delivery of
animals and do not record heriots in the form of small money payments
levied on holdings too small to deliver animals. This omission does not of
course mean that on these manors all the customary holders possessed
animals, but that for some reason or another small-holdings were not
subjected to death duties. However, at some time in the middle of the
thirteenth century the authorities of a number of manors began to levy
money payments, usually sixpence but sometimes as much as one shilling,
on property of deceased small-holders and on certain transactions
between living persons involving small parcels of land. In the accounts of
the fifties and sixties these money heriots are still few, but on at least five
of these manors — Taunton, Meon, Waltham, Wargrave and Fareham —
they become well-established, possibly by 1255, and certainly by 1270.
We therefore propose to confine our study to these manors. (ibid.,
pp. 152-7)

In other words, Postan's conclusion that the pattern of money heriots on the five Winchester manors
is indicative of a general shortage of livestock in peasant hands rests on the prior assumption of such
a crisis.
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death duty, the relative incidence of money heriots cannot always be used as an index of the livestock

in peasant hands."

Even when a money heriot was paid post mortem, this fact need imply that the deceased

owned no livestock at the time of death. The Winchester Pipe Rolls sometimes state that a money

heriot was paid because the dead tenant had no livestock. 49 However, such occasional references are

insufficient to demonstrate that this was the case every time a money heriot was paid post mortem. It

is very likely that Postan was mistaken in this regard.50 When a money heriot was paid post mortem

on the Winchester manors, the cause was often the prior division of customary land. Because heriot

was levied on holdings (and not on individuals), when a customary holding was split between two

tenants, the heriot was also divided.51 The result was that the obligation to pay half a beast as heriot

was commuted to a small cash sum. 52 Evidence for this process is to be found scattered through the

Winchester Pipe Rolls in the form of entries recording the payment of a heriot of ls or 6d in place of

half an animal 53 Hence, the incidence of money heriots paid after the death of customary tenants on

the Winchester manors is of little use as an index of peasant livestock ownership.

The assumption of a worsening shortage of livestock in peasant hands is therefore less well-

founded than is generally assumed. The totals for peasant livestock contained in taxation assessments

must be treated with extreme caution and probably do not provide accurate figures. Trends in money

heriots on the Winchester estates may be nothing more than a reflection of the subdivision of

holdings. The trend towards pastoralism in the demesne sector in the decades before and after 1300,

and the growth in English wool exports during this period point towards the opposite conclusion: that

land remained available for the expansion of flocks and herds right up until the Black Death.

Postan believed that the manorial surveys show that no more than half the unfree population

at the end of the thirteenth century had holdings sufficient to provide a "subsistence income".

However, as both Barbara Harvey and E. Britton have pointed out, it is doubtful if this estimate

48 The existence of the 1332-3 Waltham custumal meant that Postan believed he was able to estimate
the number of heriots which were paid as fines on inter vivos land transactions. However, while these
apparently totalled as little as ten per cent of the total number of heriots paid at Waltham, there is no
reason to believe that this figure was necessarily representative of the sample as a whole. Moreover,
as will be discussed later, there is every reason to question the validity of this figure.
49 Poston, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 172-3.
50 A. E. Leven believed that the absence of livestock from a tenants' estate should be assumed only
when the Winchester Pipe Rolls explicitly stated that this was the case. Levett, The Black Death on
the Estates of the See of Winchester, p. 55.
51 E. Robo, Medieval Farnham: Everyday Life on an Episcopal Manor, Farnham, 1939, p. 18.
52 loc. cit.
53 While figures of is or 6d were probably based on the market price of a cheaper beast, such as a pig
or a sheep, at some time in the thirteenth century, it is evident that these sums had become purely
nominal by the mid-fourteenth century.
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provides a useful measure of the economic pressures on peasant households. 54 Postan defined a

"subsistence income" as one:

large enough to make it unnecessary for the family to depend on regular
employment for wages, yet not so large as to permit the family to live
wholly on the proceeds of rents or to enable it to work its holding entirely
or mainly by hired labour.55

Such a definition includes among those families below a subsistence income all those peasant

households which apparently depended on wage labour or some other form of off-farm earnings for a

substantial proportion of their income. Despite Titow's attempt to sustain this argument against

Harvey's criticism, it is clear that not all smallholders, or even the majority, were necessarily on the

margins of survival.56 As B. M. S. Campbell has shown from his studies of rural society in eastern

Norfolk in the later thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, the existence of a large number of

smallholders was not necessarily incompatible with an expanding population and an upward spiral of

agricultural progress.57

Postan argued that the extent of peasant land hunger at the end of the thirteenth century is

indicated by the very high entry fines charged at Taunton and the Glastonbury manors in

Sedgemoor.58 Although entry fines on these manors were as high as to equate to £40, £60 or even

£80 per virgate, there is now general agreement among historians that these figures are very

exceptional. Entry fines of this magnitude are far in excess of those levied elsewhere in England.59

Moreover, it is difficult to place much weight on the argument that low entry fines elsewhere

represent the stabilising effect of custom. In practice, high entry fines at Taunton and on the

Sedgemoor manors of Glastonbury Abbey seem to be related to the presence of first-class

agricultural land in these regions.

54 Harvey, "Population Trend in England", p. 29.
55 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 144.
56 In his reply to Harvey's criticisms, Titow assumed the accuracy of calculations he had made
earlier regarding the minimum holding size required to support an average household size of 4.5
persons. Titow's figures indicated that 13.5 acres were required to provide a subsistence income
under a two-field system and 10 acres under a three-field regime. This conclusion is, however, highly
questionable. Titow multiplies his estimate of the minimum output required by a single householder
to meet his compulsory out-goings (i.e. rent) and his biological needs by the number of family
members. In effect, this procedure means that Titow has more than quadrupled the rental burden on
the average tenant household. Moreover, Titow assumes that, if anything, the productivity of peasant
holding was lower than that of the demesne. As will be discussed later, it is more than likely that the
reverse was the case. Titow, English Rural Society, pp. 80-93.
57 Indeed, according to Campbell, a low average holding size may have actually encouraged
experiments in agricultural intensification. B. M. S. Campbell, "Agricultural Progress in Medieval
England: Some Evidence from Eastern Norfolk", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 36 (1983),
pp. 26-46. B. M. S. Campbell, "Agricultural Productivity in Medieval England: Some Evidence from
Norfolk", Journal of Economic History, 48 (1983), pp. 379-404.
58 Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 553.
59 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, p. 46.
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Moreover, even at Taunton and on the Sedgemoor manors of Glastonbury Abbey, the

normal level of entry fines was very much lower than the extreme figures quoted by Postan and

Titow imply. At Taunton the average fine for a forty-acre virgate during the period 1283-1348 was

less than 3s an acre, a figure which is unlikely to have been excessive for land in one of the most

fertile parts of England. 60 The exceptional figures quoted by Postan and Titow must therefore be

interpreted with extreme caution. Moreover, as Farmer observed, the continuance of such high entry

fines up until the Black Death makes it difficult to credit any sustained demographic contraction, at

least at Taunton, before 1348.

Few medievalists would now doubt Postan's contention that peasant land hunger had

reached new heights by the end of the thirteenth century. The evidence assembled by historians in

relation to the progressive subdivision of peasant holdings during the decades before and after 1300

is overwhelming. The question remains whether or not this land hunger had reached the stage of a

full-blown Malthusian crisis before the Black Death.

Postan argued that the rural population became increasingly vulnerable to harvest failures as

the thirteenth century continued. In defence of this point, Postan pointed to references in manorial

accounts for years of bad harvests to the caristia operariorum, a phrase which he interpreted as

meaning "scarcity of labourers". According to Postan this phrase implies that "when harvests were

very bad, labourers died off and were scarce". 61 However, it is clear that caristia operariorum need

mean no more than the "dearness of labourers". The Winchester Pipe Rolls record a caristia

operariorum in 1299, when harvests were moderate but prices were above average pro mala moneta,

propter crocardos.62

It is not difficult to understand how a bad harvest might have increased the cost of labour

irrespective of any change in rural mortality rates. Most complaints of a caristia operariorum relate

to harvest activities, such as reaping or mowing. During harvest time the demand for labour was high

and excess demand was met by farm workers from outside the manor. These seasonal workers were

in a good position to bargain for higher wages when a difficult harvest forced up the price of grain.

When the harvest was poor, it was essential to reduce labour bottle-necks to minimise further losses.

Demesne managers who failed to adjust the money wages to offset the fall in the real value of the old

wage rate at a time of high prices would almost certainly have found it difficult to attract labour.

Hence, the "dearness" of labourers in years of poor harvests and the need of manorial officials to

justify the payment of higher wages.

60 loc. cit.
61 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 38.
62 J. Z. Titow, "Evidence of Weather in the Account Rolls of the Bishops of Winchester
1209-1350", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 12 (1960), p. 381.
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Postan's case rests therefore on the apparent correlation between poor harvests and rises in

the number of money heriots paid on the five Winchester manors in his sample between c.1290-

1348. 63 According to Postan, this correlation was indicative of rising mortality rates among

smallholders in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Such an interpretation rests on three

assumptions. First, that the heriot-paying population did not rise between the mid-thirteenth and the

mid-fourteenth centuries. Second, that the annual incidence of heriot payments provides a reliable

indication of actual fluctuations in the death rate. Third, that the inclusion of heriots levied on inter

vivos land transactions reduced, rather than accentuated, the apparent sensitivity of money heriots to

any rise in mortality rates due to bad harvests.64

Acceptance of the contention that the size of the heriot-paying population on the five

Winchester manors in question changed little between the mid-thirteenth and mid-fourteenth

centuries depends on two pieces of evidence. The first is a comparison between the number of

customary tenants recorded in the Waltham survey of 1259 and the rental of c.1332, which shows an

apparent fall in the recorded customary population from 355 to 349 in seven decades. The second is a

comparison between the number of customary tenants in the mid-thirteenth century Taunton survey

and the number of tenants liable to boon service on the same manor in 1322. This comparison shows

a somewhat larger fall in the size of the customary population, from about 635 to approximately

592.65

However, the c.1332 Waltham rental is not necessarily a reliable guide to the actual number

of customary tenants on the manor. The subdivision of holdings between c.1250-1348 as a result of

the workings of the land market made the collection of rents and services increasingly difficult for

manorial officials. Many estate owners responded to this problem by making a single individual

responsible for all the rents and services due from a standard tenement. The result of this was that

manorial rentals and surveys often relate to a framework of standard customary holdings which had

no relation to the actual pattern of legally recognised tenures, but which served to allocate obligations

for rents and services. Since there is evidence for the division of holdings at Waltham through

ad opus surrenders from the mid-thirteenth century onward, it is perhaps rash to take the c.1332

Waltham rental at face value. 66 Moreover, closer examination of the Waltham rental reveals that the

document is in fact worn and incomplete.67

63 For further criticism of Postan's analysis of the Winchester heriot data, this time in terms of
demographic method, see: G. Ohlin, "No Safety in Numbers: Some Pitfalls of Historical Statistics",
in R. Floud (ed.), Essays in Quantitative Economic History, Oxford, 1974, pp. 73-7.
64 Poston, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 150-78.
65 ibid., pp. 158-9.
66 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 146-7.
67 The surviving parts of the rental of 1332 omit the tithing of Burseldon, see Titow, English Rural
Society, p. 70. MSS. B. M. Egerton 2418.
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The number of tenants liable to boon services at Taunton in 1322 is also a doubtful indicator

of the actual number of heriot-liable tenants. During the early fourteenth century, new overland

holdings were assarted from the waste at Taunton. While the holders of overland paid heriot, they

were not liable for boon services. These tenants paid a cash rent and were free from all labour dues.

Therefore, any increase in the heriot-liable population resulting from a rise in the number of overland

tenants need not have been reflected in the number of boon workers recorded in 1322.68

In addition, if a customary holding at Taunton was divided up among two or more tenants,

the labour services due from the holding remained unchanged. Any division of customary tenements

as a result of demographic pressure between the mid-thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries had no

effect on the number of tenants liable to boon work in 1322.69 Like the Waltham rental, the number

of boon workers at Taunton in 1322 is insufficient to sustain Postan's contention that the tenant

population on the five Winchester manors remained stable over the thirteenth century.

The assumption that the number of heriot-liable tenants did not change materially between

the mid-thirteenth century and the Black Death is an important one. Postan admits that:

if the absolute number of deaths are to have any significance and are to
be comparable over the period as a whole they must be assumed to relate
to a "stable population", i.e. to a group which remained the same in size
throughout the period.7°

Since this was almost certainly not the case, the rise in the annual incidence of heriots on the five

manors in question need not indicate an increase in the crude death rate before 1348. Such a trend is

equally explicable in terms of a growth in the number of tenants who were liable to heriot at their

death.

Earlier in this chapter it was argued that Postan was mistaken in assuming that each money

heriot paid post mortem represented the death of a tenant too poor to own livestock. The conclusion

was drawn that, due to the division of heriot-paying land between two tenants, many tenants owed

half a beast at their death. Because it was impractical to pay half the tenant's best beast as heriot, this

obligation was commuted for a small cash sum. Hence, it might be expected that the progressive sub-

68 Levett, The Black Death on the Estates of the See of Winchester, pp. 70-71. Hunt, The Medieval
Customs of Taunton, p. xxxviii. Somerset Record Office MS. DD/SAS/TN.16. References to the
payment of heriot for overland holding in the pre-1348 period are scattered throughout the
Winchester Pipe Roll accounts for Taunton and may be found assembled in H.R.O. M.S. Eccles. II
415808. This document is a collection of excerpts made from the Winchester Pipe Rolls in the
seventeenth century for use as a reference to the terms of customary tenure on the Winchester estates.
I am grateful to Mr Mayberry for bringing this source and its significance to my attention.
69 Levett, The Black Death on the Estates of the See of Winchester, p. 65. S.R.O. DD/SAS/TN.16.
70 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 157.
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division of holdings owing heriot under demographic pressure before 1348 would have led to a rise

in the annual incidence of money heriots, irrespective of any change in actual mortality rates or of

any change in the relative life-expectancies of rich or poor peasants.71

Moreover, Postan's interpretation of the heriot data assumes that each heriot paid post

mortem represents the death of a single customary tenant. This is incorrect, since heriots were levied

on holdings, not on persons. If two or more holdings owing heriot were in the hands of one tenant, as

was often the case, more than one heriot would be paid for a single death. 72 Counting heriots may

provide the number of customary holdings which fell vacant through death in any one year, but need

not indicate the actual number of deceased tenants.

