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Preface by the General Editor

British cities and towns at the end of the twentieth century are at a turning-
point: their role, developed over hundreds of years, is being challenged. The
redevelopment of bigger city centres in the 1960s, and of many small county and
market towns during subsequent decades, has eroded much of the ancient
palimpsest, the mixture of public and private buildings, high streets and back
lanes, which has given them for so long a sense of place, of physical coherence
and individual communal identity.! The decline of traditional urban industries,
increasingly at the mercy of global forces, has been partially redressed by the
expansion of the service sector, but the recent arrival of American-style out-of-
town shopping malls has contributed to the contraction of retailing in the old
central areas of towns, even affecting the business of their medieval markets,
while shopping parades in the suburbs are littered with empty premises.

Just as economic activity has begun to decamp from the city, so the cultural
and leisure life of town centres is being threatened by the migration of cinemas
and other entertainment to the urban periphery, and the decay of municipal
provision. Fundamental to the weakening position of British cities in recent
times has been the erosion of municipal power and autonomy, first through the
transfer of key civic functions to the state during and after the second world war
and, more recently, through a brutal assault by Conservative governments of the
1980s and 1990s on the financial position of town halls and their ability to sustain
their civic responsibilities. It is little wonder that, in this problematic urban world,
issues of social exclusion and environmental degradation seem increasingly stark,
their effects impacting on the whole of national society.

Of course, the decline of the city is not a uniquely British phenomenon.
Throughout much of Western Europe there has been a loss of momentum, a

! Such changes have also destroyed much of the archaeological record, the buried archives of towns,
so essential for understanding their early history.

X1X
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Preface by the General Editor

decay of confidence, manifested but hardly resolved by the endless spate of
European conferences, research programmes and official reports on the subject,
almost an industry in itself. However, the problems and pressures seem
particularly acute in Britain, raising questions about how far their current
difficulties reflect longer-term structural factors related to the processes by which
Britain became the first modern urban nation. Is the peripheralisation of
economic and cultural activity the logical conclusion of the spatial fragmentation
of British cities, including suburbanisation, which has been occurring since
18007 Why have so many of Britain’s great cities fared so badly in the twentieth
century? Is this related to the nature of the rapid urbanisation and indus-
trialisation from the late eighteenth century, based on low human capital
formation and cheap fuel, which made it difficult to maintain growth once other
countries began to exploit cheap fuel as well?

And yetif atleast some of the problems of Britain’s present-day cities and towns
may be rooted in the past, the historic experience of our urban communities
encourages us to believe that, given greater autonomy both of leadership and
funding, they can generate an effective response to many of the current
challenges. As we shall see in this series, past periods of urban decline, with all
their attendant social, political and other difficulties, have often been reversed or
moderated by changes of economic direction by towns, whether in the late
middle ages through the expansion of service trades, in the seventeenth century
through the development of specialist manufacturing and leisure sectors or in the
early twentieth century through the rise of new, often consumer-oriented
industries. At the present time, general images of urban decline and dereliction
are countered, however selectively, by the rise of the Docklands area as the new
international financial quarter of the capital, by the renewed vitality of Glasgow,
Manchester and Newcastle as regional capitals, by the tourist success of towns
like Bath and York marketing their civic heritage, by the social harmony and
cultural vibrancy of a multi-ethnic city such as Leicester. Propelled by a strong
sense of civic pride, Britain’s urban system has shown, over time, a powerful
capacity to create new opportunities from changing circumstances, a capacity that
remains as crucial now as in the past. Certainly if many of the modern challenges
to society have an urban origin then urban solutions are imperative.

Undoubtedly, Britain is an ancient urban country, remarkable for the
longevity and, for much of the time, relative stability of its urban system.
Though the early city barely outlasted the Romans’ departure from these shores,
after the seventh and eighth centuries a skeleton of urban centres developed in
England, which was fully fleshed out by the start of the fourteenth century,
headed by London, already a great European city, but with a corpus of
established shire and market towns: the pattern established by 1300 was
remarkably stable until the start of the nineteenth century. Scottish and Welsh
towns were slower to become fully established and even in the early modern

XX
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Preface by the General Editor

period new market burghs were founded in Scotland, but by the eighteenth
century the island had a strong, generally affluent and increasingly integrated
network of towns, which was to provide the essential springboard for the urban
and industrial take-off of the nineteenth century. From the Georgian era cities
and towns were centres of manufacturing and commercial expansion, public
improvement and enlightenment; they were the centre stage for the enactment
of a British identity. In Victoria’s reign the city with its political rallies, crafts and
factories, railways, gothic town halls, societies and civic amenities threatened to
swallow up the country. Whether one should see the growing fascination with
the countryside after 1918, that fashionable, if fanciful pursuit of Ambridge, as
a new kind of anti-urbanism, or rather as the ultimate post-urban annexation of
the countryside and its incorporation into the cultural hinterland of the city,
remains in hot debate.? But the interwar period was, despite the problems of the
biggest industrial cities, a time of considerable prosperity and community pride
for many cities and towns up and down the country. Even in the aftermath of
the second world war, many of the traditional functions and relationships of the
British urban system survived — at least until the 1960s.

This is a good time for a systematic historical investigation of the rise of
British cities and towns over the longue durée. Not just because understanding
urban society is too important a task to be left to contemporary sociologists,
geographers and planners, but because of the flourishing state of British urban
history. Though earlier scholarly works existed, the last thirty years have seen a
revolution in our understanding of the complexity of the social, political and
other functions of towns in the past, of the social groups and classes that
comprised the urban population, of the relationships within the urban system
and between cities and the wider society, whether countryside, region or state.
Initially most sonorous for the Victorian period and orchestrated by that brilliant
academic conductor, H. J. (Jim) Dyos, in company with Asa Briggs and Sydney
Checkland, the new concert of urban historians has increasingly embraced the
early modern and medieval periods, a historiographical story explained in detail
in the introductions to the separate volumes. The result is that for the first time
we can follow the comparative evolution of English, Scottish and Welsh towns
from the seventh to the twentieth century, traversing those conventional
divisions of historical labour, particularly at the close of the middle ages and the
end of the eighteenth century. Mobilising the expertise of historians,
geographers, archaeologists, landscape historians and others, the modern study
of urban history has always sought to pursue a wide-ranging agenda, aiming, so
far as possible, to comprehend communities in the round, to see the interrelation
of the different parts, even if such ambitions cannot always be fully achieved.

2 P. Mandler, ‘Against “Englishness”: English culture and the limits to rural nostalgia’, TRHS, 6th
series, 7 (1997), 155=75-
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Preface by the General Editor

Here urban history offers an important methodological alternative to the more
fragmented study of specific urban themes, which, through micro-studies
focusing on the most interesting sources and communities, runs the risk of seeing
issues, social groups or particular towns in isolation, out of meaningful context.
Thickets of knowledge of this type are the bane of sustained and innovative
scholarly research, and have contributed much to the distancing of academic
literature from the public domain. Strikingly, the last few years have seen a
renewed or enhanced recognition of the overarching importance of the urban
variable, both dependent and independent, in the many different areas of social,
business, demographic and women’s history.

In the fertile tradition of urban history, the three volumes of the Cambridge
Urban History of Britain are the product of a collaborative project, with a good
deal of friendship, fellowship, hard talking and modest drinking amongst those
involved. The idea for such a series was discussed at Leicester as early as 1977, at
a convivial lunch hosted by Jim Dyos, but it was not until 1990 that a proposal
was made to launch the series. An advisory board was established, editors agreed
and several meetings held to plot the structure of the volumes, the contributors
and the publishing arrangements. Since then regular meetings have been held
for particular volumes, and the discussions have not only produced important
dividends for the coherence and quality of the volumes, but have contributed to
the better understanding of the British city in general. The involvement of
colleagues working on Scotland has been particularly fruitful.

This series of volumes has had no earmarked funding (though funding bodies
have supported research for individual chapters), and the editors and con-
tributors are grateful to the many British and several North American
universities for funding, directly and indirectly, the research, travel and other
costs of contributors to the enterprise. Through its commitment to the Centre
for Urban History, which has coordinated the project, the University of
Leicester has been a valued benefactor, while Cambridge University Press, in the
friendly guise of Richard Fisher, has been enormously helpful and supportive
over the long haul of preparation and publication. The fact that the series,
involving nearly ninety different contributors, has been published broadly on
schedule owes a great deal to the energy, high commitment and fathomless
interpersonal skills of my fellow editors, David Palliser and Martin Daunton (to
whom I have been heavily indebted for wise and fortifying counsel), to the
collective solidarity of the contributors, as well as to the generous support and
patience of partners and families.

Thirty years ago in his introduction to The Study of Urban History Dyos
declared that ‘the field is as yet a very ragged one, and those in it are a little
confused as to what they are doing’.? Plausibly, the volumes in the present series
show that current students of urban history are less confused and somewhat

3 H. J. Dyos, ed., The Study of Urban History (London, 1968), p. 46.
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Preface by the General Editor

better dressed intellectually, having access to an extensive wardrobe of evidence,
arguments and ideas, with a broad comparative and temporal design. The picture
of the British town becomes ever more complex, as our greater knowledge
recognises variety where once only uniformity was evident. However, we are at
last nearer the point of uncovering the spectrum of historical processes, which
have shaped our many cities and towns, making the urban past more intelligible
and accessible, not just to academics, but to those townspeople whose identifi-
cation with their own contemporary communities at the turn of the millennium
is being so constantly and fiercely questioned.

Xxiil
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Introduction

D. M. PALLISER

HE HISTORY of British towns' is a very distinctive one in a European —
even in a world — perspective. Until the eighteenth century most of them
were small by international standards, yet in the nineteenth century
Britain became the first country in the world to urbanise, that is, to have more
than half of its population living in towns. The divide is neatly measured by the
1851 census, which showed (depending on urban definitions and boundaries)
about 54 per cent of English and Welsh people, and 52 per cent of Scots, town
dwellers. No one, therefore, questions the importance of British towns and
urbanisation in the last two centuries, and it is indeed possible to write British
history since 1850 from an urban point of view.? For the pre-industrial period the
subject has understandably seemed less important, since though southern Britain
at least has had towns for most of the last two millennia, for much of that long
period they were relatively small: relative, thatis, both to contemporary continen-
tal cities, and to modern towns. Visitors from Venice judged late medieval London
to be the only important British city, while Patrick Collinson has described Tudor
towns (other than London) as ‘small-scale Toytowns and Trumptons’ compared
to the great imperial cities of Germany and the Netherlands.?
Yet if London stood alone in the first division of European pre-industrial cities,
other British towns were not therefore unimportant. They housed a substantial

The section on Scottish historiography is by E. Patricia Dennison and Grant G. Simpson.

! “Town’is used throughout these volumes to mean ‘that sort of place which, however it was gov-
erned and however small its population, fulfilled the functions which are normally implied by the
modern use of the word “town” in British English, “city” in American English, ville in French,
Stadt in German, and citfa in Italian’: S. Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe
900—1300, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1997), p. 157.

% Notably by P. J. Waller, Town, City and Nation: England 1850—1914 (Oxford, 1983).

3 D. M. Palliser, ‘Urban society’, in R. Horrox, ed., Fifteenth-Century Attitudes: Perceptions of Society
in Late Medieval England (Cambridge, 1994), p. 132; P. Collinson, The Birthpangs of Protestant
England (Basingstoke, 1988), p. 32.
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minority of the population (at least in England), larger than is generally believed.
Though some writers have put the urban proportion of the population at only §
or 10 per cent as late as 1500, the best recent estimates are considerably higher:
up to 10 per cent in 1086, 15 or more per cent by 1300, 20 per cent in 1377, and
after perhaps a fall in the fifteenth century, a return to about 20 per cent by 1524.*
Furthermore, they were regular places of resort for the rural majority, whether
for economic, social, administrative, judicial or ecclesiastical purposes, and ‘it is
easy to forget that . . . towns can often seem more important to those who visit
them than those who live there’.> Nearly everyone, for instance, lived within easy
reach of a market town by the thirteenth century, at least over the greater part of
England. This volume is full of examples of the relationships between town and
country in the middle ages, a natural feature of an island much of which was
becoming commercialised as early as the tenth and eleventh centuries. Studying
British and European urbanisation ‘requires a lengthy look backward in time. The
answers to many questions about the nature of contemporary European cities lie
in the medieval period, not in the modern industrial era.’®

The work reviewed here, and in Volume II, should help to dispel any lingering
‘suspicion that urbanization in the centuries before the period of classic industrial
revolution is too petty for study’.” The importance of our theme — indeed of the
theme of all three volumes of the Urban History of Britain — was justified long ago
by James Tait: to trace urban growth ‘from the advent of the town-hating Angles
and Saxons down to these latter days, when five-sixths of the population of Great
Britain are massed upon pavements’ was, he said in 1922, ‘a task worthy of the best
powers of an historian of institutions’.> We might put this slightly differently now.
One of the myths dispelled by modern scholarship is that the English peoples who
invaded Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries were ‘town-hating’ folk, but none
the less the collapse of Roman urban centres left them little opportunity to live in
towns. Now we would perhaps emphasise towns as social and economic commu-
nities, and not think of them only as boroughs or institutions. Nevertheless, as a
reminder of the huge growth of towns over nearly fourteen centuries, and the
consequences it has entailed, Tait’s programme can hardly be bettered.

(1) THE IDENTIFICATION AND IMPORTANCE OF TOWNS

An issue to be faced at the outset is that of definitions: what are meant by a town,
and by the middle ages? Whatever may be true of later periods, there are great

* R. H. Britnell, The Commercialisation of English Society, 1000—1500, 2nd edn (Manchester, 1996),
pp- 49, 115, 170; C. Dyer, ‘How urbanized was medieval England?’, in J.-M. Duvosquel and E.
Thoen, eds., Peasants and Townsmen in Medieval Europe (Ghent, 1995), pp. 169—83.

> R. B. Dobson, ‘The risings in York, Beverley and Scarborough, 1380-1381’, in R. H. Hilton and
T. H. Aston, eds., The English Rising of 1381 (Cambridge, 1984), p. 142.

® P. M. Hohenberg and L. H. Lees, The Making of Urban Europe 1000—1950 (Cambridge, Mass.,
1985), p. 1. 7 Waller, Town, City and Nation, p. Vvii.

8 J. Tait, The Medieval English Borough (Manchester, 1936), p. 358 (from a paper first given in 1922).
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difficulties in agreeing on an urban definition valid for all the centuries usually
labelled ‘medieval’. Over the long time span concerned, functions of ‘central
places’ changed, and definitions valid for one century might not help for another.
The functions later concentrated in multi-purpose towns were often separated
in the early middle ages, with a royal centre in one, a major church in another
and perhaps a market, mint or port in a third. ‘A settlement growing up around
a royal and / or ecclesiastical site in the seventh or eighth century should not be
judged as non-urban by the criteria applicable to a later Saxon burh, just as these
latter places should not be judged by the standards of later medieval towns’.” The
literature is also confused by the relationship between places with a legal, and
those with a socio-economic, identity, between ‘borough’and ‘town’; and if we
adopt a socio-economic definition, as we broadly shall, there is the problem of
evidence: criteria in terms of population, or of economic and social structure,
cannot be applied in the precise and quantitative way that they can for recent
centuries.

A definition is, fortunately, no more than an aid to thought: it has no intrin-
sic value. As Karl Popper has warned, ‘a definition cannot establish the
meaning of a term any more than a logical derivation can establish the truth
of a statement: both can only shift this problem back’.!” Nevertheless, a
working definition may be helpful, and the one we have adopted here — at least
for the high and later middle ages — is that of Susan Reynolds. The first part
is functional: ‘a town is a permanent and concentrated human settlement in
which a significant proportion of the population is engaged in non-agricul-
tural occupations . . . A town therefore normally lives, at least in part, off food
produced by people who live outside it.” The second part is social: ‘the inhab-
itants of towns normally regard themselves, and are regarded by the inhabitants
of predominantly rural settlements, as a different sort of people’. This is, as she
recognises, a loose definition, not because it is defective, but because defini-
tions are human constructs and have unclear boundaries.!" We are persuaded
that such a definition as hers is a better aid to analysis than taking refuge in a
‘bundle of criteria’ (Kriterienbiindel) of the kind favoured in some archaeolog-
ical surveys, ‘one of the less useful concepts that has come to Britain from
abroad’.!?

Our definition of ‘middle ages’is that almost universally employed in Western
Europe, and in North America, to mean the millennium, or thereabouts, between
the fall of the Western Roman Empire and the Renaissance. It may seem

? J. Haslam, Early Medieval Towns in Britain (Princes Risborough, 1985), p. 6.

10°K. R. Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, 4th edn (London, 1962), vol. 11, pp. 19—21.

'S, Reynolds, ‘The writing of medieval urban history in England’, Theoretische Geschiedenis, 19

(1992), 49—s0.

2 Carolyn M. Heighway, ed., The Erosion of History (London, 1972), p. 9; M. Biddle, “Towns’, in
D. M. Wilson, ed., The Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1976), p. 100; Reynolds,

‘The writing of medieval urban history’, 49.

b
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superfluous to say that, but a surprising number of British scholars still define the
middle ages as beginning in 1066, thus absurdly relegating the six centuries of the
‘Anglo-Saxon’ period to a kind of limbo. The middle ages are taken here to begin
in Britain with the collapse of Roman imperial power around 409—11, though
since that collapse seems to have entailed the almost complete disappearance of
urban life, our story really begins with the revival of urban life in the seventh
century. The other terminal date is the mid-sixteenth century, when the
Protestant R eformation marks a decisive break in British urban life. The nine cen-
turies we cover are, of course, only very imperfectly designated by the single term
‘medieval’: there were enormous changes over that time, and we have recognised
this by dividing our chronological treatment into two, with the break at around
1300. It makes, of course, for very unequal time spans, but it can be justified not
only by the imbalance in the surviving documentary sources, but also, and more
importantly, by the major changes in British social and economic life at the turn
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. It certainly makes for a better division
than the Norman Conquest of England, which is a meaningless divide for
Scotland and Wales, and which even in many aspects of English urban life marked
no break at all.™?

We have attempted to balance the volume in terms of what is important —
trying, certainly, to summarise established knowledge and recent research, but
also to draw attention to problems and lacunae. We have also drawn extensively
upon the evidence of archaeology and urban morphology as well as documen-
tary sources, a procedure which is especially (though not only) important for the
period before the twelfth century when documentary evidence for most towns
is sparse. The point is worth stressing because a document-based approach dom-
inated British medieval urban history until recently, to its considerable impov-
erishment.

We have also been concerned to envisage urban history in terms of people
and places as well as institutions. It is unfortunate that Tait’s brilliant Medieval
English Borough (1936), like much other work published before the 1960s, is
concerned so exclusively with constitutions and institutions: as H. M. Colvin
has remarked, ‘it is as much the failure to envisage towns as actual places as any
defect of scholarship’ that makes it ‘so unsatisfactory an introduction to urban
history’.'* Carl Stephenson’s Borough and Town (1933), to which Tait’s book was
partly a rejoinder, had at least the merit of a stimulating topographical chapter
with plans, however much he was wrong — and Tait right — over the applica-
tion of Henri Pirenne’s insights to English towns. Helen Cam, in a perceptive
and critical review of part of Stephenson’s argument, commended him for

13 See e.g. S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the History of English Medieval Towns (Oxford, 1977), pp-
42-3; S. Reynolds, ‘English towns of the eleventh century in a European context’, in P. Johanek,
ed., Die Stadt im 11. Jahrhundert (Miinster, 1995), pp. 7—10.

4 H. M. Colvin, review in Med. Arch., 6—7 (1962—3), 363.
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asserting ‘very rightly’ that urban evolution ‘must be approached from the side
of topography’.!> However, Tait’s approach was reinforced by the work of E M.
Stenton, especially his massively influential Anglo-Saxon England (1943, 1947,
1971), with his ‘literary approach which relied so little on illustrations, plans, or
excavation reports’.!® It has not been possible to illustrate this volume as exten-
sively as we would wish, but we hope to have succeeded in reflecting some of
the riches of archaeological and topographical work which have made us more
aware of towns ‘as actual places’ over the past generation or so. Likewise, we
must remember always that towns were communities of people, and we have
drawn on as much evidence as possible to put townspeople into the centre of
the story — not only the relatively well-recorded mayors and town councillors,
but so far as possible the ordinary men, women and children they represented.
However, we have also tried to avoid the excesses of some recent scholarship
which is concerned so exclusively with people and places as to exclude the old,
constitutional approach altogether. It is not possible to make sense of medieval
towns without considering their government and institutions, their customs and
by-laws. Boroughs, charters and guilds should not be excluded by the new
urban history.

(11) HISTORIOGRAPHY: ENGLAND AND WALES

It may help, as background to our present state of knowledge of medieval
towns, to sketch the history of the subject. Some investigations of the urban
past can be traced back to the later middle ages, including the civic chronicles
of London, and the topographical descriptions of towns by William of
Worcester in the 1470s, and by John Leland in the 1530s and 1540s.!7 Detailed
descriptions of the urban fabric and its past came together first in Tudor
London, with the conjunction of early drawings by Wyngaerde, a huge printed
plan of the city, probably also by Wyngaerde (1553—9), and John Stow’s Survey
of London, begun about the same time though not published until 1598.'® Many
other histories of English towns followed in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, usually with a medieval and constitutional bias, with at least 150

15 C. Stephenson, Borough and Town (Cambridge, Mass., 1933); H. Cam, Liberties and Communities
in Medieval England (London, 1963), pp. 1, 3.

16 D, Hill, “The Saxon period’, in J. Schofield and R. Leech, eds., Urban Archaeology in Britain (CBA
Res. Rep., 61, 1987), p. 46.

17 7. H. Harvey, ed., William Worcestre: Itineraries 1478—1480 (Oxford, 1969); L. Toulmin Smith, ed.,
The Itinerary of John Leland in or about the Years 1535—1543 (London, 1907—-10).

8 M. Holmes, ‘An unrecorded map of London’, Archaeologia, 100 (1966), 105—28; S. P. Marks, The
Map of Mid-Sixteenth Century London (London Topographical Society 100, 1964); M. Holmes, ‘A
source-book for Stow?’, in A. E. J. Hollaender and W. Kellaway, eds., Studies in London History
presented to Philip Edmund Jones (London, 1969), pp. 275—85; P. D. A. Harvey, Maps in Tudor England
(London, 1993), pp. 73-7.
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being published between 1701 and 1800, and another 9o in the first two
decades of the nineteenth century.!

Many early histories were antiquarian and uncritical, but the same period ini-
tiated real historical research on English towns, even if largely confined to legal
and constitutional aspects. Thomas Madox’s Firma Burgi (17206) is still of great
value, while a century later the debate over municipal reform produced The
History of the Boroughs and Municipal Corporations of the United Kingdom by
Merewether and Stephens (1835), still useful despite its bias.?” Victorian scholars
discovered the social and economic dimensions of the subject, revived the serious
study of townscape and topography which Stow had pioneered, and in some
cases attempted what would now be called rescue archaeology. E. A. Freeman
published good local studies (notably Towns and Districts, 1883), and launched a
series of Historic Towns in 1887. His contemporary John Richard Green used
town plans helpfully in his Conquest of England (1883), and we have his widow’s
testimony of a day spent with him in Ancona, where ‘as was his habit, he made
his way first to the Town-hall, and from the fragments of Greek and mediaeval
carving built into its walls, from harbour and pier, from names of streets, and the
cathedral crypt, he extracted century by century some record of the old munic-
ipal life’.?! The quotation comes from Alice Green’s own masterpiece, Town Life
in the Fifteenth Century (1894), which has, astonishingly, ‘not yet been superseded
by a work of equivalent length and depth of treatment’.?> By the turn of the
century, major publishing enterprises were beginning to tackle the history and
historical fabric of towns systematically, notably the Survey of London (started
in 1896), the Victoria History of the Counties of England (founded in 1899) and
the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (1908).

The true founders of medieval English urban history, however, were E W.
Maitland (1850-1906) and Charles Gross (1857-1909), both inspired in part by
German scholarship. Gross developed his Gottingen doctoral dissertation into
The Gild Merchant (1890), besides compiling a Bibliography of British Municipal
History (1897): both are still standard works a century later.>> Maitland published
much on the legal and constitutional history of boroughs, including Township and

19 R. Sweet, The Writing of Urban Histories in Eighteenth-Century England (Oxford, 1997), p. 9. Welsh
town histories are generally later in date: the first known was written (but not published) ¢. 1669,
and the earliest published examples are Newcombe’s on Denbigh (1829) and Ruthin (1836): R.
A. Grifhths, ed., Boroughs of Mediaeval Wales (Cardiff, 1978), pp. 1, 2.

C. Gross, A Bibliography of British Municipal History (New York, 1897), nos. 158, 79. Gross’
Bibliography, reissued in 1966 (2nd edn., with preface by G. H. Martin, Leicester, 1966), is still the
definitive guide to pre-1897 literature. G. H. Martin and S. MclIntyre, A Bibliography of British and
Irish Municipal History, was designed to supplement rather than supersede Gross; only vol. 1,
General Works (Leicester, 1972) has yet appeared, and not the promised succeeding volumes listing
post-1897 work on individual towns.

2L A.S. Green, Town Life in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1894), vol. 1, p. xiii.

22 R. Holt and G. Rosser, eds., The Medieval Town (London, 1990), p. 2.

2 C. Gross, The Gild Merchant (Oxford, 1890); Gross, Bibliography.
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Borough (1898); he also encouraged Mary Bateson, who edited two volumes of
Borough Customs (1904—6), while Gross’ pupil Morley Hemmeon published the
definitive analysis of burgage tenure (1914).2* Bateson had also published an
exemplary edition of the earliest Leicester records in 1899, a year which may be
taken as initiating really reliable editions of borough archives, for it also saw pub-
lication of the first volume of Reginald Sharpe’s Calendar of Letter Books of the City
of London.?> Others inspired to enter the field were E. A. Lewis, who published
the first synthesis of Welsh burghal history, and Adolphus Ballard, who initiated
a series of digests of urban charters, continued after his death by James Tait.?

The 19205 and 19305 were dominated by the rival work of Stephenson and
Tait, already briefly noticed. It is unfortunate that Stephenson had invested much
of his work in arguing for a late (post-Conquest) development of urban life in
England, an argument Tait was able to refute, because the result was that Tait
was perceived to have ‘defeated’ Stephenson, whereas both books still have great
merit, and moreover Stephenson’s is much the more readable.”’ G. H. Martin
has commented that ‘the subject is a difficult one, and Tait made it sound
difficult’.?® That may be why publication of Tait’s book signalled, if it did not
cause, a thirty-year period when relatively little of the first rank was published,
apart from constitutional analyses by Martin Weinbaum.?

Little recognised at the time, however, serious work was beginning in med-
ieval urban archaeology. In Oxford between the 1930s and 1950s important dis-
coveries were made by R. L. Bruce-Mitford, E. M. Jope and W. A. Pantin, and
other ‘rescue archaeology’, as it would later be called, was undertaken after 1945
on sites cleared by bombing, providing important medieval evidence in London,
Canterbury and elsewhere.*® Pantin became one of the founders of the Society

2 E 'W. Maitland, Domesday Book and Beyond (Cambridge, 1897), pp. 172—219; E Pollock and E W.
Maitland, The History of English Law before the Time of Edward I, 2nd edn (Cambridge, 1898), esp.
vol. 1, pp. 634—88; E W. Maitland, Township and Borough (Cambridge, 1898); E W. Maitland and
M. Bateson, eds., The Charters of the Borough of Cambridge (Cambridge, 1901); M. Bateson, ed.,
Borough Customs (Selden Society, 18, 21, 1904—6); M. de W. Hemmeon, Burgage Tenure in
Mediaeval England (Cambridge, Mass., 1914).

% M. Bateson, ed., Records of the Borough of Leicester ([London], 1899—1905); R. R. Sharpe, ed.,
Calendar of Letter Books of the City of London (London, 1899—1912).

% E. A. Lewis, The Medieval Boroughs of Snowdonia (London, 1912); A. Ballard, ed., British Borough
Charters 1042—1216 (Cambridge, 1913); A. Ballard and J. Tait, eds., British Borough Charters
1216—1307 (Cambridge, 1923).

% For a judicious appraisal of Tait and Stephenson, see Martin and Mclntyre, Bibliography, pp.

XXXVI—XXXVil.

2 G. H. Martin, ‘The English borough in the thirteenth century’, in Holt and Rosser, eds., The
Medieval Town, p. 32.

% M. Weinbaum, The Incorporation of Boroughs (Manchester, 1937); M. Weinbaum, ed., British

Borough Charters, 1307—1660 (Cambridge, 1943).

W. A. Pantin, ‘The recently demolished houses in Broad Street, Oxford’, Oxoniensia, 2 (1937),

pp. 171—200; W. Grimes, The Archacology of Roman and Medieval London (London, 1968); P.

Ottaway, Archaeology in British Towns (London, 1992), p. 10.
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for Medieval Archaeology (1956), as well as the author of the first modern study
of town house plans in an early volume of its journal,>" and it was partly owing
to the Society that the serious study of medieval towns revived in the 1960s,
accompanied by much topographical and archacological work alongside the tra-
ditional documentary fare. Early fruits included M. R. G. Conzen’s pioneering
analyses of the town plans of Alnwick, Newecastle, Ludlow and Conwy, and pub-
lication of the first British volume of the Atlas of Historic Town Plans of Western
Europe (1969); the first major urban excavation programme in Britain under
Martin Biddle at Winchester (1961—71); Maurice Beresford’s detailed analyses of
planted towns in England, Wales and Gascony; and his catalogue, in conjunc-
tion with H. P. R. Finberg, of all known English boroughs.*

Since 1970, research and publication in all of these areas has advanced apace.
Colin Platt and Susan Reynolds provided the first scholarly surveys of English
medieval towns for a generation, closely followed by Ralph Griffiths and others
for Wales; * their work helped to inspire an increased output of monographs on
individual towns, editions of urban records and more recently some excellent
surveys incorporating much of the new archaeological data.** New research has
been inspired by a series of lively debates about major issues: the extent of urban
continuity in the post-Roman period; the nature of revived town life, including
the role of emporia, burhs and minsters; the relationship of ‘feudalism’ and towns;
the nature of urban communities; the role of women; the existence of urban oli-
garchy; and the extent of late medieval urban decline. The last controversy, though
probably irresolvable, led to very fruitful investigations. Surviving medieval build-
ings have been thoroughly described in comprehensive inventories of Salisbury,
Stamford and York,* though regrettably such inventories have now been discon-
tinued; and an Urban Morphology Group at the University of Birmingham is
building on Conzen’s work. And the growing body of archaeological data is now

31 WL A. Pantin, ‘Medieval English town-house plans’, Med. Arch., 6—7 (1962—3), pp. 202—39.

32 M. R. G. Conzen, Alnwick, Northumberland (Publications of the Institute of British Geographers,
27, 1960); M. R. G. Conzen, ‘The plan analysis of an English city centre’, Proc. of the I. G. U.
Symposium in Urban Geography, Lund 1960 (Lund, 1962); M. R. G. Conzen, ‘The use of town plans
in the study of urban history’, in H. J. Dyos, ed., The Study of Urban History (London, 1968), pp.
113—-30; BAHT, 1: M. Biddle, ‘The study of Winchester: archaeology and history in a British
town, 1961-1983’, Proc. of the British Academy, 69 (1983), 93—135; M. Beresford, New Towns of the
Middle Ages (London, 1967); M. W. Beresford and H. P. R. Finberg, English Medieval Boroughs
(Newton Abbot, 1973).

C. Platt, The English Medieval Town (London, 1976); Reynolds, English Medieval Towns; Griffiths,
ed., Boroughs of Mediaeval Wales; 1. Soulsby, The Towns of Medieval Wales (Chichester, 1983).

34 E.g. Ottaway, Archaeology in British Towns; J. Schofield and A. Vince, Medieval Towns (London,
1994).

RCHM (England), Ancient and Historical Monuments in the City of Salisbury: Volume One
(London,1980); RCHM (England), Salisbury: The Houses of the Close (London, 1993); RCHM
(England), An Inventory of Historical Monuments in the Town of Stamford (London, 1977); RCHM
(England), An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in the City of York (London, 1962—81).
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increasingly being synthesised, not only in excavation site reports, but also in
works setting the finds in surveys more accessible to the urban historian, includ-
ing fine surveys of the buildings, furnishings and artefacts of London, Winchester
and Norwich.* It is therefore a lively and developing subject at the time of
writing, though by the same token it is not an easy time to take stock.

(i11) HISTORIOGRAPHY: SCOTLAND

The nineteenth century bequeathed to us a series of studies of individual towns.
Many tended to be strongly antiquarian in approach, and at times rested on
scholarship which was unduly influenced by local patriotism. More valuable in
the long term has been the work of the Scottish Burgh Records Society, which
between 1868 and 1911 produced twenty-six volumes of record material, much
of it on Edinburgh and Glasgow and the Convention of Royal Burghs. The
nineteenth-century tradition produced massive results in an elaborate study, on
which he had been working since the 1880s, David Murray’s Early Burgh
Organisation in Scotland.*” This had the merit of displaying considerable grasp of
the archival, constitutional and topographical evidence, but his approach to his
subject was diffuse, and his theory of origins, that burghs evolved from pre-exist-
ing agricultural communities, was based more on assumption and analogy than
on evidence.

The sparseness of early evidence, and some failures of clarity on the part of
earlier writers, left the field open in the mid-twentieth century for a strong con-
centration on constitutional aspects. A useful short survey appeared in W.
Mackay Mackenzie’s The Scottish Burghs. As the title implies, he saw ‘burgh’
rather than ‘town’ as the principal element of the subject, and dismissed the
David Murray approach with the crisp opinion that ‘the key-word to the burgh
is creation, not growth’.® W. Croft Dickinson’s magisterial introduction to the
early records of Aberdeen analysed the Scottish burghs as a whole, but concen-
trated heavily on the royal burghs and touched only occasionally on the eco-
nomic background.* Further constitutional attention was applied in the valuable
and accurate handlist of Scottish burghs by George S. Pryde.*® By this era the
history of Scottish medieval towns had come to be viewed in a strongly institu-
tional light.

36 7. Schofield, Medieval London Houses (New Haven, 1995); M. Biddle et al., Object and Economy in

Medieval Winchester (Oxford, 1991); S. Margeson, Norwich Households: The Medieval and Post-

Medieval Finds from Nonwich Survey Excavations 1971—1978 (East Anglian Archaeology 58, Norwich,

1993).

D. Murray, Early Burgh Organisation in Scotland, as Illustrated in the History of Glasgow and of Some

Neighbouring Burghs (Glasgow, 1924).

38 W. M. Mackenzie, The Scottish Burghs (Edinburgh, 1949), p. 14.

3 W. Croft Dickinson, ed., Early Records of the Burgh of Aberdeen, 1317, 1398—1407 (Scottish History
Society, 1957). 0 G. S. Pryde, The Buighs of Scotland (London, 1965).
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In the last quarter-century physical evidence has been given much greater
attention, an approach stimulated by the work of urban geographers such as Ian
Adams, and by George Gordon and Brian Dicks’ Scottish Urban History.*!
Nicholas Brooks and G. Whittington were, moreover, pointing a way forward,
with their article on St Andrews, for assessments of town growth by the use of
documentary, cartographic and archaeological evidence.*> Archaeological inves-
tigation, also, in early towns commenced in Scotland in the early 1970s, albeit
at first on a fairly small scale. The steady stream of excavations which has fol-
lowed, especially in Perth and Aberdeen, and the resulting published reports,*
have contributed vastly to knowledge of the subject: buildings, possessions,
pottery, diet, health and other topics have been illuminated on particular sites.
It is, perhaps, inevitable, if regrettable, that syntheses are slow to appear in print,
as archaeologists generally prefer to build up from minutiae rather than attempt
‘the big picture’; a general overview of urban archaeology in Scotland would be
welcome.

The Scottish Burgh Survey Series, funded by the then Scottish Development
Department, produced some fifty reports on the archaeology and history of indi-
vidual towns. The historical research of Anne Turner Simpson and the archae-
ological overview of Robert Gourlay and Sylvia Stevenson were not, however,
closely intermeshed. Two perceptive short surveys, by A. A. M. Duncan and G.
W. S. Barrow, emphasised the stimulus of trade and the need for a good location
as fundamental to early urban activity, and viewed the crown’s grant of privileges
to a community as a comprehensible but formal part of the process.** Elizabeth
Ewan then attempted to fit the urban archaeological material with the docu-
mentary evidence for towns as a whole.*

Michael Lynch’s “Whatever happened to the medieval burgh?’ pointed to a new
approach to urban history, and in 1988 the entire subject was given a notable stim-
ulus in a set of essays on The Scottish Medieval Town, edited by Lynch, together with
Michael Spearman and Geoffrey Stell,*® a volume which both summarised current
ideas and pointed the way ahead towards areas requiring investigation. Spearman’s
contribution on Perth, for example, was the first published topographical analysis

4 1. H. Adams, The Making of Urban Scotland (London, 1978); G. Gordon and B. Dicks, eds., Scottish
Urban History (Aberdeen, 1981).

2 N. P. Brooks and G. Whittington, ‘Planning and growth in the medieval Scottish burgh: the
example of St Andrews’, Transactions, Institute of British Geographers, new series, 2 (1977), 278—95.

4 ]. C. Murray, ed., Excavations in the Medieval Burgh of Aberdeen, 1973-81 (Society of Antiquaries
Monograph Series, 2 (1982); P. Holdsworth, ed., Excavations in the Medieval Burgh of Perth, 1979—81
(Society of Antiquaries of Scotland Monograph Series, 5, 1987).

“ A. A. M. Duncan, Scotland (Edinburgh, 1975), chs. 18, 19; G. W. S. Barrow, Kingship and Unity
(London, 1981), ch. s. * E. Ewan, Townlife in Fourteenth-Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1990).

4 M. Lynch, ‘Whatever happened to the medieval burgh?’, Scottish Economic and Social History, 4
(1984), s—20; M. Lynch, M. Spearman and G. Stell, eds., The Scottish Medieval Town (Edinburgh,
1988).
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of an early Scottish town, following the lines of the seminal study of Alnwick by
Conzen.* Individual studies of particular towns continued to be undertaken, with
results appearing either in print or in thesis form: Glasgow, Dunfermline, Dundee,
Selkirk, Leith and Montrose, for example, have all been the subjects of detailed
studies on a variety of aspects.*® Indeed, the individuality of towns, as against a
sameness of appearance, has come to be given more emphasis.

An interdisciplinary approach to the study of individual towns has been
adopted by the new series of Burgh Surveys. These are funded by Historic
Scotland and produced in the Centre for Scottish Urban History, Department
of Scottish History, Edinburgh University, with Pat Dennison as historian and
Russel Coleman as archaeologist. Documentary, archaeological and carto-
graphic evidence is allied to other visual remnants of the built environment in
an attempt to recreate the historic town.*” And by the year 2000 a two-volume
history of the town of Aberdeen, funded by Aberdeen District Council, will add
substantially to our knowledge of town life in Scotland.>®

(iv) PLAN OF THE VOLUME

This volume, like its successors, is designed to provide an authoritative and up-
to-date account of British towns within its period, looking at their nature and
functions, their origins and development, and the relationships between towns,
between towns and their hinterlands and between towns and the state. We have
been especially keen to draw wherever appropriate on sources and disciplines
other than document-based history, and the balance of our team of authors
reflects that. Archaeology, architecture, urban morphology and other disciplines
provide vital evidence where documents are lacking, and often greatly enrich
our knowledge even after urban documentation becomes available.

47 Conzen, Alnwick.

* A. Gibb, Glasgow: The Making of a City (London, 1983); J. McGrath, ‘The administration of the
burgh of Glasgow’ (PhD thesis, University of Glasgow, 1986); S. Stevenson and E. P. D. Torrie,
Historic Glasgow, the Archaeological Implications of Development (Scottish Burgh Survey, 1990); J.
McGrath, “The medieval and modern burgh’, in T. M. Devine and G. Jackson, eds., Glasgow
(Glasgow, 1995), vol. 1, pp. 17-62; E. P. D. Torrie, “The gild of Dunfermline in the fifteenth
century’ (PhD thesis, University of Edinburgh, 1984); E. P. D. Torrie, Medieval Dundee (Dundee,
1990); J. M. Gilbert, ed., Flower of the Forest: Selkirk, a New History (Galashiels, 1985); S. Mowat,
The Port of Leith: Its History and Its People (Edinburgh, n.d. ¢. 1995); G. Jackson and S. G. E. Lythe,
The Port of Montrose: A History of its Harbour Tiade and Shipping (Tayport, 1993).

Fifteen towns were assessed in 1994—7: Kirkcaldy, Stranraer, Cumnock, Hamilton, Musselburgh,
Dunblane, Coupar-Angus, Stornoway, Melrose, Dalkeith, Forfar, Dumbarton, Linlithgow, Nairn
and North Queensferry. Pat Dennison and Russel Coleman are the authors, and the surveys are
published by Historic Scotland in association with Scottish Cultural Press. Aberdeen has also been
the subject of a survey: E. P. Dennison and J. Stones, Historic Aberdeen (Scottish Burgh Survey, 1997).
50 E. P. Dennison, D. Ditchburn and M. Lynch, eds., A New History of Aberdeen vol. 1 (East Linton,

forthcoming); H. Fraser and C. Lee, eds., ibid., vol. i1 (East Linton, forthcoming).
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Temporal and spatial coverage provide even more problems than for the early
modern and later modern periods which are the subjects of the following
volumes. The ‘middle ages’, as defined above and as followed in this volume,
represents a span of time about twice as long as the periods covered by Volumes
IT and III combined, and changes over that time were enormous. It is true that
the bulk of surviving urban archives is much less than for post-medieval times,
but the ‘buried archives’ of archaeology have added enormously to our knowl-
edge over the past generation or so. It has not been easy in a single volume to
do justice to it all, though we hope that the bibliographical references we provide
will enable readers to explore much more of it.

The British coverage of the volume also creates problems, for historians have
usually discussed English, Scottish and Welsh towns separately — for the very
good reason that medieval Britain was a geographical expression and not a united
state. The context of the earliest towns and central places was one of a multi-
plicity of small states which only gradually coalesced into the kingdoms of
England and Scotland. Once they did so, these two kingdoms developed their
own political and administrative systems, so that the framework for English bor-
oughs and Scottish burghs was never quite the same: the recent work on Scottish
medieval towns listed above has stressed not only many similarities with English
towns but also striking differences arising from their political, social and eccle-
stastical as well as geographical context — the greater uniformity of burgh law
and custom in Scotland, for instance, or the more unified voice of the towns in
Scottish national politics (at least by the fifteenth century).’! The Welsh context
was even more complex, since although medieval Wales was ‘an identifiable geo-
graphical unit’ by the time that towns developed, ‘it had never known political
unity other than the hegemony temporarily imposed by military might’:3* even
when the last independent principality was conquered by the English king
Edward I the country remained divided under different systems of administra-
tion. For these reasons a number of chapters have been written jointly by English
and Scottish experts, while Part IV includes separate surveys of Welsh and
Scottish towns.

The structure of the volume balances the main themes of urban history
against these temporal and spatial dimensions. Parts II and III take a broadly
chronological approach, dividing the nine centuries or so under discussion, very
unequally, in the decades either side of 1300, for reasons already stated: where
we have to distinguish the two broad periods, we use ‘early middle ages’ for the
period before 1300, and ‘later middle ages’ for the fourteenth, fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries. Within each part the structure is approximately the same,
to allow for comparisons between the two periods: an introductory survey is

! E.g. Lynch, Spearman and Stell, eds., The Scottish Medieval Town, pp. 11-13.
52 R. R. Davies, Congquest, Coexistence, and Change (Oxford, 1987), pp. 4, 14.

14

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Introduction

followed successively by accounts of towns in a political, social and economic
context (in the broad sense of those terms); by surveys of the interlocking
themes of culture and the Church; by discussion of the physical fabric or town-
scape; and then by a series of three or four chapters considering the different
levels and types of town from London — then as later the largest British town —
to the smallest of market towns. In Part IV we shift our focus to the geograph-
ical context, looking at the different regions and states within which the towns
were located — six English and Welsh regions, and a separate survey of Scotland
— where the stress is on the patterns and distinctions between towns in different
parts of Britain rather than over time. Finally, a conclusion sums up some of the
main themes and findings identified in the volume, and an appendix of ranking
tables of towns acts as a point of reference for the volume as a whole.

‘We hope that the evidence presented here, some of it for the first time, will
demonstrate abundantly how much change and development took place over the
long time span we cover, so easy to foreshorten when lumping together medie-
val and early modern towns as ‘pre-industrial’ in the manner of Gideon Sjoberg,
whose model, as Peter Clark rightly remarks, ‘is only of limited value for the
analysis of the Western European . . . town’.>® David Nicholas, whose richly
detailed survey of the medieval European city was published as our volume was
being completed,’ stresses the same point: he divides the medieval centuries,
like us, at around 1300 to stress the great changes of the later medieval period,
and his conclusion emphasises how greatly urban life changed between the
fourth and fifteenth centuries: ‘the Roman city when it survived at all was only
a central core of a settlement that was far more complex socially, economically
and topographically than its ancient predecessor had been . . . The urban pattern
of the modern period was clearly recognisable by 1450.”3% That may be to stress
progress and increasing complexity a little too strongly — he himself surveys evi-
dence for retrogression in English towns in the fifteenth century — but he is surely
right to stress the great distance in character as well as in time between Roman
and late medieval. British towns by 1450, and even more by 1540, had come a
long way, and much of what we would find if we could visit an early sixteenth-
century town would be nearer to modern urban life than to the distant revival
of town life in the early seventh century.

5 G. Sjoberg, The Preindustrial City (New York, 1960); P. Clark, ‘Introduction: the early modern
town in the west’, in P. Clark, ed., The Early Modern Town: A Reader (Harlow, 1976), p. 2.

% D. Nicholas, The Growth of the Medieval City: From Late Antiquity to the Early Fourteenth Century
(Harlow, 1997); D. Nicholas, The Later Medieval City 1300—1500 (Harlow, 1997).

5 Nicholas, The Later Medieval City, p. 344.
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D. M. PALLISER

HE Cambridge Urban History begins with the seventh century because

that was when permanent town life, on our definition, began in south-

ern Britain. However, it would be wrong to plunge into the story of
medieval British towns without at least some discussion of previous urban life in
this island. The long Roman occupation of Britannia had entailed the introduc-
tion and development of towns on the Mediterranean model, and some schol-
ars have argued that the occupation of some of those towns was never
interrupted. The current consensus is for discontinuity at least of urban life if
not of occupation; but no one doubts the importance of the infrastructure left
by the Romans: the town sites, the road network linking them and in many cases
the very shape of streets and town centres. This Roman prologue, as it were, is
therefore of importance to later developments. Before it is faced, however, a little
should be said of the possibility of recognisably urban settlements even before
the Roman occupation.

Neolithic farming communities first appeared in Britain around 3500 bc,' and
by 3000 bc they were established in many areas. This development of settled
agriculture led to the need for ‘central places’ and meeting places in the Neolithic
and Bronze Ages, though to nothing yet recognisably urban as it did in the
Middle East at the same time. The Iron Age, however (c. 500 BC—AD 50 in
southern Britain), witnessed the development of tribal states with, probably,
some form of central authority, accompanied by forms of settlement which may
be interpreted as genuinely proto-urban. Hill-forts, which originated in the
Bronze Age if not the Neolithic, became common in many parts of Britain.
They were traditionally interpreted as temporary refuges (German Fluchtburgen),
but it is now clear that some were occupied in peacetime, and some large ones,

! English-speaking pre-historians and archaeologists now distinguish between dates BC (calendar
years) and bc (radiocarbon years).
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including Danebury (Hants.), ‘were intensively settled, even to the extent of a
simple form of street system’. These are often seen as places which the Romans
forced the Britons to abandon in favour of new towns nearby, though ‘in some
areas this had already occurred before the Roman occupation, while in others it
did not occur till considerably later, if at all’.? In at least one case, Sorbiodunum
(Old Sarum), the hill-fort was successively occupied — as Roman town, West
Saxon burh and Norman cathedral city — until the thirteenth century. Even closer
to proto-towns may have been the large defended settlements of the major tribal
states in the lowlands, notably Wheathampstead (Herts.), probably the strong-
hold captured by Caesar in s4 Bc, and Colchester and Verulamium, at both of
which coins were struck by King Cunobelin (¢. AD 10—40). “What went on in
these vast areas remains obscure’, remarked A. L. E Rivet, but ‘although they
cannot properly be called cities, some of the Britons were already accustomed
to central settlements on a truly regal scale.” Finally, pre-R oman Britain seems
also to have had landing-places which may be characterised as ports, through
which there was regular trade with the continent.

Some writers have gone so far as to argue that ‘by the end of the Iron Age
there was in southern and eastern Britain a complex urban society’, whereas one
of the latest writers to survey Romano-British towns states flatly that ‘in the year
43 there were no settlements in Britain which could properly be described as
towns’.* The second statement is nearer the general opinion, and the first seems
overstated however one defines ‘urban’. Certainly the Romans, who invaded
South-East Britain in AD 43, regarded themselves as bringing in more advanced
forms of society and settlement based upon the city-state (civitas), with the coun-
tryside as an adjunct of the town. Britannia, like other Roman provinces, was
divided into civitates, of which at least sixteen are well attested.’> The structure
was based as far as possible on existing areas, with nearly every civitas having a
capital on or close to the site of its tribal predecessor. Thus Leicester and
Silchester appear to have been laid out on the sites of pre-Roman centres, while
in other cases the old focus was deliberately replaced (e.g. Dorchester in place of
Maiden Castle). Above the civitas capitals in status were the privileged towns of
Roman citizens called coloniae and municipia, though it is not clear from the acci-
dents of surviving inscriptions how many towns acquired those privileges. The
only coloniae under the early Empire, when the term was confined to founda-
tions for retired army veterans, were Colchester, Lincoln and Gloucester, but
later other towns could be promoted to this rank — York certainly acquired it by

2 P. Salway, Roman Britain (Oxford, 1981), p. 13.

A. L. E Rivet, ‘Summing-up: some historical aspects of the Civitates of Roman Britain’, in J. S.
‘Wacher, ed., The Civitas Capitals of Roman Britain (Leicester, 1966), pp. 102—3.

J. V. S. Megaw and D. D. A. Simpson, Introduction to British Prehistory (Leicester,1979), p. 421; G.
de la Bédoyere, English Heritage Book of Roman Towns in Britain (London, 1992), p. 15.

5 A. L. E Rivet, Town and Country in Roman Britain, 2nd edn (London, 1964), pp. 135, 176.
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AD 237, and London must surely have done so earlier. The only certain municip-
ium was Verulamium, but evidence points to others acquiring the same status,
such as Leicester.® The difference between them and other urban communities
ceased to matter in the third century, when the distinction between citizens and
non-citizens was virtually abolished.

There is, however, only limited usefulness in identifying Roman towns, like
their medieval successors, in terms of contemporary categories. No fewer than
six different Latin terms were used for British urban sites, not all of them with
precise legal meanings.” It is, perhaps, better to think of the towns of the prov-
ince in terms of their size, complexity and infrastructure. John Wacher discusses
twenty-one settlements which had sufficient specialised functions (administra-
tive, social, economic, etc.) to be considered urban, as well as having planned
layouts; while he and Barry Burnham have also analysed another fifty-four set-
tlements from the wide range of sites often grouped together as ‘small towns’
(Map 2.1).% What is remarkable about these seventy-five places is how many
were also towns in the medieval period, and indeed have remained urban ever
since. As Rivet put it well:

Colchester, Gloucester, Lincoln and York, Canterbury, Winchester, Chichester,
Dorchester and Leicester, Cambridge and Worcester, all revived after the Dark
Ages and are still county towns today. The implication of this must surely be that
these places, both as administrative centres and as markets, were as well sited as they
could be in relation to the agricultural exploitation of Britain not only in Roman
conditions but in the conditions that prevailed in the Middle Ages and later . . .
The pattern is strikingly modern.’

However, a geographical limitation must be stressed in here introducing a work
covering Britain as a whole. None of Wacher’s and Burnham’s Roman towns
lay north of Hadrian’s Wall, and only two in Wales. In the rest of Britain the
Iron Age pattern of settlement continued to evolve without the injection of
Mediterranean city life.

Even within the urbanised part of Britannia, a caveat must be entered against
identifying Roman towns too closely with their medieval and modern succes-
sors. Their sites may often have been the same; they may often have been centred
round a group of public buildings in the same way, and laid out in the same way,
as many medieval towns; but their chief functions may have been rather different.
Medieval towns are in this volume characterised in primarily socio-economic

Salway, Roman Britain, p. §75; J. S. Wacher, The Towns of Roman Britain, 2nd edn (London, 1995),
pp- 18, 19. 7 Wacher, Towns of Roman Britain, pp. 15, 16.

8 Ibid., pp. 82—407; B. C. Burnham and J. Wacher, The ‘Small Towns’ of Roman Britain (London,
1990), passim.

Rivet, Town and Country, p. 76. His statement is substantially true: two of his examples,
Canterbury and Colchester, while not ‘county towns today’, were certainly the administrative
centres of their counties throughout the middle ages.
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Map 2.1 The towns of Roman Britain
Source: J. S. Wacher, The Towns of Roman Britain, 2nd edn (London, 1995),
p- 22.

terms, following Reynolds’ definition, and that is valid for at least some British
towns since the seventh century: the wic or emporia of London, York, Ipswich
and Hamwic were all, at least in part, economically specialised communities.
Greco-Roman cities have, however, been generally viewed since Werner
Sombart as functionally very different, ‘political and military capitals, more con-
sumers than producers of goods and services, that exploited the rural environs
to which they were linked juridically and socially’.!” That is confirmed by the
curious fact that villas were more numerous around secondary towns than
around civitas capitals: it seems likely that the land around the capitals (as around

 D. Nicholas, The Growth of the Medieval City (Harlow, 1997), p. 3, citing Sombart and Hopkins.
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the coloniae) was farmed from the towns, whereas in medieval times it was the
smaller towns which were more likely to have a significant agricultural sector.!!
Sombart’s model of Greco-Roman urbanism is broadly that accepted by Chris
Wickham and Guy Bois in their different accounts of the transition from the
ancient world to ‘feudalism’: the details of their arguments are beyond the scope
of this discussion, but they both point the way to an ancient system in which
towns and the economy played a very different role from that in both medieval
and modern times."?> The differences should, however, not be overstressed:
despite the greater predominance of governmental functions and public services,
‘much of what went on in Roman towns was what went on in later towns: com-
merce and manufacture’.!?

‘What happened to the towns of Roman Britain is difficult to establish, despite
over a century of archaeological investigation (part of the town of Viroconium,
Wroxeter, was excavated as early as 1860). Some towns seem to display signs of
decline, or at least of shrinkage, well before the end of Roman occupation, and
there has long been a temptation to argue that, because the towns more or less
disappeared in the fifth century, they must have been in decline in the fourth, or
even in the third, century; but it may be that the pattern was in fact one of ‘sta-
bilisation and transition’ rather than ‘stagnation and depression’.!* There were
certainly major barbarian attacks in 367, and Ammianus Marcellinus notes that
Theodosius, having repelled the attacks, restored cities as well as forts, though
many town defences have now been shown to have been improved and strength-
ened over a long period, too lengthy to be all connected with his alleged resto-
rations.'® Nor did towns all become mere defensive strongpoints. Environmental
archaeology has recently shown that at Lincoln commercial food processing, and
perhaps heated buildings, survived into the late fourth century.'®

However, Simon Esmonde Cleary has assembled much archaeological evi-
dence to argue for ‘a marked recession in activity in Roman Britain’, including
the abandonment of urban buildings, well before the end of imperial rule in
¢. 409—11. The structure of the province depended on the maintenance of the
army through taxation, and the raising of that taxation from the rural economy
via towns. All of this, functioning with difficulty between ¢. 380 and 410, col-
lapsed suddenly ‘in the generation or so after 411. In that time the towns, the

villas, the industries and the other material evidence diagnostic of Roman
1 Rivet, ‘Summing-up’, p. 105; Salway, Roman Britain, pp. 587, $96. Two recent regional surveys
of the South-East have confirmed that the majority of villas did not cluster round major towns:
British Archaeology, 31 (1998), 5.

12 C. Wickham, ‘The other transition’, P&P, 103 (1984), 3—36; G. Bois, The Tiansformation of the
Year One Thousand (Manchester, 1992), pp. 70—93. Cf. also Philip Jones, The Italian City-State:
From Commune to Signoria (Oxford, 1997), pp. 17—46, for a vigorous differentiation of ancient and
medieval towns. 13 J. Campbell, ed., The Anglo-Saxons (Oxford, 1982), p. 10.

De la Bédoyere, Roman Towns in Britain, p. 76. 15 Wacher, Towns of Roman Britain, p. 78.
British Archaeology, s (June 1995), p. 4.
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Britain disappeared.’!” It is true that Constantius’ Life of St Germanus has been
taken to imply that municipalities may still have been functioning in 429, and
probably still in the 430s, but a careful analysis of his text shows that it does not
imply the continuing existence of urban life.!® As to why town life should have
disappeared in the fifth century, views are still sharply divided, with some histo-
rians seeing the traditional agents of invasion, genocide, famine and epidemics
as the causes, while others prefer to stress continuity of population but with a
‘systems collapse’ in which demoralised Britons allowed themselves to be ‘accul-
turated’ to the society and economy of a minority of successful but primitive
invaders. Yet other writers deny any sudden collapse of urban life, whether
through breakdown, conquest or economic crisis."”

Differing interpretations of the ending of Roman town life depend chiefly
on archaeology, since documentary records are both scanty and problematic.
Unfortunately, the more abundant archaeological evidence is also problematic
because of the lack of reliable dating materials: the official importation of
coinage in large quantities seems to have ended in or by 402, while factory-made
pottery also disappeared in the early fifth century, both of them clear evidence
of a ‘commercial collapse’.?’ There is therefore no easy way of dating fifth-
century deposits. Furthermore, overlying early and mid-Roman layers in many
towns are deposits of what is usually termed ‘dark earth’, deposits of dark-
coloured loam often mixed with building material. This is frequently interpreted
as evidence of a sharply reduced urban occupation in late Roman towns, but it
seems increasingly likely that the earth, whenever and however it was formed,
has destroyed and absorbed late R oman buildings and made impossible an anal-
ysis of stratification and dating for the fourth and early fifth centuries.?! The
chronologies proposed by archaeologists, not surprisingly in these circumstances,
differ widely. Esmonde Cleary would see urban occupation ending by ¢. 430 at
latest, whereas others have stressed casual but significant finds suggesting a much
later end in at least some towns: for instance, ‘a brand-new water-main’ was ‘con-
structed in normal Roman fashion’ in Verulamium, dated by Sheppard Frere and
Peter Salway to perhaps about 450 or even later, with the implication that ‘urban
life continued in Verulamium in some form into the second half of the century’,

17S. Esmonde Cleary, The Ending of Roman Britain (London, 1989), pp. 131, 161; his dating bracket

of ¢. 409—11 is better than the standard date of 410 in many British textbooks: see e.g. Salway,
Roman Britain, pp. 433—45.

E. A. Thompson, Saint Germanus of Auxerre and the End of Roman Britain (Woodbridge, 1984), pp.
8—10. Thompson’s conclusions, and his revised date for Germanus’ second visit, are unfortunately
not taken into account by Wacher in his revised edition: Towns of Roman Britain, p. 409.

E.g. R. Reece, “Town and country: the end of Roman Britain’, World Archaeology, 12 (1980),
77-92; R. Reece, ‘The end of the City in Roman Britain’, in J. Rich, ed., The City in Late
Antiquity (London, 1992), pp. 136—44; P. Dixon, ‘““The cities are not populated as once they
were”’, in Rich, ed., The City in Late Antiquity, pp. 145—60. 20 Salway, Roman Britain, p. 456.
2! B. Yule, ‘“The “dark earth” and late Roman London’, Antiquity, 64 (1990), 620—8.

22

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The origins of British towns

though one sceptical critic notes that it is ‘rather a lot to read into a single pipe’.?2
At Wroxeter, even later dates have been suggested for a final period of settle-
ment when timber-framed buildings were erected in and around the baths
complex, but the dating is still controversial.?*

Frere, indeed, went so far as to suggest that the majority of important towns
‘never ceased to be occupied’, but this is hard to substantiate on present evi-
dence.?* There are certainly possibilities for survival, or early revival, of impor-
tant central functions in some towns — a royal palace or a church adapting or
succeeding a Roman structure — but urban occupation properly understood is
another matter. The evidence is best at Canterbury, significantly the site of the
first English cathedral in §97. There ‘sunken-featured buildings’, presumed to be
those of English immigrants, have been found from as early as the mid- to late
fifth century.?> Nevertheless, even there the cumulative evidence of recent exca-
vations suggests at best that the town remained without a break a centre from
which authority was exercised: ‘there was no continuity of occupation from the
Roman to Anglo-Saxon periods’.2® Dodie Brooks, in a survey of the evidence
nationally, concludes that ‘the principal towns of Roman Britain were deserted
by the mid fifth century, and remained so for at least a hundred years’, though
in a specific study of Canterbury she concludes that the gap between Roman
and English settlement may there have been much shorter, perhaps as little as
twenty years.”’

In short, though the nature of the English conquest of southern Britain in the
fifth and sixth centuries is still debated, there is much support for the traditional
view that urban life on our definition was extinguished. Nevertheless, many
former Roman towns seem to have remained important as centres of authority,
especially in the West where Britons long continued to rule from Roman towns.
The well-known Chronicle entry of §77, for example, seems to identify three
British kings overthrown in that year as ruling from Gloucester, Cirencester and
Bath. Admittedly, one of those cities has often been cited as a classic case of a

Salway, Roman Britain, p. 459; Wacher, Towns of Roman Britain, p. 238; de la Bédoyére, Roman
Towns in Britain, p. 125.

See e.g. R. White, “Wroxeter, rich in a wealthy land’, British Archaeology, 17 (1996), 7. Wacher,
Towns of Roman Britain, p. 377, is more cautious, dating the final phases only to ‘beyond 388’.

S. S. Frere, ‘The end of towns in Roman Britain’, in Wacher, ed., Civitas Capitals, pp. 87—-100
(quotation from p. 87). The best summaries are now D. A. Brooks, ‘A review of the evidence for
continuity in British towns in the sth and 6th centuries’, Oxford J of Archaeology, s (1986), 77—102;
D. A. Brooks, ‘The case for continuity in fifth-century Canterbury re-examined’, Oxford J of
Archaeology, 7 (1988), 99—114; Wacher, Towns of Roman Britain, pp. 408—21; and P. Ottaway,
Archaeology in British Towns (London, 1992), pp. 109—19.

K. Blockley et al., Excavations in the Marlowe Car Park and Surrounding Areas (Canterbury
Archaeological Trust: Archaeology of Canterbury, s, 1995), pp. 280—350. I am grateful to D. A.
Hinton for information on the Canterbury evidence.
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Ottaway, Archaeology in British Towns, p. 112 (my italics).
2

N}

Brooks, ‘Review of the evidence’, 99; Brooks, ‘Case for continuity’, 113.
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Roman town quickly becoming a cluster of crumbling buildings linked by
streets overgrown with vegetation. That is because of the later Old English
poem, The Ruin, which is usually thought to have been inspired by the appear-
ance of Bath (Aquae Sulis):

The fortified places have fallen asunder; the works of giants crumble.
Roofs have fallen, towers have tumbled;
The barred gate[?] is plundered; frost is on the mortar;

Gaping shelters against storms are split open and fallen . . %

The point of the poem, however, is that it was probably written by a monk
steeped in the Roman literary tradition and familiar with ruined R oman build-
ings as part of his everyday life, not as something alien.?

Certainly the Roman period cannot be viewed as an irrelevance, a false start
only, in the history of British urbanism. The continuous history of town life,
from the seventh century onwards, is saturated with its Roman inheritance, and
it is impossible to treat the new urban pattern as if it had been developed on a
tabula rasa. It is no coincidence that many major English towns arose on, or adja-
cent to, the sites of Roman predecessors, or that many cathedrals were planted
in Roman towns. Not only were those towns often in good natural positions,
but they also had defences which could be patched up, buildings which could
be re-used and a good network of roads linking them. There is no geographical
determinism about this: there had been no major settlement in the lower
Thames valley in the Iron Age, and so the very creation of London, and conse-
quently of a web of main roads radiating from it, are entirely a legacy of Rome,
and a legacy of enduring importance. The same is true of York, where there had
been no significant centre before the Romans, but which endured for many cen-
turies as the leading northern centre once the Romans had made it so. Both
London and York, along with many other Roman towns, seem to have survived
the end of Roman rule as centres of authority, and as pre-urban nuclei from
which true town life could revive and spread.’® Had southern Britain never
experienced its lengthy Roman occupation, the medieval — and modern —
pattern of towns and communications might have been completely different.>!

2 ]. E Benton, Town Origins (Boston, Mass., 1968), p. 47.

2 T owe this point to Christopher Dyer. Cf. also below, p. 150.

30 See e.g. Campbell, ed., The Anglo-Saxons, p. 39; P. S. Barnwell, ‘Hlafaeta, ceotl, hid and scir: Celtic,
Roman or Germanic?’, Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and History, 9 (1996), 56—8.

31 For a recent survey stressing ‘the enduring and constantly renewed influence of the Roman world’
in post-Roman Britain, see M. Archibald et al., ‘Heirs of Rome: the shaping of Britain AD
400—900’, in L. Webster and M. Brown, eds., The Tiansformation of the Roman World AD 400—900
(London, 1997), pp. 208—48.
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GRENVILLE ASTILL

OR MOST of the period under review the data allow a qualitative, rather

than a quantitative, approach to towns and, therefore, important issues

such as the relative size of towns can be addressed only in an oblique
fashion. From the late tenth century an indication of the relative intensity of
urban development can be gained from, first, the coin evidence and, then,
Domesday Book, followed by the taxation records. While the documentary
record increases from the twelfth century, it is largely ‘external’ to the town itself
and reflects the growth and interests of central government; historical evidence
is, therefore, mainly concerned with the process of creating and administering
towns. A major exception are the urban surveys which survive for a small
number of towns and start in the later thirteenth century.'

