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Abstract

The development of the borough of Colchester between 1310 and
1560 is examined in its regional context, with special reference to
firstly, the relative taxable wealth of town and country; secondly,
the growth of commercial cloth manufacture and thirdly, the
recruitment of free burgesses. The importance of these themes
within the debate on the fortunes of the late medieval town is
considered, and the sources on which they rest - 1lay subsidies,
aulnage accounts and freemens' registers - are critically
examined. The lay subsidies indicate a marked relative growth in
Colchester's taxed wealth between 1327 and 1524 compared to the
surrounding rural hundreds, but an examination of individual parish
growth ratios shows that some other places grew as fast as, or
faster than, the borough. Colchester's records suggest that while
the borough was both larger and wealthier in the early sixteenth
century than two hundred years earlier, a period of difficulty
ensued marked by a growth in poverty and social unrest after c.1520.
However, this appears less the culmination of a "crisis" than a
hiatus between periods of growth. Furthermore, evidence of evasion
of office and decay of bridges probably reflects problems of
corporate revenue rather than impoverishment of the burgesses.
Similarly, a downward trend in burgess admissions during the
fifteenth century cannot be seen as a simple reflection of
Colchester's fortunes, as admission fines were being pushed upwards
at this time. An observed increase in the number of long-distance

migrants amongst Colchester burgess recruits may result partly from



broad changes within the English economy, and partly from the
borough's emergence as an important centre of cloth manufacture and
trade. Colchester's industry "took off" in the second half of the
fourteenth century, and remained a major source of wealth and
employment thereafter. Rural industry does not appear to have
posed a serious problem; indeed, the rural cloth industry appears
to have stagnated or regressed during the fifteenth century.
Increase in scale and complexity are characteristic of the urban
rather than the rural industry at this time. The demographic
factor may hold the key to these developments, with population
stagnation inhibiting the full emergence of a 'protoindustrial'
economy in the Essex countryside. Colchester's experience suggests
that urban economies retained important advantages until, at least,

the second quarter of the sixteenth century.
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CHAPTER 1

TOWN AND COUNTRY IN THE LATER MIDDLE AGES

Writers on the later medieval economy in general, and on the
later medieval town in particular, have often been reluctant to
commit themselves to firm statements as to the health of England's
urban system as a whole in the two centuries following the Black
Death. This reticence stems from the apparently irreconcilable
pictures produced by local studies; on the one hand there is
Lincoln,; apparently sinking into economic ruin and physical
dereliction, a travesty of its earlier glories, while on the other
there is Exeter,, seemingly set on a course of exuberant growth and
achievement.

The natural tendency when confronted with such striking
contrasts (for the above pairing might be substituted Leicester and
Worcester, or York and Salisbury) is to conclude that there was no
general pattern of 'success' or 'failure', but rather a readjustment
of the urban system, with each declining centre being compensated
for by an expanding one better placed to take advantage of changing
economic opportunities.s -

However some students of the period have adopted a less
circumspect approach. The most influential of these have been
C. Phythian-Adams and R.B. Dobson. These authors have postulated
what has almost become an orthodoxy; the concept of a general decay
of town life in later medieval England, amounting to an 'urban
crisis'.4 They argue that the failures greatly outnumber the
successes, and that many of the latter are in fact illusory, or

confined to certain relatively short periods. It is contended that



the great majority of established urban centres either stagnated or
contracted - sometimes markedly - in terms of population, and
that this was associated with a widespread economic malaise; a loss
of industrial importance, a failure to enforce chartered privileges
and monopolies, and an inability to retain sufficient numbers of
wealthy and able citizens.

This pessimistic view of the urban scene is not without its
precursors. In the nineteenth century James Thorold Rogers had
cited the Tudor re-edification statutes as evidence of a general
decay of the towns.g

The Rev. H.E. Salter, in his study of medieval Oxford, opined
that:

The three centuries of Oxford life from 1250 to 1550 were a
period of decay in wealth and population. Mrs. Green in
her book Town Life of the Middle Ages seems to assume that

there was growth everywhere, but it will probably be found
that it was only the seaport towns that prospered.g

An antecedent both more immediate and more important because of
its association with a model of economic change is to be found in
the body work on the medieval textile industry, much of it inspired
by the writings of Eleanora Carus-Wilson. For Carus-Wilson the
major feature of the later medieval industry was a tendency to shift
from an urban to a rural location; the causes of this change were
held to be firstly, the development of mechanical fulling mills more
suited to rural than urban sites and secondly, a desire on the part
of the 'entrepreneurs' who Carus-Wilson believed to have played a
vital role in the industry from an early date to escape from the
restrictive environment of the towns:

... when England's industry reached maturity the relative

advantages of doing business in borough or manor were very
different from what they had once been. The feudal society



was in dissolution; villeinage had all but disappeared;
the borough with its battlemented walls was becoming as
much of an anachronism as the baronial castle; its
liberties had become privileges for the few, and its
economy was more rigidly regimented and more heavily taxed
than that of the manor had ever been.
Consequently:

The progressive manufacturer usually, though not
invariably, kept away from the city, and developed his
business unrestricted in the countryside, making his
headquarters in some small market town or village.y

This picture appears to be confirmed by case-studies such as
Bartlett's paper on York,g where the city's fifteenth-century
difficulties are held to be associated with a decline in its cloth
industry in the face of competition from the rural industry of the
West Riding, where the manufacturer could find cheap labour, light
taxation and water-power for fulling mills.

Other writers, such as Thirsk, placed stress on the importance
of social factors in explaining the emergence of rural industries of
all types. The link with the agricultural economy and the tenurial
structure is stressed, but Thirsk also believed that the development
of the fulling mill 'drove' the textile industry into the
countryside in the fourteenth century.q  The mechanical background
to the fulling mill was explained by Pelham who also attempted to
map the location of known mills.;

The view that the towns became. increasingly conservative and
resistant to change during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
or that an intrinsic conservatism came more and more into collision
with emerging forces for change at this time, is found in many
places. Hibbert, in his review of European urbanism in general,

concluded that a growing concern with regulation and restriction of

competition meant that the towns forfeited their leading role in



economic change:
Like Mesozoic reptiles they speeded their decline by the
very weight of their defences and by the entrenched
specialization of their structure.;;
Similarly, for Salzman the loss of prosperity of many English
boroughs in the fifteenth century was due in large measure to the
"obstinate conservatism of the gilds" which resulted in industry
being "more and more driven into the country" and the smaller
"free-trading towns".|,

For the Marxist scholar Maurice Dobb the towns had, by the
sixteenth century, become "a conservative rather than a
revolutionary force".13 Although the development of town-based
trade and merchant capital had, in its earlier phases, a profoundly
disintegrating effect on feudal society, the institutions within
which these forces had emerged had now become fetters on their
further development:

the breakdown of urban localism and the undermining of the
monopolies of the craft gilds is one condition of the
growth of capitalist production, whether in the
manufacturing or the domestic form.;,

From all these perspectives, then, the initiative is considered
to have passed from town to country. New forms of organization, it
is argued, could only emerge in communities unfettered by the
conservatism of the old-established boroughs. In addition to
freedom from regulation, the country could offer cheaper labour -
often family labour supported in part by agricultural holdings -
freedom from allegedly onerous urban taxation, and access to

water-power. The towns, apparently deserted by their key industry

and becoming increasingly exclusive and conservative, present a



sorry picture. But were things really like this? On what types
of evidence do the proponents of 'urban decline' base their case?
Dobson's 1977 article concentrates on largely non-quantifiable
evidence; he consciously sets out to assemble a large range of
types of evidence which, he acknowledges, generations of historians
have been aware of, but have tended to discount or treat as
unreliable; petitions to the crown for relief from fee-farm or tax
payments, the accounts of contemporary travellers, architectural
evidence. The petitions complaining of ruin and inability to pay
are, of course, motivated by self-interest, but Dobson believes that
the great number and persistence of such appeals points to a real
economic malaise behind the rhetoric. Leland's Itinerary provides
an explanation of this state of affairs "in terms still acceptable
to the modern local historian", identifying the decline of
clothmaking in the larger towns and the reduction or abolition of
markets in the smaller as the key factors.;g
Architectural evidence confirms the sorry story, Dobson
believes, in an apparent decline in civic building after 1450 and in
a 'record century' for the disappearance of urban churches between
1450 and 1550. Further corroboration is found in the 'flight from
office' in the larger towns, with an increasing reluctance of men to
take up the expensive and onerous burden of local government. The
symptoms and the causes of decay should not be confused, however:
Too often the manifestations of severe population decline
within and indeed without the fifteenth century provincial
town - the supposed 'restrictive practices' forced on so
many urban craft guilds by the decline of consumer demand
for their products, the drift of the textile industry into
rural areas, the gradual assumption of regional trading
functions by the merchants of London - have been

interpreted as the primary cause of urban decay. But only
the existence of prolonged and remorseless demographic



attrition in England as a whole, an attrition emphatically
not generally reversed at some unascertainable point in the
fifteenth century, seems capable of explaining the
persistence of the urban malaise.;g
Dobson does not attempt to give any firm chronology of decline,
but the following can be inferred; a differential reaction to the
mid-fourteenth-century collapse of population, with the smaller
towns being hit first while some of the larger centres, such as
York, enjoyed an 'Indian Summer' of "remarkable affluence" before
succumbing in their turn; the fifteenth century in general is seen
as a period of recession, but more especially the decades after
1450, by which date decay had set in at virtually all the major
towns; this decay was not arrested until well into the sixteenth
century, after 1550 in most cases.qy
A more detailed attempt at chronology is made by Phythian-Adams,
but it is broadly similar to the above. A number of identifiable
phases are suggested within the overall picture of later medieval
decline. The general decay of the second half of the fourteenth
century is somewhat alleviated by a revival of the largest centres
between ¢.1380 and c.1430. This revival was, however, often
achieved at the expense of weaker neighbours. It was also to be
brief; by the mid-fifteenth century, Phythian-Adams contends, many
of the more important towns were experiencing serious difficulty,
and the malaise spread and intensified after 1450. Particularly
striking, it is argued, is the decline of the eastern seaboard towns
"from Ripon to Great Yarmouth". Economic difficulty was associated
with serious demographic attrition in the larger centres, York's
estimated population falling from ¢.12,000 in 1400 to no more than

8,000 in the mid-sixteenth century, while Coventry halved in size



between 1450 and 1550. There was to be no early remission; while
"the first part of the sixteenth century ... represents the last
stages of an unparalleled period of urban contraction", in many
large boroughs it was also the most acute stage; for Coventry the
1520s represent the "climax of the crisis". Revival is not seen
until as late as 1570 when a resurgence of inland trade and
strengthening of urban monopolies over marketing mark the
"rediscovery" of an economic role.;g

The picture was not, Phythian-Adams concedes, unremittingly
gloomy; there were exceptions to the general trend. London, as
usual, was in a class of its own. Amongst the successful
provincial towns, it is suggested, were ports with expanding
industrial hinterlands, towns that "looked outwards". Newcastle,
Colchester, Ipswich, Exeter and Chester are cited as examples, along
with towns which commanded important lines of communication, such as
Worcester and Reading. In addition, the emergence of newer centres
such as Hadleigh, Lavenham and Long Melford in East Anglia is
recognised, but these are held to be urban only in an "ambiguous
sense". The successes cannot, according to Phythian-Adams,
compensate for the lengthy list of boroughs whose decay is,
aliegedly, manifest; Lincoln, Warwick, Canterbury, Oxford, Kings
Lynn, Boston, Leicester and Nottingham being but a few of the
examples cited. This was no 'readjustment'; indeed "the relative
and in some cases the absolute demise of a major sector of the late
medieval urban network is ... incontrovertible".,q

As to the cause of this decay, Phythian-Adams agrees with Dobson
that the profound and prolonged decline in national population

underlies everything else. However, the demographic factor is not



considered to be a sufficient explanation by itself; many of the
larger towns fail to respond to the general recovery in population,
and the culmination of the 'crisis' is dated by Phythian-Adams to
just that period when, it is generally agreed, the upwards movement
becomes manifest in the countryside. The crux of the problem, he
argues, was the increasing expense of urban residence, a product of
the top-heavy nature of urban society.j,q Over-elaborate
office-holding structures, combined with heavy expenditure on
secular and religious ceremony and a growing burden of fee-farm and
direct taxation, in effect suffocated the towns. Evasion of office
became common, with townsmen paying fines for exemption or fleeing
the boroughs altogether, and taking up residence in the countryside
or in smaller towns.

The theme of the 'distortion' of the social structure is
developed in detail in Phythian-Adams' study of Coventry, Desolation
of a City; the significance of the Reformation in sweeping away
much of the elaborate structure of religious gilds is stressed.
The key to the late medieval crisis is seen as lying in the
structure of urban society itself, rather than in competition from
the countryside. Coventry did suffer from rural competition in the
textile industry, but this was "an effect not a cause of decline".y;

This playing-down of the causal role of rural competition in
urban decline is one of the major differences between the analysis
presented by Phythian-Adams and Dobson and many earlier writers.
Indeed, as we have noted, Phythian-Adams cites the existence of a
developing industrial hinterland as being of assistance to some of
the more successful towns, although the nature of this suggested

link is not explained.



With the notable exception of Phythian-Adams' study of Coventry,
the writings on urban decay are long on instances and examples but
short of both detailed analysis and theory. Little attempt has
been made, for example, to investigate the implications of the work
produced by the so-called 'protoindustrialisation’ school,, who have
drawn upon Marxist and classical political economy to construct
models of the development of rural industries.

Similarly the work of 'monetarist' economic historians,; raises
issues of potential importance for the student of the urban economy,
but these have been largely ignored. For example, the suggested
'Indian summer' of urban prosperity may in part be explicable by the
dramatic increase in per capita wealth among the survivors of the
fourteenth-century plagues and the correspondingly sharp rise in the
levels of both artisan wages and the prices of manufactured goods,
resulting in the accumulation of money in the towns. Miskimin
writes of this temporary phenomenon that:

That part of urban prosperity which had been based upon the
divergence between the prices of manufactured and of
agricultural products could last only so long as it took to
drain the countryside of funds.
This 'demonetarisation' of the countryside then resulted in an
undercutting of the demand for manufactures:

In England, there is evidence that this had happened by the
beginning of the fifteenth century.,,

While the theoretical perspective adopted affects the selection
and interpretation of data, so does the time period chosen for
study. Writers whose primary concern is with the 'early modern'
period (usually taken as 1500-1700) tend to view the sixteenth-
century town in a different way to those who concentrate on the

'medieval' or 'late medieval'. Thus, the decades which appear to



some as the culmination of a crisis may be interpreted by others as
a temporary 'dislocation' or period of 'readjustment'. For
Corfield:
there seems a good case for regarding the years from about
1520 to 1560 as ones of some economic dislocation. But in
the long term these problems did not prove insuperable.,s
Cases of "outright decline" as opposed to "relative eclipse"
are, she argues, "very difficult to find in these years".,¢
Clark and Slack emphasise the reshaping of the urban hierarchy
in the early modern period, with the late medieval dominance of
'medium-sized corporate towns' being "threatened" by the increasing
prosperity of simpler 'market towns' during the sixteenth century,
and then "overthrown" by the emergence of a small group of leading
provincial centres, the increasing dominance of London, and the
appearance of new types of town during the seventeenth.,s
While the urban sector was still enjoying a period of "relative
stability" at the end of the fifteenth century, the first half of
the sixteenth was a time of "considerable difficulty" for most
towns. For Clark and Slack, these "difficulties" are to be
explained in terms of a "conjuncture" of factors; heavy taxation,
changes in investment patterns, foreign trade difficulties, the
dissolution of the monasteries.,g Palliser has recently summed up
this 'early-modernist' view, rejecting the concept of a general
crisis while acknowledging the existence of serious temporary
difficulties:
It was the conjunction in the early sixteenth century of
population decay or stagnation, economic competition from
the countryside and the heavy weight of civic government
and ceremonial that had weakened the larger towns; and

most of these problems were remedied by the end of the
century.zg

- 10 -



Rather than béing the climax of a crisis, the earlier sixteenth-
century 'difficulties' are here viewed as a hiatus, a slipping back,
between the great days of the medieval town and the renewed
development of the early modern period. However, only one writer
in recent times has defended the later medieval town per se against
its critics and argued that the English urban system prospered -
indeed thrived - between the mid-fourteenth and mid-sixteenth
centuries. The proponent of this controversial view is of course
A.R. Bridbury.

Bridbury's arguments on the late medieval town are to be found

principally in the following works: Economic Growth, first

published in 1962 and reissued with a new introduction in 1975;
'"English Provincial Towns in the later Middle Ages', a paper

published in 1981; and Medieval English Clothmaking, which appeared

in 1982.30 In these three works, and in the briefer comments to be
found elsewhere, his arguments on the towns are inseparable from his
wider perspective on the later medieval economy:

for towns, being in the highest degree embodiments of
specialization of function, are incomparable registers of
the ebb and flow of economic life ... Towns were
indispensable components of the economic system ... to
study them is to study the entire system at a vital
confluence of flows.s;

The main thrust of Economic Growth is an attempt to

'rehabilitate' the century and a half after the Black Death in
England, to present the late medieval period as one of innovation
and advance rather than of stagnation or decay. The achievements
of the 'high' middle ages are viewed with a jaundiced eye, and the
parlous conditions of the thirteenth-century peasantry contrasted

with the much improved living standards which followed the
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demographic collapse of the mid-fourteenth. The "patronising and
depreciatory treatment of the later period by historians is
attacked, most vigorously in the introduction to the 1975 edition.g,

Bridbury is strongly critical of the introduction of what he
sees as "the fallacies of modern development theory" into the study
of the past, particularly the "theories of technologically-linked
growth". The achievements of the later middle ages lay rather in a
slow but steady growth of markets and of the division of labour.ss

Industry was buoyant; while tin production continued at levels
similar to those achieved before the Black Death, and thus at much
higher per capita levels, the textile industry emerged as a major
employer of labour, with finished cloth replacing raw wool as
England's leading export.s,

It is clear that, for Bridbury, these developments - increased
living standards and industrial advance - could only imply urban
prosperity, whatever the weight of historiography arguing the
converse. Just as he remains unimpressed by the administrative
achievements of thirteenth-century landlords in the countryside, so
he is sceptical of the eulogistic treatment sometimes accorded the
towns of the 'high' middle ages; communities whose dynamism and
supposedly democratic characteristics are commonly contrasted with a
scene of decay and oligarchic government in the later medieval
period. The latter is as distorted as the former is elusive, he
contends, noting with irony that "towns are forever declining from
some golden age in the distant and undefined past”.3g

A major part of Economic Growth, and most of the 1981 paper, is

concerned with marshalling evidence against the 'economic decay'

school and in support of a quite different view; that of a

w12 =



"fundamental buoyancy and resilience in the town-life of the later
middle ages". This evidence is sought in three main types of
record: in urban freeman admission lists, in the records of the
textile industry, and in the lay subsidies of 1334 and 1524. 1In
addition to a positive interpretation of these sources the alleged
evidence of decay, particularly the towns' frequent protestations of
poverty or ruination, are given a highly sceptical examination.sg

It may be useful at this stage to be clear about what Bridbury
does not assert. He does not claim that the towns remained
generally as populous as formerly, nor does he deny that as a result
of population contraction many may have contained abandoned houses,
streets, possibly even quarters.g; This reduction in size was,
however, only to be expected given the drastic fall in national
population. It can in no sense be taken as evidence of an urban
crisis; on the contrary "the great size of many thirteenth-century
towns had been a éort of elephantiasis caused by poverty and the
workings of feudal law”. The fall in numbers "may very well have
been more of a boon than a misfortune".sg

The vitality and importance of these urban communities, reduced
in size as they might be, is demonstrated for Bridbury by firstly,
their ability to continue to attract substantial numbers of
newcomers into the ranks of the free burgesses, secondly their
continuing importance as centres of textile manufacture as well as
marketing and thirdly, by their increased share of the taxable
wealth of the nation.

