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[R e a d  on  th e  2 9 th  o f M a y , 1 9 0 7 .]

B y  se rfd o m  I  m e a n  th e  sta tu s o f  th e  p e r s o n a lly  u n f r e e  te n a n ts  

on th e  d em esn es o f  th e  v a rio u s  lords in  m e d ie v a l D u r h a m . I  

do n o t p ropose in  th is p a p er  to d iscu ss  th e  o r ig in  o f s e r fd o m . 

I t  is-.too th o rn y  a  su b je c t a n d  th e  re q u isite  m a te r ia ls  fo r  d e te r 

m in in g  th e  q u e stio n  do n o t  e x is t  fo r  th is  d is tr ic t . W e  do p ossess, 

h ow ever, c e rta in  c a p itu la r  an d  e p isc op al reco rd s a n d  ch a rters  

w h ic h  g iv e  us a v iv id , i f  in c o m p le te , p ic tu re  o f  s e r fd o m  in  its  

d ec lin e  an d  f a l l ,  an d  it  is w ith  th ese  that, I  s h a ll  d ea l.

I t  w o u ld  b e  an  o b vio u s th e o r y  to co n n e c t th e  o r ig in  of se r fd o m  

in  D u r h a m  w ith  th o se  B r ito n s  w h o w ere sp ared  b y  th e  o r ig in a l  

A n g le  con q u ero rs o f th e  la n d , h u t su c h  a  th e o r y  n eed s m a n y  

q u a lific a tio n s ; fo r  i t  is p la in  th a t  tr ib a l w a rs , fa m in e s  an d  

D a n is h  ra v a g e s  a ll  c o n tr ib u te d  th e ir  sh are to w a rd s  th e  r e o r g a n iz 

a tio n  o f p r im itiv e  A n g le  so c iety . P r e -c o n q u e s t  h is to r ia n s  t e l l  

u s o f th e  process o f  c o m m e n d a tio n  in  its  v a r io u s  fo r m s — h o w  

som e m e n  b o w ed  th e ir  n eck s fo r  b rea d , an d  how ' oth ers s u r re n 

dered  th e ir  la n d s  to  som e p o w e r fu l c h ie f , r e c e iv in g  th e m  a g a in  

fr o m  h im  on v a r y in g  d eg rees o f  se rv ile  te n u re . S la v e r y  w as n o t  

u n k n o w n  a m o n g  th e  A n g le s  in  th e ir  G e r m a n  h o m e s , an d  n e ith e r  

in  G e r m a n y  n or in  E n g la n d  w o u ld  it  h a v e  b e e n  im p o s s ib le  to  

fin d  m e n  o f A n g le  b lo o d  w h o h a d  fo r fe ite d  th e ir  lib e r ty  b y  

g a m b lin g  or som e serio u s o ffen c e . B e fo r e  th e  N o r m a n  co n q u e st, 

E n g lis h  fe u d a lis m  a llo w e d  o f  m a n y  g rad es b e tw e e n  th e  la n d 

o w n er a n d  th e  s la v e , th a n k s  to th e  sy stem s o f b o o k -la n d  an d  

c o m m e n d a tio n  c o m b in e d , b u t  w ith  th e  a d v e n t o f  th e  N o r m a n  

la w y e rs  th ere  ca m e  a. g r e a t  c h a n g e . . . .



A s  th e  p r e -c o n q u e s t  b ish o p s  o f  D u r h a m  la b o r io u s ly  b u i l t  u p  

th a t  p e c u lia r  e c c le s ia s t ic a l fr a n c h is e  o f  th e irs , th e y  su cceed ed  to  

th e  r ig h ts  o f  th e  o r ig in a l ow n ers o f  th e  v i lls  th e y  ac q u ired . W e  

ca n  see th e m  a t W o l v i s t o n , 1 fo r  in s ta n c e , b u y in g  u p  th e  r ig h ts  

o f  th e  o th e r  lo rd s  o f  th e  v i l l ,  an d  w h a te v e r  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  th e  

p re cise  m e a n in g  o f th e  sa k e  an d  sok e th e y  u lt im a te ly  p ossessed  

o v e r  th e  g r e a te r  p a r t  o f  m o d e m  D u r h a m , i t  is  p la in  th a t  b y  a  

c o n fu s io n  o f  e c c le s ia st ic a l, p re stig e  an d  le g a l  r ig h ts  as la n d o w n e rs  

th e y  h a d  b r o u g h t  m o s t  p e o p le , i f  n ot a ll , in  th e  c o u n ty  in to  som e  

d eg re e  o f  d ep e n d e n c e  u p o n  th e m . c ,

T h e o r e t ic a lly , W a t c h e r ,  th e  first N o r m a n  b ish o p , su cceed ed  

to n o m o re  th a n  th e se  r ig h ts  an d , p erh ap s, p e rso n a lly  

e n d e a v o u red  to liv e  u p  to  th e  o ld  id e a l o f  S t. C u th b e r t ’ s. su c 

cessors, b u t  h is  m u r d e r  p ro v o k e d  th a t  te rr ib le  h a r r y in g  o f  D u r 

h a m  w h ic h  le f t  i t  a  d ese rt, a n d  im p o se d  u p o n  a  su ccesso r, 

p r o b a b ly  b ish o p  W i l l i a m  o f  S t . C a la is , th e  ta sk  o f r e -o r g a n iz in g  

th e  b ish o p r ic  b y  th e  h e lp  o f N o r m a n  la w y e rs . E ith e r  b ish o p  

W i ll i a m ' or h is  su cc esso r, R a n u lf  F la m b a r d , w as th e  a u th o r  o f  

th e  r a th e r  a r tific ia l orga n ization , w e find d esc rib e d  a  h u n d re d  

y e a rs  la te r  in  B o ld o n  B o o k . D o m e s d a y  p asses over D u r h a m  t in  

s ile n c e , a n d  it  is w ith  B o ld o n  B o o k  in  1 1 8 3  th a t  w e m u s t  b e g in  

o u r  s tu d y  o f  th e  D u r h a m , so c ia l o rg a n iz a tio n .

U n fo r tu n a te ly , D u r h a m ’ s e a r lie st su rv e y  d ea ls so le ly  w ith  th e  

la n d  a n d  sc a rc e ly  a t a ll  w ith  th e  status^ o f  th e  p eo p le .' T h e  fe w  

re feren c es  t o  s e r fd o m  are p la in ly  la te r  in te rp o la tio n s  m a d e  in  th e  

th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  v e r s io n : c I n  B o ld o n  are  2 2  v i lla n s , 12

c o t t e r s /  e tc ., i t  g e n e r a lly  ru n s. . I t  is  u n w a r ra n ta b le  to  m a in ta in  

th a t  a ll  th e -p e a s a n ts  w h o  p a id  a' la b o u r  re n t fo r  t h e ir - h o ld in g s  

w ere p e r s o n a lly  u n fr e e ; th a t  i s /w e r e  serfs in 't h e  fu lle s t  sense o f  

th e  te r m , e v e n  i f  w e a d m it  th a t th e y  stood  on  a lo w e r  g ra d e  th a n  

th e  f e w . te n a n ts  w h o  p a id  a 'm o n e y  re n t. . W i t h  th e - B i a l o g u s  d e

