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ABSTRACT

There is scope for clarifying characteristics that distinguish small towns in the Middle Ages
both from larger and lesser settlements and from each other. This will involve investigating their

economy, their role in their area and their social structure and government.

The topic of urban decline in the period has been the subject of much debate and small
towns, of course, are relevant to this, while potentially having features which make their

experience distinctive. Chepyng Walden increased dramatically in wealth and population during
the later Middle Ages and has an unusually large and rich corpus of contemporary documents in

which to seek explanations.

It has been called a ‘cloth town’, yet in this period its relationship to the nearby cloth area
which was very prosperous in the early sixteenth century was not overtly a primary generator of
its expansion but the role of the saffron industry was publicly acknowledged at the time by clear
references. Both the economic structure of at least parts of Walden's region and its
opportunities in distant markets had distinctive characteristics in which an increasingly dominant

and relatively close London played a significant part.

Though lacking the multiple layers of larger towns, the structures of society and
government were clearly defined. A distinct elite, already evident by 1440, and in which mercers
were particularly prominent, became more oligarchical, over the period concentrating its power
in the Holy Trinity Gild, which by the early sixteenth century was the effective government.
Nevertheless, the courts of the manor and borough struggled with considerable disorder and
disregard for custom, which were doubtless influenced by the increasing population and notable
disparities in wealth. There are signs, too, that though the burgesses’ rights were limited, the

elite themselves felt increasingly able to show disrespect for manorial institutions.
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INTRODUCTION

Small town studies help us to understand the character of towns in general. Because
they lie near to the frontier between town and country, they help us to answer the question, what
was a town? We need to know more about the economy of small towns in the Middle Ages, their
relationship with their hinterland, and their social structure and government. A study of Saffron
Walden has the potential to throw light on all of these problems.

The time span chosen covers the years of the mid-fifteenth century depression and the
subsequent period of potential recovery. It provides an opportunity exploit the churchwardens’
accounts of Chepyng Walden parish, for the whole fifty years, which can be correlated with
contemporary records of the manor court, property deeds and wills to allow a detailed picture of
this small town’s functioning in the later Middle Ages. Additionally, the first known reference to
saffron at what was still called Chepyng Walden is in an agreement about tithes from 1444, so
that a study of this period might enable clarification of the development of the industry.

Among the many attempts at definition of urbanism, some consensus has emerged. In
relation to this study of a small town, it is particularly important to be able to isolate those
features, now widely accepted as indicators of urban status, which distinguish even the simplest
urban entity from those which lack them.

Most urban places of the period were small: with a minimum population, normally, of
about three hundred, they might be smaller than some villages in the vicinity. This raises the point
that size as an identifier is unsatisfactory; there were substantial settiements which, even if they
had some sort of market function, fell short of urban status because although exchange, and
hence a market, was the fundamental rationale of towns, distinct characteristics distinguish towns
from lesser settlements. A consensus about these characteristics has been reached. Any town
must have a permanent densely settied population engaged in a variety of predominantly non-

agrarian occupations. Most small towns would have between twenty and forty different



occupations and towns are frequently referred to in the records of others. With at least this
difference from the countryside, the town serves as centre for a rural area dependent on it for
varnied purposes, including the fundamental one of exchange.! This leads us to the question of
identifying such an area.

Theorists of urban development have agreed on the recognition of a so-called ‘sphere of

influence’, or ‘hinterland’, as the area with which the town interacts, primarily through its market
function, but also for legal, social and cultural purposes. At the most basic level, of serving as
point of exchange for peasant surpluses, the basis of the medieval economy, for reguiar trade by
artisans and wage earners and for supply of goods and expertise obtained from beyond the near
surroundings, the fown is the centre of a zone of intensive interaction, namely its primary
hinterland. This is, typically, of about 10.5 km radius, because based on the distance that
peasants might travel to market and return within the day. It is also, therefore, irrespective of the
town’s size. The nature and buoyancy of this ‘client territory’, with a symbiotic relationship to the

town, will have a crucial effect on the town: that north Essex had large numbers of landless and

smallholders implied both economic and social consequences for Walden.3 A town’s prosperity

might be boosted by particular advantages, such as a raw material or distinctive product with

wider appeal, or location on the interface between contrasting pays.

The need to consider the relationship between hinterlands of neighbouring towns has
led to the development of ‘central place’ theory, which comprises the articulation of such

hinterlands into a web where, while those of neighbours abut, or may overlap at their extremities,

they are included in the larger hinterlands of successively larger towns, whose size reflects

' Sources discussing these topics include: C. Dyer, ‘Market towns and the countryside in late medieval England’, Canadian
Joumnal of History, 31 (1996), pp. 17-35; A. Cowan, Urban Europe, 1500-1700 (London, 1998); R. Britnell, ‘Town life', in R.
Horrox and W. M. Ormrod (eds), A Social History of England 1200-1500 (Cambridge, 2000}, pp. 134-78; R. H. Hilton, English
and French Towns in Feudal Society (Cambridge, 1992); P. M. Hohenberg and L. H. Lees, The Making of Urban Europe

(London, 1995).

2 H. Carter, The Study of Urban Geography (London, 1972), pp. 63-87 and S. R. Epstein 'Introduction’, in idem (ed.), Town
and Country in Europe (Cambridge, 2001), pp. 1-29 discuss theory.

3 C. Dyer, "Small towns 1270-1540, in D. M. Palliser (ed.}, CUHB i, 600-1540 (Cambridge, 2000}, pp. 503-37; L. R. Poos, A
Rural Society after the Black Death: Essex 1300-1525 (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 11-31.



success as a central place for a multitude of functions. As a result, in any particular study,
clarification of the connections with neighbouring towns and with such local higher order centres
s essential.

Apart from conceming the zone of primary intensive interaction, the reach of towns
roughly corresponds to variations in their sizes. However, another important variation depends on
the good or service provided. While contact may arise between pays with differing resources and
a consequent need to trade for complementary products, any degree of specialisation in product,
a characteristic which was increasing in the period, also implies longer-distance contact.
Similarly, the accessing of specialist services, particularly legal and ecclesiastical, of commodities
such as oils and dyestuffs, as well as matters of lordship, brings towns into the orbit of larger
centres, potentially even regional capitals or the metropolis. In this way, the connections of a

town can be viewed ‘vertically’: while serving as outlet and supply point for its own area, i

connects to a more important town, a higher order centre, for purposes not available in its locality.

An obvious implication of this is that neighbouring towns of a similar order have little reason to

interact.4

The hypothetically even spread of primary towns proposed by central place theory is, of
course, distorted by varied factors, even apart from the great variation in terrain and scope for
exploitation of the sdrroundings. Additionally, towns have been characterised as deliberate
political, economic and legal acts of lordship, rather than evolving spontaneously in response to
locational advantages.5 Many such towns were commercial gambles, aimed at providing revenue
for their lord, and to survive they would have to carve and maintain a niche at least sufficient to
support the essential minimum range of non-agrarian occupations. If a site was founded near to a

manor house, castle or monastery, it might have been chosen mainly for prestige, defence or its

4 J. A Galloway, Town and country in England 1300-1570', in Epstein (ed.), Town and Country, pp. 106-31.
°  S.R. Epstein, ‘Introduction’, in idem (ed.), p. 13.



religious associations, which might not be commercially advantageous. These factors are highly
relevant to an assessment of Walden.

One locational advantage might be the opportunity to tap into a route connecting major
centres. A small town'’s established contacts and mechanisms might in fact allow it to serve as
relay for towns lacking these and, of course, if this role flourished, it might itself rise in the
hierarchy. Such exploitation of routeways has been identified by the approach known as network
analysis, which emphasises the importance of links between central places and draws attention
to the opportunity for towns as exchange points, or even initially as service stations, to act as
relays, nodes, junctions or outposts in the network. While the importance of routeways was
already evident, in the period on-going commercialisation and centralisation, as well as
improvements in transport itself, increased their significance. Regarding Walden, its links to the
nearby Stort-Cam corridor, part of the London to Norwich route, and to the Cam near Cambridge
are very relevant. For the latter, and for much else, the churchwardens’ accounts of Walden
provide substantial evidence. They illustrate the obvious point that the engagement of a market
town with others is affected by not only the other towns’ status and the nature of the relevant
product or service but by characteristics of the market town itself. Institutions within the town,
such as the parish church, were likely to deal in relatively large quantities of goods, or have

specialist needs, which demanded interaction at more distant points.

URBAN DECLINE

The role and contribution of towns as a whole, as of individual ones, was subject to

variation. In this context, smaller towns have been drawn into the debate about urban decline in

5  Hohenberg and Lees in Urban Europe, discuss network analysis.



the later Middle Ages.? While it is certain that, nationally, population had declined and the level
was now broadly static, it is not clear that towns as a whole had declined relatively; a
fundamental criterion of de-urbanisation is a shrinking importance.8 While most larger towns, in
common with rural areas, had lost population from the mid-fourteenth century and some can
certainly be said to have declined, with urban rents decreased, fee farms reduced and houses
abandoned, experience varied, with a few contrasting.

However, what of market towns, specifically? Did smaller towns have a different
experience from larger ones in the later Middle Ages? We have seen that they were
proportionately more highly dependent on their surroundings. Over time, various factors, such as
changes in external demand, would impact on production in the hinterland, and on the
composition of its labour supply, which had been affected economically and socially by the drop
in population levels. Small towns in areas such as south Devon, with a flourishing industry in the
period, certainly expanded, as was the case with some market towns in other areas with viable
local industry.? Towns outside such areas but able to connect with them might be able to benefit.
Walden's relationship to the Suffolk/Essex cloth area is, clearly, relevant here. In addition to this,
those that were able to trade a specialist product might be able to tie into privileged outlets at

home that remained relatively buoyant, or indeed, to exploit export demand.

The relevance of scale

The increasing prominence of large merchants, hence outsiders, might impact

negatively on the small town's market role, though they might foster a specialism, as they had at

T R. B. Dobson, 'Urban decline in late medieval England’, in R. Hoit and G. Rosser (eds), The Medieval Town: a Reader in
English Urban History 1200-1500 (Harlow, 1990), pp. 265-86; A. Dyer, Decline and Growth in English Towns 1400-1640
(1991, Cambridge, 1995); C. Phythian-Adams, ‘Urban decay in late medieval England’, in P. Abrams and E. A. Wrigley (eds),
Towns in Societies (Cambridge, 1978), pp. 159-85; A. R. Bridbury, ‘English Towns in the later Middle Ages', Ec.HR, 34
(1981), pp. 1-24; S. H. Rigby, ‘Urban decline in the later middie ages: some problems with the statistical data’, Urban History
Yearbook, 6 (1979), pp. 46-59; D. M. Palliser, ‘Urban decay revisited', in J. A. F. Thomson (ed.), Towns and Townspeople in
the Fifteenth Century (Gloucester, 1998), pp. 1-21.

8 C. Dyer, 'How urbanised was medieval England?’, in J-M. Duvosquel and E. Thoen (eds), Peasants and Townsmen in
Medieval Europe: Studies in Honorem Adriaan Verhulst (Ghent, 1995), pp. 163-83.

8 Dyer, 'Small towns’, pp. 535-7.



Thaxted, largely by finance and organisation.’0 Smaller towns’ proportionately greater
involvement in a predominantly local exchange operation meant they were less likely to suffer the
damaging effects of over-dependence on any specialisation. The latter increased vulnerability, as
demonstrated by the depression of Coventry's textile/clothing industry between 1448 and 1476.
Postles suggests that larger towns and boroughs were dependent on, but not part of, rural
economies, possibly suffering more than those small towns which were able to remain integral to
the countryside.!! This hinterland’s economic strength remained vital: the Midland grain area’s
towns suffered stagnation and decline following the need to convert to less-intensive pastoral
farming, while the increasing wealth of peasants and rural artisans in their hinterlands helped
some small towns maintain prosperity and some even grew, surely an indicator of buoyancy in a
situation of overall population stagnation.12 However, falling rents and fee-farms might, indeed,
indicate economic, as well as population decline. For the fourteenth century, Astill finds small
towns provide the best evidence for decline, though some had a fifteenth century revival.’3
Opposed tendencies seem to be evident. Small towns in pastoral districts were able to
weather labour shortage and with resources conducive to rural industries, particularly cloth,
leather and, perhaps, metals, might flourish. Among countrysides enabling such diversity were
areas where relatively ‘open’ industrialising settlements drew dynamism from as large a town as
Coventry.' Advantaged towns included those at the interface of pays and so able to ‘look’ either
way and also those able to develop a valuable specialism through, for instance, natural
endowment, such as Droitwich, or enterprise and initiative, such as Thaxted. Alan Dyer adds to

the perhaps predominant consensus in favour of the relatively positive experience of small towns:

10 D. Keene, 'Small towns and the metropolis: the experience of medieval England’, in Duvosquel and Thoen, Peasants and
Townsmen, pp. 234-6.

" C. Phythian-Adams, Desolation of a City: Coventry and the Urban Crisis of the Late Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1979), p. 41,
D. A. Postles, 'An English small town in the late Middle Ages: Loughborough’, Urban History, 20 (1993), p. 28.

