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Chapter Seven
An Alternative Model

Postan's case for a demographic crisis before the Plague has been outlined and each of his

arguments have been assessed in turn. The result has been to call into doubt a number of Postan's

conclusions. It has been shown that the late thirteenth century demographic crisis may have been less

severe than Postan assumed, while many of his arguments for depopulation before the Plague do not

sustain closer scrutiny. The aim of this chapter is therefore to outline an alternative model of English

agriculture c.1200-1348, one which will be examined in greater detail in subsequent chapters.

The alternative model proposed in this chapter is based on a number of assumptions. The

first of these is that England enjoyed an overall surplus of grazing land throughout the thirteenth

century. It is therefore assumed that any rise in overseas demand for wool exports would result in

greater production and a potential increase in the total national product. The assumption is also made

that the ratio between rural workers and the arable land fell over time due to the growth of

population. Finally, it is assumed that marriage in peasant society was welfare-dependent

It is hypothesised that land was comparatively abundant c.1200, both in terms of the size of

the existing work force and in relation to the situation in the period between c.1250 and the Black

Death. The relative factor cost of hired labour was therefore higher than that of land, i.e. excess

demand for labour meant that wages were high in relation to land values. Demesne agriculture c.1200

was therefore land extensive rather than labour intensive. Labour inputs were deliberately low and

yields per acre and per seed were well below the levels attainable using best-practice systems of

management.

The hypothesis of a relative surplus of land in the early thirteenth century implies that

husbandry on peasant farms was also land extensive. Excess demand for labour meant that peasants

were likely to have increased labour inputs on their own farms only until the marginal product of

their labour had fallen to the market wage. Having reached this point, it is probable that they sought

work outside their own holdings, either on demesne farms or elsewhere in the peasant sector (i.e. on

the farms of those families with a deficit of family labour due to their position in the cycle of

generations, lower than average fertility or relative wealth in terms of holding size).

It is also hypothesised that English wool exports grew between the late twelfth century and

the last quarter of the thirteenth as a consequence of the expansion of the cloth industry in North-

West Europe. Demand for wool from Flanders and elsewhere led both demesne and peasant farmers

to increase stocking rates on existing grazing lands and to exploit new meadows and pastures. Wool
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export earnings produced a favourable balance of payments and a rapid increase in the money supply,

leading to a rapid rise in prices.

According to this alternative model, the income flows generated by the wool export trade

helped to compensate peasant communities in many regions for the decline in average holding size

due to demographic growth. Moreover, the rise in rural purchasing power resulting from the

increased circulation of coin in the countryside meant an increase in effective demand and greater

opportunities for economic development. Higher demand encouraged estate owners to expand

production by turning manorial wastes into arable and pasture. The expansion of the demesne sector

provided landless and semi-landless workers with additional opportunities for employment.

Rising demand at the village level also encouraged the rapid growth of rural marketing

networks. This offered new opportunities for household specialisation and employment, a process

which allowed a growing number of smallholders to offset the fall in the average holding size due to

demographic increase. Moreover, as population growth continued, the rise in the number of part-time

traders, artisans and wage labourers in the countryside led to a corresponding increase in the market

for foodstuffs. This fact worked to the benefit of those family farm households which grew little

wool, but were able to produce a surplus in the form of grain, garden produce or meat.

The rural economy was able to absorb the growth in population over the long term only as

long as wool exports continued to generate significant net inflows of silver. Evidence will be

presented to show that England suffered from an adverse balance of payments at different times

during the last quarter of the thirteenth century, as a result of interruptions to the wool export trade or

the export of silver by the royal government for military and diplomatic purposes. Economic growth

rates in the countryside fell during these periods, with the result that many peasant households

experienced worsening demographic stress.

In order to maintain a minimum standard of living, smallholders increasingly substituted

work on the family farm and off-farm employment for leisure time. Wherever possible, however,

peasants prefered to increase their hours of labour on their own holdings, a choice which reflected a

fall in the opportunity cost of on-farm family labour in relation to the market price of work in the

demesne sector. 1 This was because estate owners were unable to bid down real wages to market-

clearing levels.

1 The opportunity cost of labour may be defined in this context as the expected return from an
alternative choice of employment. That is, every hour which a peasant spent working on his own
farm represented a potential cost in terms of the value of forgone off-farm employment.
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Real wages remained above market-clearing levels due to customary notions of a fair wage.

The result was a growing surplus of labour in the rural market, which meant a decreased chance of

employment for each potential new entrant. The smaller the chance of finding hire, the further along

the marginal product curve for labour the peasant family was likely to work on their own farm before

an incentive existed to look for outside employment. In consequence, it is probable that the late

thirteenth century saw the adoption of increasingly labour intensive husbandry methods on peasant

holdings, particularly on the farms of the growing number of half-virgaters and smallholders on the

margins of subsistence.

Because real wages remained stable over the long-term, labour costs imposed a check on the

efforts of estate owners to increase labour inputs on their demesnes. Profit-conscious landowners

cound not increase labour inputs per acre past the point where the marginal product of each unit of

labour was equal to its cost. In addition, the shortage of new capital intensive inputs meant that estate

owners were unable to compensate for the relative cheapness of peasant family labour through capital

intensive programmes of improvement. The likely result was a widening gap in terms of the marginal

product of land between the demesne and peasant sectors.

This gap did not, however, preclude a shift towards more labour intensive forms of

production on a minority of demesne farms towards the end of the thirteenth century. If labour costs

were fixed by notions of a living wage, differences in the marginal product of labour from one

locality to another due to variations in soils would have no direct impact on wages. Workers would

have still expected to be paid the same living wage for their labour whatever its marginal product

under local conditions.

Opportunities would therefore be more favourable for the adoption of labour intensive

methods of husbandry on demesne farms situated on high-quality soils. Where the soil was above

average in terms of fertility and ease of cultivation, the marginal product of each unit of labour was

higher than elsewhere. Estate owners in these regions would therefore have been able to increase

labour inputs per acre beyond the point at which the marginal product of labour and the wage rate

were equalised on demesne farms less favourably situated.

An analogous situation may have existed in areas where estate owners had access to large

urban markets both overseas and at home. The price of foodstuffs on the urban market was higher

than in the countryside, although the latter determined the cost of labour on the demesne. It is likely,

therefore, that estate owners able to sell demesne produce on the urban market found that the

marginal product of labour and the wage rate were equalised at a point further along the marginal

product curve than on demesne farms less conveniently situated in relation to urban demand. Thus, it

is feasible to assume that the worsening shortage of land resulted in an increase in the labour intensity
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of demesne agriculture in regions with overland access or by means of navigable waterways to urban

markets at home or abroad.2

The likely result of a fall in the opportunity cost of family labour in the peasant sector

relative to the market wage would have been an increasing disequilibrium in the land and labour

markets.3 In these circumstances, it would have made sense for demesne lords to lease out part of

their estates to their tenants. If peasant families were prepared to increase labour inputs on their own

farms past the point where the marginal product of their labour was equal to the market wage, then

the transfer of land to the peasant sector would mean a rise in labour inputs, and therefore outputs per

acre. This would have allowed lords to "capture" some of the cheapness of family labour by fixing

the rental for demesne land at a level above the returns of direct management!' It is possible therefore

to account for the deliberate retreat from direct management in the late thirteenth century without

reference to the hypothesis of soil exhaustion.

The assumption is made that welfare-dependent nuptiality meant that the rate of

demographic growth adjusted itself to worsening demographic pressure in the late thirteenth century.

The fall in average rural real incomes due to the increase in the number of smallholdings and under-

employment in the labour market is likely to have resulted in a lengthened period of pre-marital

accumulation for many couples. Moreover, such a fall in real incomes may have forced a larger

percentage of the adult population below the economic threshold for marriage. A increase in the

mean age at first marriage and a reduction in age-specific nuptiality rates would have led in their turn

to a slower rate of natural increase.

