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INTRODUCTION:
ENGLAND IN THE AGE OF THE BLACK DEATH

Mark Bailey

uring the course of the last forty years, John Hatcher has established
D himself as one of the leading figures in the economic and social history

of medieval England. His interests and publications have been unusually
eclectic, which has extended his influence across a wide field of scholarship. This
scholarly influence was further extended, and his reputation enhanced, by a
five-year stint as the editor of the Economic History Review between 1996 and
2001. After early posts at the Institute of Historical Research, London University
(1966-67), and the University of Kent (1967-75), Hatcher was appointed to a
lectureship in History at the University of Cambridge (1977) and was elevated
to a personal chair in 1995. His academic career has also included Visiting
Fellowshipsat the University of Colorado, Boulder (1976-77); at the Huntington
Library, San Marino, California (1986-87); and as a Senior International Fellow
at Stanford University’s Humanities Research Center (2008-09). He has been
a shrewd and highly effective administrator, notably as Vice-Master of Corpus
Christi College (2000-07) and as Chairman of the History Faculty at Cambridge
(2005-08). Yet, beyond all this, John has always proved convivial company; an
inspiration to his students and colleagues; a passionate supporter of his beloved
Arsenal; and devoted to Janice, Zara, and Melissa.

This collection of essays is based upon contributions to a conference on
‘England in the Age of the Black Death’ held in Cambridge in August 2009
to celebrate his career and to mark his impending retirement as Professor of
Economic and Social History at the University of Cambridge. The Black Death,
which swept across Europe between 1346 and 1353, and devastated England
between the summers of 1348 and 1349, features prominently in Hatcher’s
published work, and so it is entirely fitting that it forms the central and unifying

Town and Countryside in the Age of the Black Death, ed. by Mark Bailey and Stephen Rigby,
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), xix—xxxv  BREPOLS @4 PUBLISHERS ~ 10.1484/M.TMC-EB.1.100556



XX INTRODUCTION

subject of this Festschrift. This epidemic stands unchallenged as the greatest
disaster in documented human history, claiming the lives of up to one half of the
population of Europe during that short period. Our understanding of its impact
on all aspects of medieval life has improved markedly during the last fifty years,
yet much remains controversial, unclear or unknown.

One of the most enduring puzzles has been the medium- to long-term impact
of the Black Death upon the demographic structure of late medieval Europe,
which is somewhat ironic for a demographic event of such magnitude. There
is no dispute that the population of Europe increased during the course of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, or that the gains were first checked sharply by
the Great Famine (1315-22) then savagely curtailed by the Black Death. Thus
the population of England swelled from perhaps two million people in 1100 to
anything between 4.5 and 6.5 million in the early fourteenth century, but then
fell to around 2.8 million by 1377 and to around 2.2 million by 1524.! The trend
after 1348 raises two questions: why did the population fail to exhibit any signs
of recovery for almost two centuries after the arrival of the Black Death, and how
did the demographic structure of late-medieval England differ from that of the
early modern period?

The failure of population to recover is puzzling. After the initial onslaught
of the Black Death, and the second and third outbreaks of pestilence in 1361
and 1369, the relative abundance of land and the rising living standards of the
survivors should have stimulated birth rates, which in turn should have kick
started demographic recovery during the last quarter of the fourteenth century,
yet there are no signs that it did so.> One explanation is that repeated outbreaks
of epidemic disease kept death rates at punishingly high levels, thus stifling the
effect of buoyant birth rates and preventing population recovery. Another, and
by no means contradictory, explanation is that labour shortages enticed a higher
proportion of young women into the labour market, thus raising the average
age at first marriage and reducing birth rates. Ole Benedictow explores both
hypotheses in his survey of late medieval demography.

Benedictow also considers the second major question about the population
history of this period, namely the differences between the later Middle Ages and
the early modern period. The early modern demographic system has tended to
serve as the benchmark for the reconstruction of the medieval system, for the
simple and compelling reason that we know much more about it. Certainly, the

! Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy.
% See below, pp. 23-26.
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source material from the sixteenth century onwards, particularly parish registers,
yields more reliable information than the patchy and inscrutable medieval
sources. Thus it is widely accepted that the early modern system was characterized
by a life expectancy at birth of around thirty to thirty-five years; a mortality
rate of about three per cent per annum; and an age of first marriage for women
of around twenty-five years with between ten per cent and twenty per cent of
women never marrying. As a result, changes in fertility rates drove long-term
trends in population. How different was the medieval system? John Hatcher has
argued consistently that, in England at least, the medieval demographic system
was distinct from that found in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a stance
supported by the research of Zvi Razi.? In reviewing the evidentiary base, and
in charting the development of this line of argument, Benedictow supports this
conclusion. He argues that mortality, not fertility, was the primary influence
upon population trends; medieval life expectancy at birth was around twenty
to twenty-five years; annual mortality rates were closer to five per cent; women
married younger, at between fifteen and twenty years of age, and fewer women
never married than in the early modern regime. He also considers the recent
work of osteologists across Europe, and in the Nordic countries especially, to
strengthen the argument for a high mortality regime in the fifteenth century.

Most historical demographers now accept the existence of a ‘high pressure’
medieval demographic system, and a ‘low pressure’ early modern regime. The
main problem with this schema, as Hatcher has pointed out, is that it requires a
plausible chronology and explanation for the transition from one regime to the
other.* Benedictow contends that a distinctive medieval system survived until
the early sixteenth century, and dates the transition to the second quarter of the
sixteenth century, when a gradual but sustained reduction in the high mortality
rates of the ‘high pressure’ system must also have triggered adjustments to fertility
rates. He ascribes the downward trend in mortality to

the great change in the understanding of infectious diseases which began at the end
of the fifteenth century. Now, instead of simply being fatalistically comprehended
as a divine punishment for human sin, communicable disease began to be seen as
a natural phenomenon, one that could be prevented, limited, or halted by human
countermeasures, even though the transmission of disease was understood in terms
of the classical notion of miasma.

® Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century’; Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic
Mortality’; Razi, Life, Marriage and Death in a Medieval Parish.

# Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History’
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In a tightly argued and sophisticated paper, Richard Smith constructs a wider
context for John Hatcher’s work on mortality and life expectancy within late
medieval monastic communities, while covering some of the ground covered by
Benedictow. Smith’s review of the state of research confirms that population in
England, and its near neighbours, was either stationary or declining throughout
much of the fifteenth century, although this experience contrasts with that of
Mediterranean Europe where population began to rise after the mid-century. In
secking explanations for this trend, he agrees with Benedictow that from around
1450 England suffered an upswing in mortality rates that caused life expectancy
to fall for about three generations before they eventually fell. However, Smith
is more circumspect about causation, admitting that the explanation for both
the start and end of this cycle ‘remains a conundrum that is still far from being
resolved’ The resolution might lay in closer consideration of ‘what factors could
be adduced to account for either an increase in realized exposure to disease
or reduced resistance over the period from ¢. 1460-1510, and either reduced
exposure or increased resistance in the period thereafter’.

One innovative aspect of Smith’s essay is his reworking of the demographic
data derived from the inquisitions post mortem (IPMs) and originally published
in 1948 by Josiah Russell. Russell’s methodology was flawed, yet the IPMs remain
a potentially fruitful but under-utilized source for medieval demographers.
Smith adjusts Russell’s figures for life expectancy, using a more sophisticated
method of modelling these data, and suggests that the demographic regime
that prevailed before 1450 had more in common with the early modern regime
than the one dominated by volatile mortality between ¢. 1450 and ¢. 1530. The
reworking of the IPM data is speculative, but the findings are intriguing and
suggestive of the way ahead: they strengthen Smith’s sense that ‘there are enough
data at our disposal now to doubt the claim that there was one late medieval
mortality regime that was transformed into one early modern regime after 1541
[...] if this finding does emerge more firmly from further research, we may have
discovered a demographic development that would suggest more circumspect
characterisation of the fifteenth century; to paraphrase John Hatcher, we may be
advised to regard that century as “a succession of sub-periods each with its own
distinctive characteristics™

Ultimately, our attempts to understand the causes of observed fluctuations in
mortality will always be frustrated by our ignorance of the precise identity, and
the historically-specific behaviour, of the offending pathogen. Climate is clearly
one of the factors that determine the behaviour of micro-organisms, although
attempts to establish any connections between observed fluctuations in the
historical climate and known outbreaks of epidemic disease have been hampered
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by the absence of reliable data about such fluctuations. However, recent scientific
studies of dendrochronology, ice core formation and other indicators have
greatly advanced our understanding of the environment of northwest Europe
in the Middle Ages, which has resulted in a more secure understanding of the
transition from the warm and relatively stable conditions of the Medieval Warm
Period to the colder and stormier weather of the Little Ice Age in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. Global temperatures cooled between the 1250s and
the 1350s, recovered during the second half of the fourteenth century, and then
cooled again during first half of the fifteenth century.

Bruce Campbell summarizes these scientific advances in our understanding
of the medieval environment, and adds to the state of knowledge by offering an
assessment of the evidence of annual grain yields taken from English demesne
accounts, which provide around thirty thousand observations for the period
¢. 1250-c. 1480. These constitute an exceptional source, and Campbell’s research
into them is monumental. The long-term movement of English grain yields
across the later Middle Ages correlates well to the known shifts in the average
annual temperature in northwest Europe. Of particular interest is the evidence
for a sustained decline in both yields and environmental conditions in the third
quarter of the fourteenth century, which Campbell argues is sufliciently strong
to conclude that the high grain prices in this period were more a consequence
of inclement weather than of ‘an inflationary mortality-induced increase in coin
supply per capita’. He also ascribes the sudden improvement in yields after 1376
to transformed environmental conditions: judged by yields alone, the thirty years
from 1376 constituted a quite exceptionally successful agricultural episode, but
these high yields, at a time of dwindling and weakening demand, created a crisis
of over-production for large-scale arable producers which is why this period is
usually regarded as a period of agricultural difficulty and depression’. The benign
weather did notlast, as the climate deteriorated during the first half of the fifteenth
century, which meant that grain output remained low and unpredictable, even in
the land-rich and well-stocked conditions of that period.

As a commentary on the movements of agricultural prices and their causes
in the century after the Black Death, Campbell’s essay provides a number of
evidentiary and interpretive contrasts with that of John Munro.’ It also adds
another dimension to the debate about late medieval demography. First, the
progress of the Black Death throughout Europe between 1346 and 1353
coincided with one of the most extreme weather events in the whole of the
Middle Ages, a coincidence so remarkable that it raises the likelihood of a casual

5 See below, pp. 147-53, 303-08.
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link. There is also the possibility that the fundamental transformation of the
climate of northwest Europe in the first half of the fifteenth century was linked
to the subsequent emergence of a sustained period of the heightened mortality
from the middle of the century. From this date the climatic and demographic
experience of the North Sea world appears to differ markedly from that of the
Mediterranean countries, which provides an intriguing context for the recent
hypothesis that the Italian Renaissance sprang in part from a different experience
of disease in southern Europe.® Second, Campbell notes that both economic
and environmental conditions in the last quarter of the fourteenth century
were ‘ideal for a full-scale Malthusian recovery of population’, but observes that
‘all the available demographic indicators imply that the population continued
to contract’. If this is the case, then either those indicators are imprecise and
incorrect, or it is time to articulate more carefully why Malthusian principles
do not apply to this period. The inscrutable nature of the medieval source
material makes this paradox very difficult to resolve, but, in the spirit of Smith’s
conclusion, it may be that the late medieval demographic regime’ can be divided
into four discernible sub-systems, each representing subtly different variations of
a high pressure regime: the first in the period ¢. 1250 to ¢. 1340, when prudential
checks were being applied to a swollen population; the second in the period
1348 to ¢. 1375, when the first four major outbreaks of pestilence occurred; the
third between ¢. 1375 and ¢. 1450, when our understanding of the basic trends
in mortality and fertility rates is especially limited; and the fourth, from ¢. 1450,
when mortality rates rose.

The remarkable success of historians in addressing the big demographic ques-
tions about early modern England has largely been the result of their develop-
ment of a methodology to exploit parochial sources, and then aggregating these
local findings to create a credible national picture. It is harder to replicate this
approach for the Middle Ages, because of the paucity of extant sources, but the
underlying principle still holds as Maryanne Kowaleski demonstrates admira-
bly in her essay. She attempts to discover whether the distinctive demographic
regime among maritime communities, clearly identified by early modern histori-
ans, is also discernible during the later Middle Ages. In order to do so, she skilfully
squeezes information and inferences about key demographic characteristics from
a wide range of unpromising medieval sources. She also draws upon an impres-
sively large number of sources from both rural and urban maritime communities

¢ See Cohn, The Black Death Transformed, pp. 244-45.
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scattered widely around England. Kowaleski’s conclusion is that the demographic
regime of medieval maritime communities did share a number of common fea-
tures with that of early modern ones: a relative absence of men, and thus a greater
agency to women in economic affairs; the tendency for marriages to be early and
endogamous; and for family size to be small. The only characteristics of early
modern communities that she was unable to test reliably for the medieval period
were the higher levels of male mortality, and the impact of the routine of local
fisheries on the seasonality of births and marriages: couples tended to marry and
conceive during the winter, when fishing and voyages were quietest. However,
the fragmentary medieval evidence that does exist is suggestive that both these
characteristics were present. As an interesting aside, she also confirms the sense
that most of the documented foreigners in medieval England resided in mari-
time communities. Kowaleski’s work is significant in providing another example
of elements of continuity in the demographic structures of both late medieval
and early modern communities, while emphasizing that distinctive work patterns
could create distinctive and varied demographic structures in the localities.

Whatever the long-term demographic impact of the Black Death, its arrival in
1348 had an immediate and catastrophic impact on medieval life.” Unfortunately,
the absence of relevant sources means that we will never really know how
ordinary people prepared for, then coped with, the onslaught, although Hatcher
recently deployed his informed imagination to fill the considerable holes in the
documentary record to write a creative and partly fictionalized account of the
arrival of the disease in Walsham-le-Willows (Suffolk).® His account was founded
upon a particularly good series of court rolls from Walsham, and the general
suitability of court rolls as a source for reconstructing social and economic
change in village communities is considered by Erin McGibbon Smith, whose
case-study of fourteenth-century Sutton (Cambridgeshire) perceptively exposes
their potential and pitfalls. Her analysis of the types of offence reported in the
manorial court between 1335-45 and 1356-61 indicates a fall in the number
and proportion of those categorized as ‘crime and misbehaviour’. This finding
contrasts with the view held by the Toronto School of historians that crime and
violence rose in the aftermath of the Black Death, as family and community
bonds strained to breaking point under the pressure of demographic churn and
heightened mobility.

7 Hatcher, ‘England in the Aftermath of the Black Death’; Hatcher, ‘Women's Work, Wages,
and Productivity’

8 Hatcher, The Black Death.
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McGibbon Smith uses the example of crime and misbehaviour to demonstrate
that the difference between her findings at Sutton and those of the Toronto school
drawn from the manors of Ramsey abbey cannot be simply ascribed to random
local variation. Instead, she demonstrates how the degree of completeness of the
sample of court rolls, and the precise period from which the most complete series
survive, can have a significant effect upon the picture they convey about life on
the manor. ‘A major shortcoming in many cross-sectional studies is that they
focus on finding multiple series of good court rolls, but do not ensure that they
are examining records from the same time frame. So whilst considerable attention
is paid to change over time, it is not always clear where those changes were taking
place and whether the conclusions take account of short-term fluctuations in
individual courts. Her criticisms of the methodology deployed by a number of
the Toronto historians are powerful, although they do not invalidate the use of
court rolls to understand changes in rural society during the later Middle Ages:
McGibbon Smith simply promotes more careful methodologies, and the clear
presentation and quantification of information derived from them.

For all the problems associated with manorial accounts and court rolls, there
is still sufficient material contained within them to construct a worthwhile, if
partial, picture of how landlords and their tenants fared during the Black Death,
and how they handled their affairs in its immediate aftermath. Yet, curiously, since
the mid-twentieth century there have been few such academic studies. David
Stone secks to address this omission through his study of three fenland manors
of the bishop of Ely between 1346 and 1353. His careful and skilful reading of
manorial accounts (compoti), especially the original accounts of the reeve rather
than the heavily edited copies that some estates subsequently made and kept
centrally, reveals some telling insights about the experience of communities in the
teeth of the pestilence. The residents of these fenland manors were clearly aware
of the imminence of the epidemic, judging by the precautionary purchase of locks
to secure key manorial buildings, and the marked reduction in the movement of
livestock around the estate, in the weeks before its arrival. Compoti also contain
information that allows the local arrival and duration of the Black Death to be
accurately dated, and the immediate impact upon landholdings and agriculture
to be charted. The epidemic caused chaos in the summer and autumn of 1349 on
all three manors, and significant disruption for a further three years. In particular,
food shortages are strongly evident in every summer between 1349 and 1352,
which Stone attributes mainly to labour shortages and inadequate preparation of
the arable land, rather than to the environmental factors identified by Campbell:
indeed, it is indisputable that the former factors contributed to the decline in
yields recorded in the years immediately following the Black Death, which raises
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the possibility that the yield data from that short period may exaggerate the
influence of climatic factors.

Previous studies of rural communities during the Black Death had tended to
extend their analysis to the early 1360s, but this choice of time-frame allows for a
degree of economic and administrative recovery from the catastrophe of 1348—
49 to become apparent: not surprisingly, the authors of those studies therefore
tended to be struck by the semblance of continuity and of limited disruption.
Stone’s tight focus on the short period immediately before and after the Black
Death reveals a different picture, one characterized by a high degree of dislocation
that constituted ‘a severe economic crisis. The subsequent actions taken during
the course of the 1350s, most notably a flexible approach to landholders and
concessions on tenures, were successful in securing some economic recovery on
many estates by ¢. 1360, but thereafter they proved difficult, if not impossible,
to reverse, and their long-term consequences were profound. Stone’s conclusion,
that ‘Pandora’s box had effectively been opened;, echoes Larson’s recent work on
county Durham.’

The appalling loss of life in 1348—49, whose effects were exacerbated by fur-
ther epidemics in the third quarter of the fourteenth century, threw up significant
economic challenges that persisted into the medium- and long-term. For most of
the thirteenth and early fourteenth century land values had been buoyant and
agricultural prices were high relative to costs. This resulted in the vast extension
and intensification of cultivation, the swelling of the coffers of landholders, and
the growing poverty and vulnerability of the mass of the populace.’ In contrast,
for most of the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the level of commodity
prices was low relative to costs, which caused land values to fall, cultivation to
shrink, the yields from seigneurial assets to diminish, and the relative wealth of
the lower orders to increase. Thus the Black Death stands astride the economic
watershed of the later Middle Ages. The scale and pace at which it altered the
relative value of land and labour, and delivered such a dramatic demand-side
shock to the economy, conditioned the direction of economic change after 13438.
These changes were felt acutely on the estates of landlords, which before 1348
had depended heavily upon high land values, buoyant grain prices and low costs
to sustain their profitability. The new economic circumstances challenged the
managerial effectiveness, resilience, and flexibility of landlords, as well as threat-
ening the security of the incomes required to sustain the levels of consumption

? Larson, Conflict and Compromise in the Late Medieval Countryside.

10 These developments are extensively documented in Miller and Hatcher, Medieval
England: Rural Society and Economic Change.
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befitting their status and their lifestyles. The responses of landlords in different
circumstances and areas attract the attention of four contributors to this volume:
Martin Stephenson, John Munro, Phillipp Schofield, and Richard Britnell.

Martin Stephenson takes a fresh look at changes in the level of capital
formation on seigneurial estates, a subject which had first attracted Hatcher’s
attention as part of the famous Brenner Debate in the 1970s and 1980s.
This was one of the few issues to attract a strong consensus among the various
participants in the debate, who all accepted that capital investment in medieval
agriculture was pitifully low, not exceeding five per cent of income even on the
estates of the great landlords. This viewpoint had been formulated in an era when
most historians assumed that technical improvement in agriculture was largely
absent, but since the 1980s the orthodoxy has shifted to one which now accepts
that rising scarcity and the growth of the market did stimulate some agrarian
innovation and increased land productivity. Stephenson revisits the issue of capital
investment within the context of the new orthodoxy, re-evaluating the original
assumptions and arguments through the use of three case-studies (the manors of
Sevenhampton and Downton, and the livestock operations of Crowland abbey),
and re-examining the three great agricultural treatises written in the thirteenth
century (Walter of Henley, the Senechaucy, and the Rules of Robert Grosseteste). He
also attempts to identify any changes after the Black Death. Capital is defined as
total annual investment in agricultural tools, equipment and buildings, including
ditching, dykeing, hedging and walls, and also in livestock to expand existing
stock levels, expressed as a percentage of production income. Stephenson’s case-
studies indicate much higher levels of capital investment, around seventeen per
cent per annum, which is double the level attained by ‘improving’ landlords of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. His analysis of capital investment
is developed further by assessing attitudes to risk, an approach which is now
commonplace in the social sciences, but which historians have not systematically
applied to decision-making in pre-industrial agriculture.

Stephenson identifies four main categories of risk facing medieval landlords
— production, market, institutional, and human — and then considers the
extent to which they assessed those risks, and the degree to which they displayed
a desire to seek higher returns in the future by foregoing significant conspicuous
consumption in the present. He re-evaluates the content of the agricultural
treatises from this perspective, showing that they served as management manuals
for mitigating risks in general, and for those posed by human agency in particular.

1 postan and Hatcher, ‘Population and Class Relations’; Hatcher and Bailey, Modelling the
Middle Ages.
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The evidence from the manuals, and the levels of capital investment, encourage the
conclusion that medieval landlords were both investment orientated and aware
of the associated risks: however, ‘the amount they invested in the development of
their estates must be considered both in a historical perspective and in relation to
the technical opportunities open to them’.

Stephenson’s single post-Black Death case-study (Downton) suggests that
capital investment did not fall from its earlier high level, despite the unfavourable
economic conditions and shortages of ready cash. Indeed, he detects a surge in
expenditure on manorial buildings, mills and sheep flocks as landlords raised
their levels of ‘defensive’” investment in order to avoid greater loss and to attract
high quality lessees. Such behaviour was not economically rational, given the
precipitous fall in agrarian profits after 1376, but Stephenson notes that several
modern studies of risk have demonstrated a pronounced asymmetry in financial
decision making, whereby a fear of loss can sometimes be associated with an
increase in risk-taking.

John Munro also focuses upon the management of seigneurial estates after the
Black Death, although his interests are wider than those of Stephenson and extend
as far as the exploitation of demesnes and the survival of serfdom." In particular,
he focuses upon the period ¢. 1370 to ¢. 1430, when the contrast between falling
agricultural prices (down twenty-five per cent) and resilient wages was most
striking. He contends that this profound change squeezed profits in agriculture
and increased the enforcement costs of serfdom, thus forcing landlords on a
vast scale to abandon the direct exploitation of their manorial demesnes and
to bolt for the security of leasing them to tenants for a fixed rental income. He
also contends that this widespread and fundamental shift in the management
of English demesnes from direct (Gutsherrschaft) to leasing (Grundberrschaft)
largely explains the decline in English serfdom, because what remained of peasant
labour services was jettisoned as part of the general movement to rentier farming.

Munro places these profound social and economic changes squarely within
the context of fluctuations in the prices of basic agricultural commodities
and the costs of their production. The main thrust of his argument is that the
underlying movement in wages and prices between 1370 and 1430 was primarily
the consequence of an acute bullion famine, itself caused by a fall in the velocity
of money in circulation, which reinforced the effect of underlying demographic
factors: in this respect, he moves beyond a narrow focus upon demography as
the main cause of social and economic change in the century after the Black
Death. This interpretation rests upon the evidence of the separate indices of

12 For a discussion of serfdom, see Hatcher, ‘English Serfdom and Villeinage’
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livestock and wool prices, which fell on a scale very similar to the index of grain
prices during this period. To Munro, this fact indicates the primacy of monetary
factors: if ‘real’ and demographic factors were the primary influence upon prices,
then the prices of livestock and wool would have risen relative to grain prices,
due to changing patterns of consumption. The problems for landlords created by
this severe deflation were exacerbated by the stickiness of wages, and by various
fiscal and economic difhculties that resulted in a sixty-one per cent fall in the
volume of wool exported from England. In sketching the broad contours of price
and wage movements in the post-Black Death world, Munro’s study provides a
clear and accessible introduction to a complex subject. There is little dispute that
after 1375 monetary factors increased the downward pressure on grain prices: a
trend reinforced by the influence of environmental factors. Similarly, the general
correlation between depressed prices and the move to rentier policies on the
estates of the great landlords is beyond dispute. Yet, whatever the underlying
causes of price and wage movements, the managerial response to them at estate
level in different regions was complex and varied.

