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Abstract
This article explores the peasant experience of eating and drinking through the descriptions in manorial 
custumals of the meals provided at boon works. It seeks to show that the peasant recipients were well 
able to discriminate between good quality and bad in the food and drink they were given. Further, they 
valued an element of orderliness in the way the meals were served and consumed, that is, they had a 
sense of ‘dining’. They wished, in the provision of these meals, to be treated with respect – though some 
expected more respect than others: they were well aware that food and the way it was served could be 
indicators of status within the household and the peasant community, and in relationships with their 
manorial lords. They were ready, consequently, to bargain and negotiate with these lords in an attempt 
to get what they wanted and felt they deserved.

Medieval historians have long appreciated how food and meals had a significance extending 
beyond their more obvious material manifestations.1 Chris Dyer has shown how the consumption 
and production of freshwater fish could be both an assertion of the social exclusiveness of the 
aristocracy and an indicator of distinctions within it; Peter Coss, emphasizing the importance 
attached to meals in gentry households, has drawn attention to the role of ‘dining rights’, or 
bouche à court.2 It is attitudes to food, ‘dining’, and dining rights lower down the social scale 
that will be discussed here, however. Though there have been excellent studies of peasant diet, 
these other aspects of the peasant experience have received little attention. This is no doubt 
due, in part, to the shortage of sources. Archaeology has recently been used to throw light on 
peasant dining practices, suggesting the presence of ‘elements of ceremony’, and undoubtedly 
has more to contribute.3 Meanwhile, the descriptions in manorial custumals of the meals 
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provided to peasants performing labour services, and in particular boon works, provide 
another possible approach.

The custumals vary greatly in the way they describe these meals. At their fullest, in the 
second half of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, they may specify not only the 
quantity and type of food the meals were to contain, but also the quality of the ingredients 
and the circumstances in which the meals were to be eaten. It quickly emerges, sometimes in 
unexpected ways, that more was at stake than simply the filling of empty bellies. Of course, 
quantity mattered to the men and women who ate these meals. Many peasants may have 
been relatively prosperous, but many others struggled, and even hard-won prosperity might 
be precarious; hunger or memories of hunger must have been present in the consciousness of 
many peasants.4 

But the custumals make plain that these men and women had wider concerns. They wished, 
indeed felt entitled, to be treated generously in return for their labours, and resented any 
attempt to cut back on what was provided; but they also wanted to be treated with respect 
– they were well aware that food, meals and the way they were served could be indicators of 
status, within the household, within the peasant community, and in relations with manorial 
lords. Proper treatment thus meant not only the maintenance of old standards (or what were 
claimed as such) and ample quantities, but also good quality and an element of orderliness in 
the way the meals were provided. The custumals show these peasants as constantly vigilant for 
any shortfall in what they saw as their proper entitlement in all these spheres. They are also 
revealed as being prepared to argue and negotiate with manorial administrations, seeking to 
get the best deal they could. Of course, their bargaining power was limited and their success 
inevitably relative, but the direct and indirect record of these exchanges offers valuable evidence 
about their attitudes to food, meals and ‘dining’. Before enlarging on these statements, I need 
to say a little both about the records in which the meals are described and about the labour 
services with which they were associated.

Manorial custumals are documents whose purpose, as the name suggests, was to record 
the customs of the manor; which, in this context, meant primarily the obligations, that is, 
the ‘customs and services’, owed by the peasant tenants to their lords. Custumals have a long 
history, the earliest predating the Norman Conquest,5 but this article will concentrate on those 
that survive from the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. It was at this period that 
custumals proliferated, in association with the expansion of direct demesne farming, and the 
labour services owed by the unfree tenants loom large in these documents. Custumals survive 
for every type of estate, small and large, lay and ecclesiastical, and for all parts of the country; 
this article will draw on a wide cross section.

Custumals survive in a variety of forms, sometimes as autonomous documents, sometimes 
contained within extents and surveys; in which case, the customs are generally recorded by 
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tenant, or category of tenant, though certain customs applicable to whole groups may be 
recorded separately. They are alike, however, in that they were drawn up by a manorial lord or 
his officials, and written down in Latin by a clerk he employed. Nevertheless, it was not these 
officials who stated the customs, but a sworn jury drawn from the customary – or unfree – 
peasant tenants. This was a practice that both utilized local knowledge and gave legitimacy 
to the resulting document. The names of the jurors were usually recorded at the head of the 
custumal, after those of the presiding officials, revealing that the better-off customary tenants 
– including the holders of yardlands and half yardlands – were generally amply represented.6 It 
needs to be kept in mind, accordingly, that their testimony may sometimes reflect the preoccu-
pations or ambitions of ‘the great and the good’ of the village as much as those of the wider 
tenant body. However, the process was public – custumals were often compiled at a session 
of the manorial court – and the jurors spoke in the presence of the broader community they 
were called on to represent.7