It is hypothesised that the early years of the fourteenth century represented a return to the

boom conditions of the earlier part of the previous century. The peak in wool exports in the first

decade of the fourteenth century meant a significant improvement in the English balance of

payments. Net silver inflows led to a period of rapid inflation and accelerated economic growth. This

export-led boom was followed by a period of contraction after 1315, when England entered into a

period of acute agrarian crisis due to famine and murrain which continued until 1322.

2 The shift towards more labour intensive forms of husbandry on favourably-located demesne farms
can be seen as a process of factor substitution, ie the substituion of labour for land as the land values
rose due to increasing scarcity.
3 In terms of neo-classical economics, towards the end of the thirteenth century, the marginal
productivity of labour on farms in the demesne sector was likely to have been higher on average than
that on peasant farms, whereas the marginal productivity of land in the peasant sector was (also on
average) was probably higher than that in the demesne sector.
4 It should be noted in passing that this hypothesis explains the long drawn out character of the
retreat from direct management on many estates before and after 1348. If a landowner leased out all
his demsne at once, the result would have been a fall in the rental value of each acre due to the
actions of the laws of supply and demand. Too great a drop would cost the lord all or most of his
expected profits from the adoption of a rentier policy. It was therefore in the interests of demsne
lords to ration the amount of demesne land released onto the local market.
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According to the alternative model, the agrarian crisis of 1315-22 accentuated the

disequilibrium in the land market at the village level. Famines and murrains forced poorer households

in the peasant sector to alienate parts of their holdings to their richer neighbours. The likely result

was an increase in both the number of smaller farms and in the dependence of the poorest stratum of

village society on employment in the rural labour market. It is predicted that these factors led to a

worsening surplus of labour in the countryside over the second quarter of the fourteenth century, as

the rate of economic growth during this period was inadequate to absorb the increase in the number

looking for work.

While economic growth rates may have risen again in the early 1320s, as the rural economy

recovered from the crisis of 1315-22, it is hypothesised that this improvement was short-lived. From

1325 onwards prices fell due to deflationary pressures which resulted from declining wool export

earnings. These deflationary pressures worsened after the outbreak of war with France in 1337.

Economic growth rates were falling from 1325 onwards and remained low for the rest of the pre-

Black Death period.

The growing surplus of labour in the countryside during the period c.1325-1348 meant a

further decline in the opportunity cost of on-farm family labour. Trends in the second quarter of the

fourteenth century therefore represented a continuation of those in the last quarter of the thirteenth. It

is hypothesised that, in order to compensate for the fall in holding size between 1315-22, peasant

households increased output per acre still further on their holdings through additional efforts at

labour intensification.

While the opportunity cost of peasant family labour fell, real wages in the demesne sector

rose. Money wages did not fall as fast as prices after 1325, as workers were slow to adjust their

notions of a fair wage to the fall in the general price level. The result was to widen the gap between

labour inputs in the demesne and peasant sectors. This trend gave landowners a further incentive to

lease parcels of demesne land to tenants, and so accelerated the retreat from direct management on

many estates before the Black Death.
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As holdings shrank and the surplus of labour in the countryside increased, it is likely that

real incomes in the peasant sector fell. The period of pre-marital accumulation may have begun to

lengthen again, as it had in the late thirteenth century, while those too poor to marry increased in

number. This meant a further check to demographic growth, which meant that the rate of natural

increase in the period 1325-48 was reduced to a sustainable level, thereby avoiding the need for the

intervention of "positive checks" to restore an equilibrium between population and resources.

The hypotheses outlined in this chapter are, of course, "tentative in the extreme". The

arguments which follow are intended, in the jargon of the social scientist, to validate the alternative

model: to show that it is consistent with the evidence available. This new model is offered as a means

of re-opening the debate over the process of economic change in the period before the Black Death. It

demonstrates that it is possible to account for trends such as the gradual leasing out of demesne acres

after c.1270, the general conservatism of demense agriculture before 1348, and the movement of

wages and prices over the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries without reference to the

assumption of demographic overshoot and collapse.
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Chapter Eight
The Demesne Sector

In this chapter evidence will be presented in support of a number of hypotheses advanced in

Chapter Seven concerning the demesne sector of the English agrarian economy before the Black

Death. The first of these is that low yields on most demesne farms were due to high labour costs and

the absence of capital intensive, labour saving innovations. The second is that the adoption of

relatively labour intensive husbandry practices in parts of southern and eastern England was due to

locational factors which meant that the marginal product of labour and the market wage in the

demesne sector were equalised at a point further along the marginal product curve for labour than on

demesne farms elsewhere. The third is that the contraction of the demesne sector after c.1270 was

due to a fall in the opportunity cost of family labour on the peasant farm relative to the market wage

and that this process was accelerated by the deflationary trend after 1325.

The importance of wage labour in demesne agriculture between 1200-1348 is well known.

Labour services due from customary tenants were generally inadequate to meet the demands of

demesne agriculture or had been commuted in whole or in part in the interests of greater efficiency as

the thirteenth century progressed. The result was that by c.1280 most demesne farms relied on a

permanent staff of famuli. Famuli and casual labourers almost always performed a much larger share

of the work on the demesne than did customary workers. In many parts of England labour dues

frequently assumed importance only during periods of peak demand for labour such as harvest time.

For this reason there is little doubt that the total cost of labour in the demesne sector was largely

determined by the market price for labour.1

There is general agreement that the range of capital intensive, labour saving inputs in

agriculture was restricted before 1348. Even Postan, who argued that estate owners failed to invest

"in depth" because of a preference for land purchases, admits that there was an "insufficient supply

of new technological possibilities". 2 Many of the crops which were to play such a vital role in the

eighteenth century Agricultural Revolution were unknown in England before the Black Death.

Moreover, the backwardness of medieval industry meant that the cost of many of the materials used

1 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, pp. 219-24. Harvey, A Medieval Oxfordshire Village,
pp. 75-85. Harvey, "The English Inflation 1180-1220", p. 75. King, Peterborough Abbey 1086-1310,
p. 160. M. M. Postan, The Famulus: The Estate Labourer in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries,
Economic History Review Supplement, 2 (1954), pp. 4-5. N. R. Goose, "Wage Labour on a Kentish
Manor: Meopham, 1307-75", Archaeologica Cantiana, 9 (1977), p. 203.
2 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 77.
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in the construction of farm buildings and implements, iron in particular, were so high as to

discourage investment or experimentation.3

Labour inputs in demesne agriculture were usually low in relation to post-medieval practice.

