Lost Rents, Vacant Holdings and the

Contraction of Peasant Cultivation after the
Black Death™
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Abstract

In the post-Black Death Winchester account rolls the information on lost rents and vacant holdings is
unusually detailed. This enables us to see how the recorded totals were computed; the results are striking.
Careful analysis of the information provided makes it clear that the recorded totals are not what they are
said to be. In fact, they represent the balance between the lost rents sensu stricto and any income which
was obtained from the vacant holdings in other ways. Furthermore, this paper argues that the money
obtained from vacant holdings came from the peasants who, therefore, must have exploited them in some
profitable way and, thus, such holdings cannot be automatically equated with unused land. Apart from
telling its own story, the Winchester evidence may have a lesson for other estates as well: it provides a
warning that reliance on the recorded totals alone could be greatly misleading, for the ostensible situation
with regard to lost rents and vacant holdings on such estates could be as far removed from the actual

reality as it is for the Winchester estates.

N the account rolls of great estates the
IBlack Death has left in its wake a long

record of lost rents and vacant holdings.
Both are clearly of considerable importance
in the narrower context of landlords’ econ-~
omy, but the phenomenon of vacant hold-
ings raises questions of much wider general
significance since such holdings are com-
monly seen by historians as lJand abandoned
by the peasantry, and their presence in
manorial accounts is widely regarded as
evidence of contracting peasant cultivation.
However, the account rolls of the bishopric
of Winchester' show that there is danger
in accepting such evidence at its face value.
Because of their habit, it least from the
early fourteenth century onwards, of
including a great deal of gratuitous expla-
nations the Winchester accounts show, on
careful analysis, that the recorded totals of
lost rents and vacant holdings are neither a
true reflection of the total value of lost

*1 am most grateful to Professor Ian Kershaw for his generous
encouragement and helpful comments on an earlier draft of
this paper.

! Hampshire Record Office, Eccl. 11/159270, 271, 272, and so on.
Thereafter only the final reference number is quoted.
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rents, nor a valid measure of the true extent
of the peasants withdrawal from
agriculture.

It is crucial for the proper understanding
of the discussion which follows to have a
clear picture of how the relevant infor-
mation is recorded in the manorial
accounts. Whenever a holding fell vacant
it was invariably described as being in the
lord’s hands (in manu domini), and its rent
was lost to the landlord; this remained so
until the holding was let again. The infor-
mation on vacant holdings and lost rents is
recorded in the section headed Lost Rents
(Defectus ~ Redditus)  which, in the
Winchester accounts, is placed at the
beginning of each manor’s account as
follows:

Rent of Assize (Redditus Assisus)
Acquietance of Rent
Lost Rents (Defectus Redditus)

Lsd
Lsd
Lsd

Total of Acquietances and Lost
Rents
Rent Remaining

Lsd
Lsd

On some estates, acquietances and lost
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rents are placed among the expenses, others
follow the Winchester practice, which
seems to me the more logical. The
Winchester accounts always list vacant
holdings one by one but elsewhere the loss
can be recorded as a total sum only, par-
ticularly on those estates which follow the
practice of putting it in the expenses. In
the Winchester accounts, prior to the Black
Death, there is only one section for lost
rents, which is quite unambiguous, and the
holdings involved usually represent peasant
land which had been incorporated into the
demesne or the parks. From the Black
Death - onwards, the holdings which
became vacant through the death of the
incumbent in the plague, and which were
not taken up by another tenant, are
grouped on their own under the heading:
Loss of Rent due to Pestilence, though hold-
ings occasionally vacated for other reasons
are also included in this section. After
1361/2, vacancies caused by the plague are
usually listed in two separate sections as
Loss of Rent due fo the First Pestilence and
Loss of Rent due to the Second Pestilence,
though this distinction is ignored if the
number of holdings lost in the second
outbreak was insignificant. This arrange-
ment is adhered to virtually for ever, with
each current year being numbered con-
secutively from the year of the outbreak:
for example, in the year 1399/1400 Loss of
Rent due to the First Pestilence is said to be
in its fifty-second year and Loss of Rent due
to the Second Pestilence is said to be in its
thirty-ninth year. In this paper any dis-
cussion of Lost Rents entries refers exclus-
ively to the Winchester accounts and to
the Loss of Rent due to the Pestilence sec-
tions only.

If the arguments in the rest of this paper
are to be followed it is crucial to have a
clear understanding of how the individual
entries in the Lost Rents section are pre-
sented. Three variants are possible:

i) The totality of the rent from a named

holding is recorded as lost and the sum
involved is stated.

ii) Only the stated part of the full value of
the rent is recorded as lost because a
specified sum of money, equal to the
remainder of the rent, has been ‘raised’
(levatur de exitu) from the vacant holding.

iii) An explicit statement is made to the
effect that no loss of rent is being recorded
from a vacant holding because the full
value of the lost rent was recovered from
the income raised from it. If the income
raised from the holding was greater than
the full value of the rent, then the excess
income was entered, as income over and
above the rent, in a separate section in the
account under the heading: Issue of the
Holdings in the Lord’s Hands due to Pestilence
(Exitus  Terrarum in manu Domini per
Pestilenciam).”