This point is best illustrated in the case of Waltham. During the second quarter of the

fourteenth century 712 heriots were recorded in the Waltham accounts. However, as Postan admitted,

the actual number of deaths represented by these heriot payments was only about 400. 73 Yet, when

estimating crude death rates, Postan employed the total number of heriots and not the number of

known deaths. 74 It is evident therefore that his figures for crude death rates on the Winchester

manors cannot be taken at face value.

Since years of high wheat prices were followed by peaks in money heriots, Postan believed

that every appreciable harvest shortfall meant an increase in mortality. He therefore concluded that

the inhabitants of the Winchester manors lived "in a society balanced on the margin of

subsistence". 75 However, this conclusion depends on the extent to which his figures have been

distorted by the presence within his sample of a substantial number of money heriots levied on inter

vivos land transactions.76

It was assumed by Postan that heriots were paid on inter vivos land transactions only when

the seller was of advanced age. As land sales prompted by increasing senescence would occur at

random intervals, he concluded that the inclusion of heriots levied on inter vivos land transactions

would tend to disguise the effect of harvest failures on death rates. 77 However, (as Postan and Titow

realised some years after they published their study) this is not the case, as heriot could be levied on

71 See n. 53 above.
72 H.R.O. Eccles II 159512 1/4 (Bishops Waltham Rental c. 1332). H.R.O. Eccles II 415808.
73 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 157.
74 ibid., p. 159.
75 ibid., p. 172.
76 The figure which Postan gives is as much as twenty per cent and not less than ten per cent of all
money heriots represented fines levied on land sales inter vivos, see: Postan, Essays on Medieval
Agriculture, p. 173.
77 ibid., p. 164.
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the sale of any heriot-liable land irrespective of the age or health of the seller. 78 Since court roll

studies indicate a rise in the volume of land transactions during subsistence crises, it is clear that

money heriots paid on inter vivos land transactions would peak following bad harvests irrespective of

any fluctuation in local death rates. 79 Hence, the apparent sensitivity of mortality rates to any harvest

shortfall may be no more than a statistical artifact.

Postan stressed the unequal distribution of resources as one reason for the late thirteenth

century demographic crisis. He argued that lords had a disproportionate share of the best lands and

reserved to themselves the manure produced by peasant flocks. The result was a low ceiling on the

productivity of peasant agriculture." According to Postan, the best indication of the adverse effects

on peasant agriculture of the disparity of resource endowments between demesne and tenant farms

was the fact that, in place of wheat, peasants grew the "poorer" grains (i.e. barley, rye, maslin, dredge

and oats). Wheat, Postan believed, formed a much smaller proportion of the diet and crops of

peasants than it did of the diet and crops of lords.81

There is little doubt that Postan was correct in his contention that peasants ate wheaten bread

less often than their lords. However, this probably had less to do with the relative amount of wheat

grown in the demesne sector than it did with the difference in incomes between lords and peasants.

Tithe evidence collected by P. D. A. Harvey indicates that wheat was no less important on peasant

farms than on neighbouring demesnes. 82 As Postan himself pointed out, "villagers did not eat all the

grain they grew and did not grow all their grain for food". 83 Hence, the relative unimportance of

wheat in peasant multures, grain liveries to famuli and in maintenance payments to retired villagers is

a doubtful indicator to the inferior fertility of the soil in peasant hands.84

78 1 am grateful to Dr B. F. Harvey for information on this point, cf. S.R.O. DD/SAS/TN.16, Titow,
English Rural Society, p. 91, and Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 44.
79 Caroline Clarke, "Peasant Society and Land Transactions in Chesterton", Cambridgeshire 1277-
1325," Ph.D. thesis, Oxford University, 1985, p. 20. W. Hudson, "The Prior of Norwich's Manor of
Hindolveston", Norfolk Archaeology, 20 (1921), pp. 179-214. A. M. Longridge, "The Population of
Chartham from 1086 to 1600", Archaeologica Cantania, 101 (1984), pp. 227-8. D. G. Watts, "A
Model for the Early Fourteenth Century", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 20 (1967), p. 544. B.
M. S. Campbell, "Population Pressure, Inheritance and the Land Market in a Fourteenth-Century
Peasant Community", in R. M. Smith (ed.), Land Kinship and Life-Cycle, Cambridge, 1984,
pp. 113-4. R. M. Smith, "Families and Their Land in an Area of Partible Inheritance: Redgrave,
Suffolk 1260-1320", in Smith, Land Kinship and Life-Cycle, p. 152. Z. Razi, Marriage and Death in
a Medieval Parish, Cambridge, 1980, p. 37. I. Kershaw, "The Great Famine and Agrarian Crisis in
England 1315-1322", in R. H. Hilton (ed.), Peasants, Knights and Heretics, Cambridge, 1976,
pp. 119-22.
80 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 137-8.
81 ibid., p. 137.
82 P. D. A. Harvey, "Crops in Medieval England: Manorial Demesnes and Manorial Tenants",
unpublished conference paper, 1985, pp. 1-6.
83 Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society, p. 137.
84 For the importance of wheaten bread as a symbol of high status in Medieval Europe, see
B. A. Henish, Fast and Feast: Food in Medieval Society, London, 1976, pp. 155-8.
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Postan argued that the general conservatism of agricultural techniques in the demesne sector

was due to the fact that estate owners preferred to buy land for reasons of prestige and security, rather

than invest in capital-intensive improvements. 85 However, it is far from evident that rates of capital

investment in demesne agriculture were as inadequate as Postan assumes. Postan believed that few

estate owners spent more than five per cent of their gross revenues each year on capital

improvements. 86 While this figure is well below the investment rates common in modern

commercial agriculture, as Miller and Hatcher have pointed out, calculations based on total revenues

may be misleading as income from demesne agriculture frequently accounted for less than half the

profits of an estate. 87 If calculations were to be based on demesne profits alone, actual rates of capital

investment work out at much higher than five per cent and "possibly as high as was necessary in the

light of the technical limitations of the age".88

The Postan thesis assumes that technological inertia prevailed on demesne farms during the

thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Postan believed that improvements in demesne agriculture

were almost entirely limited to the administrative sphere and only occasionally took the form of

"slight changes in crops and rotations". 89 More recent research has modified this picture. Changes

such as the substitution of fodder crops for bare fallows and natural pasture, the replacement of oxen

with horses, the adoption of more intensive cropping schemes in the place of biennial and triennial

fallows, and radical improvements in the performance of preparatory tasks were much more common

in parts of southern and eastern England than was once assumed. By the early fourteenth century

highly advanced systems of demesne agriculture had emerged in parts of Essex and Middlesex,

eastern and north-eastern Kent, coastal Sussex, southern Holderness, the Chiltern Hills,

Huntingdonshire, Cambridgeshire, and Hertfordshire. 90 The success of demesne farmers in these

densely populated regions in adapting to demographic growth challenges Postan's assumption of a

direct link between worsening over-population and falling yields.

Postan argued that technological progress in peasant agriculture was all but impossible since

rent appropriated the peasant's surplus capital 9 1 This argument, however, rests on the assumption

that feudal rent typically absorbed as much as half the gross product of the peasant holding. 92 As

evidence, Postan referred to certain free leases ad campi partem, which specify that the lord's share

85 Hatcher and Postan, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 78.
86 M. M. Postan, "Investment in Medieval Agriculture", Journal of Economic History, 27 (1967),
pp. 578-9.
87 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, p. 77.
88 loc. cit.
89 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 77.
90 See Chapter Eight, n. 24.
91 Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 139-40.
92 ibid., p. 140.
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was one-half of the product of the soi1.93 However, if the metayage terms of certain free leases are to

be used as evidence for the normal level of rent on villein holdings, it must be demonstrated that

these leases were representative of the market value of freehold land and that there was a necessary

relation between the market value of land and villein rent. Free leases ad campi partem between

estate owners and peasants were in fact relatively uncommon before 1348. Moreover, the share taken

by the lord might be a third or a quarter rather than a half.94

The comparative rarity of metayage leases suggests that there is no reason to regard them as

a reliable indication of the general market price for land. Postan admits that money rents for freely

negotiated leases rarely reached such high levels. 95 Moreover, there was no necessary relation

between the market price for land and the level of unfree rent. Customary rents tended to lag behind

increases in the market value of freehold land. By the end of the thirteenth century, as Hatcher has

observed, "far from suffering from an excess of seigneurial exploitation", unfree tenants "were

normally paying far less for their lands than they would have had to pay if their rents had been freely

negotiated".96

Instances do exist where money rents apparently equalled a third or a half of the peasant

crop.97 However, as Barbara Harvey observed, this applied only in the case of a small minority of

customary tenants. These were heads of households who had once owed heavy labour services and

were now burdened by heavy rents as a result of the commutation of these services. 98 There is little

doubt that most freeholders and customary tenants paid much lower rents. Moreover, the apparent

existence of rents at metayage levels depends on the assumption that yields on peasant farms were

equal to or less than those in demesne agriculture.

The assumption that outputs in peasant agriculture were necessarily lower than those in the

demesne sector is crucial to Postan's conclusion that the rural England faced a full-blown

demographic crisis c.1300. If yields were actually higher on peasant farms than demesne averages

would suggest, cases where the rent for peasant holdings reached the metayage level may have been

more apparent than real. In addition, it would be necessary to revise estimates of the minimum

holding size required to provide a peasant family with a "subsistence income". Postan argued that

"the higher quality of the lord's land, his superior command over capital, equipment, pastures and

folds was bound to tell, and his yields were bound to be higher". 99 However, as has been discussed

93 loc. cit.
94R. H. Hilton, "Why Was There So Little Champart Rent in Medieval England?", Journal of
Peasant Studies, 17, 4 (1990), pp. 509-19.
95 Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 604.
96 Hatcher, "English Serfdom and Villeinage: Towards a Reassessment", pp. 14-17.
97 e.g., R. H. Hilton, The English Peasantry in the Later Middle Ages, Oxford, 1975, pp. 198-9.
98 Harvey, "Population Trend in England between 13400 and 1348", p. 25.
99 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 139.
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earlier, Postan was unable to demonstrate that peasants in fact held a disproportionate share of the

poorer soils, that they were burdened with a shortage of livestock, or typically suffered the loss of

half of their gross product in rent.

There are in fact good reasons for assuming that the land in peasant hands was actually more

productive than that under the direct management of lords. As Postan recognised, the potential

worker to land ratio was likely to have been higher on many peasant farms than on neighbouring

demesnes. M° This factor alone might have been sufficient to increase outputs in the peasant sector

well above those prevailing on most demesne farms. Labour-intensification was one reason why

outputs per acre on peasant farms in Europe between the sixteenth and late nineteenth centuries were

frequently greater than those on neighbouring estates. 101 It is because of the higher ratio of labourers

to workers in the peasant sector that an inverse relationship exists between holding size and output

per acre in most Third World countries today. 102 Ceteris paribus, it might be expected that the same

situation prevailed in England before the Black Death.

Postan felt that there was insufficient evidence to show that peasant agriculture became

more labour intensive as the century advanced. 103 The only example of such process to which he

was able to refer was the transition from two- to three-field regimes on some manors during the

thirteenth century as a result of increasing demographic pressure. 104 Although this caution was

probably justified in the 1960s and 1970s, when the little was known of peasant husbandry,

subsequent research has modified this picture. As will be discussed later in this dissertation, there is a

good deal of indirect evidence to suggest a gradual trend towards more labour-intensive methods of

husbandry on peasant farms in different parts of the country in the half-century before the Black

Death.

If Postan perhaps saw the thirteenth century in too pessimistic a light, his interpretation of

the first half of the fourteenth century is no less in need of revision. The Postan thesis asserts that the

population was falling even before the Black Death as a result of the closure of the internal frontier.

However, both Barbara Harvey and D. L. Farmer have pointed out instances where assarting

continued on a substantial scale after c.1300. Even in south-eastern England the clearance of

100 ibid., p. 48.
101 A. Klima, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Bohemia", in
Aston and Phi1pin, The Brenner Debate, p. 203. G. W. Grantham, "Scale and Organization in French
Farming, 1840-1880", in W. N. Parker and E. Jones (eds.), European Peasants and their Markets,
Princeton, 1975, pp. 293-326. J. P. Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", in Aston and
Philipin, The Brenner Debate, p. 149.
1°2 For this point, see n. 7, Chapter Nine.
103 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 48.
104 ibid., p. 62.
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extensive areas of new land continued up until the Black Death. As Harvey has observed, the "pace is

not heroic, but it is faster than we should expect in a twilight age".105

Postan contended that the movement of rents indicates that the population was falling well

before the Black Death. He believed that:

Rents, especially free rents, cease to rise and even begin to decline; on
some estates entry fines fall, and become purely nominal as they had been
before the thirteenth century land hunger. In short the demand for land is
now slack, its supply is now abundant.106

Even for these sweeping statements is, however, almost entirely lacking. Entry fines and rents on

some manors did fall in the second quarter of the fourteenth century, as might be expected in a

deflationary period. However, as Harvey pointed out, there is little evidence of entry fines reverting

to their early thirteenth century level, at least before the Black Death. 107 In practice, Postan appears

to have read into the 1330s and 1340s the situation of the second half of the fourteenth century.

Research over the last two decades has served to confirm Harvey's conclusion that the sums

demanded for entry into customary holdings did not as a whole change much between 1325-48.