Despite occasional attempts by Marxist historians such as Brenner to characterise demesne

agriculture as employing "labour-intensive, labour-squeezing methods", it is evident that this was far

from the case.4 Nowhere is this fact more evident than in the case of weed control. In most cases

there was little or no attempt at intensive weed destruction through hand hoeing and uprooting of

weeds. Moreover, efforts at the manual control of weeds appear to have been largely directed towards

the control of thistles. Such efforts began in most instances after midsummer, too late to prevent

weed growth from seriously affecting yields.5

The inadequacy of attempts at manual weed control meant that the tillage operations carried

out on the bare fallow were particularly important. Efficient cross-ploughing of fallow land would

have eliminated many weeds which would have otherwise appeared in the next crop, as

recommended by Walter of Henley in his treatise on estate management. 6 However, on most

demesne farms only part of the fallow was stirred each year. ? In contrast, at least two stirrings of the

whole fallow were regarded as normal by the sixteenth century, while the fallow was sometimes

ploughed as often as eight times in the nineteenth.8

The low level of labour inputs in demesne agriculture was not confined to weed control, but

extended to every aspect of husbandry. Seed was sown broadcast, while efforts of drainage were in

most instances confined to the making of ridge and furrow. 9 Repeated ploughings and harrowings of

the soil to improve the tilth were probably uncommon. Even on the most progressive estates, the

3 For the high cost of iron in this period, see J. E. T. Rogers, A History of Agriculture and Prices in
England, Vol. 1, Oxford, 1867, pp. 471, 539.
4 Brenner, "The Agrarian Roots of European Capitalism", p. 235.
5 Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, p. 267. D. Oschinsky, Walter of Henley and
Other Treatises on Estate Management and Accounting, Oxford, 1971, p. 323. W. Harwood Long,
"The Low Yields of Corn in Medieval England", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 32 (1979),
pp. 459-69. D. Postles, "Cleaning the Medieval Arable", Agricultural History Review, 36 (1989), pp.
130-43.
6 Oschinsky, ibid., p. 321.
7 H. S. A. Fox, "Some Ecological Dimensions of Medieval Field Systems", in K. Biddick (ed.),
Archaeological Approaches to Medieval Europe, Kalamazoo, Mich., 1984, pp. 128-9. P. J. Taylor,
"The Estates of the Bishopric of London from the Seventh Century to the Early Sixteenth",
Ph.D. thesis, University of London, 1967, p. 223. Postles, "Clearing the Medieval Arable",
pp. 139-42.
8 Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, p. 266.
9 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 69.
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proportion of the total arable manured or marled each year tended to be extremely low. 10 Outside a

few parts of eastern England, little use was made on demesne farms of the nitrifying properties of

legumes to increase the area under seed each year.

Low labour inputs are a sufficient explanation for the low marginal productivity of land in

the demesne sector. Inadequate attention to weed control alone goes a long way towards accounting

for the poor yields on most demesne farms. 11 A direct relationship between yields and labour inputs

is evident in the case of progressive estates in parts of southern and eastern England. Where labour

inputs in manuring, marling, weeding and other preparatory tasks were high, yields per acre were

often well above average, and sometimes comparable to those attained in the same areas four

centuries or so later.12

The essential problem is therefore not why yields were so low, but why most estate owners

failed to maximise yields through higher labour inputs. There is no reason to believe that this failure

was due to restrictions on the spread of knowledge. Many large estates had numerous outliers.

Manors scattered over a very wide area were often connected through the constant movement of

manorial officials. These men were often professionals who served different landowners in turn, and

their movement meant a constant flow of information and shared experience from one part of

England to the next. 13 This flow of ideas is most evident in the fact that manorial records across the

country tended to be drawn up according to common forms.14

Manorial administrators were not necessarily experienced farmers. But at least a basic

understanding of agriculture was required if they were to supervise local officials, manage manors

themselves when circumstances arose, and determine policy. 15 This relative absence of institutional

restraints implies that the restricted diffusion of best practice, labour intensive methods was largely

due to cost constraints. This assumption is consistent with the evidence in Walter of Henley's

thirteenth century treatise on estate management regarding a concern with the high cost of labour.16

10 Taylor, "The Estates of the Bishopric of London", p. 223. Farmer, "Crop Yields, Prices and
Wages", p. 153. R. A. L. Smith, Canterbury Cathedral Priory, Cambridge, 1943, p. 179. Campbell,
"Agricultural Progress in Medieval England", pp. 34-35. R. C. Stacey, "Agricultural Investment and
the Management of the Royal Demesne Manors, 1236-1240", Journal of Economic History, 46
(1986), p. 929.
11 Long. "The Low Yields of Corn in Medieval England", pp. 459-69. Langdon, Horses, Oxen and
Technological Innovation, p. 266. Stacey, "Agricultural Investment and the Management of the
Royal Demesne Manors", p. 928. Postles, "Cleaning the Medieval Arable", p. 142.
12 Campbell, "Agricultural Productivity in Medieval England", pp. 379-404.
13 Fox, "Some Ecological Dimensions of Medieval Field Systems", pp. 144-5.
14 Harvey, Manorial Records of Cuxham, p. 20.
15 For an alternative view, see M. Mate, "Medieval Agrarian Practices: The Determining Factors",
Agricultural History Review, 33 (1983), pp. 22-31.
16 Oschinsky, Walter of Henley, p. 325.
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Moreover, historians have observed that labour costs placed severe restrictions on inputs in tasks

such as marling or manuring, even where demesne agriculture was at its most progressive.17

There are few signs of any significant downward trend in labour costs in the demesne sector

over the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. The money wages paid to members of the

permanent staff remained fixed for prolonged periods and fell considerably in real terms over the

thirteenth century. However, money wages formed only a small part of their remuneration, four-fifths

or more of which was usually in the form of grain. Payments in kind therefore provided members of

the full-time demesne work force with a hedge against inflation. The result was that the wages paid to

famuli may have remained more or less stable for much of the thirteenth century on many manors.18

As pointed out earlier, the figures in the Winchester Pipe Rolls provide little evidence for a

significant decline in real wages for casual labourers during this period. More significant are the

lessons that can be learnt from the piece-rate indices for different forms of agricultural labour

compiled by Farmer. Between 1208-70 Farmer's indices are dominated by the Winchester material

and almost certainly understate the upward trend in money wages over the first three quarters of the

thirteenth century. However, from the end of the thirteenth century, enough material is available from

other sources to permit these indices to be used as a rough guide to trends in real wages.

During 1280-90 Farmer's real wage index in terms of the amount of agricultural work

needed to pay for a "basketful" of standard commodities stood at 28. For 1290-1300,1300-10,

1310-20, and 1320-30, the equivalent figures were 32,27,32 and 27 respectively (see Fig. 4: Trends

in the Purchasing Power of Rural Piece-Rates 1250-1347, p. 114). 19 The impression is one of

fluctuation around a stable trend, one strengthened by Farmer's figures for individual years. These

indicate that agricultural piece-rates changed from year to year in response to even slight changes in

prices.20 The conclusion that real labour costs in the demesne sector did not fall much, if at all, over

the thirteenth century is equally consistent with Farmer's figures for relative trends in agricultural

piece-rate payments and the purchase price of barley.21

17 Campbell, "Agricultural Progress in Medieval England", pp. 34-5. Mate, "Medieval Agrarian
Practices: The Determining Factors", pp. 22-3.
18 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, p. 51. Postan, The Famulus, pp. 45-46. J. A. Raftis, The
Estates of Ramsey Abbey, Toronto, 1957, pp. 200-8. Goose, "Wage Labour on a Kentish Manor:
Meopham, 1307-75", pp. 205-16. K. Ugawa, "The Economic Development of Some Devon Manors
in the Thirteenth Century", Transactions of the Devonshire Association, 94 (1962), pp. 642,671-2.
D. Postles, "Oseney Abbey: Studies in a House of Augustinian Canons 1129-1348", Ph.D. thesis,
Leicester University, 1975, p. 201. Farmer, "Prices and Wages", pp. 762-3.
19 Farmer, "Prices and Wages", p. 778.
20 ., . J.,iota pp. 814-15.
21 ibid., p. 774.
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Figure 4
Trends in the Purchasing Power

of Rural Piece-Rates
1250-1347
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Decade

Definition of Piece-Rate Units:

i) Threshing and winnowing one eight-bushel quarter each of wheat, barley and oats.
ii) Reaping and binding one measured acre of grain.
iii) Mowing and spreading a measured acre of meadow.

Source: Farmer, "Crop Yields, Prices and Wages", p. 146.

