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Introduction

There has been much concern recently amongst historical demo-

graphers with the analysis of medieval population changes. The

majority of this work has concentrated on very detailed studies of

individual manors, for example, the work by Smith in Suffolk,2 or by

Razi on Halesowen.3 Attention has been concentrated on the

peasantry; indeed, established opinion on demographic change in

the Middle Ages concerns itself largely with this group.4 Yet, it can

be argued that although the peasantry formed a large part of Eng-

land’s population in this period,s they are not the only individuals

worthy of analysis. For example, if one was concerned to test some

of the assertions advanced by Schofield,‘ particularly that marriage

in a pre-industrial society, if it depended on access to scarce

resources, was linked to the death of a parent and thus to the

inheritance of land, then it would be useful to consider not only the

peasantry (where this is intuitively likely to occur), but also the

landholding classes (where one might expect the opposite to occur).

Thus, the sons of peers, it could be anticipated, would be marrying

before their fathers died in order to ensure the safe descent of lands

to the next generation. This is only one example of where it would

be a salutary lesson to compare the various groups’ behaviour

within the population at any one time. Yet work in this field has

been very restricted. Only the pioneer work by Hollingsworth7 on

the medieval peerage can be cited as a real attempt to study a

non-peasant group, and unfortunately his lead has not been fol-

lowed in this country.

In many ways this omission is not surprising, since workers within

medieval demography are severely restricted by the data available

to them. Thus the above-mentioned works on peasant populations

have made skilful use of the manorial court roll8 as a source which is
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one of the more commonly available, whilst other scholars have

devoted their studies to Domesday Book,9 or to the Poll Tax of

1377.” All of these sources, however, only either enable national

population totals to be derived, or detailed manorial studies to be

constructed. It is thus not surprising that Hollingsworth was forced

into much genealogical work to obtain the necessary data for his

study, since the above sources are not germane to the problem at

hand.

The present study is an attempt to establish the pattern of mortal-

ity for the lords of the manor within medieval Wiltshire, in the hope

that this will enable, in the future, at least some of the problems

mentioned above to be resolved, and that some fresh light will be

thrown on this neglected group’s demographic behaviour.

The inquisitiones post mortem

The material used for this analysis was the Wiltshire Inquisitiones

Post Mortem, from 1242 to 1377,11 and because this source can

present problems it is first necessary to discuss the salient issues

involved in its treatment.12

Under feudalism, all land was in theory held from the Crown. If a

lord died without heirs, then this property reverted to the king, via

his right of escheat.13 Thus, on the death of a tenant-in-chief, a

manorial lord, or occasionally, even a manorial tenant, an inquiry

was held into the lands, rents and services held by the deceased. The

inquisitiones postmortem, as this was called, was held by the king’s

escheator, in the county, and it was his duty to establish whether

the king was entitled to seize any holdings arising from the death of

the lord involved.

On the basis of an analysis of the escheators who held inquisitions

in Wiltshire from 1250 to 1377, it is possible to say that these men

were usually substantial men in their own right, and were often also

knights and county sheriffs. For example, Thomas de Seymour, who

was an escheator in 1 347, was a knight of the realm, and by the time

he died in 1358 had given lands to the value of £40 to the church

and still retained property to the value of £20 13s 4d .‘4 Occasion-

ally, an inquisition was held by the sub-escheator for the county,” or

' a bailiff, or a justice of the peace, but in the vast majority of cases it

was the escheator who led the investigation.

He was helped in his task by a ‘jury’ of twelve men. This figure

rarely varies, and usually their surnames suggest most of them lived

in the area in which the deceased held lands. Thus, James de
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Grundewell, Robert de Lusteshall and William de Hynton would all

seem to have come from places near Broad Blunsdon,16 if their

locative surnames can be accepted as a guide.17

If this is the case, then it is clear that such men would have been of

considerable assistance in the compilation of the document,

because of their local knowledge. It would seem that the witnesses

were usually manorial tenants, because it is generally impossible to

find any further reference to them in later inquisitions. Exception-

ally, an important lord of the manor might act as a witness at the

inquisition of a neighbour, or if the deceased was of a similar status

to himself. Thus John Giffard, descended from the family which

held Broughton Giffard and had produced two bishops, acted as

witness at the inquisition held in 1372, of Ralph, earl of Stafford,

whose total property in Wiltshire was valued at £152 11s 0d per

annum.18 However, such cases seem to be the exception. More

usually they were a locally derived group of people, who were

probably of a lower status than the deceased, but who were able to

give a detailed account of his property, and the date of his death.

As a result of the inquisition an inventory was compiled listing all

the property that the deceased held. Typically, the names of the

manors he held were given, and then thiswas followed by details

concerning the acreages of arable, meadow and pasture, the num-

bers of messuages (dwellings and adjoining lands) and tofts (home-

steads) held, and the number of tenants, and their status (free

or servile). This was completed by a series of valuations: the value of

the land per acre, of the houses and mills, and of the rents, services,

and customary payments owed by the tenants to the lord. The rents

and services the lord himself owed to the king and to other lords

were also catalogued, and then a final figure, the ‘worth’ of the

holding, was given.

