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Editors’ Introduction





The study of the deserted medieval village impinges on many of the great themes of English economic history. Some of the desertions are connected with one of the commonest forms of disturbance to which pre-industrial economies were subject: the successive advance and retreat of population. Others were the result of another unsettling stimulus: a change in the relative profitability of different crops, and a consequent change in land-use; here the history of depopulation is closely tied to the history of prices, as Dr. P. J. Bowden has recently shown. Since these price-changes were induced by movements in wages and by the increasing demand of weavers for wool, the empty houses of the husbandmen are part of the long and unfinished history of the reaction of other parts of the economy to changes in manufacturing technology; and these in their turn were closely connected with the level of foreign demand for English exported cloth. And the dislocation that many of the depopulations caused to old-established ways of living is part of another long theme on English history, the conflict of economic interest between those who owned the land and those who worked on it.


The attention given to the subject by economic historians in the last 25 years may be said to have been crowned by the periods devoted to it at the International Economic History Society Conference at Munich in 1965. For that occasion French academic patronage made possible the publication in French of a long essay and bibliography reviewing the progress of the subject in England; and it was the stimulus for us to plan a longer review, bringing the subject up to date and also taking account of work in other parts of Britain. Such a review will also make it unnecessary to attempt the formidable task of bringing up to date The Lost Villages of England (1954), successive reprints of which have done no more than correct typographical errors. As far as possible the historical examples cited in Chapter 1 draw on evidences not available for, or not employed in Lost Villages.


Economic historians have not been the only specialists interested in the study of the deserted medieval village. Geographers, architectural historians and–above all–archaeologists have added to the liveliness of its study, and their necessary interdependence resulted in the foundation of the Deserted Medieval Village Research Group in 1952. The Group and its activities are rarely absent from any of the pages which follow, and some account is given of its origins and its programme of work. Its Annual Report has been issued to members in duplicated form and is not widely available in libraries, but the excavations and fieldwork which the Reports have recorded are the basis of the long analysis of the archaeological contribution to deserted village studies that forms Chapter 2.


In medieval village studies it is most desirable for the historian and the archaeologist to work in partnership since written evidences and archaeological evidences (including in this case fieldwork also) may each be available, occasionally overlapping and confirming each other but more commonly proving supplementary. Although for convenience archaeological and historical researches in England have been separately reviewed here, the smaller scale of each type of activity in Scotland, Wales and Ireland has made it possible for the authors of Chapters 7–12 to embrace both. For England the author of Chapter 1 returns in Chapter 4 to comment, from the historian’s viewpoint on the conclusions reached by archaeologists and reviewed in Chapter 2.


This Introduction began by emphasising that the study of the deserted village, in whatever country, is fruitful only if related to the whole of the history of rural settlement and, indeed, of economic and social history in the broadest sense. In a utopia of polymaths and a cornucopia of research funds it might be possible for the studies and ambitions of the Research Group to range as widely as the whole of medieval settlement, the proper context of the deserted village. In the real world of research work carried on amid other responsibilities and with no paid staff, academic or secretarial, the range has had to be more modest and there are many local explorations still to be achieved, even in England. In other parts of Britain, as the authors of Chapters 7–12 make plain, the unachieved tasks are enormous.


The day may hopefully be near when methods of historical and archaeological inquiry pioneered in deserted village studies will be applied to the very much larger number of villages whose history, although locally highly varied, yet includes one feature denied to every settlement studied within these covers: that is, survival. If we ourselves concentrate for the present–and for some years to come–on that untypical and pathological representative of the medieval settlement, the total failure, it is in order to complete at some modest level a task that has already taken more than twenty years. If other hands turn to apply similar techniques to the study of the non-deserted settlements, they have our friendliest support. Historico-archaeological investigations are bound to be very limited where a village community is still flourishing, tilling the fields, and occupying the same house areas as its medieval predecessor. The dead cannot easily be sought among the living. In one field of study, however, there is hope and promise. The “shrunken” village is a phenomenon full of historical and archaeological interest. Its living portion resembles any normal English village, while its grass-covered houses and streets resemble the deserted sites. Its mysteries are open to the archaeologist without trespassing into cottage gardens and under cottage floors. For the historian the variety of causes and periods which could produce a shrunken village present a major challenge to the intelligent use of documentary evidence. And, it should be noted, the number of shrunken sites greatly exceeds the number of deserted sites. It is with confidence, therefore, that we dedicate this book to our successors.















Part One

England




















Chapter One

A Review of Historical Research (to 1968)







M. W. Beresford





Introduction



The Lost Villages of England, the god-child of Miss Margaret Stewart and Mr. J. T. Oliver of the Lutterworth Press, was commissioned in June 1949. At that time I had had a year’s experience of fieldwork in Yorkshire but was still suffering from the shock of finding that a phenomenon which I, and all other commentators, had thought purely Midland was in fact equally visible in the fields of the northern plains and the Wolds. It was therefore a stimulus and a challenge to attempt a survey with the title “of England”. A contract was signed in November 1951 and the typescript sent to the publishers in May 1953. It was longer than expected–an unhappy characteristic of my books–and therefore submitted to a publisher’s reader for comment. Miss Gladys Scott Thompson, to whom the manuscript fell, was completely sceptical of its conclusions, she being bred in the old belief that depopulation was a Tudor phantasy, but the publishers had the courage of my convictions and in May 1954 the book was published. Pre-publication excitement had been heightened by the receipt of a postcard from another historian, bringing this advice:




I feel impelled to advise you to consider whether or not you should really go ahead with such a book, and to weigh it very carefully as I myself have no desire to be drawn into further controversy, but my hand would be forced if the book maintained the argument I suspect.





His clairvoyant knowledge of the argument must have turned out to be inaccurate, for after 15 years the threatened exposure is still awaited.


In fact reviewers were in general too kind. It was a book with the usual complement of errors in text, footnotes and grid references; and no one noticed that Cornwall was completely missing from the gazetteer: for the very good reason that this page of the typescript fell down behind a piano without being noticed, and was found only when moving house in 1958. Mr. F. T. Wainwright was perfectly correct in saying in a review:




It is easy to criticise arrangement, to point to over-hasty work, and to urge that the book should not have been written at this stage.1





In a favourite phrase of Prof. Finberg, “one always writes too soon,”2 but I have been fortunate in having had later opportunities to return to the subject of deserted villages. In 1957 my History on the Ground was able to consider six sites in a little more detail, and to print the whole of Thomas Clerke’s plan of Whatborough in 1586 and part of the plan of Wormleighton in 17343 (see also Thorpe,4 1965). An unintended consequence of my second study was to cause a fellow-historian, who was writing a text book, to coalesce ideas from two of my chapters and thus to refer to the planted medieval town of Hedon as a “depopulated place”. The irate Mayor of this borough threatened legal action and readers of the Daily Express were entertained by the commotion for a few days.


Prof. David Knowles’ invitation to join Dr. St. Joseph in compiling an anthology of air photographs gave a further opportunity to describe sites not treated in Lost Villages and to publish thirteen new views (Beresford and St. Joseph, 1958).


Although Lost Villages is still a few years from its coming-of-age its general arguments may be said to have gained academic acceptance, and indeed to have been canonised by two recent authoritative studies of agrarian history, Prof. Postan’s revised chapter in the Cambridge Economic History of Europe (1966) and Dr. Thirsk’s in the Agrarian History of England and Wales (1967). The respectability of the subject in general may be said to have been crowned by the special sessions devoted to it at the International Economic History Conference at Munich in August 1965. For that occasion the patronage of the Sixth Section of the École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris, produced in Villages Désertés a 615-page survey of the progress of research in the major European countries.5 In it I attempted a review of the work achieved by English historians and archaeologists, and that review–revised and extended–has formed the basis of this chapter. In particular I have retained for the first nine sections a device employed in the French essay: to set at the head in italics a brief summary of points which I believe I made in Lost Villages, and then to follow with an assessment of work by others and myself in the intervening years. It thus has egocentric as well as self-critical passages; and, although I have tried to take account of all work known to me, there must be omissions which are due to that most subjective of academic traits, sheer ignorance. Fellow authors must not mistake this for indifference. They will also notice that I have acquiesced in the substitution of “deserted” for “lost” medieval villages, mainly under the influence of logical critics who argued that villages could not really be “lost” if I had found them.





I: Early Desertion





Some considerable depopulation followed the Norman invasion of 1066, but there was rapid re-population of vills stated to be waste in Domesday Book (1086). The civil wars (1135–54) may have produced a similar impact and recovery. More depopulation–and this often permanent–was caused by the development of monastic-grange farming in the twelfth century. A few settlements may have been lost in war.





Of earlier desertions, those during the long centuries of Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian colonisation, virtually nothing is yet known. In the period before the Norman Conquest no list of rural settlements was drawn up comparable to the list of burhs in the Burghal Hidage: or if one was drawn up, it has failed to survive. Common sense suggests that during the so-called Dark Ages there must have been sites chosen for early settlements that did not stand the test of time, as well as settlements destroyed in invasion and war but, without documentary evidence, the search for these is properly the task of the archaeologist [see pp. 76–144, below].


The classic sites of Saxon villages and cemeteries known to archaeologists lie mainly away from existing villages. These are clearly “desertions” but their discovery has been largely the result of chance factors such as gravel working or road construction.


Although the earliest documentary evidence for most deserted medieval villages continues to be Domesday Book (1086) it is now possible to adduce more examples of deserted villages recorded in Anglo-Saxon boundary charters of an earlier date. Thus ten Oxfordshire villages now deserted are named in charters dating from between 970 and 1005, and three Warwickshire desertions were of villages that occur in charters from the very beginning of the eighth century: Billesley Trussell (704); Weethley (708) and Milcote (710). Documents of this type, unfortunately, become progressively rarer as one moves north.


Apart from the research in progress by Mr. A. T. Lloyd (and unpublished) on the difficult subject of the New Forest depopulations, no further work has been done on individual villages known to have been devastated by the Norman Conquest and not repopulated. Such a site would be an excavator’s treasure. The devastations of the civil war of 1135–54 has been little studied, for the period is poorly documented. In 1955 Sir Charles Clay published a remarkable confirmation charter for Ulceby on the Lincolnshire Wolds.6 It was granted between 1163 and 1176 and it permitted Thornton Abbey to turn out sheep to graze in the fields of Ulceby to a reasonable number–tot oves quot ibidem moderate habere–until such time as the village should be repopulated and restored to life–donee ipsa villa rehabitata et restituta fuerit. The depopulation must have been during the late wars, for in both Domesday Book and the Lindsey Survey of 1115–18 there is no sign that the Norman Conquest emptied the vill. The anticipated repopulation must have taken place, for Ulceby is not a deserted village, but it is significant that the lord of Ulceby assumed that the best temporary garrison for an abandoned village was a flock of sheep. This was presumably the exact reaction of local landlords in later centuries where villagers retreated from marginal land, the light soils of the high Wolds.


Dr. R. A. Donkin has made important comments on the Cistercian factor in depopulation (Donkin, 1960, 1962, 1963 and 1964). He has shown that 44% of all known twelfth-century granges were built on land that was “waste” or largely waste in 1086, although the well-documented depopulations still remain. A critical account of the Yorkshire evidence will be found in Dr. C. P. S. Platt’s unpublished University of Leeds thesis, The Monastic Grange: a survey of the historical and archaeological evidence (1965). The granters’ charters did not always describe their vills in detail, and below the well-preserved earthworks of a grange such as Griff (Yorks., N.R., between Rievaulx and Helmsley) there may be those of a wasted Domesday vill or of a re-settled vill destroyed when it was given to the abbey in 1131. This fact adds to the importance of such sites for a research excavation, if one could be engineered.


Dr. Donkin has also emphasised that the well-known activity of the Cistercians as sheep farmers on their more remote estates should not lead to a belief that the granges were all pastoral, and that the Cistercians had the same motives as the enclosing graziers of the late fifteenth century. He writes:




The typical grange was, I believe, a predominantly arable holding, although most had some pasture and played a part in the growing of wool. The great upland sheep walks were not as a rule described as granges in the 12th and 13th centuries. (Donkin, 1963, 187.)





In a short local study Mr. M. W. Barley has shown how the monks of Rufford (founded c. 1145) destroyed two Nottinghamshire villages, one of which had ten villein families in 1086 and the other, eleven as well as a church (Barley, 1957). The Cistercians did sometimes offer alternative accommodation if their grange was about to supplant a village. Mr. Barley suggests that Wellow grew in this way, and I have myself shown the shift of population at the founding of Byland Abbey (Beresford, 1957, 52–62).


Where monastic chartularies survive, there is a good chance that all such early depopulations will come to light eventually. The identification of non-monastic depopulations of this period is bound to suffer from the relative shortage of relevant documentation before the mid-thirteenth century, when the inquisitions post mortem and the reeves’ accounts (p. 72, below) begin to be available. The feet of fines (P.R.O., class CP25) which take land transfers in some counties back to the end of the twelfth century, have not yet been systematically explored for deserted villages.


In the last decade of the thirteenth century, records of taxation of the laity begin to be available (P.R.O., class E179) and local record societies are moving ahead with their publication. Where they survive, these early lay subsidy rolls have been used in the Research Group’s published county studies for two purposes: to indicate that a separate settlement worthy of the tax collector’s attentions was still surviving; and to obtain some idea of the size of the settlement at that date, relative to its neighbours. Before 1377 the form of these documents does not permit any estimate of the absolute number of villagers.


The lay subsidy files were drawn upon for some of the counties analysed in Lost Villages of England, but these sources have been more thoroughly explored in the last ten years. Dr. R. E. Glasscock has transcribed and mapped all the payments made by the villages of England in 1334 (Glasscock, 1963, and subsequent unpublished work), and identified a number of additional desertions. The gazetteers that the Deserted Medieval Village Research Group aim to produce for each county must lean very heavily on the tax-lists and feudal surveys that begin with the Hundred Rolls of 1279 and continue with the lay taxation of 1296, 1307, 1327, 1332 and 1334.


The flimsy remains of an early, pre-plague depopulation were first observed on an air photograph (Beresford and St. Joseph, 1958, 112) and later identified by Dr. Allison as the former vill of Grenstein. It, and a second Norfolk vill with only early documentary references (Turstanestuna (Thuxton)) were excavated by Mr. Wade-Martins. It was vills of this sort that the tax collectors of 1316 categorised as “parva et paupera” (Shelswell, Oxon.), while at Langley in the same county they reported only four tenements remaining.


