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This paper is the first from a research project mapping women’s landholding in early-modern North Yorkshire and examining the patterns of women’s transmission of land through testation. It sets out to present some findings on the extent and nature of women’s landholding 1600-1800 and answer questions about what land meant to women in terms of their gender identity, their status and relationships in the family and their desire not only to lay claim to land but defend their rights as landholders. The sources used include title deeds, leases, printed and manuscript land surveys, rentals, account books, correspondence and family papers, wills and Chancery papers. The terminology used throughout will be that of landholding rather than landownership as land represented legal title with complex meanings and early-modern people understood possession of land in terms of what they could legally do with it, in life and post mortem. Although freehold land offered ownership without limitations, it was also the case that some leasehold land was regarded as a long-term possession or something virtually ‘owned’ for life with power to assign.
 Women and men in early-modern England lived with the reality that both sexes held land, even if women were in the minority and land was strongly identified with male ownership and masculinity. However, when women possessed land they clung to it tenaciously and this raises questions about how the possession of land interacted with female gender identity and agency. 

I

Women’s Landholding

In a key work, The Great Landowners of East Yorkshire, Barbara English calculated that between 1530 and 1910, out of 127 occasions when landowners left estates, on only seven did they leave them to women and then only daughters, many of whom simply acted as conduits for the land to pass to the men to whom they were married. All other successions were male – including nephews, grandsons, cousins and brothers – 61% of them being sons.
 Women’s possession of freehold land in early-modern England was minimal and this is borne out by the research done so far on North Yorkshire. Of the nine freeholders indicated on a 1711 map of the manor of Barton in the Willows there was only one woman and a list of the freeholders in Newsham Pasture of circa 1760 indicates that of 27 of them holding between one and 11 acres each, only one woman, described as ‘Mrs Durant’ held two acres freehold.
 Mary Ramshaw of Pickering had larger holdings of several closes in Ayton which her daughters were able to sell after her death in 1737 for £72.
 Other women had slightly larger freehold estates. In 1747 Bridget Benson sold her freehold land at Staindrop to James Allen for £244; of the nine householders on the land, four of them were women including Bridget herself.
 Anne Yorke had considerable freehold realty at Middleton Tyas which she left to her nephew and his son in a will dated 1767. She also left capital sums and £1800 of South Sea stock which she wanted invested with her land to provide for other male and female relatives.
 Jane Turner left the manor of Little Busby and Busby Hall, freehold land, farms and tenements in Ayton Nunthorpe, Ryall Hill, Acomb Grange, Poppleton, Richmond, Worsall, and several other places including the Wapentake and Liberty of Langbaugh to John Mathews of Stokesley and William Jackson of Gisburn in 1764.
 In other words, women, like men, held freehold land that might be only two acres or run to manorial lands and the rights attached them, but they were far outnumbered by men in their possessions.

There were also women in early-modern North Yorkshire who were very large landowners. The example of Ann Clifford and her extended legal battle to acquire her father’s extensive estates in the north is well known.
 However, others who are less well known are there to be found. The sisters, Dorothy and Ann Allen, inherited on the death of their father in 1753 land around Blackwell and Darlington in Durham and Eryholme, Layholme, Appleton Wiske and Yarm in North Yorkshire. They also inherited the manors of Dalton-on-Tees and Nether Worsall in North Yorkshire. Amongst their tenants was Elizabeth York who held over 41 acres from them. Dorothy and Ann Allen remained unmarried, living together in Blackwell Grange, the house built by their grandfather in 1710.
 When Dorothy Allen died in 1760, Ann Allen became the sole landowner. She extended her landed estate through active purchase and capitalised on it through sale. In 1772 she conveyed Appleton Wiske to a male kin member for £3670. In 1778 she acquired the manor of Barton and other freehold land in North Yorkshire on the death of her aunt, Hannah Eden. This included copper mines in the Middleton Tyas region. When Ann Allen herself died on 16 October 1785 at the age of 68 she was a very substantial and well-respected landowner, holding about 2600 acres yielding rents of over £1500 per annum. She left her estate to her older male cousin, James Allen, who was 72 at the time of her death.

