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Abstract

In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the rapid growth of population
produced both pressure on land and an increase in the demand for corn, the supply of which
was inelastié, resulting in inflation of food prices compared with manufactured commodities.
The consensus of many writers is that the rich grew richer while the poor grew poorer because
the larger farmers who could market surpluses of food, and also increase their landholding,
benefited at the expense of the smaller farmer, who produced only sufficient for subsistence.
Economic change produced social change.

Almost fifty years ago, Thirsk maintained that drainage schemes in the 1620s in the
Isle of Axholme changed its agricultural economy from pastoral to arable. This thesis will add
to her work by demonstrating that economic and social structures were the result of
interactions between a number of elements within the Isle’s communities of which inheritance
practices were a major factor. Partible inheritance, by which landholdings could be divided
successively to the point of being no longer able to support a family, had a number of effects:
the availability of small plots of land, creating an active land-market, especially for the
entrcprencuriall farmer; emigration by those unable to make a living from any land they had
_ held, which became available for others; immigration for the purpose of renting or buying
these small parcels of land; the growth of debt (credit); and the development of secondary
occupations. The economic and social structures of a comm;unity were consequently altered,
particularly in favour of those who could offer security for their borrowings, and there was a

widening divide between the richest and poorest members of society.
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Introduction

The Isle of Axholme is situated in the north-west of pre-1974 Lincolnshire, separated
from the main part of the county by the river Trent and by part of Nottinghamshire. To-day it
is still subject to floods and can revert to an island status as happened in 1974; attempts to
drain the land had been carried out in the post—Conquest period, and may have occurred
earlier, but had not been effective. The first major attempt in the early modern period was
carried out in the 1620s by a Dutchman, Cornelius Vermuyden, and even his efforts were far
from successful.

In 1953, when Thirsk published her article on the Isle of Axholme before
Vermuyden’s drainage scheme,’ studies in local history were much influenced by detailing
links between the topography and the agricultural economy, a view that she emphasised by
proposing that Vermuyden had changed the Isle’s farming system from pastoral to arable; in
effect, he had altered the topography by draining marshes to pfoduce land suitable for crops.
Before the drainage scheme was started in 1626, Axholme was seen by Thirsk as an area
economically distinct from its neighbours, where much of the land was flooded for over four
months a year during the winter by the Humber and the river Trent.

Like other similar areas, such as the Lincolnshire Fens, parts of Cambridgeshire, and
the Somerset Levels, the inhabitants had adapted to the topography by making good use of the
natural resources, supplementing their diets with water-fowl and with fish from the pools and
rivers, and using the natural vegetation of reeds to construct houses of mud and stud, with
thatching for roofing. It must be pointed out, however, that topography was not the sole
determinant of the agrarian economy because many Midland counties of England had been
converted from arable to pastoral farming when there was a dearth of population, and the
production of wool was less labour-intensive as well as economically very profitable in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.”

Later writers, such as Wrightson and Levine and Margaret Spufford,’ saw the .latter

part of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries - the period covered by Thirsk’s Axholme



article - as a time when the large landholder increased his holdings and wealth while the
middling farmer diminished in status and declined into poverty; put simply, ‘the rich grew
richer while the poor grew poorer’. This phenomenon was linked to three factors in English
life that influenced each other, namcly, that there was a rapid growth in population which put
pressure on land. This in turn caused the price of com to increase. The third factor to
influence the cost of cercals was a series of poor harvests.  Although the price of comn rose
cnormously,. there was no corresponding increase m agricultural wages. Thus large
landowners had a surplus of com to sell at market in good harvest years, but in poor years they
could live off previous profits, so enabling them to continue farming. By contrast, the
middling landowner produced only sufficient food to support his family in years of
abundance, but had no reserves to draw on in lean times. Thirsk refined the view that the rich
grew richer while the poor grew poorer by saying that this was not a universal trend, but only
occurred where wheat and meat were produced on a commercial basis. Economic pressures
in the best grain growing and best meat producing counties, shé maintained, encouraged the
growth of large farms.* The impression gained from these comments is that the rise of the
large farmer and the decline of the small simply happened.

In the same article, however, Thirsk put forward the concept that change in one
element in the structure of a community, such as enclosure or the conversion of larable to
pasture, produced tensions elsewhere.’>  Another influence she cited was that of partible
| inheritance, which resulted in the development of secondary occupations because sub-
divisions of land had reached a state where parcels of land were so small they were incapable
of supporting a fémily. Spufford, in her studies of the communities of Chip;)cnham and
Orwell, where partible inheritance was practised, dismissed it as having 1I10 importance:

Inheritance customs had little bearing on this movement towards larger farms, except

insofar as the common practice of trying to provide the younger son or sons either

with a cottage or a couple of acres, or a cash sum out of the proceeds of the main

holding made the latter more vulnerable®



The influence of partible inheritance appeared, therefore, to occupy a paradoxical status: on
the one hand, it apparently had no effect on the growth of larger farms and the increase in the
number of smallholders, yet on the other, it resulted in the development of secondary
occupations because landholdings by themselves were too small to support a family.

Because of the length of time between Thirsk’s original Axholme article and the
subsequent developments in the remit of local historians, it was decided to re-examine
Thirsk’s observations, and, at the same time, explore the effects of partible inheritance on the
economy and society of the Isle in the period 1540-1640, concentrating particularly on the
lives of yeomen, husbandmen, and labourers, though considering other members of society
where relevant.

At all stages, original documents (or printed copies) have formed the basis of research,
including parish registers, Bisﬁops’ Transcripts, wills, inventories, and deeds. Two main
_approaches have been adopted: a broad concentration on facts and figures to arrive at an
overall picture, which will also allow comparisons to be made with other areas of England,
and, secondly, a ‘micro’ approach with a concentration on single documents to derive as
much information as possible about an individual’s life in his community.

The first chapter concentrates on the background topography and history of the Isle,
and this is followed by an examination of the relevant literature to illustrate how the subject of
local history has developed and grown over ncérly half a century. This is followed by é
discussion of population changes to include a comparison with other communities, life
expectancy, age at marriage, intervals between child-bearing, and migration, all of which
affect the local economy and social structure. A chapter is devoted to a detailed analysis of
the effects of partible inheritance on land, money, and moveables, and explores the possible
effects of family composition on the decisions of will-makers. ~ Occupational and social
structures arising from partible inheritance and the development of secondary occupations are
the subject of a subsequent chapter, while another examines the relative wealth and material

possessions of members of different social groups. A final chapter concentrates on studies of



individuals from these groups to attempt to reconstruct their lives in some detail, and put flesh

on the ‘bare bones’ of the statistics.

I Thirsk, *The Isle of Axholme before Vermuyden’, Agricultural History Review 1 (1953), pp. 16-
28,
2 W. G. Hoskins (with a commentary by C. Taylor), The Making of the English Landscape, (1988),

p. 96-8.

P K. Wrightson and D. Levine, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling, (1979), and M.
Spufford, Contrasting Communities, (Cambridge, 1987).
¥ J. Thirsk, “English rural communities: structures, regularities, and change in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries’, in B. Short (ed), The English Rural Comnninity , (Cambridge, 1992), pp.50-1.
f Thirsk, “English rural communities’, p. 45.

Spufford, Contrasting Communities, p. 166.



THE ISLE OF AXHOLME: ECONOMY AND SOCIETY, 1530-1640,

Chapter 1 Topography and historical background

The Isle of Axholme illustrates perfectly the interrelationship and interaction between
man and his environment. This chapter will show that the topography has been a major
determinant in its settlement and economy, and how man, in turmn, has modified the
environment for his own advantage.! It will also show that the post-medieval pattern of -
agriculture was a continuation of the pre- and post-Domesday pattern though by 1540 a
secondary industry of hemp and flax growing and processing had been added to the economy.
It will also demonstrate that outside influences played a greater part in shaping the economy

and society.

Location

The Isle, which is situated at the boundary of three count‘ics, Lincolnshire,
Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire, lies in the north-west part of Lincolnshire, rather strangely
isolated from the remainder of the county by the river Trent, which forms the eastern
boundary. (Map 1.1 - frontispiece)  Prior to Vermuyden’s drainage scheme of 1626, the
western and northern boundaries with Yorkshire were formed by the rivers Idle, Torne, and
Don, which flowed sluggishly in a peat-filled valley, and which were liable to flooding The
southern boundary with Nottinghamshire Was marked by Bickersdike, which is a man-made
drain probably of medieval origin. Axholme consisted formerly of nine parishes: Althorpe,
Belton, Crowle, Epworth, Haxey, Luddington and Garthorpe, which were combined during
the period under study, Owston, and Wroot. Table 1.1 on page 6 gives the acreages of the
parishes. (Map 1.2)

Because there were no roads linking the Isle to its surrounding areas, access from the
eastern bank of the Trent to the Isle was by means of a number of ferries, including those at

East Stockwith, East Ferry, East Butterwick, Owston, and Burringham. There were also fernies



on the western side of the Isle, for example, North Ferry, west of Epworth, which probably
enabled people to have access to Wroot, Thorne, and Doncaster along the rivers and dikes.
The Isle was particularly isolated during the winter months, from about November to April by

flooding from the four rivers which formed its boundaries. 2

Table 1.1 Areas of parishes in the Isle of Axholme.

Parish : Area (acres)
Althorpe 3124
Belton 8530
Crowle 7530
Epworth 8140
Haxey ‘ 8113
Luddington & Garthorpe 1884
Owston 8016
Wroot | , 3159
Total | 48,496

Apart from Crowle, the larger parishes occupy areas of higher ground and marsh, while the
smaller parishes are situated mainly on islands which rise slightly above the silt. There were
no settlements on the peat moors and level silts, which were the subject of drainage by

Vermuyden and later engineers. (see map p. 33)

Topography

The Isle is .about sixteen miles long on a north-south axis, and varies from six to nine
miles in breadth on an east-west axis. The topography of the Isle may be divided into three |
broad categories: the central spine; the area just below the fifteen foot contour (about five
metres); and the areas subject to flooding. These link in well with what may be termed ‘a

hierarchy of usefulness’: the most fertile and best-drained land was used for arable farming;
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the band below this was suitable for hay meadow; and the lowest wettest land was used as
commons for pasture, peat cutting, fishing, fowling, and hemp retting. The topography in
Axholme determined the pattern of settlement and the type of economy that evolved before
Vermuyden’s time.

In geological terms, underlying the Isle is a base of sandstone overlain by Mercian
Mudstone laid down about 200 million yez;rs ago. The mudstone rises to form the central
spine of the Isle, which reaches a maximum height of 140 feet (about 43 metres) near High
Burntham, a small settlement situated about midway between Haxey and Epworth. Apart from
Crowle, wiu'ch is near a separate island of mudstone, the major settlements of Belton,
Epworth, Haxey,I and Owston are all situated on the central spine.

During the last Ice Age, the Humber gap was blocked in the area of the modern bridge,
and the Humber Lake was formed. This vast lake stretched from north of the present Humber
to Lincoln with small islands, usually identified by the place-name element ‘holme’, scattered
init. Clays, probably brought down by the rivers, were deposited on the underlying sandstone
and mudstone to form an almost level layer on the top.  After the lake drained, sand was
blown across the area, accumulating on the western slopes of the central spine.® This central
ridge has very fertile soils which are suitable for grain and leguminous crops.

About six tﬁousand years ago, the climate grew warmer, encouraging the growth of
trees, but a subsequent, wetter period, when the sea level rose, helped to destroy’the trees.
The slow-moving rivers to the west of the spine laid down clay deposits, and frequent
flooding, coupled with the impermeable nature of the clay, produced peat bogs in the west,
while, on the eastern side, the tidal Trent laid down silt deposits along the low-lying ground to
the east of the central uplands, from an area north of Owston to the confluence with the
Humber. An examination of the spot heights on the 1:25 000 Ordnance Survey maps shows
that much of the land surrounding the central spine is at sea level or not much higher than nine

feet (three metres).



In some respects, Axholme was similar to the Somerset Levels in that it suffered from
two types of flooding:* sea-flooding and river flooding, The river Trent, tidal beyond
Gainsborough, has a bore, the ‘Aigre’, which can be up to ten feet high with the right
combination of tides and wind, and which can overflow the banks when deposits of silt are
laid down.

River flooding is more difficult to control, mainly because the whole of the Isle, apart
from the central spine and isolated islands, are at or near sea-level so that rivers meander and
flow slowly, with the result that silt is deposited in their beds, which further inhibits their flow.
The river Trent often flooded after heavy rain because of its enormous catchment area. Prior
to Vermuyden’s drainage scheme, the western rivers Idle, Torne, and Don flowed into each
other in such a way as to create uncertainty in some places as which river was which at any
given point. Because of their slow-moving character, they were likely to flood, especially
after periods of heavy rain, changing their courses as the floods receded. The floods created
pools, lakes, and streams, of which the largest of these pools was called Messic Mere, which
lay about two-and-a-half miles north-west of Epworth, and covered about a hundred acres.
According to a map of 1596,° the Mere was a broadening out of the river Idle; there was a
wafercourse called the Skyers which flowed from its south-castern corner, following the
western contour of the central spine, round the southern end of Haxey, and thence joined the
Snow Sewer to discharge into the river Trent at Owston through three outlets, one of which
was named ‘the Queén’s New Sewer’, which suggests that it was constructed during Elizabeth
I’s reign.

Early evidence for the watery nature of the Isle is found in the entries of Domesday
Bbok in its references to the 66 fisheries spread throthout the villages and to the ‘marshes ten
leagues long and three wide’® Ttis likely that the onset of wetter weather in the 1320s, which |
produced flooding in the Witham valley and along the fen-edge in the south of Lincolnshire
also affected flood levels in Axholme, increasing the water]oggi_ng of the ground.7 In 1548,

when Edward VI was trying to remove all traces of Catholicism, including chantries, the



people of Amcotts asked for their chantry chapel to be spared because it was two miles from
their parish church, so that in winter the parishioners could not attend services in winter time
‘without great peril because the way was altogether inundated’.®  The inhabitants of West
Butterwick made a similar claim on behalf of their chantry.’

John Leland visited Axholme between 1535 and 1543, arriving from the West Riding
of Yorkshire by means of a small boat along the river Idle. He found that the land from
Bickersdike to Messic Mere was ‘fenny, morische, and full of carrs’.'®  William Dugdale, an
éighteenth century visitor, saw it as a ‘fenny tract and for the most part covered with waters’.!!
He claimed that, before Vermuyden’s drainage, there was a constant state of flooding through
the tides so that the water stood at three feet deep, and boats could pass across the floodwaters
surrounding the Isle to Hatfield Woodhouse in the northern areas. Likewise, Haxey Carr was
overwhelmed so that ‘iarge boats laden with twenty quarters of corn’ could pass from the river
1dle to the river Trent.'> He also observed that, in February, 1642, the inhabitants of nearby
Misterton, Nottinghamshire, pulled down a sluice and the floods rose to a height of at least

three feet."

Settlements

The settlements in the Isle are closely linked with the nature of the topography: in an
area subjected to periodic and regular flooding the difference in height of two or three feet
could mean the difference between being able to establish a settlement or not. It has been
observed that ‘on the edge of the fens two or three feet difference in altitude can make all the
difference in the type of fen and its use’.'"* Comparisons between the present-day fifteen foot
contour line and earlier maps" demonstraté‘ remarkéble similarities in demarcating the
boundary between earlier, pre-drainage settlements and cultivation and the land liable to I'
flooding.  This differentiation is still demonstrable to-day, in that the afea above five metres
in height contains the strip fields around Haxey, Epworth, Belton, and, to a lesser extent,

Owston. By contrast, the areas subject to flooding in the pre-drainage period, which lie

10



almost uniformly at sea level, and which lie below the level of the banks of the formerly
meandering rivers of 1dle, Don, and Torne, contain much later farmsteads, evidence of the
eighteenth and nineteenth century practice of placing the main farm buildings near the centre
of the steading aﬁer parliamentary enclosure.

All the main settlements and many of the smaller ones were townships with their own
field systems and commons, such as Burnham, Westwoodside, Craiselound and East Lound in |
Haxey parish. In Belton, Beltoft and Woodhouses were townships, thouglf Churchtown,
Carrhouse, Grey Green, Bracon, and Westgate are best considered as hamlets within the parish
with no separate field system.16 All the larger villages have polyfocallplans, and all the south
Axholme villages have linear roadside developments. There is also evidence of medieval
village planning, for example, at Haxey, and at Upperthorpe and east Lound in Haxey, where
there are settlemnents laid out on former open field strips.'”

The major parishes of Haxey, Epworth, Belton, and Owston are characterised by
straddling the Mercian Mudstone ridge, which provided very fertile soils, and the lower land
which was liable to flooding. As a broad generalisation, the shapes of the settlements are
mainly linear in development, a result of the topography. A road ran along the central north- -
south axis from the edge of Haxey Carr northwards to where the land north of Belton dropped
down to the marshes separating the central spine from the islands of Ealand and Crowle. The
settlements of Haxey and Epworth lay to one side of this north-south road, but the village of
Belton was partly bisected by it though there was a later development. at Westgate on an east-
west orientation.

The village of Haxey was a planned development'® with two lines of tofts at right
angles to the main street, which ran down from the parish church to the 5011t11-noﬁh road,
which ran from the edge of Haxey Carr, through Epworth and Belton, to the edge of the :
marshes separating the central spine from the small low-lying island on which Crowle stood.
It is not possible to state when the planning of Haxey occurred though it is likely to have the

work of one of the Mowbrays, who were lords of the manor of Epworth in the post-Conquest

11



period.  As with other settlements, separate townships developed subsequently, including
Upperthorpe, and Low Burnham which had their own field system. Place-name evidence for
new developments are to be found in areas such as Newbig.  The parish includes the fertile
land of the central spine, the carr land to the south and west, a turbary on the low-lying ground
to the north, and a ‘coneygarth’ north of the planned village used for the breeding of rabbits.
There was intercommoning with the Nottinghamshire village of Misterton on the southern carr
lands though the growth of population in the late sixteenth century produced pressure on this
land, which became the subject of boundary disputes. With Heckdike forming the boundary
between Nottinghamshire and Lincolnshire and the branch of the river Idle which encircled the
higher ground to the south of Haxey, the low-lying ground would have been subject to floods
in the winter, and some of it may have been under water all the year round, as suggested by
Dugdale.”

Epworth’s settlement clustered round the market place, which was near both the . |
church and the Mowbray manor house, the Vinegarth. There was a line of tofts running in a
roughly north-west orientation towards Ellers, a secondary settlement, and towards the ferry,
which connected Epworth with the rivers Idle and Don. The presence of a ferry may indicate
that the land west of Epworth was permanently flooded because the road terminates in land
remote erm the village. Apart from the Ellers, Epworth did not produce any other secondary
settlements because the size and shape of the parish, which is sandwiched between the much
larger parishes of Haxey to the south and Belton to the north, and the parish lies in a narrower
part of the central spine, with marshy land lying to the east and west. Ellers may indicate the
progress of land reclamation; the place name means ‘al(.iers’.20

The parish of Belton contafns a number of small townships and hamlets, and presents
something of a piob]em in analysing its development. Its earliest development seems to have
taken place round the church in the area known as Church Town., The main settlement is
linear, with tofis at right angles on both sides of the south-north road. The tofts on the

western side have a clearly defined back lane though those on the eastern side do not. A road
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leads westwards from the junction of the south-north road towards Westgate and Sandtoft.
Another track leads eastwards to Bracon, the placename indicating heatﬁland; and Beltoft.
The latter is mentioned in Domesday Book as having one carucate of land taxable and land for
one plough,?' and like other genlements is linear in pattern.

The village of Owston (Ferry) is the only other major settlement on the central spine.
A motte and bailey castle, known as Kinnard’s Castle was built on a height overlooking the
river Trent in 1095. 1t was used and fortified by the Mowbray family until 1174, when it was
destroyed by Henry II after the family was unwise enough to back one of his rebellious sons
against him. The parish church was subsequently built in part of the bailey. The early map
shows a linear development of tofts on either side of the road running downhill from the castle
and also along the bank of the Trent. The outlines of the original tofts which lay along the
river are discernible, and, to a certain extent, are those lying on the north side of the road
running from the river.

To the north of the central spine lay a watery stretch of ground, where the general
elevation of the land is at three feet above sea-level or lower. The village of Crowle léy on an
island north of this area, and at the time of Domesday Book was one of the largest settlements »
in the Isle. It was given to Selby abbey, and had thirty-one fisheries that were of considerable
commercial importance. The village shows an approximately north-south linear orientation
;vith the church lying to the west of the main street. The settlement lay near a branch of the
river Don, which meandered in great loops, almost coming back among themselves, and even
after the drainage of 1626, a map shows a marshy area called Broad Flete between the south-
western part of the village and the river Don.”  Of major significance was the largest expanse
of peat moor, or ‘waste’, in the country which lay to the north-west. It is interesting to note
that a ridge of higher ground, Crowle Hill, which rises to a height of more than fifteen metres, |
was not settled.

Settlements located just perceptibly above flood-level include Wroot, Luddinéton,

Garthorpe, Amcotts, and Althorpe. At Wroot, an outcrop of Keuper Waterstone produced a

13



narrow band of higher land, and the village street follows its curve. Even after Vermuyden'’s
drainage, and as late as the 1720s, boats laden with twenty quarters™ of grain were recorded as
sailing during the summer months from the Trent across the flood waters to Wroot , which is
about eight miles from the nearest access point of the Trent.?*

Luddington before the Drainage was sited on an island formed of the river Don to the
north and the Mare Dyke, 2 and the Trent on the east. The maximum height of the land at
Luddington is four metres. The modern church is situated on a small mound about five feet
above sea level, which is surrounded by flat land, and the present writer was informed that this
land is still subject to flooding; the land to the east of the church is still known as the ‘Church
Mere’.2®*  On the same island stands Garthorpe, whi‘ch at one time had a market, granted by
charter to Selby abbey during the reign of Edward 177 The market was later transferred to
Crowle in 1305, probably because of silting problems in the river Don®® The maximum height
of the land there is ten feet.

