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A Note on Conventions


When quoting from inquest reports, we have used inverted commas and original spelling for English statements included by the clerks, apparently as the jurors said them, and for Latin phrases. We have expanded common contractions, replaced ‘&’ with ‘and’, inserted some minimal punctuation, and modernised capitalisation and the use of i, j, u and v. When translating from the Latin sections of the reports, we have used modern English spelling and no inverted commas except when quoting direct speech.


We have tried to use the units that would have made sense to the sixteenth-century jurors who provided our information. Distances are given in miles, yards, feet and inches, and areas in acres, though their miles and their acres varied across the country and their miles were probably longer than those we have calculated when reconstructing journeys. Weights are in stones, pounds (lb) and ounces. Times of day are given to the nearest hour, as the jurors gave them, and periods of time to the nearest hour or fraction of an hour. The smallest fraction our jurors mentioned was one-twelfth of an hour, or five minutes to us, but quarter- and half-hours were common. Dates are Old Style but with the year taken to begin on 1 January.


Money is given in pounds, shillings and pence, where £1 = 20s. = 240d. Modern equivalents are notoriously hard to calculate. One popular conversion tool reckons £1 in 1500 worth £666 at 2017 values, or enough to buy nine stones of wool, and £1 in 1600, after a century of inflation, worth only £138, or enough for two stones. Another converter puts the equivalent figures at £787 and £197 and reminds us that by 2023 the equivalents were £1,005 and £252. As we shall see, such figures must be taken with a pinch of salt when entering a world where jurors might think a house worth 13s. 4d. and a cow worth 16s., 20s. or even 26s. 8d.
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Another Tudor England
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On Monday, 6 July 1579 William Shakespere went for a wash in the River Avon. Suddenly he fell into the deep part of the river, where he drowned. Three months later, on Friday, 16 October, Anne Bulleyn took a pail to a pit on the common at Bramerton in Norfolk to fetch water, slipped on the edge and fell to her death. William was not, of course, William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, the aspiring actor, poet and playwright, but William Shakespere of Warwick, the corviser or shoemaker. Anne was not Anne Boleyn, the feisty wife of Henry VIII, but Anne Bulleyn, the nineteen-year-old maidservant of Francis Corye of Bramerton.


When we think of Tudor England, we tend to think of kings and queens, courtiers and adventurers: Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, Sir Thomas More, Sir Francis Drake. Or we reflect on great events that shaped national history: the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the defeat of the Spanish Armada. We conjure up iconic buildings – Hampton Court, Longleat House, Hardwick Hall – or the plays of Shakespeare and Marlowe, the music of Tallis and Byrd. Or perhaps we remember the founders of great local institutions: Archbishop Whitgift at Croydon, Archbishop Holgate at York, Lord Williams at Thame, Lawrence Sheriff at Rugby, William Wyggeston at Leicester.


There is a different history of Tudor England, the history of the several million subjects of those kings and queens and how the great changes of the day affected them. Historians have explored it with dedication, finding evidence in the most ingenious places, from parish registers, churchwardens’ accounts and estate maps to shipwrecks, hedges and slagheaps. Rebel demands, government investigations and the records of the law courts have been squeezed to understand the disorder sparked by competition for land and food, taxation and religious turmoil. Ordinary people have been put back into the big picture of Tudor history, and rightly so.


But there is a third kind of Tudor history, the history of what ordinary people did all day. Many conventional sources shed light on everyday life, but they leave gaps. Waged work shows up better than unwaged, and work better than leisure, except when the moral disapproval of the authorities was so great that they tried to control it. Borough records mostly tell us what went on inside the town walls, parish church records what went on in the church and the churchyard. Depositions in court cases were answers to questions that were asked for a reason, to find evidence relevant to the case. Conflict, change and resistance generated more evidence than simply getting on with things. But getting on with things is what most people did most days.


This book aims to present that third kind of history, a history of everyday life. The idea is not new. In different ways historians of different parts of Europe have been writing such history for a generation, and the Germans even have a word for it, Alltagsgeschichte. Archaeologists spend much of their time reconstructing the daily lives of ordinary folk, though in England they have more to say about the Romans and the Vikings than the Tudors. For historians, what we can explore is limited by the sources at our disposal. Our key sources here are some 8,888 coroners’ inquest reports into accidental deaths filed between 1500 and 1600, like the one produced at Warwick on Wednesday, 15 July 1579, by the Warwickshire county coroner, John Savage, investigating the sad end of William Shakespere, or that put together at Bramerton on 17 October by Ralph Dyxon over the body of Anne Bulleyn.


Such records survive much more systematically for the sixteenth century than earlier periods thanks to two pieces of legislation. First an act of parliament of 1487 commanded the coroners to hand in their inquest reports to the assize judges. They brought them back to the court of King’s Bench in Westminster, where they were filed away. Then an act of 1510 ordered coroners to make sure they held inquests on all sudden deaths and not just homicides, and to do so speedily, so that bodies would not lie ‘longe above the grounde unburyed to the great noyaunce of the Kynges leage people’.


The reports take us into every corner of Tudor England, with inquests from around half the country’s 9,000 or so parishes. They show us where people lived, where they went to work, where they travelled. They give us glimpses of safe and risky things to do. People died reading books as well as practising archery, mending clothes as well as felling trees. Administrative idiosyncrasies led the records to be kept separately for some counties and great towns, so we have none for Durham and Lancashire, only some for Cheshire and only one year’s worth for London. In contrast we have them for Monmouthshire, which in some respects was treated as an English county; they survive in large numbers for the Lake Counties, where records are otherwise thin; and we get a flavour of London life from inquests held just outside its cramped boundaries, at St Martin’s in the Fields or Charing Cross, at Clerkenwell or Tower Hill.