By graphing the figures derived from the published freeman's
registers of various towns, including Colchester, Bridbury believed

he had demonstrated that recruitment levels remained buoyant
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throughout the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.3g This
continuing ability to attract new members, he argues, is
particularly striking when viewed in the context of the dramatically
improved living standards in the countryside. Rural-urban movement
in the later middle ages was "no longer in the spirit of
ship-wrecked sailors struggling into a life-raft" but, rather, was
inspired by "the lively expectation of exchanging good prospects for
better ones".,,

Furthermore, the evidence does not suggest any easing of entry
conditions for urban freedom; on the contrary, entrance fines
usually increase. This sustained recruitment in the face of
population contraction implies that a larger proportion of the
towns' populations was enfranchised. Bridbury's conclusion is
that:

Town life was obviously offering something very worth while
for it to be able to attract and hold so large a community
of burgess tradesmen and artisans when other opportunities
beckoned as temptingly as the wage-rates suggest they
did.,;

Bulking 1arge.in the attractions of urban life, in Bridbury's
view, was the continuing vitality of the textile industry as a major

employer of labour. This argument is set out in the third chapter

of Economic Growth and refined in Medieval English Clothmaking.

Bridbury does not dispute that the later medieval period saw the
emergence of commercial clothmaking (as opposed to the ubiquitous
domestic industry producing for household consumption) in places
outwith the established corporate boroughs. He does, however,
reject the interpretation of this phenomenon as a progressive
de-urbanisation of the textile industry. Places such as Lavenham

and Hadleigh should be counted as towns, whatever their legal
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status, while fifteenth—century Stroudwater is to be viewed as an
"urban district".,,

However these newly emergent centres of production are to be
classified, Bridbury's main point is that the established centres of
the industry, the 'regional capitals', continued to dominate
commercial clothmaking:

It would be wrong to credit the villages of medieval
England with more than a small share in the commercial
production of cloth. New Towns, in the sense of ancient
settlements grown more complex, accounted for very much
more. But it was the established boroughs, many of them
places of antique privilege and importance, that made the
largest single contribution of all.43

The aulnage accounts are cited as evidence of this; as new
centres of production emerged the aulnagers added them to their
lists, and yet the accounts still ascribe the lion's share of cloths
sealed to the regional capitals. The assumption that most of the
cloths sealed in these centres was made there is warranted, Bridbury
asserts, by an examination of other types of record; the Salisbury
civic records with their lengthy lists of cloth-workers, or the
Norwich and York freemen lists with their steady recruitment of

artisans in the textile trades.M‘

The tone in the later work, Medieval English Clothmaking, is

somewhat more cautious; some of these assertions are moderated,
greater emphasis being placed on the complexity and ambiguity of the
aulnage evidence. It seems that a closer study of the surviving
returns has made Bridbury aware of their inadequacy as a basis for
making more than very generalised statements about the location of
the later medieval textile industry. Thus, whereas in Economic
Growth he concedes that "the cloth sealed in [the regional capitals]

was not all made there"45 but then goes on to assert that the bulk
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of it undoubtedly was, in the later book he stresses that:
the aulnage accounts cannot do more than tell us where
clothmakers, and the merchants for whom many of them
worked, had elected to have their cloth examined and sealed
«++ We may not assume that most of the cloth made in a
particular town or district was inevitably sold where it
was made. Still less may we assume that it was examined
and sealed where it was made.,g
The tone elsewhere is decidedly defensive; the aulnage
accounts, by their patchy survival, may lead us to underestimate the
industrial importance of certain towns:
we must not allow the loss of records either in London
or elsewhere in the towns of provincial England to create
the false presumption that, on the whole, the urban
contribution to English clothmaking in this period was of
only secondary importance.,y
This greater caution seems at least in part to be due to an
awareness of the extremes to which a literal reading of the returns
leads. Thus, Lincoln disappears into obscurity in the later
fourteenth century aulnage accounts, yet the 1377 poll tax returns
show that it was still a populous city - how did these people make
their living if clothmaking had dwindled away to virtually nothing?
Is it not at least probable, Bridbury asks, that cloth was still
being produced but was being sealed and sold elsewhere?,g The
other 'extreme' is represented by Salisbury, and the realisation
that, even if a very large section of the population was involved in
clothmaking, they could not possibly have produced more than a part
of the cloths sealed in the aulnage lists of 1394-8.,4
Nevertheless, the basic argument remains the same; the
established centres continued to play a key role in the industry.
The fulling mill is seen as a red herring, in that firstly, it was

not an essential tool at this date as many successful centres, such

as Salisbury, continued to use older methods and secondly, the
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arguments about the mills' effects on the location of the industry
are 'spurious, as they could be successfully used in urban and
suburban settings, and throughout the 'Lowland' zone.gy It is
contended that, in fact, the industry developed principally in those
areas in which it had long been established. Significantly,
however, Bridbury concedes that:
the continuing preponderance of certain established
cloth-making regions did not guarantee the continuing
stability of the relationship of town to country
cloth-making within such regions.g;
The third main field within which Bridbury seeks to demonstrate

the health of the urban system of later medieval England is that of

taxable wealth. In Economic Growth he presents in tabular formg,y

calculations which purport to show that the towns increased their
share of the taxable, and by implication the real, wealth of the
nation between the 1330s and the 1520s. The sources used in these
calculations are the 'tenth and fifteenth' of 1334 and the lay
subsidy of 1524. Bridbury's method is simply to compare the totals
of "town' and 'country' assessed wealth county by county at the two
dates, expressing the former as a percentage of the latter.

The precise methods of deriving figures from these sources, and
of comparing what were fundamentally different taxes are explored in
Chapter 2. At present it is merely necessary to summarise
Bridbury's findings and to demonstrate the use he makes of them.

Appendix II to Economic Growth compares 'town' as a percentage of

'country' wealth in 1334 and 1524 county by county.gg For almost
every county these calculations indicate that the towns had a
greater share of taxed wealth at the later date; in only one

(Staffordshire) is there a decline in the 'urban' share.
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Bridbury's faith in the reality of this apparent trend is
strengtﬁened by his belief that the 1334 tax over-estimated 'urban'
wealth by including strictly 'non-urban' settlements in the category
of places paying the higher proportion of their valuations (one-
tenth), while the 1524 subsidy tended to underestimate the real
wealth of the towns. For Bridbury the figures are indicative of a
"seemingly irrepressible burgeoning of town life".g,

A further set of figures is presented as Appendix III to the
same book;gg these represent ratios of actual payments 1334:1524
for a list of 50 towns. While conceding that the ratio of payments
for a single town is in itself meaningless given the different
nature of the two taxes, Bridbury contends that the comparison of
ratios derived for many towns is revealing. The 'league table' of
growth ratios seems "to bear out what the local historians have
discovered" about the fortunes of individual towns, ranging from the
'negative' ratio of 2:1 for 'ruined' Boston, through Coventry's
ratio of 1:6 implying "notable achievemént" to the "astounding"
ratio of 1:43 derived for Westminster.gg

The highest rates of growth are achieved, Bridbury argues, by
towns commanding main arteries of communication and by those of
growing industrial importance; notable amongst the latter are the
"new clothmaking towns such as Lavenham (1:18), Colchester (1:8) and
Exeter (1:9)".57 Plainly, in the case of these last two, 'new' is
intended to apply to their industrial status rather than their urban
identity.

The lay subsidies, then, are used by Bridbury to support his
general argument about the health of the urban system, and to

provide an approximate guide to the relative fortunes of its
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components. In 'English Provincial Towns' this interpretation of
the evidence is defended against the general and specific objections
of the critics; the latter reject the subsidy evidence because it
does not accord with what they consider to be the "historical
facts", showing as Bridbury believes it does, that in 1524 England
was making "more energetic use of its urban network of industries
and services".gg

Despite criticising others for rejecting evidence which does not
fit in with their view of the 'facts', Bridbury does precisely this
himself when dealing with one of the principal sources cited by the
'urban decline' school, the petitions to the crown for remission of
fee-farm payments. These are dismissed as having been drafted by
"conniving lawyers" on behalf of corporate clients.gg Real
difficulties arising from a diminished population - lower rents
and consequently reduced revenue - were exaggerated out of all
proportion in order to wring concessions from King and Parliament.
The petitions "cannot possibly be taken at face value".gy  Bridbury
argues that towns which claimed inability to meet fee-farm payments
rarely had difficulty in raising money for civic building or gifts.
Coventry, for example, continued to pay to the Crown as 'loans' sums
it allegedly could not raise as fee-farm. Again, if the burdens of
fee-farm were so onerous, why did a monastic borough such as
Salisbury, with no farm to pay, continue to struggle for
emancipation?qg; The expressions of dismay at the burden of
corporate and personal taxation were "nothing but a calculated,
trumpet-tongued and even, perhaps, at times, a systematically

concerted campaign to defraud the king of his meagre dues".g,
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Architectural evidence is similarly dismissed; the chronology
suggested by Dobson is simply not correct. Furthermore, the
re-edification statutes passed in the reign of Henry VIII point not
to the "incorrigible persistence" of urban decay, but were rather
the means employed to solve the problem of long-term derelict
property for which no clear title existed. The towns were
increasing in size once again, but this does not mean that the
preceding period had been one of decay or stagnation. Rather the
re-edifying legislation signals "the end of a period of spaciousness
and promise in the history of England's provincial towns".gq

There are many criticisms that can be made of Bridbury's
polemical mode of argument and of his use of source materials.
Detailed assessments of the latter aspect will be found at relevant
points throughout the present study. Despite the flaws, there is
much to be said in Bridbury's favour. His is a rare attempt to
develop a picture of the urban system as a whole, and to place it
within the wider context of the overall economic and political
scene. He makes a series of contentions, and identifies source
materials which in his view back these up. In summary: the lay
subsidies show that most towns did well between 1334 and 1524,
increasing their share of the nation's taxable wealth; in large
measure this prosperity rested upon the ability of the towns to
retain a leading role in the expanding textile industry, as
witnessed by the aulnage accounts and borough records; this
continuing prosperity is reflected in a sustainedly high level of
freeman admissions throughout the later medieval period despite

increased entry fines and improved rural living standards.
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It is the aim of the present study to investigate the
appropriateness of this picture to one of the towns cited by
Bridbury as a notable success, Colchester. While the sources used
by Bridbury have been the subject of debate and criticism, this has
generally been on an individual basis,g, whereas the importance of
Bridbury's work has been in suggesting a group of sources which
point in the same direction; to a range of factors which go to make
up "urban prosperity" in an age of "economic growth". The
intention of the present study is to develop a critique of the
sources and their interpretation without losing sight of their
supposed inter-dependence; to establish whether the sources -
subsidies, aulnage and borough records, and freeman recruitment data
- 1individually tell the story which Bridbury would expect in the
case of Colchester; and to establish the nature of the
interrelation of the factors to which these sources relate -
wealth, industry and population mobility - within the borough's
hinterland of north-east Essex.65

Chapter 2 examines the lay subsidy returns for the region from
1327, 1334 and 1524-5. The nature of the taxes is discussed, and
distorting factors assessed. By concentrating on the returns for
north-east Essex a more detailed local picture is produced in an
attempt to avoid the distortion inherent in 'county' studies. In
Chapter 3 various other sources bearing on the wealth and population
of the borough are examined: the leases of tolls and associated
items of borough revenue, the returns of local taxes and levies, the
evidence of office evasion and of 'decays' of civic property. The
relation between the story told by these diverse sources 'internal'

to the borough and the lay subsidy evidence is assessed.
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Chapters 4 and 5 examine the evidence relating to the textile
industry in later medieval Colchester and north-east Essex. The
aulnage accounts are subjected to detailed scrutiny to establish
what they can show as to the location of the industry, the emergence
of rural clothmaking, and the structure of the industry in both town
and country. The claims of earlier writers that the returns
provide evidence of the emergence of 'rural capitalism' in Essex are
critically appraised. Court roll evidence is used to shed further
light on the organization of production within Colchester; an
attempt is made to relate this largely unquantifiable information on
day-to-day industrial organization to the picture derived from the
aulnage returns.

In Chapter 6 the recruitment of freemen is examined. The
nature of the Colchester franchise is explained, and an attempt is
made to account for the trend in admigsions in the light of wider
factors and influences. The use of freeman data as an index of
prosperity is assessed. Chapter 7 continues the examination of
freeman recruitment by concentrating on geographical origins, an
aspect for which Colchester has unusually detailed information.
Changes in the recruitment field are tabulated and mapped, and their
relation to the overall recruitment trend and the wider question of
urban prosperity assessed.

Chapters 2 to 7 thus cover the.three principal themes of wealth,
industry and mobility. Each of these themes is introduced by a
more specialised review of literature on the interpretation of
sources than has been attempted in the present chapter. The final
chapter attempts to bring together the findings of the preceding

sections and to draw conclusions. The appropriateness of
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Bridbury's formulation is considered both with regard to the
particular case-study and, at a broader level, as to methods of
employing source materials. Certain implications for the rival
theories of urban 'decline' or 'growth' are suggested, and some

underlying aspects of the rural-urban relation in the later middle

ages stressed.
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CHAPTER 2
LAY SUBSIDIES AND THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH

The problems encountered in employiné lay subsidy returns as
evidence of the geographical and social distribution of wealth and
population are many; amongst the most basic in looking at any given
series of returns are the questions as to (i) who and what was
liable for taxation, (ii) how were assessments made, (iii) who was
exempt and who could most easily evade the tax, and (iv) how
strictly and consistently were the collectors' instructions
followed?

Difficulties of interpretation resulting from uncertainty as to
the above issues are compounded when an attempt is made to compare
lay subsidy returns of different dates in order to identify changes
in wealth and population distribution; this is especially so when
taxes of entirely different types are compared, the most comﬁon
coupling being the 'fifteenth and tenth' of 1334 and the lay subsidy
of 1524.1 Perhaps most hazardous of all is the attempt to use the
subsidies as evidence of the changing relative wealth of town and
country; this endeavour runs into the additional problem of the
differential taxation of boroughs and rural vills, and uncertainty
as to the relative effectiveness of the collectors' efforts in the
two environments.

This rural-urban question has been the focus for much of the
recent debate on the subsidies, the starting point being the
calculations made by Bridbury which were discussed in the previous
chapter. It will be recalled that Bridbury's principal argument is

that comparison of the two taxes indicates that urban wealth
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constituted a much larger proportion of lay wealth in 1524 than it
did in 1334., These conclusions have been contested on the grounds
that firstly, they contradict the evidence of other sources and
case-studies and secondly, that Bridbury's results are invalid
because of his failure to appreciate the limitations of the lay
subsidies as historical sources, and to make allowances for the
same. It is with regard to the latter criticisms that Bridbury's
case appears most vulnerable.

The lay subsidies of 1327, 1334 and the other early fourteenth-
century taxations of moveables were profoundly different from those
of 1524-5. The methods of assessing wealth at both periods is
obscure, but whereas in 1524-5 it is plain that the collectors were
generally endeavouring to place some value on total individual
wealth, it is by no means clear that this was done in the
fourteenth~century taxations; the question of what was taxed and
what was exempt has occupied the minds of many scholars but
substantial doubts remain. Items of clothing, and household goods
were exempt in the towns; armour, horses and treasure in the
countryside; the most vexatious problem, however, is the question
of what grain and stock was taxable in the country, and whether
realistic valuations were placed upon them. Willard first proposed
the notion that, given the small amounts of produce listed in those
returns which itemise the bases of assessment, only grain surplus to
subsistence requirements, and thus saleable, was assessed.3 This
contention received support from Gaydon's study of the Bedfordshire
rolls of 1297,, but it raises further problems which have been

reviewed by Glasscock.g
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It is not cléar, for example, whether this 'surplus' principle
applied to moveables other than foodstuffs; if so, it might be that
a man of relatively substantial means, but with equally substantial
commitments (e.g. a large family to support) would not appear in the
tax rolls at all.

This situation might be thought likely to produce relative
undervaluation of rural communities rather than urban; however the
taxations of Colchester in the reign of Edward I show that agrarian
interests were common among the townsmen at this date and similar
considerations may apply.g The ways in which the assessors dealt
with the stock and tools of urban craftsmen is equally obscure.y

These factors make the analysis of the early subsidies a matter
of great complexity and ambiguity. The problems are compounded
further when the attempt is made to compare these taxes with the
quite different subsidy of 1524-5 which drew upon three distinct
sources of wealth, namely goods, income from lands, and wages - as
alternatives for any given individual, not as aggregated wealth -
rather than being solely based upon moveable goods.g  The exercise
is thus intrinsically dubious, and can only be justified on the
assumption that problems as to 'surplus' etc. were relatively
uniform, and thus that differential 'growth' of taxable wealth has
some relation to changes in the actual wealth of places and
districts rather than being merely products of varying methods of
assessment by the collectors. If this is allowed - and it is by
no means beyond dispute that it should be - then the validity of
the comparison is strictly limited to relative, rather than absolute
terms. "Growth ratios" of 2, 8 or 45 are in themselves

meaningless, and can only take on a debatable significance when
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compared with each other. To claim that a town was, say, eight
times as wealthy in 1524 as in 1334 on the basis of subsidy
evidenceg is utterly fatuous, and, given the problems rehearsed
above, would be so even if allowance were made for differences in
population, value of currency, living standards, etc.