It is imperative to notice that a crucial
conceptual change has occurred between
variant one on the one hand and variants
two and three on the other. All three
variants talk of rents, but variants two and
three while talking of rents are actually
concerned with income. In all these three
instances the tenant was dead, the holdings
were in the hands of the landlord, and no
rent at all was coming from them. The fact
that the customary rent was lost in its
totality is as true of variant one as it is of
variants two and three, the difference being
that in the last two instances the value of

* This system of accounting persisted in the accounts of the bishopric
of Winchester to the end of the pontificate of William of Wykcham.
The first extant account of his successor Henry Beaufort, that for
his second year 1405/6 (159409), abandoned it in favour of a more
realistic method of recording the full value of lost rents in the Lost
Rents section and the full value of any income raised from vacant
holdings in the Issue of Vacant Holdings section. The difference can
best be appreciated on a concrete example. At Marwell, the position
in respect of one virgate, once of Peter atte Broke, was recorded
as follows. Prior to 1403, o loss of the four shillings of rent from
this holding was recorded in the Lost Rents section, because it had
been raised from the holding. The Issue of Vacant Holdings section
recorded an income of four shillings as the issue of the holding
over and above the rent, After 1405, the Lost Rents section recorded
the loss of four shillings of rent from the same holding, and the
Issue of Vacant Holdings section recorded a ‘raised’ income of eight
shillings. In each case the received income was four shillings but
the latter method is free of the ambiguities of the earlier practice.
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TABLE 1
Trends in lost rents, 13501383

Year Recorded value Full value Income Net change

of Defectus of lost rents raised from +/—

Redditus of assize vacant holdings

£ s d L os d L s d L s d
1350/1 103 18 2 187 6 8% 96 19 3 —g90 7 %
1355/6 42 4 o% 100 610'% 77 15 8 —2211 2%
1364/5 40 12 0% 104 19 3% 91 810 —I310 §
1382/3 31 19 4% 104 3 6% 116 2 6% +11 9 2

the lost rent was recovered, in part or in
full, in other ways, and the recorded figure
is the balance between the value of the lost
rent and the income raised from the hold-
ing, though even that may not be a full
balance since any excess income is recorded
elsewhere.

It will be seen from this that we must
distinguish clearly — as the documents do
not — between two overlapping concepts:
rents sevsu stricto, and income obtained from
the same holdings in other ways. When the
figures recorded in the Winchester accounts
are rearranged to take this distinction into
account it becomes clear that the loss of
rent from vacant holdings was greater than
the recorded totals indicate, while the loss
of income to the landlord from the same
holdings® was much smaller; in fact, on
some manors, cash income from vacant
holdings was substantially greater than the
cash previously obtained from them as rent.
As time went on, this trend tended to be
more pronounced as Table 1 illustrates.*

There is one other pair of overlapping
concepts which can easily be confused but
which must be clearly distinguished,
though this is the fault of historians rather
than of the documents themselves: the
distinction between vacant holdings and
land lying idle. If it can be shown that
vacant holdings were producing revenue
for the landlord, then, they cannot be
regarded as land withdrawn from agricul-
3 This ignores additional loss of income such as loss of entry fines

and the value of labour services.
4See Appendices 1—4 for full details.

ture (either in its arable or its pastoral
aspect). If it can further be shown that the
revenue raised from them had not been
produced by the landlord himself, then it
must follow that it had been produced by
the peasants, and that the land represented
by vacant holdings producing such revenue
must have been, in some way, profitably
exploited by them, in which case, such
land cannot be regarded as land abandoned
by the peasantry. It is the purpose of this
paper to demonstrate that the latter was,
indeed, the case. Re-examining the
Winchester data with this problem in mind
yields interesting results. However, before
I proceed with this argument let us exam-
ine the scale of the problem.

The outbreak of plague in 1348/9 pro-
duced a large number of vacancies on all
Winchester manors but many of them were
ephemeral. By about 1355 the position
stabilized; however, there is a striking
difference in the number of vacant holdings
between manor and manor. On some
manors, most of the holdings vacated
through the death of the incumbent were
taken up almost at once creating no perma-
nent, or semi-permanent, residue of vacant
holdings; on other manors, a more or less
permanent core of such holdings was cre-
ated. For example, populous manors such
as Waltham, Meon or Taunton had very
few long-term vacancies, while Downton,
Ivinghoe or Witney had a large number of
them. Such differences, incidentally, must
not be regarded as a measure of different
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levels of mortality on different manors.
The wording of entry fines and the evi-
dence of heriots show conclusively that
manors such as Waltham, Meon or
Taunton had very high levels of mortality;
if anything, the presence of such vacancies
seems to be a measure of the reluctance of
the local peasantry to take up customary
holdings on traditional basis.

