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3. The Decline of the Manor

Abstract

The development of towns into commercial centers was soon accompanied by the decline of the old manorial
system of agriculture and serf{dom. Changes were taking place in methods of agricultural production, systems
ofland holding, and the quantity of land under cultivation. These changes came about as it became
increasingly apparent that population growth was creating demands for the products of the soil which the old
agricultural methods no longer could meet. [excerpt]
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3. The Decline of the Marnor

L.N\-A'

The deveiopment of towns into commercial centers was soon

accompanied by the d’ETTﬁE*“T“fhsiizﬁ:manorlal system of agri-
culture and serfdom. ggggges were taking place in metnods of
agrieultural production, systems of land h holdlng, and the gquan-
tity of land under cultivation. These changeés came about as it
became increasingly apparent that population growth was creating
demands for the products of the soil which the old agricultural

methods no longer could meet.

One of the first dents in serfdom came with the opening of
new lands to cultivation. The inability of medieval farmers to
increase the yield per acre at a time when the towns provided
growing markets for their produce compelled landholders to seek
additional acres. As a result they began to clear forests,
drain marshes, and adopt new methods of tilling the So6il. One

of these new methods was shlftlng from the early two—fleld
system to the three-field system so as to permit one-third of
the lard to lie fallow each year. On the newly cleared lands,
where, as we have noted in a previous chapter, ville neuves and
neuburgs had been established, landlords had to grant more
personal freedom to the migrants who settled there. The status
of these colonists ranged from a mild form of serfdom to a high
degree of freedom.

The loxds themselves accelerated the break-up of the mano-
rial system in t e ief that it w was to their ai‘hntage to per-
mi i 3 a payments in kind
with moneydggxments Manorial lords thus ‘tended to become
landTords. These money payments were fixed and later when
prices rose throughoui Europe many of the lords regretted what

they had do On the manor itself a degree of agricultural
sﬁéﬁiﬁIIEE%?%g appeaggd prompted by the commercial revival and
urban growth. Langlggﬁs, anxious to acquire an immediate share
of the new wealth springing from trade, sold off plots of
dlvgrseﬂslze and the approximately equal dimensions of the
early feudal manor largely disappeared. Although serfdom and
seloneurlal authority did not completely dlsappear and the
peasant was not yet to attain an elevated place in the social
hierarchy, the manorial system was greatly modified. It must
be remembered also that these changss did not occur in all
countries at the same time or in the same decree, and when they
did come they confronted the active and passive opposition of

custom.

In the fourteenth century economic changes occurred that
pgggggﬁdﬁsaclal.unresxwamd turmoil at all levels of society.
In contrast to the relative stability of the 1200's, the next
two centuries were crisis-ridden. Lords tried to revive the
manorial services and payments in kind which they had commuted
earlier, and the resultant dissatisfaction of the peasants con- .
trlbuted grgﬁTJv fo the social unrest of that century. A series
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of calamitous events further undermined the rural and agrarian
nature of medieval soc1ety Betwepn 1315 and 1 1317 a‘dlsastrous

struck with fatal force at the poorer clésses crowded together
in the sunless and unsanitary streets of the towns or in rude
huts on the manors. As the available supply of labor declined

decrease in demand, the costs of agri-

> ' , ITandiords stared
ruin in the fa In England they appealgd to the king for re-
I;ei and in 1349 Edward III issued the "Ordinance Concerning
Laborers and Servants' which sought to fix wages and conditions
of _labor. Two years later Parliament, in arn effort to strengthen
the force of this royal decree, Pnacted its major provisions into
law. These and reactlonax \vtegQISAtQ_sIahllize
labor costs : 3 > when agriculti a :

merce and;;ggggixz_igz_mnrkggﬁw Nelfher employers nor employees
could be induced to obey them. The selection which follows is
the text of the royal ordinance of 1349:

without a correspondln-

Edward by the grace of God etc. to the reverend father
in Christ William, by the same grace archbishop of Canter-
bury, Primate of all England, greeting. Because a great
part of the people and especially of the workmen and
servants has now died in that pestilence, some; seeing
the straights of the masters and the scarcity of servants,
are not willing to serve unless they receive excessive
wages, and others, rather than through labour to gain
their living, prefer to beg in idleness: We, considering
the grave inconveniences which might come from the lack
especially of ploughmen and such labourers, have held
deliberation and treaty concerning this with the prelates
and nobles and other learned men sitting by us; by whose
consentient counsel we have seen fit to ordain: that
every man and woman of our kingdom of England, of what-
ever condition, whether bond or free, who is able bodied
and below the age of sixty years, not living from trade
nor carrying on a fixed craft, nor having of his own the
means of living, or land of his own with regard to the
cultivation of which he might occupy himself, and not
serving another, -- if he, considering his station, be
sought after to serve in a suitable service, he shall be
bound to serve him who has seen fit so to seek after him;
and he shall take only the wages, liveries, meed or salary
which, in the places where he sought to serve, were ac-
customed to be paid in the twentieth vear of our reign of
England, or the five or six common years next preceding.
Provided, that in thus retaining their service, the lords
are preferred before others of their bondsmen or their
land tenants: so, nevertheless that such lords thus re-
tain as many as shall be necessary and not more; and if
any man or woman, being thus sought after in service,
will not do this, the fact being proven by two faithful
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men before the sheriffs or the bailiffs of our lord the
king, or the constavles of the town where this happens to
be done, -- straightway through them, or some one of themn,
he shall be taken and sent to the next jzail, and there he
shall remain in strict custody until he shall find surety
for serving in the aforesaid form.