1 Feodarium (58 Surt. Soc. publ.), 141w, _ _ .. . . .



S c a c c a r io  b e fo re  u s , w e m u s t  re m e m b e r  its a u th o r ’ s s ta te m e n t  

th a t even  in  th e  r e ig n  o f  H e n r y  i  th e  k in g ’ s d u es w ere p a id  in  

k in d .2 ’ '• '

T h e 'N o r m a n  la w y e rs , u n w illin g  to 'a t t a c k  th e  t a n g l e 'o f  p re -  

c o n q u e st fe u d a l re la tio n sh ip s , a p p a r e n tly  c la sse d  a ll  m e n  w h o  

w ere n o t  fre eh o ld e rs  u n d e r  th e  h ead  of. v i lle in s , th a t  is , in  r e la 

t io n  to  th e ir  im m e d ia te  lo r d . I n  D u r h a m  th e  h a r r y in g ' o f  th e  

c o u n tr y  h a d  re n d ered  it p o ssib le  fo r  th e  N o r m a n  b is h o p  to en te r  

in to  s im p le r  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  h is  d ep e n d a n ts , a n d  in  re la t io n  to  

th e  la n d  th e y  h e ld  m e n  w ere v i lle in s , co tters , d re n g s , m o lm e n ,  

or firm a rs. W h a t e v e r  ch a n g e  m ig h t  ta k e  p la ce  in  th e ir  p e r s o n a l  

re la t io n sh ip  to th e  b ish o p  th e ir  fisca l  re la tio n sh ip  re m a in e d  u n 

a ltered .

O u r  e v id e n ce  is sc a n ty , an d  is m a in ly  in fe r e n c e , b u t  i t  seem s  

p ro b a b le  th a t  a l l  m e n  w h o d id  n o t  h o ld  b y  k n ig h t  se rv ice  or  

free  a lm s  w ere le g a l ly  se rfs , th a t  is, th e y  w ere p e r s o n a lly  b o u n d  

to c u ltiv a te  th e ir  la n d  d u r in g  th e  b is h o p ’s .p leasure-— th e y  h e ld  

‘ a t  th e  w i ll  o f  th e  lo r d ,’ as th e  p h ra se  w e n t, a n d  th e y  c o u ld  

n e ith e r  g iv e  u p  th e ir  h o ld in g s  n o r  le a v e  th e b is h o p r ic  w ith o u t  

p erm issio n . P r o b a b ly  b e fo re  th e ' N o r m a n  la w y e rs  w h o  h ad  

d isre g a rd e d  th e ir  r ig h ts  w ere  d ea d , som e o f  th e  v i lle in s  w ere  

m a k in g  a tte m p ts  to re g a in  th e ir  fo r m e r  m o re  fa v o u r a b le  s ta tu s . 

A t  a n y  ra te , w e fin d  th a t  in  th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  th e re  w ere  

tw o d is tin c t  c lasses o f  v i lle in s . T h e  m e d ie v a l -.law yer - co u ld  

ta lk  of th e  v il l e i n  e n  g r o s , w h o  w as b o th  p e r s o n a lly  a n d  fis c a lly  a  

v i lle in , an d  th e  v il l e i n  r e g a r d a n t , w h o w as o n ly  th e  h o ld e r  o f  la n d  

b y  v i lle in  te n u re . T h is  secon d  class c o n tin u o u s ly  in c re a se d  its  

n u m b e r s , as d u r in g  th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  th e  sa le  o f  ch a rters  

of m a n u m is s io n  w e n t on fre e ly . P erh a p s  w e c a n  tra c e  in  -B oldon  

B o o k  th e  - e x is te n c e  o f a  fa v o u re d  c l a s s - o f  p ea sa n ts  ..w h o p aid  

w h o lly  o r  p a r tly  in  m o n e y , an d  it  seem s p ro b a b le  th a t  th e  m o l-

2 CHap. vii f a d  init., printed in Stubbs’s Select Charters. °



m e n  or f irm a rii  w ere  p e r s o n a lly  free  m e n , c u lt iv a t in g  n e w ly -  

c rea te d  v i lls  or  h a m le ts  on  e sp e c ia lly  fa v o u r a b le  te rm s. * S u c h  

m e n  h a d  in  D u r h a m  w h a t w as p r a c tic a lly  a  l i fe  lea se , an d  w h e n  

th e  p r io r ’ s H a lm o t e  R o lls  b e g in  a t  th e  en d  o f  th e  th irte e n th  

c e n tu r y  th is  c lea se  fo r  l i fe  ’ b y  a  p e r s o n a lly  fre e  te n a n t is 

q u ite  c o m m o n .

B u t  w h a t o f  th e  se r fs— th o se  v ille in s  w h o  w ere n o t  a b le  to  

p u rc h a se  th e  fr e e d o m  g a in e d  b y  th e ir  m o re  fo r tu n a te  fe llo w s  ?  

W e  h a v e  n o  in fo r m a tio n  as to  th e  p ro p o rtio n  o f serfs to  fre e  m e n  

in  D u r h a m , e ith e r  in  B o ld o n  B o o k  or a t a n y  su b se q u e n t p erio d , 

b u t  it is p la in  t h a t  th e y  b e c a m e  less n u m e ro u s  in  th e  th ir te e n th  

c e n tu r y  a n d  th e re fo re  b e g a n  to fe e l  th e ir  c h a in s . T h e ir  p o sitio n  

w as o n ly  to le r a b le  w h e n  it  w as sh ared  w ith  th e  m a jo r ity  o f  th e ir  

fe l lo w -v i lla g e r s . H o w  g a l l in g  it  b e c a m e  is c le a r  fr o m  a  c o m 

p a riso n  o f  th e  ch a rters  o f  m a n u m is s io n  a n d  th e  H a lm o te  R o lls .

F r o m  h is  b ir th  th e  se rf w as m a d e  to  fe e l h is  p o s it io n , fo r  h e  
w as b o rn  in to  s la v e r y  a n d  re g iste re d , a t le a s t , in  la te r  tim e s , in  a  

d o c u m e n t c a lle d  stemma servile, a  s p e c im e n  o f  w h ic h  h as s u r v iv e d . 3  

W e r e  both* h is  p aren ts  se rfs , th e ir  c h ild  c o u ld  o n ly  g a in  fre e d o m  

b y  m a n u m is s io n , or s k u lk  in to  i t  b y  f lig h t . T h e  c h ild  o f  a  fr e e -  

b o rn , or fre e  m o th e r , b y  a  slav e  fa th e r , w as free  e lse w h ere , b u t  in  

D u r h a m  h is  c o n d itio n  w as d e te rm in e d  b y  th a t o f  h is  fa th e r , 4 a n d , 

o f  co u rse , a  h e a v y  m e rc h e t , or m a r r ia g e  fin e , w as e x a c te d  w h e n 

e v e r  a  n a t iv a , or  fe m a le  serf, to o k  a  h u sb a n d . A n  ob scu re  p a s 

sage  in  th e  p r io r ’s R o l ls  seem s to m e a n  th a t  u n ti l  th e  m e rc h e t  

w as p a id  th e  m a r r ia g e  w as n o t v a l id . 5

O n c e  th e  fo r m a lit ie s  o f  th e  lo r d ’s c o n se n t h a d  b een  c o m p lie d  

w ith , th e  s e r f ’ s l i fe  d iffe re d  in  li t t le  o u tw a rd ly  fr o m  th a t  o f  h is  

m o re  fo r tu n a te  fe llo w s . I  h a v e  fo u n d  n o  in stan ces o f  th e  sa le  

o f serfs  a p a rt  f r o m  th e ir  la n d  a s  w e h e a r  o f  elsewhere^ b u t th a t  

su c h  sa les w ere  th e o r e tic a lly  p o ss ib le  is in d ic a te d  b y  a  fe w  o f