Titow, for example, was emphatic that the level of entry fines "on all the Winchester manors" during

the early fourteenth century were much higher than those prevailing a century earlier. Moreover, he

pointed to the extremely high entry fines levied on the Glastonbury Abbey manor of Brent in

Somerset as late as 1348 as an example of the difference between the demand for land before and

after the Black Death. 108 Such resistance of land values to the deflationary pressures of the second

quarter of the fourteenth century is, of course, inconsistent with any substantial drop in

population.109

105 Harvey, "The Population Trend in England Between 1300 and 1348", pp. 40-1. Farmer, "Crop
Yields, Prices and Wages", p. 119. See also Kershaw, "The Great Famine and Agrarian Crisis in
England 1315-1321", pp. 125-6.
106 postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 566.
107 For figures in the Inquisitiones post mortem indicative of a fall in nominal land values in parts of
the Midlands during the second quarter of the fourteenth century, see R. A. Raftis, Assart Data and
Land Values, Toronto, 1974, pp. 23-6.
108 Postan's handling of the entry fine material for Taunton was somewhat inconsistent. Although he
was happy to quote figures from the 1348 court roll as evidence for the extent of peasant land hunger,
he failed to recognise their implications for his interpretation of the second quarter of the fourteenth
century as a period of demographic contraction. If it is possible, as Postan apparently believed, to
draw conclusions regarding the demand for land across England as a whole from a few examples of
such exceptionally high entry fines, then the persistence of these fines into the second quarter of the
fourteenth century implies the continuance of thirteenth century demographic trends up until the
Black Death. In fact, it is clear that any assumptions regarding national trends must be based on
evidence from different parts of the country, rather than a few apparently exceptional cases. To
paraphrase H. E. Hallam, Somerset is not England, and Postan too often made the assumption that
trends at Taunton and on the Glastonbury manors on the Somerset levels reflected national
movements.
109 Harvey, "The Population Trend in England between 1300 and 1348", p. 39.
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Postan believed that profits on most estates were already falling before 1300, and that the

significant slump in manorial profits after the famine of 1315-18 represented a continuation of this

earlier trend. 110 Once again, more recent research indicates that manorial incomes continued to rise

during the late thirteenth century. For many landowners the first decade of the fourteenth century was

one of unparalleled prosperity. Despite the agrarian crises of 1315-18 and 1321, incomes remained

high until well into the 1320s as high prices more than compensated for poor harvests. The first signs

of a downward trend in manorial incomes are in most cases apparent only after 1325, when an

explanation in terms of Malthusian pressures is unnecessary.111

Moreover, as Bridbury and Hatcher have pointed out, it far from clear that the economic tide

had turned decisively against landlords as early as this. The decline in manorial incomes before 1348

should not be overestimated. Many estate owners were able to compensate for declining incomes

from direct management by leasing out demesne land to tenants. The result was that profits were

often maintained at a much higher level than the contraction of the demesne arable would seem to

indicate. This was the case even on the Winchester Estates, where profits in the second quarter of the

fourteenth century were frequently higher than they had been in the last quarter of the thirteenth.112

Titow's reconstruction of the agrarian history of the Winchester manors before the Black

Death may also be called into doubt. Titow's case for a demographic crisis on the Winchester manors

before 1348 rests on a four conclusions. The first of these is that, as the timing of demesne

contraction on individual manors differed, soil exhaustion must have been the reason for the overall

decline in the area under direct management. Titow's second conclusion is that the Winchester Pipe

Rolls show that infertile parts of the demesne were being abandoned to the waste. His third is that

relative trends in the yields of different grains on the Winchester manors are consistent with the

hypothesis of a progressive fall in the fertility of the soil. Titow's fourth conclusion is that the

livestock to arable ratio on the Winchester manors in the pre-1348 period was lower than that

required to sustain the long-term fertility of the land under demesne cultivation. It will be argued

here than none of these conclusions are certain.

Titow argued that the contraction of the Winchester demesne after 1270 cannot have been

due to a growing preference for rent on the part of the manorial administration. He believed that such

110 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 116.
111 R. A. L. Smith, Collected Papers, London, 1947, pp. 107, 110, 115-16. D. Knowles, The
Religious Orders in England, Vol. 1, Cambridge, 1956, pp. 46-51. Miller, The Abbey and Bishopric
of Ely, p. 68. I. Keil, "Farming on the Dorset Estates of Glastonbury Abbey in the Early Fourteenth
Century", Dorset Natural History and Archaeological Society Proceedings, 87 (1965), p. 234.
Kershaw, "The Great Famine and Agrarian Crisis in England, 1315-1322", pp. 116-17.
112 Titow , "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estate", p. 68.
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a preference, whether due to a rise in the relative profitability of a rentier policy or a desire for a

fixed income, could arise only through a general change in market conditions. If this was the case,

according to Titow, the timing of the contraction should have been the same everywhere. 113 Titow

therefore believed that local differences in the timing of the contraction of the demesne pointed

toward an explanation in terms of worsening soil exhaustion due to population pressure.114

This argument, however, is difficult to accept. There is no reason to assume that the

Bishop's central administration ignored local conditions when deciding whether or not to rent out

demesne land. The decision to let or not to let in any particular instance was necessarily made on the

basis of the circumstances in each case. Even during the early thirteenth century some Winchester

manors were "at farm" while the majority were under direct management, just as after the Black

Death the pace of contraction on individual manors differed. Hence, differences in the timing of the

contraction of the demesne is insufficient to rule out an explanation in terms of the deliberate

adoption of a rentier policy where and when circumstances favoured such a move.

Little weight can be placed on the lack of a direct correlation between trends in demesne

acreages and in the level of fixed rent (Redditus Assisus) on each manor. Titow argued that these

differences indicate that the land taken out of demesne use exceeded the amount let to tenants.

However, as Titow admitted, demesne arable not let to tenants as arable was often rented out as

pasture. 115 It was therefore inevitable that changes in the level of fixed rent would diverge from

fluctuations in the area under seed. Whereas income from the lease of demesne land as arable would

be recorded in the Redditus Assisus, that from demesne leased out as pasture might fall under the

heading Pastura, or under the more general heading of Firme. 116 Hence, comparison between

changes in the Redditus Assisus and the pace of demesne contraction on each manor cannot be used

as evidence for the actual abandonment of land.

The reason for this error on Titow's part is that he assumed that the acres withdrawn from

direct management and not let out as arable were necessarily the most infertile. He believed that such

land was in effect "abandoned" by being allowed to revert to grass. It is understandable, therefore,

that he took no account of such land when comparing changes in the demesne arable and the Redditus

Assisus. But, since grazing lands let to tenants were yielding the Bishopric an income in the form of

rent, they cannot be regarded as abandoned in any physical or economic sense.117

113 ibid., p . 24.
114 ioc. cit.
115 ibid., p . 46.
116 Moreover, Titow's figures ignore the fact that entry fines charged on pieces of demesne should
be added to the Redditus Assisus to arrive at an accurate figure for the total income from the rental of
demense land.
117 Titow, "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estates", p. 46.
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If soil exhaustion forced the shedding of demesne land after 1270, it is reasonable to expect

a fall in the income of the Bishopric after this date. However, there was no significant relationship

between fluctuations in income and the area under seed. Although demesne contraction began in the

early 1270s it was not until the early 1280s that manorial profits showed signs of a slump. This

decline was, moreover, short-lived. Between 1299 and 1348 profits in most years were comparable to

those in the period before 1270. There is no sign of a prolonged financial crisis on the Winchester

estates before the Black Death, such as the Postan thesis predicts.118

Titow argued that contraction of the demesne arable after 1270 was not accompanied by an

increase in livestock numbers. In his opinion, the grasslands available to the Bishopric fell over the

late thirteenth century as a result of the continued expansion of tenant farms at the expense of the

waste. As evidence, he pointed to the reduction in the size of demesne flocks and herds before and

after 1300. 119 He therefore concluded that no reaction in favour of pastoral production occurred on

the Winchester estates before the Black Death.12°

Once again, this conclusion is difficult to sustain. Titow's own figures show that income

from the leasing out of pasture was rising at the same time as the area under seed and livestock

numbers on the demesne were falling. 121 This implies that the decline in livestock numbers on the

demesne was actually due to a deliberate policy. The Bishopric was clearly leasing out to tenants

grazing lands which otherwise might have been used to maintain or increase livestock numbers on

the demesne. The fall in demesne livestock numbers was clearly the result of policies which favoured

the expansion of peasant flocks and herds. 122 Hence, it appears likely that demesne contraction went

hand in hand with the expansion of peasant pastoralism. 123 It is possible, therefore, that the effective

livestock to arable ratio on the Winchester manors actually rose throughout the late thirteenth and

early fourteenth centuries.

If the demesne acres let after 1270 were the poorest in terms of soil fertility, it might be

expected that average yields should have risen after that date. 124 However, this does not appear to

have been the case. As D. L. Farmer has pointed out, there is no sign that the shedding of demesne

118 ibid., p. 68.
119 Titow, Winchester Yields, p. 30.
120 Titow, "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estates", pp. 23-4.
121 ibid., Table VII.
122 Titow rejects this possibility on the grounds that the letting out of demesne pasture may have
done nothing more than permit peasants to keep a larger number of animals through the winter.
However, this argument seems to be nothing more than a piece of special pleading, as there is no
evidence in the first place to suggest that peasants on the Winchester manors engaged in an annual
autumn slaughter.
123 cf. Titow, "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estates", p. 46.
124 Titow, Winchester Yields, p. 25.
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ploughland had any beneficial effect on yields. 125 It is difficult therefore to agree with Titow's

tentative hypothesis that the contraction of the Winchester demesne after 1270 was due to the

deliberate abandonment of marginal land in an effort to maintain the fertility of the soil.

Titow's explanation of the contraction of the Winchester demesne in terms of soil

exhaustion is difficult to reconcile with relative yield trends for different grains. His figures seem to

indicate that seed to yield ratios for wheat fluctuated around a stable trend, while those for barley and

oats apparently fell after 1270. This pattern is the reverse of what might be expected if long-term

trends in yields were determined by a fall in the fertility of the soil. Oats are usually regarded as the

most suitable grain for debilitated soils, while wheat has a reputation of being the least suitable.126

Titow attempts to overcome this difficulty with reference to the results of experiments

performed at Rothamstead last century. These results appear to show that barley is less capable than

wheat of sustaining continuous tillage on unfertilised land. 127 However, even if this was the case,

this would not explain why seed to yield ratios for oats fell relative to those for wheat after 1270, as

oats are indisputably a much hardier crop than either barley or wheat. Moreover, more recent

experimental work indicates that barley is at least as capable as wheat of continuous tillage on

debilitated soils.128

Titow fails to account for the discrepancy between the hypothesis of deteriorating soil

fertility and trends in the yields for different grains after 1270. Further, the significance of the

apparent decline in seed to yield ratios for oats and barley on the Winchester estates after 1270

remains a matter of debate. In an unpublished 1978 paper, M. Desai argued that Titow's use of

arithmetical averages over long periods of time was misleading, as yield figures may be distorted by

short periods of very good or very bad harvests. Regression analysis of the data compiled by Titow

for seed to yield ratios for barley led Desai to conclude that:

superficially it may look as though the trends in yields are downwards but
in more than half the cases there is no trend either way — only in six out
of thirty-four cases — does the trend reveal any marked strength in terms
of explanatory power. For the rest of the cases random fluctuations are
much more dominant than any trend.129

125 Farmer, "Crop Yields, Prices and Wages", p. 11.
126 Titow, "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estates", p. 28
127 Titow, Winchester Yields, p. 32.
128 A. E. Johnston and P. R. Poulton, "Yields on the Exhaustion Land and Changes in the N.P.K.
Content of Soils due to Cropping and Manuring 1852-1975", Rothamstead Experimental Station
Report for 1976, Part 2, 1977, pp. 53-86.
129 Desai, "A Malthusian Crisis in Medieval England?", p. 27.
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This conclusion is consistent with the results of more recent calculations carried out on yield trends

for the Winchester manor of Rimpton.130

There is little direct evidence to show that there was a significant shortage of livestock on

the Winchester estates before 1348. The livestock to arable ratios calculated by Titow are a

questionable guide to the total amount of manure available on the Winchester demesne. As Titow

observed:

The ratio of animals to the area under seed is the only factor in the
situation which can be quantified, but it must be remembered that any
such calculations will underestimate the total amount of manure available
to the landlord since there is no way of evaluating the amount of manure
provided by tenants' animals folded on the lord's arable.131

Despite this admission, Titow proceeded on the assumption that peasant flocks were too small to

make any significant difference. He did not take into account the possibility that the number of sheep

in peasant hands may have outnumbered those on the demesne or that the size of peasant flocks and

herds may have increased over the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.132

In fact, management policies on the Winchester estate after 1270 imply that the low ratio

between the area under seed and stock numbers on the demesne was not a concern. Demesne

stocking levels fell as the acreage under seed declined, although ploughlands let out as arable or

pasture might have been used to increase the grazing land available to demesne flocks and herds.

Even demesne pasture and meadow was let out to peasants, a policy which is difficult to explain if in

fact the central administration was conscious of a shortage of manure.

In the final analysis, Titow failed to demonstrate that trends on the Winchester estates before

1348 were explicable solely in terms of the Postal] thesis. Demesne contraction after 1270 is as easily

accountable in terms of an increasing preference for rents as by a fall in the fertility of the soil.

Trends in yields, particularly between different grains, are ambiguous at best and largely inconsistent

with the hypothesis of progressive soil exhaustion. No hard evidence exists for a shortage of grazing

land on the Winchester estates, while there are signs of an expansion in peasant pastoralism during

the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.

130 C. Thornton, "Report of the Spring Conference of the British Agricultural History Society",
Agricultural History Review, 37 (1989), pp. 198-9.
131 Titow, Winchester Yields, p. 30.
132 Power, The Wool Trade in English Medieval History, pp. 30-31.
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Chapter Six
Trends in Wages and
Prices Before 1348

Postan argued that trends in prices and wages between the beginning of the thirteenth

century and the Black Death provided direct confirmation of his thesis. According to Postan, "the

rising secular trend" of grain prices over the thirteenth century can be understood only in terms of

"concomitant demographic trends". 1 In addition, Postan believed that apparent trends in real wages

before and after c.1320 must be regarded as a "consequence and evidence of rising population before

the second decade of the fourteenth century and of the declining population after it".2 The purpose of

this chapter is to re-examine Postan's arguments in support of a demographic interpretation of long-

term trends in prices and wages during the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.