The use of the dual rate in many of the late thirteenth- and
early fourteenth-century taxations - fifteenth and tenth, ninth
and sixth etc., with certain tax boroughs and areas of 'ancient
demesne' paying the higher fraction of their assessed value -
merely compounds the problems of interpretation. The question of
whether the higher rate was applied in part to compensate for
problems of under-assessment in urban communities has been raised
and is one of the pringipal lines of attack used by the critics of
Bridbury's analysis.

At the core of Bridbury's arguments is the belief that the urban
share of taxable wealth was emphasised in 1334 but minimised in
1524, thus making its apparent growth between the two dates even
more impressive, the ratios being likely underestimates rather than
exaggerations. This view is based on the belief that the
differential basis of the 1334 tax (tax boroughs paying a tenth of
their assessed wealth as opposed to the 'rural fifteenth) would
encourage the collectors to count as many places as possible as
urban, in order to maximise receipts. Furthermore, Bridbury
contends, the taxation of land and wages in addition to (or, more
precisely, as an alternative to) moveables in 1524 probably
emphasised rural rather than urban wealth at this date given the

growth of wage-labour in agriculture.;q
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These assumptions have been questioned, however. Dobson has
argued that the dual rate system of taxation used in 1334 (and on
certain previous occasions) was designed to compensate for a general
under-assessment of urban wealth.;; This rests on the belief that
the true wealth of urban traders and craftsmen with their debts,
credits, circulating stock etc. would be much harder to assess than
that of most country-dwellers. If true, this would in part
undermine Bridbury's case, as he bases his calculations on 1334
valuations rather than payments. Furthermore, while Bridbury
argued that many small communities were included in the 'urban'
category in 1334 (without providing examples) Dobson points out that
many true 'towns' were taxed at the lower rate, with only certain
'taxation boroughs' attracting the higher.;,

In Rigby's metaphor, while Bridbury sees a child standing on a
box in 1334, Dobson sees a child in a trench.13

Rigby adopts a similar position to Dobson on the question of
under- or over-assessment at the two dates, in particular
criticising Bridbury's failure to specify the towns included in his
urban category; in some counties he appears not to have confined
his figures to the higher-rate category in 1334. Again Rigby
argues that the taxation of income from lands was unlikely to
significantly inflate rural wealth in 1524, while the claim that
the taxation of wages in 1524 favours rural communities is dismissed
as a complete red herring; Bridbury adduces no evidence to show
that wages were more important in the countryside, while the
proportionate contribution of payments on wages to total tax is

normally minimal.;s
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Having thus dismissed the rationale for using differential
assessments as the basis for calculation, Rigby proceeds to
calculate rural growth ratios on the basis of hypothetical payments
at a uniform tenth, thus eliminating distortion arising from the
inclusion of purely rural communities (e.g. ancient demesne) in the
higher category in 1334. The figures thus produced are then
compared with the ratios for growth in urban payments and the
interpretation placed upon these last by Bridbury. The result is
that only three counties (Devon 1:3.3; Essex 1:1.9; -Surrey 1:1.7)
have rural growth rates comparable to those towns whose growth rates
are considered "sluggish" while the remaining 24 counties for which
calculation is possible have ratios indicative of "decline", 14
being lower than that (recalculated) for "ruined" Boston (1:1).
'The lowest rural ratios are found for Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire
(both 1:0.5) and Shropshire (1:0.4).16

These striking findings lead Rigby to two possible explanations:
we either accept Bridbury's assumptions about the meaning of the
growth ratios, and thus must visualise "the wholesale decline of
England's rural economy in the later middle ages", or we must accept
that rural growth is being minimised and urban growth maximised by
the returns.;y This latter is considered more plausible by Rigby,
given the "stagnant" or "sluggish" figures achieved by a county such
as Suffolk(1l:1.5) known to have been experiencing rural "growth" in
the textile industry. The corollary of this is a need to increase
the figure indicative of "decline" for urban centres; a ratio of
1:2.1 for growth in urban share in taxed wealth is tentatively
suggested as the 'decline' threshold, 14 out of the 27 counties

falling below this figure.
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Rigby's work thus app.ears to cast serious doubts on both
Bridbury's methodology and his findings. A recent paper by
J.F. Hadwin has, however, given qualified support to the latter's
arguments. Hadwin points out that, if Bridbury's findings as to
the growth in urban vis a vis rural taxable wealth are to be
overturned, urban undervaluation in 1334 would have had to be of the
order of 50% or more, "ie. the rural areas would have been facing
average valuations twice as severe as the towns were";18 while this
is not beyond the bounds of possibility, Hadwin avers, it is an
unproven assumption which is just as dangerous as the hypothesis of
"equal cheating". Furthermore, it is necessary to explain why the
problem of urban undervaluation should so "miraculously disappear"”
in 1524-5. Postulating an "urban crisis" in the early fourteenth
century with towns close to their nadir in 1334 is also difficult to
sustain on the basis of subsidy evidence, as the borough and ancient
demesne share of taxable wealth was higher at this date than in
1294, Hadwin concludes that the evidence currently available
"tends to blur the image Bridbury has projected of late medieval
urban vigour, but does nothing to reverse it".;q

Hadwin's argument is unsatisfactory in some respects,
particularly in his failure to address the different nature of the
1334 and 1524 taxations., Further, an urban crisis has indeed
been postulated at this time, in relation to the purported crisis of
the textile industry, but its commencement has been placed well
before 1294 by some writers.og Nevertheless, Hadwin's intervention
serves to show that there is still a case to be answered, and that
Bridbury's findings, however flawed, are deserving of serious

attention.
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The Essex Evidencé

When we turn to Essex, we find that in Bridbury's Appendix 11,99
town wealth as a percentage of country wealth is calculated as a
mere 1.47%7 in 1334 (£261/£18003 'assessed wealth'). This,
remarkably, places the county at the bottom of the league table;
only one other county, Huntingdonshire, has a percentage figure
below 2% (1.9%). The neighbouring counties of Suffolk and
Cambridgeshire both work out at 6.0% while Hertfordshire has a
figure of 4.87%. Even a county such as Staffordshire, hardly
thought of as an urbanised county in the early fourteenth century,
has an urban percentage figure of 5.5. While it can be accepted

that Essex was not a county in which town life was highly developed

at this period - the 1377 poll tax returns confirm that Colchester
was the only urban community of any great size - the exceptionally
low relative figure is still surprising. How is it to be
explained?

On examining the returns themselves, we find that only the
borough of Colchester together with the ancient demesne vills of
Newport and Havering were in fact taxed at the higher ('tenth')
rate.)g Thus, Bridbury's contention that the collector would be
eager to include as many places as possible in this category is
clearly false in the case of Essex. All the smaller communities
with some claim to burghal status - Maldon, Harwich, Chelmsford,
Saffron Walden etc. - are taxed at the lower 'rural' rate.
Plainly the definitions of 'tax boroughs' varied widely from county
to county, and thus comparisons of 'urban wealth' between counties

are, at best, dubious on this basis.
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However, Bridbury is keen to emphasise that the same lists of
places are used for his 1524 calculations, and so, notwithstanding
the shortcomings of these lists, comparison of the two dates may
still be revealing. In fact, the 1524 urban figure for Essex is
given as 6.2%Z. While this plainly represents a marked increase in
the 'urban' contribution to the county's tax, it still leaves Essex
towards the bottom of the table. Only Staffordshire (5.1%),
Huntingdonshire (5.7%) and Bedfordshire (3.8%) have lower figures.
Suffolk is now credited with an 'urban' share of 18.0%, Cambridge
17.5%Z and Herts 13.0%. At one extreme of the spectrum,
Warwickshire is calculated to have an 'urban' tax share of 69.9%.,,

The scale and movement in 'urban' taxable wealth in Essex is, as
we have seen, synonymous with the fortunes of Colchester{igig‘When
we turn to Bridbury's Appendix II we find that the borough stands
out as having one of the higher 1334-1524 '"growth ratios’'. Its
ratio of 8 in fact places Colchester in joint seventh place out of
the 50 towns included in the table. What this means is that in
1334 the borough contributed £26.3s. to the subsidy, whereas in 1524
the figure was just under £216.

It can be argued that the 1334 returns are not necessarily the
best of the fourteenth century taxes to use either for a synchronic
analysis of the distribution of taxable wealth, or as a basis for
comparison. They have tended to be used for these purposes because
they are the last returns which exist before the payments became
"frozen' quotas, used for all subsequent levying of the 'fifteenth
and tenths'. However they suffer from the drawback that they do
not give individual assessments, and it is thus not possible to

examine the structure and distribution of the tax-paying population.
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Furthermore, in some counties while the 1334 tax raised more revenue
than the 1327 it seems to have been less effective in terms of the
total assessed wealth tapped. Thus, for Warwickshire it has been
shown that the 1332 collection was superior to the 1334, and that
the 1327 is better still, as it uncovered the greatest wealth.,¢
Being levied at the rate of a twentieth, it generated less revenue
than the 'fifteenth and tenth' 1334 collection, but as guide to
assessed wealth it it superior.

The situation is somewhat different for Essex. Whereas in
1334 the total assessed wealth of the county was £18,276.11s.6%d.,
in 1327 the figure was £17,246.18s.9d., rendering the sum of
£862.6s.11 d. at the 'twentieth'. However, in contrast to the
overall county picture, the assessed value for Colchester was lower
in 1334 than in 1327, £261.7s.6d. as against £280.10s.10d. This is
also true for the ancient demesne vills of Newport and Havering.oy
Thus it seems that the dual rate system of 1334 encouraged the
assessors to reduce the assessed wealth of places within the 'tenth'
category, probably to minimise the discontent which was no doubt
felt in these places. This distortion, together with the lack of
individual assessments, encourages the belief that the later tax has
little to commend its use rather than the 1327 returns as a basis
for analysis.

Colchester's share of the county's tax payment in 1327 was
£14.0s.63d., out of a total of £862.6s.113d., or 1.633%. This is
somewhat higher than the percentage for 1334, which, as we have

seen, Bridbury worked out on assessments as 1.4%.,g
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Taxable Wealth of North-East Essex, 1327 to 1524-5

Bridbury's calculations based on counties have, for all their
drawbacks, proved useful in provoking thought and discussion. In
assessing the meaning of the subsidy evidence for particular places,
however, it may be useful to use different scales of analysis and
areal units. County statistics inevitably conceal marked
variations, and the differential development of localities. In
addition to considering Colchester's contributions to county tax,
then, calculations will also be made for the three hundreds of
north-eastern Essex which surround the borough - Lexden, Tendring
and Winstree.

The contribution of these three hundreds, and Colchester's share
of their combined payments, will be examined for 1327 and 1524, and
the payments of the individual parishes which comprise them studied
in order to achieve greater insight into what the subsidies can in
fact tell us, if they can tell us anything at all, about town and
country at the two dates.

The figures for 1327 are presented in Tables I, II and II.

Variations between the three hundreds in 1327 as to density of
taxpaying population, spread of taxable wealth and average per
capita payments thus appear fairly slight. To a large extent, of
course, this uniformity must be artificial, promoted by the obvious
under-assessments of rich men, and the exclusion of most of the
population from paying any tax at all. Poos, in his study of rural
Essex, estimates that less than one-half of all household heads
contributed to the 1327 subsidy.29 Even when Colchester is
excluded from the Lexden figures, that hundred has the highest

density of taxpayers and of tax paid per square mile (Table III).
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TABLE I: TAX PAYMENTS, 132

7

1327 Payments

% of 3 Hundreds
and borough
total payment

Lexden hundred £ 53.1l4s.8d. 37.5
(excluding Colchester)

Tendring hundred £ 62. 8s.93d. 43.6
Winstree hundred £ 13. 2s.3%d. 9.2
Total, 3 hundreds £129. 5s.94d. 90.2
(excluding Colchester)

Colchester £ 14. Os.63d. 9.8
Total including £143. 6s.3%d. 100.1
Colchester

TABLE II: NUMBER OF TAXPAYERS, 1327

% of 3 Hundreds

No. of and Borough Average

Taxpayers Total Taxpayers Payment
Lexden hundred 541 36.1 1s.112d.

(excluding »
Colchester)

Tendring hundred 679 45.4 1s.10d.
Winstree hundred 150 10.0 1s. 9d.
Colchester 127 8.5 2s. 23id.
Total 1497 100.0 1s.11d.

w g8

(Source: as Table I)



TABLE III: TAXPAYERS AND TAX PAID PER SQUARE MILE, 1327

Taxpayers/ Tax paid/sq. mile

sq. mile (nearest %d.)
Lexden hundred 5.6 1ls. 1ld.
(excluding
Colchester)
Tendring hundred 5.4 9s.103%d.
Winstree hundred 4.0 7s. 03d.
Colchester 6.9 15s. 34d.
(town and Liberty)
3 hundreds + borough 5.4 10s. 4%d.
Essex 5D 11s. 4d.

(Source: as Table I)

Winstree, by far the smallest of the three hundreds, emerges as
the poorest by all the measures employed. However, the overall
differences are not large, the most marked gap appearing in tax
yield per square mile, as between Winstree and Lexden. The figures
for Colchester cover both the borough and its large rural or
suburban Liberty;3y the inclusion of the extra-urban territory
brings the figures for tax and taxpayer density down to remarkably
low levels. The bulk of the taxpayers would have lived within the
truly urban part of the borough.

The overall figures for the three hundreds, with Colchester, are
marginally below the Essex average. Exclusion of the borough's
contribution would serve to slightly stress the relative poverty of
the north-east corner of the county.

The corresponding figures for 1524-5 can be presented similarly,

without, at this stage, making any reservations as to the
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comparability of the two taxes; the returns for 1524 are preferred
where they survive as against the following year; for Essex as a
whole there was a decline in payments between the two years of
around 87%. For Lexden, returns for both years survive with a total
of £226.18s.0d. being contributed by 1,271 payers in 1524, falling
to £195.2s.0d. and 1,236 payers in 1524. Winstree is incomplete
for the second year, and the number of taxpayers cannot be compared,
but total tax paid again declines, from £80.5s.10d. to £70.1lls.1lld.
Tendring unfortunately has no surviving return for 1524, and 1525 is
incomplete; there is however a summa for the latter year.sj
Figures taken from the Commissioners Certificates could be used for
those places missing from the 1525 return, but this is undesirable
as there is a large discrepancy between the Certificates and returns
totals. It has been thought preferable, therefore, to present no
data for those places which have no record of actual payments,
‘rather than to use figures which could be as much as 507 out. For
the borough, returns exist for both 1524 and 1525; again there is a
pronounced fall in payments, from £215.18s.1d. to £180.6s.1d.,
although the number of payers increased from 753 to 785.39

The decline between the two years in north-east Essex is thus
larger than the county average, being 147% in the case of Lexden, 127
for Winstree and 16.57% for Colchester. The possibility that the
Tendring figures for 1525 may be lower than the lost returns for
1524 by a percentage figure within this range must therefore be
borne in mind; thus the figures have been presented for both years

in Table IV, as appropfiate.
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TABLE IV: TAX PAYMENTS, 1524/25

Payments % of 3
hundreds
+ borough
1524 1525 (1525)
Lexden hundred £226.18s. 0d. £195. 2s. 0Od. 29.1
(excluding
Colchester)
Tendring hundred - - - £222.16s. 4d. 333
Winstree hundred £ 80. 5s.10d. £ 70.11s.11d. 10.6
Total 3 hundreds - - - £488.10s. 3d. 73.0
(excluding
Colchester)
Colchester £215.18s. 1d. £180. 6s. 1d. 27.0
Total - - - £688.16s. 4d. 100.0

(Source: PRO, E179/108/154, 162, 169, 174, 178, 204)
The most noticeable thing about these figures is the increased
share paid by the borough of Colchester and its dependent hamlets;
whereas in 1327 this share amounts to 9.8%, in 1525 this has risen
to 27.0Z. This growth is, in percentage terms, at the expense of
Lexden and Tendring hundreds, which each show falls of around
one-fifth, while Winstree hundred slightly increases its percentage
share.
Calculations for the three hundreds totals of number of
taxpayers and taxpayers per square mile can not, unfortunately, be
made for 1524-5 because the Tendring returns are defective. The

available figures are shown in Table V.
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TABLE V: NO. OF TAXPAYERS, 1524-5

No. of Taxpayers

1524 1525
Lexden hundred 1,271 1,236
(excluding Colchester)
Tendring hundred - incomplete
Winstree hundred 392 incomplete
Colchester 753 785

(Source: as Table IV)
If, excluding Tendring from the arithmetic, the number of
taxpayers in the borough is calculated as a percentage of taxpayers
in Lexden, Winstree and the borough combined, then a figure of 15.5%
is found for 1327, rising to no less than 45% in 1524. Whereas the
borough has somewhat fewer taxpayers than Winstree hundred in 1327,
in 1524 it had nearly twice as many as its rural neighbour.
Similarly, compared to the larger Lexden hundred the borough had
somewhat less than one-quarter the number of taxpayers in 1327 but
in 1524 the fraction was nearly three-fifths.
Corresponding changes are seen in the density of taxpayers and

the spread of taxable wealth (Table VI).
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TABLE VI: TAXPAYERS AND TAX PAID PER SQUARE MILE, 1524-5

Taxpayers/sq. mile Tax paid/sq. mile
1524 1525 1524 1525

Lexden hundred 13.4 13.0 £ 2.78. 8d. £ 2. 18. 0ds
(excluding
Colchester)
Tendring hundred - incomplete - - = £ 1.13s.104d.
Winstree hundred 10.5 incomplete £ 2.3s.24d. £ 1.18s. 0Od.
Colchester
(town & Liberty) 40.9 42.7 £12.3s.113d. £10. 3s. 9d.

(Source: as Table IV)

Once again, the inclusion of the Liberty greatly reduces the
Colchester figures. In fact, the hamlets of Lexden, West Donyland,
Greenstead and Mile End account for no more than 10%Z of the
taxpayers, the remaining 90%Z living in the truly urban and suburban
parishes, the density of taxpayers in the borough proper might thus
be of the order of 3-400 per square mile.

Apart from the striking advance of Colchester, the other feature
of note is the overtaking of Tendring hundred by Winstree hundred in
terms of taxed wealth/square mile.