The second important component in the inquisition usually fol-

lowed the detailed description of the holding. This section was

concerned to establish who was the next heir, and their age, sex, and

relationship to the deceased. A typical example would be that of

Bartholomew de Lisle, who died in 1345, and whose heir was his

eldest son, John, who was nine years old on 15 December 1345. In

this case, the lands would have passed into the hands of the

escheator for the twelve years of John’s minority.19

In perhaps the majority of cases, the heir was over twenty-one

years old (the age of majority). For example, Robert Hoppegras

was succeeded by his son Richard, in 1349, who was then aged

twenty-four.20 The problem then becomes to ascertain why these
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inquisitions were carried out, when clearly there was no case for an

escheat.

There are perhaps three main reasons: first, that the escheator

was not aware that an heir did exist, or if he was that the heir was in

fact over the age of majority. Secondly, that although the family was

known to have heirs, it was not clear who was entitled to inherit; this

was clearly the motive behind the very long series of inquisitions

relating to the Giffards in 1327, a case complicated by both Elias

and John Giffard having married twice and thus producing seven

possible heirs to the manor of Brumesfeld.21 Alternatively, there

might be an heir, but because he was illegitimate he was not allowed

to take over the holding: an example from 1361 records that Wil-

liam Randolf held the vills of Forde and Milleforde, but as he was a

bastard, then he ‘had no issue’, and so the estate was escheated.22 A

third reason, and this may well prove to be the most important, was

that while none doubted the outcome of the inquiry, machinery of

the inquisition was used by the authorities in order to monitor the

land-holding situation,23 and to build up a picture of its develop-

ment through time, in order that claims to land could be verified or

disproved. Cases can be found where previous documents were

searched: thus the inquisition for Godefrey Scudemore records that

a writ directed the barons of the Exchequer to search the Red Book

of Exchequer to ascertain the knight’s fees held by Godefrey;

another example shows Domesday Book itself being consulted in

order to clarify an issue.“ Thus while there is no direct evidence that

this was in fact the purpose to which these documents were put, it

does not seem unlikely that they would be very useful in such a

context. Furthermore, it would explain why so many inquisitions

were held in cases where there was obviously no other reason for

them to be compiled.

The third important component in the inquisition deals with the

date of death itself. It is necessary to realize, as Professor Russell

shows, 25 that before an inquisition was held, a writ had to be issued,

and this itself followed the date of death by a variable time lag. The

Wiltshire inquisitiones fall into two large groups: from 1242 to 1342

the actual date of death was seldom recorded, the date of the

inquisition being that most usually noted on the document. From

1 342 until 1 377 (the end of the study period), both the date of death

and the date of the inquisition were recorded. Thus it is possible to

establish, first, the average interval between death and inquisition,

and secondly whether it is possible to use the date of inquisition as a

surrogate for the date of death throughout the study period.
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FIG 1: A comparison between the date ofdeath and the date ofinquisition 1342—77.

An analysis of the twenty-six cases between 1242 and 1342 which

give both date of inquisition and date of death clearly points to an

interval between the two of 2.18 months. The same comparison

from 1342 to 1377 lowers this mean to just below two months (as

can be clearly seen in Figure 1) particularly for the summer months.

Obviously there are anomalies (for example, seventeen years

elapsed before John de Bensted’s inquisition was held in 1376)26

but these are exceptional and do not disturb the general picture.

This, then, enables the date of inquisition to be used in place of the

date of death and consequently means that the whole of the period

1242 to 1377 can be considered in this study.

Trends in mortality, 1242—1377

The annual totals for mortality are presented in Figure 2, and it can

be seen that this graph contains two important features. First,

throughout the period, the majority of annual mortality totals falls

within the range of one to eight deaths per year; there appears to be

little tendency for these data to trend either upwards or downwards,

which would be necessary to indicate a systematic alteration in

annual death rates. The second factor of interest lies in the two clear

peaks, one for 1349 and the other for 1361. These comprise 3.83

per cent and 6.27 per cent respectively of the total mortality of the

period under examination. Intuitively, these would be expected to
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FIG 2: The mortality of the lords of the manor 1242 —1377

(Source: Wiltshire Inquisitiones Post-Mortem).

have been caused by outbreaks of bubonic plague or Black Death:

the problem is how to verify this conclusion.

