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The Durham monks were precocious economic historians. In 1436 they examined past trends in their own tithe income which, unsurprisingly, fell dramatically over the course of the fourteenth century. More surprising, however, is that the monks found that the worst phase of decline came before the Black Death. This paper will examine Durham Priory’s pre-Black Death tithe receipts as evidence of change in aggregate production levels in northeast England. On the one hand, this was an area of unusually late population expansion and breaking of new land for cultivation. On the other hand, even before the severe depopulation wrought by the Black Death and subsequent epidemics, priory parishes were severely affected by conflict between England and Scotland and harsh weather conditions. It is this combination of factors which produced the spectacular expansion and decline in production in the area during the century before the Black Death. The impact of this economic change varied for different groups in society. Durham Priory had scarcely launched its major integrated system of manorial demesne farming when it had to be partially dismantled. It appears, however, that it was possible for some peasants and merchants to take advantage of the changing economic conditions.