Though much about the process by which custumals were compiled remains obscure, it 
seems probable that, on the day, the jurors were generally required to approve an existing draft; 
by the second half of the thirteenth century this was likely to be an earlier custumal. These 
records were regularly amended and updated to reflect changing circumstances, and it is clear 
that the process was frequently contentious. This can often be deduced from the documents 
themselves. With the passage of time, custumals become increasingly detailed. This is in part 
a consequence of a more general expansion in record-keeping in the thirteenth century and, 
specifically, of the more detailed accounting of manorial lords engaging in direct demesne 
farming. However, much of the extra detail can only be explained as an attempt to settle 
disagreements or disputes that had arisen regarding the precise nature of the obligations and 
rewards described. Many of the additions and clarifications are signposted by being the subject 
of notes and memoranda or of badly phrased or clumsily inserted clauses. Also, though the 
juries are usually ‘silent’ in these documents (after an initial ‘they say’), custumals occasionally 
record interventions, as if made on the day, and quite possibly not expected by the supervising 
officials. Some of them are anonymous (‘but they say’), but they are often explicitly attributed 
to the jury (‘the jury say’ or ‘but the jury say’, even ‘all the jurors, speaking for themselves 
and the vill’). But even without these signposts it is often possible to infer that clauses are the 
product of bargaining and negotiation. Some appear to record victories – more often, of course, 
on the part of the lord – or losses, others to represent compromises; some appear to emanate 
from manorial lords, others from the peasant tenants. Such clauses are useful indicators of 
changes under way and of issues that had proved controversial. Many of them address aspects 
of the meals provided to tenants performing labour services, and especially boon works, in 
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itself testimony to the importance these meals had acquired for peasants and manorial lords 
alike.

Boon works (in Latin usually precaria) differed from the other labour services widely 
demanded of customary tenants in a number of ways. First, they were concentrated at certain 
crucial times in the farming year, in particular the hay and corn harvests, periods when the 
labour of a large number of people was needed, often at short notice. Second, they had to 
be performed by a wider range of people than regular labour services, hinting at a different 
origin:8 they were often demanded of free as well as customary tenants;9 of the tenants’ whole 
households, that is, their families and their servants and farmworkers (‘he himself shall come 
with his whole familia except his wife’, says the custumal for Horninglow, Staffs; at Houghton, 
Hunts., it was ‘with his whole familia who are able to work, apart from his wife’; at Alveston, 
Warwicks., ‘with his whole familia except his wife and his shepherd’);10 and of their subtenants, 
and even their subtenants’ servants (‘anyone who holds a cottage of him shall come with his 
hands’, at Aldingbourne, Sussex).11 On some manors the labour of the wider community was 
called on to bring in the hay (it was all the neifs ‘of age and not directly serving their father or 
mother … and outsiders (forinseci) similarly’ at Newnham, Gloucs),12 and also sometimes the 
corn, as at Lessingham, Norfolk.13 Lastly, boon works were performed, in the rather tentative 
phrasing of the American sociologist George Homans, ‘in theory at least, out of love’; or, as it 
was put by some tenants pleading in the royal courts, ‘in the old days (antiquitus), at harvest 
time the lord used to ask for aid and they used to aid him’.14 Indeed the services are sometimes 
called ‘love boons’, the expression implying a voluntary nature,15 and in some custumals 
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certain boons are described as ‘ex gratia’, or ‘on request’,16 though it seems unlikely that refusal 
was a realistic option. Nevertheless, it was possible for the meals customarily provided for the 
workers on these occasions to be presented as part of a reciprocal relationship, a just reward for 
labour freely rendered.17 There are both similarities and differences here in comparison with 
another ‘communal’ manorial meal, the much less well-documented Christmas dinner which 
was provided to tenants – and often their wives – on some manors18; the peasants eligible to 
attend these meals were usually required to make more or less substantial contributions that 
were generally described as ‘gifts’, though more likely in reality obligatory.19

Though the provision of meals at boon works was fairly general, there were considerable 
variations in practice from one manor or estate to another. Some boons were not ‘rewarded’ by 
any meals at all: ‘nihil debet habere ad illas precarias’, says the mid-thirteenth-century custumal 
of the winter ploughing boon at East Pennard, Somerset.20 Usually, however, one or two meals a 
day were laid on for the workers, at midday, in the evening, or both.21 Sometimes breakfast was 
provided, too, but this was less common; work at the autumn bederip at Stoneleigh, Warwicks., 
began at sunrise, but if the reapers wanted breakfast they had to bring their own, and eat 
and drink as they worked (comedunt eeciam et bibent eundo ascendendo seu descendendo per 
selionem).22 Meals were often eaten in the fields, especially those laid on in the middle of the 
day: bread, bacon, and cheese were provided ‘at the third hour or at noon in campo’ at the 
autumn boon at Felsted, Essex.23 Other meals, especially at the end of the working day, or at 
the end of the harvest, might be eaten in the manor house itself or in its precincts.24
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Harvest suppers were customarily more lavish, and must have been communal events of 
some significance in the manorial calendar, festive occasions and a time for conviviality 
and relaxation, the successful bringing in of the crop a cause for celebration, the ‘free’ meal 
afterwards a right and proper reward for labour rendered. They might be attended by large 
numbers of people, of both sexes; if wives are not explicitly included (as they often were at 
Christmas dinners), they may have attended harvest suppers either as members of the familia 
or as additional labour, which we know included women.25 At one boon on the Battle Abbey 
manor of Hoton the reapers could bring a friend to the harvest supper.26 These meals must 
have demanded considerable preparation, if not on the scale of the more famous medieval 
banquets celebrating notable events in aristocratic life. Animals might be slaughtered for the 
occasion, as we will see; fires needed to be lit,27 bread baked (‘in the manor house’, specifies 
a note in the custumal for Borley, Essex)28 and ale brewed or bought in – the harvesters were 
often given cash to buy it themselves: haymakers at Warboys got 6d. ‘from the abbot’s purse 
for sythalis [scythe-ale]’.29 The ale must have added to the jollity of the gathering, which 
might continue well into the evening. Candles were sometimes provided, if more often at the 
Christmas dinner than harvest suppers – and even then rather grudgingly: at Bleadon, says 
the custumal, the yardlanders could sit and drink as long as it was a light enough for candles 
not to be needed. We may suspect an attempt to impose restraint in a clause in the custumal 
for Lawling, Essex: at the ale boon, it says, ‘he shall sit drinking with his fellows so long as five 
candles of tallow, each a shaftment in length, are burning together’.30 