The complexity and variety of late medieval estate management provides the
backdrop to Phillipp Schofield’s assessment of agrarian conditions during the
fifteenth century on the Cornish lands of the earls of Arundell. In doing so, he
revisits John Hatcher’s doctoral dissertation and early work on the substantial
archive of the estate of the Duchy of Cornwall.* Hatcher’s choice of Cornwall had
proved serendipitous, partly because of the distinctive and unusual nature of the
county’s social and economic structures, but also because it opened the way to his
later, influential, work on tin and pewter production. Hatcher had argued that
in the first quarter of the fifteenth century rents remained buoyant on the Duchy
estate, which contrasted with the decline in rental incomes during this period in
most other areas of England.” Thereafter, manors located in western Cornwall
exhibited clear signs of economic downturn, linked to declining output from the
local stannaries, in contrast to those in the south east of the county where fertile
land, booming textile manufacture and fishing underpinned economic resilience
at a time of recession in most other areas of the country.'®

13 Hatcher, ‘A Diversified Economy’; Hatcher, ‘Non-Manorialism in Medieval Cornwall’;
Hatcher, ‘Myths, Miners, and Agricultural Communities’.

" Hatcher, English Tin Production and Trade; Barker and Hatcher, A History of British

Pewter.
15 Hatcher, Rural Economy and Society.

16 Eor the general context to these developments, see John Hatcher’s contributions on ‘New
Settlement;, ‘Farming Techniques), and ‘Social Structure’ in southwest England, in Zhe Agrarian
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The recent publication of a series of fifteenth-century rentals for the Arundell
estates enables Schofield to establish the underlying economic trends, which
broadly support Hatcher’s conclusion that local economic diversity was an
important element in preserving income levels. His analysis is further developed
through research into manorial court rolls and accounts from a sample of
Arundell manors, which yield information about the existence of wider economic
activities. This indicates that beneficial combinations of economic factors within
the locality, rather than distinctive sub-regional patterns such as Hatcher found
for southeast Cornwall, provide a better explanation for success on the Arundell
estates in the challenging conditions of the fifteenth century.

The fortunes of another landlord, the bishopric of Durham, are considered
in Richard Britnell’s essay, which focuses upon its management of coal mines in
County Durham. The subject matter is especially apt, given Hatcher’s interests in
mineral-based industries and his definitive work on early English coal mining."”
Britnell pays particular attention to the social backgrounds of those men who
took charge of the industry, a subject that greatly interested an earlier generation
of economic historians who argued that the experience and know-how of
mining entrepreneurs was highly influential during the first stages of British
industrialization. Coal receipts fluctuated widely each year, but comprised
around seven per cent of the bishopric’s annual income. Income collapsed after
the Black Death, and never regained the levels received in the 1340s, as demand
for coal in distant locations dropped and then remained low. Consumers in
southeast England turned to local sources of fuel in preference to northeastern
coal, mainly due to the costs associated with transporting the latter in a period of
wage inflation. The sustained slump in output was felt particularly among mines
located around the river Tyne, which were the most commercially orientated. The
inland pits fared better, partly because they supplied localized markets for fuel
and partly because the bishopric adopted monopolistic practices to protect the
demand for its coal. The social background of the people leading the industry
remained broadly based: local merchants, estate administrators and gentry, with
pit managers drawn from the local peasantry. In this respect, the organization of,
and the entreprenecurial spirit within, the Durham coal industry changed little as
a consequence of the Black Death.

History of England and Wales, ed. by Finberg and Thirsk, 11: 1042-1350, ed. by Hallam,
pp- 234-45, 383-99, 675-85 respectively.

17 Hatcher, The History of the British Coal Industry; Hatcher, “The Emergence of a Mineral-
Based Energy Economy’
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The demographic and economic expansion of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries had inevitably been accompanied by a growth in commercial activity.
The volume and range of transacted goods increased; the number and size
of towns, and the proportion of people living within an urban setting, grew;
thousands of weekly markets and seasonal fairs were founded throughout rural
areas; the labour market became more specialized and diversified; the amount
of coin in circulation expanded, and denominations of coin became smaller to
facilitate low level exchange; and the reach and sophistication of the institutions
of trade were extended.'® The wide and regular movement of goods and people
involved in commerce must have facilitated the spread of the Black Death, but
the Black Death in turn threatened commercial activity through the short-term
disruption it caused to factor and product markets, and its medium- to long-
term economic consequences. Given the squeezing of profitability, especially in
agriculture, it is possible to envisage a scenario in which the rural countryside
retreated into comfortable subsistence after the Black Death and where many of
the commercial developments of the previous two centuries were undermined
by deficient demand and disrupted supply. Certainly, central authorities were
concerned enough about the retail trade in basic foodstuffs after 1348-49 to pass
regulatory legislation, and the volume of this trade suffered long-term decline.
Many rural markets and fairs lost business and some ceased to trade, while
contemporary complaints of urban distress were widespread. Yet, in general,
commercial activity and its supporting institutions proved remarkably resilient
during the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. There was a significant
realignment in the type and volume of commodities produced for the market,
and the location of those markets shifted, creating new opportunities for those
willing to innovative in, and adapt to, the new conditions. These changes resulted
in the rationalization and refinement of those trading structures that had been
initially laid down over the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

James Davis explores the changes triggered by the Black Death in day-to-
day commercial activity in local marketplaces.”” His study of contemporary
literature identifies a volley of complaint, moralizing and anxiety about the
marketplace, the prevalence of petty retailers and their values, in the aftermath
of the pestilence. Such concerns were reflected in a flurry of royal and urban
legislation relating to marketing in the second half of the fourteenth century, as
successive statutes targeted the prices of foodstuffs and the activities of victuallers

18 Summarized in Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Towns, Commerce and Crafts.
!9 Hatcher, ‘England in the Aftermath of the Black Death’
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and hostellers. Against this general background of anxiety about, and economic
regulation of, petty traders, Davis explores the reality in the small market town
of Clare (Suffolk). He detects some laxity in the enforcement of the assizes of
various foodstuffs there after the Black Death, which might appear to vindicate
the complaints of poets and moralizers, but this did not mean that the assizes had
no regulatory effect. The assizes were implemented at every leet court,

reminding brewers and bakers of their social duty to supply good and wholesome
food and drink, while occasional indictments of flagrant offenders ensured that the
law was not a dead letter and market users recognized the margins of acceptable
behaviour.

So, although the market for food and drink was duly regulated within the broad
statutory framework laid down by central government, its local implementation
became increasingly flexible and simplified, reflecting the underlying economic
pressure to lower transaction and operational costs in the new commercial
environment: ‘in these conditions, moral concerns could be stretched a little
further and the law too’ Interestingly, Davis argues that after the Black Death
market forces were more influential than regulatory action in maintaining the
quality of retailed foodstuffs, as consumers became fussier about their food and as
the buoyant number of active retailers and producers ensured lively competition.

The experience of local and weekly markets after the Black Death has attracted
agood deal of scholarly attention, but, in contrast, the role, fortunes and operation
of seasonal fairs have attracted little research, mainly because the evidence for
them is so scant. We know a reasonable amount about the elite fairs in England,
which had enjoyed an international standing in the thirteenth century but then
suffered rapid decline at the beginning of the fourteenth: in contrast, we know
far less about the fortunes or function of hundreds of regional and local fairs.
Hence John Lee’s important survey of late medieval fairs makes good a large gap
in our knowledge.

Lee shows that fairs were more resilient than weekly rural markets in the later
Middle Ages, in the sense that the Crown granted more fair than market fran-
chises, and more fairs appear to have survived the difficult economic conditions
of the fifteenth century. The latter was especially true of urban and regional fairs,
which comprise the main focus of his essay. He argues that regional fairs offered
a more flexible medium of exchange to both retailers and consumers, and so were
better able to adapt to sudden shifts in demand for different kinds of produce.
They tended to handle the trade in cloth, livestock, fish, and household goods,
for which demand remained relatively buoyant after the Black Death: in con-
trast, the trade of weekly markets remained focused on basic agricultural produce
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and essential perishable goods, demand for which fell across the same period. As
episodic events, fairs also developed sidelines in entertainment, which enhanced
their attractiveness to ordinary people and trades folk, as well as attracting com-
ment from moralizers. Lee’s work means that, in future, fairs will feature more
prominently in our assessments of marketing structures in the later Middle Ages.

It is trite, but accurate, to conclude from this collection of essays that elements
of both continuity and change are evident after the Black Death. The Black Death
had little observable impact on some aspects of English society and economic life,
such as the organization of, and the entrepreneurial spirit within, the Durham coal
industry. It triggered identifiable change in other aspects, such as the regulation
of commercial activity in local market places. Its contribution to changes in other
aspects of medieval life was sometimes obscure and often difficult to extricate
from the contribution of other influences. For example, both over-supply in the
arable sector as a result of falling population and favourable climatic conditions
exerted a downward pressure on grain prices in the last quarter of the fourteenth
century, a trend reinforced by monetary factors: three powerful forces all acting
in the same direction, only one of which was directly linked to the Black Death.

Our understanding of such issues has advanced greatly during John Hatcher’s
career. This has led to a recognition that the late fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries are best viewed as a series of discrete and distinctive sub periods, each
different in their characteristics and manifestations. For example, the 1350s was
a decade of recuperation and adjustment; ¢. 1360 to ¢. 1375 a period of buoyant
recovery, ‘an Indian summer’, when it seemed possible that little had changed in
society and economy; while, in the last quarter of the fourteenth century, the
economic effects of the huge drop in population, and their social implications,
finally emerged in a sustained manner.?* The 1350s stand out as a decade that
has been relatively neglected by historians, but which is worthy of more detailed
study, as Stone has shown. Important decisions had to be made in the immediate
aftermath of the epidemic at the local and national level, in circumstances that
were unprecedented and often not properly comprehended. Yet the consequences
of these decisions, however knee-jerk or considered, however informed or
uninformed, would be felt for decades. Seigneurial decisions about how to refill
vacant landholdings, how to manage migrant serfs, and how to run a demesne
in the months and early years after the epidemic of 134849 carried long-term
implications for the operation of rural society. Similarly, the initial success of the
national labour legislation shaped social policy and politics for years.

20 For the fifteenth century, see Hatcher, “The Great Slump’
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Debate will continue to rage over the exact consequences of the Black Death.
Did it alter decisively the direction of social and economic trends or merely
accelerate those already in motion? Was it the primary cause of the major social
and economic changes of the later Middle Ages, or merely the context within
which other powerful forces operated? The debate will rage, because the extant
sources are incapable of providing all the evidence necessary to answer such issues
satisfactorily, and because the evidence we do have is inevitably subject to the
interpretative bias and baggage of the historians who interrogate it. There is much
in the study of the economic and social history of late medieval England about
which to be optimistic. In the future, the areas of debate are likely to become
sharper and better defined; the methodologies used to exploit the source material
will be further refined and improved; and there is still a vast amount of that
material waiting to be exploited. Whatever future research reveals, it is difficult
to see how any attempt to downplay the economic impact of the Black Death
can evade or deny the profundity of its impact in two major two areas. First, the
Black Death is the greatest demand-side shock in recorded history, and, as such, it
presented huge challenges to all producers and consumers. Commodity markets
and prices underwent significant realignment in response, even if the precise
nature and timing of that realignment was subject to time lags of adjustment and
to the influence of other powerful forces. Second, its decimation of perhaps half
the population in just twelve months represents the greatest supply-side shock to
the English labour market in recorded history, not least because the late medieval
economy was incapable of compensating for the dramatic loss in muscle power
by utilizing the power of machines. The effects of the decimation continued to be
felt over the course of the subsequent two hundred years, because of the inability
of the population to recover even some of the numbers lost in 1348—49. The
profound and lasting influence of the Black Death upon these two fundamental
areas of economic life means that it must be regarded as one of those rare
occasions in social and economic history when a turning point can be identified
with precision and confidence.
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NEW PERSPECTIVES IN MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHY:
THE MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHIC SYSTEM

Ole Benedictow*

he underlying premise of this paper is that the division of history into
separate periods is not arbitrary or simply a matter of expediency arising
from historians’ need for manageable chronological units. The division
of history into periods reflects comprehensive structural processes which, over
time, produce pervasive and irreversible systemic change between particular
social systems or social formations. Each social formation can be distinguished
from those which preceded or followed it in terms of its structures of economic
life, demography, technology, politics, religion, and class relations with the
interaction of these structures producing also a characteristic dynamic of change
and direction of development. An historical period is thus a chronological
concept indicating that in a specified time in the history of a civilization, long-
term systemic change has produced a qualitatively distinct and specific form
of society. The history of civilizations can thus be seen in terms of a series of
social formations. The concept of the medieval period designates a chronological
division of the European civilization characterized by a specific social system. In
turn, specific periods of history can often be divided into sub-parts such as, in the
case of the medieval period, the early, high and late Middle Ages. Our argument
here is that the social formation of medieval Europe was also characterized by the
existence of a unique and specifically medieval demographic system, one which
can be distinguished from the demographic systems of the early modern and
modern periods (and from the demography of other civilizations).
As a scientific discipline, historical demography is devoted to the study of
populations in the past. The focus is on a number of structures or phenomena

* Ole Benedictow is Emeritus Professor of Medieval and Early Modern History, Universi-
tetet i Oslo (the University of Olso).
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which are generally considered to be central to the formation of a specific pattern
of population: mortality, life expectancy (at various ages), fertility, family, or
household composition and size, age at marriage (especially for women), social
composition, distribution of rural and urban population, causes and patterns
of change or stability. Together, these structures form a particular demographic
system which is moulded by specific historical conditions. It is generally agreed
amongst historians that medieval economic structures constitute an economic
system which is qualitatively different from those of the pre- and post-medieval
periods; the same is generally the case with medieval systems of politics, social-
class relations and religion. It is the central contention of this paper that when
we compile data for the demographic structural elements of the Middle Ages, the
characteristic and specific features of a medieval demographic system will emerge.

The Demographic Transition” and Feudal Society

At first sight, it may seem ‘obvious’ that the Middle Ages should be seen as a
distinct period, one which is qualitatively different from those which came before
and after it; this is, after all, an idea which would be readily accepted by many
historians of the medieval economy, politics, and religion. Yet, as we shall see, this
has notbeen the case in the sphere of population history where many scholars have
been unwilling to recognize the existence of a specifically medieval demographic
system. On the contrary, it was once the orthodoxy (and still remains so in many
quarters) to refer simply to ‘the’ demographic transition, implying that there
only had been one genuine profound demographic transition in history, that
associated with the transition from agricultural society to industrial society.
Particularly influential here was the work of Omran, the epidemiologist,
who, in 1971, published a paper which set out the concepts of the epidemic
transition and the demographic transition, concepts which then found general
acceptance. These concepts referred to the epidemic and demographic transitions
which started with the Industrial and Scientific Revolutions around 1750 and
which led to the profound change involved in the modernization of Europe in
the nineteenth century. The basic assumption underlying Omran’s approach
was that the epidemic and demographic structures of all pre-industrial societies
were essentially the same. Accordingly, there had only been one historical
epidemic transition and one demographic transition, one which was related to
the profound societal transition between pre-industrial and modern society in
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Western Europe.! Accordingly, the Dictionary of Demography defines ‘the demo-

graphic transition’ as referring to, in its simplest meaning,

the shift accompanying the modernization of the West from Stage I, a relatively
static population with high fertility and mortality, to Stage 11, a rapid population
growth based on a continuing high fertility and falling mortality, and then to
Stage 111, a relatively static population based on a new balance between low fertility
and low mortality.?

In this definition, there is only one essential demographic transition, that from
Stage 1, which represents all history, and more specifically, all demographic
history, before the beginning of the process of modernization through the
Industrial and Scientific Revolutions, to Stage 111, with its characteristic modern
demographic system, the two being linked by the transitory Stage 11. This process
together constitutes the ‘contemporary demographic transition’ (CDT).
According to this view, the CDT started in England about two hundred and
fifty years ago and is still going on in large parts of the world. In this perspective,
the medieval period was not characterized by the existence of its own distinctive
demographic regime. Rather, the population history of the Middle Ages is
understood as part of the common demographic system of the ‘pre-industrial’
world. To give but one example, in a textbook much used in Norwegian
universities, @ye argues explicitly against the notion that ‘the demographic
system of the Middle Ages was qualitatively different from the population
structure in Norway as it is known from the eighteenth century’? In this
perspective, information about early modern demography can be assumed to be
indicative or representative of the population history of the Middle Ages and so
has been used to characterize medieval conditions when actual evidence for the
period was lacking or scarce.* @ye accepts, for instance, the use of demographic
data from the 1660s to estimate population size around 1300 even though, in
fact, Norwegian agricultural society had been radically transformed over these
centuries.” Here, by contrast, we argue that medieval society was characterized

1 Omran, “The Epidemiological Transition.
2 Petersen and Petersen, Dictionary of Demography, p. 217.
3 Qye, ‘Kvinner, kjonn og samfunn’ (Women, Gender, and Society), pp. 28-36, 95, 104. My

translation from Norwegian.
# See some concrete instances discussed in Benedictow, ‘Svartedauen i Norge’ (The Black
Death in Norway), pp. 125-41, 147-57.

5 @ye, ‘Kvinner, kjonn og samfunn’, pp. 25-26. For instance, after ¢. 1620, sub-tenancies
(‘undersettles’) which had previously been quite rare became an ordinary feature of Norwegian
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by the existence of a demographic system of its own so that insight into medieval
demography can only be gained from the study of actual medieval sources. The
one-transition theory springs from a misunderstanding or misconception of
historical periodization and its association with specific social formations and
systemic social change.

More recently, this theory of a single transition from a pre-industrial to a
modern demographic transition has come under fire from scholars studying pre-
agricultural periods. Using Stone Age skeletal material, palacodemographers
and palacoosteologists have taken issue with the ‘one-transition” orthodoxy,
maintaining that there was a genuine demographic transition associated with the
transition from hunter-gatherer societies to agricultural economies which they
have labelled the ‘Neolithic demographic transition’ (NDT).¢ The implication
of this approach is that we should see human history as involving two main
demographic transitions, as in Caldwell’s division of history into three major
‘modes of production each defined by its characteristic productive forces:
‘hunting and gathering, farming and capitalist/industrial.” However, even the
two-transitions theory takes a very broad-brush approach and so ignores the
great variety of social forms to be found in the thousands of years between the
neolithic period and the contemporary demographic transition.®

Many scholars have argued that, rather than distinguishing historical periods
in terms of their productive forces or mode of technology (as Caldwell does), we
should do so in terms of their characteristic social and property relations. Once

peasant society and increased greatly the average number of households and persons living
on independent agricultural holdings (registered units of taxation whether tenancies or free
holdings). As a result, by the 1660s there was an average of six people living on each agricultural
holding, as opposed to between 4.25 and 4.5 in the Middle Ages and sixteenth century, a fact
which has important implications when the number of holdings is used as the basis for calculating
national population. See Benedictow, ‘Svartedauen i Norge) pp. 142-57. This houschold size
will be familiar to medievalists of other countries. See Benedictow, The Black Death, pp. 266-71.

¢ See the very interesting collection of papers in The Neolithic Demographic Transition,
ed. by Bocquet-Appel and Bar-Yosef. As the blurb to the book puts it: “Using cemetery data,
it has been possible to identify the signature of a previously unknown demographic process
associated with the transition from a hunter-gatherer to an agricultural economy. Characterized
by a dramatic increase in the birth rate, and consequently of the population growth rate, over a
period of less than a millennium following the transition to agriculture, this global demographic
process has been termed the Neolithic Demographic Transition (NDT). The NDT signature

has so far been detected in Europe, North America, Mesoamerica and South America’
7 Caldwell, Demagraphic Transition Theory, p. 6.

8 The papers in The Neolithic Demographic Transition, ed. by Bocquet-Appel and Bar-Yosef,
show this with full clarity.



NEW PERSPECTIVES IN MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHY 7

we do this, the Middle Ages then emerges as a distinct period in its own right, one
characterized by its dominant feudal relations of production.” Here we do not use
the term ‘feudalism’ in the narrow sense to refer simply to the ties between lords
and vassals centred on vassalage and the service tenement/feudum." Instead, the
term refers to the social relations of a more broadly-conceived social formation,
one which was usefully described by Marc Bloch in Part viir of his Feudal
Society in terms of the following social structures:' (1) ‘A subject peasantry; (2)
widespread use of the service tenement (i.c. the fief ) instead of asalary [...]; (3) the
supremacy of a class of specialized warriors; (4) ties of obedience and protection
which bind man to man and, within the warrior class, assume the distinctive form
called vassalage; (5) fragmentation of authority [...]; (6) and in the midst of all
this, the survival of other forms of association, family and State [...]; — such then
seem to be the fundamental features of European feudalism’'? Given this context,
the aims of medieval demography must be to uncover the specific effects of the
feudal social relations and institutions on the central parameters of life and death
and to explore the functions of reproductive alliances (‘marriage’), as well as the
major events and daily struggles which helped to shape the lives of everyone
within these societies.

The Emergence of the Concept of a Medieval Demographic System

The key issue in deciding whether there was a distinctive medieval demographic
system is the extent to which the population history of the medieval West dif-
fers from that of the early modern period. The characteristic or defining features

? See, for instance, Hindess and Hirst, Pre-Capitalist Modes of Production, pp. 221-59;
Hilton, ‘Introduction’; Rigby, Marxism and History, pp. 209-11, 228-33, and elsewhere;
Rigby, English Society in the Later Middle Ages, pp. 17-144.

10 Among numerous options, see P. Cheyette’s fine discussion of this type of definition of
feudalism and his call for the cross-cultural type of conceptual approach in Cheyette, ‘Some
Notations on Mr. Hollister’s “Irony”

1 Postan, ‘Foreword,, pp. xii—xv.

12 Bloch, Feudal Society, p. 446. Since this monograph was written two generations ago,
several scholars have developed this concept of feudalism or feudal society further according
to a cross-civilizations approach; see for instance the papers of a number of scholarly specialists
in Feudalism in History, ed. by Coulborn. I would also like to draw attention to the chapter on
feudalism in the fine monograph by Andreski, The Uses of Comparative Sociology, pp. 149-62,
where feudalism, in the spirit of Max Weber and Marc Bloch, is discussed and modelled as a
social system.
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of the demographic system of northwestern Europe in the early modern period
are the following: a life expectancy at birth of thirty to thirty-five years, a corre-
sponding level of mortality of something like 3—3.5 per cent, in normal years and
a usual age at first marriage for women of 24 to 26.5 years, with ten to twenty per
cent never marrying. The resulting average female reproductive period of twelve
to fifteen years, the quite early onset of declining fecundity and the very high
mortality of infants and young children meant that married women would, on
average, give birth to 4.5-5 children, of whom forty to fifty per cent would reach
maturity and enter society as adults who were themselves ready for reproduc-
tion."” This constitutes a coherent demographic regime which at a regional or
national level would tend to maintain or would only slowly alter population size.
It reflects perhaps first of all a society that has succeeded in limiting the inflow
and spread of epidemic diseases by a sufhicient understanding of their mecha-
nisms of spread both by individuals and political elites and that is administra-
tively sufficiently developed to restrict the spread of disease within regions or
countries by implementing quarantine systems in ports and other useful epidemic
countermeasures (see below). The consequent main effect is a significant reduc-
tion of mortality which, in turn, tends to lead to a reduction in fertility rates and
the size of families and has the unintended consequence of restraining overall
population growth.

The research which eventually would lead to the recognition of the medieval
demographic system can be traced back to 1948, the year of publications of both
Russell’s British Medieval Population and Thrupp’s The Merchant Class of Medieval
London. Although Russell’s monograph was devoted to medieval demography,
he was not concerned to establish the specificity of the medieval demographic
regime. His statistical claims were ‘subjected to much telling criticism from
historians and demographers alike’ As Hollingsworth generously put it: ‘Russell’s
chief virtue, in fact, is that he gives others something to refute. All his figures
may be altered eventually, but the debt to him will remain’'* The demographic
aspects of Thrupp’s work, by contrast, failed to attract the attention which they
deserved. Although her study focused on a numerically small urban elite, her
broad orientation and early interest in demographic perspectives meant that she
also provided important sociological and demographic insights.

13 For a general outline of early modern European demography, see Flinn, The European
Demaographic System, pp. 13—46; on normal mortality, see p. 15; on normal age at marriage and
proportion marrying, see pp. 19-21, 34; on fertility, see pp. 30-33.

14 11 echer, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, pp. 12-13; Hollingsworth,
Historical Demography, p. 58.
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A key paper in the development of medieval demography was published by
Postan and Titow at the end of the 1950s which examined the registrations of
animal heriots paid on entry to holdings by customary tenants on five Winchester
manors in the period 1245-1350." The authors were taken aback by the high
levels of mortality which they found among a sample which was mainly made
up of relatively well-off, adult male peasants (of twenty years of age or older),
Mortality here amounted to forty per thousand for the whole period and fifty-two
per thousand for the years 1292-1347, corresponding to levels of life expectancy
at the mean age of entry to property of about twenty-four years and noticeably
under twenty years in the two periods respectively: ‘this is an exceptionally high
rate’.'® Since the life expectancy of adult males is usually substantially higher
than that of those in the first twenty years of their life, this data suggested a
level of life expectancy at birth of less than twenty years, thus, almost falling off
the bottom of the life-table scales for males according to Princeton Life Tables,
Model West."” At the time, the extremity of these findings suggested either that
Postan and Titow’s sources were unreliable as demographic evidence or that that
the statistical handling of them was flawed in some unrecognized way.