Robinson assumed that it was sufficient to show an increase in the size of the English coin

stock after c.1200 to call into question Postan's explanation of the thirteenth century "Price

Revolution". Postan's reply made it clear that this was not the case. Despite his belief that monetary

factors were not the cause of the thirteenth century rise in prices, Postan accepted that the English

money supply grew over the period. As Postan believed that the thirteenth century as a whole had

been a period of economic growth, he conceded that no secular rise in prices would have been

possible without an increase in the amount of money in circulation. In his reply to Robinson, Postan

wrote:

while emphasising the primary role of secular changes in demand, I
always assumed that demand would not influence prices except in so far
as it was effective, i.e. accompanied by corresponding adjustments in the
supply of money. It may well be that, writing as I did in Cambridge, I did
not make this assumption as explicit as I might have done had I been
writing and working elsewhere, but it does not require much research to
find this stated in so many works in several places.3

In accounting for these "corresponding adjustments in the supply of money", Postan referred to the

de-hoarding of silver in private stocks through taxation, conspicuous consumption and military

expenditure.

1 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 270.
2 ibid., p. 274.
3 Postan, "Note", p. 78.
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Postan argued that any positive balance of trade due to the export of wool and other native

commodities before 1300 was apt to be:

dissipated by various non-commercial payments abroad. Throughout the
thirteenth century English kings and ecclesiastical establishments
frequently paid out large sums abroad in papal taxation, and above all in
payments during military campaigns. Large amounts were also paid out
in pilgrims' expenses. In these circumstances, a constant credit balance in
foreign payments and an uninterrupted one-way flow of bullion to
England was very unlikely!'

He concluded therefore that any silver entering the country need not have added to the total stock of

coin in circulation. Foreign silver may have been put to non-monetary use or, if turned into English

sterling, absorbed into private coin stocks, and so removed from everyday use. Postan observed that:

silver and gold were not only used to manufacture jewellery or plate, but
were also hoarded ... How large the private hoards could sometimes be is
occasionally revealed by incidents like that of the recoinage of 1247,
when the Earl of Cornwall undertook to contribute from his own
resources 10,000 marks of silver to the bullion required to remit the
currency.5

Moreover, despite Robinson's arguments, Postan remained convinced that a monetarist explanation

for the thirteenth century rise in prices was inconsistent with differences in price trends between

commodities.6

In order to assess the strength of Postan's arguments, it is necessary to review the evidence

for changes in stock of money in England during the thirteenth century. This review involves

consideration of two main issues: the quantification of the increase in the size of the English money

supply over this period, and the link between trends in exports and fluctuations in the amount of coin

in circulation. The initial step in the resolution of these issues is an assessment of the published

estimates of the size of the English coin stock at different times between c.1179–c.1310.

Estimates made by Mayhew and other numismatists of the volume of English currency in

circulation on the basis of coin hoard evidence and mint accounts depend on a number of prior

assumptions. The first of these is that the amount of coin in circulation can be effectively equated

with the total volume of silver money in everyday use. The second is that English sterling formed the

dominant proportion of the silver coinage and that all but a small percentage of the English sterling in

circulation was of recent issue.?

4 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 267.
5 ibid., p. 268
6 Postan, "Note", p. 79.
7 D. M. Metcalf, "Survey of Numismatic Research into the Pennies of the First Three Edwards", in
N. J. Mayhew (ed.), Edwardian Monetary Affairs, 1279-1344 , Oxford, 1977, pp. 26-9.
M. M. Archibald, "Wastage from Currency: Long Cross and the Recoinage of 1279" in Mayhew,
Edwardian Monetary Affairs, 1279-1344 , p. 184. Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from
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These assumptions would appear to be justified for the period in question. There is general

agreement among numismatists that all but a small percentage of the currency in circulation in

England c.1200–c.1320 consisted of English sterling of recent issue. Although base-metal jettons

were manufactured and used for different non-monetary purposes in England during this period, the

available evidence suggests that they were not used as coin substitutes. 8 As Mayhew has pointed out,

the immense size of the coinage alone means that counterfeit coins can be discounted as a significant

component of the circulating medium. 9 Moreover, thirteenth century coin hoards indicate that the

amount of foreign coin in circulation within England was small. Non-English silver issues form no

more than a few per cent of the coins in English hoards and there is little or no evidence for the

widespread circulation of gold coins of foreign origin before the 1330s.1°

The circumstances of the last two decades of the thirteenth century provide the exception

which proves the rule. During this period, there was increasing official concern with the circulation in

England of large quantities of foreign imitations of native sterling. Official complaints and

prohibitions are confirmed by the importance of such foreign imitative issues in coin hoards of this

period and references to the use of such issues for everyday transactions in private documents and

court records. The comparative rarity of evidence for such transactions at other times during the

thirteenth century and during the first few decades of the fourteenth leave little doubt that the 1290s

were unusual in regard to the widespread acceptance of foreign issues.11

8 From the early thirteenth century, ecclesiastical bodies in England produced a significant number of
cast tokens for use as "chits for service". These did not, however, enter general circulation. Struck
tokens resembling pennies were manufactured in considerable quantities in the late thirteenth and
early fourteenth centuries. However, these were usually pierced to prevent confusion with coin. In
addition, as many of these struck tokens were manufactured by the royal mints, it is evident that they
were never intended to provide a substitute for the official currency and in fact seem to have been
produced as reckoning counters. M. Mitchiner and A. Skinner, "English tokens c.1200 to 1425",
British Numismatic Journal, 53 (1983), pp. 29-30. L. A. Lawrence, "On Some Early English
Reckoning Counters", Numismatic Chronicle, 5th series, 28 (1938), pp. 166-72. G. Berry, Medieval
English Jettons, London, 1974, pp. 28-30. P. Spufford, Money and its Use in Medieval Europe,
Cambridge, 1988, p. 332.
9 Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from Henry II to Edward III", p. 123.
10 Mayhew, ibid., pp. 122-3. J. D. A. Thompson, Inventory of British Coin Hoards, Royal
Numismatic Society Special Publication No. 1, 1956, pp. xxxi-xxxviii. Spufford, Money and its Use,
pp. 183-5. M. Mate, "The Role of Gold Coinage in the English Economy, 1338-1400", Numismatic
Chronicle, 7th series, 18 (1978), pp. 126-8. M. Prestwich, "Edward I's Monetary Policies and Their
Consequences", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 22 (1969), pp. 409-14.
11 Thompson, Inventory of British Coin Hoards, pp. xxxi-xxxviii. M. Mate, "Monetary Policies in
England, 1272-1307", British Numismatic Journal, 41 (1972), pp. 66-7. Prestwich, "Edward I's
Monetary Policies and Their Consequences", pp. 411-13. N. J. Mayhew and D. R. Walker,
"Crockards and Pollards, Imitation and the Problem of Fineness in a Silver Coinage", in Mayhew,
Edwardian Monetary Affairs, 1279-1344 , pp. 125-42. E. W. Moore, The Fairs of Medieval England:
An Introductory Study, Toronto, 1985, pp. 92, 221. M. Mate, "High Prices in Early Fourteenth-
Century England: Causes and Consequences", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 28 (1975),
pp. 4-5.
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Moreover, it appears likely that high attrition rates due to the export of coin and other forms

of loss meant that any obsolete native issues not melted down during the last general recoinage were

generally swept out of circulation within a few years. Older coins make up an insignificant

proportion of most English coin hoards. This is in sharp contrast to hoards of English coins found on

the Continent, which frequently contain numerous examples of obsolete sterling issues. Thus, it

appears that, as Mayhew has argued, the amount of English sterling in circulation can be effectively

equated with estimated mint output since the commencement of the last recoinage, minus wastage

from wear or hoarding at home and export abroad.12

The assumption that the English coin stock can be equated with the national stock of

legitimate sterling implies that it is possible to examine trends in the size of the circulating medium

through coin hoard analysis and the study of the existing mint records. There is little doubt that such

evidence indicates a rapid increase in the amount of coin in circulation in England during the late

twelfth and early thirteenth century. D. M. Metcalf believes that die-linkage analysis suggests that

total mint production between 1158-1180 was no greater than £125,000, a conclusion which implies

that there was almost certainly far less than £100,000 in circulation in 1179. 13 In contrast, the mint

accounts relating to the general recoinage of 1247-50 indicate that there was at least £400,000 in

circulation in England in this period. 14 If correct, these figures would indicate that the English money

supply was three or four times larger c.1250 than it had been at the end of the 1170s.

The third quarter of the thirteenth century also witnessed a significant increase in the size of

the English money supply. M. M. Archibald believes that the mint accounts point towards a figure of

£700,000 in circulation just before the recoinage of 1279-82. 15 As some silver may have been

brought to England on this occasion to be reminted into sterling for immediate re-export, this figure

may be something of an overestimate. However, even allowing for silver imports during the

recoinage period, numismatists generally agree that the total coinage could not have been much less

than £600,000.16

The increase in the amount of coin in circulation continued well into the fourteenth century.

This trend is, however, almost impossible to quantify, although Mayhew has argued that the amount

12 Mayhew, ibid., p. 124. Mayhew, "Numismatic Evidence and Falling Prices in the Fourteenth
Century", p. 10. Archibald, "Wastage from Currency: Long Cross", pp. 167-85. Metcalf, "A Survey
of Numismatic Research into the Pennies of the First Three Edwards", p. 9.
13 Metcalf, ibid, pp. 6-7.
14 Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from Henry II to Edward III", p. 125. Spufford, Money
and its Use, p. 204.
15 Archibald, "Wastage from Currency: Long Cross", pp. 174-84.
16 Spufford, Money and its Use, p. 204.
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of coin in circulation c.1290 might have been as high as £900,000. 17 What is known is that Edward I

was able to spend no less than £350,000 overseas on wars and foreign alliances between 1294 and

1298. 18 These figures should be compared to Mayhew's estimate of coin in circulation in England

c.1310 at as much as £1,100,000, implying a net increase of around £400,000-500,000 since

c.1279.19

On the basis of these figures it appears that between c.1179–c.1310 the coin in circulation in

England increased from less than £100,000 to something like £1,100,000. Even allowing for a

generous margin of error, there is little doubt of the magnitude of the increase in the English money

supply over this period. In light of this rise it is not surprising that numismatists have traditionally

favoured a monetary explanation for the thirteenth century price rise. However, it must be recalled

that, if Postan was correct in assuming that price increases were accommodated through de-hoarding,

then this increase might — in theory at least — have involved nothing more than the increased

circulation of silver that had lain idle in private hoards.2°

It is essential therefore to look more closely at the implications of Postan's de-hoarding

hypothesis. 21 The de-hoarding hypothesis raises a number of theoretical problems. Not the least of

these is the fact that, in terms of the Fisher equation of exchange (MV=PT), Postan's hypothesis an

actual increase in the money supply (M), not just a rise in velocity (V). 22 This is because estimates of

17 This tentative figure is based on Mayhew's estimate that there was about £400,000 in sterling and
another £200,000 in imitative foreign sterling issues in circulation c.1290 and royal expenditure of
some £350,000 overseas between 1294 and 1298. Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from
Henry II to Edward III", p. 125.
18 Prestwich, "Edward I's Monetary Policies", p. 411.
19 Mayhew, "Numismatic Evidence and Falling Prices", p. 7.
20 Postan, "Note", p. 78.
21 At this point, it is helpful to refer to the debate over the causes of the sixteenth century "Price
Revolution". Critics of the monetarist explanation of the rise in prices during the early modern period
have generally conceded the increase in European money supply between the beginning and end of
the sixteenth century. All the European countries which experienced inflationary pressures also
underwent a substantial increase in their monetary stock, either as a result of importation of gold and
silver from the Americas, increases in local silver production, debasement, the increased use of bills
of exchange and other forms of paper "money" or due to the introduction of a base-metal coinage. It
is argued, however, that these trends were not the cause of the sixteenth century inflation, but a
response to the worsening shortage of money due to the pressure of population on agricultural prices
and economic expansion due to demographic growth. See R. B. Outwaite, Inflation in Tudor and
Early Stuart England, 2nd edition, London, 1982, pp. 46-50. P. Mathias, "Preface", in P. H. Ramsey,
"The Price Revolution in Sixteenth-Century England", London, 1971, pp. x-ix. Cf. M. M. Postan,
"The Trade of Medieval Europe: The North", in M. M. Postan and E. Miller (eds.), The Cambridge
Economic History of Europe. Vol. 2: Trade and Industry in the Middle Ages, 2nd edition, Cambridge,
1987, p. 214.
22 The Fisher equation is an identity based on the fact that the total monetary value of all the
transactions in the economy must equal the value in monetary terms of all goods and services which
change hands. If M is the quantity of money in circulation and V is the number of times it changes
hand, this multiplied together must equal the product of the price level P and the number of
transactions T (i.e. MV =PT).
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the total coinage made on the basis of mint accounts and coin hoards include both the money in daily

use and the coin in private hands, being based on the evidence of unrecovered private hoards. 23 It is

clear therefore that there was a real increase in the size of the English currency between c.1180-

1310, rather than a simple release of private coin reserves into everyday use.24

Hence, Postan's argument that the English economy was able to accommodate demographic

growth at a higher price level without net silver inflows depends on the assumption of a net decline in

the amount of uncoined silver in private hands. However, Postan failed to provide a satisfactory

explanation of this process. As Postan believed, royal taxation, forced loans, high-living or military

expenditures sometimes meant that a magnate's expenditure sometimes exceeded his income. In such

circumstances, aristocrats and churchmen were occasionally forced to sell some of the plate, jewels

or ornaments in their treasuries. However, even if such de-hoarding led at certain times to a direct

increase in the coin in circulation, Postan fails to explain how or why such generally short-lived

episodes of financial embarrassment resulted in a permanent drop in the total stock of silver in

private hands.25

Medieval landowners purchased objects made of precious metal for a number of reasons.

