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Introduction

The thirteen essays reproduced in this volume and researched and written between the mid 1970s and late 1990s share several common concerns. First and most fundamentally, they aim to reconstruct late-medieval agrarian arrangements from the wealth of extant contemporary documentary sources preserved in a wide array of public and private archives. In the process they pioneer fresh ways of using and analysing that information, for one of the challenges presented by these sources is how to reconstruct an aggregate picture from evidence which is essentially local and particular in nature. Manorial extents, surveys, accounts, and court rolls naturally lend themselves to micro-scale analysis of individual demesnes, manors, vills, and estates. To employ these same sources to make valid generalisations about all farms, manors, vills, and estates is quite another matter, not least because substantial as is the written record, it is neither complete nor unbiased in its coverage. The almost infinitely varied character of agriculture presents a further obstacle to effective historical generalisation above the level of the individual production unit. One way forward is to develop objective methods of classification which identify and differentiate between the key variant types of field systems, farming systems, and land-use. This is easier said than done and is an explicit concern of five of the essays in this volume. Moreover, classification, as anyone who has attempted it will confirm, can easily become an end in itself, each result inspiring an iterative quest for more and better data and a further refinement of method. Nevertheless, in the final analysis, all classifications are no more than artefacts whose real value lies in the assistance they lend to effective description and the tool provided to analysis of the respective roles of environmental, institutional, and economic factors in shaping how agricultural resources were combined and used.

Classification is certainly indispensable to reconstructing the agricultural geography of the period, an exercise whose results imply that by the close of the thirteenth century factor costs, transaction costs, and commodity prices were already an important determinant of land-use and farm enterprise. At this stage markets did not determine everything, far from it, but they accounted for far more than was appreciated 30 years ago when the first of these essays were being researched. Collectively, the latter endorse the view that the English agrarian economy was already highly commercialized by the end of the thirteenth century as also the revisionist verdict that by-and-large landlords were economically rational in their utilisation and management of demesne resources.1 Equally clearly, late-medieval English agriculture emerges as neither unvarying nor unchanging. All of the essays in this volume stress the diverse and evolutionary nature of agriculture - its fields, farms, enterprise, and land use - and the challenges and opportunities created by first, the expansion and, then, the contraction of population and market demand on either side of the demographic watershed represented by the Black Death of 1348-9.

In the mid 1960s Joan Thirsk rekindled debate on the origin of English commonfields - a form of cooperative agrarian management that prevailed in many English townships for the better part of a millennium of more – by questioning whether the commonfield system ‘was in full working order before our documents begin’, as was the then prevailing orthodoxy, and proposing instead that ‘the common-field system was a gradual growth, co-ordinated and systematized by practical necessity as populations grew and land became more and more subdivided’.2 This is the hypothesis addressed by the first five essays in this volume, which are all concerned with commonfields, their physical evolution, forms of regulation, and the demographic and economic circumstances most likely to promote and perpetuate their systématisation and régularisation. Close examination of the evolution of fields and holdings in eastern Norfolk, probably the single most densely populated and intensively cultivated locality in rural England by the close of the thirteenth century,3 provides explicit evidence of the progressive morcellation of once consolidated plots and holdings as a result of rising tenant numbers under conditions of defacto peasant proprietorship. Significantly, given current debate about the key contribution of factor markets to long-term economic growth and the role of land markets in creating agrarian capitalism, active buying and selling of customary and freehold land reinforced rather than counteracted these tendencies towards morcellation.4 The upshot was a mounting complexity and irregularity of field and holding layout which, far from promoting cooperation, positively inhibited adoption of anything more complex to implement than common pasturage on the harvest stubble (sometimes extended to include land destined to remain fallow until the spring).

1 On commercialisation see R.H. Britnell, The commercialisation of English society 1000-1500, Cambridge, 1993; R.H. Britnell and B.M.S. Campbell, eds., A commercialising economy: England 1086 to c.1300, Manchester, 1995. On decision making, see B.M.S. Campbell, English seigniorial agriculture 1250-1450, Cambridge, 2000; D. Stone, Decision-making in medieval agriculture, Oxford, 2005.
2 J. Thirsk, ‘Preface to the third edition’, v-xv in C.S. Orwin and C.S. Orwin, The open fields, 3rd edn, Oxford, 1967, xv. See also,J. Thirsk, ‘The origin of the common fields’, Past and Present 29 (1964), 3-25.
3 B.M.S. Campbell, ‘Agricultural progress in medieval England: some evidence from eastern Norfolk’, Economic History Review, 2nd series, 36 (1983), 26-46, reprinted in B.M.S., Campbell, The medieval antecedents of English agricultural progress, Variorum Collected Studies Series, Aldershot, 2007.
4 B. van Bavel, T. de Moor, J.L. van Zanden, eds., ‘The rise, organization, and institutional framework of factor markets’, Continuity and Change, special issue. Also, C.T. Bekar and C.G. Reed, Distributional dynamics in a stochastic environment with tradable assets: medieval English land markets, unpublished working paper, 2007; B.M.S. Campbell, ‘Land markets and the morcellation of holdings in Pre-Plague England and Pre-Famine Ireland’, in G. Beaur and P. Schofield, eds., Property rights, the market in land and economic growth in Europe (13th-19th centuries), forthcoming, 2008/9. For a fuller discussion of the problems of this period see B.M.S. Campbell, Land and people in late medieval England, Variorum Collected Studies Series, Aldershot, forthcoming 2009.
At the climax of medieval population growth and agricultural expansion, irregular commonfields were probably the agrarian norm. Analysis of information contained in the inquisitiones post mortem reveals that by the first half of the fourteenth century common rights and common management of pastoral resources were territorially far more extensive than the distribution of regular two- and three-field systems with their symmetrical layout of holdings and regular rotation of crops designed to consolidate for grazing purposes all land remaining fallow throughout the year.5 Very likely, therefore, at this point in time, irregular commonfields of one sort or another – for functionally, as essay IV shows, there were many variant types – accounted for the greater share of agricultural land use and production and, as in eastern Norfolk, were typically associated with the highest rural population densities and most intensive and developed mixed-farming systems. Only in a broad swathe of country stretching across the midlands of England were regular commonfield systems, and the nucleated villages which typically accompanied them, the norm.6 Both are now regarded, on mainly archaeological and morphological evidence, as the product of a large-scale rationalisation and reorganisation of rural settlement that took place over the course of the ninth to twelfth centuries.7 Why this should have occurred and by what precise agency it was brought about – collective action, seigniorial imposition, or collaboration between lords and tenants – nevertheless remain matters of speculation. What is clear, however, is that with a national population in 1086 of no more than 2½ million, it was labour rather than land that was in relatively short supply. As the two essays, ‘Commonfield origins - the regional dimension’ and ‘Commonfield agriculture: the Andes and medieval England compared’, both argue, such a circumstance provided an incentive to coordinate cropping so that pastoral resources could be pooled and labour economized upon. Moreover, the fewer the cultivators and the slacker the demand for land, the easier it would have been to achieve the kind of comprehensive rationalisation of field and holding layout required by adoption of the two- and three-field system.

Once created, of course, regular field systems proved to be self-perpetuating and remarkably enduring. In contrast, their irregular counterparts succumbed more readily to processes of consolidation, engrossment, and piecemeal and private enclosure, set in train by the prolonged demographic decline that followed the Black Death and promoted by the very post mortem and inter vivos transfers of land between individuals which under earlier and opposite circumstances had been a source of so much morcellation. Again, detailed analysis of eastern Norfolk traces the point at which consolidation and engrossment became the predominant net outcomes of land transfers and emphasizes the exceptionally long time frame required to reverse the extreme morcellation that had come into being by the early fourteenth century. When agrarian capitalism eventually emerged, in the form of substantial owner-occupied farms hiring labour in order to produce surpluses for profit, this was the product of the cumulative effect over more than two centuries of the selective exchange and inheritance of land between tenants.8 In other words, in eastern Norfolk capitalist farms were created not by the intervention of landlords but by processes internal to peasant society. By the sixteenth century these processes had gained sufficient momentum to be reinforced rather than reversed by the renewal of population growth, a development which had momentous consequences for the long-term development of English agriculture but whose exact causes continue to challenge detailed diagnosis.9