The breakthrough for medieval population history came in 1966 when Ohlin
published a critical methodological-statistical study of a number of earlier works
on medieval demography, producing outcomes that have since been broadly
accepted. He showed, inter alia, that Russell had made several mistakes in the
handling of some of the important source materials that he had so diligently
gathered and that this was the case also with his estimates of life expectancy and
mortality. Ohlin concluded that, according to this material, mean life expectancy
at birth around 1300 for the baronial class was ‘in the neighbourhood of 25 years,
that it is ‘likely to have fallen within the range of perhaps twenty-two to twenty-
eight years, and it might well have been lower’'® This hedged phrasing and the
suggestion that the source material really indicated an even lower range of life
expectancy should be seen in the light that the estimation of life expectancy was
based on a very cautious assumption of infant mortality of two hundred and fifty
per thousand. This level of infant mortality was quite usual in Northwestern and
Northern Europe at the middle of the eighteenth century and corresponds to,
according to Princeton Life Tables, Model West, an average life expectancy at

15 See Benedictow, The Black Death, pp. 374-77.

16 Postan and Titow, ‘Heriots and Prices on Winchester Manors, pp. 393-95, 399-400.
17 Coale and Demeny, Regional Model Life Tables, p. 42.

'8 Ohlin, ‘No Safety in Numbers, pp. 76-77.
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birth of around thirty-three years.”” Consequently, Ohlin’s assumption on this
point indicates that his estimate of life expectancy in England around 1300 for
this social elite tends towards a maximum estimate, even an unrealistic maximum.
This approach could be seen in the light of the radical character of these findings
and of the scholar’s wish to appear cautious and make his results more readily
defensible. For this range of life expectancy, Princeton Life Tables, Model West,
levels 2-3, show levels of infant mortality of 340-285 per thousand.” Taking
into account correspondingly higher mortality rates for young children, this
indicates that a less cautious or more realistic approach would produce a range of
life expectancy at birth in the range of ‘perhaps’ twenty to twenty-five years and
rather in the lower reaches of this range. This level of life expectancy corresponds
to a level of mortality of forty to fifty per thousand which is exactly the level
Ohlin arrived at when he subjected Postan and Titow’s study of heriots to a
statistically more refined analysis than they themselves had offered,*! a result
these fine scholars would quite likely have accepted.”

This level of life expectancy is about ten years shorter (and implies a mortality
rate correspondingly much higher) than that normally observed in the early
modern demographic studies and clearly indicates the existence of a specific
medieval demographic system or regime. This level of mortality is so high that
it would require nearly full exploitation of female fecundity in order to produce
fertility rates that could more or less reproduce the population and so implies
nearly universal marriage for women at an early reproductive age, as teenagers. It
thus suggests as a hypothesis that medieval women married early and that there
was a very high rate of marriage. This is where Thrupp’s observation of age at
first marriage for women of the better-off classes in late medieval London fits in:
“Women were married young’ It is ‘likely that girls were usually married, for the
first time, before they were seventeen’ and marriage even occurred as early as age
eleven and twelve.?® She also found material from Bristol which supported this
finding, namely that the marriage of twenty girls orphaned in the period 1385-
1485 occurred at ages ten to twenty: the median was seventeen, the average
16.8.% Later, these findings were supported by Hanawalt’s evidence for the age

19 Coale and Demeny, Regional Model Life Tables, pp. 44-45.

20 Coale and Demeny, Regional Model Life Tables, pp. 42—44.

21 Ohlin, ‘No Safety in Numbers), pp. 84-89.

22 Postan and Titow, ‘Heriots and Prices on Winchester Manors, pp. 399-400.
23 Thrupp, The Merchant Class of Medieval London, pp. 171, 196 and n. 10.

4 Sec also Kowaleski, ‘Singlewomen’, pp. 326-28.
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at marriage in London for heiresses, mostly of artisan families, which suggested
an average age at marriage of around nineteen.” This shows that marriage of girls
even before reaching their ’teens, was not against the moral norms of this period
and agrees with a range of early ages at first marriage for girls required by an
average or median age at marriage of under seventeen years.

Although the customary heriot-paying peasantry and parts of the artisanal
class included sizeable proportions of lower-class and lower-income people, the
central problem in this early phase of the development of medieval demography
was that it mainly relied on data relating to the better-off or upper classes and
could not be persuasively generalized in support of the construction of a specific
model of medieval demography. One should note though that it is not obvious
that upper classes will necessarily invest in early marriage of daughters (and so
maximize fertility) since it would tend to produce more children and consequent
multiple divisions of the family fortunes. It would thus tend to threaten the
material basis of their advantageous social standing and life-style, that is if early
marriage was not a reflection of very high normal levels of mortality which
threatened the biological survival and continuation of the family lines. It could
therefore be significant that Hanawalt found that women with wealthy parents
who were still alive married at a particularly young age: among the merchant class
marriage occurred for girls at age seventeen or younger.”® This data suggests a
marriage regime which differs sharply from that of early modern England where,
in the sixteenth century, ‘the average age of marriage was twenty-seven to twenty-
eight for men and twenty-five to twenty-six for women and by a relatively high
proportion of women never marrying, about ten per cent’ and can, once more, be
taken to support the existence of a specific medieval demographic system.?’

In turn, this data has important implications for the differences in fertility
rates between the medieval and the early modern periods. Most of the inhabitants
of medieval Europe can be seen as part of a manorial ‘peasantry’ which is defined
here in a broad sense to include a variety of rural social classes from the customary
peasantry to the rural proletarians of cottagers, day labourers and sub-tenants. The
evidence indicates that married peasant women in their best reproductive years
gave birth, on average, every twenty-nine to thirty months in both the medieval
and early modern periods, although with reduced fertility early and late in the

» Hanawalt, Growing up in Medieval London, pp. 142, 205.
26 Hanawalt, Growing up in Medieval London, p. 206.

27 Rigby, ‘Gendering the Black Death;, p. 218. Presumably, Rigby has the second half or the
later sixteenth century in mind (below); see also Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History
of England, pp. 248-65.



12 Ole Benedictow

reproductive period.” The earliest English data, which relates to the sixteenth
century, shows a central mean birth interval of about thirty months.”” The
decisive variable for birth intervals of nursing women is the period of amenorrhea,
the period of infertility following a parturition associated with the combination
of duration of nursing, relative sufficiency of diet and level of physical effort in
daily life. In the case of peasant women of the past, the three elements of this
combination can be generally characterized as long, poor, and hard, producing
in generalized terms, an amenorrhea of around eight months, before fertility
returns. This means that women who marry, on average, at age 17.5-20 will
ceteris paribus give birth to two to three more children than women who marry at
the average age of about twenty-five which was the usual norm in northwestern
Europe in the early modern period (see below). This difference creates distinctive
so-called ‘high-pressure’ and low-pressure’ demographic systems which emerge
as characteristic, respectively, of medieval and early modern demography. This
contrast would also be heightened by the difference in marriage rates between
a system of tendentially universal marriage and one which, like that of the early
modern period, was characterized by a relatively high level of celibacy where ten
to twenty per cent of women never married. One should take care not to confuse
these useful dichotomous concepts of high or low pressure systems with social
reality itself which, as pointed out by Hatcher, requires a much more complex
model ‘if we are to provide and adequate description and explanation of the
operation of England’s demographic system’*

The characteristics of this early modern, low-pressure, demographic system
were famously established by Hajnal in his important paper ‘European Marriage
Patterns in Perspective’ which drew attention to the apparently global and his-
torical uniqueness of the marriage pattern that from some time in the early
modern period pervaded most of Europe, ‘except for the eastern and south-
castern portion’ This marriage pattern was especially characterized by ‘(1) a
high age at marriage and (2) a high proportion of people who never marry at all.
Hajnal presented a fairly large body of material in support of this view. However,
at the time he faced difficulties in producing medieval evidence which could

28 Benedictow, “The Milky Way in History, pp. 32-37; Benedictow, The Medieval Demo-
graphic System, pp. 46-53.

29 Wrigley, ‘Family Limitation in Pre-Industrial England’, pp. 93-95, Table 8; Cowgill,
“The People of York, p. 110; Wrightson, Poverty and Piety in an English Village, pp. 51-56;
Howell, Land, Family and Inheritance in Transition, pp. 205, 221; Benedictow, “The Milky Way
in History), pp. 34-35.

3% Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England’ p. 89.
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substantiate his claims for the existence of a contrasting marriage pattern in the
Middle Ages, one characterized by (nearly) universal marriage and an ecarly age at
first marriage for women, or for the timing of the transition from the medieval
or ‘non-European marriage pattern™ to the unique ‘European’ pattern.’
Unfortunately, he had overlooked Thrupp’s important observations and his study
was published a year before Ohlin’s paper which contained important indirect
evidence for the existence of a medieval ‘non-European’ marriage pattern.
However, he had noticed and availed himself of Russell’s work on the 1377 Poll
Tax returns which was levied on all persons over age fourteen (excluding only the
destitute and clerics) and which provided information on a high marriage rate
conforming to the ‘non-European’ pattern.® This was an important observation
since it was the first significant indication of a ‘non-European’ marriage pattern
among the general population. A few years later Hollingsworth, whose work is
often now overlooked, on the basis of material originally gathered by Russell,
suggested birth rates and death rates which made it ‘evident that up to 1304 at
least and probably up to 1489, England must have had a non-European marriage
pattern’ with ‘early and practically universal marriage; in contrast to that of the
early modern period.** These estimates were based on data relating to the baronial
class and suggested the relevance of the perspective given above to the effect that
a ‘non-European’ marriage pattern could be practised also by the upper and even
the uppermost social classes as a response to a very high general level of mortality,
i.e. to a ‘non-European’ mortality regime.

The next key step in the establishment of the notion of a distinctive medieval
demographic regime and marriage system came in 1977 when John Hatcher
published his slim but unusually important booklet on Plague, Population and
the English Economy, 1348—1530. No doubt inspired by Ohlin’s and Hajnal’s
papers, Hatcher argued for the existence of a medieval demographic system
that was distinctly different from that of the early modern period. In defiance
of the prevailing views of the time and the Cambridge Group’s position (see
below) he concluded that ‘the prime determinant of the course of population in
pre-industrial England was mortality rather than fertility) in other words that
mortality rates within medieval society were so high that they determined the

31 The term ‘non-European marriage pattern’ is something of a misnomer since Hajnal
himself identified this pattern as being characteristic of both medieval western Europe and also
of southeastern Europe even after the medieval period.

32 Hajnal, ‘European Marriage Patterns in Perspective) pp. 116, 134.
33 Hajnal, ‘European Marriage Patterns in Perspective’, pp. 116-40.
3% Hollingsworth, Historical Demography, pp. 383, 385.
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overall demographic regime, forming the structures of life-expectancy, fertility
and marriage.”> Importantly, Hatcher does not confine this view to the late
medieval plague-ridden period (see also below).

The demographic specificity of the medieval system can usefully be seen
in terms of the ‘turnover rate’ of the population. In the medieval system, the
general level of mortality was so high that the flow of lives out of the essential
social networks of everyday life, whether by parents, spouses, children, relatives,
or neighbours, would lead to early marriage and to high proportions of people
marrying in an attempt to compensate for high mortality by high fertility. This
response can be linked to a fundamental aspect of human behaviour: the basic
need or drive to produce enough children to achieve the overriding evolutionary
objective of all life, to pass their genes on to new generations. This would have the
unintended effect, at the level of the population as a whole, that the loss of life
would be more or less compensated for by a corresponding inflow of new lives.
Human beings will also endeavour to pass on their social and religious beliefs
and their property to children or close relatives, and to preserve or strengthen the
social context which such arrangements required. There is thus a strong case for
the hypothesis that high levels of mortality brought about a low age at marriage
(especially for women) and created nearly universal marriage; and that such levels
of mortality would be associated with social relationships between women and
men and with the disposal of economic assets which would seek to maximize
fertility, so as to counterbalance the outflow of people with a corresponding
inflow of new members of family and kin.

However, in the later Middle Ages, mortality rates were so high that the inflow
of new lives did not compensate for the losses suffered in the Black Death and the
subsequent nationwide plague epidemics. After the sharp fall in population in the
second half of the fourteenth century, long-term population developments took
on the character of a gentle slide in numbers which lasted until about 1530. In
support of the underlying premise of high fertility and of early and nearly universal
marriage, Hatcher refers to Hajnal’s analysis of the 1377 Poll Tax returns. He also
points out that the early parish registers of the 1540s and 1550s indicate that
‘birth-rates were extremely high’ and that marriage was (nearly) universal, facts
which implied that these demographic features were a continuation of a medieval
system of early and near-universal marriage for women among the ordinary
population. When combined with the marked reduction in the intensity of the
circulation of epidemic diseases observed by contemporaries from the 1530s, the
effect of these high fertility rates was strong and sustained population growth, a

35 Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, p. 72.
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growth which lasted into the following century.® This situation indicates a causal
explanation for the transition into a low-pressure system (with substantially
higher age at marriage and reduced fertility rates) which eventually occurred once
the new social and demographic realities had impressed themselves sufficiently on
people to engender changes in practice, and which were then followed by changes
in social norms and justifications of behaviour affecting fertility.

This new approach to the study of medieval population was developed
in Miller and Hatcher’s outstanding study of English rural society in the high
Middle Ages which made explicit an approach to medieval demography that
had largely been left implicit in Hatcher’s book on the post-plague economy.
They claimed that ‘in the latter part’ of the high Middle Ages, ‘at birth even the
children of gentry an noble families might on average have expected a life span
of no more than twenty-two to twenty-eight years’. As a result, ‘having reached
his twenties the man of gentle status could still not expect to reach his fifties, nor
the poor man to live beyond his early forties’” Importantly, they present Ohlin’s
estimate of general life-expectancy for the gentle and noble classes without taking
into account or making explicit his reservation and cautious indication that it
erred on the high side and his likely reason for this appraisal. The children of the
peasantry were likely to have a higher mortality rate and a shorter life expectancy
than those of the rich,* so that Miller and Hatcher’s work implies an appreciably
lower average life expectancy at birth for the general English population than
twenty-two to twenty-eight years. Princeton Life Tables, Model West, suggest,
as mentioned, that they had in mind average life expectancy at birth in the range
of twenty to twenty-five years, the poor obviously being represented by the lower
reaches of this range, quite likely also below this range at times.*

Mortality rates at this level could be seen as a confirmation of the usual view
that from the end of the thirteenth century the lives of the majority of English men
and women were negatively affected by overpopulation in terms of the available
resources for livelihood, so that a Malthusian ‘positive check’ on the population
had come into play. This may explain the slow contraction of the national
population from well over six million around 1300 to around six million on the
eve of the Black Death which appears to be scholarly orthodoxy on the matter.®

36 Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, pp. 56, 65-66; see also Hatcher,
‘Understanding the Population History of England;, pp. 100, 101, 104.

37 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic Change, pp. viii-ix.
3% Benedictow, The Black Death, pp. 251-53, 26264, 324-25, 351-52, 374-77.

% Coale and Demeny, Regional Model Life Tables, pp. 42-43.

0 Hallam, ‘Population Movements in England’ pp. 536-37. See also Smith, ‘Human



16 Ole Benedictow

It appears that rather more than half the manorial population were landless or
smallholders and that ‘much of the population was surplus to the economy by
the mid-fourteenth century’* In the words of Miller and Hatcher: ‘increasing
mortality in the villages was merely one aspect of the economic problems which
reached an acute stage as the thirteenth century closed and the fourteenth
century opened;, heralding a period characterized by ‘peasant impoverishment’
and ‘the overcrowding of villages, a sombre perspective on this period which was
summarized twenty-five years later by Hatcher and Bailey on the basis of much
new research.” These were thus extraordinary times when ordinary English
women and men were exposed to increasing hardship, a tendentially declining
life expectancy and increasing difficulties in establishing a material basis for
marriage so that age at marriage and the incidence of celibacy should be expected
to have increased.”® This is confirmed by the rush to marriage in the wake of the
Black Death, when young people and adults, who had been forced to postpone
marriage or resigned to a celibate life, found good vacant tenements everywhere
and married in droves all over Europe. In Ravensdale’s words:

the crop of marriages [at the manor of Cottenham] in 1349 must have been fol-
lowed by a baby boom among the villeinage [...]. The rush to the altar [...] in 1349
represented marriages that would have been postponed even longer but for the
plague, the average age at marriage would have been depressed, thus bringing in-
creased fertility within marriage. Insofar as the pestilence had lowered the popula-
tion without altering the number of holdings that were available as bases for fami-
lies, a higher proportion of the villeins would have been married.*

This pattern is clearly reflected in the only extant parish marriage register from
the time of the Black Death, that of Givry in Burgundy. In the years 1336-41,
for which the register appears to be complete, the mean number of marriages
was 17.5. In 1348, the year of the Black Death, no marriages were recorded in
this small Burgundian town which obviously reflects the impact of the catas-

Resources, p. 191; Smith, ‘Demographic Developments in Rural England;, pp. 36-49; Hatcher
and Bailey, Modelling the Middle Ages, pp. 30-31, 38.

4 Postan, ‘Medicval Agrarian Society in its Prime} p. 622; Kitsikopoulos, ‘Standards of
Living and Capital Formation’; Lomas, ‘South-East Durham p. 260.

2 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic Change, pp. 241,
249; Hatcher and Bailey, Modelling the Middle Ages, pp. 21-65.

43 See also Hatcher and Bailey, Modelling the Middle Ages, p. 56.

4 Razi, Life, Marriage and Death in a Medieval Parish, pp. 132-35; Lomas, ‘South-East
Durham), p. 260; Ravensdale, Population Changes) pp. 212-13. Benedictow, Zhe Black Death,
pp-271-72, 287-88; see also Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, p. 56, 1. 20.
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trophe. However, in 1349, the number of registered marriages was eighty-six, a
quintupling of the pre-plague mean. For a number of subsequent years the number
of marriages was also considerably higher than in the pre-plague period.* However,
any consequential baby boom did not lead to renewed population pressure on the
land since the plague returned, once more took a terrible toll of lives, and then
became a recurrent feature of the social scene.

However, if the pre-plague period can be seen as one of extreme hardship
for a large proportion of England’s population, it does not explain the general
demographic systemic structures as outlined by Ohlin and Hatcher. Hatcher
argues that the general level of ‘mortality was not simply a function of the
state of the harvest or the level of real wages) as implied by Malthusian lines of
argument, and emphasizes instead the importance of infectious diseases and
the variability of pathogens, vectors and carriers of disease and other ‘non-
economic factors.* In a long-term perspective, this underlines the significance
of the aggregate impact of quite a number of serious infectious diseases even
before the plague arrived and also, as underlined by Shrewsbury,”” the continued
spread of the array of previously established serious infectious diseases in the late
medieval period. The Black Death was introduced into an already disease-ridden
society where the spread of epidemic diseases of various kinds and severity was
an ordinary occurrence which affected the population with illness and death to
a degree where the population lived in a tenuous balance between life and death.
It was this tenuous balance that the introduction of plague broke and caused
a dramatic fall of the population to a level barely one-third of the pre-plague
size by the middle of the fifteenth century and with hardly any signs of recovery
before the 1530s.%

The eventual stirrings of recovery of the population can be seen in terms of
a shift in the basic understanding of epidemic diseases and their prevention that
occurred in the early modern period, a shift which was of profound historical
importance. In England, the first attempts at anti-epidemic measures occurred
in 1518 suggesting that this new view of the nature of epidemic disease was
already current by this time.*” According to Slack, the development and spread of
basic epidemiological insights in the Tudor and Stuart periods had a substantial

45 Gras, ‘Le Registre paroissial de Givry), p. 303.
% Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, p.72.
47 Shrewsbury, A4 History of Bubonic Plague, pp. 36, 42.

4 Harcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, pp. 65-66; Hatcher, “The Great
Slump), pp. 271-73; Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England;, p. 97.

¥ Slack, The Impact of Plague, p. 47.
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and growing impact not only on the spread of plague but on infectious diseases
in general. This resulted in new forms of popular behaviour in the form of an
increasing tendency to stay away from infected houses and people, and a new
hostility to strangers and in an increasing efficiency in the countermeasures
against disease taken by local and national government.*® Similar developments
and quarantine measures in other countries reduced not only the internal
transmission of epidemic diseases but also their tendency to be spread abroad via
infected crews, goods or travellers. Gradually, these changes would affect levels
of mortality to such an extent that it could result in a rearrangement of basic
demographic structures (see below).

The early modern demographic pattern contrasts sharply with the medieval
demographic system as portrayed by Hatcher in which mortality, rather than
fertility, was ‘the prime determinant’ ‘of the course of population’ with a general
life expectancy at birth in this period in the range of twenty to twenty-five years
and general mortality rates of four to five per cent. Support for this view of the
Middle Ages as possessing a high-pressure demographic system came from Razi’s
important monograph on the population history of the manor of Halesowen
(1270-1400). Here, Razi identified amuch higher mortality rate, amuch lower life
expectancy, a much higher fertility rate, a much lower age at marriage (apparently
predominantly in ages eighteen to twenty-two) and a higher proportion of the
population marrying than was characteristic of early modern England.' These
features constituted an internally consistent demographic regime or system, one
that was very different from the main structures of early modern demography.
Razi explicitly associated this system with the characteristics of Hajnal’s ‘non-
European’ marriage pattern.’” Hatcher and Razi were not explicit about their
radical break with the prevailing notions of historical demography which had
been developed by the Cambridge Group for History of Population and Social
Structure and which were championed by outstanding demographers such as
P. Laslett, E. A. Wrigley, and R. S. Schofield.® Soon afterwards, Wrigley and
Schofield published a towering work on early modern English demography.**
What they lacked in medieval demographic expertise was soon made up for by
the work of R. M. Smith and L. R. Poos. In a magisterial paper, Poos and Smith
initiated a discussion with Razi of extraordinary quality and value in which

50 Slack, The Impact of Plague, pp. 8389, 284-341.

51 Razi, Life, Marriage and Death in a Medieval Parish, pp. 60—-64.

52 Razi, Life, Marriage and Death in a Medieval Parish, p. 50.

53 Best presented by Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England;, pp. 89-94.
5% Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, with particular reference ton. 27.
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they succeeded in pointing out weaknesses and uncertainties inherent in Razi’s
use of manorial sources for demographic purposes. Their arguments increased
significantly and even substantially the potential margins of error, although, on a
number of points, Razi succeeded in defending his work well.>s

However, despite the power of Poos and Smith’s arguments, it is arguable
that their motive for challenging Razi’s claims was that his findings about
medieval demography were individually and systemically incompatible with the
demographic system and structures which existed in early modern England, and
so were likely to be erroneous. As Smith explicitly stated, the life expectancies
revealed by Razi were implausible since his results would correspond to the
mortality rates found in the Princeton Life Tables, Model West’s levels one to
three, producing ‘an expectation of life at birth of between eighteen and 22.8
years [...] ten years lower than comparable values calculated for rural parishes
of late-Elizabethan England’>® By contrast, Poos and Smith laid an emphasis on
‘the pivotal role which fertility, heavily influenced by nuptiality patterns, plays in
determining overall population growth’; ‘England can be shown to have possessed
one variant of this pattern [i.e. the European marriage pattern] from as early as the
mid-sixteenth century’’” A few years later Smith made the claim for the primacy
of fertility even more explicit when he rejected the estimates of life-expectancy
at birth and older ages made by Postan, Titow, and Razi on the grounds that
they would ‘imply fertility levels one to one and half times higher than those
found in Elizabethan England’>® He later went on to claim that although Hajnal’s
European marriage pattern could be found a couple of hundred years earlier, it is
‘likely that the European marriage pattern was firmly in place, together with other
necessarily attendant features of the social structure’ in ‘later medieval society’”
echoing an earlier statement by Wrigley.®

By implying so clearly that the incompatibility of Razi’s results with the char-
acteristics of the early modern demographic system meant that his results were
necessarily flawed, Smith went beyond simply using later evidence to establish
working hypotheses for research but instead assumed that the demographic struc-

55 Poos and Smith, “Legal Windows onto Historical Populations?””; Poos and Smith,
“Shades Still on the Window’”; Razi, “The Use of Manorial Court Rolls’; Razi, “The Demo-
graphic Transparency of Manorial Court Rolls

56 Smith, ‘Human Resources, p- 204.
57 Poos and Smith, “Legal Windows onto Historical Populations?”, pp. 141-42.
5% Smith, ‘Human Resources) p. 207.
59 Smith, ‘Human Resources’ p.212.