12 C.Dyerand T. R. Slater, 'The Midlands', in Palliser (ed.), CUHBI, p. 634.

3 C. Dyer, ‘Smali towns', pp. 534-5; G. G. Astill, ‘Archaeology and the late medieval urban decline’, in T. R. Slater (ed.), Towns
in Decline, A.D. 100-1600 (Aldershot, 2000), pp. 214-21.

14 Phythian-Adams, Desolation, p. 282.



the experience of London and the small fowns was ‘more cheerful than larger towns'.** The

increasing flourishing of London is accepted by all modemn commentators.

THE BUILT FORM

Some, often very partial, indications of the built form may be éained from the survival
and distribution of buildings of the period and from analysis of the street pattern. It may also be
possible from the street plan to suggest the sequence of development of sectors of the town,
shown by distinct units of the plan. The evidence of streets and buildings may be supplemented
by material from contemporary documents such as surveys, rentals, deeds, wills and court rolls,
which are likely also to suggest the location of industrial and commercial enterprises and whether
these were associated with specific areas.

Within the relatively densely-built environment characteristic of towns, there is unlikely to
be difficulty in identifying the core area, which normally accommodated the focal economic,
governmental, religious and social functions. At the heart of this was the market, the economic
hub, often very close to the church, in a small town the focus, normally, of a single parish, which
included both the town and a rural area. The market might well house stalls, permanent or
temporary, in addition to shops, though increasingly shops were replacing stalls on the same site,
perhaps fossilising in the market plan the distribution of the more temporary structures. Shops
were aiso likely to be found on a major route through the town, along which might be houses of
the elite, which congregated near the core, too, in the most advantageous commercial locations.
Close to the market would be a building where market tolis would be paid and disputes settled

and near this was often a prestige building of a major socio-religious gild.

The manorial centre would form a distinct focus for administering the demesne and a

meeting place for the lord’s courts. Ordinary houses would be closely set, on narrow plots, with

15 A.Dyer, Decline, p. 61.



buildings, used for a variety of domestic, commercial and industrial purposes, extending
backwards.1

Within the overall complex’ of buildings, there might be signs of decay and
abandonment. If will be important to recognise both signs of economic decline and other
economic and perhaps social processes which might lead to such redundancy. Signs of new

building, while apparently positive, might indicate recovery from earlier decay, rather than primary

expansion.

THE ECONOMY

Any town's economic complexion is reflected in the types and range of its occupations.
They clarify its essential activities, shed light on how it fits into the region and suggest what
longer distance connections it might have. Importantly, this will test the relevance of theories of
central place and networks, since the patiem of contacts can be mapped and the resulting
distribution analysed. In Walden's case, this may help to elucidate the degree of its reliance on
contact with Cambridge, as the nearest higher order centre, and with London, only 60 km distant,
as well its relationship to the Stort/Cam corridor and its potential association with the Stour valley
cloth area. Light should also be thrown on its contacts with similar-status towns. It is important to
bear in mind, in relation to all these, that the context was constantly changing, for example in the
distribution of wealth and property, the importance of London and the vitality of the cloth
industry. V7

Occupational evidence is, of course, likely to rex}eal specialisms, by comparison with
those mundane ones, such as bakers, carpenters and shoemakers, identified as typical by a

consensus of commentators. Major topics for investigation arise: apart from the need to clarify the

16 J. Grenville, Medieval Housing (Leicester, 1997); S. Pearson, ‘Rural and urban houses, 1100-1500: ‘urban adaptation’
reconsidered’, in K. Giles and C. Dyer (eds), Town and Country in the Middle Ages: Confrasts, Contacts and
Interconnections, 1100-1500 (Leeds, 2005), pp. 43-63.

7R H. Britnell, ‘Urban demand in the English economy, 1300-1600', in J. A. Galloway (ed.), Trade, Urban Hinterlands and
Market Integration 1300-1600, CMH working papers, 3 (London, 2000), pp. 1-21; idem, 'The woollen textile industry of
Suffolk in the later Middle Ages', The Ricardian, 13 (2003), pp. 86-99.



town’s basic means of livelihood and whether it was declining, is it justifiable to call Walden a

cloth town’, as has been done, and what was the role of the industry acknowledged in the

change in the town’s name?18

THE REGION'S TOWNS

An area of radius about 40 km around Walden is centred on low upland. It includes
fringe areas of four counties: north-west Essex, south Cambridgeshire, north-east Hertfordshire
and south-west Suffolk and thirty-nine towns, including, at its borders, the major ones of
Cambridge, Colchester and Bury St Edmunds. The lay subsidies of 1334 and 1524/5 allow
Walden to be ranked in wealth among these towns. Lay subsidies provide statistics which, though
too hedged with caveats for precise conclusions, allow ‘best of a bad job" generalisations about
relative vitality at a single date.3

The area’s 1377-81 poll tax cover is too incomplete for comparative purposes and only
the roughest idea of population is gained from the numbers of taxpayers in 1327.20 Additionally,
since several counties are involved in this study, a lesser consistency within the data is likely:
commissioners potentially varied in rigour or susceptibility to corruption and dates of surviving
records also vary: a 1307 retumn is used for Hertfordshire, which lacks 1327. As with 1334, which
imposed a higher rate for royal boroughs and ancient demesne, for this analysis the rates for

those towns taxed at a higher level in 1307 are made comparable fo the rest.

18 R H. Britnell, ‘The economy of British towns', in Palliser (ed.), CUHB i, pp. 313-33; P. Nightingale, A Medieval Mercantile
Community. the Grocers Company and the Politics and Trade of London 1000-1485 (London, 1995}, p. 548.

¥ For a detailed discussion of the urban hierarchy of the region, see Chapter One: The Regional Setting.
20 C.C. Fenwick (ed.), The Poll Taxes of 1377, 1379 and 1381, BARSEH n.s., 27 (Oxford, 1998-2005).



10

Fig. A. Walden'’s region towns 1334: assessed wealth
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Source: R. E. Glasscock (ed.), The Lay Subsidy of 1334, BARSEH, n.s. 2 (London, 1975). Note: the graph shows the
tax due and excludes Buntingford, with no formal status at this period.
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Fig. B. Walden'’s region towns 1524, assessed wealth
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Returns: J. Sheail (Kew, 1998). Hoyle recommends the use of data from 1524, rather than a mixture of 1524 and
1525. In a few cases, e.g. Baldock, which lack 1524 figures, 1525 has been used instead.
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By 1524 the towns with greatest wealth had increased their differential from lesser ones:
they had 'seven or eight times the assessed wealth of the twenty-seven least, whereas in 1334
the top three had had about three times the wealth of the nineteen least. This seems entirely
consistent with the increasing commercialisation and specialisation of the economy encouraging
concentration on the more advantaged centres. It led to substantial gains for some, while the
unsuccessful became more extremely so. A plot of standard deviation from a mean wealth for
each date also indicates that values had become more polarised. In 1524 Colchester, Lavenham
and Bury had between four and five times the average in assessed wealth, Stevenage, Baldock

and Harlow less than a quarter of it.
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Fig. C. Changes in wealth rank in the region's towns 1334-1524/1525
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Source: Glasscock (ed.), Lay Subsidy; Hoyle (ed.), Regional Distribution. Note: The few towns taxed in 1334 at a tenth of the total
assessed value of movable goods were converted to a fifteenth for comparability. Because of variations in the bases of taxes at
differing dates, it is necessary to use the tax data for only relative, and not absolute purposes, hence the graph indicates

approximate changes in relative status of the region’s towns. A few, notably Ware, lack data and cannot, therefore, be included.”’

The roll-call of those thirteen towns which apparently improved their ranking

considerably, by over 10 points, suggests interesting patterns: after Chelmsford, Walden made

21 The unit of the vill, on which data are based, usually included non-urban areas, while separate substantial settlements
immediately adjacent will, of course, be unrepresented in these statistics. In 1525, Bocking was assessed at £20 16s,
compared with £19 1s for the adjacent Braintree, and Sible Hedingham at £5 19s, compared with Castle Hedingham's £9

11s.
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the most extreme gain in rank of all; next is Lavenham, which had risen dramatically as a cloth-
producer. Of the remainder, Coggeshall, Hadleigh, Clare and Braintree, and its adjunct, Bocking,
were all in the south Suffolk/north Essex cloth district, whose prosperity peaked in the early
sixteenth century. Thaxted's rise suggests that the main decline of its cutlery industry had not yet
taken substantial effect and emphasises the vital interest of its relationship to Walden's rise.
Chelmsford’s growth was predictable from its main road location, supplanting Writtle, and
designation as county town, while its role in the cloth making was fundamental to Colchester's
success. Great Dunmow may have been a staging-post between London and the booming
Suffolk/Essex cloth area and was also involved in the expanding malting trade, for which
Brentwood was a centre. Malting and a favourable location on the road system are likely to have
ensured Royston'’s development,

Major losers in the period seem fo have been Sawbridgeworth, Writtle, Standon,
Ashwell, Barkway, Linton, Halstead and Baldock, most of which probably suffered, as Hertford

did, from competition from neighbours better located in relation to routeways.

CHANGES IN THE REGION

Walden's rise must also be seen in relation to changes from 1334 in the distribution of

assessed wealth and of population in the region as a whole.
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Fig. D. Assessed wealth, Walden's region 1334
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The contrast in 1334 between the rich lowland area around Cambridge, in the north west
corner of the map, and the large area of low wealth on the hills to the south east of Walden is

immediately apparent. The boundary between richer and poorer areas follows closely the Icknield
Way route along the edge of the escarpment. (Fig. 1.2) Within the hills, the route from Cambridge

towards Colchester, passing Linton and Haverhill, links some settlements with moderate

assessments.
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By 1524/5 the rich northern area’s relative wealth was greatly reduced, while the Stour
cloth area around Glemsford and Lavenham showed a particular concentration. Overall, large
contrasts were more localised: the now quite prosperous areas near Walden contrasted with

those close by with very low assessments. Parts of the south, and so nearest to London, had

become considerably wealthier.

Walden's local area’s increased relative wealth is reflected in a considerable increase in
the density of taxpayers in Uttlesford hundred, especially, and also in Dunmow, as compared with

1327.

Fig. F. Taxpayers per square mile, 1327
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Sources: C. H. Evelyn White (ed.), Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely: the Lay Subsidy for the Year 1327 (PRO,
1900); J. C. Ward (ed.), The Medieval Essex Community: the Lay Subsidy of 1327 (Chelmsford, 1983); J. A. Brooker
and S. Flood (eds), The Hertfordshire Lay Subsidy Rolls, 1307 and 1334 (Hitchin, 1998); S. H. A. Hervey (ed.),
Suffolk in 1327: Being a Subsidy Return, Suffolk Green Books, 9 (Woodbridge, 1906). Note: calculations based on
the subsidy’s data can give an impression, only, since two thirds of the population, or even more in towns, may have

been excluded. (Dyer, ‘How urbanised’, p. 174).
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FIg. G. Taxpayers per square mile, 1524/5
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Source: Hoyle (ed.), Regional Distribution.

These taxation records, then, indicate a great increase in the relative prosperity of
Walden and its surrounding area over the nearly two hundred years from 1334. Although the
study period 1438-90 is towards the end of this span, there remain thirty-four years after it before
the assessment of wealth in 1524. A fundamental question for the present enquiry is to what
extent the relative growth is attributable to the span studied, rather than to the long preceding and

short succeeding ones. It is, of course, also important that ‘relative’ is not equivalent to ‘absolute’

growth.

SOCIETY

Tumning to urban societies, it has been noted that a small group of individuals and

families, set apart by their high status, tended to dominate and that they associated through
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business, political, cultural and, especially, marriage ties. Individuals in general regularly met in a
series of overlapping groups beyond the household, their sphere circumscribed by
neighbourhood, occupation, wealth, gender and life cycle. The framework for this interaction
might be either formal, as in structures within the administration of courts and parish or legal
mechanisms such as those conceming disposal of property, or informal, for example in some
debt and credit relations or recreational and devotional practices.

The incidence of these groupings in small or medium market towns will be distinctive in
both degree and kind. For example, the elite of such towns, in contrast to that of larger ones, will
be composed primarily of traders in relatively mundane commodities in their own localities:
tanners, dyers and butchers, for example. With a typical lack of production of, or considerable
demand for, high value goods, there will normally be few substantial merchants, while numbers of
such marginals as beggars and prostitutes will also be few, because extensive patronage will be
lacking. That labourers and servants will, together, often form about forty per cent of the
inhabitants emphasises the crucial importance of the town's role in relation to its rural area.22
Permanent immigration was necessary in the period to maintain urban population size.
Concerning this, even though a small town had advantages relative to larger ones in its absence
of the regulation of working practices by trade gilds, it might be difficult to attract labour. For
example, if the independent formation of new households were still eased by a continued
availability of land, the level of entry fines for urban property, potentially twenty times that for rural
areas, would be a serious deterrent. The small town might serve as a magnet for the under-
employed but it typically had limited markets in potentially more prosperous areas at a greater
distance. In Walden's case both aspects, the economic structure of at least parts of its hinterland

and its opportunities in distant markets, had distinctive characteristics.

