
Barkby 1086-1524 
by David Postles 

The earliest description of Barkby, as of most English villages, occurs in Domesday Book, 
compiled in 1086, but referring back also to 1066. 1 There is still some dispute as to why 
Domesday Book was produced - was it a fiscal record, the sequel to the earlier geld rolls, a 
basis for taxation? or was it rather a feudatory, a description oftenures? 2 The interpretation of 
the entries depends in some cases on the intent behind its production. When we read that there 
are 18 carucates in Barkby, do we take this to be an artificial tax assessment or a real measure
ment ofland? Some historians have argued that the teamland entry is more significant 3 - there 
is land for 16 ploughs. This is probably true for places with an intensive arable husbandry. It is 
probably reliable for Barkby, although Barkby had non-arable resources in the Soar Valley 
meadows. 

What we do know is that Barkby was situated in the richest and most densely populated part 
of Leicestershire, in 1086. This is shown well in Holly's section on Leicestershire in The 
Domesday Geography of Midland England. 4 There were in the Middle and Upper Soar Valleys 
10-12 people per square mile; 2-3 plough-teams per square mile; and meadow. Barkby was also 
in that area of Leicestershire which had come under Scandinavian influence. The placename 
itself reflects this. This is the area of carucates and bovates, not hides and virgates. The familiar 
Scandinavian duodecimal reckoning occurs here, particularly in the computation of small local 
hundreds in the Leicestershire Survey of 1124-9. 5 It is also the area of sokes and sokemen. 
There were four sokes in Leicestershire: based upon Barrow, Rothley, Melton Mowbray and 
Great Bowden. Three of the four were in North East Leicestershire. Sokes and sokemen 
reflected the influence of the Scandinavians in North East Leicestershire. 6 

lfwe turn to the Domesday entry for Barkby we read that William holds of Robert de Todeni 
18 carucates of land in Barkby. There is land for 16 ploughs. In demesne there are three 
ploughs and three serfs. Seven villeins and three bordars and ten sokemen and four Frenchmen 
have ten ploughs. 

We find that Barkby was slightly undercultivated. There were 13 ploughs, but land for 16 
ploughs. There were three serfs who were tied to the lord's demesne land. Serfs (servi) were 
completely unfree. The seven villeins were the customary tenants, although there is still some 
dispute as to the legal status of villeins in the eleventh century. 7 The three bordars are a 
problem. Bordier was a French word; it probably was the equivalent of a cottar with less than 
five acres ofland. 8 There were significantly 10 sokemen, the semi-free men of the Scandinavian 
areas. There were four Frenchmen or francigeni, presumably freemen, but with smallholdings. 
The four Frenchmen were memorialised in the family name le Fraunceys which persisted in 
Barkby throughout the Middle Ages. There were two le Fraunceys families who were Merton 
tenants later on. 

Barkby in 1086 was held by a lay mesne tenant, a knight, William. He held the manor of 
Barkby from the honor of Belvoir. This will explain the frequent references to trips to Belvoir 
in the section on mobility later on. Barkby in the eleventh and early twelfth centuries was a lay 
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estate. The vill was mainly encompassed by a single manor in 1086. In the following 200 years, 
this situation changed drastically. A single lay estate was replaced by several estates, some 
religious or quasi-religious. The village also became divided into several lordships, rather than 
one. 

The structure of landholding in Barkby was completely altered in the late twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries. It has been shown that there was some sort of 'crisis' for lay landholders in 
this period, particularly for the knightly class. 9 Usually, the religious expanded their estates at 
the expense of the laity. In the late twelfth century, the le Poer family alienated the advowson of 
the church and the appropriated glebe to Leicester Abbey, and later added six bovates. 10 This 
was probably simply an act of piety, for the salvation of the donor, his predecessors and family. 
Leicester Abbey belonged to the new Order of Austin Canons, which spread rapidly in the 
twelfth century; houses of this Order came to hold appropriated advowsons and glebes as a 
familiar type of property. 11 Before 123 7, Peter de Lincoln endowed Langley Priory with land 
in Barkby. 12 In 1271, Robert de Percy alienated all his lands and tenements in Barkby and 
Leicester to Merton College. 13 Robert had become indebted to Cok' Hagin, a Jew of London. 
Jews could take mortgages on land, but were not allowed to hold land. Walter de Merton paid 
off the debt by a consideration of 160 marks to Robert. This was one of the customary ways in 
which Walter de Merton obtained land for the college which he founded at Oxford. By 1271 
therefore, the nature of landholding in Barkby had changed radically. The major estates were 
now held by two religious houses and a college of scholars, a quasi-religious institution. 

The estate of Leicester Abbey was based around the appropriated glebe of the parish church. 
This was consolidated by the acquisition of small parcels ofland from the free peasantry, by as 
many as 25 to 30 transactions, mainly in roods and acres. The process is described by Hilton 
(p.44) and in the transcription of charters in the Novum Rentale of Leicester Abbey (f.202). 14 

The glebe-demesne was a fairly familiar type of property of the Austin Canons. In the rental of 
1341, the glebe-demesne is described as 156a. 3½r., with four villeins and 13 free tenants. 
Again, in the Liber de Terris Dominicalibus of the late fifteenth century, it is described as 156a. 
3½r. divided in the three fields ofBarkby. In the early sixteenth century, Langley Priory held 
300a. (10 virgates); Leicester Abbey 7¾ virgates (156a. approximately); Merton 14½ virgates, 
and Pochin 240a. (8 virgates).15 The accretion of the Pochin estate was a phenomenon of the 
later middle ages. It was the successor of the Willoughby estate, which was the surviving lay fee 
in Barkby. In a rental of c. 1311/12, the Merton estate is described as 385½a. ½r. arable land 
and 16½a. ½r. of meadow. 16 