% Wrigley, “The Growth of Population in Eighteenth-Century England; p. 149.
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tures of one period can legitimately be projected onto another. Poos adopted a
similar method when he introduced material and perspectives from the early
modern period into his study of the demography of late medieval rural Essex.®!
It is precisely such assumptions this paper secks to challenge. Thus while there is
no a priori reason for choosing specific life tables of (Princeton) Model West as
the basis for his medieval demographic estimates, Poos argues that these tables
should be adopted for the medieval period because they appear to accord or cor-
respond best to infant and child mortality derived from early parish registers.*

Poos and Smith also underline that there is considerable variability in the cor-
relation between adult mortality and infant mortality so that adult expectancies
can underpredict life expectancy at birth by as much as ten years’® This claim is
based on Ohlin’s discussion of Russell’s data for mortality and life expectancy of
the baronial class at age fifteen or twenty. But, in fact, Ohlin’s own conclusion
was that, even assuming an artificially low mortality rate for those under fifteen
for whom we do not have evidence (corresponding to infant mortality of two
hundred and fifty per thousand), the life expectancy at birth for this group around
1300 would have been within the range of twenty-two to twenty-eight years as
opposed to the thirty to thirty-five years which was characteristic of the early
modern period. And, if we introduce from life tables a more realistic mortality
rate for those under fifteen, one which accords with Russell’s mortality date for
those over fifteen (corresponding to infant mortality rates of three hundred to
three hundred and fifty per thousand), life-expectancy at birth for this group
would be even lower, around twenty to twenty-five years.* Handled in this way,
Russell’s data provides strong evidence of the existence of a specific medieval
demographic system, one with a much more severe mortality regime than that
of the early modern period, even within the baronial elite. Thus the variability of
infant mortality in relation to adult mortality does not preclude use of adult data
for the estimation of life expectancy at birth or the general level of mortality, as is
assumed by Smith and Poos’ arguments.

61 See, Poos , ‘Population Turnover in Medieval Essex), pp. 16-20; Poos, 4 Rural Society
after the Black Death, pp. 115-19. Benedictow, The Black Death, p. 252, n. 13, and pp. 369-373.

2 Poos, ‘Population Turnover in Medieval Essex], p. 10.

% Poos and Smith, ““Legal Windows onto Historical Populations?””, p. 141. Poos and
Smith, and Smith also later, refer also to the outstanding paper by Schofield and Wrigley, ‘Infant
and Child Mortality in England; i.e., the whole paper, which, however, appears consistently to
relate to other aspects of infant and child mortality. Smith, ‘Human Resources) pp. 203-04;
Smith, ‘Demographic Developments in Rural England;, p. 59.

¢4 Ohlin, ‘No Safety in Numbers, pp. 75-77, 89. See also above, pp. 9-10.
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This discussion shows that Smith and Poos can only avoid accepting that
Russell’s data (as refined by later historical demographers) suggests the existence
of a distinct medieval demographic regime — and so retain their views about the
similarity or identity of early modern and medieval demography — by assuming
an extremely low value of infant mortality. In this context, it is important to keep
in mind that life tables are based on the normal correlations, in other words on
central values, and so tell us what should be expected or was likely to happen.®
In Coale and Demeny’s careful phrasing: ‘the separate families of model life
tables provide estimates that in our judgement are quite reliable when utilized
judiciously for populations within the areas upon which each family of model
tables is based’*® Use of normal values provides outcomes at levels of validity
that can be designated likely or at least plausible; extreme values are inherently
rare and will lead to extreme outcomes with correspondingly peripheral or
marginal levels of validity and relevance. All premises or assumptions based on
empirical observation provide valid outcomes, but results based on normal or
usual observations or correlations will always have precedence or priority over the
significance of extreme or rare assumptions. It is a methodological misconception
that a small incidence of correlations or statistical outliers that deviate
substantially from the main pattern of observations invalidates or destroys the
powers of validation and usability of central values based on normal occurrence:
it all relates to the concept of level of tenability and probability of being reflected
in the sources according to usual source-critical considerations.

All English medieval studies of mortality among males above ages eleven,
fourteen, or nineteen, consistently show much higher mortality rates than
studies of the same cohorts of males in early modern society.” In view of this fact,
it is likely that such an apparently grossly unhealthy environment would cause
correspondingly or rather still higher mortality rates among the most vulnerable
and susceptible persons in society, namely infants and young children, with a
corresponding effect on the overall mortality rate of the population. In general,
mortality rates among adolescents and adults will usually give a good indication
of mortality rates among children and infants. Coale and Demeny thus see the
use of life tables for the interpolation of population data as being valid provided
certain precautions are observed. This is the basis for the way Ohlin goes about
resolving this problem.

% See Loschky and Childers, ‘Early English Mortality’, p. 86.
% Coale and Demeny, Regional Model Life Tables, p. 24.
%7 Benedictow, The Black Death, pp. 251-54 and n. 10.
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Unfortunately, in the debate generated by Razi’s work, the remarkable
internal consistency of his findings was lost out of sight as was their agreement
with Ohlin’s re-estimates of the data provided by Russell and by Postan and
Titow and with Hatcher’s (and Miller’s) arguments and systemic analysis. Razi’s
evidence thus seemed to be an isolated case-study and so seemed at best to be a
working hypothesis. Surprisingly, Poos and Smith hardly mention Ohlin’s paper
in relation to Razi’s findings, referring to it only once and then to claim that
it offers support for their own case about the implausibility of Razi’s estimate
of life expectancy.®® Yet, in fact, Ohlin’s paper had provided evidence which
undermined Poos and Smith’s own position and could be cited to reinforce the
plausibility both of Razi’s claims and of the more general case for the existence
of a specifically medieval demographic system. Certainly, it seems unlikely
that, for all the problems involved in Razi’s use of manorial sources, his study
of Halesowen’s demography would fortuitously produce an internally consistent
and viable demographic regime, one with a striking similarity to earlier findings
based on other source materials. After all, Razi’s study was based on manorial
sources which Smith himself had described as the best evidence for the study
of medieval English demography.”” One should take into consideration that
uncertainties and problems affecting medieval manorial sources as a basis for
demographic studies do not necessarily pull in the same direction according to a
principle of maximization and so they could, in practice, to some extent, cancel
cach other out. Some legitimate critical points would not necessarily work out in
practice as ‘feared’ Although these points do not affect the inherent uncertainties
involved in using manorial sources, the outcome of demographic studies based
on such material must be seen in the light of other medieval demographic studies,
and also of studies of independent material such as the Poll Tax returns, and must
be considered according to consistency and viability as an outline or correlates of
a functional demographic system.

Since the debate over Razi’s work, a number of studies have appeared which
supports the claims for the specificity of the medieval demographic system. For
instance, monographs by Hanawalt and Bennett on the English peasantry in the
pre-plague period both provided support for Hajnal’s and Razis’ views on the
prevalence of the ‘non-European’ marriage pattern among the vast majority of
the population constituted by the peasantry (see below).”” Of particular impor-

% Poos and Smith, “Legal Windows onto Historical Populations?”, p. 141, n. 41.
% Smith, ‘Hypothéses sur la nuptialité en Angleterre;, p. 132.

7% Hanawalt, The Ties that Bound, pp- 91-93, 96-97; Bennett, Women in the Medieval
English Countryside, p.72.
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tance were the studies of monastic communities in Westminster, Durham, and
Canterbury, produced by Hatcher, Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, and Harvey. These
studies showed that, despite the highly favourable living conditions enjoyed by
the regular clergy, the monks in each of these three houses suffered from much
higher levels of mortality and so had correspondingly much shorter life expec-
tancies than those which characterized the population of early modern England.
These studies thus confirmed the earlier work of Ohlin and Razi and buttressed
the case for a demographic system based on very high mortality (around five
per cent) and low life-expectancy (around twenty years).”" The evidence also
showed a clear rise in mortality from about the mid-fifteenth century. These
findings on the demography of monastic communities were also generally sup-
ported by V. Davis’s study of the longevity of members of religious orders in late
medieval England which also noted closely related structures of pre-plague and
post-plague mortality and life-expectancy.’* For the peasantry, manorial studies,
including that by Dyer and that by Ecclestone on the rural proletarians called
‘garciones, also revealed a similar pattern of life expectancy and mortality and
confirmed Razi’s findings about pre-plague mortality and life-expectancy.” All
of these studies suggested a typical life expectancy at birth of twenty to twenty-
five years, corresponding to an annual mortality rate of four to five per cent. The
aggregate effect of all these studies was to provide strong support for the existence
of a specifically medieval demographic system.

However, Smith and Poos’s line of argument also attracted supporters who
tended to focus on the need to explain why England’s population remained
depressed and was even receding through the late medieval period. Goldberg
argued in a number of works that the failure of population to recover after
the Black Death reflected the much improved economic and social condi-
tions for women created by the plague. The great deficit of labour in relation
to the resources for production produced a sharp long-term rise in wages, par-
ticularly for unskilled workers. In particular, it resulted in new opportunities
for women’s employment in both the rural and urban economy, especially in
services and as household servants where they tended to be demographically

7! Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century’; Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mor-
tality’; Harvey, Living and Dying in England, pp. 114-29. Bennett had earlier argued against
Hajnal’s theory and supported Laslett and Wrigley. See Bennett, ‘Medieval Peasant Marriage),
pp- 213-14.

72 Davis, ‘Medieval Longevity, pp. 115-16.

73 Dyer, Lords and Peasants in a Changing Society, pp. 229-30; Ecclestone, ‘Mortality of
Rural Landless Men), pp. 21-27.
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‘hidden’” This gave many women the opportunity to gain an independent live-
lihood and so to delay or even to forgo marriage and instead to choose a life
as singlewomen, with a consequent fall in overall fertility, thus undermining
the population’s powers of demographic recuperation.” The post-Black Death
late medieval marriage regime would thus have been quite similar to the early
modern one’® as presumed by Smith and Poos and explicitly supported by
Goldberg.”

This argument was also backed by Bennett and to some extent by other
historians engaged in women’s history.” Bennett explicitly supported Smith’s and
Goldberg’s view that it is ‘a very real possibility that this supposedly early modern
‘European Marriage Pattern’ existed in England as early as the late fourteenth
century’ because women were now offered increased working opportunities
and could in many cases afford to delay or avoid marriage.”” This view may not
be at odds with her 1986 monograph on the pre-plague manor of Brigstock
(Northants) where she offered her support for Razi’s contention of ‘relatively
early marriage among the pre-plague peasantry’. It may be seen as at odds with the
view presented in her 1981 paper on merchets (purchases of marriage licences)
on the manors of Ramsey Abbey in the early fifteenth century. Here she showed
that young villein women frequently paid their own merchets, suggesting an
eagerness to enter matrimony on their part. Whilst such purchases imply that
these women had entered paid work, which could have led to deferred marriage,
it is not clear that any delay would be protracted given the high wages which

74 Goldberg, Women, Work, and Life Cycle, pp. 7, 82-202. At about the same time, Smith
argued this view in a Europe-wide perspective: Smith, ‘Geographical Diversity in the Resort to
Marriage’, pp. 25, 29-33, 42-45; Bailey, ‘Demographic Decline’, pp. 4-14.

75 Mate, Women in Medz'emlEnglish Society, pp. 56-61.

76 Goldberg, ‘Marriage, Migration, and Servanthood’; Goldberg, Women, Work, and Life
Cycle, pp. 203-17, 223-32, 261-66. See the good overview of this subject in Rigby, ‘Gendering
the Black Death’, p. 217, nn. 14 and 15.

77 'This view was pioneered by Smith; see works referred to by Hatcher, ‘Understanding the
Population History of England;, p. 92, nn. 32-33. We should also mention Smith, ‘Geographical
Diversity in the Resort to Marriage, pp. 16-59; Poos, 4 Rural Society after the Black Death,
pp- 111-29; Goldberg, Women, Work, and Life Cycle, p. 20. See also Rigby, ‘Gendering the
Black Death; p. 217.

78 Bennett, ‘Medieval Women, Modern Women), p. 164; Kowaleski, ‘Singlewomen’, pp. 41,
45-49; Mate, Daughters, Wives, and Widows, pp. 38-40; Mate, Women in Medieval English
Society, pp. 56-61. We should underline that Mate’s and Kowaleski’s discussions of this subject
are more nuanced and show a sound input of source-criticism.

7 Bennett, ‘Medieval Women, Modern Women), p- 149.



NEW PERSPECTIVES IN MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHY 25

workers could obtain in this period.* However, Bennett herself is reluctant to
admit that wages improved significantly for women in the later Middle Ages,
with any changes being confined to the decades that immediately followed the
Black Death, thus being ephemeral and temporary. Yet, in fact, far from being
short-lived, the plague’s impact in reducing population lasted for nearly two
centuries, from 1348-49 until the 1530s. Bennett’s argument presumes also that,
as Bailey put it, employers were able to dictate terms in an age of labour shortage:
‘an hypothesis which stretches the bounds of our credulity’*!

Goldberg’s position was perspicaciously discussed and dismantled by Bailey
who revealed many of the problems associated with the former’s assumptions as
to the development of the late medieval labour market and its opportunities for
female servanthood.® Goldberg’s position was also sharply criticized by Hanawalt
who pointed out serious weaknesses in the material basis of his assumptions on
age at marriage.*® Objections to the view that fertility rates declined as women
deferred marriage in an age of labour shortage were made on a number of
different grounds. One was the argument that, in fact, marriage was a priority
for young women, as indicated by the frequent purchase of merchets by young
villain women with their own hard-earned money and by the marked upsurge in
the number of merchets and marriages in England (and elsewhere) in the wake
of the Black Death and subsequent plague epidemics.** Delaying marriage thus
tended to be the product of necessity rather than choice, a view supported by
Donahue’s study of marriage litigation brought before the court of York in the
fourteenth century which showed that most cases were initiated by women and
usually sought to enforce marriage.® These reservations strengthen the view that
the failure of population to recover after the Black Death can be explained in
terms of continuing high mortality rates rather than of deferred marriage and
lower fertility rates, a point emphasized by the evidence of severe mortality rates
and brief life expectancies experienced by monastic communities throughout
the late medieval period. Finally, the very high fertility levels found in the early
parish registers (i.e. from 1541 until around 1565) can be seen as evidence of the

80 See above nn. 70, 71. See also Bennett, “The Tie that Binds) pp- 127-29.
81 Bailey, ‘Demographic Decline’, p. 14.

82 Bailey, ‘Demographic Decline) pp. 4—14. See, however, critical remarks on Bailey’s paper
by Kowaleski, ‘Singlewomen)’, pp. 49 and 74, n. 52.

8 Hanawalt, Growing up in Medieval London, p. 263, n. 19.
84 Benedictow, The Black Death, pp- 271-72; above, pp. 1617 and n. 46.
8 Donahue, ‘Female Plaintiffs in Marriage Cases) p. 197.
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preceding medieval high pressure system before the development of substantially
lower levels of mortality, rising age at marriage and correspondingly reduced
fertility which characterized the early modern period. The notion of a depressed
fertility rate caused by better female working opportunities thus appears to have
faded out of the discussion in recent years.

In 1993, Loschky and Childers, the American economists, published a life-
table based study of all the available English medieval demographic data which
was the first attempt at synthesizing the English medieval mortality data in this
way. As they said, ‘every study of mortality before 1541 gives crude death rates
higher than those found by Wrigley and Schofield’ in their study of English
population history in the period 1541-1871.% They argued that the English
medieval demographic data corresponded to the patterns found in Princeton Life
Tables, Model West, levels 1-4, indicating a general mortality of forty to fifty-five
per thousand and a life-expectancy at birth of around twenty to twenty-five years.
Life expectancy at age twenty for the generation born between 1276 and 1300
was 25.19 years corresponding to (Princeton) Model West life table, male level 2
with life-expectancy at birth of twenty years. Loschky and Childers also pointed
out that mortality studies for the years before 1348 all suggested ‘crude death
rates in the range of fifty per thousand’ with a correspondingly low average life
expectancy at birth.*” It must be pointed out that their study has clear weaknesses
or flaws, in particular their reliance on the flawed data collected by Russell and
Hollingsworth and their lumping together of disparate mortality data of varying
quality from different social groups in different periods. They also claim to have
identified a strong fall in mortality in the second half of the fifteenth century,
a decline that could be presumed to herald the transition to the demographic
system of the early modern period.® However, this decline is sharply at odds with
the evidence of rising mortality at this time as shown in the data for the monastic
communities of Canterbury, Westminster and Durham (see above). Even
when these weaknesses are taken into consideration, their synthetic analysis of
mortality data provided substantial support for the argument of a distinctive and
high specifically medieval mortality regime. Once again, the clear implication
was that Wrigley and Schofield’s reconstructions of demographic parameters for
the early modern period could not be used to make inferences about the nature of
the medieval demographic system.

8¢ Loschky and Childers, ‘Early English Mortality’ p. 85.
87 Loschky and Childers, ‘Early English Mortality’, pp. 94-95.
88 Loschky and Childers, ‘Early English Mortality’, pp. 91-97.
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If the Middle Ages was characterized by its own high-pressure demographic
system, the explanation of the existence of this system model lies, as argued
above, in the fact that medieval Europe, even in the pre-plague period, was a
disease-ridden society where epidemic diseases of various kinds and severity
circulated among the population causing illness and death and so tending to limit
or hinder any population growth. This tenuous balance between fertility and
mortality was then broken by the arrival of plague and by its continuing impact
until into the sixteenth history. The failure of population to recover in the late
medieval period was not the product of deferred marriage and reduced fertility
rates created by the ‘golden age of the labourer’ but rather of the high mortality
rates which characterized ‘the golden age of the bacteria’® As Ziegler aptly put
it: ‘the medieval house might have been built to specifications approved by a
rodent council as eminently suitable for the rat’s enjoyment of a healthy and care-
free life’” Far from population recovering from the mid-fifteenth century, this
period saw, as Hatcher, Piper, and Stone demonstrated, a ‘precipitous surge in
mortality which began in the 1460s and lasted into the 15205’ Indeed England,
like Norway and other countries, suffered an unusual number of severe plague
epidemics and mortality crises in the decade 1521-30 when population size
appears to have reached its late medieval nadir.”" Thus, the high-pressure system
which kept the size of England’s population in a tenuous balance before the advent
of plague epidemics was unable to regain this balance until the effects of plague
had been substantially reduced by implementation of epidemic countermeasures.
Eventually, such countermeasures were to prove so effective that they reduced the
level of mortality significantly below the pre-plague level and so unleashed strong
population growth.

On the basis of various materials relating to different social classes, and with a
preponderance of material relating to the peasantry and lower rural classes, it can
be suggested that the medieval demographic system normally involved mortality
in the range of four to five per cent and a life expectancy of twenty to twenty-
five years. These high levels of mortality were correlated with early marriage
(especially for women), a high or nearly universal marriage rate and resulting high

89 Thrupp, “The Problem of Replacement Rates), p. 118; Smith, ‘Human Resources, p. 208.
0 Ziegler, The Black Death, p. 157.

°l Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality’, p. 676; Hatcher, ‘Understanding the
Population History of England, p. 96; Slack, The Impact of Plague, pp. 53-57, 75; Shrewsbury,
A History of Bubonic Plague, pp. 159-69; Benedictow, Svartedanen og senere pestepidemier (The
Black Death and Later Plague Epidemics in Norway), pp. 125-76; Noordegraaf and Valk, De
Gave Gods, pp. 43-92, 224-32.
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levels of fertility. The result was a demographic system which was clearly distinct
from the early modern system which crystallized in the later sixteenth century.
The reliability of these conclusions about medieval England is reinforced by the
data on mortality and life-expectancy available for other European countries in
this period since this evidence is entirely consistent with the English data.

For the time being, the available medieval data on life expectancy and mortality
are relatively few and confined to a few countries. However, they have conspicuous
consistency, are highly different from those of the mature early modern period, and
constitute a coherent and specific demographic regime or system.”

Medieval Osteological Demography and its

Concordance with Documentary Evidence

The argument for a distinctive, medieval demographic system in the medieval
West is based not only on various types of documentary evidence but, reassur-
ingly, is also confirmed by the independent evidence from osteological studies
of skeletal populations in medieval cemeteries (and vice versa). Summing up the
sprinkling of French data on medieval life expectancy based on studies of both
skeletal and documentary materials Biraben cautiously concluded that:

life expectancy at birth appears to have been of the order of magnitude of 25 years,
probably a little more in the case of the privileged (excepting the noblemen because
of premature deaths in combat) and a little lower in the case of the peasants and the
poor. Likewise, in prosperous periods, it could have reached 26 or 27 years, but in
the periods of the great crises, especially in the 9th and 10th centuries and from the
middle of the 14th century until the middle of the 15th century, it has not, perhaps,
even reached 22 or 23 years [...] one should not forget that this figure is an average,
and that [...] a quarter or one-third of all infants died before their first birthday.”

Indeed, when we allow for the fact that the socially-privileged classes who are said
to have alife-expectancy at birth of alittle more than twenty-five years constituted
only a tiny minority of the population and that the bulk of the population was
made up of peasants and the poor, who must have had a somewhat lower life-
expectancy, and of townspeople, who must have had an even lower life-expectancy
still, Biraben’s data seems to suggest that the average life-expectancy at birth
of the medieval French population was lower than twenty-five years, probably

°2 Benedictow, The Black Death, pp. 250-55.

%3 Biraben, ‘L’Hygiéne, la maladie, la mort), p. 425. My translation from French.
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about twenty-three to twenty-four years. Biraben’s innovative and pioneering use
of osteological data together with evidence drawn from documentary sources
opened up new avenues of progress for medieval demography. Of particular
importance was his demonstration that that the skeletal remains of medieval
populations could be used to establish gender and age at death, evidence which
could then be converted into levels of mortality and life expectancy of reasonable
quality and accuracy as shown by their agreement with results obtained from
documentary sources. Biraben’s findings suggested the existence of a medieval
demographic system in France whose characteristics were consistent with those
revealed by studies of the English documentary evidence.

Given the almost total absence of documentary sources suitable for the
study of mortality and life expectancy in medieval Scandinavia, Biraben’s work
inspired me to examine the osteological evidence for skeletal populations in the
Nordic countries in this period, evidence often published by anatomists and
human osteologists in journals and collections of occasional papers which are
rarely consulted or even known by historians.”* My research resulted in a small
monograph on The Medieval Demographic System of the Nordic Countries (1993)
which was reissued in a considerably enlarged edition in 1996 which included a
much expanded case for the existence of a specific medieval demographic system
also in the Nordic countries.” Studies of quite a number of skeletal populations
in Nordic medieval cemeteries revealed life-expectancies at birth in the range
of twenty to twenty-five years, the average quite likely being in the middle of
this range or even slightly lower, which would correspond to a mortality rate in
the range of four to five per cent.”® Since there often is a substantial deficit of
infants and the youngest children (because their bones tend to disappear or be
reduced to unusable form), these estimates are based on life tables corresponding
to the age composition of the adolescent and adult portions of the cemetery
populations. If we allow for infant mortality rates at the level which obtained
in the Nordic countries in mid-eighteenth century when life expectancy at birth
was near or about thirty-five years, namely about two hundred and fifty per
thousand, this evidence would indicate life expectancy at birth of around twenty-

%% Tam extremely grateful to Professor Per Holck at the Department of Anatomy, University
of Oslo, the leading specialist on Nordic historical human osteology, for help in being acquainted
with these papers, valuable discussion and encouragement.

%5 Benedictow, The Medieval Demaographic System, pp. 207-42; see also n. 30 above.

96 Benedictow, The Medieval Demographic System, pp. 29-41; Benedictow, “The Demo-
graphy of the Viking Age’, pp. 159-65; Benedictow, ‘Demographic Conditions), pp. 238-44.
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five years.” However, in four Nordic medieval cemeteries, the soil has permitted
the preservation of high and presumably quite representative proportions of the
skeletal remains of infants and young children. This evidence actually indicates a
considerably higher mortality rate for infants than that found in the eighteenth
century, namely in the range of 300 to 330 per thousand and corresponding
levels of mortality for young children, suggesting a life expectancy at birth of
near twenty years and a corresponding mortality rate of nearly five per cent.”®
One should take into account that most medieval cemeteries were in normal use
also in the late medieval period and were affected by the increased mortality of
this period. However, that the osteological evidence from the medieval Nordic
countries and the English documentary sources for the same period should reveal
such a consistent demographic pattern once more supports the plausibility of
these findings and further buttresses the case for the existence of a distinctive
demographic system across a number of countries or regions of medieval Europe.

If, even before the Black Death, medieval mortality rates were much higher
than those found in post-transitional, early modern societies, this implies
correspondingly higher fertility rates. Empirical evidence corroborating these
deductions is available for a range of medieval European societies, from Italy in the
south, to England in the west, and Iceland and Sweden in the north. The evidence
shows that medieval women in both town and countryside usually married at
ages fourteen to twenty,” which contrasts sharply with the high average age at

97 Benedictow, The Medieval Demographic System, pp. 230-37; Benedictow, “The Demo-
graphy of the Viking Age) p. 159.

28 Benedictow, The Medieval Demographic System, pp. 29-36, see especially Tables 1A, 1B,
2C, and 2D; see also Palm, Folkmingden, pp. 77-78.