22 (. Dyer, ‘Small towns', p. 516.
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POPULATION SIZE

Credible estimates of Walden's population size would help considerably in evaluating
the state of the town in the period.

In 1327 sixty-six people paid the lay subsidy; given that probably eighty per cent in
towns achieved exemption, some by manipulation of the tax system, this would suggest a
population of between 1300 and 1600.23 A check on the post Black Death size, by means of the
1377-81 subsidy, is not available here, though Alan Dyer estimates that it was 1976 then.2¢ At
the next data point, in 1524/5, Walden is ranked thirty-sixth in England in population, though only
fifty-eighth in taxable wealth. Based on 380 taxpayers then, Alan Dyer suggests a population of
2470.%5 S0, what of the fifteenth century population of Walden?

Walden’s Elizabethan population is estimated by Poos from parish records as around
2600. On the basis of comparison with tithing records elsewhere in north central Essex, he
suggests that it almost doubles in the century before Elizabeth’s reign, which would give about
1400-1500 in the period 1450-75.2 However, he also suggests that if the demographic growth
rate paralleled those he derives from analysis of the tithing records, it is likely to have been
‘essentially stationary’ through the 1400s. If this was' so, and if Alan Dyer's 1976 in 1377-81 is
roughly correct, it would imply a notable decline by the early fifteenth century but also a
considerable nse between about 1500 and 1524/5.77 Is this likely?

Clearly, many of these estimates of the population size must be tentative. Along with
other indicators of the overall state of the town in the period, they will be discussed further in

Chapter Six.

& C. Dyer, 'Taxation and communities in late medieval England', in R. H. Britnell and J. Hatcher (eds), Progress and Problems
in Medieval England: Essays in Honour of Edward Miller (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 175-6; a household size of 4 or § is
assumed; Walden's 66 taxpayer total compares with 58 at Stratford, 54 at Evesham and 75 at Birmingham.

% A, Dyer, Decline, p. 72.
% A. Dyer, 'Appendix; ranking lists of English medieval towns' in Palliser (ed.), CUHB i, pp. 762, 766.

Poos, Rural Society, p. 126.

J. A. Galloway, ‘Urban hinterlands in later medieval England’, in Giles and Dyer (eds), Town and Country, pp. 119-120,
suggests Walden's population around.1400 reached ‘about 2,000°. This is not substantiated but presumably based on his
study of contemporary Walden court rolls.

o I
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GOVERNMENT

Most small towns were ruled by lords, who might grant some rights of self~govemment,
though often keeping close control. Privileges varied greatly between towns; the degree of
freedom of the inhabitants was directly affected by the precise nature of the control and there is
widespread evidence of attempts to gain more freedom.28 A minority of the population of a
borough, a status achieved by grant from a lord, might be granted the rank of burgess, with
distinctly urban rights, crucially including advantageous conditions of tenure, with a considerable
freedom in alienating or inheriting land at fixed rents allowing greater potential for raising capital.
As a differentiator, money was increasingly important relative to feudal status, and although also
there were many who held by villein tenure, so that they needed the lord’s permission to seil, sub-
let or grant, and such transfers were recorded by the manorial courts, many could bequeath
without interference. Labour services, in particular week work, were by now largely superseded
by payment of cash rents, fixed by custom.29

The possession of legal liberties became a marker of urban status. Although the lord's
representative was in charge of court proceedings, the town’s elite might well have gained the
power to govemn, in practice, through electing the crucial positions of juror, who decided which
cases to bring, and assessor, who played a part, with the president representing the lord, in
deciding on the level of dues and amercements to be paid. In view of this, the composition of this
elite is clearly crucial and in this, as in other matters, change within the period might be
significant: a widely observed feature is an increased tendency to oligarchy, with its implications
for social polarisation and, potentially, even unrest. Its importance suggests particular attention

should be paid to it in detailed work on individual towns. Walden's varied and detailed records

2 For example, see C. Dyer, ‘Small-town conflict in the later Middle Ages: events at Shipston-on-Stour, Urban History, 19
(1992), pp. 201-3; S. H. Rigby, English Society in the Later Middle Ages: Class, Status and Gender (Basingstoke, 1395), pp.
172-3.

8 Walden's social structure is discussed in Chapter 4.

% J. Kermode, ‘Obvious observations on the formation of oligarchies in late medieval English towns', in Thomson (ed.), Towns
and Townspeople, pp. 87-106; S. H. Rigby, ‘Urban ‘oligarchy’ in late medieval England’, in Thomson, pp. 62-86.
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will, again, give a substantial idea of the extent to which the same individuals were in authority in
both the borough and parish administration and of their occupations and perhaps economic
standing.

Another, related, characteristic is the tendency for the elite to reinforce their status by
their membership and management of a fraternity, which might become powerful enough to serve
as a shadow government, its strength perhaps enhanced by its acquisition of properties to let and
consequent management of a notable estate within the town.31

The behaviour of town-dwellers, as evidenced primarily in the records of the courts leet,
whose remit included considering petty offences such as assault, defamation, theft and
contravening local ordinances, is important in seeking to understand both the town’s prevailing
atmosphere and whether changes in it are apparent which might reflect altered local economic,
social or junisdictional conditions, or, indeed, wider influences. Additionally, the leet jurors’
initiatives, including the making of ordinances against activities seen as liable to sabotage fitness

to work, may give indications of the local cultural as well as economic climate.

CULTURAL

To what extent was the cultural life of the town distinctively urban and can it be
demonstrated that a ‘wide spectrum of town dwellers’ in fact found scope for participation?32

Contexts which were apparently corporate might provide opportunity to harmonise
disparate sections of the population but might also illuminate divisions and so serve to strengthen
factional allegiances. While varied social categories would take part in many calendrical events
and some institutions, their role and experience in these would vary, both by design, in such

processions as at Corpus Christi, and more casually in the impact on their lives. Categorisation

' C. Dyer, 'Medieval Stratford: a successful small town’, in R. Bearman (ed.),The History of an English Borough: Stratford-
upon-Avon 1196-1996 (Stroud, 1997), pp. 43-64; J. Gross, The Gild Merchant: a Contribution to Bntish Municipal History
(Oxford, 1890).

2 G. Rosser, ‘Urban culture and the church', in Palliser (ed.), CUHBI, p. 337.
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as urban, with a minimum size and range of population, would imply a relatively wide variety and
number of institutions and result in an at least materially more substantial corpus of evidence of
variety than would be found in village contexts.33

Many organisations and events served multiple purposes, both practical and ideological,
which, of course, also adapted to changing needs and ideas. The ideals of charity had led to
Walden’s elite’s foundation of an almshouse but at the same time they took the opportunity both
to define a pattern of religious observance as a model and to reinforce their own status in
perpetuity as the town's worthies. While plays would be enjoyable at 'face value’, and at Walden
raised funds for the church, a motivating force was probably, at least originally, didactic and
moralising. The church was attended for business, legal, social and entertainment purposes, as
well as for worship.3 Its elaboration, in the building itself and its ornament, might provide a
pleasing and devotional environment and would doubtless serve to impress outsiders and
reinforce the settlement’s prestige and claim to urban status.

Although a distinctively urban range of institutions with a cultural role has been
identified, the ensemble characteristic of market towns will differ in scale but potentially also in
kind from those found in larger towns: the typical absence of craft gilds from market towns Is one
marker of such difference which would have a significant impact on cultural life.>> Are there
cultural distinctions in both the numbers and types of marker characteristic of market town, as

opposed to village environments?

3 C. V. Phythian-Adams, ‘Ceremony and the citizen: the communal year at Coventry', in P. Clark and P. Slack (eds), Crisis and
Order in English Towns 1500-1700: Essays in Urban History (London, 1872), pp. 57-85; variety is discussed in Chapter Five,
below.

% K. L. French, The People of the Parish: Community Life in a Late Medieval Engiish Diocese (Philadelphia, 2001).
% H. Swanson, Medieval British Towns (Basingstoke, 1999), p. 97.
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CONCLUSION

In summary, did modest market towns have a distinctive profile, comprising their built
form, economic function, social, governmental and perhaps cultural characteristics? Certain

features have been identified as typical. Their relevance to Saffron Walden will be discussed in

the pages that follow.

STUDIES OF WALDEN

Although Walden in the late medieval period has lacked an extensive study, a major
shorter contribution was made by Dorothy Cromarty, previously Monteith. Her careful study of the
fields of the vill in 1400 was followed by one based on the court rolls of the town manor from
1381-1420, in which she discussed morphology, industries, the range of occupations, the limited
privileges of the burgesses and their struggles both to gain more rights and to control order. She
found little evidence for a textile industry but raised important questions about the context and
mechanisms of the already vigorous dyeing industry, and concluded that by 1420 the economy
was expanding.36

An investigation of the origins and early development of the town was made by S. R
Bassett, who pointed out that the large area enclosed by ditches as for expansion to the south of
the core remained largely undeveloped until modem times. As potential explanation for this, he,
too, emphasised the burgesses’ limited privileges, seeing them as potentially a handicap in
attracting settlement, and also suggested that loss of the lord’s principal seigneurial residence
emphasised the disadvantage that the town was located inconveniently far from the major local

routeway.” More recently, excavators have noted a lack of fifteenth century evidence from the

% D. Cromarty, The Fields of Saffron Walden in 1400 (Chelmsford, 1966); eadem, D. Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden 1381-1420.
a study from the court rolls', Essex Journal, 2 (1967), pp. 105-13, 122-39, 181-6.

7 S.R. Bassett, Saffron Walden: Excavations and Research, 1972-80, CBA Research Report 45 (Chelmsford, 1982).
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market site, and suggested an alternative development of the core’s layout. They confirm that the

marking out of the large area for expansion was over-ambitious.38

PRIMARY SOURCES

There is a large range of detailed sources for studying Walden in the period.3%The
records of between three and five Chepyng Walden courts per year are extant for all years except
1466-9, inclusive, though less well preserved and rather fewer after about 1480. The manor
covers all the town area, and about half of the vill. The court rolls provide a great deal of
evidence, both of litigation and of those involved in it. The main pleas pursued through the
ordinary manor and borough courts concern debt and also broken contract and trespass. Much of
the courts’ time was taken up with transfers of land and holding without authority. Court records
shed light on status, giving the names of those in office, those holding land and sometimes of
their occupations. Each year, one of the courts was a view of frankpledge and one a ‘general
court, with leet. These enable a considerably fuller picture of society to be derived from details of
office-holding, occupations, and enforcement of law and order.

The extant churchwardens’ accounts consist of 149 folios beginning in 1438 and include
almost all years up to 1490. They are kept annually, up to 1442 in Anglo-Norman French and
then mainly in Latin, though from 1472-4, 1477-9 and 1486-9 in English. A few years' accounts,
mainly ¢.1442-8, and some memos, have been bound, and subsequently microfilmed, out of
sequence. A combination of methods has been used to address this problem.4? In general, some
sums represent combined payments for several purposes which are not separately defined.
Though the record is very detailed, the lesser material for the final few years, as with the court
rolls, of course places some constraints on the validity of comparisons over time..

% D. D. Andrews, C. Mundy and H. Walker, ‘Saffron Walden: the topography of the southem half of the town and the
marketplace', Essex Archaeology and History, 33 (2002), pp. 221-73.

®  For details see Bibiography.
0 See Appendix A.
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A large body of deeds of free properties which came into the hands of the gild
administering the almshouse includes some of the period; they give details of location in the vill,
names, including of feoffees, occupations and places of origin of outsiders.

Most people did not make a will; extant wills ‘allow us access to the religious norms of a
minority of the inhabitants only ... a social and economic elite'4! Of the minority made that
survive, only thirteen come from the period 1440-1490; if those dated up to 1520 are included,
they total sixty-eight.

A rental of the main manor in 1524 will suggest some patterns in landholding, and can
be related to individuals’ assessments in the lay subsidy of 1524-5.42 lts spatial coverage is
incomplete, however, and since it records only direct tenants of the lord, it gives no evidence of

subtenants, among them mainly the relatively poor.

“ P Heath, ‘Urban piety in the Later Middle Ages: the evidence of Hull wills', in B. Dobson (ed.), The Church, Politics and
Patronage (Gloucester, 1984), p. 212.

2 ECRO D/DBy m. 32; TNA, PRO E 179/108/155.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE REGIONAL SETTING

The town is precisely on the interface between the nucleated settiement, open field,
area of central England to the north west and one more characterised by wood pasture,
dispersed settlement and ancient enclosure to the south east. This obviously gives a potential

advantage from the scope for exchange of complementary products.

Fig. 1.1. The pays boundary location

Source: B. K. Roberts and S. Wrathmell, Atlas of Rural Settlement in England (London, 2000), p. 2.