The failure of estate owners to take advantage of population growth to bid down wages over

the thirteenth century is difficult to explain without reference to institutional rigidities in the labour

market. Real wage stability implies the existence of customary notions which prevented individuals

from taking employment at less than what was regarded as a living wage. Such an hypothesis is

consistent with the evidence from the urban wage market, where guild regulations imposed minimum

wage rates. It also accords with evidence from the post-medieval period. The concept of a socially-

sanctioned living wage was and is characteristic of traditional rural societies, and exercised an

influence on the rural labour market in England even in modern times.22

22 A. Booth and R. M. Sundrum, Labour Absorption in Agriculture, Oxford, 1985, pp. 238-40.
K. D. M. Snell, The Annals of the Labouring Poor, Cambridge, 1985, p. 103.
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Labour market rigidities in a traditional economy depend on the special nature of such

economies in terms of neo-classical economic theory. Neo-classical economics assumes that

employers continue to hire labour until its marginal product is equal to its price. The demand for

labour and employment is therefore a function of the wage rate. Any surplus of labour will lead to a

fall in wage costs, as competition for employment will permit employers to bid wages down to

market-clearing levels. In a traditional economy, however, the demand for labour in traditional

agriculture is highly inelastic during most of the year. The marginal product curve for labour outside

brief periods of intense activity at the beginning and end of the growing season does not slope

smoothly downwards, but drops abruptly when other factors of production (such as land or capital)

are exhausted. Unemployed workers would therefore be unwise to accept employment at less than the

customary living wage, because a fall in the market wage is unlikely to result in a substantial increase

in employment prospects. 23 In these circumstances, the short-term gain of employment would be

more than offset by the knowledge that acceptance of work at a lower rate of pay would assist in

bidding-down wages and reducing average incomes.

There are good reasons to assume that an analogous situation existed in England before the

Black Death. The demand for labour was slack during most of the year. Periods of peak demand were

confined to the ploughing, sowing and harvest seasons at the beginning and end of the growing cycle.

Apart from these times, the demand for labour was probably highly inelastic, with the result that

there was no guarantee that a willingness to work for less than the market wage would be translated

into a proportionate increase in employment opportunities. The result was that all under-employed

workers had a vested interest in upholding customary notions of a living wage.

The existence of customary notions of a living wage is consistent with the rise in the real

value of piece-rates paid to rural workers between 1325-48. Notions of a living wage were more

likely to inhibit the downward movement of real wages in an inflationary situation than rising real

wages under deflationary conditions. Workers were unlikely to object to any rise in real earnings, and

would have had every incentive to hang on to their gains by refusing to work for a lower money

wage.

The hypothesis that high wages were the main constraint on labour inputs on demesne farms

has obvious implications for the process of labour intensification in the pre-Black Death period. If

this hypothesis is correct, it might be expected that the distribution of known instances of the

adoption of more labour intensive husbandry methods on demesne farms before 1348 should follow a

particular pattern. High labour costs would have restricted the adoption of labour-intensive husbandry

methods to demesne farms situated on soils of above-average quality, or with access to urban

23 Booth and Sundrum, ibid., p. 240.
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markets. Where such factors existed, it is probable that the marginal product of labour in demesne

agriculture and the wage rate would have been equalised at a point much further along the marginal

product curve for labour than on demesnes less favourably sited.

This hypothesis accords with the results of recent research. It is now apparent that labour

intensive husbandry methods were adopted on demesne farms before 1348 in parts of the Chiltern

Hills, Holderness, north-eastern Norfolk, coastal Sussex, Surrey, eastern Kent, Essex, Hertfordshire,

and in the area around London and the Thames Valley. Labour intensification in demesne agriculture

also seems to have occurred in parts of Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire and Suffolk. All of these

were areas favoured with either easily-cultivated, fertile soils and/or with access to large urban

markets either at home or abroad.24

The hypothesis of high labour costs in the demesne sector provides an explanation for the

drift away from "high farming" in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century. As long as the

demand for agricultural produce remained buoyant, falling rural wages meant increasing profits from

direct management, just as high wages after the Black Death accelerated the leasing out of demesne

lands. If labour costs were falling during the late thirteenth century, as the Postan thesis implies, then

landowners would have had every reason to continue with demesne agriculture. Instead, it is evident

that this period was one which witnessed an overall contraction of the demesne sector, as estate

owners let out parts of their demesne to their tenants.

24 As Campbell has observed, the most striking fact is that each of the demesne farms which adopted
more labour intensive forms of agriculture were either situated near the coast or navigable rivers or
were close enough to a large urban market to be within reach of economical land transport. Demesne
produce from Holderness could be shipped along the Humber to Hull. From north-eastern Norfolk,
grain could be sent across the Channel or along the coast to the grain markets of Lynn and London.
Huntingdonshire and Cambridgeshire had access to the grain markets of Lynn along the Great Ouse,
the Little Ouse and the Nene. Improving manors in Herefordshire were linked to London by the Lea,
while the Thames allowed grain to be shipped to London from the Chilterns and from manors in
Essex and Surrey. Estate owners with manors within the former county of Middlesex could send
grain overland to the markets of the capital, while both Suffolk and Kent were well situated to engage
in the cross-channel export of grain, as well as being close enough to take advantage of the London
market. For the location of these centres of improving demesne agriculture see: D. L. Fanner, "Grain
Yields on Westminster Abbey Manors, 1271-1410", Canadian Journal of History, 18 (1983),
pp. 335-6, 338. H. L. Gray, English Field Systems, Cambridge, Mass., 1915, pp. 397-8. Campbell,
"Agricultural Progress in Medieval England", pp. 41-3. Mate, "Medieval Agrarian Practices: The
Determining Factors", pp. 29-31. Titow, "Winchester Yields", p. 130. Taylor, "The Estates of the
Bishopric of London From the Seventh Century to the Early Sixteenth Century", pp. 220-3. H. E.
Hallam, "Farming Techniques: Eastern England", in Hallam, The Agrarian History of England and
Wales. Vol. 2: 1042-1350, pp. 279-80. P. F. Brandon, "Farming Techniques: South-Eastern
England", in Hallam, The Agrarian History of England and Wales. Vol. 2: 1042-1350, pp. 318-321,
330-331. In addition, B. F. Harvey has informed me that the adoption of labour-intensive husbandry
methods was apparent on the Westminster Abbey manor of Eye in Middlesex in the pre-Black Death
period.
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The trend away from direct management is, however, explicable in terms of a fall in the

opportunity cost of peasant labour on the family farm relative to the market wage. This trend would

have meant that labour inputs and therefore outputs per acre would have been higher on peasant

farms than on demesne land. As the gap between per acre outputs on demesne land and peasant

holdings widened, it would have become increasingly profitable for estate owners to lease out parts

of their demesne to their tenants.

The absence of comparative figures for the profits from demesne land under different

management strategies makes it difficult to demonstrate this hypothesis directly. However, references

to the leasing out of inferior soils in manorial sources sometimes imply that the opportunity cost of

labour in the peasant sector was lower than the market wage. For example, in 1325 the order was

given to let a further thirty-six acres on the Ely manor of Great Shelford "because it is worth nothing

to the lord and will profit him more if leased". 25 In 1331, forty acres of demesne land at Loscombe

were let by the Bishop of Winchester, of which twenty acres were uncultivated (frisce) and 20 "que

seminari possum et non est ad proficuum domini qua debiles in se" . 26 The implication is that peasant

lessees were willing to work such parcels of demesne for meagre returns for each hour of labour.

