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“A study of seventeenth-century farming practices in Pirton, Hertfordshire”

1. Introduction

The purpose of the essay is to examine farming practices in the village of Pirton during the 1600s. It will also examine whether the status ascribed to someone in probate documents bore any relation to the distribution of wealth amongst the population. 

Pirton –location, size and population

The parish of Pirton, covering 2,261 acres, lies on low ground in the northwest of Hertfordshire on the edge of the Bedfordshire plain. The land is chalk overlaid with clay, with the depth of the clay varying from very thin on the slopes of the Chilterns to thick in the lowland and immediate surroundings of the village. Its agriculture has traditionally been mainly arable farming on the heavy soil. The village with all its farms lies in the middle of the parish surrounded, up until enclosure in 1818, by open fields. The three manors in the parish held land in each of these fields. Tenants were often tenants in all three manors. The number of inhabitants increased dramatically over the seventeenth century.  In 1603, according to ecclesiastical returns, the population was 146 adults over the age of sixteen
.  From certain manorial documents it is clear that in 1663 thirty new cottages were built and there may have been a further twenty-six cottages built in 1671
 (see page 12 below). The court book entries are ambiguous, but it seems likely that only one development was built. This is because the increase in population is more likely to correspond to the building of 26-30 cottages, not the building of around 56. This growth in the housing stock was probably the main contributing factor to the increased recorded population of 231 adults in 1676.
 

2. Methodology

Records – what data is available for the seventeenth century?

The study is based on a sample of 32 wills with matching inventories covering the period 1600 to 1698
. Land in the parish was divided between three manors, Pirton, Rectory and Doddingsells. Each of these has excellent runs of records from 1373-1927, and includes court rolls and books, rentals, terriers, surveys, and one copy of village byelaws of 1663.

Records – how were they used in the study?

The 32 inventories were used to construct a database in Excel 
listing the personal estates of individuals, classified according to their status (i.e. yeoman, husbandmen, labourers, craftsmen and retail services.) The village byelaws, issued at the Manor Court, were used to provide a closer insight into farming practices during the calendar year, especially regarding the grazing of stock.

The population statistics gave an overview of the growth of population during the century, which in turn affected the economy of the parish and region.

The wills, which could be used to identify the amount of landholdings and the transference of land, will be used for a further, more detailed study at a later date. That study will bring together information from the manor court rolls, rentals and surveys, to give further insights into tenure, freehold, copyhold and sub-letting.

Limitations associated with the design and use of the database

The overall philosophy of the methodology was to use an Excel spreadsheet with a series of columns, each one recording a different source of wealth, and a series of rows, one for each person whose wealth had been recorded in an inventory. Rows could then be grouped according to the status of the individual, named person. Columns of data could be summed and averaged to examine and compare the sources of wealth of different status groups thus providing a snapshot across the whole village.

The methodology of taking information from the inventories, backed up by material from the village byelaws, and entering it into an Excel spreadsheet, had a number of advantages. Firstly, it collected all the data together and provided a discipline to the process of checking the hand-written records, particularly those involving money. Secondly, this data provided not only an overview, but also allowed detailed comparisons to be made between specific entries, for example between the values of crops. Not least, it collected data together for Pirton so that it could be compared with similar data for other regions and other villages.

In order to obtain a reasonable sample (32), inventories were included for the whole of the century. However, only those of men were included because those for women did not provide information on status, usually classifying them only as ‘widows.’ 

A number of decisions had to be taken regarding the units to be used and the classification of types of wealth (in other words the classification of columns). It was decided to convert all money values into pennies; this would make it much easier to calculate totals, averages and proportions. However, it was decided not to attempt to adjust values for inflation over the century. This was because inflation rates were difficult to determine and the accuracy of the data was such that inflation was probably not a major source of error. 

Wealth was placed into four broad classifications: farm, household, tools and clothes/money. The last category was rarely split which was a drawback as it would have given an insight into money practices but clothes are normally not valued at more than £5. So it is possible to estimate the money they had in their purse! Farm wealth was sub-divided into crop, stock, equipment and wood. Horses were considered to be part of ‘equipment.’ Wood was classified separately, although it could have been classified as part of household wealth as it was mainly firewood.

The individuals (that is rows in the spreadsheet) were classified into five status groups: yeomen, retail/service (that is shopkeeper), labourers, husbandmen, and craftsmen. An examination of the characteristics of each group was one of the objectives of the study, but it was recognized that the number in each group was rather low (for example, there were only three shopkeepers and only four husbandmen and four craftsmen). The parish registers show that there were 214 deaths amongst the adult males in the hundred years but only 32 inventories were available for study. This may indicate lots of poor in the village or patchy survival of records.
There were number of other drawbacks with the choice of methodology – mainly associated with the relatively small sample size rather than the methodology itself. It could be argued that a case study approach based on selecting four or five representative individuals and studying them in detail might have been more appropriate. However, there was insufficient detail available on any of the individuals and the chosen methodology was deemed to be the most practical.

The small sample size and the wide range in the wealth of the individuals involved, some of whom may have “retired” made it difficult to calculate averages with confidence and it was recognized from the beginning that there was a danger that average results would be somewhat misleading. 