The village of Amcotts lies on a small hillock no more than fifteen feet high, and
originally may have been an island in the river Trent. A large staithe was excavated in the
summer of 1856 so that its large oak piles and other planks could be removed for use
elsewhere. The erection of staithes and embankments may have been used to divert the flow
of the river to thé eastwards, enabling the land to be joined to the low-lying ground to the
west” A female skeleton, probably of Roman origin was dug up in the peat moors near
Amcotts in 1747,

There are numerous small settlements which are situated almost imperceptibly above
flood level, such as Eastoft (Crowle parish) and Sandtoft. Eastoft was formerly situated on the
river Don, and was a station for the Keepers of the Game. Sandtoft was an island in the river
Idle, and had a station for the royal Keepers of the Game in the period from Domesday A‘

onwards, as well as a ferry across the river to Hatfield Chase.
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There are three deserted sites in the northern part of the Isle, namely Marae, Tetley
and Waterton, and High Burnham between Haxey and Epworth was probably depopulated
after 1086 for the more favourably sited Low Burnham,*

The fact that the land surrounding the central spine, before Vermuyden’s drainage, was
subject to inundation from about November to May clearly limited the extent to which the
inhabitants were able to expand without encroaching on valuable arable land, meadow, or
pasture. Judging by the existing pattern of unenclosed fields, especially on the southern side
of Haxey, it seems that the limit of arable farming was at about the fifteen foot (4.5m) contour,
below which level the land was subject to flooding or was waterlogged. ‘ By reference to the
Ordnance Survey map of the area *! and by the use of a grid, it has been possible to estimate

the area of land available for settlement and farming for the main settlements. (Table 1.2)

Table 1.2 Percentage of land available for settlement and farming

Area (acres) Area above Sm  Available Other

(acres) (%) (%)
Belton 8530 1200 22.5 77.5
Crowle 7530 1920 25.5 74.5
Epworth 8140 1920 23.6 76.4
Haxey 8113 2280 28.1 71.9

Owston 8016 960 12.0 88.0

It will be seen that the proportion of land available for settlement and agriculture was small
compared with that for the marshlands, this affected the agricultural economy, orientating it
towards pastoralism where cattle could be grazed on thg carrs during the summer months, and
either sold off at market in the autumn, or brought onto the central spine during the wet months “
of winter. It is not yet clear whether this pattern obtained in the northern parts of the Isle
round Althorpe, Garthorpe, and Luddington where the land consisted of silt brought down by

the river Trent at flood times, and was more likely to be oriented towards arable farming,
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The period from Domesday to the Dissolution

Domesday Book, the Mowbray family charters, and the account books of Selby abbey
are the main sources of information on the agriculture and population of Axholine in this
period.

Domesday Book, which omits Wroot from its survey, shows that a mixed type of
agriculture was practised in Axholme because plough teams.and meadow are mentioned. The
topography was dominated by water because of the number of fisheries which was noted. By |
taking account of the number of ploughs and the areas a plough-team could plough it is
possible to arrive at an estimate of 11,880 acres of arable land. Table 1.3 summarises the

information from Domesday Book.*

Table 1.3 Summary of agricultural and economic information from Domesday Book.

Parish Area Arable Meadow Woodland Fisheries
(acres) (acres) (acres)
Althorpe 3124 480 - - _ -
Belton 8530 1920 - 21 x 21* 11
Crowle 7530 1920 30 x 1l 31
Epworth 8140 1920 | 16 Ux 1 11
Haxey 8113 3960 3 3fx3f 10
Luddington 1884 480 - - -
& Garthorpe
Owston 8016 1200 6 x 1 3
Total 45,337 11,880 55 see notes 66

Notes: / = league; f = furlong. There is no general consensus on the exact values to be
ascribed to leagues or furlongs. It is possible that 12 furlongs constituted a league, with a

furlong consisting of 220 yards.®

All the above values for arable land, meadow, and woodland must be treated with

great caution, but the information does highlight that the area of land for arable farming
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represents about one-quarter of the total area of Axholme, with only a small amount of
meadow. The woodland included some pasture as well as a place for pigs to forage; the
fisheries were used on a commercial basis.®  With only about one-quarter of the total land
area suitable for arable farming, and allowing for meadow, woodland, and housing, the
remainder was taken up by the marshy land which was used for grazing cattle during the
summer months.  Domesday records that ‘the Marshes’ found round Luddington and
Garthorpe covered about 45 square miles, while two areas round the lost village of Waterton
were described as waste, as were parts of Luddington and Garthorpe. In spite of the relatively
small area of land suitable for arable farming, the density of the plough teams on the better-
drained fertile soils was twice that of the adjoining area of Hatfield Chase.*

Darby gives a misleading impression of the Domesday population, putting it at three
persons per square mile, which he appears to have derived from counting the number of
freemen, villagers, and others (=227), and dividing the approximate area of 77.8 square miles
by this figure.** The Domesday population should be calculated using a multiplier of the order
of 4.5, to arrive at an approximate total of 1023, which would give a population density of
13.87 persons per square mile. The parish of Wroot has not been included in the calculations.
Though ﬁle population density appears low, a different picture is obtained by considering only
the ‘hig.her’ land - in this context, land above fifteen feet . Table 1.4 gives a population

density based on the area of land above fifteen feet for five of the parishes.

Table 1.4 Population density on arable land.

Total area Area above 15ft  Population Population

(square miles) (square miles) density (Sfi-ml)
Belton 13.33 35 284 81.1
Crowle 11.48 1.0 153 153.0
Epworth 12.72 3.0 135 45.0
Haxey 12.68 5.0 234 46.8
Owston 12.52 25 100 | 40.0
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Though it must be acknowledged that pre-Dissolution references are scanty, and we
have no information on the effects climatic changes or the Black Death had on the economy
and society in the region, it is likely that there would have been few alterations in the existing
agricultural and economic pr;dcticcs because the inhabitants of the Isle had established their
own self-supporting economy and way of life. The Isle of Axholme and the Somerset Levels
enjoyed similar topographies, with what have been termed ‘hierarchies of usefulness,”’ that is,
the areas of most fertile and best-drained soil was used for arable farming, the lower land
below this was used for hay meadows (‘ings’), and the wettest for pasture, peat cutting, fishing
and fowling. This last—naméd, which was inundated periodically provided turbaries aﬁd
pastures, which, with improved drainage, could become meadows. Thus, apart from the
traditional agricultural economy of pastoral and arable farming, there was a ‘supplementary’
economy because the winter flooding provided supplies of water fowl, fish, and eels; in
Epworth Manor the local people were permitted to catch fish on Wednesdays and Fridays

under the terms of a charter granted to them by an earl of Mowbray in 1360.%

The Mowbray family

There were two major manors in Axholme until the sixteenth century, Epworth and
Crowle. When Geoffrey de Wirce, who had been granted these by William the Conqueror,
died without issue, the Crown gave the whole of Axholme to Nigel d’Albini, who had two
sons, Roger and Henry.  The former assumed the name of Mowbray when he inherited
Epworth manor, Crowle manor having been given to Selby abbey (Benedictine) before
1086.”

The Isle was the largest and most important of the Mowbray lands, and by 1298 "
provided three times the income of the next largest manor.*® Though the main spine of the
island was kept under the demesne of the Mowbrays, parts of the low lying land were granted

to lay and ecclesiastical tenants so that they could reclaim the waste, an important feature of
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the Mowbrays® administration as their charters refer to dikes, channels, and embankments.
The charters also allude to ﬁsheries and turf, giving an insight to both the watery nature of the
terrain and to the economy. From the food rents it is apparent that wheat, rye and barley were
grown, with barley being the biggest crop, which the accounts from Selby confirm.*!

The Mowbrays’ fortunes fluctuated throughout the years, sometimes supporting the
Crown, at others plotting against it. Perhaps the most notable of the Mowbrays was John (died
1368), who granted the famous ‘Mowbray Charter’ to the occupiers of common land in 1360,
giving them rights on fishing, the collection of turves, and other benefits. *?

When the Mowbray family died without heirs during the reign of Henry VII, Epworth
manor passed through the hands of the Howard, Berkeley, and Stanley families.  In 1551,
the lordship and manor was granted to Edward, lord Clinton and Say, after it had passed to the
Crown when the current earl of Derby, Edward, had died without issue.* Crowle manor,
which had reverted to the Crown at the Dissolution, was later granted to lord Clinton and Say
by Edward VI though it reverted to the Crown ¢1565.*  The manor courts came under the
rule and survey of the Court of Augmentations which received all its profits.*’ 1In the reign of
Charles 1, the land formerly belonging to Selby abbey was conveyed to the City of London,
then through several owners from whom it passed to the Pierrepoint family, which came to
hold the earldom of Manvers.

One of the unusual features of the Island’s economy was the system of food rents, for
example the granting by Roger de Mowbray of six baskets of barley annually to the monks of
Sandtoft, a cell of St Mary’s abbey, York. The food-rents indicate that barley was proBably
the main crop with wheat, oats, and rye also being grown. The remanence of food-rents into
the late thirteenth century is probably due to the fact that the Mowbrays were resident in the
Isle until then.*® The Mowbrays claimed warren in the marshes and woodlands, and reserved I'
part of a natural sewer, the Skiers, for their own use for the retting of hemp, thus indicating
that the crop was grown and processed in this period. They encouraged the assarting of waste

land and the reclamation of the low-lying areas in the Isle. In the charters there are references
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to dikes, channels, and embankments, as well as fisheries and turf.*’ Cattle were pastured in

the wooded parts of Axholme, and sheep grazed on the marshes.*®

Monastic foundations

The Mowbrays granted land to a total of twelve monastic foundations of which Selby
abbey was the greatest beneficiary, being given initially the wapentake and warren of Crowle,
and subsequently the remainder of the northern part of Axholme, including Luddington and
Garthorpe.*” The abbey derived a very substantial income from its estates in Axholme, as a
sumnmary of the Bursar’s accounts shb@s. Between them, Amcotts, Crdwle, Eastoft,
Garthorpe, and Luddington provided £128 14s. 8d. frpm fixed and other rents in 1398-9. *°

The accounts from the abbey show that boars, swans, rabbits, capons, and fish were .
transported for the abbot’s consumption. by water from Crowle to Selby. Some of the
animals may have been carried live as 1s. 8d. was allowed for oats for feeding the rabbits.>
In 1398-99, the abbey granger received 70 quarters of wheat, 276 quarters of barley, and 25
quarters of beans and peas, together with 35 pigs, 45 coneys (rabbits), 57 pike, small and large,
815 eels, and 840 roach, as well as 20 swans and 61 ducks, thus providing an insight into thé
nature of the agricultural economy at the end of the fourteenth century.*

The accounts also give evidence of attempts to maintain the Mere Dike, for five
gallons of red wine, at a cost of 4s 2d, were provided for the Cornmissio:.lers of Sewers at a
session at Crowle, and four gallons of red wine were provided for a similar session at
Garthorpe, costing 3s. 4d.>>  For the services of ten men for one day to repair defects in
Mere Dike, a sum of 3s. 4d. was paid, and one man was paid 4s. 0d. without food, to clean out
reeds and grass in the same drain.>*

Though Selby abbey was the recipient of the largest areas of Mowbray land, the .’
family also granted land to other monasteries and priories. The priory of St Oswald, Nostell,

near Wakefield, (Augustinian) was given land for a cell at Hirst, between Belton and Crowle in
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the early twelfth century, and received further grants of land and fisheries subsequently. 1t is
probable that only one canon lived there.

The abbey of St Mary’s, York, was granted two charters to establish monastic cells in
' Axholme. A charter of William, earl of Warrenne, of the twelfth century states that he has
given the brethren of St Mary’s, York, ‘Henes’ and the ﬁloor and marsh about it to do with as
they pleased though there is no evidence that there was ever a monastery there.”>  The island
of Sandtoft was granted as a hermitage to St Mary’s by Roger de Mowbray between 1147 and
1186 for the support of one monk of their house.

The Qilbeﬂines of Sempringham (Lincolnshire) were given 81 acres of land in Haxey
parish, plus an area of marsh, and other land in Owston and Kelfield.*® There is no evidence
that the Gilbertines built a cell or larger building in the Isle. 'fhe Augustinian priory at
Newburgh (Yorkshire) received the gift of the churches of Haxey, Belton, and Owston,”” and
may have built the staith at Owston.*®

Roger de Mowbray, who went on two Crusades,* gave} the Templars part of the
advowéon of Althorpe church, a chapel at Bumham, a mill, a fishery, and small areas of land
scattered throughout Axholme.® A ‘camera’® was founded at Belwood c.1145. In 1182,
they were given land at Keadby, some marshland and woodland, and the vaccary, land, and
wood at Belwood.® There is no evidence of their farming activities or organisation in the
Isle, except that they built a sluice, called the ‘Nofdyke’, to link their lands with the Trent,
constructing a staith between Amcotts and Keadby,” which suggests some sort of trading by
boat. After the dissolution of the Order in 1308, the house passed to Richard de Belwode,
possibly because, like South Witham preceptory, Lincolnshire which the Hospitallers did not
take over, it had suffered decay.64

Other monastic foundations which received granfs of land from the Mowbrays were ;
Byland (Savignac, Yorkshire), Monks’ Kirby (alien Benedictine, Warwickshire), North
Ormsby (Gilbertine, Lincolnshire), St Leonard’s, York (alien Benedictine), and the secular

cathedral of St Peter at York. The most unusual grant was to Welford (Premonstatensian,
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Northamptonshire): not only was it granted land in Owston and Kelfield, common pasture
there, and a house at Melwood, but it was granted a licence to keep a mastiff.”

The most important foundation was a Carthusian priory founded between 1397-8 by
Thomas Mowbray, Earl of Nottingham, earl marshal of England, and afterwards duke of
Norfolk, which included the Priory in the Wood, which was a chapel dedicated to the Virgin
Mary at Low Melwood, Epworth. It was endowed with 100 acres of land in Epworth, the
advowsons of Epworth and Belton, and the priory of Monks Kirby.* The original foundation
was for a prior and twelve monks. Though the charterhouse was flourishing and numbers had
increased by 1449, numbers subsequently declined wmtil at the Dissolution it had only twetve
monks. The priory was dissolved in 1538. The si;e of the priory is mid-way between
Epworth and Owston on a hill overlooking the Trent.

Though the Mowbrays donated land to the religious orders outside the Isle as well as
founding one within Axholme, the land was, almost without exception, in the fenny and waste
areas, which could be drained or reclaimed by members of their communities, or by the
Islonians working for them, thus fulfilling their (Mowbrays’) intentions of assarting and
reclaiming. There are many mentions of marsh, dikes, fisheries, and warrens in the details of
the grants of land. Apart from the lands given to Selby abbey, it is difficult even to estimate
the total area of land granted to the different abbeys or priories partly because few actual areas
are given.”’”  The land granted to Selby abbey accounted for approximately 28.5 per cent of
the total area of the Isle, and there is a total of between 417 and 527 acres actally referred to

in different parishes for the other foundations.

Medieval drainage

There were attempts to improve the drainage the Isle in the period between 1066 and
1626, when Vermuyden initiated his drainage scheme though it is very difficult to determine
when they occurred. In the northern part of Axholme Mare Dike, which flowed from a bend

in the old river Don near Luddington to an outfall with a staithe north of Amcotts, and which is
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marked on the Ordnance Survey map,”® was almost certainly constructed by an abbot of Selby
in the thirteenth century. The abbots of Selby were amongst the improvers of the drainage,
for, in the reign of Heury V, a jury presented to the Cémmissioners of Sewers, who sat at
Crowle, that one

‘Geoffrey Gaddesby, late abbot of Selby, did cause a strong sluice of wood to be
made upon the river Trent, at the head of a certain sewer, called Mare Dike, of a sufficient
height ana length and breadth for the defence of the tides coming in from the sea, and likewise
from the fresh waters descending from the west, part of the before-specified sluice to the said
sewer into the said Trent, and thence into the Humber, and performed the same upon free good
will and charity for the ease of the county.’®

This sluice was pulled down in the time of John de Shireburne, a successor to
Geoffrey Gaddesby, probably because it was instrumental in causing flooding on the landward
side by preventing surface water from draining away. De Shireburne made new sluices, but
they were too high and broad and insufficiently strong so that stone sluices, sluices of strong
timber, consisting of two flood gates, each four feet in breadth and six feet in height were
constructed. He also directed that bridges should be built on the sluices sufficiently long and
broad for carts and carriages to pass over. Wardens were elected to kéep them in good repair,
and the frecholders were asked té scour and cleanse the sewer called the Mare Dike from the
sluice to the bridge at Luddington called ‘Lane End Brigg'.”

| South of Haxey the Snow Sewer, which was an extension of Burnham Skiers, a stream

flowing from Messic Mere, drained into the Trent through three channels - the Snow Sewer
itself, the Old Sewer, and the Queen’s New Sewer. This suggests that the last-named outfall
was constructed during Elizabeth U's reign.  Between the Snow Sewer and the county
boundary with Nottinghamshi;c, were Heckdike and Bick‘ersdilm.7l Heckdike stretched for |
about a mile inland from its outfall on the Trent, and Bickersdike linked the river Idle with the
Trent; both are so straight in construction as to be man-made or straightenings of natural

outfalls. Both Heckdike and Bickersdike are evidence of attempts to drain the carrs north of
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Misterton, Nottinghamshire, and Haxey. There are eighteen records of the Commissioners of
Sewers for the Isle of Axhohne between the reigns of Edward III and Charles I, appointing

commissioners to oversee the maintenance of the river banks.”

From the Dissolution to 1640

“The Post-medieval period was characterised by two opposing strands: on the one side
the continuation of an insular and essentially Medieval form of land-use and culture, and on
the other a series of major changes to the landscape and economy instigated by outsiders.’”
The ‘outsiders’ were the purchasers of monastic and chantry land who became non-resident
landlords, and who frequently sold on their land very quickly after acquiring it. One major
instigator of 2 major change in the landscape, and, thereby, in the agricultural economy was
Vermuyden who introduced a drainage scheme of Hatfield Chase and the Isle in 1626,

At the dissolu;ion of the monasteries, what is likely to have been about one-third of the
Isle of Axholme’s area came into the possession of the Crown. The fate of Selby abbey’s
land has already been covered, but it is important to realise that not only monastic land came
onto the market in the late 1530s and early 1540s, but that there were also chantry lands
available for purchase, following the Act of 1547. As has been stated above, the possession
of the manor of Epworth was also in a state of flux because the Earl of Derby’s lack of issue
had resulted in the reversion of the manor to the Crown before it was sold to Lord Clinton and
Say. Though it is difficult to trace the numerous sales of monastic and chantry lands because
they changed hands quite quickly, it is clear from deeds and the calendars of Patent Rolls that
there was a great deal of land available.” According to Knowles,” there were three main
classe; of purchasers of monastic lands: local landowners, who were often patrons or titular
founders; individual courtiers; and officials of thé Court of Augmentations. Such people
often sold their land, which resulted in a new class of buyers, from about 1542, who purchased
large estates and scattered properties, and who, in turn, sold them off in bundles or parcels.

These latter purchasers were often small groups of men, usually Londoners, who formed a
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syndicate, investing in real estate as a source of private income. A result of these transactions
was the betterment of the well-to-do and younger sons of country gentlemen.  Like the
remainder of Lincolnshire, the Isle of Axholme had no major families: As Hodgett writes:

‘Lincolnshire was then [in the 1530s-60s] a county with relatively few great

landowners who dominated the local scene. Moreover, it was, in a sense, leaderless in

the early Tudor period, since no great family with clear precedence like, for example,
the Percies in Northumberland emerged in the shire between the death of viscount

Beaumont in 1507 . . .and the entry into Lincolnshire affairs of Charles Brandon,

duke of Suffolk in the second and third decades of the sixteenth century.'”®
Hodgett maintains that the county ‘aristocracy’ consisted mainly of ‘middling rich yeomen®.
In Axholme, there are people who called themselves ‘gentlemen’, like the Eures and at least
one branch of the Coggan family, from Epworth, but they are the exceptions. Though some
monastic land was bought up by the so-termed gentry, much of it was purchased by
Londoners, and sold on, for example, the land formerly belonging to Nostell priory was
granted to John, earl of Warren, who disposed of it to William Breton of London, who sold it
to Alexander Bannister of Epworth. He, in turn, sold it to Sir Peter Eure, who sold it to
Thomas Brewer, who settled it on his daughter on her marriage to John Taylor of Newland,
near Rawcliffe, Yorkshire.”

The areas of chantry land at Epworth (2), Haxey, Belton, Kinnard’s Ferry and
Butterwick, both in Owston parish, Althorpe, and Amcotts,”® were sold off as’the following
example illustrates:

Grant to Thomas Sydney of Walsingham, Norfolk, and Nicholas Halswell of Gathers,

esquire, Somerset, (1) the land in the tenure of Thomas Philipson, in Epworth, which

belonged to the late chantry of St Mary and St Katherine, Epworth; a close of land
called Hardehill Croft in the tenure of Thomas Maw, and a toft and meadows in the

tenure of John Hill, which belonged to the late chantry of Holy Trinity, Epworth.”
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Farming

The medieval pattern of farming continued into the modern period. Pastoral farming
was the most important agricultural activity: in the swmmer the peat fens which were
sufficiently dry were used for grazing, with cattle brought in from other districts.** The moors
round Crowle on either side of the river Don, known as the Lincolnshire Moors and the
Yorkshire Moors, contained 3,458 acres of land, and were claimed to provide sufficient land
to graze 12,000 cattle, some of which came from outside the Isle.®' The carrs south of Haxey.
and west of Epworth z;nd Belton contained 14,079 acres; there was intercommoning between
Haxey and Misterton, Nottinghamshire. These areas dried out after flooding, and were used
for grazing cattle during the summer months; in the winter, the cattle were brought onto areas
of pastﬁrc on the central spine. The main livestock that were kept included cattle, sheep,
horses, and pigs, with catt1¢ the most important.  Table 1.5 gives the median number of

animals for the three main social groups derived from inventories.”

Table 1.5 Median numbers of animals for yeomen, husbandmen, and labourers.

Yeomen Husbandmen Labourers
Cattle 19.0 12.5 3.5
Horses 70 55 2.0
Sheep 50.5 22.5 7.5
Pigs 8.5 11.0 4.5

Arable farming was carried out on the higher ground and along the Trent bank in the
north-eastern part of the island round Luddington and Garthorpe, which had very rich land.
Areas of land held by individuals were often small because of the pfactice of partible
inheritance though richer yeomen and husbandmen were found to purchase small parcels of
land during their lifetime, only to disperse them when they came to draw up their wills. Table

1.6 gives the median areas of arable land in the main social groups.
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Table 1.6 Median areas of land (acres)

Yeomen Husbandmen Labourers
Arable 26.5 6.5 22
Meadow 8.5 6.5 1.5

Wheat, rye, barley, oats, and peas formed the main crops. It is likely that there was a
four-course crop rotation in Westwood manor,®® which was part of Epworth manor, and which
comprised about one-quarter of the area of the Isle, and which had a high proportion of arable
land. In 1607, 60 per cent of the land was under the plough; 13 per cent was meadow; 10 per
cent was pasture, with a similar percentage enclosed; and just over 4 per cent was categorised
as arable-meadow-pasture.  The picture of Westwood presented by Thirsk is somewhat
misleading in that it gives the impression that the Isle’s economy was principally arable
whereas pastoral farming predominated. The tenor of Thirsk’s argument in ‘Axholme‘before
Vermuyden® was that his drainage scheme changed the agricultural economy from pastoral to
arable, something not entirely borne out by this emphasis on Westwoodside.

Axholme was a major centre for hemp and flax production from the medieval period
to the nineteenth century, with the wetlands providing ideal sites for retting the plants to
produce the fibres suitable for spinning and weaving. Retting of the hemp and the flax, was
carried out in special pools or in the streams or dikes. Under the Mowbray charter, the
inhabitants had the right to use the streams and pools in the Isle for retting, with the exception
of the Skyers, which was reserved for the lord of the ﬁmor. Retting is carried out in still
water, producing poisonous substances so it was carefully controlled through manorial
customs and bylaws.® Retting pools were concentrated in specific areas, and were a common
feature in Axholme. An area in East Lound , for example, is still called ‘the Rates’, and an
aerial photograph of Haxey has revealed a vast agglomeration of retting pits though it is not
yet clear whether they were all in use at the same time.* The producing and processing of

hemp and flax was an important secondary occupation for many of the Isle’s inhabitants
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especially if their landholding was small and inventories are full of references to pools,
equipment for sepéran'ng the fibres and breaking them, to spinning wheels, and looms for
weaving the threads into different grades of cloth, from sacking to linen.