The second outbreak of plague in 1361/2
added only marginally to the vacant holdings
already there, though it does seem to have
imparted a greater degree of permanency to
them and may have caused temporary prob-
lems on some manors.® Looking ahead into
the century confirms the impression of little
significant change; individual manors do
show some movement up and down but,
broadly speaking, the overall position
remained largely unchanged. For example,
if one looks at the 1381/2 account, manors
without vacancies in 1365 remained without
them. A few manors reduced their number
slightly: Adderbury, for example, lost all its
seven vacancies in 1372 (the original four
plus three surrenders in 1369) by adopting
the practice of farming them out. Only four
manors increased their vacancies signifi-
cantly: Sutton from thirteen in 1365 to
twenty-five, Wargrave from forty-six in
1365 to seventy-six, Wycombe from thirty
in 1365 to forty-six, and Ivinghoe from
twelve in 1365 to thirty-two. Such changes
were achieved not through a sudden rush
of mortalities in any particular year but
through a progressive erosion of rent-of-
assize tenancies through a mixture of deaths
and surrenders, the latter often accompanied
by an explicit explanation that the tenant
had given them up because of his inopia, or
impotencia. The overall position with regard
to vacant holdings on the Winchester estates
in the second half of the fourteenth century
has been summarized in Table 2.°

As already indicated, for the equation of

$ For example, 159372, Witney (1362/3), Exitus Manerii: de exitu 41
virgatarum terre in manu domini ultra certum reddivam nichil hoc anno.
$See Appendices 14 for full details.
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TABLE 2

Trends in vacant holdings, 1350-1383
Year ~ Number of vacant holdings Estimated

standard  irregular  total  acreage

1350/1 618 335+% 953+ 12,742

1355/6 348 133+ 481+ 7092

1364/§ 400 109+ 509+ 8156

1382/3 452 115+ 567+ 8609

* An unspecified but substantial number of vacant assarts at
Witney must be added to this total. Their cumulative acreage is
known.

vacant holdings with the abandonment of
peasant cultivation to be valid, it must be
shown that the income obtained from such
holdings was .produced by the landlord
himself. Can it be shown to have been so?
Income obtained from vacant holdings in
the Winchester account rolls is invariably
described as income ‘raised’ from them
(levatur de exitu). The first, purely instinc-
tive reaction is to take that phrase at its
face value and to assume that what is
involved here is the produce of these
holdings, and that it was produced, and
disposed of, by the landlord himself. This
impression is strengthened by statements
recorded against some vacant holdings to
the effect that no offsetting income could
be raised because there was nothing from
which it could be raised (nichil potest inde
levari), or that this was so for lack of
purchasers (pro defectu emptoruni). The fact
that there is hardly ever any mention of
any intermediaries between the landlord
and the ‘raising’ of the income from the
vacant holdings’ also tends to strengthen
this impression. Nevertheless, on reflec-
tion, the notion that the landlord was
directly involved in producing such income
must be rejected. In the documents the
term exitus is a rather nebulous concept.
This is why I am reluctant to render it as
‘produce’, since this could introduce an a
priori bias in favour of sale of produce into
the discussion. In the account rolls the
word exitus can be used to indicate any-

7 A notable exception to this rule is discussed on p 105 below.
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thing saleable and to include not only
produce in the strict sense of the word but
also sales of rights (for example, permission
to graze animals on landlord’s land) and
the like; some modern studies translate it
as ‘issue’ but in this context such rendering
seems to be evasive, though I have retained
it for the sectional headings.

There are only three possible ways in
which vacant holdings could have pro-
duced revenue:

1) Asset-stripping: namely, the sale of trees,
hedges, old timber from dilapidated build-
ings, and the like.

ii) Pastoral activity: namely, using the
holdings as rough grazing land.

i1) Sale of produce grown on the land: of
crops grown in the fields, or the produce
of gardens or orchards of the cottages, or
messuages, attached to the standard hold-
ings, or held on their own.

The first possibility applies only to the
landlord and not to the peasants, the other
two are open to both. In theory it would
have been quite possible for the landlord
to exploit the vacant holdings directly and
record the income, obtained from the pro-
duce sold, in the Lost Rents section as a
sum deducted from the value of the lost
rent, or, in the Issue of Vacant Holdings
section whenever there was an excess of
income over rent. In practice, we can say
with complete assurance that such was not
the case. Goods sold off the vacant holdings
seem to be regarded in the documents as
a special case and they are invariably (so
far as I can see) recorded one by one either
in the Issue of the Manor section, or in the
Issue of Vacant Holdings section, as a separate
entity from the ‘income raised’, even when
they emanate from the same koldings. In
any case such instances of asset-stripping
cannot possibly account for the large sums
regularly raised from vacant holdings though
they can be substantial when they occasion-

ally occur.® It is also possible for holdings,
when they first fell vacant, to have done
so with their crops still standing; I have
not come across such entries in connection
with vacant holdings but only in connec-
tion with holdings seized by the landlord;
however, when that happens the docu-
ments usually refer to such crops as vestura
tenementi X and record them separately.
As for pastoral activity, there are numer-
ous entries on various manors to the effect
that a vacant holding had produced no
income to offset the loss of rent because
the landlord used it to graze his animals
on, or that the income raised was no bigger
for the same reason.” Perhaps the most
striking example of this comes from the
account for the manor of Ivinghoe for the
year 1364/5 in which all the vacant stan-
dard holdings returned a full loss of rent
because, on the instruction of the lord
steward, a flock of 250 sheep was distrib-
uted among them to graze on the land.™
This situation continued until 1369, the
year in which the manorial flock of sheep
was greatly reduced by an animal epidemic
(in communi morina), and the manor then
reverted to its usual practice of ‘raising’ an
income from the vacant holdings.”* Such

*For example, 159360, Downton (1350/ 1), Exitus Terranmm per
Pestilenciam: contains 21 entries de veteri meremio 1 domus [2 dom.
twice] in tenemento X totalling £ 155 6d. This is, of course, an
extreme case due to the sudden influx of vacant holdings in the
wake of the greatest outbreak of the plague ever, Normally there
arc only occasional entries, if at all.