Ecclesiastical lords and the owners of private chapels needed fittings and utensils fashioned from

gold and silver for liturgical use. Plate, jewellery and ornaments were also brought by landowners for

aesthetic reasons, as a means of advertising wealth and status, and for dedications made for the sake

of their souls. However, perhaps the main reason for the purchase of objets d'art made of silver or

gold was to provide a convenient means of storing wealth in a period when deposit banking was in its

infancy. Most wealthy individuals seem to have regarded it as important to increase their private

stocks of precious metals as a hedge against future contingencies, purchasing additional items

23 There is little reason to believe that there was much difference between the composition of large
private hoards and the national coinage as a whole. In particular, there was little risk that hoards
would preserve obsolete issues as Postan appears to have believed. Old issues were officially
demonetised at the start of a major recoinage. Although coins that had been cried down might still be
spent, sellers would accept the old money only at a discount. It was therefore in the best interests of
individuals with large stocks of coin to change their money as soon as possible. In particular, they
had every incentive to complete this process before the smaller local mints opened specially for the
recoinage were closed again.
24 Moreover, if there was a de-hoarding of private coin stocks over the thirteenth century, as Postan
believed, numismatic evidence implies a greater than ten-fold increase in the coin in day-to-day
circulation. There is general agreement that the thirteenth century saw an increase in the velocity of
circulation due to commercialisation and increasing economic sophistication. As Robinson pointed
out, such a trend would be sufficient on its own (at least in theoretical terms) to account for a
significant rise in prices over the thirteenth century.
2 Because of seigniorage and the fact the royal exchanges made no allowance for workmanship, it
was far more profitable for individuals to dispose of silver plate, jewellery or ornaments privately
than to sell their bullion direct to the mint. As a result, the liquidation of an aristocrat's hoard was
more likely to lead to a simple transfer of ownership of items intact rather than their conversion into
coin.
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whenever their means permitted.26 In these circumstances, it is probable that any losses from private

treasuries during times of financial pressure would have generally been made good as soon as

possible, even at a heavy cost in the short-term.27

There were a number of forces at work over the thirteenth century which tended to increase

the total amount of precious metal locked up in private hoards. There is little doubt that the real

income of most landowners was higher c.1300 than it had been a century earlier. 28 Ceteris paribus,

it might be expected that this increase led to a corresponding rise in purchases of objects made of

precious metal. Moreover, the rise in the general price level over the century not only meant that

silver was cheapened for non-monetary purposes.29

As Postan pointed out, allowance must be made for the possible impact on silver stocks of

changes in attitudes towards commerce. Economic historians have been long been aware of the "de-

thesaurisation" of private silver stocks in parts of North-West Europe during the thirteenth century.

From the late twelfth century onwards, ecclesiastical stocks of silver ingots and coin in Flanders were

increasingly mobilised for investment, instead of being hoarded for safe-ke,eping. 30 In the light of

this trend Postan argued that:

Mines, however, were not the only and may not have been the chief source
of additional silver, for even in the earlier centuries of the Middle Ages
the volume of currency depended not only on the additions of newly
minted metal but also on the use of accumulated stocks of bullion. For it
appears highly probable that the economic changes of the twelfth century
set in train a great deal of wealth previously immobilised in hoards, plate
or ornaments. And that the bulk of bullion thus "de-hoarded" must have
consisted of silver is clearly brought out by the evidence of wills and mint
accounts.31

26 Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages, Cambridge, 1989, pp. 76-8. These different
uses need not be mutually exclusive. The decision of, say, an abbot to purchase a significant quantity
of plate for liturgical use would not only provide a convenient store of wealth, but would also
enhance the honour of the foundation over which he ruled, assist in the proper celebration of the rites
of the Christian faith and assist his soul in attaining Heaven. For an example of the patient
accumulation of precious metal in religious hands over decades and centuries, see: J. P. Carley (ed.),
The Chronicle of Glastonbury Abbey, Woodbury, Suffolk, 1985, pp. 249, 251, 253, 257, 259, 261,
263, 265, 267, 269.
27 Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages, pp. 70-8.
28 ibid., pp. 36-7.
29 In general, the richer the aristocrat, the larger the percentage of his or her wealth that was locked
up in the form of objects made of precious metal. Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle
Ages,
pp. 77-8.
30 Spufford, Money and Its Use, pp. 259-61.
31 Postan, "The Trade of Medieval Europe: The North", p. 214.
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This process will not, however, explain the increase in the size of the English coinage over

the thirteenth century. The late twelfth century de-thesaurisation in Flanders involved an increase in

the velocity of circulation, rather than a rise in the total money supply. In the Low Countries ingots of

silver of a standard fineness and of a mark weight circulated from hand-to-hand without conversion

into coin. They were a form of cash and should be distinguished from non-monetary forms of bullion,

such as liturgical utensils. The release of such ingots from ecclesiastical treasuries and their

investment for profit was therefore a different matter to the melting down of plate and jewellery.

In England, however, the use of mark bars of silver in internal trade seems to have been

exceptional.32 If de-thesaurisation had occurred in England during the thirteenth century, analogy

would suggest that this process was restricted to an increase in the circulation of existing coin stocks

rather than a liquidation of private stocks of plate. As pointed out earlier, such a process would be

insufficient to account for the rise in the total size of the coinage such as is indicated by numismatic

evidence.

Further, the magnitude of the sums involved casts doubt on Postan's de-hoarding

hypothesis. By c.1310 the ten-fold increase in the English currency since c.1180 had added more than

350 tons of fine silver to the volume of English coin in circulation. 33 This net increase, of course,

implies a much greater flow of silver into the coinage, as allowance must be made for losses due to

coin wear, clipping and "sweating"coin and reminting.34

Despite the importance of the de-hoarding hypothesis to Postan's argument, he was unable

to provide any direct evidence in its support. 35 Moreover, this hypothesis conflicts with other

arguments concerning bullion flows during the thirteenth century. Postan wrote that:

even if and when bullion came into this country it did not necessarily or
always add to the amount of coinage in circulation. Such additions would
have occurred if all the incoming bullion and gold were minted into coins
or otherwise used as a medium of exchange. In the middle ages, however,
silver and gold were not only used to manufacturer jewellery or plate, but
were also hoarded. What is more, the tendency to hoard was by no means
constant; it notably increased in times of insecurity or in times when the

32 Spufford, Money and Its Use, pp. 209-24.
33 J. H. Munro, "Bullionism and the Bill of Exchange in England, 1272-1663" in The Dawn of
Modern Banking, London, 1979, p. 179.
34 Spufford, Money and Its Use., p. 345. C. Patterson, "Silver Stocks and Losses in Ancient and
Medieval Times", Economic History Review, 25 (1972), pp. 205-35. Mayhew, "Falling Prices",
pp. 1-15. Munro, "Bullionism and the Bill of Exchange", p. 179.
35 cf. Postan's earlier views regarding the likely impact of an increase in silver stocks on prices
during the early medieval period, contained in an article published in 1944. Postan, Essays on
Medieval Agriculture , p. 34.
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undervaluation of the coins discouraged the holders of bullion from
presenting it to the mints for coining.36

However, Postan cannot logically argue for a contraction of existing silver stocks over the thirteenth

century and for the absorption of foreign bullion into private treasuries. Either the amount of silver in

private hands fell to accommodate the rise in the price level, or it grew to absorb fresh imports — it

could not simultaneously do both.

Postan's contention that all prices should have risen to an equal degree if the inflationary

trend between c.1180 and c.1310 had been the result of an increase in the English money supply is

also a doubtful one. As Robinson observed, this argument treats the Fisher equation (MV= PT) as a

theory of absolute prices. 37 Postan's response was to focus on the effect of differences in the

elasticity of supply on relative price trends. According to Postan, the high elasticity of supply which

prevails in modern industry did not exist in the medieval period, when economies of scale in

manufacturing were largely non-existent and the ratio of fixed capital to total costs was low. Thus,

Postan argued, if the thirteenth century inflation was due to monetary factors, the prices of

manufactured goods should have risen as far and as fast as those of agricultural commodities.38

This argument largely ignores elasticities of demand, which are no less important than

elasticities of supply in determining price trends. 39 Quantity theory dictates that, ceteris paribus, the

higher the inelasticity of demand for any commodity, the greater the rise in price as a result of an

36 Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society, p. 268.
37 Although frequently employed in the 1960s and 1970s by historians favouring a demographic
explanation of the sixteenth century Price Revolution, the argument that monetary inflation leads to
an identical rise in the price of all commodities has now fallen into disfavour. There is general
agreement that this argument cannot be sustained, at least in its original form. However, it should be
noted that Postan's use of this point in his reply to Robinson is more sophisticated than some more
recent restatements of the problem. Postan conceded, for example, the distinction between the
general level of prices and individual relative prices and in fact sought to explain divergencies
between price trends for different agricultural products in terms of demographic trends. Moreover,
Postan was well aware that a rise in population would lead to a fall, not a rise, in the general
population unless population growth was simultaneous with an increase in the money supply. Postan,
"Note", pp. 79-80. Robinson, "Medieval Population", pp. 65-66. Y. S. Brenner, "The Inflation of
Prices in Early Sixteenth Century England", Economic History Review, 14 (1961),
pp. 230, 235. P. H. Ramsey, "Introduction", in Ramsey, The Price Revolution in Sixteenth-Century
England, pp. 6-9. D. L. Gadiel and M. E. Falkus, "A Comment on the Price Revolution", Australian
Economic History Review, 9 (1969), p. 15. M. McCloskey, "Review of The Price Revolution in
Sixteenth Century England", Journal of Political Economy, 80 (1972), p. 1333. Outwaite, Inflation in
Tudor and Stuart England, pp. 47-48. P. H. Lindert, "English Population, Wages and Prices
1541-1913", Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 15 (1985), p. 619. Postan, Medieval Economy and
Society, pp. 271-2.
38 Postan, "Note", pp. 79-80.
39 Although Postan referred to the question of demand elasticities in his reply to Robinson, he did so
in the context of the argument that evidence for slight divergencies between price trends for different
agricultural commodities must be regarded as indicative of the non-monetary origins of the thirteenth
century inflationary trend. Postan, "Note", p. 80.
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increase in the money supply. 4° It is therefore significant that the inelasticity of demand for

agricultural commodities, particularly grain, was likely to be much higher in the thirteenth century

than that for manufactured goods (e.g. cloth). 41 This would suggest that the greater rise in

agricultural prices over the thirteenth century was consistent with a monetary explanation for the

upward trend in prices, whether or not Postan was correct in assuming a relatively low inelasticity of

supply for manufactured goods during this period.

It is far from clear that this last assumption is justified. Postan may well have been correct in

assuming that the inelasticity of supply for industrial goods in the medieval period was high in

relation to that for modern manufactures. 42 However, this point has little direct relevance to the

question of price trends in the period c.1180–c.1310. It is more important to consider the inelasticity

of supply for manufactured goods in comparison to that of agricultural products during the same

period.

It is not difficult to turn Postan's argument regarding the low ratio of fixed capital to total

costs in medieval manufacturing on its head. Low capital inputs meant that entrepreneurs had

considerable flexibility in determining the level of output. Production could be increased in response

to changes in the market without heavy spending on fixed capital. In effect, the availability of surplus

human capital in cities, towns and industrialised regions performed the same role in medieval

industry as under-used plant does in modern manufacturing

The clothing industry provides the best example of this point. Master drapers incurred no

additional overheads if they sought to increase the output of cloth. The simplest tasks — carding,

combing, oiling and spinning — were carried out by women employed in their own homes under the

domestic system. Even the more demanding tasks later in the cloth-making process (weaving, fulling,

shearing, stretching) were put out to sub-contractors. These sub-contractors, the master weavers or

master fullers who directed the labour of apprentices or assistants, carried out their trade in their own

homes and shops. Within obvious limits, no fresh investment in new factories or work places were

required to raise production, only an increase in the number of workers. Moreover, the cost of new

plant was minimal. The basic tools used in cloth-production (combs, spinning wheels, looms, fulling

troughs, tenter-racks) were simple to make and inexpensive. Their repair and manufacture was an

easy matter for any competent carpenter. Hence, there were few technical or financial constraints to

entry into the trade for either workers or sub-contractors.

40 cf. Robinson, "Money, Population and Economic Change in Late Medieval Europe", pp. 65-6.
41 Although it is impossible to calculate the elasticity of demand for any manufactured good during
the medieval period, the extent of the relative inelasticity of demand for grain and other agricultural
commodities is indicated by the price evidence, which shows wide fluctuations from one year to the
next depending on harvest success.
42 Postan, "Note", p. 79.
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Entrepreneurs in the medieval cloth industry were therefore in a particularly fortunate

position. As Bridbury observed:

They incurred no overheads for work done in the homes of their
employees. They paid piece-rates, which meant that they paid only for
work done and then only for work done according to instructions given
and standards demanded. If the market slumped they had no continuing
costs to meet apart from those of raw materials in stock, cloth in process
of manufacture, and unsold finished goods. If it boomed they could
expand output without running into problems of plant and machinery
shortages.43

In consequence, it is likely that the elasticity of supply for cloth in the medieval period was much

higher than Postan believed.

The same situation may have applied in other basic industries, such as mining and metal-

working. Most mines in this period, for example, were little more than open, bell or cone shaped

pits.44 As a result, the time and cost involved in raising production in response to increased demand

was likely to be slight. All that was needed for an increase in the amount of ore mined was the initial

capital outlay to meet the labour costs of bringing a new pit into use (at least until the original seam

was worked out). In the same manner, reliance on small, primitive forges and simple techniques

meant that a similar flexibility prevailed in the metallurgical industries; in modern terms, "start-up

costs" were small and there were few technological barriers to the entry of new firms into the

market.45

It is clear that, as Postan argues, there were a number of constraints on agricultural

production during the thirteenth century. Land was less abundant than it had been before 1200. The

expansion of pastoralism in the last decades of the thirteenth century must have meant increasing

competition for access to land from sheep farmers. Levels of investment in commercial agriculture

were extremely low, while the falling marginal product of additional labour inputs limited the

opportunities for the adoption of more intensive husbandry methods in the demesne sector. 46 In such

43 A. R. Bridbury, Medieval English Clothmaking: An Economic Survey, London, 1982, p. 11. S.
Thrupp, "Medieval Industry 1000-1500", in C. M. Cipolla (ed.), The Fontana Economic History of
Europe: The Middle Ages, Glasgow, 1972, pp. 250-52. E. M. Carus-Wilson, "The Woolen Industry",
in Postan and Miller, The Cambridge Economic History of Europe, Vol. 2, pp. 639-41, 645, 669-73.
R. Holt, The Mills of Medieval England, Oxford,1988, pp. 145-58.
44 John U. Nef, "Mining and Metallurgy in Medieval Civilisation", in Postan and Miller, Cambridge
Economic History of Europe, Vol. 2, pp. 723-4.
45 ibid., pp. 725-6.
46 For this point, see Chapters Eight and Nine.
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a situation, the inelasticity of supply for many farm products was probably far lower than that for a

wide range of industrial commodities.47

One of Postan's main arguments against a monetarist interpretation of the rise in prices over

the thirteenth century was his contention that England suffered from a negative balance of payments

for most of this period. Postan believed that:

positive balances — if there were any — were apt to be dissipated by
various non-commercial payments abroad ... In these circumstances a
constant credit balance in foreign payments and an uninterrupted one-
way flow of bullion to England were very unlikely. A flow of bullion could
of course result from the condition of the currency itself. If and when the
English currency was thought to be undervalued, i.e. could buy less of
other goods than its bullion content justified, this set up an outflow of
bullion to countries where it was more highly valued. The current account
would flow in the opposite direction if and when the English currency was
thought to be overvalued ... If contemporary opinion is to be trusted, the
country appeared to suffer at most times in the thirteenth century from a
dearth and shortage of bullion."