And the custumals reveal tensions surrounding these meals, even the harvest suppers. One 
sign is the way that local practice was increasingly spelled out, rather than left to custom 
or to the discretion of the manorial officials. Twelfth-century custumals are rarely full in 
their descriptions of these meals, if they mention them at all.31 In the thirteenth century, by 
contrast, the meals are often described in what can seem to a modern reader obsessive detail. 
The enormous precision with which tenant labour services are described in thirteenth-century 
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custumals has often been remarked on, with good reason, but perhaps equally noteworthy is 
the amount of space devoted in many custumals to the associated meals.32

And just as the descriptions become more detailed over time, so the language changes 
too. True, in some custumals the meals are still described only briefly and vaguely: some 
ploughing and harrowing boons at Sidlesham, Sussex, remain simply ‘at the bishop’s food’ in 
the custumal of 1275.33 In others, the language is not only imprecise but expansive: ‘And on 
that day the prior feeds everybody’, proclaims the custumal for the Worcester Cathedral Priory 
estate of the Benrip and the Benerthe, the chief autumn and ploughing boons; more modestly, 
the custumal for Ashill, Norfolk, says simply that the mowers were to get ‘a good meal’ (unum 
bonum repastum).34 A custumal for Bishopstone, Sussex, is a little more specific: at the wheat 
boon, it says, ‘at dinner each [worker] shall have as much bread as he wishes to eat’; at Denton, 
Sussex, at ‘the great wheat boonwork’, reapers got ‘cheese and ale all day’.35 At the Christmas 
dinner at North Curry, Somerset, some tenants were to have ‘as much ale as they will drink 
in the day’, while one tenant, next day, was to have ‘as much ale as he will drink till even’; at 
the Christmas dinner at Bleadon, Somerset, the tenants were to get not only ‘good’ bread and 
ale, but also one ‘full serving’ (plenarium ferculum) of beef and another of pork.36 These are 
all phrases suggestive of a generous provision, freely offered.

Equally common, however, is a more cautious and cost-conscious note: at the harvest 
boons, says the custumal for Hartest, Suffolk, the workers were ‘to have food in moderation’, 
and it refers later to ‘a small meal, that is to say a loaf and some relish’.37 Reasonableness and 
moderation are an insistent theme, well exemplified in the custumal for Felsted: the servings of 
meat or fish at the plough and harvest boons on this manor were to be ‘reasonable’ (rationabilia 
fercula), and the quantity of bread, bacon and cheese to be ‘within reason as was the custom’ 
(rationabiliter sicut mos est).38 The inclusion of bread in this list may seem surprising but a 
parsimonious attitude even to this staple food was widespread: the wheaten loaf provided at 
a boon at Lawling was to be ‘of reasonable size’.39 Perhaps less surprisingly, we find similar 
caution with regard to ale: at the plough boon at Bishopstone the amount was to be ‘reasonable’ 
(cervisiam rationabilem); at Moreton Sanderville, Berks., the harvest workers got ‘sufficient’ ale 
at the bedrippas.40 But what counted as reasonable or sufficient might be interpreted differently 
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by an economically minded manorial administration and hungry peasant recipients: at Felsted, 
a clause had to be added to the custumal to say that, when it came to bread, what counted 
as a reasonable quantity was to be decided by ‘worthy men’ (panis erit racionabilis per visum 
proborum hominum).41 We are a long way here from a liberality in provision, and also from 
peasants grateful for whatever they received.