?For example, 159375, Cheriton (1364/5), Defectus per Primam
Pestilenciam: in defecty redditus 1 virgate terre Nicholai Lynche 5s quia
nichil levatur de exitu eo quod reservatur pro agnis domini. 159389,
Mardon (1382/3), Defectus Redditus per Pestilenciam: in defectut redditus
Jerlingate terve native et 3 acrarum terre purpresture que quondans fuenint
Johannis Knight in Northstendene eo quod depasc. cumn multonibus domini
3s 5d. 159375, Twyford (1364/5), Defectus per Primam Pestilenciam:
in defectut redditus 54 acranum terre purpresture que fiterunt Johannis Sterye
per annuth 275 propter quem decasum Domins levavit 1 faldam multonum
ibidem pasc. 159389, Culham in Wargrave (1382/3), Defectus Redditus:
in defectss redditus 1 placie ¢t dimidie viggate terre native quondam Cecilie
Neel vocatur hynelond in manus domini existencium pro defectss emptorim
ef pastura civisdem depasc, cumm averiis dommini et prata faicat, ad opus domind.,

'° 159375, lvinghoe, Defectus Redditus per Pestilenciam: in defectu redditus
1 messuagii et dimidie virgate terre native quondam Jacobi Fourhous in
many doming per annum 2s 6d et dominus habet 250 multones de nova
ordinacione emptos in pastura tenementi predicti et in aliis tenementis
infrascriptis per ordinacionems Seneschalli loco redditu eorundem  ten-
ementorum hoc anno primo.

" 15938s.
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activity by the landlord is thus cited to
explain why there had been no income to
offset the loss of rent, so it cannot explain
the presence of such income. There are
only two exceptions to this rule but they
clearly represent a change in accounting
practices rather than a real change in the
actual situation. The account for 1355/6
for the manor of Crawley abandons the
normal practice of recording full loss of
rent for holdings grazed by the landlord’s
animals and for a single holding only, that
of one messuage, one virgate and twenty-
two acres of purpresture previously held
by Robert Wodecok, records it as no loss
of rent.because it was raised ‘as in pasture
sold for the lord’s sheep’ with a corre-
sponding entry for the purchase of that
pasture in the expenditure section of the
account to balance the books."* This con-
tinued until 1378 when the manor
reverted to the old accounting practice.
The second instance comes from the manor
of Fareham, again in respect of one holding
only. The account for the year 1356/7
records no loss of rent from three crofts of
purpresture, containing in all fifteen acres,
previously held by John Scot, because it
was raised ‘as in pasture sold for the lord’s
beasts’."* As at Crawley there was a corre-
sponding entry in the expenditure section
of the accouni but, unlike Crawley,
Fareham did not subsequently revert to the
previous, and normal, practice in respect of
this holding. For the sake of consistency I
have re-recorded these entries in the tables
and appendices, whenever appropriate, in

*2 159366, Crawley, Defectus per Pestilencian: de 21s redditus 1 messuagii
1 virgate ferre et 22 acrarum purpresture que fuerint Roberti Wodecote
nichil quia levantur de exitu ut in pastura vendita pro bidentibus domini
hoc anno. Custus Bercarie: in pastura de terra de Wodecote empta pro
bidentibus domini 21s hoc anno pro defectu pasture et propter sicitatem
in estate.

2159385,

4159367, Fareham, Defectus per Pestilencia: de 125 7d ob. de redditu 3
croftarum purpresture continentium 15 acras in decenna de Pokesole que
Sfuerunt_Johannis [Scot] adhuc remanentium in manus domini per obitum
einsdem in pestilencia nichil hoc anno quia levantur de exitn ut in pastura
vendita pro averiis domini. Custus Domorum et Necessaric: in pastura
empta in 3 croftis purpresture Johannis Scot existentibus in manus domini
hoc anno pro averiis domini 125 7d ob.

the usual way, adding the full value of lost
rent to the Lost Rents total and subtracting
it from the calculation of the income reco-
vered from the vacant holdings.

In so far as arable cultivation is con-
cerned we can say with equal assurance
that it was not the landlord’s effort which
raised the income recorded as offsetting
the loss of rent. At least three separate lines
of argument converge to support this con-
tention: the way itself in which income
from wvacant holdings was habitually
recorded, the striking regularity of such
income, and the occasional presence (very
rare it must be admitted) of an explicit
intermediary between a vacant holding and
the exitus received from it by the landlord.