The Isle also had deposits of gypsum, from which plaster was being made as early as

1298 at Gajnsborough,86 and are still visible in Epworth parish.

Intercommoning

One of the problems facing the inhabitants of the Isle was that of common land,
particularly in the area between Haxey and Misterton, Nottinghamshire, where there was
intercommoning.  This area, along with another to the west of the central spine, was subject
to flooding during winter months and at times of heavy fain, as has been indicated above,
From 1532 to late into the reign of Elizabeth 1 there were boundary disputes, which reflect the
iﬁcreasc in population and the added pressure on land as well as commercial interest# Haxey
Carr, the area in question, was used by the inhabitants of Haxey, Owston, and Misterton for
grazing cattle during the summer months.

On 20 February, 1532/3, Henry VIII wrote to the Commissioners of S}ewers, asking
them to make énquiries to protect everyone’s interests regarding the intention of the inhabitants
of Misterton to build a bridge ‘on the water of Bycarsdyke’ and their request to do so in order
for them to have access to grazing land in West Stockwith. The wording of the request to the
Commissioners is interesting in that the king wrote, “We therefore willing to have first
- knowledge not only to what hurt discomodity or annoyance the making of the said bridge be
to us [that is, the king!] or to any other farmers or subjects’.  All those called before the
Commissioners from Nottinghamshire, as might be expected, were fulsome in the praise of the
former bridge which had fallen into a ruinous state.

The outcome of this enquiry resulted in a Memorandum, which stated:

That ther should be no house beldyd at the same bryge end and it to be kept that there

should be no man with no cattill then no thyng eles that should be hurtful nayther to
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them of Isle the eles to no other naburs and he that dwellys at the bryg to kepe the key
and bryge lokyd upon a faston [fastening] on a payn [penalty] and they to mend the
Stokwyth Bryge as they were wonted afore tyme and hebdke * when it neds”.*’

[* This must refer to Heckdike, which indicates it was in existence then if not earlier.]

The building of the bridge appears to have caused friction between the three
communities of Haxey, Owston, and Misterton because there were disputes during the reign of
Elizabeth I. A Commission by Letters Patent to twelve commissioners dated 4 July 1571 was
charged to make an enquiry into the right of common and soil of a ‘certain common lying
between the Water of Bycarsdyke and Haxey, commonly called Haxey Carr, and diverse other
controversies touching and conceming the same’.  The Commissioners decided that the
inhabitzints of Haxey and Owston as well as those of Misterton-cum-Stockwith should have,
use, and enjoy intercommoning in the Haxey Carr lying between Haxey and Bickersdike.
They all were allowed to dig turves for fuel though they were prohibited from selling them to
“foreigners’, that is, those outside the area, and no ground was to be cut or dug for turf nearer
to Bickersdike and the river Idle than three hundred yards - a clear attempt to prevent erosion
of the banks which would have led to flooding.

For the footbridge standing over Bickersdike, which had been causing controversy, it
was adjudged that it was to be used as a footbridge only, that is, no carts or wagons or horses,
and it was to be maintained at the éxpense of the inhabitants of Misterton. In addition, an
illegal ford had been made across Bickersdike which enabled thieves to drive cattle out (;f the
Isle. To prevent this, a gate with rails was to be erected ‘in such wyse as no passage may be
but throwe the said yate , which shall be contynually maynteeyned and reedified by the
inhabitants of Mysterton and kept locked from sonne set to sonne ryse, except it be openyed
upon nedeful and necessary occasions by the Constable of Mysterton’. The inhabitants of :
Haxey were to be responsible for building the gate and rails though the people of Misterton

were to give twenty marks to Haxey residents.
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The disputes continued, however, and on 16 May, 1596, the Commissioners were
asked to arbitrate on the position of the county boundary. (See map on p. 30)*® The people
of Misterton claimed that Heckdike, north of Bickersdike, was the boundary, which they called
the North Carr, so that this piece of land belonged to the Duchy of Lancaster, and therefore to
them. The inquiry was held at West Stockwith on 18 September, 1596, when witnesses were
called. Roger Tyledlaye, who was about 64 years of age, and who had been a bailiff of the
manor of Epworth for about thirty years, stated that he always believed the whole of Haxey
Carr to have been in Lincolnshire, that he had never heard of a North Carr, and that
Bickersdike was the county boundary. The repairs to the banks of Bickersdike had been
raised through a levy paid to the grand juries of the manor of Epworth. Others complained
that people from Misterton used the bridge as a way for stealing cattle, and to graze their cattle
wrongﬁﬂly on Haxey Carr. A certain Robert Thomhill had made a ford through Bickersdike,
which was a hindrance to navigation. Wiﬁlesses from Nottinghamshire averred that Heckdike
was the boundary, and they had done the repairs to the dikes. Unfortunately, the outcome of
this dispute is not known, but it points to the tension that existed between the two communities
when there was the danger of over-grazing, and when population increases were producing

pressures on land. The present county boundary lies along Bickersdike.

Population changes

The changes in population are the subject of Chapter 3, but may be dwelt upon briefly.
Because of its fertility, extensive meadows, and commons, the Isle was able to support a large
population during the Middle Ages. The first 1377 Poll Tax recorded a total of 1736 tax
payers which may indicate the number of adults though such figures have to be dealt with care
as the 1380 poll-tax receipts show a great variation from the 1377 figures.’® Based on the
Ecclesiastical Survey of 1603, the villages of Belton, Crowle, and Haxey were supporting
populations in excess of 1100, while Epworth had 800, and the total for the whole of the Isle

was 6,044, and 6,076 in 1642, using the Protestation Returns. While the population of north-
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west Lincolnshire declined slightly between 1603 and 1676, the population of southemn
Axholme rose: by 1676 Belton had a population of 1245, Epworth had 1003, and Haxey had
1439, an increase of 21 per cent over the 1603 totals. An examination of the parish registers
indicates that while certain families predominated over a long period of time, there was
nevertheless a constant movement of families into and out of Axholme. The influx may have
come from the eastern side of the river Trent, where people were made homeless either as a
result of failing villages or forced desertions by landowners converting from arable to pastoral.
In 1675, it was reported that ‘it was the right to cut turves that “draws multitudes of the poorer

* sort from all the counties adjacent to come and inhabit this Isle.””

Vermuyden’s drainage scheme

Probably the most important event in the history of the Isle occurred in 1626 when
Comelius Vermuyden, a Dutchman, was employed by Charles 1 to drain Hatfield Chase and
the Isle of Axholme.”" (See map 1. 4 on p. 33)”> The whole process was riven with corruption
from the outset, and Vermuyden was revealed as an out and out liar, cheat, and hypocrite. A
year after his accession, Charles 1 decided that the fenlands of Axholme were insufficiently
productive, in the sense that little revenue came into the royal purse from these crown lands.
Charles entered into an agreement with Vermuyden by which the latter would drain the areas
and receive in return one-third of the newly-drained land, which amounted to about 60,000
acres - this figure includes Hatfield Chase as well as Axholme. The king would claim half the
drained land, with the result that the Islonians were faced with the loss of nearly two-thirds of
their common lands. As Thirsk has pointed out, what Vermuyden was planning to do was
substitute one economy Wwith another, predominantly arable farming in place of pastoral **
The Islonians, as might be expected objected to this, citing the Mowbray Charter of 1360, and
claiming that both the king’s and Vermuyden’s actions were illegal. There were, therefore,
conflicting desires - the Islonians wanted to maintain their way of life; Vermuyden had to

satisfy his shareholders and to pay his workmen. Though he had not received the consent of

32



Jrue and Perfut Plan of ewerre
Particular Cauel  or Lose m (ne

Counues of yorke Lincolne kNotusip

Surnayed m the yeare A°1639.
o w1 U.vajaﬂ«s Aerledont \’5“‘
) ")

/;IM /e
1ngdLev
J/

Mysen /hrmyﬁ

Common

Lewel of hatfielid Cnase wn lie J'auem/// =

— -
\ HATFIELDE. MANNOR chor, ’

Nioores 5D %

& 60 N\ 2 & ok (\

_] . me Sheoie Dy heaouse <

%\

h\

=
[ e et

AN
“Wroul :&\
E|F|D (B [A E|C|p|plall
J“"/vHa Al ]:’ &
| N
NI €] € 5 ‘_\7:37“\ C [P
£3 o) o S Y, ""
olelelelals el Y o
A 124
S Common /= ="F_ X |2 |F|A|B c’r » '
i an .l H I f
ol ¥ E . \r CIAlE[ B |D " Newe Lorre N 4o £} \
v i D // 150 |, i Cw,lmo,, AL 3
-B / .}fL:"v \ B
F Oy Corinon )
Misterion SNING g / =" i
£ * i ™o
Esuse g : e = ft‘,:. .
3 l /./m orf :
i L/'J‘
| EpworT MANNOR_
\Uu W.’S:/(JIL | o _[/'”‘_hrlh /“ /l (ll‘/l i
N The Queenes Jamneturc 2 Foe.
) o \
‘7""/,,-\\“:’_‘/5/:- y’ wov "Reads
" ft e s b ve; 0D 3w S
¢ — - —

[ 1l

Map 1.4 Vermuyden’s drainage scheme
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the local population, which was a prerequisite in his contract with the Crown, Verntayden went
ahead with his ;;roject

His basic plan, as far as Axholme was concerned, was to straighten the meandering
courses of the rivers Idle, Torne, and Don on the western side of the Isle, and to create an
outfall into the river Trent at Althorpe by cutting across the flat lands between Belton and
Crowle. Vermuyden’s drainage must have affected Crowle badly because he removed the
navigable branch of the river Don, and left them surrounded by large tracts of marshy ground
which previously had been navigable in boats over the surface of the meres, or by guts and
lodes, which connected one stretch of water with another.”® In addition, he wanted to create a
new drain from the river Idle to the Trent south of Owston and north of West Stockwith.
There are two maps illustrating the drainage completed by Vermuyden, one of which shows
the Snow Sewer no longer part of the drainage system, the other showing the opposite. As
there is no sign to-day of any outfalls at Owston, it is likely that the Snow Sewer was omitted
from the plan.

When work started on the drainage of Haxey Carr in 1628, riots broke out when
materials were destroyed, workmen abused or assaulted, and construction work damaged.
Dutch and Flemish workers brought into the Isle to undertake the construction of the dikes
were thrown into rivers, and the Islonians broke down the banks, filled ditches, and burnt tools.
To deal with the riots, Vermuyden armed his overseers and a man was killed. The Crown did
nothing to bring the killers to justice, except bring in the militia to quell the riots. The
ringleaders of the nots were sent to London to the Court of Star Chamber, while others were
imprisoned, to be released on a surety of not repeating offences. Further riots broke out in
1629 and 1630, and were suppressed by the militia.

In the early 1630s, the Islonians refused to agree to any division of their common
land. Commissioners surveyed the drained lands, confirmed, and delineated Vermuyden's
third.  They further proposed that the Crown have 2620 acres of the newly-drained land,

leaving about 6000 acres to the local inhabitants. Vermuyden then purchased the Crown’s

34



share. The areas of common land in Epworth and Westwoodside were 14,079 acres and
round Crowle were 3,458 acres, which were reduced respectively to 5,929 acres, a loss of 42
per cent and 1,815 acres, a loss of 52 per cent. To add to his disrepute, Vermuyden
manipulated the legal processes to his own advantage. In 1631, some of the ringleaders of the
riots had been fined £1000 by the Court of Star Chamber for their part in the 1628
disturbances. By offering to have the fines rescinded, Vermuyden tried to bribe the
ringleaders into agreeing to the threefold division of the newly- drained lands. Some did
agree, but other frecholders refused, and the scheme came to nothing.

In 1636, Vermuyden tried the samne approach. First, he said he would claim damages
from the Islonians, then offered to free them from any damages if they agreed to settle with
him on the tripartite division of the land. Though altogether 370, including some who had no
right of common, agreed, only a minority of those entitled to actnally did so. An offer of
£400 was made by the drainers to those who could not find employment to buy materials to
make sacking and cloth.

The whole episode reveals the corruption of the government: the Privy Council had
provided resources to quell the riots; the Court of Exchequer condoned Vermuyden’s attempts
at blackmail, and approved the final award to Vermuyden, even though only a minority of the
local population had agreed to it; and the local Commissioners of Sewers, who had been
persuaded to turn a blind eye to the events in the Isle in case they were sympathetic to the
Islonians.

The riots continued throughout the Civil War, for example, in 1642, when the local
inhabitants were under the impression they were to be invaded, they destroyed the flood gates
at Snow Sewer and a sluice at Misterton, with the result that about 4000 acres were flooded.
This was repeated after the sheriff had had the gates and sluice repaired. The Islonians
claimed they had been given the worst of the land and also that land previously not liable to

flooding had become so.
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Other fenland areas

Though it is a truism to state that every area or region is unique, it is worthwhile to
examine other fenland areas to compare their features with those of the Isle of Axholme so that
any common features may be compared. Two of the several fenland areas that may be
considered are the those in southern Lincolnshire and in Cambridgeshire and the Somerset

Levels.

Like Axholme, the Fens, the word may be used to denote both the Lincolnshire and
Cambridgeshire fenland, were seen by outsiders as waste and unprofitable, with a backward
populace. The fen people’s economic organisation was incomprehensible to outsiders, who
considered the populace as sub-human. Only by drainage, outsiders believed, which would
get rid of the fenlands, would produce a land that was profitable. ‘Piety and profits demanded,
it was felt, the reclamation of both.”* The fen people considered their habitat quite
differently because it offered abundant grazing, with small areas of fertile arable land. They
could supplement their income by fishing and fowling, as well as being able to gather reeds for
fuel and for thatching roofs. Any proposals, as will be seen, to drain the Fens met with strong
opposition.

Unlike Axholme, the Lincolnshire Fens were affected by encroachment from the sea,
but like the Isle were flooded intemnally by slow moving rivers from the Midlands. In the
Holland region of Lincolnshire there was a ridge of silt shaped like a horseshoe along the
northern and western sides of the Wash, which provided land for settlement. The earliest
settlements were spaced along this ridge all of them linear in shape. In the twelfth century,
possibly because of a rise in population which produced pressure on land, there was inter-
community co-operation to drain the fenlands both seawards and inland by the construction of
dikes and embankments.””  The silt lands had to dry out, and the marsh on the seaward side of
the dikes and embankments had to have the salt washed out, but both provided excellent
grazing for cattle and sheep. Because new land was created, fields were added to the original

two-field system which had been prevalent in the villages, and new settlements sprang up in
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the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. No comparable attempts to drain the Axholine wetlands
have been discovered, apart from the abbot of Selby’s construction of Mere Dike, and the
construction in the southern part of the Isle of Bickersdike and Heckdike.

A consideration of Domesday Book for Holland’s larger settlements shows that, like
the Isle of Axholme, fisheries featured largely in the economy of only some of them:
Bennington, Gosberton, Holbeach, Whaplode, and Wrangle had no fisheries recorded, while
Pinchbeck had four fisheries with 1500 eels, and Spalding had six fisheries worth thirty
shillings. On the other hand, the two villages with fisheries have no records of meadow
though Bennington (20 acres), Gosberton (12 acres), Holbeach (80 acres), and Whaplode (92
acres) did. Domesday Book recorded that Wrangle was waste because of ﬁooding by the
363.98

The Isle of Axholme differed from the Lincolnshire Fens with regard to monastic
involvement. The extensive land holding of Selby abbey has already been delineated. The
foundation of the small cells at Henes, Hirst, and Sandtoft were all dated from the early to
mid-twelfth century, with the Templars having a camera founded in the mid-twelfth century:
the Carthusian house at Melwood was a late foundation, 1397-8. By contrast, the
Lincolnshire Fenland had three Benedictine houses, at Crowland (f. before 1066), Deeping
(£.1139), and Spalding (f.c. 1087), with two Cistercian houses at Haverholme (f.1137) and
Revesby (f.1142).® No monastic foundations were made on the reclaimed land in Holland.
Though much of the land in Axholme granted to the mother houses was mainly in the
commons or wetlands, it is difficult to understand why no major foundation was made there in
the post-Conquest period when land could have been obtained from the Mowbray family,
who were willing to make grants, and where an order like the Cistercians would have
welcomed both the solitude and the opportunity to drain and develop the land.

As with the Axholme wetlands, the Lincolnshire Fens were used for pastoral farming
with heavy grazing by cattle, horses, sheep, pigs, and geese in the summer. In the winter they

were inundated when fishing and fowling were possible. Meadow was not plentiful though
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suitable parts of the fen were reserved for meadow, and enclosed until the hay harvest.'®
Arable farming was an important but a subsidiary economy, and food was imported into the
region. The Fenland was also used for the growing of hemp, and a weaving industry
developed alongside this. Thirsk comments that the size of land holdings was small, yet
offers no reason for this. The most likely reason is that partible inheritance was practised in
the Fens as it was in the Isle of Axholme, something that will be explored in greater detail
later.

During the early years of the fourteenth century there was a climatic deterioration
when rainfall appears to have been much heavier. Combined with coastal inundations, there
was great destruction of land after 1300: arable land was reduced, and pastoral farming was
badly affected, especially in south Lincolnshire. The salt marshes were encroached by the sea,
and the production of salt declined. By the 1330s there was flooding in the Witham valley
and along the Kesteven fen edge. In the Fens, much of the reclaimed land was loét, and most
of Lindsey also was waterlogged, with flooding round Grimsby, and along the southern bank
of the Humber which had been affected by inundations.'”'

In the Cambridgeshire village of Willingham, the arable area in three open fields was
between 1000 and 1200 acres, with the remainder of the parish, 3000 acres, as fen.'> The
size of this parish contrasts with some of those in Axholme, for example, Belton had 8530
acres and Haxey 8113 acres.  About one-third of the arable acreage was given to wheat or
maslin, and about half of the total was used for barley. Of greater importance to the people
were the fens as stock farming and dairying made it economical for small holders to survive.
“The arable acreage was not in any case important here. . . A tenant of a half-yardland of about
fifteen acres of meadow and marsh was, in Willingham, a wealthy yeoman. It was not the
acreage of arable but the possession of fen commons apd the stock which went with them,
which mattered.”'®

At the edge of the Fens,'™ the difference of two or three feet in altitude can make all

the difference in the type of land and land use. Ravendale, in his study of the Cambridgeshire
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fen edge, saw a pattern of economy which was similar to that in the Lincolnshire Fens and in
Axholme. The number of fisheries in Domesday Book gave an indication of permanent
wetness, and the fen ‘crops’ of turves, for fuel and house building, reeds, for thatching, and
sedges, also for thatching were of a part with the other fenland areas. The winter flooding
gave the land fertility, while in the summer the land was used for pasturing.  Cheese
production and leather products were linked to the pastoral economy of grazing cattle, sheep,
and pigs. Like Axholme, intercommoning was practised though, because there was a
difficulty in Cambridgeshire of marking the boundaries as the land was flooded in winter, the
system was very complex.'” Hemp was grown as a crop on the edge of cultivated areas.'*

In the Somerset Levels, Williams analysed the causes of flooding as the physique of

L' This applies to the

the region, tidal behaviour and marine siltation, and rainfai
Lincolnshire Fens and, to a certain extent, to the Isle of Axholme because of the flooding by
the Trent inland - that is, by virtue of the Aigre, which can produce flooding with water from
the Humber. There were, however, few mentions in the Domesday Book of fisheries in the
marsh areas; in contrast with both Axholme and the Lincolnshire Fens, the Levels had
plentiful meadow lands, for example, Burnham had 300 acres and Huntspill 120 acres,'®
though there were some small areas recorded at Glastonbury (62 acres) and Sowy (30 acres).
On the other hand, a twelfth century survey of Glastonbury abbey showed that the cellarer had
a fishery at Middlezoy of which the abbot owned one part and the abbey the other two parts.
At Andedesey there was another fishery from which the abbot received 2000 eels,'®

Williams has produced a ‘hierarchy’ of usefulness amongst the moors that varied with
the state of their drainage: pools, water-covered moors, and natural watercourses, which were
abundant in fish and fowl, periodically water-covered land, which produced turbaries and
pastures, which in tum improved drainage so that meadows evolved that were flooded
occasionally; and flood-free arable land of ‘islands’ and uplands.''® Such an analysis can be

applied to all fenland areas, and can be helpful in determining which areas are suitable for

pastoral or arable farming.
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There were three striking features in the Somerset Levels:

(1) the lack of any evidence for land reclamation on the coastal clay;

(2) the avoidance of peat soils because they were acid, sterile, and deficient in plant
nutrients. The peat areas were also subject to long periods of inundation, and in
the Somerset Levels the waters were trapped in the peat moors for months on end
because their general level was six to ten feet below that of the level of the clay,
and below the level of the rivers. Even if the water was able to drain away, the
peat remained waterlogged, and was thus of litle use.  As there was a liability to
swell up in wet weather, with height variations of upto six feet, the peat soils were
unable to support drainage structures;

(3) there was evidence of a concentration of reclamation in distinct and definite
areas."'

The second and third points apply to the Isle of Axholme in that areas near the rivers Idle,
Torne, and Don were almost certainly flooded all year round because of the accumulation of
peat. Leland in his ‘Itinerary” commented that ‘from the west point of Bickers Dike up a long
to the great Mere, the soyle by the water is fenny, and morische, and ful of carres’, and

‘the fenny part of Axholme berith much galle, a low frutex swete in burning’ ' Leland's
comments provide a good summary of Williams’s categories.

With the exception of the coastal clay belt, the emphasis in farming was almost
entirely pastoral, and the piecemeal reclamation of the fen had helped to intensify the pastoral
predominance.  Like the Lincolnshire and Cambridgeshire Fenland and Axholme, the
marshland provided fishing, fowling, reed-cutting, and peat digging. Numerous fisheries
existed in the rivers, and there were artificial weirs (‘gurgites’), which caused the waters to
flood the surrounding moors, and which was the cause of much antagonism, as happened
when the abbot of Selby constructed flood gates on Mare Dike. !>

All fenland areas have some characteristics in common. First are slow-moving rivers,

which produce flooding in the winter months, which deposit silts that enrich the land, and
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which provide abundant grass in summer. In the winter the floods provide fish and fowl, and

the peat and sedges allow fuel to be collected and reeds for thatching. Secondly, such features

provide for a mainly pastoral form of agriculture, with cattle and sheep able to graze in the

summer months. Where there is arable land wheat, barley, oats, peas, and hemp are grown.

As a consequence of the pastoralism, related industries, such as dairying, meat, and cheese

production, developed.
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Chapter 2 Literature Survey

During the past forty to fifty years, different approaches have been adopted towards
the study of local history.  This chapter will present an overview of these approaches then
consider in more detail the major concerns of local historians, concerns which are relevant to
the present study.'