Walden is in the upper Cam valley, in an area of low upland, varying in altitude from 200
to 400 ft O.D., stretching broadly west, south and east. These hills in fact separate the valleys of
the Cam, and therefore the Ouse, river system, draining the Fenland basin towards The Wash,
from those of such rivers flowing southwards as the Stort and Lea to east London, and others

south eastwards to the Suffolk and Essex coast.
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Around and to the north of Walden the chalk is exposed and settlement usually follows
the spring line along the valleys, floored by sands and gravels. Elsewhere these hills are overlain
by boulder clay, the Suffolk and Essex ‘till plain’.

The several major routeways are important. Firstly, from London towards Cambridge,
following the Lea/Stort/Cam valley, passing close to Walden then meeting the Icknield Way route
which runs through Newmarket towards Norwich and Yarmouth. From Cambridge a link north
westwards joins, north of Huntingdon, the ‘A1 route’, from London through Baldock. Ermine St,
through Ware and Royston, was highly important for the settlements in east Hertfordshire.

The agrarian regimes varied, naturally, according to such factors as relief and soils.
Contrasting with the timber, fuel, and cattle further south and east, the ‘open field area’, including
the Cam valley north of Walden, characteristically produced wheat, bariey and sheep. Grain
cultivation had been dominant where there was good drainage, with limited meadow and pasture
land. After 1350, wheat was grown on relatively heavy soils and barley on lighter, since, with
increased prosperity, consumers preferred these to rye and oats for bread and ale, respectively.
However, the well-known consequences of the approximate halving of mid-fourteenth century
population included both lesser demand and higher costs for arable, which was relatively labour
intensive, leading to falling profits, leasing of demesnes and some abandonment: north east
Hertfordshire’s heavy dependence on grain production, allied with poor water transport, much
retention of onerous labour services and little non-agricultural employment led to particularly
'severe economic contraction’ in the later Middle Ages.#® Pastoral farming, with lesser labour
demands and reflecting tastes for more, newly-affordable, meat, dairy products, wool and hides
gained in importance, especially on heavier clay soils. A considerable provisioning trade included

sending cheese and butter to London.# Castle Hedingham, Hadstock, Gt Bardfield and Haverhill,

43 M. Bailey, ‘Introduction’, in J. Brooker and S. Flood (eds), The Hertfordshire Lay Subsidy Rolls, 1307 and 1327 (Hitchin,
1898), pp. xxi-xxvii.

4 J. A Galloway and M. Murphy, 'Feeding the city: medieval London and its agrarian hinterland’, London Joumal, 16 (1991), p.
9.
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all within 16 km broadly east of Walden, were already in the late fourteenth century centres of the
livestock trade.4® Pigs were common, in both towns and the wooded areas. After 1400, falling
wool and mutton prices implied a need to maximise flock size in order to achieve ecomomies of
scale but this was prohibitive for many small farmers.#6 By about 1450 wool prices were fifty per
cent lower than in 1400 and exports had collapsed. In south west Suffolk, with mainly boulder
clay soils, peasant sheep rearing declined by 1400 and dairying in the next fifty years, with
cheese sales at their lowest around 1450 and the value of meadow reduced, though both dairying
and beef stock fattening later revived.4” Beef cattle’s relative advantage was a lesser demand for
labour; fattening beasts from northem and midland Britain for the metropolitan market became

increasingly significant. Peasants might keep a small herd, as at Haverhill, for example.* Place-

name surnames among London tanners point to a flourishing tanning industry around Bishops
Stortford from as early as the twelfth century.4® Though probably the bulk of hides was supplied
from London and this industry may well have supplied bone and leather to Thaxted cutlers, it

perhaps exploited the cattle trade using the Cam/Stort valley route through the relatively dry chalk

upland.

The abrupt depopulation and agrarian contraction after 1350 encouraged both such non-

agricultural occupations and industrial expansion. A broadly rising living standard brought about
increased demand for manufactures, clearly relevant to town economies. In the hills east and
south of Walden a distinctive trade in wood, including firewood, developed, embracing small

towns and villages and serving such artisans as bakers, tilers and dyers and also the domestic

4 R Britnell, ‘Urban demand in the English economy, 1300-1600, in J. A. Galloway (ed.), Trade, Urban Hinterlands and Market
Integration 1300-1600, CMH working papers, 3 {London, 2000}, p. 6.

4% M. Bailey, Medieval Suffolk: an Economic and Social History, 1200-1500 (Woodbridge, 2007), p. 217.
4 Bailey, Suffolk, pp. 215-227.

4 Bailey, p. 224.

9 L. R. Poos, A Rural Society after the Black Death: Essex 1350-1525 (Cambridge, 1991), p. 49, D. Keene, ‘Tanners’ widows',
in C. M. Barron and A. F. Sutton (eds), Medieval London Widows, 1300-1500 {London, 1994), p. 10.
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needs of the landless.50 Timber was supplied to Peterborough Abbey, and timber and wood
products to both London and Cambridge, whose expanding university drew on specialist
craftsmen, including from this area. In 1480 two men were 'to take carriage by land and water of
timber for the building of King's College, Cambridge,... which the King has bought from the Abbot
of Walden’51 King's' chief carpenter in 1443 came from Elsenham, near Stortford; in the mid-
century woodworkers from Halstead, Dunmow and Braintree were employed in Cambridge, and
charcoal and firewood were supplied.®2 Charcoal was produced in the Lea valley, including
around Hatfield Broadoak.s? lllustrating water transport's potential impact on the hinterland for
heavy goods, as early as 1300 the river Stort may have extended to Ware the zone supplying
faggots.>* The ‘export’ of woodland products north westwards provides a counterpart to trading
barley from the lighter soils of south Cambridgeshire and north east Hertfordshire southwards, for
example from Royston. For the London market, grain had been sent from the early fourteenth
century via Ware and malt was sold there to London brewers by 1339. Malting was a widespread
industry, mostly localised, though both Ware and Royston increasingly fraded malt in the fifteenth
century.® Especially after 1450, the lighter soils of the south Cambridgeshire ‘river valleys’ area,
with good arable and having reduced grain production from fourteenth century levels, developed
saffron cultivation along with north west Essex.5

Poos finds that economic and commercial or industrial activity permeated the mid-Essex

countryside and were not only characteristic of the larger market, or even village, centres but a

¢ J. A Galloway, D. Keene and M. Murphy, 'Fuelling the city: the production and distribution of firewood and fuel in London's
region, 1290-1400', Ec.HR, 49 (1996), p. 466.

st CPR 1476-85, p. 203.

52 J. Harvey, English Mediaeval Architects: a Biographical Dictionary down to 1550 (1954; Gloucester, 1984), p. 256; J. S. Lee,
Cambridge and its Economic Region, 1450-1560 (Cambridge, 2001), p. 190.

% Galloway, Keene and Murphy, ‘Fuelling the city', p. 454.

54 Galloway, Keene and Murphy, pp. 458-0.

* D. Keene, ‘Medieval London and its region’, London Journal, 14 (1989), p. 104; T. Crosby, ‘The impact of industry on the
market towns of east Hertfordshire’ in T. Slater and N. Goose (eds), A County of Small Towns: the Development of
Hertfordshire's Urban Landscape to 1800 (Hatfield, 2008), pp. 376-7.

% Lee, Cambridge, pp. 106, 51; D Keene, ‘The south east of England’, in D. M. Palliser (ed.), CUHB I, 600-1540 (Cambridge,
2000}, pp. 577-80.
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fundamental constituent of its rural society.5” Wage labouring and artisan’s by-employment were
long-established: in the early fourteenth century more than fifty per cent of householders had
been smallholders or landless and even in the relative labour scarcity of 1350-1500 people might
be seasonally underemployed, which, of course, prompted considerable geographical mobility,
generally within 16-24 km.5® Those working in textile trades formed an extensive network of
individuals and spinning or weaving were prominent as by-employment.5® While a small volume
of broadcloths was produced in north east Hertfordshire, cloth working in the region was focused
especially in southermn Suffolk and also in the centre north of Essex, east of Chelmsford/Walden.5
Many concerns were small scale, dealing with only one or two stages of production, in contractual
agreements for weaving, dyeing and finishing.6? The industry was not omnipresent in the region
and prosperity among cloth centres varied.52

The largest towns are, unsurprisingly, located not within the upland itself but on the
lower reaches of rivers, while in the upper valleys points where routeways cross the river were
chosen: several significant towns lie on the early and important west-to-east Stane St, linking
Ermine St and Colchester. (Fig.1.2) Others take advantage of valley routes, notably including the
Stort/Cam. A location such as Walden’s, involving a hilly detour from the main valley, might be a
serious handicap. Others are essentially ‘road towns’, away from rivers but located to exploit
passing traffic, for example where a minor road crossed Ermine Street, or on a branch from the
latter towards Cambridge. The importance of routeways is clearly demonstrated by the shifting of

both Coggeshall and Great Dunmow on to Stane Street, following which they flourished.®* Others,

4

Poos, Rural Sociely, p. 57.
Poas, pp. 9, 57.

% Poos, pp. 10, 65, 72.

6 M. Bailey, ‘A tale of two towns: Buntingford and Standon in the later Middie Ages', Journal of Medieval History, 19 (1993), p.
364; Poos, Rural Socisly, p. 62.

51 Poos, pp. 64, 66.
62 R, H. Britnell, Growth and Decline in Colchester, 1300-1525 (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 181-82.

63 M. R. Petchey, ‘The archaeology of medieval Essex towns', in D. G. Buckley (ed.), Archaeology in Essex o A.D. 1500: in
memory of Ken Newlon, CBA Research Report, 34 (London, 1980), p. 113.
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where the Icknield Way follows the foot of the chalk ridge, controlied points where major north-
south routes cross it.

Towns planted in the twelfth and, especially, thirteenth centuries by both lay and
ecclesiastical lords anxious to benefit from the contemporary expansion of the economy
depended on carving a sphere of operations within the hinterlands of established towns. Baldock
is one, developed by the Templars from 1138, at a major crossing.84 Increasing dominance by
London and commercialisation of the economy are likely to have promoted the relative prosperity
of towns on major routeways at the expense of early ones on more minor routes, perhaps
especially if, like Haverhill and Hedingham, the latter were at ‘T junction’ locations rather than
crossroads. Some towns lay on small rivers which may have been more substantial in the fairly
wet climate of the fifteenth century; maintaining a navigable draught, if only for short distances,
was perhaps encouraged by increased transport costs after 1350.85 Simcoe quotes: ‘boats from

Bilie Abbei beside Maldon into the Moor at Radwinter’, presumably via the Blackwater and Pant,

but no reference is given.8¢

THE URBAN HIERARCHY

This section considers the evolution and structure of the region's towns up to the early

fourteenth century. Changes by 1524 will be reviewed in the ‘Conclusions’ chapter.

Definition of towns

In deciding which centres count as towns, a region defined by a radius of 40 km from
Walden has been considered. Neither a market, a borough charter, evidently planned layout, nor

burgage tenure would guarantee that urban functions would follow. Many settlements founded in

6 M. W. Beresford and H. P. R. Finberg, English Medieval Boroughs: a Handlist (Newton Abbot, 1973}, p. 124.

65 On climate in the fifteenth century see C. Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages: Social Change in England,
¢.1200-1520 (1989, Cambridge 1998), pp. 258-273.

6 E. Simcoe, A Short History of the Parish and Borough of Thaxted (Saffron Walden, 1334), p. 12.
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the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, especially the later ones, presumably often on less
advantageous sites, failed to survive as towns, especially after 1350.

Consideration of the defining characteristics of a town identifies about forty settlements
classifiable as such in the fourteenth or the sixteenth century or both.8” Primarily as a result of
industrialisation and the growing influence of London, however, the urban hierarchy in the area
was unstable. Urban status might be temporary or debatable: Pleshey, like Walden founded in
the twelfth century within an outer circuit of fortifications around a de Mandeville castle, gained
urban functions briefly, if at all; Writtle, a borough with a market in 1199 and a very large rural
parish, was third in the region in number of taxpayers in 1327 and fifth in wealth in 1334, though
the non-urban area contributed considerably to both.68 Writtle was subsequently eclipsed by the
nearby plantation of Chelmsford on the main London to Colchester road; by around 1600 it was
no longer a market town. Conversely, and emphasising unusual freedom from restrictive lordship,
Buntingford was loosely urban by around 1350, with no grant of borough charter but well-located
at a crossing of Ermine St. Despite a sluggish land market and only small-scale textile production,
by the mid fifteenth century it was taking prosperity from both Standon and Braughing, whose
market, founded by 1147, had failed by 1600.8% This illustrates the essential role of a town’s
success in competing with others, especially neighbouring ones of broadly similar status and
potential role in the urban network.

A pattern for assessing a region’s urban hierarchy has been established for the East
Midlands.”® However, differing fundamentally from that region, the present study, rather than

being defined by county units, centres on a small town in a borderland region. A result of this is

7 Beresford and Finberg, Boroughs; S. Letters, Online Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs in England and Wales to 1516 http./f
www.ihr.sas.ac.uk/cmh/gaz/gazweb2.himl:{Essex] (last updated Nov. 2006); VCH Essex viii, Cambridgeshire lii; iv;
Hertfordshire ii; iil; iv; A. Everitt, 'The marketing of agricultural produce’, in J. Thirsk {ed.), AHEW iv, 1500-1640 (Cambridge,
1967), pp. 467-75.

