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Preface

All but one of the papersincluded in this book were delivered at a one-day conferenceon 1
December 2002. It was held at the Oxford University Department for Continuing Education
at Rewley House, Oxford, as part of the Local History programme. The subject of medieval
money might not appear particularly local, but the collection focuses on English money, and
much of the evidence used is that familiar to local historians.

Asisso often the case in such ventures, it has taken longer than originally anticipated to
edit the volume, for which | can only apologize. My warmest thanks are due to the authors
for their stimulating papers, their help, and their patience. | am particularly grateful to
Martin Allen for agreeing to include his paper in this collection and for hisillustrations. |
should also liketo record my gratitudeto my local history colleagues, especially Dr Adrienne
Rosen, for their support, to the technical and residential staff at Rewley House, and to all
those at Oxbow Books, especialy Sarah Monks, who have contributed so much to the
production of this book. But above all | thank al those who came to the conference on a
depressingly wet day, and who did so much to make the day a memorable one by their
enthusiasm and their lively questions and comments.

Diana Wood
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Introduction

The most important aim of this book on Medieval Money Matters, asit was of the Rewley
House conference, istherealization of itstitle—the hopethat it will emphasize that medieval
money does matter to historians. But thisis not its only purpose. Over half a century ago
Philip Grierson, Professor of Numismatics and the History of Coinage at the University of
Brussels, observed: ‘ Historians have much to learn from numismatists, but thereisabarrier
of non-recognition and non-comprehension which must be broken down before each group
can make use of the work of the other in the manner most helpful to both.’* This collection
illustrates the collapse of Grierson's barriers. Finally, the book is an attempt to inform its
readers of the results of current research in the field of medieval money matters.

James Bolton opensthe collection with the all-important questions of what are money and
amoney economy, and when amoney economy emerged in England. He takesthe definitions
of William Stanley Jevons of 1875 as his starting-point. Money functions as a means of
exchange and as both a standard against which to measure value and a store of value. Its
chief properties are that it is portable, indestructible, easily recognized, divisible, stable in
value, and that coins are of uniform weight and fineness. In locating the beginnings of an
English money economy Bolton stresses the importance not just of economic, demographic,
and administrative factors, and the more specific one of the bullion supply, but aso the
parallel developments of numeracy, evidenced in reckoning and accounting, weighing and
measuring, and of literacy, seen in the legal enactments and processes which underpinned
commercial transactions. At what point did these converge to allow the money economy to
develop?

In examining the uses of money in medieval Britain, Richard Britnell, too, focuses on the
three functions emphasized by Jevons. In discussing money as a means of exchange he
highlights the importance of the twelfth- and thirteenth-century development of both urban
and rural markets in stimul ating the monetary economy — not just in terms of cash sales, but
also the collection of market tolls and rents in cash. The use of money in everyday
transactions, however, was limited by the amount of coinage in circulation, the money
available to the majority of people for spending after the payment of essential rents and
taxes, and the limited flexibility of the silver penny — for most of the period the only
denomination in circulation — which was too large for small market transactions, and
inconveniently small when large sums had to be collected or transported by the king or great
landlords. In the second section of his paper Professor Britnell examinesthe problem that the
money used in accounts to measure value, that is, the pound sterling (240 pence), the mark
(180 pence), and the shilling (12 pence) was simply ‘money of account’, and bore little
relationship to the money actualy in circulation. Finally, in examining money as a store of
value, Britnell highlights the issue of accumulation, both the small but numerous reserves
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hoarded by peasants and townspeopl e, and the huge sums accumul ated and stored by royalty,
aristocracy, and leading ecclesiastics. Amounts of money either lyingidle or savings suddenly
being released could have a significant effect on the amount of money in circulation and
therefore on the economy as awhole.

Martin Allen’s article on the English currency and the commercialization of England
concentrates on the period from the late twelfth century to the 1340s. He shows how the
reorganization and centralization of the mintsled to aconsiderableincreasein the size of the
currency, and the vital contribution this increase made to the commercialization of the
economy, as evidenced by rising prices and the growing number and variety of transactions.
It was not so much theintroduction of low-value coins, such asthe round halfpenny and the
farthing, nor the introduction of agold coinagein 1344, nor government measuresto protect
the value and uniformity of the currency which motivated commercialization: it was the
increased volume of the currency.

Martin Allen deliberately omits any discussion of the impact of credit on the economy,
and thistheme is taken up by Pamela Nightingale in her paper on money and credit in the
economy of late medieval England. She sets out to discover the extent to which credit in
medieval England, astoday, was controlled by political and economic forces, as opposed to
the preferences of individual debtors and creditors, and the ways in which it affected the
economy: did it increase or decrease economic stability? Credit had developed in response
to ashortage of coin, but could not entirely compensatefor it. Dr Nightingale studiesthe use
of cash, barter, and credit from the account book of a London iron merchant, Gilbert
Maghfeld, for the crisis years 1390-5. There were two especialy critical years, 1392-3,
when the sales of iron collapsed, and 1394-5, when prices fell overall, domestic trade
declined, and credit contracted. Maghfeld attempted in vain to remedy his situationin 1394
by switching from retail trade to money lending, and his death in 1397 saved him from
almost certain bankruptcy. Revising the conclusions of previous scholars, Dr Nightingale
considersthat the main, though not the only, cause of the crises was the decline in the output
of silver coinage essential for the functioning of the retail trade. Ultimately the supply of
credit could not be increased indefinitely without the supporting structure of an adequate
supply of coinage.

Nicholas Mayhew reiteratestheimportance of studying the coinagein order to understand
the money supply: coins were the essential component of the money supply. In his paper on
coinage and money in England, 1100-1500, he returns to the early twentieth-century
Quantity Theory of Money, or Fisher equation, which tries to explain the relationship
between the money supply and the rest of the economy in the formulaMV = PT —M being
the money supply, V the velocity of circulation, P the level of prices, and T the volume of
transactions. Before estimating M and GDP for various dates between 1086 and 1526 (with
the caveat that the figures are no more than estimates) he emphasizes two points. The first
is that the use of coinage was more widespread and important in the eleventh century than
formerly thought. The second isthat V, the so-called velocity of circulation, does not refer
to the number of times money payments were made, but is an indication of the frequency
with which money had to turn over in order to correspond with PT. The more money there
wasin circulation, the fewer times it had to turn over to achieve the same result, so that the
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figurefor V tendsto fall over time, with an increase in the money supply, rather than to rise
as an indication of economic growth. Thefigurefor V isclosely linked with thosefor M, P,
and T, and can provide an index of monetization only to the extent that the other figures are
accurate.

If there is a common theme to this book, it is the importance not so much of money per
se, but the supply of money in circulation. It was this which determined the movement of
prices, of trade, and of credit —in short, it was thiswhich underpinned the commercialization
of the economy. The availability of coinage wasthe most important medieval money matter.

Diana Wood

Note
1. Philip Grierson, Numismatics and History, Historical Association Publication G19 (London, 1951).






Chapter 1

What is money? What is a money economy? When
did amoney economy emerge in medieval England?

James Bolton

In 1875 William Stanley Jevons, one of those eminent Victorians who made such alasting
contribution to their particular academic or professional discipline, published abook called
Money and the Mechanism of Exchange. The opening lines of this influential work are
among my favourite ‘ beginnings':
Some years ago, Mademoiselle Zélie, asinger of the Théatre Lyrique de Paris, made a professional
tour round the world, and gave a concert in the Society Islands. In exchange for an aria from
Norma, and afew other songs, she was to receive athird of the receipts. When counted, her share
was found to consist of three pigs, twenty three turkeys, forty five chickens, five thousand
coconuts, besides considerable quantities of bananas, lemons and oranges. At Les Hallesin Paris,
as the prima donna remarks in her lively letter, printed by Monsieur Wolowski, this amount of
livestock and vegetables might have brought her four thousand francs, which would have been a
good remuneration for five songs. In the Society Islands, however, pieces of money were very
scarce; and as Mademoiselle could not consume any considerable portion of the receipts herself,
it became necessary in the meantime to feed the pigs and poultry with the fruit.

Itisagood story, and it has apoint. Jevonswastrying to define money, its characteristics,
and its functionsin a money economy —my purpose here. His definitions have been much
criticized, but they have stood the test of time. Open almost any modern textbook on
economics and, acknowledged or unacknowledged, they are being used —money asastandard
or astore of value, barter as a double coincidence of wants. The quotation also provides us
with a beginning, as an answer to the first question, ‘What is money? because it shows us
that money need not take the form of coin. In primitive societies, wherethereisonly alimited
market economy, or in modern timeswhen there is dislocation through war or politics, then
commodity money is used. It is often called primitive or special-purpose money, and it can
take a quite staggering variety of forms. Cowrie shells, slabs of salt, whale and porpoise
teeth, woodpecker scalps, giraffe tails, and cattle have all been used as forms of primitive
money. Cigarettes and chocolate have served the same purpose in two world wars.2 Using
relatively modern evidence to help our understanding of the role of primitive money in
ancient and medieval societies has its dangers. Then, as even now, completely marketless
local economies may have existed, whilst the various commaodities listed above were not
always used for purposes of exchange. Some are probably better described as ‘valuables',
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which could also be used in non-commercial political and social ways, such as death
compensation, bride wealth, or war alliances.® Nevertheless, their use does suggest that
money existed before coin, that in the ancient and medieval world there could be exchange
without coin. Sometimes, too, the commodities have avaluein themselves: cattle, one of the
commonest forms of primitive money, can be slaughtered for food. But commaodity money is
an unsatisfactory medium of exchange. Cattle, or any animals, ‘ have serious disadvantages
as money. All goats are not alike; if a man sells a piece of land for twenty goats, he may
consider himself cheated when he receives the twenty skinniest and most diseased of the
purchaser’s flock. Goats have other disadvantages. An outbreak of disease may decimate a
man’s wealth. The breeding season will cause a plethora in the community’s supply of
money.’4 Nor can cattle, or the stone wheel money of Y ap in Micronesia, easily be cut up to
alow for small purchases, and they are not transportable, they cannot be carried about on
one' s person, to be used when needed. Another substantial problem isthat the commodities
can only serve as money where that commodity or articleis accepted as having some value
or worth. Y et commaoditieswere almost certainly used asmoney in early societies, and as Sir
John Hicks has famously said, there was money before there was coinage.®

The step upward from the use of primitive or commodity or special-purpose money in a
non-market economy to the use of coinage, general-purpose money, in amarket economy is
a very substantial one. How it was achieved is a matter of considerable debate amongst
historians, anthropologists, and numismatists, and very little agreement. Any schema
constructed to show neatly how coins emerged as the standard or normal form of money
amost inevitably attracts bitter criticism. When W. S. Jevons defined the attributes or
functions of money, in the late nineteenth century, he did so in the context of a market-
oriented western capitalist society. But, as Helen Codére points out, Jevons' s definitions of
the functions of money as a common measure of value, a medium of exchange, and a store
of value are both overlapping and confused, whilst Grierson states firmly that Jevons defined
money only in terms of its modern functions.® In spite of such trenchant criticism, Jevons's
definitions have stuck, and they are used as a starting-point for discussion by students of
primitive economies and primitive money, aswell asby most modern economists. To befair
to Jevons, he did distinguish between the functions of money and its properties, and saw that
those properties, portability, indestructibility, homogeneity (coins of equal weight and
fineness), divisibility, stability of value, and cognizability, changed according to the state of
the money economy.

There is not much more agreement as to how money became coin, but it is not the
intention here to enter fully that debate. It is enough to acknowledge that it involves the
interaction of aseries of factors, and particularly the growth of exchange and of the market,
and the growth of the‘ state’, not in the all-embracing modern sense, but of defined territorial
entities, kingdoms, principalities, counties, or independent or semi-independent cities
controlling their own affairs. Firstly, in terms of exchange, there needed to be a unit of
exchange that could act as both a store and a standard of value. Commodities, by and large,
are not stores of value. The disadvantages of using cattle as aform of money have already
been seen. Similarly, grain or fish or furs are not of much more use: all are too perishable.
There was a need for something, some commodity that could be stored away and hold its
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value whilst being stored, to be used for exchange only as and when needed at a later date.
There was also a need for a commaodity that could act as a standard or measure of value,
against which exchanges or other transactions could be measured. If, for example, acart is
to be exchanged for so many cattle or sheep or goats, then there hasto be some understanding
that there is equity within the exchange, that the cart isworth so many cattle and vice versa.
If the cart and the cattle can be appraised as both being worth so many units of exchange,
then the one can be sold for the other. No units of exchange need change hands. They are
simply being used as a standard of value, to make sure that both sides of the sale are equal.
In the same way, units of exchange can be used to value a man’s worth, his blood price or
wergild, payable in early Germanic society to his kin on his death or as compensation for
injuries. The laws of Ine of Wessex, promulgated between 688 and 694, show society
stratified according to the sums paid as wergild, from the 1,200-shilling gesithcund man in
Wessex to the Welsh rent payer or gafolgelda at 120 shillings.” These were probably, almost
certainly, not sums of money actualy paid to the kin. Rather, coin was being used as a
standard or measure of value, and other goods or commodities equivalent in value to that
sum would be handed over. So, in Normandy in 1107 adebt stipulated as 20 solidi (shillings)
was settled with a horse to that value; in Spain in 905 a debt of 25 solidi was settled with
cloth, oxen, and silver; and in 933 a debt of 600 solidi with vases, caparisons, horses, fine
cloths, and coins. Here the solidus, the shilling of 12 silver pennies, was being used not to
settle debts, but as a standard of val ue to assess the goods with which the debts were settled.?

For units of exchange to act as both store and standard of value they had to be made of
some substance which was both durable and regarded as val uable by geographically wide-
ranging groups of people. As Crowther says, ‘It is a comparatively early discovery in the
history of money that metals are among the most suitable of all commodities to serve as
money.’*Most metals were used as money at one time or ancther, iron, copper, and bronze
particularly, but gold and silver became pre-eminent, in western civilization at least. Gold
was too scarce and so too highly valued to serve as general purpose money in the early and
central Middle Ages. Silver, by contrast, was* precious, but not too precious' . Supplieswere
not unlimited, but sufficient to make wide circulation of the coins struck from the metal
possible, and so silver coins became the most commonly used units of exchange in the
medieval western world. Both metalsare also light in weight and high in value. Coins struck
from them can be carried around and stored fairly easily, unlike those made from iron or
other heavier metals, although gold and silver did have one mgjor disadvantage: they were
both soft metals, and loss by normal wear and tear, especially of silver, was high.° It is not
surprising, therefore, that from the earliest times coins were made from gold and silver. Y et
the simple striking of acoin, not initself adifficult technical problem, might not involveits
use as money. It could be a political action, since coins could be prestige symbols, as they
certainly were in the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in England.™* For coins to be useful as
stores and standards of value and as units of exchange they required certain other attributes.
They had to bein usefor asubstantial period of time. Defining money as a standard of value
suggests that the units of exchange were in continuous use and held their value, over many
years, so that they could be used both as a medium for deferred payments and as a store of
value. Coins must also have an agreed and accepted value. In practice, that meant that they



4 James Bolton

had to have a recognized weight and a known bullion content, and each coin in the series
would have to meet those standards. How could users know that it did? The only practical
way was for the coinsto be validated in some way by ‘the state’. They would have to bear
the recognized mark or symbol of that state, usually aportrait of theruler, with hisname, on
the obverse, and a design, on the reverse, often to prevent clipping. In the case of English
coins, the names of the mint at which the coin had been struck and of the moneyer who struck
it were also put on the coin. For the ruler, these symbols were important ways of
disseminating propaganda and of asserting his authority widely through the population. They
also gave him ameans of checking the authenticity and quality of the standardized coinage
circulating through hisrealm, which was often struck at some distance from the centre. More
importantly, to the customer, the user, they gave the coins recognizable legality and
credibility, and so the confidence to use them.*?

Finally, coins had to have three other attributes to make them widely acceptable as units
of exchange. They had to be portable, so that they could be carried from one place to another
and then pass from hand to hand. They also had to be of a size that would allow them to be
stored easily, and they had in someway to be divisible, with the subdivisionsrelated to each
other in terms of weight and bullion content. Aswill be seen, specie-based coins were often
highin value, because of the amount of gold or silver they contained. This meant that it was
often difficult using them to make small purchases. It was therefore important, and
particularly asthe market economy grew, either to have amain coin that could be physically
subdivided into halves and quarters, or to strike lesser coins, halfpennies, and farthings,
again directly related in weight and value to the main coin. Thiswould allow small purchases
to be made either with one coin or a mixture of coins.®® General-purpose money that could
be used in awhol e range of transactions for both goods and services and for paymentsto the
state had to have these attributes or functions. Hodges, in his Primitive and Peasant Markets,
summarizes the definitions of such attributes given by the anthropologist Marvin Harris, and
itisappropriate to cite the main headings here. They are remarkably similar to the properties
of money asdefined by Jevonsin hisclassic study, perhaps more so than most anthropol ogists
would careto admit, but they certainly help focus attention on the qualities that all-purpose
money should possess. They are:

1. Portahility. It should come in shapes and sizes convenient for being taken

from one transaction to the next.

2. Divisibility. Its many forms and values are multiples of each other.

3. Convertibility. A transaction made in a higher-value unit can be made

equally well in lower-value multiples.

4. Generality. Virtualy all goods and services have a monetary value.

5. Anonymity. For virtually al purchases, any person with the appropriate

money can make a transaction.

6. Legdlity. The nature and quality of money in circulation will be controlled

by the state.'