5 B.M.S. Campbell and K. Bartley, England on the eve of the Black Death: an atlas of lay lordship, land and wealth, 1300-49, Manchester, 2006, 55-68.
6 For the distribution of villages see, B.K. Roberts and S. Wrathmell, An atlas of rural settlement in England, London, 2000.
7 Current thinking on this subject is reviewed by C.C. Dyer and P.R. Schofield, ‘Recent work on the agrarian history of medieval Britain’, 21–55 in I. Alfonso, ed., The rural history of medieval European societies: trends and perspectives, Turnhout, 2007, 25–9.
8 For a detailed analysis of the latter stages of this process in eastern Norfolk seej. Whittle, The development of agrarian capitalism: land and labour in Norfolk 1440-1580, Oxford, 2000.
9 Many of the issues raised in R.H. Tawney, The agrarian problem in the sixteenth century, London, 1912, remain unresolved.
Within the institutional framework provided by field systems and their associated rights and regulations decisions about what crops and livestock to produce were taken at the level of the individual production unit. Many factors shaped those decisions: the precise factor endowments of land, labour, and capital; the levels and forms of rent that had to be paid; the specific consumption requirements of the household; the costs of delivering commodities to market and the prices they commanded once delivered there; and, in the case of the seigniorial sector, the place of the individual demesne within the overall estate structure. Medievalists continue to debate the relative importance of these factors and have approached the subject via detailed case studies of individual demesnes, analysis of specific urban hinterlands, and – as in the case of essays VI to XIII in this volume – classification and mapping of farm enterprise, farming systems, and land use at regional and national scales.10

10 D. Stone, ‘Medieval farm management and technological mentalities: Hinderclay before the Black Death’, Economic History Review, 2nd series, 54 (2001), 612-38; Stone, Decision making, B.M.S. Campbell, J.A. Galloway, D.J. Keene, and M. Murphy, A medieval capital and its grain supply: agrarian production and its distribution in the London region c.1300, Historical Geography Research Series 30, 1993; J.S. Lee, Cambridge and its economic region, 1450-1560, Studies in Regional and Local History 3, Hatfield, 2005, Campbell, English seigniorial agriculture. See also, H. Kitsikoupolos, ‘Urban demand and agrarian productivity in pre-plague England: reassessing the relevancy of von Thünen’s model’, Agricultural History 11 (2003), 482-522.
The potential of surviving written records for reconstructing the agricultural geography of England before and after the Black Death was convincingly demonstrated by John Langdon in his methodologically innovative study Horses, oxen and technological innovation published in 1986.11 The database of crop and livestock information assembled by Langdon from a national sample of manorial accounts has provided the empirical basis of all subsequent work, amplified by data from a fuller sample of accounts for ten counties around London (created in conjunction with the two ‘Feeding the City’ projects) and all accounts extant for the exceptionally well-recorded county of Norfolk. Impressive as is this body of information it is beyond doubt that a further systematic search of all available public and private archives would add significantly to it. Essays VI and VII - ‘Towards an agricultural geography of medieval England’ and ‘The diffusion of vetches in medieval England’ – demonstrate the utility of such geographically comprehensive datasets for reconstructing the diffusion of specific farming technologies, notably the adoption of horses for draught power and cultivation of vetches as a nitrifying fodder crop and partial substitute for hay where the latter was scarce. Both also highlight the receptiveness of demesne managers to new technological opportunities when their adoption offered practical and economic advantages and could be integrated without undue difficulty into the prevailing technological complex.

Analysing crops and animals in combination presents a significantly greater methodological challenge due to the larger number of variables involved. This problem is most effectively addressed by the development of classifications. It was Mark Overton who in the mid 1980s identified cluster analysis as a particularly effective statistical technique for deriving farming classifications from historical data.12 Accordingly, it is this technique that is employed to derive the series of classifications of arable husbandry, pastoral husbandry, mixed husbandry, and land use presented in essays VIII to XIII.13 The methods and results set out in ‘Mapping the agricultural geography of medieval England’ constitute the first systematic attempt to develop a national classification of medieval husbandry types using cluster analysis. A strength of this paper is its comparison between the results obtained from applying several different clustering techniques (each based upon different statistical principles) in order to establish the optimum number of husbandry types and identify differences that are intrinsic to the data rather than a product of the choice of technique. Its main limitation is the use of closed numbers to specify the component crop and livestock variables (i.e. individual crops are expressed as a percentage of the total cropped area and individual livestock as a percentage of total livestock units) since this results in variables which are highly correlated (e.g. a higher percentage of one crop inevitably results in a lower percentage of others). Nor at this stage had a solution been found to the problem of how to compare data on crops with data on livestock. Although sub-optimal, the results obtained are nonetheless revealing, as is demonstrated by their application to a discussion of the livestock on the Norfolk demesne of Bawdeswell as enumerated by Geoffrey Chaucer in his portrayal of Oswald the reeve.

11 J.L. Langdon, Horses, oxen and technological innovation: the use of draught animals in English farming from 1066-1500, Cambridge, 1986.
12 M. Overton, Agricultural regions in early modern England: an example from East Anglia’, University of Newcastle upon Tyne, Department of Geography, Seminar Paper 42, 1985.
13 Statistical and computational credit for developing these classifications belongs to my co-authors:John Power and Ken Bartley.
This approach is refined and taken a stage further in essay X - ‘Cluster analysis and the classification of medieval demesne-farming systems’ - with reference to data drawn from the period 1250-1349. Here the component variables are specified in such a way as to avoid the correlations inherent to closed numbers, primarily by relying upon logged ratios with statistically determined upper-bound limits combined with percentages calculated using independent bases (e.g. wheat as a percentage of winter grains and oats as a percentage of spring grains). Ratios enable crops and livestock to be specified in much the same way and, by including the ratio of livestock to crops, it becomes possible to generate a typology which accommodates both the arable and pastoral components of farm enterprise. Again, three different clustering techniques are applied to the data but this time the final typology is determined by those ‘core’ demesnes identically classified by each method. The remaining ‘non-core’ demesnes are then allocated to whichever of these core types they most closely resemble using function coefficients obtained from discriminant analysis. The result, which should be as statistically robust as the available data and choice of variables permit, is an eight-category classification of mixed-farming types with potentially 56 sub-types, a solution which satisfactorily encapsulates the many subtle gradations of farm enterprise which existed in practice. Since location is not included as one of the component variables it is all the more significant that, when mapped, each of the core mixed-farming types displays its own distinctive geographical distribution. The role of commercial factors in shaping the overall configuration of mixed-farming types and determining where the most integrated and intensive mixed-farming systems were developed is considered in the essay XI - ‘Economic rent and the intensification of English agriculture’.

This same exercise is then repeated with respect to the period 1350-1449 in essay XII - ‘The demesne-farming systems of post Black Death England’. This yields a farming classification for the period of population decline and economic contraction that followed the Black Death which is methodologically exactly comparable with that obtained for the preceding period of growth and expansion. Unsurprisingly, given the radically altered supply and demand conditions which prevailed following the plague, neither the attributes nor the number – seven rather than eight – of the core farming types exactly replicate those which had prevailed before. The extent of the match between the eight pre-Black Death mixed-farming types and the seven post-Black Death mixed-farming types is established by applying discriminant functions to the mean characteristics of each farming type. This provides a statistically objective method of linking cross-sectional with temporal analysis and thereby reconstructing the spatial dynamic of agrarian change. The same essay also demonstrates the benefits of deriving classifications at a national rather than regional or county level. Applying the same methodology to the Norfolk dataset and comparing the results obtained with the corresponding national classification shows that the latter captures a significantly wider range of farming types. Paradoxically, a national perspective may be required to highlight what is most distinctive at a local level.

The final essay in this volume - ‘Inquisitiones post mortem, GIS, and the creation of a land-use map of pre Black Death England’ - develops this method of classification to its logical extreme and, with reference to the wealth of land-use information contained in the extents attached to inquisitionespost mortem (IPMs), offers the most ambitious and comprehensive national classification of all. The IPMs provide a density of geographical coverage which manorial accounts, abundant as they are, can never match. Consequently, classification yields not a patchy scatter of discrete points but continuous territorial coverage of the greater part of the country: a veritable land-use map of early fourteenth-century England. The picture that emerges is kaleidoscopic. Broad geographical contrasts in land use turn out, upon closer inspection, to have been characterized by much subtle and localized variation. The result demonstrates what can be achieved by applying modern statistical methods to data derived from medieval sources and the potential for further work of this nature. More importantly (and in conjunction with the classifications of field systems and farming systems similarly reproduced in this volume) and it provides a systematic spatial framework within which future research into and discussion of the late medieval agrarian economy can be conducted.14 It also serves as a salutary reminder of the benefits to be derived from combining micro and macro scales of analysis.