Much new information has come from archaeological fieldwork, but this,
like the documentary material, has a bias towards the larger towns. The pro-
portion of any town that has been excavated is very small, and consequently it
is difficult to assess the validity of the sample.? Excavated evidence can show
the diversity of a town through information about the urban fabric, including
communal structures such as defences and churches, as well as domestic and
industrial buildings, and about the inhabitants themselves and the kind of
environment they lived in. Where it is possible to draw upon the results of a
number of archaeological excavations in the same town, aspects of the urban
economy can be discussed, such as the range and organisation of industries and

! G. H. Martin, ‘The English borough in the thirteenth century’, TRHS, sth series, 13 (1963),
123—44; D. M. Palliser, ‘Sources for urban topography: documents, buildings and archaeology’,
in M. W. Barley, ed., Plans and Topography of Medieval Towns in England and Wales (CBA Res. Rep.,
14, 1976), pp. 1—7.

For example the 1961—71 excavation campaign at Winchester sampled just under 2%’ of the intra-

S

mural city, M. Biddle, ‘The study of Winchester: archacology and history in a British town,
1961—1983’, Proc. of the British Academy, 69 (1983), 96.
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trading patterns.® Considerable progress has also been made through the spatial
analysis of towns such that it is possible to show that many towns, including
newly planned foundations, often had a long and complex development; it
often remains, however, to put a chronology to these spatial changes.*

The main problem for at least half of the period concerned is that an adequate
outline for the development of towns has yet to be produced. Between the
seventh and tenth centuries it is difficult to identify any urban settlement, if that
is defined as a place in which were concentrated a variety of attributes that dis-
tinguished it from surrounding settlements, for example in terms of its admin-
istrative, economic or military function. Instead, there appear to be a variety of
locations which performed sufficient of one or more of these functions for each
to be regarded as a distinctive, a central, place. An evolutionary model of urban
development thus seems inappropriate. In any one area central-place functions
may well have been distributed among several settlements, some of which went
on to acquire a more recognisably urban character, while others returned to
being ‘normal’ rural settlements. A possibility is that the function of some central
places lapsed in the face of changed economic or political circumstances, only
to resume later and develop into fully fledged towns. This last consideration is
particularly important because a considerable number of places which were to
become towns have long periods for which there is no evidence to indicate their
character. How do we deal with places, for example, which were central places
between say 650 and 850, and reappear in our sources as towns in the twelfth or
thirteenth centuries? The question is relevant for several of our major types of
central places. What was the function of those Roman cities before they became
bishops’ sees, and why were some selected as religious centres and not others?
Similarly, not all minsters or villae regales became later medieval towns, but when
and how did the successful towns become differentiated from the rest? The
temptation is to treat these lapses in the historical record as if they were periods
when the settlements became more complex incrementally — the continuity
argument — but there are often no grounds for these assumptions.

In such an apparently fluid situation, it is necessary to try to isolate the factors
which contributed to, and ultimately resolved, the medieval urban process. The
attempt runs the risk of denying that the real character of the urban process
depended as much on a complex intermeshing of these factors as the factors
themselves, but it is nevertheless a necessary starting point which also serves to
highlight differences of approach. There are essentially three major strands,
crudely summarised as political, religious and economic, which have been used
to elucidate the urban sequence: first, the development of kingship and the
English state, secondly, the Church and, thirdly, the ‘quickening’ of the economy.

3 Recent surveys include J. Schofield and R. Leech, eds., Urban Archaeology in Britain (CBA Res.
Rep., 61, 1987); J. Schofield and A. Vince, Medieval Towns (Leicester, 1994).
* See below, pp. 158—66.
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The relative emphasis can deny or accentuate the similarities between the British
and continental experiences.

First, it is clear that from the seventh century royal power was consolidated in
larger territorial units, allied to an increased interest in the productivity of land
at a time when other sources of wealth, often derived from warfare or exchange,
were becoming less reliable. Nevertheless, the small scale and personal nature of
the kingdoms’social structures, underpinned by ‘networks of negotiation’ which
involved the recycling of surpluses, militated against the kings’ ability to create a
resource base.’ In the course of the eighth century, attempts were made to
increase royal surplus in order to achieve a greater degree of authority and inde-
pendence, as in Mercia. Such power was exercised from particular places which
became instruments or agents of this power.® The complexity of these agencies
increased as the mechanisms of central government developed, and this
complexity is best documented from ¢. 9oo in terms of political and economic
regulation. What were initially centres for tribute collection and periodic con-
sumption could, for example, develop more thoroughgoing regulatory activities
which would include the administration of justice, tax raising and the institution
of a mint, as well as the supervision and protection of trading activities, includ-
ing specially appointed officials, as reflected in the laws of Edward the Elder,
Athelstan, Edgar and Cnut.” Centres could also acquire a military function by
becoming a garrison for troops and a refuge for the surrounding area, as detailed
in the Burghal Hidage.® Although all these activities had an economic dimen-
sion, they were primarily indicators of political development, so that such centres
were seen as part of the political restructuring, and indeed their physical charac-
ter may have been intended to make an ideological statement.’

Secondly, many of these ‘political” attributes were delegated or granted to
the Church, so that from at least the eighth century the locations of cathedrals
and minsters had acquired a character that differentiated them from other
settlements. Indeed, the permanent residence of a religious community, rather
than a periodic royal presence, would have increased the administrative and

> B. A. E. Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms in Early Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1990), pp. 9—19,
157-78; C. Wickham, ‘Problems of comparing rural societies in early medieval western Europe’,
TRHS, o6th series, 2 (1992), 241—4.

Wickham, ‘Problems of comparing rural societies’, 244—6; N. P. Brooks, ‘The development of

military obligations in eighth- and ninth-century England’, in P. Clemoes and K. Hughes, eds.,
England before the Conquest (Cambridge, 1971), pp. 69-84; J. Haslam, ‘Market and fortress in
England in the reign of Offa’, World Archaeology, 19 (1987), 76—93; R. Hodges, The Anglo-Saxon
Achievement (London, 1989), pp. 115—49.

H. R. Loyn, “Towns in late Anglo-Saxon England: the evidence and possible lines of enquiry’,
in Clemoes and Hughes, eds., England before the Conquest, pp. 122—3; see below, pp. s1—60.

The most recent discussion is D. Hill and A. Rumble, eds., The Defence of Wessex (Manchester,
1996).

As for example in M. O. H. Carver, Arguments in Stone (Oxford, 1993), pp. 17—18, 63—77.

®
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consumption roles. In some cases the distinction is not necessary, as both royal
and religious centres were located close together, and were thus mutually sup-
portive.!” The problem then becomes how to separate royal and religious
influence, and which came first; often this is impossible, as reflected in the dis-
puted (secular or religious?) aristocratic status of the excavated complex at
Northampton."" After the Norman Conquest the royal initiative in town for-
mation and regulation was increasingly shared with, or delegated to, lay and
ecclesiastical lords with the result that urban development became inextricably
linked with the increasing seigneurialisation of the country, leading to a multi-
plication of town creations.!?

The third explanation for urbanisation is based on a general economic expan-
sion. An increase in long-distance trade from the late seventh century was under-
pinned by an intensification of agricultural production, allied to population
growth. Centres were needed from which to articulate and supervise the result-
ing trading network. It is still not clear if such a demand for urban centres had
arisen organically as a result of expansion in the countryside, or if indeed towns
were created as part of a royal policy to orchestrate and control rural pro-
duction.”® The evidence presented below, however, shows that the pace of
economic development had pronounced temporal and geographic variations
which indicate that the economy exercised a far from positive or continuous
influence on town growth.

(1) 600—-800

These three themes, individually or collectively, produced a variety of distinc-
tive settlements which have been termed ‘central places’, ‘centres of authority’
or ‘proto-urban settlements’, and it is necessary to ask how they related to the
existing settlement pattern. The most obvious places to start are the Roman
towns. ‘England was exceptional in having been R oman and yet in not preserv-
ing Roman Christianity, a Romance language or other discoverable Roman
institutions.”'* What relevance, then, did Roman towns have for the English in
the sixth or seventh centuries? As economic activity was negligible, it is cus-
tomary, following the work in northern France and Germany, to argue that
some towns retained a political and administrative importance as ‘centres of
authority’. Canterbury and London may have had royal residences in the late

10°7. Blair, ‘Minster churches in the landscape’, in D. Hooke, ed., Anglo-Saxon Settlements (Oxford,
1988), pp. 35-50.

' See comments in D. A. Hinton, Archaeology, Economy and Society (London, 1990), p. 45; J. Blair,
‘Palaces or minsters? Northampton and Cheddar reconsidered’, Anglo-Saxon England, 25 (1996),
98—108.

12 M. Beresford, New Towns of the Middle Ages (London, 1967), pp. 327-38.

13 Summarised in Hodges, Anglo-Saxon Achievement, pp. 186—202.

4°S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the History of English Medieval Towns (Oxford, 1977), p. 22.
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sixth to late seventh centuries, and these have also been postulated at Winchester
and York. No explicit archaeological evidence has been forthcoming, and there
is always the possibility, based on later material, that such a royal complex was
extramural. However, it is important to emphasise that even if such royal sites
were established inside some Roman towns, they were in the minority and that,
in order to facilitate the exercise of power, most ‘palaces’ were located in the
countryside in order to be an effective element in the contemporary settlement
pattern.'>

Both archaeological and historical evidence indicates that religion reclaimed
Roman towns: they were incorporated into the seventh-century framework of
Christianity. Whereas previously the location of bishops’ sees in Roman towns
was interpreted as a recognition of the existing secular power structure, it is
possible (as is true of other religious foundations) that there was a conscious and
symbolic use of the Roman past. The uncertainty is perhaps indicated by rival,
secular or ecclesiastical, interpretations of the medieval origin of Winchester. A
primarily religious function for both York and Worcester between the seventh
and ninth centuries has been proposed.!®

Yet Roman towns were not invariably selected to be religious centres. They
may well have been chosen for ideological reasons, but this was not sufficiently
consistent to be regarded as a deliberate policy — the prevailing power or settle-
ment structure did not allow that. But, by assuming roles as centres for the col-
lection of tribute, and of consumption, some Roman towns once again became
differentiated.

For the same reasons some royal estate centres are seen as potential central
places, but there is not a great deal of evidence. Some royal sites of the eighth
and ninth centuries were production centres, such as the salt workings at
Droitwich; and others were clearly processing large agricultural surpluses, to
judge from the cornmills at Tamworth and Old Windsor.!” But, just as with the
Roman towns, there is a growing tendency to emphasise the importance of
religious institutions such as minsters for the development of incipient towns,
although it must be said that most of the evidence is considerably later and top-
ographic in nature. The excavations at the eighth- and ninth-century monas-
teries such as Hartlepool, Wearmouth, Jarrow and Whitby demonstrate the

15 M. Biddle, ‘Towns’, in D. M. Wilson, ed., The Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1976),
pp. 105—10; M. Welch, Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1992), p. 104.

16 Biddle, “Towns’, pp. 118-19, 114; B. A. E. Yorke, ‘The foundation of the Old Minster and the
status of Winchester in the seventh and eighth centuries’, Proc. of the Hampshire Field Club and
Arch. Soc., 38 (1982), 75—83; Carver, Arguments in Stone, pp. 59—60; N. J. Baker, ef al., ‘From
Roman to medieval Worcester: development and planning in the Anglo-Saxon city’, Antiquity,
66 (1992), 65—74, and see below, pp. 128, 247-8.

7. Bond and A. Hunt, ‘The town: ¢. 400-1900’, in S. Woodiwiss, ed., Iron Age and Roman Salt
Production and the Medieval Town of Droitwich (CBA Res. Rep., 81, 1992), pp. 186—7; P. Rahtz and
R. Meeson, An Anglo-Saxon Watermill at ‘Tamworth (CBA Res. Rep., 83, 1992), pp. 9—12, 156.
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diverse economic activities that were pursued at such places.'® And such activities
needed expertise and commodities from other regions of England and the con-
tinent. This was nothing new — many imported materials came into this country,
mainly through Kent, by the sixth century via, presumably, small ports of entry
which were probably no more than periodic beach markets. Few have been rec-
ognised archaeologically, but a candidate is Sarre, with its rich weapon burials
and (later) toll exemption, which Fordwich also had from 675. The excavated
coastal monasteries at Whitby, Jarrow and Hartlepool suggest that such houses
directly managed their own trading, while the mid-eighth-century exemption
from tolls shows that some Kentish churches traded (for at least some of the time)
via London."

The introduction of silver coinage in the late seventh century, and the rapid
expansion of its use, especially with the secondary series of sceattas from
¢. 710—15, are indications of the extent to which the country was engaged in
exchange, particularly the South and East. Sceattas are generally regarded as
unsuitable and unnecessary for everyday transactions within rural society. Their
distribution suggests they were primarily used in the raising and conversion of
tribute, and in regional and continental exchange. Sceattas occur in the locality
of known royal and aristocratic sites, and churches and minsters, thus confirming
the special character of such centres of authority. They have also been found
close to river and road crossings and at hill-forts, all potential sites of fairs. Some
particular types of sceatta were in use over a wide area, and demonstrate that
England was integrated into a North Sea commercial zone: examples of the
‘porcupine’ series have not only been found in England, but also in the Low
Countries, the Rhineland and Denmark.?’

From about 700 until the mid-ninth century this trade had been augmented
by large coastal and riverine settlements, for example London, Hamwic, York and
Ipswich, which were some of the largest and most densely occupied sites in
England. They matched similar wics on the southern Channel, North Sea and

18 Blair, ‘Minster churches in the landscape’, pp. 40—50; R. Shoesmith, Hereford City Excavations, vol.
1 (CBA Res. Rep., 46, 1982), pp. 29—31; R. Daniels, “The Anglo-Saxon monastery at Church
Close, Hartlepool’, Archaeological J, 145 (1988), 158—210; R. Cramp, ‘Monastic sites’, in Wilson,
ed., Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 223—41. Other possible examples include Brandon
and Flixborough, but the foundations failed to survive beyond the ninth century: R. Carr, A.
Tester and P. Murphy, ‘The middle Saxon settlement at Staunch Meadow, Brandon’, Antiquity,
62 (1988), 371—7; C. Lovelock, ‘A high-status Anglo-Saxon settlement at Flixborough,
Lincolnshire’, Antiquity, 72 (1988), 158—60.

9 J. Hines, ‘North Sea trade and the proto-urban sequence’, Archaeologia Polona, 32 (1994), 15—17;

Hinton, Archaeology, p. 57; S. Kelly, “Trading privileges from eighth-century England’, Early

Medieval Europe, 1 (1992), 3—28.

See below, pp. 221—2 and 245; D. M. Metcalf, ‘Monetary circulation in southern England in the

first half of the eighth century’, in D. Hill and D. M. Metcalf, eds., Sceattas in England and the

Continent (Oxford, 1984), pp. 27—47; D. M. Metcalf, Thrymsas and Sceattas in the Ashmolean

Museum, Oxford, vol. 11 (London, 1994), p. 308.
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Baltic Sea coasts: those which had most contact with England are likely to have
been Dorestad and Quentovic, supplemented by smaller ports on the beaches to
the north of the Rhine mouth. Together, they indicate a recrudescence of trade
between these areas in the eighth and most of the ninth centuries at a time when
contacts with the Mediterranean world were minimal.

Wic settlements have been interpreted as the means by which a flow of pres-
tige goods came into the hands of kings in order to maintain the stability of the
social and political structure which was dependent on the recycling of surplus
or gift giving. This view was supported largely by evidence for settlement plan-
ning and by the quantities of imported pottery that had been recovered. There
is, however, little difference in the material culture from other contemporary
inland sites, and the units of production, as far as craftworking is concerned,
appear to be the same.?! As a result, some see the king’s role in wics as being essen-
tially indirect. The ports were under his control and he supervised, regulated and
taxed the exchanges which took place there. The wics started to operate at a time
when kings were trying to increase their control over their kingdoms’ resources,
and they recognised, albeit belatedly, how extensive was the long-distance trade
and decided to exploit it. It was, perhaps, the change in the nature of kingship
rather than the state of international contacts that was the context for the rise of
the emporia; otherwise it is difficult to see why wics had not been developed
earlier because the trade had clearly existed before. It is also unlikely that the
emporia functioned entirely to provide the kings with prestige goods at a time
when royal authority was increasingly exercised through land grants and not
gifts. The wic may represent a relatively short-lived experiment in the exercise of
royal power, similar perhaps to the granting of exemption from tolls at about the
same time.?? That royal attempts to control and concentrate long-distance trade
were not totally effective is indicated by the independent activities of the mon-
asteries already referred to, but also because around the south and east coasts col-
lections of sceattas have been found which probably indicate that small-scale
trading continued to take place at beach markets, as for example at North
Ferriby, and perhaps Selsey.?

Eighth- and ninth-century England, then, appears to have had two types of
place which were differentiated from rural settlements in terms of economic and
administrative function: the wic and the central place. Both are to be seen devel-
oping within the context of the changing nature of kingship and the develop-
ment of the Church. Centres of authority existed and were also for collection
and consumption and, to judge from the distribution of sceattas, for exchange.

]

! See below, pp. 218—22, for details.

22 Hines, ‘North Sea trade’, 15—23; Kelly, ‘Trading privileges’, 3—28.
E. Pirie, ‘Some Northumbrian finds of sceattas’, in Hill and Metcalf, eds., Sceattas in England, pp.
209—11; J. Munby, ‘Saxon Chichester and its predecessors’, in J. Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns

in Southern England (Chichester, 1984), pp. 317—22.
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They included places which were later to become differentiated from one
another: former Roman towns, new diocesan centres, villae regales and minsters.
The wics were formalised and regulated trading places whose occupants and mer-
chants were probably supplied from royal lands via the centres of authority. This
two-part proto-urban hierarchy probably existed alongside earlier, small-scale,
trading arrangements which continued and were perhaps developed by some
monasteries.

The provisioning of wics, and the documentary evidence for renders, may be
interpreted as a more aggressive, royal, approach to resource management, but it
is more commonly regarded as evidence for the increase in agricultural produc-
tion. To a certain extent this is confirmed by evidence for agricultural
intensification during the eighth and ninth centuries. New areas were brought
into use for the first time — in the Fens and in high valleys such as Teesdale — and
the exploitation of river and marine resources increased. It is also possible that this
intensification was associated with some changes in the pattern of rural settlement

as shown by the abandonment of early Saxon settlements on outlying areas.**

(11) THE NINTH AND TENTH CENTURIES

Evidence for economic expansion during the late eighth and ninth centuries is,
however, fugitive. Growth in Hamwic, for example, had apparently dissipated by
the ninth century. The Offan silver penny and the subsequent issues did not
have such a widespread distribution as the secondary sceattas, suggesting that
there was a decline in the volume of exchange at this time: this is also indicated
by the absence of later coins in the assemblages coming from the ‘prolific’ sceatta
coastal sites. Such evidence may point to a contraction in economic activity in
England, and between the English kingdoms and the continent. The change
may well have started before, but was almost certainly hastened by, the Viking
raids from the 790s.2> Most of the wic sites appear to have been abandoned by
the mid-ninth century, and it is thought that the population was relocated — in
the case of London and York within the refurbished Roman walls. It is,
however, not just a case of displacement of population, because in the case of
London the resettled intramural area was considerably smaller and less occu-
pationally diverse than Lundenwic, which would again suggest a significantly
different economic situation.?°

2 Summarised in G. Astill, ‘An archaeological approach to the development of agricultural tech-
nologies in medieval England’, in G. Astill and J. Langdon, eds., Medieval Farming and Technology:
The Impact of Agricultural Change in Northwest Europe (Leiden, 1997), pp. 196—204.

% D. A. Hinton, ‘Coins and commercial centres in Anglo-Saxon England’, in M. A. S. Blackburn,
ed., Anglo-Saxon Monetary History (Leicester, 1986), p. 18.

2 A. Vince, ‘The economic basis of Anglo-Saxon London’, in R. Hodges and B. Hobley, eds., The

Rebirth of Towns in the West AD 7o0—1050 (CBA Res. Rep., 68, 1988), p. 72.
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Difficulties from within and without seem to have coincided with, or perhaps
stimulated, a more aggressive kingship, which is seen most obviously in Mercia
with the inclusion of borough work in charters from the mid-eighth century,
and at least one physical embodiment of centralised coercion, Offa’s Dyke.
Further indications are the fortification of some centres of authority, perhaps in
the early ninth century. The bishop’s seat at Hereford was enclosed by a defensive
circuit and an integrated street system; at Tamworth the site of a royal palace was
extended and protected by new defences. Some centres of authority, then,
acquired a military function, were apparently garrisoned by troops and offered
refuge for the surrounding population; this is as far as the archaeological evidence
will take us.?’

Debate continues about the extent to which a military reorganisation of some
proto-urban centres was accompanied by an increase in economic activity. Some,
for example, have taken the documentary and archaeological evidence for an
increase in royal authority with the, mostly undated, topographic evidence for
planned street systems to argue for a royal town-planning exercise which was
rewarded by immediate economic growth. Others have separated the act of
defence (and perhaps the laying out of streets) from the, later, development as an
economic centre. The problem is to reconcile the evidence for a sluggish
economy with an interpretation of these central places as thriving towns.?

The defended centre of authority was, however, a characteristic response in
the ninth century to the combined effect of a developing kingship and the
external threat of the Vikings. While the earliest examples come from Mercia,
the later Wessex evidence is more complete because of the Burghal Hidage,
which details the organisation of the ninth-century defensive arrangements; it
indicates a burgeoning royal authority which was developing its powers of tax-
ation at the same time as having to assume responsibility for the protection of
the populace in the face of attack.? A distinction is commonly made between
burghal forts and towns, and the evidence for a planned street system in the
latter has often been regarded as the critical indication that burhs were intended
to be towns as well as garrisons. The distinction may have been overdrawn: it
is undeniable that the forts were larger and sited in unsuitable positions to
become economic centres. It does not, however, follow that the ‘towns’
achieved this status immediately. The renovation of the old Roman centres such

27 Brooks, ‘The development of military obligations’, pp. 69—84; D. Hill, An Atlas of Anglo-Saxon
England (Oxford, 1981), p. 75; Shoesmith, Hereford City Excavations, 11, pp. 70—80; Rahtz and
Meeson, An Anglo-Saxon Watermill, pp. 4—5.

2 Biddle, ‘Towns’, pp. 120—34; Hodges, Anglo-Saxon Achievement, pp. 194—200; G. G. Astill, “Towns
and town hierarchies in Saxon England’, Oxford J of Archaeology, 10 (1991), 95—117.

2 N. P. Brooks, ‘England in the ninth century: the crucible of defeat’, TRHS, sth series, 29 (1979),
17—20; N. P. Brooks, ‘The administrative background to the Burghal Hidage’, in Hill and Rumble,
eds., The Defence of Wessex, pp. 128—50.
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as Winchester, Bath or Exeter, and the laying out of defences and streets at ‘new’
sites such as Wallingford or Cricklade indicate an intention, but was it realised?
Some sites for the burghal towns were carefully chosen: they were already dis-
tinctive places, usually centres of authority, which thus had a potential for econ-
omic development. In some cases the royal intention was clear — Alfred created
new mints at Winchester, Exeter, Oxford and Gloucester, king’s officials were
appointed — but these actions may constitute more of a political statement
because they were not always accompanied by ‘urban’ development. The essen-
tially agricultural occupation, of timber buildings and byres, within the walls at
Gloucester, for example, remained unchanged for most of the later ninth and
tenth centuries. A considerable proportion of Cricklade’s intramural area lay
vacant, a situation which might indicate a provision for the periodic billeting of
a garrison rather than a permanent, urban, occupation. Although it is difficult
to date late Saxon deposits within burhs, it does seem unlikely that evidence for
urbanisation occurred before the later tenth century. The archaeological evi-
dence for most of the ninth-century burhs then indicates a clear military
purpose, with pretensions to urban status which may not have been met for
nearly another century. But we should also be aware that the documentary evi-
dence for dense and diverse occupation commensurate with urban conditions
is not always reflected in the archaeological record, and this is the case with
Canterbury. Winchester, by the ninth century, is unusual because it seems so
precocious in its urban development, as reflected in its refurbished Roman
defences, its new street system and its intramural and suburban occupation. The
original aristocratic character of the seventh- and eighth-century settlement
may have become more socially diverse in the ninth, but large tenements were
still granted to lay and ecclesiastical lords, who may have used them as ‘urban
manors’.>

Most burhs appear to have been no more economically differentiated than the
centres of authority — indeed some burhs previously had this status. One suspects
that the impetus for specialised settlements lay entirely with the king’s and the
aristocracy’s needs. The state of the economy could not support a complex urban
structure, and indeed the bulk of the rural population had no need of anything
more sophisticated than centres of authority. It is significant that the most econ-
omically diverse sites in ninth-century England were to be located at aristocratic
sites and central places; in other words, the present evidence suggests that proto-
urban centres satisfied aristocratic needs and had little relevance for the major-
ity of the population, a pattern that some also see in Domesday. The connection
between the aristocracy and the burh was not only economic, however, for this

30" Excavations in individual burhs are summarised in Astill, ‘Towns and town hierarchies’, 104—8; M.
Biddle and D. Keene, “Winchester in the early middle ages’, in M. Biddle, ed., Winchester in the
Early Middle Ages (Oxford, 1976), pp. 341, 452—4.
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would underestimate the importance and size of the garrisons, and that the king’s
thegns may have resided within the burhs.>!

The coinage, however, shows few signs of economic growth in the ninth and
early tenth centuries. In the face of declining silver stocks, the reform of the
colinage in the early tenth century appears to have had little effect and pennies
continued to have a limited circulation and can hardly have been used in every-
day transactions. Coin finds remain low, and coin loss was similar in burhs to exca-
vated palace and aristocratic sites — another indication that the level of trading at
both types of site remained approximately the same. The excavated sites of
Cheddar, Faccombe Netherton and Goltho also revealed a variety of specialised
industrial and agricultural activities, demonstrating that these centres retained an
important position in the economic life of tenth-century England. Yet levels of
exchange may have remained low because some religious centres failed to survive,
or took a long time to recover from, the ravages of the ninth century. The sample
is small, but few of the excavated monastic sites continued into the tenth century.
Reduced or stagnant internal trade may well have been matched by a decline in
overseas exchange, for tenth-century assemblages from burhs, even those on the
coast, are remarkable for their lack of imported pottery.*?

If it was the intention of the Wessex kings to promote the essentially military
installations into towns, their lack of success was not reversed by the expansion
and growing unification of the kingdom. The Aethelfledan burhs have not
received a great deal of archaeological attention, but the excavator of Stafford
concluded that it was ‘little more than a fort, whose immediate and strategic
needs were served by a cantonment of tradesmen retained at its gates’.>*> Even
after Edward the Elder’s reconquest (and refortification) of the Danelaw, the
output of the southern mints, including London and Winchester, remained
stable whereas those in the Danelaw, and Chester in particular, were extremely
active. Trading may have shifted away from the traditional southern English links
with the Low Countries and the Rhineland to the northern English contacts
with the Scandinavian kingdoms across the North and Irish Seas.**

The new trade axis appears to coincide with a change to a more urban form of
settlement in some northern central places. Foremost were the creation of endur-
ing properties, a densely packed occupation and evidence of a considerable range
of industrial activity. Such attributes were present in York and Lincoln from the
late ninth/early tenth century, with a clear intensification in the later tenth
century; it was also the time when there is remarkable evidence for industry from

3 R. Fleming, ‘Rural elites and urban communities in late Saxon England’, P&P, 141 (1993), 3—26;
Brooks, ‘England in the ninth century’, 18—19.

32 Hinton, ‘Coins and commercial centres’, pp. 18—22; Vince, “The economic basis’, pp. 90—2.

3 M. O. H. Carver, Underneath English Towns (London, 1987), p. 6.

3 D. M. Metcalf, ‘The monetary history of England in the tenth century viewed in the perspective

of the eleventh century’, in Blackburn, ed., Anglo-Saxon Monetary History, pp. 134—5.
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Stamford and Thetford and, in the case of the latter, dense occupation. Consistent,
but more fragmentary, evidence comes from Chester and Norwich.*®
Urbanisation was, it seems, more apparent in the North-East and the East
Midlands than the South. The reduced minting and trading activity in the
South was contrasted in the North by a sustained period of trading with the
Scandinavian areas which probably underpinned the prolific minting of coin in
the region. The extensive evidence for overseas contact in places like York and
Chester goes a long way to justify this interpretation, but this urban growth
could not just have been sustained by long-distance trade. Places such as Lincoln
and Thetford have congested and diverse occupation areas, but do not have
extensive evidence of continental trade; their industries — ceramic and metal-
working — would have catered for demand in the surrounding areas, not abroad.

(111) THE LATER TENTH AND ELEVENTH CENTURIES

The southern mints, dominated by London, re-established their productivity
and, as a consequence, Chester’s control of Irish trade was increasingly chal-
lenged by Bristol and Exeter. Active trading with the Low Countries and the
Rhineland was resumed, and both increased minting and trade are probably to
be associated with the exploitation of new sources of silver in the Harz moun-
tains. The change virtually coincides with Edgar’s reform of the coinage in 973,
after which mint signatures are consistently included on coins. This new infor-
mation allows for the first time a geographical expression of coin production;
this has been obtained either on the basis of the number of moneyers working
at each mint (as a percentage of the whole working in any one reign) or as the
output of each mint as a percentage of total national output for each issue of
coinage. The problem is that the geography of minting is not the same as the
geography of regional consumption or indeed marketing. The activity of mints
was invariably related to the processing of, usually imported, silver (coin) which
leads to the primacy of ports in any distribution. So the ranking of towns says
less about the productivity of the surrounding region than the country’s exter-
nal relationships. An independent source for the latter is imported pottery, which
again became prolific in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries.>

The coinage can, then, be used to rank the towns of late Saxon England, but
its utility is perhaps more limited than the rankings based on later taxation records.
It does, however, give an interesting distribution. York, for example, was the most
northerly mint and it existed in virtual isolation. There were nine other regional
minting centres: largest by far was London, followed by Lincoln, Winchester,
Stamford, Chester, Thetford, Exeter, Canterbury and Norwich. The second rung

% See below, pp. 225—30, for details of individual towns.
36 See Astill, “Towns and town hierarchies’, 112—13, for details.
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Gloucester

] Medieval church/chapel
Parish boundaries
[ T41a pottery (tenth to eleventh centries)

o eleventh-century occupation

Exeter

Figure 3.1 Later Saxon Gloucester and Exeter
Source: after G. G. Astill, “Towns and town hierarchies in Saxon England’,
Oxford J of Archaeology, 10 (1991), 106.
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\\M’W

Colchester

I Medieval church/chapel
--------- Parish boundaries
@  Thetford-type pottery

O tenth- to eleventh-century occupation

Chichester

Figure 3.2 Later Saxon Colchester and Chichester
Source: after G. G. Astill, “Towns and town hierarchies in Saxon England’,
Oxford J of Archaeology, 10 (1991), 107.
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was essentially the county towns, usually burhs, followed by smaller mints which
were located on royal estates, a particular concentration being in Somerset, and
on the southern coast. The large number of mints, larger than was really neces-
sary given the strong royal control over coinage, gives some indication of the
extent to which coins were being used increasingly in transactions.®’

The apparent revival of the southern economy led to a rapid development of
the southern burhs. By the early eleventh century, most of the burhs exhibited all
the characteristics of urbanised settlements: built-up street frontages, dense
nature of the occupation, a large number of churches, variety of industries,
especially ceramics, the prominence of imports in pottery assemblages and a
growth of suburbs. As with the North fifty years or so earlier, this revival was
not just a result of the revival of continental trade; it also reflects a further
intensification in the countryside, but the evidence is largely indirect. Foremost
amongst these indications must be the start of the ‘great rebuilding’ of churches
in stone which has considerable implications for the mobilisation of resources.
But there are also signs in the colonisation and allotment of reclaimed land in
Somerset and Essex, probably in the later tenth century, and readjustments in the
settlement pattern which may be associated in some parts of the country with
the development of nucleated settlements.*®

There are also strong indications of a readjustment in the urban network which
has not yet been fully researched — in some ways the late tenth and early eleventh
centuries are the least studied, although the ranking of towns between 973 and
1066 on the basis of numismatic evidence tends to emphasise continuity rather than
change. The most obvious changes occur in the reign of Ethelred II in response to
the Danish invasion. The creation of what have been termed ‘emergency burhs’,
usually by the recommissioning of Iron Age hill-forts, has been regarded as an act
of military expediency; while this was no doubt the case, it also gives an insight
into the nature of contemporary urbanism. First, it emphasises the continued mili-
tary importance of burhs, for the creation of hill-top defences should also probably
be associated with the improvement of the fortifications in established burhs such
as Wareham, Cricklade, Wallingford and Christchurch. Secondly, some emergency
burhs were probably intended for more permanent occupation. The transfer of
moneyers from Ilchester to South Cadbury or from Wilton to Old Sarum could
be regarded as a prudent, temporary, measure, but the construction of stone

37 Summarised in ibid., 98—100, and see below, Appendix 1b, for a list based on D. M. Metcalf, An

Atlas of Anglo-Saxon and Norman Coin Finds c. 973—1086 (London, 1998), pp. 293—301.
3 Vince, ‘The economic basis’, pp. 90—2; R. Morris, Churches in the Landscape (London, 1989), pp.
162—7; R. Gem, ‘The English parish church in the eleventh and early twelfth centuries: a great
rebuilding?’, in J. Blair, ed., Minsters and Parish Churches (Oxford, 1988), pp. 21—30; S. Rippon,
‘Medieval wetland reclamation’, in M. Aston and C. Lewis, eds., The Medieval Landscape of Wessex
(Oxford, 1994), pp. 242—7; S. Rippon, ‘Essex ¢. 700-1066’, in O. Bedwin, ed., The Archaeology of
Essex (Chelmsford, 1996), p. 125.
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defences and churches indicates an intention to create a more permanent settle-
ment, as indeed Old Sarum became. The urban network of ¢. 1000 was still in a
process of formation and adjustment. The intention, stated in Athelstan’s laws, to
concentrate the marketing, minting and defensive functions in one place was, no
doubt, close to being fulfilled. But there were still parts of the country, for example
north Somerset or central Wiltshire, where these three activities took place in sep-
arate locations, reflecting perhaps the low level of economic differentiation which
had taken place between towns, burhs and centres of authority in these regions.
That the relocation of some of the sedes into the larger towns occurred only in the
eleventh century perhaps indicates how extended was this centralising, urban,
movement which was still incomplete at the Norman Conquest.*

An increased differentiation can also be seen in the centres of authority,
especially those where religious foundations had been reformed and revived.
Zthelwold’s refoundation of Abingdon in the 9sos with an enlarged endowment
meant that it exercised a powerful economic influence reflected in the ten mer-
chants recorded in Domesday, and on a larger scale there were the ambitious urban
projects at the gates of Bury St Edmunds and perhaps St Albans and Ely. Secular
centres may have had less impact because their role as collecting centres may have
lapsed with the disappearance of food rents, and their administrative responsi-

bilities had either been weakened through alienation or assumed by the burhs.*’

(Iv) THE LATER ELEVENTH TO TWELFTH CENTURIES

The century after the Norman Congquest sees the development of many trends
of the preceding period, in particular continued urban growth and the increas-
ing concentration of central-place functions within single urban settlements,
which gave a greater stability to the hierarchy of towns. The similarity in the
ranking of towns based on the coin evidence between 973 and 1066 and that
recorded in Domesday (Map 3.1) makes this point, and also confirms a three-
part hierarchy of regional, county and minor centres.*!

3 M. Aston, ‘The towns of Somerset’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England, pp.
188, 173—4; J. Haslam, ‘“The towns of Wiltshire’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern
England, pp. 94—102, 122-8, 140; J. Campbell, ‘The Church in Anglo-Saxon towns’, in D. Baker,
ed., The Church in Town and Countryside (Oxford, 1979), pp. 132—3.

40" G. Astill, ‘The towns of Berkshire’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England, p. 65;

M. Atkin, “The Anglo-Saxon urban landscape in East Anglia’, Landscape History, 7 (1985), 31—2;
Beresford, New Towns, p. 326; P. H. Sawyer, ‘The royal fiin in pre-Conquest England’, in P.
‘Wormald, D. Bullough and R. Collins, eds., Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society
(Oxford, 1983), p. 281.

D. M. Metcalf, “The ranking of boroughs: numismatic evidence from the reign of Ethelred IT’,
in D. Hill, ed., Ethelred the Unready (Oxford, 1978), pp. 159—212; Hill, Anglo-Saxon Atlas, p. 130;
G. H. Martin, ‘Domesday Book and the boroughs’, in P. H. Sawyer, ed., Domesday Book (London,
1985), pp. 1559.
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Map 3.1 The more important towns in 1086
Source: after S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the History of English Medieval Towns
(Oxford, 1977), p. 35.
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The Conquest did, however, demonstrate in a stark way how the town’s func-
tion as an agency of central government could be increased. The major and stra-
tegically important towns quickly became instruments of royal control through
the construction of castles in the core of the urban areas; it is perhaps no acci-
dent that the most systematically recorded towns in Domesday were those in
which castles were built. Damage to the urban fabric, both residential and
religious, could be extensive and cause a dramatic rearrangement of the urban
topography; this was particularly the case where Norman designs included the
promotion of a town to a diocesan centre, as at Lincoln and Norwich, where
the new cathedral precinct swept away much of the late Saxon town. Such
rearrangements stimulated extensive suburban development along the major
access routes, as in Norwich, York and Canterbury, rather than a more intensive
use of backlands.*?

The later eleventh century is also the time when the first definite signs of
urbanisation occur in Wales and Scotland. In the case of Wales, urban develop-
ment was principally part of the Anglo-Norman invasion and colonisation.
Towns were sited primarily for military purposes, although they were often in
locations which served as a focus for the local population, such as trefi or
ecclesiastical sites. The urban community invariably comprised a colony of
imported burgesses — usually English or Flemish — which existed in the shadow
of a castle; over 78 per cent of medieval Welsh towns had a castle at their core.
Most of the early foundations (colonised from Chester, Shrewsbury and
Hereford) were in the southern Marches and along the South and West coasts,
such as Chepstow, Monmouth, Brecon, Cardiff and Tenby, and during most of
the twelfth century the majority of the new foundations were in these regions’
lordships — Glamorgan, Gwent and Pembroke.*

The documentary evidence tends to concentrate the period of Scottish town
creation and growth in the twelfth century, and in particular during the reign of
David I (1124—53). However, it is probable that this phase of town foundation
was preceded by a period of urbanisation which was taking place at least by the
eleventh century. It is noticeable, for example, that many of the twelfth-century
burghs were grafted on to settlements which were already economically differen-
tiated from rural settlements as royaltouns and strongholds (Edinburgh, Stirling,
Dunbarton, Dunbar) or as kirktouns (St Andrews, Brechin). In addition, there
are signs that some places which received charters in the twelfth century had
already been trading settlements a hundred years before, for example
Dunfermline and Aberdeen. David I's creation of royal burghs was, therefore, a
process whereby some of these trading settlements were ‘promoted’ through the
42 See below, pp. 60; C. Drage, ‘Urban castles’, in Schofield and Leech, eds., Urban Archaeology in

Britain, pp. 119—25; B. Ayers, Nonwich (London, 1994), pp. 30—s; T. Tatton-Brown, ‘The towns

of Kent’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England, p. 9.
3 See below, pp. 695—7; 1. Soulsby, The Towns of Medieval Wales (Chichester, 1983), pp. 3-11, 34.

44

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



General survey 600—1300

acquisition of burghal status. The burghs appear to have been an integral part of
a royal policy to increase political and economic control in the core areas of the
kingdom — most of the burghs were concentrated in the east and south-west of
Scotland. During the twelfth century the practice of town creation was adopted
by both secular and ecclesiastical lords under royal authorisation (Glasgow,
Arbroath, Dundee), but the country does not seem to have shared in the great
urban expansion of the thirteenth century. Scottish towns shared some of the
urban characteristics common in other parts of Europe — the association of castle
and town, and the importation of foreign burgesses. But they had the distinctive
economic advantage of having a marketing monopoly over their rural hinter-
lands.*

It is difficult to assess the economic condition of English towns during the
later eleventh century: destruction, and the reduction in size, of urban areas
would no doubt have caused immediate problems, but in some cases this may
have been offset by the introduction of mercantile colonies. In the short term,
the initiation of such huge building campaigns would have created a demand for
ancillary services, and over a longer time scale the concentration in one place of
communities associated with cathedral, castle and palace would have created a
large centre of consumption: the extent of the intramural area occupied by such
institutions in Winchester, for example, emphasises the importance of royal and
aristocratic consumption in the life of such cities.*®

Charting the effect of royal and aristocratic consumption on the character of
towns is problematic. There are, however, strong indications that the fabric of
English towns continued to change from the later eleventh to the thirteenth
century and beyond. The industrial basis of some towns, for example, con-
tinued to alter. Domesday and archaeological data show that the main locus for
pottery manufacture was shifting from the towns, especially those in the East, to
the countryside. The increasing complexity, size and congestion of some towns
may have made them increasingly unsuitable for such industries. The perception
of unsuitability may have been shared both by those townspeople who wished
to exercise communal regulation over activities within towns, and by potters
who sensed a change in demand for their wares and one which could be better
catered for by moving. Similarly, the craft and processing functions which were
characteristic of pre-Conquest aristocratic sites no longer appear in the archae-
ological record of their eleventh- and twelfth-century counterparts. In such

4

*

See below, pp. 719—24; R. M. Spearman, ‘Early Scottish towns: their origins and economy’, in
S. Driscoll and M. Nieke, eds., Power and Politics in Early Medieval Britain and Ireland (Edinburgh,
1988), pp. 104-8; I. H. Adams, The Making of Urban Scotland (London, 1978), pp. 14—16, 22—4;
R. Fox, ‘Urban development, 1100-1700’, in G. Whittington and 1. Whyte, eds., An Historical
Geography of Scotland (London, 1983), pp. 74—6.

Summarised in M. Biddle, ‘Early Norman Winchester’, in J. Holt, ed., Domesday Studies
(Woodbridge, 1987), pp. 315—21.
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circumstances towns would be an appropriate location for such activities, but it
is surprising to find that there is less evidence for craft activities, particularly
metalworking, in towns after than before the Norman Conquest. The progres-
sive reduction in the number of towns which could mint coin during the twelfth
century may have resulted in a concentration of metalworkers in those which
continued as mints to the detriment of other towns which found their industrial
base depleted.*® A silver shortage in the late eleventh to twelfth century may also
have hindered town growth: coin loss in towns remains low in the twelfth
century. There is, thus, an apparent discrepancy between the extensive evidence
for investment in the political and religious infrastructures of the larger towns,
and the sparse indications of a diverse occupational structure and economic
growth.

The essentially institutional character of towns of this period is also apparent
lower down the urban hierarchy. In many places the intention was to associate
the foundation of a castle or monastery with the creation of a small town, as had
already occurred with the defence of the Marches and the colonisation in Wales.
But castle towns were not confined to sensitive or disputed areas but were present
in most parts of the country indeed; there was a clear tradition of founding a
castle, monastery and town on one site. The extent to which these settlements
merely represented urban aspirations rather than urban activity can only be
determined by future work, but, as with the larger towns, the consistent associ-
ation of institutions and urbanism suggests that the primary stimulus for econ-
omic growth was the consumption of aristocratic households. The exceptions
to this trend were those towns which were extensively engaged in overseas trade,
for example Southampton and Bristol.*/

(V) THE LATER TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

For the late twelfth (from about 1180) to the mid-thirteenth century there is a
remarkable concurrence of evidence to demonstrate a period of rapid urban
growth. New classes of documentary material allow a much better appreciation
of urban development. The larger towns show clear signs of a growing indepen-
dence in terms of self-government, the development of laws and craft regulation.
Taxation records allow for the first time a view of the post-Conquest urban hier-
archy, headed by a London of European city size, followed a long way behind by
regional centres — York, Norwich, Lincoln, Bristol, Northampton, Canterbury,
Dunwich, Exeter and Winchester, and then the county and smaller towns. It is
the latter which seem to be a particularly distinctive feature of this period —some
4 Summaries in: M. R. McCarthy and C. M. Brooks, Medieval Pottery in Britain AD 9oo—1600
(Leicester, 1988), pp. 63—70; Hinton, Archacology, pp. 104—9, 141.

4 M. W. Thompson, ‘Associated monasteries and castles in the middle ages’, Archacological J, 143
(1986), 305—21; G. G. Astill, ‘Archaeology and the smaller medieval town’, UHY (1985), 48.
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2,500 markets and s00 boroughs were probably created in England alone. The
same was true in Wales where the new towns concentrated in the south and east
and continued to be attached to castles, while the existing towns were extended
and had their defences rebuilt in stone, often occasioned by Welsh attacks.*® This
evidence for urban development and growth was not just an accident of central
government documentation. Other extensive evidence exists to demonstrate a
huge growth in marketing, associated with a period of rising inflation and direct
demesne farming. Almost for the first time there was a need for the rapidly
growing rural population to have access to markets, not only to buy, but also to
sell commodities in order to gain currency with which to pay dues and taxes.
We can also see that the nature of trading was often socially determined. Local
markets were used by the majority of the population for most of their needs, but
magnates, for example, used all levels of the urban hierarchy as they were pre-
pared to pay the increased costs of transportation in order to obtain luxuries.
Such behaviour reflects growing specialisation, and the association of particular
towns with particular commodities, but it also demonstrates that some of the
most intense trading was periodic and took place at fairs, some of which, like St
Ives, were divorced from the large towns.*

This period of increased marketing coincides with the introduction of the
Short Cross penny, reinforced by new silver stocks; as the loss rate of these coins
is higher than previous issues, it is likely to be another indication of increased
exchange. Important changes in material culture also occur at this time; the
increased production and sophistication of pottery, for example, was a response
to an increased and more discerning demand, while the renewed production of
small metal objects is a reflection of the increased demand among the artisan and
rural populations. An important change in jointing techniques, first recorded in
the larger towns at the end of the twelfth century, heralded a more sophisticated
timber framing which allowed an increase in the height of buildings, another
response to the increased pressure on space in the burgeoning towns.>

This period of growth had a dramatic effect on the urban fabric of large
towns. The growing identity and self-regulation of the larger towns resulted in
a physical display of this independence. The construction of defences, or perhaps
more frequently barriers in the form of bars or gates, was an important way of
defining the urban area as well as achieving a greater control over commercial

4 Martin, ‘The English borough’, 123—44; see below, pp. 264—70. The ranking is based on the aids
of Henry II, R. A. Donkin, ‘Changes in the early middle ages’, in H. C. Darby, ed., A New
Historical Geography of England (Cambridge, 1973), pp. 132—5, and cf. Appendix 3 below; see
below, pp. 696-8; Soulsby, Towns of Medieval Wales, pp. 12—13.

49 See below, pp. 108—12; R. H. Britnell, The Commercialisation of English Society, 1000—1500, 2nd edn
(Manchester, 1996), pp. 79—90; C. Dyer, ‘The consumer and the market in the later middle ages’,
Ec.HR, 42 (1989), 305—20.

30 See Astill, ‘An archaeological approach’, pp. 212—13, for summary discussion.
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transactions. In the past, it was customary to date these attempts at urban
definition to the same time as the levying of murage grants from the thirteenth
century, but recent archaeological work would suggest that the process was
under way in the twelfth century.3! Suburban growth, too, is another character-
istic of this period, with sprawling occupation along the major approach roads
— the emphasis was clearly on the need to secure new frontage space rather than
develop the tenement backs which were relegated to the disposal of rubbish.
Periods of suburban growth were often punctuated by the construction of hos-
pitals, which were another indication of the growing self-confidence of urban
communities. The pressure on space is also reflected at river and coastal ports by
the increasing use of, and growing sophistication of construction, of waterfronts.
Both an attempt to increase space and to facilitate shipping, quay construction
is an important index to the economic activity of towns, and it is noticeable that
in major ports such as London or Newcastle the greatest phase of waterfront
construction occurs between the twelfth and mid-thirteenth centuries. The
importance of overseas trade particularly with regions bounded by the North
Sea 1s demonstrated by the increase in east coast ports (and their greater tax
burden), especially from the early twelfth century with places like Lynn, and then
Newcastle and Yarmouth. The relative importance of towns within Britain is
also indicated by the locations chosen for the foundations of the mendicant
orders.>?

The reorientation of the economy is most obvious in some county towns by
a change in topography. Tenth- and eleventh-century towns usually betray their
origins by the way the built-up area is centred on the cathedral or castle,
reflecting the stimulus for urban growth. But later developments within these
towns demonstrate that the balance of consumption has swung from the aristoc-
racy to the artisan and rural population. Market areas were no longer constructed
or enlarged at the gates of the castles, but were located on the periphery of the
built-up area, often where the major approach roads met, in a position which
would be most advantageous for whole communities to trade, as for example
seems to have occurred at Hereford, Northampton and Oxford.>

The redefinition of urban space in this period of growth is also apparent in
the location and arrangement of small towns. No longer were they sited at the

51 See below, pp. 236-8; J. Bond, ‘Anglo-Saxon and medieval defences’, in Schofield and Leech,

eds., Urban Archaeology in Britain, pp. 92—116.
52 D. Keene, ‘Suburban growth’, in Barley, ed., Plans and Topography of Medieval Towns, pp. 71—82;
G. Milne reviews the material in ‘Waterfront archaeology in British towns’, in Schofield and
Leech, eds., Urban Archaeology in Britain, pp. 192—200; L. Butler, ‘The houses of the mendicant
orders in Britain’, in P. V. Addyman and V. E. Black, eds., Archacological Papers from York Presented
to M. W, Barley (York, 1984), pp. 123—36; and see below, pp. 144—5.
Shoesmith, Hereford City Excavations, 11, pp. 94—5; T. G. Hassall, ‘Archaeology of Oxford city’, in
G. Briggs, J. Cook and T. Rowley, eds., The Archaeology of the Oxford Region (Oxford, 1986),

p. 124.
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gates of abbeys or castles, but more usually at nodes in the communication
system, often at the boundaries of different blocks of landscape or pays, in order
to maximise the possibility of trading among the local population. Often exist-
ing settlements were extended in order to trade effectively, but others were new
creations. The siting of such towns paid little attention to parochial structure.
Both promoted and new towns were arranged in such a way as to increase their
chances of survival — large open market areas were created, with maximal use of
the main street frontage. To a certain extent this was also true of Wales. From
the later thirteenth century there is clear evidence for the creation of towns in
Welsh lordships such as Gwynedd which developed without castles or defences,
as at Nefyn. But this was also the time of the great surge in castle and town foun-
dations, especially in North Wales where it was primarily associated with Edward
I's conquest, but was also emulated by Marcher lords and in the south-west. The
continued dependence of towns on castles and garrisons for their urban status is
emphasised by the failure of some towns once military support was withdrawn,
as at Diserth, Cefnllys and Newport (Dyfed).>*

So profound and rapid was the expansion in this period that there were bound
to be failures, either as a result of faulty siting or of overcrowding. As in previous
periods, some failed as a result of changed circumstances, and this was not limited
to the small towns. Winchester was relegated to the role of a county town when
it ceased to be a favoured royal residence; it did not have a sufficiently broadly
based economy to retain its pre-eminence without the institutional support of
the monarchy.>®

By the end of the thirteenth century the urban network was at its maximum
extent; its genesis and development had taken place with neither an even pace
nor geographical consistency. For at least half of the period discussed in this
chapter, progress towards a mature medieval urban form had barely started,
reflecting the uneven development of the economy and the major institutions.
By the late tenth century internal and overseas developments converged to create
the conditions for a profound period of urban growth, but this was in turn over-
shadowed by the massive and rapid expansion in the late twelfth and early thir-
teenth centuries which ensured that the town was fully embedded in medieval
society.

3 See below, pp. 264—70, 695—8; Soulsby, Towns of Medieval Wales, pp. 24, 106, 130; K. Murphy,
‘Excavations in three burgage plots in the medieval town of Newport, Dyfed, 1991°, Med. Arch.,
38 (1994), 55—82.

5 Beresford, New Towns, pp. 290—315; D. Keene, Survey of Medieval Winchester (Winchester Studies,
2, Oxford, 1985), vol. 1, pp. 88—105.
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Power and authority 600—1300

JAMES CAMPBELL

HE EXERCISE of power and authority in, through and over towns is

fundamental to the evolution of the English state. State and towns were

linked so intimately that the process or progress of each depended on
the other.

(1) POWER AND AUTHORITY IN PRE-CONQUEST TOWNS

Our earliest sources are suggestive, if meagre. A law of Hlothere and Eadric,
kings of Kent (673 x 686), specifies: ‘If a man of Kent buys property in London
he shall have two or three trustworthy men or the king’s wicgerefa (wic reeve) as
witness.”! The wic element relates to London as a major trading place; royal
authority was already linked to the regulation of trade. Narrative sources put
royal officials in the context of an urban site. Bede, writing ¢. 731 on Edwin of
Northumbria (616—33), mentions a royal prefectus, obviously an important man,
at Lincoln.? A Life of Cuthbert (written 699 x 705) mentions civitatis praepositus
at Carlisle in 685.> Maybe such men exercised authority simply in a former
Roman place, somewhat more probably in but chiefly from one. Such Roman
centres could survive as centres of authority, if more doubtfully with other func-
tions. Bede is explicit that Canterbury was the metropolis of the whole imperium
of Athelbert of Kent.* London and York apparently enjoyed comparable

I gratefully acknowledge the help of Professors G. H. Martin and Derek Keene in writing this

chapter. All errors are my own.

' E L. Attenborough, ed., The Laws of the Earliest English Kings (Cambridge, 1922), pp. 22—3.

2 B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors, eds., Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, rev. edn
(Oxford, 1991), pp. 192—3.

3 B. Colgrave, ed., Tivo Lives of St Cuthbert (Cambridge, 1940), pp. 122-3.

4 Colgrave and Mynors, eds., Eclesiastical History, pp. 74—5; cf. D. G. Russo, Town Origins and
Development in Early England c. 400—950 A.D. (Westport, Conn., 1998), p. 104 and n.
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status.> The governmental status of some lesser places is attested by the names
of early West Saxon shires. Hampshire (Hamtunscir, first mentioned s. a. 755 in
the Chronicle, composed c. 891) takes its name from Hamtun, the royal centre at
or near modern Southampton. Compare the relation of the names of Wiltshire
and Somersetshire to Wilton and Somerton. Such places must have been among
the more important of the villae or vici regalis, royal tuns, centres of royal author-
ity often with an urban future. The distribution and location of English towns
has been determined not by geography alone, but also by the needs and schemes
of rulers, sometimes very early rulers. The possibility that some early rulers con-
sciously founded towns cannot be excluded. For example the major (and appar-
ently planned) emporium at Hamwic could have been founded by the king of
Wessex.©

What was the nature of the internal governance of places of significance?
Scanty evidence has to be eked out by inference. Some major trading places,
emporia, of the seventh and eighth centuries were far too big to have been run
simply by a wicgerefa. Fairly complex organisation must have been needed, for
example, for Mercian kings to levy tolls in eighth-century London.” More, if
little, is known about the internal arrangements of early Canterbury than about
those of any other English place. Thus in an eighth-century charter its inhabi-
tants appear as a collectivity, the burlware, owning a wood.® The place-name
Burwash, occurring in a mid-ninth-century charter as Burwaramers (‘burh men’s
marsh’), tells a similar tale.® In another ninth-century charter the burhware are
divided into inner (innan) and outer (utan) groups.'” Maybe the latter comprised
men whose principal interests lay outside Canterbury. If so their being burhware
could have reflected a status and function for Canterbury indicated in its name:
‘the fortification of the people of Kent’. A yet more interesting mid-ninth-
century charter refers to a cnihtengild at Canterbury.!! It is unclear what a cniht
was; possibly we have here an association of young men or of junior nobles.!?
‘What such early Kentish charters suggest is some complexity in the society, and
it may be in the government, of Canterbury. For most significant places no more

o

Russo, Town Origins and Development, pp. 142—3; P. Godman, ed., Alcuin: The Bishops, Kings and
Saints of York (Oxford, 1982), line 204. ¢ Russo, Town Origins and Development, pp. 140—1.
S. Kelly, “Trading privileges from eighth-century England’, Early Medieval Europe, 1 (1992), 1—26.
W. de Gray Birch, ed., Cartularium Saxonicum (London 1885—93), vol. 1, p. 344, no. 248. P. H.
Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters, rev. edn by S. E. Kelly (n.p., 1994), no. 125, refers to comments
including one questioning the authenticity of the charter; Cf. also J. Tait, The Medieval English
Borough (Manchester, 1936), pp. 8—10, cf. p. 14.

 E. Bkwall, ed., The Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Place-Names, 4th edn (Oxford, 1960), s.v.,
p- 76. 10" Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 9 and n.

Ibid., p. 12, cf. pp. 81, pp. 119—22. S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the History of English Medieval

N

11

Towns (Oxford, 1977), p. 13, points out that the association could be one of non-townsmen.
12 7. Bosworth and T. N. Toller, An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary (Oxford, 1898); and T. N. Toller,
Supplement (Oxford, 1921), s.v. cniht.
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can be said than that a royal reeve had authority there, perhaps shared with some
communal authority.

Our knowledge of towns, their origin and functioning in relation to power
and authority improves from about 9oo. The key document is the Burghal
Hidage belonging either to Edward the Elder’s time (899—924) or to the later
years of his predecessor Alfred."? It lists thirty-three places nearly all in Wessex
and attributes a hidage to each. An appendix to one version relates the hidage
to the number of men needed to maintain the fortification concerned. Many
but not all of the places concerned were or became towns.'* The Burghal Hidage
provides the fullest early evidence for the systematic organisation of a relation-
ship between military needs and towns or proto-towns. Other sets of fortresses
were constructed by Edward the Elder in connection with his conquest of the
Danelaw and by his sister and her husband for the defence of Mercia.!® Some of
these fortifications became towns, though many did not. The annals of the
period refer to the men of various towns as comprising significant military

16 This raises a question which remains important, and not fully answer-

forces.
able, for centuries to come. How far do such references relate to townsmen, in
an approximately modern sense, who were armed, how far to aristocrats or gen-
tlemen living in or associated with towns? It could be that (as Professor Platt has
suggested) in the tenth century towns were often the preserve of men who were
also significant rural landowners and that the urban power of such ‘gradually
diminished’ in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.!”

Our best starting point for investigation of the relationship between towns
and government in the tenth and eleventh centuries is Domesday Book (Map
3.1). Although omitting London and Winchester, Domesday provides for some
hundred places more or less information such as historians regard as providing
indications of ‘urban status’.!® The extent to which towns of certain kinds were
integral to government is plain above all from the administrative map of the
Midlands. By 1066 there were sixteen shires between Thames and Humber,
and west of East Anglia and Essex, which took their names from their shire
towns. In seven of these shires the shire town was the only Domesday place
with any urban status. The layout of the Midland shires is such that a river
forms the spine of each and the shire town lies at a nodal point on the river

13 D. Hill and A. Rumble, eds., The Defence of Wessex (Manchester, 1996). The crucial evidence for
the ‘one man from every hide’ formula of one version of the Burghal Hidage relating to mainte-
nance rather than to garrisoning is an obvious parallel in P. Morgan, ed., Domesday Book Cheshire
(Chichester, 1978), f. 262v. 4 Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 18. 15 Ibid., p. 24.

16 C. Plummer, ed., Tivo of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel (Oxford, 1892—9), vol. 1, pp. 84, 86, 87, 88,
98—9, 101; A. P. Smyth, Alfred the Great (Oxford, 1995), pp. 136—7.

17 C. Platt, The English Medieval Town (London, 1976), p. 22.

8 H. C. Darby, Domesday England (Cambridge, 1977), pp. 363—8. For Domesday boroughs in
general, most recently, G. H. Martin, ‘The Domesday boroughs’, in A. Williams and R. W. H.
Erskine, eds., Domesday Book Studies (London, 1987), pp. $6—60, and above, pp. 42—4.

53

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



James Campbell

County boundaries
MILES 50

Map 4.1 The Midland counties and county towns in relation to rivers
Source: C. B. Fawcett, Provinces of England, revised edn, W. G. East and S. W.
Wooldridge (London, 1960), p. 59.

system (Map 4.1).! This closely organised relationship between towns and pro-
vincial government was largely created by the tenth-century kings. In Wessex
itself there had been a comparable system but the importance of some of its
former shire-centres had faded. Elsewhere in the East and South-East some
shires had no organised centre. The most peculiar case is that of Essex. When
Essex was a kingdom, London was its head. Beheaded after the seventh century,
it had no defined focus (Colchester was in too awkward a corner), and this
could account for the curious rise in the thirteenth century of the seigneurial
borough of Chelmsford to some of the functions of a shire town.?

The relationship between towns and the shires appears in various ways. In a
number of shires there is a relationship between land holdings in the body of the
shire and the tenure of certain properties in the shire town. The significance of
this relationship is debated, but relates, inter alia, to the maintenance of urban

9" C. B. Fawcett, Provinces of England, rev. edn by W. G. East and S. W. Wooldridge (London, 1960),
p- 59. 20 H. Grieve, The Sleepers and the Shadows (Chelmsford, 1988—94), vol. 1, pp. 11—15.
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defences.?! Towns appear to be associated with a system or systems of economic
control and monopoly within shires. We have no more than fragmentary indica-
tions of these; they may possibly have been confined to the Midlands. Our clear-
est hint of the existence of such systems comes from a writ of Henry I of 1130
or 1131, specifying the privileges of Cambridge.?” These privileges differ greatly
from those found in the numerous urban charters issued later in the century. The
writ states that no vessel shall ply at any quay in Cambridgeshire except at
Cambridge. Carts are to be laden nowhere but there, and toll shall be taken
nowhere but there. Comparable if generally less explicit indications of a relation-
ship between urban privilege and shire organisation are to be found elsewhere;*
and there was undoubtedly in some shires an intimate connection between urban
status and the collection of toll not only in the town itself but also at places at a
considerable distance. Although none of the directly relevant evidence is pre-
Congquest it is, nevertheless, likely that it relates to a pre-Conquest system which
fell largely into desuetude during the twelfth century. The efforts of tenth-
century kings to confine commercial transactions at more than a low level to
towns speak for a concern to integrate political authority and economic control.?
The apparent system of shire-related urban monopolies could indicate an even
more thoroughgoing effort. The twelfth- and thirteenth-century Scottish prac-
tice whereby certain towns were granted important elements of trade monopoly
within a wide related area seems to echo the system found in England; perhaps
its ultimate origins were English.?> Powerful evidence for the urban dimension
of economic control is of course the elaborate coinage system sternly ordered by
kings (particularly after the reform near the end of Edgar’s reign) and crystallised
round a close framework of mints, the most important of which were in towns.?
Significantly, the names of the two great towns of Norwich and Bristol first
appear in the historical record on coins. Royal control of the currency power-
fully reinforces Domesday, in demonstrating the complex and, one has to say,

2l E W. Maitland, Domesday Book and Beyond (Cambridge, 1897), pp. 186—91, is a classic account;
Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 21—6, a classic rejoinder; cf. Darby, Domesday England, pp.
309—13. Maps illustrating these connections may be found in the relevant volumes of the Domesday
Geography series by H. C. Darby and others.

22 E W. Maitland and M. Bateson, eds., The Charters of the Borough of Cambridge (Cambridge, 1901),
pp. 2—3; C. Johnson and H. A. Cronne, eds., Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum, 1066—1154
(Oxford 1913—69), vol. 11, Regesta Henrici Primi (1956), no. 1728, p. 256.

2 E.g., when Henry I confirmed to Beverley a grant by the archbishop of York ‘according to the
free laws and customs of the burgesses of York” he added freedom of toll throughout Yorkshire,
Johnson and Cronne, eds., Regesta, 11, no. 1137.

24 Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 28; cf. E. O. Blake, ed., Liber Eliensis (Camden Society, 3rd series,
92, 1962), p. 100.

% A. Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216 (Cambridge, 1913), pp. 169—70 (Perth), 170
(Aberdeen), 170 (Inverness); P. G. B. McNeill and H. L. MacQueen, eds., Atlas of Scottish History
to 1707 (Edinburgh, 1996), pp. 234-—5.

2 H. R. Loyn, ‘Boroughs and mints A.D. 90o0—1066’, in R. H. M. Dolley, ed., Anglo-Saxon Coins
(London, 1961), pp. 122—35.
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sophisticated command of the late Anglo-Saxon state. That control was largely
mediated through towns.

‘What was the internal government of a late Anglo-Saxon town? Plainly, there
were great distinctions between, at extremes, London at the top and, at the
bottom, small places with vestigial Domesday traces of ‘urban status’. Some
major towns were anomalous in their government as in other matters. An
example is that of the one important town whose lord was neither the king nor
a great monastery, Dunwich. Dunwich was mainly the property of a major
nobleman, Eadric of Laxfield, but important authority was exercised from the
royal centre at Blythburgh, nearby.?” Dunwich cannot have fitted a pattern, nor
can such a major ecclesiastical town as Bury St Edmunds. If there was a pattern,
it will chiefly be found in early shire towns and above all those of the lands
between the Thames and the Humber, the old English boroughs which strike
the keynote in our municipal history, such that each was a military centre and a
political centre, the market and the centre of government of a shire.?® Often
towns of this kind were regarded as hundreds in themselves. It may well indeed
be that, particularly in the Midlands, the establishment of the town-centred
shires and of a neat plan of hundreds or wapentakes was part of the same tenth-
century operation.?’ The major old English towns may have largely conformed
to a pattern such that the authority of their courts corresponded to that of a rural
hundred. The intermediate authority between the borough and the king would
then be, by the eleventh century, the sheriff. There are, indeed, good Domesday
indications for sheriffs being responsible for collecting the revenues from towns,
though this was not always so and in at least one case (there could easily have
been others) he farmed this responsibility out to the inhabitants, or to some of
them.>

It is characteristic of early English urban history that scattered evidence shows
a bewildering relationship between uniformity and diversity and suggests more
than it proves. One example of the problem of the relationship between hun-
dredal jurisdiction and urban jurisdiction comes from Norwich. Norwich records
include a series of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century rolls, recording proceed-
ings of courts leet, the earliest dating from 1288.%' The city was divided into four
leets, each with a court, which dealt with minor offences, some involving eco-
nomic regulation. In this Norwich presented a close parallel to East Anglian hun-
dreds of whose internal organisation we know. It was common for a hundred to
be divided into four leets, each with its own court. One could hardly have a better

27 A. Rumble, ed., Domesday Book: Suffolk (Chichester, 1986), vol. 1, ff. 311°—312 (6/84, 6/89).

2 E W. Maitland, Township and Borough (Cambridge, 1898), pp. 36—42; Maitland, Domesday Book
and Beyond, pp. 186—90. 2 Maitland, Township and Borough, p. 41 n. 2.