We have, then, definition of general-purpose money and of its main characteristics. Its
wide circulation would not, of itself, create a money economy. For that to emerge there
would haveto be parallel developmentsinlaw and legidlation, in literacy and numeracy, and
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within the economy itself in terms of growth in population and in the number of marketsand
fairs. Before discussing these, however, the scope of the argument needs further limitation
before it becomes unmanageable. What follows mainly concerns medieval England, and it
isimportant to know what coinswerein circulation, from the silver penniesto the gold coins
of various denominations after 1343. The Carolingiansin the eighth and ninth centuries had
established the silver penny asthe standard coin in north-western Europe, including England.
There were 12 of them to the shilling and 240 to the pound. The penny, a small coin about
the size of acurrent 5- pence piece and with asilver content of around 92 per cent, remained
the workhorse of the currency throughout the period. To create fractional coinsthe pennies
were deliberately cut into halves and quarters, halfpennies and farthings, either at the mint
or whilst they were in circulation. In Henry I's reign (1100-35) some round halfpennies
were struck, and againin Henry |11’ sreign (1216—72), but finds of both these coins arerare,
suggesting circul ation was limited. It was only from the recoinage of 1279 that halfpennies
and farthingswere struck in any quantity, although there always seemed to be complaintsin
the fifteenth century about the lack of small change. But until 1489 there were neither
shilling nor pound coins. These were ssmply ‘ghost’” moneys, moneys or denominations of
account, and in England they werejoined by another such *ghost’, the mark of 13s. 4d. They
werethere, and had to be there, as devicesto make accounting easier. Over time, in physical
terms of actual coins in circulation, reckoning became more and more complex. First, in
England, a new silver coin was struck, the groat worth 4d., issued unsuccessfully in 1279,
but then successfully in 1341, with ahalf groat worth 2d. to accompany it. Some gold coins
from foreign mints were used in England, but then in 1343, and in the face of an influx of
gold from France, Edward |11 decided to strike his own gold coinage. From that point, there
were two metalsin circulation, and a new and bewildering range of nobles, half and quarter
nobles, and later angels and half angels, and ryals and half ryals. Their face values also
changed. Edward I11’s first series of nobles were worth 6s., 3s., and 1s. 6d., but they were
soon taken out of circulation to be replaced by gold coinswith face values of 6s. 8d., 3s. 4d.,
and 1s. 8d., and | ater therewas a 10s. coin. Most peasants and townsmen probably only saw
or used gold coins occasionally, perhaps to settle yearly accounts, but they, and society
generally, had to cope with what were effectively two types of currency, coins of gold and
silver that physically existed and ‘ ghost’ moneysthere solely for the purposes of reckoning.*®

Secondly, although the following discussionswill treat England as a unity in terms of the
use of money and the emergence of amoney economy, that is probably amistake. There are
clear differences between the east and south-east and the north and some western parts of the
country in the degree to which money was available and the extent which it was used in
exchange. All that can be done here is acknowledge that the differences existed, but also
accept that the majority of the population lived in the increasingly monetarized areas of
southern, central, and eastern England.’® Finally, we should also accept that there were
fluctuations in the use of money, or rather of coin, related to its availability. Because the
coins literally wore out through use, were hoarded, or were lost, new ones had to be struck
and issued regularly, year in and year out. That required precious metals obtained on the
international market, and if for any reason they were not to be had, then no new coins could
be struck. When compl ete recoinages were undertaken, much of the bullion needed came
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from the reminting of old coins, but not by any meansall. The size of the circulating medium
wasto some extent controlled by the bullion supply, and it isargued that in the late fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries the European ‘bullion crises’ had severe consequences for the money
supply in England and consequently for the economy generally. This may or may not have
been the case, but, again, all that can be done here is to acknowledge the problem and
concentrate on the argument about what went to make up amoney economy and when it first
emerged in medieval England. Whether it then faded and died in the mid-fifteenth century is
entirely another matter.t’

So, given these considerations, a definition of what constitutes or constituted ‘a money
economy’ is now needed. It is a phrase that is used as indiscriminately as ‘the rise of the
middle classes’ or ‘the National Health Service is safe in our hands’, and servesto explain
amost anything, from the growth of markets and towns to the king's ability to raise taxes
and therise or fall of thisor that ‘class', particularly in undergraduate essays. But they are
not alonein this. ‘ The existence of amoney economy raises points that are fundamental in
any discussion of the Anglo-Saxon economy’, writesHenry Loynin his classic Anglo-Saxon
England and the Norman Conquest, whilst in his recent and extremely interesting Atlas of
Anglo-Saxon and Norman Coin Finds (which is far more than just that), Donald Metcalf
arguesthat the * scale of the [Anglo-Saxon] currency was so largethat it could have serviced
amoney economy which touched the entire population.” Others are more circumspect. Dr
Reynolds is to be congratulated for having an entry ‘money economy’ in the index to her
magisterial Fiefs and Vassals, but never using the term in her text. Recently ‘the market
economy’ seems to have replaced the ‘the money economy’, but almost implicit in most
arguments about the growth of a market economy are assumptions about the existence of a
money economy .8

It iseasier to use the phrase than to explain its meaning. M odern economistsdo little more
than decry the definitions given by Jevons and then repeat them almost verbatim. Smith,
Ricardo, Hume, and Marx are of no more help. The writings of social anthropologists are
more useful, as are those of historians who take their ideas and apply them to medieva
European societies. Richard Hodgesisacasein point. Histwo books, Primitive and Peasant
Markets and Dark Age Economics, have been much criticized, yet they contain valuable
discussions about the nature and use of money, although still without defining ‘the money
economy’. What followsis an attempt to do so, first by defining the partsthat go to make the
whole, and then applying the criteria to the three and a half centuries between 973 and the
1340s, before the introduction of gold coins, to see if at any point a money economy had
emerged. It begins by stating the blindingly obvious, and without apologies, becauseitisall
too often forgotten. For money to be used widely and not simply as a standard of value in
exchange, for it to replace the time-consuming and inefficient system of barter, then there
has to be enough coin actually in circulation. Measuring when this actually happens is
difficult. There are now, and thanks largely to the very recent work of Dr Martin Allen,
reasonable figures for the growing volume of the circulating medium or the money supply
(M) between about 1100 and the 1340s. They show itstotal volume at given times, but they
do not indicate how much might be available for general use. Oneway of showing thisisby
calculating averages of coin per head of population, although it is not an entirely satisfactory
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method.*® Such averages disguise substantial inequalitiesin the distribution of wealth and do
not by and large allow for hoarding, but they can provide a crude answer to the critical
guestion: when can we say that there was sufficient coin in circulation to allow paymentsto
be made using pennies or halfpennies or farthings, and to be made regularly, even for the
smallest transactions, always alowing for the seasonal fluctuations in the availability of
coin? We aso have to ask ourselves the alied question: what factors will alow the
production of that critical amount of coin? And we also have to acknowledge one other
important point. Even when there is a sufficiency of coin in circulation to allow itsuse in
basic exchange, barter initsvariousformswill not disappear. It never does. Today academic
book reviewing isaform of barter: you supposedly read and review books which you get to
keep as payment. Baby-sitting and school-run circles are forms of barter, and if you have
ever entered the nightmare world of employing builders, and have overheard their lengthy
conversations on your telephone at your expense, then you will be aware of the barter that
goeson: ‘I'm just building my new house, and if you come round and do my electrics, I'll
do your plastering next time.’

Some would argue that thisisall that matters, that when you had a sufficiency of coinin
circulation to allow payments of all kinds to be made, from taxes to the purchase of aloaf
of bread, using penniesor fractions of pennies, then you have amoney economy. That isnot
s0. The emergence of a money economy depends upon a convergence of circumstances, a
whole series of factors working together, each enhancing and accelerating the other, as
Alexander Murray has it, to create or refine mechanisms for reckoning, measuring, and
accounting, and the legal instruments and actions that are essential to its, the money
economy’s, workings.?> Many of these factors result from or are allowed by non-economic
circumstances or conditions. The spread of numeracy and of reckoning and accounting, little
considered by modern writers, certainly ran parallel to the general growth in literacy and
was stimulated by it. The driving-forces behind the emergence of central administrative
institutions of government, the spread of law, and the growth of legislation were mainly
political and social and, again, ran parallel to the growth of kingship itself. It is not just a
matter of having sufficient coin in circulation. It ishaving the right circumstances, the right
infrastructure, to allow large quantities of money to be used regularly and effectively. So,
what were these interrelated factors, what was the infrastructure which went together with
asufficiency of coin to create amoney economy?

Therehad, first, to beaperiod of sustai ned population growth, leading to arapid expansion
of the market, to the growth of trade and of towns, essential to iron out the inequalities of
supply. That would mean, at al levels, the need to simplify the processes of exchange, to cut
transaction costs, to use the modern jargon, and one of the easiest ways of doing that would
be to abandon barter and substitute for it monetary exchange. That would have to be
accompanied by substantial improvementsin transport, so that goods could be moved around
in bulk over long and short distances, again to keep transaction costsaslow aspossible. Here
there would have to be improved roads and bridges, better ships and the facilitiesto handle
them, quays and wharves, and over short distances improvements in haulage by carts, such
as the development and use of the horse-collar and harness.? It is a circular argument.
Sustained population growth stimulates demand, demand has to be supplied by towns and
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traders; they need improved methods of trading, more goodsinwhich to trade, easier methods
of exchange, and that means the increasing use of money and the development of credit
systems. To function effectively, money hasto work within agrowing market economy and
itsrules. It cannot of itself create such an economy, inthe sameway that substantial increases
inthe amount of coinwill not automatically create amoney economy, simply an economy in
which money is used. Thereis also another, closely related problem. If England was to get
the silver it needed for a massive increase in the money supply and the circulating medium,
that is, many more coinsin circulation, then that silver could only come by way of foreign
trade. In spite of recent arguments, production from English, Welsh, and Scottish minesseems
to have been small in relation to the needs of the mints.?? So an important question hasto be
both asked and satisfactorily answered, when was that possible, when was English overseas
trade sufficiently strong to attract precious metals to the country in large quantities?

Next, the more you use money, or units of money in the form of coin, the more you need
systems of reckoning, weights and measures, and recording. A great deal of reckoning was
done in the head, or with the use of counters, such as stones, for simple addition and
subtraction, especialy for small transactions. But immediately you move beyond basic,
small transactions, to larger transactions and to any form of deferred payment, then reckoning
becomes much more difficult. Y ou need to be able to turn a multiplicity of payments into
units of account, shillings, marks, pounds. Y ou need to be ableto reckon and record, to add,
subtract, and write down, and the whol e process, or processes, becomes more complex asthe
coin typesincrease, with the introduction of the groat, 4d., unsuccessfully in 1279 and then
successfully in 1341, with a half groat, and then a bewildering range of gold coins.

Nor can buying and selling be done in abstract. They have to take place within the
framework of astandard set of weights and measures, so that precise amounts of money buy
precise amounts of goods. A standard weight of bread or ale ought to be sold at a standard
price, abushel of barley or wheat ought to be worth so many shillings and pence, rents had
to be so much per acre, or its subdivisions or multiples. So, interestingly, as you get one
coinage emerging within England, you also get attempts, from at least Athelstan’s Grately
Laws of ¢.926-30, to establish one set of weights and measures for the realm. It is doubtful
whether that was ever actually achieved inthe Middle Ages. Local variations and customary
measures are still to be found in the nineteenth century, if not the twentieth, but what can be
seen are persistent attempts to address the problem, and what they show is the importance
of standardized amount-systems as part of a money economy.?

Reckoning has to be done in both money and amount: length, breadth, volume, weight,
and areaall have to be added into the equation. It also has to be done over time. There were
important fluctuationsin the amount of money available within the rural economy, dependent
upon the harvest cycle and the need to pay rents and other customary dues at specified times.
Trade wasincreasingly financed by credit, money was borrowed to meet obligations, to pay
taxes, to live beyond one' s means, or just to survive, since distress borrowing, after harvest
failure, was often vital. These obligations had to be recorded. The anthropologist Helen
Codére argues that if you put money, counting, measurement, and time together, then that
taxes the capacity of the human mind beyond the holding powers of its memory and its
computational powers. Written records become essential, to record transactions, the amounts
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involved, the payments to be made, and the times at which they are to be made.>* And, once
you have credit or borrowing over time, then you need the legal means to enforce the
payment of that credit, if necessary.

It isin the sphere of both accounting and the law that central government had avital role
to play. This is not just a matter of being able to tax, or to record liabilities and audit
accounts both centrally and locally. It ismuch more that theinstitutions of central government
could provide models, practices, that others could apply, or to which they could respond by
developing their own private and public institutions at both intermediate and local levels.
The growth of the power of the state was vital to the emergence of a money economy, and
the reverse is also true. The Crown guaranteed the weight and fineness of the coins,
supervised their minting, and placed upon them, asamark of its guarantee, the symbol of its
authority, the bust or portrait of the king. By so doing, the Crown of course enhanced itsown
authority, since coinage is as much a political as it is a fiscal statement. By taxing, the
Crown hel ped accustom the popul ation to the use of money, and stimulated the circul ation of
coin. By paying itsarmiesit also spread the use of coin to the furthest parts of the realm, to
the Scottish and Welsh borders. Ever growing justice and royal administration promoted
record-keeping and provided the legal framework for the recovery of debts. What royal
government did was soon copied by others, or perhapsroyal government copied and improved
upon what was already being done, and so the legal and administrative framework within
which money had to work was continually improving, and the more it improved, the more
money itself would be and was used.®

A money economy, then, is the sum of many parts, interacting each with the other,
accelerating the processes by which money is used to makeimmediate and deferred payments
at all levelsin society. Thereismuch moretoit than that, of course, including theintriguing
question of whether and when fiduciary or paper money was first used, through the
assignment of debts, and equally whether such debts became negotiable. If they were, then
their value should be added to any figures for M, the money supply, athough it might well
prove impossible even to estimate what it should be. There may well have been other forms
of paper money, too. Recent research has shown that London merchants could settle their
debtsto other London merchants by transfers between the accounts they held with an Italian
bank in London in the 1430s. Such book transfers, giri di partita or debits and credits, were
acommon method of making paymentsin late medieval Italy. They seemed to have become
increasingly common in northern Europe and were certainly forms of paper payment, if not
paper money. As such, they should be added to M, but, again, there is currently no way of
estimating their value. Argumentsthat link the availability of credit to the amount of coinin
circulation and treat M as equivalent only to the size of the circulating medium should be
treated with some caution, especially when they are being used to show the severity of
supposed economic crisesin fifteenth-century England.?

An answer to the third of the questions posed in the title of this paper can no longer be
avoided: when did a money economy emerge in medieval England? Not, at the earliest,
before the second half of the thirteenth century. Before then there was simply not enough
coin in circulation to make the regular, day-to-day use of coin possible, and it is when the
use of coin becomesthe norm and not the exception that we have the beginnings of amoney
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economy. Accepting that all figures for the population of England, the total volume of coin
in circulation and therefore the amount of coin per head of population are in some way
flawed, the latter still remains a useful guide to the degree of monetization. The most
optimistic of all estimates of the Anglo-Saxon coinage are those developed by Metcalf,
which, interestingly enough, he does not actually give as such in hislatest book. He would
arguethat in the reigns of Athelred and Cnut there were between £60 and £80,000 pennies
and their fractionsin circulation. Had there not been, then it would not have been possible
to raise those vast sums in geld and heregeld to buy off the Danes and pay the mercenary
troops. Until such time as the estimates of coinage volume are revised downwards fairly
substantially, argues Lawson, it looks as though eleventh-century England did contain the
wealth in precious metal to make payments of the size recorded. These stories may or may
not be true, but when Lawson quotes Grierson as supporting Metcalf, he does so
disingenuously. What Grierson actually wrote was that
such a figure (£60-80,000) was not necessarily related to the strictly economic needs of society.
The reguirements of Danegeld imposed a much greater output of coin than trade would normally
require and it seems rash to deduce from it that long before the Congquest the monetary sector of
the economy was of an extent that the ordinary historical resources fail to reveal.

Thispart of Grierson’ sargument is often and perhaps conveniently ignored.? The effective
circulating medium in late Anglo-Saxon England was much less than £60,000, and probably
more in line with the £37,500 of silver pennies that Dolley thought were in circulation in
1086. If the population stood at 1.5 million in late Anglo-Saxon England, which seemsto be
about the current going rate, then we can calculate three sets of figures. With a circulating
medium of £40,000 it amounts to 6.4d. per head; at £60,000, 9.6d. per head, at £80,000,
12.8d. per head. If you take Dolley’s figure of £37,500 for 1086, then it comes to 6d. per
head, or 4d. if you accept apopulation total of 2 million. It seemsto me that we might be best
advised to take the lower figures of £40,000 and 6.4d. per head for late Anglo-Saxon
England.® It is very difficult indeed to make any estimate of the size of the circulating
medium until about 1180, when it is thought to have reached £100,000, rising to about
£250,000 in 1205, after the partial recoinage of that year. If the population had risen to say
3.5 million by the end of the twelfth century, and that is a guess rather than estimate, then
the amount of coin had risen to 17d. or so per head of population, or on the basis of a
population of 3 million, 20d. per head. It is at least atrebling per head over a period of a
hundred years. By thetime of the recoinage of 1247-50, and written records, the circul ating
medium had reached £400,000, and if the population by then was, what, say 4.5 million, then
it was 21.3d. per head, or, if only 4 million, 24d., and then by the end of the century we have
£900,000 in circulation, and with a population of 6 million, about 36d. or 3s. per head.®

Two things have occurred. There had been probably atrebling of the population between
1000 and 1300. At the same time there had been at least an eleven-fold risein the size of the
circulating medium, if you accept the figures of £80,000 for 1000, agreat deal more if you
accept £40,000 — 22.5, in fact — and much of that rise had come after 1247, with the
circulating medium doubling by 1300. Critics will point to the inflation that this must have
caused, and argue that a silver penny would have bought far more in 1000 than in 1300.
Agreed, but the limited evidence we have does not suggest that inflation proceeded at the
samerate asincreasesin the money supply. In any case, what you have by 1300 isacurrency
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that, paradoxically, was much easier to spend precisely because the val ue of the silver penny
had fallen. The fifteenth century wasto show the difficulties caused by the shortage of silver
coins, and their high value. It apparently made buying and selling small quantities of goods
difficult at times, and this may also have been true in what was admittedly a less market-
oriented economy in 1000.*

From about 1247 onwards, then, there was an economy with far more markets at all
levels, from large towns to villages, the result of a combination of increased demand due to
agrowing population, and asufficiency of coinin circulation to make exchange, again, at all
levels, much easier. Why was that possible in 1247 and 1300 and not in 1000? Obviously
because there were more peopl e, but also because much more silver was available. After the
recoinage of 1247 there were some 96 million pennies in circulation, worth £400,000.
Simply striking and maintaining in circulation a coinage of that size required large initial
supplies of bullion. Subsequently, to keep the coinage at that level, since silver wears away
quickly, the mints needed to strike further coins at regular intervals, and that too required
regular inflows of bullion. Striking 2 million Short Cross pennies in 1220-2 required 3
metric tons (3,000kg). Some, most, of it came from reminting old coins, but in order more
or lessto double the size of the circulating medium in 1247, and then for it to double again
by 1300 meant there had to be a constant flow of silver from abroad, in large quantities at
times of major recoinages, less when there were ‘top-up’ issues. There was no shortage of
silver in thirteenth-century Europe, because of vastly increased and continuous production,
first from the minesat Freiburg in Saxony and then, successively, from Freisachinthe Tyrol,
Montieri in Tuscany, Iglesiasin Sardinia, Jihlavaor Iglau in Moldavia, and KutnaHorain
Bohemia.®! That silver had to reach England by way of foreign trade and, of course, in the
thirteenth century, by way of the wool trade to Flanders. There had been a boom in silver
production at Rammelsberg/Goslar in the Hartz mountains in the late tenth century, but
whether supplies reached England in the quantities suggested by Peter Sawyer seemsavery
moot point indeed. Hodges's arguments about problems of infrastructure, inadequate
shipping, lack of suitable ports, wharves, and quays, seem very valid, but, moreimportantly,
there is an assumption, against al the evidence produced by Flemish historians, that the
Flemish cloth industry at this point needed vast quantities of English wool. It did not: local
supplies were more than adequate to sustain production at that point. In the second half of
the thirteenth century that was not the case. There were bulk-carrying cargo ships, there
were new ports, such asBoston, Lynn, and Hull, there were commercial syndicates, Flemish,
Italian, and English, that could handle exports on agrand scale, internal marketing networks
to gather the wool for export, and, above al, a sustained demand from the Flemish cloth
industry for English wool of all qualities. What wastherein the second half of the thirteenth
century and especially by the 1290s was simply not therein 1000, and it made it possible for
England to earn the silver necessary to sustain a large coinage.®