The victims, all 9,291 of them, form a cross-section of Tudor society. They were wide-ranging in age and social position. Apart from stillborn infants, the youngest whose age we know was eight-day-old James Swyft, who fell out of bed and into the fire while sleeping with his drunken widowed mother. The oldest, said to be about 106, was John Wynde, a thatcher understandably described as old, weak and debilitated, who fell from the roof of a stable when reaching out for his thatcher’s needle. At the top of society was seven-year-old George, Lord Dacre, inheritor of a peerage title dating back nearly a century and of lands worth several thousand pounds a year. He died at the Thetford house of his step-father and guardian, Thomas, duke of Norfolk, trying to adjust his wooden vaulting horse, four and a half feet high and more than six feet long. When he pulled an iron pin out of a back leg, the horse collapsed and crushed his head. At the bottom were the homeless and sometimes unidentifiable poor, like the nameless girl who fell off the steps of a windmill at Cockayn Hatley in Bedfordshire after a night sheltering in the beacon house, where those tending the fire beacons to warn of foreign invasion kept themselves out of the weather.


The numbers of victims from different parts of England were roughly proportional to the population of each county at the time. We can show this by working backwards from the numbers reported in the censuses taken from 1801, or by using the musters of the militia, meant to include all able-bodied men for the defence of the realm. Yorkshire had the largest back-projected population, the largest militia and the most recorded accidents, followed by large southern and eastern counties with prosperous agriculture and rural industry, such as Norfolk, Suffolk and Kent. Small or thinly populated counties like Rutland, Worcestershire or Leicestershire had fewer militiamen and fewer accidents. The matches for individual towns are less close, but it is reassuring that while returns from Bristol, Exeter and Norwich are thin, the other very large provincial centres, Newcastle and York, led the way by a large margin. So we can use the inquests to compare the hazards of life in different parts of the country.


On the other hand, the inquests are not robust for fine-grained statistical analysis. The match between accidents and population is less close than we might like, for the ratio between the number of reported accidents in a county and its estimated population varies widely. Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire look improbably dangerous and Rutland positively lethal, with seven times as many accidents per resident as Hampshire. The main cause was apparently the inclusion or exclusion of reports from the largest towns: Hampshire’s score includes almost no records for Southampton, Portsmouth, Winchester, Alton and Basingstoke. Devon, Cornwall and rural Northumberland are also under-represented, apparently because coroners or villagers were just less diligent there than elsewhere before the 1580s and 1590s, when they reached more usual levels. Even within other counties, more remote areas were under-represented, for it has been shown that an improbably high proportion of recorded suicides and fatal accidents occurred in places easily reached by major roads. And deaths at sea, out of sight of land, were not covered by county or borough coroners but came under the jurisdiction of the lord admiral.


There are other limitations on what the reports tell us. Because some activities were more inherently dangerous than others, inquests do not record all aspects of life in equal depth. Accidents that did not prove fatal did not prompt an inquest. Some fatal accidents certainly were recorded but still do not appear in our series, for example when pardons were granted to those who killed others by accident, but no corresponding inquest report can now be found. Some inquests themselves refer to other deaths at the same danger spot for which no report survives. While the number of available inquests increased decade by decade, rapidly until the 1530s as the filing system developed and thereafter in rough proportion to the overall rise in population, it levelled off towards 1600 despite ongoing population increase, probably as more reports began to be retained with the records of county assize courts.


There are smaller issues of accuracy. Some reports, about one in a hundred, make mistakes, most commonly giving an inquest date before the date of the accident, so that one or the other must be wrong. This was an especially easy slip to make when copying Roman numerals, where a missing x or v or i can make all the difference. Greater inattention – or conceivably ignorance – led to rare comic malapropisms. One clerk twice assures us that Thomas Hancoke ‘scandalizavit’ – offended – an elm tree before he fell off it, rather than ‘scandavit’, or climbed it. Other reports are too badly damaged to read. A few files are entirely lost, or perhaps await discovery among unsorted records at the National Archives. Very occasionally, when two copies of the same report were filed, they contained different details, one hour out on the time of death for example, one day out on the date, a cow, rather than a mare, being driven down the road by someone who tripped and fell onto a pitchfork.


All this means that we cannot produce watertight statistics for the accident rate per head of population, even for the fatal accident rate per head of population, nor can we be certain that a particular victim died at two rather than three in the afternoon. More fundamentally, we are dependent on what the inquest jurors told the coroner. If they chose to cover up a suicide to spare the family from shame and the forfeiture of the victim’s goods, or misclassify a murder to favour the killer, then we may be none the wiser. If they left out details we would like to know, we can usually get no further.


The proportions of different causes of death recorded may also depend on the dynamics of the inquest process. Drownings made up 43 per cent of reported accidental deaths, for reasons we shall explore. But drowning was also a frequent method of suicide, so families were anxious to establish before the law that their kinsfolk had died by misfortune. Carts were involved in more than one in seven fatal accidents because they were widespread and because they were unstable combinations of woodwork, animal power and human miscalculation. But as moving objects with valuable components they were prime targets for coroners, keen to levy lucrative forfeitures on vehicle owners. We shall have to think carefully about coroners, jurors, witnesses, and the stories they told, about how the coroner’s court operated and how people thought about accidents.