The estates of the religious and the college were administered in different ways. Barkby was 
fairly close to Leicester Abbey, and was therefore used as a home farm by the Abbey. There was 
a demesne which was directly cultivated. Little is known of the way in which Langley Priory 
exploited its lands in Barkby before the early sixteenth century. The College, however, did not 
have any demesne land at Barkby. The Leicestershire estates of Merton College, Barkby and 
Kibworth Harcourt, were fairly remote from the College. A more local estate, such as Cuxham 
in Oxfordshire, was farmed directly by the College, until it was leased out to a Jirmarius in 
1359. 17 This was never the case with Barkby. It is probable, in any case, that when the land was 
acquired from Robert de Percy in 1271, there was no demesne, and that all the land was held by 
customary tenants. All the College's land in Barkby was thus always held by tenants, none ofit 
farmed directly by the College. 

We know more about the College's administration of its land in Barkby, simply because the 
College's estate records have survived more completely than those of Leicester Abbey. For 
Leicester Abbey, we have to rely on the essentially rentals and cartularies of the Novum Renta!e 
and the Liber de Terris Dominicalibus and two Treasurers' accounts of the late thirteenth 
century. For Merton College's lands in Barkby, there are manorial court rolls from 1278/9, in a 
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broken series; manorial accounts from 1285/6 in an almost continuous sequence; and rentals for 
c.1300, c.1311/12, 1354/5, 1450, 1452, 1475 and 1484. Unfortunately, the earliest rental 
(c.1300) is very fragmentary indeed. 

The Merton College estate was administered by the reeve. 18 The reeve was one of the 
customary tenants of the college. The reeves were drawn from the larger landholders. This was 
partially as a guarantee to the lord. Wm. le Playtour, for example, held 21 acres arable and 3r. 
meadow; William de Dalby held 19a. lr. arable and 3r. meadow; Henry Milisant held a 
messuage and a virgate. 19 The main responsibility of the reeve was to collect the rents from the 
tenants in Barkby, Thurmaston and Leicester, and the fines and perquisites of court. At 
Cuxham in Oxfordshire, where the College farmed the demesne itself, the reeve also had to 
supervise agriculture, but there was no need to do so at Barkby. The job ofreeve was still fairly 
arduous. The collection of rents from Leicester constantly proved difficult. 20 The collection of 
fines and customary rents could also be difficult. An incident in 1289 illustrates the potential 
unpleasantness of the job. The customary tenants broke into the lord's park to rescue their 25 
avers. They were all placed at mercy. Richard de Hamilton, the reeve, was fined ½ mark (6s. 
8d.) for not distraining against the tenants for the offence as he was ordered to do by the Chapter 
at Cuxham. 21 The Chapter was the gathering of the Warden and auditors each year to check the 
accounts of the reeves. The reeve ofBarkby had to attend these Chapters, often held at Oxford, 
but also held at Maldon (1288), Cuxham (1289, 1296 and 1297) and Farley (1290). 22 The reeve 
also had to travel to Oxford each year with the cash from the rents . 23 He had to go to Leicester 
to collect the rents from the tenants there. 24 In 1320/1, he had to appear for the College before 
the J.P.s at Leicester and Loughborough; 25 in 1299/1300, he had to go on College business to 
Hinckley, Prestwold, Syston, Beeby, Maldon and Leicester. 26 Occasionally, therefore, one of 
the tenants would pay a fine to be relieved of the office. In 1294, William son of Richard de 
Hamelton gave ½ mark to be excused the office of reeve. 27 William was the son of a former 
reeve, and perhaps had gained from his father's experience. When William was excused, 
William Playtur was elected by the homage in the manorial court in his place. 28 The process of 
election is significant. In effect, the lord told the tenants to choose a reeve; by this way, he could 
hold the tenants responsible for any misdemeanours of the reeve. The aspect is explained by 
Walter de Henley, a contemporary writer on estate management. 29 

Of course, the reeve also stood in a handy position. A good reeve might find favours from the 
Lord. In 1279, Richard the reeve was excused a fine called merchet (2s. in this case), 'and is 
condoned because he is the reeve of the scholars of Merton'. 30 He might also be in a good 
position to oppress the other tenants. 

The College had developed a quite stringent audit. The balances of the reeve's accounts 
which ran from July (from the feast of St. Kenelm or St. Margaret the Virgin), were almost 
exclusively 'arreragia' or 'et debet' balances - the reeve was indebted to the college. This 
balance was common in charge-discharge accounts. The initial 'et debet' balance was often 
quite large. The explanation is that although the reeve had been able to deliver the Martinmas 
rents to Oxford, the account was struck before the rents from the second rent day (Nativity of 
St. John the Baptist - June 24) could be delivered to the Warden. Quite often the balance is 
then qualified by a sum sent after the account (super compotum), this sum representing the rents 
of the second rent day: 

'Summa totius expense simul cum liberationibus viii li. iis. id. Et debet viii li. xiis . ixd. 
De quibus soluit super compotum v li. Et sic debet Lxxiis. ixd.' 31 Sometimes, not all the 
rents from the second term could be collected even after the account: 'Summa omnium 
expensarum xli. xiiis. xid. ob. Et sic debet (interlined) v li . xviiid. ob. qua. De quibus 
solvit super compotum Ls. Et sic debet de claro Lis. vid. ob. qua;' 'Summa totalis xxxviis. 
iiiid. Et debet xiii li. xvs. id. de quibus soluit super compotum xxiiis. Et debet de claro xii 
li. xiis. id.' (i.e. the rents of both terms were outstanding). 32 
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The 'et debet' balance was carried over to the next year's account as arrears (arrergia) as the first 
item in the charge of the new account (see table). The reeve's account was audited at the 
Chapter by the Warden and Fellows of the College. Some of the accounts have indented 
schedules of the audit sewn to the foot, with a precept for the payment of the outstanding 
balance: 