In the database both simple averages and weighted averages were calculated. The former could be viewed as the average amongst individuals; the latter could be viewed as the average for the group. 

There was another problem with the methodology that was associated with the accuracy of the data. For example, in the case of inventories, the data they contain may not reflect total wealth because some items may already have been distributed. Some inventories appeared to be complete, but others lacked detail (for example, acreages were sometimes missing). It was not clear whether ‘like with like’ comparisons were always being made. These issues meant that the averages could only be considered as guidelines – the size of the sample sometimes changed, as no entries were available in some categories. (When the sample was changed to omit individuals for whom there was incomplete data, the average was called an ‘adjusted average.’) 

Another limitation centered on the objective of making comparisons with other villages. This was difficult to achieve because the samples used by other authors tended to be larger and the data they included, and the definitions they used, slightly different.

Overall, however, the use of a database was justified on the basis that it does allow comparisons to be made, new data to be added, and different assumptions to be tested. Also it needs to be used in conjunction with information from other sources e.g. the village bylaws.

3. Findings

How dependent were the different status groups on farming for their wealth?

By analysing the percentages of total wealth that were derived from farming, it should be possible to gain some insight into how dependent the testators were on farming. Although the wealth shown in the inventory is not the same as the level of income, it probably is a strong indicator. However, the word ‘dependent’ is difficult to define in this context, and this makes it more difficult to draw reliable conclusions. It is not possible to define what the ‘subsistence’ level of income was in Pirton in the seventeenth century. Despite these complications, while some groups derived more of their wealth from farming than others, the data taken from the spreadsheet showed that all groups derived some of their wealth from their farming.

Table1: The distribution of wealth amongst status groups

	
	Status
	Total wealth
	Farm (%)
	Household (%)
	Tools (%)
	Clothes / money (%)
	Other (%)

	Adjusted average
	Yeomen
	£319  9s  2d
	71.6
	15.6
	0.0
	3.0
	9.7

	Adj.weighted average
	Yeomen
	£319  9s  2d
	62.7
	9.9
	0.0
	3.4
	24.0

	Adjusted average
	Husbandmen
	£208 13s 2d
	63.2
	23.0
	0.0
	13.2
	0.6

	Weighted average
	Husbandmen
	£208 13s 2d
	79.3
	9.1
	0.0
	10.7
	0.9

	Adjusted average
	Retail
	£186 10s 0d
	65.4
	20.5
	3.5
	10.2
	-0.3

	.Weighted average
	Retail
	£186 10s 0d
	71.5
	11.9
	6.9
	9.3
	0.4

	Adjusted average
	Craftsmen
	£82 10s 1d
	17.2
	19.1
	25.8
	37.1
	0.6

	Adj.weighted average
	Craftsmen
	£82 10s 1d
	14.2
	15.4
	31.5
	38.2
	0.6

	Adjusted average
	Labourers
	£25 14s 9d
	29.9
	43.9
	0.0
	25.6
	0.2

	Adj.weighted average
	Labourers
	£25 14s 9d
	23.1
	30.9
	0.0
	45.8
	0.2


The above table shows that yeoman, husbandmen and retailers have an average of over 60% of their wealth in farming. This compares with less than a quarter for labourers and craftsmen. Labourers have the majority of their wealth (55%) in their household, while craftsmen have the largest percentage of their wealth (37%) in clothes and money.

As noted in the introduction to the study, the seventeenth century was a period of population growth, both in the country as a whole and in Pirton. The censuses show that in 1603 there were 146 people over the age of 16 in the village and that this had grown to 231 by 1676. The new people coming into the village, mainly labourers, craftsmen and some husbandmen, would not have found it easy to acquire land and would have had to rely on these occupations for their livelihood. This may go some way towards explaining why these groups have a low proportion of their wealth in agriculture and animal husbandry. Also as they have very low wealth, so the proportion taken up by clothes and cash would be greater.
The shares for yeomen vary quite considerably, and two of them, William Collison and John Hammond, were probably retired because they had little farming wealth. Glennie proposes that a farmer was deemed to have retired when he fulfilled three of the following four criteria; owned little or no stored grain or crops, possessed no more than two animals, owned no farm equipment, or fourthly did not live in his own house but lodged with someone else
.  However, there were even dissimilarities between these two with William Collison leaving the majority of his wealth (70%) in household and John Hammond having the majority in clothes and money (94.4%). 

The yeomen were the wealthiest of all the groups, with an average wealth of £278, but a small percentage of this (19%) was in household. The less wealthy groups had a higher proportion of their wealth in their households, for example labourers with 55%, but this was lower in absolute terms (19% of £278 being much greater than 55% of £21 13s 2d).

The size of the total varied from around £10 to £1,030. Some of this difference was probably because the individuals were at different stages in their lives and they may already have given some of their farm to the next generation. It would appear that total wealth and variations in wealth were great throughout the century – although the most valuable farm was recorded towards the end of the period. It should be noted that the two Hammond inventories of 1672 and 1678 were unusual because they included the values of leases that were still current. In order to make comparisons with the other yeoman, these leases were included in the category of ‘other’ wealth. 