30 Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 123—4.

31 W. Hudson, ed., Leet Jurisdiction in the City of Norwich in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries
(Selden Society, s, 1892).
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illustration of how even a very big town could have a ‘hundredal’ organisation.
Two observations must be made here. One, were it not for the survival of these
rolls from what must once have been an older and longer series, it would be
impossible to trace the internal organisation of thirteenth-century Norwich.
Two, one of the four leets is that of the French borough which was not estab-
lished until after the Conquest; if Norwich as a hundred may well antedate the
Congquest, then its internal organisation was modified extensively after 1066.

Consideration of the internal organisation and jurisdiction of significant
English towns in the late Anglo-Saxon period is important because it casts a long
shadow forward. The likely relationship between urban and hundredal jurisdic-
tion has relevance for commercial jurisdiction. When King Edgar specifies the
number of witnesses, both for large towns and for small, he also specifies the
number of witnesses needed in a hundred.? This is a reminder that hundred
courts, to the extent that they had witnessing functions, probably had a com-
mercial role; there may have been complicated relationships between the hun-
dredal system and local markets.>> Yet the conception of integration between
town and country jurisdiction has to reckon with an earlier eleventh-century
reference to a distinction between burhriht and landriht (town law and country
law).** Such a distinction would be compatible with the mysterious reference in
a law of Edgar (repeated by Cnut) to a burh court meeting three times a year.?®
It is made transparent that this court is not, as one might otherwise have thought,
a shire court meeting in the burh. It is not easy to avoid acceptance of Mary
Bateson’s thesis that the allusion is to special borough courts corresponding to
the special courts which much later borough custumals record as being held two
or three times annually and distinguishable from a ‘borough as hundred’ court.*®
The constitutions and organisation of towns as they emerge into the fitful light
of medieval documentation were often variously indebted developments from
the late Anglo-Saxon period.

That such developments did not always last is to be seen in the case of the Five
Boroughs. The collectivity of the Five Boroughs — Derby, Leicester, Lincoln,

32 A.J. Robertson, ed., The Laws of the Kings of England from Edmund to Henry I (Cambridge, 1925),
pp. 32—3 (IV Edgar 3-6).

3 R. H. Britnell, ‘English markets and royal administration before 1200°, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 31

(1978), 183—96. (Professor Britnell doubts a systematic connection between hundreds and

markets; but his evidence does not exclude the distinct possibility of such a relationship, albeit

incomplete.)

Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 40; cf. T. Wright, Anglo-Saxon and Old English Vocabularies, 2nd

edn, ed. R. P. Wiilker (London, 1884), vol. 11, p. 49, for anre burge riht as a translation for ius civile.

3.

x

The early twelfth-century private compilation Leges Henrici Primi says that a penalty could be
affected by the offence’s having been committed in a town (civitas): ed. L. J. Downer (Oxford,
1972), pp. 21415 (68/2). Reynolds, Introduction, pp. 92—3, is important here.

Robertson, ed., Laws of the Kings of England, pp. 26—7, 182—3 (III Edgar 5.1, II Cnut 18).

Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 31—2.
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Nottingham, and Stamford — occupies a curious place in the history of local
government. It is mentioned four times. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states that
King Edmund in 954 regained the land of the Five Boroughs, and mentions
them again under 1013 and 1015.% It has been generally assumed that these ref-
erences provide a clue to the organisation of part of the Danelaw before it passed
under English rule. In any case the fourth reference, in a law of Aethelred 1I,
reveals the five boroughs court as part of an ordered hierarchy.?® This law refers
to a scale of penalties for breach of the peace, descending from the court of the
Five Boroughs through the court of one borough down through the wapentake
into, at the bottom, the ealahuse (literally ‘alehouse’; but ‘village hall’ might well
be better). This particular hierarchy disappeared; no later trace of a court of the
Five Boroughs remains to us. But urban-centred administrative experiments
probably of tenth-century date left a long mark. Thus, the three Ridings of
Yorkshire converged, by obvious design, on the city of York.

In these and in other regards the towns of Domesday show diversity and uni-
formity, antiquity and modernity, related in imperfectly documented and
baffling ways. There is much to surprise us. Take the peculiar case of the rela-
tions between the city of Exeter and William the Conqueror in 1068. Ordericus
Vitalis, ¢. 1120, says that in 1067 the cives of Exeter resisted William, appealed to
other cities and said they would not swear fealty to him nor admit him to their
city.* All they would do was pay him tribute ‘according to ancient custom’. This
is a very vague statement. But Domesday shows it related to something real, and
remarkable; for the survey states that at the time of Edward the Confessor Exeter

paid geld only when London, Winchester and York did so.*

Other passages
indicate special arrangements and privileges for other towns. Thus Bedford,
unlike other comparable shire towns, may have been exempt from geld.*! Thanks
to Domesday, we know that ports among the Cinque Ports already owed ship
service such as they owed much later; and that this was already rewarded by
important fiscal privileges.*? The Domesday records of specialised renders from
towns tell of particular royal arrangements with particular towns, for example
Norwich’s render of a bear and dogs.** A chartered town was a post-Conquest
phenomenon. A privileged town was earlier. Some of the urban privileges of

which Domesday tells us, for example those given in regard to taxation, disap-

Plummer and Earle, eds., Tivo of the Saxon Chronicles, 1, pp. 110, 143, 146.

3 Robertson, ed., Laws of the Kings of England, pp. 64—s (11l Athelred I, 1); cf. C. Hart, The Danelaw
(London and Rio Grande, 1992), pp. 19—20; D. Roffe, ed., Stamford in the Thirteenth Century
(Stamford, 1994), pp. 7-8.

% M. Chibnall, ed., The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis (Oxford, 1968—80), vol. 11, pp. 210—15.

40 C. Thorn and E Thorn, eds., Domesday Book: Devon (Chichester, 1985), vol. 1, f. 100a (C/4).

4 Nunquam fuit hidata, J. Morris, ed., Domesday Book: Bedfordshire (Chichester, 1977), f. 209* (B).

K. M. E. Murray, The Constitutional History of the Cinque Ports (Manchester, 1935), pp. 21—22; Tait,

Medieval English Borough, pp. 125—6.

3 P. Brown, ed., Domesday Book: Norfolk (Chichester, 1984), vol. 1, f. 117" (1/61).
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peared before the epoch of continuous fiscal record. Others retained a long,
shadowy history. A possible case in point is the privileged functions performed
by London, Winchester, Canterbury, the Cinque Ports and Oxford in connec-
tion with coronations and, in particular, the coronation feast. These ceremonial
functions, though not evidenced until the twelfth century, well may antedate the
Conquest and, if so, suggest a high status for towns within the Anglo-Saxon
polity.**

Town communities play an active part in the story of the Norman Conquest
as related in the Carmen attributed to Guy of Amiens. The men of Winchester
advise Queen Edith to yield; the men of Dover and of Canterbury offer the keys
of their strongholds; and ‘others did the same, fearing for their rights’.*> Even if
the Carmen is as late as ¢. 1150, it gives a view of towns earlier than the era of the
urban charter. Its author saw towns as communities with powers of independent
action. His account of the surrender of London in the aftermath of the Conquest
is arresting.*® He describes an important man, crippled by wounds, negotiating
with William on behalf of London. He probably implies that this man was called
Ansgardus, and certainly states that a man of this name should have a prominent
role in a possible settlement. The author had serious information about London
in 1066; his reference to Ansgardus, heavily overdramatised though it may be,
proves this. ‘Ansgar’ must be Esgar the Staller who is known to have had an
important position in London in Edward the Confessor’s reign, possibly as port-
reeve. Most of his lands were acquired by Geoffrey de Mandeville, and the later
claims of the de Mandeville family to high position in London must derive ulti-
mately from Esgar.’

That a nobleman was very important in London does not mean that the city’s
elite were not also of great weight. The London negotiations with the Con-
queror belong to a context in which there was a London claim, both before and
after the Conquest, to participate in the choice of a king.*® This is first heard of
in the Chronicle which says that in 1016 the burluvare and those of the witan who
were in London elected Edmund as king. According to ‘Florence’ the nobles
who sought to make Edgar king in 1066 acted cum civibus Londiniensibus et butse-
carlis. The Londoners’ claim is made explicit in William of Malmesbury’s account
of the reign of Stephen. He says that the maiores natu of London said that it was
their right and special privilege that when a king died they should provide

# J. H. Round, The King’s Serjeants and Officers of State (London, 1911), pp. 168—72, 328—9; Murray,
Cingue Ports, p. 20; H. E. Salter, Medieval Oxford (Oxford Historical Society, 100, 1936), pp. 18—I9.

4 C. Morton and H. Muntz, eds., The Carmen de Hastingae Proelio of Guy, Bishop of Amiens (Oxford,
1972), pp. 38—41; cf. Guillaume de Poitiers, Histoire de Guillaume le conquérant, ed. R. Foreville
(Paris, 1952), p. 224. 4 Morton and Muntz, eds., The Carmen de Hastingae Proelio, pp. 42—7.

47 C. N. L. Brooke and G. Keir, London 800—1216 (London, 1975), pp. 37—9, 191—7, 213—18.

* M. McKisack, ‘London and the succession to the crown during the middle ages’, in R. W. Hunt,
‘W. A. Pantin and R. W. Southern, eds., Studies in Medieval History Presented to E M. Powicke
(Oxford, 1948), pp. 76-89.
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another. Doubtless they overstated their case. But their claims relate to circum-
stances such that London (and other) towns of Edward the Confessor’s England
were more than aggregations of population ruled by royal agents.

The importance of towns to the Conqueror is demonstrated by the distribu-
tion of William’s castles. London was dominated by the Tower, a mighty castle-
palace unparalleled north of the Alps. Two lesser castles, probably baronial,
accompanied it in the west of the city. Two castles were built at York. Of
William’s thirty-one other royal castles, twenty-two were in shire towns.*’ There
could be no more powerful demonstration of the importance of the shire town
to William than that in eastern England the distribution of royal castles related
not to the defence of the coast (notwithstanding the Danish threat) but to the
control of the shire towns.

It is an interesting question as to how far there were written pre-Conquest
records relating to the royal towns. There was at least one such; the survey of the
royal property in Winchester of Henry I’s reign derives, demonstrably, from one
made in the time of Edward the Confessor.>® Such a Domesday account as that
of Colchester has the air of deriving from written records which could easily
have had pre-Conquest antecedents,’! as have the surviving post-Conquest
urban surveys, only somewhat later than, and independent of, Domesday: those
for Gloucester (c. 1096—1101) and Winchcombe.>?

(11) FROM DOMESDAY BOOK TO THE LATE TWELFTH
CENTURY

The relationship between the organisation of power in towns and that of power
over towns in the century after Domesday is no less important than ill-
documented. Salient features come into sight only fleetingly. Internally generated
records from English towns are absent until the late twelfth century. One of our
main sources after 1100 is, of course, the charters granted to towns by the king
and other lords. The earliest urban charters contrast with those of a later date. In
the early period, the privileges and advantages of a town, particularly a royal town,
did not usually derive from charters. Nearly all the relevant so-called borough
charters of Henry I relating to towns are writs alluding to or confirming munic-
ipal rights but not claiming to create them. A case in point is the writ relating to

# R. A. Brown, H. M. Colvin and A. J. Taylor, The History of the King’s Works (London, 1963), pp.
119—32, esp. p. 22.

0 E Barlow, ‘The Winton Domesday’, in M. Biddle, ed., Winchester in the Early Middle Ages (Oxford,
1976), pp. 9—10.

> A. Rumble, ed., Domesday Book: Essex (Chichester, 1983) ff. 104*-107" B).

2 H. Ellis, A General Introduction to Domesday Book (London, 1833), vol. 11, pp. 445—7. For such

records, or possible records, in general, S. P. J. Harvey, ‘Domesday Book and Anglo-Norman gov-

ernance’, TRHS, sth series, 25 (1975), pp. 180—T.
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the privileges in regard to Cambridgeshire trade enjoyed by Cambridge. William
I's writ to London, claimed as the first English urban charter, is essentially
confirmatory.>® The charters which most closely resemble later grants of urban
privilege of the kind which create rather than (or as well as) confirm are those
issued by great lords to places under their control. If the first charter to Burford,
that of Robert fitz Hamon, is as early as 1087, it is the earliest charter of this kind
to survive in England.’* The extent to which urban status and privilege existed
independently of charter is indicated not only by what we learn from Domesday
and by some of the circumstances of the Conquest, but also by indications in early
twelfth-century documents. Thus a charter from Henry I to Bury St Edmunds
refers to the burgesses as if they were coordinate in authority with the abbot.?
Another writ suggests that the burgesses of Huntingdon were regarded as a group
with known rights.>® It appears that the burgesses of Exeter were, as a collectiv-
ity, granting property in the earlier twelfth century.>” A remarkable list of the laws
and customs of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, drawn up in Henry II’s reign, claims, plau-
sibly, to relate to Henry Is. It includes privileges, some of which were to become
common, or perhaps already were common, in many towns. They include an early
statement that a rusticus who lives in the borough for a year and a day without
being claimed by his lord was free to remain.’® This document is an approach to
a borough custumal, the only post-Domesday example of such earlier than the
thirteenth (or very late twelfth) century. The study of borough customs has not
prospered since the seminal publications of Mary Bateson and Morley
Hemmeon.* But we know enough to apprehend the extent of the variation of
urban custom on such matters as devise and of the idiosyncracy of urban custom
on such matters as punishment. A likely implication of such divergences is that
town customs could derive from an epoch long before that of the town charter.
Knowledge of internal town government up to and during the eleventh
century is thin. In some or many towns the urban court may be descended from
a hundred court. In some towns there may have been courts meeting less often,
with greater powers. Such a reference as one to the witan in the smaller boroughs

53 Robertson, ed., Laws of the Kings of England, pp. 230—1; D. A. E. Pelteret, ed., Catalogue of English
Post-Conquest Vernacular Documents (Woodbridge, 1990), pp. 47—51.

3 C. Gross, The Gild Merchant (Oxford, 1890), vol. 11, p. 29; R. M. Gretton, The Burford Records
(Oxford, 1920), pp. 10, 301.

% Johnson and Cronne, eds., Regesta, 11, no. 644, cf. M. D. Lobel, The Borough of Bury St Edmunds

(Oxford, 1935), pp. 9—10. 5 Johnson and Cronne, eds., Regesta, 11, no. 1359.

57 B. Wilkinson, The Medieval Council of Exeter (Manchester, 1931), p. xviii.

3 W. Stubbs, ed., Select Charters and Other Illustrations of English Constitutional History, 9th edn, cor-
rected, ed. H. W. C. Davis (Oxford, 1951), pp. 132—3; cf. D. C. Douglas and G. W. Greenaway,
eds., English Historical Documents 1042—1189 (London, 1953), no. 298; cf. Reynolds, Introduction,
p. 100.

5 M. Bateson, ed., Borough Customs (Selden Society, 18, 21, 1904—6), M. de W. Hemmeon, Burgage

Tenure in Mediaeval England (Cambridge, Mass., 1914).
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of Devonshire presumably refers to courts or/and to councils (at this date the dis-
tinction may well be one without a difference) formal or informal.®® In four
Danelaw towns (Stamford, Lincoln, Cambridge and York) and one probably
under Scandinavian influence, Chester, in Domesday and/or in later sources there
appear ‘lawmen’ or ‘judices’.®' What their functions were and how far these had
been at some stage the same from town to town is unknown. In three towns this
office appears in the thirteenth century as hereditary and attached to the tenure
of particular properties.® If the diversity of urban customs suggests their antiq-
uity, the rights to which they refer, especially in relation to civil litigation, suggest
the early importance of urban jurisdictions. By the time of the custumals towns’
criminal jurisdiction was generally very limited; though this may not always have
been the case earlier, and towns could enjoy independence in criminal cases in
so far as their citizens could enjoy privileges relating to the location and/or pro-
cedures of trials in royal courts.®®> Urban courts were administrative as well as judi-
cial bodies. Here relationships to the king’s reeves mattered. From at latest Edward
the Confessor’s reign until the late twelfth century most English towns were
under the ultimate authority (under the king) of the shire-reeve, the sherift. This
was specially important in fiscal matters. We have, however, references ¢. 9oo to
reeves particularly associated with a town and in contexts suggesting that they
were men of importance: 896 the wicgerefa of Winchester; 906 the gerefa at Bath.®
Little is, however, known of the urban reeve from the late Anglo-Saxon period
and through the twelfth century. If, during this period, he was a local man, then
a town could have had more self-government de facto than it did de jure. Thus it
is important that, at least from the twelfth century, the administration of London
was largely in the hands of Londoners, often of English extraction.®®

A most powerful element in the relationship between king and towns was
money. The annual farm, paid either via the sheriff or directly, represented in
principle regular revenues from tolls, quit-rents, etc. At the time of Domesday
most towns paid danegeld (alias heregeld). By the time of the first Pipe Roll
(1129—30) this levy had been replaced by a different one. Some thirty towns paid
round sums termed auxilia or dona.®® The levy appears to have been annual in

0 Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 31—2.

Ibid., pp. 43—4; A. Ballard, The Domesday Boroughs (Oxford, 1904), pp. s1—4. At least some of the
lawmen in Lincoln inherited their positions and some were, or were well connected with, major

o

landowners in the shire, cf. Hart, Danelaw, pp. 267—72.
6

5

Tait, English Medieval Borough, p. 124 n.
3 If the charter of Henry I to London is genuine (cf. p. 67 n. 98 below), then the grant of the right
to appoint local justiciars would have had important implications in regard to criminal justice, A.
H. Thomas, ed., Calendar of Early Mayors” Court Rolls of the City of London (Cambridge, 1924),
p- X. 4 Plummer, ed., Tivo of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel, 1, pp. 90, 94.

S. Reynolds, “The rulers of London in the twelfth century’, History, 57 (1972), 337—57.

J. A. Green, The Government of Henry I (Cambridge, 1986), p. 76; C. Stephenson, Borough and
Town (Cambridge, Mass., 1933), pp. 159—66.
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that period, although there were elements of variation as to both the number of
towns taxed and the sums levied. This system reappears (though not on an annual
basis) when we once again have Pipe Rolls, from 1155 on. From 1168 the tax
was transformed from being one on a limited number of towns, nearly all ancient
shire towns, to a levy on all the royal demesne, rural and urban, and including
some sixty towns. This tax, which from the late twelfth century was called
‘tallage’, was levied at frequent, but irregular, intervals by all Henry’s successors
until Edward 1.® Under Edward it was replaced by taxes on movables. The
‘Dialogue of the Exchequer’ (c. 1178) gives an account of the method by which
this tax was levied which is important for the understanding of twelfth-century
urban organisation.®® Royal justices (i.e. senior administrators) go to each
borough or city. If the citizens offer a sum ‘worthy of a prince’ then they are
responsible for raising it. If the citizens do not make an adequate offer then the
justices will raise what sum they think fit, allocated as they think fit. These
arrangements suggest that it was normal for townsmen to have considerable
powers of independent deliberation and administrative action.

An important feature of the taxation system from 1168 on was its association
of towns with royal demesne, or ‘ancient demesne’.®” Both towns and other royal
demesne, or former demesne, were specially burdened and also especially priv-
ileged. This is an important reminder that the distinction between a burgus, with
its burgenses and other places, although recognised by contemporaries, has to be
placed in the context of variations and complications of legal status. At the top
of the scale of settlements there were places which were unquestionably burgi, at
the bottom there were places which were definitely not. In between there were
areas of ambiguity. The phenomenon of the so-called ‘manorial borough’is an
old one: such a seigneurial establishment as early thirteenth-century Chelms-
ford, much more than a mere village but governed as a manor, is in the line of
succession in which by the early nineteenth century great cities could lack royal
charters but have constitutions which were ultimately manorial. For contempo-
rary administrators (as for us) there was no plain or easy distinction to be drawn
between ‘town’ and ‘non-town’. There was a continuum across which different
defining lines (often wavering lines) could be drawn in different circumstances.”
Here it is important to notice how many English towns have grown from centres
of estate administration, commonly, but not always, royal, and with origins not
infrequently going back to systems of control and administration in the early

7 S. K. Mitchell, Taxation in Medieval England (New Haven, 1951), pp. 236—399.

% C. Johnson, ed., Dialogus de Scaccario (Oxford, 1950), pp. 108—9.

% Mitchell, Taxation in Medieval England, pp. 238—9; R. S. Hoyt, The Royal Demesne in English
Constitutional History (Ithaca, 1950), pp. 107—25.

70°S. Webb and B. Webb, The Manor and the Borough, introduction by B. Keith-Lucas (London, 1963),
esp. vol. 10, pp. 127—211; cf. Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 263. For Chelmsford, Grieve, The
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Anglo-Saxon centuries; monastic sites may have been notably important in this
regard.”!

An institution common to many towns was the guild merchant, an associa-
tion of townsmen for commercial and social purposes, with a defined member-
ship, and with certain exclusive rights or, anyway, claims.”? In some towns, above
all those which were early under the authority of a lord other than the king, the
guild merchant was the institution from which later civic organisation largely
derived. Some towns are not known ever to have had a guild merchant; Norwich
for example. But an early guild merchant could easily exist without getting into
any surviving record. For example, the earliest Burford charters refer to a guild
merchant at Oxford well before any other record does so.”> That there was a
guild merchant at Huntingdon ¢. 1120 is only known from the Life of Christina
of Markyate.” For her biographer the essence of the association was festive: the
biographer calls the merchant guild (gilda mercantium) a feast (festum). The
dinner-table, the ale-butt and the wine barrel were essential to civic life.

Not only merchants had guilds. Cnihtengilds are mentioned in or before the
twelfth century in a number of towns.”> The relationship between ‘cnihf’ and
‘knight’ 1s a complicated one. But yet again the related questions are raised of how
far noblemen and gentlemen lived in towns and how far towns were reservoirs of
military force. By 1086 the lawmen of Cambridge were assumed to be furnished
with a horse and the arms of a knight.”® No doubt in the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies there were links of considerable intimacy between men of landed conse-
quence and at least some English towns. Thus a burgess named Dunning was
conspicuous at Cambridge early in the twelfth century. He was the grandfather of
Hervey fitz Eustace who was ¢. 1200 the first known mayor of Cambridge. Hervey’s
seal bore a mounted knight with a drawn sword and he had lands in the rural part
of the shire.”” Could the men of Cambridge have provided a military force with
which to reckon? Near contemporaries higher and lower on the urban scale cer-
tainly could. When William fitz Stephen said that London disposed of 20,000 horse
and 60,000 foot, civic pride had doubtless addled his statistics.”® But when Henry
of Huntingdon said that in 1145 Stephen marched on Faringdon ‘with a formid-
able and numerous body of Londoners’ we might consider believing him.”® Jordan

A. Everitt, ‘The primary towns of England’, in his Landscape and Community in England (London,

1985), pp. 93—108; cf. Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 14, 29 and pp. 31—2 above.

Gross, Gild Merchant; Reynolds, Introduction, pp. 82—93.

7 Gross, Gild Merchant, 11, pp. 27-8; Salter, Medieval Oxford, pp. 34-5.

7 C. H. Talbot, ed., The Life of Christina of Markyate, with additional material (Oxford, 1987),
pp- 48—9. 7> Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 12, 81, 119—22.

76 A. Rumble, ed., Domesday Book: Cambridgeshire (Chichester, 1981), f. 189a (B/32).

77 Maitland, Township and Borough, pp. 164—6.

78 J. C. Robertson and J. B. Sheppard, eds., Materials for the History of Thomas Becket (RS, 1875—85),
vol. 11, p. 4.

7 D. Greenway, ed., Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum (Oxford, 1996), pp. 746—7.

N

2

04

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Power and authority 600—1300

Fantosme describes the importance to Henry II of the loyalty of the citizens of
London and stresses how formidable and well armed they were.® A striking
example of the military importance of the men of a tiny town comes from the
North. Richard de Lucy’s charter for Egremont, ¢. 1200, treats his burgesses almost
as knights. They are to find twelve armed men for the defence of the castle for forty
days. They are to give him an aid for knighting one of his sons, another for mar-
rying one of his daughters, another for ransoming him and another when the
knights of his lands contribute.®’

The warlike experience of English townsmen in the twelfth century was
largely to be found on the sea and overseas. Such experience may have helped
determine urban aspiration. Consider an account of the siege of Lisbon in
1147.52 It speaks of the assembly of a crusading fleet at Dartmouth, one of whose
four divisions was largely English. This was under the command of Hervey de
Glanvill. But also involved in command was a kind of representative council such
that each thousand seamen chose two representatives.®> This is the first certain
reference to an elected representative assembly in English history. The fleet sailed
off to Lisbon which was still in Moorish hands and under siege by the king of
Portugal. The siege was successful and the English played a large part in its
success, the men of Ipswich being well to the fore.3* It is of interest that the rep-
resentatives of the English fleet treated the king of Portugal with what a modern
commentator calls ‘democratic effrontery’.%

A different link between towns and military activity is provided by the castle
guard. At least in the first generations after 1066 the king’s castles were garri-
soned by knights, provided by tenants-in-chief.®® Thus the abbeys of Ely and of
Bury had to provide castle guard at Norwich; one owed forty, the other fifty
knights.” So, in such a garrison centre as Norwich a considerable number of
knights (? with their families) from wide areas would always be present. Maybe
the grandeur of the central hall of Norwich Castle relates partly to the life of
such men.®® Similarly, the reference in Domesday for Nottingham to twenty-
five houses attributed to equites as opposed to mercatores may refer to the knights
of the garrison; if not, it indicates the presence of other resident knights.®” For
many boroughs the involvement with the landed interest may be explained in

80 R. C. Johnston, ed., Jordan Fantosme’s Chronicle (Oxford, 1981), pp. 68—9, 120-1.

81 J. Nicholson and R. Burn, The History and Antiquities of the Counties of Westmorland and Cumberland
(London, 1777), vol. 11, pp. §26-8.

C. W. David, ed., De expugnatione Lyxbonensi (New York, 1936). 8 Ibid., pp. 56—7.

84 Ibid., p. 160. 8 Ibid., p. 13.

86 E M. Stenton, The First Century of English Feudalism, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1961), ch. 6.

87 H. M. Chew, The Ecclesiastical Tenants-in-Chief (Oxford, 1932), pp. 101—2; E. Miller, The Abbey
and Bishopric of Ely (Cambridge, 1951), p. 155.
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terms of Maitland’s general observation that ‘The shire maintains the burh, the
burh defends the shire.”®® In such a case as that of Oxford where ‘six bishops,
besides abbots and counts and mighty men of war have houses in it and men in
it’, the landed presence may relate to the town’s having been not only a local
capital but also a centre for national meetings.”!

The urban charters of Henry II's reign suggest a royal policy. They relate to
some thirty towns.”” In eighteen cases the earliest surviving grant (commonly
the only grant) dates from between 1154 and 1158. The principal purport of
all these is to confirm privileges as they were under Henry I. These generally
included exemptions from toll, the right to a guild merchant and consuetudines.
Most of these charters are very brief. Three, however, say something of
Henry’s motives. That for Wallingford says it is made ‘in consideration of the
service and great labour which they sustained for me in the securing of my
hereditary right in England’.? That for Exeter says not only that the city’s good
customs from the time of Henry I are confirmed, but that bad customs intro-
duced since his time are abolished.”* The Norwich charter says that anyone
who during Stephen’s reign removed himself from their customs and payments
(consuetudinibus eorum et scottis) is to return to his society and customs.”® The
Wallingford charter suggests something of the political weight which a town
could have. Those for Exeter and Norwich indicate that developments later
seen as undesirable happened in Stephen’s reign. There is other evidence for
this. The extreme example is the grant by Matilda to Geoffrey de Mandeville
in 1141 making him sheriff and hereditary justice in London, Essex and
Hertfordshire and stating that she would make no peace or agreement with the
burgesses of London without his agreement ‘for they are his mortal enemies’.”
Comparable is the grant made to Stephen’s son William in accordance with
the agreement between Henry and Stephen of 1153, whereby Henry confirms
to William the castle and villae (i.e. the Norman as well as the English borough)
of Norwich.?” These extreme cases seem to relate to something uncommonly
like division of the kingdom. The long series of charters to major towns
granted by Henry II in his earliest years stands for a policy of reinforcing some-

90
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thing threatened, the immediate royal connection with towns as major ele-
ments in the English polity.

The most important of Henry II’s urban transactions had to be with London.
The story is complicated by the disputed nature of a charter alleged to have been
granted by Henry I and surviving only in a private collection of about 1200.%
The powers granted were formidable indeed. For example the citizens were
allowed to farm the shrievalty of London and Middlesex and to choose their
own justices. Henry Is reign lies in the relatively short period during which there
were local justiciars in England; the charter’s giving London the right to appoint
such an official may speak for its authenticity; and if it is authentic it follows that
London was then granted more extensive jurisdictional independence than ever
it later enjoyed. The evidence of the Pipe Roll of 1130 certainly indicates that
London was, at that time, in an unusually privileged position, farming its own
revenues and, apparently, responsible for choosing the sheriff of Middlesex.”
There is good evidence for London’s having a commune of some kind in

100 Although Henry II's one known charter to London (1155)

Stephen’s reign.
confirms the rights the city had enjoyed under Henry I, there is no sign of his
ever allowing it anything like the powers indicated by the charter attributed to
Henry L.

There are two particular features of Henry II's relationship with towns and
townsmen which had lasting (and to an extent linked) roles in the relationship
between kings and towns. One is the importance of men of urban origin in the
administration. Becket was a leading example. The phenomenon was not a new
one. For example, it has been shown how a particular London family, that of
Deorman, provided minters (and probably other royal functionaries) from well
before the Conquest until well into the twelfth century.!’! Second, in his early,
difficult, years, Henry was borrowing considerable sums from merchants, above
all William Cade of St-Omer and William Trentegeruns of Rouen.!”? The rela-
tionship between royal success and urban loans could have been still older. For
all we know William the Conqueror’s amazing capacity to keep his forces
together for months on end, as Harold could not, may have been sustained by
credit. Certainly by the 1150s the operations of power and the availability of
credit are becoming intimately connected. Jews became the dominant lenders to
the king. This gave special importance to the Jews in towns. First appearing in

% Esp. C. N. L. Brooke, G. Keir and S. Reynolds, ‘Henry I's charter for the city of London’, J of
the Society of Archivists, 4 (1973), 558—78; C. W. Hollister, ‘London’s first charter of liberties: is it
genuine?’, | of Medieval History, 6 (1980), 289—306.

9 Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 156—7. 100 Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 35—6.

101 P Nightingale, ‘Some London moneyers and reflections on the organisation of English mints in
the eleventh and twelfth centuries’, Numismatic Chronicle, 142 (1982), pp. 34—50.

102 H. G. Richardson, The English Jewry under the Angevin Kings (London, 1960), pp. 150—60. It is
interesting that the security for such loans included the right to farm the revenues of important
towns, ibid., p. 54.
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the late eleventh century, they became, within a hundred years, a major eco-
nomic force and of great importance for royal finance; by far the most econom-
ically important inhabitants of such a town as Norwich in the later part of Henry
II’s reign were Jewish.!%

Henry II’s dominions stretched far beyond England. When he thought about
towns he must have thought about France as well as England. When Richard of
Devizes wrote that Henry would under no circumstances concede a commune,
he may reflect this wider knowledge. An informed king of England could well
regard a communal movement as a terrible danger. A good demonstration of this
comes in Ordericus Vitalis’ account of the urban rebellion at Rouen (probably in
1090). The leader of the rebel townsmen, Conan, was rich, had a strong military
household and seemed to be doing very well. But he failed, and was captured.
According to Orderic, the future Henry I took him to the top of a tall tower and
pushed him over the edge to his death.!™* Any well-informed ruler would know
about whatever it was that lay behind this story, or about the Flemish crisis of 1124,
or about many another incident, and could see the urban scene as rich both in
problems and in possibilities. Henry II, not uncharacteristically, avoided urban
troubles. The Pipe Rolls record fines on two towns, Gloucester and York, for

setting up communes. '

The term commune and the implications of setting one
up doubtless varied in their implications. In an urban context three things were of
the essence. One, an urban organisation which was distinct from and might seek
to alter existing structures (Plate 1); two, an oath taken by the participants; and
three, in consequence, the whift of sedition. A key problem for Henry II’s govern-
ment could well have been that of averting urban sedition while not only exploit-
ing the towns, but also harnessing the interests and energies of their ruling groups
in ways which would sustain a modernised version of the outstandingly success-
ful Anglo-Saxon state. Elements of these royal attempts, in general successful, may
be seen in the Assize of Clarendon, and in the Assize of Arms.' The Assize of
Clarendon (1166) emphasised urban responsibilities towards the judicial system:
no one in a town with a house, or land or a soke should receive anyone there
without accepting responsibility for producing him for justice if required or for
having him in frankpledge. A different emphasis emerges from the Assize of Arms
(1181). There the burgesses appear in conjunction with ‘the whole community of
freemen’ and each is to have a strengthened jacket, a helmet and a lance.

Not the least important, but the least appreciated, of the Henrician legislation
enforced in and by towns were the assizes of bread and ale.!”” The assize of bread

103 Ibid., V. D. Lipman, The Jews of Medieval Norwich (London, 1967), ch. 6.

104 Chibnall, ed., Ecclesiastical History, 1v, pp. 220—7.

Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 176—7. 196 Stubbs, ed., Select Charters, pp. 170—3, 183—4.
A. S. C. Ross, “The assize of bread and ale’, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 9 (1956—7), 332—42; P. Studer,
ed., The Oak Book of Southampton (Southampton Record Society, 10-12, 1923), pp. Xxi—Xxix;
Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. 157—9.

105

107
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was a system of regulating bread prices by relation to the price of grains. Thus
the weight of a half-penny loaf or a penny loaf would be determined by the
going grain prices locally. This system of price control for a major commodity
was of importance in England for many centuries. Some kind of municipal reg-
ulation of bread and ale would seem to go back to the reign of Henry I, if not
further. The ‘assize’ as national legislation is not evidenced until the 1170s and
the first references to municipal responsibility for its enforcement come from
¢. 1200. Its long importance thereafter is attested both by municipal records and
by municipal riots. In all pre-modern polities the control of the prices of basic
foodstuffs were of ultimate importance. The introduction of such a system in
England must have mattered a lot. Its incidence and organisation were above all
urban.

(111) FROM THE LATE TWELETH CENTURY TO THE EARLY
FOURTEENTH

The reigns of Richard I and of John see urban movements no less important than
cloudy and complicated. Within one generation some fifty English towns were
given charters, many, it seems, for the first time.!”® The leading characteristic of
nearly all these charters was the grant of a privilege hitherto very rare. This was
the fee-farm, the right to pay the town’s dues to the king in the form of an annual
sum, fixed in perpetuity. Henry I may have granted such a privilege to London
and to Lincoln. If so, neither concession had proved permanent. Henry II had
allowed a number of towns to farm their revenues, but always on a revocable basis.
Now numerous towns gained charters granting the privilege long withheld.!"”
These charters could include other privileges, for example that of electing the
town reeve. Even when they do not do so explicitly, they could be taken to entail
more than was formally specified. The leading instance here is that of Ipswich. It
was granted a charter with the privilege of the fee-farm on 25 May 1200. The
charter says nothing about a council, but a month later the citizens established a
council and shortly afterwards regulated its election; and made other arrange-
ments indicating a new sense of independence.!” This Ipswich instance is spe-
cially important because it demonstrates that it was by no means necessarily the
case that a charter of the type granted to Ipswich represented little more than a
compulsorily expensive confirmation of what already existed de facto.

Why was there such a wave of such grants to towns at this time? Partly to raise

money. Four tallages were levied in Richard’s reign, seven in that of John.!!"

198 Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. xx—xl and passim.

199 Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 139—93. T. Madox, Firma Burgi (London, 1726), remains funda-
mental. 110" Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 270—1.

" Mitchell, Taxation in Medieval England, pp. 285—320, 330. (Not all towns were taxed on every
occasion.)
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There was an element of consultation (probably de facto of consent) in such grants
and new charters must have helped to sweeten townsmen. Furthermore, they
paid for such charters, up to £ 100 or more. But it is likely that we should see a
wider significance in the charter grants, and judge them as part of a royal attempt
to secure the alliance and good will of elements in society which had wealth and
armed force at their disposal and sometimes knowledge of, and temptations
towards, foreign and seditious possibilities. A context for such a ‘political’ expla-
nation is provided by the ordinance on defence in the crisis year of 1205.12 It
specifies that there should be communa throughout the realm, communes of
shires, hundreds, cities, boroughs and groups of minor vills. Every male aged
more than twelve was to take an oath for the honour of God and fidelity to the
king and for the security of the realm. This effort for a national rally shows how
in concessions to towns there may have been a royal concern to win hearts and
swords as much as pounds and marks. That urban liberties could be seen in a
general national context is made plain by Magna Carta, clause 13, guaranteeing
the liberties and free customs not only of London but also of all other cities,
towns, villae and ports.!!® There was an aspiring, even revolutionary, mood. Men
in London were studying old laws and old claims and doubtless associating them
with new demands.!'* There was certainly an innovatory climate elsewhere;
witness the case of Ipswich. Discussion on how revolutionary this climate was
relates to a neglected debate between, on the one hand, Maitland, on the other,
Round and Tait.!"> Maitland saw the development of urban constitutions in this
period as in large measure evolutionary. Round and Tait were more inclined to
see the changes brought about in so many towns between 1190 and 1216 as intro-
ducing new elements with foreign origins. Thus where a mayor appears, as he
often does, they see him as a new kind of officer responsible to the burgesses and
without that element of responsibility to the crown characterising the reeves or,
in the thirteenth century, the bailiffs. H. E. Salter, the great historian of Oxford,
in a rare flight of wit, said that . 1200 ‘there seems to have been a general impres-
sion that a mayor would bring the millennium’.'1¢

The study of the organisation of power in towns of the thirteenth century
is helped by the appearance of new or newly surviving kinds of record; and
complicated by the certainty that far more such records have been lost than

12 W, Stubbs, ed., The Historical Works of Gervase of Canterbury (RS 1879—80), vol. 1, pp. 96—7; cf.
Reynolds, Introduction, p. 103.

13 W, S. McKechnie, Magna Carta: A Commentary on the Great Charter of King John, 2nd edn., revised
(Glasgow, 1914), pp. 240-8.

114 M. Bateson, ‘A London municipal collection of the reign of John’, EHR, 17 (1902), 480—51T,
707-30.

15 E Pollock and E W. Maitland, The History of English Law before the Time of Edward I, 2nd edn.,
(Cambridge, 1898), vol. 1, pp. 656—60; Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 286—93, 348; J. H.
Round, The Commune of London (London, 1899), pp. 241—51.

16 Salter, Medieval Oxford, pp. 48—9.
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have survived. The earliest internally produced records from an English town
to survive are lists of free members of the guild at Leicester dating from the
1190s. Similar records appear at Wallingford and Shrewsbury not much later.
Shrewsbury has accounts, cast on a weekly basis, from the 1240s, and
Shrewsbury would have been an unlikely pioneer in this. Evidence, usually the
indirect evidence of somewhat later custumals, shows that some towns were
keeping records of their by-laws as they passed them. In London the oldest sur-
viving rolls recording property transfers, the Husting rolls, date from 1252 and
were probably not the first such; and there is evidence for earlier financial and
apprenticeship records there. Similar enrolments in other towns appear later in
the century. The presence of these straightforward systems of land registration
must have had economic importance.'"”

A negative implication of such records is that royal charters to towns are an
imperfect guide as to their government. Sometimes we learn of constitutional
developments more from incidental references than from royal charters. An
interesting case is that of Canterbury. It was unusual among considerable towns
in not gaining a grant of the fee-farm until 1234. Yet, as William Urry suggested,
a change of the kind commonly associated with the grant of the fee-farm quite
possibly came in about 1200.!"® Previously the bailiffs held office for long
periods; afterwards they change almost annually; with the likely implication that
now they were being elected. In such matters it is important to emphasise diver-
sity. One example: such was the popularity of the office of mayor that some
twelve towns, other than London, are mentioned as having one before 1220, and
by 1300 a mayor was the leading officer in most leading towns.'!” Nevertheless,
there were major exceptions, the most striking of which was that the great city
of Norwich did not have a mayor until 1404.

Reservations are essential, but generalisations are possible. In the thirteenth
century as mayors became common it is not unusual to find that a town has a
sworn council (often of twelve or twenty-four) to advise the mayor. It is ques-
tionable whether such councils had continuous rather than somewhat intermit-
tent and fluctuating lives and how far, de facto, they were really new. It is a further
question how far there were other assemblies with more or less authority. The
frequent use in thirteenth-century documents of terms indicating ‘the whole

7 For urban records the bibliographies by Gross and by Martin and MclIntyre are indispensable. G.
H. Martin, ‘The English borough in the thirteenth century’, TRHS, sth series, 13 (1963),
123—44, is a valuable survey; cf. G. R. Elton, England 1200-1640 (London, 1962), pp. 119—28.
House of Commons Letters and Papers 1931—2, vol. X, pp. 663—94, provides a summary list. See also
G. H. Martin, ‘The registration of deeds of title in the medieval borough’in D. A. Bullough and
R. L. Storey, eds. (Oxford, 1971), pp. 151—73. For London also W. Cunningham, The Growth of
English Industry and Commerce during the Early and Middle Ages, sth edn. (Cambridge, 1910),
pp. 617—18; A. H. Thomas, ed., Calendar of Plea and Memoranda Rolls 1364—81 (Cambridge, 1929),
P. XXX. 18 K. Urry, Canterbury under the Angevin Kings (London, 1967), pp. 84—5.

19 Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 291 n. 4.
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community’ or the like often conceals more than it reveals. Certainly in some
towns there were in the late thirteenth century assemblies for some purposes
which were rather widely attended.!?

The most important authorities in thirteenth-century provincial towns were
their courts. In the twelfth century courts and councils are thought to have been
essentially the same thing in the sense that all effective local functions not dis-
charged by royal officers were performed by the undifferentiated borough court.
If so there was a thirteenth-century movement towards bifurcation of function
between court and council. The essence of an English borough was jurisdic-
tional. Normally in a significant provincial town the borough court had juris-
diction over disputes relating to property in the town, the regulation of
municipal life in general, the wills of the burgesses, various elements of com-
mercial law and low grade police jurisdiction. A most important thing about
municipal courts was the frequency with which they sat. Twelfth- and early thir-
teenth-century charters for London and a number of other important towns
state that the principal court is to be held weekly.!?! An advantage of municipal
justice was that it was available often (and probably cheaply).

What municipal courts could not do was important. With very few excep-
tions English towns did not enjoy major criminal jurisdiction. Thus, even such
a city as Norwich had no criminal franchise higher than that which enabled it
to execute a thief caught in the act. When, in 1285, the city authorities made
the mistake of attempting to execute a thief not caught in the act, they lost their

liberties for several months.!??

Edward I's government kept municipal aspiration
well reined in. If the criminal jurisdiction enjoyed by towns was minor, never-
theless it mattered for convenience of ordinary life. The Norwich leet rolls show
how the minor courts of the subdivisions of a town could have a flourishing and
important existence in relation to police and economic control.'?* Subdivisions
of towns could have distinct institutional life. Four towns have subdivisions
recorded in Domesday Book, other towns appear with such divisions afterwards,
though these may have been significantly older.'* Thus Canterbury was divided
into six berthae by the end of the twelfth century at the latest. These resembled
the wards of London as each had its alderman and a court which seems to have
corresponded to that of a hundred in its responsibility for the maintenance of
frankpledge and was also used for the recording of sales and conveyances.!?® Such
an organisation could be created at a rather late date. Thus, a system of wards
and aldermen was introduced into Exeter in 1281 ‘by order of the Justices in

120" Ibid., ch. 10, for this paragraph.
121 Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. 142—3; Thomas, ed., Calendar of Early Mayors’
Court Rolls, p. ix.

122 Hudson and Tingey, eds., Records of Norwich, 1, nos. LIX, LXXXVI, pp. 214, 220—2.

™)

3 Hudson, ed., Leet Jurisdiction, passim. 124 Darby, Domesday England,p. 294.

125 Urry, Canterbury, pp. 91—100; Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 170—1.
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Eyre and by consent of the whole city’.'?® Other towns were subdivided in

various ways. Durham included a set of what were essentially independent bor-
oughs, at least two of which had separate charters.'?” Hereford was composed of
four separate fees.!?® Not only in London but also in provincial towns individ-
ual lords, churches or burgesses could have limited jurisdiction (‘soke’) over par-
ticular areas.'” Any cathedral city would contain a large area exempt from
municipal jurisdiction. A town such as Oxford with the misfortune to contain
a university could find its jurisdiction trammelled.

Their limited criminal jurisdiction is but one reminder of how unindepen-
dent English towns, one and all, were. They remained in the most important
ways completely under the authority of the crown. Things went very ill with
the bailiffs of a town which failed to pay its farm, for they faced a large element
of individual liability."** A main function of their officers was to carry out royal
commands. Towns might have their individual governmental arrangements, but
these were much subject to royal control. Thus, in 1219 one of the ‘twenty-four’
at Lincoln found himself in mercy for going against the other twenty-three.!?!
Towns were required to bestir themselves to provide goods and services required
by the crown. One example among many: in 1218 the mayor of Lincoln was
ordered to provide 200 pickaxes and 1,000 ropes to be used immediately in siege
engines.'*? Most shipbuilding for royal war-fleets was undertaken by towns. The
role of towns in organising purveyance of food for the royal household was
hardly less. If an English town was one which enjoyed exemptions from some
of the ordinary routines of royal jurisdiction it was also one on which the
requirements of royal administration were concentrated. Urban fortification was
an important instance of the relationship between urban needs and demands and
those of king and country. The construction of new town walls was fairly
common in the thirteenth century, in areas threatened by the Welsh; later, as
French invasion threatened, in the South and East normally the municipality
undertook the work and the crown helped towards the cost by allowing special
tolls, ‘murage’, to be levied.!?

Such circumstances help to determine the relationships between English pro-
vincial towns and the crown in the thirteenth century. Other factors were as
follows. The crown continued to grant, or sell, charters of privilege. There were
a few further grants of the fee-farm; fifty towns had gained this privilege by 1300.

126 Wilkinson, Mediaeval Council of Exeter, p. xxxii.

127 M. Bonney, Lordship and the Urban Community (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 41-9.
128 M. D. Lobel, ‘Hereford’, p. 7, in BAHT, 1

129 Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 150, 155—7; for provincial examples, Tait, Medieval English
Borough, pp. 43, 97; Platt, The English Medieval Town, p. 22; Rofte, ed., Stamford in the Thirteenth
Century, pp. 20—4.

C. R. Young, The English Borough and Royal Administration, 1130—1307 (Durham, N.C., 1961),
pp. 18—10. B Ibid., p. 77. 132 Ibid., p. 98.

133 H. L. Turner, Town Defences in England and Wales (London, 1970), esp. pp. 28—46.
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It was common for thirteenth-century towns to receive the privilege of ‘return of
writs’.1** This meant that judicial writs relating to inhabitants of the town were
not dealt with by the sheriff but their serving and return were delegated to the
municipal authorities. It could be that in this towns were paying to obtain written
confirmation of privileges already enjoyed. Urban consciousness may have been
affected by the establishment of houses of friars in most towns during the last three
generations of the century. The presence of religious institutions invariably with
urban connections and with an urban commitment not shared by other orders
maybe had a political effect. If friars were friends to towns, monks could be
enemies. There were serious disturbances in such monastic towns as Bury, St
Albans and Dunstable, during the Barons’ Wars (as later in the reigns of Edward
I and Richard I1).'% R ecurrent tension between the crown and the towns is dem-
onstrated in the frequency with which major towns were seized into the king’s
hand. The frequency and the long periods of such royal domination particularly
in Edward I’s reign could make one suppose that Edward had a general policy of
suppressing urban liberties, a suspicion reinforced by the marked limitations on
the privileges he gave to his new town of Hull.!*® If so, there is a suggestive par-
allel with the concern of Louis IX to control and regulate French towns.!%

It was not enough for Edward I to control towns. He needed to use and con-
ciliate them too. This is indicated by two related movements: a change in the
system of taxing towns and the summons of urban representatives to national
assemblies. Henry III had levied tallage fourteen times; his son did so only once,
replacing it by more widely based taxes on movables.!*® Kings had summoned
urban representatives to assemblies on occasions, perhaps fairly numerous occa-
sions, in the twelfth and earlier thirteenth centuries.'® But emphasis on Simon de
Montfort as an originator of urban parliamentary representation is justified. In
summoning urban representatives to his assembly in 1265 he recognised the polit-
ical weight of towns. This could have owed something to his experience of urban
activity in Gascony.'* The point was not lost on his more legitimate successors in
authority. In 1268 Henry III summoned to treat before the council the mayor, the
bailiffs and six important burgesses from each of twenty-seven towns.'*! In Edward

134+ A. Ballard and J. Tait, eds., British Borough Charters 1216—1307 (Cambridge, 1923), pp. 171—2.

N. M. Trenholme, The English Monastic Boroughs (University of Missouri Studies, 2, no. 3, 1927).
13¢ VCH, Yorkshire: East Riding, 1, pp. 11—20.
137 C. Petit-Dutaillis, The Feudal Monarchy in France and England (London, 1936), pp. 314—18.

3 Mitchell, Taxation in Medieval England, pp. 330—1, 358.
139

135

A. B. White, ‘Some early instances of concentration of representatives in England’, American

Historical Review, 9 (1913—14), 735—50.

10 7 R. Maddicott, Simon de Montfort (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 10623, 284—9, 314—18, 366, 388; C.
Bémont, Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester 1208—1265, new edn, trans. E. E Jacob (Oxford, 1930),
pp- 73—128.

11 M. McKisack, The Parliamentary Representation of English Boroughs during the Middle Ages (Oxford,

1932), pp. 2-3.
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I’s reign town representatives were summoned to at least fourteen assemblies.!*?
By the end of the reign parliament had developed in such a way as to suggest, of
burgesses (and knights), ‘that their presence was coming to be regarded as so desir-
able as often to be almost indispensable’.!** Normally only London representatives
were summoned directly; everywhere else it was left to the sheriff to summon the
towns in his shire to provide two representatives each. Definition was left to him;
and minor places, hardly more than villages, became involved. The total number
of places summoned for one assembly or another was less than 166, the average
number represented in the relevant Edwardian parliaments 86 or more.'** Some-
thing to weigh is that the representatives of the town were associated with those
of the shires. I believe that in no other European assembly of estates were town
representatives put together with what in most of western Europe would have
been regarded as the lower nobility. Here there may be an association of forces and
classes with a long history, going back to epochs in which the relationship of towns
to the shires and the gentry raises so many possibilities and problems.

Edward had another interest in towns: their use as instruments for the control
of conquered lands. He summoned a special assembly of townsmen to advise
him on the organisation of Berwick, probably the richest element in his Scottish
conquest.'*® In Wales the organisation of new towns went hand in hand with
the construction of his castles. In particular, at Conwy and Caernarfon a dom-
ineering new castle was integrated with a new walled town.!*

London was dominant among English towns. The thirteenth century was its
‘age of iron’.'¥ Its political weight was made plain in the 1190s. In Richard I’s
absence on crusade his brother John bought the city’s support by granting it a
commune. It was probably in association with this that the city was first headed
by a mayor. John made further concessions to London in 1199: amongst them
the reduction of the city’s farm to an old, and in inflationary times absurdly low,
rate of £300. The king’s concern to identify the municipal aspiration to the
support of royal authority is visible in the ‘oath of commune’, 1193: those taking
it were to be loyal to King Richard against all men, and to keep his peace; but
they were also to ‘hold the commune’ and to be obedient to the mayor and his
skivini, though this was to be in fide regis.'*® Londoners’ loyalty was supposed to
straddle two horses, not guaranteed to gallop in the same direction. In the long
run this was accomplished, but not in the short. London played an active part in

142.E. B. Fryde, D. E. Greenway, S. Porter and R. I. Roy, Handbook of British Chronology, 3rd edn
(London, 1986), pp. $45—52. 45 McKisack, Parliamentary Representation, p. 23.

Y4 Ibid., p. 11. Y5 Ibid., p. 8 and n.6.

146 R R. Davies, Conquest, Coexistence and Change (Oxford, 1987), pp. 371-3.

147 The phrase is that of G. A. Williams, Medieval London (London, 1963), p. 9. His account of thir-
teenth-century London politics, though somewhat over-dogmatic, has been substantially fol-
lowed below.

148 1. H. Round, The Commune of London and Other Studies (London, 1899), pp. 235—6.
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the opposition to John, while the mayor was one of the twenty-five great men
appointed to oversee the execution of the charter. The Londoners supported
Louis VIII’s invasion of England. The most conspicuous of the king’s opponents,
Robert fitz Walter, was, as lord of Baynard’s Castle, hereditary leader of London’s
troops.'#

Throughout the thirteenth century there was frequent discord between king
and city. London was repeatedly taken into the king’s hand; the longest period of
suspension of normal city government was between 1285 and 1298. The causes
of tension were various. Hostility towards the privileges of Henry III’s favoured
abbey of Westminster played a part, as in 1239. London politics could be exceed-
ingly complicated: for example in 1258 the king’s agent, Mansel, tried to use the
semi-popular folkmoot against the leading men of the city. Such complication
made itself felt during the hectic years of the Barons’ Wars. Not for the last time
the city authorities sought to perch on the fence. Not for the last time there were
radical currents and tides which swept caution away. By 1263 London was com-
mitted to de Montfort. The London troops fought for him, and suffered badly at
Lewes in 1264. Next year the Londoners found they had backed the wrong horse.
The city was fined heavily; it did not regain its elective mayor and sheriffs until
1270. But if London was hardly a biddable city for the king, it was, with its
detested neighbour, Westminster, more and more the capital of his kingdom. '

London, by its very size, was altogether exceptional in England. At the begin-
ning of the fourteenth century it was probably rising towards 100,000 inhabi-
tants. Because London was big it needed a great deal of administration and
justice. By the end of the thirteenth century the London courts had an elabora-
tion and overlapping complexity which, inter alia, indicates the antiquity of some
of the arrangements. Numerously attended assemblies related to the ancient
folkmoot still played a significant part, especially in times of crisis. The cen-
turies-old court of Husting met weekly with extremely important functions,
including that of the registration of property transfers, which must have done
much to solidify the economic life of the city. The courts of the mayor and of
the sheriffs had extensive overlapping jurisdictions; particularly important was
their capacity to give quick justice in commercial cases, not least to foreign mer-

chants.!>! 152

The city was served by a substantial bureaucracy.
However firmly under royal control, London had important characteristics of
an active and innovative city-state. This is particularly apparent in its legislative

activity: not least in the extent to which it anticipated similar legislation not only

149 Brooke and Keir, London 8001216, p. 52, for John’s razing of the castle.
150 T. E Tout, ‘The beginnings of a modern capital. London and Westminster in the fourteenth
century’in his Collected Papers (Manchester, 1934), vol. 111, pp. 249—75; Williams, Medieval London,

pp. 307-14.
51 Williams, Medieval London, pp. 36—7, 80—4, 95—6, 256—7; Thomas, ed., Calendar of Early Mayors’
Court Rolls. 152 Williams, Medieval London, pp. 95—105.
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in other towns, but also nationally. One of the earliest pieces of post-Conquest
economic legislation to survive is the London assize of building, some of which
must go back at least to the reign of John and some of which may be older.!>?
Inter alia it is one of the first known English attempts to regulate wages. The
London ordinances of 1285 involved extensive economic regulation; similarly
with those of York in 1301."3* (Both sets were issued when the city concerned
was in the hand of the king.) The background to the statutory regulation of fore-
stalling via JPs from 1364 is one of urban efforts to the same end from the four-
teenth century.'® Indeed the office of JP may itself have a partly London origin.
The legislative innovations of Edward III, the effort at wide economic regula-
tion, the reorganisation of the local judicial system can be seen as the general
extension to the countryside of systems of organisation and control which had
originated in towns, and especially in London.

Such urban developments may well have been influenced by close involvement,
above all London involvement, with foreign parts. Relations with Normandy, nat-
urally, became particularly close after the Conquest. We are told that ‘many natives
of the chief towns of Normandy, Rouen and Caen, moved to London, and chose
a dwelling there; because it was a better place for their trade and better stored with
the goods in which they were accustomed to deal’;'*® and Thomas Becket’s father
was one of these. There seem to have been important connections between the
constitutional development of London and that of Rouen.'”” German influence
became hardly less important: one of the most important of all London’s leaders
in the thirteenth century, Arnold fitz Thedmar, had German grandparents who
had settled in London in about 1180.!% By the time of Edward I the most impor-
tant foreign influence was Italian. Its importance is expressed by the inclusion in
the London Liber Custumarum (c. 1300) of the Florentine Brunetto Latini’s Trésor,
revised to make it applicable to the mayor.'>® An apparent provincial instance of
Italian influence appears in the York ordinances of 1301, which includes provision
for the regulation of doctors which have no known English, but at least one con-
temporary Italian, counterpart.'® The history of sumptuary legislation in England
is an instructive one. Such laws appear in Spain, Italy and France in the thirteenth
century. The first known English examples are from London from near the end
of the century; in a national form sumptuary legislation appears in 1336 and 1337

and, much more extensively, in 1363.'!

155 H. M. Chew and W. Kellaway, eds., London Assize of Nuisance 1301—1431, a Calendar (London
Record Society, 10, for 1974, 1973), pp. ix—xi. 154 Williams, Medieval London, pp. 255—6.

155 Thomas, ed., Calendar of Early Mayors’ Court Rolls, passim.

156 R obertson and Sheppard, eds., Materials for the History of . . . Becket, 1v, p. 81.

157 Round, The Commune of London, pp. 243—51. 158 Williams, Medieval London, p. 44.

Ibid., pp. 312—13.

M. Prestwich, York Civic Ordinances 1301 (Borthwick Paper, 49, York, 1976), esp. pp. 1—5, 28.

101 Texikon des Mittelalters (Munich and Zurich, 1980-98) s.v. Kleiderordnungen; Williams, Medieval
London, p. 197.
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The high point of London’s medieval career as a revolutionary city came with
its support for the coup by which Queen Isabella and Mortimer deposed Edward
IT in 1326—7. After terrible riot and bloodshed, the Londoners, led by their
mayor, Hamo de Chigwell, won unprecedented success. In January 1327 very
many of the great men of the kingdom were forced to come to the Guildhall to
swear loyalty to the new king and observance of the liberties of the city. Those
liberties were much increased by a new charter in 1327.'°2 Not the least of what
they gained was the right to be taxed at the rural rather than the urban rate. Thus
London’s tax assessment in 1334, and for long afterwards, was £733 6s 8d., a deri-
sory sum for so great a metropolis.'®®

Until very nearly the end of the long reign of Edward III there was no conflict
with or within London approaching in ferocity those in the time of his father,
grandfather and great-grandfather. Under Edward I it was common for major
provincial towns to be taken into the king’s hand. In his grandson’s reign this was
no longer so. Gwyn Williams said that after the trauma of 1326—7 London was
newly ‘integrated into the . . . national community’.!%* The substantial element
of truth in the sweeping phrase applies beyond London. Another way of putting
it would be to say that under Edward III the style and climate of government
changed, largely, it may well be, because the king’s success in gaining a perma-
nent and mighty increase in the customs tax on wool as the Hundred Years War
began softened the need to harass individual men and communities, urban com-
munities not least.

It is tempting to use biological metaphor when one generalises about the
organisation of power and authority in and over early English towns. The English
urban scene in 1300 was the product of long evolution. The towns can be categ-
orised by genus and by species. The older types of animal had had long lives and
so manifested distinct individualities. Particularly, but not only, in London such
individuality may have been not so very different (not in power, but in distinct-
ness and historically affected complexity) from that of a state. It is a question, no
less interesting than unsolved, as to how far the individualities of town constitu-
tions as they were until the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 took the mark
of distant pasts. For example, how remote were the ultimate origins of the large
number (and strong privileges) of the freemen of Norwich? Something we can
be certain of is that the determining milieu in which all these creatures had grown
up was that of a powerful state to whose life they were integral.

162 Williams, Medieval London, pp. 298—300.
103 R. E. Glasscock, ed., The Lay Subsidy of 1334 (London, 1975), pp. 187-8.
104 Williams, Medieval London, p. 299.
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RICHARD HOLT

(1) PROTO-URBAN POPULATIONS

N THE early middle ages only a few rudimentary urban societies were to be

found in Britain. Bede could describe eighth-century London as a market

well frequented by its many visitors arriving by land and by sea — the refer-
ence is presumably to Lundenwic, to the west of the Roman city — and it is also
known that there were extensive trading settlements or wics at other sites." By
800 Hamwic, Southampton’s predecessor which was perhaps half the size of con-
temporary London, had streets laid out in a regular grid over a considerable area
of some 100 acres (40 ha); it was fairly densely settled by a population living by
trade and commodity manufacturing that could have been reckoned in thou-
sands.? Whether this was a settled community of permanent residents capable of
evolving a distinct social structure, however, remains uncertain, and the casual
manner in which the dead were disposed of may point to a society in which
many inhabitants were transients and social bonds remained undeveloped.?
Other proto-urban centres existed in places with a range of central-place func-
tions. Many of the former civitas capitals and coloniae of the Roman period
became the setting for major public buildings such as royal palaces or important
early churches, and in some cases an appreciable population composed of thegns,
priests and their many retainers and servants would have gathered. Although at

! Bede, Ecclesiastical History, ed. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford, 1969), p. 142 (ii. 3).

2 P. V. Addyman, ‘Saxon Southampton: a town and international port of the 8th to the roth
century’, in H. Jankuhn, W. Schlesinger and H. Steuer, eds., Vor- und Friihformen der Europdischen
Stadt im Mittelalter (Gottingen, 1973), vol. 1, p. 223; P. E. Holdsworth, ed., Excavations at Melbourne
Street, Southampton, 1971—76 (CBA Res. Rep., 33, 1980), p. 1; John H. Williams, ‘A review of late
Saxon urban origins and development’, in M. L. Faull, ed., Studies in Late Anglo-Saxon Settlement
(Oxford, 1984), pp. 25—34-

3 A. Morton, ‘Burial in middle Saxon Southampton’, in S. Bassett, ed., Death in Towns (Leicester,
1992), pp. 68-77.
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this distance impossible to measure, such city populations presumably totalled
some hundreds of individuals; at a small number of central places the resident
population could have considerably exceeded that size.

For Canterbury, fragments of evidence for such a substantial proto-urban pop-
ulation provide insights into the social structure that was manifestly well estab-
lished by the mid-ninth century. From the earliest English period, it has been
suggested, the site of this former Roman city had been the focus of the estates
of Kent’s noble families, a practice similar to that observed in the Rhineland
during the early middle ages. The situation within Canterbury becomes clearer
during the ninth century, by which time charters conveying city land began to
be issued. The indications of a flourishing land market in small plots implies a
thriving population, as does the local custom or by-law — dating from before 868
— requiring that a space of at least two feet (0.6 m) be left between each house
to allow for the eaves-drip. Development was thus already sufficiently dense to
require regulation, with at least some plot-owners having apparently built along
the whole of their frontages. Properties were being subdivided, and sold in
parcels; and, most importantly, it is implied that the burhwara, the borough inhab-
itants or burgesses, had their own court to establish and enforce folcriht, the body
of local law. Already the people had formed themselves into some sort of cor-
porate organisation: they held common water-meadows along the banks of the
Stour, as well as arable lands; their rights to take wood in their own woods were
defined. Regulation of their communal rights and responsibilities could presum-
ably have been accomplished only through regular meetings in a borough court.
The implication of the names and status of witnesses to a damaged charter of
about 860, amplified by evidence from a century later, is that the population saw
itself in terms of particular groupings or fraternities: the innan burhware, or bur-
gesses resident within Canterbury; the utan burlware, or those living outside (a
group it has been suggested were nobles and others normally resident outside
the city but who nevertheless had interests in Canterbury). The micle gemettan
were probably the many retainers of greater men; the cniahta gegildan or guild of
cnihtas has been identified with the ceapmannegild or merchant guild of burgesses
of the eleventh century, although there is no evidence that at this earlier date it
fulfilled the same role.* Such evidence can convey neither the size of this city
population, nor even how this formal social classification translated into prac-
tice; unquestionably, however, even at this early date Canterbury was inhabited
by a distinct community with its own institutions and a capacity for communal
action. However, there is nothing to suggest that by 9oo this city was living pri-
marily by commerce; this was not yet unequivocally an urban society, but a pop-
ulation inhabiting what had once been, and soon would be again, an urban
setting.