88 K. C. Newton, Manor of Writtle; the Development of a Royal Manor in Essex ¢. 1086-¢.1500 (London, 1870).
5 Bailey, ‘Two towns'; 1524/5 taxpayer numbers are lacking for seven towns in Hertfordshire.
70 J. Laughton, E. Jones and C. Dyer, ‘Middle Ages: a study of the East Midlands', Urban Hisfory, 28 (2001), pp. 331-357.
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that most major towns are marginal to the area and differing parts of the area will 'face’ varied
ways, producing some evidence of both economic and cultural divides.

Fig. A shows assessed wealth in 1334 for all those settlements for which data is
available and which are classifiable as towns in at least one of the early fourteenth and sixteenth
centuries.”

Cambridge was pre-eminent, though ranking only twenty-first nationally, with Bury
twenty-sixth and Ely thirty-second. For comparison, Norwich, one of the very largest nationally,
had about double Cambridge’s wealth. A second rank, so classifiable as ‘substantial towns’ of the
region, would include Sudbury, Writtle, St. Albans and Colchester. The most common category,
of market towns, encompasses a great variety, including the ancient foundations of Ashwell,
Newport, Hertford and the port of Maldon, the castle towns of Clare, Hedingham and Walden, and

the ‘thoroughfare settiements’ of Royston, Baldock, Newmarket and Stevenage.

" Fig Als in Introduction.
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Fig. 1.3. Taxpaying population of towns, 1327
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In taxpaying population, Cambridge was, again, easily the largest, with Sudbury, Writtle
and Bury apparently also substantial. The limitations of the 1327 subsidy are confirmed: a closer
investigation has suggested 5,000-7,000 for Bury but for Sudbury only 2,500.72

Alan Dyer’s calculations suggest that by 1377 Colchester had the largest taxpaying
population, with nearly 3,000, compared with about 2,500 at Bury, a little under 2,000 at
Cambridge and about 1,400 at Ely. At this time London had over 23,000 and Norwich almost
4,000.7 Among the region's lesser centres, Thaxted and Writtle, with between six and seven
nundred, were the largest recorded. They were perhaps in the uppermost rank of English small
towns.” None of the listed major towns was a great regional centre such as Norwich but
Cambridge, only 23 km distant, was, apart from London, likely to have by far the most substantial
impact on Walden.

In 1334 London had 43 per cent of the total urban valuation of nine neighbouring
counties and by the fifteenth century London had an effect on the structure of the urban hierarchy
throughout the country, through its massive size and role as supplier of and market for specialist
goods and services, in addition to its national legal and administrative role.”s In Walden's area,
especially in its more southerly parts, the proximity of London and the reach of its hinterland
would bring contact that was especially frequent and, in some cases, in specifically non-specialist
goods. Already by 1300 Great Bardfield, with only 24 taxpayers in 1327, may have supplied it
with such basic commodities as butter and cheese, while by 1524 towns of a status including
both Walden and the smaller Royston supplied it with such basic commodities as grain and

malt.’® Routeways linking London to the East Anglian textile industry and livestock trade

2. Bailey, Suffolk, p. 129.
3 A. Dyer, 'Appendix: ranking lists of English medieval towns' in Palliser, (ed.), CUHBI, pp. 758-60.

4 D. Keene, 'Small towns and the metropolis: the experience of medieval England’, in J-M. Duvosquel and E. Thoen, Peasants
and Townsmen in Medieval Europe (Ghent, 1995), p. 228.

S Keene, ‘Small towns', p. 227.
76 Galloway and Murphy, 'Feeding the city', p. 580.
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promoted the development of small towns.”7” Where other regions looked to regional capitals
which, of course, fell below London in the hierarchy, here London served as both at once for
some purposes. Naturally, London's relationship with small towns was asymmetrical: where they
supplied both simple primary products and, potentially, both craft and agrarian specialisms of
their area, the reverse flow brought in relatively precious manufactured and/or specialist products,
such as spices and fine metal wares. A similar system operated around regional capitals but
where London served as both, and as it increasingly brokered financial and specialist trades,
including with overseas, its impact on the area would be marked. London’s contact with Walden
will serve as an example of its relationship with small towns in much of this region, though
Londoners also traded with such a village as Ickleton, with only ninety-six taxpayers in 1524, but
from which a smith and a husbandman were in debt to London ironmongers in 1455 and 1482,
respectively.’”® Throughout the later Middle Ages, London’s demand for basic supplies, its
provision of goods and services, networks of craft production and the promotion of regional
markets had effects in the region. The outreach of London’s distributive system was large and
growing rapidly from the early fifteenth century. Specialised industrial sites at a distance grew
because of increased traffic on increasingly sophisticated networks and a wish to escape the high
costs of manufacturing in the metropolis. Walden presents a variant on this: though 60 km
distant, Londoners seem to have organised trade in and largely served as market for the town’s
production and processing of saffron, a primary product but a specialist high value good.

Turning to the development of the region's urban system, many of the towns, of varied
size by the fifteenth century, had pre-Conquest origins. They include the burhs at Hertford,
Witham and Maldon, estate centres with minster churches at Ashwell and Newport and five of the
largest early fourteenth century towns in, or bordering, the region. In the later Saxon period

borough status was granted at Cambridge from the eighth century, Colchester, recalling Roman

T Keene, 'Small towns’, p. 236.
8 VCH Cambridgeshire vi, pp. 231.
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period antecedents, from 917 and Bury by 1022, while Sudbury, Clare, Ashwell and Hatfield
Broadoak also had burgesses by 1086.79 Important abbeys at major shrines were crucial to urban
development at Bury, Ely and St Albans, the latter founded at the abbey gate in the tenth
century.8® Bury's large and powerful abbey promoted a notable dependent planned town, focus of
a Liberty controlling much of west Suffolk. It remained, however, under the abbey's control as a
seigneurial borough. Indeed, of the forty three towns, Cambridge, Hertford and Maldon had full
self-government and Colchester’s system was evolving; following rapid growth of the town, the
first council was formed by the 1372 constitutions and apparently took day to day government
away from the borough court. However, the old assembly of all leading burgesses was still
occasionally held; a second common council, created in 1462, is not, in fact, recorded unti
1519.81 Many of the remaining towns were seigneurial boroughs, though a number, including the
substantial Hatfield Broadoak, the industrial centres of Hadleigh and Coggeshall, and Haverhill,
Great Dunmow, Barkway and Royston remained manorial market towns.

Having administrative functions for an area is a clear indicator of high rank. Cambridge
was county town from 1010, Hertford from 1011; like Cambridge, Sudbury, Maldon and Bury,
Hertford had a pre-Conquest mint. Gaols were kept at Cambridge, Bury, Colchester and Hertford,
and in twelfth and thirteenth century Newport, while Ely and Stortford had bishops’ prisons.82
Castles such as at Clare and Castle Hedingham, seats of the aristocracy, would foster

provisioning and services, including relative specialities, and were sometimes, as in Walden's

case, linked to the beginnings of urban development.
The range of physical size also reflects status: around 1300 Colchester occupied about

50 ha, Cambridge about 40, similar to the large towns of Leicester and Northampton and

7 Sources conceming individual towns include, besides the appropriate VCHs, Lee, Cambridge; Britnell, Colchester, Slater and
Goose (eds), Hertfordshire; R. S. Gottfried, Bury St Edmunds and the Urban Crisis: 1290-1539 (Princeton, 1982).

% J. T. Smith, ‘900 years of St Albans: an architectural and socia! history', Hertfordshire Archaeology, 11 (1993), pp. 1-22;
Britnell, Colchester, p. 24.

8t VCH Essex ix, p. 53.
B2 R. B. Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England (London, 1968), pp. 57-68, 135-6.



41

contrasting with about 26 ha in medieval Ware and the 20 ha maximum typical of many market
towns.® Large towns had evidence of development in several phases and complex street and
economic and social pattems: Ely a mid-twelfth century shopping quarter, St Albans a French
district in the fourteenth century, Bury a grid-plan layout and a Jewish community. These contrast
with Stevenage’s single street plan, widening for the market, and with Walden's two main plan
units. (Fig. 2.3)%

Among early towns, choice as a centre of church administration suggests status, at least
inttially: apart from the see established at Ely in 1109, archdeaconries were centred on
Colchester and Sudbury and deaneries at Sudbury, Clare, Newport, Witham, Dunmow, Harlow
and Hedingham.85 Major towns would be distinctive in having numerous parishes. Abbeys and
priories would expand a town’s potential and friaries are an important indicator of definitively
urban status. Cambridge had houses of six orders of friars, a priory and three hospitals,
Colchester an abbey, priory, two friaries and a hospital and Bury, besides its dominating abbey,
five hospitals and a friary.88 A much smaller presence in lesser centres confirms rankings by
other indicators: the relatively large Hitchin had a priory and a friary and Royston, reflecting the
prime importance of routeways, three hospitals in addition to its priory. Hoddesdon had merely
one hospital.8’

Occupational range is fundamental to urban ranking. The simplest level is exemplified
by Buntingford, which, with no formal status and omitted from the subsidies, was urban but with
simply basic crafts in the mid-fifteenth century. In fact, the region’s towns show a considerable

variety in not only the number but also the prevalence of particular occupations. The riverhead

8 Britnell, Colchester, p. 23; M. D. Lobel (ed.), The Atlas of Historic Towns: Cambnidge (London, 1975), map 3; Laughton,
Jones and Dyer, ‘East Midlands', p. 339; C. Partridge, 'Hertford and Ware: archaeclogical perspectives from birth to middle
age’, in Slater and Goose, Hertfordshire, pp. 127-158; Laughton, Jones and Dyer, p. 339.

8 VCH Cambridgeshire iv, p. 35; Smith, ‘St Albans', pp. 1, 3; Gottfried, Bury St Edmunds, pp. 21, 39; T. Slater, ‘Roads,
commons and boundaries in the topography of Hertfordshire towns', in Slater and Goose, Hartfordshirs, p. 76.

% VCH Cambridgeshire ii, p. 203, VCH Essex ii (map between pp. 84 and 85); D. Dymond and E. Martin {eds), An Historical
Atlas of Suffolk (1988, lpswich, 1989), pp.16-17.

VCH Cambridgeshire ii, pp. 197-9; VCH Essex ii, map between pp. 84 and 85; VCH Suffolk i, p. 51.
VCH Hertfordshire iv, facing p. 364.

9 8
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port at Ware clearly concentrated on the livestock and transport trades, with carters, taverners,
smiths, sheepmen and cowherds. In 1307 Hertford, with a castle and county administration, had
the specialist trades of cutler, mustarder, sauser and ironmonger, while the routeway town of
Baldock atfracted wheelwright, potager and carters. Standon’s urban status in 1307 seems
confimed by its considerable range, including coleman and collier, corder, hosier, spenser, fan
maker and spicer, while a goldsmith at Newport suggests its earlier prosperity.8® Between 1441
and 1530 at Bury, whose large wealthy abbey would support specialist trades, wills were made by
nine scriveners, six bladesmiths, three chaloners and twenty drapers as well as goldsmiths,
parchment makers, limners and even a trumpeter.89 ‘Specialised towns’, which might well aftract
some occupations normally characteristic of larger entities only, are a particular case: in the late
fourteenth century the ‘cutlery town’ of Thaxted had two goldsmiths.%0

Major towns had relatively more and further ‘outside’ contacts: members of a Cambridge
gild about 1300 came from Warwick, Paris, Leeds, Pickering and Sledmere (east Yorkshire); St
Albans taxpayers in 1307 included immigrants from Aylesbury.9t Towns with especially good
communications might have relatively distant contacts for their size: in 1307 Ware with
Fotheringhay and Spalding, Baldock with Bristol and Rutland.®2

The aristocracy might confribute to the range of wealth: at Castle Hedingham the de
Vere lord paid 11s in 1327, the prioress of Hingham 6s; at Writtle the highest payment, 9s, came

from the de Bohun lord.93 However, the slight information available indicates vanation in range

between towns: whereas at Hadleigh 42 per cent of taxpayers paid 2s or more, at Castle

% Brooker and Flood, Hertfordshirs, pp. 22-5, 13-15, 70-3, 25-8; J. C. Ward {ed), The Medieval Essex Communily: the Lay
Subsidy of 1327 (Chelmsford, 1983), p. 51.

% Gottfried, Bury St Edmunds, p. 111.

W K. C. Newton, Thaxted in the Fourteenth Century: an Account of the Manor and Borough, with Translated Texts
(Chelmsford, 1960} p. 21.