9 For English data on medieval age at marriage see above; for other countries see Herlihy
and Klapisch-Zuber, Les Toscans et leurs familles, p. 207. Cf. p. 399; Dubois, ‘La Dépression
(x1v° et xV© siecles)’, pp. 348, 351; Hollingsworth, Historical Demaography, pp. 383-85;
Palm, ‘Stormaktstidens dolda systemskifte’; Palm, ‘Household Size in Pre-industrial Sweden),
pp- 78-84; Palm, Folkmingden, pp. 49-81; Myrdal, Kvinnor, barn och fester, pp. 5-7; Lindal,
‘Egteskab’; Sigurdsson, ‘Forholdet mellom frender, hushold og venner, p. 321; Jochens, ‘En
Islande médiévale), p. 100. Jochens claims that eighteen was the usual age at marriage for women
in the Icelandic family sagas (Jochens, ‘En Islande médiévale) p. 100). Lindal’s and Sigurdsson’s
discussions of the Icelandic material on this topic (see above) indicate an even lower average age
at marriage than that maintained by Jochens. This fits well with Roberta Frank’s assertion in
Frank, ‘Marriage in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century Iceland;, p. 475, that ‘the lack of spinsters
in these sagas [the Icelandic family sagas] has to do with the importance which thirteenth-
century Iceland attached to marriage, family connections, and procreation, an emphasis that
made any female figure of interest to the saga-authors either married or about-to-be’. (The
term ‘family sagas’ is unfortunate, because the word translated with ‘family” has the meaning of
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marriage of around twenty-five years which was characteristic of early modern
society. The documentary evidence for an early age of women at marriage
is confirmed (and vice versa) by studies of skeletal populations in Hungary,
Normandy, and medieval Denmark (present-day southwestern Sweden) which
reveal a sudden increase in female mortality at ages fifteen to twenty which
probably reflects the onset of maternal mortality amongst women who had
not reached the levels of anatomical and physiological maturity well suited to
pregnancy and child birth.'” These findings about an early age of marriage have
since been buttressed by Myrdal and by Palm’s ingenious use of a range of other
sources for late medieval Sweden.'”" An early age at marriage for women and
the resulting higher rates of fertility also meant more maternity-related injury
and death from pregnancy-related problems, and because pregnancies produce
reduced immunity to contagious disease (immuno-suppression) and other health
hazards, more parturitions with their own hazards and more frequent post-
parturition conditions that produce also more exposure to serious infections.
Women had also a particular responsibility for the nursing care of the sick in their
households which more generally increased their relative exposure to infectious
diseases in a disease-ridden society.

A demographic regime characterized by early age at marriage with conse-
quent early exposure to sexual intercourse, high levels of fertility and a corre-
sponding maternal reproduction-related super-mortality and also a particular
work-related exposure to epidemic disease implies a higher mortality-rate for
women relative to men not only in those of reproductive age but also in preced-
ing and subsequent working ages. This suggests that, on average, the females of
premodern Europe would have had a generally lower life-expectancy than men,
although this was particularly pronounced in those of reproductive age.'” As late
as 1899-1902, official population statistics for Italy, where a non-northwestern
demographic system (as defined by Hajnal) still prevailed, indicate female super-
mortality in relation to men at all ages from age one to age forty-nine.'® This
inference is corroborated by studies on skeletal materials obtained from medieval

descent group or kin group and is much closer in meaning to clan than to family in the modern
European sense of the word.)

190 See Benedictow, The Medieval Demagraphic System, pp. 52, 55-56.
106 See n. 99.

192 Benedictow, The Medieval Demographic System, pp. 56-68, 73-75; Benedictow, “The
Milky Way in History), pp. 29, 44-45; Benedictow, ‘Demographic Conditions), pp. 238-44.

103 Delille, “Un Probléme de démographie historique’, pp. 434-38.
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and other premodern populations.® Wrigley and Schofield found a small but
consistent higher life expectancy for women than men from the period 1550-99
which probably reflects partly the early phase of the transition to a low-pressure
demographic system with considerably higher average age at marriage for women
with consequent correspondingly reduced maternal reproduction-related mor-
tality and a higher increase of life-expectancy than men.'” Since a new under-
standing of the contagious nature of infectious diseases and the establishment
of increasingly efficient epidemic countermeasures appear to be the key factor in
explaining the shift from the medieval to the early modern demographic regime,
women’s higher exposure and susceptibility to disease would be relatively more
reduced than for men. If men enjoyed a life expectancy equal to or even longer
than that of women in the medieval period, this would constitute yet another
characteristic distinguishing feature of the medieval demographic system. This
would also imply that in medieval demographic studies, life tables for men and
women would essentially be interchangeable and perhaps should even be used
inverted for the two genders.'®

The Final Establishment of the (Concept of a) Medieval Demographic
System and the Transition to Early Modern Demography

In 2003, in a paper which represented a milestone in the development of medi-
eval demography, John Hatcher addressed the issues of the specificity of the (late)
medieval demographic system and demonstrated the systemic differences between
the demographic regimes of the late medieval and early modern periods.'”” No
longer was the population history of the medieval period to be seen through the
prism of early modern demography but instead was now seen as a demographic
system in its own right. This recognition of the distinction between the medieval
and early modern periods in terms also of their demography necessarily raises

104 Benedictow, The Medieval Demographic System, pp. 56-75; Benedictow, ‘The Demo-
graphy of the Viking Age), pp. 159-65.
105 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, pp. 249-50.

19 This indicates that the difference in favour of women shown with respect to longevity
and mortality by Life Tables at these levels of mortality and life expectancy are anachronistic
projections of early modern European data and data from developing countries which are heavily
affected by the modern world and its successful combat of the spread and effects of infectious
diseases and other efficient mortality-reducing measures.

197 Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England; pp. 83-130.
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the issue of the causes, nature and timing of the transition between them and the
connection between this transition and the other social changes of this period.
Hatcher dated the mortality transition to the later sixteenth century or possibly
slightly earlier.'® This transition from a high-pressure system would be closely
correlated with the gradual emergence of the low-pressure early modern system
observed and described by Wrigley and Schofield.

As indicated above, it is evident that a key factor in this transition was the
great change in the understanding of infectious diseases which began at the
end of the fifteenth century (or perhaps slightly later). Now, instead of simply
being fatalistically comprehended as a divine punishment for human sin, com-
municable disease began to be seen as a natural phenomenon, one that could
be prevented, limited or halted by human countermeasures, even though the
transmission of disease was still understood in terms of the classical notion
of miasma. Thus, whilst visiting the sick or the dying had once been seen as a
human moral obligation, it was now increasingly recognized and accepted that
people should stay away from houses or localities which were sites of infection. In
Denmark and Norway and Northern Germany, this understanding of epidemic
disease and of the behaviour needed to counter-act it was apparently beginning
to spread early in the sixteenth century.'” In 1525, the inhabitants of Amot
parish, an inland community in southeastern Norway, had clear notions of
the communicability of epidemic disease by interpersonal contact and also by
‘fomites’ (i.e. objects touched or used by diseased persons). Thus they shied away
from the contaminated rectory and refused to attend church services, they also
accused the parson of leaving ‘plague clothes’ on the local track so as to infect
poor people who were tempted to pick them up (accusations that were, almost
certainly, grossly unfair).!"® This new understanding only considerably later
found expression in a series of administrative countermeasures which began in
the early seventeenth century but only acquired real efficacy from 1625 when
the government began to take an active role. In Norway, the last and territorially
highly restricted plague epidemic occurred in 1654.""! Nonetheless, the effects
of this new understanding of the communicability of epidemic diseases can be
identified in the early sixteenth century and were associated with nation-wide

1% Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England; p. 104.
109 Benedictow, Svartedaunen og senere pestepidemier, pp. 181-86.
19 Benedictow, Svartedanen og senere pestepidemier, pp. 179-81.

U1 Benedictow, Svartedanen og senere pestepidemier, pp. 243-44, 261-68, 281-83, 314
17,322-24.
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population growth from 1530 or perhaps rather about 1550,'"* a pattern similar
to that identified in Slack’s impressive monograph on these developments in
Tudor and Stuart England. Nevertheless, the transition from a regime of high
mortality (and correspondingly high fertility) was undoubtedly delayed by two
other developments. Firstly, from the end of the fifteenth century a number of
new epidemic diseases, including exanthematic typhus and probably also small
pox, syphilis, influenza and whooping cough, made their first appearances and
caused serious mortality.'”® Secondly, the strong growth in international trade by
ship commencing at about the same time seems to have increased immensely the
spread of infection all across Europe.'*

The use of the term ‘late medieval demography’ implies that the demography
of this period is a distinct sub-phase of the medieval demographic system, one
characterized by an increased level of mortality which could not be balanced by
fertility and so produced a characteristically declining population, but also by
being a final phase in which the original system faded out and was increasingly
replaced by a new demographic system, that of the early modern period.
Due to the effects of the Black Death and later recurrent plague epidemics,
European populations generally fell precipitously, and around 1400 entered
a phase characterized by frequent violent upsurges of mortality and long-term
slow decline but also witnessed demographic adaptive responses. In a medieval
demographic system characterized by a usual age at marriage for women in the
range of ages fifteen to twenty, the age at marriage in this sub-period would tend
to sink towards the lower reaches of that range, resulting in increased fertility in
the face of increased mortality and an increased incidence of women dying before
having completed their child production. In the preceding period, from about
the last decades of the thirteenth century to the advent of the Black Death, there
is strong evidence of increasing Malthusian pressures in many areas and regions of

"2 Benedictow, Svartedauen og senere pestepidemier, pp. 169-75, 179-80.

13 See, for example, Zinsser, Rats, Lice and History, pp. 71-76,241-53,278-79; Copeman,
Doctors and Disease in Tudor Times, pp- 127-28; Cartwright, A Social History ome'icine, pp-76-
78; Snyder, “Typhus Fever Rickettsiae) pp. 1059-60; Greenwood, Epidemics and Crowd-Diseases,
pp. 172-74, 227; Ackerknecht, Geschichte und Geographie der wichtigsten Krankheiten, p. 67.

114 In Norway, this is reflected in a great increase in importation of plague from England,
the rhythm of outbreaks being much the same as in England and the ports of introduction being
those most visited by English ships buying or bartering with corn or farina timber, deals, and
other wooden wares. More generally, England can be seen to have played a pivotal role in the
spread of plague in the northerly parts of Europe which reflects this country’s rapidly growing
status as a European power house of shipping and commercial activities, rivalled by the Dutch
from around 1600. Benedictow, Svartedanen og senere pestepidemier, pp. 102—11, 129-43.
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Europe: all usable land with the prevailing agricultural techniques had been taken
up and a considerable part of the rural population was surplus to the economy.
This was a time witnessing a growing agricultural proletariat of cottagers, sub-
tenants, and day-labourers and also of urban proletarians, people who were
seriously exposed to poor harvests, and generally straitened circumstances. This
meant that under-nutrition, malnutrition and bouts of starvation would increase
the general mortality level and also the susceptibility to infectious diseases so
that life expectancy was sagging, the age of marriage was increasing and there
was a growth in the number of people who never married, producing a long-term
tendency of stationary or slightly falling population. The Black Death cleared
the way for surviving young people to enter the many vacant tenancies and they
married in droves, a feature observed also in relation to the next big plague.
However, the plague epidemics combined with the existing array of established
infectious diseases to create persistent levels of high mortality which wiped out
the effects of increased fertility and reduced the population to a level well below
that required by a Malthusian check which would bring the size of population
in line with agricultural output. Nevertheless, even within the era of the plague,
the main demographic structures retained a distinctly medieval character. Some
of these features were preserved longer in southern and eastern Europe which
were not yet undergoing the processes of modernization which increasingly
characterized northwestern Europe in the early modern period.

In England (as in Norway) it is, as we saw above, doubtful whether the popu-
lation underwent any long-term increase from its late medieval nadir before 1530
or perhaps even the mid-sixteenth century, a take-off which heralded the start of
anew historical period, a new social formation and a new demographic system.'"
This perspective confirms or accords with Hatcher’s emphasis on the importance
of infectious diseases, the variability of pathogens, vectors and carriers of disease
and other ‘non-economic factors’. It also underlines the importance of applying
superordinate sociological categories of analysis, the status of demography
as a social structure interacting with and interdependent on other main social
structures (variables) like economy, social-class relations, politics, culture, religion
and thus the specificity of the workings of specific social formations argued
above. As late as 154165, rates of mortality, marriage and fertility in England
were much higher and the proportion never marrying extremely low compared
with the rates in the following centuries.'

!5 Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England;, p. 96; Benedictow, Svarte-
danenogsenerepestepidemier,pp.129-86; Noordegraafand Valk, De Gave Gods, pp.43-92,224-32.

16 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, pp. 260, 172.
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Atone point, in describing the demographic structures of the sixteenth century
prior to 1565, Wrigley and Schofield appear to be on the verge of acknowledging
these facts and of recognizing the existence of a late medieval high-pressure
model of population which was subsequently replaced with the characteristic
structures of a low-pressure model: “The impression left by the sixteenth-century
evidence is of a population with a great potential for growth which was realized
if high rates of mortality did not intervene. The violent and frequent upsurges in
the number of deaths recorded before 1565 look as if they may have been the last
throes of a late medieval regime of widespread epidemic mortality which, when
they subsided in a twenty-year period of calm lasting from 1565 to 1584, allowed
a strong underlying rate of natural increase to break through into the light of day’
They then go on to describe a new adaptation between mortality and fertility at
lower levels."” In his critique of Wrigley and Schofield’s view on the demography
of the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Hatcher concludes:

when the mortality experience is combined with the elevated and oscillating
fertility and the virtual universality of marriage revealed in the first four decades
of parochial registration, there can be no doubt that Wrigley and Schofield’s ‘low-
pressure’ system was not in place before the 1580s at the carliest.!*

As the gun smoke of academic controversy drifts away from the battlefield, we
can thus see the emergence of a broad consensus on the demographic systems and
developments of the medieval and early modern periods and on the processes
which led to the transition between them.

117 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, pp. 178-79.
"8 Hatcher, ‘Understanding the Population History of England; p. 104.



NEW PERSPECTIVES IN MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHY 37

Works Cited

Secondary Works

Ackerknecht, Erwin H., Geschichte und Geographie der wichtigsten Krankbeiten (Stuttgart,
1963)

Andreski, Stanislav, The Uses of Comparative Sociology (Berkeley, 1965)

Bailey, Mark, ‘Demographic Decline in Late Medieval England: Some Thoughts on
Recent Research’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 49 (1996), pp. 1-19

Benedictow, Ole]., The Black Death, 1346—1353: The Complete History (Woodbridge,2004)

——, ‘Demographic Conditions, in The Cambridge History of Scandinavia, ed. by Knut
Helle, E. I. Kouri, and Torkel Jansson, 1 vol. to date (Cambridge, 2003~ ), 1: Prebistory
to 1520, ed. by Knut Helle, pp. 237-49

——, “The Demography of the Viking Age and the High Middle Ages in the Nordic
Countries, Scandinavian Journal of History, 21 (1996), 151-82

——, The Medieval Demographic System of the Nordic Countries, 2nd edn (Oslo, 1996)

——, “The Milky Way in History: Breast Feeding, Antagonism between the Sexes and Infant
Mortality in Medieval Norway, Scandinavian Journal of History, 10 (1985), 19-53

——, ‘Svartedauen i Norge: Ankomst, spredning, dedelighet’ (The Black Death in Norway:
Arrival, Spread, Mortality), Collegium medievale, 19 (2006), 83-163

——, Svartedanen og senere pestepidemier i Norge: Pestepidemienes bistorie i Norge, 1348—
1654 ('The Black Death and Later Plague Epidemics in Norway: The History of Plague
Epidemics in Norway, 1348-1654) (Oslo, 2002)

Bennett, Judith M., ‘Medieval Peasant Marriage: An Examination of Marriage License
Fines in Liber Gersumarum’, in Pathways to Medieval Peasants, ed. by J. Ambrose
Raftis, Papers in Mediaeval Studies, 2 (Toronto, 1981), pp. 193-246

—, ‘Medieval Women, Modern Women: Across the Great Divide’ in Culture and
History, 1350-1600: Essays on English Communities, Identities, and Writing, ed. by
David Aers (London, 1992), pp. 147-75

——, “The Tie that Binds: Peasant Marriages and Families in Late Medieval England;,
Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 15 (1984), 111-29

——, Women in the Medieval English Countryside: Gender and Household in Brigstock
before the Plagne (Oxford, 1987)

Biraben, Jean-Noél, ‘Hygi¢ne, la maladie, la mort) in Histoire de la population frangaise, ed.
by Jacques Dupaquier, 4 vols (Paris, 1988), 1: Des origines 4 la Renaissance, pp. 421-62

Bloch, Marc L. B., Feudal Society, 2nd edn, 2 vols (London, 1965)

Bocquet-Appel, Jean-Pierre, and Ofer Bar-Yosef, eds, The Neolithic Demographic Transition
and its Consequences (Dordrecht, 2008)

Caldwell, John C., Demographic Transition Theory (Dordrecht, 2006)

Cartwright, Frederick F., A Social History of Medicine, Themes in British Social History
(London, 1977)



38 Ole Benedictow

Cheyette, Frederic, ‘Some Notations on Mr. Hollister’s “Irony™, Journal of British Studies,
5 (1965), 1-14

Coale, Ansley J., and Paul Demeny, with Barbara Vaughan, Regional Model Life Tables and
Stable Populations, 2nd edn (London, 1983)

Copeman, William S. C., Doctors and Disease in Tudor Times (London, 1960)

Coulborn, Rushton, Feudalism in History (Princeton, 1956)

Cowgill, Ursula M., “The People of York, 1538-1812), Scientific American, 222 (1970),
104-12

Davis, Virginia, ‘Medieval Longevity: The Experience of Members of Religious Orders in
Late Medieval England’, Medieval Prosopography, 19 (1988), 111-24

Delille, Gérard, ‘Un Probléme de démographie historique: Hommes et femmes face 4 la
mort, Mélanges de I'Ecole frangaise de Rome, 86 (1974), 419-43

Donahue, Charles, Jr, ‘Female Plaintiffs in Marriage Cases in the Court of York in the
Later Middle Ages: What Can We Learn from the Numbers?) in Wife and Widow in
Medieval England, ed. by Sue Sheridan Walker, Studies in Medieval and Early Modern
Civilization (Ann Arbor, 1993), pp. 183-213

Dubois, Henri, ‘La Dépression (x1ve et Xv°siécles)’, in Histoire de la population fran¢aise, ed.
by Jacques Dupaquier, 4 vols (Paris, 1988), 1: Des origines 4 la Renaissance, pp. 313-66

Dyer, Christopher, Lords and Peasants in a Changing Society: The Estates of the Bishopric
of Worcester, 680-1540 (Cambridge, 1980)

Ecclestone, Martin, ‘Mortality of Rural Landless Men before the Black Death: The
Glastonbury Head-Tax Lists, Local Population Studies, 63 (1999), 6-29

Flinn, Michael W., The European Demographic System, 1500-1820, Pre-Industrial Europe,
1350-1850, 5 (Brighton, 1981)

Frank, Roberta, ‘Marriage in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century Iceland’, Viator, 4 (1973),
473-84

Goldberg, P. J. P., ‘Marriage, Migration, and Servanthood: The York Cause Paper Evi-
dence} in Woman is a Worthy Wight: Women in English Society, c. 1200-1500, ed. by
P. J. P. Goldberg (Stroud, 1992), pp. 1-15

——, Women, Work, and Life Cycle in a Medieval Economy: Women in York and Yorkshire,
¢. 1300-1520 (Oxford, 1992)

Gras, Pierre, ‘Le Registre paroissial de Givry (1334-1357) et la peste noire en Bourgogne
Bibliothéque de I’Ecole des chartes, 100 (1939), 295-308

Greenwood, Major, Epidemics and Crowd-Diseases (London, 1935)

Hajnal, John, ‘European Marriage Patterns in Perspective) in Population in History, ed. by
David V. Glass and David E. C. Eversley (London, 1965), pp. 101-43

Hallam, Herbert E., ‘Population Movements in England, 1086-1350;, in The Agrarian
History of England and Wales, ed. by Herbert P. R. Finberg and Joan Thirsk, 8 vols
(Cambridge, 1967-2000), 11: 1042-1350, ed. by Herbert E. Hallam (1988), pp. 508-93

Hanawalt, Barbara A., Growing up in Medieval London: The Experience of Childhood in
History (Oxford, 1993)

——, The Ties that Bound: Peasant Families in Medieval England (Oxford, 1986)



NEW PERSPECTIVES IN MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHY 39

Harvey, Barbara, Living and Dying in England, 1100-1540: The Monastic Experience,
Ford Lectures, 1989 (Oxford, 1993)

Hatcher, John, ‘The Great Slump of the Mid-Fifteenth Century), in Progress and Problems
in Medieval England: Essays in Honour of Edward Miller, ed. by Richard Britnell and
John Hatcher (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 237-72

——, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century: Some New Evidence) Economic History Review,
2nd ser., 39 (1986), 19-38

——, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, 1348—1530 (Basingstoke, 1977)

——, ‘Understanding the Population History of England, Past and Present, 180 (2003),
83-130

——, and Mark Bailey, Modelling the Middle Ages: The History and Theory of Englands
Economic Development (Oxford, 2001)

——, Alan J. Piper, and David Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality: Durham Priory, 1395-1529,
Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 59 (2006), 66787

Herlihy, David, and Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, Les Toscans et leurs familles: Une étude du
catasto’ floventin de 1427, Recherche coopérative sur programme no. 181 (Paris, 1978)

Hilton, Rodney H., ‘Introduction, in Paul M. Sweezy, The Transition from Feudalism to
Capitalism (London, 1978), pp. 9-29

Hindess, Barry, and Paul Q. Hirst, Pre-Capitalist Modes of Production (London, 1979)

Hollingsworth, Thomas H., Historical Demography (London, 1969)

Howell, Cicely, Land, Family and Inheritance in Transition: Kibworth Harcourt, 1280—
1700 (Cambridge, 1983)

Jochens, Jenny M., ‘En Islande médiévale: A la recherche de la famille nucléaire’, Annales:
Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 40 (1985), 95-112

Kitsikopoulos, Harry, ‘Standards of Living and Capital Formation in Pre-Plague England:
A Peasant Budget Model, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 53 (2000), pp. 237-61

Kowaleski, Maryanne, ‘Singlewomen in Medieval and Early Modern Europe: The Demo-
graphic Perspective), in Singlewomen in the European Past, 12501800, ed. by Judith
M. Bennett and Amy M. Froide (Philadelphia, 1999), pp. 38-81, 325-44

Lindal, Sigurdur, ‘Egteskab’ (Marriage), in Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder
fra vikingetid til reformationstid, ed. by Lis Jacobsen and John Danstrup, 22 vols
(Kebenhavn, 1956-76), xx: Vidjer-Qre (1976), p. 495

Lomas, Tim, ‘South-East Durham: Late Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries, in Zhe
Peasant Land Market in Medieval England, ed. by Paul D. A. Harvey (Oxford, 1984),
pp- 253-327

Loschky, David, and Ben D. Childers, ‘Early English Mortality’, Journal of Interdisciplinary
History, 24 (1993), 85-97

Mate, Mavis E., Daughters, Wives, and Widows after the Black Death: Women in Sussex,
1350-1535 (Woodbridge, 1998)

——, Women in Medieval English Society, New Studies in Economic and Social History,
39 (Cambridge, 1999)

Miller, Edward, and John Hatcher, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic Change,
1086-1348, Social and Economic History of England (London, 1978)



40 Ole Benedictow

Myrdal, Janken, Kvinnor, barn och fester i medeltida mirakelberittelser: Med en katalog jver
svenska mirakelberittelser och en nyoversitining av ‘Brynolfsimiraklerna’, Skrifter fran
Skaraborgs linsmuseum, 19 (Skara, 1994)

Noordegraaf, Leo, and Gerrit Valk, De Gave Gods: De pest in Holland vanaf de late midde-
leeuwen (Amsterdam, 1988)

Ohlin, Goran, ‘No Safety in Numbers: Some Pitfalls of Historical Statistics, in Indus-
trialization in Two Systems: Essays in Honor of Alexander Gerschenkron, ed by Henry
Rosovsky (New York, 1966), pp. 68-90; repr. in Essays in Quantitative Economic
History, ed. by Roderick Floud (Oxford, 1974), pp. 59-78

Omran, Abdel R., “The Epidemiological Transition: A Theory of the Epidemiology of
Population Change’, Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly, 49 (1971), 509-38

Qye, Ingvild, ‘Kvinner, kjonn og samfunn: Fra vikingtid til reformasjon’ (Women, Gender
and Society: From the Viking Period to the Reformation), in Med kjonnsperspektiv
pa norsk historie. Fra vikingtid til 2000-drsskiftet (Gender Perspective on Norwegian
History: From the Viking Period to the Turn of Year 2000), ed. by Ida Blom and Selvi
Sogner (Oslo, 1999), pp. 17-82

Palm, Lennart A., Folkmingden i Sveriges socknar och kommuner, 1571-1997: Med
sdrskild hinsyn till perioden 1571-1751 (Géteborg, 2000)

——, ‘Household Size in Pre-industrial Sweden), Scandinavian Economic History Review,
47 (1999), 78-90

——, ‘Stormaktstidens dolda systemskifte — fran tondrsiktenskap til sena giften), Historisk
tidskrift, 119 (1999), 55-90

Petersen, William, and Renee Petersen, Dictionary of Demography: Terms, Concepts, and
Institutions, 2 vols (London, 1986)

Poos, Lawrence R., ‘Population Turnover in Medieval Essex: The Evidence of Some Early-
Fourteenth-Century Tithing Lists, in The World We Have Gained: Histories of Popula-
tion and Social Structure; Essays Presented to Peter Laslett on his Seventieth Birthday, ed.
by Lloyd Bonfield, Richard M. Smith, and Keith Wrightson (Oxford, 1986), pp. 1-22