In the 1950s, there was a conflict in the minds of local historians as to whether their
studies were to be considered as ‘national history localised’ or ‘local history per se’as H P R
Finberg defined their dilemma. Finberg did not see local history as a contribution to national
studies, rather that ‘the family, the local community, the national state, and the supra-national
society [was] as a series of concentric circles. Each requires to be studied with constant
reference to the one outside it’.

By contrast, W G Hoskins developed a method of study by a comparative method
whereby it was possible to expand from a particular to a

thematic comparison and contrast. . . Farming methods could be analysed

through comparing incidences of crops and livestock. . . On a wider canvas, elected

urban economies could be contrasted by comparing whole occupational categories in

different towns.’
This approach was one adopted by many local historians, so that if Hoskins’s Wigston Magﬁa
was characteristic of open-field farming then another open-field system could be compared
with it! The comparative technique started by selecting a community, or group of
communities, or an occupational grouping. Comparisons were then made usually on a single
theme, such as, population or wealth or inventories, thus giving them an ‘economic’ cachet;
such comparisons were, however, static.’

A different approach to the categorising of rural communities was adopted by Joan
Thirsk, who considered farming regions as offering scope for analysis and study. She stated
that there is an interconnectedness between topography, the type of economy linked with it,

and the social organisations that are characteristic of the first two factors. ‘Pastoral
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communities have one structure, arable communities another.’® This approach demonstrates
the complexity of the interactions between the numerous aspects of a community and its
surrounding area, in which an alteration in one parameter can produce wide-ranging, even
unexpected, changes. An example of this is the conversion of arable land to pasture which
resulted in a reduction in the demand for labour: this could cause a movement in the
population seeking work elsewhere, or the unemployed developing a secondary employment.
The link between topography and economy was the approach advocated by Thirsk in

‘Fenland Farming*’ and in her study of Lincolnshire’s fanmning regions.®  From the study of
the numbers and types of farm animals, crops, field-systems, and the like there developed a
wider study of the local economy and its social structures with a consideration of the
topography and population changes. ‘Topography’ is an umbrella term for the physical
factors defined by Thirsk as ‘soils, sub-soils, altitude, relief, rainfall’ Thirsk further
developed the concept of a link between topography and the type of farming that was likely to
be found into a close description of the farming regions of England, which was included in
The Agrarian History of England and Wales 1V. 10

Arising from Thirsk’s approach, Professor Alan Everitt expanded this framework to
include the concept of different types of countryside each of which had its own distinctive
characteristics.  Before this, Kerridge had adopted a system of defining farming countries
some of which were very large, such as the ‘Midland Plain’, which ‘stretches from Shropshire
to the Vale of York and north Lincolnshire, and from Wiltshire to the Vale of Aylesbury in
Buckinghamshire’.  Kerridge claimed in justification that the region was one ‘disjointed
rolling plain’ though it is clear that such a vast area must contain variations and differences.

Thirsk’s England’s Agricultural Regions and Agrarian History, 1500-1750 offers an
analysis of the English farming regions into eight basic types.  These types are broad |
generalisations based on topography, population, economy, and social structures, the unifying
theme being that each different region produces different agricultural systems which affect the

structure of the local society. Because of the size of Thirsk’s regions, there are bound to be
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variations even within short distances so her classifications have to be considered as broad
assertions. Even within her regions, it must be remembered that farming systems may be
changed to suit the current agricultural need, as happened with Myddle in the sixteenth
century."'

A further refinement in the description of farming regions was the concept of pays,
which was developed by French geographers, who said that ‘distinctive countrysides. . .were
the products of physical differences in geology, soil, topography, and climate; and also of
differences in settlement history and rural settlement, which gave each pays a distinctive way
of life’.'?  Overton points out that Thirsk’s maps of pays is closely related to her original map
of farming regions published in 1967. He comments that pays help in generalising about the
general look of a landscape and the prevai»ling economic and social structures, but they are of
little use for analytical purposes, and he goes on to demonstrate that neither pays or farming
regions types are homogenous with respect to farm type in an area he studied in Norfolk and
Suffolk.!* Overton observes that ‘identifying agricultural regions in the past is not a matter of
discovery. . .but creation’."*

As stated above, Thirsk proposed the link between topography, the type of agriculture
practised, and social structure. In her view, the growth of secondary occupations was
associated with pastoral communities, a theme developed by Jones, who saw ‘concentrations
of rural domestic industries [appearing] in areas of densely-populated pastoralism’.  This
process was ‘strengthened in Tudor times by the increasing pressure of population, and by
systems of partible inheritance, which finally sliced the size of hoidings too small to support a
family purely by farming’. 13

Enclosure and the conversion of arable to pasture altered the structure of communities,
bringing with it tensions because it changes the amount of work available to labourers as well
as altering the opportunities for employment of younger people.  Small villages were
depopulated or much reduced in size, and could, according to Thirsk, be changed from

‘egalitarian, peasant communities into estate villages, dominated bya squire’.” According to
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Allen, enclosure was important in destroying the English peasantry because, in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, farmers were evicted and, their land seized, it was amalgamated into
larger farms, and converted to pasture. Eviction enclosure ‘resulted in the elimination of
peasant farming’, though the evidence he adduces for the scale of eviction is not clear.”

Enclosure and the conversion of arable to pasture did not occur in Axholme, rather the
opposite, for in 1626, Vermuyden, a Dutch adventurer, with the approval of Charles I, set
about the drainage of parts of the Isle which resulted in the loss of about one-third of the
common land which had hitherto been used for grazing. As happened in eighteenth century
Northamptonshire, when parliamentary enclosure adversely affected small landholders or
renters because they lost common rights,'® this led to rioting because of a loss of vital grazing
rights and the need to find alternative sources of income.

Though there may appear to be a complete dichotomy between the approach to local
history as exemplified by Hoskins and by Thirsk, this is not necessarily the case if the
‘national’ links adumbrated by Hoskins are disregarded. @~ While the ‘Hoskins approach’
concentrated on one aspect of a community, and while Thirsk looked at a larger picture, she
was involved in making comparisons between the crops, their yields, the number of cattle, and
so on, and such comparisons could effectively cover the whole of England.

When studying any local community, it is possible to produce a “model’ of the
elements subject to alteration - topography, economy, the population that can be supported,
and the social structures that arise. If other factors, such as failures in the grain harvest,
national economic trends, such as the demand for wool, or plague, are included, one is faced
with an equation with a large number of variables. Each ‘variable’ can be the subject of
individual study, but it must be considered in the context of other factors. Dyer, for example,
commented that there was a relationship between living standards and movements in
population, but the two interacted in very complicated ways.'®

Population change and inflation were two other factors that were introduced into the

study of the interrelationship between topography, economy, and society. In Dyer’s study of
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standards of living in the late medieval period, he explores both the realities of life for all
levels of English society in a period of war, pestilence, and rebellion, and also the effects of
population change. He demonstrates that the reduction in birth-rate from 1350 until after c.
1520 affected the social and economic developments. The assertiveness of thp lower orders
meant that ‘agrarian systems could be modified only through conscious decisions by the
peasants’.  Although sons of peasants were able in some places to inherit sméllholdings, or
acquire themn on their own initiative, such accamulations could easily break up in the next

generation in the late fourteenth century, a situation not altered until the early sixteenth

20

century.

By contrast, the population of England almost doubled between the 1540s and the
1701, showing a decline in the rate of increase in the 1560s and 1660s. Between 1522 and
1525, the population was estimated to be 2.5 million, which increased to 2.77 million in 1541,
and further grew to 4.10 million by 1601, reaching about 5.05 million in 17012 It is
difficult to account for this growth in population, especially after one-and-a-half centuries of
decline prior to this, but it may be accounted for by a general improvement in prosperity,
which in turn enabled couples to marry earlier. As a consequence, higher fertility, coupled
with a drop in the death rate because of a decrease in epidemic diseases, resulted in population
growth. Under this stimulus of a growing population, agricultural prices rose, land values
increased, the demand for land became more intense, and there were limited improvements in
farming techniques, such as the use of lime and marl, and the floating of water meadows.
Agricultural production was increased through . extensions to cultivated areas.”

The effects of population growth combined with poor or disastrous harvests for the
period of study have been examined in at least two studies, with the writers coming to the
conclusion that, in simple terms, ‘the rich grew richer while the poor grew poorer’® Bowden
concluded that population increase led to greater poverty.® While farm wages increased in
money terms threefold between 1500 and 1640, from 4d. to 1s. per day, the cost of living rose

by sixfold.”® This growth brought about pressure on land, and, together with a series of
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disastrous harvests - in 1555-6, 1586, 1595-7, 1629-30, and 1647-9, resulted in an increase in
the price of com.?®  ‘In a peasant economy, climate indirectly influenced demand because
purchasing power was largely determined by the size of the harvest.’”’ The larger landowner
in com-growing areas benefited in years of plenty by being able to send his surplus to market
while in years of dearth he could feed his family; by contrast, the middling farmer was
disadvantaged in years of scarcity by being barely able to feed his family. ** Overton has
demonstrated that the farmer with 100 acres of wheat could expect his income to rise as the
yields fell while the smaller farmer’s income decreased with a poor harvest. The demand for
grain was inelastic, so in bad years the reduction in the quantity of grain was more than offset
by the rise in price, thus a farmer’s income could be above that of a normal year.”

As a further development in establishing the relationship between population growth
and the price of grain, Thirsk proposed that the rich grew richer only in areas where corn was
grown for market. A further refinement that Thirsk has made is that inheritance customs
were the ‘engines’ for the development of secondary occupations, especially where partible
inheritance had reduced the size of holdings to such an extent that they were no longer
viable”

It is abundanty clear that Thirsk’s approach to the study of small communities
through an examination of the connections between their topography, population, economy,
and society has had a considerable impact on the studies of other local historians, for example,
Goody et al who debate the effects of inheritance practices on families.> As Thompson
observes, ‘intentions in inheritance systems, as in other matters, often eventuate in conclusions
very different from those intended”.®  For this reason some of the studies of local
communities will be examined to test the validity of Thompson’s comments, particularly
when this thesis, at least in part, will be considering the interactions of topography, economy,
and society together with the effects of inheritance customs. There are three approaches to
this task: first, to look at individual studies one by one, to examine the effects of the

interactions between the four ‘variables’, or, second, to consider the four variables as treated
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by each study separately while at the same time addressing the particular theme that each
writer is exploring, or, thirdly, to look at a combination of two .of the variables - topography
and agricultural practices together because they are so closely linked, population changes, and
social structure, at the same time exploring the main theme of each writer. By adopting the
third strategy, the differences between the variables in several locations may be cohsidered and
compared. For the purpose of these analyses and comparisons a range of locations will be
considered, ranging from the Midland Plain, the Fenlands, parts of Cambridgeshire and Essex,
and Somerset.>* While it might seem important to begin with the review of the link between
topography and agriculture, it is worthwhile to examine first the changes in population to see
whether the local patterns reflect the national ones.
Population changes

The major contribution to the study of population is the magisterial The Population
History of England, 1541-1871,% which made an aggregative analysis of 404 English
parishes. From this sample, the national totals of births, marriages, and deaths were arrived
at, and population figures produced. Analyses of the data also produced a wide range of
information, such as, marriage trends, mortality crises, and the age structure of the population.

While changes in population in communities have almost become academic studies

in themselves, it is clear that there are complex interactions between fluctuations in population
in a village and its social and economic life. There has been much debate on the causes of
changes in population and economic development, and the debate on theories of historical
progress centres on whether demographic determinism produced pre-industrial economic
development or whether class struggles between peasants and landlords were the instigators.
These differences in theoretical outlook, based on a Marxist or neo-Malthusian opinions -
what has been termed ‘the Brenner debate’ - have occupied historians in heated discussions.*
For many historians, such as Postan, demographic factors were the most important, and class
relations were disregarded.  For Brenner, the change in relations between landlords and

peasants, brought about by the huge drop in population following the Black Death, when land
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lay vacant, and the landlords faced a loss in rents - what Brenner refers to quaintly as ‘surplus-
extractions relations’”’ - affected long-run trends in the distribution of income and economic
growth. In an introduction to The Brenner Debate, Hilton observes that

Brenner does not see that his view of class struggles is based on an assumed static

situation even though there were changes in ‘the forces of production’, such as new

technology. . . [and] the land/labour ratio is of crucial importance in a society where
peasant production predominates. It can hardly be doubted that the conflict over rent
will result in different outcomes where there is an abundance of land and a shortage of

tenants as compared with the situation characteristic of western Europe around 1300,

where land was over-occupied to such a degree that with a shortage of pasture and an

overcrowding of infertile arable, the productivity of agriculture was severely
reduced.”®

In contradiction of Brenner’s views regarding the need for landlords to maximise their
incomes from rents, Bowden noted that the income for landlords derived from a variety of
sources, and for the large landowner the revenue from rents was £500 from a total of £2,500 -
£3,000 for Sir Thomas Temple of Stowe.*

Although it is outside the period of this study, an excellent illustration of the effects of
the land/peasant ratio and its knock-on effects on economy and social organisation is
provided by Razi’s analysis of Halesowen in the medieval period where impartible inheritance
was the custom.* Before the Plague, land was in short supply so some sons and daughters of
land-deficient tenants left the village; many, however, preferred to remain, resulting in large
numbers of kin groups ‘composed of several conjugal families whose members lived in
separate but closely situated households’*'  In the period after the Plague, there was an
abundance of land because of the sharp decrease in the size of the population, which reduced
pressure on inheritance.  Thus, adult children were able to settle on vacant holdings in
neighbouring townships, resulting in cottages falling empty and becoming dilapidated. This

emigration of young villagers and further outbreaks of Plague in 1349-75 greatly increased the
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number of deceased tenants who had no children to succeed them, the consequence of which
was immigration between 13 50 and 1395 when the in-comers took over the vacant plots.> A
subsequent low-survival rate of families, the result of low male replacement rates and high
mobility was the cause not only of population decline but also social change.**

As shown earlier, the general picture of English population chauge m the sixteenth and
carly seventeenth éellturics is one of increase with some decrease post-1650, yet studies of
individual communities do not always bear this out. The village of Myddle, in Shropshire,
for example, during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was a village with a very
stable community, with a population that remained virtually unchanged at about 340 people
between 1561 and 1580. Though the baptism rate was 24 per 1000, the burial rate was 25 per
1000, so that the population barely maintained itself.  There appears to have been no
significant change in the buth rate during Tudor and Stuart times, though the death rate
fluctuated: 25 per 1000 from 1561 to 1580; 19 to 20 per 1000 between 1661 and 1680; and
23 to 24 per 1000 from 1681 to 1700.* While there was some migration, mobility occurred
only over a short distance.*’

In his study of Stoneleigh, Warwickshire, in which he includes the parish of Ashow,
Alcock found difficuity in establishing the growth in population because the parish registers
had been kept so badly.*® The only way he could obtain a population figure was by counting
households, which are found in the Stoneleigh Abbey surveys, estate surveys, and the Hearth

Tax returns. Table 2.1 gives the reconstituted populations.

Table 2.1 Total numbers of households in Stoneleigh.

Year Stoneleigh Ashow Total Population*
1533 110 22 132 528-504
1597 121 27 . 148 592-666
1664-5 149 24 173 692-779
1766 201 27 228 912-1026

* Multiplier for households of 4.0 t0 4.5
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The increase in the sixteenth century may have occurred because of the creation of small farms
on land previously pasture or woodland.  Without the parish registers which begin for
Stoneleigh in 1634, with only Bishops’ Transcripts for Ashow ﬁoﬁl 1634, and which breaks
off in 1640, it is difficuit to comment on the population growth.

Spufford’s study of Orwell, a Cambridgeshire village, situated on the western clay
plateau where the villages were shrinking illustrates a similar sitwation.”®  Orwell had a
thirteen per cent drop in numbers from 1525 to 1664. The subsidy returns of 1524 recorded
52 taxable households and 46 in 1563. The Hearth Tax of 1664, which Spufford states is an
underestimate, gave 45 households, yet a register of tenants in 1650 listed 54 households.*
The baptismal trends suggest fewer families in 1660s than in the 1570s, so the population
remained fairly static. Yet there was an excess of baptisms over burials in the period 1570 to
late 1650s, and, despite mortality crises, there was a natural increase of just over 300 from
1574 to 1635. Though Orwell should, on these figures, have been a rapidly growing
community - and there is evidence of new building - the parish registers show that it was
actually shrinking, because, although the number of baptisms rose from the 1570s to the
1590s, they decreased thereafter until the 1660s. The decline began in the 1590s even though
there was a record number of marriages, which, Spufford claims, indicates a decline in the
number of child-bearing couples and emigration outweighing immigration.”

By contrast, Spufford’s study of Willingham in the fenland shows that there was a
rapid expansion of population. In 1525, there were 25 taxpayers, and in 1563 there were 105
households. By 1664, the number of households had risen to 134> The rise was so great
that Willingham became one of the most densely populated in Cambridgeshire, with 30
households per 1000 acres.”” The rise in population is partly accounted for by the fact that
there was an excess of baptisms over burials from 1559, when the registers begin, to 1656,
with the exception of the crisis years of 1617 and a number of years in the late 1620s.
Spufford found it difficult to relate the population increase or decrease to the number of

people who were able to take up tenancies of land and farm it. In 1575, there was a minimum
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of one hundred tenants, compared with the bishop’s estimate ot 105 households in 1563. By
1603, there were 125 houses, and in 1664, the Hearth tax returns showed 135 houses.® There
was a large degree of mobility both into and out of Willingham, which was related to the
amount of land held and the numbers of landholding members in it. >*

The records for Chippenham, a village on the chalk uplands of Cambridgeshire, and
the third village in Spufford’s study are so incomplete or unreliable - ‘the 1603 Ecclesiastical
Census provides such an outlandish figure that it can only be disregarded’® - that no really
valid statement can be made about its population although Spufford herself concludes that ‘the
fragments of information which are available on the size of Chippenham suggest a relatively
stable community apart from a short period of growth in the 1630s’.%

The evidence for population changes in the Essex village of Terling, which lay in the
clay lands, givén by Wrightson and Levine is limited in terms of actual statistics.”’ They used
family reconstitution to obtain their figures as well as the Subsidy Returns of 1525 and Hearth
Tax of 1671. In 1525, there were 70 households, which using a multiplier of 4.75 yield a
population of 330 people. This had risen in 1671 to 122 households, a population of about
580 people.”® The latter part of the sixteenth century saw an excess of baptisms over burials,
which produced a surplus population over and above replacement levels. By the first quarter
of the seventeenth century, the numbers of baptisms and burials were coming into equilibrium.
The reason which Wrightson and Levine propose for the increase in population is that the age
at marriage for both men and women was lower than that found in most English family
reconstitution studies.”

In _Fenland Farming® Thirsk considers in broad terms the population of Holland, one
of the ndings of Lincolnshire.  Villages were grouped mainly along a belt of silt which ran
approximately parallel with the coastline though subsidiary hamlets had sprung up on the
coastal marsh and along the fringe of the fen following drainage; inundated, undrained fen to
the north and west was a barrier to further settlement.®' The population density in the

wapentakes of Kirton and Skirbeck in Holland was higher than that found on the clays, wolds,
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or heaths of Lincolnshire: Skirbeck had 18 families per 1000 acres, and Kirton had 19.6. By
comparison, Walshcroft, situated mainly in the clay vale, had 15.6 families per 1000 acres in
1563, and Boothby Graffoe on the limestone and clay had 10.7 families per 1000 acres.
Comparison of sizes of settlements showed that in Holland 75 per cent had more than 40
families, of which half had 70 families, whereas, in the rest of Lincolnshire in 1563, more than
70 per cent had at the most 40 families.*? In the mid-sixteenth century, a good middle-sized
town had 150 families or more. Holland had six such towns besides Boston, and there was a
concentration of large towns in the Kirton wapentake: Kirton had 228 families, Swineshead
had 209, Pinchbeck had 200, and Spalding 154.

The larger density of population in the fenland areas might give the impression of
burgeoning communities; a consideration of changes in Wyberton, a fenland village about
three miles from Boston, and Wrangle, situated on the silt ridge, about eight miles north-east
of Boston, gives a different picture.*’ In the Diocesan Population Return of 1563, Wyberton
had 62 households, which included the hamlet of Brothertoft, which yields a population of
about 294.%  From 1539 to 1640, there were 1,565 baptisms and 1,980 burials, which gives
a deficit of - 415 persons. Only in the decade 1600-1610 was there an excess of ten baptisms
over burials, and the biggest deficits were in the decades 1540-49 (-81), 1550-1559 (-73), and
1630-39 (-70). Further analysis of these statistics is beyond the remit of this study, but it is
clear that Wyberton was far from being able to replace its population. It may be that the town
of Boston acted as a magnet for what was a small community in 1563 and subseciuently.

In 1563, Wrangle had 76 households, which converts to 361 people. Unfortunately,
the parish records do not begin until 1601, and there are no burial records for the year 1629.
Nevertheless, the picture of population change that emerges is similar to that of Wyberton,
Between 1601 and 1640, there were 150 more burials than baptisms - the 1630s were the
worst, with 186 baptisms compared with 282 burials, a deficit of -96. During the period
1601-40, there were 265 marriages, which, without further analysis, suggests either emigration

or late marriage.
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To summarise briefly: though the national picture of population change shows an
increase, this is not always reflected in local situations, such as Myddle, Orwell, Wyberton,
and Wrangle, where there was very little change or a significant decrease. Only by a closer
examination of the available documents, especially the parish registers, if available, is it
possible to determine whether there was migration to or emigration from a particular village,

part of which may be explicable by studying the local inheritance patterns.

Topography and agricultural economy.

There has been a number of studies of the links between topography, economy, and
social structure, and a few will be examined to illustrate these links. While Thirsk’s analysis
of farming regions suggests that some regions were better suited to arable farming while others
were suited to pasture because of their topography, it must be made clear that the two ﬁre not
inextricably linked because an agricultural economy can be changed depending on
circumstances and demand.

The parish of Myddle, situated near the English-Welsh border, lay in an area of rich
soil suited to arable farming, but it is an example of the conversion of arable land to pastoral
in the sixteenth century when it had achieved stability through the permanence of a major
group of families, and through making the ordinary tenant secure in his possessions through
the clearing of large stretches of woodland.  As a consequence, the open fields were
abandoned and over a thousand acres were cultivated to make pasture, which led to a change
to a pastoral economy.** This change benefited the inhabitants during the period of rising
gram prices when the yeomen and husbandmen were able not only to survive but to flourish.
Myddle, in the sixteenth century, was ‘essentially a community of small pastoral farms and
tenements, with a few larger farms supporting minor gentry’.® Few people had a personal
estate of more than one hundred pounds, if debts are excluded,®” and there was an emphasis on
working in money rather than goods, which was reflected in the bequests in wills for money

rather than animals, suggesting a large number of owner-occupiers.®® As Professor Hey
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explains, the raising of livestock for market offers an explanation for this emphasis on money.
There was much buying and selling of land, with the result that there was a widespread
provision of credit, usually in the form of bonds, indicating that there were many small owner-
occupiers. %

Professor Hey gives no reason for the decision to change from arable to pastoral
farming, nor for the lack of population growth duning a period when the picture for England
showed an overall growth, but it is interesting to speculate whether there was a connection
between the two.