% M. Bateson (ed.), Cambridge Guild Records (Cambridge, 1903), p.1; Brooker and Fiood, Hertfordshire, p. 126.
%2 Brooker and Flood, pp. 22, 24, 72.
®  Ward (ed), Essex, pp. 59-60, 85-7.
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Hedingham only 10.9 per cent did s0.%4 Although a resident wealthy household ensured demand
for services and some local provisioning, these do not necessarily imply the presence of other
wealthy individuals, a few of whom typically contributed to upper market towns, while major towns
had numbers of wealthy residents, many of them merchants. That Hatfield Broadoak’s taxpayers'’
payments ranged from 14s 4d to 6d in 1327, with 25 per cent paying more than 2s, suggests its
status as a successful market town.%

Though ali the towns had a market for at least some, usually all, of the period, the
number of market days and fairs varied. Predictably, the larger towns had more than the usual
one market day per week: Colchester daily, Bury and St Albans twice, though Cambridge only
once, on a Saturday, an especially favourable day, however; in the region, the only other known
Saturday markets were at Walden, Buntingford, Ashwell, Coggeshall and Hatfield Broadoak.% In
fact, simple economic forces surely caused the region’s markets on any particular day to be
spread out at intervals that both allowed each a minimum viability and permitted nearby town
markets to survive on different days, allowing integration into circuits for traders doing the rounds.

Large towns might have several annual fairs: Colchester and Bury had several,
Cambridge and Ely probably three and most towns held at least one. New towns such as
Chelmsford, Royston and Newmarket on particularly important routeways would surely benefit
particularly from theirs. Again, while most were held around feast days, spacing is fundamental:
while Walden’s original Pentecost fair lacks evidence in records of the period, and after 1542 its
main fair was apparently at mid-Lent, Thaxted’s was probably Ascensiontide, Royston’s in
Whitsun week, possibly influencing Walden'’s change from its original date, and Stortford’s was
perhaps June (Trinity Sunday). Neighbouring Buntingford’s was, probably, 29 June, Walden

abbey's was 25 July, Linton’s 10 August, Haverhill's, perhaps following on from it, 15 August,

% Hervey (ed.), Suffolk in 1327, pp. 154-5; Ward (ed.), Essex, pp. 59-60.
% Ward, pp. 39-40.
% S Letters, Gazetfoer.



44

Dunmow's 29 August and Newport's 6 November.%” Cambridge’s famous Stourbridge Fair was
pre-eminent, by 1516 lasting about five weeks from 24 August, though predominantly attracting
major merchants. Its clientele, from widespread sources, included metropolitan and overseas
consumers. It temporarily distorted the dynamics of the economic region by allowing relatively
local contact with major merchants and an extremely wide range of goods. The Prior of Royston
used it to provision his household for a year, Kings Hall bought fish, spices, cloth and hardware
there 98 Walden traders and artisans may have patronised it individually, as others from, for
example, Sudbury and such small centres as Waldingfield did in the 1520s, but they were, surely,
mainly served by middiemen while the churchwardens’ need for specialist products was of
sufficient quantity or value to justify journeying.9 Specialisation, as in cattle trading at Newport,
might attract an element of such fame and contact to lesser fairs.

Cambridge’s role should be emphasised, partly because of its importance to Walden,
including in its particular nature, influenced by the prominence of the University. The colleges’
fifteenth century expansion increased demand for primary and some specialist products. In
variety of occupations its economy was ‘skewed’, with, at least between 1500 and 1579, 47 per
cent in victualling, clothing and housing. In the sixteenth century its manufacturing sector of 35
per cent contrasts with a norm for larger towns of at least 50 per cent.'® Cambridge had numbers
of ecclesiastics and lawyers, as well as building craftsmen and such specialists, typical of leading
towns, as goldsmiths and printers. Its impact was considerably strengthened by two further
distinct but related factors: location at the head of navigation of a major tributary of the Ouse, and

so a link via Lynn to the North Sea, and Stourbridge Fair.

97 Sources are Letters, Gazetteer, Lee, Cambridge, p. 116; Simcoe, Thaxted, p. 13, G. Edelen (ed.), The Descnption of
England by William Harison (New York, 1968), pp. 393-6; Rowntree, Saffron Walden Then and Now (Chelmsford, 1352), p.
15, states that a mid-Lent fair was granted to the Gild in 1542.

%W Lee, Cambridge, pp. 131-2.
W lee,p. 125.
10 N, Goose, ‘English pre-industrial urban economies', Urban History Yearbook, 9 (1981), pp. 24-25; Lee, Cambndge, p. 19.
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Of the larger towns marginal to the region, Colchester's relative importance had
increased considerably during the fourteenth century and its population to perhaps over 8,000. Its
port functions were vital, trading with coastal regions of eastern England and taking long-distance
commercial opportunities, especially in London and overseas. Though a major east coast port,
immigration in the early and mid-fifteenth century diminished and town and port were vulnerable
to the rise of London, a magnet for out-migration. Making and marketing cloth enabled it to
remain relatively buoyant, however.19! Colchester was probably several times the size of any

other Essex town. 102

CONCLUSION

Fundamental characteristics of the region by the start of the study period include a
changing emphasis in production in response to a reduced population, changes in overseas
market potential, improvements in domestic living standards and increasing commercialisation
and specialisation, with the accompanying increasing dominance of London. The urban response
to the resulting changing distributions and arteries serving them led to the addition to the
fundamental market role of specialisation in manufacturing or processing products, on which the
predominant influence was demand, and sometimes management, from London, and to serving
the needs of growing numbers of travellers. In the north of the region, Cambridge exerted an
important influence, especially as a centre of demand for provisions, fuel and building necessities

but also for its reservoir of professional expertise and its link to the Quse river system.

9 Britnell, Colchester, pp. 266-7.
02 Poos, Rural Society, p. 41.
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CHAPTER TWO: WALDEN IN 1440

INTRODUCTION

What was the character of Walden in 14407 This chapter considers the considerable
evidence for Walden'’s earlier evolution and to this will be added a ‘snapshot’ of the years 1438
to 1440, derived primarily from the churchwardens' accounts and records of Walden manor
court, assessing the evidence for size and physical development, prosperity and society as an
introduction to the study of the town in the later fifteenth century.103

In 1440, the vill and parish of Walden contained two major manors, Chepyng Walden

and Walden Abbey, and several minor ones. (Fig. 2.1)

183 Churchwardens’ accounts: ECRO D/DBy Q18 fols 1-14; court rolls ECRO D/DBy m.5. Also property deeds ECRO D/B 2/1/-
2/2l-, 213/-, 2/4]- and a 1400 survey of Walden Abbey manor’s estates CUL Add. 7090. No 1377-81 poll tax data survive for
Walden.
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Fig. 2.1. The vill and parish of Walden c. 1400
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From: D. Cromarty, The Fields of Walden in 1400 (Chelmsford, 1966).

The main manor, Chepyng Walden, included the town's market as well as almost the
whole urban area and most of the eastern part of the parish, with the hamlets of Little Walden
and Sewards End but excluding St Aylotts and the sub-manors of Pounces and Mattens, which
the Abbey purchased by the end of the fourteenth century; some of the more peripheral parts of
the large parish of 7,499 acres had been sub-infeudated: knights’ fees had become sub-manors,

some with a right to hold their own courts, and those with their own demesne had attached

hamlets of peasants working the lord’s lands and settled on copyhold plots with a cottage and
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four or five acres. In the town, the lord's influence was given physical expression by the location
of his seat on the hill spur which dominates the town. The major regulators of the lives of the
townspeople, lordship and church, shared this ‘acropolis’.

The Abbey, in addition to a small amount of property in the town, held a little over half
of the parish area: in demesne a large proportion of the abbey’s surroundings, and scattered
holdings totalling at least 400 ha elsewhere. Its lands also included strips in the open fields
around the town. It held a mill by the abbey gates, where, in Brook Walden, labourers held
freehold cottages with gardens and generally no land, being dependent primarily on the abbey

for employment and on local markets for routine purchases.1%4

HOW HAD WALDEN EVOLVED?: ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT TO 14338

At first lords were resident: following William the Conqueror’s gift of Walden, including
its church, to Geoffrey de Mandeville, a castle was built about 1120 on the spur later known as
Bury Hill. Burials and pottery, south west from this, raise the question of the area’s relationship
in the Romano-British period to the half-legionary fort and marginally urban complex at Great
Chesterford, four miles to the north, where the Stort-Cam routeway crosses the Icknield Way.
(Fig. 1.2) A possible Romano-British village and elements of field systems may account for
Walden's Saxon place-name, ‘valley of the Britons or serfs’.105 Of up to 200 burials discovered
near Cuckingstool End (Fig. 2.3), most were Christian and a well-known Viking grave,
containing a high status necklace, dated from 980 at the earliest. Burial might take place at a
distance from major churches throughout the Anglo Saxon centuries and Newport, 5 km to the
south west of Walden, was an important late Saxon royal manor, whose church was probably a

minster. However, west of Walden's cemetery there was, in fact, Saxo-Norman settlement, with

14 D, Cromarty, The Fields of Walden in 1400 {Chelmsford, 1966).

105 S, R. Bassett, Saffron Walden Excavations and Research 1972-80. CBA Research Report 45 (London, 1982), p. 10; C.
Fox, Archaeology of the Cambridge Region (Cambridge, 1923), p. 174.
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a pottery sequence ending abruptly in the thirteenth century.1% Surprisingly, no evidence of
Saxon settlement on the Bury Hill spur has yet been found. The Domesday survey indicates a
large population, of 120, but although occupation in the general area of the later town is likely to
have been continuous from then, what proportion was concentrated actually in the later built
area is unclear.1%7

After building the castle on Bury Hill, intended as the caput of the whole Honour and
Earldom of Essex and his family seat, de Mandeville in 1139 established a Benedictine priory
about a mile to the west, in the main Cam valley, and assigned to it the church of ‘the Blessed
Mary of Walden', with many others. The location of this earliest known church of the settlement
remains unknown, though lack of relevant finds perhaps makes a siting on Bury Hill improbable.
It may have been associated with the Saxon settlement, though not necessarily close to it. De
Mandeville gained permission to divert to Walden from the royal manor of Newport both the

market and the main road northwards. 108

1% V. I. Evison, ‘A Viking Grave at Sonning, Berkshire', Antiquaries Joumal, 49 (1969), pp. 340-345; D. M. Hadley, Death in
Medieval England: an Archaeology (Stroud, 2001), pp. 37-38; Bassett, Saffron Walden, pp. 13-14; S. R. Bassett, ‘Notes on
excavation’, Medieval Archaeology, 17 (1973), p. 141.

107 VCH Essexi (1903), p. 512.

108 Bassett, Saffron Walden, p. 23; D. Greenway and L. Watkiss, The Book of the Foundation of Walden Abbey (Oxford,
1999), pp. xi-xx; the main road continues fo divert to Walden from ¢. 2.5 km north of Newport in J. Ogilby and W. Morgan,
Essex Surveyed, with the Several Roads from London, etc, (1678).



50

Fig. 2.2. Physical context of Walden.
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Setting up the market must have caused an on-going tension as to the power of an
important lord’s caput not only to establish a ‘normal’ market hinterland but, specifically, to
attract traffic from the main south-north Stort-Cam route. A road through Walden would be
longer and hillier but less liable to flood. Much might depend on the vigour of rival markets in the
Cam valley area; Newport's, at least temporarily, was suspended. An important question
nevertheless remains about the extent to which in any one period Walden was successful in this

respect.

In 1180 the de Mandevilles moved their principal residence to Pleshey, near
Chelmsford, and in 1190 Walden priory achieved abbey status. The de Mandeville estates

passed in 1227 to the de Bohuns, earls of Hereford and Essex, holders of many manors and
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leading barons and Constables of England, and Walden must have benefited from this: Matthew
Paris refers to a ‘national tournament’ held there in 1252, In 1263 the de Bohuns were still
expanding their influence in the parish, enclosing some remaining waste to form Little Walden
park. This provoked resentment and fences were broken.1%® The abbey gained a fair In 1248
and in 1295 a market, on the main Cam route, as were Great Chesterford’s and Newport's
revived one, both operating by 1254. Walden, including any expansion following the castle’s
establishment, became a seigneurial borough and had 57 burgesses in 1299, when the market
and fair were valued at £4 per year. The earliest surviving charter was granted by Humphrey Il
de Bohun in 1300, confirming to the burgesses pre-existing rights: their heirs to hold burgages
freely, without paying relief or heriot, and entitlement both to bequeath burgages by will and to
have all liberties and free customs previously held.110

The charter set the formal tone for the government of the town, known by 1328 as
Chepyng Walden, until the sixteenth century. However, privileges were strictly limited. No gild
merchant is known and the de Bohuns took the profits of the market and fair. The king had
confiscated Humphrey [lI's possessions after he died in rebellion in 1322 and in 1362 endowed
John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, with them. A charter by Henry IV in 1402 to Duchy of
Lancaster towns was accompanied by a letter specifying Walden's liberties as part of the Duchy:
power to appoint a clerk of the market, to retain all fines from pie powder courts and freedom
from some tolls.1! The market bailiff or clerk was elected by the burgesses, only, rather than by
the whole homage, and from among themselves. In 1425 they claimed that any of them elected
bailiff and obliged to pay the allegedly customary £12 10s to the lord would desert his post and

cause future desolation in the town. They were sufficiently strong to gain the concession that, in

199 M. R. Petchey, ‘The archaeology of medieval Essex towns', in D. G. Buckley, Archaeology in Essex to A.D. 1500: in
memory of Ken Newton, CBA Research Report 34 (London, 1980), p.116; Cal. IPM 27 Edward |, m.8. Humphrey de
Bohun.