3 Surtees, H ist, o f D u r vol. in , 4J0. 4 Dur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 47d.
5 Dur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 25.



th e  m a n u m is s io n s  th a t  h a v e  su rv iv e d . O n e  o f th e  e a r lie st , b y  

p rio r  B e r tr a m , a b o u t 1 2 5 0 , sh ow s us w h a t is a p p a r e n tly  th e  f ic ti

tio u s sa le  o f  W i l l i a m  P ic o t , a  n e if , to  E d m u n d  th e  re e v e  o f  D u r 

h a m , fo r  5 m a n c a e , or 30s . T h e  n e if , h o w e v e r , is  to  p a y  to th e  

p rio r  1 2 d .  y e a r ly  a t R o g n t io n t id e . 6 A n  e v e n  m o re  c o m p lic a te d  

m a n u m is s io n  b y  fic tit io u s  sa le  is th a t  o f  R a d u lp h u s , son  o f  

H e r e b e r t  d e  P y k e tre  (P ic k tr e e , n e a r  C h e s te r -le -S tr e e t ) ,w h o m  J o h n  

H u n d e r m a y s te r  fre e s  in  a c u r io u s ly  ro u n d a b o u t w a y . F o r  som e  

reason  or o th er he b o u g h t  R a lp h  fr o m  R o b e r t  de H e r r in g to n  on  

th e  ex p re ss  co n d itio n  th a t  h e sh o u ld  set h im  a n d  h is  f a m i ly  fre e .  

H e  ca rries  o u t th e  b a rg a in  b y  g r a n t in g  R a lp h  as a  fr e e -m a n ,  

to g e th e r  w ith  a ll h is  o ffsp r in g , to  G o d , S t. C u th b e r t  a n d  th e  

sa c rista n  o f  D u r h a m .' R a lp h , h ow ever, is to  b e  fre e  so lo n g  as 

h e  p a y s  6 d . or  on e p o u n d  o f  w a x  y e a r ly  to th e  sa c rista n  o f  D u r 

h a m . 7 T h e se  tw o  ch a rters o f  a p p r o x im a te ly  th e  sa m e  d a te  sh ow  

u s th e  serfs  b e g in n in g  to  escap e  f r o m  th e ir  c h a in s  b y  v a r io u s  le g a l  

f ic tio n s , w h ic h  h a d  b e e n  s u g g e s te d  b y  th e ir  a c tu a l d is a b ilit ie s .

H a d  th e  lo rd s in sisted  u p o n  th e ir  le g a l r ig h ts , b o th  to  th e  

p ro p e rty  a n d  to th e  p erson  o f  th e se rf , n o th in g  sh o rt o f a re v o lu 

t io n  co u ld  h a v e  fre ed  th e p e a s a n t r y ; b u t  a p p a r e n tly  i f  th e  serf  

p a id  th e  a c c u sto m e d  d u es h e w as in  p ra ctic e  e ven  a llo w e d  to  

b e q u e a th  h is  p o ssession s b y  w ill . U n d o u b te d ly , su ch  a  r ig h t ,  

th o u g h  f u l ly  a c k n o w le d g e d  in  th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y , w as n o t  

co n ced ed  a l l  at on ce, an d  e v e n  a s  la te  a s  1 4 0 9 s th e  g o o d s o f  a 

d ead  n e if  w ere v a lu e d  in  a fo r m a l sch e d u le  b y  th e  ju r y  o f  th e  v i l l ,  

an d  th e  e x e c u tio n  o f th e  d ead  m a n ’ s w i l l  w as o n ly  ca rr ied  o u t b y  

p e r m is s io n .o f  th e  stew ard , w h o , o f cou rse , saw  th a t 'th e  lo r d 's  d u es  

w ere p a id  first. T h e  r ig h ts  o f th e  w id o w  a n d  h e r  son  w ere  

re c o g n ize d  b y  th e  stew ard , as w e ll as th o se  o f  th e  d ea d  n e if , an d  

so th e  q u e stio n  m a y  ju s t ly  be a sk e d , w h erein  la y  th e  d is a b ilit ie s  

of th e  serf ?

6 The original is in the Treasury of the Dean and Chapter.
7 Surtees, Hist* o f  D u r., vol. n , 186. s Dur. Curs. No. 14, fols. 332, 402.



T h e  g r e a t  d iffe re n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  fre e  m a n  an d ' th e  se rf la y  in  

th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  la t te r  h a d  n o  sta tu s in  th e  k in g 's  c o u rts , ‘or, 

in d e e d , in  a n y  fr e e  m a n 's  c o u rt, a t  le a st in  c iv il  cases, u n ti l  h e  

re c e iv ed  a  c h a rte r  o f  m a n u m is s io n . A t  first th e  m a n u m is s io n  

w as b u t  p a r tia l , fo r  it  is p ro b a b le  th a t  th e  c u sto m  of h e a d -m o n e y  

or c h e v a g iu m , a lb a n a r ia  as i t  is c a lle d  in  th e  D u r h a m  M S S . ,  w as  

th e  first step  to w a rd s  fr e e d o m  fo r  the. se r f , a lth o u g h  som e o f  th e m  

w ere  n e v e r  a llo w e d  to m a k e  th e  secon d . W e  see som e p o w e r fu l  

p a tr o n , su c h  as J o h n  H u n d e r m a y s te r  or E d m u n d  th e  reeve  o f  

D u r h a m , b u y in g  th e  s e r f 's  fr e e d o m  b u t  s t ill  le a v in g  th e  la tte r  

b o u n d  to  p a y  a s m a ll  s u m  a n n u a lly .

S id e  b y  sid e  w ith  th is  s y s te m , som e m e n  b y  th e ir  ow n  e x e r 

tio n s  o b ta in e d  an  f a lb a n a r ia i ' or  lic e n c e  to re s id e  a w a y  fr o m  th e ir  

v i l l , th o u g h  s t i l l  f o r m a l ly  se rfs , w h ile  oth ers ad o p ted  w h a t  a fte r 

w ard s b e c a m e  th e  c o m m o n  c u sto m  o f p u r c h a s in g  th e ir  fre e d o m  

o u tr ig h t  b y  th e ir  s a v in g s . A t  first th e  c h a rte r  is v e ry  .vagu e. 

P r io r  B e r tr a m  co n te n te d  h im s e lf  w ith  a  fic tit io u s  sa le  a b o u t  
1 2 5 0 , b u t  h is  im m e d ia te  p red ecesso r, T h o m a s  de M e ls a n b y , pro<- 

fe s s in g  to  b e  m o v e d  b y  fe e lin g s  o f  c h a r ity  fo r  th e  se rv ile  estate  

o f H e n r y  le  O r s e lin , a b o m  n e if  o f  D a lto n , fre e d  h im  fr o m  e v e ry  

y o k e  o f  se rv itu d e  a n d  g r a n te d  to  h i m  a n d  h is  o ffsp r in g  th e  

p o w er o f  d e p a r tin g  a n d  r e tu r n in g  w h ith e rso ev er  th e y  p le a sed  as 

fr e e  m e n , r e n o u n c in g  a ll  c la im  on  b e h a lf  o f  h im s e lf  an d  h is  s u c 

cessors. I n  1 2 6 5  w e fin d  o n e  o f  th e  first d a te d  c h a rters , b y  p rio r  

H u g o , w h o  g iv e s  m u c h  m o re  d efin ite  r ig h ts  to  Gram ell o f  J a rro w .