Four Norfolk vills–Pudding Norton, Testerton, Alethorpe and Little Ringstead–were assessed in 1334 at sums that were less than one fifth of those paid by their neighbours,7 and it is not surprising that, when the church of Pudding Norton fell into disuse, “the fewness and the poverty of the parishioners” in 1401 were blamed on the barren soil.8 Vacant holdings and uncultivated acres are a recurring feature of manorial surveys of the early fourteenth century, even in villages that now survive. They seem to be especially frequent on the high, dry chalklands of Lincolnshire and the East Riding of Yorkshire, and on the sands of the Breckland in Norfolk and Suffolk. Thirty-four places in Norfolk that were named in Domesday Book fail to appear in 1316 in the Nomina Villarum either because they were too small or because they were deserted (Allison, 1955, 122).


The reason for these early depopulations still remains mysterious. It would be logical and convenient to follow Prof. Postan’s hypothesis that they were on marginal soil, reluctantly colonised in a period of population expansion, but soon disappointing the over-optimism of their settlers by poor crop yields. This explanation can be accepted most easily when the desertions lie close together on similar soils. In Norfolk, for example, Dr. Allison has shown that 31 of the 130 deserted villages had fewer than ten households in 1428 (Allison, 1955, 125). Taken together with the exceptional number of ruined churches in Norfolk and Suffolk, these figures suggest that some powerful local factor was diminishing settlement even before the Black Death. As Mr. J. Saltmarsh put it:




It is probable that on marginal lands, colonised during the period of expanding demand and high prices in the earlier Middle Ages, whole villages were being abandoned. In the Brecklands of south-west Norfolk–marginal land in the Middle Ages, and marginal or sub-marginal still–I have visited five ruined churches in a single afternoon. Where their ruins could be dated, they were always of the thirteenth century and very small; the first tiny chapels built by the latest pioneer settlements of the High Middle Ages, never enlarged and early abandoned. (Saltmarsh, 1941–43, 24.)





But when an early desertion is found in the middle of a more prosperous county such as Oxfordshire, where only seven of the 101 deserted villages were reported9 as having fewer than ten households in 1428, it will be necessary to pay close attention to its soil and situation, especially where adjoining parishes have every appearance of health. One might suspect a random factor such as fire or warfare, but it is difficult to envisage a well-sited village being deserted for long when there was general land-hunger and an expanding population. These depopulations must be set against the fact that the total population of England increased from about 1∙1 million in 1086 to 3–3 million on the eve of the Black Death.10


The more flimsy the houses of a village, the easier it would have been to rebuild after a fire or destruction in war. As to the fields, those who burned them were unintentionally assisting the crops by resting the soil and scattering ash.


The ease with which the vills of the lowlands were re-created between 1066 and 1086, and the subsequent prosperity of many upland vills that were waste in 1086, make an instructive lesson in the resilience of medieval settlement. The ravages of war, like the accident of fire, were always likely to afflict a village. After the civil war of 1135–54 there was internal warfare on more than one occasion, but only the Borders were continuously troubled. Here one might expect war to cause depopulation. In the early fourteenth century there were massive tax reliefs for villages damaged when the Scottish armies ranged as far south as York. The assessment of clerical wealth for taxation purposes made in 1291 was subject to wholesale revision downwards in 1318 to allow for the destruction wrought by the Scots, and in 1334, when the villages of the rest of the kingdom were re-assessed for lay taxation, it was not possible to value the counties of the northern border. Yet most of the places given heavy tax-reliefs are now normal villages. Clearly, other factors than war must have operated to produce the permanent desertions from this period.








II: The Black Death





Some marginal settlements were already shrinking before the Black Death began in 1349, and after the Black Death there are a few well-documented cases of villages totally and irrevocably destroyed.





Authentic cases of Black Death depopulation were cited in Lost Villages, and an air photograph of one of these, Tusmore (Oxon.), has since been published (Beresford and St. Joseph, 1958, 114–15). In 1358 its lord was allowed to turn the fields into a park since every ville in was dead, and the Exchequer was obliged to admit that there were no taxpayers left. In 1381 the poll-tax collectors made nichil returns for four Gloucestershire villages (Hilton and Rahtz, 1966, 84). The site of another Oxfordshire plague depopulation, Tilgardesle, still remains unlocated, a reminder that there is still much fieldwork to be done to trace sites that have been heavily ploughed in modern times or planted with woodland.


It will always be necessary to be so emphatic about the role of the Black Death for two reasons: firstly, it has been the most popular explanation of a deserted site in local folklore; and secondly, because there was an important way, to be discussed later, in which the long-term effect of the Black Death did deliver some villages into the hands of the would-be depopulators a century later, and weakened the resistance of many other villages. In this sense, the years following the Black Death were the “pre-history of enclosure” (Hilton, 1955).


Since it is so important to get the Black Death into the correct relation with the desertion of a particular village every effort is needed to establish the genuine Black Death destructions. The classic sequence for such a desertion would be three or more positive items, such as








	1086:


	substantial recorded population in Domesday Book







	1316:


	listed in the Nomina Villarum







	1334:


	paying a substantial amount to the village tax of that year followed by one or more of the negative items:







	1352–5:


	high tax relief (from a fund provided by fines under the Statute of Labourers)







	1377:


	small number of heads taxed to the poll-tax







	1428:


	relieved from the parish tax.










In addition, the disappearance of a village name from tax rolls subsequent to 1355 would help to support the case for a plague depopulation; and the absence of prosecutions for enclosure in the sixteenth century would also lend support, at least in the Midlands. Fulbrook (Warws.) would seem to be one of these cases. Half its tax quota was abated in 1352 and it was unable to pay the parish tax of 1428 since there were only four households. In Berkshire three vills had abatements of more than 70% of their tax in 1352 and thereafter do not appear in the lists of taxed vills: Hodcot, Langley and Thrupp. It must be stressed, however, that the complete absence of any reference to a village in 1352–55 and 1377 is not significant: there are counties where documents from these classes do not happen to survive.


Lost Villages was too disdainful, I now feel, of records from the second and third poll-tax collections, taken in 1379 and 1381. It is true that they were demonstrably evaded, compared with 1377 (Table I) but the importance of the poll-tax records in establishing village chronology is so great that one must clutch at any straw, and in those counties with virtually nothing from 1377, there may be (as for Gloucestershire) documents from 1379 or 1381 from which minimal populations can be established. They also have one advantage over the receipts from 1377 in giving occupations of taxpayers; having moved away from the egalitarian fourpence-a-head of 1377, they also give some indication of differences in personal wealth: always remembering that those who evaded tax make up an unknown, invisible submerged proportion of the iceberg.


In counties where poll-tax receipts do survive, the argument of Lost Villages has not been undermined: plague depopulations were few, and the main utility of the poll-tax documents (on which Miss L. M. Midgley and I are working to produce a complete edition) is to prove that identifiable communities still existed in 1377–81, and to enable a further assessment of their size in relation to their neighbours.


In Leicestershire 37 of the 62 deserted villages have poll-tax receipts surviving. Some but not all of these data have been published, and Table I illustrates the usefulness of this source. Prof. Hoskins’ study had concluded that no more than eight Leicestershire depopulations could possibly be attributed to the plagues (Hoskins, 1946) and my own examination of the data suggests that the number is as few as three. Two of the three lowest scores in Table I are for places where a poll-tax receipt from 1377 is missing, and the next collection in 1379 was notoriously evaded, so that only Shoby may be accepted without question as being very small indeed with its 18 taxpayers, perhaps 27 souls. But it cannot yet be called depopulated, and indeed it had not been much larger before the plague. In 1334 its tax quota was less than half of the local average, so that it was already weak. In the parish taxation of 1428 Shoby had fewer than ten households, but it struggled and struggled on, and was not finally extinguished until after 1450.


One very remarkable piece of evidence has been published by Prof. Hilton (Hilton and Rahtz, 1966, 83) showing that at the depopulated Upton (Gloucs.) in 1383–84 the village’s tax quota was then being paid from the funds of the lord of the manor, the bishop of Worcester.




Where we find the financial responsibility for the subsidy payment assumed by the lord, it could only mean that the lord has to pay either because of the villagers’ poverty, or because they were no longer there. It was not until statutory tax exemptions of the 15th century that the burden of subsidy payment was officially lifted.





Table I


Number of taxpayers in 37 deserted villages of Leicestershire, 1377–81








	Baggrave


	38*


	Noseley


	75











	Bittesby


	21*


	Potters Marston


	26*







	Bradgate


	41


	Poultney


	54







	Brentingby


	53


	Prestgrave


	10*







	Brooksby


	39


	Prestwold


	59







	Coton, Far


	29


	Quenby


	27*







	Eye Kettleby


	40


	Shoby


	18







	Foston


	99


	Stapleford


	152







	Frisby


	39


	Starmore


	63







	Gopsall


	20*


	Staunton Harold


	69







	Ingarsby


	32


	Stretton in le Field


	21







	Keythorpe


	18*


	Stretton Magna


	21*







	Knaptoft


	35


	Welby


	75(?)







	Lowesby


	25*


	Whatborough


	22







	Lubbesthorpe


	26


	Whittington


	21







	Misterton


	49


	Wiston


	69







	Newbold Saucy


	29


	Withcote


	45







	Newton, Cold


	38


	Wyfordby


	44







	Normanton Turville


	49


	

	






	* Asterisks indicate data from the second and third collections of 1379 and 1381, when there was much evasion and under-assessment: e.g. the 41 heads in Bradgate in 1377 became 29, the 152 in Stapleford, 93.










These exemptions, from 1433 onwards, were used in Lost Villages but since 1953 my confidence in the usefulness of the fifteenth-century tax reliefs has diminished. The methodical tabulation of tax abatements after 1433 has been continued in the Research Group’s county publications but they often appear quite haphazard: a vill would receive a high rebate in one collection and then a low rebate, or none at all, in the next. The median abatement in Leicestershire and Norfolk for deserted villages was less than 20% (Beresford, 1965, Table 2). Much more research into the conventions of local reassessment is necessary.










III: Depopulation and Sheep





The main force of depopulation was not felt until after c. 1450. The incentive was the demand for wool for the expanding English cloth industry, while the post-plague population had not recovered enough to increase the demand for corn. Pastoral farming was also tempting since it used a smaller labour force at a time when the bargaining power of labour was still high.





Nothing published since 1954 has shaken the contention–which goes back to John Hales’ dictum11 of 1549–that




the chief destruction of towns (i.e. townships) and decay of houses was before the beginning of the reign of King Henry VII (i.e. before 1485).





Hales, it will be remembered, had personal knowledge of the counties most affected and had bitter experience of the failure of the anti-depopulation legislation to punish enclosing graziers and effect re-conversion to arable. The failure rested on the unwillingness of successive Parliaments to look back further than 1488. As Dr. E. Kerridge has clearly shown (Kerridge, 1955) many of those accused were able to plead successfully that the alleged offences had taken place before the crucial date; Dr. Kerridge shows the great gap between the allegations made to Wolsey’s itinerant commissioners and the facts later revealed in Chancery and Exchequer proceedings.




Possibly many of the decays and conversions presented by the inquisitions had been made before the statute of 4 Henry VII. (Kerridge, 1955, 221.)





Had Dr. Kerridge’s otherwise detailed footnotes given the names of the villages concerned in the pleadings that he followed up, they would have strengthened his “possibly”, for it cannot be a coincidence that the local juries time and again made allegations about villages that are now grassy earthworks. It would have been no use asking the judges to go out to the provinces and view the empty fields. Many a juror must have ground his teeth to hear that the judges had rejected allegations when he knew, as did Hales, that there were empty fields that in the memory of man had been peopled with villagers. It would not have been easy to convince him that the memory of living men was a span of time too long for Justice to take into her scales, nor that the depopulation of a village was any the less serious a social problem because it had taken its architects a long time to achieve.


This was the mood of indignation that runs through the comments of John Rous of Warwick, written c. 1486. No other contemporary list of depopulations has yet emerged in another county to match his, drawn from the experience of his own observations in the south Midlands. Most of his instances came from Warwickshire, and thus give the depopulations of that county the most firm date-limits of any, at least 75 falling between c. 1450 and 1520. In other counties the most generally available documents do not permit close dating for every village even after bringing in source-material not employed in Lost Villages (p. 70, below). The present state of knowledge for three Midland counties is set out in Table II.


One question arises from this pre-1488 dating which I did not ask in Lost Villages’, and since no critic asked it, I will ask it here myself. Could this type of enclosure, economising in man-power just as much as the enclosures that troubled Wolsey and John Hales in the next century, take place without open warfare between the protagonists of arable and the protagonists of grass? Yes, if there were alternative holdings for a dispossessed husbandman. In the chronology of that crucial relationship–men to available land–the period before 1488 had a relative land surfeit, whereas the depopulations that aroused public opinion after 1488 were certainly taking place in a period when a Malthusian resurgence of population had brought back land-hunger, and with it not only a competition between one man and another for a piece of land but an aggregate competition between men and animals.


Table II


Probable periods of desertion in four Midland counties








	

	

Northamptonshire %



	

Leicestershire %



	

Oxfordshire %



	

Warwickshire %












	Period I (soon after 1086)


	5


	8


	1


	0







	Period II (c. 1100-c.1350)


	1


	8


	8


	0







	Period III (c.1350-1450)


	17


	12


	30


	12







	Period IV (c. 1450-c.1700)


	60


	60


	45


	73







	Period V (after c. 1700)


	11


	5


	3


	6







	Totally uncertain


	6


	7


	13


	7







	Total


	82 villages


	65 villages


	101 villages


	74 villages










In Lost Villages the changing relationship of wool prices to corn prices was put forward as a principal reason for the move from arable to pastoral farming, and the price-series employed was one published by Dr. Bowden (Bowden, 1952), drawing on material collected for his University of Leeds thesis (1952). That series went back no further than 1490, so that its principal value lay in showing the favourable conditions of pastoral profitability in the periods 1504–18 and 1537–48, each of which culminated in anti-enclosure legislation. It also showed how the long depression of cloth exports after 1550 led to more encouraging conditions for arable farming. Dr. Bowden’s data survived the strictures of Mr. Wright12 and Prof. Pollard13 and they have now been extended back to 1450 and elaborated in the Agrarian History of England (Bowden, 1967, appendix A, 814–65). The figures dispel the doubts voiced by Prof. Gould (Gould, 1955, 108 fn.) whether there really was a rise in wool prices relative to corn in the crucial years before 1488.