Yet for all their difficulties, the reports enable us to write a book about Tudor history in which Henry VIII must share his space with Henry Pachet of Stockingford, Warwickshire, who was crushed in a coal-pit collapse at Merevale in June 1587, a book in which Elizabeth I looms no larger than Elizabeth Geffe of Ampthill, Bedfordshire, who was tending a malt kiln at five in the morning in April 1594, set fire to her clothes and was too weak to put out the flames. It is a book in which Wolf Hall was the place where John Colt was kicked in the stomach by a sorrel-bay mare on 5 July 1577 and died at 11 p.m. the following day. Yet it is a book that shows how the everyday life of the people intersected with the doings of the great, and how the headline events of Tudor history could affect anyone and everyone.


The great men and women of Tudor England do appear here, but they are on the margins. Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey and then duke of Norfolk, was lord treasurer to Henry VII and Henry VIII and led the English army to crushing victory over the Scots at Flodden in 1513. For our purposes he was the owner of a young horse that ran wild on a Lambeth street and trampled Agnes Wodehous. Thomas Cranmer was the archbishop of Canterbury who held Henry VIII’s hand on his deathbed and wrote the Church of England’s first Book of Common Prayer. For us he was the brother-in-law of Henry Byngham esquire, who was killed when Cranmer’s palace in Canterbury burnt down on the night of 18–19 December 1543. Sir Thomas Gresham was a pioneer of economic thought, a government adviser on coinage and state debt and a public benefactor, founder of the Royal Exchange and Gresham College at London. But our focus is on Henry Heywarde, the fifty-year-old yeoman who had charge of Gresham’s horses at his country house, Intwood Hall in Norfolk. At 11 p.m. on 13 January 1564, Heywarde was in bed in his chamber above the stables when he was woken by the restlessness of the horses below. He hurried to calm them but fell downstairs in his haste and broke his neck.


As for kings, queens and big events, they are here too, but seen from new angles. Henry VIII changed England for ever by dissolving the monasteries, selling many of the monastic lands and enabling the conversion of the buildings. At Stone Priory, Staffordshire, in August 1538, dissolution led to Henry Skatergoode being hit on the head by a stone thrown down by the labourers dismantling the bell tower. By 1542 half a dozen others had been killed by collapsing walls or chimneys as religious houses in Cambridge, Gloucester, Huntingdon, Lichfield, Wigmore and Wymondham turned into demolition sites. Monastic buildings were still being adapted years later. In 1567 a stone column with an iron bar running through it, presumably robbed from the priory, fell on Barnard Benneson in ‘the newe worke’ at Watton, Yorkshire, and in 1570 John Hedd fell thirty feet when taking down old timbers at Amesbury Priory in Wiltshire. Meanwhile the monks disappeared. The last identified monk to suffer an accident was a canon of Alvingham Priory in Lincolnshire who fell into a millpond in 1532; the last friar was an Augustinian drowned at Forebridge, Staffordshire, in 1534.


Elizabeth’s reign is famous for the spectacular entertainments mounted to amuse the queen and impress her subjects. May Day 1559 saw one of the first, a firework display on the River Thames outside Whitehall Palace. John Penne was taking part, but drowned when a small barrel of gunpowder caught fire and the crew overturned his boat trying to escape the explosion. She also liked to tour the country on progress, staying with her leading subjects. In August 1561 it was the earl of Oxford who hosted her at Castle Hedingham, but it was William Smythe of Havering-atte-Bower who was knocked from his horse by an elm tree as he drove his father’s cart to the castle with supplies for the queen’s party.


The Spanish Armada of summer 1588 presented the gravest invasion threat of Elizabeth’s reign, and preparations to meet it energised all England. In February and May there were mishaps with a gunpowder mill in Surrey and a cart loaded with ‘salte peter water’, a vital ingredient for gunpowder, in Suffolk. Already in February 1586, not long after the war with Spain began, Margaret Wyllys had been hit on the head by a stray branch as she watched men in a Cambridgeshire park felling ash trees requisitioned to make pikes. At musters in April and July there were firearms-training accidents at Leighton Buzzard and Stafford. On 14 July, five days before the Spanish fleet was sighted off The Lizard, Thomas Dickyns of Burton Lazars, Leicestershire, charged astride his gelding towards a ‘quyntell’, a target on a post, brandishing ‘a gavelocke of yron’, a javelin. What it would have done to the veterans of the Spanish army is doubtful, but as it glanced off the post and flew off sideways it accounted for Robert Pares, lying on the ground nearby.


The study of a subject such as this raises moral and emotional problems. It is hard not to feel the agony of events like those at Plumstead, Kent, on Thursday, 9 June 1580. Joan Jenninges was a young widow with several daughters. At seven in the evening, she was out of the house where spotted sow rushed in, overturned the crib, and bit hungrily – avidly and cruelly, said the jurors – into the baby’s head. Elizabeth Keye, spinster, perhaps a teenaged family servant, found Petronella dead. We have done our best to avoid condescension or voyeurism in writing about tragedies like this. One of us pulled a pot full of scalding tea over himself as a toddler and the other has been rushed to hospital after a hornet sting on the neck. In other circumstances, in sixteenth-century circumstances, we might very well have been dead. It behoves us to write with respect about the people of the past and their misfortunes. But it is important that we do so. Without a coroner’s report Joan and Petronella might be, at best, digits in a reconstitution of the population history of their parish. What the coroners’ inquests equip us to do is bring them and their world back to life.
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All Sorts of People
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The victims of our accidents are drawn from the whole range of Tudor society. They illustrate its age structure at a time of rapid population increase, from perhaps two and a half million to four, its social and occupational structure at a time of economic change. They exemplify the health problems that came with age and disability. They show its openness to long-distance migration and cultural change and, conversely, its attachment to local identities and old traditions.