Another approach was to avoid vague, approximate, or emotive terms in favour of listing 
the various components of the meal, in neutral language. Thus at Lawling a note has been 
added to the custumal (‘and be it known that …’) spelling out what the meal at the ale boon 
was to consist of: at midday each tenant was to get ‘a wheaten loaf, milk and cheese’, in the 
evening, ‘a wheaten loaf, ale, pottage, a platter of meat, and a dish of bread and milk with 
cheese’.42 Many custumals go further and specify precise quantities. Herrings, a relatively 
cheap food, were often counted: at Hadleigh, Essex, two men got six between them, valued 
at a halfpenny, at Mickleover, Derbs., each reaper got two, at Laughton, Sussex, it was one, 
while on the Battle Abbey manor of Marley they were doled out in fractions.43 At Stoneleigh 
it was eggs that were kept count of: each reaper got four at the bedrepa.44 It is sometimes 
possible to trace the appearance of the extra precision: the ‘ale or cider for drinking’ provided 
with the harvest supper at Horninglow, according to a survey of 1286, has become, by that of 
1307, a measured ‘one gallon of ale or cider’ between two.45 Even the quantity of bread might 
be strictly defined: custumals regularly specified not only how many loaves each worker was 
to get but also their weight: at Preston, Sussex ‘each [harvester] shall have for his dinner 
a halfpenny loaf, and every two shall have for supper one or two halfpenny loaves’, and if 
the bread was baked specially, then ‘24 loaves must be made from one hop’; or, at Bradcar, 
Norfolk, ‘four barley loaves, and twenty loaves are made of every bushel’.46 Small variations 
in the provision on different days are carefully recorded. At Appledrum, Sussex, for example, 
a slightly different meal was provided at each of four harvest boons and each of them was 
separately described in the custumal: the bread at the second was to be half wheat and half 
rye, but at the third all wheat, and so on; at Ilmer, Berks., the tenants were to get more ale 
on the second day than the first.47 The provision of salt might be recorded: sometimes how 
much (a ‘basketful’ for haymakers at Hartest), often in association with cheese (‘two cheeses 
and as much salt as may cover a cheese mould’ for haymakers at Lawling),48 or meat, as 
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at Brightwalton, Berks.,49 or to season the haymakers’ broth or pottage, at Borley.50 The 
custumal for North Curry specifies that mustard should be provided with the beef and bacon 
at the Christmas dinner.51

The dread hand of the accountant is clearly visible in many of these clauses. Further, 
everywhere provisos and exclusions creep in, often revealing a notably penny-pinching attitude, 
but also hinting at local disputes. Why else should it be recorded that the harvest workers at 
Chatteris, Cambs., were to get ‘sufficient ale’ at the third lovebene, but that at the fourth, if 
they got ale, it was not as of right but as a favour (nisi ex gratia); or that if the haymakers at 
Ferring, Sussex, wanted ale with their harvest supper, they had to provide it themselves; or a 
note be added at Lawling to the effect that there were to be as many ale boons as dry boons 
– the latter no doubt more popular with the administration than with the harvest workers.52 
The cheaper but less attractive option of water was often written into the custumal: this was 
spelled out in a note at Borley for the oat boon (though the harvesters got ale at the wheat 
boon); at Goring, Sussex, it was water at the first autumn boon, ale at the second; the third 
autumn boon at Hartest was the eponymous ‘Waterbedrepe’.53 The provenance of the water 
was specified at Denton – it was to be ‘of the king’s well’.54 And a different type of parsimony 
is suggested at Barnwell, Cambs., in this case with regard to time: on that day (the first day 
of haymaking), says the custumal, a half yardlander could sit down ‘with all the lord’s men’ 
to drink the 12d. worth of ale provided ‘without challenge’ (sine vendicatione);55 had this 
‘privilege’ been contested?

If much of this new detail was included in an attempt to settle or forestall local disputes, 
why had these arisen? Reasons are not hard to find. For their part, manorial lords had 
increasingly strong grounds for wanting to cut back on these meals, which were often fixed by 
custom at a notably generous level.56 In the thirteenth century they faced a pincer movement 
of rising food prices and falling labour costs, which made the customary provision of food 
and drink for workers performing labour services an increasingly heavy burden. Awareness 
of the high price of providing meals relative to the value of the labour is visible in many 
custumals: it was increasingly common to attach a cash value to the meals, often together 
with a calculation of the value of the labour rendered. This might reveal only a narrow 
margin of profit, or even an outright loss: at Barnhorn, Sussex, in 1306–7, Battle Abbey 
calculated each of two Lent harrowing services to be worth 4d., and the cost of providing 
the customary three meals a day to the workers at 5d., leaving the lord, the document notes, 
1d. out of pocket; a similar calculation was made with regard to mowing services, with the 
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same result.57 The temptation to cut back on the customary provision in these circumstances 
may often have proved irresistible: ‘it is not surprising’, in the words of Professor Raftis, ‘to 
find attempts to standardise and control … consumption’.58 And, in 1291, the villeins of the 
Ramsey Abbey manor of Broughton walked out in the middle of the great harvest bene on 
the grounds (‘giving the malicious and false cause’, claimed the manorial administration, at 
the November manorial court) that the loaves of bread they were offered were not ‘as large 
as they were accustomed formerly and ought to have them’. A search of the register/custumal 
showed they had no right to ‘more bread than may be purchased so that two men together 
have bread worth 3 farthings’ unless ‘the lord wishes’.59 Had the lord perhaps so wished 
in previous years? Had the loaves been larger when the Abbey had baked its own, and no 
account was taken of the price of corn, as the custumal hints had once been the case? This we 
cannot know, but what is clear is the strength of feeling on both sides, and the assertiveness 
of the peasant tenants. They must have been aware they risked a heavy fine for their actions 
– in due course they were adjudged to be in contempt of the lord and amerced 40s. – but 
they went ahead with their action nevertheless. It is noticeable that, even as translated into 
Latin and written down by a scribe in the formal court record, their language was one of 
‘rights’ (‘ought to have’) and not of humble requests. Eventually, as the century passed, many 
labour services were commuted for cash, in whole or in part, temporarily or permanently, 
in favour of cheap wage labour. But old habits died hard, and there were still circumstances 
and occasions in which it remained profitable or convenient to use labour services; and boon 
works, as we have seen, had a particular value to manorial lords and were among those most 
frequently still called on.

