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R ECENT research has shown that the 
North of England suffered from a severe 

econom ic contraction in the late 1430s, which 
seems to have been related in some way to 
high mortality.1 While probably not exclusively 
northern, nor indeed, English, in scope, this 
crisis was described a such by contemporary 
chroniclers.2 Nevertheless, it was probably in 
some way connected to similar episodes in the 
South-west and in East Anglia, which, like the 
North-east, were left with evidence of poor 
harvests and high mortality over the same 
period.3 An examination of the bishop of 
Durham’s estates within the bishopric reveals 
that a drastic reduction in customary free and 
farm revenues took place around the same 
time. The bishop’s collector for Easington  
Ward, in his account of 1437/8, explained that, 
because of the pestilence of the previous year, 
he had been unable to collect certain custom
ary rents from his bond tenants.4 Further evi
dence is provided by the records of Durham  
Priory. Lomas describes this period as the low  
point of economic activity on the prior’s 
Durham estates, which were often juxtaposed 
to those of the bishop, and similarly distrib
uted about the palatinate.5 Evidence from the 
accounts of the bursar—who, among the 
prior’s obedientiaries, was the largest custo
dian of his estates— indicates that revenues on 
his estates dropped from £1,556 14s. 4d. to 
£1,222 5s. 3d. between 1433/4 and 1438/9, and 
the majority of that between 1437/8 and 
1438/9.6 The evidence from the near south con
firms that this was wide-spread. Goldberg, in 
his study of the history of epidemic disease and 
its relationship to mortality in Yorkshire, 
emphasizes this event’s long-term economic 
significance, along with its particularly severe

nature.7 W hile Pollard’s study focuses largely 
on the Fitzhugh estates in North Yorkshire, he 
also points out som e cursory evidence of its 
presence farther north, in County Durham.

Such evidence, from Durham and North  
Yorkshire, establishes more firmly the exis
tence of a rather severe econom ic crisis in the 
late 1430s. W hile disease remains this reces
sion’s most likely source, Pollard has argued 
that harvest failure must also be considered as 
a possible cause of malaise; indeed, these fac
tors may have worked in combination.8 Serious 
outbreaks of disease, with high mortality, 
might deplete not only the market for goods, 
but also the pool of available labour, creating 
supply-side problems. In Durham, at least, epi
demic disease seem s to have been the primary 
cause of the region’s heightened mortality, fol
lowed, in turn, by econom ic contraction. A  
sizeable and abrupt reduction in revenues 
from the bishop o f Durham ’s estates, mani
fested in the surviving accounts of the 
receiver-general for the palatinate between  
1434/5 and 1438/9, is the best evidence of this. 
Their detailed examination may lead to con
clusions regarding the scope and severity of 
this crisis.9

The first two decades o f the fifteenth cen
tury were a period of relative financial stability 
on the bishopric estates, and som e prospect of 
recovery was even hinted at. The bishop’s 
income from the palatinate’s four administra
tive wards stood at about £2,300 in 1416/7; two 
years later, it was almost identical, at £2,309.10 
Thereafter, though, revenues resumed their 
previous pattern of slow decline, which had 
originally begun in the mid-fourteenth century. 
The next surviving receiver-general’s account 
of the bishopric estates, from 1424/5, shows



that incom e from the wards had dropped to 
£2,091, an average decrease o f som e £30 per 
year.11 This could perhaps be explained as a 
m ere acceleration o f the overall trend, which 
saw the continual depression o f land values 
and, therefore, rents. Alternatively, a drop in 
revenues o f this sort might be ascribed to offi
cial corruption, laxity in accounting, or particu
larly poor luck in collecting rents. A ny of these 
factors, alone or in combination, might have 
been responsible for a short-term decline of 
the sort which befell the bishop o f Durham ’s 
palatinate estates almost annually between  
1416 and 1435. In any event, the receiver- 
general’s accounts show that the decline had 
slowed to just £10 per annum in the period 
1424/5-1427/8,12 and that, by 1434/5, it had 
com e to an almost com plete halt.13

