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I 

A GREAT French historian has stated a view of local and economic 
history which all engaged in such studies should take to heart. 
'Local history', he says, 'can be nothing more than the diversion 
of the dilettante, material for simple curiosity, if it brings nothing 
new to general history, by which I mean the interpretation of 
political and social movement. The pursuit of economic history, 
if it does not aim at social conclusions, if it does not enlarge or 
deepen the usual explanations, is equally vain'. 1 When we study, 
therefore, with as meticulous attention to detail as we can achieve, 
the social and economic movement in one manor in an English county 
over a short period of time, we only do so in the hope that, on the 
basis of this necessary detail, a wider understanding may be reached 
of movements only so far imperfectly explained. 

The social and political changes from feudal to capitalist Eng
land have been the subject of a variety of generalisations, but we 
are still very much in the dark as to what sort of re-grouping in the 
elements of agrarian society between the 14th and 17th cen
turies formed the basis for the swift and radical social and political 
changes at the end of the period. It seems clear that the crux of 
the matter lies in the nature of the economic and social relationships 
between the producing class of rural England, the peasantry, and 
the class whose members (whatever their position in the tenurial 
hierarchy) had an enforceable claim to some portion of the peasants' 
surplus product. This has been recognised for many years, though 
the change from labour to money rents, · as the expression of those 
changing relationships, does not have the same exclusive stress 
placed on it by the modem as by the older historians. We are 
still, however, working over the same sort of documents as were the 
basis for the conclusions of economic historians such as Thorold 
Rogers. And because these documents are the by-product of 
manorial administration, the manor remains our starting-point. It 

!Albert Mathiez, quoted by Albert Soboul, in Sur quelques etudes locales 
La Pensee No. 17, 1948, p. 59. 
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is right that it should be so, for the manor court was the instrument 
by which the peasant surplus was transferred to the lord, the focus 
where the balance was struck between the conflicting interests of the 
two sides, and where the form that the surplus took was registered. 
Yet the great danger remains that the actual variety of village life 
may be concealed by the rigid categories of the manorial formulary. 

The great pioneers in .the scientific study of medieval agrarian 
history, such as F. Seebohm and P. Vinogradoff, have, uninten
tionally, left us with a too~simplified and unvaried picture of the 
manor, the village, and the estate. They were attempting to find 
out and describe the essential features of medieval serfdom, and 
consequently, in searching through documents from different 
regions, they were concerned to pick out the like rather than the 
unlike. So that, in spite of the considerable number of the regional 
studies that have subsequently diversified our picture of the medieval 
social structure, most of us still have a' mental picture of the 
'typical' unit of English rural life as being a norm from which we 
admit a number of interesting though perhaps not vital variations. 
Our norm for the central period of the middle ages (say the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries) is the village which coincides with the 
manor. This 'normal' manor is one amongst anything from, say, 
five to thirty which make up the estate of the abbot, bishop, baron, 
or knight, who is the lord. In it there is a manor-house, a lord's 
demesne, and peasant tenements. 2 The demesne and tenements are 
mostly scattered over two or three arable fields, though there are 
some small enclosures around the houses of the nucleated village. 
The needs of mixed farming are met by the existence of common 
rights over wood, waste, and stubble. The peasants are divided 
into a minority of freeholders and cottagers and a majority of 
villeins, who each hold fifteen to thirty acres, and owe predial ser
vices as well as rents in money and kind. 

Of course every historian nowadays says that this typical manor 
only existed as an exception. Nevertheless it has been a useful 
model by whose help we can understand the nature of the lord-serf 
relationship. The original constructors of the model hardly wished 
to do more than to demonstrate this. Now, having progressed a stage 
further, we must make an effort to understand the historical signifi
cance of the exceptions, while still bearing in mind the equally im
portant historical significance of the norm. For the defect of the 
'typical' manor as a model was that the social structure that was 

2It should be borne in mind that the general survival of manorial demesne 
farming in the 13th century was peculiar to England. 
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demonstrated in it did not reveal any factors making for change. 
There was no apparent reason (apart from agencies like money and 
plague, incorrectly considered as impacts from without) why the 
typical manor should not have gone on indefinitely without serious 
change. The problem has been to explain the phenomena which 
heralded the disintegration of those economic and social relations 
which we have regarded as typical of feudal society: phenomena 
such as peasant accumulation of property and class differentiation 
on the one hand, and the lord's withdrawal from economic activity 
on the other. The answer seems to lie in the investigation of those 
manifold variations which make possible the generation, within one 
system, of the elements of its successor. The most modest local 
investigation, such as is attempted in this paper, can perhaps help us 
along the way. 

The Hundred Rolls of I279 are evidence which allow us to see 
something of the real life of the thirteenth century village beneath 
the manorial pattern. 3 The answers which village jurors gave to the 
royal commissioners did not of course ignore the manor and its 
lord, for they dominated the jurors' lives. What those answers 
enable us to do is to see how and where village and manor fit 
together. We are shown villages dominated not by one, but by a 
variety of lords. We see manors within the village which bear no 
resemblance to our preconceived ideas of what a manor should be 
like. We see groups of tenants in one village who are part of a 
manorial organisation centred in another village. The complexities 
of the social relationships revealed are much greater than we would 
have gathered by confining ourselves to manorial material alone. 
But unfortunately these rolls are almost unique, so that we may, 
through the intensity of our interest in them, be misled into 
assuming too great a permanency for the social and tenurial structure 
which they mirror. 

Unfortunately, the Rolls of 1279 survive for only a few of the 
English counties, and not all of these are printed. 4 There are no 
surviving Rolls for Leicestershire. All that we have is a transcript 
of a document made by William Burton, the early r7th-century 

3The printed Rotuli Hundredorum of r279 are in Vol. II of the Record 
Commission edition. Two useful articles on them are The Hundred 
Rolls of 1279-80 by E. A. Kosminsky, Economic History Review, 
r931, and The Free Tenantry of the Hundred Rolls by B. Dodwell, 
ibid., 1945. 

4The material for Cambs., Beds., Bucks., Hunts., and Oxon., is printed in 
the Record Commission volume. Unprinted are some rolls of 
London, Middlesex, and a transcript of some of the Warwickshire 
Rolls (see below n. 6). See M. S. Giuseppi. Guide to the Pub{io 
Records I, pp. 341-2. 
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antiquary. 5 There is much less detail in Burton's transcription than 
there is in the printed Rolls, or in such unprinted contemporary 
transcripts as that which records the answers of the jurors of two 
hundreds in Warwickshire. 6 Only the two hundreds of Guthlaxton 
and Gartree are covered, and even here there are some omissions. 
Yet there is sufficient evidence in these transcripts to give us some 
idea of the complexity of the manorial structure of the county. Such 
in fact is the complexity, that considerable difficulty is experienced in 
reducing the information to a statistical form. The reduction itself 
inevitably conceals many of those details which could hardly be 
expressed in a simpler manner than in the original itself. 

