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boldon book
The fortuitous survival of two great surveys, Boldon Book, and Bishop Hatfield’s survey, drawn up some two hundred years apart, provides a fascinating insight into the lifestyles of medieval tenants on the estates of the bishop of Durham.  The first of these, Boldon Book, was compiled in c. 1183, during the episcopate of Bishop Hugh du Puiset, in order to provide a detailed overview of the rents and dues owed to the bishop by the tenants of the vills and townships under his direct control. As this was not a survey of the county as a whole, it did not incorporate the estates of Durham Priory, which included the vills of Monkwearmouth parish, nor those of the bishop’s leading lay tenants. However, Bishopwearmouth, listed as Wearmouth, was mentioned in the survey, together with Tunstall, Ryhope, and Burdon. Brief mention was also made of the borough of Wearmouth (Sunderland), which was valued at 20s. 


In Boldon Book, Bishopwearmouth was surveyed jointly with Tunstall, with the borough appearing separately, at the end of the entry.  The survey revealed that, in Bishopwearmouth and Tunstall, there were 22 bond (customary,unfree) holdings, each comprising two bovates of land (30 a. in total) which were held in exchange for annual rents made up of a combination of labour services, agricultural produce and money. The labour services were harsh, with tenants forced to work for three days each week on the lord’s demesne, apart from the weeks of Easter and Pentecost and the 13 days of Christmas. Four extra days of ‘boon works’ were required at harvest time from all but the housewife, with each tenant also obliged to undertake further reaping and ploughing duties. When necessary, tenants were also obliged to construct a house, 40 ft long and 15 ft wide, for which they were each granted a rent rebate of 4d. Other dues, paid in kind, included half a chaldron of oats, two hens and 10 eggs. Cash payments were also made, including 2s. 6d. for a due known as scatpennies and 1s. 4d. for averpennies, a payment made in lieu of ploughing or carting services. Five woodlades, or cartloads of wood, were also demanded of each tenant, together with a number of other impositions. Six tenants, each with 12 a. of cotland (another form of unfree holding) also lived within the two vills. They were obliged to perform two days work each week, except at Easter, Pentecost and Christmas, and to provide the lord with 12 hens and 60 eggs.
 

The two vills, between them, possessed a carpenter, a smith and a village official known as the pounder, each holding 12 a. land.  In return for his holding, the carpenter, an old man, was required to make and maintain the ploughs and harrows belonging to the vills; the smith, similarly, was obliged to make the ironwork for the ploughs and to collect his own coal. The main duty of the pounder was to catch and impound stray cattle until their owners paid a fine to release them from the village pinfold. In addition to his 12 a. of land, he was entitled to one thrave of corn from each tenant but was obliged to pay, in rent, 24 hens and 500 eggs. Each year the villagers were also expected, jointly, to provide two milk cows and to pay 20s.for cornage, an ancient feudal due, probably related to the keeping of horned beasts. The bishop’s demesne, i.e. the part of the estate retained in his own hands, was let to an unnamed tenant. Mention of 20 oxen and two harrows, together with 200 sheep, indicates that the demesne land was suitable for both arable and pastoral agriculture. The tenant of the demesne was entitled to exact the same services and dues from the unfree tenants as the bishop. His rent, together with the profits of the local mill, was worth £20 a year. A rent of £6 yearly was also derived from the fisheries although no further detail of these is given. 
  
The townships of Ryhope and Burdon were also surveyed jointly. Between them they had 27 bond tenants and three cotmen, whose holdings and tenurial obligations were the same as those of Wearmouth and Tunstall. The mill brought in one mark (13s. 4d.) and the villagers, jointly, paid 37s. for cornage and gave two milk cows. In addition, there were two tenants, Elfer de Burdon and Amfrid, who each held two bovates (c.30a.) of land in drengage, an ancient form of free tenure which had certain duties attached. Elfer de Burdon paid rent of 8s.for his holding and was also obliged to undertake errands for the bishop. Amfrid, who held the farm, i.e. the lease, of the bishop’s demesne in the two vills, was entitled to enjoy his two bovates of land free of charge whilst he leased the demesne but, upon giving this up, he would be expected to pay half a mark (3s.4d.) in rent and undertake errands for the bishop. Amfrid’s rent for the demesne was paid in both cash and produce so that, in addition to paying six marks (£4) for the 300 sheep that grazed the demesne, he also had to provide 28 chaldrons each of wheat and oats and 14 chaldrons of barley. The township of Little Burdon, also mentioned in Boldon Book, seems also to have been held in drengage by John de Houghton, who paid a rent of 10s and whose additional duties included carting wine and attending the bishop in the ‘great chase’, with two greyhounds.

� W. Greenwell (ed.), Boldon Buke: a survey of the possessions of the See of Durham made by order of Bishop Hugh Pudsey, 1183 (Surtees Soc., xxv, 1852), 5-6, 46-7; The text is also printed in VCH Durham, I, 327-41. For a recent critical analysis see H Offler, ‘Re-reading Boldon Book’ in idem, North of the Tees: ch. 12. 1-38.
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