To record income from the landlord’s
own arable exploitation of the vacant hold-
ings as income ‘raised’ from them would
run contrary to well established accounting
practices in use on the Winchester estates
for recording grain produced by the land-
lord himself. Prior to 1349, whenever the
landlord took into his own cultivation any
of the peasant holdings this was accounted
for in the Issue of the Grange section, incor-
porated into the demesne acreage and pro-
duce, and the grain sold was included with
the rest of demesne grain in the Sales of
Grain section of the account.”® There is no

'SFor example, 159364, Hambledon (1353/4), Defectus per
Pestilenciam: in defectu 1 messuagii et 10 acrarum terre ... que fuenint
Rogeni Coupere 20d quia seminatur cum dowminico et pastura in gardino
depasc. cumt vitulis domini. Ibidem: in defecti 1 messuagii et 10 acrarum
terre in Hameledona que fuernt Matilde le Frund 20d quia mclior pars
seminatur e dominico. [Exitus Grangic includes sowing in ferra
nativa in manus domini cxist. without specifying the holdings
involved). 159360, Taunton, Holwey (1350/1), Defectus per
Pestilenciam: in defecn redditus 10 acramum et dimidic terre in la
Wynard ... que fuerant Willelmi Bacon rem. in manis domini ... 155 od
quia seminantur in domistico niclil inde levatyr. |Exitus Grangie under
Oats lists parva Wynard que nuper fucrit Willelmi Bacon et continet 11
acras). 159402, Ivinghoe (1395/6) Defectus Redditus Per Pestilenciam:
in defecti redditus 1 messuagii et 1 virgate terre native quondam Willelmi
Havecombe in manus domini existeninm per annum 55 pro defectu
emptorum et quia terra ciusdem seminabatur ad opus domini. 159379,
Waltham in Wargrave (1369/70), Defectus Redditus de defecti redditus
tod ob. 1 akerond(i) quondam Agnetis Webbe existentis in manus
domini per mortem ciusden in pestilencia nichil quia levantur de exitu et
de eo quod ulterius est respondet inferius in exitu manerii. Exitus Manerii:
et de 25 1d ob. de exitu 1 akerlond(i) quondam Agnetis Webbe existentis
in manus domini ultra certum redditum preter 2 acras seminatas cum
bladis domini. Exitus Grangie, Frumentum: item in semine 2 acrarum
sicut jacent in camp(o) de t dam Agnetis Webbe.

4
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reason to believe that such long-established
practice would have been altered had the
vacant holdings been incorporated into the
landlord’s production; clearly, they were
not, and that is why any income raised
from them was accounted for in a different
way. The inescapable conclusion is that
the income used to offset the lost rents
came from the peasants and was raised by
their own effort. It was not the product of
the landlord’s own cultivation but money
levied on those who were, in some way,
exploiting these holdings, with the landlord
merely taking his cut from the profits of
their labour.

A strong support for this view comes
from the recorded figures themselves, par-
ticularly those recorded as income raised
over and above the value of the rent. On
some manors with vacant holdings the
landlord had great difficulty in raising
sufficient income to cover the lost rents,
yet alone to produce excess income, but
on a large number of manors a substantial
number of vacant holdings was regularly
producing income in excess of the lost
rents. For the purpose of this study I have
concentrated attention primarily on the
period 1350 to 1370'® though, on most
manors with excess income, the latter
begins to appear regularly only from about
1354 onwards and continues beyond 1370.
Examination of payments from individual
holdings in the Issue of Vacant Holdings
section of the accounts, on manors with a
substantial number of vacant holdings pro-
ducing income in excess of the value of
their rents, reveals that such payments often
remained constant from year to year. If
exitus really did represent produce grown
and sold by the landlord himself one would
expect the recorded payments to fluctuate
from holding to holding and year to year.
Thus, uniform returns for the same hold-
ings from year to year must indicate a
charge and not a sale; since the landlord

'S Accounts 159359 to 159379.

would clearly not have imposed charges
upon himself these payments must have
come from the peasants. But since, by
definition, no charges could be imposed
on holdings for which no one was respon-
sible somebody must have in fact been
responsible for them, even though this is
not immediately apparent from the word-
ing of the relevant entries themselves.

If the above argument is correct, then
the most explicit confirmation of the view
that the phrase levatur de exitu represents a
charge levied on whoever took on a vacant
holding comes from the manor of Witney.
Excess income over and above the custom-
ary value of rents is there recorded as one
total in the Issue of the Manor section of the
account in the form: ‘(so many shillings)
as issue of (so many) virgates ... in the
hands of the lord, over and above their
rent ..., with the number of shillings
corresponding exactly to the number of
virgates; from 1365 onwards it is often
explicitly stated that the rate was 12d per
virgate.”” On other manors the regular
pattern of payments is disclosed only by
scrutinizing payments from individual
holdings over a period of time. At
Cheriton, for example, between 1356 and
1370,"® the same sums of money were
obtained from each holding with monot-
onous regularity with only an occasional
change in the rate of payment from a few
holdings." A similar situation obtained on
the two other manors of the same bailiwick
with a regular presence of excess income:
Alresford and Sutton.