Though the quantity and type of food provided at these works was clearly a matter of 
concern on both sides, if for different reasons, it is notable that it was not only these aspects 
that mattered to the peasants. Many clauses reveal quality to have been an issue, too, even 
if the food itself remained fairly basic. High quality is often specified and if we assume, as 
seems reasonable, that the impetus for such clauses came from the peasants, they are revealed 
as well able to discriminate. This is immediately apparent in the case of bread, an important 
component of all these meals. As we have seen, custumals regularly stated not just its quantity 
but also the type of corn from which it was to be baked. Barley bread, cheaper and less highly 
prized, was often found, as at Goring at the first autumn boon, but the more expensive bread 
baked from wheat was generally preferred and also often specified: mowers at Ashbury, Berks., 
got wheaten bread twice a day with their cheese.60 The value attached to this bread corn and the 
level of discernment present, not to speak of the pernickety nature of some of the bargaining 
that must have taken place, is suggested by a proviso in the custumal for Holywell, Hunts.: 
the bread at the first autumn boon, it says, was to be ‘of wheat and rye, but mostly wheat’ 
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(major pars sit frumentum). Meanwhile, at Burton Abbey, the reapers got ‘two loaves, one of 
wheat and the other of rye’, each ‘of the same weight as the bread of a monk’.61 White bread 
was similarly highly valued, and occasionally specified, if in modest quantities: each reaper at 
Stoneleigh got one small white wheaten loaf; haymakers at Marley got two and a half ‘black’ 
loaves (panes nigros) each, but also, ‘in common’, three large and three small simnel loaves, that 
is, loaves of fine white wheat flour.62 Even the best white wastel bread is occasionally found: 
at Ilmer reapers got one dish of some sort of pudding made with it (ferculum mortrellorum 
de wastelle); wastel bread from the county town (‘wastelli of Derby’), that is, from a superior 
urban bakery, was given to reapers at Mickleover.63 One is inevitably reminded of the beggars 
in Piers Ploughman who ‘refused the bread that had beans in it, demanding milk loaves and 
fine white wheaten bread’.64

Another luxury food, at least for the peasantry, was fresh meat. So highly was it valued that 
boons at which it was customarily provided were sometimes named after it: it was at ‘the great 
metebene’ on the Burton Abbey estate that the reapers got a meal that included ‘one dish of 
meat, either beef or pork’ (carnis bovis vel porci) between two.65 At Cranfield, Beds., it was ‘one 
dish of beef ’, similarly shared between two, at one boon.66 More often, however, custumals 
said simply ‘meat’ or ‘fresh meat’.67 At Broughton, the very inclusion of the latter was left 
uncertain: ‘recent or salt’ (recentem vel salatam) says the custumal of one autumn boon: had 
the manorial administration here refused to let themselves be pinned down?68 An even more 
grudging attitude is suggested at Stoneleigh, where the reapers got ‘potagio scilicet Gruwel sine 
carnibus cocto’, that is, pottage without cooked meat, unless the lord decreed otherwise (nisi 
dominus aliter permiserit).69

However, fresh meat must have been a frequent component of the main harvest supper at 
the end of haymaking, as it was common for an animal to be slaughtered for the occasion. 
Mowing and haymaking – ‘very much group activities’ – are characterized by ‘common’ 
rewards, as opposed to ‘servings’, and often surrounded by ritual.70 It was traditional on 
many manors – after the hay had been carried in – for a sheep to be turned out into the field, 
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for the haymakers to try to catch and kill themselves; if they succeeded they had it for their 
supper, if they let it escape it remained the lord’s. More prosaically, by our period, mowers 
were more likely to be given a sum of money to purchase an animal (‘a sheep worth 12d., 
or 12d.’, a note inserted into the Goring custumal specifies).71 Or an animal was provided 
and slaughtered by the lord. Either way, many custumals stipulate that it was not to be an 
inferior beast: it was to be ‘one of the best sheep in the bishop’s fold’, declares the custumal 
for Sidlesham, ‘the best [wether] they like to choose’, says that for Preston, and ‘the second 
best ram in the lord’s fold’ was specified at Winterbourne, Wilts.72 At Badbury, Wilts., the 
haymakers could select a sheep themselves, but by sight alone; they were not permitted to 
feel it.73 At Laughton, where an ox was slaughtered for the reapers, it ‘must be fattened on 
the better pasture of the lord until the time when it must be used’.74 These peasants were well 
able to tell the difference between good and less good meat, it is clear, and such provisos may 
well be attempts to thwart a common and resented practice on the part of manorial lords of 
choosing inferior animals for these occasions.75