Women’s inheritance and possession of copyhold and leasehold land was greater and it is easier to quantify through maps, surveys and conveyances that give snapshots of men’s and women’s holdings and through rentals and lease issue that give evidence of female possession over time. Several surveys have been examined. For example, in Bilsdale Kirkham, part of the Helmsley estates of the earl of Rutland, in 1637 there were 14 female tenants who, between them, enjoyed access to about 330 acres of land. 42% of this was held by only three women – two widows, Mary Barley and Katherine Lange, and a third woman whose status was not noted, Margery Jackson. A further 19.5 acres was held by Margaret Lange and 9 acres by a second Katherine Lange, possibly the daughters of the widow Katherine Lange. The Bilsdale survey reveals quite an interesting pattern – the land was rich arable and pasture on the edge of the North Yorkshire moors and women’s holdings were quite large – the three largest lessees were just the biggest amongst women who were essentially all quite affluent landholders. Only one woman, described as ‘Widow Spooneton’, had a small holding of a house and enclosed meadow with a quarter of a farm amounting to only three acres. Four women held between 9 and 15 acres but all the others held over 20 acres of land each with Katherine Lange topping the list with 41 acres. The comparison to be made with the male lessees is interesting. The largest male lessee was Richard Mann of Bilsdale Hall who had about 50 acres. However, Bilsdale Hall came at a £40 rent per annum whereas his closest female ‘competitor’, Katherine Lange, paid only 49s 6d for New House and her land per annum. Most of the lessees of the Bilsdale estate were male – 93 of them, but this still means that 15% of the lessees were women.

A survey of 1642 of the Helmsley estate of Lord Francis Villiers reveals further interesting data on some of the same women landholders – here Margery Jackson, who held 33 acres from the earl of Rutland, held a further 84 acres of land with a rental value of £10 13s 2d per annum for which she paid £6 and paid for 5 oaks and 38 ash. Jane Barley, who held an apparently smallish holding of 25 acres from the earl of Rutland, had a further 84 acres from Francis Villiers and the widow Katherine Lange and her daughter had between them another 58 acres. But here the women with the largest landholding out of 12 of them were ‘Widow Ward’ and ‘Widow Huggall’ with 192 acres and 131 acres respectively. The size of their holdings compares with the largest landholding man, Richard Moore, whose two farms gave him 155 acres at a rental of £5 15s 6d which was about half the rental paid by ‘Widow Huggall’, though almost the same as that held by ‘Widow Ward’ who seems to have been on generous terms, judging by her rights to fell trees.

Patterns of female tenancy could be very localised. The manor of Redmire on the Bolton estates in circa 1730 indicates no women farm owners at all, but, as was often the case, a larger percentage of women cottagers – 7 out of the 19 cottages in this survey were occupied by women or 36.8%. However, even the smallest cottages usually came with a small garth or garden. Indeed, the legal term ‘close’ simply referred to the parcel of land from the surrounding countryside that enclosed a dwelling house reflecting the fact that there were blurred distinctions between what was rural and what urban in early-modern England.
 In a survey of Oldstead Moor, on some of the lands of the dissolved Byland Abbey in 1687, Isabel Lee held 32 acres of land, her holding being comparable in size to some of the men with medium-sized holdings, but out of 56 tenants only 5.4% of them were women. However, of further Byland Abbey lands in 1687, out of 80 tenants, there were 16 women or female landholding of 20%. The pattern here was that 95% of the women were tenants with very small holdings, many of whom had their tenancies only measured in perches, but Mary Judson had 174 acres 2 roods and 20 perches. The source of Mary Judson’s landed wealth was not recorded, but in Long Cawton in 1719 three female co-heirs split 698 acres or over 200 acres each and, again, it should be stressed that women sometimes enjoyed a considerable acreage.
 It was also not unusual for women’s experience of lease-holding to be of lands that were integral to another’s woman’s life as her jointure – in Allerston in 1666 the 350 acres jointure land of Margaret Egerton had on it five female tenants.

Conveyance documents sometimes list the tenants on the land being sold and can, therefore, provide further snapshots of female landholding through lease. When Danby manor and castle exchanged hands for £3000 on 26 September 1685, there were 65 tenants listed, 9 of whom were women or 13.8% (three were listed as widows). Stonegate Mill and associated manorial lands were part of the package and there were 47 listed tenants, 6 of whom were women or 12.8%. So was the manor of Terrington in the Howardian Hills where no less than four women were tenants out of only 8 altogether, or 50%.
 This is unusually high – the research so far reveals female landholders comprising between 5-20% of the tenancies. The conveyance of Appleton Wiske in 1772 quite typically indicates that of 38 tenants, four of them or 10.5% were women.
 Rental lists so far confirm this 5-20% figure for women’s leaseholding in early-modern North Yorkshire. For example when the Reverend William Peacock inherited lands in Danby Wiske in 1764 ‘in his wife’s right’, in and around Northallerton one tenant out of 12 was a woman or 8.3% while in East Keswick, 37.5% of the tenancies were women and three rich widows paid around £40 each for their estates per annum.