The first point of interest which can be illustrated in figures 
concerns the coincidence of village and manor. There are in all r34 
villages for which information is given concerning the number of 
lords owning land and tenants. Only 37 of these r34 villages, or 
about 28 per cent., have one manorial lord only over them. Not all 
of these 37 are 'normal' in the sense of containing both demesne and 
tenant land. Twenty-eight contain both, but in eight villages there 
was no demesne land, and in one there was apparently no tenant 
land. In a further 34 villages there were two ruling lords, though 
only in eleven were there two manms, both comprising demesne and 
tenant land. In the remaining 63 villages the tenants owed their 
rents and services to three or more lords. The number of lords 
varied considerably, but there were few villages with more than two 
manorial demesnes. In most cases those lords, beyond the two or 
three who owned demesnes with tenants attached, merely had groups 
of tenants owing suit of court, rent, and service, but no demesne land. 
However, the prominence of these groups of tenants emphasizes 
the complexity of the tenurial situation at the time, a complexity 
not without its social and economic significance. 

One of the most interesting villages from the point of view of 
the complexity of manorial structure was Kibworth Harcourt in 
Gartree Hundred. I will give a full transcript of the entry, since 
it is not printed in Nichols' History of Leicestershire, and since it 
is a good sample of the type of entry to be found in these transcripts. 7 

5See R. H. Hilton, Economic Development of some Leicestershire Estates, 
p. 7, for a discussion of this document. 

6P.R.0., K.R. Exchequer Miscellaneous Books, Series 1, Vol. 15. An 
edition by the present writer is projected. 

7Bodleian Library, Rawlinson MSS. B. 350 f. 21. Nichols prints part of the 
transcript in Vol. I of his History, pp. cx-cxxi. .He stops short at 
f. 17 of_ Burton's transcript, being apparently deceived into thinking 
that this was the complete document by another item which was 
inserted in the middle. 
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Dicunt quod sunt in eadem quinque carucatas terre de 
quibus Scholares dornus Walteri de Merton in Oxon' habent 
tertiarn partern ville cum toto dorninico unde tenent in 
dorninico duas virgatas terre, in villenagio duas virgatas. 
Thomas de W ortinges tenet in dorninico unarn virgatarn, in 
villenagio unarn virgatarn. Alanus de Portesrnue in 
dominico unarn virgatam, in villenagio unarn virgatam. 
Magister Robertus de Pwelle8 in dominico unam virgatam, in 
villenagio unam virgatam. Thomas Tayllard in dorninico 
unam virgatam, in villenagio unam virgatam . • Hubertus de 
Told duas carucatas & dimidiam que tenentur in villenagio. 
Henricus Person dimidiam virgate & quartam partern unius 
virgate. Nicholas Sab9 dimidiarn virgate. Willelmus de 
Reynes dimidiarn virgate. Robertus Polle dimidiam virgate. 
Robertus Harin dimidiam virgate. Ricardus filius Rogeri 
dimidiam virgate. Mathildis filia Fabri unarn virgatam. 
Johannes Boton dimidiam virgate. Johannes Sibile 
dimidiam virgate & tenetur de Ricardo de Harecurt & 
Ricardo de Cornite de Warewike & Cornes de rege in capite & 
dat eidern scutagiurn pro dimidio feodi. 

Here we have six lords, five of whom have manors consisting of 
both demesne and tenant land, and a group of small freeholders. 
The tenurial relation between the largest lord, Merton College, and 
the rest is a little vague, since the phrase 'cum toto dominico' does 
not lend itself to precise interpretation, but taken as it stands the 
passage would suggest the sort of social structure which Professor 
Stenton has taught us to expect in this very part of the world, 10 

and which is also to be found in parts of eastern England. 11 When 
we examine the history of this village more closely, however, we 
find that this state of affairs had only just come into being and was 
soon to change again. 

Not many years before the evidence contained in the Hundred 
Rolls was collected, another royal enquiry had been made into the 
affairs of Kibworth Harcourt. This was in 1265, when an extent 
was made of the confiscated lands of Saer de Harcourt, the King's 
enemy. Kibworth Harcourt was one of Saer's manors, having been 

8Wrong transcription by Burton; should be Ewelle. 
9Should be Faber. 
10In Types of Manorial Structure in the Northern Danelaw. 
11In his famous article, The Chronology of Labour Services.Transactions of 

the Royal Historical Society, IVth, Series, XX, Professor Postan 
writes of the multiplicity of manors in single villages and quotes 
Cottenham, Cambs., where there were six. 
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made over to him as provision for a younger son, by his father 
Richard _in 1258, together with the manor of Newton Harcourt, also 
in Leicestershire. 12 In 1265 Saer was clearly the immediate lord of 
the greater part if not the whole of the village. He had a manorial 
demesne of nine virgates (probably about 200 acres of arable) and 
a dependent peasantry consisting of villeins holding 18 virgates, 
together with free tenants and cottars about whose land no details 
are given, and a miller. The King's rancour towards Saer was 
remitted in 1267, and the land was officially restored by Saer's 
immediate 101;,d, represented in this case by Alice, widow of William 
Mauduit, Earl of Warwick. 13 But the events of the civil war had 
apparently involved Saer in financial difficulties, so that he was 
obliged to sell his manor of Kibworth. It was as a result of this 
sale that the curious situation recorded in the Hundred Rolls came 
about. 

II 

Kibworth Harcourt in 1270 became part of the V etus Fundatio 
of t.qe scheme for the maintenance of scholars at Oxford, begun as 
early as 1262 by Walter of Merton, King Henry III's Chancellor. 
This enterprise evolved quickly from a trust vested in the Priory of 
Merton, Surrey, for the support of the scholars at the university, to 
the establishment of England's first University collegiate body, 
whose members lived together, were governed according to statutes 
drawn up by the founder, and were, by the date of the definitive 
statute of 1274, supported by an estate including land in fourteen 
villages scattered through six counties. 14 Merton College has been 

12G. Farnham. Leicestershire Village Notes, V, pp. 241-57. Calendar of 
Inquisitions Miscellaneous, 1 , no. 295 . Merton College Manuscripts
No. 2872. Richard de Harcourt, member of the major English 
branch of the Harcourt family. was grandson of Robert de Harcourt 
who in u66 married the Camville heiress and brought Stanton 
Harcourt, Oxon., (subsequently the Harcourts main seat) into the 
family. Richard married Arabella, daughter of Saer de Quincey, and 
had two sons, William and Saer. See E. W. Harcourt, The llarcourt 
Papers, I, and W. Harcourt-Bath, Harcuria; a History of the family 
of Harcourt (typescript) Pt. II, pp. rn-15. Richard de Harcourt's 
lands in 1258 according to his inquisition post mortem, lay in 10 
villages in Leics., one in Oxfordshire and one in Staffordshire. 
Calendar of Inquisitions, I, p. III. Not much seems to be known 
about Saer, apart from the fact that he was a knight of Simon de 
Montfort's entourage. 