——, A Rural Society after the Black Death: Essex, 1350-1525, Cambridge Studies in
Population, Economy, and Society in Past Time, 18 (Cambridge, 1991)

——, and Richard M. Smith, “Legal Windows onto Historical Populations?” Recent
Research on Demography and the Manor Court in Medieval England, Law and His-
tory Review, 2 (1984), 128-52

——, and Richard M. Smith, ““Shades Still on the Window”: A Reply to Zvi Razi, Law
and History Review, 3 (1985), 409-29

Postan, Michael M., ‘Foreword;, in Marc L. B. Bloch, Feudal Society, 2nd edn, 2 vols
(London, 1965), 1: The Growth of Ties of Dependence, pp. ix—xv

——, ‘Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: §7. England, in The Cambridge Economic
History of Europe, ed. by Michael M. Postan and Hrothgar J. Habakkuk, 8 vols in 10
pts, 2nd edn (Cambridge, 1966-89), 1: The Agrarian Life of the Middle Ages, ed. by
Michael M. Postan (1966), pp. 549-659

——, and Jan Titow, ‘Heriots and Prices on Winchester Manors), Economic History Review,
2nd ser., 11 (1959), 392-411



NEW PERSPECTIVES IN MEDIEVAL DEMOGRAPHY 41

Ravensdale, Jack, ‘Population Changes and the Transfer of Customary Land on a
Cambridgeshire Manor in the Fourteenth Century), in Land, Kinship and Life-Cycle,
ed. by Richard M. Smith, Cambridge Studies in Population, Economy, and Society in
Past Time, 1 (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 197-226

Razi, Zvi, “The Demographic Transparency of Manorial Court Rolls, Law and History
Review, 5 (1987), 523-35; repr. in Medieval Society and the Manor Court, ed. by Zvi
Razi and Richard M. Smith (Oxford, 1996), pp. 298-368

——, Life, Marriage, and Death in a Medieval Parish: Economy, Society, and Demography
in Halesowen, 1270-1400 (Cambridge, 1980)

——, “The Use of Manorial Court Rolls in Demographic Analysis: A Reconsideration)
Law and History Review, 3 (1985), 191-200

Rigby, Stephen H., English Society in the Later Middle Ages: Class, Status, and Gender
(Basingstoke, 1995)

——, ‘Gendering the Black Death: Women in Later Medieval England), in Gendering
the Middle Ages, ed. by Pauline Stafford and Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, Gender and
History, 12 (Oxford, 2001), pp. 215-54

——, Marxism and History: A Critical Introduction (Manchester, 1987)

Schofield, Roger S., and Edward A. Wrigley, ‘Infant and Child Mortality in England in
the Late Tudor and Early Stuart Period, in Health, Medicine and Mortality in the
Sixteenth Century, ed. by Charles Webster (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 61-95

Shrewsbury, John F. D., 4 History of Bubonic Plague in the British Isles (Cambridge, 1971)

Sigurdsson, Jon V., ‘Forholdet mellom frender, hushold og venner pé Island i fristatstiden,
Historisk tidsskrift, 74 (1995), 311-30

Slack, Paul, The Impact of Plague in Tudor and Stuart England (London, 1985)

Smith, Richard M., ‘Demographic Developments in Rural England, 1300-48: A Survey,
in Before the Black Death: Studies in the ‘Crisis’ of the Early Fourteenth Century, ed. by
Bruce M. C. Campbell (Manchester, 1991), pp. 25-77

——, ‘Geographical Diversity in the Resort to Marriage in Late Medieval Europe:
Work, Reputation, and Unmarried Females in the Houschold Formation Systems
of Northern and Southern Europe), in Woman is a Worthy Wight: Women in English
Society c. 1200-1500, ed. by P. J. P. Goldberg (Stroud, 1992), pp. 16-59

——, ‘Human Resources), in The Countryside of Medieval England, ed. by Astill Grenville
and Anne Grant (Oxford, 1988), pp. 189-212

——, ‘Hypotheses sur la nuptialité en Angleterre aux XIr-xive siecles, Annales:
Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, 38 (1983), pp. 107-36

Snyder, John C., “Typhus Fever Rickettsiae’, in Viral and Rickettsial Infections of Man, ed.
by Frank L. Horsfall, Jr, and Igor Tamm, 4th edn (London, 1965), pp. 1059-94

Thrupp, Sylvia, The Merchant Class of Medieval London, 1300~1500 (Chicago, 1948)

——, “The Problem of Replacement Rates in Late Medieval England, Economic History
Review, 2nd ser., 14 (1965), 113-28

Wrightson, Keith, Poverty and Piety in an English Village: Terling, 1525-1700, Studies in
Social Discontinuity (New York, 1979)



42 Ole Benedictow

Wrigley, Edward A., ‘Family Limitation in Pre-Industrial England, Economic History
Review, 2nd ser., 19 (1966), 82-109

——, ‘The Growth of Population in Eighteenth-Century England: A Conundrum
Resolved, Past and Present, 98 (1983), 121-50

——, and Roger S. Schofield, The Population History of England, 1541-1871: A Recon-
struction, Studies in Social and Demographic History, 2nd edn (Cambridge, MA,
1989)

Ziegler, Philip, The Black Death (Harmondsworth, 1970)

Zinsser, Hans, Rats, Lice and History: The Biography of a Bacillus (London, 1985)



MEASURING ADULT MORTALITY
IN AN AGE OF PLAGUE:
ENGLAND, 1349-1540

Richard M. Smith*

The two centuries which followed the Black Death of 13489 constitute
one of the most intriguing periods in the history of population.

continues to be one of the best synthetic assessments of the demography

and economic correlates of demographic change in the period from 1348
to 1530. This pamphlet was published in 1977 and since then John Hatcher has
made a sequence of extremely important and imaginative contributions to the
study of the Black Death and its consequences. From the perspective of historical
demography he has contributed in major ways to the particularly intractable issue
concerning the measurement of mortality processes in the period ¢. 1390-1530.
In this paper an attempt will be made to locate John Hatcher’s contribution to the
larger subject of the mortality attributes of pre-industrial society, with particular
reference to the specific issues surrounding the characteristics of late medieval

S o wrote John Hatcher in his Economic History Society pamphlet that

monastic populations. It will be necessary initially to situate John’s contribution
within the framework set by Michael Postan, with whom John interacted closely
in his early years in Cambridge and for whom population change was central to
the explanation of economic change, but who himself published relatively little
that was directly demographic in his exploitation of primary evidence.

* Richard Smith is Professor of Historical Demography and Geography, University of
Cambridge.
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It is now sixty years since Postan wrote what became a classic essay on the
economic manifestations of demographic decline in the late fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries.” His concern was largely directed to the rural sector and he
dealt with population in two ways. First, he wished to question the opinions of
historians such as Rogers, Levett, Kosminsky, and Clapham who had argued that
the demographic losses of the mid-fourteenth century, which in the short term
had been disruptive, were not sustained or intensified thereafter. For instance, he
quoted from Sir John Clapham’s highly influential Concise Economic History of
Britain which had been published in the same year using the following passage.

An opinion often expressed, which is perhaps near the truth, is that the population
of England and Wales doubled between 1100 and 1300; fell sharply with the pesti-
lence; and rose again to about its former maximum by 1500.?

Postan’s 1949 article (published in 1950) also reflected on Josiah Russell’s then
newly published British Medieval Population.* He wrote approvingly of Russell’s
use of evidence and the formal application of demographic methods to such
sources which he regarded as having ‘demonstrated the expansion of population
between the eleventh century and the middle of the thirteenth, and the decline
of population for some time thereafter’’ He devoted a small part of this section of
the article to a review of various problems associated with the sources that Russell
employed and remarks that although medieval England was endowed with
‘evidence capable of yielding demographic measurements to an extent undreamed
of abroad; there was still no ‘way of directly estimating the total population after
1377’6 While he did not attempt to enter the field of demography to grapple
with this problem, from the perspective of agricultural history he left us a rich
legacy of ways of addressing this matter indirectly.

When Postan wrote in 1949 that ‘nothing short of frequent census or census-
like enumerations would make it possible to reveal the long-term changes in
population levels and also to measure the rates of change}” he was indubitably
correct and no source has since been discovered with such qualities that effectively
fills the void between the Poll Tax of 1377 and the onset set of parochial registration

2 Postan, ‘Some Economic Evidence of Declining Population’

3 Clapham, A Concise Economic History of Britain, pp. 77-78.

4 Russell, British Medieval Population.

> Postan, ‘Some Economic Evidence of Declining Population;, p. 224.
¢ Postan, ‘Some Economic Evidence of Declining Population), p. 223.

7 Postan, ‘Some Economic Evidence of Declining Population), p. 222.
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of baptisms, marriages and burials after 1537, notwithstanding some potentially
useful inferences that can be drawn from the 1524-25 lay subsidies.® It remains as
true today as it did in 1949 that we have few means of charting the precise or even
approximate chronology of change in national population numbers from 1377 to
1537. What progress in this broad area has been made may be supposed limited by
comparison with the achievements that economic historians have secured in their
reconstructions of long-term secular trends and intermediate cycles in various
branches of the fifteenth century economy.

In more expansive mood, when writing his overview of English agrarian his-
tory in the first volume of the revised edition of the Cambridge Economic History
of Europe, Postan reflected on the role of plague in determining both demo-
graphic decline and continued stagnation in the fifteenth century, although he
was willing to entertain the possibility of greater buoyancy, perhaps renewed
growth, after 1470. It is in this article that he also hints at the possibility that the
productive capacity of the land may have taken more than a century to recover
after earlier impoverishment of soil fertility. He was also ready to acknowledge
that in some places signs of renewed growth may not have been fully identifiable
until the early decades of the sixteenth century and was firm in his belief that the
early sixteenth-century national population total was still well below its thir-
teenth-century peak.” Postan did not comment on the size of the early Tudor
population in relation to that of 1377. There is now a consensus that notwith-
standing the difficulties of estimating a national population total based on the
1,386,196 tax payers in 1377, those numbers formed a demographic base most
likely substantially greater than that from which the lay subsidies of the 1520s
were collected, almost a century and a half later. Estimates of national population
in 1377 ranging from 2.2 to 3 million may be compared with Roger Schofield’s
calculations of an English population based upon the muster rolls of 1522 and
the lay subsidies of 1524-25 of ¢. 2.2 million." There are, of course, significant
margins of error around all of these estimates but the balance of probability, as

8 For a recent and exceptionally important consideration of lay subsidy evidence that assesses
the urban share of the late medieval English population and also has much to say about relative

population sizes in 1377 and 1524-25, see Rigby, ‘Urban Population in Late Medieval England.
? Postan, ‘Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime’

10 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, pp. 563-69. For another
estimate suggesting an even lower population total in 152425, see Campbell, “The Population
of Early Tudor England’. A comprehensive review of recent attempts to chart population change
between 1377 and the 1520s is to be found in Rigby, ‘Urban Population in Late Medieval
England;, pp. 396-97.
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Figure 1. Males over the age of twelve in two Essex manors, ¢. 1270-1530
Source: Poos, A Rural Society afier the Black Death, p. 96.

John Hatcher has very recently emphasized, points to an early sixteenth-century
population that was still well below that of the late fourteenth century.!’ Of
course, there is little evidence that has been marshalled in the last sixty years to
establish when the lowest point within the cycle of decline and subsequent
recovery was reached. Evidence from counts of males (over the age of twelve) in
tithing from a relatively large number of Essex manors suggests little sign of

growth before 1520." (fig. 1) The stability of the very low numbers on these Essex

manors through much of the fifteenth century is perplexing, although similar

I Haccher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality’
12 Poos, A Rural Society afier the Black Death, pp. 91-110.
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patterns are suggested from various East Sussex and Wealden sources.”® Such
observations are supportive of earlier work by Ian Blanchard who argued for
indications of demographic recovery in one area of the North of England being
delayed until well into the sixteenth century.'* The Essex data, do appear to be
reasonably reliable (at least in the early sixteenth century) since the numbers of
events, and rates of growth displayed after 1537 by the parish registers of these
same communities are fully compatible with the estimates of population sizes
shown in the tithing counts at similar dates.”

The debate about the proximate demographic factors driving national trends
is guaranteed to excite interest since, as Hatcher stressed in 1977, the depth of
the demographic decline and its duration seem hard to reconcile with notions
of dynamic equilibrium and homeostasis that some would see as central notions
within Malthusian theory, given that real wages appear to have risen for a great deal
ofthe period and yet population sagged toalevel similar to that of eleventh-century
England.® This issue is of added interest given the extent to which Malthusian
notions have been regarded in certain quarters as central to an understanding of
early modern English demographic behaviour, although it should be stressed that
this emphasis derives more specifically from the perspective of nuptial behaviour
than underlying life expectancy.'” Comparisons, however, are difficult given the
dearth of demographic data that might be thought to match those that derive
from the so-called parish register era of demographic measurement from ¢. 1537
to 1837. Since Russell’s pioneering work there have been relatively few studies
that have succeeded in generating demographic measures that might be seen as
robust enough for direct comparison with the more firmly grounded findings
from the early modern period from post-1540 parish registers. In fact, most of
the work that can be so categorized relates to measurements of mortality and
John Hatcher’s work and that by Barbara Harvey which was much influenced by
Hatcher’s initial endeavours form the most robust of these calculations.'® Careful
research has enabled a consensus to emerge on the scale of the mortality and the

13 The Agrarian History of England and Wales, ed. by Finberg and Thirsk, 111, ed. by Miller,
pp. 127-28.

14 Blanchard, ‘Population Change, Enclosure’
15 Poos, A Rural Society ﬂﬁf}" the Black Death, pp- 109-10.
16 Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, pp. 72-73.

17 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, especially chap. 10, pp. xxi—
xxiv and 421-31.

18 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century’; Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic
Mortality’; and Harvey, Living and Dying in England.
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resulting short-term population losses over the course of 1348 and 1349, but this
paper will not be concerned with that subject. Mortality-focused research on early
modern England has proceeded and has reached conceptually quite sophisticated
heights in recent years. In particular there has emerged a school of thought which
has begun to consider mortality regimes in that era in terms of outcomes which
view mortality rates and trends as the resolution of tensions deriving, on the
one hand, from the changing incidence of exposure to infection, and resistance
to infection on the other."”” Furthermore, some historical demographers have
become less tolerant of the idea that mortality changes should be regarded as
primarily autonomous of human agency with society largely a passive victim of
the waxing and waning of infectious disease.”” The latter approach had developed
as a particularly powerful and persuasive paradigm in the 1970s and early 1980s,
largely as a result of finding that grain price and real wage variation proved such
poor ‘malthusian’ predictors of death rates in the early modern period.?' Late
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century England provided further justification for such
a preference, since many would see no better example of exogenously determined
high mortality in an economic context of high relative per capita prosperity.
Particularly relevant to any consideration of fifteenth-century developments
in mortality is the adoption by many scholars of the premise that there was a
predictable, indeed a predictably positive, relationship between general mortality
rates and the degree of instability or volatility displayed by annual counts of death
totals. Furthermore we encounter another presumed-to-be-logical step in this
style of reasoning which is exemplified by Michael Flinn who was ‘certain’ that
mortality crises and their peaks ‘have been the principal regulating element in
historical demography during the four or five centuries after the Black Death’ and
by Carlo Cippolla who believed that ‘the intensity and frequency of the peaks
controlled the size of agricultural societies’® Consequently it has proved easy
for some scholars to suppose that observable signs of population growth must be
consonant with actual diminution in the volatility of annual death totals (even
if no data bearing directly on the latter are available), and that a stabilization in

19 Eor example, Landers, ‘Historical Epidemiology’

20 Kunitz, ‘Speculations on the European Mortality Decline’; Landers, ‘From Colyton to
Waterloo’; Woods, ‘Medical and Demographic History’.

21 Chamber, Population, Economy, and Society, ed. by Armstrong.
22 Livi-Bacci, Population and Nutrition, pp. 101-02.

23 Flinn, “The Stabilization of Mortality), p. 286; Cipolla, The Economic History of World
Population, p.77.
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death rates or a damping down of their annual variance will be a development
capable, in isolation, of causing demographic growth (even if measurements
relating to population size are not available to support such a proposition).

Of course, a belief in long demographic waves which are thought to have
displayed crests and troughs that were closely synchronized across both space and
time has been a major plank in the arguments of those who might be termed
‘exogenists.?* However such synchronism proved to be more credible in an era
when careful empirical research on such matters was lacking and scholars all
too readily employed indirect indicators as substitutes for ‘purer’ demographic
data. As we gain access to greater quantities of regionally specific demographic
data the less readily can we propose the existence of pan-European demographic
waves with tightly matched starting-, finishing- and mid-points. Although most
scholars would wish the proposition to stand that in England the Black Death
initiated a new epidemiological regime, it is not entirely clear that it initiated
a demographic cycle. No historian familiar with the European evidence would
wish to deny the significant demographic decline experienced over the century
following the start of the second pandemic. However, the growth of evidence
in the last two decades would hardly indicate that demographic low points and
recovery phases were well matched across Europe. Certainly Karl Helleiner’s
cautious remark that ‘the rise of the secular demographic trend in some European
countries after the middle of the fifteenth, and its prominent upswing in all of
them during the better part of the sixteenth century’ does not imply that those
developments be regarded as part of a unitary process.”

Our best local evidence in England points to a degree of demographic decline
of a quite significant order in the two generations prior to 1349 and yields little
sign of sustained ‘upswing’ until well into the sixteenth century. In fact, as noted
above, our data lead us to accept the existence in the 1520s and 1540s of national
populations that were respectively ¢. 2.2 and ¢. 2.8 millions, still thirty and fifteen
per cent lower than the three million persons many see as living in England in
1377. It does indeed appear that England, and possibly other nearby northwest
European contexts, were considerably more sluggish than some other parts of
Europe, especially those in the southern regions of the continent, in exhibiting
both renewed and sustained demographic growth. The English population in the

%4 For a powerful recent demonstration of this style of reasoning with remarkable data
sets in his Tawney Lecture to the Economic History Society in 2008, see Campbell, ‘Nature as
Historical Protagonist.

25 Helleiner, “The Population of Europe from the Black Death’, p. 71.
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Figure 2. Some series of rural population levels from the fifteenth century
Source: Poos, “The Historical Demography of Renaissance Europe,, p. 752.

first quarter of the sixteenth century was perhaps no more than forty per cent of its
size in 1300.% Figure 2 illustrates this point by displaying three series of population
estimates for rural populations during the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
The data are: males aged twelve and older and resident within the large rural
community of High Easter in Essex (England), drawn from the fiscal record of per
capita payments at the annual meeting of the local court; estimates at several points
in time of numbers of hearths in the county of Hainault in the Low Countries,
drawn from local hearth censuses; and Guy Bois’s estimate of the population of
eastern Normandy, drawn mainly from monnéage or hearth-tax rolls. All these
series are displayed in Figure 2 as indices, with the level of each series in 1500 being
set at the index baseline of 100, because of the very different absolute levels of
population under study. Each source has its own array of qualifications and
considerations of interpretation, but all seem fairly firm as bases for general
changes in levels over time. Comparing the series in this way reveals some common
characteristics.” By and large all three series imply either stationary or declining
local populations through much of the fifteenth century (there is some suggestion

26 Smith, ‘Plagues and Peoples.

%7 Data presented in Poos, ‘The Historical Demography of Renaissance Europe’.
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that Normandy may be showing some sign of growth toward the end of the
fifteenth century), and in all three cases there was considerable fluctuation around
trend as would be expected from small, locally based population series.

The relative uniformity of experience revealed by these data is intriguing and
comparisons with evidence from areas further south in Europe raise interesting
questions. For instance, being better endowed than England with cross-sectional
taxation sources that survive to offer ‘snap-shots” at fairly frequent intervals,
Tuscany provides us with evidence to chart the course of population change
from 1427 to 1551. While in the countryside or contado of Prato, for instance,
population had fallen perhaps to one-third of its early fourteenth-century size
in 1427, by 1551 the rural population had grown a further eighty per cent from
1427. Comparable population losses were encountered in the Florentine contado
which in 1427 had a population that stood at two-thirds of its pre-Black Death
size. Here, too, growth was markedly evident after 1460, with an estimated
mean annual growth rate of between 0.6 and 0.8 per cent from 1469 to 1552,
notwithstanding the effects of severe epidemics in the 1520s. Tuscan growth rates
have been considered low when compared with those found in Sicily where the
population expanded at rates closer to one per cent per annum over approximately
the same period. The late Larry Epstein remarked perceptively that high rates
of demographic growth after 1450 were ‘not unusual for the Mediterranean
regions. Calculations concerning population change in Provence suggest mean
annual growth rates well in excess of one per cent per annum between 1471 and
1540.%® These are trends that this area seems to share with the Rhone valley and
the area around Lyon that has been studied by Marie-Ther¢se Lorcin using, it
should be stressed, the somewhat problematic measure of the replacement rate.”
In this region of south-central France in the period 1340-80 nearly sixty-three
per cent of testators mention no children whatsoever and the average number of
children per will-maker is 2.6. In the period 1460-1501 the comparable values
had risen and fallen respectively to twenty per cent and 5.3 children, indicative of
a situation very favourable to demographic growth.

It is perhaps worthy of comment that in the context of a consideration
of demographic patterns in mid-late fifteenth-century East Anglia, Robert
Gottfried has made a somewhat strained case for demographic growth based
on the fact that a sample of will makers from that area shows a small decline in
son-less testators from 57.9 per cent in 1430-80 to 51.0 per cent in the period

28 Epstein, ‘Cities, Regions and the Late Medieval Crisis.

¥ Lorcin, Vivre et mourir en Lyonnais.
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1480-87.% Such figures closely resemble those assembled by Paul Glennie for
London will-makers over the same period although in neither case can they
stand comparison with the magnitude of change revealed in Lorcin’s evidence.?!
Such data in both English and French contexts, it should be stressed, are highly
ambiguous and apart from being afflicted by the problem of omission they are
a composite demographic statistic dependent upon forces impacting on bozh
fertility and mortality. It would only be acceptable to compare these differing
measures of actual and potential demographic growth for the purposes of
understanding relative levels of mortality if it could be assumed that fertility was
invariant across these societies, which is, of course, an unreal assumption.

While such points as these raise doubts about the wisdom of using popula-
tion levels and growth rates in isolation to sustain an argument about epidemio-
logical change, such data cannot, of course, be exploited as substitutes for the
epidemiological evidence we would ideally wish to possess. Epidemic outbreaks,
their intensity, periodicity and spatial extensiveness have been asked to bear a
heavy load in the argument in the absence of demographic data on mortality.
Measurements of these features of mortality crises have given rise to consider-
able debate and discord within the scholarly community of medievalists. Mid-
twentieth-century opinion, particularly that of Russell and Bean, placed the
onset of demographic recovery before 1450, arguing that by this date there had
been a lessening in the frequency of plague outbreaks.?> Bean claimed that after
the late fourteenth century a decline in the incidence of national mortality cri-
ses occurred, particularly those associated with plague epidemics. The historical
technique he employed to make this case was questionable in so far as he focused
on chroniclers whose recording of epidemics was far from comprehensive, let
alone reliable. Furthermore, it was a reliability and comprehensiveness that as
John Hatcher emphasizes, declined as the genre became less concerned with
national matters and more preoccupied with local affairs which invalidates their
use for an estimation of the incidence of ‘national’ epidemics. Furthermore, Bean
was almost certainly in error in assuming that crises had to have a national pres-
ence to have any impact on national mortality rates. John Hatcher made a damag-
ing indictment of Bean’s position in 1977 when he drew attention to the presence
of serious plague outbreaks in Christ Church Priory Canterbury in fourteen of
the years between 1413 and 1507, only four of which coincided with epidemics

30 Gottfried, ‘Population, Plague, and the Sweating Sickness’
31 Glennie, ‘A Commercializing Agrarian Region’.

32 Russell, British Medieval Population, pp. 270-81; Bean, ‘Plague, Population and Eco-

nomic Decline’



MEASURING ADULT MORTALITY IN AN AGE OF PLAGUE 53

defined as ‘national’ and which accounted for only twenty per cent of the deaths
identified by contemporaries as the result of plague in the monastic community
over the period. In fact, in his Economic History Society pamphlet Hatcher con-
tended that in the century after 1377 England experienced at least fifteen out-
breaks of plague and/or other epidemic diseases of national or extra-regional
proportions. He also argued that the mortality rates may have eased appreciably
from time to time in the later fifteenth century and that a lengthening of gaps
between major plague outbreaks may have been reflected in some abating of the
frequency and virulence of local outbreaks.** He certainly adopted a cautious
tone and admitted that, given what is known of epidemic periodicities and mor-
tality rates in the early sixteenth century, any late-fifteenth-century respite may
have been halted.