The evidence presented in this chapter provides an alternative interpretation of estate

agriculture in the pre-1348 period. It is possible to account for the low level of yields in the estate

sector and the contraction of demesne lands in the period before the Black Death without recourse to

the assumption of demographic contraction or soil exhaustion. Low outputs per acre of land can be

seen as a result of constraints imposed by high labour costs. The leasing out of demesne lands in the

late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries is explicable in terms of the widening gap between the

market wage and the opportunity cost of peasant labour on the family farm.27

25 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, p. 234.
26 H.R.O. Eccles 2/159342.
27 An analogy might be drawn between the situation in England before 1348 and that in late
Tokugawa Japan. T. C. Smith has argued that the shift in emphasis in village organisation from the
co-operative group to the small family farm was essential to the success of efforts to increase outputs
through labour intensification. In England during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries,
the parallel trend seems to have been from the extended community of the manor to forms of
production based on the peasant family farm. T. C. Smith, The Agrarian Origins of Modern Japan,
Stanford, California, 1959.
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Chapter Nine
The Peasant Sector

The purpose of this chapter is to examine a model of the response of English peasant

communities to growing demographic stress before the Black Death. It was hypothesised in Chapter

Seven that the worsening imbalance between population and resources would have encouraged the

adoption of more labour-intensive methods in the peasant sector, particularly on the farms of

smallholders. Evidence for such a trend is discussed and a case is made for the labour intensification

hypothesis.

Historians agree that family labour predominated in the peasant sector. 1 Peasant families

made use of hired labour during periods when the demand for labour was at its peak, either on their

own farms, or as substitutes for the performance of labour services.2 However, as the majority of

peasant farms were almost certainly small enough to be run almost entirely by family labour alone,

there was probably little incentive for most families to employ full-time workers. Thus, it appears

that, in R. H. Hilton's words, hired workers "were an addition to, not a substitute for, family

labour".3

The importance of family labour in peasant agriculture meant a form of labour market

dualism existed in England before the Black Death. In general, the opportunity cost of peasant labour

employed on the family holding need not have been the same as the market wage in the demesne

sector. Instead the opportunity cost of peasant labour was likely to be closer to the market wage

multiplied by the chance of finding work. It was only on the smallest holdings, those of no more than

one or two acres, that the labour requirements of tillage were so easily satisfied as to render the

question of opportunity costs almost irrelevant to the allocation of labour.

1 Despite arguments to the contrary, there is little doubt that the term "peasant" is applicable to
English smallholders in the period before the Black Death. S. White and R. Vann, "The Invention of
English Individualism: Alan Macfarlane and the Modernization of Pre-modern England", Social
History, 8 (1983), pp. 345-63. R. H. Hilton, "Individualism and the English Peasantry", New Left
Review, 120 (1980), pp. 109-11. B. Hanawalt, The Ties that Bound, New York, 1986, p. 5.
M. M. Postan, "Feudalism and its Decline: A Semantic Exercise", in T. H. Aston, P. R. Cross,
C. Dyer and J. Thirsk (eds.), Social Relations and Ideas: Essays in Honour of R. H. Hilton,
Cambridge, 1983, p. 76.
2 Hanawalt, The Ties that Bound, pp. 163-5. Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 140.
M. Page, "The Customary Poor-Law of Three Cambridgeshire Manors", Cambridge Historical
Journal, 3 (1930), p. 128.
3 Hilton, "Individualism and the English Peasantry", p. 110. Hanawalt, The Ties that Bound,
p. 126.
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This conclusion is necessary because of the need to make allowance for search costs. As

discussed in the previous chapter, the demand for labour was highly inelastic during most of the year,

with the result that entrants into the casual labour market were not always sure of finding

employment. Apart from brief periods at the beginning and end of the production cycle the pool of

available labour almost certainly exceeded the demand. Hence, peasants would be unsure of their

employment prospects in most months. Even if they did find work, they were unlikely to do so

immediately.4

The search for work was therefore an implicit cost in terms of the time wasted in looking for

employment and any expense involved in travel.5 Only those peasants with little outlet for their

energies on their own holdings would be able to disregard this factor. Thus, if entrants into the casual

labour market faced diminishing employment opportunities during the late thirteenth century, this

almost certainly favoured an increase in labour inputs on the peasant family farm. Peasant families

would have considered participation in the casual labour market only after increases in labour inputs

on the family farm had reduced the marginal product of each additional hour of labour below the

expected return from off-farm work.

The size of the gap between the opportunity cost of peasant labour on the family farm and

the market wage in the demesne sector depended on the state of the labour market. Any increase in

the rural unemployment would mean a further fall in the opportunity cost of on-farm peasant family

labour. Any increase in the demand for labour in the countryside would tend to decrease the gap

between the opportunity cost of peasant family labour and the market wage, by reducing search costs.

Moreover, the size of this gap would change in response to any disequilibrium between the markets

for land and labour in the peasant sectors.

For example, economic hardship during the period 1315-1322 meant that many poorer

tenants were forced to alienate part of their lands. 6 Such a process would have led to an increase in

the number of smallholdings and a decrease in mean holding size in the peasant sector. The likely

result would have been a rise in the number of families dependent on hired labour for their

subsistence and higher search costs, a trend which would have further depressed the opportunity cost

of peasant family labour relative to the wage rate in the demesne sector.

It is clear, therefore, that circumstances in the last quarter of the thirteenth century and the

second quarter of the fourteenth were likely to have favoured the process of labour intensification in

4 Hanawalt, ibid, pp. 130-31.
5 cf. D. Mazumdar, "Size of Farm and Productivity: A Problem of Indian Peasant Agriculture",
Economica, 32 (1965), p. 170. D. Mazumdar, "The Theory of Share-Cropping with Labour Market
Dualism", Economica, 42 (1975), pp. 261-63.
6 See n. 79 ,Chapter Four.
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the peasant sector. Evidence will be presented later in this dissertation in support of the contention

that periods of economic recession intervened in the 1270s, 1290s, 1330s and 1340s. Rising

unemployment in the countryside during these decades would have given smallholding families

every incentive to increase labour inputs on their own farms in preference to increased participation

in the casual labour market.

The hypothesis that the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries saw the adoption of

more labour intensive methods in peasant agriculture is consistent with the behaviour of other

peasant societies. There is good evidence from both historical records and anthropological

observations that peasant societies typically respond to worsening demographic pressure by

increasing the hours worked at the margin of each working day. Progressively more labour-intensive

systems of land use are adopted as population increase continues. Despite diminishing returns to

labour over decades or even centuries of agricultural involution, output per capita does not decline,

since per capita labour inputs have also risen? As both Hallam and Bailey have argued, there seems

no reason to assume that medieval English peasants should have provided an exception to this rule.

Opportunities for the adoption of more labour-intensive methods in the peasant sector were

not confined to regions where evidence exists for progress in demesne agriculture. It was argued in

Chapter Eight that the diffusion of labour-intensive husbandry techniques in the demesne sector is

explicable in terms the presence of light, fertile soils, and access to major urban markets. These

factors may well have encouraged the process of labour-intensification on peasant farms as well.

However, there is no reason to assume that peasants were unable or unwilling to increase labour

inputs per acre on their own farms where these factors were absent. Peasant families on the margins

of subsistence are unlikely to have been deterred from increasing labour inputs on their own farms by

the falling marginal product of their labour as long as the return per unit of labour exceeded its

opportunity cost.9

It is probable therefore on purely theoretical grounds that peasant households in different

parts of the country, particularly smallholders, responded to worsening land hunger by increasing the

time spent on preparatory tasks. More intensive methods of spade-husbandry, hoeing, and hand