Stoneleigh in Warwickshire is a good example of a p;drish with two distinct types of
topography with two types of agricultural economy.” It lies in a region divided by the Avon:
to the north-west there are mixed soils, including heavy clays, which were used by medieval
potters, and this is the Arden, which was heavily forested, and had enclosed fields, with
isolated farmsteads more common than nuclear villages. Here there was pastoral farming. |
To the south-east was the ‘felden’ region, which was dominated by open-field villages; there
was almost no woodland, and arable farming predominated.

According to Alcock, ‘an individual’s position in the village economy was accurately
indicated by the size of his landholding’, and to a lesser extent this also correlated with his
social position.” In Stoneleigh, farms in the felden region varied widely in size from those
that were barely smalltholdings to a small number in the 100 to 200 acre range. There was a
shift to larger farms between 1597 and 1766. Arable farming was concentrated on the open
fields, with a three year rotation: winter corn (wheat and rye), spring corn (oats, barley, peas,
and beans), and fallow. Small amounts of flax and hemp were grown, and though the
processing was labour-intensive, it was important to the village economy.” 1In the Arden
region pastoral farming, especially dairying, was important. It appears that stock was reared,
but the sale of cattle was of equal importance to the sale of dairy produce, particularly cheese,
and wool. Warwickshire cheese was of ‘moderate importance’ ™

In their study of Terling, Wrightson and Levine aimed to
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discern the manner in which national and local developments intersected in a period in
which the evolution of English society was peculiarly influenced by the nature of théir
interaction,”

returning to earlier ways of approaching local history. They also saw four principal forces at
work in England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: the socio-economic adjustments to
demographic expansion; the integrating influence of a more aggressive state; the impact of
religious reformation; and the expansion of educational opportunity.”® Throughout these
changes, however, the conditions of life, and particularly the vulnerability of the populace to
harvest fluctuations, or epidemic disease, remained the same. At the same time, there were
only minor changes to the hierarchical structure of society. With a rising population, there
was an increasing pressure on the inelastic resources of food, with the result that prices grew
while wages did not grow at anywhere near the same rate because the labour market was
saturated. Thus, those dependent on wages saw their living standards eroded, énd in years of
bad harvests, when prices of food escalated, their situation became extremely difficult,. A
consequence of the increase in population was that it was redistributed , with the surplus
population being channelled towards districts which had the capacity to support a large
population, for example, the Fenland.

Wrightson and Levine, having stated their broad aims and examined the interactions
affecting society, turn to the familiar links between topography, economy, and social structure.
Terling’s land was of good quality, lying on a boulder clay plateau. Because the whole parish
had been enclosed, there was no communal husbandry. Mixed agriculture was practised;
wheat production became more important than barley after 1570, and this was supplemented
by keeping a large number of sheep, and a smaller number of cattle and pigs. Thus Terling
was well able to feed itself with grain, meat, milk, butter, and cheese.”® It had been
calculated that an arable farmer with 30 acres of land might make an annual farming profit of
£14 to £15, ensuring a margin of £3 to £4 once family subsistence had been met.”” In bad

harvest years this margin could be wiped out.”® It thus follows that a farmer with fewer acres
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would make a smaller profit, and in bad years be in financial difficulties. There was a large
number of leasehold and copyhold smallholdings, and there was a frequent tumover of the
freehold and copyhold lands. An analysis of the reasons for the changes showed that the sale
of land was almost as significant as inheritance.”” What is not clear from this analysis is
whether the sales of land were the result of holdings becoming too small because of
inheritance practices.

Spufford’s study of three Cambridgeshire communities provide further information
on the link between topography and agricultural economy, and the changes that occurred in
the fortunes of the middling-sized landholder. In addition to linking topography, population
change, the local economy, and social structure, including the effects of manorial @nﬁol,
Spufford added another dimension, namely, how the effects of the various changes in the
economy and social structure were linked to something perceived nationally, that the rich grew
richer at the expense of the middling landowner, something already noted by Wrightson and
Levine, Like the latter, Spufford had a wider remit in her theme, namely to present her
villagers as sentient human beings.®

Spufford’s saw that the rich grew richer while the poor grew poorer because the larger
landowners were able to increase the size of their holdings. They were able to do this because
others were fragmenting theirs by making provision, not only for the eldest male heir, but also
by trying to provide for other children by hiving off parts of their land. In addition, the main
beneficiary of a will was often lumbered with having to provide money for his siblings, thus
involving him in future debt which could only be paid for income from his holdings. This
happened in Orwell, which was situated on a clay plateau, where arable farming was
practised. The economic pressures on the smaller farmer, combined with an increase in the
population, led to the disappearance of the middling-sized landholder through the sub-division |
of plots, and enabled the larger landholder to purchase land and to engross .**  Though

Spufford makes the disappearance of the middling-sized landholder an important part of her
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theme, she does link the diminishing sizes of the plots of land with inheritance customs though
averring that they had little or no effect on the society of Orwell

In Chippenham, on the chalk lands, which had a mixed agricultural economy with an
emphasis on milk production, with cheese-making as a by-product. The small farmers
suffered so that many had been forced out between 1560 and 1636, because of enclosure and a
change in land tenure. By 1544, only copyholders were important, and between 1560 and
1636 the holdings of 15 to 60 acres disappeared. There were two areas of common, the Heath
and the Fen, but, in 1565, about one-third of it was enclosed by the lord of the manor so that
the villagers lost their right to pasture their animals there; they were able, however, to fold

%3 Because the population was static, Spufford concludes

their cattle and pigs on the Heath.
that there must have been considerable emigration. There is no definite evidence that the
smaller farmer had to sell because of the unprofitability of his com crop during the bad
harvest, but Spufford quotes Professor Goubert’s words: |
“The more substantial /aboureurs, those who had surplus crops to sell, sold them at
considerable profit since the price of cereals had risen two, three, or even four times.
Thus enriched they bought up lands from their debtors among the small peasants’.*
Willingham, the third of Spufford’s communities, was typical of fenland villages in
that only about one-quarter of the parish was taken up with arable farming while the remainder
was fen, about 3,000 acres in extent, allowing people to supplement their living by fishing,
fowling, and using the fenland resources.”*  About 200 acres of demesne arable land were
sold in fragments of about one acre between 1603 and 1720, which allowed for the
development of peasant dairying. With a small amount of arable, a man in Willingham could
be described as a yeoman even though he had very little or no land; he did, however, have
cattle, which provided dairy products, and cheese-making was important.® In 1575, 28 out of
40 copyholders had a half-yardland, which would suggest an area insufficient for subsistence,

but the large acreage of the fen has to be taken into account. ‘A half-yardlander in

Willingham was a wealtly man’.¥’ By 1603, there were only twenty tenants with half-
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yardlands: some had lost land while others had acquired more. Spufford comments that a
quarter of the copyholds had been split, suggesting that these divisions had been forced ‘on
unwilling men by their inability to hold onto their land in the difficult circumstances’ of the
late sixteenth century though, by her accounts, inheritance customs resulted in the diminution
of the size of landholdings in all of Spufford’s three communities.*®

A number of studies of fenland areas has been made, which reveal several common
characteristics: levels of usefulness; the ability of fen-dwellers to use the enviromment to
supplement their standards of living; a mixed agriculture, but with an emphasis on -
pastoralism; and attempts to drain the fenland.

In The Draining of the Somerset Levels, Williams defines a ‘hierarchy’ of usefulness
among the fens that varied with the state of their drainage which can be applied to most
fenland areas: pools, water-covered moors, and natural watercourses, which are abundant in
fish, fowl, rushes, and reeds; periodically water-covered land, which provided turbaries and
pastures, and which, with improved drainage, became meadows that were flooded
occasionally; flood-free ‘islands’ and uplands suitable for settlement and for arable farming,*
In Somerset, with the exception of the coastal clay belt, the farming emphasis was almost
entirely pastoral, and the piecemeal reclamation of land intensified this prcdorninaﬁcc.” As
with other similar territory, attempts had been made to reclaim the fen to produce land suitable
for agriculture in post-Conquest times to support a growing population. Subsequent, more
widespread draining in the eighteenth century led to the loss of commonable peat wastes,
which in turn produced changes in the traditional economy. In 1800, a commoner remarked
that

there was a time when these commons enabled a poor man to support his family and

bring up his children. Here he could turn out his cow and pony, feed his flock of

geese, and keep his pig.*'

In Ligble to Floods, Ravendale noted that in the Cambridgeshire fens two or three feet

difference in altitude could make all the difference in the type of fen and its use: he considered
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the twenty-foot contour as marking off the land safe from even great floods. The main
settlements were centres of arable cultivation, with subsidiary centres developing out in the
waste for the flocks and herds, using place names as evidence for this, rather as happened in
the Lincolnshire Fens from the twelfth to fourteenth centuries.’? He saw the number of
fisheries as an indication of permanent wetness. As in Somerset, the fen provided turves and
reeds and sedge for thatching. Osiers were used for building, and hemp was grown as a crop
at the ‘frontier with the ploughland’*® Pastoral farming predominated with cheese production
as a by-product; sheep and horses were also bred, and provide evidence for how husbandry
varied with the topography,*

Thirsk studied the Lincolnshire fenlands, both in the south of the county and in the Isle
of Axholme, both of which presented a picture similar to that painted by Williams and
Ravendale.”  The rearing and fattening of cattle and horses predominated, and barley was
grown as a fodder crop. Dairying and cheese-making were secondary occupations. During
the winter, when the fen was flooded, beasts were brought onto drier, enclosed pastures. At
this time fishing and fowling came into their own.”® ‘One of the clues to a man’s place in the
economic scale was the number of his cattle’, or so Thirsk claims.”” During the sixteenth
century there was an increase in the number of farmers with large herds and flocks, which
implies an increase in the size of landholding. Yet there were problems: population growth
meant finding adequate pasture and commons, and all the while the condition of the fenland
deteriorated owing to the neglect of the drains, a situation not improved by the Dissolution of
the monasteries, which had often been responsible for their maintenance. As in the
Cambridge fenland, hemp was grown in about 14 per cent of the area, and its processing
provided secondary occupations.” Because the amount of land for crops was small, and
because farming units were small - 60 per cent were of five acres or less - food was
‘imported’. Thirsk comments that ‘the evidence of Danish settlement in Holland
[Lincolnshire] may explain the unequal distribution of freehold and copyhold land between the

three wapentakes, but it does not account for the prevalence of small holdings throughout the
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division in the sixtc?nth century’.”®  In stating this, she ignores the possible effects that
partible inheritance may have had and the benefits to them of their natural resources.

A slightly different approach to regional differences has been adopted by Whittle and
Yates in their examination of areas of Berkshire and Norfolk."®  Their main theme is the
effects of contrasts between strong and weak manorial control - the manorialised Midlands
and non-manorialised East Anglia: in the Midlands impartible inheritance was common while
partible inheritance predominated in East Anglia. Though both areas were dominated by
mixed farming, the landholding pattern was different, producing different social organisations.
In Norfolk, landholdings could be bought, sold, mortgaged, split, or amalgamated. The more
prosperous tenants engrossed, and amalgamated their holdings to enlarge their farms. This, in
turn, led to an increase in the number of tenants with more than 50 acres, but the proportion of

101 In

tenants with less than one acre increased, leading to the polarisation of society.
Berkshire, by contrast, the size of holdings was predominantly in yardlands or virgates,'*? with
customary tenure for life rather than of inheritance. The result was that there was little market
for land because land was not divided.'®  This resulted in marked differences between the
population densities: Norfolk had 7.4 persons per 100 acres to Berkshire’s 4.9.' Whittle
and Yates state that there was little economic diversification in Berkshire yet remark on
industries such as milling and tanning, with outwork for the Newbury cloth industry; in

Norfolk, there was also a cloth industry, especially for worsted cloth. They conclude that,

while there was a contrast in documentation and manorial structure, the nature of rural society

5
was the same.'®

Social structures

As noted earlier, differing types of topography can produce differing farming
economies and social structures. Pastoral farming was less labour-intensive than arable, and
in areas with a rising population there was the likelihood of emigration as the economy could

not absorb the surplus labour.



In traditional pastoral regions the yeoman and husbandman were able to weather the
storms brought about by the rises in the price of grain in the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries. This was true of Myddle, where there was ‘monumental stability’
through the longevity of peasant families and ‘a solid core of middling-sized farmers’.'®
There was a concentration on rtearing beef, as the inventory .of Humphrey Hammer, a
gentleman and a freeholder, who had 79 per cent of his farm goods invested in livestock,
illustrates.'”  During the sixteenth century, the number of occupations recorded was small,
but in the last two decades, the number increased. Immigration into Myddle produced a
greater stratification within the community, and there was a fall in the total number of those
farming their own land, who improved their economic status as the number of husbandmen
diminished and the number of yeomen increased.

During the sixteenth century, Myddle was mainly a community of small pastoral
farms and tenements, with a few large farms supporting minor gentry.  The community was
strengthened by the stability of some of the families: tenement farmers formed the core, and
their property only went out of their hands at the death of the last male heir. The new owners
of tenements often turn out to have married into such a family, and to have inherited the
property when there was no surviving male to succeed.  The stability of the community is
bome out by an examination of the names in the parish registers: only two-fifths of the
surnames in the registers belong to the old-established families, but if the total number of
entries is considered, then four-fifths are those of long-established families. Community ties
were strengthened by intermarriage between the old families in the parish.'®

In Stoneleigh, mixed agriculture was the main occupation. There were equal numbers
of yeomen and husbandmen; the proportion of labourers, in the seventeenth century, may
have been equal to the combined numbers of yeomen and husbandmen.'® There was an
increase in the number of landless, or almost landless, cottagers, which were dominated by
labourers and the poor of the village as well as many of the craftsmen. The crafismen

included two shoemakers, three tailors, a baker, tanners, carpenters, blacksmiths, and millers,
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but no butcher. Most of the craftsmen also farmed, and their wealth was dominated by
farming stock and crops; the tanners were the wealthiest persons because of the value of the
hides. Innkeepers also were men of status in the community though the ale-houses were
generally kept by the wives of smallholders or widows as a means of supplemcnn'ﬁg their
income.""® Four village crafts formed part of a wider economy: fulling, wire-drawers, which
probably served the Coventry cloth trade by supplying wire for wool-carding combs, a gun-
maker, and a glass-maker. By 1600, there were at least six fulling mills fed by the streams
and rivers flowing through the parish. The fullers probably provided a service for the
Coventry clothiers because few of their inventories list amounts of cloth.'"!

Some secondary occupations developed of which the most prominent was spinning,
especially of flax. At the beginning of the seventeenth century there was evidence for small-
scale flax-growing, and some villagers were occupied with the processing of hemp and wool.
One villager had a linen wheel, a woollen wheel, and a ‘hatchell’ for combing flax to separate
coarse fibres from the fine ones. Though weaving was a secondary occupation, there were
professional weavers.''?

For Spufford, the key problem is how the economic changes affected, not the rich
yeoman or the labourers, ‘but that considerable proportion of the population who held an
‘average’ holding’, that is ‘the disappearance of the small landholder’.""®  She lays the blame
on a series of bad harvests, which benefited the large landholder while the middling-sized
farmer went under because he could produce only sufficient to support his family in bad years
as happened in Orwell and Chippenham. Bad harvests did not affect Willingham, but the
sub-division of holdings led to changes. These changes in economic/social status brought
about by the engrossing of the com-growing uplands and fragmentation of holdings in the
stock-rearing fens led to a polarisation of village society with considerable differences in
wealth owned and acreages farmed by yeomen, husbandmen, and labourers. More than half

the labourers were landless though the better off had upto four acres on which to grow grain,

husbandmen had less than ten acres of arable, and may have been indistinguishable from the
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better of labourers. In a similar way, yeomen had a wide range of acreages, from four acres
to over one-hundred. Such wealth was rare, and the median holding for yeomen was 92 acres
and £180 in goods.'™ What Spufford mentions, but discounts, are the effects on the
economy and society of her three communities of inheritance practices which diminished the
size of holdings, making them unviable, and why only the middling farmers were affectedv S0
adversely.

In their study of Terling, Wrightson and Levine linked the growth of population and
the series of bad harvests with effects on the economy and society. Their main theme is that
there were processes at work which brought about ‘new forms of cultural differentiation.
Inequalities of wealth became more marked and produced intergroup conflicts of interest
charged with ideological passions’.''>  Because Terling was a comn-producing area, market
trends were the reason for the change in its rural economy: the smaller landholders farmed for
subsistence while the larger farmed commercially because there were good opportunities for
marketing with the growing demand from London.

The picture of the economic-social structure is one of a vibrant and diversified
community, which encompassed not only agricultural labourers, but also craftsmen who made
and maintained agricultural equipment and also a wide range of traders in foodstuffs and
clothing. A reflection of the growing prosperity was the appearance of bricklayers, masons,
and plumbers. In addition, there was a number of miscellaneous occupations, such as

6

ropemaker, cutler, barber, and chandler." Multiple occupations were the most common

amongst the wealthier tradesmen who had diversified their activities, and also amongst the
poorer men who made to make a living by doing many tasks.'!’

The later sixteenth century saw improvements in the standards of living in the
middling-sized farmer, with a change to better quality bedding, and a move to pewter, even
silver, tableware. Housing also improved giving further evidence of a better financial status,

though it should be noted that such improvements were not necessarily confined to the

middling and larger landowners. From their researches, Wrightson and Levine concluded that
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the community of Terling was constantly changing because there was mobility of the
population.

Like Spufford’s Cambridgeshire, Thirsk’s fenland had few, if any, gentry. “The
fenland village was differentiated more at the summit than the foundation.  Its aristocracy
was not a single squire and his family, but a substantial group of middling-rich yeomen.’
The fenland differed from Leicestershire in its distribution of wealth rather than its resources
as it had a higher proportion of small farmers and a lower proportion of very wealthy ones.!'?
Between 1530 and 1600, the main change was an increase in the numbers of herds and flocks,
Thbugh Thirsk does not say so, this must imply that some farmers increased the size of their
landholding, yet she does not dwell on how or why this occurred. In some places in Holland,
as has been shown above, there was an increase in population though this was not universal,
viz. Wyberton and Wrangle, which might be the reason for holdings to be sub-divided to the
point that they became uneconomical, and Thirsk does comment on the large number of
holdings, sixty per cent of which were of five or fewer acres. Set against this, however, is the
fact that the fens offered its population means of supplementing their food supply through

fishing and fowling, with other benefits such as turves and reeds. As with other fenland areas,

dairying was a secondary occupation.

Inheritance customs

Although the effects of inheritance customs are largely discounted as having any effect
on the economy and society of local communities by such writers as Margaret Spufford, this is
not a view universally accepted. Where impartible inheritance was the custom, the result was
that those effectively disinherited left their conmnunities, taking their labour, skills, and money
away, leaving them impovenshed. Impartible inheritance, as found in Spufford’s
Cambridgeshire communities was rarely ‘pure’, however, as testators tried to make provision
for siblings by the division of land or property, or by stipulating that sums of money be paid

to them on reaching the age of majority, usually twenty-one years, leading to fragmentation of
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holdings. On the other hand, partible inheritance also led to fragmentation of farming units
which led to the formation of a large class of smallholders, who eventually would result in
poverty-stricken landholders as shown in a study of medieval Kent by Homans.!"® A different
view was offered by Baker, who made a study of the inheritance customs in medieval
Gillingham, Kent.'® He concluded, from a survey of 1447, that there had been numerous
changes in land occupation, which produced both fragmentation and consolidation. This was
the result of two features of gavelkind , namely partible inheritance and free alienation of
holdings amongst their holders. Whereas partible inheritance led ‘to fragmentation, the latter
led to consolidation.'*'

In his investigation of inheritance patterns in Odiham, Hampshire, Stapleton adopts an
anthropological approach of ‘families consciously planning and pursuing a strategy for the
benefit of future generations” through appropriate, that is, financially beneficial, marriages or
ensuring that the process of inheritance kept the major source of income intact.'”? The nature
of Stapleton’s study is selective in that the poor are excluded. It is not clear, however,
whether middling families really had a mind-set that thought in terms of ‘strategies’, and he
weakens his argument by stating that whatever strategies were adopted, they were not
necessarily successful. ~Odiham’s farmers, who represented about one-third of the families
studied, appear to have declined in social and economic status, possibly because they practised
partible inheritance, but, apart from two examples, no evidence is adduced by Stapleton '
Manufacturers and craftsmen gave the community its stability though no evidence is offered
regarding their inheritance practices.  He comments that family composition and kinship
could also affect how land, property, and goods were devised, observing that brothers
generally did better than their sisters. One interesting feature his analysis throws up is that,
where partible inheritance was practised, families ‘accumulated sufficient properties or land to
ensure the legacies provided an economic livelihood for each male heir’, and that oﬁen land

was ‘recently acquired or newly built’ to secure each son a separate inheritance.'2*
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A number of studies of family and inheritance in rural society from 1200 to 1800 has
been edited by Goody and others: the essays are mainly a compilation or reworking of articles
that have appeared elsewhere.'””  For example, Ladurie analyses the complexities of
inheritance and its effects on families in sixteenth century France where partible inheritance
was practised;'?® Margaret Spufford re-examines the customs in her three Cambridgeshire
communities, maintaining that they were based on primogeniture though it almost amounted to
partible inheritance;'?’ and Thirsk concentrates on the English upper classes, claiming that
‘primogeniture was noticeably gaining ground among the gentry in the early sixteenth

century’.'?*

Thompson observes that ‘intentions in inheritance systems, as in other matters, often
eventuate in conclusions very different from those intended”.'” He suggests that inheritance
is not really ‘property’ or ‘land’ but the profit from them, so that it is tenure which is being
transmitted.  Concentrating mainly on changes in copyhold tenure in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, he speculates that a farmer with a number of strips in different fields did
not see himself as the owner, but the inheritor in a hierarchy of ‘use-rights’ which contain
within themselves a ‘grid of customs and controls’."*®  When the use-rights become divorced

from reality, then tenements, even people, become merely a saleable commodity; if ‘benefits

are extinguished, the excess population may be reduced to a landless proletariat’,'*'

Partible inheritance and the development of secondary occupations

Although the theme of the interaction between topography, economy, and social
stnicturcs continues to be used by local historians, the effect of inheritance customs and the
subsequent development of secondary occupations are new factors in that interaction. In the
writings of Spufford and Wrightson and Levine, for example, there seems to be an acceptance
that the rich grew richer as the poor grew poorer, yet there appears to be no investigation as to
how this occurred.  If the larger farmer was able to purchase more land, then it had to be

possible because there was land available and one explanation could be the effect of
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inheritance customs. Spufford, and to a lesser extent Wrightson and Levine, discount them as
having any effect on the disappearance of the ‘middling sort of farmer’, but the evidence
would suggest the opposite. In Contrasting Communities, Spufford states that primogeniture
was the custom in her Cambridgeshire villages, yet does not acknowledge there was, in effect,
a form of partible inheritance practised.'*> Admittedly, the eldest son inherited, but provision
was made in wills for younger sons by the stipulation that they received either a portion of
land, or would receive a sum of money at their coming of age, usually twenty-one.  This
placed a burden on the heir because he had to find these sums from the profits of the farm he
had inherited. Spufford does not ask what happened to the younger sons, probably because it
would be almost impossible to trace them.