The movements in tax payments are presented as ratios in Table
VII; in addition to the 1327:1524-5 ratios, figures based on a
uniform tenth have been given for comparison with the figures

derived by Rigby and Bridbury using the 1334 returns,
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TABLE VII: GROWTH RATIOS, TAX PAID 1327:1524/5

A. B. C. D.
1327:1524 132731525 1327:;1524 .1327:1525
(20th) (20th) (adjusted as 10th)
Lexden hundred 4.2 3.6 2.1 1.8
(excluding
Colchester)
Tendring hundred - 3.3 - 1.8
Winstree hundred 6.1 5.4 3.1 2.7
Three hundreds - 3.8 - 1.9
(excluding
Colchester)
Colchester 15,5 12.9 77 6.4
Three hundreds - 4.7 - 2.3
(including
Colchester)

(Source: as Table IV)

Given the differences in the nature of the taxes it is not a
valid question to ask which of these sets of ratios, those based on
a twentieth or those based on a tenth, is the more "realistic";
interest lies in the relative movements indicated rather than in the
absolute value of the ratios. The taxes are fundamentally
different; the 1524-5 taxation is based on a sliding scale of
payments rather than a fixed rgtio, and is not solely based on
moveables. The actual ratio between assessments and payments for
any given place can, of course, be readily calculated. Thus, in
the Colchester parish of All Saints - a middling parish by the
borough's standards, with individual assessments ranging from 20s.

(wages) to £21 (goods) =~ the 17 payers were assessed at a total of
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£90, and paid tax of £3.4s.10d., a fraction of around one twenty-
eighth.q3 This figure has no particular meaning; the point being,
that given the lack of agreement on the question of under- or over-
assessment at the two dates, no fraction can be considered more
"realistic" than any other; the twentieth will do as well as any,
and has the merit of representing actual payments rather than
ad justed calculations. For all the ensuing calculations, then, the
twentieth figures alone will be used; the caution is merely to be
made that the ratios thus produced cannot be directly compared with
those of Rigby for 1334-1524.

Clearly the most significant feature of all the above tables is
the growing share of tax paid by the borough as reflected by its
significantly higher ratio 1327:1524/5. While in terms of absolute
monetary value no other movement in this part of Essex can be
comparable, to what extént is the borough unique in the scale of its
growth in tax payments? To answer this question it is necessary to
change the scale of the analysis, and to examine the performance of
individual parishes within the three hundreds.

Tables VIII-X present the relevant data, giving 1327 payments,
1524 payments (1525 in the case of Tendring hundred) and 'growth'
ratios. The spatial dimension is illustrated by Map 4, which
should be viewed in conjunction with Map 3, a guide to parish

locations.
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TABLE VIII: RATIO OF PAYMENTS 1327:1524, LEXDEN HUNDRED
Tax Paid Ratio
Parishes Aw 1327 B.1524 ( B)
(A)
Wivenhoe £1. Os.14d. Town £ 2. 6s.6d. 2.7 (town)
Manor £24. 3s.2d. 30.9 (town & manor)
Dedham £2.19s.32d. £40. 2s.5d. 13.6
Coggeshall ) £28.12s.0d.
(Gt. & Little) ) £4. 6s.83d. 7il
+ Markshall ) + £ 2. 0s.2d.
Stanway £2. 3s.6d. £12, ls.6d. S5.6
(Gt. & Little)
Birch ) £10.13s.10d.
(Gt. & Little) ) £2. 9s.03d. 55
+ Easthorpe ) + £ 2.17s. 6d.
Feering ) £15.10s. 0Od.
)  £3.11s.2dd. 5.0
+ Pattiswick ) + £ 2. 4s. 7d.
Earls Colne £2.13s.114d. £12. Os. 3d. 4.5
Aldham £1.13s. 2%d. £ 7.138. 5d. &.3
Inworth ) £ 3.17s. 4d.
) £2. 8s. 62d. 3.6
+ Messing ) + £ 4.18s. 5d.
Mount Bures £0.17s. 6%d. £ 2.19s. 2d. 3.4
East Donyland £0.11s. 23d. £ 1.17s.10d. 3.4
West Bergholt £1. S5s. 4id. £ 3.16s. 2d. 3.0
White Colne £1. 4s. 74d. £ 3. 8s. 3d. 2.8
Tey, Gt. £3.10s. 0%d. )
) £ 9.16s. 2d. (2.8)
Tey, Little ? )
Wormingford £1.11s. 0O%d. £ 3.10s.10d. 2.3
Horkesley, Gt. £2. 8s. 54d, £ 5, 0s. 4d. 2.1
Horkesley, Little £1. 6s. 6%d. £ 2.138. 2d. 2.0
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TABLE VIII (contd.)

Tax Paid Ratio
Parishes A. 1327 B.1524 ( B)
(A)
Copford £2. 28. 1d. £ 4. 4s. 0d. 2.0
Fordham £2. ls. 83d. £ 3.18s. 6d. 1.9
Wakes Colne )

) £2.10s. 8%d. £ 4. 6s. 5d. 1.7

+ Crepping ) - ?
Tey, Marks £2. ls. 14d. £ 3. 7s. 2d. 1.6
Boxted £2.16s. 03d. £ 4.11s.10d. 1.6
Colne Engaine £1.17s. 0Od. £ 1.16s. 6d. 1.0
Langham £3. 3s. 1d. £ 2.10s. 2d. 0.8

(Sources: M.E.C., pp.16-24; PRO, E179/108/154)

Note: Where parishes are grouped together, this reflects the layout
of the returns.
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TABLE IX: RATIO OF PAYMENTS, 1327:1524, WINSTREE HALF-HUNDRED

Tax paid Ratio
Parishes A. 1327 B. 1524 (B)
A
Abberton ) ) £ 3.14s.1d.
) £1. 6s. O%d. 14.9
+ Peldon ) - + £13. 0s.9d.
Layer de la Haye £0.19s. 7d. £ 8.18s.1d. 9.1
Wigborough, Gt. ) £14.15s.1d.
) £1.15s. 7%d. 6.8
Wigborough, Little ) + £ 0. 8s.10d.
Langenhoe £1.10s. O3d. £ 8. 2s. 2d. 5.4
Layer Breton ) £ 1.15s. 7d.
) £l. 6s. 33d.
+ Salcott Virley¥* ) + £ 1.15s. 6d. 5.4
+ £ 3.11s. 7d.
(Gt. Salcott)
Fingringhoe ) £ 8. 7s. 6d.
£3. 4s.102d.
+ West Mersea ) + £ 7. 5s.10d. 4.8
Layer Marney £1. 1s. 23d. £ 3. 9s. 2d. 33
East Mersea £1.15s. 84d. £ 5. 1a. 8d. 2.8

(Sources: M.E.C., pp.25-6;

PRO, E.179/108/154)

* It is assumed that Salcott and Virley are indicated, although the
form Salcott Virley was used to identify the latter place at
certain periods (cf. Glasscock, p.82, note 1).
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TABLE X:

RATIO OF PAYMENTS, 1327:1524, TENDRING HUNDRED

Tax paid Ratio
Parishes A, 1327 B. 1524 (E)
Manningtree ) £44. 3s. 2d.
) £3. 1s. 54d. 15.5

+ Mistley ) £ 3.12s, 2d.
Harwich £2.19s. O3d. £37. 4s. 5d. 12.6
Frating £0.11s. 1d. £ 5. 73« 7d. 9.7
Thorpe £1.16s. 62d. £15. .58, bod. 8.4
Walton £1. 7s.6%d. £11. 7s. 6d. 8.3
Elmstead £1.17s.33d. £11. 3s. 3d. 6.0
Bradfield £1.13s.5%d. £ 8. 0s.10d. 4.8
Dovercourt £1.14s.10%d. £ 7. 4s, 4d. 4.1
Oakley, Gt. £2. 8s.11%d. £ 9.14s. 9d. 4.0
Bentley, Gt. £1.14s.10%d. £ 4.18s. 6d. 2.9
Alresford £1. 2s.112d. £ 3. 6s. 6d. 2.9
Wrabness £1. 1s. 94d. £ 2.17s. 8d. 2.6
Thorrington £1.12s.113d. £ 4. 2s.10d. 2.5
Beaumont £1. 1s. 6%d. £ 2. ls. 2d. 2.1
Weeley £1. 5s. 0%d. £ 2. 6s. 6d. 1.9
Moze £1. 1s. 2d. £ 2. Os. 2d. 1.9
Tendring £1.15s. 0%d. £ 3. 1s. 4d. 1.8
Frinton £l. 2s. 83%d. £ 1.16s. 6d. 1.6
Wix £1.17s. 2%d. £ 2.12s. 0d. 1.4
Oakley, Little £1. 5s. 6%d. £ 1.15s. 8d. 1.3
Holland, Little £1. 2s. 5ad. £

0. 6s. 2d. 0.3

(Sources: M.E.C., pp.7-16; PRO, E179/108/169)

Note: Ardleigh, Bromley (Gt. and Little), Clacton (Gt. and Little),
Holland (Gt.), Kirby, Lawford, no surviving returns; St. Osyth,

fragmentary returns only; Brightlingsea, not taxed.
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There are, of course, considerable hazards in analysing subsidy
returns at this scale. By far the most serious is the fact that,
whereas in 1327 a man having lands or possessions in more than one
place might be listed and taxed in each of these places, in 1524/5
it was the practice, or at least the intention, that people should
be taxed in one place only, their principal place of residence.qy,
Thus, an illusion of rapid growth may be created for one parish,
whereas the wealth taxed in 1524-5 may lie far afield. This
appears clearly in the case of Wivenhoe where the wealth of the
holder of the manor grossly swells the growth ratio. Less dramatic
distortions no doubt affect many other parishes.

Fear of distortion would, however, probably .rule out the use of
lay subsidies for any purpose whatsoever, and the tables are
presented for what they are, ratios of tax paid; the relationship
between taxable and real wealth is not assumed to be straight-
forward, The returns for 1327 and 1524-5 were broadly similar for
these hundreds in terms of the places included; there were,
however, certain amalgamations of places at both dates, and these
have been reproduced where possible. Brightlingsea in Tendring
hundred was not taxed at all in the 1520's subsidies, apparently
exempt because of its association with the Cinque Ports. 1In 1327 a
combined figure is given for "Wakes Colne and Crepping"; in 1524
only Wakes Colne occurs, and it is assumed that Creppingss was at
this date treated as part of this parish. Little Coggeshall was
included in Lexden hundred in 1524, although the following year it
was placed with Witham hundred.

It can be seen that Colchester is not unique in the growth ratio

of its taxable wealth; the hundredal average figures conceal wide
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variations in the status of individual parishes. Four other places
or pairs of places in the three hundreds have 1327 - 1524/536
payment ratios of over 10: Dedham in Lexden hundred (13.6),
Abberton with Peldon in Winstree hundred (14.9), and Harwich (12.6)
and Manningtree with Mistley (15.5) in Tendring hundred. This last
pair of places has a ratio identical to that of Colchester.

At the other end of the scale, some parishes paid little more
tax in 1524/5 than they had done in 1327, and some even contributed
less; e.g. Little Holland in Tendring hundred (0.3) and Langham in
Lexden (0.8).

This clearly shows how disparate the fortunes of neighbouring
parishes could be in terms of their taxpaying ability; thus to the
north of Colchester and west of Dedham lie Langham (0.8) and Boxted
(1.6). These sharp contrasts are important; they indicate how
localised was "success" in tax-yield terms. Furthermore, it is
often the case, as can be seen from the tables, that the higher
growth ratios are found for places which were among the largest
contributors in 1327. Thus, the high growth ratios of Dedham and
Coggeshall take on even greater significance when it is realised
that these were the fourth and first ranking payers respectively in
1327; by 1524 these two. textile communities were paying 30% of the
total tax of Lexden hundred (excluding Colchester). Coggeshall
would probably have a greater growth ratio than 7.1 if it were not
paired with Markshall in 1327; by 1524 it paid over 14 times as
much tax as its neighbour.

This localisation of taxable wealth undermines Rigby's argument
that "sluggish" county growth ratios may indicate that the subsidies

minimise rural growth, and do not truly reflect the emergence of
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industry in the éountryside. The same phenomenon can be seen in
the hundreds across the Suffolk border, in even more striking
form;37 in Cosford hundred Hadleigh contributed £106.6s.10d. out of
a total of £163.7s.2d. in 1524, the next largest payment being
£12.12.0d. from Bildeston; similarly in Samford hundred the two
textile villages of Stratford and East Bergholt paid £55.0s.3d. and
£50.9s8.0d. respectively out of a total of £192.11s.0d. - all but
one of the remaining places in the hundred paid less than £10 tax.
Only in Babergh hundred is there a broader spread of contributors,
with nine places paying over £20; but even here the four largest
payers, Lavenham, Long Melford, Sudbury and Nayland - all famous
textile centres - contributed some 60% of the hundred's total tax.

If involvement in cloth manufacture appears to be characteristic
of the highest growth ratios and largest absolute contributors in
Lexden hundred, other factors may have been involved in Tendring and
Winstree. The front-runners in Tendring were Manningtree with
Mistley, and Harwich; both Manningtree (which in 1525 paid 927 of
the combined figure with Mistley used in the ratio calculation) and
Harwich were small but busy ports on the river Stour handling
merchandise from both Essex and Suffolk and further afield in the
important coastal trade.sg Both also had markets and some claim to
burghal status, although they were never counted as tax boroughs.
Manningtree was also the home of certain traders in textiles, if not
a major seat of manufacture. Its tax quota was greatly boosted by
the presence of one Jaques Darnell, assessed at 600 marks in Goods
and who thus paid £20 out of the total for the town.3g Had
Brightlingsea been taxed we might have expected to find a similar

picture of growth there, as this was another small but busy port,
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handling coastal and sea-going vessels, and much traffic coming to
and from Colchester. Early in the reign of Elizabeth a return
relating to ships available for naval service showed that the only
two vessels over 100 tons in Essex both hailed from Brightlingsea.
In 1564-5 the port had 13 serviceable vessels, as against 17 from
Harwich and 35 from Colchester.,q Smaller in scale of
contributions but also having impressive growth ratios, Thorpe,
Walton and Frating appear to be sharing in a general rise in value
of the coastal zone.

As was seen earlier, the small hundred of Winstree improved its
relative position vis a vis its larger neighbours 1327-1524, and the
rise in taxable value was fairly generally shared, the lowest growth
ratio being 2.8. The area between Colchester and the sea derived
much of its wealth from pasture, and thus the textile industry may
have had some indirect influence on the growth in taxed wealth.,;
Certainly as far as commercial organisation is concerned the hundred
seems to have been backward, with no record of chartered markets or
fairs in the medieval period.,,

Plainly Winstree hundred depended heavily on Colchester for its
marketing, and the lack of such privileged centres within the
hundred did not prevent its advancement in terms of taxable wealth.
Indeed, possession of a market charter was no guarantee of
prosperity or increase in taxable wealth; Wix, in Tendring, had
possessed a market charter since 1204,5 but records a 1327-1524 tax

payment ratio of only 1l:1.4.
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Taxation of Wages and Lands

The most novel feature of the 1524-5 subsidy was the attempt to
tax those who, having little or nothing in the way of possessions,
lived on what they could earn as wages. It appears that this
taxation was meant to take the form of a poll tax, whereby all those
who earned wages in excess of £1 per year would contribute 4d.,
rather than being a pro rata or sliding scale payment like the Goods
and Lands assessments. However, the collectors appear to have
found their instructions difficult to follow, and in some parts of
the country assessments of over £1 and correspondingly high payments
are encountered. North-east Essex is one such area: in Coggeshall,
for example, in addition to the 18 individuals assessed on wages of
20s., 11 had their earnings assessed at 26s.8d., and 4 at 40s.,,

The overall number of wage assessments is high in this part of
Essex; in some parishes over half the tax payers are assessed on
wages., While it may be naive to assume, as does Hoskins,,s that
variations in the proportion of wage assessments between different
parts of the country indicate important contrasts in social and
economic structure, the distribution of these assessments within a
more limited area, within which the collector may be assumed to have
attempted to achieve some uniformity of practice, may yet be
revealing.

The location of parishes with over 507 'wages' assessments is
illustrated by Map 5., The actual values encountered are as
follows: Dedham (52%), Langham (63.47), Great Horkesley (51.9%),
Stanway (54.1%), Wivenhoe (57.5%), Marks Tey (51.8%), White Colne

(57%) and Earls Colne (50.1%). The first five of these eight



places, all in Lexden hundred, in which over one-half of the
taxpaying population were assessed on wages, either border, or, in
the case of Dedham, lie within two miles of the boundary of the
Liberty of the borough of Colchester.

There is no statistical evidence to support a direct correlation
between growth in taxable wealth and prominence of wage assessments;
Spearman's Rank correlation tests applied to the data for Lexden and
Winstree hundreds indicate no significant correlation at the 0.05
significance level. Such a test, of course, treats the parishes as
discrete units; it is tempting to suppose, however, that the high
levels of wage assessments in the parishes around Colchester might
be associated with outworkers tributary to the borough's textile
industry, with the wealth accruing in the centre.

The borough itself had a substantial number of assessments on
wages; in 1524, 349 out of the 753 taxpayers were assessed on wages
(46.3%). Of these, 103 had assessments other than the supposedly
'standard' 20s.; 78 were of 40s., 11 of 30s., 5 of 53s.4d., 2 of
46s.8d., 6 were "nil" assessments,; and one has no value stated.
The unusually high assessments at 46s.8d., and 53s.4d. were all made
in St Leonard's parish, all but one on aliens. The distribution of
wage assessments was uneven; individual parishes had between a
quarter and two-thirds of their taxpaying population assessed on
this basis. Appendix A illustrates this distribution, and also
breaks the assessments by wealth categories for each parish; the
order of parishes is that found in the original document.

Despite their large numbers, the wage-assessed individuals made
only a modest contribution to the total assessed wealth of and tax

paid by the borough; 20s. assessments paid 4d., 40s., 12d., as with
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goods; 30s. paidlﬁd., 53s.4d., 16d. Aliens paid double rate, as
they did also on goods assessments; the collectors seem to have had
some difficulty working out the payments of the aliens with high
wage assessments in St Leonard's parish. Thus while Denis Nyet
paid 2s. on wages assessed at 53s.4d., John Lamberd paid 2s.4d. and
Henry Petyrson 2s.8d.; this last would appear to be the correct sum
as the only non-alien assessed on the same basis, Robert Lambe, paid
16d. Similarly, while Harman Frolyck was required to pay 2s.4d. on
his wage assessment of 46s.8d., 2s.8d. was asked of Arnulph Newce.
The total assessed wealth of the wage earning group was £436.10s.,
compared to the £600 assessment in goods of the town's richest man,
John Crystmas of St James parish. The 32 individuals with
assessments of over £40 had a combined taxable wealth of £2,418.
It can thus be seen that, whatever the high relative tax-growth
ratio of Colchester means it certainly did not mean a generally
shared prosperity; the distribution of individuals amongst the
taxpaying categories is little different in Colchester to that
pertaining in a number of other boroughs with markedly inferior
growth ratios.,g

The question of the proportion of the borough's population who
were not taxed at all will be tackled in the next chapter, where
other indicators of the borough's wealth and changing fortune over
the late medieval period are drawn upon.

