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To what extent was the role of credit in the peasant economy in the century and a half following the Black Death of 1348-9 different from that played in the later thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries? What were the most important differences? As the long-term changes that followed the Black Death took effect, did the overall significance of credit in peasant economic life increase or decrease? This paper is intended to contribute towards answering these questions through a study of records of peasant debt litigation from the village of Willingham, located on the edge of the fen around eight miles north of the town of Cambridge.

Elaine Clark’s pioneering research on agrarian credit in medieval England concentrated on the large village of Writtle (Essex) in the period 1382-1490.
 It showed that credit was routinely used for a range of different purposes, many of them associated with production in crafts and trades. Not all the debts incurred were small-scale; in fact, Clark found that around half of all money debts were for amounts over five shillings. Clark also found that relationships between creditors and debtors were more ‘horizontal’ than ‘vertical’. Credit was typically extended between a large group of social and economic equals to facilitate the ‘material flow’.

Work done on rural credit more recently, however, has tended to focus on the period before 1350. This has revealed contrasts with the picture from Writtle. For instance, the range of purposes for which credit was used appears narrower in the earlier period, with fewer references to credit in craft production and commerce. Also, to judge by the debt litigation evidence, most pre-plague credit was smaller scale than that extended at Writtle in the fifteenth century. Finally, the period before 1350 appears to yield greater evidence of exploitative credit relationships, in which a small number of richer peasants exercised a position of power over their heavily indebted poorer neighbours.

The case study of a single village provided in this paper is used to assess further the picture of temporal contrasts implied by existing research. The main aim is to present information about the amounts lent, the purposes of credit, and the social character of credit networks in Willingham in the later fourteenth and earlier fifteenth centuries. This information is derived from the debt litigation records contained in the excellent series of Willingham manorial court rolls. Because these records begin only in 1377, this paper cannot attempt to compare the situation after 1350 in this village with that prevailing beforehand. However, for comparative purposes the general character of the pre-Black Death rural credit market is indicated using evidence gathered from manorial court roll series relating to other villages.

In general, the data discussed support the picture of substantial change over the period c.1300-c.1400 in the role played by credit in the peasant economy and in the social relations entailed by local credit networks. For example, the Willingham evidence of c.1400 reveals the use of credit in the provision of a surprisingly wide range of goods and services. Furthermore, around 88 per cent of the 395 recorded debts of the period 1377-1458 were expressed as sums of money, which offers something of a contrast to the earlier period where debts in grain and other goods tended to be more common. However, the amounts lent and borrowed at Willingham appear to have been only slightly larger on average than was the case elsewhere before 1350. Where creditor-debtor relations are concerned, the Willingham records also provide much more evidence of ‘horizontal’ and reciprocal credit relationships than is typically the case for the period before the Black Death.

This section of the paper focuses in particular on the markedly pastoral nature of Willingham’s economy. The buying and selling of livestock at Willingham was clearly among the most significant uses of credit, as illustrated by the existence of bylaws that regulated the purchase of beasts from cattle drovers, as well as by the debt litigation material. Taken together, this evidence points to the more general possibility that credit assumed a changing and perhaps increasing role in the final quarter of the fourteenth century as the peasant economy became more pastoral in orientation.

Around 1400, most aspects of the Willingham economy clearly depended heavily upon credit. However, it is far from certain that the role of credit remained as significant thereafter, since the court rolls present a picture of dramatically reduced indebtedness across the next half century. Whereas a total of 322 separate debt lawsuits were begun in the manor court in the period 1377-87, the equivalent figures for 1412-21 and 1441-50 fell to 85 and 18 suits respectively. This situation of a virtual disappearance of manorial debt litigation around the middle of the fifteenth century is reasonably familiar from other studies, and is commonly associated with a decline in the effectiveness and therefore attractiveness of the manor court as a forum in which to prosecute debt lawsuits. This paper concludes with a section of reflections on the possible implications of the dramatic diminution of Willingham debt litigation with respect to the availability and importance of credit in the local economy.

� Elaine Clark, ‘Debt litigation in a late medieval English vill’, in J.A. Raftis (ed.) Pathways to Medieval Peasants (Toronto, 1981), 247-79; Elaine Clark, ‘Medieval debt litigation: Essex and Norfolk, 1270-1490’, PhD thesis (University of Michigan, 1977).





PAGE  
2