In the first instance, a number of scholarly works, particularly

those by Ziegler and Shrewsbury27 indicate that the plague would

have reached western England by late 1348 and early 1349 ;23 others

also point to 136129 as being the time of the next important out-

break of the illness. In addition, Watts’ study of the Titchfield

estates30 in southern Hampshire showed that the effects were far

more devastating in 1361 than in 1349; a conclusion which agrees

well with the Wiltshire data. A second verifying feature lies in the

number of inquisitions which, while they never give the cause of

death of the lord, do mention it for the tenantry. For example, at

Cowesfield it is stated in 1349 that
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there are sixty acres of wood, twenty acres of which in past time were

worth 409 per annum but now nothing, for want of buyers on account of

the plague. There are £4 rents of assize, but all the tenants are dead, except

three freeholders, who pay 6S per annum’.“ In 1361, the deaths of large

numbers of the peasantry were recorded for Castlecombe, and Stan—

den,32 while at Blunsdon Gay ‘there are no rents because the tenements

are in decay and the tenants have died’ (my italics).33

It would not seem unreasonable to suggest that if the manorial

population was being afflicted by plague, then this may also be the

cause of the increased mortality of the lords in 1349 and 1361.

The final piece of evidence concerns the seasonality of death. It is

generally agreed that plague tends to be a disease of late summer

and early autumn, largely because outdoor temperatures later

become too cold for flea activity (the vector responsible for trans-

mitting the plague bacillus).34 This is shown clearly in Bradley’s

recent analysis of plague at Eyam in 1 665—6. Here the weekly totals

of burials peaked markedly in July, August, and September.35

Further, Roger Schofield describes the ‘classic profile of mortality

from bubonic plague’ as having the bulk of deaths in the summer

months, with a long steep rise and then fall of mortality from April

to November.36 This would contrast with the profile expected from,

for example, famine. In this case deaths would begin occurring

when food supplies from the last harvest ran short, but before the

produce from the next became available: usually the period of late

winter, spring and early summer.37 It is useful to be able to distin-

guish these profiles because one may expect famine to have been an

important factor in mortality, given its widespread effect in Europe

in the early fourteenth century.38

In an attempt to examine the seasonality of death, for the lords of

the manor, Figures 3 and 4 were constructed. The first covers the

period 1242 to 1377, and in order to do this the date of the

inquisition has had to be used throughout. It can be seen that usually

deaths occur in small numbers randomly dispersed throughout the

year. The period of famine, between 131 5 and 1320, does not cause

any alteration to this pattern, and thus it can be suggested that there

was no increase in spring deaths of manorial lords, indicating that

they were not affected by the widespread starvation that many

peasants were experiencing.

In 1349, and again from 1360 to 1362, however, a great increase

in deaths is shown. This can be seen the more accurately, because

fortunately the inquisitions began consistently recording the actual

date of death from 1342, and this is shown on Figure 4. Apart from
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(Source: Wiltshire Inquisitiones Post-Mortem).

three deaths in February, in 1349 deaths began to rise in number

from May until August, when seven died. This was followed by a

marked fall-off in mortality for the rest of the year. These charac-

teristics are better illustrated in 1361, with a slow rise from two

deaths per month in March, April, and May, to give three in June

and August, seven in September and thirteen in October, with again

a dramatic fall in mortality in the winter months. After 1361 this

pattern does not occur again for the rest of the period under study,

indicating that the epidemics of 1369 and 137439 did not affect the

population group under consideration to any noticeable extent.

Conclusions

The evidence presented above points towards three major conclu-

sions. While it is very difficult to be precise for the nature of a

disease in the past, it does seem that the Wiltshire lords of the manor

were victims of the bubonic plague outbreaks of 1349 and 1361. It

would appear that they were as prone to this disease as the peasan-

try, despite (presumably) better living conditions in more substan-

tial houses than those of the peasantry, which might have been
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thought free of the rats which transported bacillus-infected fleas.“0

Clearly then, the Black Death and its later reappearances struck

down men in England largely irrespective of their wealth or station.

Where economic power did play a part, however, was in cushion-

ing the lord from the effects of famine. Both Brenner and

Kosminsky"1 have argued that much of the increase in prices, which

Postan took to be evidence of an increase in population,“2 was

merely a reflection of local shortages caused by the manorial lords’

appropriation of their peasantry’s surpluses for their own use.

Under this explanation, there needed to be no increase in popula-

tion to cause price rises, but merely an increase in the exercise of

seigneurial rights. The evidence above concurs with this view, since

it seems to show that the manorial lord never felt the effects of

famine because he was in a position to be able always to support

himself and his family by means of the exactions he made on the

peasantry.

Finally, previous workers have shown that if one considers the

broad demographic situation from 1242 to 1377, the peasantry

experienced marked changes in their number, declining particularly

after 1300 and again after 1348, indicative of an increasing rate of

mortality.43 This contrasts considerably with the evidence presented

here for the Wiltshire lords of the manor. Over this period the data

suggest very strongly that, with the major exception of plague

years, the lords experienced very little alteration in their annual

death rate, and thus point to a major demographic difference

between these two groups.
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