And if a reaper or mower, or other workman or servant,
of whatever standing or condition he be, who is retained
in the service of any one, do gepart from the said service
before the end of the term agreed, without permission or
reasonable cause, he shall undergo the penalty of impris-
onment, and let no one, under the same penalty, presume
to receive or retain such a one in his service. Let no
one, moreover, pay or permit to be paid to any one more
wages, livery, meed or salary than was customary as has
been said; nor let any one in any other manner exact or
receive them, under penalty of payving to him who feels
himself aggrieved from this, double the sum that has thus
been paid or promised, exacted or received; and if such
person be not willing to prosecute, then it (the sum) is
to be given to any one of the people who shall prosecute
in this matter; and such prosecution shall take place in
the court of the lord of the place where such case shall
happen. And if the lords of the towns or manors presume
of themselves or through their servants in any way to act
contrary to this our present ordinance, then in the Coun-
ties, Wapentakes and Trithings suit shall be brought
against them in the aforesaid form for the triple penalty
(of the sum) thus promised or paid by them or their ser-
vants; and if perchance, prior to the present ordinance
any one shall have covenanted with any one thus to serve
for more wages, hz shall not be kound by reason of the
said covenant to pay more than at another time was wont
to be paid to such person; nay, under the aforesaid
penalty he shall not presume to pay more.

Likewise saddlers, skinners, white-tawers, cordwainers,
tailors, smiths, carpenters, masons, tilers, shipwrights,
carters and all other artisans and labourers shall not
take for their labour and handiwork more than what, in
the places where they happen to labour, was customarily
paid to such persons in the said twentieth year and in
the other common years preceding, as has been said; and
if any man take more, he shall be committed to the nearest
jail in the manner aforesaid

Likewise let butchers, fishmongers, hostlers, brewers,
bakers, pulters and all other vendors of any victuals, be
bound to sell such victuals for a reasonable price, having
regard for the price at which such victuals are sold in
the adjoining places: so that such vendors may have mod-
erate gains, not excessive, according as the distance of
the places from which such victuals are carried may seem
reasonably to require; and if any one sell such victuals
in another manner, and be convicted of it in the aforesaid
way, he shall pay the double of that which he received to
the party injured, or in default of him, to another who
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shall be willing to prosecute in this behalf; and the
mayor and bailiffs of the cities and burroughs, merchant
towns and others, and of the maritime ports and places
shall have power to enquire concerning each and every one
who shall in any way err against this, and to levy the
aforesaid penalty for the benefit of those at whose suit
such delinquents shall have been convicted; and in case
that the same mayor and bailiffs shall neglect to carry
out the aforesaid, and shall be convicted of this before
justices to be assigned by us, then the same mayor and
bailiffs shall be compelled through the same justices, to
pay to such wronged person or to another prosecuting in
his place, the treble of the thing thus sold, and never-
theless, on our part too, they shall be grievously punished.
And because many sound beggars do refuse to labour so
long as they can live from begging alms, giving themselves
up to idleness and sins, and, at times, to robbery and
other crimes -- let no one, under the aforesaid pain of
imprisonment presume, under colour of piety or alms to
give anything to such as can very well labour, or to
cherish them in their sloth, -- so that thus they may be
compelled to labour for the necessaries of life. *

Before the fourteenth century had passed, England and
France were locked in the disastrous Hundred Years' War. The

-ravages of this struggle bore heavily upon the lower classes

7

and led to insurrections in both countries. In France the
peasant distress and hatred of the nobility, whom they held
responsible for their misery, erupted in 1357 in the Jacquerie
revolts in Normandy, Picardy, and Champagne. Across the English
Channel a combination of townspeople and countryfolk rebelled in
1381 against the efforts of English landlords to revive serfdom
in England. Although in each case the insurrections were ruth-
lessly suppressed by both the feudal lords and the kings, ap-
parently neither lords nor peasants were aware that social
changes were taking place which in time would alter the posi-
tion of both and lead to the rise to power of the commercial
class.

i ~century
admlantere oup de- grace_to~Engllsh manorialism. The de-
veloplng woolen textile industry on the Continent and in England
made the production of raw wool exceedingly profitable. Con-
sequently mggZ_lgndlords*LnxggQ_1g_gEﬁglgg_§h§§94_mhich_neces- p
sitated abandoning the open-field system of small plots in L’
favor of lar . an e _compact holdings. These holdings were
fenced and from this the term "enclosure movement" derives.
Since sheep-raising requlred fewer people than agrlculture,

4,%w414m/ erv RLL vy‘
4

* Ernest F. Henderson, Select Historical Documents of the Middle
Ages (London: George Bell and Sons, 1892), pp. 165-168. Hender-

'son incorrectly labeled this document "The Statute of Laborers."
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any of the former manorial tenants were forced from the land.
They flocked into the towns to provide an abundant supply of -
cheap labor.

By 1500 the medieval manor, and therefore serfdom, had all
but disappeared in England and northern Italy and was on the
rapid decline in France and western Germany. Although the -
spirit and techniques of capitalism only slowly invaded agri-
culture in these areas, production was carried on increasingly
for profit rather than for use, as was earlier the case. 1In
some places the free peasant farmer and in other places the
tenant farmer or the sharecropper gradually replaced the serf.
Such complex changes as these took centuries to effect and did
not proceed at the same pace everywhere. France did not elim-
inate the last vestiges of the manorial system and serfdom
until 1789, This step was not taken in central and eastern
Europe until the nineteenth century. In Russia, where serfdom
was established only in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
its abolltlon d1d not come until 1861.
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