'tenetur de claro dominis suis in v li. xs. vd. Et iniunctum est sibi quod soluat dictam 
pecuniam citra festum omnium sanctorum (Nov. 1) sub pena i marcam'. 33 

The incoming reeve also inherited the arrears of his predecessor: thus the arrears of William de 
Dalby included a sum 'de debito playtur' (sc. William le Playtur). 34 Henry Milicent jnr. took 
over the debts of his father, the previous reeve: 

'Et oneratur de arreragiis patris sui de ultimo compoto suo Ls. xd. qua'. 35 

Good reeves, from the Lords point of view, were often retained in office for years on end. All 
the reeves of Barkby served for a long term. Henry Milisant I and II served as reeve for thirty 
years from 1318-48, the father for 10 years and the son for 20. The latter and probably the 
former also, died in office. Richard de Hamilton served for over ten years before his death in 
1286. Between 1279 and 1349, only five tenants served as reeve: Richard de Hamelton, William 
Playtur, William de Dalby and Henry Milisant 1-11. The reeve was the most important man on 
the spot in the College's administration of its Barkby estate. 

In recent years, a great deal has been learnt about the movement of the peasantry in the 
Middle Ages. The tenants of the College in Barkby were not confined to their village; they did 
manage to see some of the outside world. Some of this travelling was at the College 's instance on 
College business. The reeve is a case in point. I have described his travels on behalf of the 
College above. Other tenants were sent on College business. If we take the expenses in the 
reeve's account for 1287/8, for example, we read: 

In expenses of the reeve at the Chapter at Maldon 2s. In expenses of William Savage at 
Oxford at Martinmas 10d. In expenses of a boy to Belvoir with letters 3d. In expenses of 
John le Pleydur to Welford 3d. In expenses of the same John with a document to Belvoir 
3d. In expenses of the same John to London to carry letters from the Lady Isabella de Ros 
12d. In expenses of the same John at the summons of Lady Isabella de Ros to the court of 
the Earldom of Winchester twice 8d. In expenses of Walter Samson at Belvoir 3d, In 
expenses of John Arnold and William son of Robert to Oxford at the Feast of St. John 
6d. 36 

In 1284, we read again 
In expenses of Richard the reeve to Oxford for the last account for 4 days 16d. For the 
same going to carry letters of the Priory of St. Catherine, collector of the tenth (a tax) 12d. 
For the same going to Lincoln twice for 8 days for the tenth (a tax) 3s. For a boy sent to 
take the rents to Oxford 12d. For the reeves of Barkby and Kibworth going to Glenfield 
3d. 37 

Or again in 1283: 
Expenses of the reeve at the last Chapter at Oxford; expenses of the reeve with a boy and 
horse taking rents to Oxford at Martinmas 2s.; expenses of the reeves of Barkby and 
Kibworth twice going to Glenfield to collect a debt of 40s. from Sir John FitzPeter 3d.; 
For a certain boy taking letters from the Warden of the College to Normanton 3d.; the 
expenses of men going to Belvoir to see the Lady Isabella de Ros about a distraint at the 
Court of Leicester 6d.; in the expenses of the reeve going to Leicester to the court there 
with 6 horses and 4 other men 6d.; in expenses of the reeve to Lincoln to carry letters of 
the priory of St. Catherine 18d. 38 

Tenants regularly went to and fro to Oxford with rents. Tenants went to Belvoir to the Lady 
Isabella de Ros, as the manor of Barkby was held feudally of her. Tenants went to Lincoln to 
the Priory of St. Catherine without Lincoln, which was appointed a royal tax-collector. 



50 

Technically and legally, the customary tenants were not allowed to leave the manor ofBarkby 
without the lord's permission, nor to marry outside the manor Without the lord's licence. Some 
customary tenants still absconded. In 1287, William son of Roger de Syston ('custumarius') fled 
without licence. Ralph Franceys abducted a horse from Robert Styward in 1286 and took it to 
Newton. Several women were fined in court for marrying outside the lordship. There is the 
curious case of Matilda Carpenter who went so far as to flee to St. Andrew's in Scotland to get 
married in 1289. 39 The life of some of the peasantry of Barkby was not entirely static. One 
wonders also how many made regular trips into Leicester to sell off surplus produce. 

When the College first took over the estates after 1271, especially in the 1280s, there was a 
battle over services owed by the tenants both collectively and individually to the lords of the 
manor. The College was obviously trying to tighten up the services. Perhaps Robert de Percy 
had been a poor administrator, or perhaps the College was over-zealous. There was considerable 
discord over the precise nature of the marriage fine-merchet: should it be paid if tenants married 
inside the lordship, or only if they married outside the lordship. 40 In the case of Matilda Bryt, 
the whole of the customary tenants were placed in misery for giving false information about 
whether she should pay merchet, their defence seemingly that they were all freemen in this 
respect. 41 The College also took to assessing the size of the merchet fine by precise reference to 
the wealth of the individual. 42 The College also came down heavily on individual tenants in the 
1280s. The land of Robert Boland was confiscated in 1282 because he was in arrears of rent of 
5s. Iveta widow of Walter Bond had to find pledges that she would cultivate her land as her 
neighbours do in 1282. Either she had neglected to do so, or the College was suspicious of the 
ability of a widow to do so. Henry Bonde was admitted to the holding lately held by his father, 
but he, had to find pledges that he would acquit the arrears of rent of his father. 43 

This clamp down only seems to have been a transient episode. It may have been instigated by 
the College's estate steward, Richard de St. John. 