Although a number of historians have found this argument convincing, 49 it will be argued here that

there is a good reason to believe that England enjoyed a positive balance of payments for most of the

thirteenth century. Moreover, there is little doubt that most of the silver which entered England

during this period entered circulation as coin.

The survival of a near continuous series of English mint accounts from the 1220s onwards

make it possible to follow trends in mint output from decade to decade (Fig. 1: English Mint Output

47 This is not to deny that producers in the manufacturing sector ran up against the law of
diminishing returns in their efforts to increase output. The main point is the relative steepness of the
marginal product curves in agriculture and manufacturing during the period. Although costs may
have been rising in some industrial sectors during the thirteenth century, as Postan believed, this was
not sufficient to deter a remarkable increase in output in a number of important industries. To take
only a few examples, the thirteenth century witnessed a rapid growth in the production of iron and
coal in England, cloth in Flanders and silver in Central Europe. Moreover, the expansion of output in
these sectors has important implications for relative price trends, as such an increase in production
might well have tended to depress prices for the commodities concerned relative to those for other
goods. Postan wrote that "cloth, timber and minerals" were the basic industrial products which he had
in mind when he referred to the divergence between agricultural and industrial prices. In at least two
out of the three sectors in question (cloth and minerals), the fall in relative prices over the thirteenth
century was simultaneous with a sustained increase in output. In these terms, it is hard to see the fall
in industrial prices relative to those for agricultural commodities over the thirteenth century as
convincing evidence for the demographic origins of the general inflationary trend. Donkin, "Changes
in the Early Middle Ages", pp. 107-9. Carus-Wilson, "The Woolen Industry", pp. 630-46. Spufford,
Money and Its Use, pp. 109-32.
48 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 267-8.
49 For example, in 1975 Mavis Mate wrote that "Postan has, I think, convincingly demonstrated that
monetary factors were not primarily responsible for the long-term rise in prices during the thirteenth
century". This was despite her firm conviction that the rapid increase in prices during the period
1304-11 was due to a sudden influx of silver into the English mints. Mate, "High Prices in Early
Fourteenth-Century England", p. 1.
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1234-1350, p. 93). 50 Through comparison with figures for specific periods, it is possible to

determine the effect of trends in exports on mint output. From this information, it is a simple step to

use totals derived from coin hoards and the records of recoinages to calculate the net contribution

made to the English coinage by favourable trade balances.

Numismatists are agreed that English mint output fluctuations depended on the amount of

silver entering the country as a result of trade. English mines produced negligible amounts of

silver.51 Mint accounts, show that almost all of the silver which passed through the mints (except

during periods of recoinage) was of foreign origin. 52 It is clear therefore that export earnings

provided the main sources of silver for the English exchanges throughout the period c.1180 to

c.1310.

During the pre-1348 period, the private changing of foreign money or silver bars for sterling

was illegal. For that reason, when foreign merchants arrived in England, their first step was usually

to take their silver (whether in the form of coin or ingots) to the royal exchanges. When native

merchants returned home with silver obtained through the sale of English exports abroad, they too

had little choice but to take their earnings to the exchanges if they wanted to spend their profits in

their own country. 53 For this reason, fluctuations in mint production generally reflect corresponding

50 C. E. Blunt and J. D. Brand, "Mint Output of Henry III", British Numismatic Journal, 39 (1970),
pp. 61-6. C. G. Crump and C. Johnson, "Tables of Bullion Coined Under Edward I, II and III",
Numismatic Chronicle, 4th series, 13 (1913), pp. 204-35.
51 Spufford, Money and Its Use, pp. 124-5, 127-8.
52 Crump and Johnson, "Tables of Bullion Coined Under Edward I, II and III", pp. 204-35.
53 It would be naive to assume an exact correlation between mint output and capital inflows.
Although internal trade was carried out almost exclusively in native sterling and it was illegal to
change money anywhere other than at the royal exchanges, allowance must be made for a certain
amount of illicit money-changing and use of foreign imitations of English coin. By the late thirteenth
century merchants were making use of bills of exchange to avoid the costs involved in the transport
of large amounts of coin to and from England. The result was that in October 1283 Edward I issued a
proclamation forbidding anyone "to make exchange of the King's money in parts beyond the sea by
receiving there money or silver on condition that they by themselves, their friends or fellows, shall
pay in England the sum of such money or the price of such silver, whereby the money or silver that
ought to come to the realm may not come as it was wont to do". Munro, "Bullionism and the Bill of
Exchange in England", p. 199. Despite this official concern, however, the use of such instruments
had little significant effect on the net quantity of silver entering the country. As Spufford points out:

any eventual imbalance had ultimately to be settled up in gold or silver.
When an imbalance between two banking-places became too great, the
rate of exchange rose (or fell) to such an extent that it passed one of the
specie points. In other words it temporarily became cheaper, in one
direction, to transport bullion with all its attendant costs and risks, than
to buy a bill of exchange. (Spufford, Money and its Use, p. 254)

No doubt the use of such financial instruments permitted a number of merchants to avoid recourse to
the royal exchanges, but this need not invalidate any conclusions regarding silver inflows and exports
derived from mint output trends.
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changes in what might be termed the income side of the balance of payments account, as

contemporary opinion recognised.54

Moreover, the extent to which fluctuations in the English balance of trade over the thirteenth

century were primarily determined by trends in wool exports makes it relatively simple to relate

changes in mint output to specific events. Customs accounts imply that wool must have provided

England with almost all her export earnings during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth

centuries.55 Although the evidence for the period c.1200 is scarce, there is good reason to believe

that wool was probably the largest single source of export earnings even at this early date.56

It is probably more than coincidental therefore that the rapid rise in mint output between

c.1180 and c.1220 occurred during a period which historians have seen as an epoch marked by the

rapid expansion of the Flemish cloth industry. 57 The earliest figures for the profits of the royal

exchanges in the Pipe Rolls indicate that mint output in the 1190s was already running at a level

which far exceeded that implied for the 1160s and 1170s by numismatic research. 58 The impression

gained from the sparse figures in the Pipe Rolls for subsequent years is of a gradual rise in the

volume of coin silver passing through the mints until the early 1220s.59

Documentary sources therefore give some credence to the speculations of numismatists.

Coin-die analysis indicates that total mint output between 1180 and 1218 was perhaps as high as

£940,000.60 Although allowance must be made for the recoinage of 1180 and the partial recoinage of

1204-5, it is evident that the level of mint activity during this period was many times higher than in

preceding decades. Mayhew's estimate, although highly tentative, would put the English currency in

circulation in 1218 at approximately £300,000. 61 In these terms, it is difficult not to see the

54 In 1381 the Master of the London Mint stated that "if the trade of England be well and rightly
governed, the money in England will remain and a great amount will come from foreign parts; that is,
that no more foreign merchandise be imported than the value of domestic merchandise exported from
the kingdom". J. H. Munro, Wool, Cloth, and Gold: The Struggle for Bullion in Anglo-Burgundian
Trade, 1340-1478, Toronto, 1972, p. 12.
55 Prestwich, "Edward I's Monetary Policies and their Consequences", p. 407. T. H. Lloyd, The
English Wool Trade in the Middle Ages, Cambridge, 1977, p. 1.
56 Lloyd, ibid., pp. 6-11. Spufford, Money and its Use, p. 140. T. H. Lloyd, Alien Merchants in
England in the High Middle Ages, Brighton, Sussex, 1982, p. 111,
57 P. D. A. Harvey, "The English Inflation of 1180-1220", Past and Present, 61 (1973), pp. 3-30.
E. Miller, "The Fortunes of the English Textile Industry in the Thirteenth Century", Economic
History Review, 2nd series, 18 (1965), pp. 74-77. Lloyd, The English Wool Trade in the Middle Ages,
p. 6.
58 J. D. Brand, "The English Coinage 1180-1247: Money, Mints and Exchanges", unpublished
M.A. thesis, University of Kent, 1981, p. 24.
59 ibid., pp. 24-6.
60 Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England From Henry II to Edward III", p. 125.
61 loc. cit.
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inflationary trend between c.1180 and c.1220 as a reflection of net silver inflows due to

rising wool exports.62

The secular rise in prices between the c.1220 and c.1248 is also accountable in terms of

monetary factors. Mint output grew to well over £50,000 a year by the mid-1240s and total amount of

coin in circulation had reached perhaps £400,000 by c.1248. 63 As this period was one of steady

growth in the Flemish cloth industry, it is possible to interpret the increase in the size of the English

money supply during this period as a reflection of the increasing dependence of Flemish weavers on

English wool. Moreover, the few surviving rolls of silver purchases from the reign of Henry III

suggest that merchants from the Low Countries, whose main interest in England was the wool trade,

were the principal source of silver for the English mints."

This hypothesis is strengthened by the timing of the drop in imports of foreign silver

between 1265-81. After a sharp peak in coin production due to the recoinage of 1247-50, output had

returned to the high level of the 1240s between 1250-64. There was, however, a slump in mint

production in the second half of the 1260s, and the mints were almost inactive between 1270-75,

recovering only gradually between 1275-9. 65 The beginnings of this slump were almost certainly

related to the outbreak of civil war in England, which was followed by the seizure of wool and the

imposition of export bans in 1264-5.66 Outrages against Flemish merchants during these years are

likely to have disrupted the wool export trade for some years, which would account for the low levels

of mint output during the late 1260s. 67 The near-total collapse in silver imports between 1270-81 is

equally explicable in terms of Anglo-Flemish hostility between 1270-77. During most of the 1270s,

62 A substantial increase in imports during this period is probable. It is seems highly likely that
imports of furs, wine, fine quality cloth, iron and a wide range of other luxury and semi-luxury goods
were rising at the turn of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. However, as the volume of coin in
circulation rose steadily over the first half of the thirteenth century, it is clear that the increase in
imports was insufficient to cancel out most of the gains due to rising wool export earnings. Miller,
"The English Economy in the Thirteenth Century", pp. 26-27. Donkin, "Changes in the Early Middle
Ages", p. 120. E. M. Veale, The English Fur Trade in the Later Middle Ages, Oxford, 1966, pp. 67-8.
H. R. Schubert, History of the British Iron and Steel Industry from 450 B.C. to A.D. 1775, London,
1957, pp. 109-11.
63 Blunt and Brand, "Mint Output of Henry III", pp. 65-6. Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England
from Henry II to Edward III", p. 125.
64 Brand, "The English Coinage 1180-1247", p. 19. Miller, "The Fortunes of the English Textile
Industry", p. 75. The evidence is, however, sparse. Only five rolls of purchases of silver survive for
the whole of Henry III's reign and only two of these rolls are complete. It is impossible to estimate
the proportion of the total silver which passed through the exchanges which came from this source,
although there can be little doubt of the importance of the silver provided by merchants from
Flanders or Brabant (and those of Cologne) for the English coinage, a feature which persists for the
rest of the thirteenth century. Blunt and Brand, "Mint Output of Henry III", p. 62. Spufford, Money
and its Use, p. 140.
65 Crump and Johnson, "Tables of Bullion Coined under Edward I, II, III", pp. 200-45.
66 Lloyd, The English Wool Trade, pp. 26-7.
67 ibid., pp. 28-9.
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wool exports were either restricted or totally forbidden. Moreover, an outbreak of scab during this

decade not only reduced the amount of wool available for export, but also led to a sharp increase in

wool prices. 68 As a result of these circumstances, it is highly probable, as T. H. Lloyd has argued,

that most Flemish merchants sought their wool elsewhere.69

The correlation between wool export trends and mint outputs evident between c.1180 and

c.1280 appears at first glance far weaker at the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Despite

the availability of official figures for wool exports from 1279 onwards, sharp discrepancies are

apparent during the decades before and after 1300. Following a sharp dip in the mid-1280s, wool

exports recovered in the years around 1290. After the expected slump in the mid-1290s due to war

between England and France, exports rose sharply in the early years of the fourteenth century before

peaking in mid-decade. In contrast, the amount of foreign silver passing through the English mints

rose steadily during the mid-1280s, then began to fall around 1288, remaining at extremely low levels

for more than a decade. In 1304-5, however, imports of foreign silver abruptly recovered and

continued to increase until the end of the decade (Fig. 2: English Raw Wool Exports 1279-1350,

p. 94).70

68 Wool prices had doubled between the first decade of the thirteenth century and the end of the
1260s. The outbreak of scab in the early 1270s, however, greatly accelerated this increase. By the late
1270s prices were approximately sixty per cent higher than than they had been ten years earlier,
although monetary factors must have been partly responsible for the sharp peak at the end of the
decade. T. H. Lloyd, The Movement of Wool Prices in Medieval England, Economic History Review
Supplement No. 6,1973, p. 15.
69 Lloyd, The English Wool Trade, pp. 28-39. At first glance, this reconstruction seems inconsistent
with the sharp rise in prices during the 1270s. Adjustments in the demand for imports probably
lagged behind the decline in export earnings. If so, the result would have been a widening gap
between exports and imports, which should have led to substantial net silver outflows and a
corresponding fall in the general price level. However, rising prices during the 1270s can be
reconciled with a drop in the volume of coin. The fall in silver imports during the 1270s led to a
sharp rise in the average age of the coin in circulation as a consequence of the prolonged inactivity of
the English mints. This meant a fall in the real purchasing power of the currency. The real value of
the penny depended on its silver content. Medieval Englishmen did not expect every penny to be
exactly of sterling fineness or to be identical in weight to every other coin. As long as the great
majority of coins in circulation conformed on average to the notional standard, individuals were
willing to overlook minor deviations. The longer coins of a particular issue (e.g. "Long Cross")
remained in circulation, the lighter they became, due to normal wear and tear, illicit clipping and
"sweating". When this process reached a certain stage, sellers would begin to ask for an additional
number of coins in order to get the right amount of silver. Prices would therefore rise in terms of
£.s.d. The royal government would then be forced to step in and order a recoinage in order to prevent
an inflationary spiral. This did not mean, however, that prices would fall immediately. Prices would
actually rise in terms of money of account during the interval between the crying down of the old
money and the introduction of the new. During the interval, those who held decried coins and wished
to use them to purchase goods and services would be forced to buy what they desired at an inflated
price in order to compensate the seller for the cost of exchanging the old coin for new money. Prices
would only began to fall once the recoinage was advanced, when substantial quantities of
underweight coin had been minted into a smaller number of heavier new issues. This chain of events
explains can be seen at work at the end of the 1270s. Brand, "The English Coinage", pp. 37-40.
70 Crump and Hughes, "The English Currency under Edward I", pp. 204-245. E. M. Carus-Wilson
and 0. Coleman, England's Export Trade 1275-1547, Oxford, 1963, pp. 36-41.
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Figure 1