14 As exemplified by M. Bailey, Medieval Suffolk: an economic and social history 1200-1500, Woodbridge, 2007.
BRUCE M.S. CAMPBELL
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I Population Change and the Genesis of Commonfields on a Norfolk Manor1

IN the Middle Ages eastern Norfolk possessed a social structure which was I unusually flexible and free. The institution of lordship appears to have been X retarded by the area’s comparatively late settlement (a substantial settled population not being attracted until the late ninth century) and by a strong free-Danish element in the population;2 so much so that as late as 1086 over half of the population was of free or socage status.3 As was usual, some extension of seigneurial authority followed the Norman Conquest but this locality remained an area of comparatively weak manorialization throughout the Middle Ages, with an almost total lack of coincidence between manor and vill.4 In the thirteenth century partible inheritance was still the predominant custom on most manors and by this date most villeins had already established the right to alienate land.5 This relative weakness of the feudal nexus seems to have fostered above-average rates of population growth, a trend which was reinforced by the area’s physical advantages of subdued relief, soils for the most part fertile and easily tilled, and abundant local supplies of peat for fuel. Domesday Book shows that eastern Norfolk was already the most populous district in England in the late eleventh century and it probably remained so for at least the next two and a half centuries.6

This general laxity of institutional constraints in matters of land tenure and social structure was also to be seen in the organization of agriculture: field systems in this area allowed individuals maximum initiative in matters of cultivation. The only clearly documented common right which applied to subdivided fields in eastern Norfolk was the right of common grazing on the aftermath of the harvest known as harvest shack.7 Even the foldcourse system of western Norfolk, which allowed the folding of communal flocks upon full-year fallows,1 is not recorded here. The latter arrangement depended upon the close juxtaposition of extensive sheep-walks to the arable fields, a relatively high frequency of fallowing, and the utilization of irregular cropping shifts to concentrate fallow strips together. Yet in eastern Norfolk, except in the immediate vicinity of the coastal dunes, Broad-land marshes, and occasional extensive heaths, sheep were almost everywhere of secondary importance to cattle, and many townships suffered from a serious shortage of pasture. Moreover, because of the pressure upon land and the generally high fertility of the soil, methods of cultivation were very intensive and fallowing was correspondingly infrequent; indeed, on some demesnes methods of cultivation had become so intensive by the late thirteenth century that annual fallows had been virtually eliminated.2 All this served to reduce the opportunities for, whilst increasing the difficulties of, operating a foldcourse system. But practical objections apart, the foldcourse system could never have been important in eastern Norfolk for it revolved around the superior flock right of the manorial lord whose prerogative did not include the numerous freemen and sokemen of this locality. Only tenants of villein status and below were obliged to place their sheep in the lord’s custody between Pentecost and Martinmas and they numbered less than half the population. Thus cultivators were left to make their own arrangements for fallow grazing with the result that these subdivided arable fields only qualify for the epithet “commonfields” on the single ground that they were subject to the right of harvest shack,3 the most elementary of common rights.

1 I am grateful to Dr A. R. H. Baker and Dr H. S. A. Fox for comments on an early draft of this article.
2 J. M. Lambert, J. N. Jennings, G. T. Smith, G. Green, and J. N. Hutchinson, The Making of the Broads: A Reconsideration of their Origin in the Light of New Evidence (Royal Geographical Society Research Series, in, 1960); R. R. Rainbird-Clarke, East Anglia (1960).
3 B. Dodwell, ‘The Free Peasantry of East Anglia in Domesday’, Norfolk Archaeology, xxvn (1939), 145-57; H. G. Darby, The Domesday Geography of Eastern England (Cambridge, 1952).
4 D. C. Douglas, The Social Structure of Medieval East Anglia (Oxford Studies in Social and Legal History, ix, 1927). For an example of the complexity of manorial arrangements which could be found within townships of this area see B. M. S. Campbell, ‘Field Systems in Eastern Norfolk during the Middle Ages: A Study with Particular Reference to the Demographic and Agrarian Changes of the Fourteenth Century’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Cambridge, 1975), pp. 253-74.
5 Campbell, thesis, pp. 328-9 and 189-219.
6 H. C. Darby, ed. A New Historical Geography of England (Cambridge, 1973), pp. 45-7. For post-Domesday demographic trends in eastern Norfolk see Campbell, thesis, pp. 325-8. See also J. Sheail, ‘The Distribution of Taxable Population and Wealth in England during the Sixteenth Century’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, lv (1972), 145-57.
7 The documentary evidence is fully discussed in Campbell, thesis.
1 H. L. Gray, English Field Systems (Cambridge, Mass., 1915), pp. 305-54; K.J. Allison, ‘The Sheepr Corn Husbandry of Norfolk in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’, Agricultural History Review, x (1962), 80-101; M. R. Postgate, ‘Field Systems of East Anglia’, in A. R. H. Baker and R. A. Butlin, eds. Studies of Field Systems in the British Isles (Cambridge, 1973), pp. 281-324.
2 Fallows consistently occupied less than 10 per cent of the arable area on the demesnes at Halvergate, South Walsham, and Acle, and less consistently so at Martham, Hemsby, Flegg, and Plumstead. A full discussion of demesne farming in this area is given in Campbell, thesis, pp. 337-57.
3 The term “subdivided fields” is used morphologically, to denote arable fields in which the lands of different cultivators lay unenclosed and intermixed. The term “commonfields” is used functionally, to denote subdivided fields subject to common rules of management.–A. R. H. Baker, ‘Some Terminological Problems in Studies of British Field Systems’, Agrie. Hist. Rev. xvn (1969), 136-40; I. H. Adams, Agrarian Landscape Terms: A Glossary for Historical Geography (Institute of British Geographers Special Publication, 9, 1976), p. 79. Subdivided fields which were not commonfields have been identified in both Kent and the Lincolnshire fenland during the Middle Ages.–A. R. H. Baker, ‘Field Systems in Southeast England’, in Baker and Butlin, op. cit. pp. 386-9; H. E. Hallam, Settlement and Society: A Study of the Early Agrarian History of South Lincolnshire (Cambridge, 1965), pp. 137-61.
The general irregularity and lack of systematization exhibited by eastern Norfolk’s commonfields, coupled with the area’s late settlement and subsequent rapid growth of population, raise a number of important questions concerning current notions about the origin of the commonfield system and suggest that this locality may provide an important testing ground for the principal theories. After two generations of research and debate these divide into two groups: those which maintain that the commonfield system was a deliberate creation–either introduced from abroad as argued by H. L. Gray4 or established by pioneer colonists of Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian origin as deduced by C. S. and C. S. Orwin5–and those which postulate that commonfields evolved gradually as holdings became increasingly fragmented and co-operation between cultivators increasingly necessary, the principal advocate here being J. Thirsk.1 At present, although each of these theories has gained a measure of support, none commands widespread acceptance.2 Recent detailed research into the development of field systems in Kent, Yorkshire, and Devon during the Middle Ages has partly endorsed Thirsk’s arguments and given valuable insight into this much neglected but most formative period in the history of the commonfield system,3 but has failed to resolve the basic issue. The exact relationship between population growth, the panellation of holdings and fields, and the co-ordination and systematization of cropping and grazing practices remains in question and requires much closer observation. It is on this issue that this article endeavours to cast light.

4 Gray, op. cit.
5 C. S. and C. S. Orwin, The Open Fields (Oxford, 1938).
1 j. Thirsk, ‘The Common Fields’, Past & Present, xxix (1964), 3-25. Also ‘The Origin of the Common Fields’, Past & Present, xxxm (1966), 142-7, and ‘Preface to the Third Edition’, in C. S. and C. S. Orwin, The Open Fields (Oxford, 3rd edn. 1967).
2 For the most up-to-date and comprehensive survey of the literature see Baker and Butlin, op. cit.

I

Within eastern Norfolk clearest evidence of the early history of the commonfield system is provided by the township of Martham in the coastal district of Flegg. Like so many townships in this area, Martham was divided among several different manors, the largest of which belonged to the Prior of Norwich and comprised slightly more than half the arable area. It is to this manor that the bulk of surviving documentation relates, the absence of comparable data for the other manors in the township preventing any full appraisal of the topographical extent of the township’s commonfields and the size and layout of peasant holdings. Notwithstanding this limitation, though, available evidence (of which the most important is a detailed extent of 1292)4 is sufficient to show that Martham’s commonfields covered an extensive area and were characterized by extreme subdivision. The Prior’s manor alone contained 846 acres (equivalent to 1,057 statute acres)5 of commonfield land and it is clear from abuttals given in the extent that on the south and east the arable fields extended right up to the parish boundary where they merged with those of the neighbouring townships of Rollesby, Hemsby, and Somerton. Only in the north of the township, where the soils were too ill-drained for cultivation, do other land uses appear to have predominated, although a small pocket of marsh and fen also existed in the extreme south of the township. Internally the commonfields were made up of a number of unequally sized fields and of a myriad of small strips. It is impossible to be certain as to the precise number and size of Martham’s commonfields, but it is clear that Estfeld, Westfeld, and Suthfeld were the largest and that these were probably equalled in extent by a plethora of smaller fields such as Morgrave, Tomeres, Hiltoftes, and Welletoft. The internal subdivision of these fields was, in every case, extreme. The 846 acres surveyed in the extent were divided into no less than 2,122 separate strips of which only 129 were larger than 1 acre and 14 larger than 2 acres.1 In 1292 mean parcel size stood at 1-6 rods (0-5 statute acre) and modal parcel size at 1 rod (0.31 statute acre).