‘ W e  w ill , a n d  do ord er , so fa r  as lie s  in  ou r p o w e r  th a t th e  said  

G ram ell o f  J a rr o w  an d  a ll  an d  s in g u la r  o f h is  d esc en d an ts  in  d e 

fe n d in g  th e m se lv e s  or in  b r in g in g  su its  a g a in s t  oth ers a n d  in  

. b e a r in g  w itn e ss , in  g i v in g  a  g a g e  fo r  w a g e r  o f  b a ttle  a n d  in  a ll  

cau ses a n d  co n tra cts  n a m e d  a n d  u n n a m e d  be re ce iv ed  as fre e  m e n  

fo r  ever, w h e re v e r  fre e  m e n  a n d  fr e e b o m  m e n  h a v e  b een  a b le  

fr e e ly  to  o b ta in  a p la c e . ' 9

. ' y The originals are in the Treasury, of the Dean and Chapter.



T h e se  ch arters sh ow  u s the* s e r f  'fixed  in  h is  n a tiv e  v i l la g e ,  

u n a b le  to  d e fe n d  h im s e lf  in  th e  la w -c o u rts  o f  th e  k i n g  o r  to  

en te r  in to  a n y  v a lid  le g a l  co n tract. E v e r y  se rf th a t  e scap ed  

fr o m  h is  c h a in s  re n d ered  m o re  irk so m e  th e  lo t  o f  th o se  

w ho re m a in e d . I s  it  fa n c ifu l  to  see in  th e  p a p a l c la im s  u p o n  th e  

c h u r c h ’ s re v en u e s  in  H e n r y  i l l ’ s r e ig n  th e  re a l ca u se  o f  th e  

m a n u m is s io n s  u n d e r  p rio rs T h o m a s , B e r tr a m  a n d  H u g h ?  W h a t 

ever th e  cau se  m a y  h a v e  b e e n , i t  is ce rta in  th a t  b e fo re  th e  e n d  o f  

th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  serfs h a d  ceased  to fo r m  th e  m a jo r ity  o f  

th e  D u r h a m  p ea sa n try . P erh a p s  th e  w ars w ith  S c o t la n d  an d  

th e  S c o ttis h  in c u rsio n s  h a d  ren d ered  b a iliff  fa r m in g  im p o s s ib le ,  

or, a t  le a st , u n r e m u n e r a tiv e , a n d  d ow n  to th e  B la c k  D e a th  in  

1 3 4 9  th e  b ish o p  an d  p rio r su rre n d e red  m o re  a n d  m o re  th e  

d em esn e  la n d s  o f th e  v i lls  to  th e  p e a sa n try  or w e a lth y  firm a rs . 

TJnder th e se  c irc u m sta n c es , it  p a id  th e  lo r d  a n d  th e  se rf to* ag re e  

u p o n  a  s y s te m  o f a lb a n a r ia e  or lic e n c e s , even  i f  th e  se rf co u ld  

n o t  b u y  h is  fre e d o m  o u tr ig h t .

P r o b a b ly  th e  ‘ a lb a n a ria e  ’ w ere g e n e r a lly  g r a n te d  to th e  son s  

of serfs  fo r  w h o m  th e  lord  h a d  n o  v a c a n t h o ld in g s . S u c h  m e n , 

p o s in g  a s  h ired  lab o u re rs  in  th e  c o u n tr y  or p erh a p s in  som e to w n , 

p a id  th e  lic e n c e  m o n e y  w ith  m o re  or less r e g u la r it y , g e n e r a lly  

s k u lk in g  in to  fre e d o m  b y  rep ea ted  ch a n g e s o f  h a b ita tio n , a n d . 

p r o b a b ly , in  m o s t  cases, b e q u e a th in g  fre e d o m  to th e ir  c h ild re n  

b y  n e g le c t in g  to rep ort th e ir  b ir th  or n a m e  to th e ir  n o m in a l  

ow n er. W e  k n o w  th a t  th e  years im m e d ia te ly  p re c e d in g  the  

B la c k  D e a th  w ere h ig h ly  p ro sp e ro u s. P o p u la tio n  in cre a se d  

r a p id ly  d u r in g  th is , p eriod  an d  b o th  la n d  a n d  la b o u re rs  w ere  a t  

a  p r e m iu m . I t  p a id  th e  se rf to b e co m e  a  fre e  la b o u re r , e ven  i f  

it  m e a n t  t a k in g  th e  r isk s  o f  f lig h t , a n d  it p a id  th e  fre e  m a n  to  

aid  th e  .serv ile  te n a n t to  escap e  th a t  h e m ig h t  ta k e  th e  .v a c a n t  

h o ld in g . 1 0  J . . .  " -



W h e n  it  w as too  la te , th e  b ish o p  a n d  th e  p rio r  re a lize d  th e  

s itu a tio n , A n  th e  e c o n o m ic  crisis  se rv ile  la b o u r  se em e d  th e  

o b v io u s  s o lu tio n  o f a l l  d ifficu lties , an d  le g a l  r ig h ts  w ere m o re  

sh a r p ly  lo o k e d  a fte r . T h is  is p ro b a b ly  th e  t im e  w h en  th e  v a rio u s  

s e rv ile  p e d ig re e s  w ere  c o m p ile d  w h ic h  ca u sed  so m u c h  h e a r t

b u r n in g  la te r  on . T h e  s e r f  w h o w as fre e d  re ce iv ed  fo r  h is m o n e y  

a c h ir o g r a p h , i .e .  a d u p lic a te  co p y  o f th e  c h a rter  o f  m a n u m is s io n , 

w ith  on e ja g g e d  e d g e  c o rre sp o n d in g  to  an  e d g e  o f th e  o th er  c o p y , 

w h ic h  w as k e p t  in  th e  lo r d ’ s m u n im e n t  ch est. S o m e  o f th ese  
th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  o r ig in a ls  s t i l l  r e m a in . 11

I f  th e  lord  d isp u te d  th e  g e n u in e n e ss  o f  th e  ch a rter a  ju r y ,  

g e n e r a lly  o f  tw e lv e  serfs , w as im p a n e lle d , an d  in  e a r ly  tim e s  h ad  

se ld o m  a n y  d iffic u lty  in  a g r e e in g  u p on  th e ir  v e r d ic t . T h e  ju r y  

h a d  to  d e c la re  u p o n , th e ir  o a th s, in  a  set fo r m u la , th a t  c A .  B .  

w as fre e  a n d  o f  fr e e  c o n d i t io n / i f  th e ir  v e r d ic t  w as fo r  th e serf. 

