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1. Introduction 3. Case Studies 

4. Sources 

Coltishall and 

Horstead  

 Area of complex 

lordship 

 Two separate 

manors divided 

by river 

 Special jury for 

Coltishall in 

Horstead Court 

Worfield  

 Dispersed 

settlement 

pattern 

 Liberty and 

Ancient 

Demesne Status 

 Survival of both 

court rolls and 

churchwarden’s 

accounts for the 

sixteenth century 

allows for 

comparison of 

manorial and 

parochial office 

Little Downham  

 Area of fen 

commons 

managed through 

court  

 Large number of 

different types of 

officers 

What is manorial officeholding?  

 Manor— unit of land held by lord, made up of 

directly farmed demesne land and land held by 

both free and unfree peasant tenants 

 Governed through court which monitors 

landholding, enforces seigneurial rights and also 

determines cases between tenants 

 Manorial officers administer court and 

demesne—present (report in court) offences as 

jurors, manage farmland as reeves, collect rent 

as beadles and enforce  king’s peace as 

constables 

Manorial court rolls— these regularly record names and elections of officers, presentments to 

the court by officials, orders to officials, and pledging (acting as surety for the appearance of a 

defendant or plaintiff) by officials. More rarely these also regard customs surrounding 

selecting officers, disputes over service and investigations and punishments for failing to 

perform office properly.  

5. Selection and Participation 
Names of officials collected and then examined by decade to look at concentration and dispersion of 

office among community of tenants. 

Preliminary Analysis of Downham Court Baron Jury 

Graph A—examines proportion of total service slots (recorded opportunities to serve) per decade 

performed by individuals serving different numbers of times, suggests jurorship became more dispersed 

over time, with greater number of men serving fewer times, a shift visible after 1430.  

Graph B— comparing number of new jurors in decadal cohorts by total number of services they 

collectively performed across their officeholding careers, suggests above shift occurring because of an 

increase in the number of new jurors in cohorts even as the total number of services performed declined.  

2. Research Question and 

Context 

How did manorial officeholding change 

between 1300 and 1600 and what factors 

influenced any changes?  

Important to examine across medieval and 

early modern periods 

1300 1600 1400 15 00 

Traditional Period 

Division at 1500 

Medieval Villages long 

had obligations to 

state 

Manorial Court 

still important in 

post-medieval 

period 

Four Key Sub-questions 

1.How far did officeholding personnel, and the 

control of their selection, change across time?  

2.What local factors influenced officeholding?  

3.How far did the work of officers change with 

the decline of lordship? 

4. What effect did the development of the Tudor 

state and civil parish have on manorial offices?  

7. Attitudes to Office 

6. Role and Presentments  
Presentments of officials divided into categories and 

then quantitatively analysed to look at changing role 

played by officers in the community over time.  

Preliminary Analysis of Downham Baronial and Leet 

Jury 

Graph C— examines number of presentments made in 

various categories, shows sustained role in royal 

governance and managing communal resources across 

the period, but sharp decline in role of juries in 

enforcing lordship in the late 16th century. Suggests 

Downham’s location in a fen common area led to a 

sustained importance for manorial officers even after 

their utility for lord declined.  

The world’s most famous manorial officeholder, 

Chaucer’s reeve from The Canterbury Tales—  

Ellesmere Chaucer, Huntingdon Library , 

California, EL26 C9, c.1400 

Uses qualitative information from more 

unusual entries concerning attitudes to 

being selected as an officer, attitudes to 

officers from other tenants and attitudes 

of officers to their role. Traditionally the 

focus has been on the mediating role of 

officers between the demands of lord and 

the demands of tenants. Naturally, the 

focus is largely on officers such as reeve 

and beadle, who had direct 

responsibilities to lord.  

 

 

Graph C 

Graph A 

Graph B 

Historiography 

focused on 

parochial office 

with 

development of 

civil parish 

Historiography focused 

on manorial office, 

usually in the paradigm 

of lord-tenant 

relations, especially 

after the Black Death 

Reeve/

Beadle  

Pressure from lord to 

enforce rights over tenants 

and maximise profits  - 

enforced through liability 

to be made responsible for 

uncollected revenue and 

sanction within court 

Lord 

Pressure from tenants to 

soften lord’s demands -

enforced through social 

sanctions, reporting on 

work of officers by tenants 

and fear of reprisals when 

officeholder changed 

between years Tenants 

However… 

Analysis of many entries which 

reveal  information about 

attitudes—suggests that having 

effective officers as vital to 

tenants as lord 

For example, in the case of 

Thomas Jankyns in 1405-6, reeve 

found to have entered land grants 

fraudulently in the rolls in order 

to profit from entry fines made by 

tenants. Problem both to lord as 

defrauded of fines, but also to 

tenants as meant land not held 

according to custom.  

8. Archival References 
Downham Court Rolls— Ely Diocesan 

Records C/11/1-4  Cambridge University 

Library, Cambridge 

Worfield Court Rolls— P314 Worfield 

Parish Collection, 1374/1/1-844, 

Shrewsbury Archive Centre, Shrewsbury 
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