English Mint Output
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Source: Mayhew, "Numismatic Evidence and Falling Prices in the Fourteenth Century", p. 11.
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Figure 2

English Raw Wool Exports
1279-1350
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Source: Carus-Wilson and Coleman, England's Export Trade, p. 122.

Discrepancies between wool export trends and fluctuations in mint output should not be

regarded, however, as confirming Postan's arguments against a monetary explanation of the

thirteenth century inflation in terms of silver inflows. Between c.1283 and 1300 mints in the Low

Countries striking sterling-fineness but under-weight imitations of English pennies (known to

contemporaries as "crockards" and "pollards") were able to offer merchants a better price for their

silver than the English exchanges. The closeness with which these new imitative issues resembled

native sterling meant that they won a wide measure of acceptance in England. Foreign merchants

were therefore able to use this coin to purchase English wool instead of changing their silver into

English pennies. It was only to be expected that the increasing use of such imitative over the issues

over the 1290s led to a growing discrepancy between wool export trends and deliveries of foreign

silver to the official English exchanges.71

The partial recoinage of 1299-1300 provides an indication of the magnitude of this inflow

of foreign silver. During this recoinage, between £200,000 and £250,000 worth of crockards and

71 Prestwich, Edward I's Monetary Policies", p. 409. Mayhew and Walker, "Crockards and Pollards,
Imitation and the Problem of Fineness in a Silver Coinage", pp. 126-9. Mate, "High Prices in Early
Fourteenth-Century England", p. 5. Spufford, Money and Its Use, p. 162.
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pollards were reminted as English pennies after a successful government campaign to drive these

foreign issues out of circulation. 72 Following the completion of the recoinage, the amount of foreign

silver passing through the mints once again reflects the contribution made by wool exports to the

English balance of trade. The wool export boom of the first decade of the fourteenth century

therefore saw a corresponding increase in the volume of foreign silver presented at the English

exchanges. Between 1304-9, when wool exports were at their height, foreign silver worth £608,572

passed through the royal mints.73

In addition, allowance must be made for trends in wool prices and changes in the relative

share of English merchants in the wool export trade when assessing the relationship between wool

export trends and silver inflows. English wool exports peaked in 1304-5, although foreign silver

inflows continued to rise until the end of the first decade of the fourteenth century. However, this

discrepancy was more apparent than real. Allowance must be made for the sharp rise in wool prices

over the decade. During the decade the sale price of wool in England had risen by almost a quarter,

almost certainly as a result of the sudden rise in demand. 74 As the fall in the volume of wool exports

over the second half of the decade was less than fifteen per cent, it is probable that total wool export

earnings actually rose over the second half of the decade, in line with the trend in mint output.75

Moreover, the rising share of English merchants in the wool export trade should not be

forgotten. In 1304-5 more than half of the wool exported was in the hands of overseas merchants. By

the end of the decade English merchants had the larger market share. 76 This change meant a rapid

increase in the amount of silver taken to the English mint as a result of the export of each sack of

wool. When a foreign merchant purchased wool for export, he paid the English purchase price and

the cost of shipping the wool overseas. His profits were realised on the Continent and, in general,

remained there. In contrast, the English merchant engaged in the export trade repatriated the full price

of the wool he sold overseas. The rising trend in mint output over the second half of the decade

therefore reflects in part the growing importance of English merchants in the export trade.

The available evidence suggests a direct relationship between trends in wool exports, silver

inflows and mint output in the period c.1180–c.1310. In general, when wool exports were buoyant,

the amount of silver entering the country increased and coin production rose. It is clear therefore that

the silver earned through the sale of wool overseas was not simply being absorbed into private

72 Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from Henry II to Edward III", p. 125. Spufford, Money
and Its Use, p. 162.
73 Mate, "High Prices in Early Fourteenth-Century England", pp. 4-5. Crump and Johnson, "Tables
of Bullion Coined under Edward I, II and III", pp. 204-45.
74 Lloyd, The Movement of Wool Prices in Medieval England, Table I.
75 Carus-Wilson and Coleman, England's Export Trade, pp. 36-43.
76 Crump and Johnson, "Tables of Bullion Coined Under Edward I, II, III", pp. 204-45.
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hoards, but entered circulation as coin. Despite occasional periods of net silver outflows, it is evident

that the upwards trend in wool exports over the thirteenth century was sufficient to ensure a long-

term increase in the size of the English coinage.77

Hence, Postan's case against a monetarist explanation for the thirteenth century inflation

cannot be sustained. The weight of evidence to the contrary is overwhelming. Mint records and coin

hoard analysis imply a ten-fold increase in the English coinage between c.1180-1310, an event which

defies explanation in terms of the de-hoarding of private silver stocks. Postan's contention that the

divergence in price trends between agricultural and manufactured commodities is sufficient to rule

out a monetary origin for the upwards movement of prices in this period is convincing neither in

terms of neo-classical economics or what is known of the nature of medieval industry. Finally,

Postan's belief that England suffered from a shortage of silver due to a unfavourable balance of trade

must be regarded as without foundation. 78 There is little doubt that England enjoyed a positive

balance of payments for most of the period between c.1180—c. 1310. Moreover, this net inflow of

77 Postan was, of course, correct when he argued that the "a constant credit balance in foreign
payments and an uninterrupted one-way flow of bullion were very unlikely" during this period.
Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 267. Although the total figure involved is unknown, the
Angevins are known to have sent immense quantities of English sterling overseas to pay for their
numerous military campaigns, to subsidise allies and to finance their decades-long involvement in the
politics of the Empire. Even greater sums were spent by Edward I on the Continent in 1294-8 as a
result of his war with France. Prestwich, "Edward I's Monetary Policies", pp. 406-16. However, the
point in dispute is not the existence of a uninterrupted net inflow, but the overall direction of silver
transfers over the thirteenth century as a whole. Despite forced transfers of silver at different periods,
it is clear that the quantities of silver entering the country as a result of trade greatly exceeded
outflows.
78 This assertion of a thirteenth century silver famine should be compared with Peter Spufford's
observation that:

It is astonishing to realise that the weight of silver generally minted each
year in thirteenth-century England was not regularly exceeded until after
the Napoleonic Wars. As far as recoinages were concerned, even the
weight of silver passing and repassing through the mints during Henry
VIII' s great debasement of 1545-51 did not exceed that passing through
the mints in the partial recoinage of 1299-1300, let alone the major
recoinages of 1279-81 and 1247-50. In the second half of the thirteenth
century England appears to have had a more plentiful silver currency,
admittedly all in pennies, than it was to have again for 500 years. It is
moreover quite possible that the quantities of coin available in the
sixteenth century were no greater than those available in the thirteenth. It
was certainly so for England. Dr Challis has estimated the stock of coin
in England at the end of the reign of Queen Elizabeth in 1603 at around
3 million pounds sterling in silver and half a million pounds sterling in
gold, in other words 1 million tower pounds' weight of silver coin and
the equivalent of another sixth of that in gold. In 1309, at the end of the
reign of Edward I, there were around one and a quarter million tower
pounds' weight of silver pence in circulation in England. (Spufford,
Money and Its Use, p. 205)
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silver was almost certainly the main reason for the rapid growth of the English coinage during this

period.

The increase in the size of the English coinage from less than £100,000 in c.1180 to as much

as £1,100,000 in c.1310 alone would be sufficient to account for the rise in prices over the century.79

Moreover, there were other non-demographic factors at work during this period which might have

contributed to the rise in prices. The increasing sophistication of the English economy during the late

thirteenth century, in particular the growing use of credit and banking services, may have raised the

velocity of circulation, as well as created new forms of money in the form of negotiable bills of

exchange.8°

Equally cogent criticisms can be directed against Postan's demographic explanation of the

decline in prices after c.1325. Contrary to those earlier historians who had explained the fall in prices

during this period in terms of silver shortages resulting from a decline in the output of European

silver mines, Postan argued that there was no purely monetary reason for prices to fall before the

Black Death. This argument rested on two assumptions. The first of these was that:

By 1300 or 1320 ... the total stock of silver in Europe, in relation to the
annual output, must have been truly enormous, for it had been amassed in
at least two centuries, and probably three, of steadily mounting output.
And when the total stock was thus two hundred to five hundred times that
of its annual accretions, the international price of silver was influenced

79 At present the best evidence for the extent of the thirteenth century inflation is provided by the
price indices constructed by D. L. Farmer on the basis of price quotations in manorial accounts.
Farmer's "shopping basket" is designed to approximate as closely as possible the requirements of a
notional average consumer and consists of four quarters of barley, two quarters of peas, one-tenth of
an ox, half a pig, half a sheep, one-quarter wey of cheese, one stone of wool, and one-tenth of a
quarter of salt. Although it is difficult to assess the representativeness and accuracy of any such
index, it is perhaps worth noting that Farmer's national price indices for each type of commodity
behave in a regular manner. For example, the prices of each sort of grain generally move in concert.
Moreover, changes in the direction of price movements from decade to decade, and even from year to
year, are frequently repeated across the whole range of commodities. Hence, the Farmer consumer
price index seems to provide a generally reliable guide to broad changes in the price level over time.
In 1209 the Farmer price index stood at 52 and fluctuated between 47 and 62 during the next decade.
In comparison, his index stood at 133 in 1308 and 1311 and peaks at 148 in 1310 (1331-1347 = 100).
Farmer, "Wages and Prices", pp. 776-7.
80 On a more theoretical level, it is possible to construct scenarios in which demographic increase led
to a rise in prices despite the absence of Malthusian pressures. In an article published in 1984, Peter
Linden suggested two possible means by which population growth could have indirectly raised prices
in pre-industrial Europe. The first involves a change in the demand for money as a result of a higher
ratio of children to adults per household. Lindert argues that a higher dependency ratio would have
increased the velocity of circulation as the same household income had to be stretched over more
consumers, leading to a fall in savings. The result would be a rise in the relative price of agricultural
products since an increased proportion of earnings would be spent on food. The second assumes that
an increase in population density would raise the velocity of circulation faster than it increased the
number of transactions, thus raising prices. Either of these propositions might fit England in the
thirteenth century. Lindert, "Wages and Prices", pp. 631-2.
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more by the manner in which it was employed than by the current flow
from the mines.81

The second was that England enjoyed a favourable balance of payments after 1300. On the strength

of these two assumptions, Postan claimed that the only possible explanation for the downward trend

in prices after c.1325 was a fall in the average cost of production in agriculture due to the retreat of

cultivation from marginal lands.82

Figure 3
Wheat Price Trends and Changes in the
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Sources: Farmer, "Wages and Prices", in Hallam, The Agrarian History of England and Wales. Vol.
2: 1042-1350. Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from Henry II to Edward III", p. 125.

Postan's assessment of the size of European silver stocks c.1300 fails to take into account a

number of important factors. The first of these is the annual export of tonnes of European silver

eastward throughout the thirteenth century as a result of a chronic trade deficit between Europe and

the Muslim world. Another is the loss of precious metal due to coin wear, burial in unrecovered

81 Postan, "The Trade of Medieval Europe: The North", pp 261-2.
82 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 272.

1165
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hoards, shipwreck and re-minting. 83 Although it is probable that the total European silver stock at

the end of the thirteenth century was many times greater than it had been in the late twelfth century, it

was certainly smaller than Postan assumed and far from inexhaustible.

