SOCIETY, ECONOMY AND LORDSHIP IN DEVON IN THE AGE
OF THE FIRST TWO COURTENAY EARLS, c. 1297-1377
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SHORT ABSTRACT

This thesis is a contribution to the social history of medieval Devon and the south-
west in the lifetimes of the first two Courtenay earls, Hugh II (1275-1340) and Hugh III
(1303-77). The fourteenth century was an era of particular importance to the region’s social
evolution, in which many sectors of the non-agrarian economy — cloth production, mining
fishing, ship-building, intermational commerce — attained impressive levels of growth,
interrupted perhaps only moderately by the demographic crises of the middle decades.
Further encouragement to economic prosperity came from the war with France, which
stimulated demographic and urban communities on the south coast and provided fresh
opportunities for employment and personal advancement.

Against this backdrop of economic change, the pattern of aristocratic power in the
south-western peninsula was undergoing a fundamental transformation and shift in focus.
Two great Anglo-Norman honors were united in 1297 under the Courtenays, giving a single
aristocratic dynasty unprecedented influence and leverage over local society. Permanently
resident in the county and led by vigorous personalities, the family rapidly became ubiquitous
in all sectors of public life and the region experienced a quality and intensity of lordship
rarely witnessed in the previous two centuries.

The current work supplies a deficiency in the study of the medieval south-west, but
also makes a case for extending the remit of a traditional county-based study to encompass a
wider cultural and economic hinterland. Particular attention is paid to the influence of the
physical landscape and geography on economic and seignorial development in medieval
society. The thesis is divided into two parts: the first dealing with the economic and social
infrastructure, and ‘setting the scene’ with a long-term historical survey; the second focusing
specifically on the fourteenth century and placing a discussion of local power structures in a
wider ‘national’ context.



LONG ABSTRACT

The thesis addresses major social and economic themes in the history of medieval
Devon and south-west England, focusing specifically on the evolution and operation of a
concentrated vein of magnate lordship in a distant corner of the English realm. Challenging,
but not wholly rejecting, the dominant ‘county community’ approach to local history, it
makes reference to a wider range of overlapping communities and affinities current in the
later middle ages, and provides a broad context in which the dramatic economic, demographic
and seignorial trends of the fourteenth century can be properly understood. The inter-play of
centre and periphery is examined in depth by drawing on strands of ‘national’ historiography,
with particular attention given to the local repercussions of the political crises of Edward II’s
reign, and the French wars of Edward III.

There 1s no detailed study of medieval Devon that comprehends a spectrum of
historical elements, rather than focusing primarily or exclusively on a single economic or
familial unit, and the current work is an attempt, within the confines of the evidence, to
supply at least partially this deficiency. It works on the premise that, notwithstanding the
demographic crises of the middle decades, the fourteenth century was a period of quite
considerable economic growth in the south-west; which has not always been fully appreciated
by historians. This economic theme, set out at length in chapter two, pervades much of the
thesis, with emphasis placed on the influence of the region’s physical landscape on long-term
historical trends; not only demographic, but also in the formation and evolution of territorial
lordships. A substantial body of recent and current research in the economic and agrarian
history of the region is summarised and consolidated with fresh interpretation, and there is a
thorough re-assessment of widely held, but insufficiently tested, assumptions about magnate
affinities and lordship in the late-medieval south-west.

Although a wide range of original source material is drawn upon, this thesis has had
particular recourse to two, hitherto under-exploited, archival collections. First, extensive use
has been made of two fourteenth-century secular cartularies (the ‘Powderham’ and the
‘British Library’), commissioned by the first and second earls of Devon respectively, in
reconstructing the Courtenay family’s rise to prominence and the composition of its affinity.
Secondly, the recently opened Arundel archive at the Cornwall Record Office, containing a
wealth of material relating to the Dynham and other local families, features strongly in a
consideration of the late-medieval gentry and their lifestyles. Other material used is too
varied and miscellaneous to list in detail here, but 1t will be noted that manorial account rolls
and extenta have been exploited extensively in this thesis.

The current work is divided into two main sections: structural and chronological. The
former lays foundations for the rest of the study by describing the county’s medieval social
and economic infrastructure over a longer period of time, while the latter focuses specifically
on the fourteenth century and the inter-twining of ‘local’ historical phenomena with the
‘national’.

Chapter one is a broad survey of the major units of tenurial lordship in the south-
west, temporal and spiritual, tracing their origins and long-term historical evolution. It
outlines the process by which Devon’s two largest seignorial honors came to be united under
the auspices of the Courtenay family towards the end of the thirteenth century, and briefly
compares the alternatives to this apparently hegemonic model of lordship. The residual
importance of ‘feudal’ bonds of tenure is a unifying theme to this chapter, which contrasts the
relatively new affinity of the Courtenays with older and more established networks; for while
the Courtenays were undeniably the most potent and dynamic focus of lordship in Devon in
the fourteenth century, deep-rooted ‘feudal’ traditions added complexity to the seignorial
landscape and frequently complicated local political relations. The relative importance of
religious lordship to secular is also considered here, and the bishops of Exeter are introduced
as powerful seignorial lords in their own right and, on occasion, worthy competitors to their
secular counterparts. A flavour of popular piety in the locality is given through an
examination of trends in monastic foundations and habits of religious benefaction among the



laity. The chapter concludes that seignorial lordship in the county was highly fragmented and
dispersed, making attempts to assert leadership over the mass of petty knights and gentry
appear daunting on the one hand, but on the other relatively easy for a powerful magnate with
the strength and charisma to bring cohesion to his dominions. Similarly, among the religious,
there was no vested monastic interest, and a strong-willed bishop could forge unity across the
whole diocese through his strength of personality. In this fragmented landscape of tenurial
lordship, considerations of neighbourhood and locality became at least as important as
‘feudal’ bonds in forming seignorial relationships, giving powerful newcomers, such as the
Courtenays, the opportunity to establish their influence relatively quickly.

Chapter two provides an overview of the county’s economic and social infrastructure,
drawing upon and consolidating a substantial body of recent and current research into the
economic and agrarian history of the medieval south-west. The economic dimension of
seignorial lordship is introduced, and the economies of the greater landed estates are
discussed in detail and compared. Continuing a theme outlined in the previous chapter,
however, it emphasises also that the bulk of the county’s wealth was concentrated not in these
big economic concerns, but was dispersed among a larger mass of petty landowners and an
increasingly prosperous mercantile class. Consideration is given to the ‘alternative’ economy
of this upland, essentially pastoral region - activities such as mining, fishing, shipping,
mercantilism and cloth-manufacture — by way of a corrective to the overwhelming agrarian
focus of much recent economic historiography of the later middle ages. Although the impact
of demographic crisis was felt no less severely here than elsewhere in fourteenth-century
England, it will be argued that a combination of environmental factors, economic diversity,
and a low dependence on grain monoculture, helped to shelter many parts of Devon and the
south-west from the worst excesses of plague. Attention is given also to the timing and scale
of the retreat from demesne agriculture over the course of the fourteenth century, and to the
growing commercialisation of the local economy in an era of war.

Chapter three focuses on Devon’s knights and esquires (the ‘squirearchy’) and their
position in the county hierarchy. It first analyses them quantitatively, with a consideration of
their importance in relation to other landowners, and then qualitatively, by examining the
sources of their wealth and its disposal. The prospects for social mobility within their ranks
are examined in depth, and fundamental questions of identity — how these men perceived
themselves in relation to the locality, and where they set the parameters of their social
horizons - are also addressed. The ‘Severnside’ dimension — a cultural province that
exceeded the bounds of English county society and brought Devon into contact with adjacent
communities in Wales and Ireland — is treated here in an attempt to establish whether the
county really was the primary focus of their social and political aspirations. The mercantile
classes receive special mention, with the onset of commercialisation aiding their acceleration
through the upper echeleons of county society.

The formation and composition of the Courtenay affinity is the principal business of
chapter four. It is introduced through the examination of a major succession crisis facing the
earldom of Devon at the turn of the fourteenth century, which is contrasted with a similar
incident in a neighbouring barony to help illuminate Edward I’s alleged ‘policy’ towards his
greater magnates. The late-medieval affinity is reconstructed, principally from the charter
evidence, and its composition analysed, with special attention given to the influence of
physical geography on recruitment, but also to the centrality of family in its ranks. The
importance to the Courtenays of the contractual retainer in relation to traditional ‘feudal’
recruitment, a theme first broached in chapter one, is explored in greater depth here.

Chapter five adopts a slightly wider perspective, focusing on the political crises of the
reign of Edward II and their impact on the locality. This is pursued primarily through the
agency of Walter Stapeldon, bishop of Exeter and a prominent government minister of the
period. It examines the composition of his regionally-based secular affinity and assesses the
extent to which concern for its members’ interests may have coloured his political judgment
during the rebellion of 1321-2 and its aftermath. It considers also the actions and motives of
two other magnates, Hugh Courtenay and William Martin, within the context of a strong



under-current of anti-Despenser sentiment in the south-west, fostered primarily by the
fragmentation of the earldom of Gloucester estates after 1314.

Chapter six deals with the process of political reconciliation in the 1330s and the
arrival at a semblance of social unity on the eve of war with France. Contrasting the
relatively orthodox episcopate of John Grandisson with the controversial administration of his
predecessor, it describes the process by which the county’s social hierarchy gradually reverted
to a more ‘natural’ state in the aftermath of Edward II’s regime. The growing ascendancy of
the Courtenays in public life in the south-west, a strand of narrative left hanging in chapter
four, is returned to here and brought to a conclusion with the end of Edward III’s reign, when
the comital dynasty had apparently achieved domination of the local structures of lordship
and the apparatus of county government. The fourteenth-century wars with France provide a
colourful backdrop to this discussion: continuing the theme of the ‘alternative’, non-agrarian,
economy outlined in chapter two, war is presented primarily in terms of the economic
benefits, and disadvantages, that it brought to the region.
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INTRODUCTION

DEVON AND THE SOUTH-WEST IN THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

The present study is a contribution to the social history of medieval Devon in the eighty
years between the coming-of-age of Hugh Courtenay II (1275-1340), in 1297, and the death of
his son Hugh Courtenay III (1303-77). As this chronological framework may suggest, the subject
will be approached primarily through a study of that society’s propertied and monied elite; its
noblemen, prelates, knights, lawyers, clerks and merchants. This is partly a reflection of the
overwhelmingly ‘seignorial’ character of the surviving source material. More importantly,
however, it has grown from an intention to analyse the evolution of a vein of strong and
concentrated magnate lordship, with its associated networks of power, authority and sociability,
in a local community that was both remote and isolated from the recognised centres of power and
wealth in the English realm.

It 1s no accident that the fourteenth century has been identified as an era of particular
importance in the social history of Devon and indeed of the south-west — which for the purposes
of this study corresponds approximately with the Cornubian peninsula of modern-day Devon and
Cornwall - as a whole. This was by any measure a period of impressive growth in many areas of
the non-agrarian economy, interrupted perhaps only moderately by the demographic crises of the
middle and later decades. The seeds of economic prosperity, sown comparatively late in a wave
of secondary colonisation from the twelfth century onwards, began in the fourteenth to shoot and
even bear fruit.' They helped to sustain the communities of south-western England at a time
when maturer, but perhaps intrinsically less flexible and diverse, regional economies elsewhere

were coming under intense pressure. The mining of tin and other minerals in Devon and

' Below, pp. 70-4



Cornwall, for example, remained reasonably buoyant, even in the face of persistent disruption to
export markets and overseas trade by war.” Devon’s cottage-based cloth industry — the
foundations of which had been laid in the previous century by large-scale seignorial investment in
technology — was stimulated in this period by a high demand for cheap textiles and the growing
tendency of landowners, in the wake of Black Death, to turn from mixed farming to less labour-
intensive systems of specialist livestock husbandry; and herein lies the origins of the county’s
subsequent fame for cattle rearing in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.’

The wars with France, which loom so large in the annals of the fourteenth century, were a
further stimulus to economic growth. New foreign markets were opened and existing ones made
secure, ensuring that the urban development of some of Devon’s southern coastal communities
continued apace. Plymouth in particular experienced tremendous demographic expansion in the
century or so between the reigns of Edward I and Richard II, when it was effectively transformed
from a small fishing community into a regional entrep6t and the principal gateway to the English
dominion of Gascony. Devon’s most abundant natural asset, the sea, was in this period exploited
to its full potential: war encouraged the growth of a domestic ship-building industry, stimulated
commerce and presented new opportunities for service and personal advancement. It was in this
century too that the core of a regionally-based naval elite of captains, mariners, adventurers and
merchants - ubiquitous in the pages of Tudor history - began to establish itself.*

Against this backdrop of economic change, the balance of aristocratic power in the south-
west was also undergoing a fundamental transformation. Isabella Fortibus, the last direct
descendant of the Redvers earldom of Devon, died without surviving heirs of the body in 1293,
and her estates, and eventually the comital title also, were inherited by Hugh Courtenay II, the
young head of a major baronial family in the region. In 1297 the two large Anglo-Norman

honors of Okehampton and Plympton were for the first time united under a single lord, giving the

? Below, pp. 74-6; chapter 6
} Below, pp. 94-8



Courtenay family unprecedented influence and leverage in local society.” The Courtenays, as a
consequence of both royal policy and necessity, continued to concentrate their activity as
seignorial lords almost exclusively in Devon, despite the obvious disadvantages inherent in
residing so far from the major focal points of political and economic life in the kingdom. As
earls, they were mostly vigorous and physically active throughout the period and successfully
avoided the damaging minorities that had consistently plagued the Redvers dynasty over the past
two centuries: it is evident that Devon was to experience a rare quality and intensity of magnate
lordship. The ubiquity of the Courtenays in all spheres of public life in the south-west, to the
extent that they were seen by others as the ‘natural’ leaders of local society and came to regard
that society as their ‘country’, is a central theme of this thesis.

Courtenay lordship was not, however, a monolithic structure, nor was hegemony an
inevitable outcome. Alternative circles of power and influence that overlapped, competed with,
or complemented one another, touched the region in different ways and with varying degrees of
effectiveness. The origins of some of these networks are obscure, their foci lying well beyond the
county boundaries, but they could nevertheless be revived under exceptional circumstances. The
earldom of Gloucester, for example, continued to exert a considerable degree of influence over its
feudal tenants in Devon, even after the extinction of the main line of the Clare family in 1314.°
Other sources of lordship, more modest in scale, transcended the boundaries of the shire, or even
English society itself, providing an instructive contrast to the dominant Courtenay affinity, which
was essentially confined to Devon. The Martin barons of Dartington and the knightly families of
Fleming, Carew, Bryan and Cogan, comprised a group of landowners who held estates in both
south-west England and in the marches of Wales and/or Ireland, and who presided over networks

of tenants and well-wishers united by the common experience of cross-channel proprietorship.7

‘ Below, pp. 81-2, 246-7, 253-5
> Below, pp. 32-4, 153

% Below, pp. 39-42, 216-18

’ Below, pp. 40-2, 139-42
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Such widely-based circles of lordship and sociability were apparently beyond the ken of the
Courtenays who concentrated their resources on dominating a far more narrowly-defined
‘country’. Did the existence of these ‘alternative’ networks of lordship in any way derogate from
the earls’ authority in the fourteenth century or undermine their claim to lead a homogeneous
‘county society’?

Another theme in Devon’s social evolution was the increasing tendency of the Crown and
its agents to interfere in local administration and politics. On one level, this was an inevitable
corollary of the war with France and a reflection of the heightened importance of the region to the
Crown as a centre for naval operations. The king needed to secure important military resources
and, in so doing, rode rough-shod over local interests and sensibilities; this can be seen above all
in attempts to wrest control of the ports of Dartmouth and Plymouth from their seignorial
owners.” But it was also reflected in the revival and reconstruction of the old earldom of
Comwall, as a duchy, from 1337. Under Edward III’s heir, the Black Prince, Cornwall
experienced vigorous magnate lordship from an aristocrat whose military and political interests
were more closely tied to the south-west than any of his predecessors’. The earl of Devon’s
closest comital neighbour had been reinvigorated, creating the potential for rivalry and friction in
the region.’

Comital leadership in Comnwall had hitherto been sporadic and infrequent, with
Cornishmen rarely gracing the counsels of the earls; a neglect of duty that stunted the growth of
fully functioning Cornish aristocracy. The more important inhabitants of Cornwall tended
therefore to look eastwards, to neighbouring Devon, for good marriages, property investment, and
even lordship and service. The earls/dukes of Cornwall may have had a vested interest in their
vast economic resources and control of the apparatus of local government, but persistent non-

residence and the consequent lack of ‘good lordship’ meant that much of the social elite of

* Below, pp. 241-6
” Below, pp. 253-8
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Cornwall had orientated itself elsewhere. The extent to which the ‘county community’ of Devon
penetrated and encompassed Cornish society, and the evolving relationship between magnate
lords in the two counties, is explored in chapters three and six of the thesis. "

A further consequence of intensified royal activity in the south-west was the growth - in
size, importance and wealth - of a corps of professional lawyers and royal clerks: in later
centuries Devon was noted for the size and quality of its legal profession. The Crown provided
local men with new avenues of employment and new sources of income. Fortunately for the
historian, clerks, lawyers and merchants were usually wholly conventional in their social outlook
and invested much of their surplus cash in the traditional land market, thereby effectively buying
their way into the established hierarchy. Expenditure and consumer habits are useful guides to
medieval wealth and these professionals are especially conspicuous in the historical sources.''
On occasion, however, men of otherwise limited social importance could acquire reputation and
fame through their service to the Crown. Bishop Walter Stapeldon (d. 1326), treasurer of
England in the 1320s, and Sir John Cheverston (d. ¢. 1375), seneschal of Gascony in the 1350s
and 1360s, are exemplars of men of local provenance who, through their professional activities,
exposed regional society to the occasional glare of central politics.'?

Physically isolated from the English court and the centres of political life, the extent to
which the affairs of state impinged directly on county society is always likely to have been
limited. Nevertheless, there were times when ostensibly ‘local’ matters had ‘national’
implications. The opening phase of the Hundred Years’ War and the heavy reliance of the
English Crown on Devon’s maritime resources, already touched upon here, was evidently one
such occasion. Another, less easy for the historian to detect but of no lesser significance to
contemporaries, was the political unrest of the reign of Edward I, when Devon’s two most

powerful magnates became embroiled in central politics, perhaps even in direct opposition to one

' Below, pp. 44-5, 135-8, 156-7, 253-8
" Below, pp- 143-9
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another. Hugh Courtenay II, a consistent champion of baronial reform, had been alienated by the
king’s persistent refusal to deal seriously with his claim to the earldom of Devon and may also
have had cause to quarrel with with Bishop Stapeldon, an accomplished royal servant and
possible crony of the Despenser regime. Through them, through the continued and pervasive
influence in the south-west of the earldom of Gloucester, and perhaps also through those local
knights with landed interests in Glamorgan, reverberations of the political divisions in the English

realm were felt and, to a certain extent, replicated in local society."

THE ‘COUNTY COMMUNITY’ AND OTHER HISTORIOGRAPHICAL MODELS

Before beginning the thesis proper, some basic historiographical issues must be
addressed. Can another county-focused study of late-medieval English society be justified on
historical grounds? To a certain extent this approach has been determined by the nature of the
source material. At first glance the surviving evidence does not make medieval Devon a
particularly promising topic for research. With the notable exception of Tavistock Abbey, there
1s no single archive or body of documentation sufficiently copious to support a historical account
based solely, or even principally, on the study of a single aristocratic lineage or religious
corporation.' For neighbouring Cornwall, this approach has been adopted by John Hatcher and

Mark Page in their respective histories of the late-medieval duchy and the thirteenth-century

15
earldom.

But the Cornwall earls and dukes were royalty and, as such, exceptional cases from
which it 1s difficult to draw useful conclusions about the ‘conventional’ day-to-day operation of

magnate lordship in the localities. An examination of their estates, although it may tell us much

'2 Below, chapter 5; pp. 248-50
" Below, pp. 210-18

' H. P. R. Finberg, Tavistock Abbey: a Study in the Social and Economic History of Devon (Cambridge,
1951)
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about economic management and agricultural techniques in the later middle ages, illuminates
only dimly the complex structure of lordship networks and social hierarchies, and reveals little of
the relationship between centre and locality.

The recent accession of the Arundel archive to the collections of the Cornwall Record
Office has brought into the public domain a substantial corpus of material relating to the Dynham
family of Hartland, in north-west Devon - of which a number of continuous series of late-
fourteenth aﬁd fifteenth-century account rolls are of special historical interest - and has provided
the focus of recent doctoral research by Hannes Kleineke.'® Kleineke’s thesis in some ways
illustrates the pit-falls of adopting a comparatively narrow historical focus. The Dynhams were
wealthy knights and socially important in their own right, but for most of the later middle ages
absented themselves from the public arena. The family’s estates, although quite extensive and
widespread, were equally unremarkable in the context of economic history, being located on
some of the more mediocre terrains of the south-west, and the main point of interest is the
rapidity with which they were taken out of cultivation in the fourteenth century. The thesis is
primarily a study of seignorial agriculture and aristocratic life-styles and, to that end, works better
as a point of comparison with studies of similar dynasties — for example, Nigel Saul’s
Etchingham family of Sussex - than it does as a comprehensive and balanced account of local
society.'’