Analysis of leaseholding in one area over time can determine change in the extent and nature of women’s landholding. Jane Whittle found with her research on four manors in north-east Norfolk for the earlier period 1440-1580 that women’s landholding remained stable over the 140 years but that it rarely rose above 10%.
 Amongst these women she identified a small number of tenants with large or medium holdings (the latter she defines as in the 20 to 30 acre range) and a very large percentage of small landholding tenants with 5 acres of less. The pattern was the same as for men, just the numbers involved smaller.
 However, some of the evidence looked at so far for North Yorkshire suggests there may have been a rise in women’s leaseholding in the first part of the eighteenth century. For example, rents collected in Allerston manor 1696, 1698 and 1700 indicate an increase in female tenancy from 3 out of 43 tenants or 7% to 4 out of 58 tenants or 6.9% to 7 out of 56% or 12.5%. Apart from one, these were all small holdings. At Lady Day 1722 the percentage of women’s landholding was closer to 15% raising questions about whether or not this was purely localised or reflective of a more general trend.

So far, one systematic survey 1600-1800 has been done for North Yorkshire of estates in the Bruce family that had belonged to the dissolved monastery of Jervaulx.
 These were lands primarily around East Witton, Rookwith and Thirne and were acquired in 1601 by Edward Bruce who became Lord Kinloss when he arrived in England with James VI of Scotland. The first lease dates from 1604 and all the lease examined were for 21 years. The land was mixed farming land and typically the leases of larger areas contained a combination of arable, pasture and meadow with farm buildings. Over the 200 year period there were 177 women leaseholders of Jervaulx lands, though only 169 of their leases indicate the size of the holding. Of the 169, there were 26 leases for large holdings of more than 50 acres, 72 of medium holdings of 10 to 49 acres and 71 of small holdings of less than 10 acres. Of the eight remaining, one lease was missing from the bundle and could not be factored into the calculations. However, the other seven featured yearly rentals that could be compared with others around them for the same year and based on these rentals it was possible to calculate that there was one further large landholding woman, two who had medium-sized holdings and 4 with small holdings. Therefore, of the 176 women whose leases can be analysed for size of holding for Jervaulx lands between 1604 and 1800 in 15.34% of cases women held 50 or more acres of land. One of these women was Elizabeth Firbank who held 180 acres around Rookwith for which she paid a £300 fine in 1742. Another was Hannah Graham who held 355 acres in East Witton for a £300 fine in 1777. 42.04% of the women had medium-sized landholdings typical of whom were Ann Wettenhall who leased 25 acres in East Witton in 1688 including meadow and pasture and the east end of a barn and Sarah Ray whose 17 acres in East Witton included West Close Meadow and Triplands Pasture. 42.61% of the women were smallholders of nine and less acres, typical amongst them being Jane Jefferson, a widow who signed her 1722 lease with her mark and shared her two acres in East Witton with her son, George. The interesting finding here is that 57.38% of the women leaseholders held 10 acres or more suggesting that in early-modern North Yorkshire women held a higher percentage of medium-sized and larger estates than in medieval Norfolk. Women also made up about 15% of the total number of leaseholders on the old Jervaulx lands which is higher than the average established by Jane Whittle for the earlier period as well.

Calculations of the women’s legal status reveal no surprises - of the 155 women for whom for whom legal status was recorded, 40 or 25.80% were single and 108 or 69.67% were widows making 148 or 95.47% feme sole. Seven of the 155 or 4.51% of the women were stated to be feme covert, all of their leases being signed before 1725. Three of them were smallholders, all of them sharing the lease with their husbands. One of them, Isabel Mires, shared a medium-sized estate of 14 acres in 1688 with her daughter by her first husband. Three more of them - Elizabeth Ryder, Margaret Teasdale and Joan Huthwaite - shared large holdings of between 50 and 60 acres in 1649, 1715 and 1716 respectively. In all cases, they also enjoyed joint tenancy, Elizabeth Ryder with her father, and Margaret Teasdale and Joan Huthwaite with their husbands. What is interesting is that of the total number of women leaseholders for whom there are records, or 176 of them, 90, or over half, had joint tenancies even though most were single women. 29 of the leases or nearly one third were shared with sons, only 8 or 8.8% with daughters. Given the large number of widows in the records, this figure sits surprisingly with the figure of 16 further joint tenancies or 17.77% of this group sharing with other unidentifiable men and a further three with fathers, only two with sisters. In other words, single women, whether never married or widowed, shared with men at least as often as signed leases on their own suggesting feminine preference for shared leaseholding responsibility with a man. This speaks volumes about women’s gendered expectations when they were landholders.