W e  h a v e  a th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y  in te r p o la tio n  in  B o ld o n  B o o k  

w h ic h  te lls  u s h o w  f J o h n , son  o f E u sta c e , a n d  A le x a n d e r , h is  

b r o th e r , o f  W e s t  A u k la n d , w ere a rra ig n e d  as serfs, b u t  w ere a c 

q u itte d  b y  a j u r y /  I f  th e  v e r d ic t  w as a g a in s t  th e se rf th e  

fo r m u la  ra n , ‘ T h e  ju r y  s a y  u p o n  th e ir  oath s th a t  J o h n , son  o f  

A d a m , is a  se rf  o f  th e  lo r d  an d  b o th  he a n d  h is an cestors w ere  

h e ld  fo r  su c h  fr o m  a ll  t im e , a s  th e y  h a v e  h e a rd  fr o m  th e ir  a n c es

to r s . ’ 1 2  W h e n  th e  se rf lo s t  h is  case h e h a d , a t  lea st in  th e  fo u r 

te e n th  c e n tu r y , th e  r ig h t  o f  a p p ea l to a  secon d  ju r y , d ra w n  

p r o b a b ly  fr o m  a w id e r  a re a . T h e  lo rd , h o w e v e r , to o k  no risk s , 

as th e  ac cu sed  p erson  h a d  to fin d  tw o  su reties fo r  h is  a p p ea ra n ce  

at e ith e r  tr ia l , an d  th e  cost o f  th e  secon d  a p p ea l w as 6 5 . M .13 
N a t u r a l ly  th e  p ra c tic e  w as n o t  v e r y  c o m m o n .

T h e  lo rd  f ix e d  a  d a y  u p o n  w h ic h  th e  serf h a d  o p e n ly  to

11 There is a bundle of thirteenth century manumissions in the Treasury of 
the Dean and Chapter.

yi Cf. D u r . Halmote Rolls (82 Surt. Soc. publ.), 161, with No. 3 of the MS. 
Rolls of 1379 and MS. Prior’s Halmote Book, i, 18.

13 Dur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 229d.



a c k n o w le d g e  h is  c o n d itio n , an d  u p o n  th a t d ate  h is  su reties  saw  

h im  sw ear b e fo re  th e  stew ard , u p o n  th e  H o ly  G o s p e ls , th a t  h e  

w o u ld  s u b m it  h im s e lf  ( ju s t ic ia b i l is  er it)  to  th e  lo r d  b ish o p  (or  

lo rd  p rio r  an d  c o n v e n t) a n d  h is  se rv a n ts , b o th  w ith  h is  b o d y  

a n d  w ith  h is  go od s m o v a b le  an d  im m o v a b le , a n d  w ith  h is  o ff

sp r in g  p ro created  or to be p ro created , a n d  th a t  h e  w o u ld  n o t  ta k e  

h im s e lf  fr o m  th e  lo rd 's  la n d . 1 4

T h e  se rf h a d  th e n  th ree  p o ssib le  cou rses op en  to  h im . H e  

m ig h t  tr y  to m a k e  th e  b e st o f h is  p o s it io n , b u t  -his ta ste  o f  fr e e 

d o m  h a d  g e n e ra lly  th e  re su lt  o f  te m p tin g  h im  in to  a  secon d  

f lig h t  fr o m  h is  lo r d . 1 5  H is  th ird  cou rse  w as to  p u rc h a se  fo r m a l  

le a v e  o f  ab sen ce  or ‘ a lb a n a r ia  ’ b y  a  y e a r ly  s u m , g e n e r a lly  fr o m  

2 s. u p w a rd s , b u t  in  th e fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r y  th e  c o n d itio n s  b e 

ca m e  v e ry  s tr in g e n t. O n e  of th e  p r io r  s serfs  h a d  to a tte n d  a t  

D u r h a m  in  ’p erson  at P e n te c o s t  a n d  M a r t in m a s  u n t i l  th e  lo rd  

ag re e d  u p o n  som e oth er p la n  or th e  se rf c o u ld  p ro ve  h e  o u g h t  to  

be fr e e d . 1 6  O th ers  fa re d  even  w orse , a n d  one se rf, J o h n  K r e s s h  o f  

E a s in g to n , h a d  to fin d  an  e m p lo y e r  w i ll in g  to  a c t as p le d g e ; h is  

l ic e n c e  o n ly  h e ld  go od  u p o n  th a t c o n d it io n . 17

O f  co u rse , som e serfs w ere f a ir ly  p ro sp ero u s as p ea sa n t fa r 

m e rs , a n d , so lo n g  as th e y  w ere a llo w e d  to c o m m u te  th e ir  la b o u r  

re n ts , h a d  no desire  to le a v e  th e ir  h o ld in g s . M a n y  o f th e  serfs  

to o k  u p  p arts  o f  th e  d em esn e  or w aste  ju s t  as th e  fre e  p ea sa n ts  

w ere d o in g , a n d  w o rk ed  th e ir  e n la rg e d  fa r m s  b y  th e  h e lp  o f  th e ir  

fa m il ie s . 1 8  S u d d e n ly , in  th e  m id st o f th e ir  p ro sp e r ity , th e  B la c k  

D e a t h  sw ep t d ow n  u p o n  th e  la n d . W h e n  i t  d ied  o u t , h a lf  th e  

p o p u la tio n  of D u r h a m  h a d  d isap p ea red  an d  th e  e c o n o m ic  p r o b le m  

h a d  e n tir e ly  ch a n g e d  its ch a ra cter.

14 Cf. Bur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 229d; Dur. Halmote Rolls (82 Surt. Soc. 
publ.), 123, 129, 137.

15 Bur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 45.
16 D ur. Halmote Rolls, 137.
17 Bur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 231d.
18 Bishop H atjidd’s Survey (32 Surt. Soo. p u b l.), under ‘ Boldon.’



N o w  th e  lo rd  h a d ' v a c a n t  h o ld in g s , h u t  n o eager w o u ld -b e  

te n a n ts , a n d  e v e n  w h ere  th e  p e a sa n t s till  re m a in e d  on  h is  h o ld 

in g  h e  d e m a n d e d  a  d im in u t io n  o f  re n t. T h e  lo r d 's  b a iliff  c o u ld  

n e ith e r  sow  n o r  reap  h is  m a ste r 's  crops, fo r  n o t  o n ly  d id  th e  

p e a sa n try  re fu se  to  p e r fo rm  la b o u r  serv ice s , b u t  th e y  c o u ld  n o t ,  
or w o u ld  n o t , p a y  th e  c o m m u ta tio n  m o n e y . T h e  serfs  h a d  s u f 

fe r e d  h e a v ily  in  th e  p la g u e , b u t  som e w ere le f t  in  e a c h  v i lla g e ,  

fo r  th e  m o s t  p a r t, a n d  b o th  p rio r  an d  b is h o p  ag reed  th a t  fo r  serfs , 

a t  lea st, th e re  w as n o a lt e r n a t i v e : w h e th e r  th e y  w ere a lb a n a r ii  

or a c tu a l t e n a n t s /t h e y  m u s t  p e r fo rm  th e ir  la b o u r  serv ices, even  i f  

it  m e a n t  n e g le c t in g  th e ir  ow n  crops.