The sparsity and uneven coverage of the documentary evidence is admittedly an
unavoidable obstacle for the would-be historian of the medieval south-west. Unfortunately it has

proven insurmountable for many writers, who have tackled Devon’s medieval past with a singular

'* John Hatcher, Rural Economy and Society in the Duchy of Cornwall, 1300-1500 (Cambrnidge, 1970);
Mark Page, ‘Royal and Comital Government and the Local Community in Thirteenth Century Comnwall’
(University of Oxford, D.Phil. thesis, 1995)

' Hannes Kleineke, ‘The Dinham Family in the Later Middle Ages’ (University of London, Ph.D thesis,
1998)

17 Nigel Saul, Scenes from Provincial Life: Knightly Families in Sussex, 1280-1400 (Oxford, 1986), p. 19
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lack of enthusiasm or conviction.'® In numerous local histories the medieval period, if not
ignored altogether, is passed over briefly as a preface to the better documented and supposedly
more absorbing ‘golden’ era of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when the social elite of
Devon ruled the high seas, and the county’s expertise in livestock husbandry and cloth-
manufacturing was the envy of the world. Regrettably, this tendency to sweep over whole
centuries has left gaping holes in Devon’s historiography.

From the point of view of the social historian, the deficiency is most apparent in the
treatment of the county’s medieval aristocracy. The families of Grenville, Raleigh and Carew
appear in the history books as fully-fledged servants of the Tudor government, with little serious
treatment of their often equally illustrious predecessors. Similarly, no attempt has been made to
write a comprehensive history of the English Courtenay family — ubiquitous in the south-west
from its first appearance in the late-twelfth century through to its elimination in the mid-sixteenth
— since Ezra Cleaveland’s largely hagiographical account of 1735."” That omission has been
partially corrected by Martin Cherry’s study of the decline of the Courtenays’ political fortunes in
the first half of the fifteenth century, but many equally important aspects — notably the process by
which they acquired the earldom of Devon and the role of Hugh Courtenay II in the crises of
Edward I’s reign — remain largely neglected. In particular, the assumption that the family’s
domination of county society was complete and unrivalled by the late-fourteenth century — on
which, incidentally, much of Cherry’s thesis rests — has not been rigorously tested.”® In the case
of the Courtenay family, at least, the difficulty lies not so much in lack of evidence but in the
uneven distribution of the surviving documentation, which does not always lend itself readily to a

straightforward chronological narrative.

'* For the neglect of Devon’s medieval past in general, and a critical bibliography of recent historical
writing, see Hoskins, Devon, pp. 554-71

" Hoskins, Devon, pp. 558-9; Ezra Cleaveland, A Genealogical History of the . . . Family of Courtenay
(Exeter, 1735)

2 Martin Cherry, ‘The Courtenay Earls of Devon: the Formation and Disintegration of a Late-Medieval
Aristocratic Affinity’, Journal of Southern History, 1(1979), pp. 71-97
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Much work therefore remains to be done on the history of medieval Devon in particular,
but also on the wider south-west. It is evident, however, that if an adequate account is to be
made, a more sympathetic and accommodating approach to the material needs to be taken. On
one level this will involve a partial resort to the now rather unfashionable ‘county community’
school of history. The earliest, and greatest, academic exponent of the ‘county history’, W. G.
Hoskins, expended no effort in apologising for or justifying his method. The county for him, as
for many of those who followed in his footsteps, was an obvious and accessible topos for
historical research: his pioneering objectives, in the 1940s and 1950s, helped to make local
history respectable in academia and to raise the standards of antiquarianism.”’

The ‘county community’ has traditionally been regarded as a convenient model for the
medieval historian because the bulk of the primary evidence — comprising the records of chancery
and other institutions of central government — was collected and organised through the
administrative network of English shires. The ‘county history’ became academically fashionable
in the 1970s and 1980s through the efforts of medieval and early-modern historians who claimed
to have identified independent, self-conscious and often politically-active ‘county communities’
in the shires.”> In south-west England the county-focused approach was adopted, albeit somewhat
uncritically, by C. J. Tyldesley, who believed that Devon and Comwall at the turn of the fifteenth
century were coherent political communities, and also by Martin Cherry who chronicled the
decline of the “single lineage” system of social and political leadership in Devon afforded by the

Courtenay family.”’

2! Hoskins, Devon, pp. Xi-Xxviii, XXXiv-Xxxviii

22 Seminal works include: C. Haigh, Reformation and Resistance in Tudor Lancashire (Cambridge, 1975);
A. Fletcher, A County Community in Peace and War: Sussex, 1600-1660 (London, 1975); J. R. Maddicott,
‘The County Community and the Making of Public Opinion in Fourteenth Century England’, TRHS,
(1978), pp. 27-43; Nigel Saul, Knights and Esquires in Fourteenth Century Gloucestershire (London,
1981); Bennett, Community, Class and Careerism: Cheshire and Lancashire Society in the Age of Gawain
and the Green Knight (Cambridge, 1983)

2 C. J. Tyldesley, ‘The Crown and the Local Communities in Devon and Comwall, from 1377 to 1422’
(University of Exeter, Ph.D. thesis, 1978)
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Recent historical research has been more sceptical of this approach to the history of the
provinces, suggesting that the nature of the evidence has led us to over-state the centrality of the
county and its organs in local society; but it has done little by way of advocating a satisfactory
alternative. In addressing this problem, Christine Carpenter’s research on fifteenth-century
Warwickshire has been particularly influential. For Carpenter, the county could become an
important focus of sociability and political loyalty when exceptional magnates ~ and the
fourteenth-century earls of Devon would certainly fall into this category - lent it cohesion through
strength of their personal leadership and charisma. But even under such circumstances, which in
any case were usually only temporary, the ‘county community’ was just one of many facets of
social identity, and the historian embarking on a county-based study should be prepared to
acknowledge also an indeterminate number of smaller or larger, often overlapping, loyalties and
personal relationships. An important factor underpinning these sub-county or super-county
identities, especially in the larger shires, was the physical landscape, and in particular
topographical features such as rivers or tracts of upland countryside, which could both
circumscribe or expand the horizons of medieval rural communities: accordingly, a discussion of
the geography of Warwickshire is central to Carpenter’s study.*

As a starting point, therefore, 1t would be useful to consider the evidence, if any, for the
existence of a ‘county community’ in medieval Devon. Two episodes immediately stand out in
suggesting that Devon may have been something more than a mere administrative unit or passive
receptacle of central government. In 1204 the “comitatus” of Devon negotiated with King John
for a charter of disafforestation, collectively raising the sum of five thousand marks demanded as
a fine. The coordination of effort required to achieve this and then to petition for the charter’s
renewal on subsequent occasions in the thirteenth century, points to the existence of a reasonably

cohesive body of men who identified Devon, the royal shire, with their ‘country’ and who were

M. C. Carpenter, Locality and Polity: a Study of Warwickshire Landed Society, 1401-1499 (Cambridge,
1992), especially chapters 1 & 2; Idem, “Gentry and Community in Medieval England’, Journal of British
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sufficiently well organised and potent to be able to claim to represent the interests of its tax-
paying inhabitants.”> Over a century later, in 1337, the bishop of Exeter, John Grandisson,
together with the earl of Devon and the sheriff, Sir John Raleigh, wrote to Edward III to explain
why the king’s recent demand for a subsidy had not yet been approved. Grandisson claimed that
the request had been discussed in county court (“ad plenum comitatum™) with the knights,
stewards and bailiffs of the hundreds and liberties, and others present, but hinted that it might yet
founder, since the countryside was barren and its inhabitants had already been burdened by the
cost of repairing coastal defences. In this matter the bishop claimed to speak “pro tota
communitate Devoniensi”.*®

There was then clearly some sense, and not necessarily just a negative one, in which men
could identify themselves with a community or social grouping based on their county of
residence. The county court was on occasion more than just an instrument for the taxation of
local communities and the dissemination of royal propaganda. It was used by men of social
distinction to articulate their demands and voice their concerns to the Crown. But what of the
entity they purported to represent? Did the constituency of these men coincide with the arbitrary
— as they appear to us — boundaries of the medieval shire, laid down by chancery; or was the
county to them a more vague and fluid concept, that took its reference from elsewhere and which
could change with circumstances and the passing of time?

Medieval Devon was certainly more than a mere unit of administration imposed by
bureaucratic fiat. Taken together with neighbouring Comwall to the west, it comprised a
peninsula in south-western England — the Cornubian peninsula — that broadly coincided with the

ancient British kingdom of Dumnonia, subsequently adopted by the Romans as an administrative

canton. Part of Devon’s eastern border may also represent the western-most limit of the kingdom

History (1994), pp. 340-80

25 J. R. Maddicott, ‘Magna Carta and the Local Communities’, Past and Present, cii (1984), pp. 27, 29;
Below, p. 73
* RJG, i, 300-1
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of Wessex after the initial phase of Saxon colonisation. As the rulers of Wessex pushed further
westwards, from the second half of the seventh century, the native inhabitants of Dumnonia were
driven back into Comwall. Rivers have great significance as physical boundaries in pre-modern
societies and the River Tamar, which practically bisects the peninsula, was apparently determined
upon as the farthest extent of Wessex’s territorial ambitions: it coincides almost exactly with the
western border of Devon. Besides being an imposing natural feature, the Tamar also demarcated
an important cultural division, with English place-name elements absent from all but a small
enclave on the western bank of the Tamar, while the ‘Celtic’ names typical of Cornwall occur
only sporadically in Devon. It can therefore be stated with some confidence that the boundaries
of the medieval county of Devon, far from being arbitrarily imposed from above, were based
upon pre-existing patterns of settlement and cultural identity.”’

Physical landscape afforded a further element of unity, since most of Devon, and all of
Cornwall, lies within the two-thirds of the British Isles designated by Cyril Fox as his “upland
zone”.”* Although the topography of the south-west is immensely varied — fertile sandstone
valleys sit cheek-by-jowl with barren granite moorland within a remarkably compact area — its
general characteristics are essentially those of an upland pastoral region and distinguish it clearly
from the countryside of champion England. Land, climate and soil in the south-west are on the
whole unsuited to sustained and large-scale grain cultivation, and the documentation gives the
impression of limitless tracts of rough pasture. The physical environment largely determined the
timing and pattern of settlement and demographic movements - most notably the region’s
relatively late Saxon colomisation — as well as the chronology of major economic trends, such as

the rapid contraction of demesne culivation in the late-fourteenth century.”

¥ M. Todd, The South-West to AD 1000 (Harlow, 1987), pp. 236-7, 267-73; O. J. Padel, ‘Place Names’. in

Historical Atlas of South-West England, ed. Kain & Ravenhill (Exeter, 2000), pp. 88-94; Susan Pearce, The
Kingdom of Dumnonia (Padstow, 1978), p. 2

28 Cyril Fox, The Personality of Britain (4" edn., Cardift, 1959)

? W. G. Hoskins, ‘The Highland Zone in Domesday Book’, Idem, Provincial England (1963), pp. 15-52
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Devon was therefore to some extent a recognisable territorial entity, demarcated
culturally and physically from its neighbours, and with well-established structural foundation.
Narrowing the historical focus, is there any evidence to suggest the existence of a self-conscious
‘county community’, or a wider regional community, in the fourteenth century? Again, two
examples present themselves readily: the first, that of the Courtenay family and the extent to
which it seemed to identify itself with Devon, supports the traditionally-conceived ‘county
community’; while the second, concerning the unity that the bishops of Exeter occasionally
brought to their diocese, is more suggestive of a regional identity.

In marked contrast to the Redvers, their comital predecessors, the fourteenth-century
Courtenay earls were almost permanently resident in the county from which they took their title
and, by the time Hugh II was formally recognised as earl in 1335, the name of Courtenay had
become practically synonymous with the shire. The family’s manors were mainly concentrated in
Devon — a consequence of choice, accident and royal policy — while its economic and political
ambitions were circumscribed to a remarkable degree by the shire frontiers. The Courtenay earls
positively identified themselves with ‘their’ county and can probably be said to have had a direct
interest in sustaining at least some vague notion of a ‘county community’. Their authority as
local magnates was also far more securely established than the Redvers’ had ever been. When,
after 1293, Edward I and Edward II contrived to deprive Hugh Courtenay II of his full
inheritance, the family was restricted to expansion within its existing ‘country’, with the result
that it built up a remarkable concentration of territorial power within a single county: this
situation was further exacerbated by the persistent absenteeism of the neighbouring earls/dukes of
Cornwall, their only effective magnate rivals in the south-west. The Courtenays therefore
occupied a position at the apex of regional society and had acquired the resources to underpin
their claim to leadership.

It was Hugh II who first seems to have emphasised a continuity of interest between

family and county, perhaps as part of a wider strategy to win recognition of his title to the
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earldom. From the 1310s the family began to dominate local judicial commissions, a process that
was more or less complete after the death of their nearest baronial neighbour, William Martin, in
1324: a senior Courtenay subsequently presided over nearly every major local commission for the
rest of the fourteenth century. The careers of cadet members were similarly circumscribed by
locality and forged with the intention of bolstering the family’s standing. Through such
measures, and through their almost permanent residence, the Courtenays presented themselves to
the both public and Crown as ‘natural’ leaders of local society.”

Nor was Hugh slow to promote and exploit his family’s recently-found social pre-
eminence. In December 1335, shortly after his ennoblement, Bishop Grandisson complained that
the new earl was presuming to act like a king before the “simple folk of Devon” (simplices
Devenicos).”’ The death of his wife Lady Agnes in 1340 brought further opportunity for
Courtenay to advertise his ‘arrival’ to the ranks of the English peerage through a lavish display of
wealth, and he distributed a large sum of money among all the religious houses of Devon.”* He
viewed the county from which he took his title with an air of paternal proprietorship and, to that
extent, fostered a sense of ‘county community’ less superficial than that portrayed by the records
of central government, since it was personified by the leadership of an active, powerful and
ubiquitous aristocratic dynasty.

After 1326, Hugh Courtenay II’s only effective seignorial rival in the south-west was a
spiritual magnate, the bishop of Exeter. The diocese of Exeter encompassed the whole of Devon
and Cornwall and the bishops’ landed wealth was widely dispersed across these two counties, and
elsewhere in southern England: if the Courtenays identified themselves closely with a single
county, the episcopal sphere of power and influence was rather more broadly based. Although
economically important as a economic unit, the episcopal estates were less compact and

geographically coherent than the Courtenays’, and it was in Cornwall, which lacked a resident

** Below, pp. 163-5, 167-8, 258-60
' RJG, 1,293-4
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magnate and where the earls of Devon had made no more than piecemeal efforts to extend their
influence, that the bishops’ temporal authority was probably most potent. A vigorous prelate with
influence at court could offer the ambitious, yet frustrated, Corish knight the opportunity for
service, reward and advancement that was lacking in Comwall and that others were unable or
unwilling to provide. If he possessed an independent base of power, as Bishop Walter Stapeldon
did, his secular authority and influence could be extended across the whole of the diocese and
even present a challenge to the authority of more conventional secular lords.”®> As a unit of
administration, the diocese had a pedigree almost as long as the shires it encompassed and 1t was
firmly imprinted on the collective imagination. When talking about the ‘county community’, the
possibility that wider regional communities, such as that afforded by the bishops across the whole
of the south-west peninsula, should also be entertained.

We have begun therefore to make the case for a ‘county community’, but have also
suggested an alternative model. Coherent though the county may have been in terms of landscape
and culture, its sheer physical size — and that of the Cornubian peninsula as a whole — ensured
that internal travel and communication remained a major problem for medieval society. Not even
the Courtenays could dominate all parts of this large county, but instead concentrated their
resources on acquiring land and consolidating influence in a relatively small enclave, mainly in
the hinterland of Exeter. That they possessed no land in large swathes of north and west Devon,
where other networks of lordship and sociability may have existed independently of theirs, does
not, however, necessarily derogate from their claims to primacy in the county: successful
magnate lordship in the later middle ages was not, as we shall see, simply a case of physical
domination. Few of the county’s numerous rivers were deep enough to navigate, thereby
rendering useless the most efficient form of transport available to medieval society, and several

parts of Devon lay more than a day’s ride from the county court at Exeter, either because of

*2 Below, p. 124
3 Below, pp. 47-50, 202-9
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distance or difficult terrain: James Baucombe, for example, the steward of Sir John Dynham of
Hartland, had to make two overnight stops in 1381 when journeying from his employer’s
demesne in the far north-west of the county to Exeter, because he wished to avoid the more direct
route across Dartmoor, where in the previous year he had been robbed.”* Most knights of any
importance resided on manors within reach of Exeter or at least one of the other major market
centres, but a few were physically isolated and effectively debarred from regular participation in
what we might consider to be conventional social and political discourse in the locality.

Many communities in north Devon, for example, were better situated for access to the
coastal towns of south Wales and south and east Ireland than they were to Devon’s own major
commercial centres, which were concentrated principally in the south of the county. Ordinary
shire knights who lived in the north, or whose estates were mainly situated there, tended to move
in different social orbits to their southern counterparts, a tendency that was reinforced by the
influential ‘feudal’ networks of the earldom of Gloucester and the honor of Barnstaple, which
broadened their tenants’ horizons to the opposite side of the Bristol Channel. Our concept of a
‘county community’, already widened to take account of a regional community based around the
diocese of Exeter, may therefore have to be modified further to comprehend a more nebulous and
vaguely-defined ‘cross-channel’ province of adjacent communities, facilitated by the sea, and

fostering extensive social, tenurial and commercial links.*

STRUCTURE AND SOURCE MATERIAL: SOME PRELIMINARY COMMENTS

Apart from the usual miscellany of charters, deeds and other estate material that one
would expect to find in the major repositories (British Library, Public Record Office, Devon

Record Office, Cornwall Record Office), three major classes of documentation have been drawn

3 CRO AR37/40, m. 1
> Below, pp. 139-43
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upon in the writing of this thesis: ecclesiastical and secular cartularies; the episcopal registers and
the archives of Exeter Cathedral; and the records of the city of Exeter. Medieval Devon is
particularly well-endowed with cartularies. Two of the secular variety relate to the Courtenay
family: the ‘Powderham’ cartulary, compiled in the first half of the fourteenth century, contains
private deeds detailing the development of the Okehampton estate from the point at which it was
acquired by the Courtenays in the late twelfth century, as well as a version of the Forde Abbey
chronicle, outlining the origins of the English branch and its title to the earldom of Devon; the
second, a register begun in the 1330s, contains details of purchases made in the fourteenth
century and a wealth of information about the honors of Okehampton and Plympton.*® Another
secular cartulary is a fifteenth-century compilation belonging to the Dynham family, which
illustrates its establishment as an English landowner from the twelfth century onwards.”” In
addition there are at least a further ten monastic cartularies, of variable quality and interest, but
often with valuable snippets of information.”® Much of this material, along with other
ecclesiastical evidence now lost, is printed in the Monasticon Diocesis Exoniensis of George
Oliver, a nineteenth-century antiquary and canon of Exeter cathedral: although idiosyncratic 1n its
compilation and sometimes inaccurate, Oliver’s work is more comprehensive and generally more
reliable than Dugdale’s Monasticon, and is a potential mine of detail.”