It was not until the late 1970s that we encounter the publication of the first
of a series of attempts to provide a quantified treatment of crisis mortality in
later medieval England. In 1964 Sylvia Thrupp had led the way in demonstrating
the possible potential of late medieval probate records for demographic purpos-
es.** Robert Gottfried, who was a graduate student of Thrupp, completed in the
mid-1970s a doctoral thesis that was published virtually unchanged in 1978.% It
was based upon an analysis of marginally more than 20,000 wills from Norfolk,
Suffolk, Hertfordshire and London from 1430-80. In this work he appears to
show that graphs made from the raw totals of probated wills peaked during the
periods of epidemic disease reported in the narrative sources. Gottfried also
wished to argue for plague’s endemicity in the populations of eastern England
as a result of his consideration of the frequency and spread of ‘crisis mortalities.
‘Crises’ according to the definition adopted by Gottfried occurred in quarters
of the year with three or more times the community’s quarterly mean number
of testate and intestate deaths. On this basis Gottfried claimed that ‘at any one
time or another in the two hundred seasonal quarters in the years between 1430
and 1480 over fifteen per cent of the several hundred parishes in question experi-
enced at least a single quarter of excess mortality’* In a separate study Gottfried
extended his analysis to the decade 1480-89 and believes that on the basis of an
observed decline in autumn deaths (September, October, and November) and a
growth in the relative importance of spring deaths (March, April, and May) in

33 Hatcher, Plague, Population, and the English Economy, pp. 15-19.
3% Thrupp, ‘Problem of Replacement-Rates’

35 Gottfried, Epidemic Disease in Fifteenth Century England.

3¢ Gottfried, Epidemic Disease in Fifieenth Century England, p. 129.
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the 1480s, following a particularly severe plague epidemic in 1479-80, a signifi-
cant diminution in plague deaths takes place. In this study he also insisted that
the Sweat made very little impact on mortality patterns in East Anglia in 1485.
Gottfried, as noted above, was inclined to drawn attention to significant demo-
graphic stirrings in this region in the 1470s, based upon a slight rise in replace-
ment ratios of male testators, although he wishes to emphasize the contribution
of fertility rather than mortality to this development.”” This is not the place to
review the plausibility of that aspect of Gottfried’s analysis, since the focus is on
his views on epidemiological shifts in the 1480s.

Soon after Gottfried’s work had been published Paul Glennie in his
Cambridge doctoral thesis devoted considerable space to a study of mortality
patterns as reflected in the wills of residents of late medieval London and
Hertfordshire.”® Unlike Gottfried, Glennie did not terminate his research in
the 1480s but, exhibiting great energy, extended it to include a large swathe of
the sixteenth century which also enabled him, in the case of Hertfordshire, to
graft burial counts from parish registers on to his will series. Glennie observed
a very good fit between pestilential episodes noted by chroniclers and other
literary sources and the noteworthy peaks in probate series. In fact, there were
few periods of as short as a decade in which London and the adjacent county
of Hertfordshire were not sufficiently affected by some epidemics to produce
a significant increase in totals of probated wills. To judge from the proportions
of wills in the summer and autumn quarters plague seems to have been a major
factor. No evident decline in the late summer/autumn peaks occurs in Glennie’s
evidence over the whole period, nor does he believe that there is any reason
to share Gottfried’s optimism regarding a declining frequency in epidemic
occurrences or virulence since, in the early sixteenth century, mortality, based
on annual will-counts manifests an instability that is indistinguishable from that
apparent in the previous century.

Another venture that grapples with death periodicities using probated wills
concerns a sample of 10,000 wills drawn from the diocesan Exchequeur Court of
York from the early fifteenth to early sixteenth century by Jeremy Goldberg. These
wills relate to individuals ordinarily resident in the counties of Yorkshire and
Nottinghamshire, although York residents loom large and most likely constitute
a declining proportion of the sample over time.*” As Glennie also showed,

37 Gottfried, ‘Population, Plague, and the Sweating Sickness’
38 Glennie, ‘A Commercializing Agrarian Region’.

3% Goldberg, ‘Mortality and Economic Change in the Diocese of York’
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Goldberg identifies a strong link between years with conspicuously large numbers
of deaths in those years that coincide closely with chronicle evidence for disease.
Noteworthy years such as 1391, 1438, 1458-59, 1467, 1471-72, and 1479 are
also years that Glennie or Gottfried have highlighted as experiencing crises and
which John Hatcher had so defined without resort to quantitative analysis of will
registers, but from the annual surges of monastic deaths at Christ Church Priory.*
Goldberg makes an effective case for the crises of 1391 and 1438 being strongly
associated with dearth in the northern region within which his study is based. He
does, however, acknowledge plague to be a likely culprit in the remaining years in
the crisis sequence listed above. Like Gottfried he is struck by the limited evidence
relating to ‘sweating sickness’ in 1485 and both scholars appear to have discovered
a common growth in spring deaths relative to those in late summer and autumn
after 1470. In fact, Goldberg reports that by the end of the period of his study in
the early sixteenth century the seasonality of testator deaths is almost identical
with that observed by Wrigley and Schofield in their parish-register based
sample of 1540-99, in which late winter and early spring quarters experience a
disproportionate share of deaths in any year.” Goldberg also mentions an apparent
decline in recorded deaths in the last two decades of the fifteenth century, although
this was a pattern not sustained in the early decade of the sixteenth century when,
as David Palliser has shown, York appears to experience its worst crises of the
whole of the century.* There are many features in Goldberg’s account of mortality
patterns from the York wills that are shared with the East Anglian will-makers
studied by Gottfried. Nonetheless, Goldberg appears to conclude that the early
sixteenth century was marked by renewed short-term instability of mortality
and in stressing this epidemiological feature he aligns himself with Glennie and
Hatcher. It must be admitted that the failure by Gottfried to extend the analysis
of East Anglian wills into the early sixteenth century leaves this study somewhat
exposed if we are expected to conclude that a durable stabilization of mortality
had been achieved in that region from the 1480s.

It is noteworthy that none of these studies we have discussed so far pro-
vided findings that relate directly to the issue of the spatial character of plague
epidemic patterns other than to draw attention to the incidence of crises that
were both national and extra-regional and those that were peculiarly local. We
encounter no discussion of the point made by Charles Creighton in 1891 that

0 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century, pp. 25-27.
41 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, pp. 293-95.
2 Palliser, ‘Epidemics in Tudor York’.
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after the mid-fifteenth century plague ‘was seldom universal’ and became ‘more
and more a disease of the towns” and that when it did occur in the countryside
it was ‘for the most part at some few and limited spots’* Paul Slack emerges to
date as the only author to confront this issue systematically in research which
makes use both of wills in the period from 1485 through to 1538 and parish reg-
isters thereafter. Slack, it seems, does accept Creighton’s proposition that in the
late fifteenth century the geographical range of plague epidemics was narrow-
ing notwithstanding the case he makes for plague being more widely and evenly
distributed across rural areas before 1550 than thereafter. Since he addresses this
problem solely with reference to evidence extracted from parish registers after
1538 he is, therefore, forced to recognize that the increasing quantity of evidence
as the sixteenth century progresses creates difficulties for any analysis intended to
draw confident contrasts between the early and later parts of the sixteenth cen-
tury.* Such a research procedure surely makes it even more difficult to assess the
situation in the later fifteenth century. However, in a fascinating case-study of
Devon (regrettably not undertaken for other counties) Slack shows that a plague
epidemic in 1546—47 was widespread in its incidence within the county, affect-
ing twenty six of the thirty-three parishes with extant registers, in which twenty
of the twenty-six communities experienced at least a doubling of burial totals.
Slack even ventures the suggestion that the plague of Devon in 1546-47 may be
regarded as a late example of generalized outbreaks of plague which had previ-
ously been more common. In addition to making the case for a greater incidence
of rural plague in the early sixteenth century he also presents some compelling
evidence to suggest that prior to 1560 plague and dearth were more frequently
associated and that later in the century the two causes of crisis mortality were far
less likely to conjoin, thereby making it easier to distinguish one from the other.
Furthermore, as plague also became increasingly confined to towns, their poorer
quarters came disproportionately to experience it. It is possible to read Slack’s
very carefully structured and, for the most part, cautiously presented research
to suggest that narrowing of plague’s geographical range was 7oz a development
occurring in the fifteenth century but was a transformation that occurred later
in the sixteenth century when a minority rather than a majority of villagers were
likely to encounter it during a life-time.*

Consequently, it is not without significance that Wrigley and Schofield
noted that the 1540s and 1550s experienced crisis-mortality rates respectively of

4 Creighton, A History of Epidemics in Britain, pp. 340~57.
4 Slack, The Impact of Plague, pp. 59-63.
® Slack, The Impact of Plague, pp. 83-110.
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15 per thousand and 27.7 per thousand months compared with rates of only 5.5
and 8.1 per thousand respectively for the 1560s and 1570s.% In fact Wrigley and
Schofield might be interpreted as concurring with Slack when, in commenting
on the first twenty years of their 330-year series they noted that ‘the violent and
frequent upsurges in the numbers of deaths recorded before 1565 look as if they
may have been the last throes of a late medieval regime of widespread epidemic
mortality’” They are, however, more equivocal about the relationship between
the spatial incidence of epidemic mortality and underlying positive movements
away from trend on the part of the national crude death rate. Six of the forty-five
national crises over the 330 years from 1541-1871 (defined as a year in which
the crude death rate moved more than ten per cent above trend) occurred in the
1540s and 1550s. The two most striking crises of 1558-59 and 1557-58 when
the crude death rate was 124.7 per cent and 60.5 per cent above trend also were
distinguished as years when 39 and 32.5 per cent respectively of all parishes in
observation experienced at least one month of crisis. However, the other years
in the two decades when the crude death rate was between twelve and twenty-
five per cent above trend showed no systematic relationship between severity of
national crisis and proportion of parishes experiencing at least one crisis month.
For instance, 1546-47 is perhaps an example of a year when mortality appears
to have risen sharply in a number of places but the net impact on national death
rates was somewhat muffled because the crises were of short duration and few
places were affected. That year reveals a characteristic statistical patterning of
crisis mortality, a combination of that we might associate with regionalized rural
plague. We have earlier noted that Slack had identified 154647 in Devon as a
year of plague throughout the county, in fact locally it was ‘the most widespread
crisis of the whole century between 1540 and 1640’ Nonetheless, the national
death rate was that year ranked by Wrigley and Schofield only modestly in thirty-
third place in the league table of forty-five ‘crises’*

It is, however, unfortunate that notwithstanding the considerable expenditure
of very worthy effort it has proved impossible to use data of the kind collected in the
studies discussed above to investigate the relationship between annual instability
of deaths and life expectancy at specific ages, to test that is, the proposition that
the two variables were in the two post-Black Death centuries inversely related.
Nevertheless, it is now possible, because of efforts of John Hatcher and Barbara
Harvey, to point to three bodies of evidence that, for a sizeable stretch of the two

4 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, p. 650.
47 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, p. 335.
8 Wrigley and Schofield, The Population History of England, p. 653.
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centuries following the Black Death, do enable us to observe the movements in the
two variables that measure the crude death rate and life expectancy at a specific age.
John Hatcher has been the driving force in reconstructing the mortality history of
two of these populations and in the process provided for Barbara Harvey for a
point of comparison in a third.* The three ‘populations’ possessing sources from
which such data can be extracted concern the monks of the three Benedictine
houses of Westminster Abbey between 1390 and 1529, of Christ Church Priory,
Canterbury between 1395 and 1505 and Durham Priory from 1395 to 1529. The
evidence from Canterbury might be regarded as the prototypical source material
first analysed by John Hatcher and a preliminary set of findings appeared in his
pamphlet of 1977 with a longer and more detailed set of data provided in a paper
that was published in 1986. It is no exaggeration to state that the latter study
set new standards of demographic precision, being by some margin the most
statistically controlled and sophisticated analysis of late medieval English evidence
by that date to have appeared in print. This characteristic owes much to the care
with which Hatcher extracted the evidence from the original sources and to the
expert technical assistance he sought in its analysis, but above all it is to do with
the way in which the sources from Canterbury permit the historian to specify the
‘population at risk’ in a fashion that sources such as wills, inquisitions post mortem
and manorial court rolls rarely allow us to achieve. The same qualities distinguish
the other data set which Barbara Harvey first revealed in her Ford Lectures at
Oxford and subsequently published in 1993 and that which John Hatcher
generated for Durham Priory in collaboration with David Stone and Alan Piper,
with some assistance from Jim Oeppen, then of the Cambridge Group for the
History of Population and Social Structure, who also collaborated with Harvey
in the estimation of mortality parameters for the Westminster monks. There is
no space in this discussion to reflect on the technical problems confronting
the monastic sources used for this kind of demographic reconstruction. The
community of monks in all three institutions was, of course, made up of males
who were generally over the age of eighteen or twenty years. These are limitations
with regard to age and sex that they share with those populations observable in the
other sources that have been the object of demographic analysis such as probate
sources, manorial court rolls, and inquisitions post mortem.

With regard to the three monastic populations we must first consider the
evidence relating to volatility of mortality in all three institutions. The com-
munity of monks at Westminster contained approximately fifty individuals

49 Harvey, Living and Dying in England, chap. 4. References to the articles by Hatcher and
by Hatcher, Piper, and Stone are to be found in notes 11 and 18.
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Figure 4. Death rates of monks in Westminster Abbey, ¢. 1390-c¢. 1525
Source: Harvey, Living and Dying in England, p. 126.

throughout the period, while that at Canterbury was somewhat larger, contain-
ing between seventy-five and ninety-five individuals, and was by English stand-
ards a rather sizeable monastic institution. Durham Priory had a population

varying in size from sixty to eighty, of whom at any

one time thirty could be

residing in nine cells that were located in Finchale, Jarrow and Wearmouth in
County Durham, Holy Island and Farne Island in Northumberland, Coldingham
in Berwickshire, Lytham in Lancashire, Stamford in Lincolnshire, and Durham
College, Oxford. In Figures 3 and 4 we are able to observe the death rate relating
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to these populations of males over eighteen or twenty years of age. The graphs
concerning both populations are unambiguously distinguished by death rates
exhibiting noteworthy volatility from year to year. In both cases Hatcher and
Harvey have adopted moving averages of crude death rates to smooth out year to
year variations which are most likely to be statistical exaggerations because of the
relatively small size of the populations at risk in each calendar year. Assuming
that the age-structures of the two populations were not greatly different it would
seem that the crude death rates in both communities were lower in the first half
of the fifteenth century than in the second. In fact, the moving average swings
between a rate of twenty and thirty per thousand for much of the earlier period
at Canterbury and between thirty and forty per thousand at Westminster, and
after 1450, the respective rates move up a notch for both communities to levels
between thirty and forty per thousand at Canterbury and between forty and
fifty per thousand at Westminster. While levels may have differed, a similar
upward secular trend in death rates appears common to both populations. It is
by no means easy to compare the year-to-year volatility of the death rates in the
two populations since the authors of these studies have adopted different criteria
in their attempts to define ‘crisis mortalities’ John Hatcher sets his index of crisis
mortality at forty per thousand and over, and on that basis observes that Christ
Church Priory experienced mortality crises more than once every four years.
Crude annual death rates of forty per thousand (see fig. 3) were exceeded seven-
teen times between 1395 and 1450 and ten times between 1450 and 1505. The
carlier period clearly had a higher frequency of mortality surges than did the
later period, although the crises after 1450 were distinguished by the striking
peaks they displayed; rates of one hundred and eighty-nine per thousand in
1457, one hundred and thirty-nine per thousand in 1471, and one hundred and
sixteen per thousand in 1485, the year of the ‘Sweat, had no equivalents before
1450 at Canterbury. Barbara Harvey adopts a somewhat more demanding defi-
nition of ‘crisis; alert to the fact that she is working with a smaller monastic com-
munity and a smaller ‘population at risk’ than Hatcher had at his disposal.
Consequently she identifies as a crisis year any twelve-month period when the
crude death rate is three times or more in excess of the thirteen-year moving
average (i.e. for a considerable part of the period years in which the crude death
rate reached or exceeded one hundred per thousand). On this basis Harvey
identifies three years prior to 1450 and six years thereafter when mortality crises
were being experienced (see fig. 4). She also identifies seven further years in
which crude death rates were significantly above average, two of which fell

before 1450 and five after that date.
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Figure 5. Death rates of Durham monks, 1395-1529
Source: Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality, p. 677.

There seems little doubt that at Westminster the frequency and intensity of mor-
tality crises rose after 1450. In fact on the basis of these identifications the monas-
tic community at Westminster prior to 1450 experienced a bad year once in every
nine years, and afterwards, once in every five years. The majority of the very severe
crises in both communities occur in the second rather than the first half of the
fifteenth century. Westminster unambiguously, it seems, represents a community
in which both frequency and intensity of severe crises move in unison and are
clearly of a higher order in the second half of the century than the first. It appears
that the experience of Durham was remarkably similar to that of Westminster
and Canterbury (see fig. 5). Our faith in these findings is strengthened by the fact
that as John Hatcher notes, in commenting on the year-to-year stability of mor-
tality, ‘in all three monasteries both annual and moving averages of crude death
rates reveal high and volatile mortality, with a prolonged surge after mid-
century’” If annual death rates in these three communities were in any sense rep-
resentative of wider trends in crude death rates and short-term instability of mor-
tality amongst England’s population, they would provide little comfort for those
scholars who see an amelioration in the mortality climate as the fifteenth century
progresses.

There are indeed notable overlaps between both houses in the years of greatly
enhanced mortality; 1457, 1471, 1485, and the very early 1500s are years in which

50 Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality’, pp. 676-78.
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both monastic communities experienced sharp rises in death rates. However,
while three of these years, 1457, 1471, and 1485, are among the worst years at
Westminster, they trail some way behind the crises that that Abbey’s monks
experienced in 1420 when the crude death rate moved to a level six times above
the moving average and in 1464 when at five times above trend the crude death
reached two hundred and thirty-two per thousand. However, while it is easy to
point to epidemic years such as 1457/8 and 1471 which clearly were geographi-
cally widespread within England, in so far as they receive recognition in the liter-
ary sources and stand out in the will-based studies of Gottfried in East Anglia,
Glennie in Hertfordshire and London, as well as Goldberg’s more geographically
detached population in Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire, there are equally note-
worthy discrepancies. It is perhaps significant, and certainly interesting, that of
the sixteen years of crisis identified by Barbara Harvey at Westminster, ten scem
not to have been years of enhanced mortality in nearby London.”!

The quality of the data collected by Hatcher and Harvey is such that they are
able to estimate life expectancies at specified ages, a far more penetrating demo-
graphic measurement than the crude death rate which is always susceptible to the
influences deriving from age structures in any community. Obviously, it is not
possible to estimate expectations of life of monks on entry into these communi-
ties for the whole period, as observations can only be made on members of entry
cohorts over their completed lives. In Figure 6 these estimates for all three com-
munities are plotted in the form of overlapping entry cohorts and the trends they
present can be compared over an extensive period of the fifteenth and early six-
teenth centuries. There are differences in the underlying levels of life expectancy.
It would appear that the higher crude death rates exhibited by Westminster
monks is also reflected in their somewhat lower life expectancies at age twenty-
five when compared with the Canterbury and Durham populations. Durham for
the first fifty years of the series has life expectancy significantly above thirty years
compared with the mid-twenties in Westminster. It seems clear that Westminster’s
close proximity to the largest urban centre of the country was a factor in creating
this penalty and Durham’s smallness of size and the site it occupied in the town
gave it a health advantage, exacerbated perhaps by the fact that the monks there
spent extended periods in small cells in relatively low density and isolated set-
tings. Canterbury appears to have occupied an intermediate position as a monas-
tic community in a city of between 4000 and 5000 inhabitants.

However, it is not the differences in level of life expectancy but the similarities
in trends that should be noted. The Durham and Canterbury populations display

3! Harvey, Living and Dying in England, p. 126.
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Figure 6. Life expectancy of monks at age twenty-five plotted at year of mean death
Source: Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality, p. 674.

entry cohorts in the early to mid-fifteenth century with expectations of life at age
twenty-five of approximately thirty to thirty-four years. After 1450 both com-
munities of monks in Canterbury and Westminster experience a sharp decline
in life chances, to such an extent that the entry cohorts of the 1470s displayed
life expectancies seven to eight years lower than did those at the beginning of
the series in the 1420s. The decline in life chances at Durham begins somewhat
later, but when it starts the deterioration is relatively greater there than elsewhere.
Equally striking is the swift recovery in life expectancies exhibited by those males
entering Westminster Abbey and Durham Priory as monks at the beginning of
the sixteenth century. At Westminster by the 1530s expectation of life at age 20
(e20) had returned to the point at which it stood a century earlier. It is worthy
of note that over the whole period, however, the Westminster series reveals no
net improvement in life expectancy. The situation at Canterbury cannot be fully
compared with the other two Benedictine communities since the relevant data
extend over a far shorter time period.

Unlike much of the work that we have earlier discussed that depends upon
probate evidence, Hatcher’s evidence from Canterbury, in particular,and Harvey’s
to a lesser extent from Westminster, give us an especially accurate specification of
the seasonality of deaths. At Canterbury which benefits from obituary lists in
which an extremely precise date (indeed time of death) is allocated to deaths, it
is interesting to observe that the seasonality of deaths, which already possessed a
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readily detectable excess in the summer and autumn months before 1450 moved
further in that direction in the second half of the fifteenth century.’> We have
already noted that Goldberg and Gottfried argued that the seasonal pattern of
probated wills in East Anglia, Yorkshire, and Nottinghamshire was assuming a
more noteworthy winter and early spring seasonal surplus in the later fifteenth
century, although their will-based evidence is not strictly speaking susceptible to
accurate dating of deaths. Harvey’s evidence is harder to interpret as she is obliged
to use indirect means of identifying the season of death within any one year.
However, she too finds that the summer and autumn months experience a higher
relative frequency of deaths than winter and spring quarters, a feature which is
greatly accentuated in crisis years.

The Canterbury sources are particularly distinctive in providing a contem-
porary attribution of cause of death which clearly must be interpreted circum-
spectly. Nonetheless Hatcher is struck by the frequency with which plague
is noted, a factor which is connected with the alteration to the funeral rites of
suspected plague victims which were shortened and the corpse initially isolated
and thereafter rapidly interred for fear of infection.>* Hatcher reports that at least
sixteen per cent (and most likely twenty per cent) of all deaths over the period
from 1413 to 1507 appeared to be caused by plague. It is fortunate that after 1485
the Canterbury obituary book provides a particularly detailed and informative
medical diagnosis such that the diseases of dying monks have been tabulated by
Hatcher. Plague certainly looms large in the record and might well have loomed
larger, if the crises of 1457 and 1471 had been covered by such a detailed obituary
list. However, it is surely noteworthy that contemporaries identified tuberculosis
and pulmonary afflictions as accounting for forty per cent of deaths at this period
of enhanced mortality in the late fifteenth century which was a significantly
greater share than attributed to plague.™

Barbara Harvey has discovered no source of this type in the Westminster
archive and has been obliged to content herself with rather different, but no less
rewarding, evidence that provides some context to the condition under which
monastic deaths occurred. She has shown considerable ingenuity in employing
an unusually full class of record kept by the Westminster infirmarers who main-
tained an extensive account of the pittances or daily cash payments given to sick
monks for each night that they spent in the infirmary. While it would obviously

52 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century) p. 26.
53 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century p. 29.
5% Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century) p. 30.
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be unduly cavalier to treat such information as a robust index of morbidity, these
accounts constitute a source which, if carefully employed, yields more than just a
record of the infirmarer’s bed-management policy. They are, however, a record of
in-patients and in that respect an incomplete statistical account of reported illness
in the community. While it appears that a smaller proportion of the choir monks
spent time in the infirmary from 1465-1528 than from 1375-1464, those that
did so stayed longer. Barbara Harvey seems inclined to regard this development
as indicative of the infirmary moving to treat fewer acute short-duration illnesses
and to take greater responsibility for more chronic, long-duration conditions.> It
is, of course, tempting to see a mixture of causes of death such as that revealed in
the post-1485 obituary book at Canterbury as in some real sense compatible with
the bed-occupancy patterns revealed by Harvey’s analysis of the Westminster
infirmary at the same period. In fact, in proceeding to measure the patient’s
period of stay in relation to outcome, whether through discharge or death, one
might take this matter further. Unfortunately, the infirmarer’s accounts are far
from being a continuous record and only are complete for two out of every three
years of crisis mortality. They reveal that there was no common pattern to hospi-
talization in those years of very high mortality. For instance in 1458, a crisis year,
most of those who died spent four to seven nights in the infirmary which seems
compatible with a short-sharp illness such as plague which is reported extensively
throughout the English regions (and at Canterbury) that year. In 1471 three of
the four deaths followed stays by the deceased were of twenty-five, eighty-six, and
one hundred and seven nights’ duration and suggest that it would be unwise to
identify this as a plague-driven crisis. Likewise, in 1464 the second worst year of
mortality crisis at Westminster when the crude death was five times above trend,
the average stay of those dying was two to three weeks which is not a duration of
illness entirely consistent with what might be expected of a plague epidemic.*®
The lengthening of stay of infirmary patients overall in the later fifteenth century
is suggestive at least in this specific locality of an epidemiological shift towards ill-
nesses of a longer duration, although it should be stressed that the average length
of stay prior to death shows no statistically significant shift as a whole through
the whole period.’” Because of the incompleteness of the infirmarer’s pittance-
payment account Harvey was unable to compute the number of fatalities who
never experienced hospitalization prior to their death. These may have been a far

55 Harvey, Living and Dying in England, pp. 103-105.
56 Harvey, Living and Dying in England, p. 141.
57 Harvey, Living and Dying in England, pp. 105-108.
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from inconsequential number since one might suspect that to a certain extent
the infirmary at Westminster served mainly the needs of those suffering from
illnesses that did not actually kill the patient. It is deeply gratifying that three
late medieval English Benedictine communities have left us records of a kind
that have enabled two imaginative social and economic historians to construct
a highly sophisticated account of their mortality histories over the fifteenth cen-
tury. These accounts are remarkable in that they share, notwithstanding their dif-
ferent locations, so many features in common. Naturally some questions must
be asked: can they provide the basis for our understanding of national develop-
ments regarding mortality over the period ¢. 1390-1520? Do they provide clear
signals or do they, when set alongside our other evidence, particularly that which
has been slowly assembled by the analysts of later medieval wills, court rolls, and
inquisitions post mortem produce a more complex picture? We have in the spe-
cific contexts of Westminster Abbey, Christ Church Canterbury, and Durham
Priory advanced our technical knowledge by many orders of magnitude and con-
fidence in the view that there was net improvement in mortality over the whole
course of the fifteenth century has received something of a battering. It does seem
that we have had fundamentally to rethink the chronology of mortality change as
measured by adult life expectancy over the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.