It was against this backdrop, however, that 
the bishop’s landed revenue from his bishopric 
estates fell by 23 per cent from 1435/6-1438/9, 
from £2,034 to £1,579.14 This substantial fall in 
revenue contrasts with the general pattern of 
decline in late medieval land values, which was 
far more gradual, and was probably, therefore, 
an aberrance, the result of exceptional circum
stances.15 A n unfortunate gap in the surviving 
records obscures whether rates of income had 
stabilized by the early 1440s. This had certainly 
taken place by 1453/4, however: central 
receiver’s accounts for that year record reve
nues from palatinate lands as nearly identical 
to those of 1438/9.16 There'w as little annual 
variation thereafter, as the receiver-general’s 
account for 1458/9 reports an income of £1,578 
from the four wards almost identical to what it 
had been in 1453/4.17 Apart from the next 
major crisis (in 1459/60, when receipts dropped 
by about £120),18 revenues had clearly stabi
lized by the late 1440s, with even the occa
sional small-scale recovery o f previously-lost 
incom e.19 However, it is clear that the effects 
of the crisis of the late 1430s were felt well into 
the 1470s: the accounts of the bishop’s 
receiver-general, Henry Gillowe, indicate that 
many of the rents first lost to this crisis were, in 
1473/4, still going uncollected.20 This recession  
had a lasting financial significance, still felt 35 
years after its initial appearance.

What, then, of this watershed period 
1435/6-1438/9? Clearly, somewhere in these 
years lay the genesis o f an economic crisis, 
which was in large measure attributable to the 
palatinate’s largest two wards, Darlington and 
Chester. These accounted for almost 80 per 
cent of the total decline in all rents during 
those years. The income from Darlington 
Ward fell by som e 26 per cent, from £667 in 
1434/5, to £494 in 1438/9; that of Chester Ward 
dropped by over 31 per cent, from £622 to 
£432. By contrast, the revenues from Stockton 
Ward decreased by only 15 per cent, and those 
of Easington Ward just 12 per cent, over the 
same span.21 Two sorts of rents were chiefly 
affected: the farms of agricultural lands and 
facilities, such as manors and mills, and rents 
from customary free holdings. Bond rents 
remained virtually constant, while other assets, 
like the assizes of ale, unleased demesne land, 
and lead and coal mines, accounted for 
smaller, more unstable, sources of income. The 
revenues from Chester Ward, for example, 
generally included some income from the farm 
of the bishop’s coal mines on south Tyneside. 
The records adequately reflect the volatility of 
such income. In 1418/9, the receiver-general 
recorded an income from the farming of the 
Whickham mine as £26 8s. 10d.,22 and the entry 
in the next surviving account, 1424/5, is the 
same.23 However, by 1427/8, these mines had 
been put to farm for the annual sum of £112 
13s. 4d.24 Thus, while mining was becoming an 
increasingly important source of income in the 
fifteenth century, rarely did it represent a sig
nificant proportion o f total landed income.25

In terms of agricultural rents, it was Chester 
Ward that experienced the greatest decline 
between 1435/6 and 1438/9. The receiver- 
general in 1438/9 recorded an income from 
that ward some 31 per cent lower than that of 
1435/6, almost totally attributable to a 
decrease in rents from just seven properties, 
totalling £173. These included the townships of 
Chester-le-Street, North Biddick, Gateshead, 
Whitburn and Cleadon (given as a single 
entry), Bedlington, and, most markedly, 
Whickham and Framwellgate. Income from 
these latter two properties dropped by over 70



per cent between 1435/6 and 1438/9. Taken in 
sum, these seven estates accounted for well 
over 90 per cent of the drop in income in 
Chester Ward during this period. In Easington 
Ward, which experienced an 11 per cent drop 
in revenues, 61 per cent of those losses can be 
attributed to two properties: Houghton-le- 
Spring, and the free rents of the civitas 
Dunelmensis in the borough of Durham. Thus, 
while the econom ic impact of this outbreak on 
urban areas like Durham City was probably 
quite pronounced, the countryside did not 
escape unscathed. Darlington Ward, with the 
highest concentration o f arable farmland in the 
palatinate, suffered a considerable decline in 
revenues. However, this was spread much 
more thinly over the ward’s properties. The 
biggest losses came from the estates of 
Middridge, Stanhope, North Auckland, and 
Wolsingham, yet none o f these, save 
Middridge, registered losses much over £10. In 
Stockton Ward, Durham’s smallest, no estate 
registered a drop in income of more than £5 in 
this period, and total losses from the ward 
came only to about £38, a comparatively small 
sum.26