The editorial policy of the Reverend F. C. Hingeston-Randolph, who published nine
volumes of the late-medieval bishops’ registers, was even more eccentric. The series begins in

1267 and is complete for almost the whole of the fourteenth century, apart from the episcopate of

* M. P. D. Collison, ‘The Courtenay Cartulary from Powderham Castle’ (University of Exeter, MA thesis,
1972), vol. ii; BL Add. MS 49359

Y BL Add. MS 34792 A

*® Those used in this thesis are: RJG, iii, 1563-1610 (Buckfast Abbey); BL Harley MS 3660, partly printed
in The Cartulary of Canonsleigh Abbey, ed. Vera C. M. London (D&CRS, new ser., 1965); Collectanea
Topographica et Genealogica, 1 (1834), pp. 60-5, 184-9, 250-4, 374-88 (St. Nicholas Priory, Exeter); The
Cartulary of Forde Abbey, ed. Steven Hobbs (Somerset Record Society, Ixxxv, 1998); Deryck Seymour,
Torre Abbey (Torquay, 1977); Eton College Deeds, 32 (Modbury Priory); Bodleian, Top. Devon d. 5, BL,
Arundel 17 (Newenham abbey); Bodleian, James 23, BL Harley 6974 (Plympton Priory, seventeenth
century transcripts)

** George Oliver, Monasticon Diocesis Exoniensis (Exeter, 1840)
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Thomas Bitton (1292-1307), whose register is lost, and the years 1326-9, when normal record-
keeping was severely disrupted in the aftermath of Bishop Stapeldon’s murder.”® Hingeston-
Randolph initially intended to provide no more than a bare index to the manuscript, but later
volumes are fuller, and the three relating to John Grandisson contain extensive abstracts of
material, albeit the selections of a Victorian clergyman. Nevertheless, the volumes are an
adequate introduction and guide to a vast and otherwise fairly indigestible body of evidence.
Also noteworthy among the extensive diocesan archives are the fabric accounts of Exeter
cathedral, chronicling the bishops’ role in a period of major restoration in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries.*’

The voluminous records of the city of Exeter, used exhaustively by Maryanne Kowaleski
in a recent study of the urban and regional economy, comprise another major category of
documentary evidence.”” Prominent among them are the mayors’ court rolls, an almost
continuous series from the late-thirteenth century onwards containing - apart from the routine
records of Exeter’s principal judicial court — copies of testaments, final concords, records of
elections and awards of freedom of the city: in short, the utility of this material is not restricted to

municipal history.*

The city archives contain various other series of court rolls and financial
accounts, of which the accounts of the port of Exeter, which served as the customs centre for the
whole of the south-west, are of particular interest to the economic historian.**

As suggested earlier, the patchy coverage of the documentation is a significant

constraint and has to a certain extent determined the structure of the thesis: consequently

% F. C. Hingeston-Randolph, The Register of Walter de Stapeldon, A.D. 1307-1326 (1892); Idem, The
Register of John de Grandisson, A. D. 1327-1369 (3 vols., 1894-99); Idem, The Register of Thomas de
Brantyngham, A.D. 1370-1394 (2 vols., 1901-6); described by R. L. Poole in HMC Various Collections, iv,
13-222

“ ECA D&C 2600-2711; HMC Various Collections, iv, 23-95; A. M. Erskine, The Accounts of the Fabric
of Exeter Cathedral, 1279-1353 (D&CRS, new ser., xxiv, xxvi, 1981-3)

*2 Maryanne Kowaleski, Local Markets and Regional Trade in Medieval Exeter (Cambridge, 1995)

* Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, pp. 336-43

* Maryanne Kowaleski, Local Customs Accounts of the Port of Exeter, 1266-1321 (D&CRS, new ser.,
xxxvi, 1993); The Receivers’ Accounts of the City of Exeter, 1304-1353, ed. Margery M. Rowe & John M.
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it is anticipated that the ‘originality’ of this work will lie not so much in the presentation
of entirely new material as in the forging of a reasonably cohesive historical account from
various disparate strands of evidence and elements of recent research. The thesis 1s
divided into two main sections — ‘structural’ and ‘chronological’ — although, as will
become clear, it is less easy in practice to separate the dynamics of historical process
from a narrative of historical structures, and neither category is wholly exclusive of the
other. The first establishes foundations with a treatment of the county’s social and
economic infrastructure and an introduction to some of the principal historical ‘players’.
Chapter one is an overview of the major temporal units of secular and ecclesiastical
lordship in Devon and their long-term historical evolution. Chapter two surveys the
social and economic structures of the medieval south-west and assesses the influence of
exogenous factors, such as physical landscape and natural environment, on demography
and the economy: recent and current research will be consolidated with historiographical
critique and original interpretation. Chapter three identifies and analyses the county’s
resident social elite, quantitatively and qualitatively, through its wealth, occupational
structure, and social and consumer habits. The remainder of the thesis is given over to a
more detailed narrative treatment of the fourteenth century specifically. Chapter four
deals with the emergence of the Courtenays as leaders of local society and traces their
evolving relationship with the Crown. Chapter five analyses the crises of the reign of
Edward II and the concurrent ‘politicisation’ of local society, through the eyes of Bishop
Walter Stapeldon and his secular ‘affinity’. Chapter six concentrates on the period post-

1330s, assessing the impact of war on local communities in Devon and the arrival in the

Draisey (D&CRS, new ser., xxxii, 1989); Exeter Freemen, 1266-1967, ed. Margery M. Rowe & Andrew
M. Jackson (D&CRS, extra ser., 1, 1973)
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south-west of Bishop John Grandisson (1328-69), whose more conciliatory and orthodox

style of spiritual lordship contrasted sharply with that of his predecessor.
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PART ONE: STRUCTURAL

1. THE SEIGNORIAL LANDSCAPE OF MEDIEVAL DEVON

The seignorial structures of fourteenth-century Devon encompassed a patchwork of
petty and fragmented fiefdoms, co-existing with a handful of more substantial lordships, in
which title was frequently obscure and multiple ownership common. Geographical
peripherality and the acute difficulties of defending the coast of the south-western peninsula
had, in the early years of the Norman regime, encouraged the creation of small, compact and
easily defensible ‘military’ estates held directly of the Conqueror.! These units, precursors of
the feudal honor, gave rise in time to a proliferation of minor tenants-in-chief and a highly
complex web of tenurial relationships. Few magnates had estates of any great significance
here, making it relatively easy for those who did, and who were normally resident, to
establish their pre-eminence, at least in theory. In practice, however, the county’s sheer
physical size and its fragmented manorial structure militated against the domination of landed
society by any one single magnate, but instead supported a multitude of knights and gentry
who between them may have held as much as three-quarters of the land and who were too
numerous and diverse to be accommodated under the umbrella of a single magnate affinity.’

Studying the ‘feudal’ origins of these social structures helps not only to reconstruct
the landscape of seignorial lordship in the fourteenth century, but also to suggest how its
style, quality and intensity were determined by longer-term historical factors. Was
‘feudalism’ a sound basis for fostering seignorial relationships in our period, or had the
fragmentation of the great Anglo-Norman honors and discontinuity in proprietorship
diminished the importance of tenurial lordship to the extent that it was now regarded as little

more than a device for the exaction of fiscal dues and 'incidents'? Were short-term ‘bastard-

'J. A. Green, The Aristocracy of Norman England (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 50-1
? Calculated from the 1316 Nomina Villarum survey (FA, i, 272-85); Below, p. 113
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feudal’ contracts the very essence of formal lordship in our period, or could ancestry and
ancient tenure still play their part?’

In addressing these questions, the county’s four most visible units of secular lordship
in the fourteenth century — the honors of Okehampton/Plympton and Dartington/Barnstaple,
and the earldoms of Cormnwall and Gloucester — will be contrasted and placed into a wider
historical context. Each differed markedly from the others in size and scale, chronology of
formation, and the relationship of the proprietor-lord to local society. The first part of this
chapter, therefore, sets the scene by examining the pre-fourteenth century history of these
units and their resident families, and assessing how important their networks of authority and
power were to social and political intercourse in our period. Part two concentrates on the
ecclesiastical dimension, introducing the diocese of Exeter through a preliminary survey of its

estates, and considering the county’s major prelates in their role as secular lords.

1.1 THE SECULARS

1.1 (i) THE HONORS OF OKEHAMPTON AND PLYMPTON

After the county’s vast royal demesne, the single greatest lay estate in eleventh-
century Devon lay in the hands of Baldwin (‘the Sheriff’) de Meulles (d. 1095), son of the
count of Brionne. His caput was located in the small borough of Okehampton, on the
northern fringe of Dartmoor. Some 174 manors in Devon belonged to Baldwin’s fief and,
although he also possessed land in the neighbouring counties of Somerset and Dorset, his
importance as an Anglo-Norman baron was essentially localised and geographically

confined.*

* G. L. Harriss, ‘Introduction’, in K. B. McFarlane, England in the Fifteenth Century (1981), pp. ix-
xviii; D. A. Carpenter, ‘The Second Century of English Feudalism’, Past and Present, clxviii (2000),
pp. 30-71

‘DB Devon, 16; DB Somerset, 20; DB Dorset 42; CP, iv, 308-11; Domesday People, p. 162
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Baldwin had been one of the Conqueror’s most consistently loyal allies. In
attendance at the siege of Exeter in 1068, he was left there by the king to command the
garrison and to construct a new stone castle.’ Written sources of the early Anglo-Norman
period leave the impression that the south-western peninsula, with its two separate coastlines,
was vulnerable and under continual threat of invasion, aside from the more immediate risk of
internal rebellion. Orderic Vitalis attached particular significance to the proximity of Exeter
to both Britanny and Ireland, perceptively so, since both Devon and Comwall had been
subjected to repeated attack by Danish invaders over-wintering in those parts from at least the
ninth century.® King Harold’s mother, Gytha, had held an extensive estate in Devon and
members of the English former royal household were active in co-ordinating early West
Saxon resistance to the new regime. Following the subjugation of Exeter, two of Harold’s
sons fled the realm and found refuge with King Dermot of Leinster, reappearing in the
following year off the south coast of Devon with a fleet of sixty-six Irish ships.” By 1086
nine coastal manors in south-west Devon had been devastated “per Irlandinos homines”,
while no less than thirty-eight houses in the former Saxon burh of Bamnstaple, linked to the
Bristol Channel by the broad and navigable Taw estuary, were reported to have been
destroyed since the Conquest.®

It 1s in this context of vulnerability and military necessity that Baldwin’s lordship is
best understood. His authority, like that of his neighbour, Judhael of Totnes, was rooted in
his position as royal castellan. The estates of Baldwin’s honor of Okehampton and Judhael’s
Totnes were located mainly in Devon and both exhibited a high degree of geographical
coherence, with those of Totnes being concentrated in a tight bloc in the south-west of the
county. Most of the demesne manors had already been subinfeudated in small parcels to

knights by 1086, indicating the overt military function of these baronies: they were relatively

> Historia Ecclesiastica, ii, 211-15

% Ibid., 211; The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. Dorothy Whitelock (London, 1961), pp. 42, 49, 55, 57,
63, 80, 84, 85; Below, p. 238

" Historia Ecclesiastica, ii, 225; Green, Norman England, pp. 63-8

® DB Devon, 17/33-41 (coastal manors); 1/1, 3/3, 16/2, 28/17 (Barnstaple); H. C. Darby, The Domesday
Geography of South-West England (Cambridge, 1967), pp. 273-4
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easy to itinerate and the defence of their outlying territories was now amply provided for.”
This is important to bear in mind for the fourteenth century when considering to what extent
the territorial ambitions of the Courtenay earls of Devon, Baldwin’s successors, were
circumscribed by the shire boundaries, or even coincided with the horizons of a self-
conscious ‘county community’. Territorial policy in Okehampton may have been directed not
so much by choice as by the structural framework of the original Anglo-Norman honor, which
in turn was a product of the military situation in the eleventh century.

Two of Baldwin’s sons, William (d. 1096) and Richard (d. 1137), succeeded in turn
to the English estates and occasionally held the shrievalty of Exeter as their father had.
William FitzBaldwin, under the command of Roger, earl of Shrewsbury, led a pioneering
expedition to Dyfed in 1093 and built a castle at Rhydygors (near Carmarthen), thereby
establishing an important early bridgehead between south-west England and Wales, and
laying the foundations of what would become an extensive trans-Channel network of tenure
and lordship.'® William’s younger brother, Richard, had been granted an extensive estate in
south Wales by King Henry I in 1102, which further consolidated his family’s influence in the
March.!" Although the FitzBaldwins were ultimately unable or unwilling to remain in control
of their new dominions, some of their knights left a more lasting impression on marcher
society in Wales and added an interesting dimension to the Okehampton tenurial network.
For example, Okehampton's most important tenant, the Bryans, who in 1291 held the manors
of Slapton and Torbryan (Devon) for the service of nine knights, were also lords of
Laugharne (Carms.) and the manor of Walwyn’s Castle (Pembs.); while the descendants of
Robert Punchardon, who in 1086 had held of Baldwin four manors over-looking the Bristol

Channel, seem to have been connected to the cantref of Puncheston in Cemais (Pembs.)."?

® J. W. Williams, ‘Judhael of Totnes: the Life and Times of a Post-Conquest baron’, Anglo-Norman
Studies, xvi (Woodbridge, 1994), p. 275; Domesday People, pp. 285-6

' Brut y Tywysogyon, or the Chronicle of Princes: Peniarth MS. 20 Version, ed. Thomas Jones
(Cardiff, 1952), p. 20; R. R. Davies, The Age of Conquest: Wales 1063-1415 (Oxford, 1991), pp. 34-5
"' Brut, p. 24; Davies, Age of Conquest, p. 41

"> 1. J. Rowlands, ‘The Making of the March: Aspects of the Norman Settlement in Dyfed’, Anglo-
Norman Studies, 111 (1981), pp. 148-9; CIPM, iii, 31; Domesday People, p. 378; DB Devon, 15/69-74
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William and Richard FitzBaldwin both died heirless and Okehampton descended
through the line of their sister Adelicia.” The balance of power in Devon was now tipped
firmly in favour of Baldwin Redvers (d. 1155), whose father Richard (d. 1107) had recently
had the honor of Plympton created for him by Henry 1.'* By 1166 Okehampton had fallen
into the hands of Robert (d. 1172), second husband of Adelicia’s granddaughter Matilda (d.
1173) and an illegitimate son of Henry I."> The Crown took possession of Okehampton when
Matilda died without sons and placed it temporarily in the custody of Reginald Courtenay (d.
c. 1188), a young nobleman of Paris and a courtier of Henry II, who had only recently arrived
in England. Reginald also had wardship of Matilda’s two daughters and heiresses, Hawise
(by her first husband, William Curcy) and Matilda (by Robert): he reserved the marriage of
Hawise for his eldest son and heir, Reginald II (d. 1194), while Matilda was betrothed to
William, a younger son living in Normandy; and thereby secured the inheritance intact for his
own family.'

The extinction of the FitzBaldwin line and the occupation of Okehampton by female
heirs for about half a century created a vacuum of seignorial power in Devon that was at least
partially filled by the Redvers dynasty. Richard Redvers, a hitherto anonymous knight of the
Cotentin, was in the service of Henry I from at least 1090. Upon Henry’s accession, Richard
had been handsomely endowed with land, which included the honors of Christchurch (Hants.)
and Carisbrooke (Isle of Wight), and also Plympton (Devon), a barony of comparable size to
Okehampton, that had been newly created through the amalgamation of several small
tenancies-in-chief.'’

Given his father’s indebtedness to the patronage of Henry I, it is no surprise that

Baldwin Redvers emerged as one of the most consistent baronial supporters of the Empress

13 Oliver, Monasticon, p. 342

" Domesday People, pp. 162, 360-1

15 RBE, 1, 251-4; Oliver, Monasticon, p. 342 (chronicle account of the origins of the barons of
Okehampton)

' Oliver, Monasticon, p. 342; Hoskins, Devon, p. 75; Calendar of Documents Preserved in France, ed.
J. Horace Round (1899), no. 30, et passim (Courtenay as a royal charter witness); Below, Fig. 1.1 (p.
32a), for genealogy

" Domesday People, pp. 360-1; CP, iv, 308-23; Charters of the Redvers Family and the Earldom of
Devon, 1090-1217, ed. Robert Bearman (D&CRS, new ser., xxxvii, 1994) pp. 2-3
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Matilda. In 1136 he ignored a summons to Stephen’s court, ostensibly because he had not
been granted the shrievalty of Exeter, an office in which the balance of local power in Devon
was effectively vested, and which had passed between the FitzBaldwins and the Redvers’s
since 1106. He was duly ‘disinherited’ by Stephen who refused to confirm the grants made
by his uncle to Richard Redvers. Baldwin retreated to Exeter, where he had been castellan,
and garrisoned the city against the king. But, as a ‘new man’, Baldwin’s cause elicited rather
less sympathy than those of the other ‘disinherited’ and his support ebbed away in the face of
royal intransigence. It was only through the cautious diplomacy of Robert, earl of Gloucester,
and the indecisiveness of the king, that Baldwin managed to escape with his life, if not his
lands. He fled to France and found asylum at the court of Anjou, returning to England in July
1139 at the head of a large pro-Matilda army, and by June 1141 he was witnessing the
empress’ charters as earl of Exeter or Devon. Together with Matilda’s half brothers Robert
and Reginald, earls of Gloucester (cr. 1122) and Cornwall (cr. 1140) respectively, Baldwin
now formed the backbone of resistance to Stephen’s regime in western England.'®

Baldwin’s son Richard Redvers II (d. 1162) was subsequently confirmed as earl of
Devon by King Henry II. He acted as sheriff in 1155-7 and married one of the daughters of
Reginald, earl of Comwall. The Redvers had therefore assumed the position of Devon’s
premier baronial family by the mid-twelfth century, but their ascendancy proved to be
shortlived, as it was obscured and damaged by a succession of lengthy minorities: the

pendulum of power in the region now swung back towards the Courtenay lords of

19

Okehampton.™ In 1297, upon the death of his cousin Isabella Fortibus (d. 1293), dowager
countess of Aumaéle and Devon and the last direct descendant of the Redvers, Hugh
Courtenay II (d. 1340) inherited the honor of Plympton: his great-grandfather Robert
Courtenay (d. 1242) had been married to Mary, daughter of the fifth earl of Devon, and Hugh

was now Isabella’s closest male relative. Despite an impeccable claim to the entire comital

inheritance, circumstances in the late-thirteenth century conspired to deprive Hugh of much of

® Gesta Stephani, ed. K. R. Potter (Oxford, 1976), pp. 30-46; R. H. C. Davis, King Stephen, 1135-1154
(3 edn., 1990), pp- 22-4, 39, 57,95, 134, 139-40, 143, 145; Charters of the Redvers, p. 6

33



the estate, restricting him to those lands that lay mainly within his existing sphere of
influence: his territorial power had therefore been enlarged and intensified, but was narrowly
confined to his present county of residence.”® The newly united Okehampton-Plympton estate
represented a remarkable concentration of lordship on the geographical peripheries of the
English realm, to which few local knights of any note could remain wholly unattached, and
the Courtenays’ territorial and seignorial pre-eminence in Devon was now seemingly
complete.!

Ten of the twenty-one manors held in demesne by Baldwin in 1086 were still farmed
directly in the fourteenth century. These were concentrated primarily in the Vale of Exeter
and in mid-Devon although tenants of Okehampton, who were more numerous than those of
any other single lordship, were dispersed widely throughout most parts of the county.”
Beside the demesne estates, the Courtenays possessed important ‘feudal’ rights, including
ownership of six hundredal courts in Devon and a theoretical entitlement to the ‘third penny’
of the county revenues, a remnant of Baldwin’s hereditary office.”® Therefore, even before
they acquired Plympton and were formally recognised as earls, the Courtenays had become
ubiquitous in Devon and were already asserting a degree of proprietorship over the offices
and mechanisms of the shire. Any consideration of the importance of tenure as a factor in
fourteenth-century lordship must take into account this overarching physical presence, since a
family that had arrived in England only in the second half of the twelfth century would
probably have laid no great store by the tenurial networks and ancient traditions established
nearly two centuries previously by only distantly related ancestors. If there was a prevalence
of Okehampton, and to a lesser extent Plympton, tenants in the counsels of the Courtenays in
the fourteenth century, this may have had less to do with preference for ancient tenure than

with the inevitability that most local knights would hold at least a portion of their lands from

" Charters of the Redvers, p. 1

 Below, pp. 157-60

2! BL Add. Ch. 49359, ff. 42v.-43r.; 47v.-48r. (register of the tenants of Plympton and Okehampton,
1310-11)

22 DB Devon, 16/1, 14, 43, 58, 94, 136, 140, 164; DB Somerset, 20/1; DB Dorset, 42/1; CIPM, 1, 31;
CIPM, xiv, 325; BL Add. Ch. 49359, ff. 47v.-47r.
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one of these two large honors, irrespective of the precise nature of their relationship with the
family. On the other hand, given that the tenurial bond was at its strongest when underpinned
by ties of locality and neighbourhood, the distinction made here between a seignorial
relationship based on tenure and one based on personal affinity may be less relevant than it at
first seems.**

It 1s certainly true that the most prominent Okehampton tenants often ranked among
the Courtenays’ most important familiars. Sir Stephen Haccombe (d. 1331), whose ancestor
Stephen had held three manors of Baldwin the Sheriff in 1086, was the premier knight of
Hugh Courtenay II in the early-fourteenth century, serving in his retinue, acting as lawyer and
attorney, and witnessing more charters than any other single man.”> Yet for every Haccombe,
there was a Beaumont or a Punchardon, Okehampton knights of similar stature, wealth and
lineage, but whose seignorial relationship with the Courtenays was apparently limited to
formal homage and the routine payment of customary dues.*® In this example, neighbourhood
had almost certainly taken precedence over tenure in recommending Haccombe as a
household knight, since his manors were located on the south coast, close to the Courtenays’
own centres of territorial interest, whereas the Beaumont and Punchardon estates were both
situated in the far north-east of the county. Whatever the reasoning that lay behind their
recruitment of men, therefore, the Courtenays’ ubiquity should not blind us to the likelihood
that their style of lordship was every bit as ‘modern’ and ‘bastard-feudal’ as that of magnates
in other parts of the realm where the honor was less coherent and seignorial power less
concentrated. The composition of the fourteenth century Courtenay ‘affinity’ is to be
examined in detail in chapter four, but in all probability it was more recently constructed and
grounded more firmly in personal, short-term relationships than the family’s impressive

domination of the county’s ‘feudal’ structures may suggest.