The coroners’ reports had to identify the deceased and the cause of death, but levels of detail varied widely. Identification might go beyond a name to an age, a social status or occupation, a place of residence, a family or employment relationship. Inquests gave some indication of the position in society of just over half of our victims, the residence of more than one in three. They noted the age of more than one in five, a proportion that grew from the 1550s, presumably influenced by the introduction of parish registers in 1538.


The very young and very old were certainly at risk of accidental death, but not unusually so. If we count only victims whose age was given, those under fourteen seem to have suffered twice as many fatal accidents as we might expect from their share of the population. The under-fives, even considering how numerous they were as the population grew, look as though they were especially hard hit. But it was naturally easier to give precise ages for the young than for adults. Such precision could be extreme: Barnard Prescott died at the age of two years, four months and seven days. Many adults, in contrast, were given ages only in round numbers, if at all. Our 1560s inquests recorded six men aged thirty, seventeen aged forty, and only seven in between. If we add to our count of children those described as a child, girl, son and so on, and compare them with the total of all victims given any age or description, then the tally of child victims comes to 27 per cent, much closer to the 34 per cent we might expect if childhood were neither unusually dangerous nor unusually safe.


More striking is the small number of victims, only a fifth as many as we might expect, described as aged or over sixty. The exact ages of the old may have been obscure and many no doubt died of sheer old age, or diseases they were too weak to resist. Perhaps as their lives became more constricted, the old were less exposed to accidents, though some died trying to do things they might have managed when younger. Helen Seward could not stop herself falling into the river as she washed a linen cloth, thought the jurors, as she was so old and weak. William Awdeley fell off the top of the haystack in his barn on account of his senility and bodily weakness. Those identified as very ancient were few, but perhaps locally well known. Centenarian John Wynde the thatcher was joined by the ninety-two-year-old Coventry almsman Thomas Prynton, by Catherine Grene of Hertford, fourscore and ten, and by two Gloucestershire veterans, Jane Blisse of Whaddon at ninety-two and Margery Dymocke of Horfield at ninety-eight.


The most striking imbalance was one of sex. Far more men than women died in reported accidents, just as they had done in earlier centuries. Of the victims identified by gender – and almost all were – 77 per cent were male. This may have been because men were thought worthy of more notice than women, but the sex ratios at different ages suggest that it was more complicated than that. Girls suffered proportionately many more accidents than adult women. For every girl under fourteen whose death was reported there were 1.7 boys, for every woman over fourteen there were 3.4 men. Adult women faced terrible dangers in disease and childbirth, but these did not register as accidents.


For women, social location was far more often a matter of marital status – and the assumptions about work and residence that went with it – than of occupation. One midwife and two seamstresses succumbed to accidents. There were more than a hundred female household servants and more than 400 spinsters, largely interchangeable categories for young unmarried women. More than 250 women were defined as the wife of their husband and thirty-two as singlewomen, a term fading from use over the century. At the other end of the life cycle, ninety-nine women, many of them aged, were noted to be widows. Adult men were on occasion defined as a singleman, a bachelor or the husband of a named woman, but for very few of them was that the main descriptor.


Far more numerous for men were occupational labels. At the top of the social hierarchy these were about rank as much as profession. Knights, esquires and gentlemen constituted around one in forty of the male victims whose status was identified, one in ninety of all males. This was not far out of line with estimates that put them variously at 1 per cent to 4 per cent of the population, increasing over the century. So the lives of the rich were not especially safe, though they faced fewer dangers at work than most. That their rank was effectively hereditary was brought out by the fact that some gentlemen expired at the age of two or three.


The range of occupations identified among those below the gentry was remarkably wide. There were lattice-makers and wafer-sellers alongside the many farmers and the more predictable crafts. The numbers involved are too small to generate more than broad-brush statistics, but they certainly show the difference between rural and urban society. In the countryside at least two-thirds of identifiable male victims worked in agriculture, whereas in towns it was less than a fifth. Towns were centres of commerce and communication: proportionally four times as many townsfolk as countryfolk who suffered accidents worked in dealing and retail positions, and nearly five times as many in transport. Tellingly the differentials were even larger in the three dozen largest towns. Fishing and mining were more common in the country, metalwork, leatherwork and tailoring in towns. Weaving, building and food and drink preparation were present everywhere, but weightier in the urban world.


These findings echo those that historians have made from other sources, such as the remarkable survey of all the adult male inhabitants of Gloucestershire, 88 per cent of them with identified occupations, made in 1608 to register men for the militia. Comparison with that listing enables us to ask whether any occupations occur surprisingly often among our victims and thus which jobs may have been unusually dangerous or unusually safe. Of course, Gloucestershire was not typical of the whole of England – no county was – but it had large agricultural and textile manufacturing sectors, mining in the Forest of Dean, and transport arteries by road and river, so its inhabitants represented most significant areas of the economy.


For most occupational groups, the Gloucestershire figures match ours. Agriculture looks dangerous: 53 per cent of victims worked in farming, but only 46 per cent of militiamen did so. However, if we assume that many men in rural Gloucestershire not assigned to an occupation were agriculturalists, then the numbers come into balance. Fishing, mining and building show roughly the same proportion employed in Gloucestershire as meeting with accidents. Accident figures for metalwork, woodwork and leatherwork look a little low, but many victims described merely as urban labourers may have been working in those industries. The same may apply to the dress trades – tailoring, shoemaking, glove-making and so on – and to the commercial and retail sectors, though the disproportions there are larger. They start to look like low-risk jobs. The ultimate safe billet lay in the textile industries. More than one man in seven in Gloucestershire, admittedly a major cloth-making area, wove or processed cloth, fewer than one man in fifty who died in an accident.