The other side of this coin was that, interest
ingly, the revenues from several large estates 
in each ward registered little change. 
Blackwell (worth £23 per annum in 1434/5) in 
Darlington Ward; Boldon (£75) in Chester 
Ward; Easington (£73), Ryhope (£49) and 
Wearmouth (£46) in Easington Ward; and 
Norton (£66) and Sedgefield (£60), in Stockton 
Ward, all conform to this general description. 
Many of these estates enjoyed this sort of 
stability against a backdrop of general eco
nomic decline. For example, there was almost 
no change in the level of income from 
Blackwell or Bondgate, in Darlington, from 
1434/5-1438/9; this was in marked contrast to 
the 26 per cent overall drop in revenues from  
Darlington Ward as a whole, The same can be 
said of Boldon, where levels of income regis
tered little change throughout this period.27 
Clearly, this crisis did not affect all of the 

. bishop’s estates with the same severity. 
Indeed, the relative stability o f some under
scores the drastic decline in income suffered

from others. It may well have been the case 
that prospective tenants now found them selves 
in a position to choose between available 
properties, and opted for those which showed  
the greatest potential for prosperity. In 
Darlington Ward, in the south-western part of 
the county, this meant the preference of lands 
like Blackwell and Bondgate, quite near 
Darlington itself, over their estates further 
upland to the west. Darlington was established  
by the bishop in 1183, and was not only situ
ated in the fertile lowlands of the River Tees, 
but also housed one of the palatinate’s largest 
markets. Such circumstances, brought about in 
the widest sense after the Black Death, were 
occasionally accelerated by smaller dem o
graphic events such as this, by increasing the 
supply of available land while simultaneously 
driving down the demand for its products. 
Other factors also helped to determine the for
tunes o f these townships. The relative geo
graphical isolation of certain upland or coastal 
properties,28 for example, probably produced 
more extreme results: if an outbreak of disease 
struck one of these townships, its isolation and 
insular character might exacerbate its effects; 
these same characteristics, of course, might 
also have made a first occurrence of disease 
less likely in the first place. The nature of an 
area’s land use may also have played some role 
in determining the severity of the ensuing 
recession. The econom ic effects of high mor
tality may have been less marked in pastoral 
areas29 than in areas with high concentrations 
of arable farming, which required a greater 
supply of labour.

The figures shown in (Table l ) 30 indicate not 
only a drastic drop in the revenues for the four 
wards, but also a startling difference in the 
movements of certain kinds of rents. It is a 
characteristic of this financial crisis that cus
tomary rents from free tenants, and leaseholds, 
were affected more profoundly than any other 
type of holding. The figures from the palati
nate clearly indicate the great degree with 
which freeholders and lease holders failed to 
remit payment during the crisis years.31 Bond  
rents, gathered by the bishop’s collectors, 
remained in 1438/9 much as they had been in



Table 1 Sums Paid by Collectors and Coroners of the Bishopric to the Receiver-General

Ward Collector
1434/5

Coroner Collector
1438/9

Coroner
Darlington £404 2s. 8d. £198 9s. Id. £354 10s. lid . £116 7s. 3d.
Chester £360 6s. 7d. £283 14s. 4d. £287 19s. lOd. £144 3s. 8d.
Easington £356 17s. 8d. £109 9s. Od. £365 10s. 5d. £ 68 3s. 7d.
Stockton £181 2s. Od. £ 68 9s. 3d. £202 6s. 9d. £ 18 9s. 12d.
Source: Durham University Library, Archives and Special Collections, CC 189811,188686.