* N. P. Brooks, The Early History of the Church of Canterbury (Leicester, 1984), pp. 27—30.
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(1) THE INHABITANTS OF THE BOROUGHS

The provision of streets within burhs or boroughs, postulated at Winchester,
Gloucester, Worcester and elsewhere, was designed in part at least to accommo-
date a commercial population.’ The agreement concerning the fortification of
Worcester, made in the 89os between the city’s bishop and Zthelred of Mercia,
talks of the Church’ rights in the market and in the streets; specified fines for dis-
honest trading imply the existence or perhaps just the expectation of a settled pop-
ulation engaged in commerce.® The legal terminology of the tenth century, which
equated the port or trading place with the borough, strengthens the impression
that a truly urban population was emerging, as does archaeological evidence of
growing activity both in the English boroughs and those of the Danelaw.”
Historical evidence for the identity of the townspeople is sparse, but none the
less illuminating. At Worcester, for instance, successive bishops — still effectively
lords of the city — pursued a policy of granting house-plots in the borough to
their retainers. Several leases of rural lands issued by Bishop Oswald between 963
and his death in 992 were accompanied by messuages in the city; whilst provid-
ing maintenance for both clerical and lay members of his household, the bishop
was also making provision for their continued residence in the city where they
served him. Their town house was no less essential than the agricultural lands
from which they drew their income. No other contemporary lord can be
observed rewarding so many of his retainers in this way, but it is only the acci-
dent of survival that makes Oswald’s many surviving leases a unique series.
Oswald’s policy continued that of his predecessors, as later evidence points to
earlier bishops having associated land in Worcester with grants of rural estates,
and the bishops of the eleventh century continued the practice. Other great lords
too, including the king, continued to attach Worcester properties to rural estates
until the time of the Conquest, although in fact many of these appurtenant town
properties escaped mention in Domesday Book. The recorded total of only
eleven manors with appurtenant houses in Worcester, in addition to the ninety

> M. Biddle and D. Hill, ‘Late Saxon planned towns’, Antiquaries ], s1 (1971), 70-85; C. Heighway,
‘Anglo-Saxon Gloucester’, in VCH, Gloucestershire, 1v, pp. 5—12; N. J. Baker and R. A. Holt, ‘The
city of Worcester in the tenth century’, in N. P. Brooks and C. Cubitt, eds., St Oswald of Worcester
(London, 1996), pp. 129—46; N. J. Baker ef al., ‘From Roman to medieval Worcester: develop-
ment and planning in the Anglo-Saxon city’, Antiquity, 66 (1992), 65—74.

E E. Harmer, Select English Historical Documents of the Ninth and Tenth Centuries (Cambridge, 1914),
no. 13; translated in D. Whitelock, ed., English Historical Documents, vol. 1, 2nd edn (London,
1979), pp. $40-1.

E 'W. Maitland, Domesday Book and Beyond (Cambridge, 1897), p. 196 n.1; E Liebermann, Die
Gesetze der Angelsachsen (Halle, 1903—16), vol. 1, pp. 146—9, 196—7; A. Vince, ‘“The urban economy
in Mercia in the gth and 1oth centuries’, in Archaeology and the Urban Economy: Festschrift to Asbjorn

=

)

E. Herteig (Arkeoligiske Skrifter fra Historisk Museum, Universitetet 1 Bergen, s, Bergen, 1989),
pp. 136=59.
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houses in the city held from the bishop’s manor of Northwick, might have been
no more than a fraction of the true total.®

A predominant feature of the population of tenth-century Worcester, there-
fore, like that of Canterbury a century before, was the considerable number of
households belonging to the episcopal and royal retainers settled in the city.
Owing their military, ecclesiastical or administrative service within Worcester,
presumably these men had much of the surplus from their estates delivered to
them in the city for consumption or for sale. Doubtless the upper layer of urban
society which these people and their households constituted in the greater shire
towns was more prominent than the community of craftsmen and others living
primarily by trade whose activities have been detected by archaeology.” The
several urban guilds whose regulations survive from this period are more likely
to have been associations, certainly in origin, of aristocratic townsmen and their
dependants: the tenth-century regulations of the thegns’ guild of Cambridge, for
instance, were designed for a membership apparently preoccupied with the
service they owed to their lords, and with the consequences of bloodshed.!

Domesday Book confirms that before 1066 the thegnly class had routinely
owned urban land, and involved itself in urban affairs; there were at least superficial
parallels, therefore, with the more urbanised parts of Europe such as Italy or
Flanders where the ruling class was at home in both town and country.!! The aris-
tocracy’s urban houses and estates at the time of the Conquest brought profits of
justice from tenants: perhaps fines from offences they committed, and doubtless
forfeitures too. Many lords had sake and soke within their own urban houses and
those of their tenants, and some had the rights to take tolls. Their town estates
could thus produce a useful income, as well as providing a base for their frequent
visits to the borough for meetings of courts, and for business and trading transac-
tions.!2 It was this latter function that was diminishing in importance, according
to Domesday Book; by 1086 most aristocratic urban land had been let for housing,
producing the curious situation recorded in all the shire towns of numerous bur-
gesses holding their tenements from the lords of rural manors.

(111) URBAN POPULATION IN 1086

The extent of this first phase of medieval urbanisation can be seen in the number
and size of the towns recorded in 1086 (Map 3.1). Domesday Book’s treatment

@

Baker and Holt, ‘Worcester in the tenth century’, pp. 129—46; Great Domesday ff. 180d, 176a, 177b,
177¢, 177d, 178a, 180c¢, 180d, 182b.

There are other known grants of urban land to thegns in Winchester, Oxford, Warwick and
Chichester: J. M. Kemble, Codex Diplomaticus Aevi Saxonici (London, 1839—48), nos. 673, 1144,
1235, 746, 705, 724, 663. 10 Whitelock, ed., English Historical Documents, pp. 603—s.

C. J. Wickham, Early Medieval Italy (London, 1981), pp. 85—8; R. H. Hilton, English and French
Towns in Feudal Society (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 88—91.

2 R. Fleming, ‘Rural elites and urban communities in late-saxon England’, P&P, 141 (1993), 3—37.
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of towns is inconsistent and tantalising; nevertheless with some 112 places
identified as having urban characteristics it is plain that England had already
acquired a substantial urban population. Estimates of the size of individual towns
based on the recorded number of houses or of tenants (as presented in Appendix
2) must of necessity be cautious, producing minimal figures; even by that reck-
oning, however, some thirty-six towns had a population greater than 1,000.
Domesday Book’s national coverage means that these estimates must remain our
points of reference for the numbers of urban inhabitants in 1086; yet alternative
—and in each case considerably higher — estimates can be proposed for those few
towns where there is alternative evidence. A population figure of 6,000 has been
suggested for Canterbury, well in excess of the figure that might be calculated
from the Domesday Book total of 451 burgesses.'® Elsewhere, and for whatever
reason, Domesday Book failed to record many urban tenements. Surveys of
Gloucester and Winchcombe, made within ten or fifteen years of Domesday
Book, demonstrate that the 1086 burgess totals had been serious underesti-
mates.!* It is not possible to tell how often underrecording had occurred else-
where; just as seriously, the translation of numbers of burgesses into population
estimates can provide only the crudest approximations. The well-studied city of
‘Winchester provides an example: although not recorded in Domesday Book, it
was surveyed in the years just prior to the Conquest when it had an estimated
1,130 tenements. The growing city had about 1,300 tenements by the early
twelfth century, and translating these figures into a population following the
established method of using a multiplier of perhaps 4.5 to represent an average
household size, plus an allowance of 10 per cent for families in excess of tene-
ments, provides a figure of §,500 for late Anglo-Saxon Winchester, and about
6,500 for ¢. 1110. However, on the evidence of the more certain size of
Winchester’s population during later centuries, it has been proposed that
twelfth-century Winchester actually had more like 12,000 people.!> Better evi-
dence from other towns might indicate that such reassessment would be more
generally appropriate, with many more of these estimates from Domesday Book
requiring substantial revision upwards.

More useful, perhaps, than the individual numerical estimates is the deduced
ranking of towns from Domesday Book. Below London, the greater English
towns were York, Lincoln and Norwich; Winchester too, although not in
Domesday Book, and Thetford —soon to go into a spectacular decline. Bristol,
it has been suggested, may already have been a major town, although certain
evidence for its prominence comes only from the following century.!® The

13 Brooks, Early History of the Church of Canterbury, p. 32.

14 J. S. Moore, ed., Domesday Book: Gloucestershire (Chichester, 1982), Appendix, Evesham K.

15 M. Biddle, ‘Early Norman Winchester’, in J. C. Holt, ed., Domesday Studies (Woodbridge, 1987),
pp. 3T1-31.

16 C. C. Dyer, ‘St Oswald and 10,000 West Midland peasants’, in Brooks and Cubitt, eds., St Oswald
of Worcester, p. 182n.
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distribution of the larger towns and indeed of much of the urban population,
is very marked: northern and western towns were less numerous, with East
Anglia and the South-East of England — followed by the Midlands — being the
most urbanised regions. That was the pattern for Britain as a whole: the earli-
est evidence for urban development in Scotland dates from the twelfth century,
while in Wales towns first appeared as an aspect of Anglo-Norman colonisa-
tion. Over England as a whole, Domesday Book records about 7 per cent of
households as urban, although after due allowance is made for its obvious short-
comings in recording towns of all sizes — even its total of 112 being probably far
from complete — perhaps 10 per cent of England’s population in 1086 lived in
towns. That suggested figure includes the already substantial suburban popula-
tion which has been identified as living outside a number of towns and which
Domesday Book identifies as communities of cottagers or smallholders.!”

(1v) BOROUGH SOCIETY AFTER THE CONQUEST

Although conveying little of the complexity of the urban society that had
developed by 1086, Domesday Book acknowledges that the inhabitants of the
greater towns at least had established a common identity and were capable of
representing their collective interests to king or lord. Moreover, it is plain that
this had been a development of the pre-Conquest period, and owed little or

nothing to the new political regime.'®

An objective measure of social
stratification is apparent in most of the larger towns, with inhabitants of lesser
status specified separately: at Ipswich, for instance, there were 110 burgesses,
100 poor burgesses, 32 bordars and 8 villeins; at Norwich there were 665 bur-
gesses and 480 bordars. There was also a new borough there, inhabited mainly
by 124 Frenchmen and their households; planted communities of the conquer-
ors were not common, and were generally small, such as the 24 Frenchmen of
Dunwich who held tenancies in the town along with 316 burgesses, 80 men
and 178 poor men — all presumably English.!” The ethnic impact of the
Conquest on urban society generally was not great; even in the leading royal
city of Winchester the Conquest did not entail any drastic replacement of pop-
ulation. Leading citizens there — the reeves and the moneyers — continued to
have English names until they ceased to be fashionable in the twelfth century,
and most property continued to be held by English tenants. In the greatest
commercial centre, London, the community retained its English identity, just

7 H. C. Darby, Domesday England (Cambridge, 1977), pp. 87-91, 337, 364—8; C. Dyer, ‘How urban-
ised was medieval England?’, in J.-M. Duvosquel and E. Thoen, eds., Peasants and Townsmen in
Medieval Europe (Ghent, 1995), p. 172; C. Dyer, Everyday Life in Medieval England (London, 1994),
Pp. 241-55.

8°S. Reynolds, ‘Towns in Domesday Book’ in Holt, ed., Domesday Studies, pp. 306-8.

19 A. Farley, ed., Domesday Book, (London, 1783), vol. 11, pp. 116, 290, 311-12.
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as in York and Lincoln where Englishmen continued to fill the important
public offices.?’

With the rapid growth in the size of settled urban communities living by
trade and manufacturing, distinctive urban institutions became more promi-
nent. There was general recognition that townspeople should hold urban land
freely, and personal freedom had become by the twelfth century — if not much
earlier — the hallmark of the borough.?! The superior urban property of 1086
and before, whether described as a mansura, a haga or haw, or just as a domus or
house, was clearly in most cases held freely for a cash rent; the term ‘burgage’
came to predominate after the Conquest, just as the townsman enjoying the
range of urban liberties was a ‘burgess’ (though usually a ‘citizen’ in the cathe-
dral cities). The many variations in local law and custom — particularly those
recorded in Domesday Book and during the twelfth century — demonstrate the
diverse origins of both burgage tenure and the status of the medieval burgess.
But behind differences of detail lay a considerable and apparently growing uni-
formity, so that by the end of the twelfth century the charters granted to new
and existing towns shared broad assumptions as to the nature and extent of
urban liberties.?? Even in those towns whose liberties were not to be formally
recognised by charter during the middle ages free tenure of land prevailed,
accepted by most lords as a privilege essential to a population engaged in
commerce.?

The burgage could be bought and sold, or subdivided; any serious restrictions
were to protect not the lord’s interests but those of the heirs, whose rights gen-
erally applied only to inherited land — not to land a burgess had purchased.
Whilst in the greater towns burgages might be held from a variety of lords with
interests in the town, as Domesday Book shows, the rights of lords over their
tenants withered away; the burgage rent or landgable became no more than a
symbol of a lordship?* that was losing its meaning in the face of the growing
identity of the community of burgesses, with its own courts and institutions.
Crucially, by the twelfth century and doubtless before, burgess status was per-
ceived to confer commercial and legal privileges that were denied to outsiders
or to lesser residents of the town; equally, it implied the sharing of burdens
common to the whole burgess community, and a voice in the deliberations of

20 Biddle, ‘Early Norman Winchester’, pp. 325—8; S. Reynolds, “The rulers of London in the twelfth
century’, History, 57 (1972), 337—57; E Hill, Medieval Lincoln (Cambridge, 1948), pp. 52—3; A.
Williams, The English and the Norman Conquest (Woodbridge, 1995), pp. 205—6.

2L J. Tait, The Medieval English Borough (Manchester, 1936), p. 85.

2 A. Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216 (Cambridge, 1913), passim.

2 As for instance in the case of Birmingham: R. A. Holt, The Early History of the Town of Birmingham
(Dugdale Society Occasional Papers, 30, 1985), pp. 5—9; R. H. Britnell, The Commercialisation of
English Society, 1000—1500, 2nd edn (Manchester, 1996), p. 147.
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Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 96,100—2. M. de W. Hemmeon, Burgage Tenure in Mediaeval
England (Cambridge, Mass., 1914), pp. 64—77 and passim.
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the community that was denied to others.?> The distinction made in Domesday
Book between burgesses and non-burgess inhabitants of the towns points to a
tenurial difference that already in 1086 had widely recognised social implications.

Tenancy of a messuage in burgage conferred burgess status, but was clearly not
the sole qualification nor, in time, the only route to the liberty of the borough.
Formal acceptance by the burgess community was also required, as in twelfth-

century Tewkesbury for instance.?

In every town this must have entailed a public
commitment to uphold the common interest of the community. Among the
privileges and duties of the burgess, some charters assumed that the individual
would be in scot and lot with his fellows, others that he would be in their guild;
whether in practice there was any difference is to be doubted.?”” Town air did
make free, but only up to a point; the few borough charters that recognised the
personal freedom of any rural immigrant who remained unchallenged or
unclaimed by his lord for a year and a day, as at Pembroke, were greatly outnum-
bered by those specifying that the clause applied only to those accepted as bur-
gesses by the rest of the community.?® The formula which came to be established
in common law was that the serf had to have been received into the burgesses’
community or guild to be considered freed from villeinage — explicitly to be more
than just resident within the borough.?’ The privilege was obviously of more
value to the established burgess wishing to travel the countryside unharassed than
to the servile immigrant too poor to buy property or to be accepted into the mer-
chant community. Throughout the middle ages lords continued to claim, when
they could, chevage payments from those of their servile tenants who emigrated
to towns, although in practice most migrants from the countryside must have
taken advantage of their anonymity in the town to shake off their servile past.>
Recent work by historians on the life experience of medieval townspeople is
strictly applicable only to the later medieval centuries. Evidence from before
1300 is generally lacking, with small-town society paradoxically better recorded
than the larger towns with their more ambitious record keeping. Knowledge of
the urban population is restricted in the main to those matters that required reg-
ulation by law, although certain basic premises may be assumed. Unquestionably
the family-based household was — as in medieval society generally — both social

% Tait, Mediaeval English Borough, pp. 86—96; see for instance the mid-twelfth-century customs of

Newecastle-upon-Tyne and Bury St Edmunds: D. C. Douglas and G. W. Greenaway, eds., English
Historical Documents, vol. 11, 2nd edn (London, 1981), pp. 1034—6, 1040—1.
% A. E. Bland, P. A. Brown and R. H. Tawney, eds., English Economic History: Select Documents
(London, 1914), pp. 116—19.
Douglas and Greenaway, eds., English Historical Documents, pp. 1030—2, 1038~9, 1042—3.
Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. 103—5.
2 Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 223—4; G. D. G. Hall, ed., Glanvill, Tractatibus de Legibus et
Consuetudinibus Regni Anglie qui Glanvilla Vocatur (London, 1965), p. 58.
Such payments could still be claimed from serfs emigrating to towns as late as the fifteenth century,
as for instance at Churchdown in Glos.: Gloucestershire County RO, D621.M1.
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and economic unit. Commodities were manufactured in family workshops, and
behind the publicly recorded society of households headed by men or widows
there stood a working population of younger men, women and children. Wage
earners and live-in servants supplemented the family labour force, and women
worked alongside men at probably most tasks. The formal apprenticeship agree-
ments recorded from the fourteenth century onwards, and which stipulated
length and conditions of service, are unlikely to have marked any material
difference in the work or status of young people within the household.?!

The choice of marriage partner, accordingly, had far more than domestic
implications, and women were doubtless valued for their industrial skills and
experience. Urban laws of inheritance, differing in detail from town to town,
not only acknowledged the interests of the heirs but also often acted to main-
tain the household after the death of its head. The principal restraint upon the
freedom of devise theoretically bestowed by tenure in burgage was the widow’s
right of free-bench, or rather the variety of dower rights that went under that
title. In some towns — for instance London or Ipswich — the widow retained
control of her home, and thus of the family business, for the term of her life or
until her remarriage; elsewhere, as at Nottingham, she might be entitled to a half
share. It was clearly envisaged that the widow would share the house with the
heir, and the main Scottish burgh law realistically stipulated the parts of the
house each party was to have.*® The heir was not always the burgess’s eldest sur-
viving son; in some towns the traditional custom was ultimogeniture or inheri-
tance by the youngest son. Whatever its origins, this was again a provision that
favoured the continuity of the stable household, as the heir would so often have
been a minor still in his mother’s care. In such cases the family would have
avoided the sudden upheaval in relationships following on the inheritance and
subsequent marriage of the eldest son, and the intrusion of a new mistress into
the household. The antiquity of the custom is demonstrated by its application
at Nottingham to property subject to English law, but not to tenements in the
French borough established after the Conquest where inheritance was in the first
place to the eldest brother; at Leicester in 1255 it was replaced by primogeni-
ture, with the full approval of the burgesses and apparently at their request.**

Twelfth-century records show the expanding urban communities acting
independently of their lords, and seeking to develop the institutions of self-
government. Often the binding institution of the community was the merchant

31U E. Lipson, The Economic History of England: vol. 1: The Middle Ages, 8th edn (London, 1945), pp.
324-8.

32 M. Bateson, ed., Borough Customs (Selden Society, 18, 21, 1904—6), vol. 11, pp. 123, 126; W. H.
Stevenson, ed., Records of the Borough of Nottingham 1155-1625 (Nottingham, 1882—9), vol. 1, pp.
121-2, 170. 3 Bateson, ed., Borough Customs, 11, p. 125.

3 Stevenson, ed., Records of the Borough of Nottingham, 1, pp. 175, 189, 111, p. 406; M. Bateson, ed.,
Records of the Borough of Leicester (([London]|, 1899—1905), vol. 1, p. 49.
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guild, the organised body of merchants and others which regulated the eco-
nomic life of the town and perhaps much else besides. There are eleventh- and
early twelfth-century references to such guilds in York, Oxford, Lincoln,
Leicester, Beverley and several smaller towns; in Scotland, too, the recognition
of a merchant guild was a feature of early charters — several from the twelfth
century — to Edinburgh, Perth, Aberdeen, Roxburgh, Dundee, Inverness and
elsewhere.?> A guild could act as a legitimate representative of the townspeople,
acting on their behalf: in 1147, for instance, the ‘citizens of Oxford of the
commune of the city and of the guild of merchants’ could convey land belong-
ing to the community.*® Presumably the institution had evolved as the commer-
cial population of the town grew in numbers and influence, and the widespread
occurrence of merchant guilds by 1200 points to their having been a natural
expression of urban solidarity. The precise extent to which the growing com-
mercial communities of the eleventh and twelfth centuries turned to the mer-
chant guild as the principal means of pursuing their common interests is,
however, unclear.’’” Just as unclear is the nature of the evolving relationship
between guild and borough community. Many twelfth-century guilds may not
have been entirely urban in character; charters to Lincoln (1157) and Pembroke
(1154—89) for instance, as well as to most of the Scottish burghs, provide for mer-
chant guilds that could confer the privileges of membership upon merchants res-
ident within the town’s hinterland — a recognition that the mercantile
community might not yet have been wholly urban.*® Nor do we know how
socially inclusive or exclusive most of these twelfth-century guilds were —
although even if they ostensibly embraced all of a town’s settled population
effective control must have lain with the wealthier townsmen.

The willingness of the crown, by the end of the twelfth century, to concede
the right of election of urban officials and the perpetual farm of the borough
had the effect of giving formal recognition to the urban social hierarchy.
Generally, royal charters of liberties were addressed simply to the burgesses,
although John’s charter of 1200 to Gloucester recognised the existing focus of
the community and was directed to ‘my burgesses of the merchant guild’, a
formula echoing royal grants of earlier decades made to the citizens of the mer-
chant guild of Winchester.* Such a grant of municipal autonomy legitimated
the authority of the leading townsmen, as can be observed happening at Ipswich.
A unique description of the arrangements made to implement the provisions of

% Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, passim.

Tait, Medieval English Borough, p. 226.

C. Gross, The Gild Merchant (Oxford, 1890), passim; Tait, Medieval English Borough, pp. 222—34.
Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. 204—S5.

‘W. H. Stevenson, ed., Calendar of the Records of the Corporation of Gloucester (Gloucester, 1893), p.
6; Douglas and Greenaway, eds., English Historical Documents, pp. 1043—4; Tait, Medieval English
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the royal charter of 1200 details how a dozen men assumed all the offices of the
borough. The limited role allowed to the rest of the community in making these
arrangements was to express their unanimous approval when requested to do so
at mass meetings.*’

(V) INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AND DISSENT

There can have been no essential differences between this formal induction of a
burgess oligarchy, empowered to govern their town and to regulate the eco-
nomic activities of the rest of the community, and what happened elsewhere.
The virtually identical institutions of self~government granted to other towns
likewise had the appearance of representing the whole burgess body, but in
reality served to extend the authority of those who already dominated a highly
stratified urban society. It would be mistaken, therefore, to exaggerate the extent
to which the merchant guilds of the twelfth century and the successor borough
administrations effectively united the urban population. It has been asserted that
the ordinary townspeople accepted rule by their social superiors, regarding them
as a natural aristocracy,*! and certainly there will be truth in that assessment; even
so, dissatisfaction with the conduct of the ruling group could be expressed in
forthright terms, and where the relationship between rulers and those they ruled
had commercial implications there is evidence of sustained conflicts of interest.

Most prominent was the struggle for control of the cloth industry between
craft producers and merchants. The latter were successful in gaining control
of the processes of production and marketing of cloth in the major cloth-
producing towns, but the records convey very little of the likely intensity of the
conflict.*? During the twelfth century the crown had been prepared to grant
commercial privileges apparently to any craft guild willing to pay the substantial
sum demanded in return. The weavers of York, for instance, received con-
firmation some time before 1173 of their ancient liberties, and particularly of
their monopoly within Yorkshire of making coloured cloth — saving the privi-
leges of the weavers of other named boroughs — in return for the considerable
annual payment of /(10. In London, the weavers had their guild confirmed
between 1155 and 1158, with all the liberties it had possessed during the reign
of Henry I including the right of the guild to control the craft within and around
London — a privilege they evidently thought worth an annual payment of two
marks of gold or £12. The cordwainers of Oxford likewise around 1175 received
confirmation of their guild’s ancient right to a monopoly of their craft within

4 Gross, Gild Merchant, 11, pp. 116ff; translated into English in J. E Benton, Town Origins (Boston,
Mass., 1968), pp. 65—6.

#S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the History of English Medieval Towns (Oxford, 1977), p. 138.

42 E. M. Carus-Wilson, ‘The English cloth industry in the late twelfth and early thirteenth cen-
turies’, in E. M. Carus-Wilson, Medieval Merchant Venturers (London, 1954), pp. 211—38.
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their town.* Because other, similar, guilds are known only from their annual
payments recorded in the Pipe Rolls, there is no certain information of the priv-
ileges that most enjoyed. But such substantial payments — /12 from the weavers
of Winchester, £6 each from the fullers of Winchester, the weavers of Oxford
and the weavers of Lincoln, and /2 from the weavers of Huntingdon, for
example — can have been made only to purchase effective control of their craft
within their town: the power to determine all matters relating to their product,
its marketing and the recruitment and working conditions of the labour force.**
Doubtless there were more craft guilds in the twelfth century than these.
Unauthorised guilds may have gone undetected, and there were guilds approved
by the crown that were not recorded in the Pipe Rolls because they did not pay
their annual fines to the sheriff — for instance, £1 from the guild of Gloucester
weavers had been assigned to St Augustine’s Abbey, Bristol, by Stephen. During
the thirteenth century the Gloucester weavers continued to pay a further /1
annually to the town administration, suggesting that before 1200 this payment
had been collected by the crown-appointed town reeves.*® That was a situation
that might have applied elsewhere, with many more craft guilds paying annual
fines to local royal or seigneurial officials.

Town governments of the thirteenth century, dominated as they were by the
mercantile interest, were openly hostile to the guilds of clothworkers. In 1202
the privileges of the London weavers came under attack from the city adminis-
tration, which attempted to buy out their privileges from the crown; harsh civic
regulations governing the weavers and fullers of Winchester, Oxford,
Marlborough and Beverley, and said to be derived from those of London, were

4 In both Winchester and Beverley, laws

collected together at about this time.
forbade weavers and fullers from dyeing or selling cloth outside the town; in
Winchester — where the authorities in 1205 took over the liability to pay the
annual farms of the weavers and fullers to the crown — it was stipulated that the
clothworkers could sell only to the city’s merchants. In Marlborough it was laid
down that weavers and fullers could work only for the prudes humes or ‘good
men’ of the town; in Oxford the prudes humes were to control the craft.

Forbidden in all four of the towns to become burgesses unless they forswore their

* Douglas and Greenaway, eds., English Historical Documents, pp. 1014—15, 1043; Ballard, ed., British
Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. 254, 207, 208.

# ]. Hunter, ed., Pipe Roll of 31 Henry I (Record Commission, 1833), pp. 2, 48, 109. Pipe Rolls from
1158 onwards have been published by the Pipe Roll Society, 1884— . The references to guilds
in the Pipe Roll of 1179—80 are conveniently brought together in Bland, Brown and Tawney,
eds., English Economic History, pp. 114—16.

4 CChR 1300—26, p. 378; W. H. Stevenson, ed., “The records of the corporation of Gloucester’, in
Historical Manuscripts Commission, Report 12, Appendix 9 (London, 1891), p. 420.

4 Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, p. 208; R. R. Sharpe, ed., Calendar of Letter-Books
of the City of London (London, 1889—1912), C, p. 55; G. Unwin, The Gilds and Companies of London,
4th edn (London, 1963), pp. 45—6.
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craft, weavers and fullers were furthermore debarred even from giving evidence
against burgesses — thus preventing them from taking legal proceedings against
the merchants on whom they were forced to be dependent.*’” The thirteenth-
century records of the merchant guild of Leicester show such regulations in
operation, whilst the guild — with all the authority of the borough — also rigor-
ously stipulated the fees the master weavers and fullers could take from the mer-
chant clothiers for the cloth they were commissioned to make.*® And as if to
demonstrate the essentially parallel development of Scottish and English urban
society during this period, the charter confirming Perth’s merchant guild — dated
to the years before 1214 — specifically excluded the fullers and weavers from the
liberty, as did Aberdeen’s a few years later, and Stirling’s in 1226. By the same
charters, the right to make dyed cloth or to cause it to be made was restricted
to burgesses of the burgh, thus forcing the workers in all but the cheapest cloth
to surrender their independence to the merchant clothiers.*

The phrasing of these Scottish burgh charters was more specific than that of
their English counterparts, but the authority given the English borough admin-
istrations was used to achieve the same effect. How far was the imposition of
mercantile control on the clothworkers generally symptomatic of industrial and
class relationships in the larger towns? There is no evidence to suggest that any
other group of workers was legally constrained in quite the same way, but
borough governments were nevertheless suspicious of attempts in some of the
larger provincial towns to establish craft guilds. At Norwich, guilds were forbid-
den under the terms of royal charters of 1256 and 1285; and although the city
authorities were forced to relent and allow them in 1286, they were able to insist
that the guilds accept officials imposed by the city authorities. By 1300 there
were guilds of tanners, shoemakers, fullers, saddlers and chandlers.>® The scar-
city of references to craft guilds in most similar towns until the fourteenth
century reflects this antagonism towards organised labour; when guilds did in
time become more common, it was to be — at least in part — as organs placing
the master craftsmen within the hierarchy of borough government, and enforc-
ing the standardisation of wage levels and working conditions.®!

There is some evidence of overt expressions of class antagonism, and dissatis-
faction with the activities of town rulers; behind such cases as we know of may

47 A. E Leach, ed., Beverley Town Documents (Selden Society, 14, 1900), pp. 134—s; D. Keene, Survey
of Medieval Winchester, 2 vols. (Winchester Studies, 2, Oxford, 1985), vol. 1, p. 296.

4 Bateson, ed., Records of the Borough of Leicester, 1, pp. 106, 168 and passim; E. Miller and J. Hatcher,
Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts, 1086—1348 (London, 1995), p. 365; Carus-Wilson,
‘The English cloth industry’, passim.

4 Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, pp. 205, 210—11; A. Ballard and J. Tait, eds., British

Borough Charters 1216—1307 (Cambridge, 1923), pp. 278, 285.

Ballard and Tait, eds., British Borough Charters 1216—1307, p. 283.

51 R. Holt and G. Rosser, eds., The Medieval Town (London, 1990), Introduction, pp. 9—10; R. H.
Hilton, ‘Towns in English medieval society’, in ibid., pp. 19—28.
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have lain much greater discontent, given the difficulty both the poorer burgesses
and those excluded from the borough community must have had in making
themselves heard and having their grievances recorded. From Oxford a list of
complaints came in 1257 from the ‘lesser commune’, detailing abuses of power
on the part of thirty-two named ‘great burgesses’ who were evidently in effective
control of the town. One of the grievances was that men could work as weavers
only on the oligarchy’s terms, so that the protest was at least in part against the
merchants’ control of cloth production; other grievances were the oligarchy’s
policies of forcing even poor workmen to pay to join the merchant guild, and
of levying tallages unfairly. The complainants were anonymous, but the prevail-
ing tenor of their grievances shows them to have been people who were them-
selves employers of labour or traders in the market, rather than wage labourers
or the very poor.>? Similar though less specific complaints from the ordinary bur-
gesses about the wealthy men who ruled them came from other towns, includ-
ing Grimsby in 1258, Northampton in 1276 and Cambridge in 1291, the main
grievance being unjust taxation.>® Typical was the protest to the parliament of
1290 from a group calling itself the ‘community of Gloucester’, complaining that
the potentes ville were abusing their power by imposing unreasonable levels of
tallage.>* Again, these protests at the behaviour of the town oligarchies were
coming not from those at the bottom of urban society but from the middle rank
of burgesses, who clearly resented their exclusion from power.

(vi) THE JEWISH COMMUNITY

Jewish people entered England in the years following the Norman Conquest,
and retaining their distinct religious and cultural identity they came in time to
form communities in most of the major English towns. There is no evidence for
Jewish settlement anywhere in Britain during the pre-Conquest period, and no
reason to question the received version of events: that Jewish families — many of
them from the established Jewish community at Rouen — moved to England fol-
lowing the influx of the new French ruling class. Their special role was the
supply of credit to both the lay and the ecclesiastical aristocracy, whilst their
profitability to the crown ensured a sufficient level of protection until the middle
years of the thirteenth century.?

Their relations with other townspeople were probably never easy; it is
instances of disharmony of which we hear most, the occasions when prejudice
and mistrust turned to accusation or violence. That could have been only one
aspect of a more complex relationship, however, and the reluctance of the Jewish

32 Calendar of Inquisitions Miscellaneous, vol 1, 1219-1307, pp. 79-83.

53 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts, p. 359.

4 Rotuli Parliamentorum (Record Commission, 1783), vol. 1, p. 47b.

% H. G. Richardson, The English Jewry under Angevin Kings (London, 1960), pp. 1—22.
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communities to withdraw into defensible ghettoes — even after the serious attacks
made on them in many towns in 1189—90—suggests that fear of their Christian
neighbours was not uppermost in their minds. Nevertheless, the fact of such
attacks and of numerous actions against individuals or groups of Jews leaves little
doubt that in every town Jewish families led separate lives from their social peers
in the Christian community. Jews and Christians might often be business part-
ners, and there are glimpses of situations where there was mutual respect and
perhaps friendship, but the impossibility of non-Christians ever being assimilated
into Christian society remained.’® Indeed, anti-Jewish sentiment apparently
increased over the years, and was doubtless shared by most Christians. It was at
the request of the local townspeople that Jews were excluded from Newcastle in
1234, from Derby in 1261 and from Bridgnorth in 1274.5

In 1130 the Jewish community was still firmly based in London, where prob-
ably all English Jews then lived. The decade or so following, however, saw Jewish
populations established in other towns, so that by 1159 there were eleven separ-
ate communities to be taxed.’® After London the wealthiest was at Norwich,
where Jewish residents had been accused of the ritual murder of a Christian boy
in 1144. Similar accusations were made in Gloucester in 1168, Bury St Edmunds
in 1181 and Bristol in 1183.% Widespread anti-Jewish riots in 1189 and 1190
were provoked by people with a range of motives, but clearly many townspeo-
ple were more than ready to participate in massacring Jews at York, London,
Norwich and elsewhere.®” Although several apparently new Jewish communities
were established during the thirteenth century, the riots marked the real end of
the period of expansion into the major towns; after 1200, there were seventeen
recognised communities where Jews could live and transact business, at Bristol,
Cambridge, Canterbury, Colchester, Exeter, Gloucester, Hereford, Lincoln,
London, Northampton, Norwich, Nottingham, Oxford, Stamford, Winchester,
Worcester and York. Later communities established at Bedford, Dorchester,
Marlborough, Warwick and Wilton were clearly less important, and both here
and at the smaller Jewish communities briefly recorded during the twelfth
century such as Thetford and Bungay the permanent Jewish population may
have been very small indeed.®!

Even the largest provincial communities were never substantial. By the time
of their expulsion in 1290, the number of English Jews had fallen, it has been
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estimated, to between 2,000 and 3,000; their population had been greater before
the preceding period of increasing state harassment, but whether it had ever
reached the 4,000—5,000 that has been suggested seems unlikely.®> The Jewish
cemetery at York, in use from soon after 1177 until 1290, contained an estimated
total of no more than a thousand burials of which more than a third were of
infants; by implication, the adult population during most of that century had not
been extensive.®® At its greatest extent in the early thirteenth century, the
Norwich community contained perhaps 150 to 200 people.®* But despite its
small size, Jewish society was no less stratified by wealth than was Christian urban
society. Taxation records listing the payments made by individual Jews reveal the
great wealth of a few prominent families, the moderate wealth of others and the
poverty of many more Jews who were too poor to be taxed in any but a poll tax
such as those levied for the support of converts in the 1280s.%% Beside the great
money-lenders there must have been many pawnbrokers; there were Jewish phy-
sicians, goldsmiths and other craftsmen, as well as retailers, whilst many of the
poorer Jews presumably found employment as servants to the wealthy house-

holds in their own community.*®

(vil) SMALL-TOWN SOCIETY

It has been suggested that by 1300 at least half of the urban population lived in
the many small towns that had sprung up.®” Some of these smaller urban com-
munities may already have been long-established; in all likelihood, a number of
emerging urban societies were either unidentified or at best imperfectly
described in Domesday Book. The grant of liberties to Burford in Oxfordshire
by its lord at some time during the twenty years following 1086 — burgage tenure,
and the trading privileges of the guild merchant of Oxford — may have marked
the absolute beginning of the town’s history; it is equally likely that there was
already a nucleus of people living by trade and manufacturing. The value of the
manor in 1086 — £ 13 — was a high one, and within the large tenant population
recorded as twenty-two villani and eighteen bordarii there may have been a
nascent burgess element.®® But could such a society be construed as urban? An
urban presence within the great royal manor of Tewkesbury was recognised in

92 V. D. Lipman, The Jews of Medieval Norwich (London, 1967), pp. 36-8.
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1086, where a market had been founded before the Conquest (during the time
of Queen Edith, after 1045) and thirteen burgesses together rendered £1 a year.
Given such a small number, and the lack of any indication that the total of urban
households was greater than that, it is hard to imagine Tewkesbury in 1086 as a
place with any but the most rudimentary urban functions. Successive earls of
Gloucester, apparently from the late eleventh century onwards, acknowledged
the commercial privileges of the Tewkesbury burgesses, as well as their tenurial
and legal liberties, and their right to regulate their own affairs through their own

court.”

These were privileges designed to meet the needs of an evolving com-
munity, not least by providing the legal means for them to regulate their rela-
tionships with each other. Crucially, through their court they appointed their
own town officials, and could determine which strangers might, or might not,
be allowed to join their community. A charter conferring basic urban liberties
might not make a new town, but was clearly of great importance in nurturing
the development of a distinctive urban society.

Twelfth-century evidence from Evesham points to how such an urban society
might be growing. A town in many ways comparable with Tewkesbury, it too
had its origins in the decades before the Conquest. Its commercial character was
recognised with the grant of the privileges of a port and the right to a market in
1055; as may also have been the case with the rent of the burgesses of Tewkesbury,
the /1 its inhabitants rendered to Evesham Abbey in 1086 has every appearance
of being an agreed amount, collected and paid over by an organised body of bur-
gesses. A rental of the town from only a century after Domesday Book lists 231
tenants of the abbey, settled in four distinct quarters of the town. Twenty-nine
lived in the ‘new borough’, apparently a sign of recent expansion. The town must
have had a population of at least 1,000 in the late twelfth century, and doubtless
many more as not all the town’s householders would have held their tenements
directly from the abbey. Moreover, Evesham had acquired a transpontine suburb.
Beyond the Avon, the abbey’s manor of Bengeworth contained twenty-eight bor-
darii, all but two paying a rent of 12d. and including at least two smiths and a
weaver. In that quarter of the borough named simply as ‘Evesham’ — evidently
the old core of the town from before the Conquest — there were ninety-six
tenants, an indication perhaps of the original extent of the town, and demon-
strating the degree to which it had grown in little more than a century.”

By 1200, there is abundant evidence of the expansion of the urban sector
throughout England and those parts of Wales coming under English rule.”! The

% Farley, Domesday Book, 1, f.163c; Bland, Brown and Tawney, eds., English Economic History,
pp. 116—-19.

7 W. D. Macray, ed., Chronicon Abbatiae de Evesham (RS, 1863), p. 75; Farley, Domesday Book, 1,
f.175¢c; BL, Cotton MS Vesp. Bxx1v, fl.42—5v, 34.

I M. W. Beresford and H. P. R. Finberg, English Medieval Boroughs (Newton Abbot, 1973),
pp. 38—4o0.

95

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Richard Holt

significant population growth of established towns is implied by their continued
physical expansion, both intensively and extensively. The evidence for greater
density of population within towns is matched by the abundant evidence for
suburban growth during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.”?

More impressive evidence of the growth in the urban population is the large
number of towns recorded now for the first time. By the end of this long phase
of expansion, in the early fourteenth century, some soo settlements showing
urban characteristics had emerged in England alone.” Yet with only limited evi-
dence for a truly urban life within so many of these little communities — recog-
nition of their status resting in many cases on the survival of a charter of liberties,
or the recorded existence of borough courts and borough law, or even just on
references to burgage tenure — it might be questioned how far these were really
towns. The fact of their burghality does not necessarily imply a truly urban com-
munity, just as there were flourishing towns at this time which clearly had no
need of a charter of liberties from their lord, and whose burghality, in conse-
quence, might be legally doubtful.

The few studies of small-town society that have been possible cannot by
themselves dispel such doubts, although they demonstrate how readily a distinc-
tively urban society could establish itself in even the smallest and least well-
favoured new town. Evidence for the origins and early development of
Stratford-on-Avon, the archetypal English small town, establishes how the
bishop of Worcester’s foundation of the borough in 1196 was indeed the begin-
ning of the urban settlement. He planned and built it upon a new site, distinct
from the older village site around the parish church; within a couple of gener-
ations, there was a diverse population of immigrants and the children of immi-
grants. With at least 234 households, the new town had an estimated population
in excess of 1,000 living by a wide range of craft skills, and which had already
demonstrated a sense of community with its foundation of the Holy Cross guild.
Through the guild the burgesses built their own place of worship at the centre
of the town, and from this basis went on to create the social institutions that
would give form and solidarity to their community.

Analysis of the surnames of the burgesses of 1251 has shown Stratford to have
been a town mainly of artisans. Both the diversity of occupations and the absence
of producers or suppliers of luxury goods stresses that the economic role of these
craftsmen was to supply the simple needs of the people of the surrounding coun-
tryside. The lack of scope for specialisation in any particular product would have
prevented the growth of any large, local industries dominated by mercantile
interests. Whilst it had its wealthier burgesses, therefore, Stratford seems to have

72 D. Keene, ‘Suburban growth’, in M. W. Barley, ed., The Plans and Topography of Medieval Towns in
England and Wales (CBA Res. Rep., 14, 1976), and reprinted in Holt and Rosser, ed., The Medieval
Town, pp. 97—119. 73 Beresford and Finberg, English Medieval Boroughs, pp. 38—40.
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lacked the powerful merchant class which so dominated the society and
economy of the larger towns.”*

Yet as a market town serving a prosperous locality, Stratford was not at the
lowest level of urbanisation. At less than half its size, and lacking its powerful
guild, the Worcestershire borough of Halesowen might better fit that des-
cription. Even here, though, we can observe a society recognisably urban in its
interests and its structure, as the unique evidence for Halesowen’s people dem-
onstrates. Halesowen had a market and fair in the 1220s and by 1270 had been
granted a charter of liberties by its lord, the Premonstratensian abbey of
Halesowen. The fortuitous survival of the greater number of its court records
from 1272 onwards makes Halesowen a remarkable exception to the general
pattern of poorly documented small towns, and has provided a rich source of
information relating to the everyday life and activities of this otherwise undis-
tinguished community.”® In their commercial activities, the people of Halesowen
did nothing unusual or unexpected; theirs was as typical a small town as could
be found, and all the more important for that fact. Particularly valuable in the
court rolls 1s the mass of detail concerning social relationships. Within a very few
years of the town’s formal beginnings a stable burgess community had become
established, consisting of up to a hundred settled families. Many held tenements
by burgage tenure, with the commercial liberties that implied; alternatively, indi-
viduals acquired rights to trade legally either by taking out the liberty of the
borough on an annual or lifetime basis, or by paying an annual rent for the right
to set up a stall. Family interrelationships over two or more generations can be
established in about eighty cases, and reveal a pattern that was more varied than
we might expect.

The town’s population in the decades around 1300 has been estimated at 600,
although the total must have fluctuated with the ebb and flow of migrants for
whom residence in Halesowen was often brief. The evident stability of the com-
munity is surprising, given the continued influx of immigrants which the court
rolls record. Many were poor and regarded as undesirable entrants to the borough,
although usually little was done to enforce the removal of illegal residents. The
majority were women: in the 1270s they amounted to some 65 per cent of illegal
immigrants, and as many as 75 per cent thereafter. Presumably driven by lack of
opportunity in the countryside, they saw even in this small urban economy the
possibility of living by trade, and in Halesowen most found employment as petty
retailers or in making and supplying food and drink. So while this remained a
male-dominated society, many women here (and doubtless also in similar small

74 E. M. Carus-Wilson, ‘The first half-century of the borough of Stratford-upon-Avon’, Ec. HR,
2nd series, 18 (1965), 46—63, and rep. in Holt and Rosser, eds., The Medieval Town, pp. 49—70.

7> R. H. Hilton, ‘Small town society in England before the Black Death’, P&P, 105 (1984), 53—78,
and repr. in Holt and Rosser, eds., The Medieval Town, pp. 71—96, from which all the following
evidence for Halesowen is drawn.
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towns) were engaged in activities on their own behalf rather than as associates of
husbands or fathers. Women must have appreciably outnumbered men in the
adult population, and were able to lead independent lives: of the many women
active in a variety of trades, some headed households in which men seem to have
played no more than a transient role.

The relationship between townspeople and their lord was close and often
uneasy. Abbots of Halesowen were clearly reluctant to concede all of the privi-
leges of the borough of Hereford which they had promised to their burgesses of
Halesowen by their charter, and until 1300 demanded labour services as a pun-
ishment for petty offences. They even claimed dues from the burgesses which
elsewhere would have implied their lack of personal freedom: both marriage
fines and leyrwite — the fine for fornication — were imposed, whilst burgesses were
sometimes regarded as serfs whose property was liable to appropriation — at least
in theory — by the lord. According to the court rolls, the burgesses of the thir-
teenth century offered only verbal resistance to this high-handed behaviour,
which came to an end during the fourteenth century as abbots and town estab-
lished a more distant relationship.

At the apex of Halesowen society was a small group of men, filling the public
offices of the town and conducting the day-to-day administration. This was the
group deemed worthy to serve as jurors in the borough court, who presented
offenders, adjudicated on issues and questions of custom, and who doubtless ini-
tiated ordinances issued in the name of the court or the community. From the
jurors came the candidates for the offices of bailiff, ale-taster and catchpoll, who
collected any monies due to the court. By contrast with the situation in the
greater towns, this was no small, exclusive elite based solely on wealth and family;
the jurors were drawn from the established families of the town, with most of
them providing at least one juror over time. Through the court the community
could take concerted action in the interests of all: frequent ordinances were
issued to control nuisances, and pollution of the water supply; the quality, and
not just the weight, of bread was an issue, and the attempts to control and
exclude undesirable and disreputable immigrants doubtless met with the
approval of the established members of the community.

Disputes between individuals were common, and frequently led to violence.
Women, although in a majority and generally economically active, rarely initi-
ated attacks on others; they were responsible for no more than 15 per cent of
assaults in the decades before 1300, though they were frequently the victims of
male violence. When it came to vituperation and defamation, however, women
were as active as men, using terms of abuse nearly always of a sexual nature: mere-
trix or ‘whore’ was most commonly used by women, along with ‘thief” or — less
commonly — ‘witch’. On occasion women impugned the sexual morals of the
canons of Halesowen, or mocked men for effeminacy. Abuse was taken seriously
by the court, and there is no doubt of the peculiar hurtfulness of such insults in
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a society where great value was set on married respectability but where more
casual liaisons were common — particularly among the shifting population of
poor migrants. Undue sensitivity to suggestions of irregular sexual relations
points to a fear of losing a fragile reputation within a small community.

(vill) THE EMERGENCE OF URBAN SOCIETY IN WALES

The Halesowen model of small-town society may not apply to the minor towns
of Scotland about which we know so little, and is certainly not directly applicable
to the towns of Wales. There, the circumstances and political implications of
urbanisation ensured that still in 1300 many urban populations would retain an
ethnic identity distinct from that of their hinterland. Military as well as commer-
cial considerations had dictated the siting of most new towns, founded by kings
and Marcher lords in the course of asserting their control over their newly acquired
lands. At the core of Welsh urban societies were communities of immigrant bur-
gesses with English names, for whom strong walls and the lord’s castle offered
security from the hostility of a dispossessed native people. At a number of towns
— perhaps in practice at every English town in Wales — the English burgess was
expected to play a military role, guarding the town or serving the lord in local cam-
paigns. At Denbigh, for instance, it was specified that military service in person or
through a proxy was a condition of holding a burgage, and at Swansea the bur-
gesses had a guaranteed right to half the booty when they went on campaign.’® In
England, such service was only very rarely specified in post-Conquest charters, as
for instance at Egremont in the northern border county of Cumberland.”

Thus the divide between urban and rural society was marked more intensely in
Wales than elsewhere, and frequently found expression in outright hostility during
the period before 1300; there are recorded instances of both castles and towns
being attacked and destroyed. Urban growth was clearly retarded, and the sugges-
tion that Wales in 1300 had an urban population approaching 50,000 or as much
as a sixth of its total population may be an exaggeration. On close examination,
of the 105 or more towns of medieval Wales apparently no more than 6o show
any indication of a truly urban population before 1300. Borough status, a market
charter and some rudimentary planning were not enough to make a town, and
rentals recording often little more than twenty burgages plainly show that many
of these boroughs still, at the end of the thirteenth century, had not succeeded in
nurturing an autonomous urban economy or society. Towns of any size were very
few in number and were still in the main a feature of those parts of the Marches
where English rule was most firmly established. Thirteenth-century Welsh urban

76 R. R. Davies, Congquest, Coexistence and Change (Oxford, 1987), pp. 165—6, 421; Ballard and Tait,
eds., British Borough Charters 1216—1307, pp. 114—15; Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters
1042—1216, p. 89. 77 Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216, p. 90.
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populations defy precise measurement; even so, very few places escape
classification as small towns in English terms — that s, taking a population of 2,000
as the dividing line. With 420 burgesses in the 1290s Cardiff cleared that hurdle,
although whether evidently thriving towns such as Carmarthen, Cowbridge,
Holt, Haverfordwest, Tenby, Chepstow, Usk, Newport or Monmouth did so yet
is debatable. Urbanisation came later than in England, and many towns in Wales
were still growing rapidly in the decades either side of 1300; life in towns evidently
became more attractive with the political stability that accompanied undisputed
English control of the principality.”®

The promotion of new towns for strategic rather than economic advantage
came to an end, effectively, with the establishment in the 1280s of the Edwardian
fortified boroughs of North Wales following the defeat of Gwynedd. Elsewhere
in Wales, the closing years of the thirteenth century saw urban communities
becoming less obviously alien and unwelcome intrusions, and more clearly
identified with their localities. Ethnically Welsh towns were appearing, such as
Welshpool; given a foundation charter by its Welsh lord before 1245, it had
become a town of 106 taxpayers in the 1290s.”’ This and other Welsh towns were
wholly commercial in character, and the greater part of their populations had
presumably arrived through immigration from the immediate locality on the
same pattern as the smaller English towns. But like the smallest of the ‘English’
boroughs in Wales, few such places could have evolved a social structure of any
complexity before 1300; from their size and rudimentary topography the impres-
sion is that many were little more than rural marketing centres, nucleated settle-
ments often associated with an ancient church.®

(1IX) URBAN LIVING STANDARDS AND MORTALITY

For many of those moving into the expanding towns of the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, lack of appropriate skills or financial resources meant there was
little prospect of economic security through regular employment. Driven by
rural poverty rather than attractive prospects of urban wealth, they faced the
prospect of living by casual labour or street trading. Doubtless their living con-
ditions and their diet were appreciably worse than those of better-situated men
and women; so, whilst there is abundant archaeological evidence that townspeo-
ple generally ate better food than did their rural counterparts, that certainly did
not imply an adequate diet at every social level.3! The impressive quantities of

78 1. Soulsby, The Towns of Medieval Wales (Chichester, 1983), pp. 19—23, 62—3.

7 Soulsby, Towns of Medieval Wales, p. 268. However, by the 1290s many of the inhabitants of
Welshpool bore English names: Davies, Conquest, Coexistence and Change, p. 165.

80" Soulsby, Towns of Medieval Wales, passim.

81 C. Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1989), pp. 196—202; J. Schofield
and A. Vince, Medieval Towns (London, 1994), pp. 189—96.
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butchered animal bones found in urban excavations, and the common occur-
rence of a profuse variety of fruit pips among other vegetable remains in urban
cesspools, together with the remains of a wide range of marine and freshwater
fish, testify to an urban diet that could be rich and varied. By contrast, the
evident need for close regulation of the price and quality of urban foodstufts
indicates a situation where even a small increase in the price of the staple, bread,
could leave many hungry, and where even the most unwholesome of victuals
found buyers among those unable to afford something better.??

But if it was the poorest townspeople who felt the worst effects of an inad-
equate diet, other aspects of the urban environment affected everyone. The
effects of the concentration of population have always made towns especially
vulnerable to the spread of disease; and the frequency with which the remains
of intestinal parasites are found in excavated cesspools suggests that the whole
urban population must have been so afflicted; however superior an individual’s
diet might have been, it was impossible to avoid its contamination.®? In the
same way, the superior housing of the wealthier townspeople did not neces-
sarily provide healthier living conditions. Even the wealthiest merchants chose
to live and trade at the same premises, a practice they shared with the master
craftsmen engaged in manufacturing production. With only rudimentary envi-
ronmental controls, it was inevitable that much of the urban population
suffered overcrowding, poor sanitary arrangements and drainage, and inade-
quate water supplies.?*

Evidence for the lethal effects of overcrowding on the pre-1300 urban popula-
tion comes entirely from archaeology, and most eloquently from the small number
of urban cemeteries of this period that have been investigated using modern tech-
niques of excavation and analysis. The cemetery of St Nicholas Shambles in
London, for instance, produced 234 skeletons dating from the eleventh and twelfth
centuries. Of those individuals for whom a date at death could be calculated with
sufficient confidence, 94 per cent died before they were forty-five — a sombre
statement of the high level of urban mortality, even allowing for a considerable
margin of accuracy. The cemetery of St Helen on the Walls, York, produced a
much larger sample, of 1,041 individuals, from a period of some six centuries,
from the tenth to the sixteenth. Any conclusions from this cemetery are less
specific to any particular period of the middle ages; nevertheless, the estimate that
o1 per cent of the individuals had died before they were sixty again points to a
persistent pattern of high mortality, as does the evidence that over a quarter had
died before reaching adult years. Men lived longer than women: by the age of
thirty-five, as many as 56 per cent of the women had died compared with only 36

82 Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, pp. 193—6; Hilton, English and French Towns in Feudal Society,
pp. 78-81. 85 Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, p. 200.
84 P V. Addyman, ‘The archaeology of public health at York, England,” World Archaeology, 21 (1989),
244—63; E. L. Sabine, ‘Latrines and cesspools of medieval London’, Speculum, 9 (1934), 303—21.
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per cent of the men.?> As a contrast, the cemetery of York’s medieval Jewish com-
munity provided evidence from a closely defined period, and for an identified
social group. The permission granted in 1177 to Jews outside London to establish
their own cemeteries, provided they were in extramural locations, marks the
official beginning of the Jewbury cemetery; interments ended there with the
expulsion of 1290 and the sale of the land. In all, 476 individuals were identified,
from an estimated total of around 1,000 burials. A quarter of the excavated burials
were of children aged ten or less, yet even so it was deduced that many infant
graves had escaped detection. Three out of five adult women died between the
ages of twenty and forty; the equivalent figure for men was 3 per cent, a smaller
difference than that observed at St Helen on the Walls. But just as in the wider
urban population, Jewish old people were a rarity: women and men over fifty were

respectively only 3 per cent and s per cent of the Jewish community.®®

(X) IMMIGRATION INTO TOWNS

There is insufficient evidence from this period to allow comparison between the
urban birth rate and the death rate, just as it is impossible to make any accurate
assessment of the volume of immigration. Unquestionably the urban population
was growing, but how far this was achieved by natural increase and how far by
immigration is unclear. The latter was an important factor in urban expansion;
the appearance of so many new towns during the twelfth and thirteenth centu-
ries demonstrates considerable population movement from countryside to town,
and between towns. Urban surnames often referred to a place of family origin,
and a sufficiently large sample of such names will indicate the area from which
a town drew its population. Many of the burgess families of Stratford in 1251
had surnames showing that they had come from a host of Warwickshire villages,
nearly all within a sixteen mile radius of the new town. The population of
Halesowen, similarly, was essentially local, and it would seem that very few small
towns drew their immigrants from beyond their market area.’” Not surprisingly,
larger towns showed greater pulling power, although the importance of the local
market area remained: York, according to its freemen’s rolls for the latter part of
the thirteenth century, drew 6o per cent of its immigrants from within a distance
of twenty miles; around 1300, almost 70 per cent of immigrants into Norwich
and Leicester came from the same distance. Immigrants to Gloucester showed
the same pattern, with two-thirds travelling no more than twenty miles, and half

8 Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, pp. 197-8; W. White, Skeletal Remains from the Cemetery of
St Nicholas Shambles (London and Middlesex Arch. Soc., Special Paper, 9, 1988); J. D. Dawes and
J. R. Magilton, The Cemetery of St Helen-on-the-Walls, Aldwark (The Archaeology of York, 12/1,
1980), p. 63. 8¢ Lilley, et al., The Jewish Burial Ground at Jewbury, pp. 305—11, 427-35.

87 Carus-Wilson, ‘The first half-century of Stratford-upon-Avon’, pp. $8—60; Hilton, ‘Small town
society in England’, p. 77.
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travelling fourteen miles or less.® A few immigrants came from places a hundred
miles or more away. But every town’s immigration pattern must have been
affected by that of its neighbours: Gloucester was only thirty-two miles from
Bristol, where a rather different pattern prevailed, with so per cent of immi-
grants travelling distances of up to thirty miles, and a quarter of the total coming
from places more than sixty miles away.®’

An inherent bias of such figures is that they are inevitably compiled from lists
of the more substantial householders: freemen’s registers, or those who paid
tallage or subsidies. These are the immigrants who had found at least moderate
prosperity and social position, and who must for the most part have come to the
town already possessing useful skills or placed by their families as apprentices in
the better crafts. By contrast, many of those who entered towns to escape rural
poverty — even starvation, in the most extreme cases — perhaps followed a different
migration pattern. The evidence for Halesowen included the poor as well as the
comfortably-off, and both originated in the town’s immediate hinterland; but
during the early modern period the destitute might tramp long distances from
town to town in search of employment, and probably the opportunities offered
by the larger medieval towns encouraged a similar pattern of behaviour.”
‘Whether as domestic servants or as casual labourers the poor and unskilled were
a major component of the urban labour force, although without property or
long-term employment their period of residence in any particular town may have
been limited. Some, doubtless, were seasonal migrants, travelling between town
and countryside as employment opportunities presented themselves.

(X1) CONCLUSION

Population estimates derived from the taxation figures presented in Appendix 4
indicate the extent to which England had become urbanised by 1300.
Uncertainty as to the proportion of people liable to property taxation means that
such estimates can never be precise, but a recent suggestion that 20 per cent of
the population were by now living in towns is likely to be correct. On the evi-
dence of a range of local sources, London by now had more than 80,000 people,
in all probability, while Norwich may have reached 20,000.”" But these large

8 P. McClure, ‘Patterns of migration in the late middle ages: the evidence of English place-name sur-

names’, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 32 (1979), 178, 180—1; R. A. Holt, ‘Gloucester: an English provincial

town during the later middle ages’ (PhD thesis, University of Birmingham, 1987), pp. 163-s5.

S. Penn, ‘The origins of Bristol migrants in the early fourteenth century: the surname evidence’,

Tiansactions of the Bristol and Gloucestershire Arch. Soc., 101 (1983), 128—9.

McClure, ‘Patterns of migration in the late middle ages’, 167-82; Penn, ‘The origins of Bristol

migrants in the early fourteenth century’, 123—30.

1 D. Keene, ‘A new study of London before the Great Fire’, UHY (1984), 11—21; E. Rutledge,
‘Immigration and population growth in early fourteenth-century Norwich: evidence from the
tithing roll’, UHY (1988), 15—30.
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cities were exceptional, and perhaps half of the urban population was to be found
in small towns of fewer — often far fewer — than 2,000 inhabitants. Elsewhere in
Britain, virtually all of the urban population lived in towns of this size.
Population estimates for the Welsh towns suggest that by the fourteenth century

92 the situa-

the level of urbanisation in Wales might have approached England’s;
tion in Scotland is far less clear. Edinburgh, Perth, Aberdeen and Dundee were
regarded abroad as the outstanding Scottish towns, but their prominence as
wool-exporting centres may not have been matched by any great increase in
their population.”® The total contrast between the urbanisation of Lowland
Scotland and the eastern coast, and the failure of towns to develop throughout
the whole of the Highland region, was more marked than in any other neigh-
bouring parts of Britain.”*

Whilst much of this growth was relatively recent, especially in Wales, it was
the earlier centuries of the period that had seen the emergence of a distinct urban
society in England. The initial phases of urbanisation had been swift, and social
patterns and organisation that become visible to the historian mainly during the
thirteenth century and later clearly owe much to the preceding centuries of
development. The remarkable degree of uniformity shown by urban institutions
is indicative of the shared experiences and interests of townspeople, but also
reflects the antiquity of urban society. Greater knowledge of the pre-Conquest
boroughs would allow a clearer appreciation of the extent to which the urban
social pattern was forming its distinct identity during the earliest phase of town
foundations and growth. By 1300 the populations of English towns stood at their
highest medieval level, and English urban society had grown to maturity.

Dyer, ‘How urbanised was medieval England?’, pp. 173—4, 179; Soulsby, Towns of Medieval Wales,

p. 23.
% M. Lynch, M. Spearman and G. Stell, eds., The Scottish Medieval Town (Edinburgh, 1988), pp. 5—6.
E. Ewan, Townlife in Fourteenth-Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1990), map 1, following p. 116.
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RICHARD BRITNELL

(1) DEMAND FOR URBAN GOODS AND SERVICES

O DEFINITION of the word town is very convenient for the analysis of

medieval economies. It is tempting to take the contemporary term burh

or burgus as a proxy, but this needs resisting because there was so little
consistency or stability in the way the word was used.! Population levels might
serve as a guide if they were reliably known for each town, but they are not.
Differences of taxable wealth are on record, and for 1334 can be charted for most
of England, but they depend upon the size of the assessed area and the social dis-
tribution of wealth to such an extent that there is considerable overlap between
places with ‘urban’ features (craftsmen, traders, marketing institutions) and places
dependent solely on rural pursuits. It will be assumed here, first, that a necessary
condition for being considered a town is that a settlement should have some insti-
tutional apparatus for regular local or long-distance trade; from the eleventh
century onwards this would normally mean at least a weekly market. Secondly, a
settlement with this institutional provision is classifiable as a town if its income
depends to a perceptible degree upon the sale of manufactures and services to
buyers external to the body of townsmen.? Buyers external to the urban com-
munity, in this context, may mean large households or bodies of administrative
personnel adjacent to the town; describing such purchasers as external is
justifiable because large households of all kinds normally drew most of their
income from outside the town in which they were placed. Alternatively, exter-
nal buyers were people from nearby rural settlements, wanting basic manufactures

! E. Miller and J. Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts, 10861348 (London, 1995),
pp. 18—30, 279-8s; S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the History of English Medieval Towns (Oxford,
1977), Pp- 24, 31-6, 91—2. In the following text burh and burgus will be rendered as ‘borough’ for
England and ‘burgh’ for Scotland.

% This definition is similar to, but somewhat narrower than, that in Reynolds, Introduction, pp. ix—x.
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and services that their own communities could not supply. Or, thirdly, external
buyers were people from far away, dependent upon merchants to act as interme-
diaries for the supply of some distinctive speciality of the exporting town. Even
a small town might illustrate all these aspects of demand; the citizens of Wells in
the thirteenth century supplied the bishops and chapter of Wells, they operated
weekly markets and annual fairs where they traded with people from the sur-
rounding countryside, and merchants there dealt in wool and cloth over longer
distances.’ Examination of each of these three components of demand in greater
detail can help to explain some varying patterns of urban growth between 600
and 1300.

Landlords stood to benefit more than other social classes from commercial
development and the rising demand for land that accompanied it during the
period 600—1300. The vast inequalities of income in medieval society need to
be remembered in any analysis of urban development, whether as a general phe-
nomenon or in some particular case. Until the tenth century English towns were
predominantly centres of power, and their trade was mostly to satisfy the needs
of lords and their servants.* But even after that, though other sources of demand
increased in importance, the presence of large households remained an impor-
tant feature in urban development. The least ambiguous examples of this are
monastic towns, since monastic communities were continuously resident in a
single set of buildings, which meant that they were both permanent centres of
consumption and administrative centres. Because most large secular households
were itinerant, the significance of their administrative headquarters often out-
weighed that of their lord’s domestic consumption, as in the case of the Scottish
royal burghs of the twelfth century. Nevertheless, the headquarters of lordships
may be analysed in much the same way as monastic centres, since they created
similar on-going opportunities for employment even if the lord’s family was not
always present. In many cases it would be difficult, and artificial, to assess the rel-
ative importance of the ‘domestic’ and ‘administrative’ components of demand.

Canterbury and York had recognisably urban features by the late eighth century
and both were major ecclesiastical centres.’> The continuing importance of mon-
asteries for urban development is suggested by the very names of Westminster, St
Albans, Bury St Edmunds and Peterborough, and there are numerous other exam-
ples of pre-Conquest settlements of craftsmen and tradesmen with a religious
house at their core — as at Shaftesbury, Malmesbury and Durham.® In Wales there
may have been some urban development by the monastic foundation of Caerwent

3 D. G. Shaw, The Creation of a Community (Oxford, 1993), p. 33.

G. G. Astill, “Towns and town hierarchies in Saxon England’, Oxford J of Archacology, 10 (1991),
95—117.

D. Hill, “Towns as structures and functioning communities through time: the development of
central places from 600 to 1066’, in D. Hooke, ed., Anglo-Saxon Settlements (Oxford, 1988), p. 200.
M. Bonney, Lordship and the Urban Community (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 12—17.
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in the tenth century.” In Scotland, too, some of the earliest urban or proto-urban
centres were attached to important churches, as at St Andrews and Brechin.® Lay
dignitaries, too, contributed to the development of town life. In the days when
there were many kings in Britain there were many royal seats; London,
Canterbury, Winchester and York were all prominent central places of govern-
ment in the seventh and eighth centuries, and Winchester was substantially rede-
veloped as a royal town in the late ninth century.” In the North, Bamburgh was
the centre of Northumbrian royal power up to 954 and became a seat of the earls
of Northumbria thereafter. Late Saxon and Norman boroughs often benefited
from the presence of earls. Exeter had a street known in the twelfth century as
‘Irlesbyri’ (‘earl’s dwelling’), and there was an equivalent ‘Earlesburgh’in York. The
larger towns were the homes of lesser landowners as well, at least for part of the
year.!?