2 CIPM, viii, 273

“D. A, Carpenter, ‘English Feudalism’, p. 30

» DB Devon, 16/110, 112, 152; Below, pp. 176-8

* DB Devon, 16/65, 67, 68, 137; 16/69, 72, 74; Domesday People, pp. 374-5, 378
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1.1 (ii) THE HONORS OF DARTINGTON AND BARNSTAPLE

Dartington and Barnstaple were inherited by William Martin III (d. 1324), in 1282
and 1308 respectively, and briefly united under him and his son, William IV (d. 1326). The
founder of the English line of this family, known simply as Martin, had died before 1086,
leaving his widow Geva, the daughter and heiress of Serlo de Burcy, a modestly endowed
baron of Somerset and Dorset. Geva remarried William de Falaise, a tenant-in-chief of
Devon and Somerset, and the estates of both Burcy and Falaise, which came to be known
collectively as the honor of Dartington, descended ultimately to her son, Robert (Fitz)Martin
(d. ¢. 1159). The capital manor of the honor lay in the lowlands of south Devon, upstream
from the Saxon burh of Totnes.

Martin’s origins are shrouded in obscurity. He does not appear to have possessed any
land of his own in England and may have arrived sometime after the Conquest as either an
adventurer or mercenary. In the foundation charter of Totnes Priory, dated about 1080, he
appears in the witness list as “Martin de Walis”, suggesting that his interest in the Welsh
March pre-dated the officially sanctioned expedition of his compatriot Baldwin the Sheriff,
although it is difficult to connect him to any one specific act of colonisation.”® His son Robert
was, however, firmly established in the cantref of Cemais (Pembs.) by about 1115, when he
founded the Benedictine abbey of St. Dogmaels.”” Remarkably, given the isolation and
strategic vulnerability of their new possession, the Martins remained in control of Cemais,
almost without interruption, up until the extinction of the main line in 1326. Dartington thus
became the focus of a small trans-Channel tenurial network, in a similar way to Okehampton,
only in this instance with a lord who had a material interest in making these ties effective.
The abbot of St. Dogmaels held his manor of Rattery and a quarter of a knight’s fee in

Whiteoxen (Devon) of the family, while representatives of the FitzMaurice, FitzRichard and

2 DB Somerset, 20, DB Dorset, 48 (Burcy); DB Devon, 20; DB Somerset, 27 (Falaise): CP, viii, 530-2:
Below, Fig. 1.2 (p. 35a) for genealogy

*® The History of Totnes Priory and Medieval Town, ed. Hugh R. Watkin (Torquay, 1914), pp. 2-5

* Calendar of Documents Preserved in France, nos. 995-7; R. R. Davies, Age of Conquest, pp. 41, 181
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Hood families, who figured among the more important gentry tenants of Dartington in the
mid-thirteenth century, regularly witnessed the charters of Nicholas Martin I (d. 1282) n
Cemais.>

Tenure on the Dartington estates was further complicated in the first decade of the
fourteenth century when William III inherited the honor of Barnstaple in right of his mother.
Barnstaple had been the fief of the bishop of Coutances who forfeited it to the Crown in 1095
after the rebellion of his nephew and heir apparent, Robert, earl of Northumberland. Most of
the lands, which included a thriving borough on the north coast of Devon, were subsequently
granted by Henry I to Judhael, the unfortunate lord of Totnes who had lost all or part of his
own estate in the 1090s: Judhael’s son, Alfred, was later a key supporter of Baldwin Redvers,
a co-beneficiary of Henrician patronage, in the rebellion of 1136.>' The honor of Barnstaple,
and any claim that Judhael still had to Totnes, eventually descended through his daughters to
Philip Braose (d. ¢. 1150), an important Welsh marcher, and to Henry Tracy (d. 1165), the
lone baronial supporter of King Stephen in the south-west during the Anarchy.’> Philip’s
grandson, William, forfeited his share of the inheritance when he fell foul of King John in
1207 and, although Totnes was subsequently recovered by a kinsman, Reginald (d. 1228),
Barnstaple was apparently granted in its entirety to Henry Tracy III (d. 1273).” Henry’s
granddaughter, Maud, then carried it in marriage to Geoffrey Camville (d. 1308), and then to
William Martin III, a son by her first husband, Nicholas Martin II (d. 1260).>*

Dartington-Barnstaple was a rather smaller affair than Okehampton-Plympton and
geographically more confined; the Dartington estates were concentrated in an area to the
south of Dartmoor, while the manors of Barnstaple were mainly situtated in north Devon. In
contrast to the corps of powerful Okehampton knights, the typical Dartington tenant rarely

held more than a single knights’ fee, while Barnstaple was so small that few of its tenants

* Book of Fees, ii, 766, 781-2; Baronia de Kemeys (1862), pp. 48-57; Rowlands, ‘Making of the
March’, pp. 148-9

! Green, Norman England, p. 306; Domesday People, 285-6; Williams, ‘Judhael of Totnes’, pp. 283-9;
Davis, King Stephen, p. 23

32 DFF, i, 1,56, VCH Devon, pp. 557-60; Davies, Age of Conquest, p. 277; Davis, King Stephen, p. 76
¥ D. A. Carpenter, The Minority of Henry I1I (1990), pp. 87, 179
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held their lands exclusively of it.**> There is insufficient evidence of the Martins’ affinities to
allow us to assess the residual importance of the ‘feudal’ bond, but it should be noted their
tenurial connection with Dartington was rather longer-established than the Courtenays' with
Okehampton, and ‘feudal’ ties may be expected to have been correspondingly more
important. On the other hand, William Martin III was cast in quite a different mould of
lordship to Hugh Courtenay II. Like his grandfather before him, he was legally trained and
served as an itinerant justice on the western circuit from 1305, and later as justiciar of South
Wales.>® William therefore had a power base independent of his estates and which was not
reliant upon his standing among his tenants: attracting the support of local men may have
been less of an imperative than it was for Courtenay, since he did not necessarily need to
dominate his ‘country’, which in any case was more dispersed and incoherent.

Barnstaple was a recent acquisition, made shortly after Hugh Courtenay had secured
possession of Plympton and, like Plympton, it is unlikely that any residual loyalty based on
tenure could have been transferred so rapidly to a completely new lord. The Beaupel family,
for example, perhaps the most important of Barnstaple’s sub-tenants, moved not in the orbit
of William Martin in the 1300s and 1310s, but in that of the neighbouring Stapeldon family.
It 1s scarcely surprising if the Beaupels were disillusioned, since the honor had lain dormant
in the hands of an absentee lord for the past thirty-five years: the Stapeldons’ sphere of
territorial influence coincided largely with that of Barnstaple, and Bishop Walter presented
himself to its tenants as an obvious alternative source of lordship.”” After the death of
William IV in 1326, Dartington and Barnstaple were split between his widow and two sisters.
A nephew, James Audley (d. 1385) of Heleigh (Staffs.), became the sole heir to the entire

fortune, which he had received in its entirety by 1359. Audley turned out to be another

* CP, iii, 533-5; CIPM, ii, 76; Ibid., v, 143; CFR (1307-19), p- 30; Below, Fig. 2.2 (p. 38a)
¥ CCR (1323-7), pp. 595-602 (feodary of Dartington and Barnstaple, 1326)

* Tbid. (1302-7), pp. 280, 298, 496; CFR (1307-19), pp. 232-3, 257

* Below, pp. 193, 202-24
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FIG. 1.2: SIMPLIFIED GENEALOGY OF THE MARTIN FAMILY
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occasional lord whose frequent absences effectively removed Dartington-Barnstaple as a

serious rival to the hegemony of the dominant Okehampton-Plympton network.>®

1.1 (iii) THE EARLDOM OF GLOUCESTER IN DEVON

If the tenurial bond was not particularly resilient, or at least not valued highly, on
Devon’s two principal seignorial estates in the fourteenth century, then the earldom of
Gloucester, whose lord was not even resident in the county, presents an instructive contrast.
While the FitzBaldwins and the Martins were helping the Crown to secure control of south-
west Wales at the turn of the twelfth century, Robert FitzHamo (d. 1107) was concentrating
his efforts and resources on the lowland south-east. Robert, a staunch ally of William II, had
received from the king the huge western estate of the Saxon thegn, Brictric, sprawling across
swathes of Gloucestershire, Cornwall, Devon and Dorset. Upon the death of Rhys ap
Tewdwr in 1093, an event that seems to have provided the impetus for William FitzBaldwin’s
own Pembrokeshire expedition, Robert invaded and subjugated most of lowland Glamorgan.
Much of the conquered territory was distributed in rewards among Robert’s followers,
thereby laying the ‘feudal’ foundations of one of the greatest of all the marcher lordships.
FitzHamo’s daughter and heiress, Mabel, married Robert (d. 1147), an illegitimate son of
King Henry I, and the estates subsequently formed the nucleus of the earldom of Gloucester,
newly created for Robert in about 1122.*°

About forty-five knights’ fees in Devon belonged to the earldom in 1295 and its
tenantry included local knights of some substance, whose identities can be gleaned from the
witness lists of comital acta. Gilbert Umfraville had served FitzHamo in Gloucestershire

from at least 1100 and by the 1130s held the lordship of Penmark (Glams.) and five knights’

* CP, i, 339-40; CIPM, viii, 396-7
* R. A. Griffiths, ‘Robert FitzHamon and the Twelve Knights of Glamorgan’, Idem, Conquerors and
Conquered in Medieval Wales (New York, 1994), pp. 21-4; CP, v, 683-6
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fees in Devon from the earldom of Gloucester.” Sir Henry Umfraville III (d. 1349), a
descendant of Gilbert, was still in possession of Penmark and three Devon manors - Lapford,
Downe Umfraville and North Lew — in 1314. The Umfravilles regularly witnessed comital
charters in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and were important benefactors of the abbeys
of Tewkesbury and Margam, both Gloucester-patronised houses. Henry Umfraville I (d. c.
1233) had married within the Gloucester affinity, taking to wife one of the heiresses of
Matthew of Torrington, at that time the earldom’s most important tenant in Devon; while
Gilbert Umfraville II and Gilbert III campaigned in Wales in the retinues of Earl Richard
Clare (d. 1262) and Earl Gilbert (d. 1295) respectively, in the mid-thirteenth century.*'

One of Gilbert’s contemporaries, Richard Grenville, had an estate in Neath, in the far
western corner of the county of Glamorgan. Grenville was a constable of the first earl Robert
and appears to have been recruited after the initial conquest to consolidate Norman power and
to aid in the task of secondary colonisation. In about 1129, however, he set aside all his
property in Glamorgan, which included a castle, to endow a Benedictine abbey for twelve
monks in Neath.*” The act of foundation was witnessed by both Robert Umfraville and
Robert Grenville, a kinsman who eventually inherited Richard’s lands in Devon. In the
fourteenth century the Grenvilles held of the earldom the port-town of Bideford in north
Devon and the Cornish manor of Kilkhampton, as well as land in Somerset and the manor of
Compton Grenville in Gloucestershire.”” The ‘feudal’ connection proved to be as tenacious
for the Grenvilles as it had been for the Umfravilles and, in as late as 1277, one Richard
Grenville IV was preparing to go to Wales in the service of Earl Gilbert Clare.** Other

members of the Gloucester network who held land in both Glamorgan and Devon included

% Griffiths, ‘Knights of Glamorgan’, p. 25; CIPM, v, 538 (pp. 339-40); Glamorgan County History, iii,
ed. T. B. Pugh (1973), p. 17

*' Earldom of Gloucester Charters, ed. Robert B. Patterson (Oxford, 1973), nos. 43, 88, 132, 139, 140,
148-9, 189; Cartae et Alia Munimenta quae ad Dominium de Glamorgan Pertinent, ed. G. T. Clark
(Cardiff, 1910), pp. 442-5; CCR (1242-7), p. 337; R. R. Davies, Age of Conquest, pp. 322, 388;
Michael Altschul, 4 Baronial Family in Medieval England.: the Clares, 1217-1314 (Baltimore, 1965),
pp. 72, 125

** Cartae de Glamorgan, pp. 74-6, 309, 311, 315; Glamorgan County History, iii, 23-4: Griffiths,
‘Knights of Glamorgan’, p. 27

“ RBE, i, 289; CIPM, v, 538 (p. 339-40); FA, 1,237, 328, 374; Ibid., ii, 253, 276; Ibid., ii, 291

“ CPR (1272-81), p. 220

40



the Bonvilles of Shute (Devon) and Bonvilston (Glams.) and the Sullys of Iddesleigh (Devon)
and Sully (Glams.), whose members appear regularly in conjunction with the Umfravilles in a
number of Glamorgan related charters.”

These knights, with lands on both sides of the Bristol Channel, were instrumental in
preserving the seignorial relationship between the earls of Gloucester and their tenants in
Devon, and on occasion revitalising it. This they did despite formidable obstacles faced by
men of comparatively modest means: the financial burden of itinerating a dominion divided
by water; the need to secure effective legal representation in each country; and the continuous
depredations of pirates and other bandits. One measure of the strength of the Gloucester
affinity can be taken from the almost unanimous support in the south-west in the 1140s for
the cause of Matilda, a phenomenon which is generally attributed to the influence in those
parts of her half-brothers, the earls of Gloucester and Cornwall: Gloucester tenants associated
with Matilda’s faction in this period include the Devon knights William FitzJohn, William
FitzOdo and Henry Pomeroy.*® Later, in the 1320s, the tenacity of the Gloucester bond had at
least some bearing on the audible anti-Despenser sentiment emanating from Devon, a theme
that is treated in greater depth in chapter five. Sir Henry Umfraville, whose ancestors we
have already encountered, served three years in prison for his role in the rebellion against the
Despensers who had, among other things, attempted to appropriate to themselves the whole of
the former earldom’s lordship of Glamorgan. Although this act of resistance probably had
more to do with the desire to protect his own position in the March than it did with any
residual loyalty to the comital Clare family, extinct in the male line since 1314, it does
suggest how far reaching the implications of ‘feudal’ lordship could be.*’

At the beginning of our period the earls of Gloucester maintained a small presence in

Devon through their demesne manors of Langtree and Chittlehampton and the nearby

> Cartae de Glamorgan, pp. 210, 236, 259, 260-3, 443-6, 467, 472, 536-7, 537-42, 572-3, 976-7: CCR
(1242-7), p. 337

‘ Gesta Stephani, pp. 54-5, 99, 140; R. H. C. Davis, King Stephen, pp. 12-15, 22-4; Green, Norman
England, p. 306

7 Below, pp. 216-8
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borough of Winkleigh, which contained the honorial court.”* The Clares were, on occasion,
still capable of making their presence felt here. Lady Amicia Clare (d. 1284), daughter of the
first Earl Gilbert (d. 1230) and wife of Earl Baldwin Redvers III (d. 1245), had part of her
widow’s dower assigned from the earldom’s demesnes in the county.”” Her sister-in-law,
Matilda (d. 1289), wife of Richard Clare II, refounded a monastery at Canonsleigh, in east
Devon, as a convent for nuns in 1284. Originally an Augustinian priory for male canons
endowed in the twelfth century by a Gloucester tenant, Walter Claville, Canonsleigh had
become disorderly to the point that it was in need of urgent reform. The bishop of Exeter,
Peter Quivil, readily consented to Matilda’s proposal to install forty canonesses to pray for the
soul of her husband and promptly evicted the incumbent prior and his unruly canons. A
deposit of six hundred marks was made by the countess until lands and rents suitable for
permanent endowment could be found, and the project was eventually completed after her

death by her son Earl Gilbert Clare (d. 1295).*

1.1 (iv) THE EARLDOM/DUCHY OF CORNWALL IN DEVON

Cornwall, our fourth and final example, was the domain of a royal magnate and, as
such, can scarcely be expected to have conformed to the conventional rules of tenurial
lordship. Frequent absenteeism and discontinuity in ownership had weakened the links
between the earls and their tenants, but on occasion these could be revived and exploited by a
vigorous lord, as the Black Prince did in the early decades of the Hundred Years’ War.

Robert, count of Mortain (d. 1090), a half-brother of King William I and commander
of the knights of the Cotentin at Hastings, carved for himself an enormous territorial empire
out of the counties of the south-west, which included most of the county of Cornwall. He

held no fewer than 248 manors there, and a further seventy eight in Devon, although all but

8 CIPM, iii, 371; Ibid., v, 538 (p. 330)

¥ CIPM, ii, 539

* The Cartulary of Canonsleigh Abbey, ed. Vera C. M. London (D&CRS new ser., viii, 1965), pp. 1X.-
xii.; Altschul, 4 Baronial Family, pp. 36-7
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four of the Devon manors had been subinfeudated to knights by 1086.>' The fief escheated to
the Crown after his son William rebelled against Henry I in Normandy in 1106 and was used
subsequently to endow Reginald Dunstanville (d. 1175), a royal bastard who was created earl
of Cornwall in 1140 by his half-sister, the Empress Matilda. Earl Reginald, who was also
sheriff of Devon in 1173-5, left no legitimate heirs and his lands were granted to Prince John,
becoming Crown demesne once more in 1199 when John ascended the throne. Although
debarred from inheriting, Reginald’s bastard son, Henry ‘FitzCount’ (d. 1222), continued to
exert influence in the south-west, serving as sheriff of Cornwall and then as warden of the

1.2 He also

stannary until 1219 when he submitted to the conciliar government of Henry II
purchased the honor of Bradninch, the demesnes of which were to form subsequently the core
of the re-constituted earldom of Cornwall’s estate in Devon.” The earldom lay dormant until
1225 when it was revived by Henry III for his brother Richard (d. 1270). By this time, most
of the original Mortain lands had been granted away, so a new demesne was created from the
widow’s portion of the king’s mother, Queen Isabel, comprising the royal manors of Kenton,
Great Week and Lifton, and the city of Exeter.”® To these were added in 1239 Lydford
borough, a former Saxon burh, and the Forest of Dartmoor which, at more than fifty-thousand
acres, was probably the single largest manor in late-medieval England.”® In addition, in 1244,
Earl Richard obtained the honor of Bradninch in east Devon.*

Although financially dependent upon the revenues of their south-western demesnes -
at least a third of their average annual income of £5,000-£6,000 was drawn from Cormwall
alone, mainly from the sale and taxation of tin — the earls of Cornwall rarely visited the region
in person. By failing to invest the level of itineration and personal attention needed to

maintain effective seignorial authority, they lost the goodwill of some of their more important

tenants who became careless and looked elsewhere for ‘good lordship’. The extent to which

' DB Cornwall, 5. DB Devon, 15

2 VCH Devon, pp. 562-3, 569-72; CP, iii, 426-37; CPR (1216-25), pp. 202, 204, 231

> Pipe Roll, 3 Henry 111, p. 23

* CPR (1216-25), p. 507; Ibid., (1225-32), p. 134; CCh.R (1257-1300), p. 24

» CChR (1226-57), p. 247, Tbid., (1257-1300), pp. 84, 131; H. S. A. Fox, ‘Medieval Dartmoor as seen
through its Account Rolls’, The Archaeology of Dartmoor (Devon Arch. Soc., lii, 1994), p. 150
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Richard had neglected or even alienated his tenantry was brought into stark relief in 1264
after the earl had been taken prisoner at the Battle of Lewes and his manors were surrendered
without resistance to Simon de Montfort. Upon his release, the earl set about re-establishing
his authority by neutralising the power of two of Cornwall’s major baronial families, whom
he suspected of betrayal, through the forcible purchase of their lands and castles: these were
re-granted to two of his household knights, with the objective of creating a more dependable
clientage in the region.”’

After the death of Earl Edmund in 1300, the estate returned once more to the Crown
in whose hands it remained until 1307 when the earldom was controversially bestowed upon
Peter Gaveston. Exeter and the manors of Bradninch, Lydford and Dartmoor subsequently
comprised the dower of Peter’s widow, Margaret Clare (d. 1342), who carried them by
marriage to her second husband Hugh Audley, along with her share of the earldom of
Gloucester that she had inherited from her brother in 1314.® An immense ‘feudal’ estate was
therefore united under the hitherto relatively innocuous Hugh Audley. Complaints made by
Audley in the early years of the reign of Edward III, regarding theft from his Devon manors
and the illegal hunting of game on Dartmoor, illustrate some of the problems faced by an
absentee lord attempting to control estates from afar in an unfamiliar locality. His tenants
evidently had little respect for their new landlord or for his property, since the list of those
accused of trespassing in Dartmoor in 1335 included Sir John Dauney, Sir William and Sir
Richard Champernowne, and Sir William Ferrers, all leading tenants of the earldom of
Cornwall.”® An earlier attack, in 1328, on six of Audley’s manors in Devon, bears more than
a passing similarity to the sustained assault on the episcopal estates following the murder of

Bishop Stapeldon, and also in the aftermath of the Despenser regime.® Hugh had himself

 CCh.R (1226-57), p. 281

57 Page, ‘Thirteenth Century Cornwall’, pp. 36-7, 40-3, 52-9, 62, 74; Mark Page, ‘Cornwall, Earl
Richard and the Barons’ War’, EHR, cxv (2000), p. 23; N. Denholm-Young, 1947, Richard of
Cornwall (Oxford, 1947), p. 163 L. E. Elliott-Binns, Medieval Cornwall (1955), p. 161; J. R.
Maddicott, Simon de Montfort (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 43, 309-10, 324; Below, pp. 156-7

* CCh.R (1300-26), pp. 131-2, 138; CCR (1318-23), pp. 3-4; Ibid., (1327-30), pp. 472, 479

* CPR (1327-30), p. 558; Ibid., (1330-4), p. 206; Ibid., (1334-8), pp. 214, 281

% CPR (1327-30), p. 283; RJG, i, 95-6, 101, et passim
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played a part in the turmoil of the 1320s and, although he eventually stood at the opposite end
of the political spectrum to Walter Stapeldon, was tarred by the same brush of public
notoriety: their reputations made them easy targets for the general venting of popular anger
and frustration that followed the deposition of Edward II.** Bonds of tenurial lordship,
already weakened by the neglect of the Comwall tenantry in the south-west and by the
fragmentation of the earldom of Glouester, were further eroded by Hugh Audley’s short but
eventful incumbency.