It is of interest to compare the structure of the 1524 taxpaying
population of Colchester with that of Dedham, a parish with a
1327:1524 growth ratio similar to that of the borough, and which,
like Colchester, had a major interest in the textile industry.

Although a much smaller community, with 153 taxed in 1524 as against
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753 for Colchester (178 in 1525 as against 790)49 there are certain

broad similarities in structure as shown by Table XI.

TABLE XI: ASSESSED WEALTH, COLCHESTER AND DEDHAM, 1524

No. of Individuals Percentage
Colchester Dedham Colchester Dedham
£100 + 6 2 0.8 1.3
£40-£99 26 2 3.5 1.3
£10-£39 82 8 10.9 Dads
£5-£9 75 8 10.0 5.2
30s-£4 308 60 40.9 39.2
20s/nil 256 73 34.0 47.7
Total 753 153 100.1 99.9
Wages 349 79 46.3 52.0

(Source: PRO, E179/108/154, 162)

Thus, the polarisation of wealth is just as striking in Dedham,
and there is somewhat less of a middle-range of taxpayers: 10.47%
assessed at £5-9, as against 20.9%7 at Colchester. The proportion
of wage assessments is slightly higher at Dedham, and the percentage
with 20s. or nil assessments more markedly so. Overall, given the
differences in size and institutional structure between the two
places, thevsimilarities in taxpaying structure in 1524 might be
thought more striking than the differences.

Taxation of income from lands and fees does not make a
significant contribution to assessments or payments at either

Colchester or Dedham. Of the ten people in the borough assessed on
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this form of weaith, the highest payment was £2.15s. paid by Dame
Elisabeth Baradyston, widow of St Mary at Walls parish, on an
assessment of £55. William Breton, gentleman, of St Giles, paid
30s. on a £30 assessment. The other payments and assessments were
two at 10s. (£10), one at 9s. (£9), three at 3s. (£3), one at 2s.4d.
(48s.8d.) and one at 2s. (40s.). The total payment from this
source, then, was £6.7s.4d., or 2.95% of the borough's total payment
in 1524.

In Dedham, there were just three 'Lands' assessments in 1524, or
2% of the taxpayers, one of £4, paying 4s., the other two being 20s.
assessments paying 12d. each. The total contribution was thus six
shillings, just 0.75% of the parish's overall payment. The
contribution of 'Lands' assessments to the tax of the rural parishes
varied widely, but the numbers involved overall are higher than in
Colchester; in Lexden hundred (excluding Colchester) a total of 56
people paid on Lands assessments, or 4.47% of the taxpayers. In
Winstree the figure was 26, or 6.6% of the payers. Contributions
of Lands assessments to the tax paid in those two hundreds range
between zero in 13 cases and 347 at West Bergholt, where the only
Lands and Fees assessment was one of £26.5,

Two of the other prominent textile centres of northern Essex,
Braintree (Hinckford hundred)g; and Coggeshall (Lexden) have
somewhat larger contributions from Lands/fees than does Dedham. At
Braintree four payers on Lands contributed 18s.6d. out of the
parish's total of £19.0s.6d., being 4.8%; at Coggeshall, however,
12 'Lands' payers paid £8, being fully 28% of the total payment of

£28.12s.
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The bandying about of such figures is meaningless without a
clear understanding of the likely effect of 'Lands' assessments on
the relative taxed wealth of places; if the 1327 and 1334 taxes
were on moveable goods, by how much does the inclusion of Landed
income in 1524 distort the comparison? In order to know this, we
would have to know the value of the moveable goods possessed by the
individuals on whom the collectors levied 'Lands' assessments. In
the absence of such information one is thrown upon general
observations; thus, a man taxed upon an annual income of 20s. from
lands paid 12d., the same as one taxed upon moveables worth 40s.;
similarly income from lands worth £10 per year paid 10s. tax, a
payment which has no direct goods equivalent as £19 goods would pay
9s.6d., but £20, moving into the higher rate category, 20s. At £20
and above assessed value of goods and assessed annual income from
lands paid at the same rate, ls. in the £1.

Thus, if we hypothesise the existence of two parishes, one with
ten taxpayers, each having goods worth £10 and lands with an annual
value of £4, and another where each person had goods worth, again,
£10 each, but annual income worth £6 each, it will be seen that a
quite different picture will emerge. In the first parish the tax
yield of the £10 goods at 5s. per head outweighs the £4 lands, which
would yield 4s. per head; only the goods assessments will appear in
the returns, giving a total assessed value of £100, and a total
payment of £2.10s. In the second parish, the lands assessments
yield 6s. per head; thus they alone will be given in the returns,
the total assessed value will appear as £60 and the total payment as

£3, Two parishes with identical values of moveable goods could
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thus have markedlj different total assessed values and payments, in
theory at least.

In practice, such a concentration of landed wealth, spread
throughout a taxpaying population, is rarely or never encountered.
The distortion effect, such as it is, is likely to be confined to a
slight inflation of payments and reduction of assessments for places
where there is some concentration of 'Lands' assessments of under
£20. This effect in north-east Essex is likely to slightly inflate
the payments of the rural hundreds vis a vis the borough of
Colchester.

A source does in fact exist which gives some clue as to the
relative importance of income from 'Lands', but it relates only to
the borough of Colchester itself, with its dependent hamlets within
the Liberty. This document, contained within that part of the
Morant collection incorporated into the Stowe Manuscripts in the
British Library, appears to be the original collectors' book for the
1524-5 subsidy.5o This identification can be made on the basis of
content and organisation. Assessments are given on moveable goods,
annual value of lands and tenements, and wages, this last being
unique to the subsidy of 1524-5. The order of taxpayers follows to
a large degree that found in the returns in the Exchequer, and
alterations can be seen in the assessments of wealth which in many
cases - though not in all - correspond to the revisions found in
the 1525 Exchequer account compared to that for 1524. The document
is incomplete, missing folios at the beginning and end -
regrettably the wealthy parish of St James is not covered at all in

the surviving folios - but each parish which is included has a
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different number of names from that found in either the 1524 or the
1525 Exchequer returns.gg

It is difficult to be precise about the figures in this
'collectors book' as there are many deletions, alterations and
marginal notes of uncertain meaning, which probably reflect deaths,
movement between parishes and into and out of the borough during the
period of the 1524-5 subsidy. Some, however, are clearly
individuals who were adjudged too poor to appear in the lists
submitted to the Exchequer; names with 'nil' assessments,
subsequently deleted; in Chapter 3 an attempt has been made to
analyse the lists in order to shed some light on what proportion of
the population was not taxed at all in 1525-5.

For the present purpose, the most interesting aspect of the
document lies in the fact that for certain individuals the compiler
included an assessment for more than one form of wealth. In some
cases one of the assessments is deleted; this is most commonly so
when moveables and wages are involved. In other places, both
entries are allowed to stand. It appears that the compiler of the
book was somewhat uncertain as to how to proceed; the folios are
set out in columns, thus: 'Lands and Tenements by the yere',
'Goods, Moveables', 'Profytes for Wages', 'Takyng no Wage'.
However, the entries are somewhat out of phase with the headings;
the name is entered under the first column together with the value
of Lands etc., if any, while in the last column is entered the
amount paid.

The entries where both ;Lands' and 'Goods' assessments are
found, or where the basis of assessment differs from that of 1524,

are reproduced in Appendix B. It will be seen that there is a
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heavy concentration of these dual assessments in St Peter's parish.
Why this intra-mural parish should be prominent in this regard is
not clear, and it seems probable that the sub-collectors here were
less certain about their procedures. In any case, the list forms,
at the least, an interesting (if biased) sample of urban taxpayers.
The most noteworthy feature is the prominence of small incomes from
property, hidden from view in the Exchequer returns by larger Goods
assessments. In most cases, one may guess, these represent incomes
from urban properties; many are likely to be annual rents
bequeathed by testament, particularly in the case of the widows
named.

In some cases, however, the assessments are much closer in value
and it is by no means clear that the collectors have chosen the
highest-paying source for the 1524 Exchequer list, as they should
have done; thus the 5 marks income from lands of John Wheler of St
Leonards parish should pay 3s.4d. tax, whereas the £4 goods
assessment rendering only 2s. was preferred in 1524. Similarly,
Richard Hardy of St Peter is assessed at 40s. on 'lands' and 40s. in
'goods' in the 'tax book', but the goods assessment, paying less,
was used in the Exchequer return. In two cases (Widow Tolton,
St Peters, and John Person, St Runwald) where 'goods' and 'lands'
assessments would have yielded the same amount of tax, the goods
assessments have been preferred in 1524. There thus appears to be
a reluctance to tax on lands, perhaps because of the hardship the
higher rate would have meant for some of the poorer taxpayers.

In only two cases, both from St Giles parish, do we see the
assessed value of moveables hidden behind the 'Lands' assessments of

1524.5, One of these illustrates the paradox outlined earlier:
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had the tax been dnly on moveables, William Nicholl would have had a
higher 'assessed value', but would have paid less tax (2s. as
against 3s.). In the case of William Breton, however, both
'assessed value' and payment would have been two-thirds the actual
figures used in 1524.

The position in the 'collectors book' as regards wages and goods
assessments is much more complicated, owing to the many deletions,
alterations and revaluations in evidence. This points to the
fluidity of the categories, and warns against making too much of
minor variations in the proportion of wage assessments. In
Appendix C the variations and amendments found for one parish,
St Leonards, are presented as an example. One implication which
may be drawn is that some at least of the people who appear as
recipients of wages owned goods worth more, sometimes perhaps
significantly more, than the taxable minimum. Conversely, and
perhaps less surprisingly, many of those taxed on moveables were in
receipt of appreciable 'wage' incomes. What is not clear, however,
and on the basis of names alone cannot be discovered, is whether the
purported 'wages' of 40, 50, 60s. and more deleted from the
'taxbooks' represent actual salaries of servants, journeymen,
labourers etc., or whether some may not represent the estimated

receipts from the sale of products by small independent craftsmen.

Conclusion

Plainly the problems of lay subsidy interpretation are legion;

equally plainly, the questions raised by Bridbury and rephrased by
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Rigby cannot be settled internally, e.g. solely by interrogation of
the subsidies themselves. Too many questions remain unanswered,
indeed unanswerable.

Perhaps the most important finding obtained from analysing the
subsidy returns is the degree to which growth in taxable wealth was
localised. The parish growth ratios suggest that, far from there
being any clear pattern of regional development, there were a small
number of places - of which the borough of Colchester was one -
which experienced a very substantial growth of taxable wealth.
Often such places adjoin parishes with extremely low growth ratios.
While the nature of the 1524-5 subsidy may exaggerate these
contrasts, it seems probable that they are in large part a
reflection of real differences in economic fortunes. Similarly,
the evidence suggests that the tapping of wages and landed income in
1524-5 has relatively little influence on the differential growth in
taxable wealth shown in Tables VIII to X.

Prominent amongst the places with the highest growth ratios are
small ports, and places known to have had interests in textile
manufacture or marketing. Colchester is unique in the absolute
growth of its taxed wealth, but not in the scale (ratio) of this
growth. In order to discover the significance of this movement it
is necessary to go beyond the taxation evidence. It is to other
sources bearing on the prosperity of later medieval Colchester that
we will now turn, in order to assess the validity of the story told

by the lay subsidies.

- 61 -



CHAPTER 3
COLCHESTER, 1310 TO 1560: GROWTH OR DECLINE?

In the present chapter a range of sources - some quantifiable,
others not - internal to Colchester will be examined to try to
establish a clearer picture of the borough's fortunes between the
earlier fourteenth and mid-sixteenth centuries; records of decays
of civic property, the leases of tolls, evidence as to the evasion
of office, and various sources which can be used to attempt to
generate population estimates. While the evidence of these sources
may sometimes appear to be mutually contradictory, a link between

various developments in the later medieval period is suggested.

Decays

One of the most apparently suggestive indicators of changing
economic fortunes lies in the record of decays and dilapidations of
civic property which are found in the borough court rolls. On
examination however this type of evidence, like so many others,
appears less than clear cut. As usual we are at the mercy of
records, and have always to heed the possibility that what appears
at first sight a newly emerging or increasingly significant
phenomenon may in fact be a product of a change in administrative or
clerical procedure. Nevertheless, the evidence of 'decays' is
sufficiently interesting in itself to merit serious attention.

From the earliest surviving record the Colchester court rolls

contain numerous examples of individuals being presented before the
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Lawhundred for having either allowed their own property to decay in
such a manner as to endanger their neighbours or the community at
large, or causing damage to civic property or amenities. The types
of matters within the purview of the Lawhundred juries are set out
within the borough's Oath Book, and include obstructions and
encroachments in the highway and on the water, diversions of
watercourses from their customary channels, unscoured ditches,
unwarranted digging of gravel, clay and sand, removing stone from
the town wall or the "lokks, keys or chenys longying to the gats of
Colchester" and the keeping of "noyabill dunggills" within the
town.l

Presentments of men and women for committing these and numerous
similar offences are frequent, from the early fourteenth through to
the mid-sixteenth centuries, and no doubt beyond. A new phenomenon
emerges however, around the middle of the fifteenth century;
alongside the presentment of these individuals, burgess and foreign
alike, begin to appear regular presentments of town officers, namely
the successive Chamberlains, for failure to maintain or repair
certain items of civic property, most commonly the bridges of the
town.

The real 'take off' point for the appearance of these decays in
the court-rolls can be pin-pointed as the year 1455-6; in this year
the Lawhundred jury present that "the Chamberlain ought to make a
bridge called le Northbregg and not allow it to lie unrepaired."”,
This was not the first time the Chamberlain had been in trouble with
the court - three years earlier a "tumble-down latrine” in the

garden of the town hall had caught the eyes (and noses?) of the
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jurors: - but it marks the start of the regular appearance of
unsound or ruinous bridges in the rolls.s
The next year, Northbridge is still "unrepaired at its
foundation", and the Chamberlain's problems increase as the East
Bridge is now said to be "broken in ruins". Furthermore, he is now
required to "make a bridge called Fallyngbridge, near Milend, to wit
with rails in the sides".4 While we do not hear of East Bridge in
1457-8, North Bridge remains "in a state of ruin" and the
Chamberlain is faced with a fine of 100s. for failure to repair it.g
North Bridge is still in its sorry state (or re-broken?) in 1458/9
while 'Fallyngbridge' has not yet been made.g The following year
we hear only of a bridge at "Dandhill" in a state of ruin and the
Chamberlain appears to have some temporary remission from his
troubles.y However, by 1463-4 North Bridge is again being
described as "ruinous" while a quay held by the Chamberlain at New
Hythe is also in "a state of ruin" and the Butterstalls are
"destroyed";a at the second Lawhundred of this year the
presentments against the Chamberlain are extended and all brought
together by the clerk, thus:
The Town Chamberlain holds the bridge called Estbregge,
the bridge called North-bregge, the bridge called
Fallyngbregge, the stalls called lez Chesestalles and a
gutter at the end of Stokwellstrete in a ruinous condition,
in mercy, 6s.8d. g
A more or less similar list is found in the next surviving
rolls, those of 1466—7.10
A temporary respite then ensues as to the bridges, but now the
Chamberlain has to worry about the town gates; 'le Southgate' is

"ruinous and destroyed" in 1470,11 joined in this sorry state by

Headgate in 1473-4; in this last year the jury contends that the
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Chamberlain has failed to take proper care of the keys and bolts,
iron bars and posts of East Gate and "the ports of Morestrete and
Magdaleyn Lane" so that all have become "dilapidated".;,

In 1477-8 East Bridge and North Bridge are once again described
as being in a "ruinous condition" as is "a Bridge called
Franchisbregge leading towards Neylond".;j

As we move into the 1480s, matters do not improve; Northbridge
remains ruinous, East Bridge needs repairing, and the wretched
Chamberlain has, in failing to mend the North Gate, "thrown half the
said gate into the King's Way".;, An unrepaired Bridge at Milend
comes to the notice of the jury in 1484-5, the last year for which
court rolls survive until the reign of King Henry VIII.;s

When, after a gap of 34 years the rolls resume, they still bear
witness to the Chamberlain's recurring difficulty in maintaining
corporate property to the satisfaction of the Lawhundred jurors.
The Chamberlain in office in January 1510 "has not yet caused to be
repaired” North Bridge and 'Fallyngbregge' which is "very hurtful to
the people travelling there".;, Presentments regarding these two
bridges occur throughout the ensuing decade, together with East
Bridge,;7 the bridge "beyond Milend Church",;g the Town Houses,q
and common passages.,(

The regular presentments of the Chamberlain disappear in the
years following 1520, whether because repairs were being adequately
done or because the jury had given up hope is a matter for
guesswork; however this may be, North Bridge and Fallyngbregge
reappear in the rolls for 1533-4 because of "lake of Reparacyons";,;
but this proves to be an isolated appearance, rather than the start

of a new series of presentments. Nothing more is heard of the town
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gates in connection with the Chamberlain's responsibilities; it may
not be entirely coincidental that William Thursteyn, an Alderman of
the Borough was fined 40s. in 1540-1 for "selling the gate of the
town at St. Botolphs" and in the same year "selling the gates
[plural] of the town" for £10.9,

There may be a connection between the fact that in 1544-5 the
organisation of the borough courts is changed, with Sessions of the
Peace taking over much of the work of the Lawhundred, and the
reappearance, in the same year, of bridge presentments; "le
Hethebredge and Estbredge" are ruinous; "the town of Colchester"
ought to repair them, various gutters and the highway at St.
Botolph's;23 similarly, next year the Northbridge and 'Geyes
Bredge' ought to be amended by the Chamberlain.,,

Such presentments becorlne sporadic again, however; in 1550-1 the
stone walls in Hedward should be repaired.ps In the middle of the
1550s bridges at 'Daundhyll' and 'Rovers Tye' are in need of repair,
while the stone bridge at Milend is in a condition such that
"neither horse-riders nor carts can pass by there without great
danger".5c  "Dand Hill Bredge" is ruinous by 1559-60.9<

The impression gained, then, from the court roll presentments is
that decay of civic property, notably bridges, comes to be a serious
problem in the mid-fifteenth century, that it continues to be such
and possibly gets worse in ensuing decades, and is still a problem
at the resumption of the rolls in 1509-10. After c.1520, however,
presentments become sporadic and generally less dramatic in their
language, suggesting that the situation was less serious.