After the Norman invasion of 1066, the colonisation of Britain by Norman
landlords was a major stimulus to the spread of boroughs. New monasteries
sometimes deliberately created settlements of tradesmen and craftsmen at their
gates, as at Battle.!! Many new towns were attached to royal and baronial castles.
Some of these remained very small developments, like the little castle boroughs
of New Buckenham (Norfolk) or Pleshey (Essex). Yet in areas with little previ-
ous experience of town life, Norman colonisation could be decisive in promot-
ing urban development on a feudal pattern, and in this context castles constituted
a prominent part of the scene. Amongst the most successful examples of this was
the royal borough of Newecastle-upon-Tyne, which began to grow in the late
eleventh century, but there were many lesser northern examples, like Alnwick,
Barnard Castle, Kendal, Morpeth and Richmond."?

This association between new towns and castles becomes stronger the farther
away from southern England one looks. It is prominent in the South-West.!? It
is also a striking feature of the early urban development of Wales, where out of
twenty-nine new towns of the period 1086—1200 listed by Professor Beresford,
twenty-four were castle boroughs."* A good example of such development is

7 W. Davies, An Early Welsh Microcosm: Studies in the Llandaff Charters (London, 1978), pp. 61—2.

8 B. Dicks, ‘The Scottish medieval town: a search for origins’, in G. Gordon and B. Dicks, eds.,
Scottish Urban History (Aberdeen, 1983), pp. 42—3.

® M. Biddle, ed., Winchester in the Early Middle Ages (Oxford, 1976), p. 450; M. Biddle, ‘Towns’, in
D. M. Wilson, ed., The Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1976), pp. 110, 114, 116-17,
120.

10 R Fleming, ‘Rural elites and urban communities in late Saxon England’, PEP, 141 (1993), 23—5.

"1 E. Searle, Lordship and Community (Toronto, 1974), pp. 69—88.

12 M. Beresford, New Towns of the Middle Ages (London, 1967), pp. 432, 472—4, 518; R. H. Britnell,
‘Boroughs, markets and trade in northern England, 1000—1216’, in R. H. Britnell and J. Hatcher,
eds., Progress and Problems in Medieval England (Cambridge, 1996), pp. s0—I.

13" A. Preston-Jones and P. Rose, “Week St Mary: town and castle’, Cornish Archacology, 31 (1992),
143—53. 1+ Beresford, New Towns, pp. $34—74-
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Cardigan, where a castle was first built by Gilbert fitz Richard of Clare soon after
1110, and by 1136 there was a small town there and a bridge. The Clare family
bolstered their presence at Cardigan by founding a priory there before 1165. In
origin, therefore, Cardigan was a colonial venture, but in 1165 it was captured
by Rhys ap Gruftydd, who developed the castle and made the town the capital
of a vigorous Welsh lordship. The town remained small — in 1268 it had about
110 burgesses — but it pioneered urban life and formal trading institutions in
Ceredigion. Even Edward I's later borough of Aberystwyth, though on the coast
and clearly intended from the start to develop some commercial role, depended
heavily for its prosperity on the castle and its garrison.'> Because the early Welsh
boroughs were so dependent upon colonial considerations, their subsequent
history was exceptionally liable to be affected by political change.'

The Scottish experience was analogous to that of Wales, but differed because
of the active role of kings in the creation of the earliest towns. As in Wales, there
is little recognisable town life before the twelfth century, and when towns first
occur they are closely associated with patterns of lordship, mostly royal. The word
and the idea of the burgh were here imported — like the feudal institutions that
were introduced into Scotland at the same time. Many of the earliest royal burghs
were attached to royal castles, and most of them were administrative centres of
some significance. Berwick, Crail, Dunfermline, Edinburgh, Linlithgow, Perth,
Roxburgh and Stirling, all occur both as burghs and at the head of ‘shires’ under
David I (1124—53) or his successor Malcolm IV (1153-65), and there was a
sheriffdom of Haddington, another early burgh, in 1184."7 A few other early
Scottish burghs were founded by bishops in their cathedral cities, like St Andrews
(c. 1145—50) and Glasgow (c. 1170—90).18

These examples show the close relation between patterns of lordship and the
formation of towns, but do not sufficiently explain the link. Large households
derived many of their basic supplies from their estates rather than from markets
through much of the period. Luxury goods, too, could not be expected in a
small town, and had to be acquired from afar. In the Anglo-Saxon period, and
later, landlords commonly traded directly through their own agents, often with
their own ships.!” Later, between the eleventh and the thirteenth centuries,

> R. A. Griffiths, Conquerors and Conquered in Medieval Wales (New York and Stroud, 1994), pp.
277-88, 309, 313.

16 R. R. Davies, Lordship and Society in the March of Wales, 1282—1400 (Oxford, 1978), pp. 321-37.

7 Regesta Regum Scottorum, ed. G. W. S. Barrow et al., (Edinburgh, 1960— ), vol. 1, pp. 37, 40, 45—9;
I. H. Adams, The Making of Urban Scotland (London, 1978), p. 22. For the Scottish shire, or soke,
see G. W. S. Barrow, The Kingdom of the Scots (London, 1973), pp. 7-68.

8 G. W. S. Barrow, Kingship and Unity (London, 1981), pp. 88, 92.

9 S. Kelly, ‘“Trading privileges from eighth-century England’, Early Medieval Europe, 1 (1992), 3—28;
R. H. Britnell, ‘Sedentary long-distance trade and the English merchant class in the thirteenth
century’, in P. R. Coss and S. D. Lloyd, eds., Thirteenth Century England, V' (Woodbridge, 1995),
p. 138.
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access to imported goods became heavily dependent on seasonal fairs. The main
fairs, as they had developed by the thirteenth century, were close by long-
established towns — Stamford (Lent), St Ives (Easter), Boston (July), Lynn (late
July), Winchester (September), Westminster (October), Northampton (Novem-
ber) and Bury St Edmunds (December).?’ By their very nature, however, they
involved extensive travelling by most buyers and sellers, or their agents. At the
end of the thirteenth century Durham Priory was buying furs and haberdashery
at Darlington fair and wine and spices at Boston.?' By this time the commercial
role of these great fairs was dwindling, as merchants in each part of the country
realised their ability to find customers for their wares all year round rather than
through the limited period when local fairs were being held. In the later thir-
teenth century, for example, the royal household switched into purchasing
fabrics and spices through London rather than through provincial fairs, to the
benefit of those merchants who imported into the city and kept stocks there.??
Even after the decline of the fairs, however, the availability of internationally
traded products was restricted to the larger towns, and magnates were unlikely
to do a great deal of business elsewhere.?

Though great households did not buy a large part of their requirements
directly through local markets, their presence was nevertheless important for the
formation of towns. There were several possible reasons for this. First, such
households generated a considerable demand for household services of many
kinds, both menial and professional, and the resulting coming together of depen-
dants could be sufficiently large to constitute the core of a landless or nearly land-
less community. For example, at Abingdon Abbey in 1185 there were at least
eighty servants, most of whom received much of their food from the monks.?*
Secondly, though large households might depend upon materials and provisions
drawn from afar, they often required local craftsmen to work them. This was the
case not only with construction and repairs to buildings, but also with carpen-
try, tailoring and repairs to all sorts of equipment and utensils.?> Thirdly, they
often employed local people in the business of procuring supplies. Some land-
lords went over earlier than others to receiving cash rather than produce from
their estates, and in these circumstances the provisioning of their households
required contracts with local dealers.® Even households that lived mostly from
their own estates, like Durham Priory, required textiles, wine and other

20 E. W. Moore, The Fairs of Medieval England (Toronto, 1985), p. 10.

Bonney, Lordship, p. 171.

G. A. Williams, Medieval London, 2nd edn (London, 1970), pp. 107-8.

C. Dyer, Everyday Life in Medieval England (London, 1994), pp. 263—5.

B. Harvey, Living and Dying in England, 1100—1540 (Oxford, 1993), p. 151; D. Keene, Survey of
Medieval Winchester (Winchester Studies, 2, Oxford, 1985), vol. 1, p. 323.

Bonney, Lordship, pp. 90—1, 156—7; G. Rosser, Medieval Westminster 1200—1540 (Oxford, 1989),
pp. 150-5. %
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imported goods to be commercially supplied.?” Fourthly, large households com-
monly attracted a stream of visitors who needed temporary accommodation or
other services. From the late Saxon period some towns became centres of pil-
grimage because of the relic collections they housed, and for towns like
Winchester, Westminster, Canterbury, York and Durham this business long
remained an important source of trade.”® Glasgow, too, originated as an eccle-
siastical centre and benefited from the pilgrim traffic to St Kentigern’s tomb.?’
Other visitors were drawn to towns in the course of litigation or the perfor-
mance of public services like the payment of taxes.

The demand of large households and administrative authorities was undoubt-
edly a stimulus to urban growth, especially in the earliest phases of development.
Yet almost all towns, however small, had a broader commercial basis than that.
In order to be more than an enclave of craftsmen and tradesmen depending on
a single buyer, a town had to be able to supply goods and services to its neigh-
bours. This was the single most general source of urban growth between about
880 and 1300, because of the expansion of the rural economy during that period.
The expenditure of rural landlords increased as their cash incomes rose, and it
seems that there was also some increase in the standards of living of the wealth-
ier peasantry. Such demand was chiefly for cheap woollen cloth, leather goods
and other basic merchant goods such as salt, tar, iron and fish.>

The relationship between Anglo-Saxon boroughs and patterns of local trade
is a topic of considerable uncertainty, because many were created in wartime as
centres of defence and administration rather than of trade. To identify them as a
network of price-setting markets requires a hazardous leap of faith over the
silences of the written texts. Nevertheless, some centres, whether called bor-
oughs or not, did come to attract traders from neighbouring settlements, and
were provided with an appropriate institutional apparatus.®! Urban growth in the
period ¢. 880—930 at York, Lincoln and perhaps some other towns of the
Danelaw would be difficult to explain without reference to some increase in
local interdependence between town and country.®? The best evidence for

2
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Bonney, Lordship, pp. 157-8.

Biddle, ed., Winchester, pp. 308, 461; Fleming, ‘Rural elites and urban communities’, 29—31;
Bonney, Lordship, pp. 10, 16, 24; B. Dobson, ‘The later middle ages, 1215—-1500’, in G. E. Aylmer
and R. Cant, eds., A History of York Minster (Oxford, 1977), pp. 85—6; Rosser, Medieval Westminster,
pPp- 35-0, 150, 216.

N. E Shead, ‘Glasgow: an ecclesiastical borough’, in M. Lynch, M. Spearman and G. Stell, eds.,
The Scottish Medieval Town (Edinburgh, 1988), pp. 116-17.

3 R. H. Britnell, ‘Commercialisation and economic development in England’, in R. H. Britnell

and B. M. S. Campbell, eds., A Commercialising Economy (Manchester, 1995), pp. 20-1.
31 R. H. Britnell, ‘English markets and royal administration before 1200’, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 31
(1978), 183-96.
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exchanges of this type is that of pottery, some of which travelled many miles
from its urban point of manufacture.®> Many boroughs and markets of the
Domesday survey must have exemplified the interdependence of town and
country, in the absence of any other explanation of their urban characteristics.
The renewed prominence of town building in the period ¢. T080—1220 through
most of Britain is more likely to have depended on the growth of the rural
economy than increasing landlord expenditure or the expansion of overseas
trade.**

The satisfactory organisation of trade between towns and their rural neigh-
bours required the establishment of regular markets and market rules. From the
late eleventh century, at least, towns also commonly had annual fairs to attract
more specialised traders over longer distances. Little is known about how these
operated before the thirteenth century, and there is no reason to suppose that
there was any universal set of customs. From 1066, if not earlier, kings of
England asserted the right to license all new markets, and they were followed in
this respect by kings of Scots from David I onwards.>> From that time we know
increasingly more about where there were markets and fairs, and when they were
held. The bigger the resident community a market place served the more trade
it would attract and the more money it would make for its licensee. The resi-
dents were normally free to trade without paying tolls, but rents were charged
for stalls in the market and for the use of distinctive market facilities like weigh-
ing apparatus. Outsiders were charged tolls on their trade according to some
regular tariff; an early list of toll charges from the new town of Cardift dates from
the mid-twelfth century. In addition, fines were charged for offences against

market rules.’¢

This possibility of making money from the development of a
town and its trade was undoubtedly a consideration that encouraged kings and
other landlords to engage in urban development. Some new towns — like
Stratford-on-Avon, founded in 1196 — were quite unrelated to the requirements
of a large household or administrative centre, and increasingly in the course of
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries landlords founded such new towns as an
aspect of estate improvement. Markets and fairs were sometimes created to serve
existing settlements, and sometimes in order to develop new ones. In Essex, the
modern Witham (originally the new town of “Wulvesford’), Harwich (originally
a market in Dovercourt), Manningtree (originally a market at ‘Sheningho’),

3 J. Campbell, “Was it infancy in England? Some questions of comparison’, in M. Jones and M.
Vale, eds., England and her Neighbours, 1066—1453: Essays in Honour of Pierre Chaplais (London,
1989), pp. 10—11; Fleming, ‘Rural elites and urban communities’, 19—20.

34 Britnell, ‘Boroughs, markets and trade’, pp. 62—4; S. Reynolds, “Towns in Domesday Book’, in
J. C. Holt, ed., Domesday Studies (Woodbridge, 1987), pp. 308—9.

% Regesta Regum Scottorum, ed. Barrow et al., 1, no. 9o, p. 170.

% Griffiths, Conquerors and Conquered, p. 339; Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns Commerce
and Crafts, pp. 155—80, 259—60.
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modern Epping (originally a new foundation on Epping Heath, away from old
Epping) and Billericay (originally a market in Great Burghstead) are all first
known from royal grants of markets and fairs at dates between 1212 and 1253.%

The expansion of demand over even longer distances, beyond nearby villages,
is also well attested for the period 6oo—1300 though its magnitude is unknown.
Towns differed very greatly in the extent to which they benefited from such mer-
cantile activity. Especially in Anglo-Saxon and Norman England, a commercial
impetus to urban growth was closely associated with large households, with their
conspicuous consumption of imported goods.*® But inevitably the clearest
archaeological traces of such trade are at ports. The coast of Kent showed signs
of commercial development at least as early as the eighth century, and a trading
settlement at Southampton that grew up beside the River Itchen was one of
England’s largest towns at that time. There is documentary evidence of maritime
trade from a hithe in London in the second quarter of the eighth century.®® The
beginnings of the development of Ipswich as a port is also probably from this early
period.*® Setbacks to overseas trade in the period of Viking attacks, ¢. 830—80
were soon followed by vigorous revival. When King Alfred refounded London
in 886, Queenhithe was developed on the banks of the Thames. Alfred also devel-
oped Exeter as a borough and a port, probably recognising its potential for the
export of tin.*! Trade increased around the southern shores of England through
the following hundred years, and the number of trade-dependent coastal towns
increased. All the towns of eleventh-century Kent except Canterbury were by
the sea or near river mouths, and Fordwich, Sandwich, Dover, Hythe and New
Romney were significant ports.*? In the North overseas contacts contributed
powerfully to the development of York, where excavations in the late Saxon
deposits of Coppergate have produced the remains of artefacts from as far away
as Byzantium and the Middle East.*> The continuing development of trade on
the coast and river estuaries through the twelfth and thirteenth centuries encour-
aged both the expansion of earlier ports and the creation of new ones, chiefly on
the North Sea coast and the southern shores of England opposite France. Some

37 R. H. Britnell, ‘Essex markets before 1350, Essex Archacology and History, 13 (1981), 15—21.

3 P. Nightingale, A Medieval Mercantile Community (New Haven and London, 1995), p. 53.

% T. Dyson and J. Schofield, ‘Saxon London’, in J. Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern
England (Chichester, 1984), pp. 292—3; P. Holdsworth, ‘Saxon Southampton’, in Haslam, ed.,
Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England, p. 335; T. Tatton-Brown, ‘The Anglo-Saxon towns of
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of these latest developments rapidly assumed dominant regional positions.
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Hull, Boston, Lynn, Portsmouth and Poole all came into
existence between the Norman Conquest and the end of the twelfth century.**

In Wales, Cardiff was first developed as a borough by Robert fitz Hamo simul-
taneously, so far as we know, with the founding of a castle there between 1090
and 1107, but the fact that it rapidly became the most successful of all Welsh bor-
oughs owes much to its development as a port. By 1185 the borough was worth
about /48 a year to its lord, and twice that sum by 1262. Carmarthen, founded
by an Anglo-Norman castle by 1116, also benefited from its location on the
River Tywi to develop as a port, and it was another of the most flourishing of
the Welsh boroughs.*® Outside the region of Anglo-Norman colonisation, the
court of the princes of Gwynedd fostered urban and commercial development
at Llanfaes on Anglesey, and Nefyn, on the Lleyn peninsula, from the late twelfth
century until Edward I’s conquest of Wales.*

The coastal trade of Scotland was not great enough to encourage urban devel-
opment much before the twelfth century, but Perth provides an early example
of its relevance thereafter. Here there was already a commercial nucleus in the
early twelfth century, before the building of a castle on the northern side of the
town. By about 1124 a settlement existed at Watergate, and King David I was
collecting tribute (cain) from shipping there.*” Aberdeen, Dundee and Berwick
were also able to benefit from sea-borne trade and fishing, and there were yet
smaller ports at places like St Andrews, Crail and Inverkeithing. Some towns set
back from the coast nevertheless had associated ports that enabled them to
develop as mercantile centres from the twelfth century. Edinburgh was trading
through Leith from this time, and Linlithgow had similar access to the sea at
Bo’ness.®® In the thirteenth century Aberdeen, Perth and Berwick each consti-
tuted the focus of an economic region, though Berwick’s maritime trade was
appreciably greater than that of the other two.*’

Most of the new ports of the medieval period were established by 1200.
However, overseas trade continued to expand to the end of the period under
discussion — it has been estimated that the value of England’s overseas trade
increased at least threefold between 1204 and 1309%° — and the implication that
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up to 1300 long-distance trade remained a source of urban growth is supported
by both the expansion of older port towns and the creation of a few significant
new ones. By 1300 Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Boston and Lynn were amongst
England’s ten wealthiest towns, and mercantile trade had also contributed pow-
erfully to the growth of London. The port town of Hull, originally founded by
Meaux Abbey in the twelfth century, was significantly expanded by Edward I in
1293. Amongst the new port towns of the thirteenth century were Weymouth,
Harwich and Liverpool in England, and Aberystwyth in Wales, though none of
these could compare in 1300 with the foundations of the Anglo-Norman
period.®!

Throughout the period 600—1300 the principal commodities exported from
British ports were agricultural products (especially wool and hides) and mineral
products (especially tin) derived from rural areas. Scottish exports were princi-
pally hides, wool and woolfells, though they also included fish.3? At all times the
proportion of British urban manufactures that was exported was minute. The
main contribution of overseas demand to urban incomes in the thirteenth
century, and probably throughout the period, was accordingly in supporting
mercantile occupations that linked markets abroad to supplies from the hinter-
land. Many inland towns had a wool merchant or two by the later thirteenth
century.” In the course of the period merchants developed practices that per-
mitted the reduction of transaction costs, and increased the security of their live-
lihood, and they emerged as a recognisable interest group in the government of
towns and of the realm.>* Their prominence was enhanced by the growing
importance of customs duties in the king’s finances after 1275. Except in the
major port towns, however, overseas trade was an interest subordinate to local
trade, and the smaller towns often had no one who could be confidently
described as a merchant. In the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries there
was an ephemeral surge in the export of woollen textiles, and this increased
employment in a number of inland English towns — notably York and Beverley
in Yorkshire, Lincoln, Louth and Stamford in Lincolnshire, Leicester and
Northampton in the East Midlands.>® However, the international reputation of
English cloth was not maintained through the thirteenth century, so that the
manufacture of superior cloths became a depressed sector of urban economies
by 1300.%°

See below, p. 755; Beresford, New Towns, pp. 42930, 435, 461, STI—12, S15—16, §37.
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(11) THE SUPPLY OF LABOUR, FOOD AND MATERIALS

Urban growth between 600 and 1300 depended upon the willingness of men
and women to move into a position where they relied upon market relationships
for their livelihood, selling manufactures and services in exchange for food and
raw materials, either directly or through the medium of monetised exchange. In
other words, the towns that grew did not depend for their growth on an excep-
tionally high rate of natural increase, but upon an exceptionally high capacity to
attract migrants.”’ In general the more mercantile boroughs were those that exer-
cised the strongest pull, but special efforts were made in areas of colonisation to
draw new burgesses from a distance, and some of the Welsh and Scottish towns
depended heavily upon their chartered liberties to attract migration over long
distances. Urban development in Wales was strongly associated with the immi-
gration of English settlers, so much so that Gerald of Wales reported in the 1190s
that ‘the Welsh do not live in towns, villages or castles’. Even in 1300 Cardiff was
a predominantly English town; all the jurors who provided information for a
survey of the town in 1295 were of English origin.’® A new wave of English
urban settlers in the last quarter of the thirteenth century followed Edward’s I's
invasions of 1277 and 1282—3, which led to another wave of numerous impor-
tant borough foundations, most notably at Caernarfon and Conwy.> Some of
Scotland’s early burghs were similarly centres of English habitation, according to
William of Newburgh, and his view gains support from the evidence of the per-
sonal names of early settlers. The political significance of the Scottish towns was
quite different from that of the Welsh, however, because they were not imposed
by conquest, and the proportion of burgesses who were native was significantly
large from the start. As far as one can tell, both in Scotland and Wales there were
also Flemish craftsmen amongst the early townsmen.®°

The proportion of households dependent upon supplying manufactures and
services increased very significantly between 600 and 1300, and a large propor-
tion of them were located in towns of various sizes because of the reduced costs
and reduced risks of trade that urban life provided. Even in Wales it is estimated
that by the 1290s the urban proportion may have been almost as high as in
England.®! The circumstances governing townward migration over this period
of 700 years doubtless varied considerably, and our knowledge of fluctuations in
the urban labour market, and the changing conditions that governed them, is
woefully poor. Some towns in some periods attracted labour from the country-
side because of the superior condition of employment to be obtained there; that
57 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts, pp. 330—6.
3 R. R. Davies, Congquest, Coexistence and Change (Oxford, 1987), pp. 97, 162; Griffiths, Conquerors
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is quite likely to have been the case in the vicinity of growing towns during the
period 880—930 and again in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries,
which were seemingly periods of dynamic urban development and expanding
overseas trade. At other times, as in the later thirteenth century, rural unemploy-
ment drove men into the towns in pursuit of casual work or alms, driving down
wage levels there. In such circumstances large numbers of town dwellers con-
tributed little or nothing to urban incomes, depending on begging and almsgiv-
ing for much of their subsistence; the poor scrambled for the alms handed out
at funerals and anniversaries and the weakest went to the wall.®?

Whatever the truth about changes in urban wealth may be, urban popula-
tions were higher around 1300 than at any time in the medieval period.
Although a large proportion of these people lived on very low incomes they
were fed except in occasional years of famine, so the period around 1300 was
also one of exceptionally high urban demand for food and raw materials. This
relates well to what is known of the agrarian economy of this period, which
saw the commercial exploitation of land carried to a high degree. At a rough
guess, in a normal year around 1300 about a third of all the grain harvested in
southern England (by value) was made available for sale, though not all of this
was for urban consumption. This estimate is based on the assumption that some
6—8 per cent of the kingdom’s total harvest was sold by parish rectors out of
parochial tithes, that 12 per cent was sold by demesne officials from demesne
lands and that 12—20 per cent was sold by peasant households from their family
holdings.®®

Medieval towns never depended wholly upon trade with external suppliers
for their requirements of food, animal feed and raw materials. Many had fields
and pastures in which their inhabitants had an interest; indeed, pasture rights
were often one of the most important features of free status as a burgess.
‘Cambridge had fields as Lower Heyford had fields.”®* In Colchester in 130T,
39 per cent of taxpayers were assessed on grain and livestock only, implying
that they may have depended upon sales of agrarian produce for income.®
To the extent that townsmen produced their own foodstuffs their depen-
dence upon trade with external suppliers was reduced, and so was their degree
of urbanity by the criteria we have adopted. The rustic features of Colchester
in this period are strikingly illustrated in the agrarian conflicts waged by

2 Harvey, Living and Dying, p. 23.

% R. H. Britnell, ‘La commercializzazione dei ceriali in Inghilterra dal 1250 al 1350°, Quaderni storici,
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burgesses of the town with the manorial lords within the bounds of their juris-
diction.%¢

Even a town of this kind, however, was not self-sufficient in foodstuffs.
Though grain figures prominently in Colchester’s tax assessment of 13071, the
total volume of vendible stocks recorded there amounts to no more than 133
quarters of rye and 26 quarters of wheat — perhaps enough to keep the town
in bread for a fortnight — and this record cannot therefore be used to argue that
the town was self-sufficient. To set against it, there is the accusation against
eleven burgesses in 1334 that within the previous four months they had evaded
paying toll on §30 quarters of grain intended for resale. Local manorial
accounts supply direct evidence that even in years of low prices Colchester’s
grain supply depended upon substantial purchases from rural suppliers. Meat
and dairy produce, too, was brought in from the countryside around. Fish sup-
plies depended both upon Colchester fishermen and upon supplies from other
fishing ports.®” If the provisioning of Colchester relied upon regular trade, this
is likely to be true of many other English towns of the period; Colchester
ranked only fifty-third amongst English towns in 1334 in terms of its taxable
wealth.® Evidence from elsewhere in medieval Europe shows that the larger
the population of a town the smaller the share of the population dependent
upon agricultural income. At the top end, London is estimated to have
required around 175,000 quarters of grain a year, which it drew from many
parts of the surrounding counties.®

Fuel was another commodity whose supply affected the potential of towns to
grow. By 1300 it is estimated that London required annually 141,000 tons of
firewood.” Analysis of this market is complicated by the range of different fuels
used in different parts of England, Wales and Scotland, and the paucity of evi-
dence of prices. Firewood, peat, charcoal and sea coal were all used in different
parts of the country. In southern England the sale of faggots as fuel became a
commercial part of the operations of some manors with woodlands, though it
was rarely a major operation. Peat was the commonest fuel in the towns of
Scotland. In London and some other towns local supplies were augmented to
some extent by the shipment of coal from north-eastern England, though coal
burning gave rise to complaints of pollution. Archaeological evidence shows that
in addition to these more predictable fuels townsmen used waste matter, such as

% R. H. Britnell, Growth and Decline in Colchester, 1300—1525 (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 30-1; R. H.
Britnell, “The fields and pastures of Colchester, 1280-1350’, Essex Archacology and History, 19
(1988), 163—4.

7 Britnell, Growth and Decline, pp. 15, 39—45; R. H. Britnell, ‘Production for the market on a small
fourteenth-century estate’, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 19 (1966), 382—3. % See below, p. 756.

% B. M. S. Campbell, J. A. Galloway, D. Keene and M. Murphy, A Medieval Capital and its Grain
Supply (Historical Geography Research Series, 30, London, 1993).

70 J. A. Galloway, D. Keene and M. Murphy, ‘Fuelling the city: production and distribution of
firewood and fuel in London’s region, 1290—-1400’, Ec. HR, 49 (1996), 455.
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old straw and spoiled fodder.”! Any town of any size depended on trade for fuel
supplies, and urban markets sometimes designated a special area for its sale.”” Fuel
supplies do not crop up as a major concern in the literature concerning medie-
val towns, however, and it could not be claimed on present evidence that con-
temporaries perceived much of a problem.

Urban growth in the thirteenth century was more inhibited by problems of
food supply. Prices of grain rose between the late twelfth century and the early
fourteenth, and probably rose more than incomes towards the end of the
period.”® Urban authorities, and ultimately the king, came to treat the supply of
foodstuffs as a problem requiring regulatory intervention, so that measures were
introduced to prevent scarcity and high prices.”* The agrarian evidence suggests
that from the mid-thirteenth century it was becoming more difficult in most
parts of England to increase the food supply simply by increasing the area under
crops, which meant that urban growth was becoming more dependent upon
improved methods in agriculture or imports from abroad.”> When harvests failed
because of bad weather, as notoriously between 1315 and 1318, a larger number

of people were at risk of starvation than when towns were smaller.”®

(111) MONEY AND CREDIT

The development of town life between 6oo and 1300 was facilitated by devel-
opments in the monetary system that constitute the most unambiguous evidence
for the growth of commercial activity in the medieval economy. These devel-
opments may be divided between two distinct aspects, first the expansion of the
volume of coinage, which was the primary monetary medium, and secondly the
improvement of institutional arrangements for the creation and sanctioning of’
credit relationships.

At the beginning of the period there was no regulated currency system any-
where in Britain; the only coins in use were surviving Roman issues and imi-
tations of them, together perhaps with a few gold pieces brought in from the

71 E. Ewan, Townlife in Fourteenth-Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1990), p. 22; J. Hatcher, The History
of the British Coal Industry, vol. 1: Before 1700 (Oxford, 1993), pp. 24—5; J. Schofield and A. Vince,
Medieval Towns (London, 1994), p. 114.

72 D. L. Farmer, ‘Woodland and pasture sales on the Winchester manors in the thirteenth century:

disposing of a surplus or producing for the market?’, in Britnell and Campbell, eds.,

Commercialising Economy, pp. 123—4; Keene, Survey, 1, p. 265; O. Ogle, ‘The Oxford market’, in

M. Burrows, ed., Collectanea II (Oxford Historical Society, 16, 1890), pp. 13—14, 119.

7> D. L. Farmer, ‘Prices and wages’, in H. E. Hallam, ed., Ag. HEW, vol. it (Cambridge, 1988), pp.

772-9.

Britnell, Commercialisation, pp. 9o—7; R. H. Britnell, ‘Forstall, forestalling and the Statute of

Forestallers’, EHR, 102 (1987), 89—102.

E. Miller and J. Hatcher, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic Change, 1086—1348 (London,

1978), p. 54.

I. Kershaw, ‘The great famine and agrarian crisis in England, 1315-1322’, in R. H. Hilton, ed.,

Peasants, Knights and Heretics: Studies in English Social History (Cambridge, 1976), pp. 90, 92—3.
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Table 6.1 Estimates of money stock in
circulation in England c. 1000—1311

Currency in circulation

Year L

973—1059 25,000
1086 37,500
1205§ 250,000
1218 300,000
1247 400,000
1278 674,000
1298 600,000
1311 1,100,000

Sources: N. J. Mayhew, ‘Modelling medieval
monetisation’, in Britnell and Campbell,
eds., Commercialising Economy, pp. 62, 72;

N. J. Mayhew, ‘Money and prices in England
from Henry II to Edward III", Agricultural
History Review, 35 (1987), 125.

continent. Following a period when additions to the money stock were
restricted to small numbers of uninscribed sceattas, royal minting began in at least
two English kingdoms soon after 750, but in 800 there were still only three mints
with anything resembling a continuous tradition — at Canterbury, London and
somewhere in East Anglia.”” The currency stock increased from very low levels
through the ninth and tenth centuries, and the eleventh-century economy was
outstanding at the time for the volume and quality of the coinage in circula-
tion, but there was dramatic expansion still to come. This may be seen from
Table 6.1, which demonstrates that at the end of the thirteenth century the
volume was about thirty-six times higher than it generally was in the eleventh
century. Although Wales had no currency of its own, its economy became
increasingly monetised, and in Scotland, too, there was a considerable expan-
sion of the coinage in circulation. There was no Scottish coinage as such till the
reign of David I, who began minting Scottish pennies to a distinctive design
from 1136. From only a few thousand pounds in the early 1190s, the Scots
coinage in circulation increased to about £ $50,000—/60,000 or more in the
mid-thirteenth century and £130,000—£, 180,000 around 1280.7® The princes of

77 P. Grierson and M. Blackburn, Medieval European Coinage, vol. 1: The Early Middle Ages (5th—10th
Centuries) (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 284—93.

78 1. Stewart, ‘The volume of early Scottish coinage’, in D. M. Metcalf, ed., Coinage in Medieval
Scotland (1100—1600) (British Archaeological Reports, 45, British Series, 1977), pp. 65—72; E.
Gemmill and N. Mayhew, Changing Values in Medieval Scotland (Cambridge, 1995), p. 140.
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Gwynedd initiated a coinage at Rhuddlan in the late twelfth century, imitating
the English issues of the time, but this was not continued after the first few
decades of the thirteenth century; most of the increasing number of coins cir-
culating in thirteenth-century Wales were from English mints.”

The close relationship between the emergent monetary system and the needs
of urban economies is evident from the organisation of minting activity, which
rested on the assumption that mints needed to be located in boroughs all across
the country. There were usually at least sixty mints operating in late Anglo-
Saxon England, between them spanning the range from some very minor centres
of local trade, such as Horndon-on-the-Hill (Essex), Cadbury (Somerset) and
Cissbury (Sussex), to the major towns of the period. Until 1279 moneyers put
their names on the coins they struck, and the number of moneyers in operation
simultaneously is one of the best indicators available of the relevant importance
of different towns. Over twenty London moneyers are known for the years
1042—66, twice as many as for any other town.® Between the eleventh century
and the end of the thirteenth improvements in the circulation of currency
reduced the necessity for mints in small market towns and led to an increasing
concentration of activity, notably in London. The number of mints was halved
to only thirty at the time of Henry II’s first coinage and further reduced to only
eleven for Edward Is recoinage of 1279.%!

The history of credit institutions is chiefly a subject for the period after 1100.
It involved more than purely commercial requirements for ready money.
Landowners of all sorts were amongst those who required to borrow on the
security of their lands, and the kings of England, too, were consistently depen-
dent upon credit for the management of their realms by the end of the period.
Although Jewish money-lenders were established in many English towns
between the mid-twelfth century and 1275, when they were forbidden to prac-
tise usury, most of their business was oriented towards the landed interest of the
surrounding countryside.®> Nevertheless, much of the development of credit
relates to the needs of townsmen and merchants, particularly towards the very
end of the period under study. Procedures for the recovery of debt through
borough and national courts went through a series of refinements through the
formal development of the plea of debt as a regular form of action. In 1275 mer-
chants were protected against the arbitrary distraint of their goods — which had
been one of the costs of the rising efficacy of local jurisdiction for debt. But the
institutions through which debt was contracted and sanctioned were greatly

7% Besly, ‘Short cross and other medieval coins’, 5.

E M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1947), pp. 529—30.

81 D. M. Stenton, English Society in the Early Middle Ages, 4th edn (Harmondsworth, 1965), pp.
166—70.

R. C. Stacey, ‘Jewish lending and the medieval English economy’, in Britnell and Campbell, eds.,

80

82

Commercialising Economy, pp. 85—7, 95—7.
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increased by statutory measures in 1283 and 1285 (the Statute of Acton Burnell
and the Statute of Merchants) which facilitated the formal registration of debts
in borough courts and simplified the procedures by which debts so registered
could be recovered.®

(1V) URBAN EMPLOYMENT AND CHANGES IN RANK SIZE

The growth of towns between 600 and 1300 rested upon their capacity to
produce a wide variety of goods and services to satisfy the various sorts of
demand that have been considered. Apart from basic household supplies, wealthy
households required luxury manufactures, often requiring considerable skill to
make, exotic foodstuffs, often requiring commercial expertise to supply, and a
wide range of personal services. If such demand was high enough it created the
possibility of a wide range of highly specialised crafts and trades. The majority
of rural consumers bought a narrower range of goods and services, though the
aggregate demand for each good and each service permitted a high degree of
occupational specialisation. Distant markets were likely to require some very
specific commodity from particular towns, and so permitted regional as well as
occupational specialisation. Urban development might be written, had we the
detailed knowledge to do so, as the development and proliferation of occupa-
tional skills in response to these different commercial opportunities.

The differing sizes of town corresponded not only to differences in their
degree of self-sufficiency but also in the range of their skills and specialities. This
was greatest, predictably, where opportunities for serving large households, sup-
plying the surrounding region and in servicing overseas trade coexisted. The
occupational make-up of medieval towns is difficult to reconstruct even after the
remarkable rise of urban record keeping from the thirteenth century onwards,
and for earlier periods the demonstration of any proposition such as this one
must be of an impressionistic nature. Nevertheless, having identified a tanner, a
fuller, a bargee, a parchmentmaker, a cordwainer, a saddler, a lorimer, a currier,
a waferer and a bell-founder in the early charters of St Paul’s Cathedral, and
having been impressed by the number of goldsmiths working in London in the
early twelfth century, Stenton was surely right to conclude that the evidence of
Norman London was distinguished ‘both by the variety of occupations repre-
sented at an early date and by the number of persons following the same calling
at the same time’.%*

Table 6.2 shows the distribution of primary occupations amongst the citizens
of York, Winchester and Norwich at the end of the period under observation as
it appears on evidence derived from occupational descriptions alone. It suggests

85 T. E T. Plucknett, Legislation of Edward I (Oxford, 1949), pp. 136—43.
84 E M. Stenton, Preparatory to Anglo-Saxon England, ed. D. M. Stenton (Oxford, 1970), p. 43.
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Table 6.2 Occupations of some citizens in York, Norwich and Winchester around 1300

York Norwich Winchester
1307-19 128§—131T 1300—39
OU 00 D()
N=1,951 N=717 N =421
Trade
Food and drink 23 18 21
Other 17 29 28
Industry
Textiles and clothing 12 16 20
Leather and leather goods 18 20 9
Metals 13 8 4
Other 6 2
Services
Transport 4 I 3
Building 4 5 S
Other 3 I 9

Source: Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts, p. 326.

that the food trades and clothing industries (textiles and leather) accounted for at
least half of the employment of these towns, and this underrepresents the impor-
tance of these activities since traders in textiles, textile requirements, hides and
skins are included amongst ‘other’ traders. However, these broad groupings cover
a wide range of different activities. Even the smaller towns of medieval Britain
maintained a surprisingly wide range: Durham deeds of the thirteenth century
have produced fifty-three different occupational descriptions. As many as sixty-
seven occupations can be identified from Winchester sources of the thirteenth
century, and they include such seemingly specialised crafts as hatmaking, bottle-
making and soapmaking.®> Occupational names are misleading in the degree of
rigidity and continuity that they suggest. The growth of towns inevitably
required repeated, complex adaptations to new possibilities of trade and special-
isation. Entrepreneurial activity in this economy operated at the level of the indi-
vidual, self~employed householders as they put together combinations of
agrarian, commercial and industrial activity that would support them with an
adequate income. The ingenuity of which people were capable is barely percep-
tible to the historian, who can rarely get beyond the description of an individual
townsman as ‘smith’ or ‘carpenter’. The innovations or special skills that might

% Bonney, Lordship, p. 269; Keene, Survey, 1, pp. 252—65.
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be concealed behind occupational descriptions are usually imperceptible, as is the
range of different activities with which they might be combined. Archaeological
and iconographic analysis implies that varying technical methods and styles of
manufacture may be covered by the same occupational description, and docu-
mentary evidence shows both that many townsmen owned at least some land and
that throughout the middle ages there were men and women who practised more
than one craft.%

The middle ages, though a period of urban growth, was not one in which all
towns had even prospects of prosperity, and across the long period from 6oo to
1300 there were numerous shifts in the relative position of different towns and
different regions. The creation of new towns affected the economies of older
ones, as when Boston’s growth limited the prospects for Lincoln.” The construc-
tion of bridges sometimes decisively altered the relative attractiveness of different
river crossings, and caused one town to grow at the expense of another, as when
a new bridge at Ware (Herts.) threatened the townsmen of Hertford.®® Other
adjustments resulted from changes in the coastline, which reduced the attractive-
ness of particular havens relative to others. The town of Dunwich, one of the
most important in Britain in the late twelfth century when it paid tallage on a
level with Winchester and Lincoln, decayed as a result of marine incursions and
the deterioration of its harbour.®” The founding of new abbeys or castles could
lead to alterations in the balance of advantages between different trading centres;
the founding of Reading Abbey in 1121 is said to have favoured the develop-
ment of Reading at the expense of Wallingford.”” By contrast, the withdrawal of
a source of demand for political or administrative reasons could damage a town’s
economy. Winchester’s decline in importance as a royal centre retarded its pros-
pects for development in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.”! No general
formula can be given for rates of urban development, but two observations in
particular are worth making. One is that at every stage in this period the fortunes
of towns were shaped to a large degree by the decisions of landlords rather than
entrepreneurial choices of townsmen. Investment in urban development and
infrastructure, the location of large households, garrisons and armies, and the
choice of schemes for provisioning them, were all predominantly matters for
decision by the king, the magnates and the greater churches. Such decisions were
obviously not arbitrary, but they introduce an element of chance into the history
of urban development that was sometimes fundamental to their fortunes, as when
the bishop of Salisbury removed his cathedral city from Old Sarum to the new
town of Salisbury. Secondly, Table 6.3 suggests that nine out of the wealthiest

8¢ Britnell, Growth and Decline, pp. 17, 38; Hurst, ‘Pottery’, pp. 283—348; Keene, Survey, 1, p. 250;

Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, pp. 111—12, 126.
87 E Hill, Medieval Lincoln (Cambridge, 1965), pp. 314—20. 88 CH, Hertfordshire, 111, p. 499.
89 The Bailiffs’ Minute Book of Dunwich, 1404—1430, ed. M. Bailey (Suffolk Records Society, 34, 1992),

pp. 1-2. % Stenton, English Society, p. 189. o1

Keene, Survey, 1, p. 88.
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Table 6.3 The twenty wealthiest English towns in 1334, with changes in ranking

since 1086
Rank in Rank in Rank in Rank in
1334 Town 1086 1334 Town 1086
I London 1 11 Lynn —
2 Bristol * 12 Salisbury —
3 York 2 13 Shrewsbury —
4 Newcastle — 14 Winchester 3=or6
S Boston — 15 Canterbury 13
6 Norwich 4ors 16 Hereford —
7 Yarmouth — 17 Southampton —
8 Oxford 10= 18 Gloucester 10=
9 Lincoln 3= 19 Ipswich —
10 Coventry — 20 Beverley —

Notes: Rank in 1334 is based on the subsidy assessment of that year. Rank in 1086 is
from the assessment of the probable rank ordering of the farms of the first fourteen
towns in Biddle, ed., Winchester in the Early Middle Ages. The asterisk by Bristol signifies
that the town may have been amongst the top twenty, but none of the other towns in
the table was likely to be in this category. Among royal boroughs, larger farms than
those from Yarmouth and Shrewsbury were paid in 1086 by Dover, Dunwich,
Hereford, Huntingdon, Stamford and Wilton.

Sources: M. Biddle, ed., Winchester in the Early Middle Ages (Oxford, 1976), p. 500;

J. Tait, The Medieval English Borough (Manchester, 1936), p. 184; below, Appendixes 2
and 4.

twenty English towns in 1334 were seaport or estuary towns, that only three of
these (London, Bristol, Gloucester) are likely to have had any comparable status
amongst English towns in 1086, that three (Newcastle, Boston, Lynn) were new
towns of the post-Conquest period and that a further three (Yarmouth,
Southampton, Ipswich) had risen into the top twenty only after 1086.

Though the area of Britain where there was significant urban development
more than doubled between 1066 and 1300, at the end of this period the largest
fifty British towns, probably all with populations of 3,000 or more, lay south and
east of a line drawn from Newcastle in north-eastern England to Plymouth in
the South-West. Cornwall, Wales, north-western England and Scotland were
lands of small towns. Cardiff, the largest of the Welsh boroughs, had 405 burgage
tenures in 1262, implying a population of perhaps fewer than 2,000, and
Carmarthen was only half this size. The Edwardian boroughs of North Wales
were still minute; Caernarfon had no more than about 300—400 people.??

92 Beresford, New Towns, p. §53; Griffiths, Conquerors and Conquered, pp. 180, 340; K. Williams-
Jones, ‘Caernarvon’, in R. A. Griffiths, ed., Boroughs of Mediaeval Wales (Cardiff, 1978), p. 83.
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Berwick, the largest town in Scotland, had only 84 burgesses in 1291,” though
its total population was probably several thousands. The growth and multiplica-
tion of towns had not altered the fact that the southern and eastern parts of
Britain were both much more populous, wealthier and better located for mer-
cantile enterprise than the North and West. Underlying all the economic devel-
opment and changing fortunes of the period this contrast remained an inevitable
consequence of the different economic potential of different parts of the island.

(V) THE REGULATION OF TRADE

The expansion of commercial and industrial activity has been accompanied
throughout history by an increase in the body of regulation to prevent fraud,
restrictive practices, pollution of the environment and other abuses of public
confidence. In England, royal legislation touched on trading practices, quite
apart from the numerous provisions incorporated in individual borough charters
from the Anglo-Norman period onward. The prices of bread and ale were reg-
ulated in accordance with the price of grain from the 1190s, for example, and
similar regulations were subsequently in force in Scottish towns.”* In Scotland,
the multiplication of new burghs under David I was accompanied by the com-
pilation of assizes to regulate trade both within the burgh and without. During
the following century the body of law relating to Scottish townsmen and trade
increased, much of it as a result of royal initiative, and it was written down in
individual burgh charters and in some more general formulations. The best
known of these, the Leges Burgorum, is first known from a late thirteenth-century
manuscript; it is of complex origins and includes material of both the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries.”

Many medieval rules of trade have remained important over longer periods,
and have modern analogies, because they represent collective attempts to reduce
the normal costs and attendant risks of commercial activity. These, if successful,
favour the growth of towns and trade, and can therefore be regarded as contrib-
uting to the historical processes by which commercialisation has occurred. Such
are the attempts to control weights and measures and to guard against fraud that
have been a recurrent feature of government policy from the tenth century
onwards.”

It is difficult to evaluate much of the great body of medieval regulations very
positively by absolute criteria of public interest, however. One of its prime
objects was to protect the interests of particular social groups, as in the case of
the many rules by which burgesses of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were

% Barrow, Kingship and Unity, p. 94.

%4 Britnell, Commercialisation, pp. 94—s, Duncan, Scotland, pp. 499—s500; Gemmill and Mayhew,
Changing Values, pp. 30-53.

% H. L. MacQueen and W. J. Windram, ‘Laws and courts in the burghs’, in Lynch, Spearman and
Stell, eds., The Scottish Medieval Town, pp. 208—12. % Britnell, Commercialisation, pp. 25, 90—1.
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privileged at the expense of non-burgesses. Amongst early urban liberties there
are traces of chartered territorial monopolies, whereby trade within particular
zones was restricted to borough markets. This system — whose early extent and
operations is very unclear from the scanty documentation relating to it — was
apparently in decay in England during the twelfth century, but in Scotland such
urban monopolies have left very many more traces, and continued to function
all through the middle ages. A burgh there characteristically had a virtual
monopoly of trade and clothmaking within its hinterland.”

Even the abandonment of territorial monopolies in England did not equalise
the terms on which burgesses traded with outsiders. In many towns, in both
England and Scotland, the urban trading class was allowed to form a ‘guild mer-
chant’, with chartered privileges to protect its interests.”® Levels of toll payable
on market transactions varied according to the origins and status of the transact-
ing parties. At certain hours of the day trading in formal markets was restricted
to burgesses, and rationing schemes were operated both to limit competition for
supplies between burgesses and to favour them against others. Regulations to
protect trade in the market place against forestallers — that is, traders who mono-
polised produce by buying it up on its way to market — became more formalised
in the thirteenth century throughout Britain, but even they were used as a cover

to protect the interests of burgesses against outsiders.”

Urban regulations
systematically favoured the interests of consumers against those of producers.
One consequence of this was to ensure that for many rural traders urban market
places were a second- or third-best option, and at all times a vast amount of trade
was conducted away from the towns.!” In other words, the cost-reducing advan-
tages of regulated markets that towns offered were considerably reduced by the
many market imperfections that were deliberately built into the regulatory
system.

7 Britnell, ‘English markets’, 194—s; Duncan, Scotland, pp. 474—5; Ewan, Townlife, p. 65.

% Duncan, Scotland, pp. 488—9, 491, 497; Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce
and Crafts, pp. 290-8.

Britnell, ‘Forstall’, 89—102; R. H. Britnell, ‘Price-setting in English borough markets,
1349—1500’, Canadian | of History, 31 (1996), 2—15; Duncan, Scotland, p. 499.

Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts, pp. 155—9.
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Churches, education and literacy in towns 600—1300

JULIA BARROW

s IN many other parts of Europe, churches are often the key to explain-

ing the revival or emergence of towns in Britain in the earlier middle

ages; nor did they cease to be influential once the towns were well estab-
lished, but, on the contrary, continued to dominate many smaller towns, or to
be powerful forces in larger ones, as landlords, consumers and patrons of the arts.
Not least among the last was architecture: churches were usually the most impor-
tant features in the landscape, being usually the tallest structures, often topo-
graphically the most extensive, and architecturally the most innovative. While
defining the role of churches in towns is fairly straightforward in the earlier
middle ages, exploring culture is much harder, chiefly because it is difficult to
define a specifically urban culture before the end of the thirteenth century. The
‘high culture’ of courts and major churches did not necessarily require, though
it often enjoyed, an urban setting, while popular culture is not only hard to
divide into urban and rural forms but is also poorly documented for this period.
None the less, it is possible to discern one cultural area where towns played an
active role towards the end of this period: that is the growth of literacy and the
development of education. Accordingly, this chapter will be broken up into four
sections of unequal length: first, a short summary of the role of churches in the
embryonic towns of the 600—9o0 period; secondly, an overview of churches in
towns as they expanded or were created in the tenth and eleventh centuries;
thirdly, an overview of the diversification of ecclesiastical institutions in towns
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and fourthly, a sketch of three separate
aspects of urban culture: schools, the increasing use of the written word by
townspeople and the development of the genre of urban panegyric.

(1) CHURCHES IN PROTO-TOWNS 600—900

Churches were of unquestionable importance for the survival or the emergence
of urban or proto-urban sites in this period. The subject is dealt with in detail
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elsewhere in this volume! and so only a brief recapitulation is necessary here.
First, churches played a large part in revivifying many of the Roman cities and
towns: the end of the sixth century and the seventh century saw the establish-
ment of episcopal churches or monastic communities in former Roman large
towns such as Canterbury, Rochester, London, York, Gloucester and Leicester,
and also in Bath, a Roman spa town, and Worcester, which had been a small
Roman industrial town.? At Canterbury, Worcester and perhaps also Gloucester
these new foundations apparently joined earlier churches, perhaps of the fifth or
sixth centuries,? but these older establishments were quickly overshadowed by the
new cathedrals and monasteries. Although reuse of Roman architectural features
was quite common, especially to provide suitable accommodation for baptism,*
uninterrupted use of sites is rare. Above all it has so far been impossible to prove
that any Roman church site in any Roman town which was revived as a town in
the middle ages was reused for a later church, even though Lincoln may be a
partial exception to this, if the construction built in the forum in the fourth
century was a church. Even this uncertain site, however, lacks continuity, since it
lacked buildings in the fifth and sixth centuries and was only subsequently used
as a church site again in the seventh or eighth.> What sixth- and seventh-century
churchmen doubtless principally sought was the protection of city walls, often
the most durable of Roman remains; they may also have thought that ideally
bishops ought to have their see-churches based in cities, though the siting of
several early sees away from Roman sites, even where these existed in the vicin-
ity, for example Lichfield rather than Lefocetum, and Hereford rather than Magnis,®

See below, pp. 246—53.

N. P. Brooks, The Early History of the Church of Canterbury (Leicester, 1984), esp. pp. 8—9; T. Tatton-
Brown, ‘The towns of Kent’, in J. Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England
(Chichester, 1984), pp. 1—36 at 12; M. Biddle, ‘A city in transition, 400—-800’, in BAHT, 11,
pp. 20—9 at 23; A. G. Dickens, “York before the Norman Conquest’, in I’CH, City of York, pp.
2—24 at 4; C. Heighway, ‘Anglo-Saxon Gloucester, ¢. 680 to 1066°, in 'CH, Gloucestershire 1v,

S

pp. s—12 at 7; B. Cunliffe, ‘Saxon Bath’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England,
Pp- 345—58 at 345—8; N. J. Baker, ef al., ‘From Roman to medieval Worcester: development and
planning in the Anglo-Saxon city’, Antiquity, 66 (1992), 65—74 at 69.

Brooks, The Early History of the Church of Canterbury, p. 17; S. Bassett, ‘Churches in Worcester
before and after the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons’, Antiquaries ], 69 (1991), 225—56; S. Bassett,

o

‘Church and diocese in the West Midlands: the transition from British to Anglo-Saxon control’,
in J. Blair and R. Sharpe, eds., Pastoral Care before the Parish (Leicester, 1992), pp. 13—40 at 22—6;
R. M. Bryant, ‘St Mary de Lode, Gloucester’, Bulletin of the Council for British Archaeology Churches
Commission, 13 (1980), 15—18; Heighway, ‘Anglo-Saxon Gloucester’, p. 6.

&

S. Foot, ““By water in the spirit”: the administration of baptism in early Anglo-Saxon England’,
in Blair and Sharpe, eds., Pastoral Care before the Parish, pp. 171—92 esp. 181—2; J. Blair, ‘Anglo-
Saxon minsters: a topographical review’, in ibid., pp. 226—66.

> M. J. Jones, ‘The latter days of Roman Lincoln’, in A. G. Vince, ed. Pre-Viking Lindsey (Lincoln,
1993), pp. 14-28.

M. Gelling, Signposts to the Past, 2nd edn (Chichester, 1988), pp. 57-9, 100; M. Gelling, The West
Midlands in the Early Middle Ages (Leicester, 1992), p. 162.

o
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shows that the stipulations of canon law could where necessary be overlooked.
Within Roman fortifications the major churches often stood alone in the seventh
and eighth centuries, though they may sometimes have been joined by royal
residences and the hagae of great noblemen, as has been argued in the case of
London and suggested for Canterbury’” At York, in addition to the minster,
which almost certainly stood in the walled area, at least one church, St Mary
Bishophill Junior, for which sculptural and epigraphic evidence survives, was
built in the old Roman colonia across the Ouse in the middle Saxon period;®
indeed the eighth-century foundation of Alma Sophia, mentioned in Alcuin’s
York poem, may also have been built in the colonia, later becoming the priory of
Holy Trinity.”

Secondly, major churches seem to have played a larger role than lay manorial
centres or royal palaces in creating ‘central places’, what Alan Everitt defined as
‘Banburys’, the nuclei from which many subsequent towns, big and small,
emerged.!® Ecclesiastical communities, unlike itinerant kings, were constantly
present, and in addition to their economic impact on the surrounding region as
consumers and landlords they also acquired pastoral authority.!" Several churches
were also significant shrines.!? In the seventh century kings and magnates began
deliberately to choose to be buried in churches,! thus increasing the latter’s
influence, not least because people lower down the social scale adopted the
custom.

There is one type of urban settlement in this period, however, in which the
significance of churches is hard to discern: this is the emporium.'* However,
emporia do not necessarily seem to have lacked churches — Hamwic may have had

7 Biddle, ‘A city in transition, 400—-800’, pp. 22—3; Brooks, Early History of the Church of Canterbury,
p. 23.

8 R. K. Morris, ‘Churches in York and its hinterland: building pattern and stone sources in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries’, in J. Blair, ed. Minsters and Parish Churches (Oxford, 1988),
pp- 191-9, at 192.

? R. K. Morris, ‘Alcuin, York and the Alma Sophia’, in L. A. S. Butler and R. K. Morris, eds., The

Anglo-Saxon Church (CBA Res. Rep., 60, 1986), pp. 80—9; Alcuin, The Bishops, Kings and Saints

of York, ed. P. Godman (Oxford, 1982), pp. 118—21, lines 1507—20.

J. Blair, ‘Minster churches in the landscape’, in D. Hooke, ed., Anglo-Saxon Settlements (Oxford,

1988), pp. 35—58; A. Everitt, ‘“The Banburys of England’, UHY (1974), pp. 28—38.

See debate on this topic by E. Cambridge and D. Rollason, ‘The pastoral organization of the

Anglo-Saxon Church: a review of the “Minster Hypothesis™, Early Medieval Europe, 4 (1995),

87—104, and J. Blair, ‘Ecclesiastical organization and pastoral care in Anglo-Saxon England’, Early

Medieval Europe, 4 (1995), 193—212.

2 S. Bassett, ‘A probable Mercian royal mausoleum at Winchcombe, Gloucestershire’, Antiquaries J,

65 (1985), 82—100, esp. 8s; J. Blair, ‘St Frideswide reconsidered’, Oxoniensia, 52 (1987), 71-127;

J. Blair, ‘St Frideswide’s monastery: problems and possibilities’, in J. Blair, ed., St Frideswide’s

Monastery at Oxford, Oxoniensia, 53 (1988), 221—58 at 226.

D. A. Bullough, ‘Burial, community and belief in the early medieval West’, in P. Wormald, ed.,

Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society (Oxford, 1983), pp. 177—201 at 192, 196—7.

4 R. Morris, Churches in the Landscape (London, 1989), p. 189.
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two or even three at the turn of the eighth and ninth centuries.!” Doubtless it
was the ephemeral nature of many of the wic settlements which deprived their
churches of lasting influence, though at Hamwic one of the churches may have
had continuing importance: in the high middle ages and later the church of St
Mary on the abandoned emporium site exercised its right to bury all the citizens
of Southampton, a sign of superior parochial status suggestive of long existence,
even though archaeological evidence that St Mary’s existed in the middle Saxon
period is so far lacking.

(11) CHURCHES IN TOWNS 9Q00—1100

During the ninth century military necessity forced the Mercian kings to defend
some of their settlements with fortifications, or borough-works; one of these
was the strategic site of Hereford, where a ditch and gravel bank, later replaced
with turf and timber walls, were constructed to surround a square space divided
into quarters by two streets.!® The cathedral, which had existed in Hereford since
at least ¢. 800, and probably since the creation of the diocese in the late seventh
century, was allotted one of these quarters.!” Fortified urban sites were estab-
lished in large numbers in Wessex and elsewhere from the late ninth century
onwards.'8

The role of ecclesiastical establishments in all these new or newly fortified
urban sites varied according to two factors: the previous history of each site and
the region within which it lay. Alfred and Edward the Elder, probably largely
responsible for choosing sites of burhs in Wessex, disapproved of powerful
churches in them, except nunneries. In Winchester, it was of course impossible
to uproot the cathedral (Old Minster) and senseless not to make use of the
Roman walls; instead, Edward (who was carrying out the wishes of his parents)
planted two other major churches, New Minster and Nunnaminster, near the
cathedral, as a sign of royal power.!” Otherwise, it is striking how many cathe-
drals and newly reformed male monastic houses in tenth-century Wessex fail to
coincide with burhs. Sees for Somerset, Wiltshire and Devon were established in
the early tenth century on sites outside the burghal network, at Wells, Ramsbury
and Crediton. Sherborne, the seat of a bishop since 705, was not fortified. By

15" A. Morton, ‘Burial in middle-Saxon Southampton’, in S. Bassett, ed., Death in Towns (Leicester,

1992), pp. 68-77.

R. Shoesmith, ed., Hereford City Excavations, Volume 2: Excavations on and Close to the Defences
(London, 1982), pp. 76—9.

P. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature in Western England, 600—80o (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 90—I.

16

7

18 See above, p. 53, and below, pp. 225—30.

® M. Biddle, ‘Felix urbs Winthonia’, in D. Parsons, ed., Ténth-Century Studies (London and
Chichester, 1975), pp. 123—40; see also B. A. E. Yorke, “The bishops of Winchester, the kings of

Wessex and the development of Winchester in the ninth and early tenth centuries’, Proc. of the
Hampshire Field Club and Arch. Soc., 40 (1984), 61—70.
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1066 Malmesbury was a small borough but it does not occur in the Burghal
Hidage.?® By contrast, perhaps because nuns were felt to require protection, and
also because abbesses were often royal princesses and kings may therefore have
regarded them as manipulable, Alfred’s foundations for women at Wilton (890)
and Shaftesbury (c. 888) were both placed in boroughs from the outset; further-
more, Wareham is recorded as having an abbess in 982.>' Evidently Alfred,
Edward the Elder and their successors wished to prevent bishops and abbots from
developing seats of economic and political influence in towns. It is worth stress-
ing this point because elsewhere in Europe, and, indeed, in other parts of
England, for example at Worcester,?? bishops played an active role in urbanisa-
tion in this period.

In western Mercia Acthelred and Aethelfleed often encouraged a plurality of
major churches inside fortified urban sites: at Shrewsbury, which first emerges
into the light of day in this period though it must already have enjoyed a long
existence, they were probably responsible for founding St Alkmund’s to add to
St Chad’s and St Mary’s which probably predate their time; at Chester, they
appear to have refounded one church and perhaps rededicated it to St
Werburgh. At Gloucester, doubtless to rival the abbey of St Peter’, they
founded a new church, destined to be their own mausoleum, to which
Zethelfled had relics of St Oswald brought from Bardney. The movement of
relics from eastern to western England, and the building of new churches in
which to place them, were an important feature of Acthelfled’s policy of urban-
isation: relics were clearly being used to create a sense of identity for each
town.??

In the Danelaw, contrary to the usual perceptions of Viking paganism and sav-
agery, many churches in central places seem to have survived unscathed, though
often losing endowments.>* The eastern Mercian and East Anglian sees,
however, were disrupted, Leicester and Lindsey being merged and transferred to
Dorchester-on-Thames, while Elmham and Dunwich were also merged and
temporarily put under the control of the bishop of London in the first half of
the tenth century. These dramatic diocesan disruptions, usually attributed to
Viking hostility to the church, are more probably to be explained as a deliber-
ate policy of the kings of Wessex, who would have been anxious to curb the

20" Great Domesday, ff. 64c¢, 67d.

2! In general on late Saxon nuns, see B. Yorke, ‘Sisters under the skin’, Reading Medieval Studies, 15
(1989), 95—117. 22 Baker et al., ‘From Roman to medieval Worcester’.

23S, Bassett, ‘Anglo-Saxon Shrewsbury and its churches’, Midland History, 16 (1991), pp. 1—23, at 9;
A. Thacker, ‘Chester and Gloucester: early ecclesiastical organisation in two Mercian burhs’, N
Hist., 18 (1982), 199—211, here 203—4; D. Rollason, Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England
(Oxford, 1989), pp. 153—4-.

2 Cf.R. A. Hall, ‘The Five Boroughs of the Danelaw: a review of present knowledge’, Anglo-Saxon
England, 18 (1989), 149—206’; D. Hadley, ‘Conquest, colonization and the Church: ecclesiastical
organization in the Danelaw’, HR, 69 (1996), 109—28, esp. I113.
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influence of the Danish armies over the Church.? Furthermore, Danish settlers
and their descendants certainly encouraged the foundation of numerous small
local churches in the tenth and eleventh centuries, many of them urban.
Scandinavian influence is visible in a wealth of Anglo-Scandinavian funerary
sculpture and, later, in the name-forms preserved in inscriptions celebrating
church foundation or rebuilding surviving from York and Lincoln.?

To discuss the impact of churches on the social and political life of towns in
this period it is sensible to divide them into two groups: first, the major churches,
that is the cathedrals, the monastic houses which had been reformed or newly
founded in the tenth and eleventh centuries, and sizeable establishments of
secular clerics such as those of St Werburgh’s or St John’s in Chester,?” and, sec-
ondly, all the smaller churches.

Larger churches made an impact on the urban scene by virtue of their exis-
tence — they took up space — as well as through the influence their communities
could exercise politically, jurisdictionally and economically. All major churches
required large areas of land for their church buildings and graveyards and to
house members of their communities and servants. This accommodation might,
as in the cases of churches served by secular clerks in Shrewsbury and Chester,
consist of separate houses, or alternatively of claustral buildings.?® Although the
use of the term immunity did not take root in England before the Conquest,*
the idea that churches and their graveyards should be sanctuaries was recognised
in Anglo-Saxon legislation, and fines for breach of sanctuary or cirigrip were
graded according to the importance of the church concerned.*® Evidence for
how the spaces around churches were protected survives for Winchester.?!

25

J. Barrow, ‘English cathedral communities and reform in the late tenth and the eleventh centuries’,
in D. Rollason, M. Harvey and M. Prestwich, eds., Anglo-Norman Durham 1093-1193
(Woodbridge, 1994), pp. 25—39, here 26—9.

Morris, Churches in the Landscape, pp. 169—73; J. Lang, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, vol.

11, York and Eastern Yorkshire (Oxford, 1991), pp. §3—120; E. Okasha, Handlist of Anglo-Saxon Non-

Runic Inscriptions (Cambridge, 1971), pp. 92—3, 131.

Great Domesday, ff. 263a—b; Thacker, ‘Chester and Gloucester’, pp. 201, 204; on secular minsters

in general see J. Blair, ‘Secular minster churches in Domesday Book’, in P. H. Sawyer, ed.,

Domesday Book (London, 1985), pp. 104—42.

Great Domesday, 1 ff. 252b, 253a, 263a—b; Symeonis Monachi Opera Omnia, ed. T. Arnold, (R S,

1882—5), vol. I, p. 113; D. Rollason, ‘Symeon of Durham and the community of Durham in the

eleventh century’, in C. Hicks, ed., England in the Eleventh Century (Stamford, 1992), pp. 183—96

at 192—3.

P. Wormald, ‘Lordship and justice in the early English kingdom: Oswaldslow revisited’, in W.

Davies and P. Fouracre, eds., Property and Power in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1995), pp.

114—-36; N. Hurnard, ‘The Anglo-Norman franchises’, EHR, 64 (1949), 289—323, 433—060.

30 VIII Aethelred, c. 5.1, and Northumbrian Priests’ Law, ¢. 19 (D. Whitelock, M. Brett and C. N.
L. Brooke, eds., Councils and Synods with Other Documents relating to the English Church 1 (Oxford,
1981), vol. 1, pp. 390, 456; Be gripe 7 be munde (E Liebermann, ed., Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen
(Halle, 1903—-16), vol. 1, p. 471); see also literature cited at n. 54 below.