What had also happened by the second half of the thirteenth century was the spread of
reckoning and accounting in terms of money, measurement, and time, from the centre to the
localities. This had not been a rapid process. It had already been under way before the
Conquest, but inevitably it gathered momentum as the royal administration itself grew, and
royal justice began to operate more effectively in the country at large. It also went hand in
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hand with the growing use of money as amedium of exchange, and of course with the growth
in the size of the circulating medium, and this is one aspect of the problem that urgently
requires much more investigation. Was it, perhaps, a case of parallel development? There
was aneed to know what was due, to record agreements, aneed to enforce obligations, debts,
and contracts. That all took time. The creation in 1194 of public local archives to record
debts to the Jews was one of the first stages in the process. Another was the appearancein
the localities of multiple taxation records for the carucage of 1198. But the real growth in
local record-keeping came in the thirteenth century, with the appearance of estate accounts
and surveys, of central auditing bodies on episcopal, monastic, and lay estates, of manorial
court rolls, records of urban government, local taxation assessments, and then, as aresult of
the Statutes of Acton Burnell (1283) and Merchants (1285), the enrolment of recognizances
of debt in various English towns. Recording was an essential prerequisite for recovery, for
the enforcement of payment, using agrowing body of legal process avail able through royal
courts. The Jews had had these advantages since the late twelfth century: now, finally, inthe
|ate thirteenth century, they were offered to Englishmen.® The appearance of manorial court
rolls, recording as they did minor legal disputes, including debts, fines to be paid, and the
transfer of customary holdingsin terms of areaand time, was part of this process of increased
local record-keeping. Court rolls appear for thefirst timein the mid-thirteenth century. Why
that should have been soisamatter of current debate, with the most recent explanation being
that thirteenth-century landlords were seeking to attract business back to their own courts by
making them attractive to suitors, in the face of growing competition from central and local
royal courts. This ‘legal’ explanation rejects Maitland’s earlier arguments that the written
manor court roll was intended to tell the lord's servants of the occasional profits of the
manor, the fines, amercements, and perquisites which were to be collected by the manorial
officials.3* Perhaps Razi and Smith are right, but what we are seeing in manorial court rolls
is the recording of money, measurement, and time. Consequently, and finaly, it is worth
trying to put the two chronol ogies together here, that of the making and keeping of records,
as described by Michael Clanchy, and that of increases in the money supply and the
emergence of amoney economy. Clanchy arguesthat record-keeping spread from the centre,
first to the great ecclesiastical and lay landlords in the early thirteenth century, then to the
knights by 1250, and to the peasants by 1300, with the real expansion coming in the reign
of Edward I. The chief influences at work are seen to come from the development of
political, legal, and administrative institutions, and rightly so. But that chronology must be
set side by side with that for the increase in the money supply. They run almost parallel.
Already, by 1187, the capacity to count money and to measure cloth was said to be the test
of legal majority for aburgess's son.® The ability to reckon, measure, record, and account
had to spread far beyond the townsinto the countryside if amoney economy wasto emerge.
Literacy and numeracy had a major part to play in its emergence. Such a confluence of
mutually interacting circumstances in terms of the money supply, the bullion supply, a
market economy, international trade, record-keeping, legal protection for debts, and
transferability of debts does not occur until the second half of the thirteenth century. That is
when amoney economy emerged in England.

Queen Mary, University of London
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Chapter 2

Uses of money in medieval Britain

Richard Britndll

MONEY AS A MEANS OF EXCHANGE

Although decisionstoday are no doubt driven more by financial cal culations than they were
in the period 1000—1500, money was no marginal matter during those five centuries. It was
vital to the way social relations operated from the top to the bottom of the social scale. At
the highest levels of society the enthusiasm for income in coin was universal because it
allowed amuch more flexible exercise of choice than incomein any other form. Rents paid
in farm produce, which were very common in parts of Britain during the twelfth century,
involved elaborate planning on large estates; either a seigneurial household had to move
around from property to property consuming the produce from each, or the individual
properties had to transport their produce to a central household according to some set rota.
Many of the ways in which estate administration developed, both on lay and ecclesiastical
estates, such as the substitution of money rents for labour services, were deliberate
procedures for increasing cash incomes. The growing concern with cash balances was one
of the driving considerations behind the considerableincreasein estate documentation at the
highest level; estate accounts recorded cash flows in and out of lords' coffers, and records
of privatejurisdiction recorded the income from judicial fines. The commercial opportunities
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries made it possible for the owners of major estates to
increase their cash incomes substantially. The income of Canterbury Cathedral Priory rose
from £1,406 in the early years of the thirteenth century to £2,540 in 13301, after which it
showed no continuing growth.* The substitution of cash for labour and payment in kind
necessarily involved both lords and tenants in a money economy. At the other end of the
social scalefrom the great landlord, even the smallest tenements owed money rent by 1300,
and so had to obtain cash either by selling goods or by earning wages.

Quite apart from landlords' demands, an increasing number of families both in town and
country depended on cash for their ordinary household requirements. It is estimated that the
urban proportionin England increased from about 10 per cent of the populationintheeleventh
century to perhaps 1520 per cent around 1300.? For Britain as a whole the change was
probably less marked, but the growth of the urban proportion was neverthel ess awidespread
phenomenon. Larger tenantswere ableto supply many of their domestic needsfromtheir land,
but the large number of smallholders and townsmen had to buy at least some of their basic
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food requirementsof bread and ale and needed money for other commoditiesthey did not have
theresourcesto producethemsel ves, including theraw materia sfor manufacturing occupations.
It is estimated that even in rural areas of southern England around 40-50 per cent of rural
householdswere unableto feed themselvesin thelater thirteenth century.® A lucky few were
employed ayear at atime as estate servants and would be paid most of their remunerationin
grain, but even these characteristically received some cash in addition.* Workers paid at day
rates or piece rates were more likely to be paid mostly in cash.

Thegrowth of amonetized economy during thethirteenth century can bereliably captured
from some of the evidence available to us. The amount of money in circulation per head of
the populationincreased rapidly betweenthe 1170sand 1311, asaresult of influxes of silver,
by way of trade with Flanders and Germany, from mining centres in central Europe.® The
stock of coinagein circulation rose from about £25,000 on average in the late Saxon period,
and perhaps £37,500 on average in the reign of William I, to about £550,000 in 1279, and
about £2,100,000 in 1319.% The Scotsintroduced their own currency in 1136, and itsvolume
is estimated to have increased within little more than a century of its introduction to about
£50,000-£60,000 in 1250 and £130,000—£180,000 in 1280.” One of the most spectacular
indices of the volume in currency is the evidence produced by S. E. Rigold relating to the
archaeological recovery of small change lost accidentally, rather than wealth deliberately
hoarded. This showsthat finds of coinage from the period 1279-1351 are over eleven times
more numerous than those from late Anglo-Saxon and Norman England (Table 2.1). This
increaseisnot the sameasanincreasein average money incomes, sincemoney circulates. Nor
doesit correspond to an increasein purchasing power, since prices rose during the thirteenth
century. But it implies an increasing use of money in everyday life, to the point that it is
difficult to conceive how any household, except perhapsin the farthest north and north-west
of Britain, could live without making use of money for some essential transactions.

A good deal of petty trade, much of it involving barter, occurred between neighbours, and
outside any formal institutional structure. Even larger transactions, where they involved bulk
purchases of wool or grain from rural producers, were ‘farm-gate’ sales.2 One of the most
striking features of twelfth- and thirteenth-century commercial devel opment, however, was
the creation of an extensive structure of marketing institutions, all of which depended upon
monetized trade, and most of which involved the collection of tollsand stallagerentsin cash.
In much of Britain — the four northernmost English counties, Wales, and Scotland — the
formal network of tradewaslargely limited to market towns, many of which were designated
burgi (boroughsin English, burghsin Scots). Thiswas perhaps largely the result of the fact
that in these parts fewer people were trade dependent, and less money was in circulation.
These circumstances were compounded, however, by political intervention. In the Palatinate
of Durham the bishops resisted authorizing any markets other than their own. In Scotland,
David | and his successors gave royal burghsterritorial monopoliesin order to maximizethe
income from market tolls. David I, for example, gave territoria rights and tolls to the
burgesses of Rutherglen, and then, in the 1180s, William | of Scotland required that al
goods brought for sal e within those bounds should be taken first to the burgh of Rutherglen.®
Such territorial monopolies discouraged the proliferation of minor rural markets. In much of
England, by contrast, many villages with no conspicuous urban characteristics were granted



18 Richard Britnell

religious castles rura urban total
finds finds finds finds finds

€.973-1053 0.37 0.12 - 1.7 2.25
¢.1053—.1125 0.15 0.7 0.15 14 2.43
¢.1125-1180 0.5 2.0 - 2.2 45
1180-1247 2.25 2.1 0.7 3.0 8.0
1247-1279 2.7 2.7 1.0 6.7 13.0
1279-1351 7.3 9.3 1.7 9.7 28.0
1351-1412 55 13 0.83 3.8 115
1412-1464 24 25 0.4 2.6 8.0
1464-1544 4.0 1.2 0.12 0.5 6.0
Note: the average total number per decade has been calculated independently and is not
arithmetically identical with the sum of the averages from different types of site.
Source: S. E. Rigold, ‘Small change in the light of medieval site-finds', in N. J. Mayhew, ed.,
Edwardian Monetary Affairs (1279-1344), BAR 36 (1977), pp. 61, 79.

Table 2.1 Ste finds of small change dated by the period of minting, and classified by types
of site, adjusted to estimate the number of finds from each decade.

markets, presumably because there was enough buying and selling going on to justify
investing in a charter.

Landlords founded markets in order to stimulate the circulation of coin, and, in
consequence, to make it possible to increase their own money incomes —this was one aspect
of their hunger for cash. Rents were charged for stalls in the market and for the use of
distinctive market facilities like weighing apparatus. Outsiders were charged tolls on their
trade according to some regular tariff; an early list of toll charges from the new town of
Cardiff dates from the mid-twelfth century. In addition, fines were charged for offences
against market regulations. The availability of markets and fairs increased the chances that
rural tenants would be able to raise cash for sales of produce, and so pay more of their rent
in cash, and this had direct implications for the need for cash amongst ordinary village
populations. The number of new markets granted by the English Crown in each decade
reached a peak in the mid-thirteenth century, but grants continued to be numerous for a
hundred years after that.'° By the early fourteenth century almost every family in the country
was in easy reach of a market town or village market. Besides facilitating the payment of
money rents, these markets also encouraged new patterns of expenditure and consumptionin
some sectors of village society. A growth in the range of consumer goods available is more
apparent in the period after the Black Death than before, but some families must have been
switching from home-produced goods to purchased goods well before then. For those who
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migrated into towns, of course, there can be no doubt of the growing significance of lifestyles
dependent upon money and trade.

What could be bought with money by someone free to spend it? One answer is that then,
as now, it all depended who you were and where you were. Knowing what you can buy,
where you can buy it, and what it will cost, is very culturally specific.!* Oxford market in
the 1360s, spread along the four streets leading from Carfax, but chiefly along the High
Street, had separate stalls for arange of basic foodstuffs — grain, bread, vegetables, meat,
poultry, dairy produce and eggs, fish and ale. Live pigs were sold in the High Street. Other
basic househol d necessities were supplied from stalls selling timber, firewood, coal, straw,
rushes, and hay. There were also craftsmens’ and traders' stalls selling furs, cloth, mercery,
linen, hosiery, leather, leatherware, gloves, parchment (being a university town), horse-
harnesses and equipment for archery, drugs, spices, earthenware, cutlery, and scullery
ware.? Y et however superlative atown it may have been in other respects, in the matter of
local trade Oxford was not high ground. Oxford scholars were not big spenders, and this
was not a centre of conspicuous consumption. A wide range of luxury goods, investment
goods, and services were characteristically available only in towns larger than Oxford or in
major fairs.

To movefrom Oxford to London or Westminster wasto enter adifferent order of spending
and consumption, patronized by the lay and ecclesiastical nobility. The city of London had
developed asthe only large city in Britain, by the standards of Italy and France, and became
unquestionably the principal source of luxury goods for the wealthy by the later thirteenth
century. Theking and hisleading subjects had opulent houses and palaces there. Therethey
bought their jewellery, fine textiles, furs, and other valuables, to be stored in the numerous
strongly built ‘wardrobes' that lined some of the city streets up to the mid-fourteenth century
(after which their use was discontinued).* Westminster, in particular, was a major centre
both of litigation and pilgrimage, so that money wasto be made there by catering for visitors
aswell aswealthy residents. ‘ The economy of medieval Westminster’, says Gervase Rosser,
‘was based primarily upon the entrapment of the consumer.’

Oxford was amongst the wealthiest twenty English townsin the fourteenth century, and
its market was well supplied by comparison with the many smaller towns in England and
elsewhere in Britain.®® The range of goods in avillage shop today would seem wonderful in
comparison with the restricted range of products availablein the minor towns that multiplied
between the tenth and the thirteenth centuries. In a small town market one would expect to
find grain, bread, ale and wine, meat, poultry and fish, butter and cheese, shoes and some
other leather goods, cheap cloth and clothing, basketwork, some basic metal goods, firewood,
maybe salt — probably not much more. More exceptional goods might come round once a
year at fair time. A lot of other goods might be sold informally between neighbours without
therebeing aformal structurefor trading; it islikely that the second-hand market was of this
kind, to judge from the rarity of reference to it in our sources.

Several constraints closely affected how money was used for everyday trade. Onewasthe
extent to which money wasin circulation, asecond the extent to which money incomeswere
available for consumer spending, and a third was the size of the denominations in which
coins were minted.
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| Cash in circulation

By 1300 all Britain wasto some extent engaged in long-distance contacts and became more
monetized in consequence. On thewestern side the growth of townsand portswent no further
north than the ClydeValley, wheretherewere burghsat Dumbarton, Renfrew, Glasgow, and
Rutherglen. On the east coast, however, already in the twelfth century there were burghs as
far north asthe Moray Firth at Banff, Cullen, Elgin, Forres, Nairn, and Inverness, to which
Dingwall, Rosemarkie, and Cromarty were added during the century following.'¢ By that time
therewere aso small townsall round the Wel sh coast, most conspicuously along the northern
shoresof the Severn Estuary.!” The use of coinagein Walesand Scotland had beenincreasing
markedly since the early twelfth century, and by the later thirteenth it was penetrating even
in the most outlying parts of Britain. Coins are found in hoards in the far north of Scotland,
and include small change, which suggeststhat they were used for local transactions.*® Coins
of thetenth and el eventh centuries, both Anglo-Saxon and others, have been found in hoards
on thelsle of Man; by the later thirteenth century almost all the currency there was English,
signifying the growing dominance of trade with Britain rather than Scandinavia.*®* Walesdid
not haveacurrency of itsown, but English coinswerein sufficiently widespread useto allow
the Welsh Princes, and especially Llewelyn ap Gruffydd between 1267 and 1282, to impose
anincreasing burden of duesleviedin money. Theseincluded tollson trade, customsduties,
andfeesfor licencestotrade.?® After Edward I’ sconquest of Gwynedd in 1282—-3, hewasable
to impose taxes on movable wealth there, as he did in England. In 1292-3, 2,669 taxpayers
from the five commotes of Merioneth, in west Wales, contributed £566 11s. 10d. to alay
subsidy.? A survey of theking' srevenuesfrom thetownship of LIanfaes, in Anglesey, made
in March 1284 records atotal of £78 5s. 11%.d., of which £27 6s. 8d. was due from theroyal
demesne lands and awater mill, £1 6s. 8d. was from sales of labour services, £12 10s. Od.
wasfeudal duesand profitsof jurisdiction, and theremaining £37 2s. 7%d. wasrevenuefrom
burgesses and from various tolls on traffic and trade.?

There were nevertheless regional differences in the extent to which cash was available,
particularly before the twelfth century. These remain to be chartered in greater detail, but it
seems inevitable that regions with a marked outflow of marketable goods had more cash
flowing in by trade than parts of the country isolated from the main trade routes. It would be
surprising if there was as much currency per capita in the north-west as in the south-east.
Dues in kind, which had been so prominent in much of Britain and Ireland in the later
eleventh century, survived for centuriesin some parts. Because Forfar wasanormal residence
of the king, alevy called waiting or conveth, owed by the thanages of Forfar and Glamis,
was paid therein kind in 1264, and its make-up was recorded in the Scottish exchequer rolls
(Table 2.2). Even in Wales, the importance of tenant payments in produce remained higher
inthe 1290s than in most parts of south-eastern England.? Since the years around 1300 were
a high point in the volume of currency in circulation, it is unlikely that there was any
consistent longer-term trend towards the monetization of outlying regions of Britain during
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In fact, it ismore likely that regional differencesinthe
availability of cash were accentuated after 1350 as aresult of the very different opportunities
for different parts of Britain to participate in export trades. Evidence from Durham in the
late fifteenth century suggests that alarge part of the rents owed to the prior of Durham by
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histenantswas paid in kind rather than cash, and it would be interesting to establish how far
this correspondsto aregional characteristic from earlier times.?* It isnot surprising that rents
in kind remained in place in the more remote parts of Britain. In 1497 eight chalders and
eight bolls of barley were transferred by the chamberlain of the western Scottish isles of
Bute and Arran to Duncan Forestar, Enroller of Accountsto the King of Scots; Forestar paid
£3 for the conveyance of the grain to Glasgow, where it was sold.®

Despite the increase in monetary circulation, even in the most monetized zones we need
to be cautious about the extent to which money was avail able to ordinary households at any
stage during the medieval period. Around 1300 the average money income in England was
probably less than 4d. a week per person, or 20d. for a family of five — and these figures
refer to the medieval penny that was 1/240th of £1, not the modern decimal penny. They
derive from an estimated average of nationa income per capita.? But medieval incomes
were very unequal, and many families drew much of their income in agricultural produce.
We must assume, then, that for many familiestheincome averaged very much less than 20d.
aweek. Thisis amply borne out by what we know of rural incomes. Christopher Dyer has
estimated that even a better-off Midland peasant, with about thirty acres of arable land,
would only be receiving on average around 16v2d. aweek from hisfarming activities at this
time, though thiswould be in addition to farm produce retained to feed his household.?” Since
askilled craftsman’ s day wage around 1300 was commonly 3d., hisfamily would receive no

item guantity

cows 377

pigs 75

cheese 492 cogall %2 stone and 1 quartert
hens 291

malt 32 chalders and 2 bolls
barley flour 10 chalders 5 bolls
prebenda 206 clevins, 3 bolls

eds 960

* 24 from Forfar, 13%2 from Glamis.

1404 cogall from Forfar, 81 cogall from Glamis, 7 cogall from ‘Kingaltenin’, the
rest from ‘Coil’.

Source: The Exchequer Rolls of Scotland, ed. J. Stuart, G. Burnett, et a., 23 vals,
Series of Chronicles and Memorials (Edinburgh, 1878-1908), 1, pp. 6-7.