The average wealth of husbandmen, the second wealthiest group at over £208, was comparable with that of yeoman – in fact without the two wealthy Robert Hammonds, the average wealth of yeomen would have dropped to £166 19s. The sample of four husbandmen was rather too small to derive results with great confidence, but their wealth profiles appear to be very similar to those of the yeomen.

The three shopkeepers were of similar wealth to yeomen and husbandmen and had similar wealth profiles. Craftsmen, however, were very different with lower average wealth (£82 10s) and the profiles of their wealth dependent on the trade they were engaged in. The two weavers had the lowest wealth at around £50, which included one loom each. After clothes and money, a significant amount of the craftsman’s wealth was included, as expected, in tools (26%). No other group had significant wealth in tools (which were included within the farm total), although the content of John Farmer’s grocery shop was 10.4% of his total wealth. Glennie notes that craftsmen and retailers in Hertfordshire had very limited engagement in agriculture
, but in Pirton this only applies to craftsmen.

The poorest group, the labourers, had an average wealth of only £21 13s. Their wealth was their home, for example, beds, furniture and linen, with only a quarter, that is about £5, in farm wealth.

From the evidence in the spreadsheet all the inventories indicate some involvement in farming. Shopkeepers were certainly practicing a dual economy; John Farmer might have been more accurately described as a farmer than a grocer. Craftsmen do not appear to have supplemented their income through direct involvement in farming to any great extent and the value of their farm wealth was 17% compared with 65% for shopkeepers. Craftsmen probably found it financially more rewarding to use their skills exercising their trade, while shopkeepers may have been able to use other members of their family to run the shop while they were more deeply involved in farming, or there was just not sufficient custom to make ends meet solely through the retail trade.

What type of farming was practised?

Munby made a study of farming wealth in Kings Langley, southwest Hertfordshire. His research, based on the analysis of inventories, found that farmers had 64.5% of their joint farm wealth in grain, 30% in stock and 5.5% in farm equipment. This showed that mixed farming was typical practice. By examining the proportion of farm wealth in crops, stock, equipment or wood in Pirton inventories for the same period, it was possible to identify whether farming was arable, pastoral or mixed and this is shown in Table 2 below.

In Pirton, the large farmers were essentially arable farmers and across the county there was a trend towards larger arable farms.
 At the other end of the scale, however, the majority of the labourers was landless and had few crops. The exceptions were those from established families (Prior and Meager) whose cottages afforded them common rights. Amongst the yeomen, husbandmen and shopkeepers, it was those with the greatest wealth that had a significant percentage in equipment. Labourers and craftsmen, having little equipment, must presumably have borrowed or rented from the other groups.
Table 2: Proportions of farm wealth
	
	Status
	Total farm wealth
	Crops

%
	Stock

%
	Equip’t

%
	Wood

%

	Adjusted average
	Yeomen
	£200 7s 11d
	71.1
	8.8
	18.5
	1.6

	Adj.weighted average
	Yeomen
	£200 7s 11d
	69.3
	9.6
	18.8
	2.4

	Adjusted average
	Husbandmen
	£165 9s 7d
	65.5
	23.3
	4.3
	6.9

	Weighted average
	Husbandmen
	£165 9s 7d
	76.9
	12.5
	7.8
	2.8

	Adjusted average
	Retail
	£133 6s 1d
	37.7
	47.7
	9.4
	5.1

	.Weighted average
	Retail
	£133 6s 1d
	54.7
	24.3
	16.2
	4.8

	Adjusted average
	Craftsmen
	£11 13s 10d
	48.0
	31.7
	3.8
	16.5

	Adj.weighted average
	Craftsmen
	£11 13s 10d
	51.7
	32.4
	2.7
	13.2

	Adjusted average
	Labourers
	£5 19s 2d
	20.1
	73.4
	2.8
	3.7

	Adj.weighted average
	Labourers
	£5 19s 2d
	37.5
	57.5
	2.6
	2.4


Once again the yeomen and husbandmen had similar total wealth, but within this there were again wide variations. The highest wealth was over £423 (Robert Hammond 1678), but the lowest amongst the yeomen was £12 6s (John Samm 1619) at the beginning of the century. For both these groups, the majority of farm wealth was derived from their crops, with less than 10% devoted to sheep. This was not in line with the argument set out by Thirsk. This author argued that the northern area of Hertfordshire practised sheep/corn husbandry; sheep being folded on the arable land, with wheat and barley as the main cereals.
 But the 70% of Pirton yeoman and husbandman’s wealth devoted to arable confirms Glennie’s opinion that Hertfordshire was dominated by arable activities with 70% of farm valuations being crops.
 

The less wealthy groups tended to have a higher proportion of their wealth in stock; the highest being labourers – although this was often at the level equivalent to the value of one cow kept for their own subsistence (the value of one cow being just over £2). These animals were permitted to be grazed on the commons and therefore did not require a landholding. Only the larger farmers had large flocks of sheep (that is over 70 head, Field 1630, Collison 1657, and Davis 1694). Flocks of this size would have required enclosed pasture, which was not readily available and it was more profitable for most farmers to concentrate on arable crops. The value of wood was not particularly important and included wide variations amongst inventories.