31 E Barlow, M. Biddle, O. von Feilitzen and D. J. Keene, Winchester in the Early Middle Ages

(Winchester Studies, 1, Oxford, 1976), p. 308.
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However, the size and shape of precincts were liable to alteration: Norwich
Cathedral carved a large precinct for itself out of a previously inhabited part of
the town from 1096; Christ Church Canterbury expanded its precinct by steady
accretions in this period; Exeter’s one, by contrast, seems to have shrunk;
Worcester Cathedral redefined its precinct, probably under Bishop Oswald
(961-92), to exclude lay settlement, and at Winchester large precincts were
formed 963 x 970 under Bishop Aethelwold to accommodate the three princi-
pal churches.*? Although these areas were walled or fenced this was not intended
to exclude lay people completely; their presence, at any rate at important feasts,
was welcomed. Many cathedrals and abbeys exercised pastoral care over some
urban inhabitants: at Worcester, for example, it was normal in the eleventh
century for the monks to preach to the townspeople.*

One of the most lucrative pastoral uses of precincts was burial; major churches
often claimed a burial monopoly within the walls of a borough, and cathedrals
would encourage richer people in the rest of the diocese to seek burial in their
graveyards.** Sometimes, as we see from various documents of the eleventh
century, lay people grouped together into guilds in association with a great
church to provide burial and memorial services for each other; this was by no
means an exclusively urban phenomenon, as some guilds (Abbotsbury and
Bedwyn) were rural, but one guild, though rural, was associated with the minster
in Exeter, one was based at Exeter and another at Cambridge (though in the
latter case the church which received offerings for prayers was St Etheldreda’s in
Ely).%

Furthermore, major churches were very often powerful landlords within
towns. To take some examples from Domesday, the bishop of Worcester had
ninety houses, Bath Abbey had twenty-four burgesses, and the bishop of
Hereford had ninety-eight houses in the time of King Edward. Bishops or
abbeys might also control jurisdiction in parts of towns, and a few were allowed

32 1. Campbell, ‘Norwich’, 8, in BAHT, 1; Brooks, Early History of the Church of Canterbury, p. 15;
W. Urry, Canterbury under the Angevin Kings (London, 1967), pp. 204—7; J. Allan, C. Henderson
and R. Higham, ‘Saxon Exeter’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England, p. 395;
N. Baker and R. Holt, ‘“The city of Worcester in the tenth century’, in N. P. Brooks and C. Cubitt,
eds., St Oswald of Worcester (London, 1996), pp. 129—46 at 142—3; J. Barrow, “The community of
Worcester 961—c. 1100’, in Brooks and Cubitt, eds., St Oswald of Worcester pp. 84—99; Barlow,
Biddle, von Feilitzen and Keene, Winchester in the Early Middle Ages, p. 322 and fig. 9.

William of Malmesbury, Vita Wilfstani, ed. R. R. Darlington (Camden Society, 3rd series, 40,
1928), pp. 13—14; E. Mason, St Wulfstan of Worcester ¢. 1008—1095 (Oxford, 1990), pp. 67-8; G.
Rosser, ‘The cure of souls in English towns before 1000’, in Blair and Sharpe, eds., Pastoral Care
before the Parish, pp. 267—84; M. Franklin, ‘The cathedral as parish church: the case of southern
England’, in D. Abulafia, M. Franklin and M. Rubin, eds., Church and City 1000-1500: Essays in
Honour of Christopher Brooke (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 173—98.

w
&

34 ]. Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location in the high middle ages’, in Bassett, ed., Deatl in Towns, pp.

78-100; B. Kjolbye-Biddle, ‘Dispersal or concentration: the disposal of the Winchester dead over
2000 years’, in ibid., pp. 210—47, esp. 224—33.
% G. Rosser, ‘The Anglo-Saxon gilds’, in Blair, ed., Minsters and Parish Churches, pp. 31—4.
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to employ their own moneyer.*® York was one of the few large towns where
churchmen had extensive powers: here, according to Domesday and another
late eleventh-century text, The Rights and Customs of the Archbishops of York, the
archbishop controlled one of the shires (equivalent to wards) into which the
town was divided in the late eleventh century. He also had a share of tolls.%”
Canon law texts connected with the diocese of York in the eleventh century
further illustrate the extent to which bishops might regulate the activities of
townsmen: the Northumbrian Priests’ Law (chapters §5—6) proscribed travel and
trade on Sundays but specified that travelling on the eves of feasts was permis-
sible within a certain radius of York in times of hostility. The treatise known
as Episcopus (chapter 6) tells bishops to take responsibility for checking meas-
ures and weigh-beams in boroughs, and even though its prescriptions are
drawn from much older continental canon law collections, its language sug-
gests that it had contemporary and local validity.*® Elsewhere in England the
powers of ecclesiastics were more limited either because royal power was more
extensive or because urban settlements associated with bishops were too small
to be significant.

Smaller churches, though in a different way, made their presence felt in towns.
In comparison with most of the rest of Europe, medieval English towns were
unusually rich in parish churches, and this has sometimes been seen as a
specifically English phenomenon,® but a similar state of affairs prevailed in
Denmark and towns of Scandinavian origin in Ireland, especially Dublin.
Plurality of parishes was not true of all English towns, but only of those which
became decisively urbanised before the mid-eleventh century.*’ Although doc-
umentary evidence for most of these churches is very sparse before Domesday
(and often for some time thereafter), archaeological evidence, where available,
shows that most were founded over the period ¢. 950—c. 1100. St Mark’s, Lincoln,
was built originally in the tenth century as a one-celled wooden structure; St
Helen’s on the Walls, York, was also of tenth-century origin.*! The mushroom-
ing of churches can be related in part to the relative size of towns in the eleventh
century: by 1200 London (about 110) had between two and three times as many
as Winchester (57), York (over 40), Norwich (57) and Lincoln (48), each of
which had about two or three times as many as the towns with the next largest

3 Cf. Great Domesday ff. 173¢, 89d, 181c.

37 D. M. Palliser, Domesday York (Borthwick Paper, 78, York, 1990), p. 28.

Whitelock, Brett and Brooke, eds., Councils and Synods 1, pp. 463—4, 419.

C. N. L. Brooke, ‘“The missionary at home: the Church in the towns 1000—1250", Studies in Church

History, 6 (1970), 59—83.

Morris, Churches in the Landscape, p. 169; cf. also J. Campbell, ‘The Church in Anglo-Saxon

towns’, in J. Campbell, Essays in Anglo-Saxon History (London, 1986), pp. 139—54.

# B.].J. Gilmour and D. A. Stocker, St Mark’s Church and Cemetery (The Archaeology of Lincoln,
13/1, 1986); J. R. Magilton, The Church of St Helen-on-the-Walls, Aldwark (The Archaeology of
York, 10/1, 1980), p. 18.
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Figure 7.1 The churches and graveyards of twelfth-century Gloucester
Sources: Julia Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location in the high middle ages’, in
S. Bassett, ed., Death in Towns (Leicester, 1992), p. 85.

numbers of parish churches, Exeter (22), Oxford (20), Bristol (18) and
Huntingdon (16). There were rather fewer parish churches in Gloucester (11),
Worcester (10), Chester (9 parishes; a tenth, first recorded 1224, is probably
earlier), Northampton (9) and Hereford (6 parishes, one of them based in the
cathedral) (Figures 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3).*> However, demographic factors, though
important, were not the only ones which counted: the extent to which pre-
existing churches could retain control over new foundations was significant too.
Older churches were more successful in doing this in western Mercia, Wessex
and Kent than their counterparts in eastern England. One sign of this is the fact

42 Cf. Morris, Churches in the Landscape, pp. 178, 188, 191; some of the figures have been altered.
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Figure 7.2 The churches and graveyards of medieval Chester
Sources: Julia Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location in the high middle ages’, in
S. Bassett, ed., Death in Towns (Leicester, 1992), p. 83.

that many small churches founded in eastern towns in the tenth and eleventh
centuries were laid out from the start in extensive graveyards, which meant that
they were independent of the parochial authority of any other church in the
town. Small intramural churches in Wessex and western Mercia, by contrast,
often lacked burial rights until late in the middle ages, being subordinate in paro-
chial terms to the (usually) oldest church in the town; they were often sited on
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Sources: Julia Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location in the high middle ages’, in
S. Bassett, ed., Death in Towns (Leicester, 1992), p. 82.

street corners or at or even on top of gateways, sites which afforded them prom-
inence without the expense of a graveyard.

Gate churches still exist in Bristol, and in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
churches near or on gates were to be found in Chester, Oxford, Canterbury and
Gloucester.* London perhaps had churches near gates before the Conquest.
They might, according to Jeremy Haslam, represent an early stage of parish crea-
tion since their parishes were often both extramural and intramural; they may

+ N. Alldridge, ‘Aspects of the topography of early medieval Chester’, J of the Chester Arch. Soc., 64
(1981), pp. 5—31 at 17, 28; B. Durham, C. Halpin and N. Palmer, ‘Oxford’s northern defences’,
Oxoniensia, 48 (1983), 13—40 at 14—18, 33; P. Blockley, ‘Excavations at Riding Gate, Canterbury’,
Archaeologia Cantiana, 107 (1989), 117—54 at 136—7; ‘Interim report on work carried out in 1988
by the Canterbury Archaeological Trust’, Archacologia Cantiana, 106 (1988), 129—97 at 161—8;
Heighway, ‘Anglo-Saxon Gloucester’, p. 11.
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perhaps have been founded as the religious counterpart of the wards into which
burgesses were divided for urban defence.** However, in most towns they are
not earlier than the eleventh century, and in any case they were swiftly joined by
other churches, making the eventual pattern of parish boundaries in each town
untidy. Several urban churches, like St Martin’s, Oxford, may have originated as
private chapels in the hagae of noblemen;* others, according to archaeological
evidence, were founded on the sites of what had been small houses or work-
shops, like All Saints, Oxford, and St Nicholas Shambles and St Nicholas Acon
in London.** Evidence for founders and owners of such churches is rare in
western areas of England before the twelfth century, but richer in eastern areas,
where we have inscriptions for a few churches in York and Lincoln and some
information in Domesday Book. Domesday entries for Huntingdon and Ipswich
show several churches changing hands frequently in the eleventh and early
twelfth centuries, being bought and sold by priests and by landholders and bur-
gesses of both sexes.*” The Northumbrian Priests’ Law proscribed such sales.*®
Clearly small churches were well integrated into the economic and social fabric
of boroughs long before the late eleventh century.

Churches also played a major role in the tenth and eleventh centuries in the
development of small towns which were able to achieve the status of boroughs
in the late eleventh and the twelfth centuries. Perhaps the commonest starting
point for the growth of these towns was the existence of a rural cathedral such
as Wells or of a major monastic house such as St Albans.* It is possible that in
Scotland and Wales those churches which were focal points for pilgrimage and
for royal burial encouraged small settlements in this period.®® An important
advantage enjoyed by churches in encouraging urban growth was their right to
claim that the area within a certain radius of the church was sanctuary: this is
well documented for Wales where the concept of nawdd (protection) was ‘terri-
torialised’ as noddfa (sanctuary) in Welsh laws, and for the North of England,
where areas of sanctuary (grip) around major churches such as Hexham,

# J. Haslam, ‘Parishes, churches, wards and gates in eastern London’, in Blair, ed., Minsters and Parish
Churches, pp. 35—43.-

% E.g. St Martin’s, Oxford: IVCH, Oxfordshire, 1v, p. 384.

4 T. G. Hassall et al., ‘Excavations at Oxford 1973—4: sixth and final interim report’, Oxoniensia, 39

(1974), 54—7; A. Vince, Saxon London (London, 1990), pp. 72—3; R. Fleming, ‘Rural elites and

urban communities in late Saxon England’, P&P, 141 (1993), 3—37 at 31—2.

Great Domesday, ff. 208a, and Little Domesday, . 290a—b; cf. Campbell, “The Church in Anglo-

Saxon towns’, pp. 149—50.

Whitelock, Brett and Brooke, eds., Councils and Synods, 1, p. 452, drawing on Theodulf’s Capitula,

47

4

3

. XVi.
¥ W. J. Rodwell, “Wells, the cathedral and city’, Current Archacology, 73 (1980), 42—3; Great
Domesday, 1, f. 135¢C.
%" A. Macquarrie, ‘Early Christian religious houses in Scotland: foundation and function’, in Blair
and Sharpe, eds., Pastoral Care before the Parish, pp. 110—33 at 121, 132; and H. Pryce, ‘Pastoral care

in early medieval Wales’, in ibid., pp. 41-62 at 60, 45.
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Durham, Ripon and Beverley were confirmed in twelfth-century and later char-
ters.’! The area under protection might be divided into zones of increasing
penalty for committing crimes within the sanctuary as one moved towards the
church, the outermost zone being marked with crosses. Evidence for Scottish
examples of sanctuary is very scanty, but St Andrews, Brechin and Dunkeld (to
take a few examples) might have resembled Irish monastic towns in this respect
as they did in others. The concept of ciricgrip or sanctuary survived the Norman
Conquest in monastic towns not only in northern England but also in the South,
though here the terminology current in France, leuca or leuga (‘league’) was
adopted. Domesday Book shows that Bury St Edmunds had between 1066 and
1086 used much of its letica to house its own knights, merchants and craftsmen.>?
Battle Abbey, newly founded by William I to give thanks for his victory, was
granted its own leuga, within which it settled inhabitants in ‘house-sites with
fixed dimensions’ (certis dimensionibus mansiones) before the early years of the reign
of Henry I, when a rental was compiled.>® Areas protected by sanctuary were
favoured sites for markets;>* not surprisingly, therefore, several abbeys and min-
sters set up market places in this period, sometimes with streets and house-
plots.>

(111) CHURCHES IN TOWNS I100—1300

In this period the network of churches reached its widest extent before the nine-
teenth century, both because of new foundations in existing towns and because
many new towns were set up, usually with their own churches; in addition to
this process of consolidation, churches developed new forms of outreach into
the urban community.

Up to about the middle of the twelfth century, the creation of new parish
churches continued vigorously. Many existing towns were extended, often with
large new market places, and churches might be set up nearby, as in Bristol or
Nottingham, or actually in the market place, as in Norwich (St Peter Mancroft)

W. Davies, ‘Adding insult to injury’, in W. Davies and P. Fouracre, eds., Property and Power
(Cambridge, 1995), p. 144; D. Hall, “The sanctuary of St Cuthbert’, in G. Bonner, C. Stancliffe
and D. Rollason, eds., St Cuthbert, his Cult and his Community to A.D. 1200 (Woodbridge, 1989),
PP 425—306; see also G. Rosser, ‘Sanctuary and social negotiation in medieval England’, in J. Blair
and B. Golding, eds., The Cloister and the World (Oxford, 1996), pp. $7-79.

Little Domesday, 11, f. 372a; see also M. D. Lobel, ‘The ecclesiastical banleuca in England’, in
Oxford Essays in Medieval History Presented to H. E. Salter (Oxford, 1934), pp. 122—40.

53 The Chronicle of Battle Abbey, ed. E. Searle (Oxford, 1980) pp. so—1 and also 52—8.
54

52

Cf. literature cited by Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location’, pp. 91-3.
5

S

G. Astill, “The towns of Berkshire’, in Haslam, ed., Anglo-Saxon Towns in Southern England, pp.
53—86 at 73—4; W. J. Rodwell, “Wells, the cathedral and city’, Current Archaeology, 73 (1980), 42—3;
J. N. Croom, ‘The topographical analysis of medieval town plans: the examples of Much Wenlock
and Bridgnorth’, Midland History, 17 (1992), 16—38 at 27, on Much Wenlock.
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and Hereford (St Peter’s and All Saints).>® Church dedications, where they can
be combined with archaeological and architectural evidence, are helpful in pin-
pointing the dates of new foundations: the very end of the eleventh and the
twelfth centuries saw an inrush of Nicholases, Lawrences, Leonards, Giles, Mary
Magdalens, Margarets and Catherines.>” Of course, dedications were quite often
altered, but none the less new ones frequently occur in churches which have no
fabric earlier than the twelfth century. One dedication hitherto unknown in
England was combined with an architectural form, also hitherto unknown in
England, in the round churches dedicated to Holy Sepulchre in Northampton
and Cambridge, which reflect the impact of the Crusades.’® After ¢. 1150 the
formation of new parishes more or less ceased: by now the process was strictly
under the control of the local diocesan, who was usually unwilling to disturb the
rights of existing parishes unless there were pressing reasons for doing so.>” Some
non-parochial chapels were built, but on the whole the energies of lay benefac-
tors were channelled into rebuilding existing churches: many urban parish
churches were rebuilt in the twelfth century and further enlarged, often with
aisles and side chapels, in the thirteenth.

For great churches in towns too, it was a time of consolidation and ever bigger
and better building. The last quarter of the eleventh century and the opening of
the twelfth saw the replacement of most major Anglo-Saxon churches with
Romanesque models, characterised by length and uninterrupted vistas. To obtain
the space necessary for the new churches with their much larger floorplans,
neighbouring buildings had to be sacrificed, and the older fashion of having
groups or pairs of churches together, as for example St Peter’s and St Mary’s at
Worcester and New Minster and Old Minster at Winchester, was abandoned.
The monks of New Minster moved to a new site just outside Winchester at Hyde,
and at Worcester Bishop Waulfstan pulled down Oswald’s church of St Mary and
replaced it; the old cathedral of St Peter’s at Worcester also disappeared, though
its precise fate is uncertain.®® The Normans, shocked to find many cathedrals in
settlements little better than villages, moved sees to urban centres,®! sometimes
without creating adequate space for them. In the late twelfth century Lincoln
Cathedral outgrew its quarters within the old Roman walled area and spread

5

-

Cf. literature cited by Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location’, p. 92 n. 80, to which add M. Barley

and I. E Straw, ‘Nottingham’, p. 3, in BAHT, 1.

E Arnold Forster, Studies in Church Dedications or England’s Patron Saints, 3 vols. (London, 1899);

discussion in A. Binns, Dedications of Monastic Houses in England and Wales 1066—1216 (Woodbridge,

1989), esp. pp. 22—31.

% RCHM (England), An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in the City of Cambridge (London,
1959), vol. 11, pp. 255—6; and RCHM (England), An Inventory of Archacological Sites and Churches
in Northampton (London, 1985), pp. $9—61. % Brooke, ‘The missionary at home’, pp. 72—3.

 Barlow, Biddle, von Feilitzen and Keene, Winchester in the Early Middle Ages, pp. 308—12, 317;

Philip Barker, A Short Architectural History of Worcester Cathedral (Worcester, 1994), pp. 11-35.

' Frank Barlow, The English Church, 1066—1154 (London, 1979), pp. 47-8.
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along the ridge of the hill;*?> Salisbury Cathedral had no room to expand on its
hilltop in Old Sarum and its canons plotted an escape to the flat water-meadows
below, where they could build on a scale rivalling Wells and Winchester: they
won permission to do this in March 1219, and rushed to build their new cathe-
dral, together with a carefully laid out new town.®

The period 1100-1300 was an active one for urban formation in Britain,
above all in Scotland and Wales which had not hitherto seen urbanisation on any
serious scale. Royal burghal foundations in Scotland, for which the peak period
was the twelfth century, tended to acquire a parish church at the outset, as in the
cases of Perth, Edinburgh (St Giles), and Stirling (Holy Rude); at Perth, it is pos-
sible that an existing church was taken over by the burgh, perhaps with a change
of site, while at Edinburgh and Stirling the new settlements were quickly
detached from the older parishes (St Cuthbert’s under the Castle and St Ninian’s)
within which their sites had lain.®* Episcopal burghs were more variable: at St
Andrews there was a parish church by 1144, but until the late middle ages it lay
in the cathedral precinct rather than in the town, while in Glasgow, which only
started to become truly urbanised in the final quarter of the twelfth century, part
of the cathedral served as the parish church.®® The much smaller burghs of
barony were often unable to create parishes for themselves or to persuade exist-
ing parish churches to move into the built-up area. In Wales new boroughs
usually grew up next to castles, but they themselves might be built near old clas
churches, such as Carmarthen. Quite commonly, clas churches lying in or near
new towns would be converted into Benedictine or Augustinian priories (for
example, Carmarthen, turned first into a cell of Battle Abbey and then into an
Augustinian priory), or new priories might be founded, as at Brecon and
Cardigan. Parish churches for the inhabitants were usually established separately,
though at Cardigan the priory church served a double purpose.®® A characteris-
tic of towns newly founded in the twelfth century, or newly attaining urban
status then, is that they had no more than two or three and sometimes only one
parish church in the middle ages. Where there was only one this might, however,
be large, with numerous side chapels which would to some extent compensate
for the lack of other churches. New towns would be more likely to have more

2 P Kidson, ‘Architectural history’, in D. Owen, ed., A History of Lincoln Minster (Cambridge, 1994),
Pp. 14—46 at 26—7.

T. Cocke and P. Kidson, Salisbury Cathedral: Perspectives on the Architectural History (London, 1993);
RCHM (England), Ancient and Historical Monuments in the City of Salisbury, vol. 1 (London, 1980),
pp. xxxii—xI at xxxii.
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% 1. B. Cowan, ‘The emergence of the urban parish’, in M. Lynch, M. Spearman and G. Stell, eds.,

The Scottish Medieval Town (Edinburgh, 1988), pp. 82—98, here 90, 92.
% Ibid., p. 87; N. E Shead, ‘Glasgow: an ecclesiastical burgh’, in Lynch, Spearman and Stell, eds.,
The Scottish Medieval Town, pp. 116—32 at 122.
R. A. Griffiths, Conquerors and Conquered in Medieval Wales (Stroud, 1994), pp. 173—4, 176, 178,

280—2; E G. Cowley, The Monastic Order in South Wales 1066—1349 (Cardiff, 1977), pp. 13—14.
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than one parish if there were a pre-existing church or if there were a castle with
its own liberty for which a separate church might be created.®”

The roles played by religious houses in towns became more varied during the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Long-established abbeys and cathedrals contin-
ued to be, as they had always been, landlords and consumers. Their activities as
urban landlords began now to be better documented as more and more land
transactions in towns came to be recorded in charters. In several of the larger
towns, major churches claimed jurisdiction over particular areas or particular
inhabitants, as for example Hereford Cathedral.®® In those small towns which
owed their existence to the stimulus of a monastic house or a cathedral (for
example, Abingdon, Reading, Sherborne, Cirencester, Glastonbury, Bury St
Edmunds, Peterborough, St Albans and Salisbury), there was no possibility open
to the burgesses of appeal to a rival lord, and although many of these towns
received charters from their ecclesiastical lords the liberties granted were usually
restricted: for example the abbot or bishop might demand the right to veto
officials chosen by the burgesses, or insist on having his own official preside over
the borough court. Relations between the two sides would break down period-
ically, sometimes leading to violence, though usually only on a small scale.®
Major churches might often be minor landlords in towns other than those in
which they were sited: David I granted to several Scottish abbeys one or two
messuages each in different towns, usually including Berwick and Roxburgh.
Dunfermline Abbey acquired messuages from David in Berwick, Edinburgh,
Stirling, Dunfermline and Perth, and tofts from William the Lion in Kinghorn
and Montrose.”

The diversity of religious provision in towns (as also in the countryside)
increased markedly from the end of the eleventh century onwards. Hospitals, not
exclusively, but none the less overwhelmingly, an urban phenomenon, were
founded in ever-increasing numbers from the late eleventh century onwards,
with hundreds existing by 1300.”! At first essentially the work of great men such

7 Cf. Salisbury: RHCM, City of Salisbury, p. xxxviii; Berwick: Cowan, ‘The emergence of the
urban parish’, p. 91; Bridgnorth: Croom, ‘The topographical analysis’, 21.

% G. Rosser, ‘Conflict and community in the medieval town: disputes between clergy and laity in
Hereford’, in T. R. Slater and G. Rosser, eds., The Church in the Medieval Town (Aldershot, 1998),
20—42, esp. 23—5.

N. M. Trenholme, The English Monastic Boroughs (University of Missouri Studies, 2, no. 3, 1927);
IVCH, Wiltshire, v1, pp. 94—s5; cf. also D. G. Shaw, The Creation of a Community: The City of Wells
in the Middle Ages (Oxford, 1993).

Registrum de Dunfermelyn: Liber Cartarum Abbatie Benedictine Sacrosancte Trinitatis et Beate Margarete
Regine de Dunfermelyn (Bannatyne Club, Edinburgh, 1842), pp. 3—4, 32—3, 37; Wendy Stevenson,

69

7

“The monastic presence: Berwick in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries’, in Lynch, Spearman
and Stell, eds., The Scottish Medieval Town, pp. 99—115 at 99—100.

See R. M. Clay, The Medieval Hospitals of England (London, 1909); R. Gilchrist, ‘Christian bodies
and souls: the archaeology of life and death in later medieval hospitals’, in Bassett, ed., Death in

7

Towns, pp. 101—18.
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as Henry of Blois (St Cross, Winchester, 1136) or Rahere (St Bartholomew’s,
London, 1123), by the middle of the twelfth century they were also being
founded by burgesses such as Aslac of Killinghow, whose Hospital of St Mary
the Virgin, Westgate, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, was founded before 1155. At the
end of the twelfth century the money-lender Gervase of Southampton founded
God’s House, Southampton. St Ethelbert’s Hospital, Hereford, was founded in
the 12205 by a well-to-do cleric, Elias of Bristol, a canon of Hereford.”> About
a quarter of all hospitals were leper houses and most of the rest catered for the
aged and infirm; the leper houses tended to be built at a distance of two or three
miles outside towns, the rest often on the periphery of urban settlement.”
Hospitals usually stood in precincts, within which accommodation would be
provided separately for the brothers or sisters serving the house and for the
inmates, who would sleep in long dormitories, a feature which influenced hos-
pital plans down to the twentieth century. Dormitories were usually intended to
serve simultaneously as chapels, and thus normally had an altar at one end,
although in the infirmary building of St Leonard’s Hospital, York, as rebuilt in
the mid-thirteenth century, the chapels protruded laterally.”*

Some new religious orders were introduced into England, Scotland and Wales
particularly with towns in mind. The earliest of these was the order of Augustinian
canons; although by the late twelfth century its houses in England were predom-
inantly rural, many of its earliest foundations in England, during the reign of
Henry I, were urban, particularly in those shire towns lacking Benedictine foun-
dations or cathedrals. Very often they would take over pre-existing minsters of
secular clerks (for example, the minster in Cirencester, St Frideswide’s in Oxford
and St Oswald’s in Gloucester). The original purpose behind such foundations
may perhaps have been to encourage the canons to assist with pastoral care in
towns, though if so it was unsuccessful, for the care of souls was usually quickly
delegated to vicars and chaplains. By the middle of the twelfth century some of
these urban Augustinian houses were moving into the countryside to take advan-
tage of better sites; these however often lay very near towns, allowing the canons
to take a strong interest in urban life, which they were the more inclined to do
since a large part of their revenues was made up of urban rents.”> In Scotland and
‘Wales Augustinian foundations sometimes served as the nuclei of new towns: for
example, Edinburgh’s Holyrood established the burgh of Canongate, 1128, and

72 Early Deeds Relating to Newcastle upon Tyne, ed. A. M. Oliver (Surtees Society, 137, 1924), pp. 9-11;
The Cartulary of God’s House, Southampton, ed. J. M. Kaye (Southampton Records Series, 19, 20,
1976), vol. 1, pp. xxv—xxxi; for St Ethelbert’s, Hereford, see Charters and Records of Hereford
Cathedral, ed. W. W. Capes (Hereford, 1908), pp. $6-61.

7 Gilchrist, ‘Christian bodies and souls’, pp. 100, 115—16.

74 P. H. Cullum, ‘St Leonard’s Hospital, York: the spatial and social analysis of an Augustinian
Hospital’, in R. Gilchrist and H. Mytum, eds., Advances in Monastic Archaeology (British
Archaeological Reports, British Series, 227, 1993), pp. 1118, here 16.

75 D. Postles, “The Austin canons in English towns, ¢. 1100—1350’, Historical Research, 66 (1993), 1—20.
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St Andrews Cathedral community became Augustinian, and established its burgh
¢ 1150.

Orders of friars were almost exclusively urban, not only in original intention
but also in continued practice (Map 7.1). The Dominicans and Franciscans began
to found houses in England from the 1220s and in other parts of Britain soon
after;”® they and two other orders of mendicants, the Carmelites and the
Augustinians, which came into being somewhat later, achieved considerable pop-
ularity in England, where, by 1300, nine towns, Cambridge, Lincoln, London,
Lynn, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Norwich, Oxford, Winchester and York, had
houses of each of these four orders, while twenty-seven towns had houses of both
Dominicans and Franciscans. This was also true of Cardiff, and in Scotland the
chief burghs had two or three friaries each.”” These houses were almost exclu-
sively male: convents of mendicant nuns were rare in Britain, were not necessar-
ily urban and, with the exception of the short-lived Franciscan house at
Northampton (1252—72), began to be founded only at the very end of the thir-
teenth century; none was established in Scotland before the late fifteenth century.

Kings and magnates were prominent among the benefactors of mendicant
houses: all the London friaries received generous grants from Henry III and
Edward I, while the Perth Blackfriars was founded by Alexander II and was
closely associated with the Scottish royal dynasty. Convents of friars would be
sited either immediately outside the walls or on remaining empty spaces just
inside them, as at Chester, for example;’® indeed the siting of friaries is a fairly
good guide to the extent of closely built-up settlement in the thirteenth
century. Their precincts would provide space for large graveyards, for friars fre-
quently were prepared to bury the poor cheaply or even for nothing, while the
rich might choose to be buried in mendicant cemeteries for pious motives.”’
By the end of the thirteenth century the mendicants were beginning to intro-
duce a distinctive new form of church into Britain, which gave more space for
congregations listening to sermons.?’ By this time they had become sufficiently

76 D. Knowles and R. N. Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses, 2nd edn (London, 1971); W. A.
Hinnebusch, The Early English Friars Preachers (Rome, 1951); L. Butler, ‘The houses of the men-
dicant orders in Britain: recent archaeological work’, in P. V. Addyman and V. E. Black, eds.,
Archaeological Papers from York Presented to M. W. Barley (York, 1984), pp. 123—36; Barrie Dobson,
‘Mendicant ideal and practice in late medieval York’, in ibid., pp. 109—22.

77 Knowles and Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses; Butler, “The houses’, p. 124; and cf. Dobson,

N

‘Mendicant ideal and practice’, p. 111, who lists the thirteen English towns which had four or
more friaries by the Dissolution.
78 S. W. Ward, ‘The monastic topography of Chester’, in Gilchrist and Mytum, eds., Advances in
Monastic Archaeology, pp. 113—26; cf also R. B. Harbottle, ‘Excavations at the Carmelite Friary,
Newcastle upon Tyne, 1965 and 1967°, Archaeologia Aeliana, 4th series, 46 (1968), 163—223.

7S, Bassett, C. Dyer and R. Holt, ‘Introduction’, in Bassett, ed., Death in Towns, pp. 6—7; Dobson,

=3

‘Mendicant ideal and practice’, p. 116.

80 Butler, ‘The houses’, pp. 129—31, with literature cited; Ward, ‘The monastic topography of

Chester’, pp. 120—1.
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well established to undertake large-scale building enterprises, mostly for them-
selves but sometimes with a wider impact on the community at large, for
example conduits.’!

(1iv) SCHOOLS

Before the end of the eleventh century there does not seem to have been a strong
link between schools and towns. Religious communities would run schools for
their own inmates, male or female, who would, whether as child-oblates in
reformed Benedictine monasteries, or as the sons of married clergy in secular
minsters, be educated within the precinct.®> The two most prominent schools
in late Anglo-Saxon England, those of Old Minster in Winchester and Christ
Church in Canterbury, happened to be urban, but this was coincidental. More
personal, less institutional forms of education existed also: some Anglo-Saxon
legislation suggests that a priest could take on the training of a young clerk as a
personal responsibility, and a similar system seems to have survived well into the
twelfth century in remote parts of Wales, to judge from a charter of Bishop
David of St Davids (1148—76).%°

From about 1100, however, schools in an urban context begin to be referred
to in large numbers in England, and in much smaller numbers from the middle
of the twelfth century in Scotland. During the course of the twelfth century it
is likely that nearly every shire town or town of equivalent size and many smaller
ones in England acquired schools, while in Scotland there was a parallel devel-
opment at Perth, Stirling, Roxburgh, Linlithgow and St Andrews.?* The schools
in question were all associated with major churches, whether cathedrals, mon-
asteries or minsters, but by the early twelfth century pupils no longer formed an
integral part of male communities and in most cases were not intending to
join them (nunneries, by contrast, continued to provide education within
the cloister). Schools were therefore often held outside the precinct. Schools
attached to male monastic houses were not run by a member of the community,
but by a schoolmaster appointed by the monks. A similar process occurred in
secular cathedrals between the middle of the twelfth century and ¢. 1200, as the
title of the dignitary in charge of the schools switched from magister scholarum to

81 C.J. Bond, “Water management in the urban monastery’, in Gilchrist and Mytum, eds., Advances
in Monastic Archaeology, pp. 43—78 at $7—63.

82 Cf. The Waltham Chronicle, ed. L. Watkiss and M. Chibnall (Oxford, 1994), p. 20.

83 Whitelock, Brett and Brooke, eds., Councils and Synods, 1, pp. 318 and cf. 424, 426; St Davids
Episcopal Acta, 1085—1280, ed. J. Barrow (South Wales Record Society, 13, 1998), pp. $3—4-

8 N. Orme, English Schools in the Middle Ages (London, 1973), p. 170; on Perth and Stirling,

Registrum de Dunfermelyn, pp. $6—7, nos. 93, 94; on Roxburgh, Scottish RO, Papal Bulls, no. 3

(Lucius II1, 25 March) and, on Linlithgow and St Andrews, Liber Cartarum Prioratus Sancti Andree

in Scotia (Bannatyne Club, Edinburgh, 1841), pp. 63, 316-18.
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chancellor, reflecting, very often, a shift in duties away from teaching to appoint-
ing the schoolmaster.®> Since much of the surviving evidence for the existence
of schools in the twelfth century consists of charters sought by monasteries from
bishops to confirm their monopoly over schools in particular towns, it is clear
that providing education brought profits. Pupils would have been drawn not
only from towns but also from the countryside, for they often had to board. The
main motive for establishing schools in towns may well have been the availabil-
ity of lodgings, either rented from townspeople, or hostels provided charitably
for poor scholars, for example by Abbot Samson of Bury.?

Most of these schools would have concentrated on Latin grammar, but several,
above all the cathedral schools, taught all the liberal arts with theology and occa-
sionally medicine and law, for example, Lincoln, Salisbury and Hereford.®
During the second half of the twelfth century, the schools of Northampton
(from the 11705) and of Oxford (from the late 1180s, but essentially only after
about 1190) developed into higher schools.®® Since, for most of this period,
higher schools rented rooms from churches and other landlords and possessed
few movables, they could easily pack up and move to other surroundings in times
of trouble. The early school of Oxford, which seems to have grown out of the
gatherings of clerics at ecclesiastical legal disputes, rather than out of a school
dependent on a single monastery, had few ties. In 1209 its scholars fled to
Cambridge as a protest against the summary hanging of two students, and like-
wise in 1238 and again in the 1260s scholars left Oxford for Northampton.?
However, the especial suitability of Oxford as a place to study canon law (because
ecclesiastical disputes were commonly heard there) ensured its reinstatement in
1214, while equally the fact that the archdeacons of Ely, and probably also the
bishops, held their courts in Cambridge preserved the Cambridge schools after
1214.” During the thirteenth century, although many Oxford scholars found
lodgings independently (they were called ‘chamberdeacons’), the practice of
lodging in a hall run by a master of arts became common. During the second

> D. Greenway, ‘The false Institutio of St Osmund’, in D. Greenway, C. Holdsworth and J. Sayers,

eds., Tradition and Change: Essays in Honour of Marjorie Chibnall (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 77—101 at

8s.

The Chronicle of Jocelin of Brakelond, ed. H. E. Butler (London and Edinburgh, 1949), p. 45; Orme,

English Schools in the Middle Ages, p. 178.

R. W. Hunt, ‘English learning in the late twelfth century’, TRHS, 4th series, 19 (1936), 19—42;

T. Webber, Scribes and Scholars at Salisbury Cathedral (Oxford, 1992).

8 H. G. Richardson, ‘The schools of Northampton in the twelfth century’, EHR, 56 (1941),
595—605; R. W. Southern, ‘From schools to university’, in J. I. Catto, ed., The History of the
University of Oxford, vol. 1: The Early Oxford Schools (Oxford, 1984), pp. 1-36, esp. 12—17.

8 Richardson, ‘The schools of Northampton’, 597; D. R. Leader, A History of the University of

Cambridge, vol. 1: The University to 1546 (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 16—19.

J. A. Brundage, ‘The Cambridge faculty of canon law and the ecclesiastical courts of Ely’, in P.

Zutshi, ed., Medieval Cambridge: Essays on the Pre-Reformation University (Woodbridge, 1993), pp.

21—45.
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half of the thirteenth century the earliest colleges were endowed, but as yet these
had little impact on the student population.’!

(V) LITERACY IN TOWNS

While the extent of literacy in towns was doubtless still rather limited in this
period (indeed the schools which have just been discussed may well have catered
more for the sons of rural landowners than for those of prosperous townspeo-
ple), the interest shown in the written word by townsmen and townswomen
from the twelfth century onwards was considerable, and tangible evidence for it
survives in the charters which they issued from the middle of the twelfth century
onwards to record their property transactions. Although charters issued person-
ally by urban inhabitants of non-knightly rank are relatively few up to the 1170s
or 1180s, during the 1190s and early 1200s the numbers increased about twenty
or thirtyfold.”? In the last quarter of the twelfth century a growing confidence
in their legal powers can be seen in the introduction of clauses of corroboration
and warranty. Parallel to the growth in the output of charters went, naturally
enough, an increase in the ownership of seals, so that, by ¢. 1200, these must have
been normal possessions for all men and women who owned property, even if
they were of fairly modest social status. The seals tended to be small and simple,
and the popularity of certain devices (above all birds and fleur-de-lis) suggests
some standardisation in their manufacture.”” There seems to have been no
attempt by secular or ecclesiastical authorities to limit the expansion in the pro-
duction of private charters or the use of private seals, and indeed churches prob-
ably welcomed the development, since it facilitated sales and benefactions to
them. Towns with cathedrals or great monasteries were in any case especially
well provided with freelance scribes, who already by ¢. 1100 were commonly
being hired to perform the tasks formerly done by monastic scriptoria.”* The
production of books and charters probably began to be especially associated with
towns from the later twelfth century onwards, though the countryside was not

o1 J. I. Catto, ‘Citizens, scholars and masters’, and J. R. L. Highfield, ‘The early colleges’, both in
Catto, ed., The History of the University of Oxford, 1, at pp. 151—92 and pp. 225—63 respectively.

Cf., among a wide range of sources, Westminster Abbey Charters, 1066—c. 1214, ed. E. Mason
(London Record Society, 25, 1988); Early Charters of the Cathedral Church of St Paul, London, ed.
M. Gibbs (Camden Society, 3rd series, 8, 1939); The Registrum Antiquissimum of the Cathedral
Church of Lincoln, vol. v, ed. K. Major (Lincoln Record Society, 51, 1958); in general on the

92

ownership of seals by people of modest means, see P. D. A. Harvey, ‘Personal seals in thirteenth-
century England’, in I. Wood and G. A. Loud, eds., Church and Chronicle in the Middle Ages
(London and Rio Grande, 1991), pp. 117—27.

% See seal descriptions in works listed in n. 92 above; cf. also M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written

Record: England 1066—1307, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1993), pp. 315—17.

%% Clanchy, Memory to Written Record, p. 117; R. M. Thomson, Manuscripts from St Albans Abbey,
1066—1235 (Woodbridge, 1982), vol. 1, p. 13; J. J. G. Alexander, Medieval Illuminators and their
Methods of Work (New Haven and London, 1992), pp. 12—25.
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deprived of access to scribes, not least because many rural settlements were
within easy distance of towns.

(Vi) URBAN PANEGYRIC

Writing descriptions of towns was rare in England until the twelfth century, and
unknown in Scotland or Wales until much later. Bede’s interest in topographi-
cal description was slow to find imitators in England, though the relative short-
age of narrative sources between the eighth and the eleventh centuries partly
explains this. York, however, was briefly described by Alcuin in his poem The
Bishops, Kings and Saints of York of the late eighth century and by Byrhtferth, who
incorporated a short sketch of York into his Vita Sancti Oswaldi, written ¢. 1000.%>
After Alcuin’s York poem, the next free-standing work thought to describe an
identifiable English town is the fragmentary Old English poem The Ruin, com-
posed at some point before the late tenth century; its references to hot baths
suggest that the poet was visualising Bath. However, its portrayal of ruined
fortifications and the transience of earthly pleasures is generalised and echoes
Augustine’s views on the transience of earthly cities. By contrast, the Durham
poem of ¢. 1100, also in Old English, is certainly a eulogy of Durham; however,
it says nothing about the living population or the buildings but instead remarks
on the natural surroundings and gives a list of the saints whose relics are pre-
served there. In both works the past is significant but is dehistoricised: the Ruin
attributes the building of the fortifications to ‘giants’, not to the Romans, while
Durham treats the saints as living forces and does not set them in a historical
context.”

English writers were not slow in European terms to develop an interest in the
history of towns, but were less well able to supply historical details about them.
This can be largely explained by the almost complete absence, in England, of the
genre of gesta episcoporum (‘deeds of bishops’, in other words histories of individ-
ual dioceses), popular in parts of France and the Empire, and sometimes con-
sciously leading to the evolution of urban history, as at Trier with its Gesta
Treverorum of the early twelfth century. Alcuin’s York poem, as has been recently
pointed out by Simon Coates,”” was a fairly early example of this genre, but it
found no successors in England until the early twelfth century, when William of
Malmesbury attempted, with his Gesta Pontificum, to fill this gap for all English
dioceses. For most of them he found it impossible to say much about their origins;

% Alcuin, Bishops, Kings and Saints of York, pp. 4—7, lines 19—45.

% The Exeter Book, ed. G. P. Krapp and E. van K. Dobbie (London, 1936), pp. 227—9; D. R. Howlett,
‘The shape and meaning of the Old English poem “Durham’, in Rollason, Harvey and
Prestwich, eds., Anglo-Norman Durham, pp. 485—95.

97 S. Coates, “The bishop as benefactor and civic patron: Alcuin, York and episcopal authority in
Anglo-Saxon England’, Speculum, 71 (1996), 5290—58, at §48.
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none the less he defines each see-town clearly, Bedan-fashion, according to its set-
tlement type (for example, Wells is a villa, York an urbs, Winchester a civitas). He
refers to Roman remains, with an inscription, at Carlisle (discussed as part of the
archdiocese of York), and mentions the story that Gloucester (described as part of
the diocese of Worcester) was named after the Emperor Claudius.”®

More influential in the development of interest in the urban past was Geofirey
of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (1136), a spoof history parodying
William’s antiquarian pretensions, which provided origin stories for several
towns. In the case of Gloucester, Geoffrey retained William’s explanation,
though dressing it up in more romantic terms. For several other towns, however,
he projected their origins much further back into the past, notably London,
which he said had been founded as Trinovantum or ‘New Troy’ by Brut the
Trojan, and later renamed Kaerlud after King Lud, after whom Ludgate was also
named (Geoffrey was parodying his contemporaries’ zeal for etymology).”” The
work had an unusually large circulation and was translated into French soon after
its composition; thus it was not long before its urban origin stories were finding
eager local audiences. Both William and Geoftrey, in very different ways, created
an appetite for descriptions, historical and otherwise, of towns, and already in
the second half of the twelfth century we see some of the results of this.
Geofirey’s origin myths are specifically referred to by at least two of the authors
writing about English towns in the late twelfth century, William fitz Stephen
and Lucian of Chester. William inserted a description of London, with its cathe-
dral, thirteen conventual houses, 126 parish churches (this number must include
several lying outside the city) and three schools, into his Life of Thomas Becket,
London being the saint’s birthplace; William made his debt to Geoffrey of
Monmouth clear by referring to the Brut legend.!® Lucian, a monk of Chester
Abbey, portrayed Chester as being spiritually defended by the patron saints of its
churches, and refers in passing to Geoftrey’s explanations of the names Leicester
and Gloucester.'"" Less consciously an urban eulogy, but none the less in a similar
mould, is a poem by a contemporary of Lucian, Simon de Freine, a canon of
Hereford Cathedral, addressed to Gerald of Wales, which praises Hereford as a

102

home of various branches of learning.'”* During this period literary descriptions

% William of Malmesbury, Gesta Pontificum, ed. N. E. S. A. Hamilton R S, (1870), pp. 193, 208,
158, 208—9 and 291.

9 The Historia Regum Britannie of Geoffiey of Monmouth, I, Bern, Burgerbibliothek, MS. 568, ed. N.
Wright (Cambridge, 1984), esp. pp. 14—5 (London) and 44 (Gloucester); V. L. J. Flint, ‘The
Historia Regum Britannie of Geoffrey of Monmouth: parody and its purpose. A suggestion’,
Speculum, 54 (1979), 447—68.

100" Materials for the History of Thomas Becket, ed. J. C. Robertson, (RS, 1875-85), vol. 11, pp. 2—13.

0V Liber Luciani de Laude Cestrie, ed. M. V. Taylor (Record Society for the Publication of Original
Documents Relating to Lancashire and Cheshire, 64, 1912), esp. p. 64.

102 The poem is printed in two separate parts in Giraldus Cambrensis Opera, ed. J. S. Brewer, J. E

Dimock and G. E Warner (RS, 1861—91), vol. 1, pp. 382—3; and Hunt, ‘English learning’, 36—7.
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of towns tended to concentrate on their setting (the locus amoenus topos occurs
in practically all these works) and on churches, religious allegory and saints’ cults
rather than attempting comprehensive coverage: detailed topographical accounts
(if we except fiscal surveys) were a thing of the future. None the less by far the
most significant development for the future seems to have been the creation of
urban myths, principally by Geoffrey of Monmouth. Even though Geoffrey was
writing for a courtly audience, the stories in his work swiftly reached a much
wider public, and by the later middle ages were helping to forge a sense of iden-

tity in many towns.'*

(vil) CONCLUSION

By the late twelfth century towns had clearly established themselves as the centres
of education and literacy, and were providing an audience capable of appreciat-
ing origin myths and religious symbolism. Major churches in towns seem to have
been the main factor in this development — mostly not deliberately, but coinci-
dentally, through the employment they gave to freelance scribes and through
their establishment of schools, intended in the first instance to produce revenue
for themselves. The ecclesiastical presence was a strong one in towns through-
out this period, sustaining proto-urban existence at the very beginning and fos-
tering a wide range of spiritual and charitable activities by the end.

105 Cf. also G. Rosser, ‘Myth, image and social process in the English medieval town’, UH, 23
(1996), 5=25.
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D. M. PALLISER, T. R. SLATER AND E. PATRICIA DENNISON

URVEYING THE topography of towns before 1300 inevitably draws

heavily on the disciplines of archaeology and plan analysis, rather than on

documents and standing buildings, which are predominantly late medie-
val. Fortunately, the proliferation of urban excavations since the 1970s has pro-
duced a huge volume of topographical material, telling us much more about the
siting, phases and layout of many towns than could be learnt from documents
alone. This does not mean that we should neglect the value of early documents,
however brief and laconic: the expert excavator of medieval Paris, Michel
Fleury, demonstrates from personal experience ‘la nécessité d’allier constamment
les données des sources écrites a celles que fournissent les fouilles archéolo-
giques’.! Nevertheless, there is much detail that we could never have gleaned of
early medieval topography without excavation, and for the very earliest periods
for the most crucial facts — whether a town site remained inhabited, or whether
it was relocated — such evidence is all we have. It is therefore important that
major discoveries of the past few years be built into general syntheses as soon as
possible, and that is one of the purposes of this volume.

Most Roman town sites were also urban in the middle ages, and in most cases
the Roman core lies beneath the modern town centre. However, to move from
those premises to the conclusion of ‘continuity of site if not of urbanism’is to
go beyond the evidence. It is now clear that, of the four most important towns
of the earliest post-Roman period, Ipswich was without a Roman past, while
London and York developed on open sites outside the Roman walls before
shifting back into the fortified area in the ninth and tenth centuries. Hamwic was
different again: it developed on an open site south-west of its Roman prede-
cessor, but when trouble threatened in the ninth century, the population
moved, not back to the Roman site but further south-west to create a new

' M. Fleury, Point d’archéologie sans histoire: The Zaharoff Lecture for 1986—7 (Oxford, 1988), p. 2.
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fortified settlement of Southampton. Other towns with Roman predecessors
had varied experiences: St Albans, for instance, was built over a hill-top extra-
mural cemetery containing the tomb of England’s proto-martyr, overlooking
the site of Verulamium, while Cambridge developed partly within the deserted
Roman town but, very early on, also across the Cam into what became the
medieval town centre. A non-R oman site could shift its centre of gravity in the
same way: the latest interpretation of Norwich is of a fortified ‘North wic’ on
the north bank of the Wensum, established before 917, but supplanted in
importance before 1066 by a new, planned centre on the opposite bank.?

Maurice Beresford, discussing the rarity of urban relocations from the eleventh
century, says reasonably enough that ‘Streets, houses and public buildings do not
transplant easily’: yet that does not explain why such shifts occurred in the early
middle ages. Helen Clarke and Bjorn Ambrosiani, discussing the same phenom-
enon in Scandinavia, note that until ¢. 1000 ‘towns were built entirely of timber
and their movement would not have entailed much capital loss to their founders
or overlords’. However, they concede that the explanation may not necessarily
hold for English towns: ‘Hamwic had a stone church (St Mary) during its period
of occupation, and York and London were probably in the same situation.” At any
rate, the migration of urban settlements is unusual in England after the tenth
century: Salisbury and New Winchelsea stand out in the thirteenth century as
rare exceptions. However, the centre of gravity of a large town could well shift
given sufficient pull: thus new market places at Northampton and Norwich, laid
out after the Conquest, provided the impetus for such a move; the centre of
Reading shifted eastwards after the abbey was founded in 1125; while Beresford’s
study provides numerous examples of smaller post-Conquest towns which
‘migrated’ towards a road or bridge as traffic shifted direction.’

In Scotland, too, there are numerous examples of movement away from the
original urban nucleus, for geographical or economic reasons. The early settle-
ment at Dundee clustered around the castle and Seagait to the east well into the
fourteenth century. By about 1400, the town had reoriented westwards, towards
a better harbour site and St Mary’s church, founded in ‘a field’ outside the set-
tlement (Figure 8.1).* Similarly, the original nucleus of lay settlement at St
Andrews was probably close to Kinrimund, the site of the leading Pictish royal
monastery from the mid-eighth century and the seat of the chief bishopric from

2 B. S. Ayers, ‘The cathedral site before 1096’, in 1. Atherton, E. Fernie, C. Harper-Bill and H.
Smith, eds., Nonwich Cathedral (London, 1996), pp. 63—71. For the wic sites at Hamwic, Ipswich,
London and York see below, pp. 188—9, 218—22.

3 M. Beresford, New Towns of the Middle Ages (London, 1967), pp. 104—41; H. Clarke and B.
Ambrosiani, Towns in the Viking Age (Leicester, 1991), pp. 88, 138; the same points are made in
the 2nd edn (Leicester, 1996), except that the reference to York and London (p. 138) is deleted.

4 Dundee District Archive and Record Centre MS cc1, no. 15; J. Dowden, ed., The Chartulary of
the Abbey of Lindores, 1159—1479 (Scottish History Society, 1903), p. 3; E. P. D. Torrie, Medieval
Dundee (Dundee, 1990), pp. 51, 3.
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Figure 8.1 The development of Dundee
Eleventh century

the early tenth century. This settlement was to form the core of the burgh estab-
lished by Bishop Robert sometime between 1144 and 1153; and it was here that
the first market cross stood. As the burgh expanded, however, another market
was permitted further west; and sometime between 1189 and 1198 the market
cross, and focal point of the burgh, was transferred to the new site.> Aberdeen
also follows this pattern: Castlegate, the fifteenth-century market centre of the
medieval town, being in all probability a later development, after economic
expansion necessitated an enlarged market area and a consequent shift of focus
from the early urban site.®

> N. P. Brooks and G. Whittington, ‘Planning and growth in the medieval Scottish burgh: the
example of St Andrews’, Tiansactions, Institute of British Geographers, new series, 2 (1977), 278—95;
SRO, MS Black Book of St Andrews’, f. 35.

® E. P. D. Torrie, ‘The early urban site of New Aberdeen: a reappraisal of the evidence’, Northern
Scotland, 12 (1992), 1-18.
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A general feature of the siting of towns was their relationship to communica-
tions — to roads and, even more, to water: nearly all large towns before the rise
of Coventry were situated on an estuary or navigable river. Many, indeed, fol-
lowed their Roman predecessors in being sited some way inland at a fording or
bridging point on a major river (London, Lincoln, York), and non-Roman
towns did so also (Norwich, Glasgow). Though there were always coastal ports
too, many of these — at least on the east coast — came later. ‘Ports actually on the
coast, such as Orwell, Dunwich, Great Yarmouth, Lynn, Boston and Hull, often
begin their development at around the time of the Conquest or later.”” Certainly
the new towns founded after the Conquest included many seaports: on
Beresford’s figures 27 per cent of all English foundations were sea or estuarine
ports, and 23 per cent of Welsh foundations.® Of Scottish burghs founded before

7 J. Campbell, ed., The Anglo-Saxons (Oxford, 1982), p. 175. 8 Beresford, New Towns, p. 121.
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1314, somewhere in the region of 43 per cent were ports, albeit many were very
small. A number of ports were established on sand spits. Yarmouth was the most
successful, but Harwich and Ravenser are other east coast examples, the last
destroyed by coastal erosion in the 1340s.” Coastal erosion also caused the rapid
decline of Dunwich, whilst new shingle banks were responsible for the decline
of both Old and New Winchelsea.

Spectacular defensible sites are rather less common than in some parts of
Europe: the volcanic plugs of Edinburgh and Dumbarton Castles are perhaps the
best known, together with the incised meander site of Durham’s cathedral and
castle. Gentler meander sites are common elsewhere, however, including
Shrewsbury and Warkworth. River cliffs were often used for castle sites and
towns sometimes followed: Chepstow is a notable case. The confluence of rivers

 Ibid., pp. $13—14.
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provides a similar defensible promontory, though often at risk of flooding as at
York, Monmouth, Bristol and Reading. Where the subsidiary stream was only
small its defensive properties could be enhanced by damming it: the promon-
tory site of Pembroke is an example, while Stafford and Newcastle-under-Lyme
were partly bounded by artificial lakes in this way.

(1) CHRONOLOGY

Whatever the truth about post-Roman continuity of urban life, there can be no
doubt of the enduring importance of Roman sites and layouts. Most larger
Roman towns were planned on a grid and within defences, and elements of their
layout have clearly continued to influence the topography of their medieval suc-
cessors. Parts of many towns, including London, York, Chester, Lincoln and
Winchester, still reflect the lines of Roman walls and streets. However, the
nature and extent of the Roman heritage have been very variable. At Wroxeter,
sub-Roman timbered buildings were laid out exactly on Roman alignments
while, later, St Andrew’s church was built within a corner of the walled site and
exactly on the Roman street alignment: ‘that ought to mean that it was founded,
not in a long-deserted urban wasteland, but in a living settlement of some impor-
tance’.'” However, Wroxeter later ceased to be urban; and at Winchester, where
there was apparently a break in urban occupation, the regular medieval street
pattern does not correspond to the Roman grid, except where the survival of
walls and gates dictated an identical through-route.! York and Chester may stand
for intermediate cases: in both, there is no clear evidence of urban continuity,
but in both, later occupants made use of several central streets exactly (or almost
exactly) on Roman alignments. In some cases the adherence to Roman routes
may have been dictated by the survival of Roman buildings, in use or as ruins,
until the eleventh and twelfth centuries. William of Malmesbury tells of a
Roman hall in Carlisle not demolished until the twelfth century, ‘the only
description from this period of Roman buildings still standing in England’.!?
No overall pattern of development is yet clear among the earliest post-R oman
towns. Too little is yet known of the layout of the wic settlements of London and
York; Ipswich seems to have developed in a sprawling way, but with a deliber-
ate grid plan of streets superimposed on it around 800,'* while Hamwic appears
to have been regularly planned on a grid from the start. Even less is known of
the smaller wics, such as Fordwich or Sandwich, which served the kingdom of
Kent, though the latter has the characteristic plot pattern of port towns noted
above whilst Greenwich and Woolwich, further up the Kentish bank of the

10°S. Bassett, ‘Medieval ecclesiastical organisation in the vicinity of Wroxeter and its British
antecedents’, | of the British Archaeological Association, 145 (1992), 1—28.
' M. Biddle and D. Hill, ‘Late Saxon planned towns’, Antiquaries J, 51 (1971), 70-85.
12 J. Campbell, Essays in Anglo-Saxon History (London, 1986), p. 215. 13 Ex inf. K. Wade.
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Thames, and Dover, are noted only in the place-name literature as probable
trading places of this kind.!* The principal topographical characteristic of wics is
their elongated beach location with landing stages extending out into the water.
Of other types of town emerging before the Viking invasions, there seems again
to be no common pattern. Early episcopal towns include both Canterbury,
where the Roman intramural street system vanished and a small, irregular town
developed round the cathedral precinct in the north-east quadrant of the
defences, and Hereford, with a regular plan from ¢. 700. The many smaller towns
or proto-towns based on royal vills or minsters, at least in the English Midlands,
reveal no common pattern, though some, such as Bampton, reflect the sub-
circular plans which have been found in the monastic towns of Ireland.'
However, there may also have been a series of burhs developed by Offa of Mercia
in the eighth century. Haslam makes a case for these as new foundations with
defences and street systems ‘on a more or less rectilinear plan’, though excava-
tions at Kingsbury (St Albans) have shown little development of this kind. Some
towns may have originated as minster-towns and later been reorganised as burhs:
at Oxford, Wareham and Hereford the minster came before burh defences.'®
The later pre-Conquest period (c. 850-1060) is a little clearer, and the evi-
dence more abundant (Figures 3.1 and 3.2). The best-known group of towns are
the burhs of Wessex and English Mercia: nearly all the larger ones were regularly
planned, some at least in modules of the standard perch.!” While regular plan-
ning goes back to Hereford and Hamuwic, it is with ninth- and tenth-century
Wessex that it becomes a major element in towns for the first time since the
Roman occupation. The crucial period was probably the reigns of Alfred and
Edward the Elder; documentary evidence from London implies part of an
orthogonal street grid by the 89os (Plate 3), while a coin of Edward the Elder
was found lying on the surface of one of Winchesters planned streets.!®
Beresford’s survey of town plantations is here seriously misleading, for it is a
survey of post-Conquest plantations and planning: he allows only three before
1066 out of 172 English plantations, though he does briefly discuss the burhs.!”

" W. E H. Nicolaisen, M. Gelling and M. Richards, The Names of Towns and Cities in Britain
(London, 1970), pp. 197, 207.

15 7. Blair, ‘Minster churches in the landscape’, in D. Hooke, ed. Anglo-Saxon Settlements (Oxford,
1988), pp. 35—58; H. B. Clarke and A. Simms, eds., The Comparative History of Urban Origins in
Non-Roman Europe (British Archaeological Reports, International Series, 255, 1985).

16 7. Haslam, Early Medieval Towns in Britain (Princes Risborough, 1985), p. 19; J. Haslam, ‘Market
and fortress in England in the reign of Offa’, World Archaeology, 19 (1987), 76—93; J. Blair, ‘St
Frideswide’s monastery: problems and possibilities’, Oxoniensia, 53 (1988), 224.

7" P. Crummy, ‘“The system of measurement used in town planning from the ninth to the thirteenth
centuries’, in S. C. Hawkes, D. Brown and J. Campbell, eds., Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology
and History (British Archaeological Reports, British Series, 72, 1979), pp. 149—63.

8 M. Biddle, ed., Winchester in the Early Middle Ages (Oxford, 1976); see below, pp. 225—6.

19 Beresford, New Towns, pp. 324-8.
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There were also new or enlarged towns, often fortified, in the Danelaw at the
same period as the West Saxon burhs, but they were apparently planned, if at all,
in more piecemeal fashion. Thus York seems to have expanded, on both banks
of the Ouse, in loosely planned segments, and there is only limited evidence for
standard burgage layout.? James Campbell, contrasting Winchester’s ‘neat grid’
with ‘the sprawling tangle of Norwich’ which ‘says more about evolution than
about planning’, suggests that the differences ‘are part of a pattern of distinction
between east and west, which owes much to the policies and attitudes of the
kings of the house of Wessex.?! In addition to the fortified towns of both
Wessex and the Danelaw, the tenth and eleventh centuries saw the development
of many lesser towns. Jeremy Haslam sees a whole group of new towns founded
at the gates of monasteries, which ‘generally consisted of triangular market
places lined with burgage plots outside the main abbey gate’.?

The Norman Conquest may have had less impact on English towns than was
once thought. Nevertheless, the planting of castles in almost every shire town,
and in many others, caused much destruction of houses and realignment of
town centres, including the laying out of new market places in Norwich,
Northampton and Warwick; while Archbishop Lanfranc’s insistence on
moving cathedrals from lesser towns to greater was decisive for the fortunes of
some towns. The other major changes of the post-Conquest period — the rapid
growth of existing towns and the founding of many new ones — would have
happened with or without a Conquest, and were part of a Europe-wide eco-
nomic expansion. Some towns acquired new suburbs, like Lincoln’s Newport;
others had large extensions to their centres, like the ‘French borough’ at
Nottingham. And between the Conquest and 1300 many ‘new towns’ were
created, sometimes on green-field sites, though more often by the promotion
or expansion of existing settlements, or by adding a planned urban unit to an
existing village as at Olney and Stratford. Altogether, over 150 English towns
planted between 1066 and 1300 are listed by Beresford, and other examples
such as Lichfield have been identified since he wrote. In Wales, the picture is
still more striking: there were no towns before the Normans invaded, but
between 1071 and 1310, seventy-seven towns were planted.?> The most dra-
matic examples came at the end of the period, with Edward I's conquest of
Gwynedd and his imposition of a ring of planned and fortified towns round
Snowdonia.

20 D. M. Palliser, ‘York’s west bank’, in P. V. Addyman and V. E. Black, eds., Archaeological Papers from
York Presented to M. W, Barley (York, 1984), pp. 101-8; R. A. Hall, English Heritage Book of Viking
Age York (London, 1994), pp. $s5—81; P. Ottaway (forthcoming) for York’s burgage layout.

2l Campbell, ed., The Anglo-Saxons, pp. 174—S.

22 Haslam, Early Medieval Towns in Britain, p. so.

% Beresford, New Towns, pp. 328, 330, 341—2; C. C. Taylor, “The origins of Lichfield’, Trans. of the
South Staffordshire Arch. and Hist. Soc., 10 (1969), 43—52.

160

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The topography of towns 600—1300

The earliest definite evidence for Scottish towns comes as late as the twelfth
century, but there is much to suggest that towns, or at least proto-urban settle-
ments, were established in the eleventh century.?* One of the primary benefits
bestowed on burghs was exemption from tolls and some customs due to the
crown; and, in consequence, the right to trade freely. Although non-burghal
markets were not unknown, the near-monopoly of trading rights by burghs
meant that any town that was to flourish was essentially burghal. The only two
settlements designated as burghs prior to 1124 were Berwick and Roxburgh.
They were soon followed by Edinburgh, Dunfermline and Perth, all in existence
by 1130. By 1153, thirteen burghs had been founded by the crown, two by other
lords (both ecclesiastical) and a further two, Haddington and Renfrew, passed
between the king and a private lord. A further twenty-two were added by 1214
— thirteen royal foundations, seven of other lords and two passing from the crown
to another lord. The following century saw a further six royal burghs and nine
dependent on other lords, making fifty-four burghs in total.?

(11) THE SHAPE OF TOWNS

The physical elements that make up a town’s plan are threefold: the system of
through-roads, access streets, back lanes and footways; the plot pattern of tene-
ments and other units of ownership and occupation; and the buildings occupy-
ing those plots. The research by M. R. G. Conzen, with his experience of central
European scholarship, long ago showed that models of town development based
only on street plans were inadequate. He demonstrated that almost all towns in
the medieval period, including classic medieval ‘planned’ towns such as Salisbury,
Ludlow, Bury St Edmunds and Stratford, have composite plans which reflect the
periods of growth, standstill and decline of the urban economy and the deci-
sions of individuals and corporate bodies in developing, adapting or replacing

26

urban topographical elements.”® Most shire towns have particularly complex

developmental histories. Recent work on Worcester, for example, has shown
how the bishop was responsible for large-scale earth-moving operations in the
late ninth century to infill the Roman ditch and expand the city northwards;
that the king then developed a planned burh beyond this; and that the cathedral

2+ See below, pp. 718—20.

% P.McNeill and R. Nicholson, eds., An Historical Atlas of Scotland, c. 400—c. 1600 (St Andrews, 1975),
pp. 132—4.