[image: ]

Fig. 1.   Relative movements of grain and wool prices, by periods, 1450–1600






In his commentary (Bowden, 1967, 593–697) Dr. Bowden set the movement in arable prices against two other series, livestock and animal products (Ibid., Tables 23 and 24). He wrote (over):




Wool is indicated by a firm line, grain by a broken line and emphasised by line-shading.


For each period the heights of each column represent the % increase in the annual average price of that commodity over the annual average for the previous period. The difference in heights indicates which commodity price rose the faster, and by how much: thus the price of wool rose 29% in 1462–86 compared with 1450–61; but that of grain fell by 2%; thus the ascendancy of wool prices can be measured by the index 31. In the next period, 1487–1503, grain prices rose but wool prices fell, an ascendancy index of 17 resulting. The ascendant crop and the ascendancy index are indicated at the top of each column.


Note: the alternating periods of ascendancy for each commodity; and that after 1503 both prices rose, but by markedly different amounts.


The urge towards increased wool production was very strongly felt in the years 1462–86 when the annual average price of wool was almost one-third higher than in the previous period. On the evidence of prices alone it seems possible to pinpoint these years as marking the most destructive phase in the sheep-enclosure movement.





Fig. 1 (above) takes six broad periods, the first of which is 1450–61, and shows by what percentage the average annual prices of wool and of wheat rose (or fell) compared with the previous period. Thus the average wool price in the crucial period 1462–86 was 29% higher than the wool price for 1450–61: but the average corn price was 2% lower in the second period. It will be seen that there were alternating periods:








	1462–86


	wool prices ahead (31 points lead)







	1487–1503


	corn prices ahead (17 points lead)







	1504–18


	wool prices ahead (10 points lead)







	1519–36


	corn prices ahead (40 points lead







	1537–48


	wool prices ahead (17 points lead);










and that in this reading of the evidence the governmental action discouraging pasture in 1488, 1517 and 1549 always came too late. Did governmental action nevertheless cause the swing back to arable profitability? Dr. Bowden thinks not. He sees the mechanism as triggered off not by government bans and bounties (which would have needed a long time to act even if they could have been efficiently administered) but by “the impersonal intervention of the weather”, that is by runs of exceptionally good or bad grain harvests in western Europe with their important effect on purchasing power for goods that derived from sheep or cattle. Ironically, it was the good grain years that tempted conversion to grass: in 1549 the author of The Discourse of the Commonweal14 recalled such a pair of years, 1536 and 1537, when the Husbandman and his neighbours recognised that “proffittes were but small by the plowes” so that they had




turned ether part or all theire arable grounds into pasture, and therby have waxed verie Rich men.





Dr. Bowden also shows that 1504–18 and 1537–48 were periods when oxen and hide prices were showing even greater rises (relative to corn) than wool. Thus it may be possible to differentiate two enclosure movements: the first during the long period 1462–86, mainly for sheep; and then the two shorter periods, 1504–18 and 1537–48 for sheep and cattle.


In Lost Villages, seduced perhaps by the Tudor rhetoric on the theme of the devouring sheep, I certainly paid too little attention to the other grazing animals for which a man might want more pasture, although in doing justice to them I would not want to remove the sheep from pre-eminence. In particular, the evidence that Dr. Finch15 and Prof. Stone16 adduced for large numbers of cattle grazing the sites of villages is drawn mainly from the later sixteenth century although I take the point (Thorpe, 1965, 101) that the draft bill of 1515 put butchers and tanners alongside graziers as the villains of the piece. But 1515, it must be said, was some distance from 1488, and by that time there was a rising population to make the demand for meat and hides (and grain) again buoyant. But it had not been ever thus when looms were breeding faster than men.


Legislation like that of 1533 to limit the size of sheep flocks, and that of 1536 to encourage graziers to keep milk kine, does not suggest that free market forces were turning graziers’ minds to cattle; and in 1549 it was a sheep tax that was invented, not a tax on every four-footed grass-grazer (Beresford, 1953A and 1954A).


Part of the argument for price-movements as an incentive to conversion of arable rested on a farmer’s sensitivity to wage-costs, which made up more of the expenses on an arable holding than the same area under a shepherd. In some ingenious calculations Dr. Bowden estimates that on an arable holding wages made up 36% of total expenses but only 11% for a sheep farm. His calculations also reinforce a point made by Dr. Finch and by Prof. Gould (Gould, 1955, 108 fn.) that there were considerable economies of scale in sheep-farming, and that greater profits per acre were made on the larger sheep-runs, thus tempting a landlord to engross holdings.


Becoming a sheep specialist was more tempting, the larger the holding; and indeed the amount of capital then necessary to stock it with sheep was larger than a small husbandman could face. Dr. Finch and Dr. Bowden have therefore helped to answer an awkward question: why did landlords choose to turn the whole of one or more of their villages to grass when they wanted more wool from it; why did they not convert a few acres to grass on each of their estates and thus avoid the opprobium of total depopulation? The dispossessed husbandmen were the victims of two impersonal forces–the movement of product prices and the technical fact of economies of scale.


In the Dark Ages of our knowledge before 1488, with no government enquiries and no litigation to bring out names, dates and places, it is the more important to study manorial and estate records to elucidate the pre-history of enclosure, as Prof. Hilton has aptly styled the subject. His own study deals with two Warwickshire villages, Compton Verney and Kingston (Chesterton Parva), and the conversion of each to




a comparatively sparsely populated village, where pastoral farming predominated. (Hilton, 1955, 684.)





Through evidence from manorial records he was able to demonstrate that the extinction of arable was virtually complete at Kingston by 1437 and at Compton Verney by 1461. It was not a simple case of vacant post-plague holdings falling into the hands of the seigneur. Surrenders between 1397 and 1401 at Compton Verney were by tenants still living. Nor was pastoral farming an imposition: surviving tenants were themselves increasing the area under grass, so that when the Verneys wanted to turn the two vills into a sheep-run a good deal of their work had already been done for them. Mrs. Spufford makes the same point about the peasants at Chippenham who, by swallowing up one another’s holdings, halved the task of the lord of the manor when he sought to acquire holdings for the enlargement of his park (Spufford, 1965, 46). In all such manoeuvres the size of the village population at risk remains a topic of crucial significance (pp. 21–26 below).


The importance of the deserted village will not be diminished if its causation proves to be more complex than a simple act of landlord aggression. If its weakness in the face of a would-be grazier landlord depended on its absolute size at the time, then its history is at once involved in the difficult subject of the agrarian response to falling population (Postan, ed., 1966, 565–70 and 667–94); and since some villages were clearly more vulnerable than their neighbours, the local character of the response is emphasised the more.


And if, as at Whatborough, it was not its landlord, but the tenant on long lease who destroyed the village, the subject takes us to the central feature of fifteenth-century landlordism, an abdication from direct concern with the organisation of the demesne lands. It is this abdication which inevitably lessens the information set down in manorial records of the fifteenth century, compared with those of the fourteenth (pp. 72–73, below). Important, therefore, is any evidence for the place of grass among the open-field arable, a question raised first by Prof. Hoskins; for the degree of convertible husbandry; and particularly for the husbandry practices in those local economies where the sheep and the plough had long been complementary. Some combinations of sheep and plough, as in the Cotswolds, seem to have given immunity against wholesale conversion to pasture in the fifteenth century while others, as in the Wolds of Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, seem to have accelerated it. These topics must be on the agenda for local agrarian history.


It is now possible to see more clearly why the process of enclosure was long drawn out, and why the final depopulation might well concern only a few remaining tenants. In more than two-thirds of the proceedings against enclosers in years following the 1517 inquiry, the alleged depopulation involved only one house; in only twelve cases out of 482 (3%) was depopulation of ten or more houses alleged.


Prof. Hilton’s study may again be quoted. He concluded:




It seems likely that the drop in the number of tenants (i.e. after the Black Death), the tendency to the accumulation of holdings and the turn towards pasture farming also destroyed the cohesion of the medieval rural community. Given such conditions a vigorous landlord could carry these tendencies to their logical conclusion and become himself the final accumulator of all holdings, which he could then turn to pasture. (Hilton, 1955, 681.)





Since he wrote these words, the studies of two of his former students, Mr. C. Dyer and Mr. T. H. Lloyd, have further illuminated the dark period of “the prehistory of enclosure”. These two studies show what use can be made of manorial accounts and court rolls where these chance to survive from a deserted village. Mr. Lloyd was concerned with Brookend (Oxon.) and Mr. Dyer with Hatton in Hampton Lucy (Warws.). Hatton displays a situation similar to that in Upton (Gloucs.), the lord of the manor forced to pay part of the villager’s tax contribution himself as his tenants “absconded” in the 1380’s (Dyer, 1968, 119); and the tithing man having to present in the manor court that “no tenants live there but it remains in the lord’s hands as pasture”.


A question frequently asked at public lectures on the theme of this book, is, where did the villagers from the deserted sites go? There is no new evidence since the publication of Lost Villages. The data about deserted village sizes and the spread-out chronology of their desertion make the single large-scale eviction, as described in some of the returns of 1517, not so typical as it once seemed; while evidence accumulates for considerable mobility among village populations in general in the centuries after the Black Death. If an economy was accustomed to having villagers on the move, then it would not be so spectacularly disconcerted by the addition of the evicted to their number. In any event, the decades when the migration from deserted sites was at its height were not devoid of alternative employment. The very expansion of the textile industry that provoked conversion to grass necessitated an in-flow of labour. Some of this was to rural industry not very far in miles from the countryside of abandoned sites, but some was to town employment. In the towns there was work in the finishing processes of cloth-making and also much employment, some of it seasonal, in unskilled ancillary work in transport, handling, storing, and ship-loading.


It must be remembered that the period of the workless vagrant, when the greatest outcry arose to provoke State action in relief of the unemployed poor, was not the period of the main village depopulations but more than 50 years later. By the time of the Elizabethan Poor Law the full pressure of population on land had been resumed and new employment opportunities on marginal land were limited; by this time, too, the broad cloth industry was in serious and long-term contraction and not able, either in town or countryside, to offer permanent work to outsiders and newcomers. But in the second half of the fifteenth century, when the economy was most called upon to absorb the ex-husbandmen and their families, things were very different. There was still an unoccupied margin for agriculturists and no troubles besetting the cloth industry.


The fact still remains, however, that we cannot go beyond such general statements as these, based on accepted views of economic change. Names and faces are still elusive in a period before parish registers and when the collection of taxes was in such a form that no lists of names had to be returned to the Exchequer. No doubt the vast uncalendared judicial records of the period will contain some autobiographical snippets among evidence and allegations in the course of litigation, but these will be casual, and I cannot myself envisage a documentary source from which systematic biographical information about the former village population will arise.








IV: Depopulation Arrested





After 1488, sheep depopulations aroused much public hostility, and enclosers were driven to the defensive. The type of enclosure that produced total depopulation became rarer after c. 1520 even though enclosure for improved arable farming continued, sometimes by force and sometimes by agreement. The odium of an enclosure that totally depopulated a village was evoked by those who opposed these other enclosures. This decline of depopulating enclosure can be explained in five ways: (i) government action and prosecutions, (ii) popular feeling and rioting, (iii) the recovery of the demand for corn and the rise in population, especially in industrial population, (iv) the depression in the cloth trade and therefore in wool prices after c. 1550, (v) the self-adjusting action, whereby the decreased area under corn reduced its supply and thereby assisted its relative price to rise.





The study of the main Tudor agrarian problem, land-hunger amid an inflation, has been carried forward by two local studies with more than local interest and by an important article on prices and rents. The context of the enclosure troubles can now be studied in two excellent surveys, one a pamphlet, the other a chapter in a short book (Thirsk, 1959; Ramsey, 1963, 19–46). In addition, I have myself described two attacks on enclosures by the government (Beresford, 1953–54), and also shown how early seventeenth-century governments and public opinion began to accept two simple facts: that enclosure did not necessarily produce the depopulation of villages; and that Improvement was not the necessary enemy of Habitation (Beresford, 1961).


This essay in the Tawney Festschrift answered (as far as I could) two questions put to me publicly by Prof. Gould (Gould, 1955). In the course of his intervention he wrote:




One cannot entirely avoid the suspicion that Mr. Beresford may have had another and less valid reason (than the fact that he was writing a history of deserted villages and not of the enclosure movement) for not mentioning the continuance in the Midland shires of enclosure and conversion at a high rate, for had he quite explicitly stated that fact, he would then have had to account for two apparent difficulties.





The “continuance” was in fact discussed (Lost Villages, 142–48) and the two “apparent difficulties” met. One question, according to Prof. Gould, that I had sidestepped was:




why did the rate of village mortality decline while that of enclosure and conversion did not?





although something of the sting was taken from this rebuke by the admission on the next page that I had answered this question, “albeit in a rather haphazard and incidental way”. The “continuance at a high rate”, invoked by Prof. Gould, is a pure myth. I agree with Dr. Kerridge that precise quantification of total areas affected by enclosures at different periods is impossible–but one measurement is beyond doubt, as I pointed out in Lost Villages (p. 145):




The average area in the thousand entries (from Prof. Gould’s Lincolnshire document of 1607) is round about 13 acres and the average number of houses decayed about two per entry.





The “rate of enclosure and conversion” is therefore not relevant: however impressive the total number of villages affected may seem, the impact on any one village was trivial with such low averages as thirteen acres enclosed and two houses decayed. There was no question of deserted villages here and therefore no surprise that the “rate of village mortality” had declined while enclosure and conversion continued.


The second question which Prof. Gould considered that I had dodged was:




why, if the “balance of advantage” … tilted heavily towards corn from the late sixteenth century, did such enclosures and conversion continue to take place at all?… There is no suggestion in his book that he knew the answer.