Work in transport was dangerous. One victim in thirty-five worked on a boat or a ship, whereas it was one in eighty men in the Gloucestershire militia. And one job sticks out as lethal. Accident rates in food and drink preparation were unusually high. Some of that was down to brewing, for though brewers were comparatively few, three times as many died in accidents as one would expect. The greater culprit was milling. One man in a hundred in Gloucestershire worked in a mill, one accident victim in thirty. Watermills, windmills or horse-mills offered too many ways to die. The risk must have been worth it: there were increasing profits to be made in milling as food demand rose over the century and millers’ reputation as crafty profiteers presumably had some foundation.


Occupational titles allow us to examine other kinds of change. The balance among agriculturalists between yeomen, with larger family farms, and husbandmen, with smaller family farms, on the one hand, and labourers, who were employed on the big holdings managed by yeomen or gentlemen, on the other, can be used to chart the spread of large-scale farming for the market, agrarian capitalism as it has been called. By this test, counties where farming was at the capitalist end of the spectrum by the nineteenth century were already full of labourers in Tudor times. Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire topped the table in 1851 for the most farm labourers per family farmer, followed by other southern and eastern counties. Bedfordshire had the most labourers per family farmer among our victims too, with Hertfordshire, Huntingdonshire, Norfolk and Rutland also high at around three labourers per yeoman or husbandman. Conversely northern and western counties harboured many family farms into the Victorian age, and Yorkshire and Cumberland, Staffordshire, Shropshire and Worcestershire, Devon and Somerset were similar in Tudor times, each with one labourer per family farmer or fewer.


Having established the identity of the deceased, the report moved on to the circumstances of the fatality. These nearly always included a date, often a time of day to the nearest hour or space of a few hours – doubtless known from some combination of church clock bells and the position of the sun – and sometimes a precise location. But accounts of events ranged from the briefest mention of drowning in a pond to slow-motion descriptions of complicated cart crashes. The time of death, whether instant or after a period of hours or days, was specified in about half of the reports. The first finder of the body was often named to exclude them from any suspicion of homicide. Such details enable us to sketch wider kinds of social change and social interaction.


Poverty grew over the century under the impact of population growth, social change, famine and inflation. Official responses ranged from relief to repression. At one end of the scale, wandering without work, vagrancy, was a punishable offence. At Gayton, Norfolk, in June 1536, Dorothy Grene felt the full force of the law. A Yorkshirewoman haunting a distant county, aged around thirty and sturdy enough to work, she fitted all the stereotypes of the scrounger. Having asked several people for alms, she was arrested by the two yeomen who served as village constables. They did their duty, as the jurors recognised, under the recently passed act for the punishment of sturdy vagabonds, tying her behind a horse and whipping her. She made so much noise that she spooked the horse. It dragged her up the road, giving her the injuries from which she died three weeks later.


Such treatment makes it easier to empathise with John Carter. As he wandered about at Fittleworth, Sussex, in May 1530, he was warned by a local gentleman that he was to be brought before Sir Henry Owen, the nearest justice of the peace, and punished for vagrancy. He hid up a willow tree to evade arrest but fell into a stream and drowned. Larger towns turned steadily to the systematic incarceration of the apparently idle or refractory poor in workhouses, often named after London’s Bridewell hospital. There they were to do productive but tedious work. Mabel Ockford, crushed by the beam of a malt mill as she drove the horse that worked it at the ‘Bridwell’ in Gloucester in 1589, was presumably an inmate.


The worst crises of poverty came in years of disastrous harvests and soaring food prices. Pauper deaths evoke the agony of years like 1557, when an unidentified beggar died of exposure at night on the bank of the River Nidd on Tockwith Moor, Yorkshire, or 1596, when a wandering pauper fell down the cliff at Church Hougham in Kent. But the indigent were always present. Some were young. Robert and Elizabeth Thorppe, who died collecting alms in the villages of Knaresborough Forest in 1523, were twelve and six. Some were old. Elizabeth Purseglove, who died begging at Chilcote, Derbyshire, in 1531, was eighty. Slowly the poor laws consolidated a system of organised parish relief, and Thomasina Pease sounds like a beneficiary: being exceedingly poor, she lived in 1576 at the charge and cost of the parishioners of her home parish of West Hanningford, Essex.


Beggars could move considerable distances. Some tried their luck a mile or two away, often in the nearest town, others four or five miles. Some begged alms at the houses of their neighbours, others at the gates of the rich. Many victims were known by name to their neighbours, and some had work in better times. Unknown wanderers – nine could not be named by the jurors – must have gone much further. One had been around long enough to acquire the evocative nickname ‘Elizabeth at Gode sent us’.


Most vulnerable, as today, were those without shelter in winter. Jane Jackson, needy, weak and feverish from lack of food, died of exposure in a field at Bingham, Nottinghamshire, in March 1541. Some begged respite in barns. The Arnold family, John, Margaret and their children, slept a night in January 1579 in John Parker’s barn at Darmsden, Suffolk. There the two children suffocated under forty-nine sheaves of falling wheat. Thomas Gray, an elderly beggar, was wandering the streets of York with nowhere to sleep on the night of 2 March 1568 when he saw an opportunity. At the city walls on Fishergate there was an opening at the top of a door into a room in the postern gate, a building which still survives. He climbed up a piece of wooden board until he could reach the gap and pushed his arms and head, then his chest, over the top of the door. As he struggled to get inside, his feet slipped off the board and he was jammed. Cold and weak, he hung there until he died.