However, if fixed payments must rep-
resent a charge, the reverse is not necessarily
true; fluctuating value of excess income
could indicate no more than the landlord’s
ability to charge different sums in different
circumstances from those who took them

'7 For example, 159383, Witney (1372/3), Exitus Manerii: 29s de exitu
29 virgatanum terre ... in manus domini existencium ultra certum redditum
et tuthingpeny earundem superius et inferius capt. hoc anno videlicet de
qualibet virgata terre 12d ...

¥ Accounts 159366 to 159379.

'?See Appendix §.
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on. We must also beware of relying on the
annual totals alone since fluctuating annual
totals of excess income on individual
manors, on their own, can be misleading;
they often conceal a great deal of regularity
in payments from individual holdings.

Downton, a manor with the longest and
most persistent listings of vacant holdings,
illustrates this point rather well. Close scru-
tiny of individual entries in the Issue of
Vacant Holdings section, over a period of
years, reveals the same rates of excess
income being returned year after year. The
same general argument applies also to
manors where no excess income was
recorded but where many holdings regu-
larly ‘raised’ the exact value of their rents,
since this too is tantamount to a fixed
charge.

Figures from the manor of Wargrave®®
can also be used to illustrate the same
point, and the example is worth quoting
because the manor also provides a couple
of those rare pieces of additional infor-
mation relevant to this argument.
Appendix 6 reveals the position between
1356 and 1370. Excess income received
there from standard holdings shows con-
siderable fluctuations in the total amount
for the manor, but examination of individ-
ual entries for each year discloses what can
only be called ‘variable regularity’ in indi-
vidual payments, implying a negotiated
‘charge’ levied on somebody utilizing the
land rather than the sale of produce from
it by the landlord himself. This is confirmed
by two pieces of incidental information in
the account for 1369/70,>" which explain
the low value of the exitus recorded against
two of the listed holdings by actually men-
tioning a payer and explaining that he had
abandoned the holding in the course of
the year and ‘no one could be found to
take on the land’. The phrasc used here is
illam terram conducere voluit; a deliberate

3 The tabulated figures are those for the village of Wargrave itself
and not for the composite manor as a whole.
*' 159379; see Appendix 6.

choice of a verb, it would seem, to dis-
tinguish the transaction from a lease (tradi-
tur ad firmam) on the one hand, and the
traditional customary renting (pro eam fini-
vit) on the other. More significantly, both
entries explicitly state that the payer held
the holding ad firmam, the phrase in this
instance implying, I think, exactly what
the word literally means: a ‘firm’ (that is,
a fixed) payment.

Such instances of the regularity of the
sums recorded as the exitus of the vacant
holdings are not isolated cases. All the
manors with long-term vacancies, and the
presence of excess income, display some
degree of regularity in excess payments;
what varies is their position on the scale of
regularity, sometimes near the Witney and
Cheriton end of it, sometimes nearer the
Wargrave end of it.

Another glimpse of what can hide
behind the ubiquitous phrase levatur de exitu
is offered by one entry each from the
manors of Sutton and Alresford, both in
the same bailiwick. The account for Sutton
for 1354/5 records excess income from
vacant holdlncrs as a single total only, as
follows: ‘21 shlllmgs as issue of certain
lands in the hands of the lord in rec-
ompense for the labour services due from
them’.>* The next account, for 1355/6, has
a separate section for excess income and
lists eight holdings individually whose total
adds up to the same 21 shillings, but
without any additional comment.** The
1355/6 account for Alresford™ repeats the
same statement which appeared in the
account for Sutton in the previous year.
Clearly, what we have here is a payment,
from whoever took on the land, perceived
by the landlord as a compensation for the
loss of labour services. That the payment
is not recorded as commutation of services

** 159365, Sutton, Exitus Manerit: de 215 de exitu quarundens terranum
in many domini existencium in recompens(ationem) operum de cisdem
debitum sic concess. per Ballivum hoc anno.

*3 159366, Sutton, Exitus Manerii.

*4 159366, Alresford, Exitus Manerii.
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tends to emphasize the fact that no proper
tenancy was regarded as having been estab-
lished in respect of the holdings in
question.

Finally, the last, and in a way the most
explicit, confirmation that the money
raised from the vacant holdings apparently
by the landlord himself was in fact a pay-
ment made by the peasants comes from
the manor of Twyford/Marwell.>* On that
manor, income from vacant holdings over
and above the rent was at first recorded in
the Issue of the Manor section of the account
and described by the usual phrase as so
many shillings and pence ‘as issue of the
holding previously of X (de exitu tenementi
quondam X)'. However, from 1372
onwards, income over and above the value
of the rent began to be recorded in a
separate paragraph of its own, under the
usual heading: Issue of Vacant Holdings, but
with a significantly altered phrasing for the
individual entries. Each entry is recorded
as a payment from a named payer paid ‘as
issue of the holding previously of X’, with
an additional explanation that the holding
was handed over (dimissum) to the payer
until someone came forward to pay a fine
for it and to hold it according to ancient
custom.>® We have here, for the first time,
a regular and explicit interposition of an
intermediary between the landlord receiv-
ing revenue from a vacant holding, and
the holding producing it. Subsequent
accounts show clearly that many of the
peasants at Twyford/Marwell who made
payments for vacant holdings, recorded as
‘issue” of such holdings, did so year in year
out and at the same rate. Effectively, this
was a tenancy of a sort but the arrangement

*Up to 1348 Twyford and Marwell are accounted for as a single
manor and all items of information are presented as a single joint
total for both, from 1348 onwards two separate accounts are drawn
up, one for Twyford and one for Marwell.