3 A. R. H. Baker, ‘Open Fields and Partible Inheritance on a Kent Manor’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser. xvii (1964), 1-23; j. A. Sheppard, ‘Pre-Enclosure Field and Settlement Patterns in an English Township: Wheldrake near York’, Geografiska Annaler, xlviiiB (1966), 59-77; H. S.A. Fox, ‘The Chronology of Enclosure and Economic Development in Medieval Devon’, Econ. Hist. Rev. 2nd ser. xxviii (1975), 181-202.
4 B.M. Stowe MS 936.
5 A perch of 18½ft was used throughout (ibid. fo. 37), hence each Martham acre is equivalent to approximately 1J statute acres. Unless otherwise stated, all acreages are as given in the extent.
1 The size distribution of these strips was as follows:




	Under 1 rod:
	76 strips



	½-under 1 rod:
	271 strips



	1- under 2 rods:
	1,057 strips



	2- under 3 rods:
	475 strips



	3- under 4 rods:
	108 strips



	4- under 6 rods:
	94 strips



	6-under 8 rods:
	21 strips



	8 rods and over:
	14 strips







Just as arable land at Martham was subdivided into a multitude of separate strips, so too it was divided amongst a host of different owners. A total of 376 tenants held land of the Prior of Norwich in 1292 and in each case the amounts of land held were small–never more than 18 acres (22 -5 statute acres) and in 90 per cent of cases less than 5 acres. The mean and modal amounts held were just over 2 acres and just under 1 acre respectively. It is improbable that such small acreages of land represented the sum total held by these tenants, but how much additional land they held of other manors and in neighbouring townships cannot be ascertained. The general laxity of manorial controls and the emergence by the close of the thirteenth century of an active peasant land market would certainly have provided both the opportunity and the means for peasants to have built up holdings of considerable tenurial complexity. Nevertheless, if peasants held as little land from other manors as they did of this manor their aggregate holdings would still not have been large, so that a mean holding size no greater than 5 acres is entirely plausible.

More important to the operation of the commonfields than holding size was holding layout. Here again available evidence is imperfect, but there are grounds for supposing that Martham was no different from townships elsewhere in East Anglia and that holding layout was irregular.2 Such land as tenants held from the Prior of Norwich, for example, was distributed with the utmost irregularity. In some cases strips were widely scattered among the commonfields whereas in others they were relatively concentrated in their distribution. Moreover, land-ownership was maintained in a constant state of flux by the twin action of partible inheritance and an active peasant land market3 which would have militated against the persistence of a regular scheme of holdings. Nor was there any special reason why holdings should have been regular, for common rotations were absent and fallow grazing rights were confined to harvest shack. The only function which a scattered distribution of strips may have served may have been to minimize the risk of harvest failure,4 although it is unlikely that this is a sufficient reason for the intermixture of holdings. Indeed, their haphazard form suggests an origin which was spontaneous rather than planned, an inference which is verified by an analysis of the 1292 extent and related documents.

2 This conclusion is endorsed by later topographical surveys of several townships in this locality, e.g. those of Hemsby (Norfolk Record Office (hereafter N.R.O.), Middleton, Killin & Bruce 19.11.68), Westwick (N.R.O. Pet. MS 584), Coltishall (King’s College Cambridge E28), Hempstead with Lessing-ham (King’s College Cambridge P34), Blofield (N.R.O. NRS 16646 37G).
3 See below, pp. 183-90.
4 D. N. McCloskey, ‘English Open Fields as Behaviour towards Risk’, in Paul Uselding, ed. Research in Economic History, 1 (Greenwich, Connecticut, 1976), 124-70.
At Martham, as on other manors in East Anglia, rents and services were affixed to land rather than to tenure, with the result that there was little or no need for the standardized virgates and bovates which were such a characteristic feature of much of central and southern England. In this East Anglia was closely analogous to Kent, where rents and services were attached to blocks of land known as iuga.1 At Martham, however, rents and services had not always been allocated in this way and its system of territorially based rents appears to have superseded and been adapted from an earlier tenurial scheme. The fiscal units involved were known as tenementa, did not generally form contiguous blocks of land, and once comprised individual landholdings. In the case of villein tenants these holdings–known as eriungs–were of a standardized 12 acres (15 statute acres) in size and all owed the same rents and services:


Thomas Knight tenuit quondam xij acras terre de villenagio que vocatur j eriung et reddit inde . . . (rents and services follow). Sciendum est quod xij acre de villenagio vocantur unum Eriung. Et quilibet tenens unum Eriung faciei in omnibus sicud predictum est de tenemento Thome Knight. Et habentur in Martham xxij Eriung et iij acre de villenagio et omnes isti herciabunt totam ville exceptis terris quesitis adsiliginem, avenam, et falihes.2



The creation of these standardized holdings was almost certainly the work of the manorial authorities and was probably associated with the general downgrading in status of the manorial population which took place some time after 1086 (when the population comprised 36 freemen, 27 sokemen, seven villeins, three bordars, and one serf).3 As such it marks an important step in the development of Martham’s fields, for it would have involved a substantial reallocation of land. Once created, however, the integrity of these holdings evidently proved impossible to preserve and it was then, as their ownership fragmented, that the changeover to a territorial system of rents and services occurred, with the tene-menta becoming fossilized as fiscal units. The same was true of the holdings of freemen and sokemen, although in their case there was no standardization of size before their somewhat lighter rents and services were assessed and fixed. These fiscal units were still in use when the Prior of Norwich’s manor was surveyed in 1292, the extent of that year recording the tenementa along with the names of the tenants who then held portions of them. Thus for each villein and socage tene-mentum (each of which had once formed a single holding) this document records the name of the original owner, the rents and services which he owed, the names of the tenants currently responsible for these dues, and details of the amount and location of land which each held. This information is sufficient to allow a partial reconstruction of the original layout of the tenementa which, when compared with their layout in 1292, can provide answers to several important questions concerning the antecedents of Martham’s commonfields.

1 Baker, ‘Open Fields’.
2 B.M. Stowe MS 936, fo. 392?. For a full discussion and possible interpretation of this arrangement see W. Hudson, ‘Traces of Primitive Agricultural Organization as Suggested by a Survey of the Manor of Martham, Norfolk (i 101-1292)’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 4th ser. 1 (1918), 28-58 and ‘The Anglo-Danish Village Community of Martham, Norfolk’, Norfolk Arch, xx (1919-21), 2 73-316. For vestiges of similar systems in other East Anglian townships see Douglas, op. cit. Within the vicinity of Martham evidence of a structured system of landholdings is also to be found at Lessingham, where a 7½-acre holding was in use in the mid-thirteenth century (B.M. Add. MS 24, 316, fos. 51-6), on the manor of Crictot Hall in Hevingham, where villein holdings were once based on a 6 acre unit (N.R.O. NRS 19280 33 F9), and–most strikingly–at Cawston, where a three-tiered system of 18 acre, 4 acre, and 2 acre holdings had once prevailed (P.R.O. SC 11 Roll 471).
3 H. A. Doubleday and W. Rye, eds. The Victoria History of the County of Norfolk, 11 (1906), 118.
Precisely when the eriungs were created and the tenementa became fossilized is difficult to gauge. W. Hudson, in his pioneering study of this manor,1 surmised that the eriungs were created shortly after 1101 when Norwich Cathedral Priory acquired its property at Martham, but if so the establishment of the tenementa as fiscal units probably took place some time later by which time several eriungs had already undergone subdivision. A date for the fossilization of the tenementa towards the middle of the twelfth century and possibly even as late as the beginning of the thirteenth century would thus seem plausible. Such a date would accord with the great increase in tenant numbers which subsequently occurred (numbers rising by 350 per cent from 107 to 376 in 1292, an increase which suggests the passage of several generations) and the fact that many tenants already possessed hereditary surnames when the tenementa became fossilized2 (60 per cent of these surnames still being current in 1292). More important than the precise date at which the tenementa were created, though, are the changes which their layout subsequently underwent.