Is this, then, evidence of economic difficulty or decline, an

inability to maintain the urban fabric in the later fifteenth and
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early sixteenth centuries? Plainly, there was a serious problem,
but its explanation is far from simple.

The first point to be made is that the Chamberlain of the
borough was not alone in his trouble with bridges. In 1451-2, some
years before the Chamberlain began to make his regular appearances
in the court rolls, we find Sir Thomas Cobham, the Lord of Lexden
manor, which comprised lands within and without the Liberty of the
borough of Colchester, presented at the Lawhundred court for not
repairing a bridge. This is "the bridge called Park bregge near
Lexden Park"; it is "ruinous and broken" and Cobham is fined
20s.,9g increasing to 40s. in 1455-6.59 Furthermore, he holds a
bridge "in a state of ruin and destroyed" between the mills of
Lexden" and is charged 12d. for this offence.j3j Next year
Parkbregge is still not fixed, and the jury impose a fine of
6 marks, while the Lexden mills bridge incurs 3s.4d.3;

While the 'mills' bridge drops from sight, Park Bridge continues
to appear regularly in the presentments of the jury, just like those
for which the Chamberlain was responsible, and the jurors become
more and more colourful in their depiction of its pitiable
condition; in 1458-9 it is "in ruins and broken down to the grave
nuisance of the whole people of the King passing the bridge, and of
the whole country".Bz By the middle of the next decade the manor
has a new incumbent and in 1466-7 it is asserted that the lady of
the manor "ought by right to make and repair two bridges near Lexden
Park".34 It may be that the lady agreed with the jury, for the
Lexden Park Bridges disappear from view after this date.

The coincidence of the appearance of regular presentments

regarding the borough's bridges and those of Lexden manor in the
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1450s seems to indicate one of two things. Either the Lawhundred
jury were, for some reason, suddenly inspired with an interest in
bridges which their predecessors had never shown, or bridges at
various places within the town and Liberty really were in worse
condition than previously. The first option seems unlikely; a
broken down bridge would indubitably constitute an obstruction,
either to the highway or to "the water", or both, and, thus fall
within the purview of the Lawhundred. If the bridges really were
deteriorating, the question is why?

Badly built stone bridges may fall down by themselves, wooden
bridges have limited life-spans; the minor bridges within the
Liberty would almost certainly have been fairly flimsy wooden
structures like the one that Thomas Wynter, clerk, broke and
"carried away" in 1474.5, The more important omes, such as North
and East Bridges were probably partly stone and partly wood at this
date; when the leading inhabitants of St. Leonard's parish were
given permission to erect a bridge over the river at New Hythe "for
all maner people thereon to passe as well with hors and cartes as
otherwise" it was to be "of Stone or Tymber, or bothe".35

The principal cause of such bridges becoming damaged or
dilapidated might reasonably be thought to be heavy use,
particularly by carts and pack-horses. The court rolls document a
number of cases of such damage; in 1466-7 it is presented that
"William Man with his two-wheeled cart broke the bridge called Le
Northbregge";34 in 1481-2 it is claimed that "Richard Frende,
farmer of Bergholt halle and Robert Nicoll of Bergholt are in the
habit of breaking the bridge called Northbregge with their

wagons".37  On these occasions the offenders were fined 12d, and
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6d. respectively,-but when Richard Frende was again charged with
"bracking" North Bridge later in 1482, the more substantial penalty
of 3s.4d. was exacted.sg

In the words of Jusserand, "the chronicle of even the most
important of English Bridges ... is a long tale of falls into the
river, re-buildings and repair, and ever recurring catastrophes;"
In the absence of proper maintenance "the arches wore through, the
parapets were detached, not a cart passed but fresh stones
disappeared in the river".39 But why should the Chamberlain of

Colchester have been unable to provide such maintenance?

The Office of Chamberlain

The Chamberlain was in overall charge of the finances of the
borough; he had to account for all receipts and disbursements and
all expenditure had to be approved by a majority of the Aldermen of
the town, or by a minority plus the two Bailiffs, the town's
principal officers.,; In the event of a shortfall of income vis a
vis expenditure, the Chamberlain seems to have been expected to make
it good himself, and then to throw himself upon the generosity of
the Aldermen.

Unfortunately virtually all the early Chamberlain's accounts are
lost and it is necessary to reconstruct aspects of the borough's
finaﬁces from the records of certain items of expenditure or receipt
which appear, though sometimes intermittently, in the court rolls.
The Chamberlain's account for one complete year, 1548-9, is however

preserved among the Colchester documents in the Stowe manuscripts.,,
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The office of Chamberlain (earlier called 'Receiver') had been
developed in the 1370s, in part as a check upon the abuses of power
and unregulated expenditure of the communities' money by the
Bailiffs; at the same time the body of 'Auditors', later Aldermen,
was brought into being.,o, The borough exercised the right to raise
levies, tallage, etc. on the inhabitants of the town and Liberty
from time to time to meet special expenditure needs; in 1311-12 we
hear of "a tallage assessed throughout the whole community for the
repair of the Walls and Gates of the Borough".,3 While at this
early date such a levy might have been handled, or overseen,
directly by the Bailiffs, in later times the implementation of such
a charge would be the concern of the Chamberiains. Two
Chamberlains were elected each year from 1372 until the later 15th
century, from which period a single office-holder was normal.

The account surviving from 1548-9, although for an isolated
year, almost certainly an atypical one, indicates the range of
matters to which the Chamberlain had to attend, and the resources
available to him. First are listed the receipts; the rents of
borough property, fines, and amercements of keepers of inns and
alehouses, the lease of customs and tolls, rents from the borough
fields, fines raised at Sessions of the Peace, the value of goods of
fugitives.,, Also listed is the receipt of fines from the three
burgesses who paid for admission in this year. There then follows
an extraordinary ievy in aid of the harbour at the Hythe. This is
considered in detail later, but suffice it to say that of the total
receipts for the year £439.13s.9d., no less than £278.12.7d. appear

to have been contributions towards this end.
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Expenditure is again grossly inflated by work at the Hythe, but
also includes payment of the borough's fee farm of £37,45
considerable expenses for food and drink, payments of stipends to
certain borough officers, miscellaneous tasks including removal of

dunghills and, mirabile dictu, bridge repairs. A payment to Thomas

Carpenter was authorised on 29th November for "amendyng the
Estbridge for 12 days of him and his man at 20d. the day, 205'"46
A further 2s.4d. was expended on carrying 1,442 feet of 'plank' and
40 "foot square Tymbers" to the bridge.,-

Total expenditure for the year was £456.11s.23d. and the
Chamberlain was thus obliged to note that the town owed him
£16.17s.5%d. Plainly, the year 1548-9 was one of exceptional
income and exceptional expenditure for the borough. Nevertheless
there is reason to believe that the problem of budget deficit was by
no means unusual. Evasion of office, which has often been cited as
a symptom of urban decline in other towns, becomes prominent in
Colchester by the early 16th century but was largely confined to the
Chamberlainship.,g The position could only be held for one year,
non-renewable, and was, in effect, a spring-board to high office;
virtually all the Aldermen of the town appear to have served as
Chamberlain at earlier stages in their careers. Despite this, men
seem to have been eager to avoid the position, being prepared to pay
substantial fines in order to do so. Plainly, this must have been
because the office was not only onerous but also highly expensive to
the holder. There was clearly no guarantee that any shortfall made
up from the Chamberlain's own pocket would be refunded and, even if
it were, he would still have to wait until after the end of the

financial year for repayment.
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The run of régular refusals of office appears to begin in the
year 1510-11; this, however, is only the second year for which
court rolls survive after the quarter-century "break", and the
previous year's rolls are missing the first membranes, which
normally contain the record of elections to the various offices.
Evasion could thus have started much earlier than 1510, but we
cannot be sure.,q

The first man in this sequence Peter Borough pleaded ill health
for declining the office, claiming to be "troubled daily with
various infirmities"; by the "mediation of his friends" he sought
to be excused "for a reasonable fine". The Bailiffs and council
decided that this should be allowed, and pitched the fine at 20s.
However, they also adjudged that Borough should lose his freedom;
only through renewed "mediation" on the part of his friends was
Borough re-admitted a free burgess, on payment of a further 20s.5(

One should perhaps not feel too indignant about this seémingly
harsh treatment of a sick man however, as the court rolls for the
following year contain an entry relating to the exemption of John
Baddyng from the same office, phrased in exactly the same terms -
infirmities, mediation of friends, expulsion‘and readmission to the
freedom. g,

There are no further avoidances of office until the enlcl of the
decade, and the ensuing ones are phrased in much more direct manner;
it seems possible that simple rejection of office-holding was a new
and somewhat strange idea, and that these early cases had to be
"dressed up" for the record. Not so in the case of Thomas Nothak
elected in 1519-20; "immediately after the election, on the same

day came the aforesaid Thomas Nothak and refused the office of
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Chamberlain". Nothak was fined 40s., which is of course is the
same as the fine and "re-admission" payment of the earlier cas'es.52

The following year William Debenham, previously Bailiff, refused
office as an Alderman, but this appears to have had more to do with
political or personal enmity than economics; the court rolls record
the details of Debenham's public quarrel with John Coll, Bailiff, in
which insults were exchanged, including accusations of heretical
relations and conspiracy; Coll accused Debenham of "jesting behind
[the] backs of this Town" with some unnamed ally but Debenham
retorted "thou lyest in thy face" and quit the council meeting.
Subsequently Debenham was fined £5 for refusal of office, and
imprisoned for his alleged slander.gj

In 1521-2 John Mytche "renounced entirely" the Chamberlain's
office. The record states that the Bailiffs and Aldermen, after
considering the matter in the Council Chamber, decided that the fine
for declining the office should henceforth be 100s.; Mytche
himself, because of his "humble submission and previous good will"
was to ﬁave 33s.4d. remitted, and thus paid £3.6s.8d.g,

Despite these substantial fines, evasion of the office continued
to occur; Table XII summarises all the recorded refusals between

1510 and 1560:-
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TABLE XII: EVASION OF CHAMBERLAIN'S OFFICE, 1510-60

Year Name Fine
1510-11 Peter Borough 40s.,
1511-12 John Baddyng 40s.
1519-20 Thomas Nothak 40s.
1521-2 John Mytche 66s.8d.
1526-7 Thomas Salman unknown
1533-4 Rihard Shelbury 40s.
1534-4 Walter Vessy unknown
1542-3 Robert Flyngaunt £3.68.8d.,
1542-3 Robert Maynard £3.6s.8d.
1543-4 John Archer £3.6s.8d.
1544-5 John Archer of Lexden £3.6s.8d.
1533-4 Robert Northon £3.6s.8d.
1554-5 William Stache £3.6s.8d.
1554-5 Nicholas Maynard £3.6s.8d.
1554-5 John Foule £3.6s.8d.
1555-6 Richard Godfrey £3.6s.8d.
1555-6 William Cornewell £3.6s.8d.
1555-6 Richard Lambard £3.6s.8d.
1555-6 William Peverell £3.6s.8d.
1557-8 Richard Stowers £3.6s.8d.
1557-8 Jaques Thomson £3.6s.8d.
1558-9 William Danyell £3.6s.8d.

(Source: C.C.R., vols. 21-25).

Note: Court rolls lost for 1512-13, 1523-4, 1528-9, 1546-7,
1548-9, 1552-3, 1556-7.

It will be noted that the 100s. fine was never imposed and that
the £3.6s.8d became standard with the exception of the year 1533-4.
This standardisation meant, of course, a decline in real terms as
inflation began to take hold towards mid-century; the Phelps Brown
and Hopkins index for the price of a composite unit of consumables
rises from around the 100 mark in 1510-11 to c.200 by the mid
"forties, and averages 289 during the 1550s.55 The number of
exemptions around mid-century might, perhaps, have been lower had

the fine been raised accordingly; the next recorded evasions after
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1560 were fined £6.13s.4d. in 1563-4, payable in instalments and £5
in 1578 and 1571-2,5g £7, £6, and £10 in 1573-3.59 By 1570 a major
problem of Aldermanic evasion seems to have set in, punishable by
much higher fines even than these.

Nevertheless, there was clearly recurring resistance to holding
the office of Chamberlain, and the financial losses likely to be
incurred were perceived to be worse than the fines imposed in those
years. The revenues available to the Chamberlain in 1548-9 (a year
for which, unfortunately, court rolls do not survive) might be
thought slender enough for a town of several thousand inhabitants
when the exceptional Hythe contributions are deducted; is there any
evidence that they had been declining?

In the absence of Chamberlain's accounts it is not possible to
build a complete picture of the town's revenues. The court rolls
do, however, contain sporadic record of one of the principal
sources, the leasing of the tolls and associated charges. These
leases are far from straightforward, because of frequent
re-organisation and changes in the recorded list of assets and

customs leased.

The Tolls

The right of the burgesses of Colchester to collect tolls or
customs on all goods coming to or passing through their borough was
rooted in its royal charters and grants, the earliest surviving
being the charter of Richard I, dating from 1189; this gave them

"the customs of the water and bank" [of the river Colne] to assist
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in payment of their fee-farm, and refers to earlier grants and
confirmations of customs and markets.gq

Later charters confirmed or re-defined these privileges, and
more closely defined the liberty or 'precinct' within which they
were to pertain; in 1447 this was said to include "the vill ... of
Colchester and ... the hamlets of Lexden, Milend, Grinsted and
Donyland ... and from Northbrigge up to Westnesse", while "all the
places called the creeks of the same water within the precinct
aforesaid” were specifically included in 1462.g5;  The Charter of
this latter year emphasised that none should presume "to sell or buy
any merchandizes coming by that water in ships or other vessels ...
except at the Nowa Hethe of the borough aforesaid" under pain of
forfeiting both cargo and vessel. The only exemption from this
provision was to be for those who purchased victuals solely for
household consumption.

The town felt the need to issue proclamations itself on
occasion, as in 1256 and 1380, stating the right of the Burgesses to
take tolls from "such merchants as are chargeable to payment of
custom, buyers and sellers, within the Liberty".ﬁz Entries in the
rolls at various dates further define the practices of toll
collection, as in 1509-10 when it was asserted that "from time
immemorial ... the Chamberlain of the town ... has been accustomed
to accept the due and accustomed tolls and levy for each and all
persons whatsoever who have ... recourse within and through the town
either with carts with horses laden with packs".gq

The Oath Book contains a list of customs payable on various
goods "usinge by old tyme with owtyn ony mynde at the Burgh and

Havene of Colchestre".g, This itemises many different types of
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timber, armour, provisions, leather cloth, etc., and the rates
payable on each. For example, "delys" (deal boards) paid 6d. the
hundred, wax 2d. per hundred pounds weight, "fressh cloth" or "brod
wollcloth" 1d. per piece, but "cloth of gold" 4d. per piece;
fullers earth paid 4d. "for the bolk", as did each "bolk" of grain.
It is stated that "a man that is free and be fela to a stranger
and the good nouzt departyd it [is] cusumable”. The implication of
this is that the goods of a free burgess, if not intermixed with
those of a 'foreigner', were exempt from payment of tolls. This
accords with the frequently encountered assertion of the burgesses'
toll-free status; e.g. in 1376 John Bryde, baker, claimed he was a
burgess of the town and thus "free to buy and sell at Heth without
custom"; while prosecutions for evasion of toll almost always
specify that the offender is "a foreigner" or "not a Burgess".gs
However Morant, quoting from later sixteenth— and seventeenth-

"customs, rates and duties" to be

century sources, gives a list of
paid by "every Free-burgess of this town" to the Water Bailiff at
the Hythe, whose right thereto, he claims, had been "enjoyed by
prescription ever since the reigns of King Henry the I and II".gg
It appears, though, that the free burgesses' payments relate not
directly to custom or toll but to such specific fees as "measurage"
and "crainage" payable for use (probably compulsory) of the
borough's official weights and measures, lifting apparatus etc.

The issue of payment or freedom from toll is, then, not clear-cut,

but as regards custom sensu strictu it seems that burgesses were

exempt, except when in partnership with non-burgesses (whether

outsiders or inhabiting "foreigners").
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The records we have of the Colchester tolls relate not to the
actual amounts collected, but to their annual farm or lease to
individuals for sums set in advance. It can be assumed, however,
that the amount of the farm bears a reasonably close relation to the
actual revenue; the borough wished to maximise its income while the
'"farmer' would not willingly take on the job at a loss to himself.g-
However, for the greater part of the fourteenth century the sum paid
for the lease appears to have been more or less fixed by tradition;
after the 1380s fluctuation becomes normal and trends can be
identified, suggesting a responsiveness to real changes in revenue.

There were three main components to the tolls during the period
for which we have most information, the fifteenth century; the
"town tolls", presumably collected on goods carried by land, the
lease of the "wool hall" and certain market stalls in the borough,
and the "Hythe tolls", representing the various charges levied on
goods brought by water to the borough's harbour in St Leonard's
parish. At some periods these categories are recorded separately,
at others they appear to be amalgamated in a single lease, and
sometimes the categories fragment further into their compound parts.
These variations in the record mean that it is necessary to examine
separately each year for which leases are noted, to attempt to
ensure that unlike leases are not being compared and false trends
thereby created. Appendix D presents all the recorded leases in
tabular form.