The experience of primogeniture, with provision of land for younger sons, certainly
affected yeomen in Nidderdale.'”>  Tumer observes that, until the seventeenth century,
ownership of land had been the key to prosperity, but the size of holdings had diminished
because provision had been made for younger sons in an area where primogeniture was the
custom. This ‘modified primogeniture’ resulted in the development of secondary occupations
in the dale since the holdings were too small to support a family by farming.

The theme of Wrightson and Levine and Spufford that the end of the sixteenth and
beginning of the seventeenth centuries saw the demise of the middling landholder is continued
and expanded by Thirsk in an article on the English rural community."* This article covers
the familiar territory of harvest fluctuations enabling the large landholder to prosper at the
expense of the middling farmer, but claims that it was not a universal or general trend; it was
a ‘regional phenomenon which linked grain farming for market and with cattle fattming'.” 5
The reason she cites for the large farmer growing larger is population expansion after 1500,
when ‘more food was needed, food prices rose, and grain production became profitable’.!*

Such economic pressures in
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the best grain-growing and best meat-producing country encouraged the growth of

large farms, the decline of the middling husbandmen’s farms and an increase in the

number of small farms and landless labourers.
As a basic proposition, this needs a much closer examination, which is outside the remit of this
study, but one factor that Thirsk neglects to explore more fully is the mechanism by which ‘the
rich grew richer while the poor grew poorer’, to put it in simple terms.

This article does, however, mark a development in the methodology of local history
because it explores the links between inheritance customs and the development of secondary
occupations, in other words, connections between a social factor and economic changes. In
fact, Thirsk touches on a possible mechanism for the demise of the middling landholder
elsewhere in this article, when she points out that partible inheritance plays an influential role
in reducing the size of holdings ‘so making [secondary] industries necessary’.'"’

The idea of secondary occupations arising because of partible inheritance is explored

138

speculatively by Thirsk in an earlier article,”” when she concentrates on the growth of rural

industries, limiting herself to ‘those industries which were carried out in conjunction with

%% There are two elements which

farming’, and which provided for a national market.
combine to providev the ‘soil’ for the growth of secondary occupations: topography and
inheritance customs. Upland areas, ‘wood-pasture’, regions of poor soils with fast flowing
strearns, and raw materials for exploitation, which were notable for stock-rearing, with
husbandry and dairying as offshoots, had spare employment capacity. If such areas also had
partible inheritance and little manonal control, Thirsk postulates, there would be a
proliferation of smallholders living as separate families, rather than extended families under
one roof, who would have insufficient land to support themselves. There would be a growth
in the numbers of workers in rural industries, with a decreasing proportion of householders |
retaining a stake in land. A surplus of births over deaths led to rural industrial wages being

driven down, but the possibility of supporting a family on wages earned from such wages

produced an increase in the numbers of people marrying earlier, which in turn led to greater
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nuptiality and greater fertility. vWeak manorial control and partible inheritance were ‘known
to have played a decisive role in the growth of large village communities’, something explored
by Whittle and Yates in their study of Norfolk and Berkshire.'*

Thirsk looks at the manor of Dent in the west Yorkshire dales where partible
inheritance was practised which resulted in a large number of small tenements and an increase
in the number of tenants. Because the holdings could not support families, there developed a

' In all, she explores industries in six areas

secondary industry of knitting coarse stockings.'
of England, of which four had partible inheritance, each had secondary occupations, and half
of them had natural resources for exploitation as well, for example, in the Weald, where
farming concentrated on the breeding and fattening of cattle, and where clothiers also dealt in
wool and cheese, timber was available for forestry, carpentry, and allied crafts.'*?

After examining six regions of England, Thirsk tentatively proposes that the common
factors present in a number of ‘semi-farming, semi-industrialised communities’ were a
populous community of small fanners, often freeholders or customary tenants, who practised
a pastoral economy, either daixyhig or breeding and rearing cattle.  Such communities
produced independent farmers, ‘who recognised not the hamlet or village, but the family as the
co-operative working unit.’'** In saying this, Thirsk contradicts her earlier contention that the
sheep and corn countries were the centres of agrarian capitalism and revolution in contrast to |
the ‘cheese- and butter-countries’ which had famnily farmers and self-employed persons.

The industries of the Weald and the growth of proto-industries were examined by
Zell, who agreed partially with Thirsk’s conclusion, but added his own observations based on
a more detailed analysis.'* Increased prosperity in the sixteenth century allowed the
purchase of parcels of land because there was no real manorial control, but any consolidation
of holdings was constantly reversed by partible inheritance.'*  As holdings were separate and
enclosed, farmers could please themselves what they grew, and could combine their mainly
pastoral agriculture with a craft or trade. Although Wealden industry flourished because the

population was expanding, secondary occupations depended on demand, so that landless
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people were dependent on part-time craft or trade work as there were no opportunities for
employment on the small-scale farms. When the availability of work in the cloth industry fell

because of a lack of demand, so there was a rising level of the poor in the proto-industrialised

146 .
*  There was, however, a wide

Wealden parishes at the beginning of the seventeenth century.
diversity of trades in rural parishes whose workers produced goods for markets far beyond the
Weald, the most important was the woollen textile industry, with leather and the production of
iron and metal wares also highly signiﬁcant.m

As with the areas covered by writers such as Spufford and Thirsk, the lesser yeomen
in Nidderdale suffered through a rising population and a hereditary system which reduced the
size of holdings. In the Knaresborough Forest, the size of medieval holdings hadlbecn forty
acres, which were sufficient to support a family adequately, but by the seventeenth century, the
average size of holdings had decreased to twelve acres, and the largest farms of eighty acres
had disappeared altogether.'*® Thus the effect of Nidderdale inheritance customs was similar
to that experienced in areas where partible inheritance was practised. Because of this the
linen industry in Nidderdale was able to expand because the labour was available. Though the
weaving of both wool and linen was originally practised in Nidderdale, specialisation had been
established by the 1720s. The number of looms increased between 1580 and 1680, which
would have demanded greater amounts of spun yam, which may initially have been done by
the weaver himself or his family. Unlike woollen weavers who performed all the processing
of the raw materials under one roof, by the 1720s specialisation ‘in linen processing and
weaving had been established, with the already spun yam being purchased by Nidderdale
weavers from Knaresborough.  As Turner cornments:

Long before the Industrial revolution, therefore, Nidderdale had a thriving

manufacture of textiles, fostered by farmer-weavers, and done by hand in the home,

with the exception of the water-powered fulling of cloth.'*
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Tumer’s study of Nidderdale shows clearly the link between population growth, a form of
partible inheritance, and the growth of a secondary occupation, which grew into a specialised

industry.

Sources and methodology

The main sources for studies of local communities used by authors mentioned above
include parish registers, probate records, and deeds. Selected parish registers were used by
Wrigley and Schofield for their monumental study of England’s population, but many other
registers are deficient with large gaps in the records. The availability of deeds to show
transfer of land, for example, is very much hit-or-miss, and, in the case of Axholme, sparse for
the period under study.

Probate records also have varying degrees of availability, but there have been some
individual parish or area studies, such as, Telford,"® Oxfordshire,"”' and Clee, South
Humberside.'”* Concentration on specific occupational groups or on domestic items may be
found in Johnston’s articles on Lincoln and Lincolnshire and in Garrard’s item on Suffolk.'*

Arising from the examination of inventories, in particular, the topic of rural debt has
been explored by several writers, including Margaret Spufford in the study of her three
Cambridgeshire parishes, where borrowing and lending was an integral part of everyday
life."™ A general pattern to debt has been discerned by several writers: Holderness detected
three kinds of loan - the promissory note, the bond, and the mortgage - with outsiders
providing loans for particular services, such as mortgages or credit against future profits in
comiercialised agriculture and rural manufacture, with widows capitalising on their
inheritances by providing loans.'”  Peter Spufford, investigating debt in eastern Kent, found
that reasons for indebtedness were only cited in inventories infrequently though he concluded
that they were associated with particular periods in a man’s life, such as in early manhood for
setting himself up; to pay for increases in the scale of farming through the purchase or leasing

of land; to pay for daughters’ dowries; and payments for younger children where there was
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one main heir.'*® A similar conclusion was arrived at by Zell, who discovered that money
was ‘unhesitatingly offered. . .at an interest rate of not more than ten per cent. . .whether the
borrower was a relative, business associate, or a neighbour’. Children’s portions were often
loaned out at interest, while manufacturers increased their liquidity by effectively borrowing
from their workers by paying them in arrears.’”’ A full study of probate documents, often
containing re-issues of earlier articles, has been edited by Arkell and others.'*®

Because there has been a need to compare what was happening in the Isle of Axholme
with other parts of England, and because documents may be sparse or incomplete, two
methods have been adopted, the ‘macro’ and the ‘micro’ approaches. The macro follows the
traditional lines used by local historians and others of analysing data in large amounts, while
the micro approach concentrates on the minute details of what a particular document may
reveal of a larger picture of a society or its economy. The microhistory method was

advocated by Levi, and is consonant with Rogers’s recent views.'”

Summary
The study of local history has developed from studies of selected topics which were

linked with national events to encompass the interconnection of topography, population
change, and the local agricultural economy, a methodology that has served a generation of
scholars. About forty years ago, in studying a local community, writers were concerned with
how a particular aspect of it, such as population or farming economy, compared with another
of a similar type and how this fitted into what was happening on a national scale. Overton has
categorised the distinctions between the different approaches as the ‘Leicester School’, often
labelled ‘cows and ploughs’, and the studies of social and mstitutional change whose pedigree
“dates back to Marx”.'®’

Thirsk introduced a new model for examining local societies by examining the
interaction between topography, population changes, and the economy, and moved away from

the link between national and local events. Though this model has served scholars well, it is
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somehow simplistic becanse it works on the assumption that, if there is a certain type of
topography, such as fenland, then the economy is going to be of a similar kind wherever it
occurs. Whilst this may be true as a generalisation, it does not allow for changes from one
type of agriculture to another, as happened in Myddle, where arable was replaced by pastoral.
The same criterion can be applied to the Isle of Axholime, where a largely pastoral econoniy
was replaced by an arable one through enforced drainage. Admittedly, the land drained was
as suitable for arable cultivation as pastoral, but economic considerations held sway because
there was a growing market for arable crops.

A return to the national-local link was explored by Wrightson and Levine and
Spufford when they linked the demise of the middiing landholder in Essex and
Cambridgeshire with similar events throughout England.  Thirsk refined the concept of the
rich growing richer at the expense of the middling man by confining this phenomenon to areas
where corn was grown for market. In so doing, she gives the impression that the markets
were necessarily large; this was true of Grantham, Lincolnshire, which had no common land
and had to ‘import’ corn and vegetables from the surrounding countryside. Yet Turner, in his
study of Nidderdale, gives the lie to this by stating that the farmer who had sufficient land
grew for local markets; indeed, though he does not say so, such markets might have been so
local as to feed their own comnmunities.'®'

Although Spufford dismissed inheritance customs as playing a part in the process of
the rich further enriching themselves, Thirsk comments in several places how they had
adversely affected the size of holdings, but does not pursue the effect on the local population
in terms of causing migration or sales and purchases of land. She does maintain, however,
that local customns, particularly partible inheritance, produced secondary occupations as well as
stable, and large, communities. Evidence for the development of secondary occupations is
given in Thirsk’s consideration of Dentdale and other communities, as does Turner’s study of
Nidderdale.  Whether partible inheritance gives rise to large and stable communities, as

Thirsk avers, demands a closer investigation. Certainly this was not true of Wrangle and
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Wyberton in Lincolnshire where it was the custom, as an examination of the population
figures show.

Another fairly recent development has been the study of migration, something which,
on the surface, could be the result of inheritance customs.'>  Unfortunately, one such study
by Mitson of ‘dynastic families’ in an area of south-west Nottinghamshire in the seventeenth
century has resulted in what appears to be a statement of the obvious, namely that some
families stay put, others move a short distance, while others move much further away.'®’
Nevertheless, the inter-relationship between population growth, inheritance customs, and
migration needs a closer analysis together with the effect the combination of these factors had
on local community structures and economies.

Since Thirsk wrote about the change of Axholme’s agriculture from arable to pastoral
over forty years ago,'* there have been developments in the topics historians have studied and
the methods they have adopted. What has been revealed, in particular, is the complexity of
the interactions between different aspects of communities, and how a change in one will
produce a wide range of changes elsewhere. In this present study, these topics, such as,
population change, migration, inheritance customs, and the growth of secondary occupations,
are explored to present an up-dated picture of the economy and society of a remote part of

north-west Lincolnshire in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
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Chapter 3 Population changes

One of the factors cited as influencing the disappearance of the middling farmer was
the growth of population,' which produced both pressure on land, in the sense that the land
divisions, created either by primogeniture or partible inheritance, ended up too small to
support a family, and also created an increased demand for food, not only in the immediate
vicinity of a settlement, but also in the towns which were growing in size. Changes in the
population of a community can have repercussions on its social structure and economy: in a
mainly agricultural country such as England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a
reduction would leave houses empty, and possibly result in a loss of important services, while
an increase would produce pressures for additional housing, on land, for food, and would
affect the social structure of the community.

This chapter sets out to study the population changes in the constituent parishes of
Axholme between 1540 and 1640 to determine what pressures they produced, by using the
evidence of parish registers and census returns. In doing so, it will consider such topics as
birth and death rates, seasonality of baptisms, marriages, and burials, mortality crises, and
illegitimacy, as well as making studies of individual parishes to examine more closely the
demographic events that shaped each community. The purpose of such studies will be to
estimate the magnitude of events and their likely effects on their communities both socially
and economically. The use of parish registers and censuses to arrive at changes in population
does, however, present two major obstacles, the accuracy of the records, and the completeness
of the data. A method of dealing with these problems will be outlined though it has to be
emphasised that the totals arrived at are no more than estimates; complete accuracy is not

possible.

General
Before the inception of national censuses, it was impossible for demographers to

arrive at an accurate picture of the population totals or changes in England; all that could be
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proposed was a number of estimates. For the period under study, the Anglican Church
undertook a number of censuses - in 1545-6, 1603, 1642, and, outside the period but useful
for comparison purposes, 1676, the Compton Census. Baptisms, marriages, and burials were
ordered to be recorded by ministers from 1539 onwards though, in Axholme, none began then.
The data derived from these censuses and registers are often incomplete, inaccurate, or
missing, but there is a general consensus that the population of England rose from
approximately 3.721 million between 1569 and 1571 to 5.131 million between 1629 and
1631, though there are disagreements regarding the accuracy of the estimates.®> Wrigley and
Schofield, commenting on the accuracy of the 1603 Ecclesiastical Census, which surveyed
communicants, non-communicants, and recusants, state that it missed between one quarter and
one fifth of the adult population, while the 1676 Census covered only 77 per cent of the
population.’  From the foregoing remarks it is clear that any consideration of population

changes is based on estimates which may be quite inaccurate.

The Axholme Censuses

By using the ecclesiastical censuses of 1548 and 1602, and the Protestation Returns of
1642, it is possible to arrive at tentative sizes of the communities. The censuses were based
on the number of communicants counted by the minister, and this number has to be subjected
to a multiplier to arrive at a tentative total population. = The 1548 census returns are
incomplete while those for 1603 are suspiciously rounded, rather as though they are estimates.
To help illustrate the changes, the Compton Ecclesiastical Survey of 1676 is also included,
even though it is outside the period of study. The differences between these estimates and
those derived from the parish registers will be considered later. Table 3.1 gives the estimated

populations after using the multipliers.
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Table 3.1 Population estimates based on census surveys.*

Place 1548 Est. 1603 Est. 1642 Est. 1676 Est.

x 1.66 x 1.66 x3.33 | x 1.66
Alt. 241 400 300 498 251 836 389 646
Bel. 640 1062 700 1162 452 1505 750 1245 -
Cro. - - 740 1228 210 699 679 1127
Epw. 800 1328 500 830 318 1058 604 1002
Hax. 520 863 700 1162 462 1538 867 1439
Lud.* - - 373 619 161 536 279 463
Ows. 500 830 438 727 207 689 598 993
Wro. - - 52 86 76 253 104 173
* Luddington with Garthorpe

If the estimates for the parishes of Althorpe, Belton, Epworth, Haxey, and Owston are
considered because there is there a continuity in the evidence, however inaccurate, their
population rose from a total of 4,483 to 5,626, an increase of 1,143 over nearly one hundred
years though neither Epworth or Owston apparently experienced an increase. Epworth, which
lies between Haxey and Belton, and was the acknowledged centre of the Isle for
administration, where the manor court was held, and was a market centre, presents a problem
because its population appears to have fallen by 498 in the period 1548 to 1603, (a decrease of
37.5 per cent). All three parishes enjoyed a similar topography, with a rich soil on the central
ridge with fen and marsh on the lower ground, and had similar acreages - Belton with 8,530,
Epworth with 8,140, and Haxey with 8,113.%> It has been suggested that the return of 800 for
1548 represents an estimate of the total population, and that whoever made the return
misunderstood the instructions.® As will be seen below whén looking at the population
figures for Epworth in greater detail, the total population of 800 accords with an estimated 703

for 1541 and 810 for 1551 based on parish records. Owston’s parish records begin in 1599
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and peter out in the 1620s, and are based on Bishops® Transcripts. Though the censuses show
a decline in population, the estimate for 1603 is 793 and 836 in 1623.

Crowle was situated on the river Don until 1626 when Vennuyden started his drainage
scheme so may have suffered through a loss of river trade. Luddington, the northernmost
parish in the Isle, with Garthorpe, is the most remote of all the settlements in the Axholme, but
the information on it is incomplete so it is difficult to discern whether its population had been
falling before 1603. Owston, which was on the river Trent, would have been unaffected by
the 1626 drainage in that none of its lands were involved, and river traffic should have helped
maintain its population. Althorpe, which was also on the Trent, increased its population, a
fact that makes Owston’s decrease the more difficult to understand.

The increases for Belton and Haxey are consistent with a steady rise in population
though, as will be explored later in this chapter, migration has to be taken into account.
Wroot’s increase may have resulted from the effects of the drainage scheme, which
straightened meandering rivers, and which resulted in more arable land, and thus increased the
opportunities for agricultural labourers as well as opening up more land suitable for agriculture

that was not earmarked by those who had invested in the drainage scheme.

The parish registers - the quality of the data”®

There were originally nine parishes within the Isle of Axholme, but by the time that
registers were initiated, Garthorpe had become amalgamated with Luddington. As has so
often happened clsewhere, the registers are incomplete or not available, so it is, therefore,
important to evaluate what contribution they can offer for the period under consideration. All
the registers contain gaps, whenever they start, and some have so many gaps that it is only
possibly realistically to state that there was a natural increase in population based on the data
available.” Table 3.2 provides a summary of the main features of the registers whose contents

will be considered in greater detail.
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Table 3.2 Summary of the periods covered by Axholme parish registers, 1540-1640.

Parish , Register (Originals) Bishop’s Transcripts
Althorpe Not available Not available

Belton 1541-1640 1599 onwards

Epworth. 1551-1640 (many gaps) 1599 onwards (many gaps)
Crowle 1562-1626 (many gaps) 1599 onwards

Haxey 1559-1636 1599 onwards
Luddington-c-Garthorpe Not available 1599 onwards (many gaps)
Owston Not available 1599-1622

Wroot 1573-1640 (many gaps) 1599 onwards

‘Not available’ indicates that registers began after 1640 or were lost.

The registers fall into four groups, based on their level of completeness: Althorpe
registers do not begin until 1676, and there are no Bishop’s Transcripts available to cover the
period; Belton and Haxey have gaps; Crowle, Epworth, and Wroot begin relatively early, but
all three have considerable gaps; Luddington-with-Garthorpe and Owston begin in 1599, as
Bishop’s Transcripts, but peter out in the 1620s.

The registers for Belton contain generally full records, with relatively few gaps.
There appears to have been under-recording of baptisms and burials in 1542, with gaps
between January 1555 and November 1557, with further intermittent breaks from February
1562 to March 1564, with additional discontinuities from June to October of that year. There
was a gap in 1568 between May and October. The marriage registers show similar breaks to
the baptismal and burial records. By 1569 and in subsequent years registration seems to have
been complete, judging by the consistency of the data on a year-by-year basis.

There is, however, a problem connected with the actual wording of the Belton
baptismal records, which has not been solved in spite of consultation with several persons
familiar with early parish registers, and which could have a bearing on the actual population

changes. Between November 1542, when the register begins, and October 1554 the entries
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appear to be in the same handwriting,'* after which there is a gap until March 1557 when there
appears to be both a change in the handwriting and the manner of entries. As far as records
are available, there were two rectors of Belton from 1538 and 1583, John Pope and Thomas
Cleisby. The problem centres round the use of three Latin words - natus (born), baptizatus
(baptised), and renatus (reborn), with feminine endings for females, which seem to refer to
baptisms. From November 1542 to October 1543, the word renatus (-a) is used with one
occurrence of baptizatus, after which natus (-a) is used almost exclusively, though in
September 1547 there is one renatus, three natus, and in the following month one baptizatus
and six natus.

The Regional Organiser for English Catholic Ancestors,"! Mrs G .Tugendhat, after
consultation with a colleague, suggested that one explanation for the variations, namely that in
the days of absentee priests and pluralism it was the custom to appoint clerks to look after the
church records especially in small and remote places. These men were barely literate, hence
the curious entries.

Another interpretation was offered by Dr Dennis Mills,'? who suggested that a
possible explanation lies in the nature of the topography of the Isle, which, until the 1630s,
after Vermuyden’s drainage was in fact a series of islands with the surrounding water reaching
a depth of three feet or more particularly in winter. It was possible, therefore, that parents
baptised their children at home rather than take the risk of taking a newly-born infant by boat
to church for an ‘official’ ceremony, hence the natus entry, while the renatus could indicate
the baptism in church. There is some ground for adopting this view, for the chantry certificate
returns of 1548 for West Butterwick and Amcotts contain petitions that the chantries be
retained because the parish church was some miles distant and the inhabitants could not attend
church in winter because the way was under water.'’ Checks through the registers do not
show names duplicated as would be the case if the birth (natus) in a remote location were
reported to the local incumbent, who subsequently performed a baptism in church. There is

also no evidence for burials of the children soon after their birth (natus); baptism in extremis
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is permitted by lay-people, which might account for the terin renatus, but there is no evidence
for this.

The problem received no further elucidation when it was submitted to Professor P.E.H.
Hair at the University of Liverpool,'* who doubted Dr Mills’s explanation, but suggested that
the three terms were interchangeable to signify baptism. This was a view adopted by the
Roman Catholic Diocesan Archivist for Nottingham.">  Without further enlightenment, it
seems appropriate to accept all three terms as indications of baptism, and, in which case they
indicate an increase in the population. If this course is taken, this produces birth-rates which
accord with the general pattern of between 23 and 33 births/baptisms per year. The increase in
population suggested by the ecclesiastical censuses of 1548 and 1603 accords with the
difference between baptisms and burials recorded between 1541 and 1600, bearing in mind
that their figures are suspiciously rounded.