During the thirteenth century pressure upon land steadily mounted and, in the absence of any real expansion in the cultivated area, Martham’s rising population was largely accommodated by the subdivision of existing holdings (see Table 1). That this had a profound effect upon field layout is revealed by a reconstruction of the original layout of the tenementa using the abuttals given in the 1292 extent (of which there are two for each strip), this reconstruction being based on the assumption that where adjacent strips belonged to the same tene-mentum subdivisions had taken place. By its nature this exercise is involved and at times somewhat arbitrary and consequently has been confined to a random sample of 26 tenementa comprising 170 acres and 419 strips. This sample is sufficiently large to provide results–summarized in Table 2–which are statistically significant, although such are the vagaries of the data that they are more reliable as a guide to relative than absolute change. Nevertheless, even allowing for a wide margin of error it is plain that during the thirteenth century the subdivision of holdings frequently entailed the panellation of land. In the case of the sampled tenementa the number of separate parcels increased from approximately 283 at the end of the twelfth century to 419 in 1292, which, if representative, indicates an increase for the whole commonfield area of 50 per cent (this compares with a 350 per cent increase in the number of landholders). In this development tenurial considerations seem to have carried but little weight; on the other hand, geographical factors do seem to have had some effect, some portions of the arable fields experiencing much greater subdivision than others. Whereas in the late thirteenth century there was great uniformity of parcel size in all parts of the commonfields, in the late twelfth century this had been much less the case. During the thirteenth century the rate of subdivision tended to be higher where the scope for subdivision was greatest. Thus Estfeld and Westfeld, which were already characterized by a high degree of subdivision, together experienced only a 37 per cent increase in panellation, while Suthfeld and several of the smaller arable fields, particularly those with names containing the suffix “toft”, manifest much higher rates of increase.1 The explanation for this may be that Estfeld and Westfeld were the oldest and most central of Martham’s arable fields and consequently were already highly fragmented when the tenementa were were established, whereas Suthfeld and other of the smaller fields were the products of more recent colonization and hence had been liable to subdivision for a much shorter period of time. In their case complete panellation and with it final absorption into the commonfields did not come until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. This progression from arable intake to subdivided commonfield can be illustrated by the example of the block of land known as Blakemannes-toft.

1 Hudson, ‘Traces’.
2 In Norfolk, according to R. A. McKinley, “such evidence as there is for the surnames of the peasant population would suggest that before 1200 hereditary surnames were rare amongst them”.–R. A. McKinley, Norfolk Surnames in the Middle Ages (English Surnames Series, 11, 1975), p. 7. At Martham, however, the early development of private property rights in land combined with a very high density of population may have led many peasants to adopt hereditary surnames well before the thirteenth century.
1 The relative increase in the subdivision of these fields was as follows: Estfeld 30 per cent, Westfeld 50 per cent, Suthfeld 90 per cent, Tomeres and Morgrave 60 per cent, various tofts 85 per cent.


Table 1. Martham, Norfolk: Number and Size of the Tenementa in the Twelfth Century and of Landholdings in 1292 


	
	
	Twelfth century
	
	
	1292
	



	Size of holding (acres)
	No. of holdings
	% of total no.
	% of total area
	No. of holdings
	% of total no.
	% of total area





	18 and over
	5
	4.6
	15.4
	0
	0
	0



	17-under18
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0.3
	2.0



	16-under17
	5
	4.6
	9.6
	0
	0
	0



	15-under16
	1
	0.9
	1.8
	0
	0
	0



	14-under 15
	4
	3.7
	6.6
	1
	0.3
	1.7



	13-under14
	2
	1.9
	3.1
	0
	0
	0



	12-under 13
	5
	4.6
	7.1
	3
	0.8
	4.4



	11-under 12
	2
	1.9
	2.6
	2
	0.5
	2.7



	10-under11
	6
	5.6
	7.1
	3
	0.8
	3.7



	9-under10
	4
	3.7
	4.3
	1
	0.3
	1.1



	8-under 9
	6
	5.6
	5.7
	6
	1.6
	6.0



	7-under 8
	13
	12.0
	11.1
	4
	1.1
	3.5



	6-under 7
	14
	13.0
	10.7
	8
	2.1
	6.2



	5-under 6
	8
	7.4
	5.1
	19
	5.1
	12.3



	4-under 5
	10
	9.3
	4.9
	18
	4.8
	9.6



	3-under 4
	5
	4.6
	1.8
	25
	6.7
	10.3



	2-under 3
	6
	5.6
	1.7
	47
	12.4
	14.1



	1-under 2
	8
	7.4
	1.2
	85
	22.6
	13.8



	Under 1
	3
	2.8
	0.2
	153
	40.7
	8.6



	Total
	107
	100%
	100%
	376
	100%
	100%








Table 2. Martham, Norfolk: The Subdivision of Tenementa


	Original owner of Tenementum
	Area (acres)
	Approx. original no. of parcels
	No. of parcels in 1292
	Increase in no. ofparcels by 1292
	No. of tenants in 1292





	Amable de Hemesby
	0.75*
	1
	3
	2
	3



	Cruchestoft
	3.5
	7
	12
	5
	7



	Agnes Keneman
	1.5*
	1
	4
	3
	4



	Matilda Edmund
	1.25
	4
	4
	0
	4



	John Wymere
	7.0
	6
	12
	6
	5



	Roger de Hil
	10.17†
	18
	41
	23
	11



	John Sunof
	9.0†
	12
	24
	12
	19



	Roger Starlyng
	5.75
	16
	22
	6
	18



	Ralph le Greyve
	12-06†
	23
	27
	4
	15



	Syward Stiward
	6.11†
	22
	28
	6
	12



	Roger Mome
	6.0
	11
	12
	1
	4



	William Goshey
	6.0*
	7
	18
	11
	11



	John le Dekene
	15.75†
	29
	30
	1
	14



	Robert le Clerk
	25.13
	39
	41
	2
	10



	Nicholas Haral
	6.5†
	8
	11
	3
	3



	Gunnilda Frone
	3.0†
	6
	10
	4
	6



	William Haylston
	4.25
	7
	9
	2
	4



	Humfrey Hisbald
	2.0†
	2
	2
	0
	1



	William Leve
	7.09
	16
	19
	3
	16



	Syware Blakeman
	6.0†
	1
	10
	9
	10



	Robert Curtman
	5.56
	14
	21
	7
	7



	Barth. son of Matild.
	7.13
	11
	14
	3
	12



	Wluiua Bo
	0.5
	1
	3
	2
	3



	John Godknape
	5.0†
	4
	11
	7
	5



	Robert le Longe
	10.38†
	13
	26
	13
	8



	William Chaplain
	2.5
	4
	5
	1
	4



	Total
	169.875
	283
	419
	136
	217





* Wholly copyhold.

† Wholly socage.


The 6 acres of socage land comprising Blakemannestoft were situated on the edge of the cultivated area adjacent to the common pasture of Sco, a position which suggests a relatively late origin as an assart. Indeed, when the tenementa became fossilized it was still in the ownership of one man–Syware Blakeman– from whose surname the field name Blakemannestoft (the element toft being Old Danish for curtilage or close)2 is plainly derived. By 1292, however, the physical unity of this block of land had broken down: where there had originally been but one tenant there were now ten and the land itself had been subdivided into as many separate parcels. In short, Blakemannestoft had been incorporated into, and become indistinguishable from, the rest of the commonfields. Only its name survived as a reminder that it had once formed a single landholding. Other portions of the commonfields bore very similar names–a personal name as prefix combined with the element toft as suffix (thus Hardyngestoft, Hilltoftes, Mor-grimestoft, and Godknapestoft)–and closer inspection indicates that these, too, shared much the same history. Each seems to have begun as a separate close, probably created by the men whose surnames provide the prefixes Hardynge, Hil, Morgrime, and Godknape (surnames which were still current at Martham in 1292), but subsequently to have become subdivided and assimilated into the commonfields.

These few cases prove that Martham’s commonfields expanded by a process of secondary subdivision3 but analysis of the tenementa also shows that common-fields were by no means a creation of the thirteenth century. As early as the late twelfth century the majority of holdings lay fragmented and intermixed. Of the 26 tenementa examined only five were made up of land in just one field, all the others comprised a much wider scatter of strips, nine containing land in at least four different fields. In the distribution of their land within the township they anticipated the haphazard holding layout of a century later. The changes in field layout which can be identified at Martham during the thirteenth century were therefore changes of degree rather than of kind, with panellation increasing in intensity and spreading in extent. Like the great contemporary colonizing movement of which the growth of these commonfields was in a sense part, the developments of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries represent but the tail-end of a much older process. Nevertheless, they do serve to show–as Thirsk has claimed–that secondary subdivision could perform a prominent and perhaps even decisive role in the formation of commonfields.

2 A. H. Smith, English Place-Name Elements (Cambridge, 1956).
3 The term “secondary subdivision” is used to denote the panellation of existing landholdings, as opposed to the creation of intermixed holdings from the first.