No wonder a place in an almshouse or hospital was attractive. Victims who were inmates typify the admission criteria of age and inability to work. Nicholas Lytster, with his room at the hospice of St John of Jerusalem in Clerkenwell, was seventy, old and debilitated. John Burton, living in a hospital for the poor in the suburbs of York, was old, debilitated and lame. Alice Bonsan of ‘Almeshows Strete’ in Setchey, outside King’s Lynn, was an octogenarian widow, weak and debilitated. Others died around St Leonard’s Hospital, Northampton, the Magdalen Hospital of Allington by Bridport, Dorset, and the Westwick Gate at Norwich, presumably annexed to the hospital nearby.


Around one in a hundred of our victims were not English. By far the most numerous and least legally distinct were the Welsh. They were present in the border counties but also scattered further afield. No jurors ever identified a victim as Welsh in the way they did the Scots or the Irish, though they came close with the names Ralph Howell alias Welshman and Lewis Powell alias Welshman. What marked the Welsh out were their patronymic names, often going beyond fathers to grandfathers or great-grandfathers, like Cadwalader ap Huw ap Dafydd, Tomos ap Huw ap Dafydd and Ieuan ap Ieuan ap Hywel ap Siencyn, three Montgomeryshire labourers who died sleeping in a barn at Little Ness in Shropshire in August 1580. These patronymics were already turning into the now familiar Welsh surnames borne by the likes of Lewis Bowen, Edward Evans, John Morgan, Catherine Powell and Margaret Prichard.


The Irish were ruled by the same monarch as the English, but in a separate kingdom. Few appeared in the inquests. Eight passengers drowned in a small boat sailing from Ireland to Minehead, but they were unidentified. In contrast, seventy-year-old Margaret Laurence of Bristol was characterised by the jurors as an ‘Irysshe woman’, and others’ names – Margaret Iryshe, James Irisheman or Anthony Cannon alias Iryshe – may indicate recent migration. Gaelic names occur rarely if at all, even in anglicised forms: Richard Gorman, Richard Kellegh, Silvester Megham and William Neele might be candidates. The other Irish individual to appear in the reports was not a victim, but Patrick the Irishman, the vagrant who found Thomas Witt in a collapsed gravel pit at Radley, Berkshire, in 1551.


Though often at war with the English, Scots appeared both in the North and further afield. William Wilson, ‘Scotishman’, was found dead in Cumberland in 1532 with an unexplained wound in his neck. Richard Kempe, another Scot, was settled at Boroughbridge in Yorkshire, but two Scots in Cambridgeshire were more transient. Agnes Clerk, alias ‘the Scottes woman’, was begging for food when she fell into a ditch in Jesus Lane, Cambridge, in 1534. William Hobson had more resourcefulness but equally little luck. He died three weeks after attempting to entertain the inhabitants of Over just before Christmas 1523 with what he described as a game used in his country. It seems to have involved his lying on the ground on his back, bracing himself against a beam or doorpost, while six men tried to pull him along with a rope. As the six men could not move him, he tried bracing himself with one leg rather than two and the leg broke.


Among continental Europeans, the Dutch, who might include varieties of Germans, were commonest. They appeared first as sailors and migrant craftsmen – a smith in Southwark, shoemakers in Cambridge and Sussex, brewers at Thetford and London – and then later in the century as religious refugees. Sometimes they were identified by their place of origin or that of their ship. Sometimes they can be guessed at by their characteristic names: Adrian Gossen, Marcus Vanwestergam and so on.


Two victims neatly fitted English prejudices. One was that the Dutch arrived in floods to mount unfair competition to English workers. Hubert Peecke lived at Sandwich, where a church for Protestant clothworkers exiled from the Low Countries was established in 1561. Inside ten years the community outnumbered the English-born population of the town. Hubert drowned in July 1568 when he went out of Sandwich to the ‘newe haven’ at Worth nearby to bathe with other aliens called ‘Duchemen’. Another view of the Dutch was that they readily drank to excess, so it would have been no surprise that Elizabeth, ‘a Duchewoman’, perhaps linked to the German copper miners active in the area, was drunk when she fell into the River Greta at Keswick in November 1574.


The French appear in our records only as visiting sailors, the smaller Spanish and Italian communities hardly at all. Those of African origin may be hinted at by the small child killed by the waterwheel at a Sussex iron-forge in 1588, Joan Blackamore, though the surname was also used by those whose ancestors hailed from villages of that name in Essex, Hampshire and Somerset.


Regional identities within England were also strong. The Cornish had the most distinctive surnames and place-names – John Treffrye of Egloshayle, Thomas Trelowyn of St Blazey – but other parts had favoured personal names. Cuthberts, named for the sainted bishop of Lindisfarne, met mishaps in the far North. Randles and Ranulfs died in Shropshire and Derbyshire, bordering Cheshire from which the name of its Norman earls spread. Jurors also used distinctive local words. Household servants were called grooms in the West. Small carts were coops in Yorkshire and putts in the South and south-west. Fords were waths in Yorkshire and the Lake Counties, and streets were gates from Northumberland to Nottinghamshire. A small bridge was a brow in Huntingdonshire and a prey in Surrey. A tree-stump in the south-west was a moot.