T h is  a ttitu d e  o f th e  lo rd s b r o u g h t  m u tters to a h e a d  in  th e  

B o ld o n . d is tr ic t  o f  th e  C h e ste r  ward.. N e w c a s t le , th e  se rfs ' 

C a n a d a , w as n e a r . M a n y  o f  th e m  h a d  fr ie n d s  a n d  re la tio n s  

across th e  w a te r  w h o  h a d  g a in e d  .a d o u b tfu l fr e e d o m  b y  r e m a in 

in g  a  y e a r  a n d  a d a y  in  th e  g r e a t  to w n . I n  th e  e a r ly  sp r in g  o f  

1 3 5 0 , n in e  o f  th e  b is h o p 's  se rv ile  te n a n ts  in  th is  d is tr ic t  ap p eared  

b e fo re  W i l l i a m  de K ir k e b y , th e  co ro n er , an d  a n n o u n c e d  th a t th e y  

to o , w ish e d  to  fo llo w  th e ir  r e la t io n s  in to  fre e d o m  a n d  g iv e  u p  

th e ir  la n d s . T h e  m o v e m e n t  w as e v id e n tly  o rg a n ize d  b y  a  cer

ta in  B o ld o n  serf, T h o m a s  S h o r t b y  n a m e , o f  w h o m  w e h e a r  

a g a in . f T h e n ,' a-s th e  M S . q u a in tly  p u ts  it , f u p o n  th is  th e y  

p a id  n o t h in g  fr o m  th e  te r m  of S t. C u th b e r t  in  M a r c h  la s t  p a st  

[ i .e . M a r c h  2 0 , 1 3 5 0 ] . A n d  fr o m  th is  w ick ed n e ss  an d  fro m  m a lic e  

a fo r e th o u g h t  th e y  g a v e  in  th e  iron  shoes o f th e ir  p lo u g h s  to th e  

lo r d  a t  A u c k la n d  on T h u r s d a y  n e x t  b e fo re  th e  fe a s t  o f  P e n te c o st  

{ i .e .  on  M a y  1 3 t h ] . F o r  w h ic h  cau se  th e y  w ere arrested  an d  

im p ris o n e d  a t  D u r h a m  t i l l  S a tu r d a y  in  th e  v i g i l  o f  T r in ity  ’ [M a y  
2 2 n d ].

T h e  ste w a rd , S ir  T h o m a s ' G r a y , w as s e r io u s ly  a la rm e d  le s t  th e  

o u tb r e a k  sh o u ld  b e c o m e  g e n e r a l, an d  u n d e r  p r e v a ilin g  c o n d itio n s  

it  w as d iffic u lt to  d o  m o r e  th a n  im p r is o n  th e  d e fa u lte rs . P r o b 

a b ly  th e  n e ifs  h a d  not- c o u n te d  u p on  th e  stew ard 's  a c tio n , an d



w o u ld  be  as re lie v e d  as- lie w h en  S ir  W i l l i a m  W e s t le  th e  re c e iv e r  

a c ted  as m e d ia to r . I t  w as ag reed  th a t  th e y  s h o u ld  fin d  su reties  

th a t  th e y  w o u ld  p a y  a t  le a st a p ro p o rtio n  o f th e ir  a rre a rs , to  b e  

f ix e d  b y  th e  rece iv er , a n d  th e y  w ere  resto red  to l ib e r t y  on  b e c o m 

in g  su reties  fo r  each  o th e r  th a t  th e y  w o u ld  n o t  re p e a t th e ir  e x 

p lo it . 1 9  T h o m a s  S h o rt, a t a n y  ra te , d id  n o t  k ee p  th e  s p ir it  o f  h is  

p ro m ise , fo r 1 d u r in g  th e  w in te r  o f  1 3 5 2 /3  h e  a p p ea rs  a s  h e lp in g  a  

k in s m a n  to  escap e , 2 0  b u t  i n  th e  le t te r  h e d id , fo r  h e  a p p e a rs  a s  a 

ju r o r  o f  B o ld o n  fo r  m a n y  y e a r s . 2 1  H e  ap p ea rs in  H a tf ie ld 's  su r 

v e y  as h o ld in g  3 0  acres o f  b o n d la n d  a n d  1 0  a c r e s  o f  d e m e sn e , b u t  

has a p p a r e n tly  c o m m u te d  a ll  h is  la b o u r  serv ices b y  1 3 8 0 .

T h e  e x p lo it  o f  th e  B o ld o n  n e ifs  a p p a r e n tly  w as n o t  re p ea te d  

so o p e n ly  e lsew h ere. In s te a d , th e  serfs  s lu n k  a w a y  b y  n ig h t  

or se cre tly , an d  in  th e  p r e v a ilin g  sc a rc ity  o f  la b o u r  fo u n d  fe w  

fa rm e r s  to d o u b t th e ir  c la im  to  be free  la b o u re rs . S o m e tim e s  

th e y  re tu rn e d  w ith  fr ie n d s  to  ta k e  a w a y  th e ir  s c a n ty  h o u se h o ld  

go o d s in  ca rts, vi et armis, a s -th e  r o lls  d e sc r ib e  th e  e x p lo it  o f  

J o h n  B n u m a n g e r , a  n e if  o f  S h a d fo r th . 2 2  N o t  d ev o id  o f  n a tu r a l  

a ffe c tio n , th e  ru n a w a y  n e ifs  re tu rn e d  fr o m  t im e  to  t im e  to v is it  

th e ir  p a ren ts , so m e tim e s  b e in g  th e m s e lv e s  d r a g g e d  b a c k  in to  

s la v e r y  w h en  d etec ted , b u t  as th e  p a ren ts  d ied  off th e  e scap ed  

serfs  re tu rn e d  n o m o r e . 2 3

T h e  lo rd s , on th e ir  p a rt, a fte r  th e  p a ss in g  o f  th e  S ta tu te  o f  

L a b o u r e r s , m a d e  n o p reten ce  o f  fo r e g o in g  e ven  th e  m o s t  d o u b t

fu l  c la im s . E v e r y  n e if  w h ose  a n c e stry  w a s  in  th e  le a st d eg re e  

a ssa ila b le  w as su m m o n e d  b a c k  to h is  n a tiv e  v i lla g e  a n d  fo rc e d  to  

ta k e  on e o f th e  v a c a n t h o ld in g s . 2 4  T im e  .a fter t im e  o n  t h e  r o lls  

we fin d  c h a lle n g e d  serfs th r o w in g  th e m se lv e s  on  a ju r y  in  a  v a in  

e n d e a v o u r to e sta b lish  b y  la w  w h a t w as a t th e  b e s t  fr e e d o m  b y

19 Dur. Curs. No. 12, fo L U d , . 20 Ibid ., fol. 1 M . ,
21 Ib id ., fol. 65d, etc. 22 Ibid., fol. 74.
P Dur. Halmote Rolls {82 Surt. Soc./publ.), 169, 170. - - •'
24 Dur. Curs. No. 12, fol. 133. ; : .