Analysis of the women’s leaseholding over time is also revealing. The Jervaulx leases are mostly single documents except for one table of leases for 1742 to 1760. If one excludes the women listed in the latter, concentrating on actual lease documents, there were 163 leases issued to women (sometimes jointly with men and other women) 1604 to 1800 out of a total of 1024. Between 1604 and 1649 91 leases were issued, only 12 of them, or 13.18%, to women. Between 1650 and 1699, there were 179 leases issued, 22 of them, or 12.29%, to women. Between 1700 and 1749 there was not only a considerable jump in the number of leases issued to 482, but 86 of them, or 17.84%, were made out to women. Between 1750 and 1800, the numbers of leases dropped again, to 272, only 28 of them, or 10.29% to women. Thus the average between 1604 and 1800 was 13.4% of all leases issued to women (with or without other lessees), but there is clearly an increase in female leaseholding in the first half of the eighteenth century. The average for the seventeenth century seems slightly higher than Jane Whittle found for north-east Norfolk between 1440-1580, but the eighteenth century may have witnessed an alteration in the extent of women’s landholding of this kind, with a marked increase early in the century followed by sharp decline from about 1750.

II

Gender Construction and Family Strategy

Male gender construction changed between 1600 and 1800, but the association of men with land, if anything, strengthened and conduct manuals aimed at women encouraged their association of land with men and patrilineage as well. In The English Gentlewoman of 1631 Richard Brathwait warned women to ‘conforme yourselves likewise to a nuptial state’, ‘stains’ taint ‘ancient families’ whose ‘blood’ has been ‘corrupted, whereby their estates became confiscated, their houses from their lineal successours estranged’ because of some women’s ‘light actions’.
 In other words, keeping male blood lines was not just a matter of sexual and social honour, but was linked to the succession of estates through male lines that were conceptualised as ‘blood’. The conduct literature of the period reveals near obsession with matters pertaining to maintenance of the male line and its purity.
 The dress and manners of the Hanoverian ‘true gentleman’ did in part reject the brutish manners of the country squire, but nevertheless conduct books indicated that the acquired ‘civility’ and ‘politeness’ of the merchant or urban professional man could be validated by becoming a member of the landed elite.
 Women themselves colluded in male succession to land. In East Yorkshire in the 1670s and 1680s, Elizabeth Hotham christened two sons with the name Beaumont after her father and when her only surviving son proved a drunk whose wife accused him of impotence, she arranged to shift the Hotham inheritance of 10,000 acres laterally to his male cousin to perpetuate her husband’s name.

Gender construction raises questions about how social expectations intersected with legal construction of land and how women inherited land to begin with. A couple of points can be made. First, despite the deep cultural association of land with men’s possession, land itself was ungendered in the sense that it was an entity that had perpetual succession and either men or women could succeed to title if the instrument of inheritance allowed. Second, men sometimes made tense choices in favour of female family members inheriting rather than men. This can be seen in the will of John Beckwith dated 29 June 1716. He left £300 to his sister Isabel, but his landed estate centred on Holme House at Nitherdale he left to his sister, Mary (both were unmarried). He also left two closes at Nutwithcote and a farmhouse at Roomer to his mother for her life on condition of transfer to his nephew, Thomas Dodson, ‘if he will but change his name to Beckwith’. Torn between the desire to establish patrilineage and show his loyalty to the female members of his family, he decided that if Thomas refused to become a Beckwith, his sister Mary could pay him off with a £20 annuity in exchange for which the estate would revert to her and her heirs.
 Some men provided for women making a point about masculinity and bypassing their sons. For example, in 1715 Nicholas Waite left everything to his wife and daughters because his son, Henry, chose ‘to live in Brutish idleness’.

Family strategies to keep land in male possession were also subverted because most families at some stage between 1600 and 1800 experienced failures of the male line. In 1556 the North Otterington estate of John Conyers was inherited by his four daughters. When his unmarried daughter Margaret died she left her share to her sisters - Anne Kempe, Elizabeth Darcey and Katherine Atherton.
 In 1647, when John Scrope, the illegitimate son of Emmanuel Scrope, died he left Bolton Castle in Wensleydale to his sister Mary. Their father had been Lord Scrope of Bolton, but as his legitimate heirs had all died in infancy, his illegitimate son had inherited and his title died with him. As Mary Leppington this woman acted as Lord of the manor of Bellerby, signing lucrative leases through the 1650s. Her second husband was Charles Paulet, who became Duke of Bolton in 1689 as a reward for supporting William of Orange, and the manorial rights then passed from his wife to his male heirs.