It was again a false homogeneity in the word “enclosure” that misled Prof. Gould. The encloser after c. 1550, with all the risks of coming up against the common informer, the anti-enclosure commissioners, and conciliar justice, certainly shared one aim with the depopulating grazier of earlier times: that is, the elimination of the open fields and the complete transformation of the landscape to hedged fields. But no more. The uses to which the enclosed fields were now to be put were those that matched the changed economic situation after 1550 when contracting cloth exports were taking the heart out of the demand for wool, and when grain and meat were being demanded by an expanding population, particularly that of the urban centres. Both grain and meat could most profitably be produced in enclosed fields, and it was Improvement for these purposes–arable, pastoral and pastoral-arable (as Polonius might have put it)–that Improvement took place. It was still the enemy of Habitation, in the sense that some reduction in the village labour-force was part of the cost of greater efficiency, but did not produce total depopulation.


Prof. Gould was certainly right, on the other hand, in emphasising a point not taken at all in Lost Villages, that transport costs overland were so high that only goods with a high value in proportion to their weight would be worth taking far: wool and fleeces were such a load, and there was therefore something like a national market and a uniform price for wool of the same quality. Corn, on the other hand (except in the worst harvest years) was not very valuable in relation to its weight, and therefore inland counties might not be so tempted by the increasing demand for food in such a distant market as London, thus keeping a higher proportion of grass in their new enclosures. One defender of the right of Midland graziers to convert from arable argued this way in 1607 and stressed that animals had an advantage when it came to transport costs by being able to come to London on their own four feet along the drove roads (“by drifte”):




it weare more juste to gyve the free employeinge of their ground to suche Husbandrie as will reduce them to an equallitie of benefitt with the Navigable shires–which is by graseinge–to which their soyle is more fitte than other Counties, whearby the vent of suche theire Commodities shalbe more easie beinge by drifte and not by carriage.17





On the other hand there is a point not considered by Prof. Gould: the increase in the number of mouths, hungry for grain that they could not themselves grow, was not confined to London. There were expanding industrial areas inland, not all of them urbanised, and many of them not in the south-east. Was it not said, in the course of a plaint at Leicester about decay of tillage (c. 1650):




the Countyes of Leicester and Northampton are as a Magazeene for Corne, both for the North and West (my italics).18





Another opponent of enclosure, Richard Sandes, wrote to Charles I:




depopulated townes in the best naturall corne countryes which affore supplyedye wants of others every way (my italics again) beinge in ye middle of ye land.19





If these later enclosures have an archaeological product, it is not the depopulated but the shrunken village. Thus an enclosure reported to Charles I’s “commissioners for depopulation” at Farnborough (Warws.) had dispensed with thirteen houses. It was depopulation, but not total depopulation, and it made Farnborough a shrunken and not a deserted village.


A study of Chippenham (Cambs.) has excellently documented the two principal occasions in a village’s history when its population could shrink without total depopulation. The first was the post-Black-Death period when the villagers fell in number from about 650 to about 300. Mrs. Spufford shows a jury surveying Chippenham in 1544 (when about 60 houses were still inhabited) and pausing to note 64 other crofts as “ten(emen)tes and cotageis and nowe clere decaied” (Spufford, 1965, 31). The houses of Chippenham were further reduced in number, but not totally depopulated, when Edward Russell, later Lord Orford, bought up most of the remaining copyholds in the village in 1696. The bottom part of the High Street and all of South Street went into his park, and a fine map of 1712 shows the line of streets and former house-garden merely by their surviving hedge-trees. Today the line of the two streets is still visible in air photographs but the outlines of one or two closes remain hedged (Ibid., 4).


Lost Villages did not ignore the shrunken village with its house- and street-earthworks of exactly the same form as those visible at deserted village sites. Indeed there were eleven entries in the index under Villages, shrunken, and Plate 12 was devoted to the subject, showing Faxton and Cosford. But the author’s own travels since 1953, the parallel observations of Mr. Hurst, and the aerial reconnaissances of Dr. St. Joseph have vastly multiplied the number of shrunken villages that are known. Another study describes three Derbyshire villages “shrunk almost to point of extinction” but surrounded by their ridge and furrow (Wightman, 1961). A short local survey (Allison et al., 1966, 30) giving 22 examples in Northamptonshire concluded that




if ever a complete survey is achieved, these shrunken villages will probably emerge as the commonest English earthwork of any type or period.





This was a bold prophecy but there is no reason to think that time will shatter it.








V: Antecedents of Depopulation





Although villages of all sizes were depopulated, the encloser’s task was at all periods easiest in villages that were already smaller or poorer than their neighbours, and especially where the number of freeholders was small. This smallness and poverty, where it occurs, was not the result of the Black Death. There is every evidence that these vulnerable villages were small in the early fourteenth century.





Except in Romney Marsh (an area whose depopulation is still mysterious), it is rare to find a deserted village with other deserted villages on every side of it. For example, in Kineton Hundred of Warwickshire, where one village in four was deserted, there are still 54 survivors, and no Hundred in the Midlands had more than one third of its villages depopulated. This strange juxtaposition of deserted and surviving villages has to be explained. No broad geographical force can be invoked, since a deserted village and its neighbour shared similar soils, elevation and climate–and sometimes the same landlord.


Neither climate nor weather appeared in the index to Lost Villages. Deterioration in the weather, which can plausibly be said to have overtaken all western Europe in the late thirteenth century, would certainly be relevant to conditions on the highest and wettest marginal lands, such as Dartmoor or the Cheviots, discouraging advance and forcing a retreat. The heavier English clays might have been another such margin, and certainly grass is more tolerant of rain than is arable husbandry: although in such conditions cattle might do better than sheep, who are not at their happiest when their feet are too wet. The direct relevance of climatic change to the history of deserted villages is, however, bound to be minimal in view of the small proportion of depopulations that took place in the actual period of climatic deterioration, or–indeed–in the century following it. Indirectly, climatic deterioration might have helped to make the smaller villages smaller still, and thus to increase the number of potential victims of engrossing landlords in a later century. But the outstanding difficulty for a simple weather-change determinism is that deserted and non-deserted villages are found side by side all over the English countryside and–local as the English climate is–it would be rather difficult to imagine the raindrops being so locally selective. (The drowning of coastal towns and villages, such as Old Winchelsea and Broomhill in 1284, certainly destroyed medieval communities, but these depopulations are as irrelevant to the general argument about inland desertions as would be the continued erosion and destruction of coastal villages in Norfolk and Holderness.)


It is to two topics that any study of the morbid pathology of deserted villages must constantly return: the high proportion that were smaller than the local average; and the differences in the local intensity of depopulation. The second of these topics will be treated in section VI, below.


On the first topic, all further studies have confirmed the diagnosis of Lost Villages. In that book taxation records of the fourteenth century were drawn upon to show that as far back as 1334, long before the plagues, the villages that were to be the depopulators’ victims were–on the average–poorer and smaller than the average village in the county. Its Tables 17 and 18 are now diagrammatised in Figs. 2 and 3.


One important fact about these comparisons was not sufficiently stressed. They only included data for villages that had separate tax assessments. Where two or more places were assessed together for one sum it is impossible to know what fraction of the total was attributed to each component vill, and such jointly-taxed vills had to be omitted from the calculations. The discovery of the contribution paid by the now-depopulated hamlet of Upton to the Blockley (Gloucs.) assessment is due to Prof. Hilton (Hilton and Rahtz, 1966, 83). But in most areas it was precisely the smaller vill that was likely to be allied to its neighbours for assessment purposes, and if these small vills could be included in Figs. II and III the bias towards smallness would be even more apparent.


This early weakness is visible not only in the Midland counties that were most investigated in 1517 and 1548, but also in the three Ridings of Yorkshire and in Lincolnshire. But these comparisons treat a whole county at a time. Are they unfair to deserted villages by failing to relate them to their immediate neighbours? It would seem not: if the Yorks. E.R. assessments are considered wapentake by wapentake, each area shows the same relative weakness. In Harthill the deserted villages were assessed at 74% of the sum paid by their neighbours, in Buckrose at 64%, in Howdenshire at 53%, in Holderness at 52%, and in Dickering at 46% (Beresford, 1952, 54).


In Norfolk Dr. Allison made an even more effective demonstration by extracting the assessments of the six villages that lay nearest to each deserted site. Data were available for 53 deserted villages, and in 1334 five of these were exceptional in exceeding or nearly equalling the wealth of their immediate neighbours. Holkham was assessed at 156% of the sum paid by the average of its six neighbours; Earlham at 140%; Coudham at 99%. (This list, it will be noted, includes a number of places not depopulated until the eighteenth century, being unviolated in the Middle Ages.) All the others were markedly less wealthy than their immediate neighbours, the extreme cases being Little Ringstead (19%), Alethorpe (18%), Testerton (10%) and Pudding Norton (5%). Just over 50% of these Norfolk deserted villages were paying less than half the tax that their neighbours paid (Allison, 1955, 127–9 and Table IV, p. 24 below).
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Fig. 2.   Comparison of deserted and surviving villages: Yorkshire, E.R., taxed wealth in 1334.


The deserted villages (shaded) then had assessments predominantly less than 40s., with over 30% paying less than 20s. The firm line shows the distribution of assessments for the whole county
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Fig. 3.   Comparison of deserted and surviving villages: Leicestershire, poll-tax payers of 1377.


The deserted villages (shaded) had taxpaying populations predominantly fewer than 50, with over 50% fewer than 40. The firm line shows the distribution for the whole county.








Table III


Comparison of deserted villages in 1334 and 1377 with average of their counties








	

	1334 Village tax quotas


	1377 Poll taxpayers







	

County average, shillings



	

Average of deserted vills, shillings



	

County average



	

Average of deserted vills












	Bucks.


	74


	44 (59%)


	incomplete


	






	
Cambs.


(except fens)



	110


	72 (65%)


	160


	83 (52%)







	Hunts.


	96


	57 (58%)


	

	






	Leics.


	47


	26 (55%)


	99


	59 (59%)







	Lincs. Kesteven


	79


	38 (49%)


	

	






	

Lindsey N.R.



	73


	18 (24%)


	

	






	

Lindsey S.R.



	60


	30 (50%)


	103


	40 (39%)







	

Lindsey W.R.



	57


	36 (63%)


	81


	31 (38%)







	Northants.


	98


	49 (50%)


	140


	64 (46%)







	Notts.


	23


	27 (117%)


	

	






	Oxon.


	76


	45 (60%)


	76


	37 (49%)







	Rutland


	47


	24 (50%)


	99


	68 (68%)







	Yorks. E.R.


	47


	28 (58%)


	100


	48 (48%)







	Yorks. N.R.


	25


	17 (68%)


	62


	34 (55%)







	Yorks. W.R.


	27


	15 (55%)


	67


	33 (50%)










How much further back in time can this relative weakness be detected? The earliest lay subsidy accounts that are at all complete take us back no further than 1296. In a few Midland counties it is possible to go back to 1279 by noting the number of tenants in each vill in the Hundred Rolls. Table V shows the number of tenants in the nine deserted villages of Oxfordshire that paid less than the small sum of 20s. in 1334. (The average Oxfordshire vill was paying 75s., and the average deserted vill 45s.)


Table IV


53 Norfolk deserted villages: comparison with assessments of the six neighbours of each place, 1334








	Assessment evidence


	Number of deserted villages











	Wealthier than average of six neighbours


	2







	90–99% of neighbours’ assessments


	3







	81–90%


	4







	71–80%


	3







	61–70%


	4







	51–60%


	7







	41–50%


	12







	31–40%


	5







	21–30%


	7







	11–20%


	4







	1–10%


	2







	             Total


	53 (no data available: 77)










Table V


Numbers of tenants in 1279 in the nine Oxfordshire vills that were least wealthy in 1334








	

	Tax paid in 1334


	Tenants in 1279











	Cadwell


	13s. 4d.


	8







	Chalford (in Aston Rowant)


	18s. 11d.


	16







	Cutteslowe


	8s. od.


	no record*







	Hardwick


	6s. od.


	no record*







	Ludwell


	15s. 4d.


	20







	Mongewell


	18s. 2d.


	22







	Walcot


	18s. od.


	11







	Widford


	8s. 7d.


	no record*







	Willaston


	15s. od.


	19







	* These vills must have been included with neighbours: Cutteslowe and Widford were treated as separate vills in 1377, with six and thirteen poll taxpayers respectively.










Earlier than 1279 there are not sufficient data for general comparisons, except from Domesday Book. In 1086 Hardwick had one recorded tenant, Ludwell six, Mongewell twenty-three, Widford eleven, and Willaston nineteen; the other four places did not appear. Hardwick would thus seem to have been always small, and Widford to have suffered some disaster between 1086 and 1279. Ludwell seems to have enjoyed a normal increase in population, but to have suffered between 1279 and 1334. Mongewell and Willaston are remarkable in having the same number of tenants in 1086 and 1279: and no insignificant number at that. They, too, seem to have declined between 1279 and 1334, although Willaston still had about eight households in 1377; in 1428 Ludwell was returned as having fewer than ten.20


Table VI gives the recorded population (i.e. probably the number of households) in 1086 for 119 deserted villages from three Midland counties, although it must be remembered that there are no data for 1086 from a further 129 deserted villages in these counties. (Some were yet to be founded; others had linked entries; others had no recorded population.) The published gazetteers for these counties show that it was not the smallest vills in 1086 that were always the first to disappear.21 In Northamptonshire, for example, the smallest Domesday populations recorded were at Hothorpe, Hale, and Snorscomb, yet none of these had disappeared by 1350; conversely, among the seven earliest desertions in Leicestershire were vills with 24, 17, and 14 recorded population in 1086. Being large or small in 1086 was of less significance, apparently, than being small in 1296, 1301 or 1334.


Table VI


Size in 1086 of vills later to be deserted; percentage of vills in each size-range








	

Recorded population



	

Northamptonshire



	

Oxfordshire



	

Leicestershire












	1–10


	48


	42


	39







	11–20


	43


	38


	36







	21–30


	8


	11


	19







	31–40


	0


	7


	3







	41–50


	0


	2


	0







	51–60


	0


	0


	3







	Number of deserted vills with data


	38


	45


	36







	Total number of deserted vills


	82


	101


	64










How was this weakness (relative poverty or smallness of numbers) related to the depopulation? One can only surmise, since landlords did not open their hearts in public. In the first place, it must be emphasised that these less fortunate villages were not clustered together in one part of England or even in one part of a county. They lay most frequently in typical open-field districts of the arable lowlands, but even here the distribution map shows that they had neighbouring villages with normal population and normal tax quotas. How did these differences of size first come about?