On the other hand, the College never really charged excessive entry fines . The rents of the 
customary tenants were fixed; but when the land changed hands, the College could charge an 
entry fine . The entry fine was not fixed, but negotiable. The entry fines charged by the College 
were never excessive; the general level was low. Some scholars finding high entry fines in some 
manors in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, have assumed that there was great 
pressure on the land - demand for land exceeding supply. 44 Entry fines in Barkby on the 
College's estate were not of this nature. 

We have a series of 44 entry fines extracted from the court rolls between 1279 and 1349. Few 
entry fines exceeded a mark for a bovate. One exceptional entry occurred in 1346, when 
William Arnold paid an entry fine of 40s. This higher fine is explained by the transaction being 
a settlement inter vivos; William was being allowed the remainder in the land if and when his 
wife, Cecilia, died. The land would apparently have been Cecilia's. 45 

The lord's attitude to entry fines is revealed in a memorandum on a membrane of parchment 
sewn to the reeve's account for the manor in 1311/12: 'Memoracio (sic) de ingressibus eorum 
Tempore Scolarum de Merton Oxon' . 46 The memorandum lists fifteen entry fines during the 
Wardenships of Richard de Werplesden and Peter de Habyndone and, perhaps significantly, 
the sole estate steward throughout was Richard de St. John. The memorandum records the 
name of the newly-admitted tenant, the size of the holding, the entry fine, and, most 
importantly, the circumstances behind the entry fine. In the case of Ralph Bercarius, who 
acceded to a messuage and six acres for an entry fine of four marks, for example, the 
memorandum explains 'et non natus erat super terram dominorum' (sc. the Scholars of Merton 
College.) The same information is given about two others and also about John Wysman ('et non 
natus erat ibi'). In two other instances, it is recorded that the new tenant had not 'inherited' the 
land ('et non erat hereditas sua'); and in another case this is put more forcefully 'quia non herat 
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(sic) hereditas sua' . Conversely, it was always recorded when the land was 'inherited'; 'et est 
hereditas sua'. This memorandum strongly suggests that the Warden and Scholars - or their 
estate steward - used the nature of admission to the land as a bargaining point in determining 
the size of the entry fine : 

Size of holding Entry fine Comments 
½v +4a. lOs. None 
½v lOs. None 
½v + 4a. 6s. 8d. None 
Cottage + 2a 2s. 5d. None 
6a. 53s. 4d. Not born on lord's land 
½v + 4a. 20s. Not inherited 
½v + 4a. 20s. Not inherited 
Cottage 2s. Not born on lord's land 
½v + 4a. 20s. Not born on lord's land 
½v +4a. 6s. 8d. Inherited 
½v + 2a. 6s. 8d. Inherited 
2a. 6s. 8d. Inherited 
Cottage + Croft 4s. Inherited 
½v + ¼v 24s. Inherited 
¼v + 4a. 13s. 4d. Not born there 

Entry fines were higher where the land was not inherited or the new tenant had not been born 
on the lord's land. In c.1311/12, according to the rental, there were 28 holdings; the list of 15 
entry fines thus represents a fair proportion. 

After the Black Death, a change occurred in the description of the tenants . In the rental of 
c.1311/12, the tenants are simply described as 'custumarii' . The court rolls are neutral, simply 
recording the tenants' names. In 1347, however, the newly admitted tenants hold 'ad 
voluntatem domini', and in 1349 'in bondagio' - perhaps an initial rearguard action as the 
effects of the Black Death became evident. In 1354, the description ofthe terms of admission 
are even more precise: 'native et faciendo sicut alii nativi faciunt ' . No such attempt had been 
made in earlier court rolls to emphasise the servile condition of newly admitted tenants . B·y 
1450-52, the tenants in the rentals are described as 'Tenentes ad voluntatem'. 47 

It is always difficult to estimate population levels and movements in the Middle Ages. An 
attempt will be made to use the framework, laid down by others, for Barkby. 48 

In l 086, there were three serfs, seven villeins, three bordars, ten sokemen and four 
Frenchmen. The prevailing wisdom is that serfs were probably single people tied to the 
demesne, not heads of households. The rest can be taken to be heads of households. This leaves 
then 24 heads of households plus three single persons. Another conventional wisdom is that the 
mean household in the Middle Ages was about five . The aberrant voice is that of J.C. Russell, 
who argued for 3.5, but research by H.E. Hallam on some more detailed lists for manors of 
Spalding Priory have shown a mean of 4.68 or so - near enough to five . So in Barkby there 24 x 
5 + 3 = 123 persons. An incumbent of the church should be added, although he was not 
enumerated in Domesday Book, giving a total of 124 persons in 1086. 

The next available enumeration of people is the poll tax of 1377. 49 The Poll Tax was a tax of 
4d. (a groat) on all persons over 14. 131 adults (over 14) were taxed. To convert these people 
over 14 to a total population figure, Russell suggested adding a third for those under 14, and 
add a further 5% for tax evasion. Postan and Titow recommended adding 40-50% for under
fourteens and a further 25% for under-enumeration. It can be seen how speculative all of this is . 
The lists for 1086 and 1377 have different constituents - one is heads of households with 
special exceptions (the servz) in 1086; the other (1377) is people over 14. On balance, it seems 
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plausible to use a multiplier of 40% to compensate for under-fourteens and 5% for under
enumeration to adjust the 1377 list. It is necessary first to examine the 131 people taxed in 
1377. The list comprised 51 married couples (husband and wife were listed as such as they were 
taxed as one), six single adult males, three single males listed as sons over 14, seven single adult 
females, 11 servants of both sexes, two male labourers, and no single females listed as daughters 
over 14. How many of these should be multiplied by 40% to find the total population including 
under-fourteens? Some must be discounted as they would not have children under 14. We shall 
exclude the six single males (adults), 11 servants, the two male labourers, and possibly all the 
seven single females. The servants were probably single with no children; so also the two male 
labourers; the seven single females were probably widows or spinsters. Some of these seven 
single females may have had children under 14, possibly widows, for example, but by and large 
it is probably better to exclude them all . There remain 51 married couples and three single 
males qualified as sons over 14 - a total of 105 people. Ifwe add to these 40% for under 14s, we 
arrive at 145 people in households, and to these should now be added the six single males, seven 
single females (adults), 11 servants and two labourers to give a total population of 171 people. 
Compensation of 5% for evasion or under-assessment provides an additional nine people. The 
grand total is thus 180. 