Women themselves were well-trained to manage landed estates. Accounting skills were part of the package of female education that in some ways fitted them to land management more than men. When the young son of Abstrupus and Judith Danby went to Eton and then Oxford between 1695 and 1702, Judith Danby went with him arranging all his household and educational needs and accounting for every penny spent. She paid for maids, clothes, candles, ‘paper to hang his closet 3s 9d’, gloves and £12 for a wig bought to hide the scars left from a bout of smallpox contracted soon after arrival in Oxford. She also employed a tutor for £50 at Oxford and hired lodgings and a coach for herself for £4 2s 4d.
 Dorothy and Ann Allen began their joint life as independent landowners by keeping careful accounts with the aid of James Allen their cousin. When Dorothy Allen died in 1760, Ann Allen paid for a lavish funeral at which the local gentry were pallbearers and she then ran the estates alone. Her accounts demonstrate careful stewardship - fire insurance with the Sun Fire Office, constant repairs and a taste for conservative but good quality furniture and fine china. She  behaved as rich women did - on one of her trips to London in 1766 she bought a fine silver coffee pot and silver-handled cutlery with ‘a neat case for them’ along with silver ladles, silver buckles and a mustard pot, the lot coming to £36 3s 4d. However, she was also a woman who decorated her house richly spending £4 4s 6d on India paper hangings in the same year. She also spent money on jewels for herself. In 1762 she paid £221 4s 2d for, amongst other things, fine rose diamonds for drop earrings, five diamonds to make up into a cluster ring and one very large rose diamond that was to be made up into a necklace with 225 small rose diamonds and six ‘brilliant diamonds.
 Ann Allen performed all the same roles as a male landowner, signing off copper mining leases, collecting rents with the aid of stewards, keeping court rolls for Barton manor and appointing game keepers to her estates. Her esteem in the community was reflected in her title as ‘the good Miss Allen’ and she regularly entertained local landholders and tenants, plying them at dinner with rum and brandy.
 Her charitable Blue Coat School raised her status with her neighbours and enabled her to use the proceeds from the co-opted masculine role of landowner to support the very feminine occupation of local philanthropist.

Ann and Dorothy Allen were not the only women who found themselves with large landed estates to run in early-modern North Yorkshire and did so efficiently partly because of training in household management. After the death from a riding accident of their only brother, Mark Milbank, Mary, Jane and Elizabeth Milbank inherited Thorpe Perrow near Bedale despite their being a male heir to the estate. Their nephew, William Milbank, was a drunk and a wastrel who in 1798 was sued for causing over £1000 in damages to a house he had rented in London. The three sisters, by contrast, had an elevation of Thorpe Perrow done in 1783 and spent their tenure making internal improvements to the house.
 Some women became the landholders to whom others deferred by default. Jane Osbaldeston looked after extensive estates to the west of Scarborough at Allerston and Hutton Bushell on behalf of her son, George, who was underage when his father died and became something of a professional bon vivant who was happy for his mother to continue in the role. She collected the rents and dealt with all the tenants with the aid of her steward, Henry Pickup, and she was the one who had oversight of enclosures during the 1790s and the first years of the nineteenth century.

If men were willing on occasion to buck their gender construction and leave land to women, the same cannot be said of women who upheld male inheritance more rigorously than men. Most studies have concentrated on men’s behaviour as testators.
 The work I have done so far on the wills of women landholders for North Yorkshire strongly suggests that women favoured transmission of land to men. Lady Cordelia Wishart left her brother, Roger Gale, as her executor and all of her estate to her nephew, Roger Henry, Gale.
 Theophila Harris in 1690 made her brother her heir with money and land in trust for his son, including some land outside Yorkshire, in Norfolk.
 Elizabeth Chester, a single woman of Hutton Bushell, bypassed her brother William in favour of John Pexton, a yeoman farmer, in 1772. Three years previously she had paid £600 on four closes in West Ayton and she left Pexton this and her house and messuage in Hutton Bushell and at least another 30 acres in various parcels of land.

Jane Turner is an interesting case. Her will was proved in 1764. She was the wealthy widow of Cholmley Turner and granddaughter and heir of Henry Marwood. She left the manor of Little Busby and Busby Hall, freehold land, farms and tenements in Ayton Nunthorpe, Ryall Hill, Acomb Grange, Poppleton, Richmond, Worsall, and several other places including the Wapentake and Liberty of Langbaugh to two male trustees. They were to administer an annuity to the clergyman, Thomas Metcalfe and several trusts out of the rents and profits set up for Thomas Metcalfe’s sons. She placed a cumbersome male entail on the landed estate to protect the men she called ‘mine own right heirs’ stating that she wanted them to benefit from her landed estate ‘forever’ and she paid deference to her inheritance from men by placing a condition on the male succession she was establishing – all the Metcalfes had to become ‘Marwood only from thenceforth forever thereafter’.
 Thus, women co-opted the belief that land was masculine and some women, even after enjoying the benefits of landholding themselves, entailed land on men.