Table 2.2 Composition of waiting (conveth) from Forfar and Glamis, 1264 (excluding
arrears from previous years).
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morethan 18d. aweek in cash, even if he was regularly employed, unless other members of
the household were also earning. A labourer’ sincomewould be half of thisor less, especially
if his employment was more intermittent than that of a skilled worker.?® If the head of the
family wasin full-time employment as afarm servant, the family would receive much of its
income in the form of grain, but in that case the cash income was unlikely to be much more
than 1d. a week.

Il Cash for consumer spending

For the mgjority of the population some proportion of the money income householdsreceived
had to be reserved to pay rents and other monetary dues owed to landlords. Any estate
accounts of the Middle Ages will illustrate the extent to which straightforward transfers of
income between landlords and tenants shaped the circulation of money. Rents came at more
predictable times of the year on different estates. In the Palatinate of Durham, for example,
rents were due after the harvest at Martinmas (11 November) and again six months later at
the feast of St Cuthbert (20 March). Other tenants owed rents at three or four timesin the
year. Families could plan to sell particular things at these times, so they would have the
necessary cash. Given the insubstantial nature of many houses, they would perhaps
deliberately avoid having sums of money accumulating unnecessarily over long periods. For
thisreason, the archaeol ogical evidence of coin findsfrom village sites, asrecorded in Table
2.1, isamideading indication of the extent to which thirteenth-century peasant families used
money, both for paying rents and taxes and as traders and consumers. Their daily activities
required the handling of coinage, even though many transactions were accomplished without
the use of money.?®

During the course of the period 1200-1500 there wasalong-term tendency for the payment
of rentsto become moreand moredependent on cash. Inthethirteenth century thiswaschiefly
theresult of growing landlord power, because cashincomesallowed landlordsmoreflexibility
in how they used their incomes.* They also allowed landlordstoreplacerelatively inefficient
labour services with hired labour.® In his study of the Hundred Rolls, published in English
trandation in 1956, Eugene Kosminsky concluded that by 1279 money rent predominated
over labour rent, even in Midland England, where the labour services of serfs were most
developed.® In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the same trend was maintained for
different reasons. It was more advantageous for tenantsto pay money rentsthan to givetheir
increasingly valuable labour time, and the difficulty of finding and retaining tenants meant
that landlords had a powerful inducement to respect tenants’ wishes.

Taxes were paid irregularly, and it must often have been a matter of chance whether
families had been able to plan ahead to pay them. Already in the eleventh century the English
Crown was able to levy enormous sums from its subjects in the form of geld, which was a
property tax. Some of the most extraordinary demands were those made by early eleventh-
century kings to pay tribute to the Danes; a single geld, we are told, could raise over
£20,000. The sums recorded by the chroniclers are so large that there is some uncertainty
about whether they can bereliable. Certainly, if their accounts are true, taxation must have
been more oppressive then than at any later period.®® Geld continued to belevied, at differing
rates and with varying frequency, until 1162.3* Landlords were responsible for passing
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upwards the taxes due from the lands of their unfree tenants, but the tenants were doubtless
the oneswho ultimately paid. A similar tax, later called common aid, was being collected in
Scotland by the 1170s, though it was neither heavy nor required very often.®

With the growth of monetary circulation, tax systemswere modified by various stratagems
designed to catch commercial incomes. Edward | greatly developed the use of taxes on
movable property, including tradable goods, which greatly facilitated the taxation of the
kingdom’ sgrowing urban populations. Under Henry 111 there were only four lay subsidieson
movables (1225, 1232, 1237, 1269), but Edward | levied nine, of which three were before
1294 (1275, 1283, 1290), and six after (1294, 1295, 1296, 1297, 1301, 1306). These six
subsidiesin the space of the fifteen yearsfrom 1294 to 1306 raised in all £292,146, implying
an average annual total of about £19,476 raised in this way.* These sums had to be paid in
coin. There seem to have been no equivalent taxes in Scotland, where the Crown depended
through the thirteenth century on occasional aids and tallages. Both English and Scottish
Crowns also took advantage of the growth of monetized trade to impose substantial increases
in customs duties on overseas trade. Edward I’ s imposition of the ‘ great customs' on wool
and hides of 1275 was shortly afterwards imitated by Alexander |11 of Scotland. ¥

In 1975 J. R. Maddicott argued that theking’ staxes placed the resources of many peasants
injeopardy. Thewartimetaxation of Edward | and his successorsstruck way down the social
scaleinrural society. It was not only the rich who were taxed. The poor were supposed to be
exempt, and indeed thevery poorest, labourersand beggars, were. But the Exchequer’ sorders
defined as poor aman with lessthan 10s. worth of movable goods, the value of asingle cow,
or of two quarters of wheat. Taxation struck just at the group in village society with a small
surplusfor salewho were onthe margin of commercial farming, and ensured that the surpluses
available should be sold for the king’ sinterest rather than that of the individual. Moreover,
quite apart from the money that reached the king, collectors collected for themselves. Taxes
on movables subjected the population to awhole new range of corrupt local officialdom. In
1332 asub-taxer responsible for assessments at Hemingford Abbots (Huntingdonshire) was
said to have got his position by bribing the chief taxers for the county. Clearly there was
something in it for him. Asthis caseimplies, the chief taxersin turn expected to profit from
their office. Onecommon devicewasto refuseto accept the accounts of thevillage sub-taxers
unless they were accompanied by a gift of a shilling or two. %

It seems unlikely that in England incomes from tax and rent together around 1300 were
less than £250,000. Such payments did not significantly affect the income and expenditure
of the landowning classes, who received considerably more in rents than they themselves
paid in rents and taxes. Nor did they affect very considerably the incomes of cottagers and
labourers, whose rents were small and who rarely paid taxes. However, such payments
disproportionately reduced the disposable incomes of peasant farmers — those with
characteristically between ten and forty acres of land. Christopher Dyer’ srelatively well-off
Midland peasant, whom we have seen receiving an average income of 18d. a week, would
spend an estimated 6d. aweek in rent, tallage, and other dues to the lord of the manor. That
would haveleft him 12d. aweek for spending on investment and consumption goods. In this
section of society an increasing level of rents, court fines, or taxation lowered levels of
consumption and consequently depressed standards of living. Tax levelsvaried considerably
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inthe later Middle Ages, being highest in periods of warfare, when they could significantly
depress the domestic demand for consumer goods.

111 Denominations of currency

A third problem limiting the use of money, particularly beforethelater thirteenth century, was
the problem of currency denominations. The standard coin of the period of expansioninlocal
trade from the tenth to the early fourteenth centuries was the silver penny. Around 1200 a
penny was an inconveniently large unit for retail trade. According to an assize of ae of King
John’ sreign, at prevailing prices, 1d. would buy nineor ten gallonsof ale* It wasimpossible,
in other words, to buy a pint of ale. It was correspondingly harder to buy small quantities of
meat or dairy produce. We are bound to assume that a good deal of tradein small quantities
of goodsfor household consumption wastransacted by barter between neighbours. Thiswas
aless problematic form of tradein small rural communitiesthan amid the greater anonymity
of the growing towns. But during the thirteenth century the monetary system became better
adapted to the needs of small consumers. Thiswaspartly theresult of inflation, which reduced
the real value of wages, but simultaneously made it easier to buy small quantities. The
interests of consumerswere also met by adaptationsinthe system. From 1279 the mints often
produced halfpennies, and people had the option of cutting penniesinto halves and quarters
to produce halfpenniesand farthings. Edward | declareditillegal torefusefractional currency
of this sort.** With prices as they were around 1300 this currency was reasonably
accommodating to petty retail trade. A farthing (one quarter of apenny —that is, aquarter of
aday’ swages for alabourer) would buy a standard loaf of wheaten bread —most of aday’s
subsistence for an adult. The size of aloaf varied with the price of wheat, but with pricesas
they were in 13012, a farthing would buy about a pound’s weight of bread.*! In southern
England a farthing might also buy a countryman a quarter to a half pound of butter, or six
€ggs,*? or about five pints of ale.®® This breakdown emphasizes the limited flexibility with
which apenny could be spent, even when cut into farthings, but suggests that by the end of
thethirteenth century, within alimited range of commodities purchased, the monetary system
could suit the needs of small households better than a hundred years before.

There were, however, competing interests in the matter of currency denominations. The
thirteenth-century system, while becoming better adapted to household purchases, was never
well adapted to the needs of those who handled large sums. At the upper end of society, the
silver penny was inconveniently small. In 1207 King John raised an exceptiona tax that
raised anet £57,400.# In the currency of the day, before the introduction of any coin above
the single penny, this required the collection and transportation of almost 13.8 million
pennies. The cash income of Canterbury Cathedral, even at the beginning of the thirteenth
century, was represented by 3.4 million pennies. Thisfeature of the monetary system imposed
heavy costson big earners, sinceitimplied carrying great weights of cash around the country
on horseback, and protecting them against highway robbery.

All over Europe governments were constrained, in these circumstances, to introduce coins
of larger denominations, showing apowerful tendency to privilege theinterests of merchants
and large spenders. From Edward I’ sreign awide range of coins of higher denomination was
introduced, and these grew as a share of the money stock, to the point that the interests of
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international traders were better respected than those of small consumers. Not only were
larger silver units minted — the groat and the shilling — but from the reign of Edward Il a
large proportion of the English coinage was in gold. The smallest unit of gold currency
between 1344 and 1464, the quarter noble worth 20d., represented about five dayswagesfor
alabourer and was plainly unsuitable for most household purchases. The amount of small
silver minted dropped sharply in volume in this period. Around 1422 it was only about a
tenth of what it had been ahundred years earlier.* The currency was becoming less adapted
to flexibility in retail trade; for small purchases the resort to barter may have become more
rather than less common. Thiswas all the more so because asthetotal stock of silver coinage
declined through this period, pricestended to sag.“¢ Although falling prices brought welfare
advantagesrelative toincomelevels, and implied rising standards of living for many families
inthe century after the Black Death, they complicated the use of money for small purchases.
To some extent deficiencies of small change could be made up by the use of jettons and
tokens, which became more numerous in the fourteenth century, but the acceptability of
these was inevitably restricted. To judge from the number of examples found, their number
did not increase through time in the manner we should expect if they were adequately
substituting for silver.” It seems very likely that there was an increasing resort to barter for
small quantities of produce in thefifteenth century, though it is difficult to demonstrate how
far thiswas the case. It is possible to find numerous examples of debt casesin local courts
arising from moneyless exchange that came unstuck, but it is not easy to reason from such
examples about long-term trends in methods of payment.

MONEY AS A MEASURE OF VALUE

Not all the sums cited in medieval records represent actual payments of cash. Money was
often used asameasure of value, supplying acommon denominator to define obligationsthat
would in fact be transacted in other ways. This was probably the case, for example, with
many of the money values of manors cited in Domesday Book; the fact that a property was
worth a particular sum to a lessee did not mean that a lord could not reserve payment in
grain, meat, or dairy produceif that would suit him better. The statement of value asamoney
sum gave flexibility in this case, because it meant the landlord could contract to be paid in
avariety of ways.®®

Prices in this sense could also be used as measures of quality in drawing contracts of
many different kinds. When the canons of St Paul’s Cathedra in the late twelfth century
granted alife lease of Belchamp St Paul’s, in Essex, to Richard Ruffus, they specified that
when the manor should revert to them there should be el ghteen oxen, worth 3s. 0d. each, and
six plough-horses of the same value. There should be eighty ewes, each worth 4d., and forty
pigs, of the same value, and so on.* Without the availability of money asameasure of value
it would have been extremely laborious to draw up such a contract, since it would have
meant describing the quality of the beasts with lengthy detail. There are numerous waysin
which it was advantageous for contracts anticipating future transactions to make comparable
use of prices as measures of quality. Shortly before 1315 John du Bois acquired land in
Haswell (Durham) for which he was obliged to give annually to the granter a pair of spurs
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worth 6d.%° At Durham in 1350 Thomas Cokside granted his kinsman John Fossour land in
Seaham and Seaton until the time when John should be preferred to a benefice worth twenty
marks.® In 1439 John Halton and his wife contracted, in exchange for land at Heath
(Derbyshire), to maintain John Herresoun in necessities for the rest of his life and at his
death to provide for his mortuary acow worth 7s. 0d.5? The chief drawback of valuationsin
contracts of this kind was the risk that prices would change, so that the stipulated value no
longer represented the expected quality.

The principle of monetary evaluation was explicit in the taxes on movable goods
increasingly used by the English Crown from the late twelfth century. Aslong as the sums
raised depended upon real assessments rather than fixed historical data— that is until 1334
—each taxpayer’ s movabl e goods were assessed as the basis for the sum owed payableto the
king. Madog ap Dafydd at Aberffro (on Anglesey) in 12923, for example, was assessed by
the taxers, Tudur Gam and Dafydd Gethyn, on three cows worth 3s. 4d. each, one three-
year-old plough-beast worth 2s. 6d., a two-year-old plough-beast worth 2s. 0d., and a
crannock of flour worth 2s. 0d. He owed a fifteenth of the total sum in tax to the king.%®
Similar assessments were being made all over north Wales and the whole of England. The
law courts, too, made regular use of money as ameasure of value in the process of assessing
losses resulting from theft or deception. At the Justice’s Court at Flint in 1283, for example,
awidow sued seven Welshmen for murdering her husband and stealing sixteen sheep, eleven
oxen and cows, clothes and other goods worth in all £8, a sum which the court allowed her
to recover.> In Colchester, about Easter 1394, as she later alleged in the borough court,
Cecily, wife of Richard of Colne, gave russet cloth worth £1 16s. 0d. to John Bertlot the
fuller to be fulled; she said he had not returned it.® Vauation was also important in the
procedure by which defendants were pressed to appear in court to answer charges against
them in private litigation. Courts did this, characteristically, by seizing goods from the
defendant, which were valued by the court and ultimately — if the distraint failed to achieve
the desired result — these goods could be sold to satisfy the claims against him.

As ameasure of value, money was expressed in forms that bore little relationship to the
actual currency in circulation. All through the period, systems of valuing and accounting
used monetary units that did not correspond to any coin. Until 1489, when Henry VII first
minted a* sovereign’ as equivalent to £1, the pound sterling (240 pence, or 20 shillings), the
mark (180 pence or 13s. 4d.) and the shilling (12d.) were al merely accounting units. Their
usein accountswas erratic. Because they were merely notional units, accountants were quite
uninhibited about writing down such sumsas ‘50 shillings', instead of £2 10s., or * 20 pence’
instead of ‘1s. 8d.".

MONEY AS A STORE OF VALUE

In the Middle Ages, as how, money served as a store of value for those able to accumulate
and save, but this use of coin must have been of minor importance for alarge section of the
population. Prevailing levels of poverty did not allow significant savings for most families,
and even over a short period the insecurity of peasant houses argued against storing coin
unnecessarily. It isdifficult to provethe point, but it islikely that most familiesrealized cash
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at the point when they needed it —that is, when rents fell due, or when there were essential
purchasesto be made. Thiswill partly explain why priceswere so low immediately following
the harvest each year. Many farmers had to sell produce at that point, rather than wait until
pricesrose later in the year, in order to have cash to pay rent at Michaelmas or Martinmas.
The cash they raised would have passed rapidly through their handsinto the coffers of their
landlord. Even townsmen probably retained only small sumsof cash. Thereis some evidence
to thiseffect —though its precise significanceis uncertain —from somelocal tax assessments.
Townsmen were sometimes taxed on ‘treasure’, which included coin. This evidence shows
that precious metals were kept in forms other than coin —in spoons, cups, rings, and other
personal adornment — but that only a minority of urban taxpayers was assessed on this sort
of wealth. At Colchester in 1301 only 147 out of 389 taxpayers had any sort of ‘treasure’,
and thisrepresents an even smaller proportion of thetotal population, since probably half the
town’s households were too poor to be taxed. Only 59 taxpayers were taxed on coin, to a
total value of £16 8s. 6%2d.%

Thefact that even relatively ordinary people might neverthel esstry to accumulate savings
is suggested by the survival of numerous coin hoards of modest size. About 200 hoards of
coins minted before 1500 are known from Scotland, most of which are very small. One of
thelargest, the Langhope hoard, perhaps buried in 1356, contained about 4,000 pennies (£16
13s. 4d). Two identical fourteenth-century hoards, each of 704 pennies (almost all English)
werefound in the eighteenth century twelve miles apart at I nverarity (Angus) and Longforgan
(Perthshire), and seem to represent two shares of a single accumulation of cash.*

Amongst the wealthier sections of society, however, much larger sumswere accumul ated.
The avaricious hoarding of treasure was acommon all egation against kings and their leading
subjects.%® Sometimes the wealthy entrusted the safeguarding of their wealth to others. The
Knights of the Temple, until their suppression in 1312, were willing to keep valuables on
behalf of others, and were employed for this purpose even by kings.® In the later thirteenth
century, Italian merchants also assumed such responsibility. The Bardi and Perruzzi
companies held between them £5,886 7s. 8d. in the name of Hugh Despenser the Y ounger
in September 1324.% In instances where cash was entrusted to others some at least of the
savings were probably mobilized by those guaranteeing their safety, since both Templars
and Italian merchant companies lent money as well as accepting deposits.