To recapitulate, there were in 1086, 124 people in Barkby, in 1377, 180. Outbreaks of plague 
occurred in 1348/9, again in 1361/2 and in the 1370s, the most virulent in 1348/9. The 
population before the plague - i.e. in 1348 - was probably higher than in 1377. Russell 
professes that it was probably 40% higher; Postan and Titow argue that it was very much higher 
- at least 50% higher in 1348 than in 1377. We would therefore have a population in 1348 in 
Barkby of about 250 to 270. These figures are hypothetical to a large degree. 

Glimpses of the effects of the Plague occur in the court rolls for the period 1348-52 and in a 
rental of20 January 1355 for the Merton College estates. In the court rolls it is recorded that at 
least three couples (husbands and wives) died simultaneously in 1348/9; and at least 11 heads of 
households died in the same two years. In the court rolls, there were at least 15 changes of 
tenants of holdings. Some holdings changed hands more than once. At this time, there were 28 
tenements held of Merton. The rental of 1355 was probably compiled as a result of the 
mortality and changes of tenants. There are in fact two copies of this rental. The rental gives the 
names of the present tenant and the former tenant . It is a safe assumption that the former tenant 
was the tenant before the Plague. The rental shows that 14 out of 28 holdings had changed 
hands. In the period of the Plague, about half of Merton's tenants died. 

One of the consequences of the Plague was the movement of holdings out of the family for 
lack of heir. A good example is the de Roland family holding. Robert de Roland held a 
messuage and IO acres; when he died in 1294, his son William was admitted to the holding. 
William died in 1349, and his daughter, Alice, was admitted as tenant. Alice died in 1354, only 
five years later, and Robert Power was admitted to the holding. 

For the distribution and size of holdings, reliance is placed on the rentals and court rolls of 
Merton College and the rental of Langley Priory's lands temp. Henry VIII. 50 The material is 
therefore rather sketchy. Merton rentals are extant for c.1300, c.1311/12, 1355, 1450, 1452, 
1475 and 1484. 51 Unfortunately, the rental for c. 1300 is extremely fragmentary, to the point of 
being uninformative. A memorandum at the foot of the 1452 rental causes some circum
spection; 'Examinatur istud Rentale cum aliis Rentalibus quia creditur quod notabiliter deficit'. 
What was the meaning of this comment? Perhaps it merely signified the difficulty of all rentals 
that they only record a static situation. There is indeed little evidence of revision of the Merton 
rentals by cancellation and interlineation. 

There are two informative rentals of c.1311/12. One describes the holdings of the customary 
tenants in terms of bovates and acres. The other describes these holdings in terms of half-
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virgates (equivalent to the bovate) and acres, and then converts the total into acreage. Thus, the 
first holding listed, that of Henry Milisaunt, is first described as a messuage, toft, half virgate, 
quarter virgate and six acres, and then as in toto 30a. l½r. arable and Sr. meadow. In 1311-12, 
28 Merton holdings were described. The largest holdings were 32a. arable with la. 1 ½r. of 
meadow (1), 30a. l½r. arable and Sr. meadow (1), 21a. arable and 3r. meadow (1), and 20a. 
arable 3r. meadow(!). Six holdings comprised 15a. to 18½a. Below this level, there were 
holdings of 14a. arable 3r. meadwow(I), 10a lr. arable 1 ½r meadow (2), 9a. 1 ½r. arable 2r. 
meadow (1), 8a. arable 2½r. meadow (1), 6a. arable lr. meadow (1), a cottage and 2a. arable (3), 
a cottage (2), a toft and croft (1). There was a wide stratification of peasant holdings on the 
Merton College estate in 1311/12. There was a strong implication in the two rentals that the 
mean size ofhoidings was about a halfvirgate (or bovate) plus a few acres . A second implication 
of the two rentals is that the half virgate or bovate had been originally the standard holding. 52 

Sixteen of the 28 holdings are initially described in the rentals as a messuage and half virgate 
plus a few additional acres. Two of these 16 were described as a messuage, half-virgate and 
quarter of a virgate plus a few additional acres . Two other holdings were described as a 
messuage, a quarter of a virgate and a few additional acres. One or two other holdings are 
suspiciously close to halfvirgates (bovates) or quarter-virgates: the messuage and 14a. of Ralph 
Halleman, the placea and 8a. of Matilda le Brytte. The distinct impression is that at some earlier 
date, the standard holding of Merton's customary tenants had been a half-virgate or bovate, but 
by c.1311/12, these holdings had been augmented by a few additional acres. Of the sixteen 
holdings described with a nucleus of a half-virgate, three had an additional 6a., eight had an 
additional 4a., two had an additional 2a., whilst three had no addition. The two holdings with a 
nucleus of a quarter-virgate had both been augmented by 2a. The total of these additional acres 
was 58a. Do these additional acres represent assarting, the addition of a few acres (2, 4 or 6) to 
the standard holding by colonisation of the waste? 