% M. R. G. Conzen, Alnwick, Northumberland (Publications of the Institute of British Geographers,
27, 1960); M. R. G. Conzen, ‘The plan-analysis of an English city centre’, in K. Norborg, ed.,
Proceedings of the 1. G.U. Symposium in Urban Geography, Lund 1960 (Lund, 1962), pp. 383—414; M.
R. G. Conzen, ‘The use of town plans in the study of urban history’, in H. J. Dyos, ed., The Study
of Urban History (London, 1968), pp. 113—30; M. R. G. Conzen, ‘Morphogenesis, morphological
regions and secular human agency in the historic townscape, as exemplified by Ludlow’, in D.
Denecke and G. Shaw, eds., Urban Historical Geography (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 253—72.
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priory laid out a planned one-street suburb northwards along the ridge in
the twelfth century.?” Other, smaller-scale, developments were occurring in
between these significant episodes of town planning, leading to the complex
later medieval plan which survived with comparatively little change into the
industrial era. Similarly, the plan of Maidstone, one of Alan Everitt’s ‘primary’
towns, has been shown recently to consist of at least eight developmental phases,
four of which were clearly planned.?®

It is inadequate to talk of a town growing ‘organically’. The physical growth
of a town depends on the decisions of individuals or corporate bodies to develop
or redevelop land with buildings which are subsequently put to urban economic
purposes. To this extent all towns were ‘planned’. The differences between med-
ieval towns are to be found in the scale at which these individual or corporate
decisions were taken. A smallholder dividing his property on the suburban edge
of a market town into plots for building three or four small cottages had a
different effect upon the topography of the town from the bishop of Salisbury
decreeing that the town of Old Sarum should be relocated and redesigned to a
regular planned layout with market place, rectangular street grid and regular plot
series.

The simplest of town plans in Britain is the small, new-planned, medieval
borough of the twelfth or thirteenth centuries consisting of a single street, wid-
ening in its centre to provide space for a market place, with a plot series of tene-
ments on either side of the street, the plots being at least three times as long as
they are wide (Figure 8.2). To the rear of the plots there is frequently a narrow
back access lane or footpath which is often, too, the physical expression of the
invisible administrative boundary of the legal entity of the borough; more
definitive markers in terms of crosses or bars were sometimes to be found at
either end of the main street. Often, a later chapel and a market cross or house
provided the dominant corporate buildings. These ‘planted towns’ fill the pages
of Beresford’s New Towns and are easily the most common type of English town
plan. However, Beresford also demonstrated that even these simple planned
towns are often more complex than they seem at first since most had existing
attributes which encouraged their lords to think of urban foundation in the first
place. Thus a crossroads location, as at Moreton-in-Marsh or Wellington, or a
river crossing site such as Totnes, inevitably led to a more complex plan with
tenements laid out along two axes rather than one. A pre-existing minster or
castle would tend to provide a focus for marketing activity, and often led to the

27 N.J. Baker ef al., ‘From Roman to medieval Worcester: development and planning in the Anglo-
Saxon city’, Antiquity, 66 (1992), 65—74; N. J. Baker and T. R. Slater, ‘Morphological regions in
English medieval towns’, in J. W. R. Whitehand and P. J. Larkham, eds., Urban Landscapes:
International Perspectives (London, 1992), pp. 43—68.

2 A. Everitt, ‘The Banburys of England’, UHY (1974), 28—38; P. Clark and L. Murfin, The History
of Maidstone: The Making of a Modern County Town (Stroud, 1995), p. 23.
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development of more formalised market places with rectangular or triangular
shapes at their gates.

None the less, the single street with tenements on each side is a useful model
with which to begin. Some important towns were developed with almost no
other plan attributes. Durham, for example, despite, or perhaps because of, the
spectacular site of the town spreading over the meander core of the River Wear,
and its equally spectacular cathedral and castle dominating that site, comprises
some six separate single-street plan units laid out on either side of the approach
roads to the central market square, the only unusual attribute being that each was
legally a separate borough. Similarly, Burton-on-Trent, another town dominated
by a Benedictine monastery, with a seemingly complex partial grid street plan,
in fact consists of five separate twelfth- and thirteenth-century developments by
successive abbots, each of which consisted of a single street with tenements on
either side.?” In central Europe, the parallel street plan, with two streets and their
tenements, normally of equal status and laid out side by side, is a further variant
of this plan type, but such a plan is far less common in Britain. It has been rec-
ognised in the final phase of development of Bridgnorth (Figure 8.3), in Hedon
and in the Redcliff suburb of Bristol.?

The grid plan might be seen as a further development of those towns with
tenements laid out along two axial streets at right angles. Despite the frequency
with which grid-planned towns are referred to in the literature, especially that
related to the history of town planning, they are far from common in Britain.
They are associated with periods when royal control was predominant (the
Wessex burhs, or Edward I's North Welsh boroughs, for example) or with espe-
cially powerful lords (Abbot Baldwin at Bury St Edmunds in the 1o7os, or
Bishop Richard at Salisbury in the 1220s, for example). Even more uncom-
mon than a grid-planned town is one in which the street grid is orthogonal.
New Winchelsea is exceptional in England in the rectangularity of its street
grid and plot pattern, and derives from the experience of Edward I’s surveyors
in laying out the castle boroughs of North Wales such as Flint and
Caernarfon.’! Most grid-planned towns laid out before the thirteenth century
paid as much attention to the underlying topography and pre-existing
morphological frame of lanes, field boundaries and existing properties as they
did to the orthogonality of the grid. Thus the three by three street grid of the

% M. Bonney, Lordship and the Urban Community (Cambridge, 1990); T. R.. Slater, ‘Medieval town-
founding on the estates of the Benedictine Order in England’, in E-E. Eliassen and G. A. Ersland,
eds., Power, Profit and Urban Land (Aldershot, 1996), pp. 70—92.

3 T. R. Slater, ‘English medieval new towns with composite plans: evidence from the Midlands’,
in T. R. Slater, ed., The Built Form of Western Cities (Leicester and London, 1990), pp. 60—82; T.
R. Slater, ‘Medieval new town and port: a plan-analysis of Hedon, East Yorkshire’, Yorkshire
Archaceological ], 57 (1985), pp. 23—41; M. D. Lobel, BAHT, 11, Bristol, pp. 6—7.

31 Beresford, New Towns, pp. 3—28.
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Figure 8.4 Stratford-on-Avon (War.): reconstruction of its plan as laid out by
the bishop of Worcester in 1196

new borough of 1196 at Stratford was distorted into parallelogram form to fit
the terrace gravels which raised the site above the flood plain, whilst the rec-
tangularity of the plots was further distorted by the sinuous curves of the
underlying open-field ridge and furrow (Figure 8.4). Similarly, the street grid
of Bury St Edmunds was disrupted by the pre-existing sinuosity of Angel Lane,
and the tenements in the centre of Burton-on-Trent were adapted to fit into
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an ancient cattle driftway.®> A further variant on the grid plan is provided by
the much-discussed plan of Ludlow where the streets which make up the grid
were of different width, reflecting different functions; the broad Mill Street and
Broad Street, with their grand properties, were thus very different from Raven
Lane and Bell Lane, which were back lanes in their function and building
fabric, a difference which Hope failed to recognise in his very early analysis of
this town plan.®® In Scotland, more elaborate grid-like plans are found in Perth
and Crail, although both are composite plans which probably originated as
single streets.>*

(111) MARKET PLACES

The market place is, topographically speaking, simply a variant street type;
however, given the size of many medieval market places they give distinctive
form to many towns both large and small. At least one central market place is
often thought to have been essential for a medieval town, but John S. Schofield
and Alan V. Vince suggest that ‘older towns, like London and Lincoln, had their
markets in the streets because they developed their main frontages at a time when
large open spaces were not required’ or could be provided extramurally, whereas
from the twelfth century ‘virtually all new towns had a market-place as a centre
of activity’.% The explanation may be rather that older larger towns had a multi-
plicity of markets in different streets, whereas the later tendency was to collect
them all into one or two open spaces. The broad street (rectangular or lozenge-
shaped) such as those at Newnham, Chipping Sodbury and Chipping Campden,
is probably the most common type, even in large towns such as London’s
Cheapside and York’s Pavement which both acted as wide market streets, though
they were never the only markets. The other geometric variants were the
orthogonal square or rectangle, the triangle and semi-circle. This last is associated
with towns founded in or beside castle baileys, the most notable cases being
Devizes and Richmond (Yorks.). Pleshey, which failed to develop as a town,
might be regarded as an example of the earliest phase of such a plan. Square or
rectangular market places are associated with grid plans. The great rectangular
market places at Bury and Salisbury are especially notable, but not all grid plans
have such a market place: Harwich, for example, does not, nor do the Welsh bas-
tides of Edward I where marketing took place outside the walls. Triangular

32 T. R. Slater, ‘Domesday village to medieval town: the topography of medieval Stratford-upon-

Avor’, in R. Bearman, ed., The History of an English Borough (Stroud, 1997), pp. 30—42; Slater,

‘Medieval town-founding’, p. 77; T. Rowley, The Norman Heritage, 1066—1200 (London, 1983),

pp. 76—7, for plan of Bury.

Conzen, ‘Morphogenesis, morphological regions’; Slater, ‘English medieval new towns’; W. H.

StJ. Hope, ‘The ancient topography of Ludlow’, Archaeologia, 61 (1909), 383—9.

3 M. Spearman, ‘The medieval townscape of Perth’, in M. Lynch, M. Spearman and G. Stell, eds.,
The Scottish Medieval Town (Edinburgh, 1988), pp. 42—59.

% 7. Schofield and A. Vince, Medieval Towns (London, 1994), p. S1.

33
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market places seem to be especially characteristic of monastic towns, perhaps
because the abbey gateway could provide an effective architectural display of
power with such a shape. The Conqueror’s new town at Battle is particularly
notable in this respect. The great market place of Coventry was similar and the
prior later built a new street focusing on the cathedral priory gate on the oppo-
site side of the market place. The large triangular market places at St Albans and
Evesham, with broad street beyond, are other well-known Benedictine exam-
ples. Triangular markets are to be found also in towns founded by monastic lords,
as at Northleach, and early minster sites, such as the vast market and green at
Witney. However, minster-town market places are more usually smaller irregu-
lar triangles such as those at Bampton or Tetbury. The association with monas-
tic towns is not exclusive, however. Triangular market places also derive from
road junctions, as at Alnwick and the great suburban St Giles market and fair-
ground at Oxford, and quite a large number of Welsh towns have triangular
market places, including Tenby and Haverfordwest. The large triangular market
place at Doncaster derives from an urban extension which included a new
market place on the fringe of the built-up area, whilst the market at Hereford
derives from both a road junction location and a decision to relocate the market
in the years immediately after the Conquest.*® In Scotland there is no evidence
of early market specialisation, although it 1s known that market places might be
in open spaces, as at Inverkeithing, Haddington and Musselburgh, for example,
or in linear street markets, as in Dunfermline.

The buildings associated with market places are distinctive. First, since they
were public spaces, market places were normally the locations of disciplinary
functions such as pillories, stocks and, frequently, prisons. The town hall often
fronted the market place in those towns that were self~governing communities,
though not to the extent that is found in other European countries; more usual
in Britain was a booth hall or court house which served a variety of functions,
both legal and administrative. Many market places are dominated by churches
and, in the high medieval period, the naves of these churches often provided the

% M. Aston and J. Bond, The Landscape of Towns (London, 1976), pp. 78—96; Blair, ‘Minster churches’;
Conzen, Alnwick, Northumberland; Essex County Council, Historic Towns in Essex, an Archaeological
Survey (Chelmsford, 1983), p. 74; J. Hillaby, “The boroughs of the bishops of Hereford in the late
thirteenth century’, Transactions, Woolhope Naturalists Field Club, 40 (1970), 1—9; R. Leech, Small
Medieval Towns in Avon (Bristol, 1975), pp. 9—13; R. Leech, Historic Towns in Gloucestershire (Bristol,
1981), pp. 12—5, 62—4; K. D. Lilley, ‘Coventry’s topographical development: the impact of the
priory’, in G. Demidowicz, ed., Coventry’s First Cathedral (Stamford, 1994), pp. 72—96; K. D. Lilley,
The Norman ‘Town in Dyfed, a Preliminary Study of Urban Form (Urban Morphology Research
Monograph Series, 1, University of Birmingham, 1996), pp. 23-3s, 71—9; BAHT, 1; E. Searle, Battle
Abbey and its Banlieu (Toronto, 1980); T. R.. Slater, ‘Ideal and reality in English episcopal medieval
town planning’, Transactions, Institute of British Geographers, new series, 12 (1987), 191—203; T. R.
Searle, ‘Doncaster’s town plan: an analysis’, in P. C. Buckland, ]. R. Magilton and C. C. Hayfield,
eds., The Archacology of Doncaster, vol. 11: The Medieval Town (British Archaeological Reports, British
Series, 1989) pp. 43—61; L. Soulsby, The Towns of Medieval Wales (Chichester, 1983), pp. 29—42.
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meeting space for secular functions. In new-founded towns of the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries these churches were often chapels of earlier-founded rural
parish churches and stood in the market place without churchyards, but many
grew to be large and wealthy institutions. Holy Trinity, Hull, is perhaps the best-
known example, but St Saviour’s, Dartmouth, is another. Elsewhere, churches
surrounded by a churchyard are prominent in the midst of the market place. This
is normally a sign of early market functions developing in or around the church
on Sundays; Birmingham, with St Martin’s-in-the-Bullring filling the southern
end of the market is an example. A central water supply in terms of a well or
pump, sometimes provided by the lord or a friary, as in Lichfield, was another
common feature though, again, not to the same extent as in continental Europe.
The most common feature of medieval market places, however, is what is nor-
mally called market infill, or market accretion; narrow strips of shop buildings
with no yards or garden ground, separated by equally narrow lanes with names
such as ‘The Shambles’. These were formerly thought to derive from a process
whereby market stalls became successively more permanent structures. However,
documentary evidence has shown that in almost every case they are deliberate
creations by the ground landlord to increase the rent roll. Townspeople protested
at such action by the abbot of Cirencester in the thirteenth century, for example,
and the infilling of the market place at Coventry can also be documented. In
Ludlow, one row of the four strips which fill the eastern end of the market con-
sisted of warehouses rather than shops.*’

(iv) PLOT PATTERNS

Towns in which the plots have a length to depth ratio of more than six to one
give them a very different texture from those with shorter plots. The little
research devoted to plot patterns suggests that there is a distinct chronology and
geography of urban plot patterns. Very elongated plots are associated with
eastern England and with early foundation, whereas shorter plots are associated
with the new towns of the twelfth and thirteenth century; very broad plots are
characteristic of the ‘Newland’ suburbs established by some lords in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, as at Witney and Pershore.’® Archaeological

37 VCH, Yorkshire: East Riding, 1; Conzen, Alnwick, Northumberland (2nd edn, 1969), pp. 126—7;
R. Holt, The Early History of the Town of Birmingham 1166 to 1600 (Dugdale Society Occasional
Papers, 30, 1985); Lilley, ‘Coventry’s topographical development’; D. Lloyd and M. Moran, The
Corner Shop: The History of Bodenhams from the Middle Ages (Birmingham, 1978); T. R. Slater, ‘“The
town and its regions in the Anglo-Saxon and medieval periods’, in A. D. McWhirr, ed., Studies
in the Archaeology and History of Cirencester (British Archaeological Reports, British Series, 30,
1976), pp. 81—108; H. Thorpe, ‘Lichfield: a study of its growth and function’, Staffordshire Historical
Collections for 1950—51 (1954), 139—211.

% C.]. Bond and A. M. Hunt, ‘Recent archaeological work in Pershore’, Vale of Evesham Historical
Society Research Papers, 6 (1977), 23—6.

169

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



D. M. Palliser, T R. Slater and E. Patricia Dennison

research, for example in Worcester, suggests that the early Anglo-Saxon haga
plots in the burhs were also broad plots which were subdivided into the charac-
teristic urban strip plots only later.** Excavations have shown that plot boundar-
ies consisted of ditches, fences, earth banks, live hedges or brushwood, or walls.
Evidence of physical boundaries in Scotland running the length of the plots has
been found in the form of gulleys and wattle fencing. Most of the tofts were
delimited at the rear with fencing, or ‘heid dykes’, often broken with small ‘back
yetts’, giving access to the burgh’s common land beyond.*’ Excavations have also
shown that plot boundaries are extremely long-lived features in many towns and
that, once established, they continued unchanged into the industrial era, even
where the original plot was subdivided many times over. The processes of plot
subdivision and amalgamation are extremely complex in any larger town. Where
back lanes provide access, plots can be divided transversely as well as longitudi-
nally, increasing that complexity. Such processes have been reconstructed in
places such as Winchester and Cheapside (London), where documentary and
archaeological sources have been combined enabling plot change to be related
to changing patterns of ownership, occupation and use. In smaller towns, such
processes of change can also sometimes be reconstructed, as in Ludlow or Wells,
but more usually they need to be inferred from the plan evidence as at
Stratford.*!

The main reason why urban plots became shorter in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries may be related to the increasingly urban use to which they were put.
In the tenth and eleventh centuries people living in towns used their land in rural
style for growing produce and pasturing animals overnight, whilst rubbish dispo-
sal in pits was another major use. By 1100, however, such large areas of land were
thought no longer necessary, and most new-founded towns had plots of between
one quarter and half an acre in size (0.1-0.2 ha). The dimensions of the plots are
often documented in foundation charters either in areal or linear measures.

A particularly distinctive type of plot series is associated with many port
towns. Excavations in London and elsewhere have shown that this type of plot
series 1s related to the successive reclamation of the harbour front over time by
the tipping of rubbish and the construction of new wharves further out into the
water. The resultant plots contained long narrow tenements divided by narrow
lanes running from the earliest harbour-front street back to the current wharf.

% Baker and Slater, ‘Morphological regions’.

40 P. Holdsworth, ed., Excavations in the Medieval Burgh of Perth, 1979—1981 (Society of Antiquaries
of Scotland, Monograph Series, 5, 1987), pp. 78, 82, for example.

' D. Keene, Survey of Medieval Winchester (Winchester Studies, 2, Oxford, 1985); D. Keene, “The
character and development of the Cheapside area’, Transactions of the London and Middlesex Arch.
Soc., 41 (1990), 178—93; D. Lloyd, Broad Street, its Houses and Residents through Eight Centuries
(Birmingham, 1979); A. J. Scrase, ‘Development and change in burgage plots: the example of
Wells’, J of Historical Geography, 15 (1989), 349—65; Slater, ‘Ideal and reality’.
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Such plans can be found on the Stour harbour frontage of Sandwich, beside the
River Hull in Hull, alongside the Thames in London and beside the Tyne in
Newecastle, for example. The distinctive plan of Yarmouth with its narrow
‘Rows’ is a variant of this plan, which can also be found elsewhere around the
coasts of northern Europe.

There are few documentary references to the ways in which urban properties
or whole towns were laid out, or to the individuals who were responsible; for
the most part the technicalities of the planning process must be inferred from
the plan itself, and from such archaeological evidence as there is. The Wessex
burhs demonstrate a concern to focus merchant properties along the axial roads,
and to provide rear access to properties, at least in the case of Winchester; all
show the importance of rapid access to the defences via an intramural road; while
the regularity of the street grids shows that these places were conceived as an
integrated whole, even if subsequently there needed to be adaptations to fit
existing features such as minsters. It also seems clear that defence was of greater
significance than trade, at least in the earliest years.

The monastic towns of the tenth and eleventh centuries show a greater
concern with trade. The St Albans Chronicle reports the tradition that Abbot
Whulsin, about 950, diverted the road from Verulamium through his new town in
front of the abbey, and marked the diversions with new churches. It also makes
reference to the provision of timber for settlers to build their houses.*? The crea-
tion of larger walled precincts with ceremonial gateways from the 1060s often
led to a second phase of planning with streets being closed or diverted to allow
for enlargement; the Longport suburb of Canterbury was rebuilt in this way: the
new grid plan at Bury was associated with such a precinct enlargement and street
diversion, and similarly at Peterborough.

As secular and ecclesiastical lords began to develop new towns in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, more information becomes available. The bishop of
Worcester granted burgage tenure at Stratford in 1196; the plots of land so
granted were specified as being 3.5 x 12 perches (18 x 6om). These were quite
small plots (less than % acre (0.1 ha)) in one respect, but their width was sufficient
to allow holders to divide them into halves or thirds and to sub-let at a profit. A
Worcester rental half a century later shows that this process of division was well
underway since many landholders are recorded as in possession of half or one
third of a burgage. In key locations such as street corners, subdivision could take
place crossways as well as lengthways and in the centre of Stratford there were
properties equivalent to only one ninth of an original burgage by the fourteenth
century. Access to most of the plots in Stratford was from the street frontage;
there were no back lanes. However, despite these processes of division, and

42 H. T. Riley, ed., Gesta Abbatum Monasterii Sancti Albani I-ITT (RS, 1867—69), vol. 1, p. 22, vol. 111,
p- 366.
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sometimes of amalgamation, many of the initial plot boundaries survived
through to the present retaining those initial dimensions.** The process of laying
out burgages on the ground has also been traced archaeologically and can be seen
most clearly in those towns which were comparative failures since the first stage
of development is the only stage. The little market settlement founded at
Chipping Dassett in 1267 had plots four perches wide and half an acre in area
which were divided by shallow ditches. The same was true in the extension to
Hedon in the 11308, where the excavation and documentary evidence are in
agreement that the initial layout was of plots 20 x 8 perches (100.6 x 39.6m) or
one statute acre. The excavations show that some of the plots there had been
divided in half quite soon after the initial development but there was little further
division afterwards.**

The success of a new town foundation was not necessarily assured by the act
of foundation, and most lords seem to have devised incentives to encourage set-
tlers in the early years. Some may have followed the example of the abbot of St
Albans, though there are few records of the provision of building materials.
More provided land rent free for a period of from three to seven years. There
are indications that in some towns the central plots were granted to estate officials
and were sometimes of above average size, but there are few variants on the
burgage rent which, by the twelfth century, was fixed at 12d. per year in almost
all new planned towns whatever the size of the plot. In many Scottish burghs,
too, there was a quite deliberate planning of streets and burgages, often respect-
ing natural features, such as rivers, marshes and hills. There is evidence of delib-
erate importation of planners from other towns. St Andrews was laid out by
Mainard the Fleming, who had previously planned Berwick, and Glasgow by
Ranulf from Haddington.*

(V) DEFENCES

The pre-existence of Roman urban defences may have been particularly impor-
tant in Britain, where the proportion of towns walled in the Roman period was,
it has been asserted, ‘without parallel elsewhere in the Empire’.*® Though some
of the earliest English towns were on non-R oman sites, many were located either
inside or just outside Roman defences, and this became an important factor when
the pressure of Scandinavian raids and invasions made defences imperative.

# Slater,  Ideal and reality’; Slater, ‘Domesday village’.

4 Medieval Settlement Research Group Annual Report, 2 (1987), 24—s; C. C. Hayfield and T. R. Slater,
The Medieval Town of Hedon, Excavations 1975—1976 (Hull, 1984), pp. 12—16.

# A. C. Lawrie, ed., Early Scottish Charters Prior to 1153 (Glasgow, 1905), no. 169; J. D. Marwick, ed.,
Charters and Other Documents relating to the City of Glasgow (Glasgow, 1894—7), vol. 1, pt 11, p. §.

4 7. Bennett, Towns in Roman Britain, 2nd edn (Princes Risborough, 1984), p. 29.
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Nicholas Brooks has traced the history of the three ‘common burdens’ imposed
by pre-Conquest kings, one of which was ‘borough work’ or the upkeep of burh
defences. They were normally specified as incumbent on estates granted by royal
charter, certainly from the mid- to late eighth century in Mercia and Kent, and
from the mid-ninth in Wessex.*” These communal defences were usually of earth
and timber except where Roman walls survived, though Hereford and Oxford
both built new defences at least partly in stone. That is not surprising, for shire
towns played a key role in the West Saxon system of burghal defence, and all
estates were expected to help with borough work for their shire town. The
picture is less clear for the Danelaw: York’s defences seem to have been repaired
and extended by the Danish conquerors, but elsewhere traces of possible defences
have been located only at Stamford and Nottingham, and even there ‘it is not
absolutely certain that they date to the period of Scandinavian control’.*
Systematic defences of burh type were probably extended into this area only under
Pethelfled and Edward the Elder, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle implies.
Nevertheless, the total number of towns with defences before 1066 was consid-
erable. C. J. Bond accepts over 100 for the period 500-1066, whether Roman
circuits wholly or partly reused, or new post-Roman defences. The figure is
perhaps too high — it includes some uncertain examples, and several cases of more
than one circuit within the same urban area (e.g. two at Thetford, and two or
three at Norwich), but it is still an impressive total.*’

The Norman Conquest introduced the new element of castles alongside
communal defences; initially, at least, they were intended to overawe the inhab-
itants and most are located in one corner of the existing defences, allowing the
garrison immediate access to open country. Where the town had its own walls,
the two were usually linked in a common defensive circuit. The strategic loca-
tion was everything and in many towns large numbers of houses were demol-
ished to make way for the castle; in Worcester it took over part of the cathedral
close. Many smaller towns, however, especially seigneurial boroughs, began with
a castle, the lord of which would then encourage a settlement of traders and
craftsmen outside the gate. Sometimes they would build defences of their own
linked to the castle, but many such towns had no walls. In Wales and the borders,
these early boroughs were often located within the castle bailey on rather inhos-
pitable sites and it was only later that townspeople moved outside; the earliest
phase of Bridgnorth is of this kind. C. Drage, who has made the first specialised
study of urban castles, suggests that the term should be used for those castles

47 N. P. Brooks, ‘The development of military obligations in eighth- and ninth-century England’,
in P. Clemoes and K. Hughes eds., England before the Conquest (Oxford, 1971), pp. 69—84.

# R. A. Hall, Viking Age Archaeology in Britain and Ireland (Princes Risborough, 1990), p. 23.

4 M. J. Jones and C. J. Bond, ‘Urban defences’, in J. Schofield and R. Leech, eds., Urban Archaeology
in Britain (CBA Res. Rep., 61, 1987), pp. 95-8.
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established within existing towns, and that ‘castle boroughs’ should define those
where castles preceded towns.>

The Normans also repaired or enlarged communal defences, or created new
ones, in many English towns, as well as extending them to Wales. Most were of
earth and timber, but some gates and sections of walls were of stone by the
twelfth century, or even earlier (Bootham Bar, York, has an eleventh-century
core). Other towns were defended only by a ditch at the rear of the tenements,
but this could be a substantial earthwork. Lichfield and St Albans had defences
of this kind. From the thirteenth century, however, many towns built new cir-
cuits in stone, often for prestige as much as for defence. This late dating may
explain why, unlike many continental towns, English ones rarely enlarged their
circuit once it was of stone: ‘the pattern in England is simpler because in the
Norman period castles protected towns, and because most stone walls were built
between 1250 and 1350, at the time of maximum urban expansion’. Indeed, it
has been suggested that ‘only Bristol, Lincoln, Norwich and York developed
extensions in several directions which resemble the concentric rings of defences
seen in continental cities’.>! It should be added that many towns never acquired
walls. Bond has counted 211 English and 55 Welsh towns with ‘some sort of
communal defences’ between 500 and 1600, but some of those were not kept up
after 1066; and even this full total represents well under half of all English and
Welsh towns, wherever one draws the urban threshold.>?

In Scotland, there is little evidence of highly defensive enclosing walls. Most
typical was a form of wooden palisading, perhaps reinforced with a ditch, as in
Linlithgow, for example, which was not even sufficiently secure to be able to
withstand a strong wind. Even Berwick, one of Scotland’s most important
burghs, was protected merely by a ditch and palisade, although the latter may
have been relatively substantial for purposes of defence. The function of such
defences was, however, primarily to afford a measure of security from thieves for
the townsman and his stock. The one early exception to this was Perth, whose
‘wallis war all of stane’ by 1312, and possibly earlier.®> The encircling palisading,
as opposed to the stone walls of Perth, and the town ports, which were more of
the nature of simple bars than truly gates, were of more psychological than phys-
ical importance. They served to define the town limits, to set the town apart
from the surrounding countryside.

50 Slater, ‘English medieval new towns’; C. Drage, ‘Urban castles’, in Schofield and Leech, eds.,
Urban Archaeology in Britain, pp. 117-32.

51 M. W. Barley, ‘“Town defences in England and Wales after 1066’, in M. W. Barley, ed., The Plans
and Topography of Medieval Towns in England and Wales (CBA Res. Rep., 14, 1976), p. 68; Schofield
and Vince, Medieval Towns, p. 36. 52 Jones and Bond, ‘Urban defences’, p. 92.

53 J. Bain et al., eds, Calendar of Documents relating to Scotland (Edinburgh, 1881-1986), vol. 1v, p. 459;
J. Barbour, The Bruce, ed. W. W. Skeat (Scottish Text Society, 1894), vol. 1v, p. 221.
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In short, in both England and Scotland only a minority of towns were walled,
in sharp contrast not only to Ireland, but also to continental western Europe,
where almost all large towns were defended by 1200. Isidore of Seville had
defined a city (urbs) as ‘made by its walls’, and German and French medievalists
still tend to assume a similar definition. Yet some major towns, such as
Cambridge, Ipswich and Reading, were undefended, or were at best protected
by earthworks. For England, though not for Scotland, the explanation seems to
have been a combination of a strong crown, general internal peace and limited
urban autonomy.>*

(Vi) PUBLIC SPACE

In towns, as in villages, space can be divided into public, communal and private.
Public space, where everyone had rights, included, in towns, the streets, lanes,
market place and rights of way.5> Communal space, where in the countryside vil-
lagers had rights, ‘although the ownership of the land is usually vested in the lord
of the manor’, also had its urban equivalents: most early founded towns had their
commons, strays and other public spaces over which grazing and other rights were
confined to the townspeople, or even to freemen or burgesses only. Private space,
of course, accounted for the largest part of the urban area, and included most
house-plots as well as most ecclesiastical and commercial buildings. In Scotland,
the town’s common lands included the crofts for growing produce, although many
necessities were grown in the backlands of tofts; grazing lands; and common land
where peat and turf might be collected for both thatching and heating.

The equivalent to the lord of the manor was the lord of the town (often but
not always the king), and he retained rights over the land in towns even when
he had granted them self-government, though they were not always clearly
defined. Much of Maitland’s brilliant Township and Borough is an attempt to
answer the apparently simple question of what King John really did when he
granted the town of Cambridge to its burgesses: did he, for instance, intend that
they should become owners of all land in the town ‘not held in severalty’?
Certainly the University argued later (in 1601) that John’s charter had ‘never
carried the soil’, and gave the townsmen no right ‘to build and pester every lane

and corner of the towne with unholsome and base cottages’.>

5 D. M. Palliser, ‘Town defences in medieval England and Wales’, in A. Ayton and J. L. Price, eds.,
The Medieval Military Revolution (London, 1995), pp. 105—20; C. Coulson, ‘Battlements and the
bourgeoisie: municipal status and the apparatus of urban defence in later medieval England’, in
S. Church and R. Harvey, eds., Medieval Knighthood, V' (Woodbridge, 1995), pp. 119—95; cf. also
B. Brodt, Stddte ohne Mauern (Paderborn, 1997).

%5 B. K. Roberts, The Making of the English Village (Harlow, 1987), p. 20.

% E W. Maitland, Township and Borough (Cambridge, 1898), pp. 3, 91.
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Next to a street system and common lands, one of the earliest requirements
of a developing town was at least one open space for public meetings and com-
mercial transactions, whether a churchyard or a market place. This was the
pattern in early medieval Italy, and it seems to have obtained in England. In
London, the folkmoot was held in St Paul’s churchyard; at Oxford, by 1172, the
portmanmoot met in St Martin’s churchyard, and at Ipswich in 1200, the first
municipal elections were held at a gathering of fota villata burgi in St Mary’s
churchyard.’” Churchyards were used for similar functions in Scotland — for
striking bargains, handfasting and the like. Churchyards were not the only open
spaces: there were also purely secular ones, some of them possibly very ancient.
London’s Roman amphitheatre, discovered under Guildhall Yard in 1988, may
well have determined the site of an open-air assembly and then of the Guildhall.
‘Guildhall Yard occupies the central part of the arena and has evidently been an
open space and natural place of assembly throughout London’s history.”>®
Similarly, the head courts of Scottish burghs, which all burgesses were obliged
to attend, were often held in the open air.

Public buildings in the modern sense were few before 1300, and were largely
confined to defences, bridges, churches and town halls. Bridges were linked to
defences in that both were important for major towns, and the maintenance of
both was covered by the ‘king’s three works’. Some Roman bridges may have
continued in use for centuries, but before the Conquest new ones were being
constructed in England. London Bridge is recorded by the tenth century, and
Brooks has recently analysed the evidence for the maintenance and structure
of Rochester bridge, built on the piers of its Roman predecessor. There was a
bridge over the Tay, at Perth, by 1209; and Glasgow’s first bridge over the Clyde
was built sometime before 1286.> Lords of towns came early to need special-
ised buildings from which they could administer the town itself, the district
dependent on it or, in the case of shire towns, the whole shire. When William
I planted a castle in virtually every English county town, that normally became
the administrative headquarters of the county, but the process was not always
sudden or complete. At York, around 1150, the ‘king’s house’ stood on the
site of a possible pre-Conquest palace, and the county court seems still to
have been held there about 1200, rather than in one of York’s two royal

5 C. N. L. Brooke and G. Keir, London 800-1216 (London, 1975), p. 249; R. H. C. Davis, From
Alfred the Great to Stephen (London, 1991), p. 267; C. Gross, The Gild Merchant (Oxford, 1890),
vol. 11 p. 116.

% BAHT, m, p. 19; cf. N. Bateman, ‘The London amphitheatre’, Current Archaeology, 137 (1994),
164—71.

3 N. P. Brooks, ‘Rochester Bridge, AD 43-1381’, in N. Yates and J. M. Gibson, eds., Tiaffic
Management and Politics: The Construction and Management of Rochester Bridge, AD 43-1993
(Woodbridge, 1994), pp. 1—40, 362—9; A. A. M. Duncan, Scotland (Edinburgh, 1975), p. 469;
Registrum Monasterii de Passelet (Maitland Club, 1832), p. 400.
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castles.®”

but St Mary’s Guildhall at Lincoln has been recently identified as probably a

Such king’s houses have nearly everywhere vanished without trace,

surviving range of the royal hospicium where Henry II held court in 1157.5!
Towns in seigneurial hands also needed administrative centres: for secular lords,
as at Warwick or Leicester, these were doubtless housed in the castle, but
bishops and abbots needed unfortified headquarters. By the 1160s, Beverley
had a stone bishop’s hall islanded in the larger market place, and in the thir-
teenth century a bishop’s guildhall was similarly located in Salisbury.®?

The word guildhall is a reminder, however, that townsmen enjoyed some
autonomy through guilds, of which the guild merchant often became the pre-
cursor for self-governing town councils; and these bodies needed meeting places
also. York had a guild merchant by 1128, apparently with a hall on Bishophill,
and London had its guildhall by the second quarter of the twelfth century, on
the same site as the later ‘guildhall’ or city hall, while numerous other English
towns had town halls or guildhalls by the thirteenth century.®> In Scotland, the
Statute Gilde, the rulings of the guild of Berwick, the earlier part of which is
attributed to 1249 and the later dated to 1281 x 1294, suggest an institution of
some age. The Berwick guild appears, however, to be of a pre-thirteenth-
century origin; Perth and R oxburgh are known to have had guilds before 1202,
as they are referred to in a charter of Roger, bishop of St Andrews, when the
guild of that burgh was established; a guild had probably been established by
¢. 1209 in Edinburgh; Dundee, Inverness and Inverkeithing had guilds by 1165?
X 1214, to be followed soon after by Aberdeen, Ayr, Dumbarton and Stirling.
When their guild houses were established is unclear, although it is known that
Berwick had a guild house before 1249.* Other small municipal buildings or
structures, which can in some cases be documented by 1300, included market
crosses, tolbooths, prisons, stocks, pillories and gallows.

What would now be called public services accounted for very little before
1300. Water supplies, for example, came largely from rivers, streams and wells;
and the bishop’s pretext for moving from Old to New Sarum in 1219 included

0 . Farrer, ed., Early Yorkshire Charters (Edinburgh, 1914), vol. 1, pp. 405—7; Palliser, ‘“York’s west

bank’, pp. 103, 108.

D. Stocker, St Mary’s Guildhall, Lincoln (The Archaeology of Lincoln, 12/1, 1991), pp. 37—41.

92 R. Horrox, ‘Medieval Beverley’, in VVCH, Yorkshire: East Riding, v1, p. 14; RCHM (England),
Ancient and Historical Monuments in the City of Salisbury, vol. 1 (London, 1980), p. xliv, and plate 8.

9 Palliser, ‘York’s west bank’, p. 107; D. M. Palliser, Domesday York (Borthwick Paper, 78, York,

1990), p. 25; C. M. Barron, The Medieval Guildhall of London (London, 1974), pp. 15—18; R.

Tittler, Architecture and Power (Oxford, 1991), pp. 12, 29.

MS B65/1/1, f. 351, St Andrews University Library; E. P. Dennison, ‘Gilds merchant pre 1500’

in P. G. B. McNeill and H. L. MacQueen, eds., Atlas of Scottish History to 1707 (Edinburgh, 1996),

p. 125; ‘Statute gilde’, in C. Innes, ed., Ancient Laws and Customs of the Burghs of Scotland

(Edinburgh, 1868), vol. 1, p. 66.
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the lack of well water in the former. Urban religious houses could arrange for
piped water, but municipal pipes and conduits are scarcely recorded before the
late middle ages. An exception is Bristol, where the piped supplies brought in
for the monasteries and friaries also supplied the townspeople through public
cisterns by the early thirteenth century.®® The same is generally true of street
cleansing, paving and refuse disposal, though that may reflect records rather than
reality. The earliest (pre-Conquest) surface of at least one Oxford street was of
stone paving, while in 1286 Lincoln arranged for ‘the paving of the high road
running through the said town’. London, at least, had early public latrines: ‘the
necessary house built at Queenhithe’ by Queen Matilda for the citizens was
enlarged in 1237, the reference implying a twelfth-century origin.®

(vil) ECCLESIASTICAL PRECINCTS AND BUILDINGS

Churches and other ecclesiastical buildings played a prominent part in towns,
physically as well as institutionally:*” in many towns they and their precincts
occupied a large proportion of the urban area (Figure 8.5), and were often the
only buildings more than two storeys high. Both in pre- and post-Conquest
times the largest churches (cathedrals, minsters, monastic houses and collegiate
churches) played a crucial role, taking up a dominant position within existing
towns (like the huge hill-top cathedral which arose at Lincoln after the diocesan
seat was moved there in 1072) and acting as pre-urban nuclei in other places,
around which a town grew up or was laid out (e.g. Beverley, Bury St Edmunds,
Glasgow and St Andrews). A cathedral, or a monastery which was lord of a town,
could take up an enormous amount of ground with its ancillary buildings. At
Canterbury, Christ Church’s precinct grew to cover almost the whole quarter

between Northgate and Burgate;®®

at York the cathedral precinct occupied
nearly the whole of the Roman fortress area; and at Lincoln it shared the whole
upper city with the royal castle. By the end of the period, many of the great pre-
cincts were enclosed, forming a city within a city with their own gates into the
precinct; between 1285 and 1299 the bishops or chapters of Lincoln, York,
Exeter, Wells and Lichfield were all licensed to crenellate their closes.

English cathedrals were almost by definition urban: Lanfranc’s decision in
1072 to move several bishops’ sees reflected that. Collegiate churches were also
largely urban: forty of them were in towns, some of them in towns which owed
their existence to the college, including the northern trio of Beverley, Ripon
and Southwell. Benedictine monasteries and priories also tended to be urban or

> BAHT, u, Bristol, p. 9.

% C. Platt, The English Medieval Town (London, 1976), p. 48; CPR 1234—37, p. 564; CPR 1281—92,
p. 260. 7 See above, pp. 127—45.

% See plan reproduced in D. M. Palliser, ‘The medieval period’, in Schofield and Leech, eds., Urban
Archaeology in Britain, pp. 60, 61.
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to give rise to towns, both before and after the Conquest: on Butler’s figures,
over 200 Benedictine houses out of 350 were urban, as were many Cluniac and
Augustinian houses.®’

Citeaux and its associated orders in the twelfth century, of course, deliberately
chose remote rural locations, but in complete contrast the new mendicant orders
of the thirteenth century were almost exclusively urban. The consequence was
that large towns of early foundation acquired numerous monastic and mendi-
cant houses: York had three Benedictine houses, one Gilbertine house and four
friaries by 1300, all enclosed within their own precinct walls. In addition, there
were, before the Black Death, an enormous number of urban hospitals — some
650 in England and Wales — and ‘each town with a vigorous economic life could
expect to maintain 3 or 4 foundations.”” Many were small and humble, but the
major ones — including the four greater London hospitals, and St Leonard’s at
York — were large and well endowed, and with their own walled precincts. The
majority of the later and smaller institutions were located at the urban fringe
where large plots of land were more easily available whilst leper hospitals were
normally beyond the built-up area. The same pattern may be seen in Scotland
on a smaller scale. Unlike most of their counterparts in western Europe,
however, religious houses in Scotland held much urban property. Grants to mon-
asteries were made by all levels of society from the crown down; and by the thir-
teenth century religious houses were also purchasing holdings in burghs. By the
end of the thirteenth century twenty-four houses held property in all of the fifty
or so burghs. Some burghs might have had only one or two tenements possessed
by a religious house; but others experienced a powerful monastic presence.
Berwick, for example, was favoured by fifteen houses, some of which held more
than one property in the town.”!

Naturally, however, it was parish churches and chapels which were the main
foci of most townspeople’s loyalties. They were very numerous in the large,
early-founded towns, their numbers being ‘a rough measure of the relative
importance of towns before 1100 they correspond roughly to the rank-size
rule, with London followed by the provincial capitals of Winchester, Norwich,
Lincoln and York.” The siting of churches varied considerably in these multi-
parish towns. In West Midland cities where the main church had a monopoly of
burials (Hereford, Chester, Gloucester, Worcester) popular sites were gates, street
corners and even the middle of streets. In eastern England (e.g. Lincoln, York)

% L. A. S. Butler, ‘Medieval urban religious houses’, in Schofield and Leech, eds., Urban Archaeology
in Britain, p. 167; A. H. Thompson, The Cathedral Churches of England (London, 1925), pp. 157-8;
D. M. Palliser, “The “minster hypothesis”: a case study’, Early Medieval Europe, 5 (1996), 207—14.
Butler, ‘Medieval urban religious houses’, p. 169.

‘W. B. Stevenson, ‘The monastic presence: Berwick in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries’, in
Lynch, Spearman and Stell, eds., The Scottish Medieval Town, pp. 99—100.

R. Morris, Churches in the Landscape (London, 1989), pp. 185, 188, 191.
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‘a more sprawling arrangement’ allowed space for parish graveyards.”> Smaller
towns, and towns founded later like Coventry, had much smaller numbers: while
towns founded after ¢. 1200 often had no parish church at all, but a chapel or
chapels dependent on the surrounding rural parishes out of which they had been
carved. Such was the case, for instance, with Hull, Market Harborough and
many of the small Cornish boroughs. In Scotland, all towns were single parishes
throughout the medieval period, although it might be argued that few truly
urban parishes existed. There was often included within the parish a large pro-
portion of parishioners from the surrounding rural hinterland, the division into
parishes antedating the appearance of towns.”* The earliest phases of urban
churches, judging from recent excavations, were usually small single-cell build-
ings (in the case of St Mary, Tanner Street, Winchester, adapted from a domes-
tic building), and some were certainly of timber (St Mary Bredin, Canterbury,
is ecclesia lignea in a rental of ¢. 1180), though by the twelfth century stone was
the norm. By the thirteenth century many had bell-towers, and the bells became
useful markers for work as well as devotion. In 1301, York’s fishmongers were
forbidden to sell ‘after Vespers is struck at the church of St Michael at Ouse
Bridge until Prime is struck at the great church of St Peter on the next day.’”>

(vill) DOMESTIC AND COMMERCIAL BUILDING $

Though towns were often dominated physically and institutionally by royal, seig-
neurial and ecclesiastical buildings, the bulk of the urban fabric naturally com-
prised the buildings needed by townspeople for living and for earning a living —
their houses, workshops, warehouses, inns, taverns and so on. For those before
1300, documentary and architectural evidence is scarce, and though archaeology
is increasingly helping, very often the evidence is confined to foundations, and
almost never is there surviving evidence for upper floors.

Many foundations of pre-Conquest buildings have now been excavated — over
600 in Ipswich, for instance, since 1974 — but few are yet published. They seem
to have varied enormously, from sunken-floored buildings represented only by
post-holes (like the earliest houses found at Canterbury and Ipswich) to substan-
tial, reused Roman buildings, like the petrosum aedificium apparently still stand-
ing and inhabited in London in 889.7° By the tenth century, substantial and

73 ]. Barrow, ‘Urban cemetery location in the high middle ages’, in S. Bassett, ed., Death in Towns
(Leicester, 1992), p. 95.

74 1. B. Cowan, ‘The emergence of the urban parish’, in Lynch, Spearman and Stell, eds., The Scottish
Medieval Town, p. 82.

75 M. Prestwich, York Civic Ordinances, 1301 (Borthwick Paper, 49, York, 1976), p. 13 (slightly

adapted); T. Tatton Brown, ‘Medieval parishes and parish churches in Canterbury’, in T. R.. Slater

and G. Rosser, eds., The Church in the Medieval Town (Aldershot, 1998), pp. 236—71.

D. Bullough, ‘Social and economic structure and topography in the early medieval town’,

Settimane di Studio del Centro Italiano di Studi sull” alto Medioevo, 21 (1975 for 1974), 393.
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well-constructed timbered houses can be demonstrated. From London come
timbers reused in a later waterfront, exhibiting as yet unparalleled features of a
timbered arcade, though evidence of London timbered buildings in sifu has not
been found before the eleventh century.”” At Coppergate, York, four tenements,
which were first built ¢. 910 of posts interlaced with wattles, were then rebuilt c.
973 with substantial uprights and supporting horizontal planks: the rebuilding
has been interpreted as a means of enlargement through an upper storey, though
only the semi-basement walls survive.”®

Several excavated sites in London, Northampton, Lincoln and Durham
suggest ‘the emergence of the right-angled medieval house plan’and a degree of
‘rectilinearity and organisation of properties’ during the eleventh century.”’
Houses might be gable-end to the street, parallel, or in the case of grander prop-
erties, on courtyard lines, often with the main house towards the back of the
plot and a row of shops in the front with a central gateway. Henry Il in his charter
to Scarborough (1155) demanded 6d. from each house ‘whose sides are turned
towards the street’, but 4d. for those gable-end on. Classic examples of the
former are the surviving Jew’s House and Norman House at Lincoln, now dated
respectively to the 1150s/1160s and 1180s.%° They are also notable in two other
ways: in being built of stone, a pattern increasingly common for wealthy towns-
men in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and in combining domestic and
commercial space: small shop units below, and domestic halls above. A variant
on this pattern are the five stone halls terraced into the slope of Pride Hill,
Shrewsbury, with commercial properties on the street front.®! Stone houses were,
however, always a small minority, and most substantial houses seem to have been
timbered. The flimsy cottages of the urban poor have scarcely been studied or
even identified from pre-1300 deposits, except in Winchester, though an early
twelfth-century cob building at Wallingford has been excavated but not fully
published.

In Scotland both archaeological and documentary evidence suggest that most
urban buildings were of wood in this period. Fires were commonplace and
houses rapidly reconstructed. Alexander II, in 1236, specifically permitted the
townspeople of Ayr to take wood from the neighbourhood to build their
houses.> This suggests little construction work in stone. Indeed, Froissart

reported that the Scots were unconcerned about the devastation effected by the

7 D. Goodburn, pers. comm.; J. Schofield, Medieval London Houses (New Haven, 1995), pp. 27-8.

78 R. A. Hall, English Heritage Book of Viking Age York (London, 1994), p. 64-

7 Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, p. 64.

80" A. Ballard, ed., British Borough Charters 1042—1216 (Cambridge, 1913), p. 47; R. Harris, ‘The Jew’s

house and the Norman house’, in M. Jones, ed., Lincoln Archacology 1992—3: 5th Annual Report of

the City of Lincoln Archaeology Unit (Lincoln, 1993), pp. 24-S8.

81 N. J. Baker, J. B. Lawson, R. Maxwell and J. T. Smith, ‘Further work on Pride Hill, Shrewsbury’,
Shropshire History and Archaeology, 68 (1993), 3—64.

82 W. S. Cooper, ed., Charters of the Royal Burgh of Ayr (Ayr, 1883), no. 6.
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English, because to rebuild would take merely a matter of days, since all that was
required was ‘five or six poles and boughs to cover them’.®> Archaeological exca-
vations reinforce this view, although much of the research in this field, in Perth,
St Andrews and Aberdeen, in particular, has been into backland sites, where the
quality of housing would probably be poorer than on the frontages.®* Twelfth-
and thirteenth-century houses were little more than basic hut-type dwellings,
made of stakes and interwoven wattles, with free-standing posts to support the
walling. From the late thirteenth century, however, and as the town authorities
revealed an increasing interest in plot layout and related planning matters, there
is evidence of growing sophistication in house structures. Walls supported by
free-standing posts were replaced by stake and wattle set in ground sills, first of
wood and later of stone. This extra strength was reinforced by heavy clay, dung,
mud or peat cladding on the walls. Increasing evidence of interior partition walls
indicates different functional areas. Roofing continued, however, to be thatch of
cut heather or turves of growing plants that offered water resistance. By the four-
teenth century there is evidence of one stone house in Edinburgh, one in
Aberdeen and three in Ayr, although others, undocumented, must have
existed.® Early burgh laws laid down a standard of 20 feet (6 m) for a burgage
frontage.®® In practice, however, there was not always consistency. Excavations at
Perth, for example, suggest 20 feet.” In Dunfermline, cartographic and sasine
evidence indicate frontages of 22 feet, with a variant of between 20 and 25 feet
(6—7.6 m).® Dundee’s layout had much in common with the Dunfermline
pattern,® whereas St Andrews had several variants, the most common being
36-8 feet (11—11.6 m) and 28—32 feet (8.5—9.8 m).”

Recent work is suggesting that, at least in London, there was a dramatic
change in building technology around 1180—1220, when the technology of
timber framing, lost since the Roman period, was redeveloped. This made
multi-storey buildings possible, and allowed a considerable increase in popula-
tion densities. It also meant that buildings became much more valuable since
they lasted for more than a generation. In Paris in 1254, Henry III was much

85 P. Hume Brown, ed., Early Tiavellers in Scotland (Edinburgh, 1891), p. 10.

8 The work of the Scottish Urban Archaeological Trust in Perth and St Andrews, the
Archaeological unit of the Aberdeen Museums and Art Gallery in Aberdeen and Scotia
Archaeology in St Andrews should particularly be noted.

85 J. Schofield, ‘Excavations south of Edinburgh High Street’, Proc. of the Society of Antiquaries of
Scotland, 107 (1975—6), 180; W. C. Dickinson, ed., Early Records of the Burgh of Aberdeen, 1317,
1398—1407 (Scottish History Society, 1957), p. 11; Charters of the Friars Preacher of Ayr, in
Archaeological and Historical Collections relating to Ayrshire and Gallaway (n.p., 1881), nos. 10 and 12;
E. Ewan, Town Life in Fourteenth-Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1990), pp. 16-17.

8¢ Fragmenta Collecta, . 54, in Innes, ed., Ancient Laws.

87 Spearman, ‘Medieval townscape of Perth’, pp. 55—6.
8 R. J. D. Torrie, ‘Central Dunfermline: an analysis of the 1988 road network and the geograph-
ical factors that determined its layout’ (unpublished typescript, 1988).

89 Torrie, Medieval Dundee, pp. 52—3. % Brooks and Whittington, ‘St Andrews’, 288.
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struck by elegant houses of four or more storeys, implying that he would not
have seen these at home,”! but by the late thirteenth century there were houses
in Cheapside of three storeys plus a garret. Additional space could be obtained
by jettying as well as by extra storeys: jettied buildings are recorded in London
in 1246.2

The improvement in building technology may have been encouraged by a
gradual if only partial conquest of the threat of fire. Fitz Stephen’s opinion
(1173—5) was that ‘the only plagues of London are the immoderate drinking of
fools and the frequency of fires.””® Certainly there are frequent records of major
fires devastating whole towns down to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but
it may be that the larger towns then took steps to minimise the risks — not by
banning timbered houses, but by reducing the use of thatch and other flammable
materials. In London, the first surviving building regulations, clearly intended in
part to minimise fires, were drawn up in 1192 x 1212, with a further set issued
by the mayor after a serious fire in 1212 and, although they were incompletely
enforced (as late as 1302 the corporation were demanding that some thatched
houses within the walls be reroofed with tiles), they may have made a substan-
tial difference and, of course, imply that most buildings were by then substantial
enough to take the weight of a tile roof.”* Certainly London suffered no city-
wide fire between 1212 and 1666: and other towns may have taken similar pre-
cautions, if not in the same explicit way: certainly there is no fire recorded as
devastating an entire provincial town of the size of York, Norwich or Bristol in
the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries.

Specialised shops for retail trade seem to have become common in London
by the thirteenth century, and evidence from Lincoln has already been cited.
This is not always easy to prove, since the word shop (schopa) meant ‘workshop’

95

as well as retail shop.” The documents also frequently use ‘seld’ (selda) for a retail

outlet: thus Exeter’s thirteenth-century customs provided for men living in the

countryside but having selds in the city, and a Norwich man was fined for per-

296

mitting outsiders to trade secretly ‘within his seld.””® The word is often trans-

lated as ‘booth’ or ‘stall’, but that may be too loose in some cases: in London and

' H. R. Luard, ed., Matthaei Parisiensis Monachi Sancti Albani, Chronica Majora (RS, 1872—83), vol.
v, p. 481.

92 Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, p. 89.

% S. Reynolds et al., eds., Elenchus Fontium Historiac Urbanae, vol. 11, pt u (Leiden, 1988), p. 80.

Schofield, Medieval London Houses, pp. 32—3 (correcting the traditional date of 1189 for the first

regulations); R. R. Sharpe, ed., Calendar of Letter Books . . . of the City of London: Letter Book C

(London, 1901), pp. 105—6.
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X

% D. Keene, ‘Shops and shopping in medieval London’, in L. Grant, ed., Medieval Art, Architecture

and Archaeology in London (British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions for 1984,
1990), pp- 29—46; Schofield and Vince, Medieval Towns, p. 135.

M. Bateson, ed., Borough Customs (Selden Society, 18, 21, 1904—6), vol. 1, pp. 112, 118; W.
Hudson, ed., The Leet Jurisdiction in the City of Norwich (Selden Society, s, 1892), p. 38.
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Chester selds seem to have comprised large groups of privately owned stalls,
bazaar-style.”” A northern regional variant was ‘dings’, rows of small shops for
letting, recorded in the Domesday account of York and in later references at

1.8 Waterfront warehouses and quays also existed very early,

Beverley and Hul
although most of the surviving or excavated evidence is from the later middle

ages as is the case in Scotland.

(ix) SUBURBS?

Strictly speaking, only defended towns had suburbs since the word implies an
extramural location, especially at the European scale. However, in England it
usefully defines those areas of towns beyond the administrative limits of the town
as well as those areas outside defences. One of the more common types of suburb
is the transpontine settlement, but these were often technically separate towns
with their own borough privileges. Southwark, opposite London, is one of the
earliest examples of this kind, but there are many others, because rivers fre-
quently marked changes of landownership. Bridgetown Pomeroy, for example,
stands across the Dart from Totnes and gained separate borough privileges in
about 1250. It was sufficient of a success to be extended in 1268. The Redcliff
and Temple suburb of Bristol is a more spectacular example which was not only
outside the borough jurisdiction but, located on the south side of the Avon, was
in Somerset rather than Gloucestershire. It grew rapidly in the twelfth century,
acquired its own charter from Henry II in the 1160s and, by the early thirteenth
century, was as prosperous as Bristol itself.'"

Other suburbs were spread out along the principal approach roads to towns
beyond the town gates and along the extramural roads that often ringed the
defences. There are therefore characteristic plan forms with ‘goose foot’ patterns
of roads coming together; narrow extramural roads lined with cottages which
often encroached on the ditches, and broad single streets leading to the gate.
Early markets or fairs were often located extramurally and led to later changes
in the focus of the town as in Hereford and Northampton, or to the develop-
ment of market places towards the fringe of the town simply because there was
little space elsewhere as at Oxford and Stamford. Even if the provisions market
was not in a suburban location, livestock markets often were for obvious reasons.
Canterbury’s Hrythera ceap shows this to have been so in pre-Conquest times, and
similarly at Warwick. London’s Smithfield was extramural, and at Stratford two
market places were laid out from the start, the livestock market being on the edge

7 Keene, ‘Shops and shopping’, pp. 38—9; Schofield, Medieval London Houses, p. 6.

%8 Palliser, Domesday York, p. 16.

% For many examples and plans of suburbs, see D. Keene, ‘Suburban growth’, in Barley, ed., Plans and
topography of Medieval Towns, pp. 7182, reprinted in R. Holt and G. Rosser, eds., The Medieval Town
(London, 1990), pp. 97—T18. 100 Beresford, New Towns, p. 420; BAHT, n, Bristol, pp. 6—7.
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of the borough. The breadth of approach roads was necessary for carts queuing
to pay tolls at the gates or bars on market days; Biddle and Keene’s detailed anal-
ysis of Winchester has demonstrated how blacksmiths and inns concentrated in
these main approach roads in the twelfth century.!’! The sale of wood and hay
seems to have been another common feature of these spaces. The majority of
these suburbs had reached their greatest extent by the late twelfth century and
many had already begun to shrink in size before the population decline of the
fourteenth century. In most larger towns the suburbs were the location of hos-
pitals, friaries and later monasteries, the former so that contagious diseases did
not spread rapidly, the latter because of the difficulty of obtaining sufficiently
extensive land. The vast majority of Scottish towns, however, did not develop
suburbs in this period. Indeed, until into the seventeenth century, many towns
retained their medieval limits.

This survey of urban topography before 1300 has, we trust, demonstrated how
much has been learned over the past generation from interdisciplinary work. The
British medieval town is often perceived in late medieval terms since, although
the dominant public buildings — cathedrals and major churches, castles and town
walls — are often survivals of the earlier period, almost all the surviving domes-
tic buildings are of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries at the earliest. It is very
easy to picture a ‘medieval city’ in terms of, for instance, processions, pageants
and plays performed against a backdrop of multi-storeyed timber-framed houses,
and to forget that the physical environment, no less than the cultural context, is
all of the very late middle ages. As the disciplines of archaeology and urban
morphology continue to produce results on a large scale, they remind us ever
more strongly how long was the history of the urban fabric in medieval Britain,
and make us reflect that some early sixteenth-century townspeople lived in com-
munities which had been urban for up to nine centuries, with all that that means
in terms of the frequent renewal, destruction, repair and rebuilding of the urban

fabric.

U W, Urry, Canterbury under the Angevin Kings (London, 1967), p. 108; N. P. Brooks, The Early
History of the Church of Canterbury (Leicester, 1984), p. 32; Slater, ‘Ideal and reality’; M. Biddle
and D. J. Keene, ‘Winchester in the eleventh and twelfth centuries’, in Biddle, ed., Winchester,

Pp- 389-92, 433—4, 436.
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London from the post-Roman period to 1300

DEREK KEENE

(1) THE EARLY SETTLEMENT 400—9Q00

N THE late fourth century London, formerly one of the most substantial
Roman cities north of the Alps, was the prime seat of authority in Britain
and still a significant centre of urban life. Within a generation or two, fol-
lowing the withdrawal of imperial rule, the city had been virtually abandoned.!
Yet later London owes much to its Roman predecessor. The carefully con-
structed site on the Thames, the bridge at the hub of an extensive road network
and the ready access to a productive hinterland and to the river networks and
markets of northern Europe endowed London with continuing potential as a
place for business. The circuit of walls was to shape the city for centuries to
come. Features within the walls, surviving as enclosures or as barriers to move-
ment, influenced later settlement and may have marked seats of authority (Plate
3). During the fifth and sixth centuries this largely uninhabited site perhaps
served as a focus for a zone of settlements within some twenty miles (32 km).>
London persisted as a massive, but ruined, physical presence and as an idea in
bureaucratic memory. Perhaps the most important element in the city’s conti-
nuity is ideological: in the recognition of its power as the organising principle
for a distinctive territory.
London comes more clearly into view in 601, when Pope Gregory envisaged
that it would serve as the primatial see of England. Political reality no longer

! For recent work: B. Watson, ed., Roman London: Recent Archacological Work (Journal of Roman
Archaeology, Supplementary Series, 24, 1998); L], 20/2 (1995), republished in P. Garside, ed.,
Capital Histories: A Bibliographical Study of London (Aldershot, 1998). H. A. Harben, A Dictionary
of London (London, 1918); C. N. L. Brooke and G. Keir, London 800—1216 (London, 1975); BAHT,
11, J. Schofield, “The capital discovered: archaeology in the city of London’, UH, 20 (1993),
211—24; and H. Creaton, ed., Bibliography of Printed Works on London History to 1939 (London,
1994), are essential tools.

2 BAHT, 1, pp. 21—4; A. Vince, Saxon London (London, 1990), pp. 131-3.
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matched Roman perceptions and London, in the province of the East Saxons,
was under the overlordship of the king of Kent. Thus, in 604 the king himself
established London’s cathedral church of St Paul, although East Saxon apostasy
was to break the episcopal succession for at least a generation. About 680 London
was important for Kent: the archbishop did business there, the king had a hall
and his officials supervised trade. The city could be characterised as the metrop-
olis of the East Saxons. A landscape of authority was established within the city
walls, comprising an enclosure around St Paul’s, and an adjacent area to the north
where the royal residence seems to have been.® By 700 London was again a major
commercial centre, participating in a growing network of exchange, both inland
and overseas. Sited at the margins of several kingdoms the city was attractive as
a source of power. Kings of Mercia and Wessex extended their influence up to
and beyond London, although it was primarily within the Mercian sphere, com-
prehending the dependent realm of Kent, that the settlement on the north bank
of the Thames was to remain for 200 years.*

Throughout this time much of the city, as formally defined by the Roman
wall, remained uninhabited. The entire area may have been an elite preserve, and
its physical character, with substantial ruins blocking access from the river, made
it difficult to adapt for renewed commercial use. For whatever reason, the com-
mercial settlement was established outside the walls on an open site now asso-
ciated with the Strand (Figure 9.1). It grew to occupy more than 150 acres (60
ha),> about a quarter of the area covered by the jurisdiction of the city from
¢. 1200 onwards, raising the possibility that at its peak ¢. 800 commercial London
housed between 5,000 and 10,000 souls.

Much concerning the character of London in this period remains uncertain.
The Strand settlement, densely built and carefully organised, was no mere appur-
tenance to a beach market. Enjoying an active trade with the region between
Frisia and the Seine, it was probably the largest of the English wic trading settle-
ments. Wine was probably a mainstay among its imports, which included
pottery, glass and quern stones. Contacts with the district of Huy on the River
Meuse suggest a trade in metals and possibly one in silks and spices. Exports
included slaves and probably also agrarian produce and cloth. London artisans
engaged in a range of manufactures.® Royal, aristocratic and ecclesiastical

3 D. Whitelock, Some Anglo-Saxon Bishops of London (London, 1975); J. Campbell, “The Church in
Anglo-Saxon towns’, Studies in Church History, 16 (1979), 119—35; W. Page, London: Its Origin and
Early Development (London, 1929), pp. 127—9; BAHT, 11, pp. 24—5; Vince, Saxon London, pp.
53—6; R. H. C. Davis, ‘The college of St Martin-le-Grand and the anarchy, 1135—54’, London
Topographical Record, 23 (1972), 9—26.

4 S. Keynes, ‘The control of Kent in the ninth century’, Early Medieval Europe, 2 (1993), 111-31.

> R. Cowie, ‘A gazetteer of Middle Saxon sites in the Strand/Westminster area’, TLMAS, 39
(1988), 37—46; R. Cowie, ‘Archaeological evidence for the waterfront of Middle Saxon London’,
Med. Arch., 36 (1992), 164—8.

¢ R. Cowie and R. L. Whytehead, with L. Blackmore, ‘Two Middle Saxon occupation sites:
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Figure 9.1 London in the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries
The extent of the settlement to the west of the walled city is based on
information provided by the Museum of London Archaeology Service, 1998.
The existence of churches at Bermondsey and Westminster is not certain.

demands undoubtedly stimulated London’s commerce, but to see its economic
life solely in terms of the acquisition of prestige goods for use as gifts and in
display” is probably to exaggerate the role of a form of business which was to
remain important in the city throughout the middle ages. A mixture of interests
and commercial styles probably prevailed, including local trade in an open
market, and merchants who traded both on their own account and as the depen-
dants of powerful lords.

Nevertheless, the king’s peace underwrote London’s prosperity. Under
Mercian rule the city occupied a pivotal point in a network which extended from
Tamworth to the highly commercialised eastern parts of Kent, and thence to the
continent. During the eighth century the bishops of London and Worcester and
the monastery at Minster-in-Thanet obtained from the Mercian kings toll
exemptions for their ships in London, and the Frankish abbey of St Denis may
have had a base there.® In this light, the foundation by Earconwald, the seventh-
century Kentish nobleman, later bishop of London, of the monastic houses at

excavations at Jubilee Hall and 21—22 Maiden Lane’, TLMAS, 39 (1988), 47-163; R. L.
Whytehead and R. Cowie, with L. Blackmore, ‘Excavations at the Peabody site, Chandos Place,
and the National Gallery’, TLMAS, 40 (1993 for 1989), 35—176.

7 Cf. R. Hodges, Dark Age Economics (London, 1982), and above, pp. 20—31.

8 S. Kelly, “Trading privileges from eighth-century England’, Early Medieval Europe, 1 (1992), 3—28.
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Barking and Chertsey”® can be seen as an exercise in organising the resources of
the immediate hinterland of the growing metropolis and in marking out London’s
territory at a time of political change. The continuing interest of the bishops of
Worcester in London is also noteworthy, for they represented Mercian concerns.
A mid-ninth-century bishop acquired a valuable property in the wic (vicus) of
London, associated with the regulation of weights and measures and formerly
held by the king’s reeve.!” In all likelihood it occupied a commanding position
between the Strand and the river.