The registers for Haxey present no problems of interpretation though they begin later
than Belton’s. The burial register begins in 1561, preceding the baptism register by five
years; marriage records were not begun until 1572. Both bunal and baptism records are
incomplete for the first decade of their existence, but after that there are no significant gaps.

Crowle’s baptismal register begins in 1561 with the burial register beginning in 1562;
marriages do not start to be recorded until 1579. There are gaps in the baptismal records for
the months between September and December 1563 to 1565, with another gap from January
to September 1566. The year 1572 is possibly also under-recorded. The years between
January 1576 and March 1580 have but one record, a single baptism in September 1579.
Breaks similar to those in the baptismal records are found in those for burials between 1563
and 1565, with an additional gap between 1566 and 1569, when there are no data. There are
intermittent discontinuities between 1570 and Octaber 1574, after which there is a major break
until October 1580. Further gaps occur in 1581, 1582, and 1583, with a complete absence of

records from January 1587 to October 1590. In the marniage records there appear to be gaps
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from 1581 to 1590 as 52 were registered in that decade compared with the decade 1591 to
1600 when there were 90.

Epworth’s registers present a problem in that there are major gaps caused by their
destruction or damage in a fire at the Rectory in 1709. Baptism registers begin in 1539 and
extend to 1609, but there are gaps in 1555, and from January 1562 to June 1563, and all of
1597 and 1598. The Bishop’s Transcripts begin in 1599, but even they are missing from
1627 to 1642. The burial registers commence in 1538, but no records exist either in the
registers or the Transcripts for the years 1593 to 1599. In addition, the years 1555, 1562 to
1565, and 1575 to 1576 are also missing. This presents problems in trying to calculate. the
changes in the population. The marriage registers were destroyed in the fire, and the Bishop’s
Transcripts are incomplete, with the following years missing: 1593-8; 1623-5; and 1627-42.

Because Wroot is such a small parish, it is difficult to be certain that breaks in the
rccords are under-recordings or merely years when there were no baptisms, burials, or
marriages. All three types of record begin in 1573, and though there is only one year when
there are no baptisms (1616), there are twelve years between 1575 and 1595 with no burials, '
and there were no burials recorded from 1598 to 1612.

Luddington’s registers only began in 1700, so data has to be taken from the Bishop's
Transcripts, which begin in April 1599, but which are missing from 1622 to 1626, and from
1628 to 1646. Some of the Transcripts are in a poor condition with parts missing or illegible.
In spite of the drawback of being unable to reconstruct the population changes for about one-
fifth of the period, there are compensations in that occupations of fathers are generally given
in the baptismal records, and it has been possible to use all the records to derive a partial
reconstruction, using the data from a small sample.

Epworth’s registers, like those for Owston were destroyed by fire, this time in the
home of the parish clerk, Lionel Newton, on 11 August 1659."" Because of this, recourse has

had to be made to the Bishop’s Transcripts, which cover the years from April 1599 to January
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1623, after which there are no records for the period. Unlike the Luddington records, no

personal details are given.

Population changes

Before considering individual parish registers, it is necessary to deal with the problem
of having to calculate population and population changes when there are gaps in the registers.
One method to calculate the population is to use the method advocated by Wallwork in his
calculations of Nottingham’s population for the period 1570 to 1801.'® This method uses the
average birth and burial rates and the estimated population, such as that given by the 1603
Ecclesiastical Census.'” Having arrived at an estimated population for a given year, the
succeeding annual natural increases are added to this. (In some years when there were
mortality crises, for example, there would be decreases to be deducted.)

The problem of gaps in the registers, unless they are enormous, may be dealt with by
counting the number of vital events actually recorded over a decade to produce an average
which may be used to provide an estimate for the whole decade.”

In Belton, using the raw data, which include gaps, there were 3,877 baptisms recorded
between 1541 and 1640, and 3,254 burials between 1541 and 1641. Table 3.3 summarises
the baptisms, burial, and differences for the period 1541 to 1640 on a decadal basis, using the

methods outlined above.

Table 3.3 Belton - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences.

1541 1551 1561 1571 1581 1591 1601 1611 1621
Baps 358 362 422 434 361 455 519 490 470
Burs 303 302 327 328 359 483 429 473 416

Diff +55 +60 +95 +106 +2 -28 +90 +17 +54
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560

523

+37



The total difference between the number of baptisms and burials, for the whole of the period is
488, representing an annual average increase of 4.88; for the interval 1571 to 1641, the
difference is 278, an annual average increase of 3.97.

Haxey’s parish registers show that there were 3457 baptisms for the period 1561 to
1640 though those for the decade 1561 to 1571 contain gaps. The burial records began in
1551 but are incomplete for the ten years following; a total of 2715 burials was registered.
Table 3.4 shows the baptisms, burials, and differences for the period 1551 to 1640 on a

decadal basis, using the calculation of population and averaging methods.

Table 3.4 Haxey - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences .

1551 1561 1571 1581 1591 1601 1611 1621

Baps - 418 395 408 450 595 499 550
Burs an 307 312 440 335 349 464 366
Diff - +111 + 83 -32 +115 +246 + 35 +184

1631

586

471

+1135

Over the period from 1561 to 1640 there was a natural increase of 857, giving an average
increase in population of 10.7 per annum.

The baptism records for Crowle begin in November 1561, and the burials start a year
later. As indicated above, there are large gaps from 1575-6 in both registers, with another gap
in the burial records from mid-1565 to late 1569. If breaks are disregarded, there were 2276
baptisms and 1717 burials from 1561 to 1640, giving a difference of 559. As the records
give an impression of completeness from 1601 to 1640, the 1379 baptisms and 1153 burials,
with an excess of 226 baptisms over burials, may give a more accurate picture of the changes
in population. However, by using the method of averaging, a different picture is obtained.
Table 3.5 shows the numbers of baptisms and burials with the differences for Crowle on a

decadal basis.
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Table 3.5 Crowle - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences.

1561 1571 1581 1591 1601 1611 1621 1631
Baps 347 289 358 361 332 366 295 386
Burials 395 277 360 421 280 336 353 369
Diff - 48 +12 -2 -60 +52 +30 -38 + 17

Unlike Belton and Haxey, which showed considerable natural increases, Crowle’s population
showed a decrease of 57 over the period 1561 to 1631, which is consonant with the
ecclesiastical surveys of 1603 and 1642.

A similar problem to calculating the natural change in Crowle’s population occurs
with Epworth whose parish registers, besides having numerous gaps, effectively cease from
1622 to 1640. Baptismal records from 1539 to 1640 number 2915, while burials for the
same period are 2047, which would indicate a natural increase of 868, which is completely out
of line with increases elsewhere in Axholme’s parishes. Table 3.6 shows the numbers of

baptisms and burials from 1538 to 1630 by decades, using the averaging method, but it must

be made clear that, because of the size of some of the gaps, the data may be wildly inaccurate.

Table 3.6 Epworth - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences

1541 1551 1561 1571 1581 1591 1601 1611 1621
Baps 340 398 447 398 378 376 460 440 409
Burs 231 412 274 321 352 499 372 389 265
Diff +109 - 14 +173 +77 + 26 -123  + 88 +53 +144

Over the period from 1541 to 1630 the natural increase was 533, which is greater than
Belton’s but less than Haxey’s increases.

The parish registers of the tiny parish of Wroot, which is remote not only from the
remainder of the Isle of Axholme but from anywhere else, have numbers of gaps, as indicated

above, but with 285 baptisms between 1571 and 1640, and 155 burials for the same period,
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the natural increase was 130, which is the calculated increase between the 1603 Ecclesiastical
Census and the 1542 Protestation Returns. It is, however, highly unlikely that there were no
burials in the period 1598 to 1612, but because the gaps are so large, it is not practicable to
employ the averaging method, and Table 3.7 summarises the number of baptisms and burials

actually recorded with their differences on a decadal basis.

Table 3.7 Wroot - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences.

1571 1581 1591 1601 1611 1621 1631
Baps 32 24 26 50 43 42 68
Burs 34 17 14 0 19 30 41
Diff -1 +7 +12 +50 +24 +12 +27

The natural increase is 131 over the period indicated.

Incompleteness also affected Luddington’s records, which begin in 1599 and
effectively end in 1621. In that interval there were recorded 550 baptisms and 441 burials,
giving an increase of 109. If the few entries for the decade beginning 1621 are included, then
the increase is 121. A comparison between the estimated populations of 1603 and 1642,
however, shows a decline in Luddington’s population of 137,%' and by using the averaging

method the results are shown in Table 3.8.

Table 3.8 Luddington - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences.

(1591)* 1601 1611 (1621)*
Baptisms (39) 272 316 (68)
Burials (25) 282 305 (51)
Difference (+14) - 10 + 11 +17)

* Too many gaps to use averages.

Thus, there was effectively a natural increase of only one in a period of twenty years.
Owston’s records, like Luddington’s, begin in 1599 and peter out after 1622. In that

time, there were recorded 807 baptisms and 735 burials, producing an increase of 72. Table
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3.9 illustrates the number of baptisms and burials, with differences, for the period, with gaps

filled using averages.

Table 3.9 Owston - numbers of baptisms and burials per decade, with differences.

(1591)* 1601
Baptisms (52) 374
Burials (59) 310
Difference -7 + 64

*Too many gaps to use averages.

1611

370

396

- 26

(1621)*
(62)
(6)

(+56)

Thus, over a twenty year period, there was a natural increase of 38.

Table 3.10 compares the estimated populations using the censuses and the averaged data from

the parish registers.

Table 3.10 Comparison between estimated populations using censuses and averaged data.

1545 1603 1642 Diff.
Census Census Census  1603-

1642
Belton 1062 1162 1505 +343
Crowle - 1228 699 -529
Epwth 800# 830 1058 +228

Haxey 863 1162 1538 +376

Lud’ton - 619 536 - 83
Owston - 727 689 -38
Wroot - 86 253 +167
Totals - 5814 6278 +464

1541

Est.

1024

1296*

703

999

1600

Est.

1314

1154

923

1042

617

796

52

5898

1640

Est.

1512
1178
[1204]
1708
(618)
(834)
186

7240

# corrected figure (see text) : * by back projection: ( )=to0 1620 : [ ] =to 1630

Diff.

1600-

1640

+198

+24

+281

+666

+ 1

+38

+134

+1342

As has been explained earlier, the ecclesiastical censuses and registers are not

available for all the parishes of Axholme, so comparisons of data are not easy, but it is

possible to look at the estimates derived from the 1603 and 1642 Censuses and the calculated
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populations using registers for all parishes, except Althorpe, to compare the differences. It
must be borne in mind that all calculations have been subjected to multipliers, which in
themselves can produce quite significant differences.”?  There is, however, a difference of
878 between the Census data and that of the registers for the listed parishes, and this

discrepancy can be accounted for by migration.

Migration

In her study of south-west Nottinghammshire in the seventeenth century, Mitson
concluded that there were three categories of families: those who remained within the
confines of their own village for a lengthy period, whom she denotes as ‘dynastic’; those that
moved to nearby villages; and those who moved some distance away. The dynastic families
*were considered stable and respectable, factors which could prove important in periods of
crisis. To a significant extent they were a group with whom their peers could identify’*
Though Mitson deals with the movement of families away from their communities without
adducing reasons for this, there was, however, movement inwards, though this was outside the
remit of her study.

From a scrutiny of parish records, it is evident that, like Mitson’s Nottinghamshire
families, there was considerable movement into and out of the Isle. Two methods of
analysing this havc; been adopted though the basis is similar, namely the appearance of a name
in the baptism registers and the subsequent appearance or non-appearance in the burial or
marriage registers. The method does not allow for under-registration, but this cannot be
avoided. The first method looks at the broad picture of migration in the five parishes which
show relative continuity of records throughout all or most of the period. Because there are so
many entries, it was decided to concentrate on those surnames which have ten or more entries
from the inception of the baptism records to 1640, and thereby draw up a ‘time-line’ for each

surname to mark its appearance and disappearance. Where a name ‘disappears’ searches have

been made to ascertain whether there are burial or marriage records. From the results of these
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searches, three categories of sumname may be discemned: the dominant families who are there
from the beginning of the registers and remain until 1640, or beyond; the ‘new’ families, that
is, those that appear later but remain to the end of the period; and the ‘transients’, which

persist for some time then disappear. The results of this survey are shown in Table 3.11.

Table 3.11 Surname persistence in Axholme, 1540-1640.

Parish Dominant New Transient Total
Belton 26 (35.1%) 24 (32.4%) 24 (32.4) 74
Crowle 18 (27.7%) 21 (32.3%) 26 (40%) 65
Epworth 23 (33.8%) 24 (35.3%) 21 (30.9%) 68
Haxey 24 (38.1%) 21 (33.3%) 18 (28.6%) 63

This table shows that there was a near-threefold division of family types - those who were
dominant, those who moved into the Isle, and those who stayed then left, the last not
appearing in any other Axholme parish register.

The second method of looking at migration concentrated on the persons baptised in
Haxey, which has the most complete set of registers, for the decade 1571-80, and traced their
lives to determine whether they are recorded in the burial or marriage registers for Haxey and
surrounding parishes in the Isle>* There were 342 baptisms between 1571 and 1580, and of
those baptisms 77 burials could be identified. With 265 persons remaining to consider, 127
marriages were traced, which indicates that 47.9 per cent of those baptised in Haxey over that
decade were married in their own parish - 70 males and 57 females. There is no firm
evidence for the remaining 52.1 per cent remaining in Axholme, which indicates that just over
half the population baptised in 1571-80 moved away

A brief consideration of three other localities illustrates that migration was
commonplace, which belies the popular conception of a static population. In Retford,

Nottinghamshire, the population in 1576 was estimated to be 1,400, which declined to 1,150
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in 1603, and further decreased to 850 in the late 1620s; by 1636, the population had risen to
1,500. As Marcombe comments:
A short period of recovery and relative stability in the early years of the seventeenth |
century was followed by a further dramatic collapse between 1616 and 1630, which
cannot be ascribed either to mortality or natural disaster. The only explanation is that
people were moving away from Retford, or not marrying and raising families there,
A later recovery in size of population was ascribed to inward migration, and ‘the town was
able to replenish its population by attracting new migrants as economic prospects improved®.?®

A few miles from Retford lies the village of Clayworth whose parishioners were
surveyed by their rector in 1676 and in 1688, and, if the difference between baptisms and
burials were relied on solely, the indications would be that the population was slowly
declining. Laslett observes:

If, moreover, we had been content to suppose that a fairly constant total of inhabitants

was accompanied by a static composition, by a small turnover of persons during the

twelve years, we should have made an error of considerable proportions. No less

than 244 of the 401 persons in Clayworth in 1676 had disappeared by 1688, that is 61

per cent, and 254 of the 412 who were there in 1688 were newcomers since 1676, that

is 62 per cent.”’
Turner, in his study of Nidderdale, demonstrated that the turnover of surnames before and
after the Civil War in Ripley showed 40 surviving names and 51 new ones, while the parishes
of Hampsthwaite, Pateley, and Fewston retained larger percentages of surviving names, but
had larger numbers of new ones.?

It has been pointed out earlier that Axholme lies at the boundary of three counties -
Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire, and because of this it has been difficult to trace
the destinations of the migrants, thouéh with regard to the origins of the immigrants, it has
been suggested that movement into the Isle occurred from the eastern side of the river Trent

because arable land was converted to pasture resulting in unemployment.
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Much of the increase [in population in the seventeenth century] came from an influx
from areas of population stagnation, many of them dispossessed from east of the
Trent as a result of failing villages or forced desertions by landowner converting to
pasture, as, for example, in the Ancholme valley. A main attraction of Axholme was
its common rights.”
In their study of Humberside’s population and land use, D. and S. Neave observe:
In south Humberside the most populous area was the Isle of Axholme. The southern
Isle, both before and after the drainage in the mid-seventeenth century, had been an
area which attracted immigrants because of its plentiful common land. In the forty
years between 1590 and 1630, a hundred additional cottages were built in the manor
of Epworth, and in 1675 it was noted that ‘“The liberty of the common people have of
gravening in the common is that which drawes multitudes of the poorer sorts from all
the counties adjacent to come and inhabit in this Isle’.*°
By using the Protestation Returns for Nottinghamshire and concentrating on the less
common surnames, it has been possible to make a tentative suggestion that families from the
southern part of Axholme moved into north Nottinghamshire, into the parishes of
Beckingham, Misterton, Saundby, and Sturton le Steeple, which are within an approximate
twelve mile radius from Belton. There are indications of movement over greater distances, to
Retford, for example, but the evidence is tenuous. It has not been possible to trace
movements frofn the Isle north of Belton though Doncaster may have absorbed the migrants.
The Returns for Gainsborough surprisingly show no evidence for transients though some

Axholme surnames appear in the list, such as Coulson, Man, Popplewell, and Theaker.'

Birth and death rates
Strictly speaking, it is not possible to refer to either birth or death rates, since the
parish registers record baptisms and burials. It is known that sometimes more than one child

was baptised at one time, giving the appearance of multiple births, but, in the absence of other
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information, baptisms have to be equated with births, and so reference will be made to ‘birth
rates’. It is more logical to accept that burials refer to deaths, and almost certainly c{eaths in
the same parish. The only year when all the parishes had their communicants enumerated,
and when all parishes, with the exception of Wroot, have evidence for both baptisms and
barials, either in registers or Bishop’s Transcripts, is 1603, and this has been taken as the basis
for calculating crude birth and death rates. For the purpose of this analysis, a calendar year has
been taken beginning in January and unrevised figures used. As has been indicated earlier,
there may have been under-recording or misunderstanding of the enumeration instructions
becanse the quality of the clergy was remarkably low, possibly because of the general
difficulty of recruiting suitably qualified persons into the ministry, and also because of the low
stipends that were offered. As Emmison records:
The pathetically poor qualities of the clergy in 1560 were acknowledged by
Archbishop Parker when writing to Grindal, Bishop of London: ‘Occasioned by the
great want of ministers, we and you both, for tolerable supply thereof, have heretofore
admitted into the ministry sundry artificers and others, not trained and brought up in
learning, and, as it happened, some that were of base occupations’.™
With regard to Lincolnshire clergy, Clive Hohnes remarks: ‘At the end of Elizabeth’s reign it
was suggested that a stipend of £30 - £50 per annum would provide a barely adequate
maintenance for a cleric; scarcely a third of the livings in the five deaneries for which a
valuation survives exceeded the £30 cut-off, and 40 per cent of them were worth less than
£15°7  As an illustration of the poverty of the clergy, a curate of Asgarby (not in Axholme)
who had been a grocer’s apprentice, received a stipend of £4 a year. He became clerk of
Partney market, and ran an alehouse. When questioned by justices, he remarked ‘that he got
more by his ale than the alter’™ A similar situation existed in Essex, where, even a decade
after Elizabeth I's death, the benefice of Broomfield was worth only £35 a year, and a curate

was receiving only £5 6s. 8d. and his diet.*®
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In Table 3.12 the 1603 populations, calculated from the returns in the Ecclesiastical Census,
are given, and from these figures the crude baptism and burial rates have been calculated,

which, in the absence of any other data, are taken as the birth and death rates.

Table 3.12 Crude birth and death rates (per thousand) in Axholme.”®

1603 Popn. Baptisms Birth rate Burials Death rate

Belton 1162 51 439 28 24.1
Crowle 1128 25 203 22 17.9
Epworth 830 58 69.9 39 33.6
Haxey 1162 59 50.8 44 37.9
Luddington 619 21 33.9 23 37.1
Owston 727 38 52.3 33 45.4
Wroot 86 2 23.2 - -

Average - - 42.0 - 32.7

As can be seen, there is a wide variation in the birth and death rates, some of which
may be accounted for by under-recording. It is worthwhile bearing in mind the observation
that

‘Basically, rural areas never reached crude death rates below 15 per thousand. . .The

birth rate, on the other hand, was very rarely below 30 per thousand. . .Unless the

community is monastic or has a very unbalanced sex structure (‘Klondyke’
population) a death rate of under 20 should be accompanied by a birth rate of well

over 30. Therefore, if the combined number of births and deaths is fewer than 50,

there is some presumption in favour of omission. "’

The birth rate for Crowle is low as is that for Wroot though the latter may be accounted for by
the small size of the settlement. Epworth’s birth rate is exceptionally high compared with its
death rate. Even so, all parishes should have seen a natural increase in population, with the

exception of Luddington, where the death rate exceeded the birth rate between 1541 and 1603,
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and 1603 and 1642. The Ecclesiastical Census of 1603 and the 1642 Protestation Returns do,
however, show a diminution in the populations of several parishes, notably Crowle, whose
population appears to have fallen by 529 in a period of forty years, and Luddington with a
reduction of 83, and Owston, where the population was smaller by 38 over the same period.
The increase in the population Epworth and Haxey fits in with Thirsk’s comments that
between 1590 and 1630 a hundred extra cottages were built in Epworth manor, which
included both parishes, and would indicate an approximate increase of 450 persons.™

1t has been claimed that birth rates ‘do not exhibit very considerable variations at any
rate before 1800°.* This is not borne when an average of the baptisms and burials for the
five year period 1601 to 1605 for all the parishes, except Wroot, is taken using the same
calculation used for 1603 because a wide vanation is found. For example, Epworth’s birth
rate increases to 72.8 averaged over the five year period while Belton’s decreases to 40.2.
Thus the birth and death ratés can only realistically give a picture of what was happening to the

population at a given period of time.

Seasonality

If the numbers of baptisms for each month are graphed‘w for all the parishes, including
Luddington and Owston where the records do not begin until 1599 and end in the early 1620s,
then two maxima occur, namely in March-April and September-October, with the one
minimum occurring in mid-year.  Using raw data, and without recourse to constructing
monthly indexes of baptisms, the year was divided into three equal parts as Wrigley and
Schofield have commented.* (It should be noted that the vertical scales of the graphs are
different - what is important is the overall pattern of vital events that the graphs record.) This,
of course, assumes that children were baptised shortly after birth, and though ‘there is little
evidence for the age at baptism in the sixteenth century. . .what there is points to a nearly
universal custom of baptising shortly after birth’.*>  Evidence from the Axholme registers

suggest that baptism did take place shortly after birth because in the Belton registers, between
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December 1609 and November 1639, 79 sons and 24 daughters are recorded as ‘sepultus non
baptizatus’ (‘buried not baptised’) - with the correct -a ending for females. This emphasis on
‘burial without baptism suggests two features: that there was a theological significance
concerning the soul of the infant, and that the early baptism of the new-born was common. It
is, therefore, probable that the pattern of baptisms accurately reflects the distribution of births,
though there are many instances of two or more children from the same family being baptised
together. They could, of course, be twins, or even, in one instance in Luddington, of
quadruplets who were the children of Paul Stevenson, a fisherman, who were baptised in
August, 1613.  Alternatively, there is the possibility that a number of offspring of differing
ages had their baptisms ‘saved up’.