**For cxample, 159383, Marwell (1372/3), Exitus Tenementorunt in
mantt Domini per Pestilenciam: Et de 4s de Stephano Smyth de exitu
terre quondam Ricardi atte Moore ultra certum redditum sic sibi dimisse
quosque aliquis venerit ad finiendunt et tenendum secundum antiqnam
consuetudinenm.

seems not to have been formally recognized
as such.

If the interpretation is correct, that the
exitus of vacant holdings represents money
paid to the landlord rather than income
raised from the sale of produce grown by
himself, we must ask the question of how
the peasants came to exploit the holdings
which are persistently described as being
‘in the hands of the lord’, and in what way
did they obtain an income from such land.
We are in the position to give a firm
answer to the first of these questions. But
before we proceed with the argument any
further, let us recapitulate briefly what we
know about vacant holdings and of the
payments described as income ‘raised’ from
them. To do so we must turn to the section
in which income raised over and above
the value of rents was recorded, for it is
here that a few available clues as to their
nature are to be found. The very fact that
these payments are grouped on their own
indicates clearly that they are intentionally
contrasted to the two traditional, and hith-
erto the only, ways in which occupation of
land was formally achieved and recognized:
traditional customary tenure (exemplified
by the payment of rent of assize and an
entry fine) and leasing. These holdings
have become vacant because the previous
tenant having died (occasionally having
relinquished them), and the usual procla-
mations in the manorial court having been
made, nobody came forward to claim
them. Since nobody has formally assumed
responsibility for them they were techni-
cally vacant and they remained ‘in the
lord’s hands’ waiting for someone to come
forward and formally accept responsibility
for them. As holdings, they belonged to no
one and in that sense they were truly
vacant. But does this necessarily mean that
the land itself lay idle and unused? Clearly
not! If money was being paid for it, the
land must have been subjected to some
form of exploitation to raise the money in
the first instance, and whoever used it must
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have had the landlord’s permission to do
so. Since such transactions did not go
through the manorial court, paid no entry
fines, and were not subject to lease agree-
ments, they must have been, in their very
essence, in the nature of ad hoc arrange-
ments carrying with them no rights, no
permanence and no certainty of any kind,;
they must have conveyed no more than
the permission to use the land in some
unspecified way for the time being.

What can we learn about the uses to
which such vacant holdings were put by
the peasants who took them on? Not
much, unfortunately, since there are vir-
tually no explicit comments to that effect.
If the landlord could graze his animals on
some of the vacant holdings so could have
the peasants. It seems quite possible that
some of the small payments, particularly
those in respects of vacant assarts, represent
an extension of animal husbandry on the
part of the peasantry; after all, such an
extension did occur on the part of the
landlords in this period and the peasants
could have done likewise. However, I
think it highly unlikely that the wvast
majority of the often quite substantial pay-
ments for standard holdings could have
been the consequence of a more extensive
pastoral activity on the part of the peasan-
try; the sums involved are far too often
quite out of proportion to the usual pay-
ments for rough grazing. It is also worth
pointing out in this context that it is the
standard holdings, above all, which were
producing income over and above the rent
value. The land constituting these holdings
lay in the arable fields of the village and it
was almost certainly used primarily, if not
exclusively, to grow crops. Payment for
such land is not, of course, a guarantee
that it was cultivated in its totality, so the
presence of a large number of vacant hold-
ings producing revenue could still involve
some contraction of peasant cultivation
from its pre-1349 level, but it must not
necessarily be seen as an indication, least
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of all as a measure, of the abandonment of
peasant cultivation in the wake of the Black
Death. Some contraction of peasant culti-
vation there may have been since some
vacant holdings produced no income at all
and do not appear to have been used in
any way, but I am very much against the
assumption that any contraction of peasant
cultivation was on anything like the same
scale as the phenomenon of vacant hold-
ings. It is, of course, the ‘standard’ holdings
— holdings whose land must be assumed to
have been arable land almost by definition
— which are particularly relevant to this
argument, and the fact that cash income
accrued to the landlord in respect of the
vast majority of them must indicate a
degree of cultivation. What we are wit-
nessing here is primarily a tenurial crisis,
not an agrarian crisis. It is tempting to
speculate why was it that peasants on so
many manors were no longer willing to
take up holdings on traditional basis and,
conversely, why on some manors they
appear to had been quite happy to do so,
but that problem is part and parcel of the
much wider issue of changing tenurial
patterns after the Black Death, and it must
be discussed fully in that context — I intend
to do so elsewhere.

It is hoped that the foregoing discussion
has shown conclusively that for the
Winchester estates the recorded totals of
lost rents and vacant holdings cannot be
taken as stated; that the so-called ‘vacant’
holdings were often vacant only in the
tenurial sense and must not be equated
with land which ceased to be profitably
exploited in one way or another; and that
the recorded value of lost rents represents
at best the balance between the value of
lost rents sensu stricto and income ‘raised’
from such holdings, the latter often being
considerably in excess of the value of the
rent itself. Some years ago I copied into a
table the totals of lost rents for all the
manors of the bishopric for all the years
between 1349 and 1472 (the date of the
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last manors being farmed out) but I have
since destroyed it for such unprocessed
figures should be regarded as meaningless.