For villages that were placed on poorer soils, near to land marginal for arable cultivation, the story would seem to be straightforward, and the low tax assessments must include some villages of this sort, unable to produce adequate food surpluses for the market. Such villages were doubly vulnerable if the balance of advantage swung in the fifteenth century away from arable farming. They had not been successful in grain-growing, and the alternative grass crop was a welcome temptation when the wool merchants beckoned. Some of their cornland would already have been abandoned, for the case of Ulceby (above, p. 5) showed that grass was the residual crop of despair on poor quality land, quite different from its place as a desired crop in a primitive rotation down in the better open-field areas. With smaller-than-average numbers in the village, the human obstacles to a complete conversion to grass were slighter; and the sheep already had a foot-hold.


More difficult to explain, in the present state of knowledge, is why abnormally small communities were also found all over the more fertile parts of the lowlands. We can reject at once the possibility that such villages were those that had been most cramped in the course of colonisation: their townships are not remarkable for the fewness of their acres, while their proximity to villages of normal size rules out most forms of geographical determinism. There must have been some important selective factor which is still undiscerned, and therefore conveniently labelled “random”.


After this necessary emphasis on the tendency of fifteenth-century desertions to be concentrated in villages that were already smaller than normal in the early fourteenth century, it is necessary to re-emphasise two other points.


Firstly, it was not absolutely fatal for a village to be small, whether at the margin or on fertile soil. Many small villages survived. Secondly, the depopulations included villages whose population was far from ephemeral. Thus, while the first Leicestershire village (Hamilton) known to have been depopulated in the fifteenth century had only four families paying tax in 1381, the next two depopulations to occur, Ingarsby and Keythorpe, had about twelve and eighteen families respectively in 1337 and 1379 (Hoskins, 1946; D.M.V.R.G., 1963–64). In Warwickshire, where 22 deserted villages fall within the area that has a surviving record from the Hundred Rolls of 1279, ten then had more than 20 families, and six more had between twelve and 20 families. Insofar as three Black Death victims can be detected in this group, they were not the pygmies of 1279: they had 27, 20 and thirteen families.


It follows that a conjunction of depopulated and surviving villages within sight of each other occurs whether villages were small or whether villages were large. This apparently random local distribution was plausibly explained in 1954 by the hypothesis that landlord aggressiveness and tenants’ security were both likely to vary considerably from village to village, independently of geographical position and (to a lesser extent) of size. It remains as much of a hypothesis, however, in 1968 as it did in 1954.


On the Continent, especially east of the Rhine, historians have produced many examples of depopulations brought about by another cause: the deliberate seignurial policy of re-grouping village populations by concentrating in one place the communities of two or three adjoining parishes. In England it is known that there were amalgamations of parishes in the fifteenth century but only on marginal land and after the retreat of population had made it economically impossible to maintain all the original churches. On the Continent, however, the amalgamations do not seem to have been desperate acts of salvage in bad times but acts of rationalisation at the height of seignurial affluence and social power. No similar evidence has yet emerged in England, although the most fertile ground for a search would seem to be in those parts of the west Midlands where churches stand isolated from any of the hamlets in their parish. Crucial would be the discovery of village-like earthworks alongside such a church, although isolated churches in regions of scattered, late-colonised settlement might well have been an original arrangement of convenience for the parishioners, and not the consequence of depopulation of a settlement (the “church-town”) near the church. Occasionally the opposite can be observed.


There are also continental examples of village populations migrating to, or being coralled into, new fortified towns. I have had an opportunity of looking out for parallels in England since the plantation of new medieval towns was the research topic that I took up after 1954, but no evidence has emerged.


It is rare in any economy for every part to be contracting simultaneously, and there were certainly growth-points elsewhere in the English economy at all periods when villages were being depopulated. To these, such as London and the industrial towns, no doubt some medieval villagers successfully migrated when their village was depopulated. Prof. Carus-Wilson has shown how the cloth industry developed new settlement in the Stroud valley as well as in villages like Castle Combe.22 But there is no evidence for planned removal of populations until squires of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries built estate villages to house tenants whose houses they had pulled down, sometimes to clear the view in the park and sometimes in zeal for improved cottage dwellings on the best models of the sanitary reformers. Lord Anson is said to have re-housed the villagers of Shugborough (Staffs.) in an octagonal building with a central bakehouse, across the Trent from Shugborough Hall in Great Haywood. Milton Abbas (Dorset) was transplanted by Lord Milton to an adjoining valley. A new model village was built at Wimpole (Cambs.) in the 1840’s. Harewood (Yorks. W.R.) was rebuilt at the park gates, and the immortalisation of the new village at Nuneham Courtnay (Oxon.) is separately treated in section VIII below.


It is clear that local variation in vulnerability to desertion is a major topic on the agenda of settlement studies. It will be an effective study only when all medieval settlement at the peak of colonisation has been recognised, so that the to-be-deserted can be seen in the context of all their neighbours. One would then need, for example, to see whether desertion was more frequent in areas where settlements were densest, as tadpoles perish when a pond is overfull of frogspawn. Distribution maps of deserted and non-deserted settlements have been produced for areas where the study of desertion has been most actively pursued, north-east Oxfordshire and south-west Northamptonshire. The latter area, covering some 400 square miles, is shown on Fig. 4, with deserted settlements as shaded circles, and non-deserted villages as open circles. The radius of the circles, 0.1 inch, is half the average distance (for those districts) between a settlement (whether deserted or not) and its nearest neighbour (again, whether deserted or not). Thus the Figure indicates where desertion was frequent and where it was rare; but also, by observing closely the shaded overlapping of circles, it is possible to see whether the deserted sites are at all associated with “crowding” of the landscape. If circles overlap, a settlement stands at less than the average distance from its neighbour. In this sense, 42 (or 40%) of the 113 non-deserted villages were “crowded”: but 18 (or 60%) of the 29 deserted villages were “crowded”, and it will be noticed that proximity to villages over the county boundary has not been overlooked. Fourteen of the “crowded” deserted villages were jostled by non-deserted villages, but there were two instances (four villages in all) where a deserted village was jostled by another deserted village.
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Fig. 4.   Propinquity of settlements, deserted and surviving, in south-west Northamptonshire.


Deserted villages as shaded circles, survivors as open circles. County boundary as a firm line. A marks Aynho in the south, and B Badby in the north. For commentary on the Figure see p. 29.








Borrowing from ecology, settlement geographers are developing more refined statistical techniques for measuring propinquities, and in time some of these may profitably be applied in areas where the totality of medieval settlement can be mapped. Alongside these studies, there will always be room for the study of the particular village and its group of neighbours, micro-geographical in character. And there will have to be archival study, closely concerned with tenurial differences between neighbour and neighbour. A model study of a complex area has recently been published by Mr. C. C. Taylor. Whiteparish (Wilts.) covers 6,000 acres, with two primary Saxon settlements and three others of “village” character, as well as several detached groups of farms in forest clearings. Yet all three of the secondary settlements, in addition to one of the two primary settlements, are now either totally deserted or marked only by a single farm. The fluidity of settlement in this area is emphasised further by the fact that many of the quasi-squatter cottages that were built on the surviving waste in the early nineteenth century have now gone, and only their abandoned gardens remain (Taylor, 1967)-








VI: Vulnerability to Depopulation





Areas void of deserted villages, or with a very low density of depopulated places, can be explained by two forms of immunity. Villages were safe if they had first-quality cornland; and they were safe if their economy depended on other things than corn, especially if there was a great deal of surviving woodland or a scatter of small, early-enclosed fields. These were not attractive to graziers who wanted to graze 10,000 sheep in one continuous run of pastures, like those of John Spencer north of Wormleighton (Warws.)





I offered the late-surviving forest areas of Arden, Chiltern and Sherwood as examples of almost total immunity from depopulation, and Lancashire and Cheshire as counties whose economy already included a solid pastoral base. For first-quality arable I instanced the newly-reclaimed fields of the fenland around the Wash.


Dr. Thirsk’s review23 pointed out that the immunity of the Lincolnshire fenland rested also on its access to grass for cattle-grazing. This bonus of marshland grass enabled the parishes where the chalk Wolds meet the fen to be smaller in area and yet more densely populated than the parishes on the high chalk to the north of them. The villages were supported by a mixed economy in which ploughman and herdsman had come to terms: not a difficult task when both were the same person or in the same household.


The cow thus emerges as the defender of man, and I note that it was cast for the same role in the Midland counties in 1555. Parliament was then seeking to check further conversion of corn to grass, and it buttressed old-fashioned prohibitive statutes by a new measure, that forced everyone keeping sheep on enclosed pastures to have one milking cow for every 60 sheep. The extra cows and calves would provide meat, hides, milk and cheese, and so help to keep down the rising cost of victuals; they would also need more daily attention than sheep, and so assist in maintaining a village labour force. In general, therefore, a district with a cow economy was well protected against the depopulators.


The progress of local studies since 1954, reported below, pp. 68–69, has inevitably reduced the number of districts that can confidently be said to be void of deserted villages. Lancashire certainly has its desertions, and one of the most spectacular of the excavations has been at Hound Tor, high on Dartmoor, while Herefordshire and Worcestershire are succumbing to field-research. Nevertheless, this progress of local studies has not eliminated all the apparent regional differences noted in 1954. In Lost Villages, Chapter 7, “The Locale of Destruction”, emphasised the local variations in the intensity of depopulation, and the linked head-notes to that chapter and Chapter 5, “The Occasions of Destruction”, pointed to the difficulties of separating the questions, Time when and Place where. With the imperfections of documentation and the necessarily slow progress of excavation it is not always possible to have an answer to both questions. Thus the period of desertion may sometimes have to be inferred from the experience of a locale, with all the dangers of erroneous guilt by association.


Some counties had a small crop of deserted villages in 1954 simply because I had not been free to give them all the same attention. During my researches for Lost Villages (1944–53) I lived in two centres, first Rugby and then Leeds. In the former I was an amateur historian, exploring archives and the countryside in my spare time from wardening an adult education centre; and in the latter a young University lecturer, free–it is true–from the cares of administration but with much lecture-preparation to do, and limited University research funds to assist my travels. The parts of England most inaccessible from the Midlands and Yorkshire therefore had the least attention; and there were other barriers when a distant county also lacked a good county history or a volume of the Victoria County History. It appeared to Prof. Hilton (Hilton, 1955, 675) that the work in Lost Villages “mainly derives from Warwickshire investigations”. This I resist. In fact my work on the three Ridings of Yorkshire and on Buckinghamshire was completed, and published, before Lost Villages’, and its centre of gravity did lie a little further from Rugby than Prof. Hilton allowed (Beresford, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1953–54 and 1954).


In years subsequent to 1954, largely in car journeys with Mr. Hurst, it was possible to make forays into some of the neglected areas, giving the increased number of sites indicated in Table VIII. The experience in Northumberland was particularly encouraging. It showed that inspection of maps and fieldwork could augment the number of known sites even in a county where excellent county histories were already available. The work of Mrs. Betty Grant, described below, also made available basic documentation for a county like Oxfordshire, then without its V.C.H.; or Berkshire withits V.C.H. compiled some time ago with little reference to topography and “visibles”.


While Lost Villages was in the press Dr. Allison was completing his study of Norfolk (Allison, 1955), especially useful because it took up the problem posed by John Saltmarsh (Saltmarsh, 1941–43)–the multitude of ruined churches in Norfolk, particularly in Breckland. Norfolk was shown to have proportions of desertions as high as anywhere in the Midlands (Grimshoe Hundred, 31%; South Greenhoe Hundred, 21%; Smithden and Gallow Hundreds, 20%) although the chronology of desertion seemed to rule out massive sheep depopulations of the late fifteenth century; evictions there certainly were, but more commonly in the following century; and there was a considerable (but slow) retreat of settlement in the century following the Black Death. Although Dr. Allison’s later work has thrown light on the local peculiarities of Norfolk field-systems, the county’s settlement history still has many puzzles, some of them akin to the isolated churches of Suffolk and their large green-villages, a topic even less explored. It is hoped that Mr. Wade-Martins’ intensive study of a small area of Norfolk for his Leicester University thesis will throw light in some of these dark corners.


My own Warwickshire study, published before Lost Villages, had attempted to marry the literary form of presentation that Prof. Hoskins had just employed for Leicestershire (Hoskins, 1946) to the terse gazetteer presentation employed in Canon Foster’s pioneer study of Lincolnshire (Foster and Longley, 1924). My three studies of the Ridings of Yorkshire, and Dr. Allison’s Norfolk study, all of which were under way while Lost Villages was being written, were cast in a similar form, which has also been followed for the Research Group’s two county studies (see Table XIV, p. 68).


Of the counties neglected in 1954, two now have summary lists published. That for Berkshire was prepared in response to a request from local archaeologists and historians who needed a first indication of known and suspected sites; it is being followed up by the work of Mr. John Brooks for his University of Reading thesis. A summary list for Sussex, also prepared from the files of the D.M.V.R.G., was edited by Mr. E. Holden (Holden, 1962).


The Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society have been particularly kind to deserted village researches. It was here that Prof. Hoskins’ pioneer essay appeared (Hoskins, 1946), and here that the Ordnance Survey’s six experimental site-surveys were published (Hoskins, 1956). An invitation to the Research Group made it possible to compile and publish a Provisional County List in 1964 (D.M.V.R.G., 1963–64). In view of Prof. Hoskins’ essay it would have been supererogatory to cast this in literary form, so that the opportunity was taken to publish an extensive tabulation of the quantitative data that various researchers, beginning with Prof. Hoskins himself, had collected. An alphabetical list of the 65 sites in the county gave map references; an assessment of the archaeological clarity of each site; an evaluation of the quality of historical documentation available, on a five-point scale; and an indication of the period of desertion. The tabulation of data covered 21 vertical columns, mainly concerned with the tax assessments levied or the population recorded at different periods from 1086 to 1951. An extract forms Table VII.


Table VII


Extract from tabulation of Leicestershire data








	

	Mod. acres


	Total teams D.B.