13Farnham, loc. cit. and Calendar of Patent Rolls 1266-72, p. 150. 
14For details of the foundation of .Merton College see G. C. Brodrick, 

Memorials of Merton College, Oxford Historical Society, 1885; P : S. 
Allen and H. W. Garrod, Merton Muniments, Ox£. Hist. Soc. 1928; 
F. M. Powicke and A. B. Emden, Rashdall's Medieval Universities, 
III, pp. 191 ff. 
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more fortunate in the historians concerned with its scholastic im
portance than in those interested in it as an estate owner. J. E. 
Thorold Rogers in his History of Agricultwre and Prices drew very 
considerably on the estate records of Merton College for his evidence 
as to prices, and his second chapter entitled 'Medieval Agriculture' 
is based largely on the conclusions he drew from studying those 
records. 15 But Rogers did not intend to make a systematic study 
of the estate as an economic enterprise, and this still remains to be 
done. Mrs. E. C. Lowry has gone part of the way in an excellent 
study of the College's Cambridgeshire manors during the I4th 
century. 16 This work, unfortunately still unpublished, begins with 
a survey of the administration as a whole, before going on to a 
detailed study of the Cambridgeshire estates. Beyond these two 
works little seems to have been done, although the manuscript 
material available for a detailed study of the College estates is 
immense. For Kibworth Harcourt alone, there are almost unbroken 
series of reeves' accounts and court rolls from the late I3th to 
the I7th centuries, 17 rentals of the late I3th and early I4th 
centuries, 18 and a large number of deeds excellently catalogued and 
described by the late W. H. Stevenson. 19 Of this abundance of 
material for one manor alone, I claim only to have touched a frag
ment for the purpose of elucidating some of the problems under 
discussion. · 

Walter of Merton gave Saer de Harcourt £400 for Kibworth 
Harcourt. 20 If the price of the land at this time was normally ten 
times its annual value, 21 this would appear to have been a not 
abnormal transaction. The inquisition post mortem on Richard de 
Harcourt in I258 had given the annual value of the manor as £30, 
and such inquisitions must often have underestimated in the interests 
of the heir. Saer appears to have been anxious to raise money, for 
he had already transferred, possibly as security for debt, the whole 
manor, less the advowson, to John 'le Ferron (Farrier) citizen of 

lSJ. E. Thorold Rogers, History of Agriculture and Prices, Vols. I-VII, 
Oxford, r866-r902. 

lBThe Administration of the Estates of Merton College in the Fourteenth 
Century with special reference to the Black Death and the problems 
of labour. Bodleian MS. Oxford D. Phil. c. 70. 

17Merton College MSS, Nos. 6r96-6364, and 6376-6457. 
IBibid. Nos. 6365-6375. 
19Calendar of Records, (MS.) Vol. X. I have to thank Major Millard of 

Merton College Bursary for his courteous assistance whilst I was 
working on these records. 

20Merton MSS. No. 2877. Cal. I shall add the reference 'Cal' to those MSS. 
for whose contents I have relied on the summary in the Calendar. 

21F. M. Powicke, King Henry Ill and the Lord Edward, II, p. 536. 
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London. 22 Hence, as part of the transaction with Walter of Merton 
in 1270, John le Ferron also made a grant to Walter of the manor, 
and this time the advowson, of Kibworth Harcourt. 22a This was 
probably a necessary measure by which Walter protected himself 
against claims on the manor. Another such safeguard has survived 
among the college records in the form of a copy of an enrolment of 
a deed of acquittance dated 1:270. This was given by a Jew named 
Cok, son of Cresse, for any claim he might have on the manor on 
account of Saer's debts to him. 23 

Although Kibworth Harcourt is counted among the manors of 
the Old Foundation of Merton College, the college did not acquire 
complete control for some time. As the 1279 Hundred Rolls trans
script makes clear, Walter made over to the College only one third 
of the manor, keeping the rest in his own hands. Walter was a man 
of strong family feeling, as early details of his scholastic foundation 
show. The first eight scholars to be supported at Oxford under this 
scheme were his own nephews and the founder's kin were subsequently 
to have rights of priority. 24 Similarly in 1276/7 he gave his sister 
Edith, wife of Thomas Tayllard, 8 marks of rent for life chargeable 
against II specified tenements in the manor. 25 The nephews who 
were provided for at Oxford in 1262 / 4 were not the only progeny 
of his prolific sisters who benefited from his generosity. Walter 
died in 1278 and his heirs were found to be : Christiana de W ortynges 
(wife of Thomas of Worting near Basingstoke), Agnes de Ewelle 
(wife of Gilbert of Ewell), Edith (wife of Thomas Tayllard), being 
three of his sisters; Peter de la Clyve, son of Walter's sister Alicia, 
Alan de Portemuwe (Portsmouth), son of his sister Mathilda, and 
Richard Olyver, another nephew. Seisin was granted, to be 
divided between the heirs, saving the right of Merton College in the 
manor, and the chief messuage and chattels to Saer de Harcourt. 26 

The lords of four of the small manors in Kibworth Harcourt, des-

22No. 2873. Cal. 
22aNo. 2876. Cal. 
23No. 2884. Cal. The King in 1266 had revoked an acquittance of debt made 

by Cresse son of Geuth to Saer, when he (the King) had been in 
Simon's power, and when a general quittance of the debts owed to 
Jews had been made. Calendar of Patent Rolls, I258-66, p. 628. Cok 
and a Northampton Jew, Sampson, later got permission to sell Saer's 
debts to a King's clerk, Walter of Kent. ibid., 1272-81, p. 156. 

24Allen and Garrod, op. cit. p. g. The nephews provided for by a deed 
of 1262 / 4 were: John, William, and Roger de la Clithe (Clive), Robert 
and Philip de Ewelle, Thomas de Wortinge, Walter Ulvet, and Walter 
de Portesmue (Portsmouth). 

25No. 2871. Cal. 
26Famham, Joe. cit. Cal. Inqs., II, 247. 



KIBWORTH HARCOURT 

cribed in the Hundred Rolls a year or so after Walter's death, had 
clearly become so established as his heirs, 27 and it took time and 
money before the College could get rid of them. 

Between 1278 and 1280 the rights of Richard Oliver, Peter de 
la Clive, Agnes of Ewell and her sons Robert and William, Alan of 
Portsmouth, and Thomas of Worting had been transferred. The 
College paid 66 marks for Oliver's share, 13 marks and the educa
tion of his sons at Oxford for de la Clive's share, and 60 marks for 
Worting' s share. 28 How much was paid for other shares is not 
known. The policy of achieving complete control was carried on 
after this initial brief sweep. A man who had received a couple 
of bovates with their servile tenants from Saer de Harcourt in 1263 
was bought out for £5 in 1284, 29 but there were still complicated 
negotiations ahead before the complete unification of the manor 
came about. 

The earliest extant reeve's account roll of Kibworth Harcourt 
is for 1283-4, 30 and the entries under the heading Assize Rent show 
traces of the divided possession of the village. The rents from the 
parts that had belonged to Thomas Tayllard, Alan of Portsmouth, 
and Robert of Ewelle are accounted for separately from the rents 
from the original scholars' part. There is no mention of rent from 
Thomas of Worting's part, but he and his tenants are entered as 
paying chevage. This suggests that the transfer of his part, though 
recorded in two deeds of 1280,31 had not yet taken place. Possibly 
the reason for this is that the College did not pay the 60 marks for 
his part until 1283 or 1284-32 At this date too, although the College 
reeve was collecting the rent from Thomas Tayllard's part of the 
village, amounting to £5 8s. 1½d., he had to pay out again 'ad opus 
Tayllard' nearly the same amount, possibly in acquittance of the 
8 marks charge on the manor granted by Walter of Merton to his 
sister, Edith Tayllard. 33 

27By the terms of the original grant, Saer was owed 20 /- a year from 
Kibworth (Farnham, lac. cit.) In 1279 this was acquitted in the 
following proportions: one sixth each from Thomas of Worting, 
Master William of Ewelle (a son of Agnes), Alan of Portsmouth, 
and Edith Tayllard, and two sixths from the scholars of Merton. 
No. 2886. Cal. For Hubert de Told see below, p. 26. 