The early records refer simply to the lease of the "tolls of
Colchester", and are found at the level of £35 in 1310-11 and
1311—12.68 In the first year the lease was to two men, who found a

total of 12 pledges for performance of the office; din the second a
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sole lessee is recorded, with eight pledges. It may be assumed
that these leases covered all tolls on land and waterborne goods.
The Oath of the Farmer, dating from the administrative
reorganization of 1372, obliges that officer to collect, "or cause
to be collected by other persons duly sworn before the Bailiffs",
all customs and tolls "both by land and water".gq
Further record of tolls lease is not found until 1345; the
agreement enrolled in that year is worth quoting:
John atte Halle, senior, Farmer of the Bailiffs and
Commonalty, swore that he would collect or cause to be
collected the customs and tolls belonging to the King and
Commonality of Colchester, that he will alow no-one to go
free who ought to pay nor take from anyone who ought to go
free, that no-one shall share the said farm without the
Bailiffs' assent, and that he will pay for the said farm
£35 on Exaltation of the Holy Cross Day [14 Sept.] or when
ordered by the Bailiffs, and he finds pledges ... 7q
The lease remains at the same level in 1351 and 1353 the first
recorded demises after the Black Death; in 1356 however, the
"customs and tolls of the town" are leased for £35.6s.8d.y;
Whatever the reasons for this modest increment, it was apparently
not sustained, as the lease in 1359 was once again for 535.72
After 13 years of silence we find the tolls still at this
traditional level in 1372. Two years later, however, the court
rolls record that Augustine Plomer paid £35 plus an additional
£6.13s.4d. An entry in the Red Paper Book sheds some light on this
new development; it is recorded that, among a number of worthy
deeds carried out by one of the Bailiffs, Wm Reyne, is the following
act of persuasion:
On Monday next after the feast of St Michael the Archangel

«++ the sworn four and twenty elected Augustine Plomer as
Farmer of the ... town, for the coming year; with whom the
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aforesaid William Reyne ... dealt ... in so careful a
manner and with such pleasant words that the same Augustine
agreed to pay to the same Bailiffs and commonalty, for the
said farm, the usual thirty-five pounds, and moreover at
the end of the year a further one hundred shillings for the
repair of the hall of the afore said commonalty, and not
that he should increase the said rent to that extent. For
all which matters the same Augustine gave sufficient
security ... 73

The reference to the "usual' £35 seems to confirm that this sum
was indeed fixed by custom. It is hardly likely to be a
coincidence that £35 was the amount of the borough's fee farm; the
right to gather tolls was a privilege granted by the crown, and the
sums thus gathered were used to meet the crown's exactions. An
awareness that revenues had risen to an appreciable extent, or an
exceptional need for money, would be needed to break this simple
equation. The supplementary sum required in 1374 is thus made to
appear an extraordinary augmentation for a specific purpose.
However, a similar ploy was used again the next year when the
Farmer, again Plomer, agreed to pay an additional £6.13s.4d.because
of the "immense burdens and expenses of the town"; again the excess
is payable "without any will or intention of increasing the receipts
of his farm to a corresponding extent".,

Clearly, however, good will and "pleasant words" would be
unlikely to have effected such an augmentation if the farm of the
tolls had not been providing Plomer with a healthy income.;s

By the use of "very honied words" Reyne (who may have written
the account of these proceedings himself) also persuaded the newly
elected 'Measurer at the Hythe' to pay 50s for holding his office in
1374-5; the following year this lease was increased to £3.16s.8d.7g4

This complicates matters; the Measurer extracted payment for

the use of authorised weights and measures on goods brought to the
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Hythe, but these payments are here clearly regarded are distinct
from the tolls proper. Thus, these small sums cannot be seen as
precursors of the much larger sums raised in later years from the
farm of the New Hythe tolls, although the Measurage did at length
become compounded with these tolls. References are found to a
further office, that of Clerk of the Market; this official seems to
have been responsible for weights and measures used in the town
markets as opposed to the Hythe, but there is no record of lease of
any independent town 'measurage'. The Clerk of the Market may have
worked under the supervision of - or may sometimes have been
identical with - the Farmer.,y
Reyne had not yet finished his financial reforms; observing
that a certain Thomas Deynes was accustomed to hold a wool sale for
his own profit, without licence, Reyne decided that it should be
transferred to the cellar of the common hall, suitably renovated,
which he (Reyne) would rent for 50 shillings:
Not long afterwards it happened that the said William
demised the said cellar to various merchants of the country
in separate lets for one year next following for four
pounds, which monies the said William allowed to be applied
in full to the benefit of the whole commonalty. 78
This was in 1374; the next year was not quite so successful,
and the rent received from "various wool dealers” was £3.10s.7q
Whether or not the account of Reyne's part in this and the other
matters can be regarded as strictly accurate, this does appear to be
the origin of the regular leasings of the wool hall which appear in
the court rolls around the turn of the century. At that time the
lease takes the form of a farm of the whole hall to an individual,

who would then presumably sublet stalls in the manner above

described; it may be that the principal "farm" remained in the
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hands of the Bailiffs until these regular leases commence.

After this eventful period there is no surviving reference to
leases for 13 years (excepting a reference to Thomas Bateman's
position as Measurer at Hythe in 1385-6, with no note as to the
rent).gy In 1387 the court rolls record that all the customs and
tolls "as by land so by water" are leased to John Caperoun for £35.
Immediately following this is noted a two-year lease for £14 (in the
form of two "moieties', one each to William Dod and Richard Smyth)
of the "farm of the new crane", the "weighing of all merchandise at
Heath ... except the place of John Seburgh" together with "the
measuring at Heath".g;

Thus we have lumped together at a lease of £7 per annum the
'measurage', weighing and 'Cranage' at the Hythe - all the
'service charges', in effect.

The next surviving court rolls, those for 1391-2, record "the
tolls" (undifferentiated) being leased for £40;g9 whether this
includes the measurage etc. is uncertain, but this appears to be the
first increase in the 'basic' figure, excepting the instances from
the 1370s where special reasons are adduced for temporary
augmentation. The following year sees "the customs and tolls"
leased to William Dod for £15, the "customs and tolls of New Heth"
to Robert Haukelsere for £17. In addition the 'new crane' and
measurage are granted to William Wytham, but no sum is specified.gq
Here then is proof that the measurage and cranage as distinct from
the New Hythe tolls. It might be thought reasonable to assume that
the 1391-2 lease included all these categories.

The situation is far from straightforward, however, as the

records of the ensuing years show; we find on the one hand leases
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of the tolls, either compositely or divided into 'land' and 'water',
and on the other gfants of the 'new crane', measurage and other
items at the Hythe for very large sums. Thus, in 1395-6 "customs
and toll at New Heath ... by water" are leased for £20, all "customs
due by land" for £18, and the "custody of the New Crane and of
Weights at New Hythe" is leased to William Wytham, who is "bound in
£40".g, In 1398-9 the tolls "by land and water" are leased
compositely for £38, while "the custody of the New Craue‘and the
crane of Robert Sewale" together with the "new houses at Heth", the
measures and weights of meal, keyage and wharfage are farmed to
Robert Aldewyne for 536.85 Aldewyne has an almost identical lease,
for the same amount, in 1399-1400, the only difference being that
the second crane is said to be "of John Negemere", while the land
and water tolls fetch £40.g¢

Thus it can be seen that, while the actual tolls remain at more
or less the same level, the ancillary leases at the Hythe have been
greatly augmented by the addition of new property and new rights -
clearly the difference between the £7 paid for weighing, measuring
and the new crane in 1387 and the £36 being demanded ten years later
cannot be due solely to increased revenue from the same sources.
'Keyage' and 'wharfage' clearly relate to the moving of vessels; if
the borough's lessee had an effective monopoly over this, together
with the cranes for loading and unloading, he would .plainly have
control of a very valuable asset. The imponderable element is the
"new houses" - one might assume them to be warehouses, but their
number and value is unknown. It seems clear, however, that a major

reorganization had been effected at the Hythe, connected with new
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building or rebuilding, and the borough was intent on maximising its
revenue therefrom.

The surviving rolls from the next few years contain no record of
tolls or Hythe leases, but in 1404-5 there is noted a lease for 20s.
of all the charges "called le Hevyng or Leftyng at Hithe of all
corn, sea coal, salt, chalk etc. coming to New Hithe".87 Why this
is noted on its own is hard to say; the small amount of money
involved suggests that this may relate to manual lifting of goods
rather than to use of the crane(s).

The entry in the 1406-7 rolls brings together all the elements
so far encountered; the land and water tolls are leased to William
Mayhew 'of Heth' for £40, the same lessee takes the "profits" of the
New Crane, the crane late Neggemere's, the weights and measures of
merchandise, wharfage and quayage for £34, and also the 'Hevyng or
Leftyng' for 20s.gg  This would seem to confirm the distinction
between cranage and 'leftyng'. The leasing of all the known
farmed-out revenue sources save the wool hall and stalls (for which
see below) to one man was an experiment not to be immediately
repeated. This William Mayhew may be the same man who had become a
burgess the previous year for 20s. fine, stating his origin as
Ramsay, Essex. If so, his career as a free burgess had an
impressive start. We know that he held certain property at the
Hythe, for the next recorded lease of the Hythe pertinents, in
1411-12, specifically excepts "the tenement in which William Mayhew
dwells together with the great hall annexed to the said tenement and
the garden, as are divided and enclosed by boundaries ..."gg There
is a further important change in the leases in this year, for the

lessee, 'John Clare junior, of Hithe', not only takes the measuring,
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weighing, keyage and wharfage, 'hevying and leftyng' (the cranes are
not mentioned) with the "quays and houses belonging to the
commonalty", but also has "all the customs issuing from and
belonging to New Hithe" lumped in with the foregoing, all for a
composite payment of £48. Meanwhile the customs and tolls of the
"town and suburbs ... excepting the customs belonging to the
customer of New Hithe, of which he is to take nothing" are leased to
John Lambherde for £15.

There is thus a reduction in the overall value of the leases as
compared to the preceding years; the lease of the land and water
tolls plus the miscellaneous Hythe assets and 'services' had raised
a total of £74 in 1398-9, £76 in 1399-1400, £75 in 1406-7; now it
totals only £63. This fall might be due, or partly due, to the
exception of Mayhew's property; the 'great hall' could presumably
be a large warehouse; it does not appear to be relevant that the
cranes are not specifically mentioned-, for they appear again in
1413-14 when the composite lease is once more for £48, but it is
specified that £20 of this is for the Hythe customs, and £28 for the
wharfage, cranes etc. etc. The 'town and suburb' tolls are leased
for 516.90 Thus, the Hythe assets and services have indeed been
down-valued."

A similar format, and identical value of leases, is found in the
next relevant record, that for 1418-19. The taker of the town
tolls was Thomas Smyth, weaver, showing that the job was not
restricted to members of the merchant class. The excepted property
at the Hythe is now described as "lately inhabited" by William
Mayhew.q;  The Hythe lease is taken by John Clefe, who is also the

lessee in the next two years for which records survive, 1419-20 and
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1422—3.92 Whereas the lease had remained at £48 in 1418-=19, in
those two later years it falls to £40, and again the decline is due
to downward valuation of the non-customs items - the split is
£20/£20. One change in the last of these years is the apparent
inclusion of the previously excluded properties formerly held by
Mayhew in the subjects of the lease, "excepting what is responsible
to the Chamberlains", whatever this means.

The town tolls remain at £16 in 1425-6, while the Hythe leases
increase to £44, again specified as a 50/50 split between the tolls
and customs and the rest; all the elements are rehearsed, and the
ex-Mayhew property is again included, this time without proviso.gj
Plainly if the exclusion of this property had previously been
responsible for the significant fall in value of the lease, its
re-incorporation did not have a corresponding positive effect. The
exactly half-and-half split between the tolls and the "others" looks
like a merely formal rationalisation, and thus probably has little
relation to the real relative values or revenues raised.

The lease of town tolls is identical in the next record, that
for 1428-9, but the Hythe lease is now £45 and a "split" is not
given.g, The next year the town tolls decline to £14, while the
Hythe lease increases to £46 (specified as £23 + £23 as
previously);gs the various components remain the same, except for a
new description of the property included in the lease; the lessee
(John Cartere, junior, Shipman, of Colchester) is to take and keep
"that tenement in which Thomas Wode, beerbrewer, now lives and the
great hall attached thereto with the garden adjacent and one

gatehouse, one shop with solar built above the 'Warhous', also a
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little garden and a house adjacent to the said tenement (excepting
the things for which he is responsible to the Chamberlain)."

Four years pass before there is further record of leases, but
the Hythe lease once again moves upwards, to £50 (£25 plus £25).96
The town tolls stand at £18, but there is reason to suspect that
this includes the lease of the wool hall etc., as the record of this
is incomplete. For most of the 1430s the Hythe lease is found to
be at the level of £52 (£26 + £26), but the tenement of Thomas Wode
etc is now excepted from the lease, just as Mayhew's property
(presumably the same) had been earlier; the entry for 1436-7
specifies that the "farm issuing" from the tenement, great hall etc.
"belongs to the town chamberlain".g; It seems, in effect that this
property is regarded as a separate lease, sometimes included and
sometimes excluded from the general "farm" of the Hythe, but without
appearing to make much difference to the overall value. The town
tolls revert to £12, increasing to £12.10s. in 1436-7, £13 in
1437—-898 and 1438—9.99 In this latter year, the Hythe tolls
increase to £56 before falling back somewhat inexplicably to £44 in
1439-40, then recovering to £52 in 1442-3 and 1443—4100 (town tolls,
£12, £12 and £10). The mention of the tenements etc. at Hythe
stops, whether because they have by this time exhausted the clerk's
patience, or have finally been disassociated from the lease, or have
fallen down, one can only guess.

After another gap, we find the Hythe lease again at £52 in
1447—8,101 while there is no record of the town tolls. From this
point onward the Hythe lease steadily declines, to £48 in 1448-9,,.,

£42 in 1455—6,103 recovering slightly to £44 in 1456-7,104 £43 in

1458-9,105 and then plummeting to £29 in 1460-1.;q4
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The town tolls and the lease of the wool-hall had often been
taken by the same lessee in earlier years, but from 1455-6 they are
merged into one farm, acquired for a single sum. The value of the
hall lease had fluctuated between £5.6.8d and £12 during the years
of its independent existence, most commonly falling between £6 and
£9 (see Appendix D).

Now, in 1455-6, the town tolls and wool-hall cellar are leased
together for £17, a figure repeated in 1456-7; then there is an
increase to £18 in 1458-9 and 1459-60.;77 However in this last
mentioned year the lease is alleged to include "the tolls in New
Hetha" which, since the end of the fourteenth century had always
been excepted from the "town tolls" lease; an entry relating to the
lease of New Hythe tolls, cranage, wharfage etc. follows, but the
amount has not been filled in, and no sureties are named. It seems
barely conceivable that the Hythe tolls were really to be included
in this £18 sum; the next year is the one for which the Hythe
valuation tumbles to £29, excepting "the tenement in which John
Stannard now lives and the great hall attached thereto"; however,
the exception of this property - or possibly more extensive
properties - was seen to effect no real drop in valuation on past
occasions, apart from the first time it features in the record.
That the annual value of such property could approach the £14 by
which the Hythe lease has declined seems highly unlikely.

The town tolls rise slightly to £19 in 1460-1, staying at this
level in 1463-4, while the Hythe lease recovers slightly, to
£33.6s.8d.1pg This is the last heard of the Hythe in this context
for seven years, but a four year lease of the town tolls, wool-hall

and butterstalls was enrolled in 1466-7 in favour of William
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Bonefaunt, at £18 per year. The New Hythe is specifically
excepted.log

After three more years for which the court rolls are lost, the
town tolls and cellar etc. are found leased for a single year, again
for £18, while the New Hythe occurs at £35.y145 For the year 1473-4
there is no lease of town tolls recorded, but two notes of the
leases of the Hythe are entered;;;; both are for £32, payable
quarterly, but one includes the tenement and hall lately Stannard's.
This would again seem to indicate that the property was marginal to
the Hythe lease, and its inclusion or exclusion was probably a
result of negotiation between the Chamberlain and his colleagues and
the farmer each year.

The town tolls and wool-hall lease vanishes from sight until
1484~5; it may be that some long-term arrangement had been effected
of which the record is now lost. The Hythe lease is found again in
1476-7 at £35, the lessee, William Eden, being the same as in
1473—4;112 it figures again, for an identical amount in 1480—-1113
and 1481-2,;,, being taken by William Roes.

Roes also holds the lease in 1484-5, and in the previous year-
rolls there is a reference to him as "water-bailiff at New
Hythe".;15 the use of this title may be indicative of an attempt to
turn the lease from an annual affair into a long-term office, as
Roes had apparently held it for five years, and perhaps longer.
1484-5 sees the last appearance of the town tolls and wool hall
lease as a separate entity, standing at E16.116

The major gap in court-roll coverage comprising the whole of the
reign of Henry VII follows, and the practice of recording leases had

changed by the time the rolls resume. We find, however, that the
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Red Paper Book contains the record of a ten-year lease made by the
Bailiffs and Commonalty in 1504-5 in favour of Ambrose Lowthe, of:
all custumez and Tolles and othir profytes ... to the New
Hithe of Colchester beforesaid perteynyng, and their
rightly and justly to be levied; also with cranage,
wharfage, cariage, and all othir profytes ther ... togider
with howsys and tenements to the seid Town of Colchester
belongyng, sette in the New Hithe ... called the Town
House, with renteres, and all thappartenaunces, to gedyr
with a medowe in dewe time to the same houses and tenements
perteynyng; to gedyr with the weights and measures of
dyvaise merchaundizez theder comyng, arryvyng, and thereof
befallyng; with lestyng under lestyng, halyng, or weying
of all manner comys, and othyr profytez there of right and
due manner, or in any time past to the office of the
Waterbaillyship or any such maner wise belongyng, to be
taken. 117
Plainly, this is intended to be a totally comprehensive lease;
all the diverse dues mentioned from time to time in the annual
leases are either set out here or included in the generality,
together with the rents and profits from civic property.
Nevertheless, the annual payment for all these considerations and
assets is to be only £24; less than at any time in the past for
which records survive.;;g We must be justified in seeing this and
the downward trend of preceding decades, as a result of a real
shrinkage of the revenues and customs at the Hythe. The
institution of a ten-year lease is perhaps also indicative of
difficulties experienced in finding takers year by year. Although
the loss of records precludes a definitive statement, it seems that
the end of the 15th century was a time of crisis as far as civic
revenue was concerned.
The lease to Lowthe -~ an Alderman of the town -~ does not
seem to have improved matters. A new type of entry concerning the

Hythe is found in the court-rolls from 1515-16, couched in the form

of a recognizance of debt owed to the Chamberlain; John Leveson,
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James Godfrey, John Lawford and William Lawford acknowledge owing
£26, but if they pay two instalments of £12 and if a certain John
Coton lays out 100s. "about the repairs and construction of the
machine, messuage, and houses situate and lying at New Hythe,
belonging to the office of water-bailiff of the Town" as need shall
be, then they will be quit.qig

Secondly, and more explicitly, Lowthe himself acknowledged debt
of 20 marks to the Chamberlain, void if he repair all the houses,
'rentaries' and crane at New Hythe "which he late had in farme", and
deliver to the Chamberlain "all the weights and measures in as good
and sufficient repparations as they were delivered to him at his
first entry into the sayd farme".lzo Evidently the capital assets
at the Hythe had been allowed to deteriorate during the term of
Lowthe's lease.