	Popn. D.B.


	(Nich.) 1279


	SUBSIDIES


	POLL TAX


	Parish 1428


	Relief 1445


	S’sidy 1524


	Bp’s return Families


	Hearth Tax 1670


	Nichols Houses c.1800


	Census







	1327


	1332


	Quota 1334


	1377


	later


	(F’ham) families


	1563


	1603


	1801


	highest


	1901


	1951











	32 Naneby


	200


	

	

	

	3


	4


	5/6


	

	

	


	

	18%


	

	Not sep.


	

	

	I


	

	

	

	






	33 Newbold Folville


	

	5½


	9


	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Nil


	

	

	

	






	34 Newbold Saucy


	

	

	

	

	4


	6


	19/6


	29


	

	

	

	10%


	

	

	

	9


	3


	Not sep.


	(1841) 24


	Not sep.


	Not sep.







	35 Newton, Cold


	1556


	4 ½


	11


	

	9


	8


	29/3½


	38


	

	18


	

	15%


	13 + 3


	15


	(with Lowes- by) 25


	15


	15


	101


	(1881) 185


	128


	90







	36 Normanton Turville


	1000


	

	

	25


	11


	9


	24/−


	49


	

	29


	

	17%


	

	6


	

	I


	4


	41


	(1831) 55


	(1871) 29


	Not sep.







	37 Noseley


	880


	8


	28


	

	10


	10


	63/−


	75


	

	


	


	22%


	8


	8


	

	I


	

	4


	(1881) 70


	57


	51







	38 Othorpe


	300


	4


	14


	

	

	

	Not sep. (8/−)


	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	I


	Not sep.


	

	

	Not sep.







	39 Potters Marston


	702


	2


	8


	

	8


	7


	17/6


	

	26


	11


	

	26%


	

	

	

	(1666) 1


	

	18


	(1871) 21


	21


	44







	40 Poultney


	208


	4


	18


	28


	12


	12


	35/4


	54


	

	29


	

	6%


	

	

	

	

	

	Not sep.


	(1841) 29


	Not sep.


	Not sep.







	41 Prestgrave


	

	2


	6


	

	

	

	

	

	10


	5


	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	






	42 Prestwold


	915


	Not sep.


	1+ Not sep.


	

	6


	8


	23/−


	59


	

	

	


	22%


	11 + 4


	14


	

	11


	

	62


	(1901 highest)


	93


	68










(8) Included in Subsidy with Slawston (quota 56s.)


See KEY TO THE COLUMNS on page 34.


Key to the Columns of Table VII


Modern acres: Area as given in Census, if civil parish is still counted as a separate unit.


Total teams, DB: Plough teams of 1086.


Population, DB: Recorded population of 1086.


(Nichols) 1279: Hundred Rolls as cited by Nichols from the incomplete returns.


Subsidies, 1327, 1332: Taxpayers recorded in the lay subsidies (E.179 in Public Record Office). Quota, 1334: Shillings of tax paid in 1334 (E.179).


Poll Tax, 1377: Number of taxpayers, 1377 (E.179–V.C.H., Leicestershire, III (1955), 163–5 incomplete).


Poll Tax, later: Number of taxpayers, 1379 or 1381.


Poll Tax (Farnham), families: Families enumerated in Farnham’s Village Notes, from his trans-scripts of 1379 and 1381 (E.179).


Parish, 1428: If recorded as having fewer than ten households (Feudal Aids, III, 106–17).


Relief of 1445: Percentage relief allowed to impoverished vills: data from Nichols checked with original MSS at British Museum.


Subsidy, 1524: Number of taxpayers (E.179); document incomplete.


Bp’s Returns, families: As printed in V.C.H., Leics., III (1955), 166–9.


Hearth Tax, 1670: As printed in V.C.H., Leics., III (1955), 170–2; including exempted houses; a few additions from 1666, excluding exemptions.


(Nichols’) Houses, c. 1800: As in Nichols’s History.


Census, 1801: As in V.C.H., Leics., III (1955), 179–203.


Under the patronage of Prof. Finberg, then Head of the Department of English Local History at Leicester University, a more extended treatment was given to two further counties, Oxfordshire (Allison et al., 1965) and Northamptonshire (Ibid., 1966). The two counties were chosen to complement the work already done on the neighbouring Midland counties of Buckinghamshire, Leicestershire and Warwickshire; and if one takes into account Lincolnshire (Foster and Longley, 1924), Norfolk (Allison, 1955) and Yorkshire (Beresford, 1951, 1952, 1953 and 1954) a substantial part of the English lowlands is now covered. The two county studies published from Leicester were annotated gazetteers of the form that had been employed for Warwickshire, Yorkshire and Norfolk but with more emphasis on the quantitative data that had been exploited in the Leicestershire tabulation. Each was preceded by a long essay in which the local problems of the particular county were set out, together with some inter-county comparisons, and an account of research procedures followed.


The known sites now total 2,263 compared with 1,353 named in Lost Villages, and the improvements resulting from this subsequent work have been incorporated in Table VIII. There remain counties where work is still in progress. In the last ten years my own research has moved its centre of gravity from rural to urban history, so that I have not myself investigated those remaining counties where the score, as set in Table VIII, is implausibly small. Nor in latter years have Mr. Hurst and myself been able to continue to spare time for systematic fieldwork; our limited time has been devoted to maintaining the files of the Research Group (p. 65, below), compiling its Annual Reports, and producing the published county lists. In addition, as much information as possible has been supplied to local researchers.


Table VIII


Number of deserted medieval villages at present (1968) known








	   Bedfordshire


	   18


	   Norfolk


	   148











	   Berkshire


	   43


	   Northamptonshire


	   82







	   Buckinghamshire


	   56


	   Northumberland


	   165







	   Cambridgeshire


	   17


	   Nottinghamshire


	   67







	* Cheshire


	   4


	   Oxfordshire


	   103







	* Cornwall


	   8


	   Rutland


	   13







	* Cumberland


	   8


	* Shropshire


	   9







	   Derbyshire


	   33


	* Somerset


	   27







	* Devonshire


	   15


	   Staffordshire


	   22







	   Dorset


	   42


	*Suffolk


	   23







	* Durham


	   29


	* Surrey


	   5







	* Essex


	   17


	   Sussex


	   41







	   Gloucestershire


	   67


	   Warwickshire


	   128







	   Hampshire:


	

	* Westmorland


	   2







	      Mainland


	   91


	   Wiltshire


	   104







	      New Forest


	   33


	* Worcestershire


	   7







	      Isle of Wight


	   32


	   Yorkshire:


	






	* Herefordshire


	   11


	      East Riding


	   129







	   Hertfordshire


	   44


	      North Riding


	   171







	   Huntingdonshire


	   18


	      West Riding


	   75







	   Kent


	   69


	

	






	*Lancashire


	   –


	

	






	   Leicestershire


	   67


	

	






	   Lincolnshire


	   220


	

	






	* Middlesex


	–


	   Total


	   2,263







	* Indicates counties where considerable local research remains to be done.










The measure of work remaining to be done lies not only in those counties, such as Cumberland or Somerset, where virtually nothing has been done, but also in the problems of siting and dating that remain within counties which have had closer attention. In Oxfordshire the documents suggest 101 deserted villages but 11 of these have not even a conjectural siting. More damaging to complacency is the veil that documents so far studied cast around the actual date of desertion. For 13 of these 101 villages no conjecture is possible, and 48 others can only be placed in very wide chronological categories. In Northamptonshire 6% of the desertions are of totally uncertain date and another 24% can be placed in only wide categories. 15% of the 82 desertions in this county are still unlocated.


The potential for fruitful local research work has been increased by other developments: by the interest of medieval archaeologists (pp. 179–80, below); by the multiplication of county record offices and their acquisition of estate papers from county families (p. 69, below); by the aerial reconnaissances of Dr. J. K. S. St. Joseph (p. 74, below) and the transfer of the R.A.F. air photography library from its country seat at Medmenham to the Ministry of Housing and Local Government in Whitehall; and by the enthusiasm for local history and archaeology stimulated by W.E.A. and Extra-mural adult classes. Active research is currently known to be in progress in ten counties and it can confidently be anticipated that it will augment the numbers in Table VIII. Early news of the explorations in Staffordshire, Worcestershire, Shropshire and Herefordshire, for example, indicate abundant sites,24 and the archaeological exploration of a relatively small area of Devon has produced a remarkable testimony to the intensity of medieval colonisation on the moorland (Linehan, 1966).


In Table VIII the counties where considerable work remains to be done are marked with an asterisk. With these reserved, it is possible to consider the important regional differences which are now visible. In Lost Villages the local differences were measured by calculating the proportion of villages in each area that had been taxed in the early fourteenth century but are now deserted (Beresford, 1954, Fig. 10, p. 224; Table 6, pp. 234–39). In the Midland counties, where that proportion was greatest, it is now necessary to raise the proportion a little higher. Thus in 1954 the deserted villages then identified in Oxfordshire gave a proportion of 11 % but the more complete knowledge represented by the gazetteers published in 1965 gave a proportion of 25%; Northamptonshire, then 13%, should now read 18%.


These revisions, however, do not seem as though they will eliminate all intercounty differences. After all, there is a considerable difference between Oxfordshire’s 25% on the one hand, and Northamptonshire’s 18% and Leicestershire’s 15% on the other. Table IX employs a measurement of local intensity not used in 1954, and here too there are significant differences between counties. This new measure divides the area of each county by the number of known desertions, giving a ratio of desertions per 10,000 acres. The results (for those counties where work has progressed reasonably far) are set out in order, and an important disparity of experience is revealed (Fig. 5). The leading position of the Isle of Wight evoked a stage whisper from Sir Mortimer Wheeler when a distribution map of sites was shown at a lecture: “My God, they’ve sunk the admirably Isle of Wight”. More historically, its leading position matches the known fact that the first anti-depopulation statute, that of 1488, applied solely to the Isle.


Also outstanding, with ratios of over one per 10,000 acres are those counties whose fate induced later Tudor legislators to name them as most needing the protection of the law: in brief, the “Midland” counties, the arable counties of the high Middle Ages that were so vulnerable to the depopulators when the profitability of pastoral husbandry made itself so plain in the late fifteenth century (p. 13, above). These were also the counties where the Commissioners for Depopulation went most frequently, from the initial inquiries of Wolsey in 1517 through to the money-raising inquiries25 of Charles I in the 1630’s when the total desertion of a village was more a memory than a current practice. In particular, it will be noted that Northumberland ranks high in Table IX, despite the fact that a good deal of the county was always upland moor and therefore hardly comparable with the acres of the Midland calculations.26 If one excludes such areas of Northumberland (perhaps one half of the county) the ratio might rise from 1–3 to 2–6, although it must be remembered that even the Midland counties had their Forests of Arden, Rockingham, Sherwood and Wychwood–each almost devoid of deserted village sites. For a strict comparison it would therefore be necessary to revise the acres that enter into the calculation of the Midland ratios. Arden and other forests made up about one fifth of Warwickshire, and the county’s adjusted ratio would then be 2–9 desertions per 10,000 acres. Nevertheless the place of Northumberland and Durham among the Midland counties is not incongruous when it is recalled that depopulation in these two counties caused concern in the 1590’s, and a preliminary reconaissance in Durham suggests already that the 29 sites of Table VIII should be nearer 100.


[image: ]

Fig. 5.   Local frequency of deserted medieval villages, by counties.


Based on Table IX, p. 39. For counties where work is in progress, see Tables VIII and XIV, pp, 35 and 68.






Another problem is fundamental. For there to have been a deserted village there must once have been a village or a substantial hamlet. The compact array of houses at a recognisable centre (or centres) is the normal distribution for medieval rural populations. Thus the name of a vill in the Nomina Villarum of 1316, or a Domesday Book place-name with a substantial number of tenants, should normally correspond with an existing village: if no modern village is to be seen on the map, there is a prima facie case for searching out a deserted site. This pursuit would be in vain if the taxpayers of a vill entry or the villani numbered in Domesday Book had lived in houses that were peppered over the landscape, each in its own clearing. Areas do remain where such a non-nucleated settlement pattern seems to have been a permanent local characteristic but it should be noted that such areas are constantly diminishing as research progresses.


Mr. C. C.Taylor’s “forest-edge” Whiteparish (Wilts.) might once have seemed to be just the place where deserted village studies were quite irrelevant, for it was “forest” or “waste” vills, late-settled, that most often produced the non-nucleated type of settlement. Yet his researches (Taylor, 1967), most strikingly summarised in his series of settlement maps, show that single, isolated modern farms stand where nucleated communities were once to be found; and other work in progress in the counties of the Welsh border, in Lancashire, and in the north-west, is making it annually more difficult to find extensive areas that can be ignored in deserted village searches in the belief that there were never medieval villages in that locality. And even Celtic Wales, as Dr. Butler’s chapter shows, is now known to have had extensive nucleated settlement. I have myself taken pleasure in showing from late thirteenth-century sources that Cornwall, another area often said to be village-less, was in fact peopled not by single farmsteads but by clusters; wherever one of these bigger clusters is reduced to one modern farm it seems quite proper to claim them as desertions in the local context. One is not thereby claiming that they were villages of the size encountered in the Midland plains but their desertion calls for explanation. Its period is far from plainly discernable as yet.


Table IX


Local intensity of depopulation per 10,000 acres








	County


	Number of known deserted villages per 10,000 acres (15 sq. miles)











	Isle of Wight


	3∙1







	Warwickshire


	2∙3







	Oxfordshire


	2∙1







	Yorkshire, E.R.


	1∙7







	Leicestershire


	1∙4







	Northamptonshire


	1∙4







	Nottinghamshire


	1∙4







	Lincolnshire


	1∙3







	Northumberland


	1∙3







	Rutland


	1∙3







	Buckinghamshire


	1∙2







	Wiltshire


	1∙2







	Yorkshire, N.R.


	1∙2







	Norfolk


	1∙0







	Hampshire


	0∙9







	Hertfordshire


	0∙9







	Berkshire


	0∙8







	Gloucestershire


	0∙8







	Huntingdonshire


	0∙8







	Dorset


	0∙7







	Bedfordshire


	0∙6







	Derbyshire


	0∙5







	Durham


	0∙5







	Kent


	0∙5







	Yorkshire, W.R.