More commonly, however, royal and aristocratic accumulation meant the amassing of
hoarded cash. At al times, large but varying sums of cash were stored away by those
landlords wealthy enough to be able to secure them. Savingsin coin remainedidliein barrels,
sacks, or chests stored in strong-rooms in castles and monasteries. Kings accumulated in
anticipation of urgent necessity, often in strongholds other than their central treasury. Henry
| had funds stored in cathedrals, monasteries and even, perhaps, in the custody of urban
treasuries.’! He was said to have left coin of good quality to the value of nearly £100,000
(24,000,000 pennies) at his death in 1135.%% |n preparation for war in France in 1205 and
1206, King John accumulated cash at provincial treasuries at Bristol, Exeter, and
Porchester.® Between July 1207 and the spring of 1208 he was able to transfer £44,333 6s.
8d. (10,640,000 pennies) from Winchester to provincial treasuries at Devizes, Marlborough,
Nottingham, Salisbury, Exeter, and Bristol.* Prominent lay men and ecclesiastics, too,
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accumulated large idle funds. Adam Stratton, no nobleman but Chamberlain of the
Exchequer, had £12,666 17s. 7d. in accumulated cash in his house, following his disgrace
in 1290.% At his death in 1376, Richard Fitzalan, Earl of Arundel, left the sum of £60,240
in cash, distributed between a coffer in Arundel Castle, chests at St Paul’s, London, and
other deposits at his estates in the March of Wales.®
These examplesimply that at any given moment there were thousands of pounds’ worth
of currency lying idle in safe-keeping, awaiting the day when they would be needed for
funding a dowry, purchasing lands, funding a building project, or financing a military
expedition. The size of this reserve defies any close analysis. It presumably contracted in
wartime, when large numbers of wealthy men would be equipping themselves for
campaigning. But, in general, the way it responded to changing events and circumstances
can only be surmised. Monetary historians are obliged to reckon with it in explaining
changes in the money supply, since the independent effect of hoarding or releasing cash
could significantly affect the volume of currency actually in circulation.’” So athough
restricted in its forms and its operations in comparison with the modern world, medieval
money neverthel ess had the power to move the economy in complex and sometimes barely
comprehensibleways.
University of Durham
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Chapter 3

The English currency and the commercialization of
England before the Black Death

Martin Allen

Theword ‘revolution’ isamuch over-used historical term, but the development of trade and
finance by Italians during a ‘long thirteenth century’ from the late twelfth century to the
early fourteenth century can justifiably be called a commercial revolution. In England this
was also aformative period of commercialization.! Theincreasing use of money inrentsand
wages by a growing population supported an expanding network of markets and fairs,
increasing demand for [uxury goods from the recipients of rents, and rising taxation. The
growth of London and other urban centres was accompanied by the development of urban
commerce and trade in agricultural produce for urban consumption. The institutional
framework of commercialization was devel oped through the local and national regulation of
trade, financial legislation, and the spread of written accounts and commercial documenta-
tion. England’'s international trade expanded, bringing it into contact with the Italian
commercial system, and the size of the currency increased enormously.? Peter Spufford has
argued that substantial increasesin the currency, combined with the development of credit,
had a crucial role in the commercial revolution, and that the expansion of the currency in
many parts of Europe was accompanied by fundamental changes in the organization of
coinage production.® This paper will assess the contribution of the English currency to the
commercialization of England between the late twelfth century and the 1340s, leaving the
assessment of the contribution of credit to others:*

Spufford has argued that the expansion of coinage production in the period of the
commercia revolution was characterized by a transition from relatively small moneyers
workshops to ‘factory mints', which had larger and more continuous outputs, buildings
provided by the State, increasing documentation of business, and specialization of function
in the work-force.® Factory mints were often operated by entrepreneurs from Tuscany,
Lombardy, and Provence, as happened in England at various times from the late thirteenth
century.® John Brand critically examined the concept of factory mintsin the context of the
development of the English coinage, suggesting that England had such mints from no later
than Henry 11’ srecoinage of 1180-2, owing nothing to Italian influence.” Between thereign
of Henry Il (1154-89) and the arrival of the Black Death in England in 1348 the English
coinage was wholly or partly recycled by recoinages on six occasions, in 1158—c.1160,
1180-2, 12057, 1247-50, 127981, and 1300. In the recoinage of 1180-2 there is
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documentary evidence for the replacement of separate moneyers' workshops by a centralized
mint premises in Winchester, which may have been part of a more general policy in this
recoinage.® Pamela Nightingale has suggested that the London moneyers had one mint
premisesfrom 1158, on the evidence of coins showing that they sometimes shared the use of
coin dies, but Barrie Cook has been more cautious in arguing that the sharing of dies by
London moneyersin the recoinage of 1180-2 is not decisive evidence of the existence of one
centralized mint.® The Winchester and Canterbury moneyers certainly had separate
workshops during the coinage of 1158-80.1° Another prominent feature of the recoinage of
11802 was its national system of salaried exchangers, taking the administration of mint
profits out of the hands of the moneyers. Until 1180 the moneyers were responsible for the
profits of exchanging new coinsfor silver offered by mint customers, and it is possible that
some of the men described as moneyersin documentary sources whose names do not appear
on coins may have been solely employed as exchangers.™ The national system of exchangers
ended with the termination of the recoinage in 1182, but the king’s mint profits were
centrally administered through the Exchequer from the 1190s.22 Derek Allen’ sreconstruction
of the king's sources of revenue from the mints between 1158 and 1180, based upon the
Exchequer’s piperolls, led him to the conclusion that Henry 11’ s assured income from the
coinage in this period was no more than about £100 per annum, and that the true profits of
minting were diverted to the King for thefirst timein 1180.%® Nightingal e has argued, on the
contrary, that Henry 11 would not have tolerated a significant loss of income from the
coinage before 1180, and that he probably received a direct profit or ‘seignorage’ from
salaried moneyers between 1158 and 1180, paid into the Chamber without surviving record.*
She has also suggested that the reform of 1180 was prompted by arisein mint outputsin the
1170s, which would have increased the size and importance of mint profits.®® The exact
nature of the administration of mint profits before 1180 may be a matter of debate, but it is
undeniable that the recoinage of 1180-2 initiated a period of fundamental change in the
administration of the English mints and their profits.

Henry 11’ s contribution to the development of the English coinage was not restricted to
changes in the administration of mint profits and the centralization of the activities of
moneyers. He twice made a clean sweep of the moneyersin office, in 1158 and 1180, and
he progressively reduced the number of mints.®® Thirty mintswere engaged in the recoinage
of 1158-¢.1160, but only ten mints were allowed in the recoinage of 1180-2.1" Between
1158 and 1180 Henry Il had relentlessly eroded local minting rights.’® There was some
relaxation of this policy after Henry’s death in 1189, but from the thirteenth century the
number of mintsin operation between recoinages was hormally no morethan four.”® Thisis
in marked contrast to the situation in parts of thirteenth-century Europe, where an expansion
of the currency was often accompanied by a proliferation of mints, many of them under
ecclesiastical, feudal, or civic control.® In thirteenth-century England some ecclesiastical
minting rights were allowed, but there were no autonomouslocal coinages.? The commerce
of London was always served by aroyal mint, and the Canterbury mint was well placed to
receive silver imported through cross-Channel trade, but most of the kingdom was
geographically remote from a mint most of the time, which cannot have been in the best
interests of many people needing to exchangetheir silver for new coins. The number of mints
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usually rose during recoinages, which greatly increased the demand for the services of the
mints, but the locations of the temporary recoinage mints were not necessarily chosen with
the needs of commerce in mind. In the 1180-2 recoinage the Winchester mint may have
served the needs of the royal treasury in the city, and other mints then and later may have
been established for various administrative or political reasons.?? Some of the mintsin the
12057 recoinage may have been opened at theinitiative of individuals offering money for
the right to farm exchanging profits, which might be represented as a response to the needs
of commerce, but that would have been exceptional.Z Richard of Cornwall, who had a
leading role in the administration of the recoinage of 1247-50 in return for aloan to his
brother Henry 111, seems to have used his influence to establish alargely superfluous mint
at his feuda caput of Wallingford, when the mint in Oxford might have sufficed for the
needs of the area®* The Riccardi of Lucca, who as bankers and creditors of Edward |
administered exchanges in the recoinage of 1279-81, did not have any such influence over
mint organization, nor did the Frescobaldi of Florencein asimilar situation in the recoinage
of 1300.% In both cases, the administration of the king's mints was effectively separated
from that of the exchanges, and the coins were produced under the direction of mint-masters
not connected with the Italian companies. In the 1300 recoinage Italians were able to buy
large quantities of foreign coinsfor resale to the English exchanges and eventual recoinage,
and presumably this activity was more geographically dispersed and responsive to customer
demand than the kingdom’ s limited number of mints and exchanges.?®

Changes in the organization of the English mints did not necessarily have a beneficial
effect upon England’ s economic devel opment, nor were they intended to do so. It isarguable
that the principal object of mint administration was the efficient collection of the king's
profits. Government policy towards the currency itself generally showed a commitment to
the protection of itsintrinsic value and uniformity, and the enforcement of auniform currency
sustained the king' s profits by obliging importers of foreign silver coins to take their coins
to an English mint. The maintenance of theintrinsic value of the English currency protected
its reputation abroad, which would be in the best interests of both the king and his subjects
when they made payments overseas, and might also promote England’ sinternational trade.
According to the chronicler Thomas Wykes, foreign merchants were deterred from coming
to England by the bad state of the currency before the recoinage of 1279-81.7" (See Figs. 4
and 5.) Thirteenth-century sources provide evidence of a widespread assumption that a
strong currency was needed to maintain the stability of the economy and social order, and
that aweak currency was asign of disorder and weak kingship.?® The weight of the English
silver penny was maintained throughout the thirteenth century close to the theoretical
standard of 240 pennies to the Tower pound, and in 1247 a general council at Oxford
debating the state of the currency rejected advice that the standard of fineness of the coinage
should be altered, as in France and elsewhere.?® It was only in the most extreme
circumstances, during asevere recession in mint output in the 1330s, that a debased coinage
of reduced fineness was temporarily introduced. (See Fig. 14.) This desperate expedient of
133543 was restricted to halfpennies and farthings only, and there were no more English
debasements until the 1540s, if debasement is strictly defined as reduction of fineness.® The
only concession to the economic forces undermining the strength of the currency was the
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gradual reduction of theweight standard from 1344, in responseto along-term declinein the
weights of coinsin circulation.®

Fromthereign of Henry Il there were many attemptsto protect the currency from various
threats, including clipping, forgery, infiltration by foreign coins, and loss by export.®
Between the 970s and the mid-twelfth century there had been regular recoinagesat intervals
of only afew years, but the abandonment of this system by Henry 1l had the unfortunate
consequence of the accumul ation of bad money over long periods, and currency crimes such
as clipping and forgery became a greater problem. Counterfeiting, which was equated with
the treasonable falsifying of the king's seal, was now a capital offence, dealt with by the
king's courts instead of the shire courts. Clipping (removing silver from the edges of the
coins to melt down and sell) was prominent amongst the monetary offences listed in the
justices' articlesin eyre from the late twelfth century, and by the reign of Edward | (1272—
1307) it wasincreasingly treated as acapital offence.® The recoinages of 1205—7, 1247-50,
and 1279-81 were each precipitated by an epidemic of clipping, in spite of the severity of
the law.* Before thefirst of these recoinages clipped money was prohibited by |etters patent
of 9 November 1204, and an assize of 26 January 1205 regulated the exchange of clipped
and lightweight coins.® On this occasion the Jews were singled out for harsh punishment if
they werefound to have clipped coins, and they were often regarded asthe principal culprits
of clipping later.® There was a particularly severe epidemic of clipping between 1275 and
1278, which had serious consequences for England’s Jewish population. The Statute of
Jewry’ s new limitations on money-lending seemsto have encouraged many Jewsto turn to
clipping at thistime, although Christian goldsmiths and mint officials were also prominent
amongst those arrested for clipping and other coinage offencesin November and December
1278.3 On 5 January 1279 three special commissions of oyer and terminer were appointed
to investigate coinage offences, and at least 269 Jews and 61 Christians were executed.®®
The recoinage of 1279-81 ended the epidemic of clipping, athough it was considered
necessary to issue aproclamation in 1280 to prohibit clipping of the new money.* (See Figs.
7-10.)

Until 1279 the silver penny was the only coin regularly struck by the English mints. (See
Figs. 1 and 4.) The epidemic of clipping in the 1270s caused concern about the intrinsic
value of halfpennies, as they were produced by cutting a penny in half, and silver could
easily be removed from the cut edgein the process as well asfrom the rest of the edge. (See
Fig. 5.) Large numbers of clipped halfpennies seem to have beenin circulation in 1277 and
1278, as records of debts incurred in London at this time often specify payment in good
halfpennies.® This problem was finally solved by the issue of round farthingsin 1279 and
round halfpennies in the following year. (See Figs. 9 and 10.) There had been a previous
attempt to replace the kingdom’ s cut halfpenniesand farthingsin 1222. A writ of 21 February
1222 announced that only round hal fpennies and farthings would be allowed to be used from
17 April, and diesto make these coinswere supplied to the London mint-officialsin February
and March.** The moneyers were apparently not provided with compensation for the extra
cost of producing the new denominations in comparison with the cost of producing fewer
pennies from agiven weight of silver, and the attempted innovation failed. No examples of
this coinage were known until the late 1980s, and the great rarity of the surviving coins (see
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Fig. 2) isanindication of the issue’ slack of success.* The mint-masters were compensated
for the extra cost of producing round halfpennies and farthingsin the recoinage of 1279-81,
and the new coins were successfully introduced on this occasion, but it is possible that the
numbers produced were insufficient to satisfy the public demand for small change.®® The
issue of round halfpennies and farthings, and of the silver groat (4d.) introduced in 1279,
was stopped at the end of the recoinage in 1281, and no more groats were produced until
1351.4 (See Fig. 16.) Peter Spufford has suggested that the groat failed in the thirteenth
century because its value was too great in relation to wages, and that it was significantly
more useful to wage-earners in 1351, as wages had substantially increased since 1279.%
Halfpennies and farthings were always useful to wage-earnersand in general commerce, and
the minting of them resumed in 1285 or 1286.% After 1279 merchants and others needing
small change for transactions less than a penny could no longer make their own by cutting
pennies, asthey may have done before, although the progressive reduction of the purchasing
power of the penny itself through inflation would have increased its usefulness in small
transactions. It has been suggested that copper-alloy jettons (see Fig. 17), originally intended
for use in accountancy, may have had a secondary use as small change in late medieval
England.*” The ubiquity of jettons asfindsfrom archaeol ogical excavations and other sources
would seem to support this suggestion, although the documented use of jettons in board
games might be an explanation for many of these finds.”® The manufacture of English jettons
seemsto have begun in thel1280s as a sideline of the London mint for the use of government
departments, with private manufacture of jettons and their use by merchantsin accountancy
soon becoming increasingly common, particularly after 1300.#° They often resembled the
English penny in size, and to a certain extent in design, but they were made of brass, and
they usually had acentral partial piercing to prevent them from being passed off as pennies.
Pewter ‘pictorial’ tokens (see Fig. 18), the manufacture of which probably beganin London
inthethird quarter of the thirteenth century, may have had arolein minor transactions.® The
uses of base-metal tokensin various parts of medieval Europe included their use as tickets
for charitable doles and the payment of wages, the recording of duties performed, tax and
merchandise recei pts, and membership passes.®t

England’ s stock of small change was often supplemented by foreign coins, which served
a useful economic function in this way, but which also posed a threat to the much-prized
uniformity of the English currency.>? The English silver currency seemsto have been free of
foreign coins for about three decades from the recoinage of 1180-2, but Irish and Scottish
coins entered the currency ¢.1210, followed by German and French coins after ¢.1215.5
Following the recoinage of 1247-50 the currency was supplemented by new supplies of Irish
and Scottish coins, continental imitations of English pennies or sterlings, and small numbers
of other foreign coins.> The recoinage of 127981 temporarily eliminated foreign coins, but
in 1284 the Statute of Money (revised and reissued in 1291) showed official concern about
the infiltration of the new currency by lightweight sterling imitations, requiring the
examination of coins entering the kingdom.*® John de Bourne had been appointed in 1283 to
search for false and clipped money at Dover and Sandwich, but thiswas evaded by merchants
who diverted their trade to other ports.® A national system of searchers was instituted in
1284 to check money for lightweight and false coins, particularly at ports, and this system
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continued with limited success until the 1290s.>” An account of the clerk of the customs at
Newcastle upon Tynein 1295 records examinations of the coins used for customs payments,
which may have been visually examined to check for obviously foreign coins, and then
weighed in bulk to detect lightweight coins.® The influx of continental sterlings (generally
known as pollards and crockards — see Figs. 11 and 12) became a flood in the late 1290s,
and eventually Edward | was obliged to take decisive action.®® In May 1299 the Statute of
Stepney introduced a new prohibition on the import of foreign silver coins. The value of
pollards and crockards was reduced to a halfpenny from Christmas Day 1299, and their use
was prohibited altogether from 10 April 1300.%° By the end of 1300 they had been effectively
removed from circulation by arecoinage.s! Large-scale production of continental sterlings
copying the English penny resumed about 1310, and by the 1340s these coins (see Fig. 13)
were widely perceived to be amajor threat to the strength of the English currency, although
hoards seem to indicate that they never constituted more than a small percentage of the
sterlingsin circulation.®?

The Statute of Money of 1284 required payments from abroad to be checked in units of
Bs., weighing in bulk to detect the presence of lightweight coins, and testing the weights of
individual coinsif a deficiency was found. A lead weight has been found that could have
been used to check 5s. in pennies at the weight standard current in 1284, and there are many
surviving coin balances or ‘tumbrels’ that were evidently intended to check the weight of a
penny at the weight standards of various periods between 1279 and the early sixteenth
century .5 It would bewrong to conclude that coinswere alwaysweighed during transactions,
but weighing was an option that was available if there was public concern about the weight,
and hence the intrinsic value of the currency, as a consequence of the presence of foreign
coins, clipping, or unavoidable wear. The average weight of penniesin hoards, which might
be assumed to be the best and heaviest coinsin circulation, dropped to about 90 per cent of
the official standard by the 1330s or 40s.% The minting of pennies virtually ceased in the
1330s, and the mint indenture of 4 December 1343 that revived their production tacitly
acknowledged the deterioration in weight of the currency by requiring only that the new
coins should be struck at the same weight as those commonly current. On 9 July 1344 the
weight standard was fixed at 266 pennies to the Tower pound of silver, increased to 268
penniesin 1345, and 270 in 1346 (equivalent to 91.4, 90.7, and 90.0 per cent of the weight
of 1279).%

At the same time as the English silver currency was being eroded by loss of weight and
infiltrated by foreign coins, it was also losing good English coins by export, in spite of
repeated official attempts to stem the flow. Marion Archibald has estimated that about
£1,000,000—£1,100,000 of the English coinage was lost between 1247 and 1279, and hence
not available for recoinage from 1279.% This would imply an average annual wastage rate
of over £30,000 per annum. If Archibald’' sestimateis even approximately correct, it indicates
an enormous loss from a silver currency that may have consisted of less than £500,000 in
1247, and about £800,000-£900,000 by 1282.5” Some of the wastage of currency between
1247 and 1279 must be attributed to hoarding, accidental loss, and melting for non-monetary
uses, but loss by export must also have been a major factor, as English coins were widely
used in parts of continental Europe in the thirteenth century.%® Losses of English coins
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continued after 1279, and some of these losses occurred immediately after minting, owing to
the demand for English coins abroad.®® | have estimated that the English silver pennies
minted in 1279-c.1282 suffered an average annual wastage rate of about 2 per cent between
1282 and 1290, and over 3 per cent in the next nine yearsto 1299.7 Michael Prestwich has
calculated that the government itself exported about £350,000 for military expenditure
between 1294 and 1298." Nevertheless, in 1299 the Statute of Stepney (which was
principally concerned with the import of pollards and crockards) included a ban on the
export of all silver coin, plate, and bullion.” In the first half of the fourteenth century the
export of English silver was prohibited on many occasions, although licensesfor export were
often granted.” Non-governmental exports of English coins and official attemptsto prevent
them continued into the fifteenth century and beyond, but they might be regarded as an
inevitable conseguence of thevitality of England’ s commerce and the enterprise of merchants,
and not the unmitigated calamity assumed by the king and his advisors.