The same four men plus John Ecton as above enter into a further
recognizance with the Chamberlain in the following year, but this
time the sum mentioned is £40, and it is made clear that £24 is to
be paid for farm of the "office of Waterbayliffship", to be held by
Ecton and William Lawford for one year; these two shall expend a
further 40s. on repairs and shall render full account. It appears
that if less than 40s. is spent, the difference is to be paid to the
Chamberlain, thus making the effective price of the lease £26. The
£40 in the recognizance appears to be a form of insurance by the
town to prevent any repetition of the events of the 'Lowthe years';
if the facilities were not properly maintained the whole sum would
presumably be forfeit. The three men named in addition to Ecton
and Lawford are, in effect, 'sureties'.121

It seems clear that the town was attempting to 'stop the rot' at

the Hythe, and to put things on a sounder, more organised basis.
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An almost identical 'recognizance' was enrolled in 1517-18;199 the
same sums of money and provisions as to repairs are involved.
Again, it is clear that the 40s., is, in effect, "maintenance
money" .

However, after this the record again becomes fragmentary;
1518-19 séés the same group of men minus William Lawford figure in a
truncated entry, acknowledging themselves to owe £40, payable at
Easter, "otherwise 1eviab1e".123 No mention is made of tolls etc.,
and no other clauses are appended. The following year's rolls have
no relevant record, but those of 1520-1 contain an uncompleted
recognizance, outlining a £24 lease of the 'Waterbaylyship' at
Hythe; this is still described as "late in the tenure of Ambrose
Louthe",;,, but blank spaces are left for the names of the previous
year's and newly appointed lessees. A clause about 40s. for
repairs is again inserted. The next year, 1521-2, is the last of
these recognizances;;,s John Ecton, now described as 'yoman', and
John Lawford acknowledge owing £40 each to the Chamberlain, void if
£28 is paid for the tolls etc. at New Hythe and everything else
pertaining to the Water-Bailiffship. No mention is made of a 40s.
for repairs but even if included in the £28 this represents a modest
increment over recent years.

Nothing more is heard of leases etc. until the middle of the
century. The town tolls and wool-hall leases have not reappeared
at all after the 'break'. There is some cause to suspect that the
Chamberlains may, by the early sixteenth century, have ceased
"farming out" the town tolls, and instead be supervising their

collection directly; two 'Clerks of the Market' were included
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amongst the officers elected in 1515-16, an office which, though
mentioned in the fourteenth century, makes no subsequent impact on
the record.126 These clerks might, as part of their duties, have
collected or appointed deputies to collect the 'town tolls', and
accounted for these to the Chamberlain.

That someone was still collecting these dues is proved by the
entry, quoted in full at the start of this section, asserting the
Chamberlain's right thereto "from time immemorial" in reply to
claims that he had taken toll "extortionately and fraudulently" in
1509-10.

The will, written and proved in 1520, of Thomas Cristmas (father
of the John Cristmas who stood head and shoulders above all other
Colchester contributors to the 1524 lay subsidy) contains an
interesting clause relevant to the matter in hand. Cristmas
bequeaths, to two persons to be named yearly as collectors by the
Bailiffs, an annual rent of £4 from part of his extensive urban and
extra-urban properties;

In consideration whereof I will the said bailiffs and
commonalty shall discharge and acquire forever all the
petty land - toll and custom used before time to be taken
at the 4 gates of the town, of and for horses, carts,
woods, corn packs coming and going. 197

Thus it appears that Cristmas expected the town to cease
collecting tolls on goods carried by land, in return for a legacy of
four pounds a year. If this figure represents a realistic
~estimate, then plainly there had been a drastic shrinkage in
revenue, as the town tolls had stood at £18 and £16 jointly with the
wool-hall cellar etc. in the 1460s and 1484-5 respectively.

Earlier evidence would suggest that the 'tolls' normally accounted

for around three-fifths to two-thirds of the total, and so serious
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decline would be indicated.128 Perhaps the mechanism of collection
had broken down, and tolls were only being demanded fitfully, thus
making for a minor and unreliable source of revenue, and provoking
claims of fraudulent imposition. There is, however, no firm
evidence to back-up such speculation. Neither can we say whether
Cristmas's 'free-trade' legacy was accepted on these terms by the
bailiffs and Aldermen.

Two entries in the court rolls, one oblique and one direct
(though incomplete) from the end of our period of study, together
with the Chamberlain's account for 1548-9, give some clues as to
what was then happening with the lease.

As was noted earlier, the solitary Chamberlain's Account which
survives for the year 1548-9 itemises receipts and expenditure for
the year, and amongst the former is £28 from the farm of 'customs',
apparently the Hythe lease;19g if this is so then it stands at the
same level as it had done some 25 years earlier, notwithstanding the
general rise in prices over this period.

The court roll for 1553-4 has a note after the admission as
burgess of Alexander Wryght, born at 'Alberewe, Suffolk'
(Aldborough), "maryner" to the effect that half of his admission
fine (20s.) is to go to the Chamberlain, and half to John Wode who
has, by indenture, half the fine at the Hythe 'cum Cran' et Cust'
ibidem".;37 Why Wode, who we can assume was 'water bailiff', got
half of this fine (there is no similar note elsewhere) we cannot say
as there is no trace of the 'indenture' referred to. Perhaps
Wryght's occupation entitled Wode to share in his fine. At any

rate, the tolls and cranage appear to still be being leased,
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although not enrolled any more; it seems that the new incentives
were being used to make the farm more attractive or less onerous.;s;

The 1557-8 rolls contain a remarkable entry, 39 which is
unfortunately incomplete due to the damaged condition of the
relevant membranes, relating to a combining of a wide range of civic
functions in the hands of one man, a certain John Cole.js3 "For
more speedy punishment of offenders" Cole is to be installed, by
order of the bailiffs and.Aldermen, in the office of 'Clerke of
Markett' and "other necessary offices"”. This appointment is to be
permanent, unless Cole seriously abuses his position. He is to
have to his own use, without rendering "eny accompt", all profits,
fines and forfeitures lawfully levied, and in addition is to receive
an annual fee or pension from the Chamberlain of 40s. for exercising
the office.js,

But this is not all; Cole is also to gather yearly, on behalf
of the Chamberlain, if the latter agrees, "all the small or pety
rents" belonging to the town, as set out in 'the Chamberlain's
formall' and to render annual account for the same. For this
function he is to receive the "Aunciyent Fee" of 28s.4d. per annum
due to the Chamberlain for his wages of livery.jss

Furthermore, Cole is to be the 'Surveyor'; in this capacity he
will have oversight of all new works and buildings and also must
"from tyme to tyme as occasion shall Require ... diligently vew and
serche all the decays and Faltes of Reparacons yn all and ev'ry the
bridges, mylnes, edifices and other buyldings" belonging to the
town, and repair the same for a yearly fee of 13s.;34

This is not the end of the list, but the damage to the document

makes it hard to identify the other functions; Cole is to have
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the "ordering, bestowing and layeng up yn the towne markett house
the Re[éidue?] «es of ... grayne[?] that shall happen wekely to
be left unsold, and keep the same safely for the owners thereof";;;-
he shall have 'oversight and sealing' of what may be all the Customs
(?) of Colchester, "the new hythe of the same excepted" and may take
certain sums of money as per the Laws and Statutes of the Realm.138

The latter part of the entry is fragmentary, and it is not clear
whether "tolls" collection is included within Cole's remit;
however, this extraordinary list of offices is clearly an attempt to
tackle a severe administrative problem. It is unlikely to be a
coincidence that in this same year two Chamberlains-elect had
refused office; the previous year three had done so (see table XII
above). The town was evidently hoping that one (presumably rich)
man, could if given sufficient incentives, tackle the range of
duties that the Chamberlains were finding increasingly onerous. It
may have been politically impossible for a Chamberlain - an office
hallowed by tradition - to have been allowed such concessions as
keeping the profits of 'Clerk of the Market', but permissible in the
case of a new hybrid post, nominally still subservient to the
Chamberlain but obviously taking over a very large part of h;s
duties.

How successful this experiment was we do not know, but it again
is pe;haps no coincidence that ‘the evasion of the office of
Chamberlain ceases for a period.

If the creation of Cole's position was one response to
continuing difficulties, it is clear that these difficulties arose
from a shrinkiﬁg of revenue available to the town Chamberlains.

Between the second and last quarters of the fifteenth century the
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revenue accruing from the lease of tolls etc. fell by over 50%, and
this trend, while more difficult to quantify due to the cessation of
regular enrolments, may have worsened during the first half of the
sixteenth century.

Furthermore, this was not the only source of revenue which
shrank during the fifteenth century; the enrolment of fine-paying
burgesses shows a protracted decline from the late fourteenth
century, reaching a nadir in the 1480s and 1490s, and only
beginning a real recovery after about 1530. While revenue from
freedom admissions averaged between about £12 and £17 per annum in
most decades from the 1370s through to the 1450s (reaching £26 in
the 1400s), in the 1470s and 80s the average was little more than £5
per annum.y3g Although clearly not as important a revenue source
as the leases this decline in admission money must have exacerbated
the problems faced by the Chamberlains from the mid-fifteenth
century onwards.

It can thus be strongly suggested that the twin problems of
decays of borough property and evasion of office both had their
roots in a crisis of corporate finance. From the middle of the
fifteenth century money for routine maintenance of bridges etc. was
increasingly scarce, leading to the regular presentments at the
Lawhundred courts; furthermore, by the early sixteenth century this
contraction of civic income had led to the office of Chamberlain
becoming increasingly onerous and costly to its holders, and many
men thus sought to evade the position.

If this interpretation is correct, the borough as a corporate
body was clearly facing serious difficulties during the later

fifteenth century and the first half of the sixteenth. Was it also
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experiencing difficulty or decline as a trading community? Surely
the fall in the value of the tolls indicates a contraction of the
borough's trade, and consequently an attenuation of individual as
well as corporate wealth?

In order to attempt to answer this question, it is necessary to
examine the background to the declining toll leases; in particular
to consider what was happening at the Hythe, Colchester's port and,
at one time almost certainly the largest source of corporate

revenue.

The Hythe

That part of the modern borough of Colchester known as the Hythe
is, in records of the later middle ages, commonly referred to as the
"New Hythe". This was to distinguish it from the old 'hythe' or
landing place, today 0ld Heath, which it had supplanted as
Colchester's principal haven before the last quarter of the
thirteenth century. The precise date at which this change occurred
is unknown; the older landing place, situated on a creek joining
the river Colne at a point a mile nearer the sea than the 'new'
hythe, was already referred to as 'Ealdehethe' by 1272.y,,

By thg fourteenth century the New Hythe, situated in St
Leonard's parish and joined to the rest of the borough by the long
'spit' of Magdalen Street and Hythe Hill (see Map 6) was an
increasingly important part of the borough; many of the burgesses

with mercantile interests chose to live on Hythe Hill, near to the
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Old Heath

MAP 6: COLCHESTER AND THE HYTHE
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parish church, while their warehouses were located at the
quayside.q,q

While the fact that Colchester was reckoned a dependent port of
Ipswich for customs purposes means that we have few independent
figures of exports or imports, it is clear that from an early date
small sea-going as well as coastal vessels visited the Hythe. Thus
we hear of wheat from Bordeaux to be carried in La Leonard of
Colchester in 1347; 1licence to John de Scotland to ship "in the
port of Colcestre" thirty cloths of the "texture of Essex" and to
take them to Gascony, Brittany, Prussia and Spain in 1364. Amongst

the ships appearing in royal records are the Seintemaricog de

Colcestre and La Rose de Colcestre (1311), La James, La Biene and

La Nicholas, of Colcestre (1343), la Katrine (1339) and a ship

called the Seinte Marie Bot of Colchester employed on royal business

in 1325. 142
It is equally clear that Colchester merchants often used other
ports; 1in a case from 1344 we hear of cloths belonging to

Colchester men being placed on a ship called La Catalyne of Mersea

to be taken to Flanders.j,3 The ports of Wivenhoe and
Brightlingsea also shipped goods belonging to men of the borough.
The degree to which these other ports were used depended in
large part upon the condition of the Hythe haven. There were
recurring difficulties arising from silting; such problems were
common to most of the rivers of Essex - and indeed much of East
Anglia - a combination of shallow silting river mouths, and
shifting sand-belts to seaward making navigation hazardous. The
Colne remained unimproved into modern times, largely because of a

desire not to damage the river's valuable Oyster beds.j,,
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It has been argued that the post-1300 period saw a deterioration
of conditions in the Eastern counties, with silting up of harbour
entrances becoming an increasingly serious problem. In his study
of these ports, Wren states that the Hythe was accessible only to
small coastal vessels until c.1600, and that Wivenhoe acted as
Colchester's principal port throughout the medieval period, with
goods being trans-shipped for the short journey up river to the
borough.y,5 That this is false - or at least overstated -
seems clear, but the problems of the Hythe were real enough, and a
major source of concern to the burgesses.

As we have seen, the record of leases suggests that some major
reorganisation seems to have been effected at the Hythe in the
latter part of the fourteenth century, and this may have been more
than merely administrative. The "new crane" appears in the leases
from the 1380s, and "new houses" are included in the next decade
(see above). While we should be wary of a literal interpretation
of the word "new' - the Hythe itself illustrating the longevity of
the appellation in some circumstances - the coincidence of these
entries with the refashioning of the leases suggests that the
borough may indeed have been investing in new capital assets.

A hundred years later an 'aide and contribution' was levied on
the townsmen "for the making of a new Crane at the hithe and other
charges necessary", showing that the Hythe was still a working port
in the reign of Henry VII.;,, A total of £8.16s.ld. was raised for
this purpose, from 184 contributors.

There are, however, indications that during the course of the
fifteenth century difficulties had arisen at the Hythe. The

evidence is hard to evaluate. There are complaints and

- 100 -



presentations for decayed wharves, or "hurt to the channel”, and
"obstructions", and fines for the use of other ports and markets,
forestalling the Hythe etc. Such problems were no doubt, part of
the life of any medieval port, and do not on their own constitute
evidence of long-term decline. They should, perhaps, be taken
seriously when a longer-term perspective is used; for there is no
question but that the Hythe was seriously imperilled in the
sixteenth century.

The fact that the 1462 Charter granted by Edward IV specifically
forbids the creation of unlicensed "wharfs, cranes, weirs or
kiddels", or buying and selling water-borne goods other than at the
"Nowe Hethe" suggests that these problems may have been becoming
more acute.j,y; Forestalling the Hythe was nothing new; Richard
Paccard and Geoffrey Daws were fined for sailing out to meet vessels
heading for the Hythe, and forestalling the market of grain in
13515148 1illegal markets were detected at Fingringhoe and Rowhedge
in the 1370s, and their keepers fined.l49 Similarly, the
proclamation made in 1382 refers to "certain persons" entering "our
Water" and meeting boats heading for the borough and also for
Maldon, and forestalling the market thus purloining "the customs due
to our ... lord the king and to us".;gq

Presentments from the 1430s onwards, however, appear to have
more urgency about them. Oyster sellers have established markets
at Rowhedge, Fingringhoe, Alresford, Brightlingsea and other places
"to the very great prejudice of the market of New Heth"; ' similarly,
a group of merchant burgesses forestall the market at Wivenhoe and
Rowhedge, meeting vessels with soap, garlic, salt, fish and other

commodities.lSI In 1451-2 Seman Whitefote and Richard Plomer are
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fined for forestalling, and making ports "in places where before
there were no ports" in deterioration of the port of Colchester".
Four years later the poacher turned gamekeeper when Whitefote took
the Hythe lease.;s,

Towards mid-century dilapidations at the Hythe become
noticeable; e.g. a 'ruinous Quay' in 1439, a 'quay in a ruinous
state' in 1451, 53a quay "destroyed and ruinous to the detriment of
the channel"” in 1455.y5, John Rouge is fined in 1448 for "keeping
a great ship lying in le Chanel of water at New Heth, to the hurt
and destruction of the port".;ss

Foreign trade remained important, but it is not always clear
whether the Hythe was being used. Thus ships of the Hanse wrongly
arrested in 1452 had been taken "in the water of Colwater by
Colcestre"; vessels robbed by pirates in 1454 were "at anchor by
Colcestre".|s¢

Plainly, if the Hythe were deteriorating due to silting, and the
town's merchants were thus being obliged to use other ports, the
pronounced decline in the value of the Hythe lease during the course
of the fifteenth century could be explained without postulating a
wholesale collapse of the town's trade. If burgesses were trading
out of, say, Wivenhoe and bringing their goods to and from the
borough by land, there would be a collapse in the Hythe lease -
reflecting loss of revenue from cranage, wharfage, measurage, etc.
— without any corresponding increase in the value of the town
tolls, from payment of which free burgesses were exempt.

Lack of unambiguous evidence means that this hypothesis cannot
be tested further for the fifteenth century. By the middle of the

following century, however, there are unmistakable signs of
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deterioration of the port. Not only had the corporately owned
machinery and houses etc. deteriorated while in the tenure of
Ambrose Lowthe, but there are increasing numbers of presentments of
individuals for allowing their property at the Hythe to become
dilapidated. Amongst those presented were some of the richest men
in the town, who, had it been of profit to them, would surely not
have failed to maintain their property; thus Alderman Thomas
Cristmas was fined in 1512-13 for "not making his quay by the common
channel, to the grievous injury of his neighbours". In the same
year it is stated that the channel is much obstructed with weirs.;s-

'"Master Lowthe' is presented for a wharf "great decayed" in
1533-4,15g while two years later his house at 'le wharfe' is "almost
ruinous".;59 The shore of the quay has been broken by boats tied
there in 1541, and in 1542-3 the key, broken "to the impeding of the
Chanell" ¢y should be mended by the bailiffs under the pain of a £10
fine.;g; The "wall and keye agenst the Chanell" had been broken by
John Joones, senior, in 1545-6.7¢9

Such presentations might be merely routine matters of
maintenance at a port in constant use, but events of the late 1540s
point to serious underlying difficulties. In his will drawn up in
1520 Thomas Crystmas left £20 "to the amendment of the creek in
Colchester heath", suggesting a perceived need for improvement at
this date, although, in the event, this money was not used until the
mid-century restoration work when it was duly accounted for as
handed over by Thomas's son, J