This paper makes no claims in respect
of other estates except one: that whenever
the information on lost rents and vacant
holdings is presented in its most basic form
there can no longer be any certainty that
the recorded totals can be accepted at their
face value and no certainty that the con-
clusions drawn from them are necessarily
valid, since the reality of the situation on
such estates could be as far removed from
the impression ostensibly given by the
recorded figures as it 1S on many manors

of the bishopric of Winchester.
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As for the contrast in the bishopric of
Winchester between manors with and
manors without vacant holdings, perhaps
that too is a false dichotomy. If the view
is valid that the problem of vacant holdings
is essentially a tenurial one, then the con-
trast between such manors, in so far as the
exploitation of land is concerned, could be
more apparent than real. For is it too far-
fetched to suggest that the manors without
vacant holdings might too have had long
lists of them but for some feature of their
tenurial structure which had made peasants
on such manors less reluctant to take up
vacated holdings on the old basis?

APPENDICES

NOTES TO APPENDICES 1—4

Holdings

For the purpose of these appendices a holding is
defined as the totality of land recorded as a separate
entry under a single tenant. In theory, they can
range from a fraction of an acre to a large conglom-
erate, but in practice they are hardly ever bigger
than two virgates and some acres of assart.

Regular holdings: virgates, cotlonds, akerlonds,
mondaylonds and their regular subdivisions.

Irregular holdings: assarts (regardless of size), crofts,
cottages, tofts, curtilages, messuages, bits and pieces.

At Witney a very substantial acreage of lost assarts
was recorded in 1349, though it was dwindling
progressively as time went on. That total has never
been itemized and thus the total number of irregular
holdings, and the overall total, entered in the
appendices is substantially less than it should have
been. On some manors with very long lists of
vacant holdings year after year (notably Downton)
cross-checking between the Defectus Redditus sec-
tion and the Exitus Terraruin section, and between
different years, discloses frequent omissions particu-
larly among the ‘negative’ entries in the Defectus
Redditus section. Such omissions have been restored
whenever spotted.

Mills throughout have been excluded and any-

thing else which is not in the nature of a peasant
holding.

Estimated acreage
For most manors the size of standard holdings is
known and appears to be constant, but on some

manors the size of virgates is variable. This is
particularly true of composite manors such as
Downton and Wargrave (but not Taunton). The
problem manors are: Sutton, where a 32-acre vir-
gate and a 4o0-acre virgate seem to have been
present. The rest of the manors in the Sutton
bailiwick appear to have had only a 32-acre virgate
so all virgates at Sutton have been converted on
the same basis. Crawley seems to have had two
virgate sizes: 30 and 32 acres; these have been
converted throughout by multiplying by 32. The
position at Farnham is uncertain but a 32-acre
virgate seems to have been in use. Brightwell seems
to have used a 20-acre and a 24-acre virgate but
Harwell, its neighbour in the same bailiwick, seems
to have used only a 20-acre virgate and so the same
multiplier has been adopted for Brightwell also.
Wycombe has 20-acre and 24-acre virgates: the
latter figure has been adopted for all conversions.
At lvinghoe virgates of 16, 18, 20 and 24 acres are
recorded, according to locality and type (those of
assart origin appear to have been the largest); a
multiplier of 20 has been adopted throughout,
rather arbitrarily. At Wargrave a 24-acre virgate
seems to have been the most common though a
20-acre virgate can also be found; the former has
been adopted throughout. Downton presents the
greatest difficulty in this respect; virgates of 16, 18,
20, 24 and 32 acres are recorded there. There are
some grounds to think that a 32-acre virgate is
more common among the vacant holdings so that
measurement has been used throughout, albeit,
rather arbitrarily. Irregular holdings, too, can present
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a problem, particularly crofts, where usually the
only guide to their size is the value of their rent.
On manors with standard rate per acre (Witney at
6d an acre of assart) there is no problem but
elsewhere arbitrary decisions had to be made.

Recorded loss of rent

The sums in this column are the totals given at the
end of the Defectus Redditus section; recorded figures
have been altered only when a clerical error has
been spotted in the documents themselves, and at
Crawley and Farcham, when appropriate, as
explained in the text, otherwise they have been left
as they stand.

Full value of lost rents
The full rent value of vacant holdings is recorded
on most manors but on some manors ‘negative’

entries omit to give it. Practically the only serious
offender is Downton, but even there the number
of holdings whose rent is uncertain is relatively
small; the decision in their case is arbitrary but the
same values have been used throughout. Any arbi-
trariness in calculating the full value of lost rents
automatically affects the figures in the remaining
four columns which are thus, to the same extent,
estimates only.

Lost rents as the percentage of pre-1349 rents

The figures entered in this column compare the
full value of lost rents with the actual rents in 1348;
that is, the total nominal rent less the pre-1349
defectus.
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