28Nos. 2857, 2859, 2864, 2901, 2902, 2903, 2905, 2906, 2907, 2908, 
2909. Cal. 

29Nos. 2867, 2895. Cal. 
30No. 6196. 
31Nos. 2907, 2908. Cal. 
32Recorded in a deed of that date, No. 2909. Cal. 
33Liveries by tally ad opus Tayllard amount to £4 18 8 in the account. 

The MS. is tom and it is possible that an undecipherable entry would 
make the sum up to the amount of the rent charge. The charge 
appears later as 5 marks. 
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Edith and her husband Thomas Tayllard were unwilling to 
abandon their interest in Kibworth Harcourt. In I290, when Edith's 
son Robert renounced by deed his own claim as an heir to Walter of 
Merton, 34 his parents were engaged in a suit with the College for 
two messuages, a fraction of another messuage, one and a half vir
gates, and a mill as Edith's inheritance.35 This estate was one 
which Agnes, widow of Saer de Harcourt, had obtained after I283 
as dower. 36 We do not know whether the Tayllards were successful 
in their suit, but this land as a separate estate was not renounced in 
favour of the College until I309. This was done by William, 
Seneschal of Evesham, and in the deed the estate is described as 
having been Agnes' dower. 37 The extent of this renunciation is not 
however clear, for as late as I324 the College reeves were accounting 
for rents from the demesne less William of Evesham's part. Indeed, 
a rental of about this period gives details of the lands that William 
of Evesham had once had, consisting of 3½ virgates held by three 
tenants, a mill, and part of the manor house, the total value being 
£2 r5s. 8d. a year. 38 

Apart from this late survival of two somewhat confused claims, 
the College appears to have successfully liquidated most of the 
separate interests of the heirs of its founder with fair speed-mostly 
by the end of the 128o's. There was, however, an estate mentioned 
in the r279 evidence which has not yet been discussed-the two and a 
half carucates held in villeinage under Hubert de Told. The name 
of Hubert de Told does not appear again in the Kibworth documents, 
but so considerable a holding can hardly escape mention amongst 
such a wealth of material as exists for this village. We find that, as 
late as the second half of the I4th century, the Kibworth Harcourt 
reeves were still accounting separately for the rents of free and 
villein tenants once belonging to a certain Laurence of Apetoft, 
amounting in all to £8 I5s. 4d. 39 The separate identity of this 
small estate must have been much more strongly established than 
that of the ephemeral manors of Merton's nephews, for otherwise it 
could hardly have remained even as a name for so long. There is 
a document dated I288 in the possession of the College which 

34No. 29II. Cal. 
35Farnham, loc. cit., quoting a plea de Banco. 
36Agnes had claimed then, one third of a messuage, 8 virgates, a windmill, 

£5 rent, and the advowson of the church, Farnham, loc. cit. She 
may only have got the amount claimed by the Tayllards, and later 
renounced by William of Evesham. 

37No. 2944. Cal. 
3BNo. 6373. 
39E.g. the reeve's account of 33-34 Edward III, No. 6251. 
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records a recognition by an inquest into the services owed from the 
tenants of Laurence of Apetoft. 40 This recognition goes back to the 
days of William de Harcourt ( d. 1230) in order to establish the form 
of the services, and the implication appears to be that this Laurence 
was William's contemporary. 41 Whether this was so or not, the 
jury goes on to say that William, priest of Ayleston, in Saer de 
Harcourt's day, took the tenement on farm for a term of years 
from Saer. He was followed by another farmer for a term, and then 
first John le Ferron (Fferun), and afterwards Walter of Merton held 
the lands in fee. The recognition finishes by saying that these 
customs were used until the scholars of Merton leased the tenement 
to farm again. 

The date on which this property was fully taken over by the 
College is not at first apparent. The recognition quoted is vague 
about the matter, since that was not one of the things about which 
the jury had to speak. There is, however, a deed which records the 
transfer to two Fellows of the College42 of a property in Kibworth 
Harcourt from a certain William of Ingwardby (Ingarsby) and his 
wife, in or about the year 1295. It was then transferred to the 
College by the two Fellows, under licence, and confirmed by a final 
concord of June 1301. 43 The property consisted of eight messuages, 
six virgates and two acres in villeinage, and four virgates in free 
tenure. The rents of the villein tenements are not given in the 
conveyances, but the information is given in a letter close of 1326. 44 

This letter was an instruction to the escheator to leave these lands 
in the College's possession. In 1299, it seems, when the two Fellows 
were transferring the property to the College, the Earl of Warwick 
(d. 1315) had seized it on pretext of the Statute of Mortmain, though 
he was not the immediate lord of the fee . 45 He held it until five 
days before his death and then restored it to the College. The most 

40No. 3094. 
41The name Apetoft seems to be an anglicisation of Abbetot, or Abetot. 

Laurence of Apetoft is in one place called Abbetot (No. 2959. Cal.) 
I have not been able to connect the Apetofts with the Worcestershire 
Abbetotfamily. For similar corruptions of the name Abbetot cf. CCR. 
1227-31, p. 207. ibid. 1231-4, p. 288 . Cal. Inqs. II, 456. 

42Henry de Fodringeye, Fellow in 1284; Robert of Candever, Fellow in 1297. 
(Brodrick op. cit. pp. 175 and 176.) 

4°No. 2868 Cal. A document dated 1323 (No. 2959 Cal.) records a release 
by Thomas of Abbetot, son and heir of Laurence of Abbetot, to the 
College, of his right in dominico et in dominio in rn virgates and six 
marks rent in Kibworth Harcourt. This, however, is no evidence for the 
actual date of transfer of the property. It is also unlikely that Thomas's 
father was the original Laurence of Apetoft, if this person was a 
contemporary of William de Harcourt. 

44Cal. Close Rolls, 1323-27, pp. 484-5; also Farnham, lac . cit. 
45This was John de Harcourt who did not meddle. 



28 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

interesting part of this letter is that which describes this property as 
a manor held at half a knight's fee, and having an ammal value of 
£8 I5s. 4d. This clearly identifies it as the tenement quondam 
Laurence de Apetoft, and although the holding of Hubert de Told 
in I279 was described as being held in villeinage, the coincidence of 
its size (z½ carucates equals rn virgates) with that of the Apetoft 
tenement makes it likely that in fact they were identical. 

The object of recounting the somewhat tedious process by which 
Merton College gradually bought up the owners of small manors 
and estates in Kibworth HJicourt, has been to show how the purpose 
of a determined landlord was able to transform the social structure 
of a village in which at first he only had a minority holding. Pro
fessor Stenton has already indicated that this process of consoli
dation and levelling was carried out by the new Norman lords in the 
Northern Danelaw soon after the Conquest. 46 It was a policy which 
would naturally be continued during the thirteenth century, the age 
par excellence of the improving feudal landlord. But once the 
whole village was placed under single control, economic trends of a 
different character started off a contrary process of disintegration. 
Before showing some of the features of this disintegration, we may 
draw on our documents to show something of what these small 
manors that the College was swallowing up consisted. 