a 1 b a n  a r ia  or b y  p re sc r ip tio n . I t  d id  n o t m a tte r  h o w  lo n g  tlie  n e if  

h a d  b e e n  a w a y  or w h e r e  h e  w as. T h e  v i lla g e  ju r y  w a s  a sk e d  fo r  

a  l is t  o f  th e  lo r d ’ s n e ifs  b e lo n g in g  to th a t  v i ll ,  an d  v illa g e r s  w ere  

fo r b id d e n  to  h a r b o u r  w a n d e r in g  n e i fs . 2 5  W e  rea d  o f  th e  h o s - 

p it iu m  o f  th e  b is h o p , p r o b a b ly  in  D u r h a m , to  w h ic h  ca p tu re d  

n e ifs  w ere  to  b e  sen t b y  th e  c o ro n e r . 2 6

E v e n  th e  d ry  re c o rd s  o f  th e  H a lm o te  b e c o m e  th r i l l in g  w ith  

th e  la s t  tr a g e d y  o f  se rfd o m . W e  h a v e  a lr e a d y  re ferred  to th e  

k in s m a n  o f  T h o m a s  S h o r t  a n d  to J o h n  R o u m  a n g e r  o f  S h a d fo rth , 

w h o fo u n d  th e ir  l i fe  as se rfs  u n e n d u r a b le , b u t  so m etim e s  th e  n e ifs  

g a in e d  p ro te c to rs  in  a  h ig h  sta tio n  in  li fe . I n  on e case  th e  

stew ard  w as d efied  fo r  m a n y  y e a rs  b y  J o h n  R e d e  a n d  N ic h o la s  

T o d d , w h o fo u n d  a  fr ie n d  in  R ic h a r d  de H e w o r th , lessee o f  th e  

b o r o u g h  o f  S u n d e r la n d . T h e  n e ifs  in  q u e stio n  b e lo n g e d  to B ish o p  

W e a r m o u t h , b u t  w h e n  th e  s la v e -h u n t  b e g a n  th e y  d isa p p ea re d . 

F o r  som e tim e  th e  a u th o r itie s  w ere 'b a ffle d , b u t  a t la s t  th e ir  u n c le  

w as coerced  in to  s a y in g  th a t  th e y  w ere h id in g  across th e  W e a r  

in  S o u th w ic k , an^t W i l l i a m  de K ir k e b y , th e  C h e ste r  co ro n er , 

re c e iv e d  orders to a rre st th e m . T h e n  b e g a n  a  g a m e  o f h id e  an d  

seek . F o r  s e v e ra l y e a rs  th e  n e ifs  flitte d  a b o u t  b e tw ee n  S ilk s -  

w o rth  a n d  T u n s ta ll  an d  d efied  a ll efforts  to  arrest th e m  on  th e  

p a r t  o f  K ir k e b y  a n d  h is  fe l lo w  co ro n er o f th e  E a s in g to n  w a rd , 

J o h n  B o n e r . B o n e r j th re a te n e d  w ith  th e  loss o f  h is  p o st fo r  

re m issn e ss , a p p a r e n tly  a p p ea led  to R ic h a r d  de H e w o r t h ; fo r  th a t  

lessee  a p p ea re d  as p le d g e  fo r  th e  tw o  n e ifs  w h en  th e y  to o k  ou t  

lic e n c e s  as £ a lb a n a r ii  ’ a t  C h e ste r  in  J u n e , 1 3 5 7 . H o w e v e r , th e y  

w ere  s t i l l  u n p ro fita b le  se rv a n ts , fo r  th e y  w ere  fined' 1 2 d . each  a 

l i t t le  la te r  fo r  n o t p a y in g  su it  o f  c o u r t . 2 7

T h e  sa m e  h u n t  a f te r  th e  serfs  w e n t on in  th e  p rio r ’ s v i l ls ,  

b u t  h e  w a s  less fo r tu n a te  in  r e c la im in g  th e  w an d erers . M a n y  

o f  h is  serfs  w ere  in  N o r th u m b e r la n d , Y o r k s h ir e  or o th er d istr icts

25 Dur. Curs. No. 12, fols. 133d, 136, 86, 123d, 69. 2a Ibid., fol. 134.
27 Ib id ., fols. 66d, 104, 119, 148, 190, 230.



q u ite  o u t o f  h is  r e a c h . 2 8  S o m e  w ere  a lb a n a r ii , o th ers  p u r e ;f u g i 

tiv e s , b u t  th e  p rio r  h ad  o n ly  th e  v a g u e s t  id e a  as to  th e ir  r e fu g e  

or n u m b e r s . T o w n s  su c h  as N e w c a s t le , H a r t le p o o l , or  even  

Y o r k , w ere  th e ir  fa v o u r ite  retre a ts , an d  o v er  su c h  re fu g e e s  th e  

p r io r V  p ow er wa® g o n e . T h e re  s t i ll  re m a in e d , h o w e v e r , th e  serfs  

sc a tte red  a b o u t th e  v a rio u s  v i l l s  o f  th e  b is h o p r ic , a n d  th e  c se rv ile  

p e d ig r e e s ’ w ere c o n su lte d . C h a n c e  h a s p re se rv e d  to  u s - M r .  

S u rte e s ’ s c o p y 2 9  o f  a  £ se rv ile  p e d ig r e e ,’ w h ose  o r ig in a l is  p r o b a b ly  

lo s t , a n d  a sh ort d e sc r ip tio n  m a y  th r o w  som e l ig h t  u p o n  a l i t t le  

k n o W n  s u b je c t ..

E u d o , or  Y d o ,  T o w  ter w as a  n e if  o f  C h ilto n , n e a r  F e r r y h i l l ,  

a b o u t ' th e  m id d le  o f  th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y . H e  h a d  two' son s  

an d  a  d a u g h te r . T h e  e ld e r  son , R o g e r  Y o u n d s o n , o th erw ise  

c a lle d  W a n n e l l ,  to o k  h is  fa th e r ’s la n d . H e  in  tu r n  h a d  five  son s  

w h o  are re m a rk a b le  fo r  n o th in g  b u t  th e ir  su r n a m e s . T h e y  w ere  

a p p a r e n tly  a lb a n a r ii. T h e  e ld est c a lle d  N ic o la u s  P u d d y n g , an d  

th e  th ird  son , H u g o , c a lle d  H u g e t  R o g e r s o n , l iv e d  a t  M id d r id g e  

as n a t i v i ;  th e  secon d  son , c a lle d  R ic h a r d  M a r s h a ll ,  o r  D ic c o n  

S m ith , w as a  n e if  in  E a s t  M e r r in g to n . T h e  fourth* son  

c a lle d  ‘ G e o ffre y  R o g e r s o n ,’ o th erw ise  J o p , ‘ r e m a in e d  a  n e i f , ’ w e  

are to ld , an d  w as p la ced  p re s u m a b ly  b y  th e  s te w a rd  in  K i r k  

M e r r in g to n . W e  sh a ll re tu rn  to  h is  c h ild re n  a g a in . T h e  

y o u n g e s t  son  o f R o g e r  Y o u n d s o n  w as ca lle d  T h o m a s  W a n n e l l .  

H e  to o k  h is  fa th e r ’s te n e m e n t in  M e k y l  C h ilto n , a n d  to g e th e r  

w ith  h is  th ree  son s J o h n  T h o m p s o n , R ic h a r d  T h o m p s o n  an d  

T h o m a s  T h o m e ly n s o n  (n ote  th e  su rn a m e s) re m a in e d  in  h is  n a t iv e  
v i lla g e .

E u d o  T o w te r ’ s secon d  son , c a lle d  W i l l i a m  I d o u s o n , w as th e  

cau se  o f  th e  c o m p lic a tio n  th a t  g a v e  u s th e  ‘ se rv ile  p e d ig r e e .’ 