What size were the farms?

There is little evidence for the size of farm holdings and most inventories do not give details of acreages. The most detailed inventory that of Tom Field, shows that he held 176.25 acres. For other acreages, those calculated from crop values show that this is the largest holding in the sample. It should be noted that this is the acreage devoted to grain, fodder and fallow, and does not include any pasture or meadow. 

Five farms would have needed pasture for large flocks of between 70 and 80 sheep. Alcock estimates 0.25 acres per head of sheep
. There was some permanent pasture in the parish and this is born out by references to closes and pightles in manor court surveys. The holding of Tom Field, must have been around 200 acres, with some land purely dedicated to pasture to supplement traditional grazing. The sizes of land holdings show no clear status groupings, although those yeomen still actively farming tended to have larger holdings than husbandmen. Craftsmen held very little land, possibly just an acre of wheat. Most labourers were completely landless, especially newcomers to the village – but William Meager was an established cottager and farmed 4.25 acres. 

The most surprising group were the shopkeepers, John Fletcher the butcher grew his own fodder for his animals and presumably sold some as he held 32 acres of fodder. As there is no record of his butcher’s stock, perhaps he would be more accurately described as a grazier and slaughter man. An example of the land holdings of shopkeepers is given in the records of the comparable village of Kings Langley (1645). Although a certain William Hayden was described as a butcher, he left more than one third of his wealth in crops. John Farmer described as a grocer, left two thirds of his wealth in farming. He farmed at least 96 acres producing grain and fodder for sale, as well as having a shop with contents worth £38.16s.6d. However, he came from an old Pirton family and land may have been passed down to him. 


What were the proportions devoted to arable, meadow, pasture and woods?

It is difficult to form a true picture of the mix of land use from the inventories in the sample because only growing crops and tilth are recorded, not pasture. But the Victoria County History
 notes that in 1905, 1,865 acres were arable, while pasture comprised 331 acres and woodland 65 acres. 

This emphasis on arable is borne out in the seventeenth century records of the Manor of Pirton Doddingsells. A 1664 terrier of the copyhold land in Pirton leased to the Lord of the Manor, Robert Hammond, from its owners, Eton College, shows similar proportions: arable land 224 acres, meadow 27 acres (20 acres being in nearby Ickleford), pasture 16 acres and woodland around 15 acres
. Similar terriers show that this distribution was maintained for the whole of the seventeenth century
.

What was the field system?

It appears that Pirton was always a nucleated settlement located in the centre of the parish surrounded by open fields. Deeds in the thirteenth century recorded only three fields: Eastfield, Westfield and Redfield
. These large open fields were divided into furlong blocks, which contained strips of land (shots). The thirteenth century deeds note the Made Furlong, and Rakepit Furlong
, names that continued right through to the early nineteenth century Enclosure Act. Most of the land in the parish seems to have been cultivated from early times; there is no mention of the waste, in manorial records or any others. The only evidence of land newly taken into cultivation is that of the braches in Hambridge. (This field has always been known as “sheep braches”, or as a local man who farmed it told me, shit breeches!)

It appears that by the sixteenth century there were at least six common fields in Pirton. These were Windmill Field, Danefield, Whitefield, Hambridge Field, Buryfield and Red Clay Field
. There are no surviving maps of the open fields of Pirton, unlike those for Hitchin
, but some of the shots were as small as half an acre. This layout of fields in furlongs meant that there had to be a communal system of farming.  Decisions about crops must have been made at village meetings and the same regulations set for all the three manors. The village byelaws is a manorial document, which states that the regulations will be reviewed every three years by that manor. Perhaps the village meeting was an annual vent held at a different manor each year. Crops were grown on a three-course rotation: winter wheat; spring-sown barley, oats or peas; and the final year fallow. It is not clear whether the field or the furlong was the cropping unit, but it is shown in Tom Field’s inventory that he was growing both wheat and barley in Buryfield and peas and oats in Red Field
. Some land appears from the name to be permanent pasture as it is enclosed. Some is common meadow, or lot meadow, in the fallow field where lots were measured out and villagers were given allocations to pasture their animals.

What crops were grown?

The main grain crops were wheat and barley. Both could be used for flour, but the malting industry in Hertfordshire was based in Hitchin and the surplus barley would probably have been sold locally
. Some inventories of yeomen show evidence of home brewing (Hammond 1672,) and two of the wills are those of maltsters (Farmer 1600, Sex 1626). All milling of grain must have been carried out at the lord of the manor’s mill, as there are no querns listed in the inventories.

It is difficult to discover which crop dominated, wheat or barley, as acreages are rarely given, but by 1690 barley was more widely cultivated than wheat in North Hertfordshire because of the influence of the local malting industry in. In the case of John Hanscombe and John Davies, Hanscombe had 46 acres of wheat and 37 of barley, Davies, later in the century had 22 of wheat and 50 of barley. The value of holdings of barley in the barn for any of the farmers were always higher, but this may have been because barley commanded a higher price. Glennie states that barley gave a higher yield per acre than wheat and large farmers devoted more acres to this crop. For farms of over fifty acres, 25% could be devoted to barley. Thus the total arable output increased sharply with farm size
. 