One of the by-products of this process of absorption was a 
spate of rentals, drawn up between I280 and about I340, with the 
apparent purpose of showing to the administrators of the College 
estates exactly what the facts of a complicated tenurial situation 
were. Nine out of ten of the extant Kibworth Harcourt rentals fall 
within this period, the tenth being a rental of the year I527. It is 
from these rentals that we are able to see what went to make up 
the manor of a Portsmouth, an Apetoft, a Ewelle, or a Tayllard. 

One of a bundle of small membranes47 contains a rental and 
demesne terrier of the 'pars quondam Alan de Partismowe'. There 
is no date, but it must belong to the decade or so after the release by 
Alan of Portsmouth of his claim, for the names of the tenants occur 
in various deeds of the period. 48 According to this document Alan 
had four free and five villein tenants. The holdings of the free 
tenants were half a virgate; a virgate; a piece (placea); another piece. 
Judging by contemporary rentals covering the whole village, these 
tenants held land only of Alan. The five villein tenants held half 

46Qp. ciit. p. 62. 
47No. 6368. 
4BThe earliest being a deed of 1263, but most of them between 1270 and 1280. 



KIBWORTH HARCOURT 

a virgate each. In addition Alan had a dovecote, a mill, part of 
the perquisites of the court, 49 and the chevage of his tenants. 

Most interesting, however, is the terrier of his demesne land, 
estimated elsewhere at one and a half virgates, but here described 
down to the last selion. This demesne was distributed over three 
fields, being East field, Hore field, and West field. In the East 
field Alan had 36 selions, three roods, and a complete furlong 
(cultura). The selions and roods were distributed in twelve blocks, 
varying in size between one and five selions, the blocks being in ten 
different cultures, furlongs, or wongs, whose names are given. In 
Hore field, he had 45 selions and one-third of a culture, distributed 
in 16 blocks of a similar size to those in East field, over fifteen 
named furlongs. In West field there were 32 selions, three butts, 
and a complete culture, the selions and butts being distributed in 13 
blocks over II named furlongs. Meadow and pasture is not 
described except as appurtenant to the land in each of the three 
fields. This is the only terrier of its kind in all the Kibworth Har
court documents, except for one deed of 1270 conveying eight acres, 
whose location in the fields is described in similar detail. 50 Both 
show that the consolidation of strips was little advanced at the time. 

The uncertainty that was apparently felt by the College authori
ties at the time as to the tenurial arrangements and that prompted 
them to draw up six almost contemporary rentals (roughly 1280-

1290) is illustrated by variations of detail in another rental51 

showing Alan of Portsmouth's part. This rental is shorter than the 
first, for there is no demesne terrier. According to this, there were 
in Alan's part only three free tenants. The five villein tenants of 
the first rental are present, but in addition to them there is a reeve's 
widow holding a whole virgate. Alan is also credited now with ten 
shillings' worth of pasture and a rent of two shillings. 

Information about the other little manors is less detailed than 
that about Alan of Portsmouth's part. We know that Laurence of 
Apetoft had ten virgates, four of which were free and six villein, 52 

but neither in the rentals nor in the manorial accounts is there any 
trace of demesne land. However, the enquiry of 1288 into the works 
owed53 from Laurence's tenants showed that at one time they had 

49Elsewhere (No. 6370) described as profits of .the view of frankpledge- · 
probably a sixth of the profits of one court. 

50N o. 2928 Cal. The 8 acres were distributed in 13 blocks, varying in size 
from one rood to one acre, over ten named furlongs. 

51No. 6370. 
52No. 625r (Reeve's account 33-4 Edward III). 
53Above p. r7. These are lighter services than those recorded for the 

majority of villein holdings, see below n. 7r. 
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to pJough thrice a year on the demesne and do reaping services. But 
Walter of Merton's other heirs, as we know from the Hundred Rolls, 
had demesne as well as tenant land, and the rentals give us details 
of some of these. 

That part of Kibworth once in the possession of the Ewelle 
family can also be reconstructed. It is mentioned in only one of 
the rentals of this period, which is in bad condition and scarcely 
decipherable. 54 It appears that this share, like that of Alan of 
Portsmouth, had its virgate and a half of demesne, its ox pasture, 
valued at ro shillings, its share of dovecote, mill, and perquisites 
of the view of frankpledge. The tenants were five villeins, each 
holding half a virgate, and three cottages. It was charged, as was 
Portsmouth's part, with a portion of the rent due to the Tayllard 
family. Then there are two rentals that include a description of 
the remaining two little manors, those of Worting and Tayllard. 55 

The demesne land of each was one virgate; Worting had four tenants, 
holding two and a half virgates; and Tayllard had five, holding two 
and a half virgates and a cottage. 

There are no further details of interest about these last manors, 
apart from the curious fact that one half of the demesne and half 
of the tenants of each is described on one of the rentals and the other 
half of each on the other rental. What one would have expected 
would have been a full description of one manor on each membrane. 
A proper explanation of this division might lead us back into pre
conquest folklore; for on the one membrane one half of the demesne 
of each manor is described as being ex parte umbre, on the other 
membrane the other halves as ex parte solis. An attempt has been 
made to explain these terms by derivation from the Scandinavian 
solskift. 56 It is suggested that the order of the strips in the furlongs 
was not only determined by the position of· the owners' tofts in the 
village, but that they were counted in a clockwise direction round the 
fields in imitation of the sun's course. Hence the strips in each furlong, 
according to their conventional proximity to a ..sun travelling clock
wise round the fields, would be described as being 'on the sunny 
side' or 'on the shady side'. That there was some strong convention 
in Kibworth is indicated by the curious splitting of the rental, the 
reflection, no doubt, of the order in which a local jury recited the 
tenements as it knew them. It is obvious that merely to translate 

54No. 6370. 
55 In a bundle together with other rentals, No. 6368. 
56G. C. Homans, English Villagers of the Thirteenth Century, pp. 94-rnI, 

and Annales d' Histoire sociale et economique, 1936. 
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ex parte umbre and ex parte solis as 'North' and 'South' in a three
field village would not meet the case, but neither is the evidence 
sufficient to justify the tentative solskift hypothesis. 