Small watercourses showed the most variety. They were becks or sikes in the Lake Counties, Yorkshire and the North Midlands. The southern equivalent was stream, used from Berkshire and Suffolk southwards. Brooks were scattered widely but concentrated in the Midlands. Yet more local terms appeared on occasion: a burn in Northumberland, a greive in Westmorland, a fleam in Staffordshire, and creeks on the coast of Essex and Kent. In East Anglia a small pond was a pulk.


England was also diverse in its response to the most obvious cultural changes of the century, those of the Reformation. One sign of this was the names people gave their children. Protestant enthusiasm for Bible characters, perhaps even a tendency to identify godly England with Old Testament Israel, brought in a kaleidoscope of previously rare names. From the 1560s to the end of the century, starting with children born and christened around the time of the Books of Common Prayer of 1549, 1552 and 1559 and under the influence of the English Bibles of the 1530s, we meet, from the Book of Genesis alone, Abel Metcallf and Seth Holmes, Abraham Gilbert and Sarah Sele, Issac Goryng and Rachel Kinge, Jacob Moore, Dinah Nurton and Joseph Sanders. Exodus and Judges inspired the parents of Moses Foster, Jethro Wilcockes, Aaron Norman, Joshua Withell and Deborah Poulter. The prophets added Jonah Hollande, Zachary Nedham, Ezekiel Harper and Baruch Spencer. Minor characters from the New Testament also appeared, with Nathaniel Danyell, Zacchaeus Spanner and Cornelius Williams, with Theophilus Thacker and Titus Talworth, with Martha Crandall and Tabitha Polhell. Lastly came the names of spiritual virtues, adorning Grace Caype, Mercy Panckeherst and Prudence Carter.


These new names spread fastest in the southern and eastern counties, where religious change took hold more quickly. Seven of these victims came from Kent, five from Suffolk. The eight Abrahams who had accidents between the 1570s and 1590s fit the story, six hailing from East Anglia and the south-east. Meanwhile the Renaissance admiration for the classical world brought in Greek and Roman names at the top of society – Hercules Raynsford esquire – and at humbler levels, with Arrian Appetharpe, Cassandra Heycoke and Trajan Fawcett.


Earlier in the century, in contrast, unusual names had often come from local saints or other historical figures. Anglo-Saxon abbesses inspired Kenburgh Ryxon, Mildred Harwyn and Frideswide Skarborow; a countess of Normandy, Gunnora Browkes; and a countess of Mercia, Godiva Dawe. The heroes of romance, though never numerous, ran from Roland Warnar, who fell drunk down the stairs of the White Horse Inn at Dunstable in 1524, through the occasional Lancelot, Tristram and Tryamour, to Roland Nicholson, a labourer who came off his horse at East Tanfield, Yorkshire, in 1590.


The commonest names were persistent. Before 1530, more than a quarter of male victims were called John, another quarter either Thomas or William, and a third quarter Richard, Robert or those royal and martial names Henry, Edward and George. Not much had changed by the 1590s. No feminine name was quite as dominant as John, but before 1530 Margaret and Joan or Jane each accounted for nearly a fifth of women, Alice for one in seven, and Agnes and Elizabeth each for one in ten. Joan was still strong in the 1590s, but Margaret and Alice had slipped back. The great gainers were Mary, risen from rarity to more than one in twenty, and Elizabeth, the leading name by a short head at one in six. What parts attention to the Bible and loyalty to the Tudors played in their rise is hard to know.


It is easy to get trapped inside the world of the accident reports, squeezing out intriguing detail and telling patterns. But it is important to remind ourselves that the victims were real people living in communities – the same communities that reported on their deaths – who appear in other records. Some parish registers noted the circumstances in which those buried had died and our victims feature in those. The registers of Grantchester mark the steady toll of Cambridge students drowning in the river. In Southwark the register noted the burial of Katherine Robyns or Robynson, a butcher’s wife slain by a beer cart, on the day following her inquest in 1545.


Pardons for accidental homicide sometimes confirm the details of inquest reports. Thomas Egglesfeld of Sutton on Derwent, Yorkshire, gentleman, for example, shot an arrow at a mark on the wall of a house on 19 May 1511, not knowing that Elizabeth Smyth was inside. The arrow punctured the wall and hit her in the left side, killing her instantly. He was pardoned for her death on 28 February 1512. William Bryswood of Hardwick, Nottinghamshire, shot a crossbow bolt at a robin on a hedge on 28 July 1537, unaware that John Doughty was lying behind it. John died on 3 August and William was pardoned five months later. John Lyes of Little Tey, Essex, shot John Bucke with Richard Pare’s fowling gun at Wakes Colne mill on 16 July 1596, not realising it was loaded, and was pardoned in the following February.


Wills can fill in more of the life behind the death. Few accident victims made them. Many had no property to leave, many died too suddenly to make the normal deathbed dispositions. But some came from the propertied classes who had reason to keep a draft will, and others lingered long enough to make their wishes known. Sussex and Yorkshire provide eloquent examples.


Some wills shed bright light on the interval between mishap and death. James Poke of Mountfield was crushed in a marl-pit collapse on 10 June 1578, digging for a mixture of clay and chalk added to light or sandy soils to improve their fertility, and immediately made his will. The vicar and several neighbours and relations were there to witness as he made careful provision for his wife Winifred and their unborn child. Next day he was dead. William Ridges of Forest Row was hit in the left thigh by an exploding gun barrel and died later that day, 20 September 1589. He ‘made and declared’ a will, presumably hurriedly, dividing his goods and leases of land between his wife and children. One of the witnesses was Adam Adamson, the man who fired the gun.