There appears to be little change in the types of crop grown in Pirton over the century. From the middle of the century in Hertfordshire there was an increase in the share of barley at the expense of rye
. But rye is not mentioned in any of the Pirton wills. In Cambridgeshire in the period 1661-1670, the percentage of the acreage under wheat was 29% and barley 55%
.  The principal crops in Warwickshire were rye and oats in the early seventeenth century and wheat was relatively rare. By the end of the century in Warwickshire, rye had been superseded by barley, as the emphasis moved towards dairying, and barley was grown for cattle feed
.

Types of grain are not given in the Pirton inventories, but wheat is often referred to as “tilth grain” [John Hanscombe 1643] as it was the only grain planted on the fallow after it had been ploughed three times. Barley was also known as “brach barley” or “edge grain” [John Underwood 1661] because the seeds were planted in the newly broken up soil of last year’s wheat crop.

The dominant fodder crops were peas and oats grown as a spring crop. The yeomen also grew a small amount of lentils and beans, but there is no evidence of the new fodder crops of clover or roots even at the close of the century. Only the large farmers, with over 36 acres, appeared to grow peas and oats. Often the acreage used for fodder crops was equal to that devoted to grain. The records of Thomas Arnole provide an example. There is very little hay compared to peas and oats, which could mean that there was very little meadowland.

What was the pattern of crop rotation?

From the inventories it appeared that all farmers practised the three-year rotation, growing the whole range of crops over the three years, but the only inventory from which it is possible to see the fields in which the rotation took place is that of Thomas Field (1630). For that year, the fallow fields are Windmill and White Fields at opposite ends of the parish (see map). The spring crop of peas, oats and fetches, are grown in Red Field, together with spring barley in Hambridge and Danefield. Bury Field, which is part of Hambridge, is used for a mix of winter wheat and barley. It would seem likely that these are separate furlongs of wheat and barley, rather than the maslin mix as no inventory shows this inferior crop in the barn. The time of year that the inventory was taken must have been in the summer months before haymaking (see extract). It shows that he had 49 acres of wheat and barley, 61 acres of fodder crops, and 61 acres of tilth, which will be sown the next year with wheat. There are only five bushels of wheat stored, which may be seed corn for the next sowing. If there was an increase in the production of barley towards the end of the century as Glennie suggests, this could have been the result of a number of different factors. Possibly there was a gradual change in the traditional system of a 3-year rotation, with less winter wheat and animals folded on the land during autumn and winter. Alternatively, there could have been an improvement in the yield of barley within the 3-year system.

What type of livestock was kept?

Inventories generally give a much clearer picture of livestock holding than of arable holding. The range of animals included pigs, cows, poultry and bees. However, most of the animals were kept for the farmers’ own purposes, rather than for sale. The only commercial animals were flocks of sheep; for example, John Davies, Robert Collison and Tom Field had flocks of 70-82 each. Just under a half of the deceased owned horses, all the yeomen but no labourers owned horses. Horses must have been multi-purpose for draught and riding, although no saddles were mentioned in any of the documents. They were very valuable, from £10 each [John Farmer] down to £1 for an old horse [Thomas Turner]. There is no evidence of oxen so presumably the horses carried out ploughing, and all owners had at least two. 

As can be seen from Table 3, the median size of herds were small, as they were in Cambridgeshire where the predominance of open-field arable farming meant that there was little pasture for large numbers of animals
. There was little agricultural diversification in either area. The herds of cattle and sheep were smaller in Pirton than the average for Cambridgeshire.

Table 3: Stock listed in Cambridgeshire inventories 1661-70 [M. Spufford]

	Number of animals
	Cattle owners
	Horse

owners
	Pig

owners
	Sheep

owners

	1-5
	58
	61
	77
	11

	6-10
	29
	17
	12
	9

	11-20
	26
	3
	5
	11

	21-30
	3
	1
	1
	8

	31&over
	4
	1
	0
	11

	Median
	6 cattle
	4 horses
	2 pigs
	16 sheep


Table 4: Stock listed in Pirton inventories 1600-1699

	Number of animals
	Cattle owners
	Horse

owners
	Pig

owners
	Sheep

owners

	1-5
	17
	13
	10
	5

	6-10
	7
	3
	4
	3

	11-20
	1
	0
	3
	2

	21-30
	0
	0
	0
	0

	31&over
	0
	0
	0
	4

	Median
	3 cattle
	3 horses
	3 pigs
	11 sheep


Note: median is the number in the middle of the set.

In open field villages the manorial tenants had the right to graze animals [horse, cattle and sheep] on the common land, baulks and in the common fields after harvest. Common rights were vital to the ability to survive on a small farm, as there was so little pasture. These rights varied from manor to manor. The manorial rights in Pirton were in direct proportion to the size of the tenant’s holding in an attempt to prevent the overstocking of the commons. 

The pasturing of animals was tightly controlled in the parish of Pirton, as most of the acreage was arable. In a manorial byelaw document of 1663, it makes it clear that individuals may pasture one cow or bullock in the common fields for every 30 acres they hold. If they hold 40 acres, they may pasture 2 cows or bullocks. Furthermore, no person may keep more than two sheep in the fallow field for every acre they hold.

