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I 
Introduction

The late medieval period is well known for the extreme changes in population structure that were experienced as a result of the Black Death, and in turn for the major repercussions these changes had on economic and social history. Yet the dramatic fall in population and its continued inability to recover are subjects of much debate.

Census data and parish records, such as those used by Wrigley and Schofield in The population history of England 1541 – 1871, were not compiled in the late medieval period.
 Instead, medieval historians must make best use of those documents that have survived, for example, court records or poll tax data. Z. Razi used the manorial court records of Halesowen (Worcs.) to investigate the demographic history of this community between 1270 and 1400, and L. R. Poos used the poll tax records alongside church and government documents to produce a picture of social and economic change in Essex from 1350 to 1525.

Another particularly fruitful area of investigation have been the records of former monastic communities. The monks of Christ Church, Canterbury, Westminster Abbey and Durham Priory have been used as case studies to explore mortality experiences in the late medieval period.
 The detailed and well kept records of these institutions have allowed the lives of the monks to be followed and their deaths to be observed within these closed communities. However, few records survive that contain data of the quality required to chart the mortality experiences of monks at other foundations and it is likely that no further monastic samples will be found.
 However, this only underlines the need to investigate alternative avenues of study. 

This paper presents the findings of another case study, the largest of this kind, which focuses on the experiences of 2,692 scholars at Winchester College and New College, Oxford. These two sister colleges were founded by William of Wykeham, Bishop of Winchester, in 1382 and 1379 respectively. Seventy scholars were maintained at each college at all times. They studied grammar at Winchester and progressed to New College for their university education, before joining the ranks of the clergy. This study has followed them through their educational career and beyond, analysing mortality rates at the two institutions and contrasting them to the monastic communities. Life expectancy rates for the whole sample have also been calculated and compared to those of the monks. 

II
Sources and methodology

This study has employed the methods used for the monastic samples of Christ Church, Canterbury, Westminster Abbey and Durham Priory. Annual crude death rates have been calculated for Winchester College and New College, Oxford in order to compare the mortality experiences at these two institutions to those of the monasteries and of any future sample groups. Life expectancy rates for the group as a whole have also been calculated. This has incorporated data on the post-university careers of scholars. 
The array of source materials that have survived for the two colleges is impressive. This is largely due to the continuous functioning of the colleges since their foundation over six hundred years ago. Wykeham required that records be made and securely kept in a purpose built Muniment tower, which has proved ideal conditions for their preservation. By consulting a range of different documents it has been possible to obtain all the information required to calculate mortality and life expectancy rates for this sample. 
Admission records for Winchester College and New College, Oxford survive for the period of this study and provide details of the names, place of origin and date of admission of scholars. This provides the initial entry date to the sample group for all 2,692 scholars. Age of scholars at admission to Winchester College was recorded from the 1460s, but for the earlier period this has been ascertained using the Winchester College Register of Oaths. Scholars were required to take an oath at the age of fifteen, and comparison of the date of this oath taking to the ages provided in the latter half of the admission register indicates that the Register of Oaths is a reliable means of deducing age when not given elsewhere. 

Records of death or exit from the sample group have been ascertained using the admission records of both colleges and through the use of hall book accounts for Winchester College. Marginal notes in the Winchester College admission records often provide detail as to when and why a scholar left the college, and details of death. The hall book accounts survive in great number for much of the period and provide weekly lists of those scholars eating in hall at Winchester. This has provided dates of death or exit from the sample for the majority of those instances in which the date of these events was not provided elsewhere. The New College, Oxford admission records add to the dates of departure for Winchester scholars, who were required to be at Oxford within two weeks of obtaining a place. The form of admission records is also slightly different, giving details of the previous New College scholar who had created the vacancy, and specifying if this was created by their death or departure from the college. These sources combined have given the information necessary to calculate who was at each college at any one time, the dates of their admission and departure, their age, and the date of their death if it occurred while at either college. 
Calculation of life tables and life expectancy rates has also utilised information taken from the volumes of Emden’s Biographical Register.
 These volumes provide short biographies of medieval Oxford alumni. They have been used in this study to trace the post-university careers of New College scholars, and to obtain a date of death or of last observation for the majority of those who survived their university education. 

III
Mortality at Winchester College  

Of the 2,692 scholars enrolled at Winchester College between 1392 and 1540, a total of 128 scholars died while at Winchester. Figure 1 shows the annual mortality rates experienced at Winchester College between 1392 and 1546. A 9-year moving average crude death rate has also been calculated.  Those years in which mortality rates exceeded the level of 50 deaths per 1,000 have been deemed as years of crisis mortality. This level has been calculated in accordance with the methods used in previous studies.

Figure 1. Mortality at Winchester College 1392 – 1546: annual crude death rate and 9-year moving average.
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As can be seen from figure 1, Winchester College experienced levels of crisis mortality in nine out of the 154 years of the study period, with all but one of these years occurring before 1474. Of these years, three show exceptionally severe levels of mortality, with the crude death rate reaching 157 deaths per 1,000 in 1400, a staggering 314 deaths per 1,000 in 1430, and 143 per 1,000 in 1473. These three years clearly reflect extreme rates of death within the community and can be identified as years in which epidemic illness swept through the college with devastating effect. Examination of the hall book accounts for 1430 further supports this hypothesis, showing that the deaths occurred in quick succession over the course of a few weeks, rather than being evenly dispersed throughout the year. 