II

As already noted, the subdivision of holdings and panellation of fields which took place at Martham during the course of the thirteenth century were closely associated with the great increase in population which was general at that time1 and which was represented on the Prior of Norwich’s manor by a 350 per cent increase in tenant numbers. Yet population growth, whilst a necessary precondition for subdivision, is not of itself a sufficient explanation of this phenomenon. Socio-economic factors were also important. It was these which determined whether increases in population were accommodated by the modification of existing households or the creation of new ones, only the latter being associated (where opportunities for further colonization were either slight or non-existent) with the subdivision of holdings and hence the panellation of land. Of particular importance in determining which of these paths was followed were the nature of the prevailing tenurial regime and the extent to which the manorial authorities were prepared to condone the subdivision of holdings and alienation of land. Where tenure was inflexible, impartible inheritance prevailed, and the alienation of land was actively discouraged, population growth was unlikely to have much effect on holding size and layout, but where, as at Martham, the converse applied, then the potential for change was considerable.2 Thus, in this township the fragmentation of land was as much a result of the operation of a custom of partible inheritance and the manorial authorities’ preparedness to control rather than curb the alienation of land as of population growth per se. Any full explanation of the evolution of Martham’s commonfields must therefore rest upon an understanding of these two processes–inheritance custom and the land market.

The operation of inheritance custom, as historians are becoming increasingly aware, could have far-reaching implications for many aspects of rural society.3 However, it is only comparatively recently that it has been recognized as of importance to the growth of field systems. Thirsk first drew attention to this fact, and evidence of panellation resulting from partible inheritance has since been found in counties as widely separate as Kent, Cambridgeshire, Yorkshire, and Devon.1 It has even been claimed that partible inheritance was once ubiquitous and that the predominance of impartible inheritance in so much of England in the Middle Ages (particularly the heavily manorialized commonfield communities of the midland and southern counties) was a relatively recent development.2 Yet despite the interest which different inheritance customs have aroused and the claims which have been made for them, empirical studies of their operation are few. Most historians have been content merely to identify which custom prevailed and only rarely have gone on and followed through how that custom worked in practice. This is unfortunate, for there could be a wide divergence between what happened in theory and what took place in practice. Subdivision was not an invariable concomitant of partible inheritance nor was it entirely precluded by impartible inheritance. In the former case there might be only one surviving heir, or co-heirs might agree on a settlement which did not require subdivision,3 or even if subdivision did take place it might be annulled by subsequent land sales and exchanges. In short, to establish that partible inheritance was promoting the formation of subdivided fields it is necessary to do more than just establish its existence as a custom.

1 For evidence of which see H. E. Hallam, ‘Some Thirteenth Century Censuses’, Econ. Hist Rev. 2nd ser. x (1957), 340-61; J. B. Harley, ‘Population Trends and Agricultural Developments from the Warwickshire Hundred Rolls of 1279’, Econ. Hist. Rev. 2nd ser. xi (1958), 8-18; J. Z. Titow, ‘Some Evidence of the Thirteenth Century Population Increase’, Econ. Hist. Rev. 2nd ser. xiv (1961), 218-23; M. M. Postan, ed. The Cambridge Economic History of Europe, 1, The Agrarian Life of the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2nd edn. 1966); M. M. Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society (1972).
2 For a classic analysis of this contrast see G. C. Homans, English Villagers of the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass. 1941), also Harley, loc. cit.; J. Z. Titow, ‘Some Differences between Manors and their Effects on the Condition of the Peasant in the Thirteenth Century’, Agrie. Hist. Rev. x (1962), 1-13.
3 Homans, op. cit.; J. Thirsk, ‘Industries in the Countryside’, in F.J. Fisher, ed. Essays in the Economic and Social History of Tudor and Stuart England (1961), pp. 70-88; R.J. Faith, ‘Peasant Families and Inheritance Customs in Medieval England’, Agrie. Hist. Rev. xiv (1966), 77-95; B. Dodwell, ‘Holdings and Inheritance in Medieval East Anglia’, Econ. Hist. Rev. 2nd ser. xx (1967), 53-66; J. Goody, J. Thirsk, and E. P. Thompson, eds. Family and Inheritance: Rural Society in Western Europe, 1200-1800 (Cambridge, 1976),
At Martham a substantial body of evidence testifies to the fact that inheritance custom was partible. In the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries this evidence is mostly indirect–the abuttals of strips recorded in the 1292 extent4 and cases of co-heirship recorded in obituaries in the court rolls–but from the end of the fourteenth century, when co-heirs were fewer and customary inheritance was in danger of falling into abeyance, direct statements of partibility begin to appear. Thus in 1390 it was recorded in the court rolls that tenementa tenta de domine in bondagio secundum consuetudinem manerii. . . inter heredes masculos sunt parti-bilis,5 whilst in the following century details are sometimes given of the manner in which holdings were to be divided.6 The latter provide explicit testimony of the panellation which could result from partible inheritance, but, unfortunately, are too few and appear too late to provide any real measure of the relative importance of subdivision and partition.1 Nevertheless, it is plain that both occurred and, moreover, that the latter was relatively frequent. This is evident from the analysis of the tenementa described in the 1292 extent (see Tables 1 and 2), which shows that the proliferation of strips lagged well behind the multiplication of holdings, for whereas the number of holdings on the Prior of Norwich’s manor increased by 350 per cent during the thirteenth century the number of strips increased by only 50 per cent during the same period. Either the increase in the number of holdings owed very little to partible inheritance (which seems improbable although some tenants certainly acquired holdings by purchase) or, as seems more likely, large numbers of holdings were being partitioned rather than subdivided. So intense was the morcellation of Martham’s commonfields by the end of the thirteenth century that panellation was rapidly approaching a threshold beyond which it was neither desirable nor necessary to proceed further. In other words, the rate of subdivision decreased as the amount of panellation increased. Yet although partition gradually gained favour over subdivision the further alternative of co-parcenage never became popular. Of 2,122 strips recorded in the 1292 extent only 56 were held by co-parceners. Clearly, in matters of landownership, as in those of cultivation, emphasis was consistently upon the individual rather than the group.

1 Thirsk, ‘The Common Fields’; Baker, ‘Open Fields’; M. Spufford, A Cambridgeshire Community, Chippenham from Settlement to Enclosure (Occasional Paper, Department of English Local History, University of Leicester, xx, 1965); Sheppard, loc. cit. Fox, loc. cit.
2 Faith, loc. cit.
3 Two types of division may be envisaged, those in which parcellation did occur (here termed “subdivision”) and those in which it was avoided (termed “partition”).–A. R. H. Baker, ‘Some Fields and Farms in Medieval Kent’, Archaeologia Cantiana, lxxx (1965), 160; R. A. Dodgshon, ‘The Land-Holding Foundations of the Open-Field System’, Past & Present, lxvii (1975), 3-29.
4 Partible inheritance tended to produce a distinctive pattern of landownership whereby related tenants held adjacent and identical strips. The 1292 extent yields many examples of this including one in which a threefold subdivision between the brothers Robert de Hil senior, Robert de Hil junior, and John de Hil had led to the creation of 18 additional strips.
5 N.R.O. NNAS 5928 20 D3.
6 For example: Thomas Mundes et Willelmus Mundes filii et heredes Margaret Mundes admis sifuerunt adj acram terre native in Martham tanquam ad hereditatemsuam iuxta consuetudinem huius manerii eo quod dicta Margareta mater eorum inde obiit seisita. Et admittus est modo ad hanc curiam veniant dicti heredes in plena curia coram senescalle et ostendant curiam quod ipsi de particione terre predicte in formam sequentie convenerunt et agreaverunt. Scilicet quod die tus Thomas habeat et teneat pro parte sua inde dimidiam acram que est orientalis pars predicte acre.Etdictus Willelmus habeat et teneat residuam dimidiam acram inde scilicet occidentalem partem predicte acre pro parte sua. Et dant domino de fine pro aggreamento predicto intrando etc.–N.R.O. NNAS 5952 20 D5.
1 See above, p. 183, n. 3.
Before a holding could qualify for subdivision, however, there had to be more than one heir. Co-heirship was never general and even under the most favourable circumstances of high fertility and low mortality there were always some tenants who left only one heir. The size of this proportion set an absolute ceiling to the amount of subdivision which could thus take place and this ceiling was sometimes very low: how low is revealed by an analysis of obituaries recorded in Martham’s court rolls. Thus between 1351 and 1400, a period for which 142 obituaries are extant, only 37 tenants left more than one heir2–barely a quarter of the total. Moreover, there were only three cases in which the number of co-heirs exceeded three, which limited the amount of subdivision taking place still further. Admittedly, this was an exceptional period, the shortage of co-heirs bearing out the dismal picture which is generally painted of demographic developments at this time,3 but even well before the Black Death when the population was still growing the proportion of cases in which tenants left co-heirs does not appear to have been large. The data which survive from this earlier period are much more fragmentary, but again they suggest that tenants who left only one heir were in the majority.4