James Hanscombe of Pirton Grange was granted a stint in Windmill Field to pasture 80 sheep, just as his grandfather William had been. From his inventory, it can be seen that his flock had increased to 112, which presumably meant that he was overstocking illegally. As a wealthy man, the income from the extra sheep would far outweigh any fine imposed by the manorial court.

New cottagers were at liberty to keep one cow or bullock on the commons, and upon sufferance it could be kept in the common herd. But no old cottager could let out or dispose of his common to anyone but another old cottager in the same parish to supply his ‘necessities.’ Obviously any new cottagers were treated as ‘incomers’ and not affected by the established rights of the old cottagers. These common rights were jealously guarded.
Pirton was an open village without one dominant manor and therefore people moved in seeking work and land. The Dodingselles court roll gives a list of names of 30 occupiers of new cottages – three of the four craftsmen were new cottagers, as were three of the four husbandmen, and all the labourers except one
. None of the yeomen were identified as new and thus restricted. This may help to explain why the husbandmen kept so few livestock. As noted on page one there was a further reference in the Rectory court book in 1671
 to “six and twenty newly erected cottages which have no right of common”. It is not clear whether these are a further development, although the references are from two separate manors. It is recorded that in 1675 John Farmer the grocer has erected a new cottage for the occupation of Edward Dearmer that has no rights of common. Edward Dearmer was quite a wealthy husbandman [£259.12s.6d] but 84% of his farm valuation was arable and only 3.2% stock.

The byelaws regulated not only how many animals could be kept on common fields, but also in which of the fields they could be kept on at different times of the farming year. Animals on the hoof were used to manure the ground while they ate the stubble. Thus arable and pastoral farming were complementary. Unfortunately, on occasion, the animals damaged the crops and owners were fined. Half of the fine was given to the poor, but the other half was given to the informant.

The byelaw document touches on the problem of enclosure; it states that in the past it was agreed that if a person held 20 acres, then one acre of it could be enclosed. But in 1663 it was decided that no more enclosures should be made. By the end of the century, the problem of landowners enclosing common fields had grown. This is shown in a document drawn up in 1692 by the parishioners of Pirton
 in which they agreed to defend themselves and each other if prosecuted for putting beasts on land enclosed by Thomas Docwra. Many of the larger farms had hurdles included in their inventories. These were used to provide temporary enclosures for sheep in the open fields. Larger animals were tethered on the field headlands or baulks, but the owners of the land could not collect grass from these areas except their own. Old cottagers could “string lead two cows a-piece upon the common roads … viz the way leading to the gallows place.” (I noted recently that the practice of grazing animals on a rope alongside the road is still carried out today in Southern Turkey.) There were no regulations about pigs, as they were never allowed in the common field as they rooted savagely in the ground. The small numbers suggest that they were kept within the farmyard.

The farming year

It is possible to work out how the farming cycle operated in Pirton by closely examining the inventories, as these were drawn up at different times of the year. It is also possible to draw parallels with the only example of open field cultivation still working in the UK, at Laxton in Nottinghamshire. There are likely to have been some local variations in the timings of the activities as these would have been determined by factors such as heavy or light soils, topographical features and local weather, but the patterns were probably similar over the Midlands Plain where open field farming was practised.

The winter wheat was harvested in Pirton in August, after which sheep were grazed on the stubble. Next the spring-sown crops were harvested, comprising barley, oats and peas. James Hanscombe still had his 45 acres of wheat and 37 acres of barley in the fields when he died in August, but Edward Dearmer, with a smaller acreage had all his crops in the barn by the end of September.

Stock was moved from the wheat stubble onto the barley stubble by mid-October. There was a gap of about a month for the dropped grain to grow in the stubble field to provide feed mainly for sheep.

By October, the final ploughing and harrowing had taken place in the fallow field. This land was ploughed and dunged three times during the fallow year (Robert Hammond, 1678). The fallow field was always sown with wheat, as it required to be planted early. Primet and Hammond had their wheat sown by the time of their deaths in October and November.

The sheep were used to manure last year’s wheat field until it was ploughed, harrowed and sown with the spring crop. John Davis and Robert Hammond both had barley tilth ready to sow by December – the winter frosts having broken up the heavy soil. 

The spring and lenten crops were sown in March with all the sheep kept off the open fields from Lady Day to Lammas (25 March to 1 August). Animals were allowed to graze the baulks and headlands in the growing season if they were tethered. Pasturing was ‘measured out’ in the lot meadows and allocated to villagers for their cattle. Regulated numbers of cattle could be in the meadows with the common herd. It is not clear what happened to the animals in the winter in Pirton when there was a lack of pasture. Sheep were allowed in the Whitson Mead from Christmas Day but presumably larger flocks had to be kept on the owner’s own land, brought in, sold or slaughtered. Sheep were mainly kept for wool and not meat and therefore would not be slaughtered. Robert Hammond and John Underwood kept their ten sheep in the yard, but John Davies and Robert Collison had 70 sheep to feed throughout the winter and this must have required special arrangements.