By 800 London’s trading interest seems to have shifted northwards towards the
Rhine. Coinage suggests a decline in its business from then on, and the most
recent findings point to a shrinkage of settlement and the construction of a
defensive ditch. Viking incursions, first touching London directly in 842, dis-
rupted its trade and introduced a new element in the rivalry between Wessex
and Mercia. Alfred’s seizure of London from Viking control during the 880s was
thus as much a triumph over Mercian interests. His purpose was presumably to
establish a protected settlement, on the lines of the newly defensible towns of
Wessex. This episode marks an important turning point in London’s history: the
Strand settlement was largely abandoned and from then on the walled city was
to be the focus of London’s commercial life.!!

(11) GROWTH OF THE RESTORED CITY Q00—1300

At about this time groups of streets were laid out within the walls. The river
frontage had a special place in the scheme, for the earliest identifiable streets led
up into the city from landing-places which came to be focal points of trade. One,
just below London Bridge, presumably served vessels from the estuary and over-
seas, while the other, above the bridge at the place now known as Queenhithe,
was perhaps primarily intended for traffic with the Mercian hinterland. The ear-
liest name for Queenhithe commemorates Alfred’s son-in-law, the ruler of
London and ealdorman of Mercia, who may also be remembered in the name
Aldermanbury, a property which lay directly to the north near Wood Street and
was perhaps associated with the royal residence. Continuity of interests is also
indicated by the assignment of blocks of land near Queenbhithe to the bishop of
Worcester and the archbishop of Canterbury. New streets linked the waterfront
to the street now known as Cheapside, probably laid out at the same time. This
wide, straight street, running east from St Paul’s along high, level ground, was

¥ Whitelock, Some Anglo-Saxon Bishops; Keynes, ‘Control of Kent’; B. A. E. Yorke, Kings and
Kingdoms in Early Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1990), pp. 45, 54—6. 10 BAHT, 1, p. 29.

" T. Dyson, ‘King Alfred and the restoration of London’, LJ, 15 (1990), 99—110; Cowie and
‘Whytehead, ‘Jubilee Hall’; Whytehead and Cowie, ‘Peabody site’; H. Pagan, ‘Coinage in south-
ern England, 796-874’, in M. A. S. Blackburn, ed., Anglo-Saxon Monetary History (Leicester,
1986), pp. 4565.
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probably intended as the city’s principal market place. Below the bridge, busi-
ness was more exclusively focused on the river. Just above the bridge there is a
group of streets laid out in an apparently regular fashion to either side of a spinal
street or market, possibly in the years around 9oo. Thus, by the early tenth
century the newly organised city of London seems to have contained several
commercial nuclei. The western part of the city, protected by London Bridge,
displays a coherent association between sites of power, the daily needs of the cit-
izens, river trade and inland markets. The complex street plan was also
influenced by the physical barrier of the Walbrook stream. London Bridge, on
the site of its Roman predecessor, was another important element in the replan-
ning of the city.!? The bridgehead settlement of Southwark was a defended place
in the early tenth century, and from then on developed as a dependency of
London, but largely outside its jurisdiction.'?

For much of the tenth century there is little evidence for London’s overseas
commerce. York, well integrated with the Scandinavian world, may have been
the livelier place.!'* London’s main traffic was inland along the Thames, and its
contacts with the Oxford region were strong. By ¢. 1000, however, London was
again an important site in a network of long-distance trade resembling that of
the eighth century. This revival reflected the slow restoration of interrupted con-
tacts, a steady growth in agrarian and industrial production (especially in north-
ern France, the Low Countries and the eastern parts of England) and the
stimulus to exchange provided by new supplies of silver. London was presum-
ably one of the largest English recipients of German silver, shipped via Cologne
with a wide range of other goods.!> Towards the end of the tenth century
London moved sharply ahead, as its relations with Winchester and its strategic

6

role during the renewed Scandinavian invasions demonstrate.!® London’s

reputed contribution to the Danegeld of 1018 amounted to a striking 13 per cent
of the total for England, while throughout the period up to the Norman
Conquest London was similarly prominent for its production of coin (Table
22.1). Whether that is a true measure of London’s standing as a place of trade
and population, whether that standing was set back or advanced under Cnut and

12 Dyson, ‘King Alfred’; K. Steedman, T. Dyson and J. Schofield, Aspects of Saxo-Norman London,
vol. t: The Bridgehead and Billingsgate to 1200 (LMAS Special Paper, 14, 1992), pp. 122—31 (and
review in L], 20/2 (1995), 107-8); J. Schofield et al., ‘Medieval buildings and property develop-
ment in the area of Cheapside’, TLMAS, 41 (1993 for 1990), 39—238, esp. 178—83. The discus-
sion in P. Nightingale, A Medieval Mercantile Community (New Haven and London, 1995), pp.
26—9, is fanciful. 13" M. Carlin, Medieval Southwark (London, 1996), pp. 7—18.

See below, pp. 226-8, $43—4.

Vince, Saxon London, pp. 102—4; P. Spufford, Money and its Use in Medieval Europe (Cambridge,
1988), pp. 74—94.

N. Banton, ‘Monastic reform and the unification of tenth-century England’, Studies in Church
History, 18 (1982), 71-86; M. Biddle, ed., Winchester in the Early Middle Ages (Oxford, 1976), pp.
401, $56—7.
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whether it was undermined after the Norman Conquest are matters for debate.!”
There is no doubt, however, that over the eleventh century as a whole London
expanded rapidly, and that the process continued thereafter. Within the city
there was a burst in the construction of houses and commercial buildings; many
churches were erected which came to serve parish communities; on the water-
front the quays were restored, and what remained of the Roman riverside wall
was removed. The main extension of the street network seems to belong to this
period and records of ‘new’ streets indicate that the process was completed by
the early thirteenth century.!® The city also expanded beyond its original limit,
which had followed a line some 220 yards (200 m) in front of the Roman wall:
by 1200 its suburbs were defined by a boundary more or less identical to that of
the modern city.'” Extramural growth was extensive along the roads to the north,
and greatest to the west, where by 1200 a network of side streets was develop-
ing beyond the city limit and building extended continuously as far as the abbey
at Westminster, founded or refounded over 200 years before. Southwark became
a substantial trading settlement in its own right.?’ London acquired a populous
penumbra immediately beyond its jurisdiction: in 1334 Southwark, Westminster
and adjacent hamlets were valued at § per cent of the city, more than the valu-
ation of Southampton.?!

The density of parish churches? provides clues as to the distribution of pop-
ulation and wealth in the city up to the mid-twelfth century. There were three
areas of intense activity: in the neighbourhood of the Bridge; in a zone extend-
ing up from the river at Queenhithe into Wood Street; and in the central and
eastern parts of Cheapside (Figure 9.2). By contrast, the northern, south-western
and south-eastern parts of the city within the wall were less densely settled, as
were the suburbs. One of the most distinctive expressions of the city’s growth

7" D. Metcalf, ‘Continuity and change in English monetary history, ¢. 973—1086’, British Numismatic
J, 50 (1980), 20—49, and 51 (1981), s2—90; P. Nightingale, ‘“The origin of the court of Husting
and the Danish influence on London’s development into a capital city’, EHR, 102 (1987), §59—78;
Nightingale, Medieval Mercantile Community, p. 18 and n; P. Sawyer, ‘Anglo-Scandinavian trade in
the Viking age and after’, in Blackburn, ed., Anglo-Saxon Monetary History, pp. 185—99; M. K.
Lawson, Cnut: The Danes in England in the early Eleventh Century (London and New York, 1993),
Pp- 37, 82—3, 205—6. See below, p. 560.

18 Steedman, Dyson and Schofield, Aspects of Saxo-Norman London; Schofield et al., ‘Medieval build-

ings’, 178—83; J. Schofield, ‘Saxon and medieval parish churches in the city of London’, TLMAS,

45 (1994), 23—145.

M. B. Honeybourne, ‘The Fleet and its neighbourhood in early and medieval times’, London

Topographical Record, 19 (1947), 13—87, esp. 16—17; M. J. Gelling, ‘The boundaries of the

‘Westminster charters’, TLMAS 1 (1953), 101—4; BAHT, 111, pp. 77, 95 (s.n. Holborn Bars, Temple

Bar).

BAHT, 11, pp. 40, 73 (s.n. Feweterlane); G. Rosser, Medieval Westminster, 1200—1540 (Oxford,

1989), pp. 12—15; Carlin, Southwark, pp. 19—44.

R. E. Glasscock, ed., The Lay Subsidy of 1334 (London, 1975), pp. 187, 191, 298, 302.

> BAHT, 11. See above, pp. 134-8.
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Figure 9.2 The City of London ¢. 1300
Source: BAHT, 11. The streets are shown in simplified outline.

was on the waterfront, where, especially after 1100, the rebuilding of quays in
more substantial form caused the land to be extended into the river, up to 100
yards or more in some places by 1300. This created a distinctive environment of
narrow lanes leading down to the water, containing dwellings, warchouses, wine
cellars and industrial installations. The busiest part of the waterfront lay between
Queenhithe and the Bridge, and especially around Dowgate at the mouth of the
Walbrook, which in and before the twelfth century was the focus for the trade
in wine and other imported goods, and, possibly, moneying.??
2 T. Dyson, Documents and Archaeology: The Medieval London Waterfront (London, 1989); BAHT, 11,
maps; D. Keene, ‘New discoveries at the Hanseatic Steelyard in London’, Hansische Geschichtsblitter,

107 (1989), 15—25; M. D. O’Hara, ‘An iron reverse die of the reign of Cnut’, in A. R. Rumble,
ed., The Reign of Cnut: King of England, Denmark and Norway (London, 1994), pp. 231-82.
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Developments in building during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries reveal
London’s wealth, the growth of infrastructure and responses to distinctive urban
needs. Through the increasing employment of stone, London became more
durable than it had been since Roman times. Stone cellars were built for the
secure storage of goods. This, together with regulations concerning roofing
materials and party walls, reduced the frequency of fires, which before 1200 had
regularly devastated the city. Rules concerning the positioning of cess pits betray
a concern for sanitary matters and a firm subsoil.>* Above ground most houses
were of timber, but changes in carpentry technique from around 1200 meant
that it became possible to build high relatively cheaply, and so to accommodate
a growing population without the lateral expansion which characterised earlier
phases of growth.?® In the Cheapside area and elsewhere the intensity of land
use increased up to about 1315. Houses were subdivided, both horizontally and
vertically; extra storeys were added; yards and gardens were built on; encroach-
ment on to public spaces continued.?® About 1300 it was thought that houses in
the city commonly had two or three storeys over a cellar and were divided into
several units of occupation. An English report of the much larger city of Paris
about 1250 noted that the houses there were three or four storeys high.?’

About 1300 medieval London reached a peak in size, and perhaps in aggre-
gate wealth, from which, like the country as a whole, it subsequently declined.
How large was London at that date? It is easier to demonstrate its exceptional
scale in relation to other English towns than to estimate its absolute size. About
1100, to judge from the 110 or so parish churches within the city alone, fiscal
indicators and mint outputs, London was about twice as populous and wealthy
as the next English town. Its standing increased, for by the early fourteenth
century it was five times wealthier than its nearest rival. London’s primacy index
(measuring its standing in relation to the next four cities) shows a similar trend,
moving from around 0.8 in the eleventh century to 1.8 in 1334, when the city
contained 1.9 per cent of English taxed wealth. The poll tax totals for 1377 indi-
cate that London then contained 1.7 per cent of the assessed population of
England: the proportion in 1300 may have been slightly lower, but that is far from

24 ]. Schofield, Medieval London Houses (New Haven, 1995), pp. 25—34; D. Keene, ‘Fire in London:
destruction and reconstruction, A.D. 982—1676’, in M. Korner, ed., Destruction and Reconstruction
of Towns: Destruction by Earthquakes, Fire and Water (Berne, 1999), pp. 187—211.

> G. Milne, Timber Building Techniques in London, c. goo—c. 1400 (LMAS Special Paper, 15, 1992).

2 D. Keene, ‘A new study of London before the Great Fire’, UHY (1984), 11—21; D. Keene,
Cheapside before the Great Fire (London, 1985); D. Keene and V. Harding, Historical Gazetteer of
London before the Great Fire, vol. 1: Cheapside (Cambridge, 1987), passim; Schofield et al., ‘Medieval
buildings’, 178—93; H. M. Chew and M. Weinbaum, eds., The London Eyre of 1244 (London
Record Society, 6, 1970), pp. 136—53.

27 H. T. Riley, ed., Munimenta Gildhallac Londoniensis (RS, 1859—62), vol. 1, pp. 469—70; H. R.
Luard, ed., Matthaei Parisiensis Monachi Sancta Albani, Chronica Majora (RS, 1872—83), vol. v,
p- 481.
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certain.?® London’s progress was almost certainly uneven. Some provincial ports
and commercial centres probably had faster rates of growth, especially during
the twelfth century, but there is no clear indication that at any stage London lost
ground to the major provincial towns, for the fiscal indicators are too irregular
and too subject to short-term political or military influences to provide more
than a broad indication of trends.?’

A dead-reckoning exercise based on property values and building densities in
the heart of the city and in at least one suburb suggests that in 1300 conditions
resembled those in 1550, when Londoners may have numbered about 80,000.
Comparison with estimates for other English cities, and estimates of the popu-
lation which could be sustained by the output of London’s agrarian hinterland
suggest that the population could have been that size or greater in 1300.%" By the
early sixteenth century a higher proportion of London’s assessed wealth lay in
extramural suburbs than had been the case in the early fourteenth, but that does
not necessarily indicate a comparable shift in the distribution of population.3!
Estimating the population of medieval English cities and that of the country as
a whole involves a wide margin of error. The poll tax figures provide the most
reliable indicator of proportions. Thus, in 1300 if London had a population of
50,000 then the population of England was 2.9 million, while if London con-
tained 80,000 inhabitants then England had 4.7 million, a national total which
is low by comparison with many recent estimates.*> Whatever the true figure,
London was certainly a major city of the Latin West: much smaller than Paris or
Milan, comparable to several of the greater Italian cities, and possibly larger than
Ghent or Cologne. London’s standing within Christian Europe had almost cer-
tainly been higher in 1100, when its merchants were more prominent. About
1200, when Paris was overtaking London and the Flemish cities were rivalling it

2 D. Keene, ‘Medieval London and its region’, L], 14 (1989), 99—111; B. M. S. Campbell, J. A.
Galloway, D. Keene and M. Murphy, A Medieval Capital and its Grain Supply (Historical
Geography Research Series, 30, London, 1993), pp. 9—1I1.

2 Biddle, ed., Winchester, pp. soo—1; J. E Hadwin, ‘The medieval lay subsidies and economic

history’, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 36 (1983), 200—17. A claim that London lost ground between 1213-14

and 1269 (P. Nightingale, “The growth of London in the medieval economy’, in R. Britnell and

J. Hatcher, eds., Progress and Problems in Medieval England (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 89—106) is dis-

ingenuous since consideration of the assessments for 1255 would lead to the opposite conclusion.

The exceptionally low level of London’s assessment in 1269 is to be explained by its separate pay-

ments to the king and the Lord Edward in that year, by its recent payment of a large fine after the

battle of Evesham, and by the departure of many Londoners with their goods so as to avoid taxa-
tion: T. Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus Liber: Cronica Maiorum et Vicecomitum Londoniarum

(Camden Society, 1846), pp. 80, 107, 124.

Campbell, Galloway, Keene and Murphy, Medieval Capital, pp. 435, 76—7.

See below, pp. 558, $76. Arguments in Nightingale, Medieval Mercantile Community, and

=3

31

Nightingale, ‘Growth of London’, concerning spatial shifts in population and wealth within the
city (not in themselves unlikely) misinterpret the evidence of property holding; the assertion there
that the population in 1300 was 60,000 may be correct, but has no particular support from the
evidence adduced. 32 See above, p. 103.
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in a way that they had not a century earlier, a contemporary who knew London’s
churches well said that they served 40,000 souls.*® As a population estimate that
is not unreasonable. It prompts speculation that in 1100 there had been at least
20,000 Londoners.

The most striking feature of London’s position within the English urban hier-
archy in 1300 was its extreme prominence and isolation. The nearest towns of
any size were 60 miles (97 km) away.** England’s second city, however defined,
was more than 100 miles (161 km) from London, and even on the most gener-
ous estimate did not exceed 30,000 inhabitants. Immediately accross the sea, by
contrast, there were four or five towns each with 30,000 or more inhabitants
lying within 60 miles of Ghent.*® Links between London and Flanders had long
been close. London is thus to be visualised in two contexts. In England it was a
primate city, distant from other major centres. Within that region unified by the
Channel and the southern part of the North Sea, on the other hand, London
was a large and relatively well-integrated participant in a highly urbanised
network of intensive production and exchange. London’s capacity for action in
these two spheres was one of its unique characteristics as an English city.

(111) COMMERCE AND MANUFAC TURES

Trade was the foundation of London’s power, and its share of English overseas
trade was always large. Growth of wool and grain exports to Flanders favoured
the east coast, and about 1200 London’s share of the trade handled by eastern
and south-eastern ports was probably not much greater than that of its nearest
rival. By 1300, however, following a recent shift, it handled about 35 per cent of
wool exports, and had perhaps doubled its share of overseas trade.*® London’s
commerce was a microcosm of that of the kingdom as a whole, but it was dis-
tinguished by the scale of the demand that its inhabitants made upon the produce
of the hinterland, by the wealth and status of the domestic consumers it sup-
plied, by its distributive role and by its situation in relation to European trade
routes on which Britain was the end of the line. It was the focus of a wide inter-
nal market for luxury goods. Around AD 1000, merchants were coming to
London from Rouen (bringing whale products and wine), France (perhaps
wine), Flanders (later, if not already, a source of woollen cloth), the Meuse valley
(probably copper alloys, metal goods, silks and spices) and Ponthieu (later a
source of agrarian produce, cloth and dyestuffs). The ‘men of the Emperor’,
trading along the Rhine, enjoyed a privileged position and imported spices, grey

33 Keene, ‘Medieval London’. 3 See below, pp. §56—62.

3 A. Derville, ‘Le nombre d’habitants des villes de I'Artois et de la Flandre Wallonne (1300-1450)’,
Revue du Nord, 65 (1983), 277—99; W. Prevenier, ‘La démographie des villes du comté de Flandre
au XllIe et XIVe siecles. Etat de la question. Essai d’interpretation’, Revue du Nord, 65 (1983),
255—75. 3 Nightingale, ‘Growth of London’.
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and brown cloth (probably linen), gloves and presumably wine. Wool and other
animal products were exported. Within a generation Scandinavia had probably
been drawn into London’s trade, and English merchants were active in northern
Italy. By the early twelfth century London’s spices and silks may have been sup-
plied by English and Lorraine merchants who visited north-western Spain, as
well as via Italy. London’s wool exports to Flanders were by then substantial, but
the export of English woollen cloth was also significant and was presumably
handled by, among others, the Englishmen and Londoners who by the 1170s
resided in Genoa and other Mediterranean ports. Lorraine merchants were
prominent in London, and a contemporary noted the numerous Germans
trading in the city. They brought wine, linens from Mainz and precious metals,
stones and cloth (probably including silks) from Constantinople and
Regensburg, a reference which suggests a supply route through Venice. They
also brought ‘mercery’, comprising spices and wax, along with fustian.?” London
perhaps handled a traffic in tin, serving both its own metalworkers and the needs
of Cologne and the Meuse valley.*® Under Angevin rule the bulk of London’s
wine came to be supplied from Poitou and Gascony, links which in the thir-
teenth century promoted more direct contact between London and the
Mediterranean. By the 1260s men from Cahors and Montpellier, Provengals and
Italians had come to play the dominant role. Some of these merchants, with
commercial interests extending from Italy to Norway, became major financiers
in the city. Genoese established a sea route by which they traded directly to
Flanders and London.*

Initially, merchants from outside the realm were confined to the waterfront
zone, and their period of residence was strictly limited. Before 1200 this neigh-
bourhood contained the ‘seamen’s church’and the famous cook shops which sup-
plied their needs, while not long afterwards bathhouses and brothels were among
services provided.* Such restrictions made it possible for the king’s officers

37 The key texts are a part of the law code known as IV Zthelred (A. J. Robertson, The Laws of the
Kings of England from Edmund to Henry I (Cambridge, 1925), pp. 72—3) and what appear to be early
twelfth-century regulations discussed in M. Bateson, ‘A London municipal collection of the reign
of John’, EHR, 17 (1902), 480—511, 70730, esp. 499—502. See also P. Nightingale, ‘The London
Pepperers’ Guild and some twelfth-century trading links with Spain’, Bull.IHR, $8 (1985),
123—32; Sawyer, ‘Anglo-Scandinavian trade’; A. Sutton, ‘Mercery through four centuries,
11308—. 1500°, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 41 (1997), 100—25.

A. Joris, La ville de Huy au moyen dge: des origines a la fin du XIVe siecle (Paris, 1959), pp. 242—4,
266; D. Keene, ‘Metalworking in medieval London: an historical survey’, J of the Historical
Metallurgy Society, 30/2 (1996), 95—102.

3 Brooke and Keir, London 8001216, p. 266; T. H. Lloyd, Alien Merchants in England in the High
Middle Ages (Brighton and New York, 1982); Nightingale, Medieval Mercantile Community, pp.
61-80, 104—5; D. Keene, “William Servat’, New DNB (forthcoming).

D. Keene, ‘Du seuil de la cité a la formation d’une économie morale: I'environment hanséatique

38

a Londres, 1100—-1600’, in M. Aymard, J. Bottin and D. Calabi, eds., Les étrangers dans la ville (Paris,
1999), Pp. 409—24.
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effectively to exercise royal rights of pre-emption and to collect tolls. Moreover,
they reserved the distributive trade within the city and beyond to Londoners and
other Englishmen. By the 11205 London merchants appeared with luxury goods
at the major provincial fairs, a role in which they remained prominent until the
fairs’ decline in the late thirteenth century. Some groups of aliens obtained priv-
ileges in the city. By the early twelfth century Danish and Norwegian traders had
special rights of residence, and the Scandinavian cultural presence in London was
strong, at least during the eleventh century.*! Jews were present before 1100, and
with the support of the early Norman kings had by the r120s established a Jewish
quarter close to Cheapside and the heart of the city’s money market, in which
they were to be important players up to ¢. 1250.*> Rouen merchants had rights
in London and other English markets by 1066, and Henry 1II at the opening of
his reign granted similar privileges to the men of St-Omer. In the 1170s the king
confirmed the men of Cologne in possession of their house on the river front-
age, perhaps because of their role in the renewed flow of silver from Germany.
From the mid-thirteenth century onwards Liibeck merchants active in the Baltic
trade also used the property. The neighbourhood acquired a cluster of German,
Flemish and Brabantine residents, while nearby there was an equally distinctive
group of Gascons and southern Frenchmen primarily engaged in the wine trade.
Some merchants from overseas acquired citizenship of London.** The principle
of containing the visiting traders on the river frontage, or as lodgers in the houses
of native citizens, broke down from the mid-thirteenth century onwards, espe-
cially as a small number of exceptionally wealthy Provencal and Italian merchants
acquired houses close to the inland commercial heart of the city. Crown support
for these outsiders, who provided vital services for the powerful, became one of
the many bones of contention between king and citizens.** The cosmopolitan
element in the population was a recognised characteristic of London and was cer-

4

Bateson, ‘Municipal collection’, s00, 502; Brooke and Keir, London 800-1216, pp. 138—42;
Nightingale, ‘London Pepperers’ Guild’; Nightingale, Medieval Mercantile Community, pp. 323,
106—7.

42 J. Hillaby, ‘The London Jewry: William I to John’, Jewish Historical Studies, 33 (1992—4), 1—44; J.
Hillaby, ‘London: the 13th-century Jewry revisited’, Jewish Historical Studies, 32 (1990—2), 89—158;
R. Stacey, ‘Jewish lending and the medieval English economy’, in R. H. Britnell and B. M. S.
Campbell, eds., A Commercialising Economy (Manchester, 1995), pp. 78—101; R. C. Stacey, Politics,
Policy, and Finance under Henry III, 1216—1245 (Oxford, 1987), pp. 154—9.

# Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 265, 269—70; E. Perroy, ‘Le commerce anglo-flamand au

Xllle siecle: la Hanse flamande de Londres’, Revue historique, 252 (1974), 3—18; Spufford, Money,

pp. 109-13; Keene, ‘New discoveries’; Keene, ‘Du seuil de la cité’; Keene, ‘Servat’.

Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus, p. 118; G. Williams, Medieval London (London, 1963), pp.

109—10, 117-18, 250—7 (all statements in this work should be treated with caution); Nightingale,

4

x

Medieval Mercantile Community, pp. 916, 117-19; D. Keene, “Wardrobes in the city: houses of
consumption, finance and power’, in M. Prestwich, R. Britnell and R. Frame, eds., Thirteenth-
Century England, VII (Woodbridge, 1999), pp. 61—79.
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tainly more prominent than in other towns.*> Even so, those born overseas are
likely to have represented less than a tenth of the city’s population and most of
them were probably humble immigrants from the Low Countries largely invis-
ible in the records.*

London’s merchants remained active abroad, although their share of the city’s
overseas trade is difficult to estimate. At the end of the century English mer-
chants handled about 6o per cent of the city’s wool exports, of which Londoners
were perhaps responsible for half (i.e. 30 per cent of the total); Italians may have
handled 20 per cent of the total; and the remainder was in the hands of German
and Low Countries merchants. Before the dispute with Flanders in the 1270s
Flemings had perhaps handled more than the Londoners. A tallage levied in 1304
points to the aliens’ greater dominance of the city’s economy overall: 60 per cent
by value of the assessed chattels (perhaps predominantly money and stock in
trade, both imported and for export) in the city was in the hands of a few mer-
chants from the Mediterranean, and a further 7 per cent was in the possession of
other aliens.*’ In the twelfth century and earlier the Londoners’ share of the city’s
trade was probably much larger. London’s exports were now more than ever
dominated by wool destined mainly for Flanders.* Animal products, perhaps
especially cheese and hides, were also significant exports, along with tin, pewter
and sea coal. Corn, in which there was a substantial export trade from some
English ports, was not a significant export from London, reflecting the large
demand of its inhabitants.*’ To judge from the available information, which
mostly concerns goods handled by aliens and purchases for the royal household,
London’s imports were dominated by cloth, mercery (principally fine textiles)
and wine, while furs, copper, spices, iron, steel, weapons and armour represented
the next largest categories by value. Since the twelfth century London had jeal-
ously protected its market in woad and other imported raw materials for cloth
finishing, which sustained the city’s industry and its distributive trade. Fish,
including stockfish from Norway, was another large category but cannot readily
be valued.’ Between the eleventh and the late thirteenth century, as London
was drawn into an expanding and progressively more integrated European
market for raw materials and manufactured products, it seems that Londoners
lost a share of their city’s growing overseas trade, above all to Italians.

# Luard, ed., Chronica Majora, 1v, p. 531, V, pp. 245—6.

4 The pattern of immigration probably resembled that of the fifteenth century: J. L. Bolton, ed.,

The Alien Communities of London in the Fifteenth Century (Stamford, 1998), esp. pp. 8-10.

47 T. H. Lloyd, The English Wool Ttade in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1977), pp. 51, $6-8, 123; Lloyd,
Alien Merchants, pp. 229—3.

* Nightingale, ‘Growth of London’, pp. 93—4; cf. Lloyd, Wool Tiade, p. 123.

4 PRO E122/68/18, 22, 23; E122/69/2; Campbell, Galloway, Keene and Murphy, Medieval Capital,
pp- 27, 181. 0 Bateson, ‘Municipal collection’, 725; Lloyd, Alien Merchants, pp. 53—4.
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London was also by far the largest English centre for manufactures. Broadly,
the distribution of its recorded crafts resembled that of other large towns.>! Such
a notion of occupational structure, however, does not provide the most useful
insight into London’s workshops: relatively few recorded Londoners had occu-
pational names, which in any case are imperfect indicators of practice. Moreover,
even around 1300, at least 80 per cent of the London workforce remains invis-
ible, lacking the resources to be caught by tax listings (but not to be defined as
impoverished on that account), not being within the franchise of the city, or
excluded from view by virtue of their status as wives or servants. In addition,
many lived on the fringes of the city and came in daily to trade or labour.
Nevertheless, it is clear that London’s size and wealth supported a greater variety
of crafts, and more specialised activity within individual sectors, than elsewhere.
Thus, around 1300, when it is possible roughly to compare London with cities
such as Winchester, York, Norwich or Paris, the numbers of recorded occupa-
tions seems to have been in proportion to those cities’ size. In the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries London’s character as a site for conspicuous consumption
promoted crafts where there was a high input of skill using valuable raw mate-
rials. The national role of London goldsmiths and die-cutters demonstrates that
this had been the case since the eleventh century.®? In the thirteenth century this
group of London craftsmen, along with other metalworkers, painters, embroi-
derers and sculptors, continued to meet the highest European standards.>?
London was also the site of simpler, but large-scale, manufacturing processes. In
the thirteenth century the cheap cloth commissioned from the city’s weavers by
the burellers of Candlewick Street was widely distributed. A short distance away
on the waterfront there was massive and sustained capital investment in the cloth-
dyeing industry.>* Tanners’ yards occupied large areas outside the walls.>

51 E. M. Veale, ‘Craftsmen and the economy of London in the fourteenth century’, in A. E. J.

Hollaender and W. Kellaway, eds., Studies in London History Presented to Philip Edmund Jones
(London, 1969), pp. 133—51; D. Keene, ‘Continuity and development in urban trades: problems
of concepts and the evidence’, in P. J. Corfield and D. Keene, eds., Work in Towns, 850—1850
(Leicester, 1990), pp. 1-16, esp. p. 7; E. Miller and J. Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce
and Crafts, 1086—1348 (London, 1995), pp. 324—7.

Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 93—4, 283; P. Nightingale, ‘Some London moneyers and
reflections on the organization of English mints in the eleventh and twelfth centuries’, Numismatic
Chronicle, 142 (1982), 34—s0; C. E. Challis, ed., A New History of the Royal Mint (Cambridge,
1992), pp. 78—9, ITI1-12.

J. Alexander and P. Binski, eds., Age of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England (London, 1987), pp.
1013, 115, 133, 152, 159—60, 167, 172, 273.

E. M. Carus-Wilson, Medieval Merchant Venturers (London, 1954), pp. 213—14, 217—20; D. Keene,
Survey of Medieval Winchester (Winchester Studies, 2, Oxford, 1985), vol. 11, pp. 1097-8; Schofield,
London Houses, pp. 218—19.
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% D. Keene, ‘Tanners’ widows, 1300—1350’, in C. M. Barron and A. E Sutton, eds., Medieval London

Widows, 1300—1500 (London, 1994), pp. 1—27.
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The occupational and social topography of the city® reflected the interaction
between demands for space and successive stages in manufacture and distribution.
London contained by far the largest and most sophisticated system of this kind in
Britain. There were distinct neighbourhoods characterised by interdependent
commodity markets and manufacturing crafts which formed extended ‘commu-
nities of skill’. Key nodes for the exchange of information — especially in
Cheapside, but also around Queenhithe, London Bridge, Billingsgate and
Gracechurch — co-ordinated the requirements of householders, craftsmen, mer-
chants, shoppers and aristocratic consumers, as well as markets in money and
labour.”” This system, embodying much social capital, was largely created over the
three centuries up to 1300, and its influence was still apparent at the end of the
twentieth century. London’s retail trade was large. Shops are recorded in several
English cities in the twelfth century, but only in London do we find the recognised
profession of ‘shopkeeper’, one whose main business was the display and sale of
goods. Many shops were devoted to both manufacture and distribution, but the
extent of the space in Cheapside which in the thirteenth century was devoted to
minute permanent trading sites in the street, in shops, and in the selds (bazaars)
behind the shops, indicate that specialised retailing employed hundreds, if not
thousands, of people, including many women. This and the archaeological evi-
dence for the manufacture and use of cheap, serially-produced items of personal
adornment indicates that the city contained a mass market for consumer products,
perhaps from the eleventh century onwards, and certainly on a large scale by 1300.%®

Supplying the basic needs of the population occupied a major share of the city’s
effort, as occupations and street-names show. London was notable for the multi-
plicity of its food markets: within the walls and without, near the river and inland,
and to east and west of Walbrook.* Taverns, especially around Cheapside and near
the waterfront, supplied large quantities of wine to consumers. Of high architec-
tural quality, they were important meeting places for the elite. London had more
taverns and brewers than any other English city. The exceptional scale of its trade
in drink is also apparent in the substantial brewhouses, run by professional brewers,

which by about 1300 had emerged in central commercial districts.®

5 E. Ekwall, ed., Tivo Early London Subsidy Rolls (Lund, 1951), provides the best impression.
57 A. Sutton, ‘The silent years of London guild history before 1300: the case of the mercers’, HR,
71 (1998), 121—41; Keene, ‘Tanners’ widows’; Keene, ‘Metalworking’; Keene, “Wardrobes’.

3 D. Keene, ‘Shops and shopping in medieval London’, in L. Grant, ed., Medieval Art, Architecture
and Archaeology in London (British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions for 1984,
1990), pp. 20—46; G. Egan and E Pritchard, Dress Accessories, ¢. 1150—. 1450 (Medieval Finds from
Excavations in London, 3, London, 1993), esp. pp. viii—ix.

% V. Harding, ‘The London food markets’, in I. Archer, C. Barron and V. Harding, eds., Hugh Alley’s
Caveat: The Markets of London in 1598 (London Topographical Society, 137, 1988), pp. 1-15;
Campbell, Galloway, Keene and Murphy, Medieval Capital, pp. 24—31, 81—107.

Keene, Survey, 1, pp. 277; Keene, ‘Wardrobes’. Keene and Harding, Cheapside, nos. 11/8, 10;

95/2—5, 18; 104/13, 20, 29—30, 32; 105/8, 11, 13—16, 19, 26; 145/1B, 36—7, 39.
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The city authorities carefully regulated its internal market in grain, but there
is little evidence that the mass of Londoners routinely suffered shortages. By
contrast, the supply of wood fuel was more constrained and there are signs that
London was on the verge of experiencing the type of fuel crisis which was to
occur after 1550. There were, however, some years in which corn was in
extremely short supply. In crisis years, such as 1258 and 1316-17, foodstuffs
flowed into the city, where merchants stockpiled them so as to command the
highest price. The poor flowed after them, seeking relief and, as in 1258, died
in thousands in the streets.®! London thus offered unique opportunities to gain
reputation and grace through charity. The poor and disadvantaged were highly
visible in distinctive locations: at Cripplegate (first recorded by name ¢. 1000),
and later flowing through the streets towards distributions of doles, sometimes
dying in the crush. Royal purchases of cheap cloth, shoes and food for the poor
injected large sums into the city’s workshops and markets. From about 1100
onwards the foundation of hospitals for the poor and the sick became a form of’
religious patronage in which magnates and the citizens developed complemen-
tary roles.®?

London imparted a strong identity to its hinterland. That part of Mercia taken
over by Wessex in 911 was described as ‘the lands which belonged to’ London
and Oxford. Under Athelstan the city was the focus of a peace guild which
served a territory extending well beyond the diocese. Those rural estates which
in the eleventh century included property in London indicate that links between
the city and the surrounding countryside were especially close within a radius of
about 20 miles (32 km). Twelfth-century Londoners enjoyed hunting rights even
further afield, although later they were limited to Middlesex.®* By 1300 the city’s
demands had had strong influence on patterns in horticulture, woodland man-
agement and grain production within a region extending up to 50 miles (80 km)
from the city where water transport was available and 25 miles when it was not,
while the networks which supplied the city’s livestock markets were more wide-
ranging. Within this region small towns specialised in serving the London
market, while rural and small-town industries also came to depend heavily on
entrepreneurs and consumers in the city. The London market thus promoted

' H. R. Luard, ed., Annales Monastici (RS, 1864—9), vol. 1, p. 166; Campbell, Galloway, Keene and
Murphy, Medieval Capital, pp. 69, 89—90; J. A. Galloway, D. Keene and M. Murphy, ‘Fuelling the
city: production and distribution of firewood and fuel in London’s region, 1290-1400’, Ec. HR,
49 (1996), 447—72; W. C. Jordan, The Great Famine: Northern Europe in the Early Fourteenth Century
(Princeton, 1996), pp. 156—62, 173—4.

2 Ekwall, ed., Subsidy Rolls, p. 80; Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 314—37.

9 D. Whitelock, ed., English Historical Documents, vol. 1: 5001042, 2nd edn (London, 1979), pp.
423—7; E M. Stenton, ‘Norman London’, in D. M. Stenton, ed., Preparatory to Anglo-Saxon
England (Oxford, 1970), pp. 23—47, esp. pp. 24—s; H. C. Darby and E. M. J. Campbell, eds., The
Domesday Geography of South-East England (Cambridge, 1962), pp. 132—3; W. Illingworth and
J. Caley, eds., Rotuli Hundredorum (London, 1812—18), vol. 1, p. 419.
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distinctive agrarian and industrial landscapes within a hinterland shaped largely
by the lines of communication and by transport costs.®*

Londoners regularly traded even further afield, at the great provincial fairs, at
Yarmouth for herring, at Lynn and Hull for stockfish and Baltic goods, at
Newecastle for the coal which by 1200 already made a significant contribution to
the city’s fuel supply, and in Norfolk for the light textiles which they sold in
London and exported thence. London had a particularly close relationship with
Canterbury and ports on the Strait of Dover.®> The flow of people to London
was shaped by these commercial links. Around 1300 London’s migration field
was by far the most extensive for any English city. Immigrants from the East
Midlands and Norfolk were especially numerous, showing that local population
densities could be as significant as trade for the composition of the metropolitan
population.®® The impact of the city is also apparent from the way in which
Londoners turn up overseas. In the twelfth century they were prominent as cru-
saders and pilgrims, and resided in Genoa.®” A London vintner, returning from
Jerusalem in 1180, founded a college for clerks in Paris, a city where a century
later people ‘of London’ were the largest group named by association with any
town.®® In thirteenth-century Dublin Londoners were a major force in the
project to impose English civilisation on Ireland.®

(1v) POWER AND GOVERNMENT

London was likewise a source of order in home affairs. In the twelfth century the
‘customs of London’, or those ‘of London and Winchester’, set standards for other
towns.”® Those customs were well established ¢. 1000, when Londoners reported
some of them to a royal inquiry. By that date London had taken precedence over

% See below, pp. 563—4.

% Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus, p. 79; H. E. Butler, ed., The Chronicle of Jocelin of Brakelond
(London, 1949), pp. 75—7; Williams, Medieval London, pp. 161—5; Keene, ‘Medieval London’; A. E
Sutton, ‘The early linen and worsted industries of Norfolk and the evolution of the London
mercers’ company’, Norfolk Archaeology, 40 (1987-9), 201—25; Nightingale, Medieval Mercantile
Community, pp. 29—30; Galloway, Keene and Murphy, ‘Fuelling the city’. See below, pp. 550, 580—1.
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of English Surnames (London, 1967), pp. 345—51 and fig. 1v; P. McClure, ‘Patterns of migration in
the late middle ages: the evidence of English place-name surnames’, Ec. HR, 2nd series, 32 (1979),
167—-82; Rosser, Medieval Westminster, pp. 183—6; Carlin, Southwark, pp. 144-8.
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C. W. David, ed., De Expugnatione Lyxbonensi (New York, 1936), pp. 55—7; Brooke and Keir,
London 800—1216, pp. 270—1.

 H. Rashdall, The Universities of Europe in the Middle Ages, ed. E M. Powicke and A. B. Emden,
(Oxford, 1936), vol. 1, pp. s01—2; Keene, ‘Medieval London’, 105.

% J.A. Watt, ‘Dublin in the thirteenth century: the making of a colonial capital city’, in P. R. Coss
and S. D. Lloyd, eds., Thirteenth Century England, I (Woodbridge, 1986), pp. 150~7; P. Connolly
and G. Martin, eds., The Dublin Guild Merchant Roll, ¢. 1190—1265 (Dublin, 1992).
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Winchester in setting the English system of measurement, and its court of
Husting, later the focus of the city’s jurisdiction in all matters concerning land and
trade, set the national weight standard for silver. The ultimate authority for the
customs of the city was the larger assembly, the folkmoot, which met three times
a year in St Paul’s churchyard.”! That site, adjoining Cheapside, the early bullion
market and the likely site of the royal palace, demonstrates the close association
between the citizen assembly and the heart of power. By the twelfth century the
Husting, an indoor assembly, met weekly, perhaps usually at the Guildhall which
can first be identified at that time. Set back from the main areas of business, the
Guildhall may have had a link with an earlier site of public authority.”> The con-
tinuity in the character of London’s customary regulations between the eleventh
and the thirteenth century is testimony to their strength. Another important sign
of the Londoners’ cohesiveness is the guild of leading citizens, the cnihtas, whose
rights and laws, said to extend back to the days of King Edgar, were confirmed by
King Edward in 1042x%44. Fifteen of their descendants in 1125 collectively
assigned those rights, which included ward jurisdiction (covering defence, public
order, sanitation and fiscal matters) in the suburb outside Aldgate, to the newly
founded priory within. William the Conqueror’s confirmation of the Londoners
in their rights and customs is the earliest English civic charter.” Such rights and
customs were not unique, but in London were exceptionally well secured. The
care which monarchs took to acknowledge them demonstrates the degree to
which they valued the city as a source of goods, money, armed men and popular
acclaim. Indeed, the significance of London for its stock of armour and the power
of its army recurs as a theme between the eleventh century and the later thir-
teenth.”* Londoners were perceived, by themselves and others, as ‘the chief men
of the realm’, and there was substance behind their claim in times of crisis to elect
the king.”® Throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the monarch’s rela-
tions with London set the tone for those with other English cities.

The strength of London also resided in those ‘chief men’ who regularly acted
for the city in a variety of ways from the mid-eleventh century onwards.
Powertul individuals and families can readily be identified, but it is far from clear

7

Biddle, ed., Winchester, pp. §56—7; Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, p. 249; Nightingale, ‘Court
of Husting’.

72 W. D. Macray, ed., Chronicon Abbatiae Rameseiensis (RS, 1886), pp. 248—9; BAHT, 1, pp. 23—4;
C. M. Barron, The Medieval Guildhall of London (London, 1974), pp. 15—18; N. Bateman, ‘The
London ampbhitheatre’, Current Archaeology, 12 (1994), 164—71.

Stenton, ‘Norman London’, pp. 25, 32—3; E E. Harmer, ed., Anglo-Saxon Writs (Manchester,
1952), pp. 231—4.

Stenton, ‘Norman London’, pp. 28—9; Lawson, Cnut, p. 37; R. Johnston, ed., Jordan Fantosme’s

7

)

7

X

Chronicle (Oxford, 1981), p. 121; Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus, pp. 61—2.

M. McKisack, ‘London and the succession to the crown during the middle ages’, in R. W. Hunt,
W. A. Pantin and R. W. Southern, eds., Studies in Medieval History Presented to Frederick Maurice
Powicke (Oxford, 1948), pp. 76—89.

7

S

204

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



London from the post-Roman period to 1300

how many they may have been in addition to the twenty-four aldermen of the
wards, who first become visible as a coherent group during the twelfth century.
Twelve ‘better citizens’ spoke with William Rufus at the beginning of his reign.
In the twelfth century the terms ‘barons’, ‘citizens’, ‘nobles’ and probi homines of
London appear at times to have been interchangeable and perhaps sometimes
denoted that large number of inhabitants who assembled in the folkmoot. But
the terms could also denote more restricted groups, and eventually the ‘barons’
came to be equated with the aldermen.”® A London group equivalent to the
committee of ‘better burgesses’ summoned at Winchester in ¢. 1110 would have
contained some 300 individuals, 7 per cent of householders.”” From the accounts
of meetings in the thirteenth century, it seems that even greater numbers of
Londoners (sometimes both men and women) met to do city business or to legit-
imate royal action. In 1258 an assembly of 864 men (possibly 7 per cent of house-
holders) representing the wards was called to St Paul’s for an inquiry into tallage
assessments. That group appears to have been smaller than the universa communi-
tas or the populus of London which at that time gathered in the folkmoot and
elsewhere.”® Throughout the thirteenth century, and especially during its last
decades, ad hoc bodies of between 24 and about 100 individuals, representing the
citizens as a whole and sometimes made up of the ‘wealthier and wiser men’
from each ward, met in conjunction with the aldermen, while the assemblies
which ‘received’ the newly elected sheriffs could number around 300. Such
loosely defined groups were perhaps equivalent to the magnates or viri discreti who
earlier in the century had believed that they alone were capable of running the
city’s affairs and of maintaining its dignity. Eventually they took shape as the
Common Council.”’

In twelfth-century sources the landowning and official concerns of the leading
citizens predominate, but some individual cases and what we know of the pattern
of London’s growth suggest that, as for their successors, the basis of their influence
lay in commerce.®’ Prominent citizens were men, and occasionally widows, who
invested heavily in large-scale trade and who had key roles in the money market.
A major source of business was the supply of high-value imports and more basic
goods and services to the magnates who maintained bases in London, although
the significance of those clients is exaggerated by the survival of records.
Nevertheless, such connections played an important part in mercantile and civic

76 Stenton, ‘Norman London’, pp. 40—1; J. Tait, The Medieval English Borough (Manchester, 1936),
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success, leading to commissions to act in household management, building pro-
jects and diplomacy, and to offices in the management of coinage or in local
administration. Members of some London-based mercantile families in the
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries had spectacular curial careers, rising to high
positions in Church and state.®! Among that minority of thirteenth-century alder-
men for whom an occupation is recorded, the trades of draper, goldsmith and
mercer clearly predominated. Towards the end of the century pepperers gained
minor prominence in the group, but the trade in spices had long been important
for leading Londoners and narrow specialism by commodity was not characteris-
tic of leading merchants. Aldermen are also known to have sold wine and cloth
and to have exported wool.*?

Leading Londoners had large rent rolls in the city, and also land and country
residences in the Home Counties or further afield. Landed and mercantile inter-
ests were closely intertwined, and it is likely that as in later centuries some
leading merchant families had a landed origin. Several of those active in coinage
and the exchange had property in Kent and Canterbury.®> The London proper-
ties were commonly clustered near the principal residence. The city place-names
Sabelinesbury and Bucklersbury commemorated such establishments of power-
ful twelfth-century families.3* Parish churches, often proprietary churches asso-
ciated with the residence, could be highly valued components of these estates,
for which they might serve as administrative centres.®® Some leading families
were active in the city over many generations. One, engaged in moneying and
luxury trade both within and outside the city, owning land in several counties,
and including a canon of St Paul’s among its members, can be traced in London
from perhaps the beginning of the eleventh century to the mid-twelfth. The
descent of the Cornhills runs from before 1100 well into the thirteenth century.®
Other families with equally long careers as officeholders expressed their sense of
identity through naming patterns and intermarriage. Yet the terms ‘dynastic’ and
‘patrician’ sometimes used to characterise the leading families in this period, in
contrast to those of succeeding centuries, convey a misleading sense of the rigid-
ity of London’s social life, above all when invoked in explanations of civic pol-
itics.%” It is clear, for example, that aldermanic office was not restricted to a closed
group, and that the families of many leading men were prominent only for a

81 E Barlow, Thomas Becket (London, 1986); DNB, s.n. Henry de Loundres.
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short time. Moreover, the identification of individuals, their connections and
even the significance of personal-names are more uncertain than often has been
implied.

City property holding looms large in our knowledge of prominent
Londoners. That reflects the survival of evidence, but in 1300 land, houses and
rents probably contributed more to the wealth and longevity of leading London
families than later. It made sense to retain control of sites in an expanding city.
In the very different circumstances of the later middle ages, city property was
perhaps less the generator of wealth which it may once have been. Lands and
rents in London, however, were not the preserve of a secular elite, for a large
share of the total rental of the city contributed to the incomes of religious insti-
tutions, while small rents were a vital financial resource for artisans and shop-
keepers. Overall, London’s property market was characterised by a fluidity and
a sustained concentration of high value, which far exceeded those in any other
English city.®®

Londoners formed many group loyalties. Little is known of the secular func-
tions of the city’s 110 parish churches before 1300, but they probably played an
important part in neighbourhood association, especially in the crowded heart of
the city where some parishes contained fewer than fifty families. In John’s reign
the parishes within each ward were units of assembly for the city’s army.®
Twelfth-century Londoners formed fraternal organisations. Eighteen illicit
guilds reported in 1179—80 covered a wide range in wealth and social standing:
each had its alderman, at least four were associated with crafts, and the five bridge
guilds had presumably been founded to support the rebuilding of London
Bridge. Other guilds achieved public recognition. At least three twelfth-century
artisan guilds enjoyed a more or less continuous existence into the fourteenth
century. Guilds of weavers, bakers and, by the mid-thirteenth century, fish-
mongers exercised a regulatory authority, delegated by the crown, over those
vital trades. Well before 1200 the saddlers’ guild worshipped in the collegiate
church of St Martin le Grand, close to the main focus of their trade. Tanners
ceased to use their guildhall within Bishopsgate before 1190, but continued to
maintain a society for the protection of their commercial interests until after
1350. The craft associations for which records proliferate from the 1260s onwards
had deep roots in city life.”

City government derived its authority from the crown. Royal reeves had a
recorded presence in the city from the seventh century onwards. They supervised
the citizens’ assemblies as well as the collection of the king’s socage (elsewhere

8 D. Keene, ‘Landlords, the property market and urban development in medieval England’, in E E.
Eliassen and G. A. Ersland, eds., Power, Profit and Urban Land (Aldershot, 1996), pp. 92—119.
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usually described as landgable), profits of jurisdiction and the tolls due at the city
gates, in the markets and at several points along the river, all revenues later con-
tributing to the city’s farm. From the eleventh century onwards they adminis-
tered London and Middlesex together, and so came to be known as sheriffs rather
than portreeves. By 1129 it was the practice for Londoners to participate in the
choice of sheriffs. The farm for which the sheriffs were responsible amounted to
well over £ 500 a year for much of the twelfth century and the bureaucratic

element in the city’s government was substantial.”’

Regalian interests were dele-
gated to other bodies and officials. Significantly, in view of its earlier association
with the ealdorman of Mercia, the large toll revenue from Queenhithe was kept
separate from the farm.?? The king’s chamberlain of London, who supervised
purchases for the king and exercised a jurisdiction over alien merchants, occu-
pied an important independent position in the governance of the city and may
at first have been closely associated with the palace.”® Effectively to deal with
London the king needed a powerful representative on the spot. Up to the twelfth
century the bishop often served in that role. In the mid-eleventh century a staller,
a nobleman in the royal household, was sometimes associated with the control of
the city, where he stood after the bishop but above the reeves and leading citi-
zens. After 1100 the justice of London, close to the king and at times also
described as sheriff, occupied a similar position. Some justices also controlled
several counties around the city. The small size of the pool of individuals and fam-
ilies from which sheriffs were chosen under Henry II suggests a similar intention
to maintain a close link between the crown and a trustworthy group of city
governors. The Norman castles also expressed the royal need to control the city.
The lord of Baynard’s Castle, as hereditary leader of the militia, had an influential
role in city affairs. The Tower of London, erected in 1067, was thereafter enlarged
and elaborated as both a symbol and an instrument of royal power. At several
moments of crisis in the thirteenth century the king took the city into his hands
and delivered it into the control of the constable of the Tower.”*

When the king was in urgent need of cash or when his authority was chal-
lenged on the national stage, the Londoners’ strength and cohesiveness enabled
them to assert their power. Critical episodes were marked by their communal
oaths sworn under Stephen and early in the reign of Richard I. The commune

91 Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 193—7, 212, 220; Reynolds, ‘Rulers’; S. Reynolds, “The
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of 1191 was quickly followed by the emergence of the mayor and the negotia-
tion of a new relationship between the customary authority of the citizens and
the royal governance of the city. The mayor embodied the interests of those
powerful citizens who cast themselves as the leaders of London, but at the same
time met the king’s long-standing need for a stable institution through which he
could address the many confusing interests within the city. London’s mayoralty
set a precedent soon followed in other English cities. Eventually, the office
became the most important expression of the citizens’ competence to run their
own affairs under the king, and the office of sheriff came to be a duty rather than
a source of power.”

Twelfth- and thirteenth-century London contained a honeycomb of separate
jurisdictional interests in addition to those exercised on behalf of the crown. The
most notable were the enclaves represented by the precincts of the religious
houses. Less distinct were those blocks of land or rights enjoyed by powerful
lords to whom the king had ceded rights represented by the term soke. The
king’s own soke included the public streets and those private properties where
he retained a socage rent. Within the other sokes the jurisdiction of royal or civic
officers was subject to restriction. The term soke, however, could also denote
jurisdictions such as those exercised by the aldermen within the wards or by a
craft over the practice of its trade, and sometimes simply denoted a unit of land
and rent. The customs of London in land tenure and in other matters, as admin-
istered through the folkmoot and Husting, also applied within the sokes. Thus
during the later twelfth and the thirteenth centuries, as the royal courts increased
their strength and as the citizen body gained in coherence and capacity for
action, the sokes lost the independence they had once enjoyed.”®

From 1200 onwards the idea of unified civic administration in London came
increasingly to supersede that of governance by a multiplicity of officials and
institutions under the king. Civic government became increasingly elaborate.
Courts under the mayor and under the sheriffs split off from Husting, providing
more frequent and specialised sessions for the settlement of disputes, especially
concerning trade. Record keeping became more prevalent. By 1200 an elaborate
system for assessing the citizens’ contributions to taxation according to the value
and quality of their houses had come into being, and it was later the practice to
archive the assessment rolls. Enrolment in the court of Husting of deeds and
bequests concerning land in the city had begun by 1252, while twenty years
earlier a public record of apprenticeships and admissions to the franchise had
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been established. New series of records proliferated during the strong mayoral
and royal regimes of the last quarter of the century.”’

As the mayoralty emerged, friction between more powerful and less powerful
groups acquired a new focus. During the 1190s the levies which their leaders
imposed on Londoners in order to meet royal financial demands prompted
violent opposition under the spirited leadership of William fitz Osbert whose
story, both as told by contemporaries and as reshaped in the mid-thirteenth
century, throws much light on the realities and perceptions of city politics.”®
Thirteenth-century civic quarrels had similar roots, especially during the 1240s
and 1250s when King Henry III, having exhausted other sources, began heavily
to tax the city.”” Many equated the mayoralty with an oppressive regime of alder-
men and city magnates. The cross-cutting interests and alignments of families and
individuals during these turmoils cannot readily be disentangled. Nevertheless,
lineage, differences between established families and newcomers, the distribution
of wealth, control of commerce and the workforce, and access to the patronage
of the king and other powerful figures all played a part in promoting the violent
struggles which broke out, above all at moments of national crisis. Sworn asso-
ciations for the protection of group interests against the powerful were formed,
said individually to contain hundreds, or thousands, of members. Strife often
focused on the tendency of the powerful to oftf-load their share of the tax burden
on to the poor. A related issue concerned the attempts by mercantile and entre-
preneurial groups to organise craft production so as to meet their particular needs.
These threatened both the profit of individual artisans and their collective regu-
latory powers. From the latter part of Henry IIT’s reign onwards civic conflict thus
tended to focus on issues concerning the crafts, while the crown’s increasingly
close relationship with alien merchants contributed to the tension. As in other
English cities, the 1260s and early 1270s were especially critical, and groups were
formed which tended to line up with the protagonists in national politics. Two
mayors associated with ‘popular’ regimes granted regulatory privileges to large
numbers of crafts, suppressed under subsequent mayors more closely aligned with
aldermanic authority and the king.!” The problems were not resolved, however,

7 Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus, pp. 31—2; W. Cunningham, The Growth of English Industry and
Commerce during the Early and Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1890), pp. $42—3; Bateson, ‘Municipal col-
lection’, s08—10; A. H. Thomas, ed., Calendar of Early Mayor’s Court Rolls Preserved among the Archives
of the City of London at the Guildhall (Cambridge, 1924), pp. vii—xlv; Thomas, ed., Plea and Memoranda
Rolls, p. xxx; Williams, Medieval London, pp. 77—84; G. Martin, ‘The registration of deeds of title
in the medieval borough’, in D. A. Bullough and R. L. Storey, eds., The Study of Medieval Records:
Essays in Honour of Kathleen Major (Oxford, 1971), pp. 151—93; D. Keene and V. Harding, A Survey
of Documentary Sources for Property Holding in London before the Great Fire (London Record Society,
22, 1985), pp. 2—5- % D. Keene, ‘William FitzOsbert’, New DNB (forthcoming).

Cf. Luard, ed., Chronica Majora, v, p. 49.

The lively account in Williams, Medieval London, contains many errors and forces the recorded
events into a preconceived pattern. A useful approach is to compare the differing contemporary
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and the position of craft guilds in relation to the franchise and government of the

city remained at issue into the fourteenth century.!%!

(V) CULTURAL IDENTITY AND THE EMERGENCE OF THE
CAPITAL

Struggles such as these sharpened the cultural and political profile of the city. In
the eleventh century London’s cultural identity seems relatively unformed, cer-
tainly by comparison with royal and ecclesiastical centres such as Winchester or
Canterbury. Thus in 1100, despite its size and wealth, the city had only one
major religious institution within its limits and only three more (two of them
recently established) in the immediate vicinity. By 1200, however, London and
its environs, with eighteen important religious houses, including seven hospitals,
had conclusively emerged as the pre-eminent English concentration of innova-
tive religious and charitable institutions. By 1300 the total had risen to thirty-
three, including seven friaries and a further six hospitals. They conferred a new
physical, spiritual and moral order on the sprawling metropolis. If London’s friar-
ies were a measure of its urban culture, there was no more urban place in
Europe.!® In the twelfth century the fame of the city’s schools was a sign of its
growing wealth and reputation and Londoners self-consciously interpreted their
city with an awareness of both Roman and mythical pasts. Recycled classical
rhetoric on metropolitan vice came readily to hand in condemning those sides
of London life which undoubtedly attracted many to the city.!” More sober
records reveal staple elements of London life: people crowded together at home
and in the streets, early and late; the dangers of oaths, drink and fires; riots against
ethnic and religious minorities such as the Jews; and the vendetta and street-fight
as expressions of political process.!™ Armed pilgrimage and naval expeditions
had a special attraction for wealthy young Londoners. Violent games expressed
Londoners’ collective identity and became embroiled with larger issues. In 1222
a wrestling match between the citizens and the men of Westminster recalled the

viewpoints in Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus (note pp. 36, ss, 150—2); Luard, ed., Chronica
Majora, 1v and v; and Illingworth and Caley, eds., Rotuli Hundredorum, 1, pp. 403—33.

101 Veale, ‘Great Twelve’; see below, pp. 405—6.

102 Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 293—337, provides a partial account. See below, pp. s65—8.
Butler, ed., Jocelin of Brakelond, pp. 75—7; Stenton, ‘Norman London’, pp. 45—6; Brooke and Keir,
London 800—1216, pp. 116-19, 181—2; J. Clark, ‘Cadwallo, king of the Britons, the bronze horse-
man of London’, in J. Bird, H. Chapman and J. Clark, eds., Collectanea Londiniensia: Studies in
London Archaeology and History Presented to Ralph Merrifield (LMAS Special Paper, 8, 1978), pp.
194-9; J. Clark, ‘A postscript’, in TLMAS, 31 (1980), 96—7; J. Clark, “Trinovantum — the evolu-
tion of a legend’, | Med. H., 7 (1981), 135—5TI.

Stapleton, ed., De Antiquis Legibus, pp. 7, s0—1, 62, 99; Luard, ed., Annales Monastici, 1v, pp.

103

104

141—2; Bateson, ‘Municipal collection’, 502, 720; R. B. Pugh, ‘Laurence Ducket’s murderers’,
EHR, 95 (1980), 331-8.
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conflict of jurisdictions between the bishop of London and the abbot of
Westminster and inflamed memories of London’s recent support of Prince Louis
against King John. Serious violence and destruction of property ensued. Royal
officers forcibly took control of the city, and hanged one of the sheriffs.!%

Saints contributed to the city’s power. A contemporary could depict eleventh-
century London, with slight inaccuracy, as that incomplete entity a city without
saints. In the twelfth century a vision of St Bartholomew contributed to the mobil-
isation of resources for the priory and hospital founded in his honour, and the
bishop’s promotion of the cult of Earconwald may have been intended to furnish
the city with a popular patron as well as to raise funds for rebuilding St Paul’s after
the fire of 1087.'% Soon after 1170, however, the citizens found their own patron
in the martyred Londoner, Thomas archbishop of Canterbury. The focus of the
new cult was the site of the martyrdom, but London was a strong force in its devel-
opment. William fitz Stephen’s uniquely vivid portrayal of the city in the 1170s
was written as an introduction to the life of a saint whose relationship with the
king perhaps recalled that of the Londoners themselves. The cult quickly came to
be identified with the civic enterprise of rebuilding London Bridge, and with the
commune and mayoralty. About 1220, the year of Thomas™ translation at
Canterbury, he was portrayed on the splendid new seal of the barons of London
as one of the city’s two saintly protectors. At the same time the citizens acquired
his birthplace in Cheapside so as to erect there a basilica, later an important setting
for civic ceremonial. Thomas was claimed by the most powerful citizens, so
perhaps those crowds of poor who in 1196 grovelled for the earth stained with the
blood of William fitz Osbert were seeking a protector of their own.!"”

The arrival of Edward I as king in 1274 initiated a dramatic stage in the con-
solidation of London’s civic culture. A detailed programme was put into effect,
expressing ideals of social order and good government common to the city’s
leaders and the king. New notions of political science, as well as a sense that rule
by the fit had been restored, lay behind the extensive codification of the city’s
customs and the deployment of texts such as Latini’s Tresor. The programme,
promoted both by mayors and when the city was under direct royal control
between 1285 and 1298, restored the assize of bread, and provided for peace,
public order, defence, the regulation of markets and crafts and the control of the
strangers who in increasing numbers flocked to London. Masters, servants,

195 Luard, ed., Chronica Majora, 11, pp. 71—3; Luard, ed., Annales Monastici, 1, pp. 78-9; D.
Carpenter, The Minority of Henry III (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1990), pp. 289—91; M.
Weinbaum, ed., The London Eyre of 1276 (London Record Society, 12, 1976), no. 116.

196 Brooke and Keir, London 800—1216, pp. 325—8; E. G. Whatley, The Saint of London: The Life and
Miracles of St Erkenwald (Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, $8, Binghampton, 1989),
pp- $7-66.

197 Barlow, Becket, pp. 3—6, 12—15, 262; Keene and Harding, Cheapside, no. 105/18; D. Keene, ‘Peter
of Colechurch’ and ‘William FitzOsbert’, New DNB (forthcoming).
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apprentices and lodgers were to be registered as never before. A moral purpose
is clear: the limits of the city were to be made secure, especially at night, and the
unclean, such as whores and lepers, were to be expelled beyond them; standards
were set for female dress. Under the royal regime the special rights of alien mer-
chants were defined.!®® The anticipated arrival of King Edward prompted a
comprehensive reordering of public space. Traders’ stalls were cleared from
Cheapside, thus enhancing its function as a processional way. New monuments
marked out this space, such as the city’s water conduit, constructed ¢. 1245, and
the great cross commemorating Queen Eleanor erected in 1296. This encour-
aged new developments in civic ceremonial, building on the processions through
the streets of the city and Westminster, accompanied by music, torches and
dancing, which were a recorded feature of public celebrations by the 1230s,
occasions for which streets were cleared of filth and obstructions.!* Traders dis-
placed from Cheapside were accommodated in a new wooden market house,
which to judge from its name (Hales) was inspired by Parisian example. In this
period too the city Guildhall was substantially rebuilt and provided with a new
chapel, and the neglected finances of London Bridge put on a new footing.'!°
Civic leaders involved in these developments expressed their solidarity in the
musical and literary performances associated with the society known as the Puy,
which followed a French model.'"! During the last years of the thirteenth
century, there emerged a rich and varied civic culture with roots of its own and
much in common with tastes at court.

Always a major gateway city, London nevertheless occupied, up to the eleventh
century, a marginal site in the political geography of England. In the tenth
century Winchester had a special role as a royal capital.!'? Under the Danish kings
London perhaps established itself as a major focus of royal authority, as it certainly

198 This important topic, touched on in Williams, Medieval London, esp. pp. 76—80, deserves a new
assessment. Principal sources are: the ‘assizes’ and ‘statutes’ of Gregory of Rokesle, mayor,
127480 (Sharpe, ed., Letter-Book A, pp. 183—4, 204—5, 207—8, 215—19); the ‘ordinances’ of Henry
le Waleys, mayor, 1282 (Sharpe, ed., Letter-Book C, pp. 84—5); the Etablicementz of the king, 1285
(Riley, ed., Munimenta Gildhallae Londoniensis, 1, pp. 260—3, 275—6, 280—97, 11, pp. 282—5, 502—3);
and regulations of 1297 (H. T. Riley, ed., Memorials of London and London Life in the XIIIth, XIV'th,
and XVth Centuries (London, 1868), pp. 33—0).
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did when Edward the Confessor rebuilt Westminster Abbey as his burial place
and removed the royal palace from the city. The construction at Westminster of
the largest royal hall in Europe, the misfortunes of Winchester and the twelfth-
century characterisations of London as ‘queen metropolis’ and as caput regni all
demonstrate that the city was of key significance for the kings who followed
Edward. Given the peripatetic style of royal government, however, London could
not command a central position in the Anglo-Norman and Angevin empires,
despite its growing wealth. Under Henry II London succeeded Winchester as the
chief English site for the royal treasure and Westminster became the principal seat
of justice. London and Rouen were the two places where the king spent most
time, but London remained in some senses peripheral and Westminster Abbey
did not continue to attract substantial royal patronage. With the loss of Normandy
in 1204, London’s strategic position shifted, although up to the death of Henry
III royal sentiment, and the antipathy between many Londoners and the crown,
ensured that traditional patterns of royal residence persisted.!!?

Much as he may have detested citizen magnates, Henry III depended heavily on
them for finance, and from the 1230s onwards perceived London as central to his
standing as a Christian king. His was perhaps the most emotional and ambiguous
relationship between any sovereign and the city, involving heavy exactions,