The earldom was briefly revived in 1333 for Edward III’s uncle, John (d. 1336), when
the port of Plymouth was added to its possessions. In 1337 the remaining comital estates
were subsumed into the new duchy of Comwall, created for Edward III’s eldest son.®* The
south-western demesnes then attained renewed importance in the mid-fourteenth century
when the Black Prince established a military headquarters in Plymouth and spent much time
there: local men now had a better chance of finding employment in his service, although
Chester obviously remained the principal zone for military recruitment. The Prince did in any
case tend to recruit by contract rather than depend on traditional obligations: for example, Sir
John Sully and Sir Theobald Grenville, both prominent Gloucester tenants and therefore
anchorless after the demise of the earldom in 1314, became household knights of the Prince,
‘feudal’ obligations apparently being no barrier to their advancement. Sir John Dynham II,
by contrast, who was the most important of all the Cornwall tenants in the time of the Prince,
inclined himself more towards the affinity of his kinsman, the earl of Devon, than he did to
his tenurial overlord.”’ The Prince was influenced more by short-term military necessity than
the need to forge permanent seignorial relationships, although he did take particular care to
secure the goodwill of the earl of Devon, his magnate neighbour in the south-west, by

generously patronising his offspring.®*

°' Below, pp. 228, 233

°2 Below, p. 242

> BPR, ii, 45-6, 99, 130, 171; Below, p. 173
* Below, pp. 253-61
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1.1 (v) CONCLUSION

Feudal tenure clearly still had a role to play, albeit a limited one, in the networks of
secular lords in the fourteenth century, and a small number of hereditary tenants could
generally be relied upon to form the nucleus of a lord’s affinity. The county’s great fiefdoms
still loomed large in the collective imagination and local barons were at least aware of who
their tenants were, even if these men did not always feature prominently in their service or
counsels: the meticulously compiled feodaries of the Courtenay cartulary in British Library,
and the care that was taken to divide the knights’ fees of Barnstaple and Dartington between
William Martin’s three heirs in 1326, suggest that considerable importance was still attached
to tenunial lordship, even if the interest now lay mainly in the ‘fiscal’ side of the relationship;
in the exaction of aids, fines and death-duties. The honor continued to live, mainly through
its courts, and it afforded unity and an element of corporate identity to the greater fiefdoms.
On the other hand, discontinuity in hereditary succession and the fragmentation of estates
among multiple heirs, had invariably reduced the efficacy of the tenurial relationship. The
Courtenays’ comparative ‘newness’ to the south-west made it less likely that they would rely
solely, or even principally, upon the traditional loyalties of their tenants. On the estates of the
earldom of Gloucester too, strong and seemingly inviolable bonds of tenure disintegrated
within a few years of the death of the last earl.

Neighbourhood and locality were at least as important as tenure in the formation of
seignorial relationships, for where a lord aspired to leadership of his ‘country’, he needed to
draw a high proportion of the most prominent local families into his circle of intimacy. For
magnates like the Courtenays, however, whose territorial ambitions in the fourteenth century
had been circumscribed by royal fiat and who rarely needed to attract service from beyond
their immediate sphere of influence, the simplistic distinction that has been made here
between the ‘feudal’ relationship based on ancestry and the ‘bastard-feudal’ relationship

based on short-term need and personal charisma, may not have been so obvious or clear-cut.
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The honor, that traditional sphere of territorial influence, therefore had the potential for
acquiring importance in the hands of a vigorous magnate with the ambition to dominate his
‘country’ and to establish a dynastic hegemony. That is not to underestimate the importance
of newly-emerging contractual forms of lordship, but to emphasise that elements of old-style
‘feudalism’ were still apparent in relationships between magnates and their knights in the

fourteenth century and could on occasion attain considerable social and political significance.

47



1.2 THE RELIGIOUS

1.2 (i) THE BISHOPS OF EXETER

The medieval see of Exeter emerged in 1050 as one solution to the problem of
fragmented ecclesiastical government in the Dumnonian peninsula. Bishop Leofric (r. 1046-
72), an English-born prelate, received official sanction to merge the Saxon bishoprics of
Crediton (Devon) and St. Germans (Cornwall) into a unitary diocese with its seat in Exeter.
A chapter was established on the site of a decayed Benedictine house in the city and the old
monastery at Crediton was reformed as a secular college to provide additional prebends for
Exeter canons. Work on a new Romanesque building began in 1114 and the cathedral was
finally dedicated in 1133. The authority of the bishop of Exeter was now practically
unchallenged in the south-west as even Cornwall, despite its cultural peculiarities and
distance from Exeter, proved to be largely amenable to the new system of ecclesiastical
administration.®

The bishopric in 1086 was reasonably prosperous, thanks largely to Leofric’s
enterprise and to the efforts of his successor, Osbern (r. 1072-1103), a former chaplain of
Edward the Confessor, who acquired further land in Oxfordshire and Sussex and secured
possession of the royal free chapel of Bosham (Sussex). The fourth largest diocese in 1086,
Exeter also had the sixth wealthiest bishop in England.®® It was, however, sprawling and
remote and contained vast expanses of practically impenetrable countryside: the episcopal
manors were consequently distributed widely across the peninsula to ease the laborious task
of itineration by the bishops. One fourteenth-century prelate, Bishop John Grandisson, whose

career thus far had not taken him much beyond the sheltered confines of the papal palace at

% Frank Barlow, ‘Introduction’ to English Episcopal Acta, X1: Exeter 1046-11 84, ed. Barlow (Oxford,
1996), pp. xxix-xxxi; Christopher J. Holdsworth, ‘Ecclesiastical Institutions in 1086 and Monastic
Houses, ¢. 1300°, in Historical Atlas, p. 206; Nicholas Orme, Exeter Cathedral as it was, 1050-1550
(Exeter, 1986), pp. 12-14; Nicholas Orme & C. G. Henderson, ‘Exeter Cathedral’, in Historical Atlas,
pp.- 499-500

% DB Devon, 2; DB Cornwall, 2; DB Oxfordshire, 5; DB Sussex, 6: Christopher J. Holdsworth, ‘From
1050 to 1307°, in Unity and Variety. A History of the Church in Devon and Cornwall, ed. Nicholas
Orme (Exeter, 1991), pp. 24-5; Sally Harvey, ‘The Bishopric of Exeter’, in AHEW, ii, ed. Hallam
(Cambridge, 1988), pp. 100-1; Barlow, Exeter Acta, p. xxix
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Avignon, was dismayed at the sight that first greeted him on his arrival in England and
daunted by the prospect of governing a diocese isolated from the rest of the realm, surrounded
by a “barely navigable” ocean: Exeter lay not only at the “ends of the earth”, he plaintively
informed his patron, but at the “end of the ends” (“dum nedum in mundi finibus, set . . . in
finium finibus consisto”).%’

It was not just size and inaccessibility that complicated the business of ecclesiastical
government in Exeter, but also potentially difficult cultural barriers in Cornwall, where a
Celtic language was widely spoken. The Church shared and nourished a widespread mistrust
of the Cornish, a people who, it was popularly held by contemporaries, were given to
rebellion and general awkwardness. In 1342 Mgr. Adam Carletone, a long-serving (and long-
suffering) archdeacon of Cornwall, petitioned the bishop for dispensation to exchange his
living in the south-west for a less demanding benefice in Huntingdonshire, where he had
friends and could at least speak the language. The men of Cornwall were, according to the
jaded Carletone, “rebellis et difficilis ad informandum et corrigendum”.®® A fourteenth-
century scribe of Newenham Abbey, in east Devon, was equally dismissive of the incumbents
of his monastery’s benefice of Pelynt (Comwall), declaring that the Cornish, whom he
described as “natis”, were a malign influence that had brought ill repute on the house.” Not
even the archdeacon of Totnes found a good word when he was informed by the parishioners
of Mary Tavy that funds reserved for the repair of their rectory had been misappropriated by
certain men of Comwall with “no conscience™.” Unloved though they were, the pastoral
needs of these peculiar people required special attention and it is heartening to learn from the
episcopal registers that at least some of the Exeter bishops regarded a working knowledge of

the vernacular tongue to be a pre-requisite for clergymen in most Cornish parishes.”’ Bishop

" RJG, i,97-8

% Ibid., ii, 956-8

% BL Arundel 17, f. 43r. (cartulary of Newenham Abbey)

' C. G. Coulton, ‘A Visitation of the Archdeacon of Totnes in 1342°, EHR, xxvi (1911), p. 119
"VRWS, 219; RJG, ii, 910; Ibid., iii, 1146

49



John Grandisson, before setting out for the church of St. Buryan in the extreme west of the
county, showed particular foresight in having the text of his sermon translated in advance.”

By the time of the papal assessment of 1291, Exeter’s wealth in relation to the other
English bishoprics had declined substantially: this was partly a reflection of the poverty of
benefices in Comwall but, taken as a whole, Exeter was now poorer than any other English
diocese except Rochester.”” This was due in no small measure to a legacy of persistent under-
investment in the episcopal demesnes and the conservative economic policy of successive
bishops. The Exeter estate in 1086 was extensive, containing perhaps as much as a hundred
thousand acres in Devon and Comwall, but the manors were under-exploited and the revenues
meagre in comparison to similar estates further east.”* The bishops gave little encouragement
to urban or commercial development until the thirteenth century, when Bishop William
Brewer (r. 1224-44) established new burghal communities in Crediton and Penryn.” It was,
however, not until the episcopate of the more worldly Walter Stapeldon (r. 1307-26), who
used his legal experience and influence at court to gain a whole tranche of commercial
privileges for the manors in Devon and Cornwall, that the episcopal estates really began to
realise their true economic potential.”®

Despite these early set backs, the bishops of Exeter were without doubt the single
greatest ecclesiastical landowners in the diocese. Relations between the bishop and the
cathedral chapter had been intimate and largely amicable since Bishop William Warelwast (r.
1107-37) reformed the Exeter hierarchy in the first half of the twelfth century. That close
association was maintained in the late-thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when the bishops
over-saw the re-building of the Norman cathedral church in the Decorated style, a project that
was in large part funded out of the episcopal coffers.”” In addition, Bishop Stapeldon

continued to patronise the former minster at Crediton and Bishop Grandisson founded a

72 14 - ..

Ibid., i1, 820
> Age of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England, 1200-1400, ed. Alexander & Binski (1992), p. 227
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> Barlow, Exeter Acta, pp. xxxiv, xlvii-liii; RWB, 1, xliii
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7 Orme, Exeter Cathedral, pp. 14-20
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collegiate church of his own in the parish of Ottery St. Mary, thereby reinforcing their
authority in the diocese. The bishop and these three major ‘secular’ communities (the
cathedral, Crediton and Ottery St. Mary) were to a large extent interdependent and, as such,
their wealth is best considered separately from that of the monastic estates. Individually, both
the bishop and the chapter had rather greater wealth at their disposal than even the most
prosperous Benedictine house in the diocese; collectively they represented an extremely
powerful landed interest which underpinned the superiority of the bishop as both a religious

and temporal lord.”

1.2 (ii) THE MONASTIC ESTATES

The diocese of Exeter had no one particularly strong tradition of monasticism. In
1086 Devon had just two abbeys, Tavistock and Buckfast, both off-shoots of the recent
Benedictine revival and foundations of the local nobility, but neither was particularly wealthy
by contemporary standards.” Tavistock, situated between the western fringe of Dartmoor and
the Comish border, had been destroyed by Danish invaders as recently as 997, and its
finances were consequently precarious. The manors, remote and situated on poor arable land
in west Devon and in Comwall, were mediocre and under-populated, and the abbey was
further crippled by the Crown’s determination to exact in full knight service owing on the
estate: by 1086 about a third of the abbey’s lands had been settled by tenant knights in order
to help meet this obligation.®® Despite such inauspicious beginnings, Tavistock later
prospered and by the fourteenth century possessed the largest monastic landed estate in
Devon. As a representative of the Benedictine order in England, however, it was only of
middling importance, with a community of about twenty monks before 1348-9. Tavistock

abbots were generally of a high social calibre - they included a son of the earl of Devon - and

8 Below, Fig. 1.3 (p. 51b)
” Holdsworth, ‘Ecclesiastical Institutions’, pp. 206-7

% DB Devon, 5; DB Cornwall, 3; Monasticon, pp. 89-112; Medieval Religious Houses in England and
Wales, ed. Knowles & Neville Hadcock (1953), p. 78; Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, pp. 8-10
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reflected the monastery’s pre-eminent position within Devon’s ecclesiastical hierarchy:
consequently, they were apt to conduct themselves in ways more befitting their secular
counterparts. Yet, despite the best efforts of prelates, such as Robert Bonus (1328-34) and
John Courtenay (1334-49), to bankrupt the house through their reckless pursuit of hunting,
drinking and general high-living, Tavistock’s finances remained reasonably robust throughout
the fourteenth century, and it even acted on occasion as banker to the Crown, lending Edward
II, for example, the sum of £300 in 1318.*

Nearby, to the south-east, lay Buckfast, founded by Earl Aethelweard in 1018. Its
origins are obscure and in 1086 it was one of the poorest of all the English Benedictine
monasteries. It did subsequently find a patron in the future King Stephen who, as count of
Mortain, granted it land in Lancashire in the 1120s to establish a daughter-house. By 1136,
however, standards had apparently deteriorated to such an extent that a group of monks from
Waverley was invited to re-colonise Buckfast: the Benedictine abbey was dissolved and
reformed as the first Cistercian house in the south-west, thereafter prospering as one of the
more successful establishments of that order.®

The pattern of monastic development in Exeter thereafter conformed largely to

national trends.®

In the half century or so after 1086, a further six Benedictine priories and
three Cluniac, an early reform of the Rule, sprang up to complement the monastic landscape
in Devon. None was particularly large, all had been founded by kings or local magnates, and
all were dependent on mother-houses in France or England; some, in fact, may have been
little more than collection centres for revenues by the French monasteries.* Cornwall, by

contrast, fared less well in the twelfth-century revival of monasticism, since only about a

quarter of all houses in the medieval diocese were located here and most were poorly

*! Below, pp. 126, 234-5; CCR (1318-23), pp. 59, 273; CFR (1307-19), p. 384

82 DB Devon, 6; Medieval Religious Houses, pp. 61, 105; Christopher J. Holdsworth, ‘The Cistercians
in Devon’, in Studies in Medieval History Presented to R. Allen Brown, ed. Christopher Harper-Bill e
al. (Woodbridge, 1989), p. 181; Barlow, Exeter Acta, p. xxxi; Robert Bartlett, England under the
Norman and Angevin Kings, 1075-1225 (Oxford, 2000), pp. 418-19

* Ibid., p. 418

** Ibid., pp. 418-19; Barlow, Exeter Acta, p. xxxi; Medieval Religious Houses, pp. 61, 63, 65, 71, 74,
78,79, 88, 95-7
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endowed; a reflection both of the lack of a decent-sized resident aristocracy to support the
religious, and a tendency by the earls of Comwall to direct patronage mainly to
establishments on their estates elsewhere in England.*> In both Devon and Cornwall the
newer foundations tended to conform to a clear geographical pattern, being situated primarily
in the sheltered valleys south of the moorlands: in Devon, this resulted in a concentration of
monks in the lowland southern and eastern regions of the county.®

The evangelical Augustinian movement, which began in the 1120s and 1130s, was
welcomed and promoted enthusiastically in Devon by successive bishops of Exeter, and three
former collegiate churches were re-founded as Austin monasteries.®” The most important of
these was Plympton Priory, on the south coast, reformed by Bishop Warelwast in 1121 and
which became one of the largest houses of that order in the British Isles, with a community of
about forty canons. It alone could be said to have rivalled Tavistock in terms of wealth,
although the latter was by far the more important landowner since Plympton, like many other
Austin houses, drew the greater part of its income from spiritualities. It was also rather less
independent than its Benedictine neighbour, with the bishop continuing to exercise tight
supervision in the fourteenth century through the offices of the Exeter Cathedral chapter, to
which Plympton was closely attached.®® Another important Augustinian foundation of the
twelfth century was Hartland Abbey, reformed in the 1160s under the patronage of the local
Dynham family, and thereby reinforcing a tradition of strong secular influence over Devon’s
monasteries.”” Canonsleigh Abbey, originally established as an Austin community of male
canons at about the same time as Hartland, was dissolved and reformed a century later as a
convent for canonesses.”

The Cistercian reform movement had arrived in the south-west by the mid-twelfth

century, where it found particular favour among the laity, with the proportion of white to

85 Holdsworth, ‘From 1050 to 1307°, p. 45

% Holdsworth, ‘Ecclesiastical Institutions’, p. 209; Above, Map 1.1 (p- Sla)
87 Barlow, Exeter Acta, pp. XXXi, XXX1v

* Medieval Religious Houses, p. 151; Oliver, Monasticon, pp. 129-50

% Medieval Religious Houses, p. 138; Oliver, Monasticon, pp. 215-21

* Medieval Religious Houses, p. 132; Cartulary of Canonsleigh Abbey
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black monks being considerably higher than the national average. All Cistercian houses in
Devon were lay foundations and, although there is no evidence of antipathy to the Order from
the episcopal establishment, Exeter bishops on the whole opted to patronise Austin canons
rather than the white monks.”’ Forde Abbey was established in 1136 by one of the sons of
Baldwin the Sheriff and it thereafter maintained a close association with the Courtenay
family, several of whose members were interred there. It also spawned a major centre of
learning in the south-west.”” The curialist William Brewer (d. 1226) founded the
Premonstratensian (white canons) house of Torre, near to the place of his birth, in 1196, and
established a regular community of Cistercians at Dunkeswell shortly after: he entered
Dunkeswell towards the end of his life and was buried there. Torre was extremely well
endowed by its patron, who used his influence to induce a stream of further grants from local
knights. Even in the fourteenth century, when secular donations to the monasteries had all but
dried up, Torre remained the most favoured monastic recipient of lay patronage in Devon.”
Newenham Abbey was founded in 1242 by William Brewer’s son-in-law Reginald Mohun
and another Cistercian house, Buckland Abbey (fd. 1278), was sponsored by Amicia Redvers,
the countess of Devon.” There was, therefore, considerable interest on the part of the laity in
founding new monasteries from the twelfth century onwards, and justifiably so given the
degree of influence that a benefactor could exert over his protegée. Not only would the house
provide a source of exclusive religious services and hospitality, but the lay patron could also
expect to have a say in the election of a new prior or abbot, or in the administration of the
estates during a vacancy.”

The Cistercian Order was therefore a success in Devon and some elements of the
agrarian economy so distinctive to Cistercian monasteries elsewhere — rural isolation,

cultivation of wastelands, and large-scale sheep husbandry — are evident here. Buckfast, with

! Holdsworth, ‘Cistercians in Devon’, pp. 179-80, 185
*2 Oliver, Monasticon, pp. 341-2; The Cartulary of Forde Abbey, ed. Steven Hobbs (Somerset Record

Society, 1xxxv, 1998), pp. vii-ix; Christopher J. Holdsworth, ‘John of Forde and English Cistercian
Writing’, TRHS, 5" ser., xi (1961), pp. 117-35

* Deryck Seymour, Torre Abbey (Exeter, 1977); Holdsworth, ‘From 1086 to 1307, p. 43
** Medieval religious houses, pp. 108, 112; Oliver, Monasticon, pp. 380-2
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its Benedictine origins, was a notable exception, bringing with it a well-developed manorial
structure more reminiscent of a secular concern than the compact and tightly-controlled
estates typical of the Cistercians.”® The temporalities of Forde were also spread widely,
across four different counties, but by the mid-thirteenth century a system of granges —
agricultural sub-stations directly accountable to the cellarer - had established itself.”” At
Dunkeswell too, demesne activity was concentrated in four contiguous grange farms.”® As
pioneer-cultivators, however, the Devon Cistercians were either less successful or less
resilient than their counterparts elsewhere in England, and were hampered by the local
environment. The monks of Forde, for example, who had originally colonised a site in
northern Dartmoor in 1136, conceded defeat just five years later and were only prevented
from returning to their mother-house when their patron’s sister offered them alternative
accommodation in the more hospitable climes of lowland Dorset.”” Torre Abbey was also
agreably situated, on the south coast, and, being at the heart of a populous and increasingly
prosperous maritime and naval community, notably rebelled against the Cistercian ideal of
1solation: it was this, however, which had perhaps ensured its continued success in attracting
lay patronage at a time when support for nearly all the other Devon houses was declining.'”
A further departure from Cistercian conventions, especially apparent at Torre and Buckland,
was the high proportion of revenues that these houses accrued from spiritualities, when the

Rule specifically prohibited communities from receiving income from churches.'®!