How might we best begin to conceptualize these changes? At present the
prospects for applying a framework such as that advocated by John Landers, in
which mortality is treated as a function of the balance between level of exposure to
infection to which members of a population are subjected and their capacity to resist
these infections, look decidedly unpromising.’® Our inability to conceptualize
processes in this way is certainly handicapped by the contradictory messages
emanating from the admittedly sparse evidence. For instance, the understandable
concern with the place of plague in the late medieval epidemiological regime has
caused there to be a focus on the enumeration via testamentary records of crises
and the identification of plague references in contemporary literary sources. Some
of this analysis points rather hesitantly to a shift in the seasonality of mortality
which appears to undergo a move from a profile in some contexts in which late
summer, autumn peaks are present to one in which late winter and early spring
become the most hazardous phase of the year. However, other regions in and
around London reveal no such seasonality shift and in Canterbury we see an
intensification of the summer-autumn peak over time. While some evidence on
the level and instability of mortality from probated wills can reveal tantalizing
signs both of a possible stabilization and a lowering of death rates in the last

5% Landers, ‘Historical Epidemiology’
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quarter of the fifteenth century, there is no shortage of evidence suggesting
both a rise in will counts and renewed year-by-year instability of deaths in the
first quarter of the sixteenth century. Furthermore, the previous confidence in a
renewal of demographic growth in the last quarter of the fifteenth century that
certainly characterized the literature on this subject before the late 1980s appears
now to rest on fairly fragile foundations.

We are still far from being able to test the proposition that a marked shift
occurred in the course of the fifteenth century in the geographical patterning of
plague from widespread rural epidemics to outbreaks that were predominantly
confined to the towns. Was this a shift largely completed by 1400 or, indeed,
if it occurred at all, was it a development confined to or still in train over the
early sixteenth century? We can accept Paul Slack’s point that these changes, at
least in England, bearing upon the diffusion of plague are unlikely to have been
the product of the adoption of quarantine measures by local or central govern-
mental authorities since such measures were not taken up, let alone effectively
implemented, until the late sixteenth century, at the earliest. Ole Benedictow,
has suggested that this spatial change in the character of plague epidemics is the
key epidemiological development of the fifteenth century and was critical of
Paul Slack for failing to give this question the attention he believes it deserves.
Benedictow argued that such an epidemiological shift had indeed occurred by
1500 and hypothesized altered social behaviour to account for it as a product of
reducing exposure potential and realized exposure in the rural populace. There was,
he claims, a decline in social reciprocity in times of disease and hardship reflected
in the dismantling of traditional collective institutions and the erosion of recipro-
cal peasant norms. Likewise, he suggests, an accompanying decline in in#7a-group
sociability linked with a falling resort to familial inheritance as the basis of social
reproduction.’” Benedictow could hardly have chosen more contentious, contro-
versial, and highly problematic arguments to do with the nature of late medieval
social change to explain epidemiological developments that have yet to be speci-
fied empirically. Nonetheless the types of argument promoted by Benedictow
are certainly within the spirit of the heuristic shift that Landers advocated for
historical approaches that gave a greater role for human agency as a determinant.

The mortality developments so persuasively unearthed by Harvey and Hatcher
in their studies of the monks of Westminster and Canterbury would carry
greater significance if they could be shown to have wider relevance. Were they,
for instance, typical of other urban settlements? Can similar mortality trends be
observed in the two urban communities of which they were part? In answering

57 See Benedictow, review of ‘Paul Slack, The Impact of Plague, p. 657.
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this latter question Hatcher can draw on no direct demographic data relating to
the city of Canterbury but is impressed by Andrew Butcher’s findings regarding
the parlous state of the town’s economy in the last quarter of the fifteenth century
— the sharp drop in rents and the low occupation rates of shops and houses —
which he explains as a consequence of the undermining effect of epidemic dis-
case.”’ In the case of the immediate environs of Westminster Abbey demographic
evidence relating to the town is in rather better supply. An unusual source con-
cerning the purchase of candles for use in the burial rites of the parishioners has
survived. It has been profitably exploited by Gervase Rosser who has shown there
to have been a substantial worsening of death rates in the Westminster parish of
St Margaret’s in the years from 1490-1510 which can have little to do with the
growth in the town’s population and implies, even in years of unexceptional mor-
tality, death rates of at least fifty—sixty per thousand.®’ Such patterns do indeed
seem consistent with the plunge in life expectancy among the monastic commu-
nity at Westminster Abbey, the members of which, as Barbara Harvey empha-
sizes, were deeply integrated into their local communities and openly exposed to
the urban infections.®

If there was a cycle in England of fifty to seventy-five years (three generations)
from ¢. 1460 to ¢. 1520 in which mortality first deteriorated then improved, we
are as yet in no position to know whether it was a regionally localized phenome-
non, predominantly urban, or whether it had a wider rural presence. What factors
could be adduced to account for either an increase in realized exposure or reduced
resistance over the period ¢. 1460-1510 and either reduced exposure or increased
resistance in the period thereafter? Harvey finds little to suggest that any major
environmental changes may have served to increase exposure potential during
periods when mortality markedly worsened.® It is true that the younger monks
in this population prove to be particularly vulnerable and they certainly contrib-
uted a share to deaths that was far greater than their share in the community’s
population.® However, an argument that depends on there having been a shift in
the population mix thereby introducing country boys to an urban environment
and to epidemic diseases to which they had no prior exposure would appear not
to work insofar as the increased presence of the young in the age structure is as

0 Byccher, ‘Rent and the Urban Economy’.

61 Rosser, Medieval Westminster, pp- 177-80.

2 Harvey, Living and Dying in England, p. 142.
63 Harvey, Living and Dying in England, p. 135.
% Harvey, Living and Dying in England, p. 140.
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much a cause as a consequence of the rise in the death rate. Nonetheless, immi-
gration of vulnerable newcomers would most likely help to push life expectancy
even further in a downward direction. Jeremy Goldberg suggests that serious con-
sideration be given to the vulnerability of young monks to new venereal disease
in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, given the very close proximity
of the urban religious houses to the haunts of prostitutes.®® While this is an argu-
ment that relates both to epidemiological concepts of conduction and retention
as well as pathogenic load, the introduction of a new disease provides no basis for
understanding the subsequent very sharp improvement in life expectancies that
follows in the early sixteenth century.

In drawing out many of the specific and especially striking characteristics of
these late medieval data sets it has been entirely legitimate that comparisons
should be made between demographic rates derived from relatively small ‘popu-
lations’ in the late fifteenth century and those from the larger samples that derive
from parish registers after 1540. It is true that late medieval crude death rates and
life expectancies when compared initially by Hatcher and Harvey (for Canterbury
and Westminster) with those derived by Wrigley, Schofield, and Oeppen from
aggregate back projection of parish-register based data suggested a more favoura-
ble regime in the mid- to late sixteenth century and therefore raises the possibility
that between ¢. 1450 and 1510 there had been a marked, indeed unprecedented
decline in mortality.®® Yet much care must be exercised in comparing these urban-
based populations of the later medieval period with national crude death rates
relating to populations that are overwhelmingly rural in the mid- to late-Tudor
period. Urban crude death rates in pre-industrial England were almost always in
excess of forty per thousand and frequently significantly exceeded fifty per thou-
sand.®” It is noteworthy that estimates of ¢ 5 ranging from twenty-two to twenty-
eight years from English parish-register based studies constitute adult mortality
levels in market towns such as Alcester (Warwickshire), Gainsborough
(Lincolnshire), and Banbury (Oxfordshire) that fall well within the ranges of

% Goldberg, ‘Mortality and Economic Change in the Diocese of York) p. 54. See also
Goldberg, ‘Pigs and Prostitutes), pp. 174-76.

% See Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century, p. 32 for comparisons drawn with
estimates of life expectation at birth based on back projection in Wrigley and Schofield, 7he
Population History of England, Appendix 3, pp. 527-35. Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth
Century), p. 33 also made a comparison with a mean estimate of ¢)5 from nine parish reconstitu-
tions to show how much lower the monastic life chances were when compared with males at age
twenty-five in those late sixteenth-century parishes.

% Galley, The Demagraphy of Early Modern Towns.



70 Richard M. Smith

45
-0+ Banbury ——-— Canterbury ——+—+ London Quakers
Durham ——— Gainsborough ------ Westminster
40
w0
N
T 35
>
[$)
=
]
@ 30
o
X —— — |
o
P i
240 N\ f—m————— ==
———
20 H ™ ™
15 T | T | T | 1
1400 1500 1600 1700
Years

Figure 7. Life expectancy of monks at age twenty-five and a distribution of life expectancies
at age twenty-five for married male parishioners (twenty-six English parishes)

e25s exhibited by the monks throughout most of the period studied by Harvey
and Hatcher.®® Furthermore, in London in the late seventeenth and especially
carly eighteenth centuries adult- %akcr mortality was as severe as, possibly more
severe than, those exhibited by the Benedictine populations two centuries earlier
(see fig. 7).% Expectations of life at age twenty-five ranging from twenty to
twenty-eight years should not be regarded therefore as essentially ‘late medieval’
in character.

It is also worth noting that even at the end of the period covered by Harvey’s
study of Westminster when e)5 had risen once again to early fifteenth century
levels, the Westminster monastic community still possessed a level of ep5 lower
than that of the national, predominantly rural populace based upon parish
registers. Since Hatcher and Harvey made their comparisons with sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century parish-register based estimates of )5 new estimates from
such sources have been published.” These data were secured by use of back-
projection and were not based upon totals of deaths by age in each period of time.

68 Family reconstitutions held by the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and
Social Structure.

 Landers, Death and the Metropolis, p. 158.
70 Wrigley and others, English Population History from Family Reconstruction, pp. 280-93.
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Figure 8. Life expectancy of monks at age twenty-five and a mean of life expectancies
at age twenty-five for married male parishioners in twenty-six English parishes
Source: Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality, p. 676.

Given a knowledge of population size and age structure produced by the process
of back projection, the computer program which embodied the back-projection
technique then selected that mortality level from within a family of life tables
which was needed in order to absorb the known totals of deaths for the period,
which in turn yielded a set of mortality rates and statistics, such as ep5. The
aggregative-based mortality rates are therefore not derived from direct
observation. Subsequently, a new set of mortality estimates were produced using
the more reliable technique of family reconstitution and these embody
refinements that deal more effectively than work hitherto with a classic ‘competing
risk’ problem that has afflicted so much previous adult mortality calculation.”
The new estimates lower the earlier estimates of ¢ 5s for the parochial populations
of the sixteenth and seventeenth century and diminish somewhat the contrast
that had been drawn between that period and the late fifteenth century. It should
be noted that John Hatcher and his colleagues in their most recent paper on
Durham have used adult mortality from family reconstitutions as their
comparator with the monks in all three houses (sce fig. 8).”

71 Wrigley and others, English Population History from Family Reconstruction, pp. 581-600.
72 Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality’, p. 679.
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Family reconstitutions have also drawn attention to the significant discrep-
ancies that exist between adult and infant and child mortality in early modern
populations. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the age patterns of adult
mortality are best encapsulated by levels 3 to 5 in Princeton Model North (each
rise in level is equivalent to a rise in () of approximately 2.5 years). In this period
infant and child mortality rates were far less severe than the implied rates derived
from the model life table level applying to adults. In fact the rates suggest that
levels 9 to 11 were most accurately capturing mortality rates within the younger
age groups. This feature of the mortality history of England in the early modern
period has far reaching implications for the interpretation of partial data, espe-
cially if relating exclusively to adults from earlier periods.” For example, although
there is little or no source material that can throw light on infant and child mor-
tality in medieval times, there is a significant amount relating to adults. There was
a tendency to assume that what was true of adult males was equally applicable to
the remaining elements in the population below age twenty or twenty-five. These
assumptions were perfectly justifiable when they were originally made but now
stand in need of reconsideration. For instance in 1986 John Hatcher established
that ep5s among the monks of Canterbury Cathedral Priory for a good deal of
the fifteenth century were equivalent to Princeton Model West level 3, and that,
during the phase of sharp deterioration in mortality at the end of the century,
mortality levels technically fell below the bottom of the Princeton scales.”* He
compared these estimates with those from early modern England and concluded
that the Tife table analogies’ were ‘consistent with an expectation of life at birth of
21-23 years. However, more recent work suggests that such comparisons and the
demographic logic underpinning them may be decidedly more problematic than
was once supposed and John Hatcher has acknowledged this in his 2006 paper
on Durham.” Of course, this issue cannot be fully resolved given the absence of
data relating to infant and child mortality for any social group during the later
medieval period.

While the national mortality level may not have been as high as that revealed
by these monastic populations, we certainly need to know whether Harvey and
Hatcher have identified an epidemiological cycle that is more overtly apparent
within national trends in late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century England.

73 Wrigley and others, English Population History from Family Reconstruction, pp. 283-85.
7% Coale and Demeny, Regional Model Life Tables, pp. 42-45.

75 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century, p. 31; Hatcher, Piper, and Stone,
‘Monastic Mortality’, pp. 681-82.
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Figure 9. Life expectancy of monks at age twenty-five and tenants-in-chief of the crown, after J. C. Russell
Sources: Hatcher, Piper, and Stone, ‘Monastic Mortality, p. 674;
Russell, British Medieval Population, p. 186.

Only further research will confirm such a possibility. John Hatcher, at the con-
clusion of his 1986 study on the Canterbury monks, justifiably made a plea for
more work on the inquistions post mortem (IPMs) of the tenants-in-chief of
the Crown.”® New work of this kind is sorely needed, particularly since it is now
clear that the techniques employed by Josiah Russell in his earlier analyses and
the incomplete sample he employed undermine the trust that we can place in his
estimations.”’

Russell made estimates of adult life expectancy using the IPMs which where
they overlap chronologically with the monastic samples are quite similar in their
levels (see fig. 9).”® These inquisitions recorded the admission of heirs to feudal
property, at known ages and dates, and simple linkage of an heir’s admission and
that heir’s subsequent death would appear to provide an unassailable record of
the person’s life span. The data are not without limitations: the great majority of

76 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century), p. 38.
77 Russell, British Medieval Population, pp. 92-117, 173-93.
78 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century, pp. 37-38.
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available cases pertain to males few of whom were very young upon admission to
property thereby thwarting the source’s use for estimations of female and infant
and child mortality. Furthermore, the persons involved were generally from the
upper ranks of English society (peers, gentry, and substantial frecholders, rather
than peasants or poor). In what follows, given the constraints of space, the results
of a relatively brief reanalysis of Russell’s methods and results are reported.” In
particular it is suggested that given developments in demographic methodologies,
particularly those relating to event-history analysis it is advisable to use a quite
different methodological approach for such calculation. In employing such
techniques on data derived from three samples of tenants-in chief drawn from the
fourteenth-century inquisitions at roughly quarter-century intervals in 1301,
1327, and 1352, it is concluded that Russell’s results constituted a significant
under-estimation of late medieval life expectancy.*® These samples yield one
cohort born and largely dead before the Black Death, another born son enough
before the Black Death to have been affected by it, and a thirds entering
observation after the epidemic.

The inquisition process was in principle relatively straightforward. In the
event of a tenant-in-chief dying while holding frechold property directly from the
crown, the Chancery issued a writ ordering a local jury to declare what property
the deceased held and who was the heir; the resulting information constituted
the inquisition. If the deceased held property in more than one county a jury
from each of the counties concerned would return a separate inquisition. The
record also included information on the age of the heir, the purpose of which
was to establish whether the heir was above or below the legal minimum age for
holding property at common law in his or her own right (twenty-one for males,
fourteen for females). Another category of record that forms part of the same
archival series as the IPM is the proof of age in the form of inquests taken to
prove the age of heirs who had inherited as minors but had reached the age of
majority and were entitled to receive his or her property. Every inquisition is
given a date, and after the second quarter of the fourteenth century the record

70 This analysis was initially undertaken by Professor Larry Poos of the Catholic University
of America in Washington DC and by Jim Oeppen when he was a senior research officer in the
Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure, and must be regarded as
presenting preliminary findings until larger samples extending over longer periods of time can

be deployed.

80 Samples have been drawn from the series Calendar of Inquisitions Post Mortem, currently
constituting 23 volumes extending from the reign of Henry III almost to the middle of the
fifteenth century.
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only infrequently fails to give the date of death of the deceased. Previously that
information was rarely given, meaning that for most of the earlier inquisitions,
it has to be assumed that a short period of time extended between the tenant’s
death and the inquisition.

It might be supposed a simple task in the form of nominative linkage to connect
an heir’s admission to property, at a recorded date and at a recorded known age,
with that heir’s own subsequent death at a subsequent known date. In possession
of such information, it would be possible to calculate the heir’s life expectancy
at the age at which he or she entered the property. The principal uncertainty
surrounding this style of nominative linkage normally relates to the identity of
name and individual given variability of given names and spellings such as might
be found in a parish register. However in the case of the IPMs the additional
information about property and its location can increase the confidence in
making linkages. The major difhiculty in carrying out nominative linkage with
the inquisitions post mortem is that the population under observation (i.. the
tenants-in-chief) was not a fixed unchanging group. A variety of events would
remove an heir from the record, having once been admitted to his or her property
and thereby removal from subsequent observation in the IPMs, or generate a
record to be created of the death of a tenant who had not left no evidence of
havingbeen admitted at an earlier date as an heir. Tenants could alienate property,
or the Crown could seize it for treason or other reasons. As a result people who
had not entered into observation by being named as heirs in the inquisitions
could purchase or receive property from the Crown and subsequently appear in
inquisitions when they had died. In addition and increasingly in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries tenants could also execute legal settlements whose very
purpose was to remove them from the fiscal burdens and uncertainties incumbent
upon feudal tenure (and thus from these records). Moreover, at times when a
tenant-in-chief’s estate came into the Crown’s hands (temporarily, during an
heir’s minority, or permanently, due to escheat or confiscation), those who held
their property from the tenant-in-chief then found themselves subject to the
same relationship with the Crown as the tenant-in-chief formerly had been, and
thus entered the record. Some IPMs have simply been lost leading to incomplete
life histories of tenants-in-chief. For all the above reasons, the population at risk
to appear in the inquisitions” records constituted a relatively volatile group in
permanent state of flux. Because of this instability in the sample of tenants-in-
chief appearing in the inquisitions drawn for this study only about half the heir’s
admitted to property subsequently appeared in inquisitions dealing with their
own deaths.
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Supplementary information in the printed series of calendared abstracts of
the IPMs is of considerable assistance in overcoming the problems previously
identified, since the editors have chosen to include the observations that were
mentioned in the fuller text of the manuscript records of individuals in contexts
other than their own deaths or successions. Most typically, if one is trying to
trace the totality of tenant A’s appearances in the record series, one may see,
in the course of an entirely unrelated person’s inquisition, tenant A named
coincidentally as the lord or tenant of some of the deceased’s property proving
that tenant A was still alive at the time of that record; or alternatively, tenant A’s
widow or heirs may be so named, signifying that tenant A had died by the time of
that record. The probability of observing tenant A in the record in these contexts,
then depends upon the presumably random demographic events of other person’s
life histories, as well as the extent of tenant A’s own landholding. An especially
rich tenant-in-chief with lands distributed over a wide geographical area might
be presumed to make many appearances in the records other than those relating
to his own inheritance and death. One may therefore be able to observe the heir
in a number of different contexts that indicate that he or she is either still alive at
that subsequent date, or has died by then.

The three samples drawn for this pilot study are each made of five hundred
heirs admitted to property and then traced to all subsequent appearances. Only
males have been used in these samples since due to the predominance of primo-
geniture in property descent at Common Law, male heirs predominated and far
too few females appear in the record to produce sufficiently samples to compute
statistically meaningful measures of life expectancy. For each person in the sam-
ples the following data are available: year of ancestor’s inquisition and age of heir
at that date, year of each subsequent appearance of heir and context of appear-
ance (heir’s own death, heir known to be still alive at that date, or her known to
be dead at that date). All events have been dated by calendar year.

Figure 10 contrasts Russell’s original estimates of life expectancy at twenty-
five with those derived from the monastic data.*’ John Hatcher in commenting
on these estimates of life expectancy produced by Russell noted that ‘there is
a strong measure of consonance between these three data sets’** However, in
commenting cautiously on these data he suggested that there were considerable
differences in the quality of the sources from which they were drawn, and the
nature of the methods and in particular the specification of the populations at

81 Harcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century p. 37.
82 Hatcher, ‘Mortality in the Fifteenth Century), p. 37.
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risk. Given the time in the mid-twentieth century that Russell researched and
the subsequent advances in historical demographic analysis associated with
nominative record linkage from the 1960s and the emergence of a substantial
statistical methodology of survival analysis, it is obvious that a number of
features of Russell’s use of IPM data are revealed that lead to problems with the
interpretation of the results. The most important is that Russell used a method
to estimate life expectancy that is only appropriate for two situations: when the
data are complete and where ‘complete’ means that the entry into observation
and the death of each individual is known- or where the incompleteness is purely
random. The method he employed assumes that the populations are ‘closed’ and
completely registered.

Incomplete personal histories or losses of evidence arise because of the
practices and processes described above and through the manner of Russell’s
analysis. A record that identifies the entry of an individual into observation and
gives an age at entry should be linked to a subsequent record that reports the
death of that individual. In the three samples drawn in this case-study it is not
possible to find an unambiguous link for between fifty and sixty per cent of the
heirs. Russell’s text is ambiguous in reporting how he coped with such cases, but
he states “We must remember that the available information varies greatly from
person to person. Less than half of the cards give other than the death of a man’*
As Russell was working backwards in the linkage process from death to entry, this
comment seems to suggest that he may have been aware of a flaw in his approach
or the evidence to which his methods were being applied.

If such linkage failures occurred randomly this would result in a bias in the
results derived, but there should be no directional bias in results so generated.
If the true life-expectancy at ages twenty-five were thirty-two years, then we
would expect our estimate to be thirty-two, plus or minus some unknown error.
However if the factors at work thwarting linkage were a function of age or time
then the estimates derived could be biased upwards or downwards from thirty-
two, and still be subject to an uncertain time interval. For example, suppose that
the information which allows an unambiguous link to be made itself evolves
over time (for instance, spellings of personal names change from inquisition to
inquisition, properties are amalgamated.). In this case the longer a person lives,
the less likely it is that they will be linked and life expectancy will therefore be
underestimated. On the other hand, if frequency of appearance in the records
and hence ‘visibility’ is a function of power and wealth, both of which might be

8 Russell, British Medieval Population, p. 116.
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increase as attributes with age, then survivorship will be over-estimated, since
those who die young and property deficient will tend to be missed.

Since the publication of Russell’s work there have been a number of
breakthroughs in the analysis of mortality from incomplete data particularly in
AlDs-related epidemiological research which makes use of what are truncated
and interval-unknown data.®* IPMs are good examples of this type of data. The
techniques now available require that the information for the individuals whose
records are incomplete is fully maximized in contrast to Russell’s approach which
is revealed when he writes

How far may documents outside of the inquisitions and proofs be admitted as evi-
dence? It would seem that any documents showing dates of persons entered in the
lists would be significant as long as the deaths might be in any age group. After all,
this information shows in any case a completed life. On the other hand, it would
not seem fair to use data which would only show people alive beyond the original
date of entrance into consideration. These data could not be used in the simpler
method of calculation of expectation of life and the introduction of them into the
life table would add many years of life with no equivalent deaths.®

Russell’s argument above is only justifiable if those possessing a complete record
are an unbiased group and we have previously suggested that this cannot be
presumed.

In the reanalysis of the IPM samples an attempt was made to find a reference
to ‘last-alive’ date within the supplementary information for every individual in
the Calendars of Inquisitions Post Mortem who enters into observation but cannot
be linked to a death. In some cases, it is possible to define an interval in which the
death must have occurred because a wife is described as widowed. These two
g