P r io r  H u g o , in  1 2 6 6 , m a n u m itte d  W i l l i a m  I d o u s o n  a n d  g a v e  

h im  a  m e ssu a g e  a n d  3 0  acres o f la n d  a t  N u n  S ta y n to n , a t th e

28 D ur. Halmote Rolls (82 Surt.' Soc. publ.), 136, 138.
29 Hist, o f  D ur. in , 410.



£ tru e  ’ r e n t  (onerat. ad verum valorem) .  A p p a r e n t ly  h e  h a d  n o  

c h ild re n , h u t h is  c h a rte r  o f  m a n u m is s io n  w as je a lo u s ly  p reserved  

o v er  1 0 0  -years la t e r  b y  a c e rta in  A g n e s  o f  M a in s fo r d . S h e  w as  

th e  d a u g h te r  o f  R ic h a r d  K y r k e m a il , w e are to ld , a n d  h a d  m a r 

r ied  J o h n  o f  M a in s fo r d , w h o  seem s to h a v e  b e e n  co n n ec te d  w ith ' 

th e  fa m i ly  of. W i l l i a m  I d o u s o n  th r o u g h  h is  n e p h e w  G e o ffre y  

R o g e r s o n , o th e rw ise  J o p . I t  is p ro b a b le  th a t  a fte r  th e  B la c k  

D e a th  A g n e s  a n d  h e r  f a m i ly  w ere accu sed  b y  th e  p rio r  o f  . b e in g  

se rfs . A c c o r d i n g - t o  th e  p rio r , she w as th e  g r a n d d a u g h te r  o f  

H u g h  J o p ’ s so n , a n d  h e  a r re ste d  h e r  fa th e r , R ic h a r d , a t  M a in s 

fo rd , w h ere  h e  w as l iv in g , a n d  ord ered  h im  to  ta k e  u p  la n d  a t  

M e r r in g to n , th e  n a tiv e  p la c e  o f  G e o ffre y  R o g e r s o n , o th erw ise  

J o p . I  a m  a fr a id  A g n e s  a n d  h e r  fa m i ly  w ere p re su m in g  u p o n  

th e ir  c la im  to  b e  d esc en d a n ts  o f  th e  fre e  W i l l i a m  Id o u s o n , 

ra th e r  th a n  o f  th e  se rf R o g e r  Y o u n d s o n , J o p ’ s fa th e r , an d  th a t  

m a n y  serfs  w ere  m o re  su c c e ss fu l th a n  th e y  w ere w ith  q u ite  as 

d u b io u s  e v id e n ce .

H o w e v e r , a fte r  a  t im e  b o th  b ish o p  an d  p rio r  a llo w e d  th e  p er 

se c u tio n  o f  th e  serfs  to  d ie  d ow n , an d  th e re  ap p ea rs a b r ig h te r  

sid e  to  th e  r e la t io n s  b e tw e e n  th e  lo rd  a n d  h is serfs. W e  find  

on e p r io r  r e w a r d in g  th e  c o ro n er ’s a ss ista n t fo r  a rre stin g  a  n e if  

w h o w as e s c a p in g  to  S e a h a m , p r o b a b ly  on th e  w a y  to  H a r t le p o o l, 

b u t  th a t  w as d u r in g  an  e c o n o m ic  crisis  w h en  a l l  h a n d s w ere  

n e e d e d . 3 0  T w o  g e n e ra tio n s  la te r  w e fin d 3 1  a n o th e r  p rior g r a n t 

in g  a p e n sio n  to  a w o r n -o u t  n e if  o f  B i l l in g h a m , £ p ro stra te d  b y  

in f ir m it y , ’ a n d  th e re  is n o th in g  to in d ic a te  th a t  th e  b ish o p  w as a 

h a r s h e r  m a ste r .

L o n g  b e fo re  th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r y  w as over, th e  m a in  d is 

c o m fo r t  o f  th e  n e ifs  w as th e  scorn  o f  h is  m o re  fo r tu n a te  n e ig h 

b o u r. R u s t ic  a n d  n e if  c a m e  to be  te rm s o f v u lg a r  a b u se , d esp ite  

th e  p r o h ib itio n  o f th e  h a lm o te , a n d  it  is n o t  su rp r is in g  th a t  th e  

s u r v iv in g  serfs  s lu n k  in to  fre e d o m  w h en  th e y  co u ld .

50 D u r , Account Rolls (99-103 Surt. Soc. publ.), 579. 31 Ibid ,, 623.



I t  is im p o ssib le  to sa y  w h en  s e r fd o m  f in a lly  d ied  o u t  in  th e  

P a la t in a te . T h e  la st m e n tio n  o f an  e p isc o p a l se rf is in  1 4 8 1 ,32 

w h en  b ish o p  D u d le y  e n fra n c h ise d  T h o m a s  C o p y n , h u s b a n d m a n  

o f  T h ro s to n , n e a r  H a r t le p o o l, b u t  p ro b a b ly  th e re  w ere serfs  b e 

lo n g in g  to  th e  p rio r at a  la te r  d ate . I n  1 4 0 7  a n d  1 4 6 9  w e fin d  

In q u is it io n s  o f  se rfd o m  in  th e  oth erw ise  je ju n e  H a lm o te  b o o k s  

o f  th e  p rio r . I n  1 4 0 7  an I n q u is it io n  a t H a r to n  d isc lo se d  2 8  

n a m e s  re p re se n tin g  19  or 2 0  fa m il ie s . 3 3  S ix t y -t w o  y e a rs  la te r  th e - 

n o r th e rn  serfs h a v e  e n tir e ly  d isap p ea red . M a n y  o f th e m  w ere  

a lr e a d y  across th e  T y n e  in  1 4 0 7 , a t  B e n  w e ll, W a l ls e n d  a n d  

E a r s  d on . T h e  p rior d id  n o t  k n o w  th e  n a m e s  o f m a n y  o f  th e m .  

I n  1 4 6 9  w e fin d  th e  la s t  o f  th e  p r io r ’s serfs, 3 8  i n  n u m b e r  a n d  

r e p re se n tin g  9  f a m i l i e s ; r e a lly  6  w ere d ea d  an d  m a n y  w ere ‘ 

sa fe  in  d is ta n t p la ces . N o t  a s in g le  d e sc e n d a n t ap p ea rs  in  1 4 6 9  

o f  th o se  w h o , 6 2  y e a rs  ea r lie r , h a d  liv e d  a t P ic k e r in g , A lle r t o n ,  

R e d c a r , Y o r k , or across th e T y n e . I n  1 4 6 9  th o se  e n u m e ra te d  

l iv e d  ch ie fly  in  so u th -e a st D u r h a m . 3 4

T h e re  m a y  h av e  b een  serfs in  D u r h a m  in  1 5 7 5 , w h e n  E li z a 

b e th  m a n u m itt e d  th ose le f t  in  L a n c a s h ir e , b u t  p r o b a b ly  th ere  

w as n o n e  le ft  in  16.17, w h en  th e  th ree  poor serfs  a t F a im e r  in  
S u s s e x  w ere d ra g g e d  ou t b y  an  in fo r m e r . 3 5

32 Dur. Curs. No. 54, fol. 13.
33 MS. Prior’s Halmote Book, I, fols. 18 and 18cZ.
34 Ibid ., ii, fols. 112d and 113.
35 See interesting papers in Trans. R oy . Hist. Soc. (new series), xvn , 235, and 
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