For women land was an integral part of the asset transactions that took place in the family at critical life stages for them such as at marriage, remarriage, widowhood or last days. There was a blurred line between their investments of capital and land when they set out to make a will. The blurred line was also there for them when they lent money or signed mortgages. The latter was a cash transaction that gave them title to land on default of payment. Marie Bulmer, a widow of Coverham signed a mortgage on 10 June 1622 with Anthony Beckwith for £200 with which he purchased a messuage called Madderson House, two closes called the Oakheads, a meadow with attached house called High Flat, some arable land at Greenclose Hill and a further close called The Folds. The £200 was discharged by Anthony’s son, Christopher, on 19 July 1649.
 Land provided the capital for the upkeep of daughters so women’s relationship with land was sometimes through a trust that set up a land/capital nexus. Anthony Beckwith, a yeoman farmer of Mashamshire, asked in his will that ‘four honest men (feoffees)’ set up a trust in the name of his son Leonard, and that the land he bought from Marmaduke Wyvil be sold to provide for Leonard’s four daughters. Determined to provide for his grand-daughters separately from his son, he requested that if the land could not be sold, the feoffees should ensure the upkeep of the girls out of the yearly rents and profits.

Distinguishing too sharply between capital and land in historical analysis can obscure the way early-modern people envisaged their land and capital assets. Partly because of family strategies for maintaining wealth, women and men regarded land and capital as fluid, their uses seeping from one to another. The early-modern family was a micro-economic unit partly defined by ‘family capitalism’ and its dealings were ‘transactional’ in the sense that family members negotiated with one with another over land and capital and material possession. Indeed, the early-modern family effortlessly combined mercantilism and affectivity. Land was integral to the female experience of family transaction. At marriage land raised the capital for portions which then guaranteed jointure in land. However, men had land woven into their gender identity. If gender construction encouraged men to desire the role of landowner, one might expect women to be more flexible about the capital/land exchange. However, so far the research on women’s wills in North Yorkshire would suggest that whatever women’s attitude to capital, their attitude to land rigidly confirmed that it should be transmitted to men.

III

Materiality and Litigation

There was a materiality to women’s relationship with land and this is revealed in the smallest of property transactions. For example, on 17 July 1692 Isabel Cook, Ellin Cuthbert and William Thrush entered into an agreement to split a dwelling house in Kirkleatham three ways. Isabel got the east end of the house with the chamber above it, plus a third of the barn, stables, ox house and orchards, Low Pasture Close for grazing, half an acre of ground for tillage and three roods in the East and West Field. Ellin got the west end of the house with the chamber above it and similar grounds to sustain herself and William got the middle of the house and similar grounds. Isabel was his mother and Ellin was his unmarried sister and in this one family transaction, physical space was negotiated and parchment crossed palms between two women and their male relation.
 Even small parcels of land brought women into transactions with men that represented power exchange within the family. In 1627 Elizabeth Harrison, a widow of West Cotham, entered into a deed of exchange with Roger Tockettes - he gave her two parcels in the West Field and she gave him one acre in the East Field. Her power lay in her landed wealth - a year later she and her son bought a share in a messuage in Kirkleatham, three closes and some farmland for £210.

The title deed or lease was the symbolic instrument of this materiality. Women clung to title deeds, carefully signed them and ensured their safety and they exchanged leases in their own houses, at other people’s houses and in arranged meeting places in London. Men watched as women signed documents and agreements and demanded their legal rights in the courts requiring that they travel and meet with men to talk and argue about land. The importance of title documents was never lost on women and sometimes impressed upon them - on a small slip of parchment Mary Town wrote on request that she had ‘received from William Bolland gentleman the several deeds and writings…and do hereby promise upon request to deliver the same uncancelled and undestroyed…unto Him his heirs or assigns’.
 The safe-keeping of legal title loomed large for all women landholders and they left favourite possessions and valuable jewellery with their title deeds in boxes and trunks that they sometimes left with trusted men. After William Turner died in 1693,  thirteen women signed receipts for the return of such boxes. They included Ann Wallis, a married woman who kept her papers in a ‘sealed tin box’, Frances and Ann Lumley (single women) who left two indentures and 200 guineas in his care ‘when they left England’ for the ‘New World’ and Catherine Smythe who reclaimed eight title deeds. Elizabeth Manby sent Sir Henry Mountson to collect her jointure deeds. William Turner, in life, had been the curator of a stack of feminine possessions that included an Indian bedstead, a pearl necklace, pictures set in gold, powder boxes, pin cushions and Elizabeth Lee’s ‘little wainscot box full of writings’. Penelope Plowden had cluttered his life to the tune of a trunk and two sets of drawers wound around with cord.