1434/5, showing evidence o f some decline in 
Chester and Darlington wards, but actually 
improving slightly in Stockton and Easington. 
Freehold revenues, on the other hand, collec
ted by the coroners, dropped significantly over 
this period, as did remissions from farmers, an 
occupation which was, on the bishopric estates, 
confined chiefly to free tenants. Therefore, the 
best opportunity for understanding this crisis 
falls within the context o f these rents, for they 
account for most of the decline in income in 
these years.
The falling income from free and leased hold
ings indicates that, as large free tenants began 
to have difficulty in farming their acreage and, 
presumably, in collecting their own rents, they 
in turn withheld rents from the bishop. In 
Durham, it seems, the relationship between  
hard times and the truculence of tenants, 
which Dyer has identified in the W est 
Midlands from the 1430s, applied to free ten
ants and not others.32 It is certain, for instance, 
that one o f the palatinate’s large free farmers, 
Robert Horsley, failed to remit his £33 pay
ment for the farm of the borough of 
Gateshead, which included the bishop’s fishery 
on the Tyne and three mills; as the crisis left 
him unable to sell his crops at an adequate 
price to cover his costs, or indeed to collect 
any rents from his own sub-tenants, he seems 
to have been unable to cover his costs.33 The 
case o f Houghton-le-Spring is a similar one: 
the estate had a few large holdings, including 
the whole of the ville of South Biddick, a 
moor, and the farm of the mill, yet in 1438/9, 
none o f these yielded much, if any, payment,

seemingly due to the inability of the tenants to 
m eet their own cash needs.

It is perhaps not insignificant that Darlington 
Ward contained the highest concentration of 
arable land in the county; this may have made 
that land more valuable, precluding the likeli
hood of its acquisition in large parcels. Those 
few, relatively-large holdings which did exist, 
however, show a disproportionate drop in rev
enues from customary free and leased proper
ties. For example, free rents in North 
Auckland, Wolsingham and Stanhope fell sub
stantially, without a corresponding decline in 
bond rents.34 Indeed, bond rents in these town
ships remained relatively steady throughout 
the mid-fifteenth century. Thus, Darlington 
Ward, notwithstanding its fertile lowland 
estates nearest the borough itself, also saw its 
free and lease hold rents decline, in the same 
manner as those elsewhere in the palatinate.

It is in Chester Ward, however, that the 
drop in revenues from the coroner’s side of the 
accounts was most pronounced. In Gateshead, 
the total revenue from free and leased rents 
dropped from £46 to £21 between 1434/5 and 
1438/9.35 This was the result of non-payment 
by the bishop’s greatest tenant there, the 
aforementioned Robert Horsley, whom the 
coroner for Chester Ward, Robert Dalton, in 
that year recorded as owing a sum of £33 
6s. 8d. for the farm of the borough and mill.36 
Other townships were similarly affected: in 
Chester-le-Street itself, revenues fell from £6 
19s. 4d. to £2. 2s. 0d., and in North Biddick, the 
figure dropped from £18 6s. 4d. to £9 9s. 4d.37 
The most profound example of declining free



rents in the ward was, however, the township 
of Whickham. The receiver-general’s account 
shows that income from free rents there 
dropped by more than £29 between 1435/6 and 
1438/9, from £37 12s. 7d. to £8 Os. 4d. In addi
tion, its performance between 1438/9 and 1475 
gives some indication of the severity of the cri
sis o f the 1430s, and of its lingering effects on 
the financial condition of the later fifteenth 
century (Table 2):

Table 2 Sums from Whickham paid to the 
Receiver-General of the Palatinate of Durham, 
1416/7-1479/81.

Collector Coroner

1416/7 £40 9s. 2d. £41 8s. 3d.
1418/9 £48 3s. lid . £4118s. lid .
1424/5 £39 15s. 4d. £41 8s. lid .
1427/8 £40 14s. 2d. £4112s. 7d.
1434/5 £41 8s. 8d. £37 12s. 7d.
1438/9 £38 2s. 4d. £ 8 0s. 4d.
1453/4 £41 8s. 3d. £16 13s. 8d.
1458/9 £38 9s. 4d, £ 4 19s. 4d.
1459/60 £36 10s. 5d. £ 1 13s. 4d.
1460/1 £35 15s. 6d. £ 1 6s. 8d.
1464/5 £29 19s. 7d. £ 7 8s. 4d.
1465/6 £40 6s. 4d. £ 3 5s. Id.
1466/7 £40 3s. lOd. £ 6 0s. Od.
1467/8 £39 2s. 8d. £ 8 15s. Od.
1468/9 £36 2s. 2d. £ 4 2s. 2d.
1469/70 £3118s. Od. £ 7 3s. 2d.
1470/1 £35 14s. Id. £ 4 5s. 6d.