2.2 (iii) CONCLUSION

It is evident from this short survey that, with the exception of the estates of the

bishopric, religious lordship in the county was dispersed, fragmented and on the whole

% Holdsworth, ‘Ecclesiastical Institutions’, p. 209

% Holdsworth, ‘The Cistercians in Devon’, p. 181; Oliver, Monasticon, pp- 375-8
" Cartulary of Forde, p. ix; Oliver, Monasticon, pp. 353-5

*® Ibid. pp. 397-400

” Ibid., p. 342

'% Seymour, Torre Abbey, p. 57
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limited in impact, and that there was no vested monastic interest: most houses were of too
recent origin to have accumulated landed estates of any particular importance. The bishop’s
primacy in the diocese was undisputed and challenges to his authority in the fourteenth
century tended to come from prelates reluctant to abandon their profane habits, rather than
from over-mighty monks. The relative weakness of monasticism may also be interpreted as a
consequence of the relative superiority of secular lordship to religious in Devon: in 1316 just
14% of the manors enumerated in the Nomina villarum survey were in the hands of the
religious.'”  Nearly all the county’s monasteries were secular foundations and most
maintained quite strong links with their lay patrons in the fourteenth century.

Some measure of the flavour of popular piety in the fourteenth century may be taken
from the inquisitiones ad quod damnum of chancery, which were effectively licences for the
alienation of land and property to the Church. A sample of grants to Devon houses taken
from between about 1284 and 1377, reveals that Torre Abbey was the principal monastic
recipient of lay patronage, with Tavistock not far behind.!”® Exeter Cathedral, however,
received more grants than all the monasteries combined: the period coincided with a major
programme of re-building and the bishops appear to have been successful in persuading the
laity that the fabric fund was more worthy of their pennies than the monastic orders. For
example, it was the single largest beneficiary of the large donation of cash distributed by
Hugh Courtenay Il among all the major religious ecclesiastical institutions in the county in
1340, to commemorate the death of his wife.'"™ The chancery documents also illustrate a
tendency for lay bequests to be diverted, as the fourteenth century progressed, from the older
and grander establishments towards small parish churches or private chapels on family
estates, reflecting perhaps a widespread public disillusionment with the monastic ideal.

This trend is discermble in the Courtenay family’s religious patronage. Hugh I had

been involved in a long-standing dispute over military service with Forde Abbey, the house

"I Holdsworth, ‘Ecclesiastical Institutions’, p. 211

2 Below, p. 113

103 Inquisitiones ad quod Damnum (PRO Lists and Indexes, xvii, xxii, 1904-6)
1% Below, p. 125-6
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traditionally patronised by his ancestors and where his own father was buried, which resulted
in the near-fatal shooting of one of the abbot’s men in 1288 and the distraint of livestock by
Hugh from the abbey’s granges.’”® On his death in 1291 Hugh chose to be buried not in the
abbey, where most of his English ancestors lay, but in the tiny priory of Cowick on the
outskirts of Exeter, which presumably had proven to be more pliable. Hugh II made peace
with the abbot of Forde but also opted for burial at Cowick, alongside his wife.'” Hugh III,
on the other hand, withdrew from funding monasteries altogether and directed financial
resources to a private chapel that had recently been established in his manor of Colyton. He
was later buried in Exeter Cathedral where his son William Courtenay, at that time bishop of
London, had reserved a site for a family chantry.!”” In this way, an established monastic
community suffered from the changing fashions of its lay patrons who had decided that their
spiritual interests were best served outside the cloisters. There was a growing distaste for the
monastic life in Devon, from which not even the newer reformed houses were immune: the
Cistercian abbey of Buckland (fd. 1278), and the convent of Canonsleigh (fd. 1282), founded
in a spirit of piety no less intense than that of the twelfth century, apparently fared no better in

attracting lay patronage than the older and supposedly more ‘corrupt’ establishments.

'% Oliver, Monasticon, p. 344

"% 1bid., p. 344; ‘Powderham Cartulary’, ii, 218
"7 Below, p. 126
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2. LANDSCAPE, ECONOMY AND SOCIETY: THE ECONOMIC CONTEXT OF
SEIGNORIAL LORDSHIP

2.1. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PROBLEMS AND THE PHYSICAL BACKGROUND

The methods conventionally employed by historians to measure the prosperity of
medieval agricultural societies — direct comparisons of population density and arable
productivity, land use and wealth distribution — contribute to a dismal picture of economic
and demographic progress in medieval Devon. In the returns of the 1334 lay subsidy, Devon
ranked thirty-second out of the thirty-nine assessed counties in terms of rateable wealth per
acre, and sixteenth in gross yield, despite comprising the single largest geographical area.
Between 1086 and 1377 its population expanded by just 26%, the lowest rate of growth for
any shire, placing Devon among the least densely-settled regions of medieval England.’
Usually such evidence is accepted at face value and the county’s apparent economic
backwardness — to be explained by its relatively late colonisation, its vast tracts of
uncultivable land, and the general under-exploitation of agrarian resources — has been taken
for granted. More detailed studies of the south-west have, however, questioned the suitability
of using this data — which essentially equate economic success with densely-populated areas
of countryside rich in corn — to measure prosperity in an upland economy geared more
towards pastoral husbandry and which was structurally unsuited to the demands of high-
density communal settlement. John Hatcher, for instance, has helped to dispel the myth of
late-medieval Cornwall’s ‘Cinderella’ economy by placing greater emphasis on the
importance of non-agrarian activities to the local economy, especially tin-mining, and by
highlighting the innovative social experiments in tenure pioneered on the duchy of Cornwall

estates in the fourteenth century.’ In Devon, H. P. R. Finberg has demonstrated how

' The Lay Subsidy of 1334, ed. R. E. Glasscock (1975), pp. 49-66; W. G. Hoskins, Old Devon (1966),
. 164; Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, pp. 9-10

Hatcher, Duchy of Cornwall, pp. 8-36

58



flexibility and agricultural diversification could bring success even to the second-rate arable
of the Tavistock abbey demesnes.’

A re-appraisal of the evidence is clearly overdue as a corrective to the overwhelming
impression of economic backwardness and demographic sluggishness left by the
documentation of central government. A greater reliance on the meagre, yet often fruitful,
corpus of locally-produced economic evidence - even where it fails to conform neatly to
accepted views of late-medieval agriculture formed from the better documented estates of
lowland England — will help to realise this objective. Far from flattering the received
wisdom, a study which embraces rather than ignores or disparages the region’s agricultural,
commercial and industrial idiosyncrasies will begin to reveal a diverse and even dynamic
economy, arguably better equipped to weather the agrarian and demographic crises of the
fourteenth century than the more ‘advanced’, yet perhaps inherently less flexible, structures of
champion England.*

First, however, it is necessary to gain some sense of the physical landscape, an
immutable feature that, probably more than any other single factor, influenced the evolution
of late-medieval Devon’s economic and social infrastructure. Most of the county lies within
Cyril Fox’s ‘Highland Zone’, the southern-most tip of the dividing line being the mouth of the
Exe estuary in east Devon.’ That division does, however, tend to over-simplify the
enormously varied topography of the south-western peninsula, and a more apt description of
the environment is perhaps Malcolm Todd’s “un-English promiscuity of upland and
lowland”, which takes into account not only wide variations in land relief and the dramatic
conjunction of water and earth, but also the sharply contrasting geology that occurs within a
compact and relatively small geographical entity.°

Reconstructing past landscapes is no easy task for the historian, but certain universal

features may be extrapolated and used to good effect. Of these the unseen geology and the

* Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, pp. 86-128

* Hatcher, ‘South-Western England’, pp. 684-5; Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, p. 12
* Fox, Personality of Britain, p. 29

® Malcolm Todd, The South West to AD 1000 (1987), p. 1
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visible soil are least susceptible to short-term physical change or human interference and have
therefore had the single most important influence on the evolution of the natural landscape.’
Practically every geological era left its mark on the Cornubian massif, as the Devon-Comwall
peninsula is referred to by geologists, but two rocks, the Devonian and the Carboniferous,
predominate and have determined many of the physical characteristics of the landscape. The
red sandstones of the Devonian era, formed in a tropical climate, are concentrated mainly in
the lowland coastal area of the South Hams, in south-west Devon, but appear also on higher
terrain in north-east Devon. Younger sandstones characterise the cliffscape and some of the
interior of east Devon, and also the large, flat, hinterland of the Vale of Exeter, where there
are deposits of chalk and limestone. By contrast, the Carboniferous period produced a mixed
bag of sandstones and shale, less porous than sandstone, that cover the large swathe of north
Devon and the interior known as the Culm Measures. Dartmoor comprises a third major
geological formation, essentially a high plateau of granite sparsely covered with peaty earth
and scrubland.®

Soil 1s the outward manifestation of the underlying geology, its form and quality
being determined by the type of rock on which it is based. Broadly speaking, the light,
‘warm’ sandstones, found predominantly in the south and east, tend to produce more fertile
and easily-worked soils, while the poorer quality arable is concentrated in the north, west and
centre, where the terrain is poorly-drained and the clay is most difficult to work. The granite
peaks of Dartmoor support the shallowest and least fertile soils. Analysing this aspect of the
physical landscape gives us some idea of the potential for effective crop cultivation and other
agricultural activity in different regions of the county; an essential pre-requisite to making

sense of the bewildering array of impressions left by the medieval manorial records.

7 C. J. Caseldine, ‘Environmental Setting’, in Historical Atlas, p. 25

® Henry de la Beche, Report on the Geology of Cornwall, Devon and West Somerset (1839); H. Dewy,
British Regional Geology: South-West England (1948); R. Weldon-Finn, ‘Devon’, in The Domesday
Geography of South-West England, ed. H. C. Darby & R. Weldon-Finn (Cambridge, 1967), pp. 225,
227, E. M. Durrance & D. J. C. Laming, The Geology of Devon (Exeter, 1982); Caseldine,
‘Environmental setting’, pp. 25-34
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This brief geological survey is clearly an over-simplification of the true complexity
that underpins the county’s topography, but it does enable us to identify important sub-county
identities in the landscape, which will be useful as short-hand in the following discussion of
rural economy and society. The division of Devon into four broadly coherent geographical
‘regions’ - north, south, east and central, with separate consideration for the areas of moorland
- is one that has been generally accepted by historians of the south-west.” There are of course
anomalies and exceptions, and these designations can only be considered as a very general
guide. For example, while the soil of most of the northern region is poorly drained and
deficient in essential nutrients, parts of the coastal north-east contain premium arable, by local
standards, as do the sheltered and well-irrigated plains of the Taw-Torridge river delta.
Similarly, while the arable of the south-east contains some superb ‘red’ (sandstone) soils,
much of the interior is too hilly and barren for anything but grazing.

Climate is another important environmental factor. A high average rainfall — today,
most parts of the county receive at least thirty-seven inches of precipitation a year — has
usually been the main limitation on the cultivation of crops, particularly in the colder and
frequently water-logged clay soils of the interior: ‘premium’ grains, such as wheat and barley,
are ill-suited to damp growing conditions. Some compensation is afforded by the relatively
mild and humid climate which permits a longer than average growing season, but water
remains a defining feature of the physical landscape. The only English shire to possess two
separate coastlines, Devon’s interior is penetrated by myriad small water-courses, riven with
steep-sided valleys, and graced with a handful of wide river deltas. Water is the county’s
most bountiful natural resource and the problems of distribution commonly associated with
champion England are practically unknown here. This has had a profound impact on
demographic evolution since it means that almost no part of the county is uninhabitable.

With little need to husband a normally precious resource, there has historically been less

? For example: F. W. Morgan, ‘The Domesday Geography of Devon’, TDA, Ixxii (1942), pp. 305-31;
R. Weldon-Finn, ‘Devon’, pp. 290-2; Hatcher, ‘South-Western England’; Fox, ‘Devon and Cornwall’:
Mark Stoyle, ‘Divisions within the County Community of Devonshire’ (University of Oxford, D. Phil.
thesis, 1992), pp. 11-18; Kowaleski, Medieval Exeter, pp. 9-16; Below, Map 2.1 (p. 61a)
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incentive to imitate the large-scale communal settlement patterns found in the English
midlands and lowland south and, consequently, the small hamlet or isolated farmstead
emerged as the most common form of settlement in medieval Devon.'’

The abundance of water, combined with vast tracts of hilly, sub-standard arable,
provided ideal conditions for the development of specialised pastoral farming. Less labour-
intensive and less reliant upon expensive capital equipment, the growing tendency towards
pastoralism militated still further against the evolution of large rural communities in late-
medieval Devon, resulting in a thinly-dispersed population of some sixty-thousand in 1377."
This, as we have seen, was manifest in slow demographic growth and in the low subsidy
yields of the fourteenth century, and has tended to excite allegations of ‘economic
backwardness’ from historians. If, on the other hand, one were to interpret these
characteristics of Devon’s economic and social infrastructure as products of the immanent
landscape and environment, rather than attempt to write history on the basis of criteria derived
from the study of very dissimilar societies, a more sympathetic and less structurally biased
model of research for the history of the medieval south-west begins to emerge. Then the
diverse and more unusual elements of the late-medieval economy may be appreciated not as
deviations from the norm but rather as outward signs of a flexible and highly-adaptable

system.

2.2. AN ECONOMIC SURVEY OF THE PRINCIPAL ESTATES

Our enquiry begins with an overview of Devon’s three outstanding landed
economies, the manors of which lay in more than one county and under whose auspices
thousands, rather than dozens or hundreds, of tenants were accommodated. These units — the
Courtenay and Martin estates, and those of the bishop of Exeter — were at the beginning of the

fourteenth century in the hands of ordinarily resident lords and, in the period under

' Below, pp. 89-91
''J. C. Russell, British Medieval Populations (Albuquerque, 1948), p. 78
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discussion, all underwent enlargement or at least a substantial consolidation of their
resources: the Courtenays’ by the addition of Plympton in 1297 and by purchases of new
land; the Martins’ by the inheritance of William III’s mother, which was united with
patrimonial Dartington in 1308; while even the episcopal estates experienced modest
expansion and economic revitalisation under the worldly stewardship of Bishop Stapeldon.
These three economic operations, with their resident and generally vigorous lords,
afforded an equilibrium and introduced a degree of stability to the local balance of power that
was proven subsequently to be both temporary and unsustainable. The Martin dynasty failed
in the male line in 1326, whereupon the estates were split into three, not to be reunited until
1342, under an absentee lord.”> The turbulent episcopate of Walter Stapeldon (r. 1307-26)
was succeeded by the more orthodox administration of John Grandisson (r. 1327-69), whose

management of the estates was more conservative."?

Only on the Courtenay demesne was
there a semblance of continuity, and Hugh II prospered in the temporary vacuum of power
left by the successive deaths of Martin and Stapeldon in 1326, consolidating his entrenched
position in county society and finding favour with the new political regime.

What follows is a description of these estates as they stood in the early fourteenth
century — their size and scale, their geographical distribution, and the nature of economic
activity within them, as well as the major phases in their subsequent development - by way of
a prelude to a more general consideration of demographic and economic structures. An initial
note of warning should be sounded concerning the units of measurement referred to in this
chapter, since customary weights and measures sometimes replaced the statutory in Devon.
In particular, the customary acre used in many parts of the county - the ‘Dumnonian’ acre also
had currency in parts of lowland south Wales where it had probably been introduced by

English settlers in the twelfth century - was nearly a fifth larger than the statute equivalent

and it is usually not possible to tell which is being referred to in the documentation.'*

'2 Above, pp. 36-9

P Below, chapter, 5; pp. 233-40

'“ B. E. Howells, ‘The Distribution of Customary Acres in South Wales’, National Library of Wales
Journal, xv (1967-8), p. 227; Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, p. 301 ’
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Admittedly, the problems presented by this anomaly are not nearly so severe as the elusive
‘Cornish’ acre - a fiscal unit that could range from anywhere between fifteen and three
hundred statute acres — but they should be borne in mind."

The episcopal demesne, which at the beginning of our period consisted of some
sixteen manors scattered widely across Devon and Comwall, with a sprinkling of lands
elsewhere in Somerset and southern England, had altered little in its overall structure since it
was first assessed in 1086.'° The immense manor of Crediton, which had been the seat of the
bishops until 1050, was economically the most advanced of all these estates and, at 185
ploughlands, easily the largest single agricultural unit in Devon.!” Well settled in 1086 with a
tenant population of 407, it may already have acquired some of the urban features that
distinguished it in 1307-8 when it contained a medium-sized borough and five mills, one of
which was a fulling mill to exploit the burgeoning local cloth industry.'® Crediton was valued
at £75 in 1086 and a healthy rental income testifies to its continued strength in the early-
fourteenth century, but by now the manors of Paignton, Chudleigh and Tawton, all located on
the choicest soils of south and east Devon and which contained the bishops’ other official
residences, had also developed into important centres of economic activity.!” Near to
Paignton, on the south coast, was Teignton, with its appendant port of Teignmouth, and the
borough of Ashburton, one of Devon’s four stannary towns, lay to the north, in Dartmoor: the
bishop was entitled by custom to the tithe of all tin weighed in Devon.”® To the east of Exeter
lay Clyst, on a fertile estuarine plain, while Bishops Tawton and Bishops Nympton nestled in

the sheltered Taw valley, in the north of the county.

"> The Cornish Lands of the Arundels of Lanherne, ed. H. S. A. Fox & O. J. Padel (D&CRS, new ser.,
xxxxi, 2000), pp. liv-lv

' DB Devon, 2

'" DB Devon, 2/2

' RWS, p. 23

"> Roll of Divers Accounts, ed. Fred A. Cazel (PRS new ser., xxxxiv), p. 43 (vacancy account for the
temporalities of Exeter, 1223); PRO SC/1138/1 (vacancy account, 1292); Account of the Executors of .
. Thomas Bishop of Exeter, ed. William Hale (Camden Soc., new ser., x, 1874), pp. 14-22 (executors’
account, 1310 for 1307); RWS, pp. 23-8 (rent roll, 1307-8); Ibid., pp. 570-5 (executors’ inventory, 1330
for 1326); PRO SC/1138/2 (vacancy account, 1369-70); BL Add. Ch. 28859 (summary account, 1372)
2 Cal. Chancery Warrants (1244-1326), p. 444
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The bishops’ estates therefore contained extensive tracts of some of the best arable in
the south-west, with the Cornish manors being located mainly on the fertile coastal lowlands.
The evidence is insufficient to draw useful conclusions about the size of the demesnes or
modes of cultivation, but, according to an account of Bishop Stapeldon’s executors, almost
1,100 acres of arable, mainly in Devon, were sown exclusively with wheat and rye in 1326, a

21

considerable achievement in this damp environment.” A fragment of a vacancy account of

1292 appears to confirm the unusual specialisation of the episcopal demesnes in these

premium grains, with oats in evidence only as animal fodder.””

The scattered documentary
evidence also suggests that practically all the Devon and Cornwall manors were being directly
cultivated in the first half of the fourteenth century, a reflection perhaps of the bishops’
itinerant lifestyle and the need to victual several households. Lesser interest was shown in the
Somerset estates, while those in Sussex, Surrey and Hampshire were largely redundant as
demesne enterprises by the beginning of the fourteenth century.