Women used land as a negotiating tool with male members of their family. Lady Stoke argued that because of the fall in rents, the value of her jointure had dropped from £326 to £309 and she appealed to Hugh Cholmley to pay £800 of repairs on two mills instead of it being charged to the jointure. They settled on £700.
 Sometimes there was strenuous conflict over land when it was used as a negotiating tool. Isabella Beckwith took physical possession of the Nutwithcote estate in Masham that had belonged to father to collect rents from Lady in 1722 because her father’s two sons by his second marriage had failed to pay £700 that was due to her by a family settlement of 1678. She ejected her step-mother but agreed to leave peaceably after 12 years, but only if she recouped the £700, plus interest, plus a further £200 she believed he had left her in his will. In her answer to the bill of complaint brought against her in Chancery she pointed out that the original £700 was part of her maternal grandfather’s settlement on her mother made ‘in ye name and blood of him’.
 Thus, ‘name’ and ‘blood’ could be rhetorical appeals used by women in pursuit of their legal rights to capital acquired out of land

Occasionally women found themselves faced with circumstances that seemed to endanger their landholding and they sought ways of safeguarding the title. In 1797 Jane Osbaldeston judged that Scarborough would be the perfect landing point for the French and that even if invasion did not threaten the Hutton Bushell estates, English troops might be billeted in and around her house, destroying property and potentially seizing the title deeds for their own illicit purposes. She began considering ways of hiding all legal documents telling her steward ‘the writings must not be put in the ground as a very slight degree of damp woud [sic] spoil them but prepare the boxes to remove such as you can to Cross Cliff - however I hope we shall not be forced to such measures’. She warned also that the deeds should be kept out of the woods in case of fire and she ordered that the steward place furniture in the ice house and conceal the entrance. Jane Osbaldeston was generally a tough-minded woman. Her husband’s early death was linked to a mental health breakdown in 1791 during which time she enlisted the help of a lawyer who agreed with her that ‘Mr Osbaldeston should not think of interfering in his concerns for a great length of time’. In 1797 she insisted on payments only from London banks convinced that in the event of an invasion banks at Newcastle, Malton and Scarborough would fall. She was deeply distrustful of the government’s proposals for defence of the nation, saying that they turned women into ‘soldiers’ and ‘we are between…the muskets of our own enemies and the justice of our friends’.

Jane Osbaldeston treated her son’s land as her own, but there is evidence also of women going to great lengths to fight men for title on behalf of other men. This can be seen in the case of Elizabeth Worsley, who is an ancestor of Sir Marcus Worsley of Hovingham.
 The Worsley family settled on their lands in Hovingham around 1610 at the instigation of a widowed woman, Elizabeth Worsley, née Gerard. The manor was in the wapentake of Rydale and comprised 2800 acres of farming and moorland and about 20 houses with tenants. Elizabeth’s son, Thomas Worsley, arranged for the marriage of his son, another Thomas Worsley, to Elizabeth Wood in 1623 and the marriage settlement comprised a dowry of £1000 in exchange for the division of the manor between the elder and the younger Thomas Worsley and their respective wives. However, the younger Thomas Worsley died on 15 March 1627 leaving one son - another Thomas - of only three years of age. At the untimely death of his son, the elder Thomas Worsley assumed control over both shares of the estate and Elizabeth Worsley judged, not without cause, that her father-in-law was keen to shift the entire inheritance to his second son and his heirs. In about February 1628 she took action to prevent this, taking out a suit in Chancery against her father-in-law in order to force her claim to her jointure lands and secure her own son’s inheritance. Thus, she inverted the ‘normal’ gender power relationship between a woman and her father-in-law in order to protect patrilineage and even made full use of the male entail that had been established with the marriage settlement to prove her case and that of her young son. She won.

However, there is one woman I have found in early-modern North Yorkshire whose squabbles with family over land contained not an ounce of altruism or even concern for patriarchal succession – Margaret Danby.
 Margaret Danby was born in about 1640, the daughter of William Eure and Margaret Denton of Ingleby.
 In 1658 she married Thomas Danby whose family were landowners in Thorpe Perrow and Masham.
 In late July or early August 1667 Thomas Danby was murdered by William Burridge and two accomplices who left him with his throat slashed on a London street.
 It is possible he owed them money. At the time of his death Thomas Danby owed Sir John Read and several members of his kin including Henry Best £15,910.
 He died intestate and in the middle of a £16,000 mortgage deal with the duke of Albemarle to settle his debts. In 1680 Margaret Danby’s second son, Christopher, took a suit against her in Chancery (with the help of his aunt, Catherine, who was married to Henry Best) to reclaim £47,594 9s 2d in rent back from her because after ‘Mr Danby was slayne…Mrs Danby tooke upon her administration in michaelmas following’.
 According to several witnesses and her husband’s kin, she failed to follow through the mortgage deal so they missed out on repayment of debts and she even failed utterly to pay money owed out of trusts by their father’s will to them. ‘[I]tt hath not beene her pleasure to lett us have a farthinge’ witnessed one and another said she ‘conceaving it her advantage to be in the heires minority’ and had, therefore, ‘wage[d] war’ on her husband’s brothers, ‘lett[ing] them begge and starve [because] she is soe misplaceable’. Using the letters of administration she took ‘of all the goods, chattels, rights, credits and debts of the sayd Thomas Danby her late husband and by virtue thereof possest herself of and received all the personall estate and arrears or rent due aforesaid of…and ought to have applied the same for and towards payments and discharges of his sayd debts’, most of which were owed within her husband’s family and had grown with interest to £24,000.