This conclusion is endorsed and amplified by an analysis of the pattern of heirship on the manor of Hakeford Hall in the nearby township of Coltishall. Here, as at Martham, partible inheritance was practised, and in fact socioeconomic conditions were closely analogous in the two townships, both being characterized by high densities of population, small holdings, and complex and flexible systems of land tenure. At Coltishall, however, the sequence of surviving court rolls is much fuller and provides particularly good coverage of the last quarter of the thirteenth and first half of the fourteenth centuries.1 Moreover, nominative listings and other evidence of a quasi-demographic nature contained in the court rolls allow the chronology of population change to be reconstructed, thereby providing the demographic context within which it is essential to view the incidence of co-heirship. This evidence confirms that on this manor the increase in population continued without serious interruption until well into the second quarter of the fourteenth century.2 In 1349, however, bubonic plague precipitated a mortality of at least 55 per cent and subsequent outbreaks almost certainly reduced the population further so that in contrast to the first half of the fourteenth century the second half of the century was a period of almost unrelieved population decline. This contrast is reflected in the pattern of heirship (see Table 3), the incidence of co-heirs being twice as frequent during the period of population growth as during the period of population decline. Not only this, but cases involving three, four, or even five co-heirs, although never at any time very common, were more numerous during the former than the latter period. Nevertheless, although conditions of population growth were plainly more conducive to the division of holdings than those of decline, at no time did the number of tenants succeeded by co-heirs comprise more than a substantial minority of the total. Hence, even under the relatively favourable conditions which prevailed before the Black Death it could have taken up to six generations before each holding had undergone subdivision at least once, the equivalent period after the Black Death being 11 generations or more. If the panellation of land was the outcome of partible inheritance alone it must therefore have been a much more protracted process (and one which was much more dependent upon population growth) than has often been appreciated. For it to have produced the profound fragmentation of land which existed in Martham in 1292 would have taken several centuries.

2 N.R.O. NRS 11312 26 B3, NNAS 5924 29 D3, NNAS 5930 20 D4.
3 J. Saltmarsh, ‘Plague and Economic Decline in England in the Later Middle Ages’, Cambridge Historical Journal, vu (1941-3), 23-41; M. M. Postan, ‘Some Economic Evidence of Declining Population in the Later Middle Ages’, Econ. Hist. Rev. 2nd ser. 11 (1950), 221-46; J. M. W. Bean, ‘Plague, Population and Economic Decline in England in the Later Middle Ages’, Econ. Hist. Rev. 2nd ser. xv (1962-3), 423-37; J. A. Raftis, ‘Changes in an English Village after the Black Death’, Mediaeval Studies, xxix (1967), 158-77; J. Hatcher, Plague, Population and the English Economy, 1348-1530 (1977).
4 N.R.O. Dean and Chapter Muniments, Martham Court Rolls, 1288-99.
1 King’s College, Cambridge, E29-38.


Table 3. Martham and Coltishall: The Incidence of Co-heirship


	
	Total no. of deceased tenants
	No. of tenants with at least:
	
	



	Tears
	2 co-heirs
	3 co-heirs
	4 co-heirs
	5 co-heirs



	
	no.
	%
	no.
	%
	no.
	%
	no.
	%





	Martham :
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	  1289-99
	10
	3
	30.0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	  1350-1400
	142
	37
	26.1
	6
	4.2
	3
	2.1
	0
	0



	  1401-50
	70
	19
	27.1
	6
	8.6
	2
	2.9
	0
	0



	Coltishall :
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	  1275-1348
	163
	64
	39.3
	35
	21.5
	12
	7.4
	5
	3.1



	  1349
	92
	18
	19.6
	2
	2.2
	0
	0
	0
	0



	  1350-1400
	95
	19
	20.0
	8
	8.4
	3
	3.2
	1
	1.1






Apart from the changes induced by partible inheritance, however, changes in field and holding layout could also arise from the alienation of land during a tenant’s lifetime. How long tenants had enjoyed this privilege at Martham is not clear, but it had certainly received the sanction of the manorial authorities by the second half of the thirteenth century when the 1292 extent and surviving court rolls show that it was well established and frequently exercised. Indeed, an active peasant land market seems to have been an established feature of most manors in this area by this time.1 The existence of this market has important implications for the evolution of Martham’s commonfields, for it was potentially the most dynamic of all agents of change. Its potential lay in its ability to sustain a much higher volume of turnover and regularly involve a much larger proportion of tenants than could ever result from inheritance custom, and to enable tenants to make deliberate changes in the size and layout of their holdings. Of course, not all tenants could command the resources required to purchase land or avoid the circumstances which obliged some to sell it, but whether they were buying land or selling it they could at least decide which piece of land was transacted. In this respect the effect of land transactions upon holding layout tended to be much more selective than that of inheritance custom. However, because the reasons and the circumstances under which tenants transacted land were so varied this effect was neither simple nor consistent. Thus, on the one hand the land market could promote the engrossing of holdings and consolidation of strips and on the other it could foster their fragmentation and subdivision. Moreover, since both these developments might be taking place simultaneously–some tenants accumulating land while others were disposing of it–it is necessary to distinguish between the net and gross effects of the land market. It was the former which determined whether the land market reinforced or counteracted inheritance custom.

2 For a full discussion of this evidence and its implications see B. M. S. Campbell, ‘Population Pressure. Inheritance and the Land Market in a Fourteenth Century Peasant Community’, in R. M. Smith and E. A. Wrigley, eds. Land, Kinship and Life-cycle (forthcoming).
1 Campbell, thesis, pp. 189-219, 281-2.
Since the alienation of customary land required the sanction of, and represented a source of income to, the manorial authorities a full record of all land transactions was kept in the court rolls. Where such rolls survive, therefore, they provide an excellent guide to the dimensions and general trend of the land market. In this respect it is particularly unfortunate that Martham’s series of court rolls is so fragmentary and that only a handful of rolls is extant from before the Black Death. Nevertheless, the latter do convey at least some impression of the size and frequency of land transactions round about the time that the 1292 extent was compiled. Indeed, in the last decade of the thirteenth century conveyances were one of the most frequent items of business dealt with by the manor court, the 12 courts of which records are extant sanctioning no less than 98 separate land transactions. This indicates an average turnover of about eight transactions per court and 30-40 transactions per year. Since only one piece of land was generally ever transacted at a time, the size of these transactions reflected the size of commonfield strips and was small. However, although the mean size of each transaction was only 1 • 6 rods their number was sufficient to ensure a turnover of about 12-16 acres a year, at which rate there could have been a complete turnover of land on this manor every fifty to seventy years. This observation is endorsed by a consideration of the much fuller series of court rolls which survives for the manor of Hakeford Hall in the township of Coltishall, to which reference has already been made. This series of rolls provides virtually continuous although by no means complete coverage of the period 12 75-1348 and reveals the existence of a land market which, allowing for the smaller size of this manor, was equally as active as that at Martham. Thus the 180 courts of which records are extant sanctioned a total of 900 conveyances at a mean rate of five conveyances per court. As at Martham, only one strip was generally ever transacted at a time, hence the mean size of each conveyance was small–only 1 -8 rods–but again their number was sufficient to ensure a steady turnover of land, about 9-11 acres per year. What is perhaps most interesting of all, however, is the evidence which this series of rolls provides of a steady expansion in the activity of the land market during the first half of the fourteenth century. Between the 1290s and the 1340s the amount of land being conveyanced more than doubled. The possibility thus arises that the same may also have occurred at Martham with corresponding implications for the pattern of landownership. How great an impact the land market had already made by the close of the thirteenth century can be deduced from the 1292 extent.