There is in fact little doubt that England was suffering from a shortage of coin for most of

the second quarter of the fourteenth century due to the running down of the stocks accumulated

during the proceeding period. The English mint accounts show that coin output fell sharply during

the 1320s and early 1330s. Although mint production improved towards the end of the 1330s, it was

not until the 1340s that the amount of silver passing through the English exchanges returned to

appreciable levels.84 Even then, much of this increase was due to nothing more than the reminting of

existing coin as light weight pennies and debased half-pennies. It will be recalled that, according to

Mayhew's figures, coin hoard analyses indicates that the English sterling in circulation fell from

about £1,100,000 in c.1325 to no more than £500,000 c.1350. 85 Although this trend was in part

offset by the minting of gold coins from 1344, the quantity of English florins, nobles and angels

struck was small in relation to the drop in the silver coinage in terms of both face value and bullion

content.86

Both official and unofficial sources leave little doubt that this decline in mint output was

sufficient to account for the fall in prices after c.1335. An Anglo-Norman song dating from

c.1338-9 refers to the "desperate shortage of coin among the people". In 1340 Parliament responded

to complaints regarding the "great dearth of money" by requiring merchants to supply the English

exchanges with two marks in silver for each sack of wool exported. The following year the Crown

agreed that the Ninth of 1341 should be taken in kind because of the "great shortage of money in the

land". The Continuatio Chronicarum of Adam of Murimuth explicitly blames a lack of coin for the

fall in prices during the late 1330s.87

83 Spufford, Money and its Use, pp. 148-59. L. B. Robbert, "Monetary Flows — Venice 1150 to
1400", in J. F. Richards, Precious Metals in the Later Medieval and Early Modern Worlds, Durham,
North Carolina, 1983, pp. 69-77. Patterson, "Silver Stocks and Losses", pp. 205-35. Mayhew,
"Numismatic Evidence and Falling Prices", pp. 1-15.
84 Crump and Johnson, "Tables of Bullion Coined under Edward I, 11, III", pp. 204-245.
85 Mayhew, "Numismatic Evidence and Falling Prices", p. 11. However, by the 1340s allowance
must be made for the circulation in England of an unknown quantity of foreign gold coin and even
debased Continental silver issues, the growing acceptance of which implies the increasingly
desperate state of the English monetary system. M. Prestwich, "Currency and the Economy of Early
Fourteenth Century England', in Mayhew, Edwardian Monetary Affairs, p. 46.
86 During the period 1344-9 no more than the equivalent of less than 900 pounds of gold coin was
minted in England on average each year, much of which was soon exported. In comparison, there
was probably still something like 175 tons of fine silver in circulation.
87 Munro, "Bullionism and the Bill of Exchange", p. 193. Prestwich, "Currency and the Economy of
Early Fourteenth Century England", pp. 48-50.
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Another sign of the shortage of money was the rapid deterioration in the quality of the

English coinage. Popular acceptance of foreign issues during the 1280s and 1290s had been limited

to imitations of English coin of sterling or close to sterling fineness. By the early 1340s even poor

quality foreign "black money" was in use, an indication of desperate need for small change. 88 The

shortage of silver may have also been partly responsible for the decision to progressively increase in

the number of pennies cut from a Tower pound of silver from 243 to 300 between 1335-51.89

It was no coincidence that the initial decline in mint output during the 1320s followed a drop

in earnings from the sale of wool overseas. From the end of the first decade of the century onwards

wool exports continued to fall until they reached their nadir in the mid-1320s, remaining low for

another decade. Although the export trade showed signs of recovery from the mid-1330s onward, the

number of sacks shipped overseas each year was well below the levels reached between 1304 and

1310.90 This improvement was largely offset by falling prices as a result of forced loans, high

taxation and royal interference in the wool trade. The increasingly desperate stratagems adopted by

Edward III to finance his war with France meant that much of the silver earned through wool exports

never reached the English mints. Between 1338-40 Edward raised and spent £400,000 in the Low

Countries. Most of this represented the profits of English wool seized and sold by royal agents or

forced loans from English merchants. This was all silver which would have otherwise gone to

replenish English stocks. 91

Monetary factors are therefore more than sufficient to explain the fall in prices before the

Black Death. If the coin hoard evidence is any guide, there was perhaps as little as half the amount of

coin in circulation c.1350 as there had been c.1325. In contrast, the Farmer consumer price index

indicates an overall fall in prices of less than twenty-five per cent during the same period, if the short-

term effects on prices of the Black Death at the end of the 1340s are excluded. 92 Despite Postan's

arguments to the contrary, there is no need to resort to a demographic explanation to explain a drop in

prices before the Black Death.93

88 Prestwich, ibid., p. 46.
89 Crump and Johnson, "Tables of Bullion Coined under Edward I, II, III", pp. 216-21.
90 Carus-Wilson and Coleman, England's Export Trade, pp. 122-3.
91 Lloyd, "Overseas Trade and the English Money Supply in the Fourteenth Century", in Mayhew,
Edwardian Monetary Affairs, p. 103. Prestwich, "Currency and the Economy of Early Fourteenth
Century England", p. 46.
92 Farmer, "Prices and Wages", p. 777.
93 As discussed earlier in relation to the rise of in prices after c.1180, a change in the money supply
will not affect all prices to the same degree. Instead, despite Postan's arguments to the contrary, price
movements for any particular commodity during the medieval period, as now, depended on the
relative inelasticities of supply and demand. Postan's contention that the relative movement of grain
prices after c.1325 necessarily indicates a retreat from marginal lands due to depopulation is therefore
fallacious.
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Moreover, in terms of neo-classical economic theory, it is difficult to reconcile the fall in

prices during the second quarter of the fourteenth century with a declining population. According to

the Fisher Identity (MV=PT), the fall in the volume of transactions due to depopulation should have

increased prices, unless there was also a sharp fall in the velocity of circulation. Postan attempted to

account for the fall in prices before 1348 on the grounds that:

When population fell, some marginal lands would in all probability be
abandoned and food would be produced on better land. Relative to the
amount of land and labour engaged in food production and relative to the
demand for food, supplies would then be more plentiful and therefore
cheaper.94

According to Postan, this factor would have been sufficient to reduce the price of agricultural

commodities despite the inflationary effects of a per capita increase in stocks of precious metal. The

flaw in this argument is that the abandonment of marginal lands after 1348 was not in fact sufficient

to offset the effects of demographic contraction in the decades after the Black Death. During the

1350s and 1360s the prices of most commodities (including grain) rose sharply. Lower prices came

only in 1370s, when England was in the grip of a disastrous silver shortage.95

No less difficult to sustain is Postan's contention that it is possible to demonstrate a long-

term decline in real wages for agricultural workers over the thirteenth century. 96 As evidence for this

trend, Postan referred to the evidence in the Winchester Pipe Rolls for the movement of threshing and

winnowing rates on eight manors in southern England. 97 He argued that comparison between the

figures in the Winchester Pipe Rolls and the long-term movement of wheat prices indicated a fall in

real wages of twenty-five per cent for threshers and winnowers between 1209-1325. Moreover,

Postan asserted that a decline in real wages of this magnitude was implied by the accounts for manors

of the Abbeys of Glastonbury and Westminster.98

The weight of Postan's argument rests, however, on the Winchester Pipe Rolls. Evidence for

wage rates in the Glastonbury accounts before the early fourteenth century is too sparse to have much

independent value.99 Moreover, despite Postan's claim to the contrary, the Westminster accounts do

not show a fall in the purchasing power of piece-rates in terms of wheat over the thirteenth

94 Postan, "The Trade of Medieval Europe: The North", p. 263.
95 J. H. Munro, "Bullion Flows and Minting Contractions in late Medieval England and the Low
Countries", in Richards, Precious Metals in the Later Medieval and Early Modern Worlds, p. 100.
96 Postan, "Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", pp. 566-7.

Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 273-4.
98 ibid., p. 140.
99 For the period 1257-1302 only four enrolled accounts survive for the Glastonbury estates,
Longleat MSS. 10762, 11244, 11272, 11273. Of these, only M.S. 10762 (for 1257-8) is securely
dated.
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century. 100 As W. H. Beveridge pointed out almost four decades ago, from the beginning of the

Westminster series in the 1250s, piece-rates kept pace with grain prices.101

There are serious difficulties involved in using the figures in the Winchester Pipe Rolls as

evidence for the movement of prices during the thirteenth century. Although Postan assumes that the

Winchester Pipe Rolls record the actual sums paid out in wages by manorial officials, this was not

necessarily the case. The Pipe Rolls are what are known as counter-rolls. That is, they are fair copies

made by the central administration of the draft accounts for each manor, which were originally drawn

up by local officials. It was only after the final audit of these drafts by the Bishop's auditors that the

amended text of the original accounts was written down for permanent record in large parchment

rolls. Like all other "enrolled" accounts, the Winchester Pipe Rolls are:

agreed accounts, agreed that is to the satisfaction of the lord of the
manor. The expenses they record ... may not be the actual amounts spent,
but simply the amounts which the lord was prepared to allow his
officia1.102

The importance of this point is apparent from examination of accounts drawn up by local officials

and audited on the spot by officials sent out from the central administration. The survival of these

accounts means that it is possible to observe the amendments made to the sums claimed by the local

official. It is evident that the estate administration often imposed arbitrary limits on allowable

expenditure on wages. When the local official exceeded these limits, the sums which he claimed were

often struck out by the auditor and the allowed figures written in their place. In some instances the

local official was debited with the difference, while in others he was compensated for his loss due to

the payment of more than the prescribed sum at the end of the account.103

Historians have sometimes assumed that sums which the local official claimed to have spent

on wages were disallowed because auditors suspected that they were fraudulent. 1 °4 The evidence of

the accounts themselves, however, indicates that this was usually not the case. Although consistently

disallowed, the larger sums sometimes occur for several years in succession. If the reason was

100 The table on p. 273 of Medieval Economy and Society to which Postan gave the legend "Mean
Cost of threshing and winnowing one raised qr each on some manors of the Bishops of Winchester
and the Abbots of Westminster" is incorrectly described. As a comparison with the original,
published in the 1930s shows, the figures upon which this table is based are all taken from manors on
the Winchester estates , cf. W. H. Beveridge, "Wages in the Winchester Manors", Economic History
Review, 1st series, 7 (1936), p. 43.
101 W. H. Beveridge, "Westminster Wages in the Manorial Era", Economic History Review, 2nd
series, 8 (1955), pp. 21, 27.
102 P. D. A. Harvey, Manorial Records, London, 1984, p. 29.
103 The practice of compensating local officials for the disallowance of wages above the regulation
rate is found in some of the Westminster Abbey and Canterbury Cathedral Priory account rolls. For a
reference to this point in regard to the Westminster Abbey accounts, see the memorandum of 6th
February 1956 by M. Wrett-Smith in the Beveridge Archive, L.S.E. Library, Box 10.
104 Farmer, "Crop Yields, Prices and Wages", pp. 144-5.
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repeated attempts at fraud, it is difficult to understand why persistent offenders were not amerced or

removed from office. 105 The practice of compensating local officials for the disallowance of their

original figures would also be most inappropriate if fraud was suspected. 106 Moreover, auditors can

be found disallowing higher rates of pay even in the years following the Black Death, when the

upward pressure on wages due to depopulation was unquestionably real.107

The Winchester Pipe Rolls are therefore a dubious sample from which to reconstruct the

movement of real wages. 108 This point is most evident in the case of the period c.1350, when

threshing and winnowing costs on many of the Winchester manors run through the years of the Black

Death, as if the Black Death had never happenet1. 109 The need for caution is apparent also between

1209-1320. During this period piece-rates on some manors on the Winchester estates remained static

for as much as fifty to seventy-five years, despite the continuous rise in money wages on manors

elsewhere. 11 ° It is probable, therefore, that the apparent fall in real wages on the Winchester estates

over the thirteenth century owe more to aggressive auditing practices than to any other factor.

Postan's contention that the rise in real wages after c.1325 necessarily indicates a fall in the

size of the population is not without its difficulties. In many cases, money wages have a built-in

resistance to a drop in prices due to monetary contraction, so that nominal wages often lag behind the

decline in prices. The result may be a rise in real wages, even where no shortage of labour exists. It is

perhaps significant therefore that there is little evidence for a significant increase in nominal wages

between 1325-48. Although wages appear to have risen during the early 1320s, this trend was short-

lived and may have been due to nothing more than a sudden rise in the demand for labour as the rural

economy recovered from a period of severe dislocation between 1318-22. During the period 1325-

48 agricultural piece-rates remained more or less stable and probably experienced a slight, if still

noticeable, decline in nominal terms.111

105 Lenient treatment of dishonest reeves and bailiffs would be even more remarkable given the
emphasis placed on the need for honest subordinates in manuals on estate management.
106 In fact, it is clear from account rolls on many manors that auditor's corrections were often
nothing more than an attempt to transfer some of the costs of production to the local bailiff.
D. L. Farmer, "Prices and Wages, 1350-1500", in E. Miller (ed.), The Agrarian History of England
and Wales. Vol. 3: 1348-1500, Cambridge, 1991, p. 448.
107 Farmer, "Crop Yields, Prices and Wages", pp. 144-5.
108 ibid., p. 45. There is, however, no doubt that the central administration of the Bishopric imposed
set limits on wage rates. In a number of cases local officials were able to convince the auditors that
the payment of a higher wage rate was justified, either because of a dearness (caristia) of labour
during poor harvests or (in the 1290s) as the result of the circulation of crockards and pollards, as
discussed earlier. Titow, "Evidence of Weather in the Account Rolls of the Bishops of Winchester, p.
381
109 Beveridge, "Wages on the Winchester Manors", p. 26.
110 loc. cit.
111 Farmer, "Crop Yields, Prices and Wages", pp. 124,146.
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The relative movement of piece-rates for different forms of agricultural work between

c.1325-48 is equally inconsistent with the assumption of a fall in population before the Plague.

Labour shortages in the period after the Black Death meant that piece-rates for harvest work such as

reaping or mowing experienced a more substantial increase than those for threshing and winnowing,

since harvest tasks were the most urgent. However, piece-rates for harvest work were noticeably less

resistant than threshing and winnowing rates to the deflationary trend between c.1325-48. 112 The

observed trend is therefore contrary to that which might be expected if the labour supply was

shrinking due to demographic contraction.

In summary, it is evident that Postan's case for a demographic interpretation of the

movement of wages and prices before the Black Death is weaker than has often been assumed.

Despite Postan's arguments against a monetary interpretation of the thirteenth century inflation, such

an explanation is in accordance with the available numismatic and documentary evidence. In

addition, there is room for doubt regarding the apparent decline in the real wages of agricultural

labourers over the thirteenth century — a trend which may be no more than an artifact produced by

manorial accounting procedures. Equally questionable is Postan's case for a demographic

explanation of the fall in prices during the second quarter of the fourteenth century. Both

contemporary opinion and the results of recent research point to the conclusion that deflation was due

to monetary causes. Nor do trends in wages between c.1325-48 conform to the expectations inherent

in Postan's pessimistic interpretation of demographic trends in the decades immediately before the

Black Death.

112 , L i J.,W a p. 146.
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