A whole cheese was often provided for haymakers, and again we find stipulations as to 
quality: a note added to the Borley custumal specifies that the cheese was to be ‘from the lord’s 
dairy’, and ‘after the better sort’; at Broughton the cheese for the mowers was to be one of the 
best in the curia; the yardlanders required to shear the lord’s sheep at Bleadon were to share 
‘the best cheese’ then being salted (qui jacet in augeo ad saliendum); on some Glastonbury 
manors it was to be a cheese made that same day.76 Concern for the quality of dairy products 
emerges also in relation to milk, sometimes specified as a superior alternative to water, as we 
have seen at Lawling.77 That of the milk given to mowers at Borley was very precisely stipulated, 
in phrases that hint at hard prior bargaining: it was to be from the morning milking and 
‘from all the cows of the whole dairy at one and the same time’ (the milk fat yield is higher 
in the morning, mixing means that the thinner, earlier-drawn milk cannot be used).78 Clauses 
insisting on the high quality of these dairy products may be instances of small victories for the 
tenants but a word of caution is needed: the cheese for the yardlanders and their men mowing 
on the Glastonbury Abbey manor of Burton in Marnhull, Dorset, might well be ‘one cheese 
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from the best cheeses’ made in the lord’s curia, as it is put in the custumal, but only as long as 
it did not cost more than 5d. There were clearly limits to what a cost-conscious administration 
was prepared to countenance.79

Quality is indicated in a different – and highly significant – way elsewhere in the custumal 
for Burton in Marnhull, where it is related to the quality, or status, of the tenant rather than 
the foodstuff: at one of the winter ploughing boons, says this custumal, the yardlander was 
to be fed not only sufficiently but ‘honourably’ (sufficienter et honorifice).80 The same word 
is used again in the custumal for another Glastonbury Abbey manor, Sturminster Newton, 
Dorset, this time of the ale to be provided to the yardlander and his wife at the Christmas 
dinner: it was to be ‘sufficient and honourable and clear’ (sufficientem et honorifice et clera).81 It 
is an unusual word to find in this context, that is, in a manorial document and in connection 
with a peasant tenant, and we can only speculate how this loaded language came to be used. 
It seems unlikely to have been volunteered by the manorial administration, more likely that it 
came from the peasant tenants. It is unlikely to be by chance that it is in both cases employed 
in connection with yardlanders, that is, with members of a sort of village elite from whom, we 
may remember, the jurors were often recruited. Should we assume that these tenants used the 
word themselves in conversations in the village? Or was it perhaps produced for the occasion, 
in an attempt to convey the quality or type of appropriately respectful treatment these men 
felt was their due, in the face of the lord’s officials – possibly inclined to look down on them?

That the concept of a yardlander’s ‘honourable’ status was present in villages elsewhere is 
confirmed by other custumals, again in connection with food and drink. It is articulated in 
those for some of the Ramsey Abbey manors, where the yardlander was expected to treat the 
‘servants of the curia’ on the day of his marriage: at Broughton, the custumal says, he should 
provide a meal of bread, meat and ale ‘as his honour demanded and his financial situation 
allowed’ (secundum quod suum honorem deceat et suae competat facultati), a nice combination 
of aspiration and realism; at Warboys, Hunts., it was ‘pane, cervisia, carne vel pisce servientes 
curiam honorifice respiciet’.82 There may be a hint that this vocabulary was unwelcome to 
manorial lords in a comparison of two surveys made at an interval of two decades on the 
Burton Abbey estate: the word ‘honourable’ is used in the earlier survey (1286) of a ‘gift’ 
(honorabile exennium) the yardlanders were required to make to the abbot on certain fixed 
dates, but it has disappeared from the survey of 1306 on all but one manor, along with the 
element of discretion allowed to the tenants. The exceptional manor is Mickleoever, where its 
continued use is laboriously and clumsily insisted on, presumably a victory for the local tenants 
on a matter about which they felt strongly.83

If a desire on the part of this category of tenant for treatment appropriate to their status is 
visible in custumals, so also is a readiness on the part of manorial lords to go along with it, 
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by showing them special favour at boon feasts. This preferential treatment might take various 
forms. Sometimes it was simply more or superior food and drink: at the three autumn beddrips 
at Moreton Sanderville, the custumal flatly states, the yardlander was to receive better food 
and drink (melius cibari et potari) than the workers he brought with him.84 At Teddington, 
Middlesex, the yardlander got ale with his dinner at the great boon while his men got water 
(though everyone was given ale at supper); added to which he received a substantial further 
allowance of 32 gallons of ale, which, if he shared it with his workers, put him in the happy 
position of distributing largesse, for all the world a little lord in his own small patch.85 At 
the two harvest boons at Aldingbourne the yardlander received an additional and exclusive 
midday meal (there was bread and cheese for everyone in the evening), lavish enough at the 
wheat boon to include fresh meat and ale.86 