These manors were among the agriculturally most mature in the south-west, with the
bulk of potential arable under cultivation in 1086, yet it is the vast areas of pasture and
woodland and the large quantity of livestock that catch the eye. Most of the episcopal
demesne herds and flocks had grown significantly between 1086 and 1307 and the expansion
of the flocks continued and even gathered pace over the course of the fourteenth century.
Although the evidence is imperfect, consisting of executors’ accounts of the sale of moveable
goods, it is clear that animal husbandry had now become a major part, perhaps even the
mainstay, of the episcopal economy. For example, while the sum received from the sale of
Bishop Stapeldon’s corn was almost two-thirds less than that accounted for Bishop Bitton’s
twenty years earlier, sales of cattle, sheep and pigs had all risen markedly, although this may
be partly explained by the widespread pillaging of the episcopal manors in the aftermath of

Stapeldon’s murder.”> Crediton had become the centre of the bishops’ livestock operations in

2LRWS, p. 574
2.8C1/1138/2
2 gccount of the Executors, pp. 14-22; RWS, pp. 570-4; Below, Fig. 2.8 (p. 95a )
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Devon and hosted what was probably the county’s largest livestock market in the fourteenth
century, supplying the rising urban demand from Exeter for meat, hides, skins and fleeces.**

The trend towards specialist livestock husbandry, which exploited the abundance of
hillside pasture and rough moorland grazing and was less reliant upon a diminishing pool of
human labour, was probably the most significant agricultural development on the bishop of
Exeter’s estates in the fourteenth century. On the eastern manor of Clyst, the only episcopal
demesne for which we possess continuous account rolls, sales of pastoral produce in the
1370-90s were consistently the second largest item of income after rents. Husbandry here
was efficient, with livestock yields above the regional average and the incidence of disease
and sterility at normal levels. The greatest advantage of pastoralism in the middle ages was
the comparative ease with which the end product could be transported and marketed, and
cattle and sheep from Clyst were driven to the bishops’ own market at Crediton. Grain
cultivation in Clyst, by contrast, consisted mainly of oats which were sold or used as animal
fodder, and followed a relatively inefficient system of continuous and intensive cropping.”> A
further indication of the centrality of animal husbandry to the episcopal economy is the
bishops’ seemingly eccentric persistence in exacting customary payments of ‘berbiage’
(sheep rent) and ‘churchscot’ (normally a comn rent, but here paid in hens), rather than
accepting cash in lieu.”®

Devon’s two largest secular demesnes were of more recent creation. The Martins’
Dartington-Barnstaple estate appears to have been the more impressive in scale, with some
4,200 acres of potential arable in Devon alone in 1326, and at least as much again in pasture,
meadow, woodland and hunting parks, although it is difficult to enumerate precisely as many
of the manors were located in conspicuously pastoral countryside where grassland was

commonplace and too low in unit value to bother recording.”” The patrimony consisted of

2 K owaleski, Medieval Exeter, p. 294

» DRO W1258.G3 1-10 (manorial accounts of Bishops Clyst, 1374-1421), printed and discussed in N.
W. Alcock ‘An East Devon Manor in the Later Middle Ages’, TDA, ci (1970), pp. 141-87

2 RWS, pp. 23-5; The Cornish Lands of the Arundels, p. 142 & n. 56 (explanation of berbiage)

*” PRO C134/99 (IPM, William Martin IV, 1326); Bruce Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture
(Cambridge, 2000), p. 86; Below, Map 2.2 (p. 66a); Fig. 2.1 (p. 68a)
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seven manors and a number of hamlets in Devon, four manors in Somerset, and the marcher
lordship of Cemais in western Pembrokeshire, and had been accumulated over some two and
a half centuries through a combination of marriage, conquest and royal patronage. To this
William III had added his mother’s Tracy inheritance in 1308, the lands of which were
concentrated in the Taw valley region of north Devon and included the populous and
commercially important town of Barnstaple.”® Together with South Molton, on the southern
fringe of Exmoor, the northern ports of Combe Martin and Ilfracombe, and a share in the
north-western borough of Great Torrington, William now wielded a commanding stake in the
urban life of north Devon, and Barnstaple came to occupy a position of strategic importance
to the Martin estates. With easy access to the Bristol Channel, via the wide Taw estuary, its
commercial orbit encompassed overseas markets as far afield as Carmarthen (Pembs.) and
Waterford (Carlow), and afforded a convenient point of embarkation for Newport, an urban
settlement in Cemais, which had itself recently undergone economic revitalisation at the
hands of William III’s father and grandfather: Barnstaple’s status as the regional entrep6t of
north Devon and as the hub of a wide, trans-channel commercial network, was thereby
enhanced by its addition to the Martin family’s equally far-flung territorial empire.*’

William Martin’s estate, like the bishops’, was one of above average-sized manors
(Dartington, Fremington, Kingston and Nymet Tracey all contained more than one thousand
acres of demesne land each), and the pastoral dimension was equally apparent here. But it
also contained some of the finest arable to be found in Devon, with that on the baronial caput
of Dartington valued at as much as 8d. per acre.’® The total arable in demesne on four of
those manors (Tawstock, Fremington, Nymet Tracey and Bovey Tracey) had increased by an

average of approximately 56% between 1308, when William III received his mother’s lands,

*® Above, p. 37

» Reprint of the Barnstaple Records, ed. J. R. Chanter & T. Wainwright (2 vols., Barnstaple, 1900), i,
151, 252 (commercial treaty with mayor of Carmarthen, 1356; fine in mayors’ court over infringement
of trading rights in Waterford); E. A. Lewis, ‘A Contribution to the Commercial History of Medieval
Wales, Y Cymmrodor, xxiv (1913), pp. 136-8; Historical and Municipal Documents of Ireland, AD
1172-1320, ed. J. T. Gilbert (Rolls ser., liii, 1870), pp. 3, 6, 32, 113; Baronia de Kemeys, pp. 50-2, 57-
60

** PRO C134/99, m. 14
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and the death of William IV in 1326: in that same period, the unit value of arable rose by at
least 1d. an acre, leaving the impression that William III had invested substantially and
prudently in the improvement of agriculture on his new possessions.’’ The meticulous
recording of gardens, orchards and other small enclosures on most of the Martins’ lands, 1s
further proof of the vitality of arable husbandry in this estate at the beginning of the
fourteenth century.’

By contrast, the smaller, compact and more regular-sized manors of the Courtenays’
Okehampton estate conform readily to most historians’ idea of the ‘classic’ manoral
demesne: the average unit size of arable demesnes in eleven of the Okehampton manors at
around the turn of the fourteenth century was 137 acres, compared to about 342 acres on the
Dartington-Barnstaple estate in 1326, and not one was extended at more than four hundred
acres, unlike William Martin’s vast estates at Dartington and Fremington.”> The Courtenays’
manors may have been smaller but demesne activity was probably no less pronounced. The
severe contraction of agriculture on the comital manors of Tiverton, Topsham, Plympton and
Exminster in the thirteenth century had stabilised by the 1290s and arable husbandry on the
estate as a whole appears to have been maintained at a fairly consistent level right up until the
mid-1380s, when the demesnes began to be leased out: the total acreage of arable in direct
cultivation on those manors for which we have comparable data shrank only slightly in the
time span of our period, from approximately 1,600 acres in 1292 to 1,300 acres in 1377.%*

Despite the apparent robustness of crop cultivation on the Courtenays’ estates, the
total land available in Devon for agriculture was small in comparison to the Martins’, and

scattered receivers’ accounts of the 1380s and 1390s suggest that a high proportion of their

3' PRO C134/10, no. 12 (IPM, Geoffrey Camville, 1308); C134/99, mm. 9-10

2 PRO C134/99, mm. 4, 6-7, 9-10

¥ PRO C133/62, no. 7; C135/360, no. 3; Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, p. 67; Below, Fig.
2.1 (p. 68a)

** PRO E364/1, mm. 1, 3; E372/69, m. 15 (minsters’ accounts, munority Baldwin Redvers III, 1223-6);
C132/3, no. 10 (IPM, Earl Baldwin III, 1245); C132/29, no. 2 (IPM, Earl Baldwin IV, 1262); C133/40,
no. 5 (IPM, Amicia Fortibus, 1284); SC6/827/39 (reeve’s account, earldom of Devon, 1286-7); E152/4,
m. 14 (IPM, Isabella Fortibus, 1293); SC6/829/27 (minsters’ accounts, minority Hugh Courtenay 11,
1293-7): the material here is printed and discussed in K. Ugawa, ‘The Economic Development of some
Devon Manors in the Thirteenth Century’, TDA, Ixxxxiv (1962), pp. 630-82; DRO CR/490 (reeve's
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FIG. 2.1: DISTRIBUTION OF DEMESNE ACREAGES ON THE DEVON MANORS OF
HUGH COURTENAY II (1297) AND WILLIAM MARTIN IV (1326)

ARABLE PAST. MEAD. WOOD MISC. TOTAL

COURTENAY'
Aylesbeare (1273) 120 6 12 138
Chawleigh (1291) 80 80
Chulmleigh (1291) 142 a3 60 295
Colyton (1291) 186 186
Esse (1273) 45 7 1 53
Exminster (1294-5) 88 186 30 304
Kenn (1273) 100 10 5 40 155
Musbury (1273) 150 20 20 190
Okehampton (1291) 32 52 40 240 364
Plympton (1293) 264 66 15 345
Sampford Courtenay (1273) 120 10 20 150
Tiverton (1293) 73 16 16 105
Topsham (1294-5) 158 73 231
Whimple (1273) 100 8 20 128
(1658) (2724)
MARTIN?
Bovey Tracey 213 6 30 60 40 349
Combe Martin 182 16 13 10 150 37
Dartington 486 54 18 300 100 958
Fremington 741 184 8 54 987
Holne 160 60 220
Kingston 863 15 80 958
Langacre 152 38 17 207
North Lew 80 18 98
Nymet Tracey 132 29 1000 150 1311
Raddon 81 105 5 191
Shillingford 55 2 57
Tawstock 813 18 6 60 897
Up Exe 156 12 10 40 218
Warkleigh 102 110 2 82 296
Wotton 135 3 50 188
(4191) (7306)

! Estates inherited by Hugh II in 1297, with data from the nearest available extent: PRO C133/6, no. 1
(IPM, John Courtenay, 1273); C133/62, no. 7 (1IPM, Hugh Courtenay I, 1291); E152/4, m. 14 (IPM,
Isabella Fortibus, 1293); SC6/829/27 (ministers’ account, earldom of Devon, 1294-5)

2 PRO C134/99 (IPM, William Martin 1V, 1326)



landed income was drawn from outside the county and consisted mainly of cash rents and
leaseholds. Non-agrarian assets in Devon included four thriving boroughs (Tiverton,
Plympton, Honiton and Okehampton) and a semi-industrial suburb (Exe Island) in the
environs of Exeter, containing six mills, which helped to bolster seignorial finances as

revenues from traditional manorial sources declined in the final decades of the fourteenth

cen’cury.3 >

2.3. THE MEDIEVAL SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Our preliminary sketch of the county’s main economic units completed, we turn now
to those who operated within the structures of manorial lordship. Rural society in the
medieval south-west differed in several fundamental respects from that of the better
documented and more exhaustively researched manors of lowland England, most notably in
the categories of tenurial status and conditions of villeinage, and it is necessary here to outline
some of its most distinctive features.’® It has become a habit of some medieval historians to
depict social conditions in the south-west as inherently ‘reactionary’ or oppressive, with
conservative-minded landlords holding a large servile population in thrall. The large
proportion of slaves recorded in Domesday for the counties of western England — with over
three thousand servi in 1086, Devon had the dubious honour of heading the rankings - is
usually cited as evidence of this, with E. B. Fryde helpfully explaining that the “agricultural
backwardness and consequent poverty” of Devon and Cornwall had rendered them especially

37

susceptible to serfdom.”” Other scholars have, by contrast, been at pains to emphasise the

account, Tiverton manor, 1308-9); PRO C133/62, no. 7 (IPM, Hugh Courtenay I, 1292); C135/260, no.
3 (IPM, Hugh Courtenay III, 1377)

¥ BL Add. Ch. 13906; 64317 (receiver’s account, 1380-1); 64318 (receiver’s account, 1387-8); 13972
(receiver’s account, 1392-3); 64321 (receiver’s account, 1397-8); 64322 (receiver’s account, 1399-
1400); Below, pp. 103-11

36 Hatcher, ‘South-Western England’, p. 675

¥ Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, p. 76; Sally Harvey, ‘The Bishopric of Exeter’, in AHEW, ii, ed. Hallam
(Cambridge, 1988), pp. 68-9; E. B. Fryde, Peasants and Landlords in Late Medieval England (Stroud,
1996), p. 209

69



relatively ‘liberated’ condition of rural communities in the south-west, identifying various
ways in which the conditions of the peasantry were ameliorated in the later middle ages.”®

The movement towards the colonisation of vast areas of countryside previously
classified as ‘waste’ (moorland, marsh and woodland), which had begun in the eleventh
century and sustained momentum until the demographic crisis of 1348-9, combined with slow
population growth - both, perhaps, elements of Fryde’s notion of “agricultural backwardness”
— actually promoted the evolution of a large free tenantry and a villeinage on whom the
burdens of customary obligation fell comparatively lightly.® The expansion of the tin-mining
industry in both Devon and Cornwall from the mid-twelfth century, and the fashion among
Devon landowners in the thirteenth century for creating small seignorial ‘boroughs’, also

hastened the development of a ‘freer’ peasantry by giving rise to new species of non-servile

tenure.*

In this way society in fourteenth-century Devon differed quite markedly from that
of longer established and more densely-settled communities in the midlands and southern
England, and the ‘classic’ manorial structure of the English lowlands, characterised by
intensive arable cultivation and tight social regulation, is rarely apparent here. But far from
being a symptom of economic backwardness, this had helped to shield communities from the
worst effects of land shortage and famine in the late-thirteenth and early-fourteenth centuries
by encouraging economic diversification away from grain mono-culture, and ensured that the
local economy would continue to remain moderately buoyant in the immediate aftermath of
Black Death.*!

Whilst it is true that an unusually large proportion of the population of Devon in 1086
existed in a state of slavery or unfreedom, the impression of abject servility is slightly
misleading and may have been exaggerated by historians. The oft-cited liberi homines and

sochemanni — usually regarded as benchmarks of ‘freedom’ in the counties of central and

eastern England - are wholly lacking from the Devon survey, in which villanus was used in a

3% Hatcher, ‘South-Western England’, pp. 675-85

% Hoskins, Devon, pp. 77-9, 89-90; Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, pp. 56-8, 68-9; Hatcher, ‘South-Western
England’, pp. 675-6

* Hoskins, Devon, pp. 70-1; Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, pp. 70-3
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very broad sense: it stood not only for ‘villein’, as that term came to be understood in later
centuries, but encompassed a wide range of tenants, from Saxon thegn to Anglo-Norman
peasant. There is also less of a firm distinction between villani and bordarii or cottarii in the
Devon returns, and the latter are best understood as economic gradations of villani, probably
inferior in status.*” Semantic irregularities should not distract us, however, since although
Domesday was conceived as a universal survey, its contents may not always be interpreted
uniformly: in short, the failure of the Devon returns to differentiate precisely between classes
of tenants is a reflection not so much of a servile county as of peculiar local conditions and
the methods of enquiry employed by commissioners.*

However, the large class of servi, a term less ambiguous in its meaning than villani,
cannot be explained so easily. Finberg has calculated that servi accounted for some 26% of
the recorded population of Devon in 1086, a far higher proportion than in either the counties
of the English midlands or of eastern England, where they were sometimes absent
altogether.*® Levels of slavery seem to have fluctuated quite widely on individual estates in
Domesday Devon - from about 29% of the total tenantry on the modest demesnes of the abbot
of Buckfast, to as little as 12% on the large episcopal estate - and is worth bearing in mind
when considering Fryde’s assertion that slavery was rife on the large ecclesiastical, and by
implication ‘reactionary’, demesnes in the south-west.* Nor was there a simple correlation
between the number of slaves on a manor who, one presumes, were engaged primarily in
agricultural labour, and the total area of demesne arable under cultivation: while Bishop
Ordulf may have required forty men to drive the thirteen ploughs in Crediton, the dean and
chapter of Exeter Cathedral had no slaves at all to work their five ploughlands at St.

Marychurch.*

*! Hatcher, ‘South-Western England’, pp. 684-5

*2 Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, pp. 56-7

* Hatcher, ‘South-Western England’, p. 675

*“ Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, p. 60

4 Fryde, Peasants and Landlords, p. 209; Below, Fig. 2.2 (p. 71a)
““ DB Devon, 2/2, 8
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FIG. 2.2: PERCENTAGES OF SLAVES (SERVI) ON A SAMPLE OF DOMESDAY ESTATES

Domesday Estate Manors Tenants Slaves
Royal demesne’ 67 3086 17%
Bishop of Exeter® 15 1067 12%
Ralph (of Pomerai)® 37 524 23%
Buckfast Abbey* 11 247 29%
Tavistock Abbey’ 9 232 20%
Robert (of Aumale)® 9 184 24%
Robert (of Pontchardon)’ 5 75 24%
Robert (of Beaumont)® 5 50 14%

' DB Devon, 1

2 1bid., 2

3 1bid., 34

*Ibid., 8

SIbid., 5

® Ibid., 28

" Ibid., 16, 69-72, 74
¥ Ibid., 16, 65-8, 137



The factors underlying the creation of this large servile population need not detain us
for long here: in very general terms, they are linked to the relatively late Saxon colonisation
of the region and the consequent under-development of its social institutions.*’” The large
number of charters of manumission surviving from the following century is an expected
corollary of this situation and suggests that the high ratio of servi to villani in 1086 may have
been but a transient phase.® Domesday can be used to illustrate a further demographic
feature that had profound implications for agricultural development in subsquent centuries.
Although this large county had been extensively colonised by 1086 — W. G. Hoskins counted
over nine-thousand distinct settlements distributed fairly evenly, even on the remoter and
most inhospitable slopes of Dartmoor and Exmoor - vast areas of land remained uncultivated
and under-exploited.* For example, just forty-five of the 110 ploughlands in the royal manor
of Hartland were in cultivation in 1086, while in Bishop’s Tawton forty-four of the 150
ploughlands available remained untilled.”® There are also records of large tracts of non-arable
land, such as the 3'2 square leagues of pasture, one league of woodland and twelve furlongs
of underwood on the royal demesne manor of Exminster, or the two hundred acres of pasture
and five leagues of woodland in episcopal Crediton.”’

Opportunities therefore abounded for those hardy enough to tackle the ‘waste’, and
there are numerous examples from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries of lords granting small
estates on the fringes of their manors to colonist-peasants who subsequently appear in the
documentation as free tenants.> The outcome of this process was a high concentration of free
tenants on some estates in the north and west of the county where moorland and heath — the
‘marginal arable’ sought by the pioneer-colonists - were most prolific. For example, in 1301

no less than eighty-seven liberi homines were residing on the manor of Hartland, where in

*" Todd, South-West to A.D. 1000, pp. 267-72

* Oliver, Monasticon, pp. 431-6; F. Rose-Troup, ‘Exeter Manumissions and Quittances of the Eleventh
and Twelfth Centuries’, TDA, 1xix (1937), pp. 417-44

* Hoskins, ‘Highland Zone’, p. 20; Below, Fig. 2.3 (p. 72a)

** DB Devon, 1/30, 2/11

*'DB Devon, 1/4, 2/2

2 W. G. Hoskins & H. P. R. Finberg, Devonshire Studies (1952), pp. 320-1; Hatcher, ‘South-Western
England’, p. 240
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FIG. 2.3: ARABLE DEMESNES IN CULTIVATION ON A SAMPLE OF DOMESDAY
ESTATES

(expressed as percentage of ploughs to ploughlands; demesne arable to total available land)

Domesday Estate Pllands Ploughs Cultivated Total arable in

demesne
Royal demesne 1707 1166 68% 11%
Bishop of Exeter 602 477 79% 8%
Ralph (of Pomerai) 215 175 81% 32%
Tavistock Abbey 138 84 61% 14%
Buckfast Abbey 91 53 58% 1%
Robert (of Aumale) 75 59 79% 20%

Robert (of Pontchardon) 41 27 66% 29%




1086 unreclaimed waste had far outweighed the cultivated arable.”