The government was sometimes the main cul prit in the export of coinage, and it could also
control a large part of England’s domestic stock of currency.”™ Michael Prestwich has
estimated that in 1294-5 the wardrobe receipts alone were equivalent to over 10 per cent of
the currency, and that the king had a quarter of the currency at his disposal.”™ Prestwich has
argued that this was exceptional, and that the impact of royal demands for money was
normally reduced by theimmediate spending of revenues where they wereraised, and by the
diversion of money to creditors and other beneficiaries. Large royal reserves of cash may
have been rare, but the process of raising and spending revenue redistributed wealth and was
an important mechanism for the circulation of the currency, for example, in the transfer of
substantial sums to Wales and Scotland in the reign of Edward 1.7

Henry 1II's accumulation of gold coins and bullion in the 1240s and 1250s was an
exceptional process, with an egually exceptional sequel. From the mid-twelfth century
Byzantine gold bezants and gold dinars and double dinars (oboli and denari de musc’) of the
Almohads of Spain and North Africa seem to have had a limited circulation in England,
supplemented by a few Italian augustales of the Emperor Frederick Il from the 1230s.”
Between 1243 and 1253, and again in 1254-8, Henry 111 deliberately accumulated a gold
treasure in coins and bullion.” The treasure of 1243-53 was spent on the expenses of the
Gascon campaign of 12534, and much of the treasure of 1254-8 was sold between 1259
and 1261.” In 1257 Henry |11 introduced agold penny, with anominal value of twenty silver
pennies, to convert some of the bullion in his treasure into a form that could be spent (see
Fig. 3).%° David Carpenter has estimated that about 80,000 gold pennies were produced,
which would have had anominal value of 10,000 marks (£6,666 13s. 4d.), but the new coin
was not a success.®! In November 1257 the mayor and citizens of London complained that
the issue of the gold pennies had reduced the price of gold, and that they were very harmful
to the kingdom, particularly in the case of poor people whose goods were not worth one gold
penny. The King conceded that nobody should be obliged to take the new coin, and that it
could be exchanged for 19%2d. in silver.82 When the surviving wardrobe accounts resumein
July 1258, after a gap that startsin May 1256, gold pennies were being sold for silver and
not paid out.®2 London's commerce was not yet ready for a gold coin with a fixed value
independent of the relative market values of gold and silver, and it would never be possible
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in medieval England to maintain a bimetallic currency entirely unresponsive to the ratio of
market val ues between the two metals. In the early fourteenth century England became more
accustomed to gold coinage, through the import of large quantities of florins and French
gold, which were particularly suitablefor international payments, large internal transactions,
and accumulations of wealth.®* The exchange rates of foreign gold coinsin terms of English
silver were volatile in the late 1330s and early 1340s, and the first of two English gold
coinageslaunched in 1344 failed because it was based on avaluation of thegold in theflorin
(3s.) that had been established before afall in the price of gold.® The second gold coinage
of 1344, which introduced the noble valued at 6s. 8d. (see Fig. 15), eventually succeeded,
beginning a new era for England’s currency on the eve of the Black Death.

Thevolume of the currency may have had agreater effect upon the economic development
of England in the period of the commercial revolution than its physical forms or the
organization of itssupply. It can be estimated that the English silver currency increased from
about £30,000—£80,000 in 1158 to about £70,000-£190,000 in 1180, nearly £0.5 millionin
1247, over £1 millionin 1290, and apeak of about £1.5-£2 million between 1310 and 1331,
beforeadeclinetolessthan £1 millionin 1351.86 Gold currency only partly compensated for
the decline in the silver currency, reaching about £100,000-£200,000 in 1351.87
Nevertheless, theincreasein the volume of the silver currency since the late twelfth century
had been enormous. P. D. A. Harvey’s theory that an increase in the silver currency was a
principal cause of atwo- or three-fold inflation between 1180 and 1220, with significant
effects upon estate management and royal finances, has been extremely influential in the
thirty years since it was published.2 Nicholas Mayhew has examined the evidence for
changes in English mint output between 1180 and 1220, arguing that it supports Harvey’s
assumption that there was a large increase in the currency, based upon increasing supplies
of silver obtained through foreign trade.®® However, a recent re-examination of the subject
by Paul Latimer has questioned the possible causes and effects of inflation in 1180-1220,
and has shown that the major increasesin price levelsonly occurred in thefirst few years of
the thirteenth century.® L atimer has suggested that the reduction of theintrinsic value of the
currency by clipping before the recoinage of 1205—7, magnified in its effect by the public
perception of the bad state of the coinage, was a cause of the inflation, possibly combined
with the inflationary effects of the spending of accumulated stocks of currency.® D. L.
Farmer had noted the sharp and usually temporary rises in prices contemporary with the
recoinages of 1205—7, 1247-50, 1279-81, and 1300, which can be interpreted as market
adjustmentsto the reduced value of bad money and its subsequent €limination by recoinage.®
This phenomenon is particularly well attested in the case of the 1300 recoinage, when
pollards and crockards were refused in payments or taken only at heavy discounts, and after
this recoinage prices dropped to their lowest point in the first quarter of the fourteenth
century, by 1303/4.% The unusual failure of prices to return to former levels after 1205 is
difficult to explain, particularly if we accept J. L. Bolton's argument that King John's
temporary accumulation of large stocks of money between 1204 and 1214 may have had a
deflationary effect.® Latimer has suggested that the continuing high prices after 1205 might
have been related to a persistent lack of confidence in the currency, or a falure of the
demand for money as a store of valueto return to its previous level . It is a so possible that
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there was a significant increase in the volume of the currency after the recoinage of 1205—
7, but this hypothesis cannot be tested without reasonably precise estimates of the currency
immediately before and after the recoinage.® Bolton has argued that increasesin the currency
after 1220 had more significant economic effects than any increase in 11801220,
culminating in the unprecedented level s of government taxation and expenditurein thereign
of Edward 1. Thereisgood reason to believe that an increase in mint output and the volume
of the silver currency was a major cause of price rises between 1305 and 1310, and that a
subsequent declinein the silver currency had deflationary effects, which were most acutein
the late 1330s and early 1340s. These deductions are principally based upon coincidences
between fluctuations in monetary data and price changes, supported in the late 1330s and
early 1340s by contemporary complaints about the effects of ascarcity of money.* Nicholas
Mayhew has used regression analyses of wheat prices and yields in the thirteenth century
and first half of the fourteenth century to support the assumption that both money supply and
yields affected long-term trends in prices.*® Mayhew has also constructed ambitious models
of the English medieval economy based upon the Quantity Theory of Money to relate money
supply to price levels and other economic factors in 1086, 1300, and later dates in the
following four centuries.’® These model s do not throw any light upon the possible connections
between movementsin the size of the currency and prices before and after 1300.2* However,
it can be argued that a rapidly growing currency supported both rising prices and the
increasing number and variety of transactions that is a defining characteristic of a
commercializing economy.

Did the development of the English currency help or hinder the commercialization of
England before the Black Death? The mints greatly increased their productive capacity, but
they declined in number and became less accessible to people remote from a few urban
centres. England’ ssilver currency was based upon the penny in the early fourteenth century,
as it had been in the late twelfth century, and the introduction of round halfpennies and
farthings may have actually reduced the availability of small change. Coin-substitutes such
astokens did not yet have asignificant role in supplementing supplies of small change. The
gold penny of 1257 and the silver groat of 1279 werefailures, but an increasing presence of
foreign gold coins in the early fourteenth century heralded a new era of the use of gold
coinage in England. Epidemics of foreign silver coins and bad currency occasionally
disrupted the operation of the English economy by causing short-term fluctuationsin prices,
but in thelonger term an enormousincrease in the currency supported the commercialization
of the English economy.
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Opposite:

1. Slver penny, Short Cross coinage (1180-1247), recoinage of 1180-82.
2. Round halfpenny, Short Cross coinage, 1222.

3. Gold penny, 1257.

4. Silver penny, Long Cross coinage (1247-78), minted and clipped ¢.1275-78.
5. Silver cut halfpenny, Long Cross coinage, clipped ¢.1275-78.

6. Slver cut farthing, Long Cross coinage.

Above:

7. Slver groat, Edwardian coinage (1279-1343), recoinage of 1279-81.
8. Slver penny, Edwardian coinage, 1279.

All illustrations are twice actual size.
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9. Slver halfpenny, Edwardian coinage, 1280.

10. Slver farthing, Edwardian coinage, 1279.

11. Continental sterling (pollard), late 13th century.
12. Continental sterling (crockard), late 13th century.
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13. Continental sterling imitating the Edwardian penny, early 14th century.
14. Debased silver halfpenny, 1335-43.
15. Gold noble, 1351.
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16. Slver groat, 1351.
17. Copper-alloy jetton, late 13th century.
18. Pewter pictorial token, late 13th century.



Chapter 4

Money and credit in the economy of late medievad
England

Pamela Nightingale

Therapid growth in personal credit since the 1960s may givetheimpression that its extensive
use is amodern development created by the spread of banking in urban and industrialized
societies, and by the technology that has given us the plastic credit card. Such aview is, of
course, amisconception. Credit is recorded from the dawn of history, and medieval England
depended on it for the functioning of much of its economy. Today the expansion and
contraction of credit responds to political, economic, and especially monetary, pressures,
exerted through governments and financial institutions, and changesin its cost and volume
have wide repercussions on the economy. But in medieval England credit worked in afar
less managed economy, and was therefore less susceptible to external pressures. Does this
mean that credit then was subject to no constraint save that of the persona choice of
individual creditors and debtors? Or was it, despite the lack of any governmental, or
institutional, direction still controlled by economic and political pressuresin much the same
way as modern credit? If so, how much did these affect the way it functioned and the extent
to which it influenced the economy?

The ubiquitous use of credit in the lives of ordinary medieval peopleis clear from therecords
of judicial courts. The enforcement of debts, small and great, accounted for much of their
business, from the manorial court to those of borough and county, up to the great royal
central courts of King's Bench, Common Pleas, and Chancery. In Writtle's manoria court
at the end of the fourteenth and in the fifteenth century the majority of debts were between
2s. and 10s.! In Colchester’s borough court, despite the occasional large debt, the median
value at the end of the fourteenth century was lessthan 14s., and there were many claimsfor
under 1s.2 In Exeter’'s Mayor’'s Court in the same period the majority of the debt cases
involved sums of betweenls. and 5s.2 Some of these small debtswere symptoms of distress,
of the kind that would multiply if a poor harvest sent the price of bread soaring, or if
epidemics killed cattle and sheep. But most represented everyday transactions between
neighbours and tradesmen or loans given for investment.

Although sales credits were normally interest-free, loans of money were undoubtedly
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givento earn interest, despite the well-known teaching of the medieval Church which forbade
lending usuriously. However, by the fourteenth century the Church had redefined and
developed her teaching to permit lending at interest, provided that the rate charged was not
extortionate.* Whereas Henry |11 had found it convenient every now and then to expel his
own alien creditors on the grounds that they were Cahorsins and usurers, the English found
no difficulty in coming to terms with usury once they were the principal lenders, and few
usurers were prosecuted in Church courts. When, for example, there was a parochial
visitation of Tarvin, in Cheshire, for three days in 1317, after the worst famine in living
memory, two men were accused of usury, one of receiving half a bushel of wheat in return
for lending one peck of grain. But in both cases the accused could find enough neighbours
to vouch for their innocence.® Only the insolvent denounced their banker; the majority knew
they would need his services again.®

London’s Court of Orphans openly expected a return of 10 per cent on the orphans
assets, which wereinvested for their future, and it seemsthat such arate was not considered
to be usurious.” However, there was no such thing as acommon interest rate. Rather, it was
amatter of private negotiation between creditor and debtor, with the consequence that there
could be wide variations in the rate charged. In times when money was scarce or men were
desperateingenious schemes, called ‘ fal se chevisaunce’ which included gifts, or rent-charges,
were used to conceal interest rates of 33 per cent or more.® But to avoid investigation most
creditorsfollowed the easy method of concealing theinterest they charged by adding it to the
principal. Thus aloan of £100 at 10 per cent interest ayear would be recorded as a loan of
£110, with no mention of interest.®

Before their expulsion in 1290 the Jews had been the first resort for loans of substance
and risk, but they had become more and more impoverished as the Crown had expropriated
them, and by the time they were expelled they had little capital |eft.’® Other alien money-
lenders, like the Flemish William Cade in the twelfth century, the Cahorsins, and, |ater, the
Italians, advanced cash mostly to get their hands on the best supplies of English wool,
particularly that produced by the monasteries.** But huge though their individual advances
might be, they could never form more than the top layer of the pyramid of credit that English
people were advancing to one another. As English merchants took over the major share of
the kingdom’s wool exports from the early fourteenth century onwards, and so acquired
greater capital and ready supplies of coin, the alien merchants became less prominent as
creditors. Accordingly debtors who failed to meet their obligations had less hope that an
anti-alien riot might solve their problems.

English creditorswere not only merchants, but came from every social class, both clerical
and lay. At the heart of the government some of the biggest lenders were Chancery clerks,
in addition to the Chancellor himself.2 One suspectsthat some of their capital was borrowed
from royal receipts. There is abundant evidence that the clergy, from bishops to parochial
incumbents and humble chaplains, lent money for all sorts of concerns as investments.
Clergy inNorfolk, for example, advanced capital for the nascent cloth industry.*® In Edward
111’ sreign the Earl of Arundel had finely devel oped businessinstincts, invested widely, and
was one of the King’s chief creditors.’ Knights and gentry also lent venture capital, while
most villages had their wealthier peasants who would lend to their neighbours — some no
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doubt in the hope of profiting from their misfortunes by acquiring their land when they
defaulted on their loans.’®

One mgjor difference between the use of credit in medieval and contemporary society isthat
whereas credit grew from the 1960s because of the expansion of wealth and the devel opment
of consumerism in aworld economy where the money supply was no longer tied to precious
metals, in medieval England credit supplemented a money supply of gold and silver coins
which could not easily beincreased by government fiat. Asaconsequence, although medieva
Englishmen lived in acommercialized society with arich export trade, they found they had
to buy and sell extensively on credit because they often lacked an adeguate supply of coin.
The currency could only be expanded if a favourable balance of trade, or successful wars,
brought in new imports of coin and bullion, or, alternatively, if the royal government debased
the existing domestic coinage. The latter policy was used on the Continent but was opposed
in England, although when the shortage of coin was acute the Crown would occasionally
expand the currency by reissuing it at alower weight standard.'® Such changes, though, were
rare, and so credit played an important part in hel ping the economy to function more smoothly,
while the royal government could not survive without it.

Does this mean that the widespread use of credit wholly compensated for the deficiency
of the money supply, and that the lack of institutional control allowed it the freedom to
smooth out any monetary crises? The bankruptcy records of the eighteenth century show just
how volatile private credit wasin the hands of merchantswho were linked together financially
when there were sudden changes in economic conditions.*® Moreover, one has only to recall
what happened in the Lawson boom and the Lamont recession of the late 1980s and early
1990s to see that too much reliance on credit can exacerbate rather than smooth financial
crises. When, in the late 1980s, liquidity expanded asinterest ratesfell, the banks showered
credit on people, but when the reverse happened they moved speedily to call in their loans.
Credit had expanded as the money supply had expanded, and it contracted with it. As a
consequence, firmswent out of business, unemployment soared, anxious consumers stopped
spending, and the housing boom collapsed. Since the money supply in medieval England was
unregulated and unpredictable, it seems likely that credit, too, could increase, rather than
cure, economic instability.

Medieval economic historians are divided in their views between those who think that
credit could overcome monetary crises, and those who think that when the money supply
contracted, so, too, did credit. Professor John Hatcher and Dr Mark Bailey argue on behalf
of the former school in their recent book, Modelling the Middle Ages, when they write that
the, ‘effect of a scarcity of coin in an economy which is otherwise thriving would be an
increase in barter and credit in order to meet the needs of eager buyers and sellers short of
ready cash.” When the evidence showsthat in some periods credit did, in fact, contract, they
assert that, ‘it iswrong to claim that it did so solely or primarily as a consegquence of the
contraction in the money supply.’ Instead, they argue that it must have been not because
there was a shortage of coin, but because trade was shrinking for other reasons — which
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caused the demand for credit to fal. If there were a shortage of coin, they believe it would
not have had much impact on the economy, and certainly not on credit. A shortage of coin
would reduce prices rather than business activity, and therefore cannot be blamed for
medieval economic recessions.’® These argumentsimply that the rel ationshi p between money
and credit worked in afundamentally different way in the medieval economy from the way
it works today.

Of course, one obvious way in which the medieval economy did differ from ourswasin
the common use of barter. One might therefore assume, like the authors of Modelling the
Middle Ages, that medieval people could counteract any shortage of coin by replacingit with
barter. After all, many peasants paid their rents and dues before the fifteenth century in the
form of labour services, and they often received wagesin grain, just asthey exchanged goods
and services with each other instead of buying and selling them with coin. However, one
must remember that everyone, no matter how poor, needed at least some coin. Even when
labour services were predominant, lords still exacted some paymentsin coin for the reason
that they wanted large amounts of cash themselves to fund their taste for warfare, for
building, for good living, and to pay the king what he demanded of them. When they
increasingly substituted money rents for labour services, from the early fourteenth century,
so the peasants needed even more coin to keep their holdings and to pay the substantial entry
finesimposed when they inherited or acquired additional land.?® Since up to half of them had
not enough land to grow their own food, they had to rely either on wagesin kind or on cash
to buy it. They also needed cash to pay for market tolls and to buy goods which villages did
not normally provide, such asiron and lead farming equipment, and specialist manufactures.
The striking of halfpennies and farthingsfrom 1279, at the same time that the money supply
began to expand, strongly suggests that coin was being used more and more in small daily
transactions.?

Most of all, the Crown’ sdemand for taxes compelled peopleto acquire and keep coin. All
but the very poor had to pay thelay subsidy, or tax on movables, and the normal lay subsidy
raised over £30,000 in cash. Villagers could only acquire the coin they needed by selling
goods in local markets, or wool and grain to middlemen, with the consequence that the
economy became increasingly commercialized and monetized.?? Therolls of aroyal inquest
of 1341 record the amountsof coinwhichroyal officialsextorted from Lincolnshirevillagers.
These indicate the considerable amounts of cash that sales of even small quantities of wool
put into the hands of peasants, while thefts of coin and plate from Norfolk villages tell a
similar story.® Inthesecountiesitislikely that coin wasthe mainstay of thevillage economy.
Moreover, even when coin was in short supply it is unlikely that villagers could easily
substitute barter for cashin many of their transactions. Thekind of speculative or multilateral
exchangesthat drew peasantsout of their villagestolocal or regiona marketscould not easily
be conducted through barter. If a peasant had a surplus cow to dispose of and needed cloth,
shoes, toals, and pottery from many different craftsmen, hewould find barter aclumsy, time-
wasting process. For the samereason, barter was even less suited to the urban economy, since
townsmen generally specialized in onecraft or serviceand werefar from self-sufficient. Their
transactions were multilateral, and they needed coin as a means of exchange.

The use of barter outside the village was therefore limited, since it only worked well with
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mutually dependent and regular exchanges, such asthose where raw materialswere supplied
in exchange for finished products. Then both parties to the transaction knew what the other
needed, and they could maintain running accounts, since it was rare for the values of one
commodity to match the other. The growth of the rural cloth industry in the fourteenth
century made possible the greater use of barter in long-distance trade, as merchants were
able to deliver wool, dyes, and alum to weavers and dyers in return for the finished cloth.
Even so, cash was usually handed over at some point to strike the balance, and the weavers
and dyers still needed coin from some source to meet the monetary demands made on them
for their rents and taxes. Similarly, cash mattered to the wholesale merchants who supplied
them. If they could not obtain coin from their customers for the finished product, then they
could not continue for long to buy and distribute the raw materials and pay the workmen
before their own resources and credit dried up. Exporting merchants used credit and
exchanges of goods as much as possible in their overseas trade, but they still had to make
very substantial payments in cash for customs dues to the Crown, and for freight and
insurance, while it was not always possible to exchange the goods they exported with those
they wanted to buy. If it had been, then England would not have obtained the large amounts
of foreign gold and silver coin which had enabled it to monetize its own economy. Therefore,
the more a market economy developed, both nationally and internationally, and the more
complex and urbanized it became, the less could barter meet its needs.