The yardlanders might also be singled out by where and how they ate the meals. At the 
three autumn beddrips at Moreton Sanderville the yardlander – who was, as we have seen, to 
receive better food – was to be more ‘honourably’ seated: sedebat honestius says the custumal. 
At the third autumn boon at Felsted, the probi homines – the expression apparently used as 
synonymous with yardlanders, a significant equivalence – were to come to the manor house 
(ad curiam domine) for the evening meal, but seemingly not the reapers they had to supply, 
though they too received a meal.87 A note has been added to the Bishopstone custumal to 
clarify that it was only those who contributed oxen to the teams at the ploughing boon (‘they 
and not more’) who were to come to the lord’s house to dinner.88 At the second and third 
harvest boons at Hoton, Essex, the yardlander was entitled to eat ‘with the sergeant’, that is, 
in superior company.89

And there may have been other ways of distinguishing certain categories of tenant not noted 
in the custumals. For example, it is known that tablecloths were sometimes used at harvest 
suppers. A cloth bought at Sedgeford, Norfolk, was not big enough to cover a table seating all 
the harvest workers; perhaps it adorned one end of a long table, or perhaps a smaller more 
selective table.90 The use of a cloth as a marker of status is suggested in some custumals for 
the Glastonbury Abbey estate, where the yardlander was to bring his own plate, cup and cloth 
(discum et cifum et mappam) to the Christmas dinner; at Burton in Marnhul the phrase ‘should 
he wish to eat off a cloth’ (si voluerit de mappa comedere) has been added – perhaps betraying 
a hint of disdain on the part of the scribe?91 Yet the use of tablecloths in late medieval peasant 
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households is documented in inventories; cloths are often recorded in association with towels, 
suggesting that hands might be washed before meals.92

So there were a variety of ways in which manorial administrations showed special favour to 
the tenants of the standard yardland holdings at boon feasts. In doing so they were implicitly 
equating these particular customary tenants with peasant tenants of higher status, those who 
were free or on the border between free and customary, who were often entitled to similar 
forms of preferential treatment; or, as it is put in the custumal for the ancient demesne manor 
of Stoneleigh, they – that is, the free sokemen – were to be ‘ministered to in a better fashion … 
as their status demanded’ (meliori modo ministrabitur secundum exigenciam status eorum).93 
More explicitly, at Preston, the tenant of a yardland that owed only light services, including 
two ploughing and two harvest boons, was on these occasions to ‘eat with the sergeant of the 
manor’; similarly, two tenants of uncertain, but not customary, status at Houghton were to eat 
in the hall with the farmer (of the manor) at the boon, unlike their reapers, who, the custumal 
says, were to eat ‘with the other workers’ (cum operariis aliis).94

These forms of privilege – eating in the manor house or in the hall within it, eating in 
superior company, eating better food – are reminiscent of the dining rights, or bouche à court, 
more usually discussed in relation to aristocratic households. However, they were common at 
lower social levels too, perhaps in particular in the case of certain manorial officials. The most 
important of these, the reeve, a man chosen or elected from the customary peasant tenants, 
was on many manors entitled to eat in the manor house on certain occasions, especially at 
key times of the farming year. This may often have been at table with the lord’s familia, that 
is, the permanent demesne farmworkers, but it might also be in ‘superior’ company: ‘at table 
with the bailiff of the manor’ during the winter and Lent sowing and the autumn harvest 
at Bradford on Tone, Somerset, and ‘in the lord’s hall at the table of the manorial officials’ 
when the lord was resident on the manor. At Stoke-sub-Hamdon, Somerset, the reeve ‘shall 
be with him at table … whenever the steward shall be at table for holding courts’.95 There 
were obvious practical advantages in such an arrangement – saving of time, ease of exchange 
of information and decision-making etc. – but the practice must have brought benefits of a 
more intangible kind, too, encouraging the reeve to feel part of the manorial administration, 
bringing him, as it were, onside, while at the same time distancing him from his fellow 
tenants. It seems likely that the preferential treatment offered to the yardlanders was intended 
to achieve a similar effect.