	0∙5










Although some immunity for fen and forest villages still remains, the spread of areas of intense depopulation across the distribution map, especially to the south-west and to the border counties of the western Marches, takes the phenomenon of desertion not only further than was appreciated when Lost Villages was being written (Beresford, 1954, Table 5 and Fig. 9, pp. 220–21) but also beyond those counties where conversion to pasture and decay of houses of husbandry aroused the anxieties of Tudor legislators and publicists. This extension of the infected area must be explained.


It is well known that even in the Midlands, the locus classicus for depopulation by conversion to grass, the legislation of 1488–89 (and even more the inquiries and prosecutions of 1517–18) caught only the last offenders (p. 11, above). One could therefore explain the empty townships and the visible village earthworks in a county where little or nothing emerged in 1517–18, by the fact that virtually all its conversion to pasture had taken place by 1488 (Kerridge, 1955, 221). Certainly this hypothesis would fit in with the known chronology of “ordinary” enclosure in these counties for improved arable (but without total depopulation) for it has long been clear that wide areas in the South-west, the west Midlands, and the chalk woodlands of the south and south-east had lost their open fields in a mysterious period before normal documentary sources for enclosure begin to apply.


In the absence of evidence for widespread complaints before 1488 we have to ask why these non-Midland areas could lose virtually all their open fields so peacefully; and why these areas of widespread ancient enclosure could also lose a proportion of their villages without protest. It is possible, though not wholly plausible, that inter arma leges silent, the silence here being that of the Law gagged during the clash of arms in the Wars of the Roses. But it is strange that nothing of this has so far emerged in any studies of the propaganda and counter-propaganda of the houses of York and Lancaster.


If that argument is discarded, the absence of protest may simply mean that, outside the Midlands, pre-1488 conversions to pasture took place in an economic climate where they were not considered a social evil, and therefore tolerable. In the majority of townships, where total depopulation did not result from conversion to pasture, men would tolerate enclosure of the arable because they had access to much more unexploited woodland, heath and pasture than in the more densely settled Midlands. Even in the minority of townships, where deserted villages do appear well before 1488, the peasants from the depopulated sites could find holdings without difficulty in the neighbouring townships or by assarting the wastes. Yet why here in the mid-fifteenth century, when in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century, depopulated townships elsewhere were arraigned as the source of unemployment and vagrancy? The chief difference, surely, was the changed relationship of population to land.27 Before c. 1470 the agrarian economy was still under the influence of the demographic contraction of the fourteenth century: relatively, as Prof. Postan has more than once shown, there was a land surfeit. Men and animals were not yet rivals. But by the 1480’s the returning Malthusian pressures were making men truly rivals to sheep for the use of scarce resources at the very moment when the demand for wool was increasing fast, and to observers it would therefore seem that sheep were eating up men.








VII: Village Sites after Desertion





Although the visual characteristics of deserted village sites were described, there was very little study in Lost Villages of the fate of village sites between their depopulation and the present day.





What was the subsequent fate of a deserted village, its church, manor-house, houses and fields? Dilapidation of the church fabric and of the parsonage house may leave traces in subsequent litigation in the bishops’ courts, particularly over tithes. But if the deserted village was the sole settlement in the parish, there would be little use for the church unless it became annexed as a private chapel or mausoleum to a manor house in which the depopulator continued to live. If a parish had several townships, and not all of them were deserted, then the church might continue in use, albeit curtailed in size. This happened in the parish of Wharram Percy (Yorks., E.R.) where, despite the depopulation of four of the five townships, the fifth, Thixendale, survived and had no other church than at Wharram. It was a long journey for the villagers of Thixendale, nearly three miles over the highest parts of the Wolds.




This church is above a mile from any town(ship) in the parish.28





reported the Parliamentary survey of 1650, and in 1743 the vicar reported to his bishop,




All my parishioners except one family live two Miles from the parish church.29





The fate of the actual houses of a village is a fairly straightforward story, belonging more to archaeology (Chapter 2, below) than to history, since their tumbled walls soon became overgrown and of no interest to subsequent generations. The fate of the fields, the prize for which husbandmen and graziers had come into conflict, is a more complex matter.


The practices of sheep husbandry did not demand that the whole township became one single field when arable husbandry was abandoned.




Different kinds of stock were carefully segregated in great closes, while frequent movement of animals from one part of the parish to another, or even from one parish to another, ensured that no pastures were overgrazed.





writes Prof. Thorpe of the Spencers’ treatment of their pastures, very many acres of which had once been village arable fields (Thorpe, 1965, 106). All the estate plans drawn of deserted sites between 1550 and 1650 (the earliest available) show the townships divided into such closes. The well-known plan of Whatborough (Leics.) in 1586 (the whole of which was published in Beresford, 1957, pl. 11) shows the hedges thrown across the former open fields to create eight pasture closes; the plan of Compton Verney (Warws.) in 1736 shows more than 50 closes, the largest passing 70 acres and the average size just over 20 acres. The close that bore the actual village site was 34 acres.


Fields of this size did not prove incommodious in later centuries, and many deserted townships still have field patterns created at the depopulation. These often stand out on the six-inch O.S. map, partly by their unusual size and partly by their shapes. They do not have the straight-line hedges characteristic of later enclosures but their hedges and walls follow sinuous natural boundaries, taking no particular care to make fields of regular shape. At Wormleighton (Warws.) some of these “double ditches and double hedges” boundaries are still in use (Thorpe, 1964, 103–07 and 115; Figs. 9–10) although leasing of the pastures in the period between 1634 and 1734 has caused the larger closes to be subdivided. This undoubtedly happened elsewhere. The plan of Kingston (Warws.) in 1697 shows that arable farming had come back to part at least of the township, and the duality is indicated by the names of the two fields where the village earthworks were sited, Corne Towne and Grazing Towne (Fig. 6). Yet even if there were second thoughts that brought the plough back to the fields of deserted villages, one thing is quite certain: the intermingled selions of open-field farming would not be restored with the plough, and the subsequent history of deserted village landscapes is generally one of hedged fields or enclosed parkland: an exception on the high chalk Wolds is described below, p. 43.


[image: ]

Fig. 6.   Kingston, alias Chesterton Parva, Warws: Corne Towne and Grazing Towne, 1697.


The plough has returned to the village site. (Willoughby de Broke maps, no. 1, Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, Stratford upon Avon). A plan of c. 1750 in the same collection (no. 6) shows the Mill Field further divided. Note the great close to the north of the Towne fields, a typical product of an early enclosure and apt for development as a park if so required in later centuries.








At some sites the crofts of the former village houses were retained, being already hedged and ditched, and a skeleton of the village plan thus retained for posterity. Yet at Whatborough the plan of 1586 shows that the area of the village had simply been thrown into the largest of the new pasture closes, although remembered a century after the depopulation as “the place where the town of Whatborough stood”. The lingering memory of a village could be preserved in the name Town Field given to the pasture close in which the earthworks lay.30 Three Warwickshire estate plans follow Kingston (above) in having Town Field at the village site: Compton Verney, 1736; Charlecote, 1736 (Plate 1); and Walton Deyville, 1728 (Plate 2). Here, the croft banks had been ignored and the village site was simply part–but not the whole–of some close. Yet at East Layton (Co. Durham) a plan of 1608 shows empty garths, the scyte of the hawses,31 and old crofts stand out prominently in a plan of Chellington (Beds.).32


Many medieval villages had their crofts enveloped by a single boundary bank (probably the base for a fence) separating them from the open fields, the full circuit of the bank embracing all the village. This feature can still be seen in some surviving villages, such as Great Wolford (Warws.) and Wellow (Notts.), and it is a common feature of many deserted sites, often emphasised if there is surviving ridge and furrow from the open fields coming up to this bank but no further. Shilvington (Northumberland) has this feature marked very clearly. It was not often that these boundary banks were taken over as boundaries for the new closes. Unless the crofts were retained in use their perimeter bank was irrelevant to the needs of the graziers, and it followed the houses into decay under a grass shroud.


On the high chalk Wolds it has been shown (Harris, 1958) that large depopulated parishes were not at once cut up into fields. Dr. Harris estimated that at least 12,000 acres of these pastures and warrens were undivided by walls or hedges until the mid-eighteenth century. Arras, reduced to a single farm, was unhedged before 1770, and Dr. Harris’ examples are drawn from other classic sites such as Riplingham, Holme Archiepiscopi, Eastburn, Cowlam, and Cottam. Some of these were late depopulations but the very lateness of the date emphasises the irrelevance of enclosed fields to the grazing and rabbit warren uses prevalent in the high chalklands at that time. Enclosed fields came only with Agricultural Improvement. Eastburn, for example, was reduced to three houses by 1671 and in 1698 the parish was one great sheep-walk, “not devided by Fences and ditches”, and indeed there were none for another 150 years. Cottam was reduced to four houses in 1791 but was not completely hedged until the 1850’s. In 1783 Cowlam, which had 14 houses as late as 1674, was a single farm of 1,900 acres, most of them used as a warren. Here, and at some other late-deserted Wold villages, there were vestigial open fields after the depopulation. The estate plan of Whitehill (Oxon.)33 shows that in 1608 a disagreement between proprietors was enough to block the elimination of open fields even when the engrossing of holdings had reduced the proprietors to two, and something of this dogged conservatism must have occurred on the Wolds.


It is clear from Dr. Harris’ study that on the Wolds a depopulation for sheep pastures did not produce in its first stage (which might last 300 years) a completely hedged landscape; and that the hedge came at the second stage when Improving eighteenth-century landlords were also bringing the hedges to other neighbouring and populous parishes on their estates.




The initial depopulating enclosures having modified but not destroyed the old open landscape (Harris, 1958, p. 97.)





With the Improvers’ hedges the ploughman returned to the pastures; the Sledmere monument to the Improver, Sir Tatton Sykes, now looks out indifferently over the cornfields of deserted villages and the cornfields of ordinary villages. Modern cornfields at deserted village sites are not a contradiction in terms, for they are usually farmed, not from houses rebuilt at the village site, but from great, red-brick farmhouses built by the Improvers. There were no village farmhouses to take over when Cowlam was improved, and the 1,900 improved acres were farmed from a new house (c. 1783) that took the former parish church into its yard: in 1674 there had still been fourteen houses in the village.34 At Cottam the new farmhouse stood on one side of the former street, and the plantations of its windbreak were set over the earthworks of crofts and over other streets from the village. Pockthorpe, Swaythorpe, Mowthorpe, and Burdale, all in the high Wolds, each consist of a single farmhouse situated at the village site. Most sites in the Wolds of Lincolnshire display the same pattern.


At Wharram Percy the first stage of Improvement, possibly in the 1770’s, brought about one-third of the 941 acres of the township back to arable. The ploughman did not, however, return to the old village site, for the new farmhouse was built more than half a mile away. In a second Improvement, of 1808, another 532 acres were brought into three- and six-course husbandry and the farmhouse renovated.35 The labour force necessary to keep these thousand-acre Wolds farms under the plough can be glimpsed in the Census returns, all under the single farm roof. At Wharram Percy Farm in 1841 there were nine resident labourers and in 1861 eleven, all unmarried and under 25 years of age, as well as two shepherds, a housekeeper and three female servants. The position was similar where the Improvers’ farmhouses had been built at or near a deserted site: there was no re-erection of cottages along the grassy streets. At Rais-thorpe in 1841 the single farm sheltered fifteen labourers; at Towthorpe nineteen labourers and five female servants were living in at the two farms in the township.36


The subsequent fate of village streets and roads was as various as that of the fields. Unless the village lay on some main thoroughfare its village street would silt up, become grass-covered, and then a “hollow way”, once there was no community to come and go. The minor roads leading out over the open field furlongs would also be irrelevant to most of the needs of the graziers, especially if the landscape was re-aligned into closes. In extreme cases the village site lost all its access-routes but some of these would need to survive if there was a church continuing in use or if the herdsman of the flocks lived at the site. If the manor house continued to be the landowner’s residence, at least one route would be preserved. Indeed, the location of a site can sometimes be determined by the confluence of unmetalled green lanes or footpaths at some point in open country, such as those converging on the river-crossing and former village of Trafford (Northants.). The former road-system converging on Walton (Northants.) includes the ancient track known locally as the Port Way. In 1600 the enclosure of Furtho, in the same county, caused the Northampton road to be diverted, the village removed to a new site and a new church provided for it. A century later the historian, John Bridges, detected the vestiges of the village alongside the course of the abandoned road. In our own day the deadend spurs of roads on the Downs above Warminster similarly point to the site of Imber, requisitioned by the War Office in 1943 and never released.


The relation of deserted sites to parkland is also complex. There is one case, Tusmore (Oxon.), where it is certain that the park succeeded immediately on the village but this was an exceptional case, a Black Death depopulation (Beresford and St. Joseph, 1958, 112–14) with a royal licence in 1357 to create the park out of the abandoned fields. Manorial lords, great and small, liked to have parks in the late fifteenth century, and no doubt these were sometimes fashioned out of unwanted agricultural land. But there is no evidence, either documentary or topographical, for the grazier-depopulators of the late fifteenth century turning out their sheep into a decorative parkscape. The estate-plan evidence, although a century later than the depopulation, is always of a utilitarian landscape of closes. But soon after the middle of the sixteenth century on the smaller-scale county maps, such as those of Saxton, the country houses begin to be surrounded by symbols for park pales.


To create a park it was necessary to have privacy in the strict sense of the word. Village houses near a manor house were often considered to detract from its dignity, but to have a park in which tenants had rights of entry for common would have been quite impossible. Its herbage had to be exclusive for hunting as well as for grazing. Poacher as well as traveller had to be excluded by diverting rights of way that had once led to the villages. A traveller coming south from Salisbury on the east bank of the Avon has twice to make a long curving circuit further east and then back agai: in each case he is being taken round the pale of a former park, and in each park there is a deserted village: Barford and Standlynch. If Shakespeare poached in Charlecote park, did he know that there was a deserted village site? On the other side of the Warwickshire Avon was Welcombe, absorbed in the pastures of Stratford graziers, including Shakespeare’s butcher father: but finishing up as a park, now the grounds of an hotel.