When the crops were sown, this was the time for finishing off threshing last year’s crop. By April, Robert Hammond (1678) had only threshed one third of his barley – two thirds was still in the rickyard. All the young animals were born in the spring before haymaking started in June. The hay harvest had to be finished by Lammas [August 1] as the animals were allowed in the meadows until All Saints Day [November 1].

The yeomen and husbandmen owned large equipment, such as ploughs, harrows, rollers and drag rakes. In individual inventories there are often as many as four ploughs and eight horses listed. These items were probably loaned out to smaller farmers perhaps in return for their labour. Labourers often had hand tools, scythes and sickles. Long carts and dung carts are also identified, but wheels were valued separately. Robert Hammond [1678] even had a wheelbarrow!

4. Summary

All the data collected and analysed in the study confirmed that status was a strong indicator of the distribution of wealth among the population of Pirton in the seventeenth century. Yeomen, husbandmen and retailers held over 65% of their wealth in farming. By way of contrast, the valuations of craftsmen and labourers showed less than a quarter of the wealth in farming. Retailers appeared to practise a dual economy. Most of the land was devoted to arable farming with the main grain crops being wheat and barley, with fodder crops of oats and peas.

In the seventeenth century, Pirton was a typical open village in the Midland Plain. There seemed to be very little change in farming practices over the century: there was no evidence to show a move towards the new crops and methods of the East Anglian region

The use of a spreadsheet [Excel] proved to be a useful technique, although the interpretation of the numerical data had to be carried out in conjunction with documentary evidence from the manors. Many questions regarding land tenure arose, but these can only be answered through additional research.
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Appendix 1

Archdeaconry of Huntingdon, wills and inventories [AHH]

	HALS NO
	Record
	First name
	Surname
	Status
	
	
	

	H22/999
	1
	JOHN
	SAMM
	YEOMAN
	
	1619
	1619

	54HW88
	2
	ROBERT
	HAMMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	1623
	1623

	4HW52
	3
	THOMAS
	ARNOLE
	YEOMAN
	
	1629
	1629

	H22/241
	4
	WILLIAM
	COLLISON
	YEOMAN
	
	1630
	1630

	H22/397
	5
	THOMAS
	FIELD
	YEOMAN
	
	
	1630

	22HW32
	6
	ROBERT
	COLLISON
	YEOMAN
	
	1631
	1631

	56HW25
	7
	JOHN
	HANSCOMBE
	YEOMAN
	
	1643
	1643

	119HW2
	8
	THOMAS
	SEX
	YEOMAN
	
	1646
	1646

	56HW126
	9
	JOHN
	HAMMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	1642
	1649

	23HW81
	10
	ROBERT
	COLLISON
	YEOMAN
	
	1655
	1657

	56HW104
	11
	ROBERT
	HAMMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	1672
	1672

	H22/623
	12
	ROBERT
	HAMMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	
	1678

	H23/208
	13
	JOHN
	BEAL
	YEOMAN
	
	
	1698

	21HW8
	14
	THOMAS
	COPCOTE
	RETAIL/SERVICE
	GROCER
	1610
	1610

	H23/815
	15
	JOHN
	FLETCHER
	RETAIL/SERVICE
	BUTCHER
	
	1644

	42HW3
	16
	JOHN
	FARMER
	RETAIL/SERVICE
	GROCER
	1683
	1688

	3HW392
	17
	THOMAS
	PRIOR
	LABOURER
	
	1605
	1605

	H/22/1094
	18
	THOMAS
	TURNER
	LABOURER
	
	
	1610

	101HW13
	19
	WILLIAM
	PRIOR
	LABOURER
	
	1634
	1634

	H23/416
	20
	THOMAS
	CARTER
	LABOURER
	
	1639
	1639

	81HW3
	21
	THOMAS
	LOW
	LABOURER
	
	
	1658

	90HW73
	22
	WILLIAM
	MEAGER
	LABOURER
	
	1680
	1680

	33HW35
	23
	RICHARD 
	DUNHAM
	LABOURER
	
	
	1683

	121HW27
	24
	RICHARD 
	STRINGER
	LABOURER
	
	1697
	1697

	11HW51
	25
	JAMES
	BUSH
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	
	1663

	33HW44
	26
	EDWARD
	DEARMER
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1684
	1684

	76HW13
	27
	JAMES
	KING
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1687
	1687

	34HW22
	28
	JOHN
	DAVIES
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1694
	1694