The expansion of credit was obviously part of this growing complexity of the economy,
as also wastheincreased vel ocity of the coinage. The authors of Modelling the Middle Ages
refer to the Fisher equation, MV=PT (Money x Velocity = Prices x Transactions) to support
their argument that if asevere contraction of the supply of money were the dominant problem
‘thenitsfirst effect would have been to depress prices rather than economic activity, and its
second effect would have been to make the remaining money work harder by circulating it
more rapidly’, which iswhat they assert velocity would do.?* But despite its name, velocity
isnot ameasure of the physical speed with which coin changes hands, since thisis obviously
unmeasurable. Instead, velocity is atheoretical measure, deduced by dividing PT by M, of
how hard money has to work if the level of transactions is to be maintained. In this sense,
velocity in this period includes the use of credit.?® Credit in medieval England cannot be
counted as part of the money supply, because its available instruments, such as certificates
of debt or letters of obligation, unlike later banknotes, were not transferable to outside
parties, and therefore did not circulate. But, because credit enabled the money supply to
work harder and increased purchasing power, it contributed to velocity.?

If credit were capable of unlimited expansion to meet an increased shortage of coin, it
would, asthe authors of Modelling the Middle Ages believe, demonstrate that vel ocity could
unfailingly come to the rescue of a falling money supply to maintain transactions. In that
case, velocity would, asthey claim, make changesin the money supply largely irrelevant to
the performance of the economy. One might suppose that, since medieval England was
already relying heavily on credit to make up for a shortage of coin, it would not be difficult
to expand it to meet any need. Or, wasthere, in fact, astrict limit to the amount of credit that
could be given, as there is to the extent that one can stretch a piece of elastic? If so, what
determined that limit?
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Some evidence on the relative use of cash, barter, and credit in the urban and mercantile
economy of late fourteenth-century L ondon comes from arare merchant’ s account book. It
belonged to a L ondon iron merchant, Gilbert Maghfeld, and coversthe years 1390 to 1395.%
It shows that he confined barter to his dealings with his own servants and close trading
partners, including dyersin Suffolk, to whom he regularly supplied woad, alum, and ironin
return for finished cloth.?® With these men he kept running accounts, and all the partieswere
familiar with each other’s business needs. Even so, they handed over cash at intervals to
settle the accounts between them. Otherwise Maghfeld did not use barter in his retail and
wide distributive trade, and overall it accounted for less than 5 per cent of his transactions.
Moreover, it was of little help to him in the commercial crises of these years which can be
reconstructed from his book.

In the five years the book covers, the total value of all his transactions halved, and his
sales of merchandise in particular shrank until in the final year, 1394-5, they were worth
less than 3 per cent of their value in the first year.?® This decline, though, was not a steady
one. There were two critical years, as Table 4.1 shows, the first of which, 1392-3, saw the
sales of his staple product, iron, collapse. Then, after a year's partial recovery, supported
mainly by his sales of woad, he abandoned trade, apart from sales of grain from his own
estates, and he attempted to replace his income by the profits of money-lending.*® Such a
collapsein mercantile activity can best be explained either by afall in demand, such asmight
be caused by a catastrophic epidemic, or by an economic crisis, which made it unattractive
to give commercial credit and instead encouraged money-lending at interest. Plague did
return to the London area in 1389-90, but not on the scale of the previous visitations, and
the 1390s generally seem to have been freer of mortality crises than any decade since the
Black Death.® Certainly plague cannot explain the drop of more than two-thirdsin thevalue
of Maghfeld' siron sales in 1392—3, when there is no evidence of exceptional mortality.*

When Margery James published her article about Maghfeld' sbook in 1956 she specul ated
that this severe drop in sales happened because Maghfeld lost the confidence of London’s
merchants when he appeared to support Richard 11 in his conflict with the City.® Infact, City
merchants continued to deal with Maghfeld throughout the period covered by his book, and
it seems that his difficulties were not peculiar to himself, but were ailmost certainly shared
by his fellow Londoners. The cause of London's quarrel with the King, which began in
February 1392, was that the City’s merchants claimed they were too poor to give him the
money he demanded.* They blamed the Crown for two decisionswhich affected their trade.
Onewasthefreedom givenin 1388 to alien merchantsto tradein the City, and the other was
the ban on English merchants from exporting wool, which lasted from January to November
1391.% The first meant that the aliens could compete in the retail and distributive trade of
L ondonerswith the provinces, while the second meant that the profits generated by the wool
trade to Flanders, and from return cargoes, did not for that period flow into the coffers of
London merchants. This inevitably reduced their trading capital and the amount of credit
they could give, and came at a time when an increased number of bankruptcies among
prominent exporters indicates that the City’s merchant class was aready experiencing
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financial difficulties.®*® The ban on wool exports also coincided with a bad harvest, which
drove up the price of food in 1391, leaving consumers|ess money to spend on other goods.*
When the Crown added to these difficultiesin February 1392 by its new demandsfor money,
commercial confidence plunged. It isnoticeablethat from January to March 1392 Maghfeld' s
chief sales were of herring, one of the staple foods of the population.®

Anxiety on the part of both merchants and consumers showed itself in thisway infalling
salesfor all but essential goods. Thisillustrates how declining commercial confidence, or a
shortage of cash, could quickly reduce transactions, particularly for luxury goods, before it
affected prices of food and other necessities. When Maghfeld sold on credit to Margaret
Spenser, aLondon silk-woman, raw silk worth £27 18s. in March 1392, she was unable to
repay her debt, and could only hand over to him goodsworth 22s.* |t seemsthat she had used
the silk but was unable to get payment from her customers. As the year progressed,
Maghfeld’s sales of fur and wine also declined, but so, too, did his staple sales of iron.* At
the same time there was a sharp fall in the cash deposits Maghfeld received from customers
for their purchases. In the first year, 1390-91, they paid him £64 15s. cash down, or 6 per
cent of thetotal value of his sales of merchandise. In 1392—3 their cash depositstotalled £8,
or 2.5 per cent of thetotal value.** Customerswere, it seems, either short of coin or they were
hoarding it.

In these circumstances, fearful for their own cash flow, merchants, too, reduced their risks
and cut the amount of mercantile credit they advanced. In his accounting year, July 1392 to
June 1393, Maghfeld gave only £321 credit for sales of merchandise — only half that of the
previous year. At the same time merchandise accounted for no more than 50 per cent of the
total credit he advanced in 1392-3, compared with 72.6 per cent of the total credit he gave

1390-1 13912 1392-3 13934 1394-5
Total value of transactions| £1476 £1135 £636 £1181 £720
No. of transactions 116 80 65 57 45
Sales of merchandise £1072 £640 £321 £456 £30
M tile credit as %
T o | 726% 56% 50% 38% 4.1%
Cash deposits as % of

Table 4.1 Maghfeld’s Accounts, 1390-5
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inthefirst year, 1390-1.%2 Loans of cash accounted for therest. It issignificant, too, that the
level of unpaid debt owed to him also fell in those yearsfrom 12.5 per cent of thetotal to 7.7
per cent. Maghfeld was obviously subjecting his customers to greater scrutiny of their
solvency before he advanced them credit. His caution wasjustified, because Richard I1 lost
little time in punishing the City for its obduracy, and over the course of the next five years
Londoners found they had to pay the King at least £30,000.# A large part of this burden
inevitably fell on the merchant class.

However, once the City and the Crown had achieved the first stage of a financial
reconciliation, in 1393, Maghfeld’' s book indicates there was some recovery of confidence
and of trade. Thiswas aided by the Londoners' purchasing from the King the restoration of
their valuable commercial franchisethat protected their retail and distributive trade from the
competition of outsiders, including the aliens.* Confidence was also boosted by rising
exports of English cloth and wool. Between 13879 and 1393-5 the average annual number
of wool-sacks exported rose from 18,900 to 20,400, while the average number of broadcloths
exported rose from 24,170 to 41, 530.% Maghfeld responded to these new conditions by
increasing his sales of merchandise, particularly of woad to the cloth industry. He had sold
virtually nonein the previous two years, but now his sales of woad were worth over £250.4
Thishad the additional advantage that he traded with substantial wholesalerslike the London
grocers, rather than with theretail trade, and accordingly the average value of histransactions
doubled to £20. However, his total sales of merchandise accounted for an even smaller
proportion of thetotal credit he gavein 13934, with adrop from 50 per cent in the previous
year to 38 per cent. The rest was absorbed by cash loans.*

He had always made cash loans, but most had been modest, and the mgjority had been
given to fellow merchants. The only major exception was a loan of over £97 to aclerk in
1391.% From March 1394 the picture changed. On 14 March 1394 Maghfeld made hisfirst
long-term financial loan of £150 to Sir Richard Talbot and three associates. It was to be
repaid over five years in quarterly instalments of £7 10s., but by the time the second
instalment was due, payment was already in arrears.”® None the less, Maghfeld continued
with his policy of transferring his resources from trade to money-lending, with more large,
long-term loansin 1394 and 1395 to prominent people like the Duke of Y ork, the Bishop of
Ely, and various knightsand courtiers. In hislast accounting year cash-loans accounted for
95 per cent of the credit he advanced.

Why did Maghfeld adopt this new policy? In the month when he made hisfirst long-term
loan to Sir Richard Talbot there is evidence of falling pricesin London —which must have
made him even more averse to commercial risks. Maghfeld recorded in his book a contract
to buy coal at Y armouth on 3 February 1394. The agreement was to pay 6s. 6d. a cauldron
when it was delivered in the port of London. The ship arrived on 12 March, but he failed to
honour the contract, and when the coal was eventually sold in April it fetched only 4s. 6d a
cauldron —a drop of 30 per cent in price.>* For afew months in the early summer of 1394,
as cloth exports rose, he continued his sales of woad to London’s grocers at a high rate. In
April he gave one grocer credit of £204, which was due to be repaid at Michaelmas. But it
was October before he received even £50, and 1395 before the whole sum was paid.> His
last sale of woad on credit wasin May 1394, and was worth £25. The London grocer who
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bought it was also due to repay him by Michaelmas; but Maghfeld had to wait until mid-
October for the first instalment, and it was not until July 1395 that he received the last.

Despite the booming export trade, the cloth industry was apparently finding difficulty in
paying its suppliers, and by 1395 Maghfeld was confining himself on his own account to
selling little more than the grain that was produced on his own country estates. His servant,
Thomas Craft, submitted accounts in June 1395, which showed even more clearly the
difficulty in selling goods retail and in getting payment for what he had sold. He was, for
example, still owed £54 8s. for woad. Altogether Craft owed Maghfeld almost £394 for
goods supplied to him —which included cloths and beaver, licorice, and bow-staves. But his
sales were few, and his receipts of cash small. Altogether he was able to pay Maghfeld in
cash or goods only £77 15s., which left him owing £316 2s. 6d.> In other words, Maghfeld
received back less than 20 per cent of his commercial investment for that year.

There are several aspectsto Maghfeld’ sdifficulties during these five yearswhich help us
to see the part which money, barter, and credit played in them. There were clearly two
distinct crises that affected his trade, separated by ayear of partial recovery. This suggests
that they were not primarily the result of along-term fall in demand of the kind caused by
new epidemics. Instead, they appear to have had different contributory causes, although
underlying both, apparently, was a deteriorating long-term trend. The first crisis, in 1392—
3, was connected with the wool trade and a bad harvest, but was brought to a head by the
clash with the Crown that undermined financial confidence, reduced the willingness of
customers to spend money and of merchants to grant credit. Recovery came the following
year, after the City’ sreconciliation with the King and the restoration of itstrading privileges.
These gains, together with the expanding overseas market for cloth, renewed commercial
confidence, but not enough to stop Maghfeld from cutting the amount of credit he gave for
commercial transactions. In other words, despite the growing demand for woad from the
cloth industry, and before thereis any evidence of falling prices, Maghfeld' s consciousness
that his cash flow was diminishing made him reduce the scale of his transactions.

Furthermore, despite hisreduction of commercial credit from 1392 onwards, he made no
corresponding increase in his use of barter. On the contrary, he took legal proceedingsin
1393 against John Kempston, a Suffolk dyer, to enforce a debt of £24, even though they
normally dealt with each other by means of barter.® Then, in 1394, came the first evidence
of falling prices, even for necessities such as fuel. Thisfall came to affect afar wider area
than London, because it is visible in the national price index, which plungesin 1395 to its
lowest level since 1346.% It was, therefore, not solely the effect of the Crown’ s demandsfor
money from Londoners; rather it reflected collapsing demand over a wide area, even for
essential raw materials such asiron, and the woad which Maghfeld sold to the cloth industry.
Thomas Craft’s difficulties show how much the retail trade was shrinking, even before the
summer of 1395, when plague once more visited London.%”

v

What caused this declinein domestic trade, the contraction of credit, and falling prices? The
London Mint produced areasonable annual output of coin, which averaged just over £26,000



60 Pamela Nightingale

in the two years from September 1389 to September 1391. Most of this, typically, wasin
gold coin. The output of silver, which averaged nearly £2,500 a year, athough small by
comparison, was not unusually so. In the next two years, September 1391 to September
1393, the average combined output fell to under £20,000, and in the following two years,
September 1393 to September 1395, to under £14,000 a year. This was a substantial drop
of 47 per cent from £26,000; but the most significant change was in the output of silver.
Instead of the previous average of £2,500, the output of silver in the two years from
September 1391 to September 1393 averaged £316, and for each of the two following years
only £184. The Calaismint struck no silver at al during that time. To alarge extent thisfall
in the output of the mints reflected the general shortage of bullion throughout Europe,
particularly of silver.%® In France, Flanders, and Brabant, England’ s nearest trading partners,
the mints show a rapid decline in the coinage of silver from 1390 onwards, while the
production of gold coinsalso fell.® In Florence the striking of silver ceased for ten yearsin
1392. But the London and Calais mints suffered in particular from the hostile minting
policiesof Duke Philip of Flanders, especially his manipulation of the Flemish silver coinage.
From January 1393 the Flemish mintswere offering a higher pricefor silver than the English
mints, with the consequence that little came to L ondon.®

These monetary trends meant that from September 1391 onwards, but particularly from
the beginning of 1393, London’s merchants had to cope with afalling output of gold coins
and asevere reduction in the output of silver coin which threatened to crippletheretail trade.
Even merchants of Maghfeld’ s standing and wide overseastrading interests were affected by
the fortunes of the retail trade. As wholesalers, of course, they could not receive payment
unlessdistributors, such asthe London grocers, were ableto sell their goodsin the provinces.
Butitisalso clear from the unpaid debts which Maghfeld transferred to hisbook from earlier
accounts, dating back to 1372, that he himself normally sold goodsretail in small quantities
to London craftsmen and consumers, asindeed did most exporters and importers. Of the 118
old, unpaid debts he recorded where the sums are given, fifty-five (46.6 per cent) were for
40s. or less, and thirty-seven of these (31.3 per cent of thetotal) werefor 20s. or less.5! Small
debts of no morethan 40s., mainly for iron or fish, were also fairly prominent in thefirst two
years of his account book. A shortage of silver coin inevitably first threatened the retail
trade, as the smallest gold coin, the quarter-noble, was worth two to three days wages for
acraftsman. But any fall in the mint’s output of silver could only arouse alarm in the whole
mercantile class and undermine commercial confidence.

Initialy the direct impact on trade of afalling output of silver from the mint might have
been dlight, as the existing coin in circulation might have proved adequate, and merchants
could hope that things would improve. In late 1390 Maghfeld received a payment of £10in
silver coin, and in July 1391 he himself was able to pay out over £14 in silver.®2 However,
with each successive year during which little silver came from the mint mercantile anxiety
must have risen, not least because, as the Chancellor announced in 1385, silver was also
being smuggled out of the country, because of the higher price offered for it by the Flemish
mints.® By the beginning of 1394 the effects were plainly visible in the economy. In the
Parliament which met in January, Londoners petitioned that the mint should strike more
silver halfpennies and farthings. Their disappearance, they claimed, meant that the poor
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could not buy food and goods for under a penny, while beggars received no amsfor lack of
these small coins. They repeated the petition in 1402. %

The exporting merchants, particularly those who sold wool and cloth and brought bullion
back to the London mint, were the chief source of new coin. They were also the main
suppliers of credit to smaller merchants who distributed and retailed their imports. London
merchants knew what coin was produced by the mint, and they were also keenly aware from
their own businesses how much coin was being spent in local shops and markets. It wastheir
day-to-day observations about the amount of coin passing from hand to hand, and their
experience of what a shortage of coin could do to trade — as well as the dissemination of
news and gossip about events likely to affect them —which influenced their decisions about
credit. If goods were slow to sell, it meant that credit would only slowly be repaid and the
importers' reserves of cash would dwindle. They would then be unableto purchase wool and
cloth to keep up the cycle of their export and import trade. In these circumstances, merchants
had to act quickly to protect their capital by scaling down both their transactions and the
amount of credit they offered. Some might choose, instead, to invest in land or property, from
which they could gain anincome, or they could exploit the demand for ready cash by lending
it at attractively high interest rates to reputable men who were able to offer good security in
land or plate. The latter policy had a particular appeal to Maghfeld, because as a customs
collector he had an abnormally large store of coin in his keeping. His decision, in 1394, to
abandon trade in favour of discreet usury, was, therefore, arational response to a shortage
of coin.

However, if this strategy had been adopted by many London merchants, it would have had
the effect which banking crises had in later centuries. The cash lent to the wealthy few was
less likely to circulate than if it were used in the normal way to finance the retail trade, and
the purchases of many. By the end of the fourteenth century L ondon dominated the trade and
finance of the kingdom, and so, if London merchantslike Maghfeld denied the cloth industry
the credit it needed to buy raw materials, the consequences would be serious for the whole
economy. Once deprived of credit by supplierslike Maghfeld, the distributors and the cloth
industry could not keep going for long before they ran out of raw materials — forcing
manufacturing output to decline, creating unemployment, reducing exports, and cutting
domestic demand. The consequence was that despite there being eager buyers and sellers
connected with the booming cloth industry, money did not circulate faster, and credit did not
increase to keep up the volume of sales and production. Before long, cloth exports began to
fall.® Towns like Colchester and Wells, whose fortunes and popul ation had soared with the
growth of the export trade in cloth, saw the number of their new burgessesslumpinthe later
1390s, while the number of debt casesin Colchester’s borough court —which reflected the
amount of credit previously given by the town’s residents — also declined significantly.%

The second crisisof 1394-5thereforeillustratesin the business of one man what happened
when ahealthy economy with a strong export trade, but one heavily dependent on credit for
its purchasing power, was hit by a shortage of coin, particularly of the silver needed for the
retail trade. Four of Maghfeld’ s customers obtained credit from 1392 by depositing with him
as pledges pieces of silver plate or other valuables,®” but this does not appear to have been
a popular method of circumventing the shortage of coin. The creditor, who needed cash
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himself, was more likely to insist that the plate should be sold to the mint in exchange for
coin. Nor could price-cutting maintain the volume of transactions. Since distributive
merchants, like the London grocers, were heavily indebted to Maghfeld for their supplies,
they could not reduce their prices significantly without going out of business. Moreover,
even low prices could not persuade customersto buy if they werefearful that they might not
have enough coin to pay their rent. Once a shortage of silver became obvious, consumers
reacted by hoarding what they had, so that they could be sure of meeting essential payments.
Thisnormal reaction only increased the difficulties of theretail trade.®® In thisway medieval
Englishmen acted no differently from the modern Japanese, who, despite their advanced
technological society, sophisticated financial institutions, and the inducement of negative
domestic interest rates, have, in aten-year-long recession, hoarded gold bars and could not
recover the confidence to spend their way out of years of deepening deflation.