7 E. Boserup, The Conditions of Agricultural Growth, London, 1965, pp. 43-55. E. Boserup, "The
Impact of Population Growth on Agricultural Output", Quarterly Journal of Economics, 89 (1975),
pp. 257-60. R. Netting, Cultural Ecology, Menlo Park, California, 1977, pp. 57-73. P. F. Bartlett,
"Adaptive Strategies in Peasant Agricultural Production", Annual Review of Anthropology, 9 (1980),
pp. 553-4. For some examples of this process, see C. Padoch, "Labour Efficiency and Intensity of
Land Use in Rice Production: An Example from Kalimantan", Human Ecology, 13 (1985), p. 272,
and R. A. Godoy, "Ecological Degradation and Agricultural Intensification in the Andean
Highlands", Human Ecology, 12 (1987), pp. 359-84.
9 D. Grigg, Population Growth and Agrarian Change: A Historical Perspective, Cambridge, 1980,
p. 36.
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weeding would have meant a higher standard of weed control and a better tilth. If weed infestation

was the main reason for low yields in medieval demesne agriculture, as seems likely, such efforts

alone might have been sufficient to raise outputs per acre in the peasant sector well above the level of

the demesne sector. 1 ° Moreover, as holdings contracted, many peasants had the opportunity to

manure and marl their land more often and to make more extensive use of alternative fertilisers, such

as lime, sea sand, deer droppings, leaf mold, and ditch mud.11

As Hallam has argued, peasants would have had every incentive to replace oxen with horses

in order to facilitate weeding and the fertilisation of the soil. Horses were faster than oxen and able to

work longer hours. Their use would have therefore meant a reduction in the time required for each

harrowing or ploughing, so that tillage operations could have been repeated in the interests of the

more thorough preparation of the soil. The superior speed of the horse would have also facilitated the

adoption of a bastard fallow, which would have made it easier to sow catch-crops on the fallow or to

put land under continuous cultivation. In addition, the use of horse-power would have allowed

peasants to increase both the number of loads hauled and the distance which could be covered in

haulage each day, making it easier for them to exploit local sources of manure, marl, and other

fertilisers.12

As Campbell has shown in the case of Eastern Norfolk, the more intensive use of legumes

could be the first step towards the transformation of agricultural productivity. Although more labour

intensive crops, legumes such as beans, peas and vetch, fertilised the soil and smothered weeds. If

sown as a catch-crop on the fallow, or as part of a regular crop rotation, legumes provided both a

means of increasing outputs and of reducing the need for a bare fallow. Because the fallow produced

more fodder when sown with pulses than when left bare, the partial or complete replacement of the

fallow with legumes meant that peasants could have increased stocking levels. The greater the size of

the animal population, the larger the quantity of manure available to fertilise the soil. Not only would

it have been possible for peasant livestock to feed off legumes as a standing crop, but also peas,

beans, and vetch would have also assisted in a change to stall-feeding, which in turn would have

increased both the amount of manure that could be collected from each animal and its nitrogen

content.13

If peasants had switched to a bastard fallow, made use of legumes as a smothering crop and

weeded more intensively, then there was no technical reason why they could not have also reduced

10 See n. 5, Chapter Eight.
11 D. G. Watts, "The Estates of Titchfield Abbey c.1245 to c.1380", Oxford University,
Ph.D. thesis, 1958, pp. 75-85.
12 B. M. S. Campbell, "Commonfield Origins: The Regional Dimension", in Rowley, The Origins of
Open-Field Agriculture, p. 122.
13 loc. cit.
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the acreage under fallow each year without fouling their land with weeds. The risk that a more

intensive cropping scheme would have exhausted the soil could have also been averted through

increased application of manure and marl, the greater use of legumes as a method of fertilising the

soil and as a fodder crop (replacing the weeds and grasses on the bare fallow) and stall-feeding of

livestock. Under these circumstances there is no reason to believe that the suppression of the bare

fallow would have led inevitably to a downwards spiral of falling yields and declining livestock

numbers.14

Although feasible, such a sequence of events is difficult to demonstrate. Labour

intensification in many peasant communities may have involved little more than the adoption of best-

practice methods, particularly where the pressure of population on resources was least. This process

would leave few, if any, traces for the historian to detect. Only in the case of more extensive changes

to husbandry practices, such as might occur under conditions of a high level of demographic stress, is

it reasonable to expect that evidence would survive.

Recent research has shown that peasants as well as demesne managers in the more

populated parts of eastern and south-eastern England had made such a transition to labour intensive

forms of husbandry before the Black Death. Campbell has argued convincingly for labour

intensification by peasant communities in eastern Norfolk. Evidence for a similar trend has also been

found in eastern and north-eastern Kent. Many historians are therefore now willing to concede the

progressive nature of peasant agriculture in parts of south-eastern England, although it is often felt

that these areas were exceptional in this regard.15

It is possible, however, to provide tentative evidence suggestive of a significant trend

towards labour intensification in the peasant sector elsewhere in England before the Black Death. The

reduction of the bare fallow, the replacement of oxen with horses, and the use of legumes as a major

crop were not the sine qua non of labour intensification. But these changes were some of the most

significant elements in the process of agricultural intensification on demesne and peasant farms in

parts of southern and eastern England. For this reason, it is likely that the presence of these trends in

the peasant sector elsewhere signal a rise in labour inputs on peasant farms, even if this process did

not always reach the same degree of intensity as it did in parts of south-eastern England.16

14 For a discussion of the possibility of such a drop in yields after the adoption of a three-field
system, see Fox, "The Alleged Transformation From Two-Field to Three-Field Systems in Medieval
England", p. 543.
15 For an early statement of this view, see Campbell, "Commonfield Origins: The Regional
Dimension", pp. 112-29.
16 ibid., p. 122.



124

Most historians have followed H. L. Gray in arguing that an "important movement" took

place in the Midland region between 1250-1350, leading to the transformation of two-field systems

into three-field regimes. 17 The existence of such a trend has been questioned by H. S. A. Fox, who

has argued that no more than twelve certain cases of a transition from a two- to a three-field system

are known before 1350. 18 Fox has claimed that, if there had been a widespread trend towards a three-

field system, many more examples of a switch from a two-field to a three-field regime should be

known.19

Fox may be correct in concluding that the total number of cases of a transformation from a

two- to a three-field system before 1350 was less than most historians have assumed. However, the

existence of a significant trend in this direction need not be discounted. The number of known

examples of such a transition before 1350 is perhaps less exiguous than Fox has argued, bearing in

mind the paucity of our sources for medieval field systems. In addition, the persistence of two-field

regimes over much of the country was not necessarily an obstacle to the intensification of cropping

regimes. Fox himself concedes that crop rotation was often independent of field layout. Even in the

case of land under the Midland system, the furlong (rather than the field) seems to have been the

basic cropping unit. 2° Walter of Henley's treatise, for example, assumes that it was possible to grow

both winter- and spring-sown grains in the same field in a two-field system.21

In addition, there is good evidence that peasants were cultivating the land more intensively

even without the necessity of making changes to field boundaries. Manorial sources dating from the

late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries often refer to the making of inhoks on the fallow by

peasants. In many cases such references imply that peasants made greater use of inhoks than did their

17 Gray , English Field Systems, pp. 72-82, 109, 406. Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, p. 90
J. L. Bolton, The Medieval English Economy, 1150-1500, London, 1980, p. 16. Postan, Essays on
Medieval Agriculture, p. 18. Donkin, Changes in the Early Middle Ages, pp. 83-84.
18 Fox, "The Alleged Transition From Two-Field to Three-Field Systems in Medieval England",
p. 540.
19 ibid., p. 541. Fox has overlooked at least one certain case of a transition from a two-field to a
three-field regime between c.1250-1350, that of Aston Cantlow in the West Midlands. In addition,
there are a number of cases where such a transition might be reasonably assumed, although
impossible to prove. B. K. Roberts, "Field Systems of the West Midlands", in A. R. H. Baker and R.
A. Butlin, (ed.), Studies of Field Systems in the British Isles, Cambridge, 1973, p. 226.
20 Fox, "The Alleged Transition From Two-Field to Three-Field Systems in Medieval England",
p. 546. Recent volumes of the Victoria County Histories illustrate the paucity of our sources for
medieval field systems quite well. Despite extensive research, the historians engaged in the
preparation of detailed local studies are rarely able to provide any more details of pre-Black Death
field systems than the bare statement that in such-and-such a year a particular village had two or three
fields. In many instances, they are unable to say anything at all about field systems before the
sixteenth century.
21 Oschinsky, Walter of Henley, p. 315. In passing it should be noted that evidence for the presence
of a biennial crop rotation on demesne land is insufficient to demonstrate that the same regime
applied also on peasant farms, as peasant furlongs might have been more intensively cultivated than
adjacent ones held in demesne.
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lords. Peasants, for example, sometimes paid for a licence to inhok parts of the demesne arable,

which would otherwise have been left fallow, while in other instances peasants were fined for

making inhoks contrary to approved practice.22

The potential importance of inhoks as a source of greater flexibility under the Midland

system is indicated by a late thirteenth century charter from the manor of Cowley (Oxfordshire). In