Margaret Danby kept family members fighting with her for over a decade by arguing that the sun was the moon and the moon was the sun. Her brothers-in-law told the court that she not only had failed to pay her husband’s debts out of the estate but that she had told them ‘she cared not what became of ye estate, if hee [her son] dyes’ and that she was determined it would not revert to Sir Thomas Danby’s siblings.
 Her own accounts reveal her to have been a profligate spender - in the first year of her marriage, she arranged for stewards on her husband’s estate to send her in London on average £20-30 per week. There was a two week lull after her husband’s death and then the disbursements increased to £30, £50 and even £200 at a time.
 However, her point of view was that her husband’s relatives had no right to interfere with her management of her husband’s estates and she told Chancery that they turned tenants against her so that they would not pay rent ‘out of some indirect designe they have upon [my]…son’s estate’.
 She framed this ‘design’ against her according to her own Tory political viewpoint and became convinced that her husband’s relatives were involved in a whig conspiracy: ‘Now the whiggs…will say I am as good as mad, a busey person, a dangerous person…a person without Government, yet…the truth is I am to be undowne because I lett none of the whiggs…twist pass mee against his Majesty [at the Malton election]’. She complained of being ‘Expos’d [to] the prey of Doggs, Whiggs, Rogues…Harlotts, Cutthroats who worry me for my loyalty and hope to come at their Prince through the means of those who serve him [meaning herself]’.

When Margaret Danby died on 23 June 1688, Abstrupus Danby, her nephew, noted in one memorandum book ‘this day Mrs Danby died with whom ended the greatest part of my trouble’ and in another ‘my wicked aunt Mrs Margaret Danby who has almost ruined ye Danby family dyed in Scotland Yard at Whitehall, London. A most prodigal vile woman’.
 By that time Abstrupus Danby had become convinced that his ‘base wicked aunt’ had arranged for her husband to be ‘murdered by villains of her contrivance’.
 His obsession with his aunt’s wickedness was inherited from his mother, Anne (a niece of Alice Thornton) who left a lengthy account of abuse and misuse by her sister-in-law including being thrown out of a house in Masham, being forced to live in lodgings that flooded and were filled with rats and having her children abducted. She referred to Margaret Danby as ‘that cruel lady’ who ‘came down into Yorkshire to sease on all things’.
 When Margaret Danby died she conveyed all of her separate estate including lands in Hutton and the manor of Skerne to Philip Lawson, a man she described in her will as ‘my very loveing friend’.
 Margaret Danby was unusual in the melodrama of her relationship to land and the lengths she went to prevent her husband’s relatives claiming title. However, in her one example it is possible to see writ large women’s material conception of their landed rights and their sometimes overwhelming desire to cling to land when they came into its possession.

IV

Conclusions

In North Yorkshire between 1600 and 1800 several women owned large landed estates and although women freeholders were small in number they did exist. Leaseholding of land stood at about 5-20% of all leases with some evidence to suggest that there was an increase of women’s leaseholding in the first half of the eighteenth century. Small leaseholding women frequently shared their possession. However, that is not the same as relinquishing the power to be had through possession of land, as land was a bargaining tool. Land signified for women something that established and defined their relationships within the family and was the means by which the balance of power within those relationships was measured. Land could also mean manorial rights - Frances Shepherd, Lady Irvine held the manor of Temple Newsam in the parish of Whitkirk from 1778. It could provide also an informal connection to political power - on 5 July 1763 Anne Peirse reminded Henry Lascelles that if the borough of Northallerton was sold (bringing with it seats) she was to be his joint purchaser.
 Thus, land was not only an instrument of the subordination of women, it also, in the Foucaldian sense, offered women the chance to re-cast individual relationships to acquire moments and even lifetimes of ‘power’.

Women did not expect to be landholders in early-modern society, but, perhaps because of this, when they found themselves in possession of land they acted positively (sometimes ferociously) to protect their legal rights. However, they combined this, perversely, with a desire to ensure the transmission of their land to men after death. In a world in which women’s secondary status to men was partly defined by the association of men with landed wealth, women colluded in their own subordination. While their lack of gender association with land may have made them flexible investors who did not trade in their government stock for unwieldy landed estates the way men sometimes did, they nevertheless behaved with a great degree of conservatism when they inherited land. Recent research has stressed the role that ‘gentlewomanly capitalism’ played in economic change, It is, therefore, interesting to reflect on the fact that women played the role of ‘capitalist’ simultaneously with the role of ‘gentlewomanly landowner’, because the latter, through her choice of male successors, may have helped to hold men back from moving off the land.
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