III 

This consideration of the composition of the small manors 
gradually bought up by Merton College brings us to ask what sort 
of a manor that institution had achieved as a result of these nego
tiations. It may well be that the two curious complementary rentals 
described above mirrored the penultimate phase of the College's 
achievement of manorial unity. For these two rentals do not merely 
contain an account of the sunny and shady sides respectively of the 
manorial demesnes late of Worting and Tayllard, and of the tenants 
under the lords of those demesnes. There are, in addition, the names 
of other tenants, some of which occur in rentals of Portsmouth's and 
other parts. Each of these two rentals ends its lists of tenants' names 
with a valuation of one third of each of the appurtenances of the 
demesne, such as one third of the dovecote, one third of the mill, 
one third of the perquisites of the court, and three virgates of demesne 
land valued at 20 /- a virgate. The two thirds which these two 
rentals together describe may then well be that part of Walter of 
Merton's inheritance which went to his sisters and nephews when 
the remaining third was reserved to the College. The total value of 
each third on each of the two rentals is identical, being £9 I2S. 6!-d. 
If we turn next to a rental which appears to contain a list and 
valuation of all tenements and all parts of the demesne that stood 
outside the Apetoft manor, we find a grand clear total of £28 I8s. 
rnd. almost exactly thrice the valuation of the separate thirds. 57 

Having got all this down on parchment does not seem entirely to 
have satisfied the College administration, for there are three other 
rentals, 58 containing substantially the same information, except for 
a few variations in tenants' names, and which must therefore have 
been drawn up within comparatively few years of each other. The 
tenurial situation must have become clear before IJOI, 59 for the next 
group of rentals seem to have been prepared with a different problem 
in view-the disintegration and regrouping of small tenements from 
about the second decade of the I4th century. 

57No. 6367. This is the total after the payment of the Tayllard rent. 
5BNos. 6366, 6369, 6371-No. 6369 is incomplete, only the list of free 

tenants having survived. 
59Since none of this group of rentals includes the Apetoft manor, and 1301 

is the latest date of acquisition, assignable for that property. 
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It might have been supposed that the object of the absorption 
of the whole village of Kibworth Harcourt into the College manor 
was to make possible a more profitable use of the manor's resources, 
according to the precepts of the Founder. 60 This might be best 
achieved, not only by adding to the rent-roll, but, following the con
temporary practice of most big landlords, by extending the culti
vation of the demesne so as to take advantage of the favourable state 
of the market for agricultural produce. We know from the 1279 
Hundred Rolls that the College had then two virgates of its third of 
the village in demesne. 61 Yet as the manor was expanded, demesne 
cultivation was abandoned, though this was not the policy for the 
estate as a whole. Demesne production was not abandoned on the 
Cambridgeshire manors until the second half of the 14th century. 62 

For some reason Leicestershire demesne farming was not profitable, 
and local market conditions may have been the reason for this. 63 

Very early on, then, Merton College became, and remained, a 
rentier as regardgits Kibworth manor. The earliest account roll 
extant, that of 1283-4, shows that at this date no demesne was 
cultivated. It does not give as much information about the other 
sources of income as the later accounts. The reeve is much more 
concerned to account for his expenditure, which he does in great 
detail. The rentals already mentioned, which are roughly con
temporary with this account, give a good overall picture of the 
village, less, of course, the Apetoft manor. 64 The resources of the 
manor house and its immediate appurtenances were worth 16 /- a 
year; the mill 42 /- a year; and 8 virgates of demesne land, £9 12s. 
od. The majority of tenants were customary tenants, of whom 24 
held half a virgate, 3 a whole virgate, and one a virgate and a half. 
The rents of half virgates varied between 6 /- and 7 /-, but the works 
were all valued at 3 / 4 from the half and 6 / 8 from the whole virgate. 
There was one large free tenant with three virgates, 5 holding one 
virgate each, and 3 holding half a virgate each. One toft holder was 
counted among the free tenants, but the other rentals make it clear 
that those who were entered under the 'cottager' rubric were also of 
free condition. There were 8 of them, each paying 2 / - for a toft. 

601274 Statutes, especially cap. 28. Brodrick, op. cit. p. 334. 
61Rogers is therefore incorrect in stating (op. cit. I, p. 24): 'The College 

never farmed on its own account its lands in Leicestershire.' 
62Lowry, op. cit., pp. 227-30. 
63N. S. B. Gras in his Evolution of the English Corn Marke,t suggests that 

Leicestershire was in an economic backwater, p. 52. 
64Particularly Nos. 6367 & 6371, of which the first is the later in date. 

The acquisition of the Apetoft manor brought an increase in the free 
and villein tenants, but not in demesne. 
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Their surnames show their role in the economy of the village-a 
shepherd, a miller, two brokers, a laundress, a 'medico', and a 
skinner. Together with £I as the estimated profit of the view of 
frankpledge, the annual value of the manor is variously estimated 
between £3I and £32, with charges such as £2 5s. od. to the Tayl
lards and 6 / s½ to William of Evesham to be offset. 

In practice the receipts of the College from its manor varied 
somewhat from the level set by the rental. By I320 the actual 
money paid over in one year of account to the College Bursars 
( depositarii) was £44 I4s. 8d. 65 The year of account on this occasion 
ran, not from Michaelmas to Michaelmas as on most estates, but 
from the Feast of St. Kenelm (July I7) to that of the Translation of 
St. Thomas the Martyr (July 7). A sum of £I4 4s. rnd. was paid 
over against a tally to the Bursars after the rents due at the 
Michaelmas term were taken; £I2 I9s. rnd., also against a tally, 
after the taking of rents at the term of the Purification 
(February 2); and a further £I7 rns. od. super compotum 
was paid over at the annual audit. 66 A good proportion 
of the increased yield was due of course to the increase of assize rents 
resulting from the acquisition of the Apetoft manor. 67 There was no 
significant increase in the rents from demesne, but there was a con
siderable increase over the amount allowed for in the rental in the 
yield of the courts. Eight courts and two views of frankpledge had 
been held during the course of the year of account, and the profits, 
swelled by an entry fine of 5 marks from a demesne lease, amounted 
to £7 2s. nd. 68 

Manorial expenses were small, covering the needs of the steward 
at the courts and of the reeve bringing rents to Oxford, reclaiming 
stray beasts, and similar small duties. They amounted to 23 / rn½ 
only during the year of account. 69 These figures suggest what a 
cutting down of the incalculable expenses of farming was achieved 
when a lord became a rentier. 

It was probably the assumption of those who managed Merton 
College estates that Kibworth Harcourt would provide a steady rent 
revenue, and that intervention in the affairs of the village could be 

65No. 6197. 
66Payments super compotum at the annual audit are discussed by N. 

Denholm-Young, Seigneurial Administration in England, p. 148, 
and for the Merton College estate by Mrs.Lowry, op. cit., p. 22. 

67The increase in assize rent was in fact just £8 15s. 4d. 
68Qf which the profit of two views of frankpledge was £2 13s. Id. Strictly 

speaking the sum quoted is receipts, and the steward's expenses 
during the year of 14s. 8fd. should be set against it. 