1 Thomas Godknape purchased i acre i rood in 1288, exchanged 1 acre 1 rood 23 perches for 1 acre 2 roods in 1290, and purchased 1 rood in 1298. In 1292 he held 12 acres 1 rood 14 perches distributed among 12 different tenementa.
As explained earlier, when the tenementa were first established each tenementum formed the holding of one tenant. By 1292, however, this neat coincidence between tenementa and holdings had disappeared, the former were divided between a number of different tenants and the latter were made up of land in more than one tenementum. This dispersal of landownership may to some extent have been the result of lateral inheritance, marriage settlements, and the like, but it was almost certainly also a product of the land market. Moreover, the wider the dispersal the greater the likelihood that it was the land market which was responsible. Thus out of a total of 376 holdings 48 • 6 per cent comprised land in at least two tenementa, 12-2 per cent comprised land in at least five tenementa, and 3 • o per cent comprised land in at least ten tenementa; all of which indicates a considerable redistribution of land. Nowhere is this redistribution more apparent than in the last group of holdings, those comprising land in at least ten tenementa. Although only 11 holdings fell within this category they included some of the largest holdings at Martham and together accounted for 14 per cent of the total area. In seven cases their owners belonged to families that had been established at Martham since the twelfth century, five of whom had actually succeeded in enlarging the size of their landholding. Here the implication would seem to be that these five families had used the land market to amass land, as can actually be traced in one case at the end of the thirteenth century.1 Nevertheless, the importance of this process should not be exaggerated, for although a minority of tenants succeeded in expanding their holdings in this way the majority of tenants suffered a steady reduction in holding size. In fact, so pronounced was the latter development that it is tempting to conclude that thé general fragmentation of landownership which took place during the thirteenth century was as much a product of the alienation of land as it was of the division of holdings between heirs. This was almost certainly the case at Coltishall where a systematic analysis of the individuals who transacted land shows that (with the exception of a few brief periods of economic hardship) buyers consistently outnumbered sellers and that the amounts which individuals bought consequently rarely matched those which they sold.1 Evidently not all tenants acquired their holdings by inheritance, some acquired theirs by purchase. Similarly, the panellation of land may have been as much a product of the land market as of inheritance custom, the sale of small slips of land saving many peasants from starvation when harvests failed. Of course, there may also have been some consolidation of strips to compensate for this, but circumstances, namely the great and growing complexity of land-ownership, militated against this.

1 For further details see Campbell, in Smith and Wrigley, op. cit.


Table 4. Martham: Composition of Holdings by Tenementa in 1292


	Number of tenants holding land in at least 10 tenementa
	11



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 9 ”
	14



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 8 ”
	18



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 7 ”
	24



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 6 ”
	35



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 5 ”
	46



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 4 ”
	71



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 3 ”
	105



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 2 ”
	183



	” ” ” ” ” ” ” 1 tenementum
	376






Until the middle of the fourteenth century, therefore, the land market complemented more than it countered the effect of inheritance custom: it lent an extra dimension to the fragmentation of holdings and panellation of fields and further heightened the complexity of landownership. Subsequently, however, this situation was transformed. From 1349, and possibly even before,2 population decline served to restrict the influence of partible inheritance on one hand, but to increase the relative supply of land on the other. The initial effect of the latter was to stimulate the leasing of land, but after about a generation, during which pressure upon land continued to slacken (witness the marked shortage of direct male heirs recorded by the obituaries)3 and the supply of land consequently to increase, the duration of leases began to lengthen and eventually to give way to the permanent alienation of the land (see Fig. 1). Once this had taken place (the land market by now having become a buyer’s rather than a seller’s market), the engrossing of holdings and consolidation of strips were able to proceed apace. From the 1390s, as leasing began to wane, the land market consequently entered a period of unparalleled activity. The number of conveyances recorded in the court rolls was about the same as a century earlier (about 30-40 per year), but as each conveyance now frequently dealt with several strips at once and the strips themselves were becoming larger the total area transacted was over twice as great, averaging 25-35 acres per year. Moreover, this turnover was sustained by a tenant population which was significantly smaller than that which had existed at the end of the thirteenth century, a circumstance which lent still greater weight to the forces of agglomeration. The absolute turnover of land on the land market slackened somewhat during the middle years of the fifteenth century, but began to pick up again towards the beginning of the next, by which time a profound change had been effected in the pattern of landownership, as is revealed by a rental of 1497.1

1 N.R.O. Dean and Chapter Muniments, MS 2765.
2 There is nothing to indicate when population began to decline at Martham, although it is clear from circumstantial evidence that the Black Death exacted a heavy toll. This was the case almost everywhere in this thickly settled, corn-growing region (for an account of the Black Death in East Anglia see J. F. D. Shrewsbury, A History of Bubonic Plague in the British Isles (Cambridge, 1970), pp. 94-9). At Coltishall population decline does not appear to have begun before the 1340s.–Campbell, in Smith and Wrigley, op. cit.
3 Of 142 tenants who died between 1350 and 1400 only 48 • 6 per cent were succeeded by sons.

[image: ]
Fig. 1 Martham, Norfolk: Land Transactions Recorded in the Court Rolls


The area encompassed by this rental is somewhat smaller than that covered by the 1292 extent, but allowing for this a comparison between the pattern of landownership at these two dates reveals the striking transformation which had taken place in the number and size of landholdings (see Table 5). Not only had the number of holdings declined but land had become increasingly concentrated into the hands of a few, less than a fifth of the total number of holdings now accounting for half the total area. That the polarization of landownership was latent in the action of the land market has been seen as early as the thirteenth century hence there can be little doubt that it was to this process that these much more substantial late fifteenth-century holdings owed their origin (having benefited from the freer market conditions and breakdown of traditional attitudes towards land which had followed in the wake of the demographic collapse of the mid-fourteenth century). It can be assumed that even if there had been no deliberate consolidation of strips some consolidation would have occurred as an inevitable concomitant of the concentration of strips into fewer hands, but how far this had modified field layout is a matter of conjecture. In other townships in this locality the first piecemeal enclosure was beginning to take place at this time and by the middle of the sixteenth century commonfields throughout eastern Norfolk were in active process of dissolution.2 Nevertheless, the dissolution of these commonfields, like their formation, was an extremely protracted process and as late as the end of the eighteenth century small patches of commonfield land were still to be seen in this area.1

2 Campbell, thesis, pp. 302-6.
1 W. Marshall, The Rural Economy of Norfolk, 1 (1975), 4.


Table 5 Martham, Norfolk: Number and Size of Landholdings in 1292 and 1497


	Size of holding (acres)
	No. of holdings
	1292 % of total no.
	% of total area
	No. of holdings
	1497 % of total no.
	% of total area





	18 and over
	0
	0
	0
	11
	14.3
	42.8



	17-under 18
	1
	0.3
	2.0
	1
	1.3
	2.5



	16-under17
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1.3
	2.2



	15-under16
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1.3
	2.1



	14-under15
	1
	0.3
	1.7
	2
	2.6
	4.1



	13-under14
	0
	0
	0
	4
	5.2
	7.5



	12-under13
	3
	0.8
	4.4
	2
	2.6
	3.4



	11-under 12
	2
	0.5
	2.7
	4
	5.2
	6.3



	10-under11
	3
	0.8
	3.7
	2
	2.6
	3.0



	9-under10
	1
	0.3
	1.1
	2
	2.6
	2.5



	8-under 9
	6
	1.6
	6.0
	2
	2.6
	2.3



	7-under 8
	4
	1.1
	3.5
	5
	6.5
	5.2



	6-under 7
	8
	2.1
	6.2
	4
	5.2
	3.6



	5-under 6
	19
	5.1
	12.3
	5
	6.5
	3.6



	4-under 5
	18
	4.8
	9.6
	4
	5.2
	2.3



	3~under 4
	25
	6.7
	10.3
	4
	5.2
	1.8



	2-under 3
	47
	12.4
	14.1
	8
	10.4
	2.6



	1-under 2
	85
	22.6
	13.8
	9
	11.7
	1.8



	Under 1
	153
	40.7
	8.6
	6
	7.8
	0.2



	Total
	376
	100%
	100%
	77
	100%
	100%








III

This consideration of the documentary evidence relating to the evolution of land-holdings at Martham from the twelfth to the fifteenth century elucidates several aspects of the development of this township’s commonfields. In particular, it demonstrates–as Thirsk has surmised–that the need to accommodate a growing population on a finite amount of land could lead to the progressive panellation of that land and, ultimately, the emergence of subdivided fields. More than this, though, this study shows that the impact of population growth upon landholdings was tempered by the customs which governed and processes which influenced landownership, notably inheritance custom and the land market. Because of these processes population growth and the panellation of land did not always proceed at the same rate. In fact, it would seem that although the initial breakup of consolidated holdings may have been achieved fairly quickly, the reduction of those holdings to a state of intense and relatively uniform subdivision could be very slow. The intense subdivision of arable land which prevailed at Martham in the late thirteenth century and which is revealed so clearly by the survey of 1292 represented the culmination of several centuries of development. That the evolution of subdivided fields was such a protracted process has not always been appreciated.

As important as the support which this evidence lends to that part of Thirsk’s hypothesis which relates to the origin of a pattern of intermixed holdings, however, is its failure to bear out that part of her hypothesis which endeavours to account for the adoption of common rules of cultivation and grazing. At Martham the layout of holdings and fields reflected their haphazard origin and as such was positively inimical to the regularization and systematization of agricultural method. To have established a regular midland-type scheme of commonfield management would therefore have required a major reallotment and realignment of strips. According to Thirsk such a rationalization of landownership patterns may have been brought about gradually by means of piecemeal sales and exchanges on the part of individual cultivators,2 but there is no evidence that the mounting complexity of holding layout ever induced this response at Martham.
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