The affairs of the young esquire William Staveley of Ripon Park, Yorkshire, were more complex. He was kicked in the right leg by the horse of William Vavasour as they rode through York together on 27 March 1598. Carried off, deeply wounded, to the house of John Stephenson in Coney Street, he took two weeks to die. He already had a will, meticulously dividing his lands, goods and money among his family. But the day before he died, five witnesses added to it ‘wordes uttered’ by him ‘as his last will and testament’. He was thinking about land and cash, but most insistently, perhaps feverishly, about horses. He left his bay and white geldings to his nephew William and his little white mare to Robert Harrington. For the man who cared for his mounts, Marmaduke Brian ‘alias horseman my servant’, there was a bequest small, but gratefully detailed: two cows, pastured in summer in the lime-kilns at Pennacroft, with two loads of hay to feed them in winter for twenty-one years.


Those with less to leave than Staveley also made poignant provision. Robert Elwood of Bowland House, in marshy Watton in the East Riding, fisherman, had made a will two years before he drowned on 1 August 1559 in a sinking boat with his wife Katherine, Ellen Elwood and another couple. He left houses and plots of land in Aike to his sons, including Roland, who, the coroner noted, had custody of the salvaged boat. He left each son a hull net for fishing. He left his lease of land in Leven Carrs to Katherine, who would not survive him to enjoy it. Nor could she act as executor, a task she was to have shared with all his children, including the child in her womb as he made the will, ‘when yt shall plaise God to sende yt into the worlde’. Was that child Ellen?


The few victims who had public careers tempt us to reflect on their characters. John Somer was mayor of Sandwich in Kent four times between 1512 and 1525 and the town’s MP in 1523. The town records suggest that he was irascible, involved in an unseemly row on the quayside with a former mayor and several knife-fights with other councillors. This rather fits his end, hare coursing in a field at Eastry in April 1526. His hound went after a hare, but the hare escaped. Doubtless infuriated, Somer dashed after the hare on his horse to drive it back towards the hound. He cannot have been looking where he was going, for he smashed his head into the branch of an ash tree so hard that he broke his neck.


Others were more discreet but perhaps too comfortable. John Glanvile, MP for his native Tavistock in 1586, rose smoothly through the legal profession, working for all the right people, West Country powerbrokers like Sir Walter Raleigh and the earl of Bedford. By 1600 he was a justice of the court of Common Pleas at Westminster. Riding on his expensive bay gelding at Tavistock at eight on a summer evening, he was thrown to the ground and hit his head on a stone. A persistent tradition, reinforced by his bulky funeral effigy, held that it was the corpulence born of his prosperity that made him fall so hard.


Glanvile’s effigy makes him one of the very few accident victims we can picture. Walter Elmes and Thomas Magnus, clergymen commemorated by brasses, share the distinction. Elmes was rector of Harpsden in Oxfordshire, where his family were lords of the manor. On Friday, 15 July 1511, presumably a hot day, he took off his clothes, went into the Thames and drowned in deep water. Magnus met his end in 1550. He was a veteran diplomat, member of the King’s Council in the North and accumulator of church posts across the northern counties, including the rectory of Sessay, Yorkshire. He fell from his horse when it bolted in Sessay High Wood after a sixteen-mile ride. Despite his advanced age, eighty-six, he lingered five days.


Such men are known to history in a way that most of our victims are not. Yet the brute facts of life and death conspired to put them all into the picture of society that the inquests equip us to draw. It is a picture, as we have seen, that ranges widely, from young to old, from rich to poor, from farmers to craftsmen, from Godiva and Kenburgh to Dinah and Martha, from the Welsh to the Dutch. For the details of that picture we depend on the information extracted from local society by the regular machinery of the English state. Let us visit the coroner’s court.










3


At the Coroner’s Court
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How can we trust what the coroners’ reports tell us? Historians have debated the question and for the most part their verdict has been cautiously positive. They write of the inquest jurors’ ‘activity and initiative’ and of the reports’ ‘factual strength’, ‘superior detail’, ‘immediacy’ and ‘ring of reality’. But we should think through the issues for ourselves. How were the reports created and what kind of evidence do they present?


England had had coroners since the twelfth century. Tudor local government handbooks, frequently reprinted, instructed that when someone died in sudden, or violent, or suspicious circumstances, the coroner should be called in by local officials or other honest men. He should come without delay and order a jury to be summoned. Parish constables or town bailiffs drew a jury together and the jurors were sworn in. Coroner and jurors viewed the body and the jurors answered to the best of their knowledge the coroner’s questions about the circumstances and cause of the death.


Elizabeth’s secretary of state, Sir Thomas Smith, explaining the government of England to her continental neighbours in 1583, claimed that inquests were held ‘commonly in the streete in an open place’, but that cannot have been practical in all English weathers. Public buildings often served: churches, rectories, castles, guildhalls, inns. Each county had several coroners at any one time, elected in the county court. In little Rutland they often worked in pairs, but in larger shires they concentrated their work in different districts. Variations in jurisdiction gave cities, towns and some great landlords their own coroners, while the lord admiral’s officers investigated deaths at sea and the royal household coroner cases near the court. Occasionally there were unseemly disputes. At Oxford rioters overturned the table at which the city coroners were sitting, threw old shoes at the mayor and aldermen, and even broke the mayor’s mace, as they insisted that Wolvercote lay in the county’s jurisdiction, not that of the city.
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