If an Elizabethan or Stuart landowner wanted to have a park, then a deserted site was doubly attractive: village houses and common rights had long disappeared, so that the obstacles here were minimal; and since many depopulating landlords had waxed fat on the profits of grazing, and risen in the world (as the Spencers and Knightleys rose), it was more than likely that many landowners would find that they already had a deserted village somewhere on the family estates, since their family fortunes often derived from a father or grandfather who had done well out of grazing in the time of the depopulations a generation or two earlier. Their country house might even be a glorified extension or rebuilding of the manor house of such a village, the perfect centre for an emparking.


Thus, when the earthworks of a deserted village site are detected in a park or when a village church stands isolated along the gardens of some great country mansion, it must not be automatically assumed that the village has made way for the park. Fifteenth- and sixteenth-century documentation will have to be scrutinised to see whether there was an intervening stage of sheep pastures. This intervening stage is certainly visible, for example, at Compton Verney (Warws.) where estate plans37 of 1736 and 1738 show the avenues, plantations, gardens and pools partly overlying the landscape of large hedged closes and grounds, some as big as 70 acres. One of these had the tell-tale name of The townes, and when the valley was dammed, the new artificial lake lapped at the edge of the church until Capability Brown moved it in 1772. Yet Compton Verney, the documents make clear, had been deserted since the late fifteenth century (Hilton, 1955, 683).


With the village-less pastures as a ready-made base for a park, it was rarely necessary for a sixteenth- or seventeenth-century squire to incur odium by taking on the role of a depopulator. Even in the eighteenth century, when Goldsmith’s Deserted Village (1770) complained of men being evicted to make parkland, there was a good deal of re-housing elsewhere on the estate or building of estate-villages on new sites at the fringe of parks. Sometimes the squire would build a new church for this re-settlement and then appropriate the village church for his mausoleum. If Mrs. Batey is correct in identifying Goldsmith’s poetic deserted village with Nuneham Courtenay (Oxon.), then this is what happened there (p. 55, below).


It is not usually difficult to distinguish eighteenth- and nineteenth-century cases of removal or destruction of villages. Estate, taxation, parochial, episcopal and even county records are likely to be available to show a village, there the one moment but gone the next. The Hearth Taxes of 1662–89 are particularly important in proving the size and existence at that date of villages that were later to be taken for parkland. Thus 100 houses were listed in 1673 at Milton Abbas (Dorset): it was more than a hundred years later that Joseph Damer, first baron Milton, began to plan the park that eventually resulted in the removal of every house (plans of 1771 and 1776: Beresford and St. Joseph 1958, fig. 40b; Beresford, 1957, fig. 19). There were also substantial numbers of houses and hearths taxed in other villages that were later to be landscaped out of existence, such as Hinderskelfe (Yorks., N.R.), Nuneham Courtenay (Oxon.), Shugborough (Staffs.), Harewood (Yorks., W.R.) and Normanton (Rutland). The emparking depopulation, it must also be noted, is typically a great enemy of archaeological evidence at the village site. Apart from any area that has disappeared under the Great House itself, there are few country houses of that size which are not adjoined by extensive coachhouses and outbuildings, not to speak of shrubberies and other ornamental gardens. Thus a comparison of the 1707 plan of Nuneham and the present Ordnance Survey map shows that the stables alone cover the sites of nine village houses and crofts. A surviving church in ornamental parkland may be the best pointer to the area where the former village houses stood but (as Nuneham itself shows) it was not impossible for a noble landscaper to come to an agreement with his bishop, and have not only a new, architecturally fashionable, church but also a new site for it so that its façade could fit in to the aesthetic of the park.


Great houses are not the only obscurantists: a single Victorian farmstead in an area such as the Yorkshire Wolds had outbuildings for farm animals and implements, together with fold yards, sufficient to cover up the major part of the area of a small village. Thus is it at Raisthorpe (Yorks., E.R.) where a site of great potential archaeological interest is quite obscured: for a deed of 1384 makes it plain that the ownership distribution of selions in the then open fields of this vill was by the regular pattern of solskift,38 but it will now never be possible to examine the house pattern of the village to see whether it could have been the basis for the regular distribution of selions within each furlong.


The Hearth Tax is also useful in confirming evidence or suspicions that a village had already disappeared. Winterbourne Came (Dorset) was suggested in Lost Villages as a depopulated place, and the published Hearth Tax of 1662 indeed shows that it was reduced to two moderate-sized houses, one of eight hearths and one of five. Altogether Dorset had six townships that contained no more than two houses taxed in 1662.39


Since the Hearth Tax recorded the number of hearths in each house it is additionally useful in demonstrating what sort of houses were to be found in a deserted township two or three hundred years after its depopulation. Where there are a substantial number of one- and two-hearth houses in a township that has good-quality deserted village earthworks and well-documented depopulation in the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries, it is clear that resettlement for arable or for mixed husbandry had already begun in the 1660’s. More commonly, the deserted village earthworks will be matched by Hearth Tax entries that consist of two or three houses only. Of these, one may be the parsonage, and this is easily checked since the Tax record gives the householder’s name. The number of hearths in the remaining house or houses will at once reveal whether the occupier was squire or shepherd. At Tusmore (Oxon.) the only house had nineteen hearths, clearly the Squire’s even if the name did not already identify him.40 At Wharram Percy, on the other hand, the hearths were those of a shepherd’s cottage and the parsonage house: the manor house was long decayed.41 At Hardwick (Oxon.) the squire’s house had twelve hearths, the rectory two and a cottage had one. There were no more, but from the outlook of those liable to the poor rate this was desirable loneliness. As the advertisement for the sale of Billesley (Warws.) put it in 1756, “there are only two houses in the parish and the taxes are trifling”.42


After large-scale estate plans began to be made in the 1550’s there is always a chance that one of these will record either an already-deserted site with some information about its previous condition; or a village that was yet to be depopulated, particularly the late emparkings. Some of these were known in 1954 (e.g. Hinderskelfe, Yorks. N.R.; Wotton Underwood, Bucks.) and to them can now be added: Milton Abbas (Dorset, 1771 and 1776, above); Overstone (Northants., 1671); Coombes (Sussex, 1677); Brox-holme (Lincs., c. 1600) and West Burton (Notts.) (Plate 5), all surveyed while there were still houses in the village.43 The queen of the pre-desertion plans, however, remains the sketch plan of Boarstall (Bucks.) drawn c. 1444, perhaps the earliest depiction of any English village.44


Since 1954 a handful of large-scale estate plans has come to light where the site of a former village is indicated explicitly (as opposed to the Town Field indications mentioned above).45 These are in the course of publication in successive volumes of Medieval Archaeology. A plan of Fallowfield (Northumberland), preserved at Hatfield House, is three years older than the plan ofWhatborough (Leics.), being drawn in 1583, and may be claimed as the earliest cartographic representation of a desertion. Alongside fallowe feelde towne it shows dotted rectangles and explains them as old howses foundacions. (Beresford, 1966). Whessoe (Durham) was surveyed in 1601 and the empty crofts and former village green indicated. East Layton in the same county was surveyed in 1608 when the former village street was still in use as a highway, bordered only by the scyte of the hawses (Beresford, 1967). Two plans of Kirby (Northants.) made in 1584 and 1587 show the vestiges of the village being submerged in the park and gardens of the Hall. A plan of Hardmead (Bucks.) (Fig. 7) shows the now-deserted village in semi-decay, consisting in 1638 of houses scattered around two distinct greens or “Ends” (the local term) more than half a mile apart. This same scattered pattern of “Ends” indicated by a web of former roads, is seen in the plan of Chellington (Beds.) in 1798, and is characteristic of the southern Midland plain.
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Fig. 7a
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Fig. 7b
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Figs 7a, 7b and 7c   Hardmead, Bucks., in 1638, partially deserted, and in 1960.


Richard Bankes’ map shows eighteen houses on the looped road at the East End; the Manor House, its moat and the church in a central position, but with no other houses adjoining; and a West End of twelve houses. (Figs. 7A and 7B). The parish is now worked from three farms (Fig. 7C), and a small group of council houses has recently been added.






A map with a desertion tacitly indicated by an isolated church is–remarkably–an early plan of London. Ralph Agas’ plan of 1578 extends as far north as St. Pancras, and the Norman parish church (hidden today behind the railway arches north of St. Pancras and King’s Cross stations) is shown surrounded by nothing but fields.


Direct description of the appearance of deserted sites in the period between Charles I and the Ordnance Survey maps is usually confined to the verbal, in the works of observant topographical historians like Sir William Dugdale and John Bridges. Writing c. 1720 (but not published until 1791), Bridges had the opportunity of describing such sites as Nobold (Northants.).




Throughout the whole of Old Nobold Close are many irregular banks and hollows, such as are usual in ruinous places, about which have been turned up walling stones and old hearthstones, as supposed from the marks they bore of fire. Round these heaps and hollows are partition banks and ditches, inclosing such extents of ground as are commonly allotted to the homesteads of cottages and farmhouses. Nearly the length of the close along the middle of it is a list or tract of ground, lower than the ground on both sides, which appears to have been raised by rubbish, supposed to have been the principal street.46





Sir William Dugdale had noted “depopulated places” in The Antiquities of Warwickshire, published in 1656, but without details of sites in the manner that Bridges adopted in the neighbouring county, description that could not be bettered until the availability of the ground- and air-photograph. Yet Dugdale pioneered another technique of recording depopulated sites, the use of a special symbol on the county maps which he himself drew to accompany The Antiquities. This symbol, a diamond with a heavy central dot, was also employed by Henry Beighton (Fig. 8), and for the maps illustrating the 1730 edition of the Antiquities,47 The printed map had become complementary to printed history.


There are two other ways by which a scrutiny of a modern map can indicate that a settlement has disappeared. The most obvious is to search for exceptionally empty pieces of countryside. It was shown, for example (Beresford and St. Joseph, 1958, 75–8) that in the Midlands the villages lie very nearly one mile apart. If an area of infertile ground intervenes, this distance widens, but if in normal circumstances a village is not found with this frequency there is a prima facie case for further enquiry and fieldwork.


There may also be significance in the very shape of parish bounds in an area where a deserted site is suspected but has not been located. It is always worthwhile in these circumstances to take a large-scale map and work over the parish boundaries to see whether any parish has a projection or an appendage in which there is no settlement (or only a single farm), for the appendage shape is just what would result if, with the decay of one village, its parish area was added to that of a neighbour48 (Fig. 9). (It need not be pointed out, perhaps, how unhistorical all geographical explanations of settlement distribution must be if they are based on the distribution of surviving settlements only.)


Plans of a different kind, but equally useful, published since 1954 are modern large-scale plans of village earthworks. Many of these accompany final or interim reports on excavations and are properly dealt with in Mr. Hurst’s chapter (below) but special mention should be made of the seven plans drawn in the course of Ordnance Survey revision and published with a note by Prof. Hoskins (Hoskins, 1956); and the privately-produced plan of Pudding Norton in a Norfolk Research Committee Bulletin (Wade-Martins and Wade, 1967, 3). Small-scale county distribution maps by Dr. Glasscock were prepared as frontispieces for the Oxfordshire and Northamptonshire monographs (Allison et al., 1965 and 1966).
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Fig. 8.   “Depopulated Places” on Henry Brighton’s Map of Warwickshire, 1725.


“Depopulated places” were shown by a lozenge, an open diamond with a dot in its centre, following the example of Dugdale’s own map. This extract from the southern section of the map (surveyed by 1725, printed 1728) shows such conventional signs at Lower Itchington, Chapel Ascote, Hodnell, Radbourn and Caldecote.








When a site is being sought on a map, it should be emphasised, perhaps more strongly than in Lost Villages, that a change of name for a village is not the same thing as a depopulation although both will result in names appearing in medieval tax lists but not on modern maps. Here and there, villages have completely changed their names over the centuries, and–an allied complication–when there are two contiguous villages it is not unknown for the whole to be now known only by the name of one partner. Similarly, what might be termed a “suburb” or outlier of a village can lose its separate rank and its name disappear from the map without this being evidence for depopulation.
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Fig. 9.   Haythby in West Halton, Lincs.: The parish boundary as an indication of a lost township.


The westward-projecting leg of the present parish indicates the area of the lost township of Haythby; the enclosure award names the 21 closes in this projection as Hairby (Foster, 1920, lxi); the village site lies near the rectangular bulge in the north of the township boundary. The south-west corner of this Figure is at SE 860170.








The emptying of houses from a field left a village name suspended, as it were, in mid-air. If there was a church in the village, the name would survive as a parish-name, even if an almost empty parish; and if the church decayed, as at Argam (Yorks. E.R.) then the name could survive as a civil parish. If farm-building re-commenced in the eighteenth century (p. 44, above), the name would probably take root again at the new farm, even if that farm was situated a considerable way from the old village site (e.g. Goldicote, Warws.; Wharram Percy (p. 44, above); Coat, Oxon.). A country house taking over the name of the village could also be built to fit into a parkscape but not at the village site (e.g. Compton Wynyates, Warws.). The confusion thus caused in a search for a village site is obvious, and it may result in the search being abandoned as fruitless.


There are cases where the name of a deserted village has become attached to a farm in the next township, with even greater confusion for historical field-workers. If there was no farm by which the old village name could be preserved, it might leave its name in a field; if this was the field in which the village stood, all well and good, a divining rod for researchers: but sometimes it was a field in the next township, named after the (lost) township that it bordered, which preserved the deserted village name. ThusHunland is a field-name in Full Sutton (Yorks., E.R.), preserving part of the name of the former village of Hundeburton in the adjoining parish of Stamford Bridge. There are also cases where the name has completely fallen into disuse, as at Butyate and Osgodby (Lincs.), Torpel (Northants.), and Aspley, Wike and Smercote (Warws.). The good-quality site now identified as Broadstone (Oxon.) was once thought to be one of the Chalfords until it was noticed that it lay outside the bounds of Over and Nether Chal- ford as drawn on a map of 1743.49


It should also be noted that a castle bearing a former village name does not always lead to the site (although there is a motte at Alstoe (Rutland); a fine, fortified manor house alongside South Cowton (Yorks., N.R.); and defences at Kilpeck which embrace the whole village). The siting of the castle would be related to military strategy, and this consideration could dictate a position different from that of the medieval village of the same name as the castle.
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