Source: Durham University Library, Archives and 
Special Collections, C C 189809, 189782, 189810, 
190184, 188686, 189811, 189812, 189814, 189815, 
189818, 189819, 189820, 189821, 189822, 189823, 
189824.

Located just south of the Tyne, Whickham was 
one of the largest estates in Chester Ward. It 
was more valuable than most of the ward’s 
properties, chiefly by virtue of its numerous, 
valuable customary free and leased holdings, 
and of its five coal mines, which made it one of 
the great north-eastern coal sites. As indicated 
in (Table 2) above, before 1438/9, the property 
was worth some £80-90 per year to the bishop 
in agricultural rents alone, split about evenly  
between on the one hand, unfree, and on the 
other hand, free and leased, rents. Added to

that, there was also an annual income of  
between £9 and £112 from the leasing o f the 
coal mine, though this most often struck at the 
lower end of that scale. However, as noted  
above, income from the coroner fell dramati
cally after 1439, and remained within the £4-8  
range until after 1470, an experience largely 
representative o f the rest of the palatinate.38 
The example of Whickham, then, certainly 
provides further evidence of this crisis’ severe  
and enduring character. The case of 
Whickham is also significant, however, 
because the level of income from its bond 
rents changed relatively little, even when  
examined across this half-century span. During 
the crisis years 1435/6-1438/9, when the 
bishop’s income from customary free and 
leased holdings in Whickham dropped by over 
88 per cent, income from bond rents there 
dropped by only seven.

There is also evidence from the records of 
the bishopric estates that the crisis also 
affected Northumberland. The bishop of 
Durham’s estates in Bedlingtonshire, for 
example, which were administered by his coro
ner for Chester Ward, and therefore counted  
as part of the bishopric, suffered a decline 
similar to that o f the rest of the ward. Free, 
and especially leasehold, rents there fell from  
£31 11s. 7d. to £2 11s. 8d. in the period 
1435/6-1438/9.39 Whickham and Bedlington, 
then, are especially representative of the crisis’ 
effects around Tyneside; both were largely 
comprised of a few large holdings— customary 
free rents and farms, and both registered large 
drops in income from those very lands, while 
simultaneously showing little m ovem ent in 
bond rents. It is not this paper’s intention to  
provide anything like a sufficient discussion of 
the recession in Northumberland; this, like 
North Yorkshire, deserves study of its own. 
However, if, as the evidence suggests, condi
tions were broadly similar, one might conclude 
that land tenancy was unattractive, or unten
able, in the far north o f England, as it most 
surely was between Tyne and Tees.

What, then, of the men charged with the 
management o f free rents? The most impor
tant of these were the palatinate’s chief



financial officer, the receiver-general His was 
the task of managing and recording the collec
tion o f all sums owed to the bishop from the 
farming o f various parts of his estates; it is his 
records which most accurately indicate the 
bishop’s annual incom e from his bishopric 
estates, and are those oft-cited in the discus
sion above. M eanwhile, separate sets of 
accounts were kept by the bishop’s coroners, 
one for each ward. These amounted to yearly 
rentals: small annual variations aside, they 
changed little from year to year. It was the 
coroner’s responsibility to collect customary 
rents, and often leased holdings, from the 
bishop’s free tenants; these collections were 
then remanded to the receiver-general. The 
office of coroner was m ost often held by a 
member o f the local gentry of som e standing. 
W illiam and Ralph Claxton, members of just 
such a family, both held this office in the 
1460s.40 William Claxton was one of the most 
prominent knights in the palatinate in the 
early fifteenth century, and also served as sher
iff of Durham in Langley’s pontificate. His son, 
John, was him self a significant landholder in 
the 1430s and 40s.41 Robert Preston, a local 
landholder of som e note, was a coroner virtu
ally throughout Robert N eville’s episcopate, 
from 1443-61 at least.42 Interestingly, Preston’s 
father, Henry, was receiver-general and con
stable during this period as well.43 These, then, 
were men of relatively high standing in the 
county. They were probably of an administra
tive bent, and were perhaps better suited to 
such an office than to others in, for example, 
the bishop’s chancery court or exchequer. The 
coroners usually held their position for a num
ber of years, leaving them singularly responsi
ble for the management of their rents. Robert 
Preston was coroner for Easington Ward for 
17, and perhaps 22, years,44 while the office in 
Stockton Ward remained with a member of 
the Sayer family for more than twenty.45 This 
sort of long term of office may potentially have 
provided the coroners with some influence 
over the collection o f rents, just as the 
receiver-generals’ long tenure probably gave 
them greater influence over matters of 
administrative and financial importance.