The rental of 1354/5 presents a similar picture. The size and distribution of holdings has 
more or less the same as inc.1311/12, although 14 holdings had recently (since the Black Death) 
changed hands . The Black Death had not caused any immediate redistribution of land as 
opposed to more changes of tenancy. A century later, change was quite evident, depicted in the 
rentals of 1450 and 1452. Whereas there had been 28 Merton tenants in c. 1311/12 and 1354/5, 
there were only 19 in 1450 and 1452. Furthermore, there had been some significant 
concentration of holdings . Robert Johnson had accumulated a messuage and virgate, a messuage 
and half virgate and a messuage and two acres . William Stewyn held two messuages and a 
virgate, John Canter three messuages and a virgate, and William Deye three messuages and a 
virgate . The distribution of Merton land in 1450/1452 was as follows : 

5 tenants each held a virgate (30a. approximately) 
2 tenants held ¾ virgate (22½a. approximately) 
7 tenants each held ½ virgate (15a. approximately) 
1 tenant held 8a. 
2 tenants each held ¼ virgate (7½a. approximately) 
1 tenant held 2a. 
1 tenant held 1 ½a. 
2 tenants held only a messuage each. 

The change can be quantified as below: 1311-55 

Tenants holding over 20a. 
Tenants holding 14-20.* 
Tenants holding less than 14a. 
*(includes one holding of 14a.) 

No. 
4 

13 
11 

% land 
27.7 
61.8 
10.5 

1450-2 
No. % land 

7 59 .7 
7 32 .2 
7 8 .1 
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There was a tendency towards the concentration of land. This same concentration of land is 
equally evident amongst the tenants at will of Langley Priory temp. Henry" VIII. Thomas 
Mason had accumulated three holdings formerly held separately by Richard Querndon, 
Richard Shirlok and Robert Legynton: a messuage and yardland, toft and croft and half oxgang, 
toft and croft and oxgang. Robert Berege held a messuage, two tofts, two crofts and 3½ oxgangs 
(or bovates), and also a messuage and oxgang formerly held by William Grene. John Wynneby 
accumulated a messuage and yardland formerly held by Robert Vyker and two crofts, two tofts, 
and an oxgang formerly held by Robert Shirlok. The only other customary tenant of Langley 
was John Warren, who held a messuage and oxgang. 

The size of holdings may have been adjusted slightly by the peasant land market. 53 It is 
remarkable, however, that the court rolls show little evidence of inter-peasant transactions in 
land - even by strict surrender and admission - before 1340. A single entry in 1287 revealed 
illicit transactions by which Hugh Faber took 3½r. from William Kole and 3r. from Henry 
Bonde without the lord's licence. 54 In the 1340s, however, short-term leases suddenly appear 
on the court rolls. The terms of the leases were normally described as for so many crops: 

Dominus Reginaldus capellanus venit in curia et de licencia domini cepit de Roberto 
Samsun vii rodas terre per loca diversa in campis de Barkeby ad terminum quatuor 
cropporum et dat domino pro licencia habenda xii d.' (1345); 
'Robertus Power cepit unam dimidiani acram in Neudikis de Roberto Sansun donec 
receperit duos croppos. Et unam Rodam iuxta Neudikegate donec receperit tres croppos 
per licenciam domini' (1341); 
'Reginaldus capellanus venit in curia et de licencia domini cepit medietatem unius acre 
terre abuttantem usque Saltergate iuxta Thomam ... 
de terra Roberti Samsun et pro licencia habenda dat domino iii d .' ( 1341 ); 
Roger le Smyth also took l lr. from Robert Samsun 'ad terminum quatuor cropporum'; 
'Robertus Bate venit in curia de licencia domini cepit unam Rodam tertiam partem unius 
Rode de Willelmo Rose in campis de Barkeby ad terminum trium cropporum. Et dat 
domino pro licencia habenda iii d.' (1345) 55 

As soon as these transactions came into view, the usual features of the peasant land market are 
evident: small parcels ofland (a few roods) and natural adjustment (several leases by one tenant, 
Robert Sansun). The occasional illicit transaction trying to by-pass the manorial court also 
occurred: 

'Item presentant quod Johannes Hichebon dimisit Johanni Arland iii rodas terre apud 
Quenibourgh hulle sine licencia. Et postea de licencia curie concordatum est quod dictus 
Johannes Arland habebit et tenebit dictas iii rodas ad terminum vite dicti Johannis 
Hichebon et dat domino pro ingresu xii d.' 56 

Evidence of the land market therefore appeared on the court rolls from 1341. It is probable 
that the land market continued to operate, perhaps more vigorously, after the Black Death, but 
the court rolls after the Black Death have yet to be searched. 

