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This paper is based on research carried out as part of a two and a half year Knowledge Transfer Project between the University of Reading and the Weald and Downland Open Air Museum in Sussex.  The purpose of the project is to research and write the social and economic history of ten of the Museum’s houses, ranging in date from the c13th to the c19th.  

The research presented here examines the history of two of the Museum’s cottages, Poplar Cottage, from Washington in West Sussex, built around 1600-1650 and Tindalls Cottage from Ticehurst in East Sussex, built around 1690-1725.  Both cottages are similar in size and structure, having two rooms within the main range of the ground floor and two rooms above and are heated by a gable-end chimney with a hipped terminal at the opposite end.  They have been identified as a type which became widespread throughout the Weald and Downland region from the mid sixteenth century, usually built as encroachments on common land or on a wayside verge, with little or no adjoining land.  Poplar conforms to this type, abutting onto the edge of Washington Common and with less than one sixth of an acre of land.  Tindalls is unusual in that it was situated on approximately twenty five to thirty acres of land.  

Little comprehensive work has been done on cottages of this type and the socio-economic status of their inhabitants.  However, the most extensive research so far undertaken on cottages surviving within the Rape of Hastings in East Sussex suggests that in the late seventeenth century they may have constituted about fifteen per cent of all rural housing.  Moreover, despite the landlessness or near landlessness of many of these cottages, their inhabitants were far from being the poorest members of their communities: evidence from tax assessments suggests that the inhabitants fell into a broad economic band representing between twenty five and fifty per cent of the parish population.
  So what was the social status of their inhabitants?

Both Poplar and Tindalls were homes to husbandmen, a large and seemingly amorphous socio-economic group, which has been largely overlooked in recent historiography in favour of broader analyses of the ‘poorer’ (i.e. those in receipt of poor relief) or the ‘middle’ sort.   Using the social and economic history of the cottages and their earliest inhabitants as a starting point, and drawing on manorial, fiscal, parish and probate records, the first part of this paper analyses the social status of husbandmen in Washington and Ticehurst.  It assesses where husbandmen fitted in within the social structure of their communities and evidence for social gradation within the husbandman ‘class’ itself.   For landless or near landless cottages like Poplar it considers evidence for the economic activities of their occupants and whether ‘cottagers’ can be said to represent a distinct, and possibly inferior, social grouping.

Using a sample of husbandmen’s probate inventories and evidence of actual (as opposed to theoretical) household size, the second part of this paper analyses the material lives of husbandmen.  The average numbers of rooms listed in inventories is used to assess how typical cottages like Poplar and Tindalls were of husbandmen’s houses; and room terminology and the distribution of goods provides important information about the social and economic use of space.  Husbandmen generally score fairly low on early modern ‘consumption hierarchies’ and this is especially true in early modern Sussex.  However, changing consumer trends, reflected in ownership of domestic goods, can still be seen in husbandmen’s inventories over the period 1600 to1750 and it is apparent that even more traditional household goods, like linen, could be used as status signifiers.   In conclusion, this paper considers whether it is possible to identify common characteristics of the husbandman ‘class’ in the period 1600 to 1750 and the applicability of the language of ‘sorts’ to this socio-economic group.
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