The seasonality in baptism, and to a large extent, conception, minimised the number
of births during summer crop-gathering when women’s labour was in great demand, though it
did rﬁcan that the majority of births happened in the winter months when conditions were cold,
and there was danger of infections of the lungs.”’ Seasonality of baptisms implies seasonality
of conceptions: for the March-April period conception must have taken place in the summer
months, and November-December for August-September peak, assuming a normal length of
gestation.  There were fewer conceptions between August and November, which may have
been linked not only with the season for crop-gathering, and may also be linked with an
economic aspect, where the crop-yield may have played a part. ¥

As burials were likely to occur within a very short time of death, the pattern of burials
must reflect fairly accurately the pattern of deaths. Just as the baptisms show a seasonality, so
do the burials, which shadow the pattern of baptisms, with one maximum in the first three
months of the year, with the totals decreasing to a minimum in June-July, after which the
figures start to increase towards the end of the year, with a smaller peak in September, a
feature remarked on by Wrigley and Schofield.*® The exception to the general pattern is that
of Luddington which exhibits two large peaks, a smaller one in April-May and a larger one in

September-October. Even if the data for the period after 1620 are ignored because there are
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so many gaps, and only the period 1599 to 1620 is considered, the pattern remains. There is
no obvious explanation for this difference from other parishes except the short run of data.
Luddington, which incorporated Garthorpe, is the most northerly parish in Axholme, sitvated
on a small rise above an area subject to flooding not far from the banks of the river Trent, yet
other villages, such as Crowle and Owston have a similar low-lying topography.  The larger
peak in September is puzzling as this is often one of the warmest months.

Like other parts of England, the parishes in the Isle of Axholme experienced a number
of mortality crises. As Wrigley and Schofield explain, ‘any discussion of crisis mortality
entails an arbitrary decision on what constitutes a crisis’.*®  Because so many of the burial
records are defective, it is not possible to use ‘the percentage deviation of the crude death rate
from a centred 25-year moving average’ as advocated by Wrigley and Schofield.*”  Table
3.13 summarises the average number of burials per month where data are available. The most
problematic parish was Wroot, which was so small as. to have relatively few burials per

decade.

Table 3.13 Average number of burials per year.

Parish Period covered Average burials
per month

Belton 1571-1640 3.25
Crowle 1591-1640 2.42
Epworth 1541-1620 2.96*
Haxey 1571-1640 3.23
Luddington 1601-1620 1.73
Owston 1601-1620 2.58

* Large number of gaps in the registers

By comparing the annual totals of burials with the appropriate average from the
chart above, it is possible to identify the crisis months. Though Wrigley and Schofield, using

their centred 25-year moving average, defined a crisis year as one when the death rate was at
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least 10 per cent above the moving average,* for the purposes of this study any annual figure
ten per cent or more above the average is arbitrarily taken as a crisis year because it is not
possible to define the death rate as the population is not known exce;;t for the benchmark of
1603. Appendix 2 (p.300) identifies the years when all the parishes, except Wroot, had
mortality crises, and Table 3.14 gives the percentage over the decadal average for years when
two or more parishes experienced crises, calculated by the difference between the number of

burials and the decadal average, which is divided by that average and multiplied by 100.

Table 3.14 Mortality crisis years in two or more parishes, showing percentage above the

annual average. "

Year Belton Crowle Epworth Haxey Luddington  Owston
1590 15.4 - 12.6 169.8 - -
1591 82.1 165.1 1843 137.3 - -
1603 53.8 - - 13.5 10.8 -
1608 53.8 44.6 - 28.9 20.4 -
1610 15.4 10.2 - 393 - -
1614 100.0 37.7 - 78.0 70.4 ‘ -
1616 43.6 178.9 97.1 124.4 116.8 51.8
1620 - - 12.6 67.7 - -
1638 - 44.6 - 65.1 - -
~ (above 10 per cent) *84.1%in 1613

There is an overlap between the Axholme crisis years and those quoted by Schofield
and Wrigley though not all parishes were equally affected as Appendix 2 indicates.*” The
incidence of plague in the sixteenth and, to a lesser extent in the seventeenth century, was an
important factor in causing mortality crises especially in urban areas, but there were other
outbreaks of fevers and other diseases which could reduce a village’s population especially if
it were weakened by the concurrence of poor harvest years,50 and it has proved difficult to

interpret which plague or infection had occwrred.” 1t is not possible to establish a simple and
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clear correlation between harvest qualities as defined by Hoskins for mortality cris‘f;:s.52 The
year 1591 was a bad one throughout the Isle, yet Hoskins categorises the harvest as ‘good’;
likewise, the year 1609-10 was ‘average’, but Haxey saw a mortality over 39.3 per cent. Only
in 1613-14 was the harvest ‘deficient” when many of the parishes experienced above average
burials. Hoskins does not mention 1616, another bad year for all parishes, especially Belton,
Crowle, Haxey, Luddington, and Owston.

The Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure has provided

data on epidemics recorded for Haxey, which are summarised in Table 3.15.

Table 3.15 Epidemics in Haxey

Start Finish Maximum month Duration

{months)
May 1562 Jun 1562 May 1562 2
Aug 1590 Apr 1591 Aug 1590 9
Mar 1602 Mar 1602 Mar 1602 1
Oct 1608 Feb 1609 Nov 1609 5
Apr 1614 Jun 1614 May 1614 3
Aug 1616 Nov 1616 Sep 1616 4
Jan 1620 Feb 1620 Feb 1620 1
Aug 1623 Sep 1623 Sep 1623 2
Jan 1633 Apr 1633 Feb 1633 4
Aug 1636 Oct 1636 Sep 1636 3
Jul 1638 Sep 1638 Jul 1638 3

The epidemic of January to April 1633 was counted as having the greatest severity.” There
were no baptismal records for 1562, but the number of burials was above the average for the

decade, which was 30.7 per annum, compared with 53 for 1562.
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Marriages
The pattern of marriages for all parishes for which data are available is given in Table

3.16

Table 3.16 Isle of Axholme - marriages

Tot.
1541 1551 1561 1571 1581 1591 1601 1611 1621 1631

Bel 66 69 61 111 111 137 116 115 116 151 1053
Cro - - -1l 52 9% 77 81 189 201 701
Epw 6 - 138 192 227 92 178 204 42 - 1079
Hax - - - 90 152 173 160 154 150 133 1012
Lud - - - - - 11° 80 69 8 - 168
Ows - - - - - 16 100 100 16 - 232
Wro - - - 8 10 17 7 9 12 13 76

The table indicates a gradual increase in the number of marriages, perhaps reflecting the
mcreases in population, but the data are so defective for Epworth, Luddington, and Owston,
that it is not really possible to come to a general conclusion about the overall pattern.  Of
greater interest is the annual patterns of marriages. (See Appendix 3 - p.324)

As with'baptisms and burials, marriages showed a seasonality, but the pattern was
both completely different and also more marked, ‘with peaks in the early summer and autumn
separated by a late summer trough and a chasm in March’.* The Catholic Church forbade
marriage in Advent, early December, and in Lent, February to April, depending on the date of
Easter.  Even after the Reformation, when this law did not officially obtain in England, this
pattern continued as old habits died hard.>*

The few marriages in the summer months coincided with the crop-gathering season
while the two peaks marked the end of the ‘crop-gathering’ period,”® that in May-July when

farm animals had produced their young, and in October-November when the grain and other
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crops, such as hemp and peas, had been harvested. It is probable that the peaks reflect
economic conditions, when people knew by early summer how many animals their flocks and
herd had produced, and when the quality of the harvest in the autumn was known. The
patterns may also reflect the incidence of hiring fairs, which were held on May Day,
Michaelmas (29 September), and Martinmas (11 November), and were thus times for making
a fresh start, and ‘to cast off the old status of dcpendqncy and assume the social
tesponsibilities and rewards of marriage’.”’

Wrigley and Schofield comment on the geographical distribution of parishes with a
peak either in autumn or early summer, suggesting that they represent the predominance of
either arable {autumn marriages) or pastoral (sumumer marriages) farming.”® Thirsk argued
that pastoral farming predominated in Axholme, to be replaced by arable farming when
Vermuyden introduced his drainage scheme,” yet Kussmaul categorised Haxey’s agricultural
economy as predominantly arable.* Kussmaul comments that arable farming was the
most seasonal, whose busiest period was the grain harvest, which could begin as early as late
July in the southern counties. Ploughing in the spring and autumn were also busy times.”
Her ‘A-types’, that is, mainly arable farmers, married in the autumn; ‘mixed’ areas (the term
used by Thirsk to mean grain-growing whatever else the parish did) were not spring- marrying.
“Wood pasture’ and ‘open pasture’ type contained more than twice the expected number of
spring-marrying ‘A-types’.

Bacause of this conflict of view, and to compara Axholme patterns of baptisms and
marriages with other parts of England - the baptisms were included in case there were
variations in peak period between the different types of parishes - it was decided to examine
the baptismal and marriage patterns in a number of parishes across the whole of England, by
selecting parishes designated as ‘arable’ or ‘pastoral’ by Kussmaul and comparing the
cafegoﬁsations in The Population History of England, 1541-1871.%2 Kussmaul has three
classifications - arable, pastoral, and rural industrial, while there are three types in The

Population History of England - open pasture, woodland pasture, and mixed farming; there is
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no ‘arable’ category.* It must be explained that these descriptions of the parishes are based
on Thirsk’s, ‘The farming regions of England and Wales’.%°

Forty-five parishes were examined for their parish characteristics, and data for their
baptisms and marriages, on a monthly basis for the period 1540-1640 were logged and graphs
produced.”  Baptisms were included to establish if there were any variations in patterns
between the different categories. It became clear that Kussmaul’s classifications were often at
variance with those from The Population History of England, so that her ‘arable’ was ‘mixed’
or even ‘pastoral’, and ‘pastoral’ were ‘arable. A few examples will illustrate this: Aylesbury,
Buckinghamshire, she classifies as ‘arable’, but Wrigley and Schofield state that it is ‘mixed’;
Ledbury, Herefordshire, she categorises as ‘arable’, whereas they see it as ‘open pasture, with
rearing and fattening of stock’; and Tatenhill in Staffordshire is seen by Kussmaul as ‘arable’,
but The Population History of England sees it as ‘mixed - com and stock™®’.

Though the 45 parishes’ data may not be fully representative of the type of agriculture
assigned to it by Kussmaul or by Wrigley and Schofield, certain patterns emerge when graphs
are drawn for the marriages and baptisms. First, the month of March had the least number of
marriages, closely followed by December for all groups, indicating that the old regulations
forbidding them in Lent and Advent were still closely adhered to. Open pasture parishes
tended to have the maximum number of marriages between May and July, with another,
smaller, peak in November; woodland pasture parishes had similar value maxima in both the
summer months of May and June and in November; the maximum period for mixed parishes
was November, with a smaller peak in March and June. The pattern of baptisms for all
categories of agricultural type was similar, with the major peak in spring, March and April,
and with another, lesser, peak between September and November.

Bearing this in mind, it is relevant to ask first what sort of pattern obtained in the Isle
of Axholme for the period 1540-1640, and secondly how these results compare with
Kussmaul’s and Thirsk’s conclusions. The graphs of the marriage data for four of the

parishes are contained in Appendix 3 (see p. 301); it must be explained that the Y-axis shows
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the number of marriages.  The significant feature of all the graphs is that the maximum
namber of marriages occurs in November, with a secondary peak between May and July. The
number of marriages is at a minimum in May and December, illustrating that the ‘forbidden’
period was observed, and there was another trough between August and September, a period
when the grain was harvested. From these patterns it may be concluded that the agriculture in
Axholme was mixed, a fact that is bomne out by information from both inventories and wills.

Because few parish registers indicate the status of individuals who married, it has been
possible to try to identify second marriages only in Epworth, Haxey, Luddington, and Owston.
The last named had only one second marriage, in 1609; Epworth had five, centred round the
period 1565 to 1574, Haxey had eighteen between 1574 and 1612, with a large cluster (11) in
the period 1601 to 1609; and Luddington had ten between 1606 and 1616. Of those who
remarried all except one were widows. This would seem to indicate the need for women to
have male support from a financial view and providing some stability. As will be seen in a
later chapter, a widow was, at least theoretically, entitled to one-third of her husband’s estate,
and the terms of wills bears this out. The problem arose when there was insutficient land or
goods to live on. Evidence regarding the gap between bereavement and remarriage has been
possible with only six widows, and even here the information has to be regarded with care
because of the prevalence of certain surnames, which makes it difficult to identify persons
with any degree of certainty. The shortest period appears to be two months between
Elizabeth Pointer being widowed at the beginning of February 1601/2 and remarrying on 24
April 1602, and the same applies to Marie Johnson, whose husband Thomas was buried on
Christmas Eve 1609, who celebrated her second marriage on 9 February 1609/10.  The other
intervals between widowhood and remarriage varied from seven months to three years and
nine months.

A total of 3899 marriages was recorded in the seven parishes though there were
almost certainly more when the gaps in the registers are considered. Most of the couples, it is

assumed from lack of any other evidence, married someone from his or her own parish;
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where a marriage was solemnised with a person from outside the parish it was recorded though
the usual caveat has to be given regarding the under-recording of information. From all the
registers only 66 men came from outside their brides’ parishes, and only 26 women came
from outside their husbands’ parishes.  Marriage horizons outside the ‘home’ parish were
mainly limited to either the next parish or one nearby. The furthest distances were between
Epworth and Lincoln, about 27 miles in a direct line, and Luddington and Hull, a distance of
twenty miles. Table 3.17 summarises the distances of marriage horizons for both men and

women - all distances have been calculated in straight lines.

Table 3.17 Marriage horizons.

Miles Men Women

1-5 38 16

6-10 21 8
11-15 3 1
16 -20 2 0
21-25 1 0
26 - 30 2 1
Total 67 26

It can be seen that the majority of marriages outside the ‘home’ parish was limited to a
cent for women.  The pattern of marriage horizons in the Isle of Axholme compares well
with those investigated by Mary Carter in her study of St Ives in Huntingdonshire though she

deals with an later period as well as an urban environment in that marriages were limited to the

immediate or nearby parish, with few secking spouses from greater distances.®’ It is possible
that some of the Axholme marriages were between servants and apprentices, thus accounting

for the movement between parishes, but the registers generally lack such information.
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Nlegitimacy

lllegitimate children, here defined as children bom out of wedlock even if the parents
subsequently married, were recorded in the baptismal and bunal records in a variety of ways:
5¥puﬂus (-ia), bastard child/son/daughter, base bom, supposed son/daughter, and illegitimate.

Illegitimacy was not a major problem in the Isle as Table 3.18 demonstrates.

Table 3.18 Illegitimacy

Parish Period of register ~ Total baptisms Number Percentage
Belton 1541-1640 3877 67 1.73
Crowle 1561-1640 2766 31 1.12
Epworth 1540-1627 2803 21 0.75
Haxey 1560-1640 3604 36 1.00
Luddington 1599-1628 618 21 3.40
Owston 1599-1623 4 4 0.50
Wroot 1573-1640 285 1 0.35
Total - 14770 160 1.10 (av)

Though life expectancy for children l;om in wedlock may have been no better nor
worse - and it is outside the scope of this study - particnlarly in what would have been a very
damp environment during the winter months, especially in low lying parishes such as Crowle,
Owston, and Luddington, it was considered worthwhile to examine the burial records for life
expectancy for illegitimate children. Only 61 burials of these children could be traced, and
Table 3.19 (below) provides the analysis. Contrary to what might be expected, few children,
only 6.5 per cent, died on their first day, but just over a third (34.4 per cent) died between their
first week and first month.  The highest proportion (27.9 per cent) died in their first five
months, followed by a further 16.4 per cent who died within their first year. It is difficult to
understand why some children died after surviving for a month though it is possible that such

children were weak when born.  An analysis for any pattern of months when children died
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within their first month of life reveals that there was no month outstanding, though March had
four and August three deaths; the only month when there were no deaths was July. Table

3.19 summarises the life expectancy of illegitimate children.

Table 3.19 Life expectancy of illegitimate children.

Period Number of deaths
1 day 4
2-7'days 8
8-20 days 8
21-30 days 3
1-5 months 17
6-12 months 10
1-3 years 6
4-10 years 3
Over 10 years 2

1t has been possible to trace only one couple, Elizabeth Brickenhall and Robert Goldsmith,
both from Belton, who had two children out of wedlock in 1625 and 1627/8, who
subsequentty married.  Others are recorded as having illegitimate children, sometimes with
more than one partner. Robert Foster of Belton sired two children with different mothers,
who are not named, and a female surnamed Whittinggin gave birth to William by Thomas
Huld and Francisca by Christopher Thwaite. Elizabeth North from Haxey gave birth to two
children, Elizabeth and William in 1620 and 1626 respectively, but the father was not named.
More examples can be drawn from the other parishes.

Luddington’s marriage register makes a distinction between ‘base bomn’ and
‘supposed son/daughter’, suggesting that those ‘base born’ were bomn out of wedlock, but no
later marriages between the couples have been found; it is possible that they moved away from

the parish. The ‘supposed’ category provides an insight into marital infidelities though it is
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usually impossible to trace the erring partner as the term is applied to the married couple.
There were eight couples in Luddington who bore children where vthe fatherhood was in doubt,
and this almost certainly was true in other parishes though the registers give no indication.

The stain of illegitimacy was not easily forgotten for burial records mention it even
after considerable periods of time. Thomas Chadwick of Belton, whose mother was Anne
and father Thomas Bemnard, died when he was five years and seven months old, but his
illegitimacy was recorded in the register. Similar fates befell Isabel Milnes from Haxey and
Elizabeth Searsby, who both died in their fourth year. The most amazing record was that of
Thomas Jackson of Belton, whose father was recorded at baptism as William Storie, and who
when he was buried was referred to as ‘alias Storie’ thirty-five years later.

Occasionally, glimpses of the attitude towards an illegitimate birth peep out from the
bleak records of spurius, ‘bastard child of. . .’, and so on. On 3 April 1631, the parish priest
of Belton, having baptised Elizabeth Tomson, noted she was the ‘daughter of Dorothy, wife of
William Tomson, third day [of April]. The mother of this child in time of her labour would
not confess to the midwife and other women present that she was with child, and after the birth
she said that Thomas Ashwell was the father of it’. The same register in August 1639,‘ on the
baptismn of Timothy Emerson, records he is ‘the son of Margaret. The mother at the birth
thereof would not grant [crossed through and illegible] the name of the father [illegible]
register the father’.  One can only speculate at the domestic storms that arose on the
revelations that an expected child was illegitimate.

Yet not everyone adopted a solemn attitude towards illegitimate offspring. Robert
Caister, a yeoman from Belton, who died in 1600, left a will in which his illegitimate
offspring were left bequests. From the tone of the will, Robert must have been something of
a ‘character’, for he left to ‘Hugh Caister, alias Davie, reputedly the son of Robert Caister £20
at the age of 21 years’, and the money was ‘to be put to use’, that is, invested, possibly as a
loan. To Robert Caister, alias Dickenson, ‘reputed son of Robert Caister [the testator] £30

at the age of 21 years’, and the money was to be ‘put to use’.  Robert Caister also left three
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pounds to the poor people of Belton, and fifteen shillings to the young men of Belton ‘to be
merry withall’, and William Sandall was to supervise. To John Farr, gentleman and steward
of Epworth Court, he left ‘one pecke of peares called Bishopsballacks everye yeare duringe

his naturall life’ ¢

Studies of individual parishes

Because a full reconstruction for only a single parish in Axholme, such as Haxey,
which had 3604 baptisms, 3033 burials, and 1012 marriages between 1560 and 1640, would
have involved an inordinate amount of work, which would not have related closely to the
subject of this study - and reconstructions of seven parishes would have presented an
insuperable task for one person - sampling has been used to illustrate different aspects of
population changes in four parishes: Haxey, Wroot, Luddington, and Belton. The parishes
were chosen for a number of reasons, but particularly because the data for their chosen sample
periods were as full as might reasonably be expected.

HAXEY

The baptisms for the period 1571-1580 were noted, and subsequent vital events were
traced to analyse subjects such as age at marriage, age at death, and possible migration. The
period was chosen because it had no obvious gaps in the baptismal records, that 1s the number
of baptisms per month for each year was fairly consistent, and was sufficiently early for
possible marriages and deaths to be traced. It is necessary, however, to make the caveat that
the information so derived is tentative because of the difficulty of distinguishing between
persons with the saime name when marriages or-deaths are recorded: for example, there were
three Johis Barrow(e) and three Agneta Jaques. Some certainty is possible with burial records
if the person concerned dies at an early age as the records usually contain the information
‘son/daughter of. . .’

There were 335 baptisms recorded for the period 1571-1580, and of those 74

marriages and 67 burials have been traced with reasonable certainty. The balance between the
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sexes was 175 males and 160 females. Because there was always the possibility of marriages
occurring outside Haxey, the database, which contains details of marriages for all parishes
except Luddington, was searched,®” and the index of burials only for Haxey was used on the
grounds that searching all indexes would consume valuable time. The marriage database gave
an indication of those who had remained in Axholme as well as their age at marriage. Table

3.20 shows the age at marriage for men and women.

Table 3.20 Age at marriage - Haxey.

Age at marriage (years) Men Women Total
16 -20 1 10 11
21-25 12 17 29
26 -30 10 8 18
31-35 3 7 10
36 -40 3 2 5
41-45 | 1 1 2
Total 30 45 75

From Table 3.20 it is clear that the majority of marriages for both men and women
were solemmised between the ages of 21 and 30 years, when men would be fairly certain about
their likely form of employment, and when women were still at an age to be both fertile for
the safe conception and for birth of a child.

1t might be thought that marriage at an early age was through necessity, but this was
not so. The youngest woman to marry was [sabella Kelsey, who married Ralph Harrison at
the age of 19 years 4 months, on 15 January 1591/2, yet no baptism was recorded until 13
September 1598 though it is possible that the records are defective or the baptism was
performed elsewhere. Jane Marr married Richard Rownsley at the age of 18 years 9 months

on 12 May 1598, but there is no record of a baptism in Haxey until 10 April 1603.  The
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youngest male to marry was John Travis at the age of 20 years 10 months on 9 February
1590/1, but there are no further traces of him.

At the other end of the age range Daniel Tompson was married at the age of 45years 5
months to Anna Childe on 17 January 1618/9. There is a record of a baptism of Anna Childe
in Haxey on 6 April 1597, which would have made her about twenty when she married. A
child, Elizabeth was born on 15 October 1620 with the father named as Daniel Tompson, but
there are no further records of baptisms. The oldest woman to have married late in life was
Susanna Kelsey, at the age of 41 years 8 months. She married Richard Sampson on 25
November 1616 , and a child was baptised with Richard named as father on 14 September
1617.

As indicated above, 67 burials from the 1571-1580 cohort have been traced, and
Table 3.19 provides a somewhat compressed analysis of age at death, in that the age ranges for
the first years of life have been compressed. Infant mortality was quite high, with one-quarter
(9) of male children dying within the first month, and one-fifth (6) of female children dying in
the same period. Over two-fifths (44 per cent) of male children died within their first year,
while 24 per cent of female children died within the same period. In spite of all the above
information concerning the 75 marriages and 67 burials of this cohort of Haxey inhabitants, it
must be remembered that this represents information available on under two-fifths (39.4 per
cent) of them, which means that over sixty per cent ‘disappear’ from the registers. It is
assumed that this percentage of the population migrated out of the parish, either with their
parents, or moved to find work. If this proportion of people from one ten-year period
migrated, then there must have been an inward migration to produce the population increase

between 1548 and 1