However, the frequency with which the 
coroners found themselves deeply in arrears 
indicates that whatever their potential influ
ence with the county’s free tenants, it was 
rarely realized in the fifteenth century46 While 
it is true that the coroners were men of some 
standing locally, such was often far inferior to 
those of the bishop’s greatest free tenants, who 
numbered among them the earls of 
Northumberland and various members of the 
Neville family. Indeed, these officers may even  
have served those great barons as retainers, as 
in the case of the Claxtons, who were well 
known to have been in the employ of both the 
first earl of Westmorland and of his son, the 
earl of Salisbury. Indeed, it was the Nevilles in 
particular who maintained such a significant 
presence in Durham, partly as free tenants of 
the bishop: aside from their great lordships of 
Raby and Brancepeth, the Nevilles had also 
been free tenants of the bishop, with addi
tional holdings of customary and short-term  
natures alike, since at least 1381.47 In that year, 
John, lord Neville, is known to have held seve
ral properties of the bishop in the four wards, 
most of which yielded between 8s. and £1 
2s. Os. for the bishop. The earl of 
Northumberland was also a tenant of the 
bishop in 1382, when he paid £26 13s. 4d. for 
the manor of Fugerhouse and a coal mine near 
Whickham.48 This strong land-holding pres
ence in County Durham was, if anything, 
improved upon in the fifteenth century, as the 
national prominence of the two families grew. 
The implications of this for the coroner, how
ever, were ominous. To collect many of his 
largest rents, for which he was being held per
sonally responsible by the auditors, he would 
have had to confront som e of the greatest 
magnates in the North. This process was fur
ther complicated by the consolidation of free
hold lands into the hands of fewer tenants, a 
process begun in the fourteenth century which 
continued throughout this period.49 This task 
must have becom e even more delicate during 
periods of financial hardship, when such ten
ants were even less inclined to pay. The 
bishop’s coroners, then, faced with a difficult 
task under the best o f circumstances, surely



found themselves doubly handicapped by the 
drastic circumstances of the late 1430s.

A s noted above, however, the coroners do 
seem to have enjoyed some degree of indepen
dence in the day-to-day running o f their collec
tions, even as they were held closely 
accountable for their success or failure. 
Indeed, these need not be mutually exclusive: 
close accountability for gaining results meant 
that, apart from the negotiations with the 
bishop’s auditors, the coroners were left to 
conduct their collections of free rents, as well 
as those from leased demesne lands, as they 
saw fit. Given that the coroners were held to 
such strict accountability, however, it is proba
ble that the nature of the office retained a 
strong elem ent of personal initiative and 
responsibility. Free rents, as indicated above, 
had come to represent a significant portion of 
the bishop’s income, and their realization 
became increasingly critical in the fifteenth 
century. In addition, the bishops of Durham  
maintained a reputation for efficiency in the 
administration of their palatinate, just as they 
guarded their palatine rights with great energy. 
Bishop B ek’s defence of these rights a century 
before, and Langley’s own suit in the king’s 
court late in his career, amply demonstrate 
this. Indeed, Thomas Langley’s close manage
ment of his bishopric estates seems to have 
been quite competent indeed, even though he, 
like his predecessors, lived in London. His 
building of the Galilee Chapel in Durham  
Cathedral, seemingly without borrowing 
money, and his loans to the crown were, o f  
course, best evidence of this, but certain 
administrative reforms, like the creation of the 
office of receiver-general, and smaller, more 
politically sensitive decisions, such as his han
dling of the long-term lease of the Evenwood  
coal mines to the Eures—raising their rent 
after they had failed to renew the lease 
promptly— are examples of clear financial 
com petence.50