69This figure excludes 7s. r½d., included in the expenses total, which was 
the total for allowances for debts and amercements. 
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limited to the steward's presidence over the courts for the purpose of 
regulating the succession to tenements and punishing minor trans
gressors. The reeve, chosen by the villeins from among themselves, 
was the responsible accountant, but would in practice be little more 
than a rent collector. But the abandonment of demesne farming 
had very important consequences which contemporaries may not 
have observed. It is true that during a period of stable or falling 
prices, 70 the payment by the average villein holding half a virgate, 
of a quarter of a mark as a commutation of lc1,bour services, may 
have pressed harder on him that the obligation to work on the 
manorial demesne. 71 If the rent, in whatever form it is rendered, 
is conceived as a portion of the peasant's surplus product, it is clear 
that the obligation to render it in money transfers the burden of 
marketing the product from the lord to the peasant. On the other 
hand the abandonment of demesne production had two results 
advantageous to, at any rate, some of the peasants. In the first 
place, since there was no longer any need for serf labour on the 
demesne, manorial labour discipline with many of its implications 
would disappear, to be replaced by the discipline of the rent-collector. 
In the second place it is no longer as necessary for the lord to main
tain the integrity of the holding as the source of labour service. As 
long as a virgate or half virgate had to produce a number of men 
to work in the fields, it was necessary to keep it whole as the source 
of those men's subsistence. When it only had to yield money rent 
it could conveniently be divided, or frequently alienated, without 
the total rent of necessity diminishing. This tendency to disinte-

70 See W. Beveridge, On the Yield and Price of Corn in the Middle Ages, 
Economic Journal, History Supplement I. 

71The services in Kibworth Harcourt were fairly heavy by Leicestershire 
standards (see Hilton, op. cit., pp. II-r3), and the value of the labour 
services was about 30% of the total rent paid. The only full state
ment is in a defaced undated rental, probably drawn up soon after 
Walter of Merton's death (No. 6370). From a full virgate were 
owed: 2 days ploughing without food with own plough; 2 days 
harrowing and hoeing with food; 2 days mowing on lord's meadow 
with one man; gathering and carrying the hay in the lord's cart 
without food; reaping in autumn for 4 days without food with 2 

men, on the 5th day with 4 men with food, on the 6th day with 4 
men with food, and all other boon works· with food; carrying the 
lord's corn to Leicester market on own horse, but no further unless 
within the county; (gathering) straw for one day with one man 
without food, and getting the straw together for roofing the buildings 
of the manor court whenever needed; (words illegible) ... or carrying 
coal on own cart within the county, It is the custom for the men of 
the village to mow the lord's meadow with I/ 6 worth of beer whilst 
they do it. The virgate also owes heriot in the form of the second 
best beast to the lord and the best beast to the church as mortuary. 
A defaced portion of the MS. also appears to describe the merchet 
fines. 



KIBWORTH HARCOURT 35 
gration always starts, as might be expected, with the free tenements, 
most of which, in Kibworth Harcourt .as elsewhere, owed mainly 
money rent. 72 But it also affects the villein tenements, though these 
are thrown on to the land market after demesne land and the free 
tenements. 

The relaxation in the immediate control over the manor by the 
lord, resulting from his becoming a rentver, produces a situation in 
which the circulation of land among the villagers becomes easier, 
tending therefore to be more rapid than previously. It is in a freer 
land market of this sort that the successful farmers are able to add 
still further to their holdings from both demesne and tenant land, 
and to form the source for later recruitment to the ranks of the 
gentry. 73 It is not proposed to illustrate this from the Kibworth 
Harcourt records, though clear cases of peasants thriving to gentry 
status exist, 74 but to end this paper some of the evi'dence for the 
swifter circulation of land in the first half of the r4th century will be 
described. 

This rapid circulation of tenements is curiously illustrated by a 
rental of about the middle of the century. 75 It is a full rental of the 
village, including the tenants of the Apetoft manor. The top of 
the roll is badly decayed, so that the list of free tenants is almost 
entirely illegible. The customary tenants, all the Apetoft tenants, 
the cottagers, and the lessees of the demesne can easily be read. The 
rental shows tenements changing hands three or even four times, 
changes which are revealed by additions and interlinings on the 
original membrane. To give an example: the second entry in the 

72A few owed light labour services. In rentals Nos. 6370 and 6371 we find 
two virgates each owing a day' s reaping at the nietebene in addition 
to money rents of 14/- and 6/1 a year respectively. A half virgate 
paying a rent of a penny and 3 capons also owes 4 days' reaping 
besides the nietebene, and another half virgate owes 1 /- rent and 2 
days' reaping. 

73Manorial officials were conspicuous amongst these. For examples see 
M. Morgan, English Lands of the Abbey of Bee; R. A. L. Smith 
Canterbury Cathedral Priory. For the wealth of the yeomanry, see 
W. G. Hoskins, The Leicestershire Farmer in the Sixteenth Century, 
supra 1941-2. 

74The activities of the Polle family, some of whom at the beginning of the 
century were free, some villein, tenants, are described during the late 
r3th and 14th centuries in a document of Henry IV's reign (No. 6365). 
This consists mostly of extracts from court rolls, and the object of the 
compilation is to prove the villeinage of certain of them. They 
supplied many reeves of the manor and appear prominently in the 
Poll Tax lists and the 16th century subsidy rolls. Farnham, Zoe. cit. 

75The date suggested in the Calendar is 1320, but identifiable persons seem 
to flourish somewhat later, e.g., Roger Polle, villein at the date of the 
rental's compilation, appears in the document mentioned in the 
previous note between 1333 and 1351. 
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list of customary tenants tells us that Alice Leye holds half a virgate, 
at one time in the tenure of Robert, son of Robert Nichol, paying 
6 / 7½ rent and 40d. for works. The name Alice Leye is crossed out 
and two names are interlined. Boldly interlined is the name Hugh 
Thorp, and in a fainter ink the name John Carter, a name which 
seems to be that of an intermediate tenant between Alice Leye and 
Hugh Thorp. 

There are 31 names of customary tenants holding tenements 
at the date of the original compilation of the rental. Of these 26 are 
half virgators, 4 hold one virgate each, and one holds a piece of land. 
In II cases the name of the previous tenant is given, but only 4 
of the II have the same surnames as their successors. By the date 
of the boldly interlined alterations, all the tenements except one had 
changed hands. 76 The same number of tenements was now held by 
24 instead of 31 tenants, for some men were now holding twice as 
much land as their predecessors. Of these 24, only 7 bear the same 
surnames as the previous tenants. The intermediate set of alterations 
only affects 14 tenements, and in only 4 cases have the new tenants 
the same surnames as those they have succeeded. Also only 4 
tenements have 3 successive tenants with the same surname. Almost 
all the surnames in this rental are old-established village surnames, 
so that, in the great majority of cases a change of surname from 
generation to generation can be ruled out. 

These facts suggest a remarkable interchange of tenements 
among the village population. In some cases these interchanges can 
be followed through. William Gilberd held half a virgate at the 
time of the original compilation of the rental, but his successor was 
John Nogge. In the meantime, William Gilberd had taken over 
another half virgate, once belonging to Alice Allot, and before her 
to William Allot. It was to this half virgate that Nicholas Gilberd, 
presumably William's heir, succeeded; and we find from a list of 
demesne lessees at the end of the rental77 that both Nicholas Gil
berd and John Nogge each had taken on some demesne land-three 
quarters and a quarter of a virgate respectively. It would be 
possible to produce many similar instances of changes of tenements, 
giving an impression of a much freer market in land than we usually 
think of at this time. 

76It would require a more detailed examination of other dated documents 
than I have as yet had the opportunity to make to establish the 
date of this new Jist. 