1269 a tenant let out two strips close to each other in the West Field for twenty crops. The first was to

be fallowed every three years and the second was to lay bare once every four years. If the holders of

the strips next to the second one wished to make an inhok, this was not to be counted as one of the

twenty crops. Thus, strips in the same field might be fallowed as often as once every three years or as

infrequently as once in nine years.23

Instances of similar flexibility on land farmed under the Midland system are known from

other manors.24 Many inhoks may have been no more than occasional deviations from regular crop-

fallow cycles. However, inhoks may equally well have been a permanent element in a fixed cropping

scheme. 25 Furthermore, it is apparent from the accounts of manors in non-Midland areas that

progressive increases in the extent and frequency of inhoks could lead to the complete suppression of

the fallow.26 The possibility that an analogous process occurred on peasant farms in different parts of

the country cannot be excluded.

If the pre-1348 period did see an increase in the cultivation of the bare fallow, it is probable

that this trend was accompanied by a rise in the importance of legumes as a proportion of the peasant

crop. Peasants in different parts of England appear to have recognised the fertilising properties of

22 W. 0. Ault, Open-Field Farming in Medieval England: A Study of Village By-Laws, London,
1972, pp. 44-5. J. R. Ravensdale, Liable to Floods: Village Landscape on the Edge of the Fens
AD 450-1850, London, 1974, pp. 106, 116-7. D. Roden, "Field Systems in the Chiltern Hills and
their Environs", in Baker and Butlin (eds.), Studies of Field Systems in the British Isles, p. 335.
G. C. Homans, English Villagers of the Thirteenth Century, New York, 1961, pp. 57-58, 422.
H. E. Hallam, "Farming Techniques: Southern England", in Hallam, Agrarian History of England.
Vol. 2: 1042-1350, pp. 344-5.
23 S. Wood, "Cowley", in The Victoria County History of Oxfordshire, Vol. 5, Oxford, 1957, p. 85.
24 Further evidence for the flexibility of the Midland regime, in Oxfordshire at least, comes from the
1360s (e.g. at Wood Eaton). There is little reason to believe that field systems were any more rigid
before the Black Death. H. E. Salter (ed.), Eynsham Cartulary, Oxford Historical Society
Publications, 51 (1908), pp. 2-3.
25 For this point, see C. Clark, "Patterns of Colonization, Contraction and Crop Rotation on the
Demesne Arable on Some Bishopric of Winchester Manors in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Centuries", M.A. thesis, University of Saskatchewan, 1980, pp. 113-4.
26 T. A. M. Bishop, "The Rotation of Crops at Westerham 1297-1350", Economic History Review,
1st series, 9 (1938), pp. 43-4. P. F. Brandon, "Demesne Arable Farming in Coastal Sussex during the
Later Middle Ages", Agricultural History Review, 19 (1971), p. 124.
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legumes and their importance as a fodder crop. References to the making of inhoks, for example,

frequently imply that beans, peas and vetch were the crops sown on the fallow as a catch-crop.27

The growing importance of legumes in demesne agriculture in different parts of the country

before the Black Death is well known. Moreover, it has been suggested that the emergence of a

legume-orientated demesne agriculture in areas such as eastern Norfolk and Kent around 1300

reflected a wider trend including peasant as well as demesne farms. This suggestion accords with

tithe evidence and other incidental evidence relating to peasant husbandry (such as court roll entries)

from manors elsewhere in eastern England, which indicates that legumes may have become an

increasingly important crop on peasant farms over the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.28

While suggestive, however, such material on its own is insufficient to demonstrate the existence of a

general movement towards the more intensive use of legumes on peasant farms.29

However, more extensive evidence for the existence of a legume-orientated peasantry in

many parts of England south of the Humber is available. P. D. A. Harvey has pointed out that the

published Bedfordshire and Suffolk assessments show that legumes formed a larger percentage of the

crops of poorer tax payers than those of their richer neighbours or of demesne farms.3 ° This

impression is strengthened by the 1304 Cuxham lay subsidy, which indicates that legumes were far

more important on peasant farms at Cuxham than on the Merton College demesne. 31 Published local

subsidy rolls from Buckinghamshire and Huntingdonshire, and some unpublished rolls from Kent

and Lincolnshire, also imply that legumes often formed a larger percentage of the total crop on farms

operated by middling and smallholders than they did on the farms of substantial tenants and demesne

lords. If the figures in many local assessment rolls are an accurate reflection of actual cropping

patterns, it is possible that legumes formed as much as a third of the total crop on the farms of some

poorer tenants.32

27 Ravensdale, Liable to Floods, pp. 106, 116-7. M. R. Postgate, "Field Systems of East Anglia", in
Baker and Butlin, Studies of Field Systems in the British Isles, p. 297. Watts, "The Estates of
Titchfield Abbey", p. 73. Hallam, Rural England 1066-1348, p. 61.
28 Harvey, "Crops in Medieval England, Manorial Demesnes and Manorial Tenants", p. 3. Campbell,
"Agricultural Progress in Medieval England", pp. 40-1. Ault, Open-Field Farming, pp. 39, 83, 87,
93-4.
29 The main reason is that the number of surviving tithe accounts is extremely small. Moreover, there
are a large number of unanswered questions about the reliability of tithe figures for the actual
composition of peasant crops.
30 Harvey, "Crops in Medieval England, Manorial Demesnes and Manorial Tenants", p. 5.
31 Harvey, Medieval Oxfordshire Village, pp. 130-1.
32 J. A. Raftis and M. P. Hogan, Early Huntingdonshire Lay Subsidy Rolls, Toronto, 1986, pp. 31-56.
A. C. Chibnall, Early Taxation Returns, Buckinghamshire Record Society, Vol. 14, 1966, pp. 2-139.
P.R.O. E179 73/3, 123/5, 135/2, 135/6, 242/13. It must be noted, however, that the evidence of the
lay subsidy rolls must be treated with extreme caution. The figures which they contain relate almost
invariably to a single point in time. Hence, they cannot be used as direct evidence for the increasing
employment of legumes on peasant farms. Further, the relative importance of each grain or pulse in
the local roll may not have corresponded exactly to the composition of the actual crop. Even the most
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While the evidence of these assessment rolls must be treated with care, the frequent

occurrence of an inverse relationship between legumes and assessed wealth is consistent with the

hypothesis that worsening demographic pressure led to the a greater emphasis on legumes in peasant

agriculture in many parts of the country. Adverse demographic pressures were likely to have had the

greatest impact on the poorest stratum of peasant society. It is therefore only to be expected that

legumes would form a larger percentage of the crop on the farms of poorer tax payers than they did

on the farms of their better-off neighbours. This fact is perhaps all the more significant in that there is

no reason to assume that the local assessors had any reason to exaggerate the importance of legumes

as a proportion of the movables in the hands of poorer tax payers.34

Despite the advantages of the horse in terms of speed, stamina, and a longer working life,

the complete replacement of oxen with horses as a source of plough traction was rare on demesne

farms before 1348. There is general agreement that, although plough teams composed of horses and

oxen became more common after c.1250, oxen remained the dominant draught animal in the

demesne sector before the Black Death. Demesne farms where horse traction predominated were

largely confined to a few areas of light soils and relatively advanced husbandry.35