Under such conditions, then, the coroners, 
keenly aware of their personal responsibility 
for their charge, would only have closed 
accounts after making several attempts to col
lect from truculent free tenants, and only after

negotiating respites and decays—decasus in 
the accounts— with the bishop’s auditors. Such 
negotiations must surely have included the 
concession of many decayed rents which were 
allowed temporarily— that is, reductions which 
did not alter the permanent value of a prop
erty, which nominally had no effect upon the 
property’s future rents. In periods of great eco
nomic stress, a holding, if considered to be of 
declining value by actual or prospective ten
ants, in the face of falling prices and agricul
tural depression, might not continue to be held 
at its customary sum, especially when its ten
ancy changed hands. Indeed, there is evidence 
that large freehold properties in the palatinate 
were let out by the bishop during this period at 
levels far below their customary sums.51

In any event, any degree o f freedom enjoyed 
by the coroner certainly fell well within the 
confines o f close official scrutiny, by the 
bishop, his auditors— led initially by the formi
dable Sir Ralph Eure, Langley’s steward— and 
the palatinate’s receiver-general. The latter, as 
the bishop’s chief financial officer, was particu
larly important in this regard. This post was 
held by just two individuals during Langley’s 
episcopate: John Newton, from 1416/7-
1421/2;52 and Richard Buckley, from 1422/3- 
1437/8.53 Examples from later administrations 
indicate that such long terms of office were not 
at all unusual: for example, Henry Gillowe was 
receiver-general from at least 1464/5-1478/9, 
and perhaps longer.54 These men, by virtue of 
their high social standing in the county, and 
their relatively long official tenure, could sup
port a coroner’s claim of being unable to col
lect free rents owed to them. The long, often  
parallel, careers of these two officers must 
have increased the likelihood o f an even- 
greater personal dimension to the manage
ment of freehold revenues.

However, lengthy terms o f service also 
made the coroner more vulnerable. The 
bishop, through his auditors, could hold him  
personally accountable for many years’ delin
quencies, until they became sizeable enough to 
warrant action. The coroner of Chester Ward 
may have found the numerous small freeholds 
of the Nevilles particularly troubling for just



this reason. While Neville holdings there var
ied in size and value, the coroner may have 
found that, in the event o f a cash crisis, even  
the smallest of these was uncollectable. A s sig
nificant landlords in their own right, the 
Nevilles, might make no payments at all for 
even their smallest holdings in Durham, choos
ing instead to marshal their resources else
where, as a cushion against their own losses.55 
Left unpaid, their Durham rents could com 
pound quickly in the account of arrears, and, if 
charged to a single coroner over a number of 
years, could present him with a hazard. 
Precisely this seem s to have occurred with the 
ville of Winlaton, a customary free holding of 
the Nevilles since at least 1380, and probably 
before.56 The Nevilles paid a sum of £20 per 
annum for this estate, which, for administra
tive purposes, was accounted for under the 
“W hickham” entry in the accounts, and was 
listed as but a single entry in that section.57 It is 
apparent from the receiver-general’s records 
that, after 1438, the Nevilles cannot have paid 
the rent for Winlaton, as the sums of remit
tance for the whole of Whickham did not again 
exceed £16 until after 1470.58 It is clear from  
such episodes that the bishop’s greater free 
tenants were afforded som e degree of flexib
ility, both in terms of the length of time they 
could hold land without payment, and the 
length of time the coroner could wait to collect 
their rents. The lack o f income from such ten
ants in Whickham alone for several decades is 
adequate testimony to this.5- However, this 
flexibility was ultimately bound by the supervi
sion of the coroner by the bishop’s other 
administrators, ever mindful of the financial 
importance of free rents.