	137HW7
	29
	JOHN
	UNDERWOOD
	CRAFTSMAN
	WEAVER
	1661
	1661

	104HW5
	30
	FRANCIS
	PRIMIT
	CRAFTSMAN
	MASON
	1674
	1676

	H23/1865
	31
	THOMAS
	PHILLIPS
	CRAFTSMAN
	WHEELWRIGHT
	
	1684

	133HW23
	32
	THOMAS
	TURNER
	CRAFTSMAN
	WEAVER
	1690
	1694

	39HW134
	33
	CHRISTOPHER
	FARMER
	RETAIL/SERVICE
	MALSTER
	1600
	

	137HW1
	34
	MICHAEL
	UNDERWOOD
	CRAFTSMAN
	CARPENTER
	1616
	

	115HW96
	35
	JOHN
	SEX
	RETAIL/SERVICE
	MALSTER
	1626
	

	55HW57
	36
	THOMAS
	HANSCOMBE
	RETAIL/SERVICE
	TAILOR
	1635
	

	90HW23
	37
	THOMAS
	MANN
	CRAFTSMAN
	CARPENTER
	1662
	

	90HW62
	38
	GEORGE
	MANN
	CRAFTSMAN
	SAWYER
	1674
	

	24HW7
	39
	WILLIAM
	CARTER
	CRAFTSMAN
	WHEELWRIGHT
	1677
	

	5HW76
	40
	JOSEPH
	ANSELL
	CRAFTSMAN
	BLACKSMITH
	1687
	

	10HW60
	41
	RICHARD 
	BROCKET
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1630
	

	131HW78
	42
	MICHAEL
	TURNER
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1639
	

	42HW13
	43
	JOHN
	FERRIAN
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1691
	

	59HW11
	44
	MICHAEL
	HAMMOND
	HUSBANDMAN
	
	1691
	

	32HW73
	45
	MATTHEW
	DRIVER
	LABOURER
	
	1633
	

	41HW59
	46
	CHRISTOPHER
	FARMER
	YEOMAN
	
	1681
	

	59HW41
	47
	JOHN
	HAMMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	1696
	

	119HW23
	48
	THOMAS
	SAMM
	YEOMAN
	
	1658
	

	40HW102
	49
	THOMAS
	FARMER
	YEOMAN
	
	1629
	

	1HR100V
	50
	WILLIAM
	BYGGE
	YEOMAN
	
	1607
	

	3HW307
	51
	WILLIAM
	HAMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	1602
	

	1HW20
	52
	WILLIAM
	SAMM
	YEOMAN
	
	1595
	

	118HW7
	53
	MICHAEL
	SAMM
	YEOMAN
	
	1641
	

	55HW46
	54
	MICHAEL
	HAMOND
	YEOMAN
	
	1634
	

	40HW31
	55
	RICHARD
	FIELD
	YEOMAN
	
	1619
	

	10HW84
	56
	NICHOLAS
	BALDOCK
	YEOMAN
	
	1636
	

	24HW55
	57
	BENNIT
	COLLISON
	YEOMAN
	
	1685
	


Appendix 2
Inventory of Thomas Field, 1630 (Extract) (HALS H33/397)

Item 8 horses….£30

Item 17 beasts & bullocks & 2 weaner calves….£23.13.4d

Item 6 hogs &2 pigs….£3

Item 82 sheep & lambs….£14.3.4d

Item poultry….8 s

Item wheat & barley in Bery Field - 42 acres….£130

Item barley in Hambridge Field - 4 acres….£10

Item bratch barley in Dane Field – 2 acres & 3 roods ….£4

Item peas in Red Field – 22 acres & a half ….£22

Item oats in the ? Acre Close ….£10.13.4d

Item oats in the Red Field by Bells – 17 acres….£15

Item more oats & fetches in the same field – 12 acres…£12

Item tilth some of it dunged in Whitefield – 41 acres….£9

Item tilth some of it dunged in Windmill Field – 25 acres….£3

Item 5 bushels of wheat….£1.5s

Item 24 of wool….16s

Item 3 pairs of shod wheels with a long cart 3 dung carts 4 harrows 3 ploughs horse halters & harness

Item 3 sacks &working tools….17s

Inventory of Robert Hamond, 1678 (Extract) (HALS H22/623)

Item 6 horses with their harness…. £54

Item 9 cows & bullocks …. £21

Item 5 hogs a-fatting and 8 store pigs ….. £16

Item in the cheese chamber the wool, the cheese, the apples, leather bottles..£3 10s

Item wheat in the wheat barn …. £48

Item barley threshed …….£18 4s

Item barley unthreshed ….. £50 10s

Item a parcel of oats & peas in the garner…£7 10s

Item oats and bullymong 32 quarters … £25 12s

Item a parcel of bees …   £9

Item the hay lintills …….£6   15s

Item striken, bushels fans sieves and other implements with sacks … £2   6s

Item carts, ploughs, harrows and other implements … £24   16s

Item the cart hovel, the woods in the rickyard … £9   10s

Item the rest of the wood, hurdles, ladders, and grindstone…… £8    10s

Items the drag rakes, rollers, wheel barrows and other lumber £2 16s

Items the dung, chaff and straw ……… £8

Item ? acres of wheat sown in the field valued at £70 with the rent of the said land which said rent comes to £11  for the remaining………………  £59

Item 10 sheep with the fowl in the yard ……… £6 6s 8d

Item for range wood felled before the death of the said Robert Hamond 1 acre 6 poles ……. £5 10s

Item the ploughing of? acres of tilth land 3 times and dunging the same ………  £4 

Item in debts due and owing ………… £2

Item leasehold of the College of Eton there being 15 years to come from Lady Day past valued at …. £560

� L. Munby, Hertfordshire Population Statistics, p36


2 “Village Byelaws” & HALS 48778, Rectory Manor Court Book. The source of the village byelaws is unknown.


� Munby, Population Statistics, p.36
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