While oxen were the dominant draught beast in demesne agriculture, peasant husbandry in

most parts of the country appears to have been horse-orientated by c.1300. Published taxation

assessments for the Colchester region, Blackbourne Hundred, the three Sussex Hundreds of

Rotherbridge, Holmstrow and Henhurst, parts of Buckinghamshire and Bedfordshire, Spelhoe

Hundred in Northamptonshire, the Banlieu of Ramsey Abbey and Cuxham in Oxfordshire indicate

that in these regions plough horses outnumbered oxen on peasant farms. 36 The unpublished lay

subsidy rolls for Wendon and Nazeing in Essex, and those for Ruxley and Somerden Hundreds in

Kent show more horses in the hands of peasant tax payers than oxen. 37 This was also the case

cursory examination of the local assessments reveals that the amounts of grain and pulse with which
each taxpayer are credited are too small to be credible. It is evident that the assessments do not
represent actual holdings. Nor do they appear to be purely arbitrary, since differences in types of
grain and pulse grown in different areas seem to reflect variations in soils and distance from markets.
Hence, it is possible that the grain and pulse assessed represented the amount which the sub-taxers
considered surplus to the requirements of domestic consumption. It is therefore dangerous to take the
local assessment rolls as anything other than a very approximate guide to the relative importance of
crops on the holdings of taxpayers.
34 In some cases the opposite tendency may be observed. If the assessment rolls made for Shillington
in 1297 and 1301 are compared, it is evident that the former under-record the legumes in the hands of
taxpayers. It may well be that legumes, being less highly regarded than grain, were often omitted by
the sub-taxers. Gaydon, The Taxation of 1297, pp. 58-9, 109-11.
35 J. Langdon, "The Economics of Horses and Oxen in Medieval England", Agricultural History
Review, 30 (1982), pp. 31-40. Roden, "Demesne Farming in the Chiltern Hills", p. 14. Hallam, Rural
England, 1066-1348, p. 46.
36 Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, pp. 188-9.
37 ibid., pp. 188. P.R.O. E179/242/12, 242/13, 123/5, 123/6.
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according to unpublished rolls for parts of Norfolk and Lincolnshire. 38 The lay subsidies imply that

oxen were more numerous than horses on peasant holdings only in the western and northern counties,

where the population density was relatively low.39

Heriot evidence confirms the impression provided by local taxation assessments of a horse-

orientated peasantry. J. Langdon has compared the ratio between horses and oxen among draught

animal heriots paid in 1348-9. He finds a "small but significant number of manors that seem to have

been almost totally horse-orientated as far as the peasantry were concerned" 40 In the case of at least

fifteen out of his sample of eighty-one manors, horses made up eighty per cent or more of draught

animal heriots. These fifteen manors were all in southern or south-eastern England. 41 Moreover, in

only three out of fifteen counties in Langdon's sample did the percentage of horses fall below fifty

per cent. Langdon therefore concludes that "heriots do confirm the existence of a substantial section

of the peasantry — mostly small and middling holders — using nothing but horses for draught".42

The emergence of a horse-orientated peasantry was therefore a feature of the late thirteenth

and early fourteenth centuries. Hallam has argued that although the horse "eats twice as much as the

ox ... he works twice as fast and his adoption was an important technological advance". For this

reason, Hallam suggests that the adoption of horse tillage "is the sign of a successful economy and

the pledge of its further success".43 This view of the advantages of the horse over the ox is shared by

Campbell, who has argued that the conversion to horses was part of the ascending spiral of progress

that began with the substitution of legumes for bare fallows and natural pasture. He has suggested

that, in order to derive maximum advantage from the change to fodder crops, husbandmen replaced

oxen with horses on account of the greater speed and endurance of the latter. According to Campbell,

this transition allowed for a more thorough preparation of the seed bed through more frequent tillage

operations.44

The assumption that the greater use of the work-horse in peasant agriculture meant a

significant increase in productivity has been qualified by Langdon, who points out that on demense

farms the introduction of horses often meant nothing more than a reduction in team-sizes.45

Langdon also points out that it is "difficult to prove that time saved by using horses was invested in

weeding or other yield-improving activities". 46 He has argued, therefore, that the replacement of

38 N.R.O. Hare 4057, N.R.O. DCN 7/1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16. P.R.O. E179 135/6, 242/63.
39 Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, pp. 188-9.
40 ibid., p. 204.

41 ibid., p. 199.
42 ibid., p. 202.
43 Hallam, Rural England, p. 248.
44 Campbell, "Commonfield Origins — The Regional Dimension", p. 122.
45 Langdon, Horses, Oxen and Technological Innovation, p. 267.
46 /c.c. cit.
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oxen with horses was primarily regarded as a means of reducing costs and providing increased

flexibility 47 Moreover, he has suggested that the peasant preference for horses was due to the lighter

workload on tenant farms, which meant that horses could be fed on cheaper fodders and for about the

same cost as oxen.48

In spite of Langdon's arguments, it seems more than coincidental that the adoption of horses

in peasant agriculture was most advanced where population densities were heaviest and peasant

husbandry the most advanced. The general impression gained from the lay subsidy rolls is that it is

in the most heavily populated parts of eastern England, such as Kent, Norfolk and Lincolnshire, that

horses are most in evidence on peasant farms. The adoption of horse tillage in peasant agriculture

seems least advanced in the underpopulated north and north-west. This pattern is at odds with the

assumption that horse tillage on peasant farms was simply a matter of convenience and flexibility.

Moreover, in the more densely populated areas, the difference between the costs of keeping horses

and the cost of oxen was likely to be much higher than in those parts of the country where pasture

was abundant, a fact which runs contrary to Langdon's assumption that the adoption of horse traction

was prompted solely by the relative cheapness of horses when employed in the peasant context.

In light of the geographical distribution of evidence for the emergence of a horse-orientated

peasantry, it is difficult to avoid the suspicion that demographic stress provided the stimulus needed

to accelerate the adoption of horse tillage. As pointed out earlier in this chapter, the greater speed and

endurance of work-horses meant that peasants would be able to perform routine husbandry tasks

more efficiently and quickly. The time saved in this manner meant that peasants could have increase

the frequency of tillage operations and spent more time manuring, marling and weeding. In addition,

the replacement of oxen with horses is likely to have made it easier for peasants to sow catch-crops

on the fallows or to replace the regular bare fallow with short bastard fallows.

The hypothesis that the replacement of oxen with horses on peasant farms was due to the

process of labour intensification in the peasant sector is one which is supported by the evidence of the

lay subsidy assessment rolls. It is often the case that, the fewer the draught animals owned by a tax

payer, the more probable it was that these would be horses. 49 This pattern, which is consistent with

evidence drawn from manorial sources, is what might be expected if the use of horses was due to

efforts to raise the output from each acre of land through increased labour inputs. Because they were

more vulnerable to demographic stress and usually had smaller holdings, poorer peasants were likely

to work further along the marginal product curve for labour than their better-off neighbours.

47 ibid. , pp. 168, 204.
48 Langdon, "The Economics of Horses and Oxen in Medieval England", pp. 36-7.
49 ibid. , p. 194.
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The hypothesis that peasant agriculture became increasingly labour intensive before the

Black Death is far from proven. However, the evidence discussed in this chapter is perhaps sufficient

to render this hypothesis at least a plausible one. There is reason to believe that the fall in mean

holding size c.1280-1348 led to a decline in the opportunity cost of peasant family labour. If this was

the case, then it is probable that the resulting increase in labour inputs on the peasant farm meant a

steady improvement in the productivity of peasant agriculture in terms of yields per acre over the

period as a whole.
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