Despite their sterling
efforts, legal restrictions on the cultivation of marginal land on the county’s extensive royal
demesne continued to hamper the progress of the colonists: this is manifest in the countless
petty fines paid by Devon men for breaching forest law in the twelfth century.* The demand
for virgin land may be partly measured by the enormous sum of five thousand marks pledged
by the commonalty of Devon for a charter of disafforestation in 1204.®> W. G. Hoskins’
somewhat romanticised vision of the pioneer-farmer carving out a smallholding from the
wilderness of moorland, forest or heath may, therefore, not have been far removed from the
truth in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.>®

The marshlands of Devon’s numerous estuarine plains presented further opportunities
for land improvement and self-advancement. In the 1170s William Sokespitch, a merchant of
Exeter, bought a furlong of arable land and a salt marsh overlooking the River Clyst: included
in the purchase price was licence from his lord to take any land he could reclaim from the
adjacent tidal flats (“cum toto conquesto quod poterit ex parte maris perquirere ad sui
correctionem™).”’  Similar sub-clauses are to be found in charters granted to individual
residents of the port of Dartmouth by as late as the fourteenth century. Most of the town’s
population made a living from the sea, and land on the Dart estuary was consequently valued
for the construction of quays, boathouses and warehouses: the lord of Dartmouth had himself
set an example in the thirteenth century when he dammed the seignorial mill, lying at the
mouth of a tidal inlet, to create a causeway linking two separate settlements in his manor.”®

One of the main factors underpinning the renewed demand for land was the revival

and rapid expansion of Devon’s ancient tin-mining industry in the second half of the twelfth

century: as an economic pursuit, mining did in itself contribute significantly to the

S PRO C133/102, no. 2; DB Devon, 1/30; Below, Fig. 2.4 (p. 73a)
* eg. Pipe Roll, 13 Henry 11, pp. 171-2
5 Pipe Roll, 6 John, p. 85; RWS, p. 139; Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, p. 70
56 :
Hoskins, Devon, p. 71
7 W. G. Hoskins, ‘Three Devon Families’, in Devonshire Studies, ed. Hoskins & Finberg (1952), pp.
105-19
*® RCHM, 5" rep., 602-3; Watkins, Dartmouth, p. 44; Below, p. 243
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FIG. 2.4: DISTRIBUTION OF TENURE ON A SAMPLE OF SECULAR ESTATES

(data drawn from extents in [PMs, including Devon manors only: figures refer to number of tenants
enumerated in each category of tenure)

Seignorial Lord 1 2 3 4 Total Unfree
William Martin' (1326) 133 692 72 628 1525 48%
John Courtenay? (1277) 45 436 0 286 767 57%
Edmund, earl of Cornwall® (1300) 17 324 0 47 388 84%
Joice Dynham* (1301) 104 255 0 27 386 66%
Matthew FitzJohn® (1309) 20 297 44 2 < 361 ?
Richard Fleming® (1301) 13 98 8 0 119 83%
Nicholas Moeles’ (1316) 21 64 0 0 85 75%
John Cogan® (1301) 21 27 0 30 78 35%
William Champernowne® (1305) 15 42 19 0 76 55%
Thomas Peverel™® (1299) 10 49 0 0 59 83%
Robert FitzPayne'' (1316) 9 15 16 0 40 38%

KEY TO CATEGORIES OF TENURE:

(1) Free tenants (/iberi homines)

(2) Customary tenants (villani, cottari, nativi — counted here as ‘unfree’)

(3) Conventionary tenants (tenure per conventionem - counted here as ‘free’)
(4) Burgesses (counted here as ‘free’)

' PRO C134/39
2C133/6, no. 6
 C133/95
4C133/102, no. 2
> C134/6,1n0. 9

% C133/100, no. 12
7 C134/48, no. 1
C134/38,no. 3
®C133/118, no. 16
C133/94, no. 5
"' C134/48,n0. 5



development of free tenure in Devon.” Anticipating and seeking to regulate the consequent
economic boom, the Crown issued a charter of liberties in 1201, conferring on the tinners of
Devon and Cornwall an extraordinary package of legal privileges, more far-reaching and
generous than those enjoyed by miners in any other part of the realm. These included partial
or total relief from customary services owed to landlords, exemption from lay taxation, and
the right to be tried in civil matters under an exclusive code of stannary law. The charter was
confirmed in 1222 and thereafter at regular intervals, and it effectively created a distinctive
community within local society, theoretically independent of the control of seignorial lords.*
Although by our period levels of tin production were well past their peak and would
decline further still - a consequence both of inept management by successive amateur farmers
of the stannary and of the collapse of the local labour force in 1348-9 - the ‘free’ tinners
continued to comprise a significant proportion of the working population, perhaps about
seven hundred men in 1327.°" A smaller number was employed in the county’s three silver-
lead mines which, like the stannaries, were a Crown monopoly. Because of the relatively
small numbers involved in silver mining, the local workforce had been unable to meet the
demands of a mini economic boom in the 1290s, and the Exchequer was obliged to recruit
more than one hundred miners from Wales.”” The stannaries too periodically experienced
problems of under-staffing and the Crown frequently had to resort to contracting labour from
outside the county, or even distraining local men to work its mines.” The method of
extraction most commonly employed in tin-mining was ‘streaming’ - essentially panning for

the mineral in rivers - which was both unstable and inconsistent in terms of output: a seam

* Finberg, Tavistock Abbey, p. 71

% G. L. Lewis, The Stannaries: a Study of the English Tin Miner (Boston, 1908), p. 36; John Hatcher,
English Tin Production and Trade before 1500 (Oxford, 1973), pp. 47-8, 62-3; Finberg, Tavistock
Abbey, pp. 71-2,177-8

°' L. F. Salzman, ‘Mines and Stannaries’, in The English Government at Work, 1327-1336 ed. J. F.
Willard, vol. iii (Massachusetts, 1950), p. 91

2 PRO E101/260/4 (account, Birlond and Combe Martin mines, 1291-3); E101/260, m. 5 (receipts of
silver, Combe Martin and Birlond, 1292-8); E101/260/17 (documents concerning the sending of miners
from Wales to Devon, 1296)

% CPR (1292-1301), p. 179; Ibid., (1301-7), p. 331; CCR (1307-13), pp. 91, 273; Ibid., (1318-23), p.
134; Ibid., (1323-7), p. 478; CPR (1358-61), p. 343
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could provide rich pickings for several years before drying-up altogether.** Mining was
therefore too unpredictable to offer a full-time occupation for most, and the typical Dartmoor
stannary man was likely to have combined his trade with a smallholding, relying, like the rest
of the rural population, on agriculture for the sustenance of himself and his family:
fortunately, the predominantly pastoral economy of Dartmoor made it relatively easy to
combine mining with occasional agriculture.®’

Tin miners were therefore not altogether removed from the rest of society, and their
comparative state of ‘emancipation’ is likely to have had wider social ramifications. On
occasion, the rights of this privileged community caused friction and resentment among the
wider population, resulting in complaints being levelled against tin and silver workers who, it
was alleged, denuded woods and turbaries in extracting for fuel for the smelting process. In
1307 the abbot of Buckland received compensation of £400 for losses sustained when a wood
belonging to the abbey was arbitrarily distrained and harvested by the warden of the Devon
mines, Thomas Sweynefeld.*® In 1314, and again in 1315, the “pauperes homines” of Devon
complained to parliament that the stannary men were destroying arable land in the county at
the improbably high rate of three hundred acres a year.*” In return, the miners were not
reticent to defend what they regarded as their inalienable ‘rights’: a petition of 1376 accused
the owners of mines in both Devon and Comwall of fraudulently claiming the benefits of
stannary law for themselves, when these were explicitly applicable only to working tinners.*®

There were, however, rather less arduous ways of obtaining and asserting at least a
modicum of free status. Burghal tenure, which commonly conferred on the holder exemption
from the most of the servile duties of villeinage, was an obvious alternative.® Devon in the

fourteenth century contained a remarkably high concentration of boroughs, perhaps as many

* Hatcher, English Tin Production, pp. 44-6; Sandy Gerrard, Dartmoor (English Heritage, 1997), pp.
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as seventy-one and more than twice as many as its nearest rival, Somerset.”” This was due in
part to the difficulties of internal transportation, but it was also connected to the growing
commercialisation of many sectors of the non-agrarian local economy — mining, shipping,
fishing and cloth-manufacturing - which required easily accessible centres for the marketing
of their products. The twelfth and thirteenth centuries had witnessed a fashion among, mainly
secular, lords for the creation of small seignorial boroughs. In some instances, however, it is
apparent that the founders of these boroughs were not overly, or even primarily, concerned
with the promotion of trade or urbanisation on their estates.”” The burghal communities
established were frequently too small or located too remotely to have had any real prospect of
commercial success. Sometimes the sole evidence for the existence of these ‘urban’
communities is the identification of burgesses as a separate category of tenant in documents
such as manonial surveys or extents. The lord of Alphington manor, for example, had just
eight ‘burgesses’ from whom he collected a mere two shillings in annual rent.”> Similarly, the
borough of Harton, which in 1301 boasted twenty-seven burgesses, was too isolated to attract
passing trade, and its function was probably limited to supplying the basic requirements of the
Dynham household: in the 1380s and 1390s, when the manorial account rolls for Hartland
begin, any foodstuff more elaborate than staple cereal products had to be bought from Great

Torrington, some seven miles to the south of Harton.”

Burghal tenure, in these examples,
may have been regarded less as a sign of urbanisation than as a mark of free status, which was
perhaps extracted by peasants from their lords in a similar fashion to the charters of
emancipation obtained by the colonist-farmers hitherto described.’”® The demographic
evidence suggests that Devon was relatively under-populated and lightly-settled both before

and after the Black Death, making recruitment and retention of labour a continual problem for

seignorial lords. It is therefore not difficult to imagine how Devon peasants were at an
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Map 2.3: REGIONAL DIVISIONS AND THE DISTRIBUTION OF URBAN AND
MARKET CENTRES IN FOURTEENTH-CENTURY DEVON
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advantage when their tenures were up for negotiation, long before the crises of the fourteenth
century swung the pendulum firmly in favour of smallholders throughout the realm.”

The economic and demographic trends described here combined to transform the
social infrastructure of medieval Devon from the mainly servile population of 1086 to the
large free tenantry that is apparent when the evidence re-commences in the thirteenth century.
E. A. Kosminsky, using the evidence of the Rotuli hundredorum for five counties in southern
and central England, calculated a ratio of three serfs to every two free tenants in 1279.”°
Roughly similar proportions are applicable to those Devon estates for which there is sufficient
evidence from other sources — the Rotuli hundredorum are far less comprehensive for the
south-west - which represents quite a progression from the situation just two centuries
previous.” That is not to say that the distribution of villeins and free tenants on individual
manors was uniform: while Hartland may have had eighty-seven free men, just 16% of the
enumerated tenant population of 388 on the earldom of Comwall’s four Devon manors in
1300, and only six of the 175 tenants on Matthew FitzJohn’s manor of Stokenham in 1309,
were free.”® On the majority of estates, however, and particularly on the larger manors, there
was greater consistency in the proportion of free tenants which was, by national standards,
relatively high: for example, the manors of the honor of Okehampton had a villein population
of just 57% in 1277, while on the Martin family’s estates in 1326, free men may have
comprised more than half the total number of tenants.”

Moreover, the evidence suggests that the conditions of serfdom in late-medieval
Devon may have been rather less onerous than elsewhere. The conditions of customary
tenure on individual estates were as varied as the ratios of free to unfree tenants, but in
general the burden of villeinage seems to have been considerably easier to bear in Devon than

in many other parts of the medieval realm. Commutation of villeins’ works for cash was
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frequently permitted, whilst burdensome week-work — regarded by some historians as the
defining feature of villein status elsewhere in England — was practically unknown. Villeins
usually performed specific and limited tasks in the lord’s fields at the busiest times of the
agricultural year, or were required to transport goods, or helped maintain and repair capital
equipment.”® Tenants of the prior of Otterton’s home manor, for example, were obliged to do
little more than plough an acre of demesne arable each, while the annual sowing, reaping and
hay-making services of most villeins of Axmouth manor amounted to no more than five
days.*! Villeins’ duties in Stokenham were somewhat more demanding, but were also limited
by custom — they included ploughing or reaping a fixed acreage, thatching a building, or
repairing the mill — rather than being left open to interpretation as vague and unspecified
‘works’.”

Relief from many of the duties owed by the villeins of Axmouth and Stokenham
could in any case be purchased relatively cheaply. On the earldom of Cornwall’s manor of
Kenton in 1296-7, the sum received from the commutation of villeins’ works, £10/12s., was
the second largest item of gross income after the rents of assize.*> The heaviest customary
obligations were apparently to be found on the earl of Devon’s manors of Plympton and
Exminster in the 1290s, where villeins were theoretically liable to compulsory week-works of
up to five days each. In practice, however, these were frequently commuted to cash
payments, and tenants in comital Topsham and Tiverton performed less oppressive boon-
works, whereby food or even a small wage was provided. Such variation in the treatment of
serfs, even within a single seignorial administration, is indicative of the strength of local
custom and suggests that the freedom of a lord to influence social conditions on his estates

was in fact quite limited.*
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Often the services actually performed were lighter than those described in the extents
and custumals. Tenants of Ottery St. Mary, for example, who protested vehemently when the
bishop of Exeter attempted to exact in full their obligations shortly after purchasing the manor
im 1335, were pacified with a conciliatory compact whereby each customary tenant holding
more than a furlong of land could, on payment of 2s./6d. a furlong, obtain relief from most
labour services and obligations, including the merchet fine.** To John Grandisson’s immense
displeasure, the men of Ottery had appealed over his head to the earl of Devon who, in his
opinion, was every bit as malicious and disobedient as his tenants: an acerbic missive from
the bishop’s pen reveals that Earl Hugh had been more than willing to entertain a dispute that
might have embarrassed and inconvenienced his old sparring partner, even at the risk of
sowing dissent among his own tenants in nearby Tiverton.®® Years of absentee stewardship
by the dean and chapter of Rouen Cathedral had, unfortunately for the new lord, promoted
solidarity and a mood of militancy among the tenantry of Ottery St. Mary: only the previous
year, twenty-six men had deserted their holdings in protest at the assessors of the lay subsidy
who, it was alleged, had increased the levy on their township by more than 25%, apparently
out of animosity to the foreign landlord.”

In nearby Bishops Clyst the villeins performed no labour services at all, and, judging
by the absence of cash payments in the account rolls, had never been accustomed to do so,
since agricultural labour was apparently surplus to requirement on this small seignorial
demesne. Moreover, the bishop of Exeter was bound by custom to repair the tenements of his
cottars. These dwellings, according to a series of account rolls from the 1370s-90s, were
frequently vacant which may explain why the burden of serfdom in Clyst was so light.
Demand for labour now exceeded supply, as it did throughout England, and the tenancy

market was beginning to work to the advantage of the Devon peasantry.®® Where works were
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assessed for commutation or enumerated in the extents, they were rarely valued highly and
are often not mentioned at all. This was especially so on manors in the hillier and less fertile
parts of the county where demesne arable was negligible or had already been leased, thereby
rendering worthless conventional villeins” works such as ploughing, reaping and carrying.
The growing preference for waged labour over customary indicates that there must have been
a substantial amount of coinage in circulation to make cash payments, and in this way
seignorial lordship also helped to accelerate the commercialisation of the local economy.”
Labour services may have been light, but the Devon villein bore other incidents of
serfdom — aids, entry-fines and heriots — like any other unfree man. Heriots were commonly
used as a death duty and were sometimes more burdensome than elsewhere: the prior of
Otterton, for example, was accustomed to take his deceased tenant’s second best animal, as
well as the first, ostensibly to cover burial costs.”® On Tavistock Abbey’s manor of
Werrington, the heriot was assessed at one third of the deceased man’s chattels, or all of his
property if he had died without heirs of the body.”' Aids were another common incident — an
incoming Otterton prior was entitled to a subsidy of ten marks from his tenants to buy a
palfrey - and frequently valued more highly than labour services.”” Sheep-rent (berbiagium)
was owed by tenants on a number of estates, such as Stokenham where 175 bondmen owed
fifty-six ewes, and on five of the manors of the bishop of Exeter, where it raised, in alternate

years, 189 ewes and twenty-seven pigs, or 184 ewes and twenty-two pigs.”

The bishop was
in addition entitled to levy churchscot (chursectum), which he took in hens instead of grain
(291 hens in 1307-8). Other episcopal rents contained such whimsical items as the twenty-

four woodcocks owed annually by the tenants of Chudleigh. These dues and others, such as

the relief of 4s./6d. owed by the men of Paignton to avoid their obligation to make 148
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hurdles for the demesne sheep pens, reflect the distinctly pastoral nature of the bishop’s
estates.”

Customs elsewhere also reflected the local environment or exploited its resources.
Twenty-seven serfs of coastal Stokenham had, in lieu of all other services, to fish for mullet
each day between Candlemas (2 February) and Hockday (second Tuesday after Easter): the
lord then claimed either a third of the catch or a third of the cash when sold, and there was a
special tariff fixing the prices that he would normally pay for fish caught by his tenants. The
same men, along with any other tenant who owned a boat, were also required to transport
wine purchased by the lord of Stokenham from the nearby ports of Dartmouth, Totnes and
Kingsbridge, although they were reimbursed to the tune of 4d. a boat.”> The most prized
catch in Stokenham was porpoise, worth one shilling a head, and the prior of Otterton also
laid claim to any porpoises landed on the shores of his demesnes in east Devon. This,
together with his customary right to purchase the best hake for the price of the worst (“debet
habere meliorem tamquam ad forum peioris”), ensured that the monastic larder remained well
stocked throughout the year’® Marine fishing was a crucial element in the diversified
economies of the south-west, which drew upon an exceptional richness and variety of species
in the local waters. The expansion of the fishing industry, particularly towards the end of the
fourteenth century, was an important feature of the blossoming maritime sector which had
contributed substantially to rising prosperity in the south-west. But, as these customs show,
fishing was already a major occupation for the inhabitants of coastal communities such as
Stokenham, Otterton and Yarcombe, well before the onset of commercialisation.”’

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of rural society in late medieval Devon was the
development of novel forms of tenure and, in particular, the conversion of villeinage into
leasehold. Contractual tenure (commonly described as tenure “per conventionem’) had been

in use on the manors of the earldom of Comwall from at least the mid-thirteenth century, by
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which time most of the land had been already been taken out of demesne, and it seems to have
influenced tenurial arrangements elsewhere in Devon and Cornwall. The earldom’s
‘assessionary’ system was revised and modernised in 1333, and adopted largely intact by the
succeeding duchy administration in 1337. ‘Conventionaries’, who comprised some 75% of
the entire tenantry, could be either free or unfree in personal status. What they held in
common was the capacity to negotiate leaseholds, rents and services with their lord or his
agent, and the right to hold land and tenements by written contract rather than customary law.
Duchy contracts lasted for a fixed period of seven years and were not heritable or
automatically renewable, unlike traditional forms of tenure, but had to be renegotiated, upon
expiry, at special courts of assession. The benefits of the contractual system to both landlord
and tenant were considerable. The landlord had more freedom to adjust rents to market
forces, or to eject destitute or undesirable tenants from their holdings. The tenant, aithough
he had lost the security of life-tenure and heritability, gained, at least in theory, the freedom to
negotiate a fair rent, and perhaps also to obtain exemption from some of the more archaic and
humiliating customary services: villeins who held their land by contract could therefore be
said to have attained a certain degree of ‘freedom’.”®

Conventionary tenure therefore further blurred the distinction between ‘free’ and
‘unfree’ tenants, since no attempt is made to distinguish between the two in most
contemporary extents and rentals. The bondman whose lord had condescended to consult
with him over the conditions of his tenurial status, was naturally less ‘servile’ than the nativus
whose inherited social condition lay beyond his control. He had gained a modicum of
‘freedom’ and can no longer usefully be described as villanus, even though he may not have
been formally emancipated. The Benedictine scribe of Otterton had anticipated this outcome
in as early as 1260 when he observed, with some regret, that a bondman who held his land by
charter would henceforth consider himself to be free (“nativus qui tenet aliquam terram per

cartam incontinenti dicit se liberum”). For the prior there was evidently no greater
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“pestilence” on his estates than this sort of tenant who, it was believed, permanently
disinherited the monastery (“nec est peior pestis quam liber in manerio et volunt perpetuum
quod per graciam tolleratur”).”

The best recorded example of leasehold tenure in action in Devon is on the estates of
Tavistock Abbey where, in 1339, the abbot set aside 809 acres of arable and a similar area of
pasture and meadow from three manors, to let to tenants either for life or for a fixed term: in
practice, contracts ranged from between twenty and fifty years, and were therefore rather less
flexible than the duchy of Cornwall system. The abbot’s intention was clear: the lands were
currently worth just ten shillings annually to the abbey, but the new contracts were expected
to yield a sum in excess of £10. The conversion of villein tenements into leaseholds was not,
however, entirely new and had been practised on a small scale by Tavistock from at least
1288, before this mass leasing took place.'” Elsewhere in Devon it is less easy to detect the
timing or reasoning behind the shift from customary to leasehold tenure. The earls/dukes of
Cornwall may have encouraged by their pioneer experiment some of the knights who held
lands of them in fee. Nineteen of the twenty-three tenants on Sir William Champemowne’s
manor of Coleridge in 1305, for example, were conventionaries; but conversely, and
surprisingly, not one of the 388 tenants of the earldom’s five demesne manors in Devon in
1300 enjoyed the tenurial status possessed by their counterparts in Cornwall.'®"

William Martin was not a Cornwall tenant, but he was one of the few lords in Devon
to experiment with conventionary tenure on a large scale: there were seventy-two
conventionary tenants on five of his manors in 1326. The reforms had apparently been
carried out at some stage between 1308 and 1326 and may therefore be interpreted in the
wider context of agricultural improvement and economic rationalisation on the newly-
acquired Barnstaple estates, whose economic fortunes seem to have deteriorated substantially

under the temporary stewardship of William’s step-father, Geoffrey Camville (1273-1308).
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The main effect of these improvements was to increase slightly the rateable value of land on
at least three of the manors. Holsworthy, geographically peripheral to the major centres of
agricultural activity, was taken out of cultivation altogether by William and converted into a
purely rent-based economy, and it was here that conventionary tenure was most prevalent.'®

In Bovey Tracey and Holsworthy, the new conventionaries had apparently been
recruited directly from the ranks of those described as wvilleins in 1308, but in Tawstock,
where the number of genuinely free men rose in the same period, the new tenures appear to
have been created for completely new tenants. Each of the ten conventionaries here rented a
messuage and a piece of land from a previously unrecorded site referred to as ‘Merlond’,
which suggests that deliberate planning and the release of new land underpinned this
inovation. The new contractual tenure may therefore have been regarded as a tool of
economic regeneration, used to repopulate these large but perhaps hitherto neglected manors:
it was of course also related to the contraction of demesne cultivation, but we may not be
mistaken in detecting an element of positive economic policy at work. Conventionary tenure
made particularly good sense in Holsworthy, where the complete cessation of demesne
cultivation by 1326 had rendered most of the customary services of villeina<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>