Figure 1 shows that the death rate fluctuated through the earlier half of the study period, and that the majority of mortality crises occurred prior to 1474. Death rates then dropped and became nearly non-existent in the period between 1474 and 1519, before a slight rise in mortality was again seen, with 1525 just exceeding the crisis level with 57 deaths per 1,000. The absence of deaths between 1474 and 1519 in figure 1 is likely, however, to reflect the consequences of less detailed information in the marginal notes of the Winchester admission records for this period, resulting in a greater number of scholars for whom their cause of exit from the Winchester College sample group is unknown. Despite the differences in levels of recording for this period, however, it is probable that the death rates at the college were indeed much lower during this period, as a greater proportion of scholars were being admitted to New College, Oxford. In several years of the early sixteenth century close to 100 per cent of scholars admitted to Winchester College progressed to New College Oxford, compared to values of around 40 per cent in the first half of the study period.
IV
Mortality at New College, Oxford 

Of the entire sample of 2,692 scholars, 1,378 (51 per cent) continued their education at New College, Oxford. Of the 1,378 scholars at New College, 216 died while in residence at Oxford. The annual crude death rates experienced at New College, Oxford are shown in figure 2 below.  

Figure 2. Mortality at New College, Oxford 1397 – 1549: annual crude death rates and 9-year moving average.
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The mortality rates at New College, Oxford over the period 1397 – 1549 show a rather different picture to that seen for the Winchester College scholars. Levels of crisis mortality are gauged in the same way, with the level of 50 deaths per 1,000 being the level at and above which a crisis was deemed to have been experienced. At New College, Oxford, 18 of the 152 years under observation have been identified as being years of crisis level mortality. This was twice as many years of crisis as were identified at Winchester College. However, the level of crisis was generally much lower, with none of the extreme peaks that were witnessed at Winchester College over the study period. The mortality rate only exceeded the level of 100 deaths per 1,000 on four occasions, reaching the level of 143 deaths per 1,000 in 1464, 1471 and 1478, and 114 per 1,000 in 1507.

The timing of these crises differed to those experienced at Winchester College, with the majority of years of high or crisis level mortality having occurred in the latter half of the study period at New College, Oxford, after c. 1460. At New College it appears that high levels of mortality were more frequent in the latter half of the study period and that periods of crisis level mortality were more common at New College, Oxford than at Winchester College. However, it can also be seen that when levels of crisis mortality were experienced at New College, the effects were often much less severe than had been the case at Winchester College. This may reflect a number of factors, such as a greater resilience to disease on the part of the Oxford scholars, who had already survived their grammar education at Winchester, or the less crowded environment and living conditions experienced at Oxford.
V
Life Expectancy 
Life tables have been constructed for the sample group as a whole using the data collected from the records of both colleges and from the details relating to post-university careers as collated from the volumes of Emden. These life tables have been calculated in 25-year overlapping cohorts, commencing in 1395 in order to make them directly comparable with the life table data calculated for the monastic communities. These cohorts overlap at 10-yearly intervals. Figure 3 shows the life expectancy of the Winchester College scholars at the age of 25 compared to that of the monks of Christ Church, Canterbury, Westminster Abbey and Durham Priory. This graph shows the average number of years an individual could expect to live once they had reached the age of 25 in each of the sample populations. 

It can be seen from figure 3 that the life expectancy rate of the Winchester College sample group was generally higher than that of the three monastic communities. Life expectancy rates for the Winchester College sample followed the direction and timing of the other communities until 1435. After this point, the life expectancy rates within the monastic communities fell quite steeply, with life expectancy at age 25 falling to a low of 22.9 years at Canterbury in the 1455 cohort, 17.2 years at Westminster in the 1475 cohort and 20.1 years at Durham in the 1485 cohort. Each of these three institutions then began to experience a rise in life expectancy, however, the effects of this are not fully observed as the dissolution of the monasteries at the Reformation prevented the remaining members of these communities from being traced until their deaths. The Winchester College sample group displays a markedly different life expectancy experience for the latter half of the study period, with life expectancy rates remaining fairly constant at between 27 and 30 years for the cohort groups of 1435 to 1515.  
Figure 3. Comparison of life expectancy at age 25 of the communities at Christ Church, Canterbury, Westminster Abbey, Durham Priory and Winchester College in 25-year overlapping cohort groups, 1395 – 1515.
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VI
Conclusion

This study contributes important new data to the debates on the demographic history of the late medieval period, and is unique in its consideration of adolescents. The comparison of the mortality rates experienced at Winchester College, New College, Oxford, and at the monastic communities, demonstrates that outbreaks of disease were more localised in the fifteenth century. No two institutions demonstrate severe crisis level mortality in the same years.
 This seems to indicate that national epidemics were not experienced in the way they had been at the first outbreaks of plague. However, towards the end of the fifteenth century lower levels of crisis mortality occurred more frequently at Christ Church, Canterbury, Westminster Abbey, Durham Priory and New College, Oxford. These rates were more often at or below c.150 deaths per thousand, in contrast to the severe crises seen at Westminster Abbey and Winchester College in the earlier part of the fifteenth century, when rates exceeded c.250 deaths per thousand. Although far less severe in the latter part of the study period, the increased frequency of years of crisis mortality suggests that death and disease continued to play a major role in preventing recovery of pre-plague population levels. 

The data presented in this paper demonstrates that the life expectancy rates experienced by those who undertook their education at Winchester College and New College, Oxford were generally higher than those experienced by the monastic communities over the course of the same period. Crucially, unlike the monastic samples, the life expectancy rates for the Winchester College sample remained fairly consistent throughout the latter half of the study period. This indicates that the dramatic fall seen in the monastic samples may not be applicable to the population as a whole and that only by examination of further case studies will it be possible to build an accurate picture of demographic changes in the late medieval period.
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