0 S. letters, On lne gazeffeer of Markets and Fairs in England and Wales 1516
hitp-//www history.ac.uk/cmh/gaz/gazweb2.html : [Essex] (last updated Nov. 2006); J. C. Ward, The De Bohun Charter of
Saffron Walden (Saffron Walden, 1986), p. 9.

"' C. B. Rowntree, Saffron Walden Then and Now (Chelmsford, 1952) p. 12; ECRO D/B 2/BRE1/25.
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future, payments would not be greater than the profits of the office, which was, in fact, farmed

for 10s by 1428. The manorial demesne was at farm by 1425.112

Morphology: evolution of the town plan

As with the seat at Pleshey, the outer defences around de Mandeville's castle may
have been designed to contain a small urban community. Laid out east-west along the contours
of the spur, the pattem of the immediately adjacent streets is dictated by them. Those
established earliest were Castle St, Church St and Myddylton Place. (Fig. 2.3)'"3 The date of the
grid-like pattern to the south of these has been the subject of debate, and associated with the

construction of the large enclosure discussed below.

"2 D. Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden 1381-1420: a study from the court rolls', Essex Joumal, 2 (1967), pp. 136-8, 107.
"3 Petchey, ‘Archaeology’, p.116.
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showing fifteenth century occupation

Fig. 2.3. Plan of the town in the mid-eighteenth centu
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Modern property frontages on the north side of Castle St and the south of Church St

conform, conspicuously, to 30ft, or an exact multiple. Walden's burgesses by 1299, and
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probably much earlier, may have held burgage plots in Castle Street, Church Street and
pernaps Myddleton Place (later, Hom Lane); The High Street, part of the main road through the
town, cut through the west end of the outer defences, originally a ditch 4.5m deep by 6m, with
internal bank at least 5m high; this would resuit, with the natural slope and a wooden palisade,
In an obstacle over 12m high. Bassett proposed that the market, transferred from Newport, was
set up on the hill, to the west of the church within the outer bailey, and that though the castle’s
establishment on the spur did not immediately dislocate the existing settlement, the town's focus
was substantially shifting to the hill by the early 13th century, when use of the area near the
cemetery declined rapidly. The outer bailey ditch was deliberately filled in in the late twelfth
century. The church consecrated in 1258 was perhaps the first on the hill top site, though there
was a fwelfth century cross there.114

A great deal of mystery and controversy has attended the question of the nature and
purpose of another set of earthworks, the Repell, Battle, or Paille ditches, which enclose the
whole area of the late medieval town. The earthwork comprised a ditch about 20 ft wide and up
to 10 ft deep, outside a 5 ft high bank on the old land surface. Since Basseft’s suggestion that
this large extension south of the hill might be associated with the first surviving borough charter,
the latter has been definitively re-dated, from 1236 to 1300, but, since it is a confirmation of an
earlier one, the expansion might be linked with the de Bohuns, lords from 1227 and perhaps
likely to carry out a project commensurate with their prestige.115 In another view, however, the
ditches are contemporary with the original 1141 grant to de Mandeville of the right to bring the
market from Newport; such town defences were unusual after the twelfth century and
particularly appropriate in the anarchy period. This is apposite in that it was de Mandeville's

supporting Matilda that forced him to surrender the castle in 1143, which was slighted by 1160,

14 Bassett, Saffron Walden, pp. 23-6; M. R. Eddy and M. R. Petchey (eds), Historic Towns in Essex: an Archaeological
Survey of Saxon and Medieval Towns with Guidance for their Future Planning (Chelmsford, 1983), p. 82.

5 A. Ravetz and G. Spencer, ‘Excavation of the Battle Ditches, Saffron Walden, Essex, 1959, TEAS, 1 (1962), p. 150; Ward,
De Bohun Charter, p. 3.
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though still habitable around 1200; permission to crenellate a manor house on the hill was
granted in 1347. Hedingham wares found beneath the town enclosure's bank are now thought
to have circulated as early as 1140 and within the area enclosed pottery of the twelfth century
also hints at use then, though of course it may have been deposited as rubbish. A small amount
of early medieval ware in the area of the late medieval market place suggests that the market
was in its eventual location in the twelfth century and never existed west of the church.1% The
castle, bailey and great enclosure may have been essentially contemporaneous.

A major challenge is to clarify development within this great enclosure, which was
finally built up only within the nineteenth century. Phases of prosperity might well be succeeded
by retrenchment. Naturally, development is the easier to trace: much was still agricultural in the
fourteenth century but, for example, by 1331 a messuage and yard are recorded.!?

The market area south of Bury Hill and the main south-north road fo the west of it,
including High St, became the commercial focus of the town, where, by the fifteenth century,
sufficient economic vitality had been achieved for it to contain quite complex buildings: in 1412
Henry Scot transferred a messuage with houses in High St, including ‘a room beyond the street’
for his own use; John Hanham, the recipient, was to retain a room with upper storey and the two
were to share the remainder of the messuage: hall, well and other rooms during Scot’s life, with
free entry and egress. In Daniel's (later Aimshouse) Lane there was a two storey house, ‘the
Barn Place’ in 1424 and in 1440 a messuage in Fullers Lane included an upper chamber. 18

In the market area itself, the rows in 1400 were each named after a particular trade or

commodity.

"6 D. D. Andrews and C. Mundy, ‘Saffron Walden: the topography of the southem haif of the town and the market place.
Excavations and watching briefs 1984-87", Essex Archaeology and History, 33 (2002), pp. 265-6.

"7 Ravetz and Spencer, ‘Battle Ditches’, p. 153.

'8 D. Monteith, ‘Saffron Walden: a study in the evolution of a landscape' {unpub). M.A. dissertation, University of London,
1959), p. 8, Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', p. 125; ECRO D/B 2/1/104; 2/1/18; 2/1/220.
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Fig. 2.4. Possible layout of the market in the fifteenth century

O SCALE 6EO0m

Note: Reconstruction by Cromarty from Chepyng Walden court rolls. Dashed line represents approximate boundary
of market place. Source: Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden’, p. 124.

There was a mixture of stalls and shops, of varied sizes, some with upper chambers.
The term ‘shops’ could include workshops, in addition to selling space; this was probably the
pattern in some non-market row locations known to have had shop fronts by around 1500, at the
atest. Shops in East Anglian towns often fronted a workplace element, sometimes a courtyard
with workshops and storage rooms.!"® The centre of market administration, the toll house, was
within a broad area of ‘corn market,’ near the lord’s malt mill.

On Bury Hill the inner bailey was divided into two parts. The inner, including the ‘Hall'
probably the former keep, had a great chamber used as a guest house; the outer had the manor
house, with a house for the messor, barns, byres, sheepcotes and other appurtenances of the
demesne farm. By 1400 its surrounding ditch accommodated dyehouses. Both vicarage and

priests’ house, probably identifiable with the ‘college’, were close by the parish church within the

outer bailey’s defensive works.

19 L. Alston (University of Cambridge), Lecture to Cambridge Antiquarian Society, Jun. 2004.
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Fig. 2.95. Possible layout of the manorial centre
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Note: reconstruction by Cromarty, from Chepyng Walden court rolls. Source: Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', p. 106.

The economy: development to 1438

Most of the place-name sumames among the sixty-five from Walden paying the 1327
subsidy indicate recent in-migration from within 24 km. However, Wilbraham, Cambridgeshire,
close to the main London to Norwich route, Wimpole, Cambridgeshire, on Ermine Street,
Borham, near Chelmsford, Essendon, south of Hertford, and also Beverley are represented. In
north Essex, migration was commonplace but localised, from communities generally near
enough to suggest previous acquaintance.20

The subsidy explicitly states a few occupations and there are also a few surnames
which at this date may still reflect the bearer’s trade. The cattle/leather trades were represented
by three tanners and one driver and there was one tailor, one weaver and one further potential

cloth worker, plus one smith, one schoolmaster, two bakers, and one cupboard-maker. This, of

course, represents the whole vill, including the considerable nucleus at Brook Walden, whose

120 J. C. Ward (ed.), The Medieval Essex Community: the Lay Subsidy of 1327 (Chelmsford, 1983), p. 48; L. R. Poos, A Rural
Society after the Black Death: Essex 1350-1525 (Cambridge, 1991), p. 167.
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workforce, even if employed in the abbey, might contribute to the town economy, at least as
consumers.'2! Other than pointing up Walden's early provision of schooling, itself related to the
abbey, nothing in the 1327 subsidy suggests an urban community. Nearby centres such as
Thaxted and Newport, and even such villages as Ashdon, continued to affect its chances of
prosperity. In comparison with the valuation of Walden’s market and fair at £4 in 1299, in 1295
the market at Great Bardfield, east of Walden, yielded almost £2 and the one at Thaxted £3 7s
2d.12 |n the late thirteenth century Newport's flourishing trading community included vintners,
perhaps suggesting both the predictable exploitation of sometimes wealthy passers-by and the
supplying of large households, even the abbey, in the area. Recorded fines between 1197 and
1450 conceming free landless messuages indicate dependence on waged labouring and a hint
of comparison with other towns: while Halstead had sixteen such messuages and Great
Dunmow fifteen to Walden's seventeen, Thaxted, Colchester and Coggeshall had between
twenty and thirty and Chelmsford and Maldon over forty.123

The surname ‘Crok’, listed in 1327, may be relevant to the debate on the origins of the
saffron industry. Though saffron cultivation was, by tradition, infroduced to England during
Edward IIl's reign, those growing it in the fifteenth century were known as ‘crokers’.12¢ The first
known reference to it in Walden is in a dispute of 1444, when the vicar was to receive the tithe
of ‘saffron, pepper and all spices grown in gardens outside the Abbey'.'25 The name ‘Crok’ may
of course be a mis-spelling, of Crook, for example, or perhaps stand for ‘crocker’ (potter). A

potters’ row existed in the market at an unknown date but no local industry has been

‘21 Court records of the manor of Walden Abbey, sometimes labelled as of Brook Walden, are extant for most of the study
period.
122 B. Nurse, J. Pugh and |. Mollet, A Vilage in Time: the History of Newport, Essex (Newport, 1995), pp. 19-20.

'Z R H. Britnell, ‘Burghal characteristics of market towns in medieval England’, Durham University Jounal, 42 (1980-81), pp.
147-151.

124 P, Willard, Secrets of Saffron (London, 2001), p.110; K. Neale, ‘Saffron Walden: ‘Crocuses and Crokers’ in idem (ed.),
Essex ‘Full of Profitable Thinges": Essays presented to Sir John Ruggles-Brise {Oxford, 1996), p. 233.

15 VCH Essex i, p. 360.



59

demonstrated; finds of medieval wares in market area buildings came from Hedingham and tiles
supplied to the church after 1438 from Manuden and Radwinter,12

Vital questions about the economic history of the town concem its relationship to
London and its role in the contemporary cloth industry, within the area and more widely. There is
evidence of both. The so-called ‘Woolstaplers’ Hall', which was at a comer of the marketplace,

may, from the style of surviving carved ornament, date from around 1400, though an alternative

view suggests Edward [V's reign.1?7

126 H, C. Stacey, 'Saffron Walden: derivation of street names’, Saffron Walden History, 2 (1972), p. 10; Andrews and Mundy,
‘Topography', p. 259.

127 M. Medlycott and D. Stenning, ‘The Woolstaplers' Hall of Saffron Walden', Essex Joumal, 36 (2001), p. 38.
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Fig. 2.6. The ‘Woolstaplers' Hall
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Source: The Builder, July 1848, p. 331.