But in any case, if the yardlanders received marks of public recognition of their status at 
boon feasts, this only reflected an already existing hierarchy, not only in the home,96 but also 
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in the harvest field, which was similarly encouraged by manorial lords. As we have seen, the 
yardlander was generally required to provide the labour of several reapers at the autumn boon, 
and these were drawn primarily from his family and household, supplemented if necessary by 
hired labourers. On many manors, custumals state that on certain days he was not required 
to labour himself, but only to supervise the workers he supplied, and see, in the words of 
the Moreton Sanderville custumal, that they did a good job (bene operentur).97 Further, 
some custumals specify that he was on these occasions to carry a rod, traditional symbol of 
authority, further enhancing his role as supervisor: at the metebene, says the Burton Abbey 
custumal, he must, ‘as their overseer … stand there all day with a rod’ (custos eorum … cum 
virga).98 In this, the yardlander was once again being put on a par with tenants of higher 
status, such as the free sokemen of Stoneleigh, though they, with their rods, were required to 
ride to the bedrepa (equitantes cum virgis suis), and also not only to see that the labourers they 
supplied did a good job, but present them in a special court if they offended.99 The potential 
advantages for the lord in this practice are clear. Firm supervision of the disparate body of 
workers assembled for the corn harvest must have been an urgent necessity. This was the job 
of the manorial officials, of course, specifically the ripreeve or hayward, more generally the 
reeve and bailiff. Nevertheless, making the yardlanders responsible for their own workers 
might greatly contribute to the efficiency of the harvest, and giving them this formal right to 
supervise, rod in hand, must have seemed a good way of winning their cooperation.

How the customary yardlanders reacted is difficult to gage, and raises wider issues than can 
be discussed fully here.100 No doubt they generally welcomed privileges that recognized or 
enhanced their status as heads of household and as gaffers, perhaps even sought them out; and 
no doubt they felt that children and servants should know their place and be amenable to their 
supervision. But in the field, at least as formally demonstrated in the ways I have described, 
the hierarchy was specific and limited; on many occasions in the harvest, as when performing 
other labour services, and as indeed throughout the farming year on their own farms, master 
and servants worked alongside each other. The yardlanders remained peasant tenants owing a 
range of rent obligations that marked them out as unfree. And there is evidence that they were 
not necessarily won over. Labour services were never popular and often poorly performed. 
By the late thirteenth century, as is well known, men and women were regularly presented 
in manorial courts for offences or derelictions of duty at boons, and the offenders frequently 
included village worthies. An excellent example is Henry Godswain, a tenant on the Ramsey 
Abbey manor of Elton, presented at the very same manorial court at which he was a sworn 
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juror; not only, it was alleged, had this man not wished to work at the second autumn boon, 
but he had impeded this boon by telling everyone to go home early.101

It would be mistaken, also, to exaggerate the extent of the special privileges the yardlanders 
were accorded at meals. They were neither consistent nor universal: they go unmentioned 
in many custumals; at the very least masters and men probably usually ate in each other’s 
vicinity. And a rare interpolation in the early fourteenth-century custumal for Hoton suggests 
that the concern that things should be done properly was not confined to a tenant elite: all 
those attending the harvest supper at the Great Precaria, says this custumal, were ‘to be, as 
they say, solemniter depasti’, perhaps best translated as ‘in a dignified fashion’.102 We can only 
speculate as to precisely what was meant. The insertion of the phrase ‘as they say’ may imply 
some surprise or unease on the part of the scribe: was this a demand that had been made 
unexpectedly, perhaps by the jury? Had there been discontent with the way the meal had 
been served in previous years? However that may be, we once again find peasants concerned 
to maintain an element of decorum on these occasions, a sign of respect, an in this case the 
aspiration was expressed on behalf not only of an elite but of all who attended the harvest 
supper.

The amount of space custumals devote to describing the meals provided at boon works 
testifies to the importance they acquired for all concerned. If these meals became a focus of 
attention and a privileged arena for bargaining and negotiation, it was no doubt in part because 
this was one aspect of their relations with their manorial lords where the peasant tenants 
could reasonably hope to exert some influence. But it was surely also because the meals had 
both a material and a symbolic importance. Any ‘free’ food or drink was likely to be welcome 
to men and women who had toiled long hours to bring in the harvest on the lord’s demesne. 
But the custumals show that they were not simply grateful for whatever they were given, and 
that they had clear ideas about what they were entitled to receive. And they are shown to have 
argued, bargained and articulated demands with the aim of getting their ‘rights’ written into 
the custumals.

Thus many clauses specify the type and quantity of food at these meals, which is perhaps 
unsurprising at a time when lords of manors had good reason to seek to cut back on the 
traditional generous provision. Perhaps more surprising are the clauses revealing a concern 
for quality, too, and for the way in which the food and drink was provided. Thus custumals 
include both clauses stipulating quality – not only in the case of notably variable products such 
as ale and cheese, but also of bread and meat – and clauses addressing aspects of how the food 
and drink were to be consumed. They range from the right of reapers to sit down to drink ale 
in mid-morning to that of all to be fed ‘in a dignified fashion’ at a harvest supper. Some of 
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these clauses reveal the operation of hierarchies within the peasant community, which it might 
suit manorial lords to encourage, and they shed light on the internal workings of the peasant 
household. If such revealing clauses remain relatively rare in custumals, this is only to be 
expected given the nature of the documents, that is, their seigneurial origin, their purpose and 
their generally concrete and workaday nature. Those that appear provide a remarkable window 
onto the mentality and attitudes of these thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century peasants, 
revealed as having appreciated good quality in food, and as having had a sense of ‘dining’, as 
opposed to simply eating to satisfy hunger.