77Which must have been added at the same time as the final alteration to 
the tenants' list. 
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Even more remarkable things can be seen from the same rental 

to have been happening to the tenements of the old Apetoft manor. 
Two of the free virgates of this property78 had become completely 
disintegrated. By the time of the rental a virgate once held by 
Hugh Harcourt was divided among 15 tenants, the pieces varying 
in size between one rood and 6 acres. These 15 had had 13 predecessors 
as lessees, only in two cases bearing the same family name. The 
virgate once belonging to· Robert Hokke was first split up among 9 
lessees, the predecessors of 8 who were lessees at the time of the 
rental, but 5 of these pieces when changing hands kept in the same 
family. The virgate was split into ten parcels, one large one of 15 
acres which kept in one family, and 9 small parcels varying in size 
between a quarter of a rood and one acre and a quarter of a rood. 79 

No similar disintegration had happened to the other virgate and two, 
half virgates in free tenure in the Apetoft manor, but none of the 
7 tenants who at various times succeeded to these three holdings 
appear to have been related by blood. It may also be noted that 
the majority of the lessees of these free virgates, whether taking on 
lease small or large parcels, were villeins. 

The customary virgates of the Apetoft manor did not become 
divided as did the free virgates. But they were subject to the same 
process of circulation as the rest of the customary tenements of the 
village. Eight tenants were succeeded by six, who had no 
apparent relationship to their predecessors, nor had the five who 
succeeded the six. This lack of continuity is also characteristic 
of the succession to the tofts. Only one of eight descended within 
the famiiy, and that family was not a cottager family of the earlier 
sort-village tradesman or smallholder-but one of the more 
prosperous villein families wj th considerable holdings in the open 
fields. These holdings, as they had descended to the latest repre
sentative of the family in the rental, William Polle, may illustrate 
the varying provenance of different parts of a 14th century villein's 
lands. This William succeeded to the half virgate of Roger his 
father-not an ancient hereditary virgate, for its tenant 
before Roger Polle had been Roger le Bonde, and Roger's 
father was called Hugh. 80 William also succeeded Roger 
in a small piece of land called a Twodelrode, lately be-

7BThese virgates were once held by Hugh Harcourt and Robert Hokke who 
were the tenants when the Apetoft manor was bought from William 
of Ingwardby in 1295. 

79So this virgate contained 21 acres of arable. 
BONo. 6464, one of the documents drawn up to prove the villein condition 

of the Polles, establishes their pedigrees. 
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longing to that virgate in the Apetoft manor which Hugh 
Harcourt had held. From the other Apetoft virgate (Hokke's) he 
had an acre and a quarter of a rood. And since the manorial 
demesne too was part of the pool of available land, 81 he rounded off 
his holding with a quarter of a virgate from it. 

There is no other fourteenth century rental of Kibworth Har
court which gives as much detail as that described above. There 
are, however, a few small rentals which confirm the impression of a 
brisk market for land among the peasants. 82 A repetition in two of 
these small rentals of.the information already contained in the bigger 
rental concerning the splitting up of the two free virgates of the 
Apetoft manor shows the concern of the estate administration with 
these developments. Two other disintegrated half virgates, one 
villein, the other free, also have two small rentals devoted to each of 
them. One of these rentals in each case not only shows how much 
land there was in each of the many parcels leased out, but precisely 
where these parcels were in the village fields. Since one of these 
half virgates was split up among thirteen and the other among 
fourteen lessees, this precision as to the location of parcels as small 
as half a rood was no doubt necessary. Other evidence suggests 
that without these precautions much land, and therefore much rent, 
was lost from the view of the manorial officials. 83 A small mem
brane which has found its way among these rentals has on it a list of 
sixteen small parcels of arable, leased out to tenants, from which, 
it is stated, the reeve cannot (nescit) get the rent. 

This complaint of difficulty in getting in the rent is a presage 
of a financial crisis which the accounts for the second half of the 
fourteenth century reflect very vividly. I do not propose to discuss 
these in detail, but a few indications of the nature of this crisis will 
point a contrast to the days of expansion with which we have 
primarily been concerned. As early as I320 the Kibworth reeve 
entered the year of account with a considerable sum of arrears from 
the previous year-I2 per cent. in fact of the total on the receipt 

81The demesne was leased, not to one farmer but to 29 tenants. It was 
divided up into the following parcels: 20 quarter virgates; 20 half 
virgates; one three-quarter virgate; one full virgate;the manor garden 
and seven attached tofts; four cottages extracta de manerio; and a 
pasture for four beasts. 

82This impression could be confirmed by a study of the court rolls. I 
have not yet had the opportunity to extract more than a few samples 
from the series. 

83An early fifteenth century rental of the manor of Tanworth, Warwicks, 
deposited in Shakespeare's Birthplace, Stratford-on-Avon (uncata
logued), records a considerable number of 'lost' parcels of land. 
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side of the account. 84 Although the manorial account was not a 
document which even purported to present a profit and loss state
ment of the year's activities, it is possible to see the steadily rising 
total of arrears in the Kibworth Harcourt accounts as a symptom 
of a downward economic trend. By 1361 the accumulated arrears 
of previous reeves amounted to 22 per cent. of the receipt total 
of the year of account. 85 In this year there is a symptomatic item, 
common to late medieval manorial accounts but seldom found in 
accounts of the late thirteenth or early fourteenth centuries-Defects 
of Rent. It consists of reductions of rent agreed to by the lord, 
and the rents of land for which no tenant can be found. At this 
date it amounted to 5 per cent. of the rent due. 

These permanent defects of rent tended to increase, and this 
element of a declining rent income was perforce accepted by the 
estate administration. Nor does this appear to have been the most 
serious factor with which the College had to contend. In six years 
the defects only increased from 40 shillings to 70 shillings. But 
during the same period a much greater sum of money from rents 
was simply not collected from the tenants, although no reduction had 
been agreed to, as in the case of items under the heading Defects of 
Rents. In 1362 for instance the reeve who inherited £14 of previous 
reeves' arrears, attached to his account a small slip showing that that 
year there was owing 35 shillings from ten tenants. 86 This year's 
arrears have been added to the grand total of past arrears and handed 
on to the next reeve, who increased them in the following year by 
failing to collect nearly £14 from no less than 37 tenants. 87 This 
same reeve was in office the following year, and handed over to his 
successor arrears of about £39 consisting of £16 of arrears from his 
predecessors and £23 of his own for two years. 

This curious story of debt could be traced further through the 
account rolls and would give an important insight into the causes 
of the collapse of seigneurial revenues, so important in the political 
and social history of late medieval England. The facts already 
quoted suggest that the decline was not simply a mechanical and 
impersonal process. The period was one of chronic agrarian unrest, 
of which only the most striking episode was that of 1381. These 
documents may be telling us of something like a rent strike, a 

84No. 6222. There were only three main items of receipts-arrears £5 
rgs. 2d.; rents, £40 8s. 3d.; pleas and perquisites of courts, £2 
r3s. 6d. 

85No. 625r. This total includes arrears. 
86No. 6252. 
87No. 6253. Most of this total seems to have been made up of unpaid rent, 

but probably also included unpaid amercements, etc. 
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counter-part on the manor of an absentee landlord to the withdrawal 
of services from the demesnes of those whose presence was closer. 
Here indeed is a great change in the lord-serf relationship. The 
College authorities, who worked so patiently at the end of the 
previous century to bring under their control the whole of this 
village, could hardly have imagined that their success would appear 
irrelevant in face of the new problems with which history presented 
them. 