More certain evidence of Walden's textile trade links comes from 1389, when a London
clothier, Herbert Hert, had a stall in Butchery row. In addition, around 1412 Richard Thresher
was distrained by twelve yards of russets, which cost 2s per yard in contemporary Colchester.128
Cloths processed included relatively cheap short narrow ones such as kerseys, made from fells,

and says, a type of worsted, which perhaps needed no fulling. Production of small short cloths

128 ECRO D/B 2/2/2; C. Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages: Social Change in England c.1200-1520 (1989,
Cambridge, 1998), p. 300.
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may be influenced by structures of small-scale and part-time production, where little capital was
available. This might well fit into north central Essex’s employment pattern, with its unusually
high proportion of smaltholders and land-poor.12®

Within Walden, dyeworks are first mentioned in 1359 and by 1400 were increasingly
becoming established in the moat of the inner bailey. In 1415 a dyer of Clare was in debt to one
of Walden, in tumn debtor to a Cologne merchant. This may well have been mediated via
L.ondon, given established mercantile links with Walden: in 1390 John Borewell, a Walden dyer,
was sued by a citizen and merchant of London; three burgesses of London in 1418 took up a
messuage with dovehouse in Castle St.130 London pepperers may have had transactions with
dyers from such towns as Walden in the 1350s.131

There were fulling mills on the Cam, probably near the abbey and certainly at
Littlebury.132 Adjoining Hogg's Green were plentiful springs and the adjacent lane was called
Fuller St before 1415; fullers there must have worked by beating and treading the cloth.33 By
1400 Walden may have developed specialist industrial areas in fulling and in dyeing. A John
Hogg, fuller, had a dyeworks in the bailey's moat in 1384, as did Thomas Parson, fuller, in 1418;
fullers may have been controlling the finishing processes, as Cromarty suggests.!3* Other water-
dependent crafts used the Hogg's Green area: around 1438 two saddlers took a messuage
there, while, perhaps tellingly, another transfer was witnessed by a skinner and a barker; by the

eighteenth century Fullers Lane was called Hom Lane and there was a large tannery near the

springs. 139

122 P, Walton, ‘Textiles', in J. Blair and N. Ramsay (eds), English Medieval Industries (London, 1891), p. 352; Poos, Rural
Society, pp. 9-57.

130 Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', pp. 122-3; ECRO D/B 2/1/32.

131 P. Nightingale, A Medieval Mercantile Community: the Grocers’ Company and the Politics and Trade of London, 1000-1483
(London, 1995), p. 210.

132 Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', p. 112; ECRO D/DBy m.6 Spring 1447.

13 H. C. Stacey, ‘Round Myddylton Place', Saffron Walden History, 2 (1974), pp. 22-3.
134  Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden’, pp. 110, 111.

35 ECRO D/B 2/1/198; 2/1/219; Stacey, ‘Myddy!ton Place’, p. 22.
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Walden brewers profited from the local specialisation in barley and in 1404 were
dealing with their counterparts in London. It is clear that malt was produced in quantity but only

one mill in the town is noted, the lord's horse-mill in the market place. 13

The question of the town’s economic health around the 1420s is raised by several
sources. Cromarty found that landholdings were ‘wasted’; in 1425 the burgesses refused to
carry out their annual election of baliliff of the market on the grounds that its revenues were
insufficient; in 1432, the houses and walls within the manor site were badly ruined.¥” The
abbey, as a considerable landholder and employer, is unlikely to have been heavily dependent
on the local town for the most essential goods and services and there was, surely, a conflict,
potentially to the town's disadvantage, in that it might obtain even ordinary manufactured goods
in larger quantities, more cheaply and at a higher quality from more distant suppliers. However,
as noted below, by 1438 new rents were in fact being taken up in the commercial area.

The distribution of origins of ‘outsiders’ involved in debt cases in Walden's courts was
plotted by Cromarty for 1381-1420. (Fig. 2.7) It shows a marked asymmetry, with very restricted
contacts to the west; the farge number of small towns there, not only Royston, Buntingford and
Stortford but also Barkway, Braughing and Standon were, in any case, orientated to serving

north-south traffic on major routes from London and their contact patterns may well reflect this.

1% Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', p. 23.
37 Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', pp. 131, 136-7, 107.



63

Fig. 2.7. Origins of ‘outsiders’ in debt cases, Chepyng Walden court rolls, 1381-1420
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Note: based on Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden’, p. 127.

In 1387, of eighteen butchers listed at the court leet, only four were from Walden. The
others came from nearby places, especially to the east. This is unsurprising, in view of that
pays'’ relative suitability for cattle raising. Following apparent restrictions on outsiders’ access to
the market, the total number of butchers at Walden had dropped to eleven by 1400 and in 1401-
3 only seven families were involved.'38 By 1400 there were six tanners. Of thirty-one
occupations in the period 1381-1420, there are hints of a ‘sophisticating’ economy in the

presence of a goldsmith and a woolmonger. Ten occupations had more than two members and

1% Cromarty, ‘Chepyng Walden', pp. 20-2.
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leather trades accounted for half of those employed in these more common trades.13® At
Thaxted in 1381 there were seventy-nine cutlers and eleven smiths but leather trades listed
comprised only four sheathers, two barkers and two shoemakers; Walden may have supplied
some of its needs in this respect, as well as more widely. In the period 1420-38, property deeds,
probably excluding poorer artisans, show eighteen distinct occupations of men apparently of

Walden, skinner, barker and saddler the most frequently. 140

Ecclesiastical background

Walden was in the deanery of Sampford, archdeaconry of Colchester and diocese of
London, whose bishop held the manor of Stortford and a nearby palace at Much Hadham. 4!
From its ongin in 1139, the priory held the rectory of the parish with two-thirds of all tithes, while
a third was set aside for the parish church and a vicariate established. Following the death of
many of its servants and tenants as well as storm damage, the abbey regained this third in 1366
on appeal, though ten years later the decision was reversed. The church was built on Bury Hill,
perhaps from 1250, and consecrated, as was the chapel of the abbey's almshouses, in 1258.
The plan of Walden church’s extant crypt and the aisles’ relationship to the transept arches
suggest that this church was cruciform. A chapel at the hamlet of St Aylotts, first evidenced in a
deed of 1249, was a dependency of the abbey in the mid-fifteenth century.142 Three gilds were
recorded in the chantry certificates of 1389 and in 1400 a Gild of Our Lady of Pity was founded
by stronger men of the parish and vill by consent and help of all the commonalty’ to establish an

almshouse for some of the poor. These ‘stronger men’ were probably identical to the twenty-four

of ‘the most worshipful’, who took charge of the project and would be likely to wield power in the

1% Cromarty, Chepyng Walden', p. 25.
4 K C. Newton, Thaxted in the Fourteenth Century: an Account of the Manor and Borough with Translated Texts
(Chelmsford, 1960), p. 21.

W VCH Essex ii, map between pp. 84 and 85; S. G. Doree (ed), The Eary Churchwardens’ Accounts of Bishops Stortford,
1431-1558, Hertfordshire Record Publications, 10 (Hitchin, 1996), p. 9.

2 J. R Fancett, The Story of Saffron Walden Parish Church (1949), pamphlet in Saffron Walden museur; Deed no. §,
Confirmaciones Regum, 1249; Richard, Lord Braybrooke, The History of Audley End (London, 1836), p. 16S.
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town beyond this specific remit. As well as serving as trustees, including managing all rents and
goods provided for the charity, they, with two custodians, were to choose the thirteen to be
accommodated, though only after counsel with ‘three or four most discreet and wisest of the vill',
apparently, then, worthy of even greater respect than were the ‘most worshipful’ twenty-four, 143

The town may have been well endowed with priests, perhaps fifteen in the early
fifteenth century.1#4 In 1389 a Corpus Christi gild had a chaplain as did each of the gilds of Holy
Trinity and All Saints, appointed to celebrate annually for their members.143 Through John and
Eleanor Butler in 1400, the Gild of Our Lady of Pity provided for a house to be built in the
churchyard for a priest to serve its almshouse. This gild had both female and male members
and provided a priest to say requiem and on Saturdays Mass of Our Lady in the parish church,
as well as a weekly mass in the almshouse. For this he was to assemble three women: one
from the parish church, one a gild member and one of ‘a general type'. It is unclear whether this
iIs because women were more biddable, more available to attend, or more appropnate to a Lady
Mass. Almshouse inmates were to be encouraged to come to church, fo pray for inmates,
benefactors and friends. The priest would share his house with one or two additional ones, who
would receive free accommodation and 6d per quarter to celebrate a Mass on Saturdays,
probably chosen as being the day fraditionally associated with the worship of Mary. The annual
feast, following sung mass and sermon, saw social rituals of reversal merge with doctrines of
‘the first shall be last’ in the poor’s being served first, by the most worshipful present.145

The abbot retained control of education, with the sole right of nominating
schoolmasters. In 1423 abbot John Hatfield took issue with two chaplains of the pansh church

for instructing boys without his authority. In future, every priest officiating in the parish church

'S It is unclear whether ‘commonalty’ refers to all townspeople; F. W. Steer * The statutes of Saffron Walden almshouses’,
TEAS, 25 (1958), pp. 172-83.

4 Rev. J. Russell-Smith, pers. comm. The late Dr. Russell-Smith worked on the Register of Walden Abbey and was
producing biographies of Walden clergy.

5 H.F. Westlake, Parish Gilds of Mediaeval England (London, 1319), pp. 151-2.

146 Steer, ‘Statutes’.
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should be allowed to teach one small boy the ‘alphabet and graces’ but not instruct him in

'superior books'.147 By 1396, the church held town property, at least market stalls, of which the

rent was assigned to maintaining a light in the church, 148

Society before 1438

While the fown’s prosperity may have suffered from the loss, from 1327, of resident
aristocracy and their circle, this may have given extra scope to the middling sort to wield power.
There seems little detectable influence of established landed gentry; jurors, other court officials
and churchwardens gained increased scope to become the social elite.

In addition to the court rolls and churchwardens’ records as sources for gaining insights
into the social structure by 1438, deeds and national records allow pointers fo the identity of
members of the wealthier groups and of those associated with them. For example, in 1436
Nicholas Bemers, holder of one of the lesser manors and of other lands in the town and fields,
gave a yearly rent of four marks, for life, to Christina Benge for her good service.14? Witnesses
to free property transfers were likely to be themselves of a status which, though not necessarily
equivalent to that of the holders, might make them trustworthy associates of such members of
the elite, and their identities may well be traceable through the major sources. The terminology
of the almshouse statutes of 1400 reveals the currency of recognition of social hierarchy: the
three or four most discreet and wisest of the vill; the twenty-four ‘of the most worshipful’; the
thirteen poor: ‘the more indigent, decrepit, blind, lame; the fifty-two poorer persons of the vill of
Walden or elsewhere.’ Such categories must, then, have had some currency. Contributions to
support the almshouse were to be gathered ‘door to door’ from parish residents.

Concem about behaviour, formalised in the business of the courts leet, perhaps has in

the almshouse ordinances a moral, as well as practical, tone: both inmates and the priest were

W Rowntree, Saffron Walden, p. 64; A. F. Leach, ‘The history of education in England’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 6
(1913-14), pp. 433-80; ‘graces’ was mistakenly translated by Braybrooke as ‘Greek'.

148 Andrews and Mundy, ‘Saffron Walden topography’, p. 266.
149 CCR 1436, m.5d.
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o be clean-living, he ‘of good character and they ‘of good rule, not drunken, ribald,
quarrelsome, evilly disposed’. Since concem is thus expressed, there may well, in some sense,
have been room for it. The deacon, church clerk and clerk of the burgage were, ‘as an example',
customarily to attend Our Lady Mass weekly.

The five-mile radius from Walden within which the poor were to be visited through the
Our Lady Gild is, interestingly, broadly comparable to the theoretical 6.66 mile primary
hinterland of market towns; the source of known almshouse donors included Littiebury and it
seems likely that @ somewhat wider area is relevant. While several gave individual houses, in
Church St and in Brook Walden, for example, two donations suggest their benefactors were
particularly wealthy: nine houses in Goul St from John Hunt and £40 from John and Eleanor
Butler.'® An orchard in Daniel's (later Aimshouse) Lane was provided as site for the project by
Roger Walden, archbishop of Canterbury in 1398-9, his name incidentally serving to iliustrate
the possibility for young men from such a town to rise to very high office.’® in fact such a
trajectory is known to have occurred previously: in 1338, Thomas de Walden, citizen and
apothecary of London, had loaned £30 to Peter de Benchesham of Surrey and in 1349 Thomas

de Walden junior, possibly the same man, was Chamberiain of the City.152

THE TOWN IN 1438-40

Government
In 1440 the lord of Chepyng Walden was Henry VI, as Duke of Lancaster, following the

death in 1438 of Queen Katherine, widow of Henry V, who seems to have held the manor in

15 Steer, ‘Statutes’, pp. 185, 189.

151 Gteer, p.185.

12 TNA, PRO C 241/126/28; A. H. Thomas (ed.), Calendar of Plea and Memoranda Rolls of the City of London iv, AD. 1413-
J7 (Cambridge, 1843), p. 227.
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dower. The town was a seigneurial borough. How much influence did the manor have on the life
of the town?

Firstly, the privileges of burgesses were limited to freedom from relief, non-payment of
heriot and the right to elect the bailiff of the market from among themselves. In 1440 this office
was at farm but, unfortunately, no records of the market court, which would deal with disputes
arising from market transactions, survive. A rare reference to it occurs in 1414, when the market
bailiff took to the leet court a case unresolved by the market court.133

A manorial court, which included the business of the borough, was responsible for the
operation of the jurisdiction. A steward, appointed by the lord, presided over the court but day-
to-day running of the manor depended on a number of officials, elected by the court, among

whom a messor or hayward had a major role. The steward appears to have been normally non-

resident. Chepyng Walden's lord held the right to hold a leet court, as did the Abbot at Waiden
Abbey manor. Chepyng Walden’s court records survive for nine sittings between September
1438 and August 1440; four of them included courts leet. The interval between these, the court