A different way to assess the distribution of wealth is analysis of the lay subsidy assessments, 
although there are numerous caveats. The lay subsidies before 1334 were assessed on 
individuals, but thereafter villages negotiated for a quota. 57 The lay subsidies were taxes on 
'personal ' or 'movable' wealth, subject to varying levels of under-assessment and evasion which 
have been estimated. The 'taxable minimum' or threshold in 1327 and 1332 - for which we 
have particular accounts - was 10s. - i.e. those assessed as owning movable goods worth less 
than 10s. were exempt from the tax. Both taxes - as far as rural settlements were concerned -
were fifteenths . The minimum tax payable was 6d. in 1327 and 8d. in 1332. 58 In both 1327 and 
1332, 20 heads of households in Barkby paid tax - less than half the total of households 
perhaps. We can assume, therefore, that perhaps more than half the households in Barkby had 
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movable wealth worth less than 10s. Analysis of the list of those who paid tax shows that 16 of 
the 20 in 1327 paid between 2s. and 4s. tax (representing movable wealth of perhaps £1 10s. to 
£3), two paid ls. 6d. and two paid ls. 8d. (representing movable wealth of perhaps 22s. 6d. or 
more). There was a wide stratification of wealth: half the households having upwards of £1 
movable wealth, up to £3, yet the other half having less than 1 Os . movable wealth. If anything, 
the distribution by 1332 had become more uneven> since two households were then assessed to 
6s. tax and two to 5s. tax .. Another angle on the discrepancy is cast by identifying the Merton 
tenants in the tax lists . In the lists for 1327 and 1332, we can safely identify only six to eight 
Merton tenants out of 20 taxpayers. From the rental of c.1311/12, however, it is known that 
Merton had about 28 tenants in Barkby. The conclusion is inescapable that about two thirds of 
the Merton tenants had movable wealth valued at less than 10s. in 1327-32. To place this 
amount in perspective, an ox in 1325 would be valued at 15s. and a cow at 10s.; sheep fetched 
ls .; the sale price of wheat was 5s 1 ¾d., barley 3s. 9d., oats 2s. 4½d. 59 

The 1524 lay subsidy was assesed on personalty, including wages, above a taxable minimum 
of 20s. 60 the assessment recorded the valuation as well as the assessed tax, and listed 26 
taxpayers. In 1564, there were 44 families in Barkby 61 - probably a higher number, therefore, 
of taxable adults. Despite the discrepancy of 40 years, it can probably be assumed, then, that at 
least a third of the taxable adult population fell below the 20s. threshold - i.e. a third of the 
population had movable wealth or wages worth less than £1. At the other end of the spectrum, 
12 taxed persons were assessed for movables worth between £8 and £26 13s. 4d. Seven male 
adults were assessed on wages worth 20s.; seven other male adults were assessed on goods worth 
between £2 and £5. The taxation list can thus be analysed: 

Assessed wealth No. of taxpayers 

Range 
£8-£26 l 3s_ 4d. 
£2-£5 
£1 

Total 
£147 6s. 8d. 
£26 
£7 

No. 
12 
7 
7 

% of total % of total 
taxpayers taxable wealth 

46.2% 81.7% 
26.9% 14.4% 
26.9% 3.9% 

This table does not take into account those under the taxable minimum of £1. If these people 
were taken into consideration, then it would be a fair assumption that about a third of the 
population held about three quarters of movable wealth in Barkby. 

Appendix 1: The Sources 
The original material for the economic and social development of medieval Barkby is rather 
uneven. By far the richest material relates to the Merton College estates and manor. The 
Merton material compri,5es over 70 reeve's accounts, nine rentals and over 60 court rolls. The 
reeve's accounts commence in 1285/6, the court rolls from 1278/9. 

MM 6483-6548: accounts, 1285/6 - 1486; 
MM 6550-6553: accounts, 1513/14, 1517/18, 1519/20, 1522/45. 
MM 6563-6627: court rolls (broken series), 1278/9-1505; 
MM 6439c, 6440: court rolls, 1509 and 1511 . 
MM 1373, 6556-6558, 6560-6562, 6568: rentals, c. 1300 (very fragmentary), c.1311/12, 
1355, 1450, 1452, 1475, 1484. 

I have yet to search the court rolls and accounts after 1354. The material from the Leicester 
Abbey estate was drawn on extensively by R.H . Hilton, The Economic Development of some 
Leicestershire Estates in the XIV and XV Centuries, (Oxford, 1947). The Barkby property and its 
accumulation are described in the Novum Rentale (Bodleian Laud Misc. 625, fo .202v; Hilton, 
p.44) and in the Liber de Terris Dominicalibus (British Library Cotton MS. Galba E III, 
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fos.83ff.). Little relating to Barkby can be gleaned from the two treasurers' accounts noted by 
Hilton (PRO SC 1257/11-12 - copies in Leics. County Record Office). 

G.E. Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes, I, (Leicester, ) scoured the records 
in the Public Record Office. The most useful material in his Barkby sections are the Lay 
Subsidies of 1327, 1332 and 1524; the Poll Tax of 1377 and the rental temp. Henry VIII of the 
Langley Priory estate (pp.115-16, 118-19, 123-25). Little is otherwise known of the Langley 
Priory estate, nor, for that matter, of the principal lay estate, that of the Willoughby (later 
Pochin) family. My wife explored some of the earlier development and sources in her M.A. 
thesis, although her main consideration was the later development of Barkby (Suella Postles, 
'Barkby: The Anatomy ofa Closed Township, 1535-1780', M.A. Thesis, Leicester University, 
1978). 

Appendix 2: Admissions on deaths of tenants, 1348-54 (Merton College lands) 
Whether inside 

Size of or outside 
Date Deceased Tenant New Tenant holding the family 

1347 Hugh Franceys Ralph, son of Hugh F. 1 bovate Inside 
1348 Henry Milysant Agnes, widow of Henry M. 1 bovate Inside (widow) 
1348 Johnson of Henry* Juliana, widow of John 1 bovate Inside (widow) 
1348 John Henreysone and his William, son of John H. 1 bovate Inside 

wife (? Juliana)* 
1348 William de Dalby Margery, widow of W. 1 bovate Inside (widow) 
1349 Richard de Hamelton Thomas Bernard 1 bovate Outside 
1349 William Hoyland Alice, dau. of W.H. 10a Inside 
1349 Henry de Rotby John Kay I bovate Outside 
1349 William Dawy Richard de Hamelton messuage, land Outside 
1349 Hugh Franceys John Succhit 1 bovate Outside 
1349 John Hichebond Henry son of J.H. 1 bovate Outside 
1349 Henry de Rodeby Walter, son of Hugh Alexander I bovate Outside 
1349 William Hoyland Christine, dau. of W.H. ½ bovate Inside 
1349 John Stuart Henry Gerold I bovate Outside 
1349 William Playtur Agnes, widow ofW.P. 1 bovate Inside (widow) 
1349 John Dande Agnes, widow of J .D. cottage, 2a. Inside (widow) 
1354 Alice de Roland Robert Pouwer !Oa. Outside 
1354 Robert Bate William son of John Chapman I bovate Outside 
* Juliana must have died soon after John 