It might initially be thought that the non
payment of Neville rents to the bishop resulted 
from their own dynastic problems, rather than 
from an econom ic crisis.60 By 1438, Robert 
Neville, younger son o f the first earl of 
Westmorland, had assumed the temporalities 
and becom e bishop o f Durham, and, had the 
second earl of W estmorland com e to control 
the Neville holdings in Durham by this date, 
one might naturally assume that he would 
refuse payment to his half brother and enemy,

the bishop. A s the first earl had tried to disin
herit his grandson and rightful heir in favour of  
his second family, the younger Ralph might 
have been expected to refuse payment. 
However, there is good reason to believe that 
the rents that went unpaid on the bishopric 
estates, such as those from Winlaton and 
Bedlington, were still controlled at the time of 
this crisis by Joan Beaufort, the first earl’s 
widow, and her son Richard, earl of Salisbury, 
and not the second earl.61 In such an instance, 
one cannot adequately explain this revenue 
loss as a symptom of the Neville family squab
ble. Further, the argument that the whole of 
this free rent crisis is explicable in the context 
of this squabble is belied by the non-payment 
of large free rents by landholders with no dis
cernible connection to the Nevilles at all, 
including Robert Horsley and his large farm in 
Gateshead. In addition, the accounts indicate 
that some of the bishop’s estates hit hardest by 
the crisis either contained no Neville 
property,62 or experienced a drop in income 
which far exceeded the value of their holdings, 
or those o f their retainers, in a given area.63 
Thus, while the feud between the elder and 
cadet branches of the Neville family certainly 
dominated northern politics for some decades 
after 1425, it was neither a symptom nor a 
cause of this financial crisis.

The econom ic crisis of the late-1430s can, 
then, be traced directly to the bishop’s free 
tenants: it was this income which was lost to 
him during this period, either through custom
ary holdings or farms, and this income which 
was never to be recovered. Many o f the ten
ants that failed to pay their rents in Durham  
were members o f prominent families; they can 
generally be described as being of the armiger- 
ous class or above. These included the 
Claxtons, the Nevilles, and the Percies, all of 
whom were, as noted above, significant land
holders in their own right. More than that, 
they were men upon whom the bishop relied  
for the holding of local office and the keeping 
of the peace. This may have led, in times of 
real econom ic stress, to some arrangements 
being made between him and them, perhaps 
excusing them from their tenurial obligations.



Such sacrifice, if indeed there was one, on the 
part of the bishop, must have been made with 
at least one eye toward preserving the financial 
viability of the local gentry, and thus maintain
ing both the region's political stability as well 
as their political support. This was especially 
crucial in 1439, when the new bishop, Robert 
Neville, acting in concert with his mother, 
Joan, and elder brother, Richard, sought to 
marshal support in the North for the relatively 
weak Lancastrian monarch, and for the ongo
ing struggle against the elder branch of their 
own family, over control of the Neville patri
mony.64

Unfortunately, there is a marked scarcity of 
surviving estate material relating to north
eastern free tenants as landlords. It is only 
through the surviving records of the bishopric 
and Durham Priory that we know anything at 
all of lay land-holding in the North-east. 
Because the bishop of Durham was one of the 
country’s greatest and most efficient landown
ers in the first half of the fifteenth century,65 
and because he seems to have felt the need to 
make concessions to his free tenants regarding 
their rents, it seems likely that the high mortal
ity of the late-1430s produced ripples through
out the local land market, and that many of the 
bishop’s free tenants experienced cash crises of 
their own. W hile some of these were certainly 
significant landholders in the region, as in the 
case of the Nevilles and their management of 
the great Durham lordships of Brancepeth and 
Raby, details remain largely mysterious. This 
aside, it does seem  from the surviving evidence 
that, while the initial cause of this crisis lay in 
heightened mortality itself, the impetus for the 
wide-spread abatement of free rents must also 
have had something of a political dimension. 
Because the crown had few interests of its own 
in the North-east, it had always left the bishop 
of Durham to act as its agent of stability in that 
region. Because free tenants were the most 
important political figures in the palatinate, 
and therefore the most important agents of 
local stability, the respite of freehold rents in 
times o f crisis, such as the late 1430s, was obvi
ously viewed as a necessary concession to the 
maintenance of that stability.
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