Appendix 3: Abstract of the Merton College rental of 20 January 1355 (MM 6557) 
Present tenant 

William Faber 
William Aleyn 
Henry son of Richard Arnold 
Henry Gorold 
Thomas Bernard 
John Arnold 
Robert Sampson 
-William Hamelton 
Roger Playtour 
Henry son of John 
William Arnold 
John Kaynis 
Agnes widow of John Turter 
Robert le Smyth 
William Hamelton 
Miles Savage 

Former tenant* 

William son of Robert 

Ralph Hellaman 
William Balby 

William de Onelep 

Alice Wysman 
Ralph Berkar 
Christina Savage 

Size of holding 

½v. 
¾v., 6a. 
½v., 4a. 
14a. 
½v., 4a. 
½v., 4a. 
½v., 4a. 
½v., 8l/•a. 
lf2v., 6a. 
½v., 4a 
½v., 4a. 
lf2v., 4a. 
cottage, 2a. 
l/2V., 2a. 
placea, 6a. 
cottage 



Robert Smith 
Nicholas Togod 
Robert Power 
William Anysse 
Robert Power 
William Herreysone 
Alice, widow of John Bond 
John Ricardessone 
Beatrice widow of Henry Styward 
William Chapman 
Thomas Alysandre 
William Bright 

*(e.g. quondam Willelmi filii Roberti) 

William Ythelton 

William Roland 
Thomas Franceys 
William Syston 
Hugh Franceys 

Roger Bate 
Robert Heryng 

½v., 4a. 
cottage, 2a. 
½v. 
cottage 
½v., 4a. 
½v., 2a. 
½v., 2a. 
placea, 2a. 
¼v., 2a. 
½v., 4a. 
cottage, croft 
cottage, Sa. 

BARKBY 1086-1524 57 

Appendix 4: Places visited by Barkby tenants of Merton College (including the reeve) on the College's 
business 

BELVOIR 

MELTON MOWBRAY LINCOLN 

GROBY I I ------:s 1/~ 
_. BARKBY 

GLENFIELD- ~ -------
LEICESTER~ //2 BEEBY 

FARLEY 

Fig. 1 
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Appendix 5: The Reeves of Merton College 

Richard (de Hamelton) 

? Sampson 
William le Playtur 

William de Daleby 
Henry Milisaunt I 
Henry Milisaunt II 
William de Hamelton 

c.1279-1294 

? 1286-7 
? 1285-6 and 1295*-

1302** 
1305**-1318 
1318-1328 
1328-1348 
1348-

Probably died in office in 
1294/5* 

Succeeded by his son 
Died in office.*** 

* First account by William le Playtur 1295-6 in which is recorded an entry fine paid by 
William son of Richard de Hamelton and the arrears of Richard de Hamelton (£6 18s. 
6d.) (MM 6490). Last extant account rendered by Richard is 1293/4 (MM 6489). 

** There are no extant accounts between 30 Edw.l (MM 6497) and 33 Edw.l (MM 
6498). 

*** Described as Henry Milisaunt junior at the head of the roll for 2-3 Edw .III, which 
includes the statement in the balance at the foot 'Et oneratur de arreragiis patris sui de 
ultimo compoto suo Ls. xd. qua.' (MM 6511). 

Appendix 6: Major constituents of the charge and discharge of the Merton College reeve's accounts 
(Sample taken at approximately decennial intervals) 

Arrears Perquisites of Total Livery to 
Date o[ rent Rents courtlfjnes Recei1!_t Bursar 

1285/6 l 16 7¼ 11 7 4 2 2 8 14 6 7¼ 7 6 0 
1295/6 2 9 O¼ 11 7 4 1 10 10 16 2 2¼ 10 3 7 
1305/6 1 13 2¾ 11 10 6¾ 2 3 4 16 31½ 6 10 0 
1314/15 4 15 4 12 11 10¾ 12 0 18 17 6 6 0 0 
1326/7 3 0 3¾ 12 12 4¼ 0 15 12 8 5 10 8 
1335/6 1 16 10 12 17 10¼ 0 15 3 3¼ 5 10 0 
1346/7 3 12 8½ 12 11 10¼ 2 4 1 18 91¾ 12 7 11½ 

Maxima and minima of items 
Arrears £ 6 18 10½ (1293/4) 0 ( 1288/9) 
Rents £12 17 10¼ (1332-44) £11 68 (1293/4) 
Perquisites/fines £ 3 9 9 (1347/8) 0 (several years 

throughout) 
Total receipt £21 2 8 (1347/8) £12 24 (1288/9) 
Livery to Bursar £14 15 0 (1347/8} £ 4 18 0 (1343/4}* 

*No payment super compotum is recorded 
The chief variation occurred, naturally, in the level of arrears and perquisites of court cum fines . 
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Notes 

This article arises from preliminary research which is not yet completed. I hope to complete the picture at a later date. 
Part of the article was read to the Barkby Local History Society in 1979. 

I wish to thank the Warden and Fellows of Merton College for permission to use and c.ite from the records of the 
College. 
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