\Y,

How can we be sure that thisinterpretation of the changing volume of credit in Maghfeld’s
book explainsthe way that other merchants behaved, and that it reflected trendsin the wider
economy? The magjority of Maghfeld' s credit was recorded privately only in his book, and
not by any kind of legal instrument. Thisillustrates how credit, and therefore the health of
the economy, depended on the personal reputation of the debtor and on merchants
judgements of their customers' financial standing. It also depended on the experience and
commercia instincts of creditors about when it was safe to expand the amount of credit they
gave, and when it was advisable to reduceit. Obviously credit given in thisway, without any
binding legal force, was more convenient for both parties, because otherwise they would
haveto spend time and money at local courts, recording the details of their credit transactions
which they might wish to keep private. Sometimes debtorswould produce friends or partners
as personal pledges to guarantee the debt, and they would be responsible for its repayment
if the debtor defaulted. However, in the five years covered by Maghfeld’ s book he recorded
only eleven personal pledges. This does not seem, therefore, to have been a widely used
means of securing debt at this level of business — no doubt because a high risk of default
deterred most people from risking their own money as pledges.

Written letters of obligation were the most popular legal instruments of credit and were
used generally throughout the kingdom to pursue defaulting debtors. Maghfeld increased his
use of letters of obligation from 10 per cent of hisrecorded transactionsin 1390-1, to 24 per
cent inthefollowing year, and to 36 per cent of thetotal in 1394-5. Thisindicatesagrowing
caution on his part, and less willingnessto trust informal arrangements as the likelihood of
default increased. He also used sealed bills, another kind of credit instrument that was to
have a significant future. These were bonds, given for cash, on which the debtor recorded
what he owed, and the conditions of its repayment, to which he added his seal. Maghfeld
used only three of these, compared with sixty-nine letters of obligation, which suggests that
they were not widely used in this period. They were given by people of social distinction,
who probably did not want their debtsto be recorded publicly on arecognizanceroll. These
bills were in the future to become negotiable instruments that could be passed from hand to
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hand like banknotes, but thiswas not yet accepted practice. Nearly forty yearslater, in 1429,
the Grocers' Company was complaining of the“ Grete Schame and Sklaundre” they believed
their reputation suffered when Italian merchants sold grocers’ bonds on to third parties.®®
Moreover, negotiability also depended on confidence that the bonds could be redeemed.

Only the evidence of credit which was recorded publicly can give some idea of how
typical Maghfeld' suse of credit was. In 1283 Edward | created under the Statute-M erchant
asystem of registering loansin the courts of major towns. Originally eleven in number, they
were later increased to provide convenient centres for the registration of credit in all parts
of the kingdom. In 1353 a cheaper and more efficient system for registering and enforcing
debts was introduced in certain key commercial towns. Here the Statute-Merchant was
replaced by the Statute-Stapl e system, which was enforced more directly by the Chancery.
Elsewhere Statute-Merchant courts continued. The principle of both systems was that once
recognizances of debt were publicly recorded in thisway, the creditor, without further proof,
could look to the central courts and the sheriffs to enforce them if the debtor defaulted.

There are in the National Archives 33,000 certificates of unpaid debts which were
recorded under these systems between 1283 and 1530.”° Huge though the number of
certificates is, they tell us only about defaulting debtors, and we can only discover what
relationship the number of defaulters had to the total number of debts registered by comparing
the certificates with the few surviving rolls on which theloans were first recorded. The City
of London has preserved the biggest collection of these local rolls, and the eight that date
between 1291 and 1315 record almost 3,000 legible debts.™ By matching these with the
certificates in the National Archives one can establish that the proportion of defaulting
debtors on each roll varies between 18.8 per cent and 22.9 per cent, and they have a mean
of 20.7 per cent. There are a so some published rollsfor Coventry, covering the years 1392
to 1409.7 Between them these rolls include creditors and debtors from most parts of the
kingdom, and, more importantly, they were compiled in years of very different economic
conditions. Yet when one compares the entries on the rolls with those on the relevant
certificates, they show aconsistent level of default. The unpaid debts on the Coventry Rolls
vary between 19.3 and 21.7 per cent, and they have a mean of 20.5 per cent, compared with
London’s mean of 20.7 per cent. Thisisan extraordinarily consistent, but also avery high,
rate of default.

Maghfeld’s book shows that he used very few recognizances, or ‘ statutes’, as he called
them—only five for those five years. There were, of course, some obvious disadvantagesin
using the system: although the costs of enrolment were modest, the costs of pursuing a
defaulting debtor could be considerable. Writs had to be purchased, and sheriffs might have
to be bribed if they were not to be repeatedly ineffectual. A notein Maghfeld’ sbook records
that two debtors of Havering-atte-Bower, in Essex, registered their debt of £120 to him for
iron as a ‘statute’, but it cost him £40 to pursue them under the system, although he did
recover these costs.” On the whole, therefore, it was only worth registering debtsin thisway
if alarge sum was at stake, and if the debtor had sufficient security, preferably in land or
buildings, to make the cost of enforcement worthwhile.

Accordingly, Maghfeld’ s use of recognizances was discriminating, and appearsto reflect
his view that the contract had a higher than normal risk. In the sixteenth century the system
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certainly had the reputation of being used as a protection for above-average risks, and the
rate of default seemsto bear this out.” By contrast, the highest rate of default for other debts
in Maghfeld’ s book, judged by the number uncancelled, was 12 per cent. It is, therefore, not
surprising to find that the average debt in Maghfeld's ‘statutes’ had a value of £72 —
compared with an average value for the rest of his credit transactions of £10. Another
significant point isthat the more Maghfeld’ s business declined, the fewer * statutes' he used.
There were two in 1390-1, two the following year, none in 1392-3, one in the year of
temporary recovery, 13934, and nonein 1394-5. In thisway the recognizances he registered
followed the general trend of hismoreinformal credit, both declining as business confidence
deteriorated, even though the recognizances were publicly recorded and had alegal means
of enforcement. Maghfeld' s policy indicates that no sensible merchant believed it wise to
expand credit in the face of afalling supply of silver coin.

Furthermore, what isindicated by the extraordinarily consistent rate of default for Statute-
Merchant and Statute-Staple debtsisthat creditors were ableto judge carefully the economic
and political conditionsthat madeit moreor lesslikely that their debtors would default, and
that, like Maghfeld, they adjusted the amount of credit they advanced accordingly. In other
words, even though credit funded a high proportion of transactions, it was not afree-for-all,
and it did not expand at will. The amount given did not depend primarily on how many
people asked for it, but on the careful judgement of creditors whether they could safely
advance it. And that judgement depended not only on the reputation and security of the
debtor, but on signals which creditors were able to recognize about the health or shakiness
of the economy. It seems clear from the Statute-Staple and Statute-M erchant certificates that
Maghfeld was not alone in reducing the amount of credit he gave in 1394-5. The number of
London creditorsin the certificates of unpaid debt fell from an average of forty-fivein the
early 1390s to thirty-one in 1394 and then to twenty-six in 1395, an overall fall of 40 per
cent, while nationally the number of certificates fell by 20 per cent.

VI

If the amount of credit used in the medieval economy was high in relation to the amount of
coinin circulation, it would not be surprising if one of the signals which alerted merchants
torestrict their credit was the output of the mint. There are, of course, no figuresthat can tell
uswhat the ratio of cash to credit was, but because of our ignorance on such avital question,
some speculation, based on Maghfeld's use of recognizances, is perhaps admissible.
Maghfeld recorded only 7 per cent of thetotal value of his credit using Statute-Merchant or
Statute-Staple recognizances. If this reflects general practice, and if, as the evidence
indicates, the certificates of unpaid debt represent 20 per cent of the recognizancesoriginally
registered, we can take the certificates for a year such as 1354, which is the first full year
of Statute-Staple certificates, and make some rough calculations. There are 199 certificates
for debt recorded that year where the debtor defaulted. The combined value of those debts
was£12,284. If thisfigure represents 20 per cent of those originally recorded that year under
thissystem, their total value would be, in round figures, £60,000. If, in turn, thislatter figure
represents, asin Maghfeld’ s case, 7 per cent of the national total for commercial credit that
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year, then, again in round figures, this would be £850,000. The significance of this last
figureisthat it is within the current estimate of the size of the circulating currency at that
time.”

Of course, the assumption that Statute-Staple and Statute-Merchant recognizances
represented only 7 per cent of the total of credit throughout the kingdom is questionable.
Maghfeld was a sophisticated London merchant, with a network of established trading
partners, whose solvency and business acumen he had tested over many years. Moreover, he
was accustomed to dealing in valuable merchandise and with large sums of money, and it
seemslikely that for the sake of speed and ease of transaction hewaswilling to givefar more
substantial credit to his familiar business partners, using letters of obligation, than was the
case with more cautious and less experienced provincial creditors. The evidence for this
deduction comes from comparing the value of the Statute-Staple certificates of debt for
Exeter creditors with the value of debts recorded in the Exeter Mayor’s Court in the period
1378-88. The average value of the eighty-four Statute-Staple certificates was £46.7
Multiplied by fiveto give an idea of thetotal credit originally registered by Exeter creditors
in this period produces around figure of £19,300. By contrast, the average val ue of the 4,536
debts contested in that period in the Exeter Mayor’ s Court was 13s. If these, like Maghfeld’'s
letters of obligation, represented arate of default of 12 per cent, then the value of this small-
scale urban credit in these yearswas, in round figures, £24,500. To this sum must be added
about another £30,000 involving Exeter creditors, which led to casesin the same period in
the Court of Common Pleas, where the average debt was worth £10 16s.”” These figures
would indicate that Exeter creditors were using Statute-Staple recognizances to register
about 26 per cent of the value of their credit compared with Maghfeld's 7 per cent.

One should probably interpret this contrast not so much as one between London and
provincial merchants as one between creditors living in large towns and those from small
townsor villages, since the casesin the Exeter Mayor’s Court included credit ashigh as£80
and aslow as 1d. Whereas the larger sums tended to be given by the 50 per cent of creditors
who lived in Exeter, the smaller sums tended to be given by the 50 per cent who lived in
villages and small towns.” Since there was asimilar division of roughly 50 per cent of urban
and 50 per cent of rural creditorsin all the Statute-M erchant and Statute-Stapl e certificates,
it appears that the proportion of national credit registered under those systems would be
closer to Exeter’s 26 per cent than to Maghfeld' s 7 per cent. But given the predominance of
London creditors using recognizances in this period, one should probably adjust this
proportion to 20 per cent of the total. In that case, the amount of credit in 1354 involved in
relations between towns and villages throughout the kingdom may have been roughly
£300,000, or about 35 per cent of the currency thenin circulation. To this, though, one must
add the credit given within villages, each loan usually worth less than 5s., which surface
only in debt casesin manorial courts. Small-scale though it was, the total from about 9,500
parishes must have been considerable, and may have brought the amount of creditin usein
1354 to half of the value of the coinage in circulation.

These figures can only be very rough estimates, and may well be far too low, because so
much credit was not recorded at all. Compared with today’s highly indebted society, the
suggestion that credit was worth one-half of the current coinage may appear modest. But its
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significance is best understood when it is compared with the Crowther Report’ s conclusion
that in the 1960s, before the great modern expansion of credit began, only 9 per cent of
consumers’ expenditure was financed by credit.” It is also significant that the proportion of
defaulting debtors in the 1960s was only about 1 per cent, compared with 12 per cent for
Maghfeld's ordinary, unregistered loans, and 20 per cent for the more risky Statute-Staple
and Statute-Merchant loans.®

These figures suggest that one reason for the steep rate of default in medieval England is
that the proportion of credit in relation to the uncertain money supply was very high. The
close relationship which is visible between the expansion of recorded credit and a rising
output of the mints appears to indicate that contemporaries understood the connection
between them. If one looks only at the early London recognizance rolls, there is a striking
contrast between the 144 debts recorded in1295-6 and the 845 recorded in 1309-10. In the
1290s the output of the mint was low, whereas in 1309-10, after some years of a greatly
expanding wool trade and consequent high output of coin, credit expanded hugely, not only
in London, but throughout the whole kingdom.

The varying annual output of the mint does not, however, tell us much about the size of
the money supply as awhole. This obviously included al the existing coinsin circulation,
and depended, too, on how much coin was leaving the kingdom. There could be a declining
output of new coinsbut arising or stable money supply. For example, the output of the mints
fell markedly after 1313, but it has been calculated that in 1319 the total money supply was
almost certainly higher thanin 1310.8! This rai sesthe question of whether thelevel of credit
was influenced primarily by the former (the current output of the mints), or the latter (the
total amount of coin in the kingdom). The objection is often made, for example, that credit
in the 1440s and 1450s was unlikely to be affected by the low output of the mintsin those
decades, because the number of coins struck in the 1420s and early 1430s had been high.

However, most of the coin struck then was gold and not silver, with all the implications
that this had for falling liquidity, declining retail trade, and the undermining of commercial
confidence. Moreover, since there were no government statistics to record how much money
was in circulation, compared with the considerable amount of coin stored away in the
treasuries of the rich and powerful, no one could possibly calculate the size of the money
supply and how it was likely to affect the economy. % The evidence of the Statute-M erchant
certificates suggests that, despite the high money supply which has been calculated for 1319,
credit, for avariety of reasons, including the very low output of the mints, was given sparsely
in the 1320s. In thisway creditors, and consumers too, seem to have responded much more
to their perceptions of current trends and events, including the output of the mints (much as
the stock-market does today) than to any guesses they could make about the total amount of
coin in the kingdom. Since merchants made such an important contribution to the supply of
credit, the pattern of commercial behaviour exhibited by Maghfeld in responseto thefalling
output of the London mint was one which most probably affected the whole operation of
credit in the late medieval English economy.
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Vi

It would, however, be amistake, as Maghfeld’ sbook demonstrates, to assume that merchants
wereinfluenced only by the changing output of the mint in their decisions whether to give or
withhold credit. Because credit rested essentially on the creditor’ shope that he would benefit
from the loan and would be repaid, any event which threatened that confidence, or which
removed prospective creditors and debtors from the scene altogether, waslikely to reduceits
volume. The impact of the Black Death, which killed at least a third of the population, is
visible in the halving of the number of certificates between 1349 and 1350. Not only did
prospective creditors die, but many more, fearing the imminent approach of death, did not
judgeit the best time to lend money which they might not live to seerepaid. Similarly, other
visitations of plague and pestilence are visible in the records by temporary falls in the
amount of credit both given and enforced. Enforcement required creditorsto travel to towns,
where they feared infection, and they knew also that in times of high mortality the legal
process was likely to be more protracted and the recovery of debts less successful than in
more tranquil times.

Similarly, warfare which interrupted overseas trade or threatened the northern counties
with invasions by the Scots, royal interference with the wool trade which threatened new
supplies of coin, heavy taxation, or the export of coin overseas, political disturbances, such
asRichard 11’ sconflict with the City, or bad harvests—all suggested to creditorsahigher risk
that they might not recover their money; and credit contracted accordingly. So attuned were
creditorsto the financial implications of such eventsthat, for example, when, after one year
of already high taxation in 1340, Edward |11 raised in 1341 the highest tax he was ever to
impose on his subjects, and at the same time threatened the prosperity of the wool trade by
collectingitinwool, lessthan half theusual number of creditorstried to enforcetheir Statute-
Merchant loans. 8 They well knew that it would be awaste of timeto try to extract cash from
debtors, or to sell their forfeited property, when there would be so little coin available.

Thisindicates just how limited the money supply was for the work it was required to do,
and because it was also working under pressure to support a superstructure of credit, then
credit could not come to the rescue if the money supply fell. Instead, credit acted as a
multiplier, reflecting merchants’, and consumers’, fears about a shortage of coin, or their
confidence when it appeared to be abundant. Because debts were large in relation to the
amount of coin available to pay them, the risk of business failures was considerable. Even
when agold coinage was introduced in 1344, it deepened rather than lessened the problem.
It made monetary crises more likely by creating the possibility of bimetallic flows of coin
between England and the Continent —which could deny an adeguate supply of silver to the
London Mint and to the retail trade. The crisis of 1394-5 indicates that alack of silver was
chiefly responsible for the general contraction of mercantile credit and falling prices at that
time. Credit was therefore vulnerable to changes in the composition as well asin the total
volume of the coinage.

Since exporting merchants effectually acted as bankers to the wider community, there
was little chance that, if they substantially withdrew mercantile credit, it would result only
infalling prices. Inevitably, as Maghfeld’ s book demonstrates, transactionsalso fell, firstin
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the luxury trades, and then, more generally, as the ripples of the crisis spread into the
countryside, causing agricultural pricestofall, and, asaconsequence, thelevel of production.
On the manor of Langenhoe, in Essex, the fifty acres sown with oatsin 1396 ‘was an area
smaller than that of any previous documented year since 1339'. Even the manor’s wool
production declined, along withitsrents and sales of grain.® In normally prosperous Norfolk
theland market of Coltishall, Hevingham, and Martham sank in these yearsinto adepression
of a depth not previously recorded. Between 1393 and 1398, but particularly in 13946,
‘less land changed hands than during any other equivalent period on record.’® Similarly,
rents became harder to collect.®” Landlords reacted by cutting wages where they could. On
the Cambridgeshire estates of Crowland Abbey the shepherd’ swage was halved in 1396, the
ox-driver’ swage was reduced from 8s. to 5s., and the maid-servant’ sfrom 6s. to 5s.8 On the
estates of the Bishop of Worcester the managersrealized finally that there was no aternative
to ending demesne production, just as in 13956 the bursar and the hosteler of Durham
Priory recognized that there was no hope of ever recovering the rents of their estates, which
had long been in arrears.® In these ways areduction in the supply of coin (or of theright kind
of coin), could lead, by way of falling sales and contracting credit, to a serious economic
recession, which only new supplies of coin could cure.

Just as the much-vaunted * new economy’ of the 1990s turned out, after all, to follow the
same rules as the old economy, to the chagrin of investors, so the medieval monetary
economy was no different. Credit could not expand indefinitely, or velocity increase, without
an adequate supply of coin to support it. Medieval merchants knew this, and as Maghfeld's
book illustrates, took speedy action to withdraw mercantile credit in favour of what they saw
as more secure forms of investment. Maghfeld' s attempt to save his fortunes came too late.
Whether he could have recovered them if he had not died in 1397 is questionable, but
unlikely. He was then using as his capital money paid for the London customs, for which he
was indebted to the Crown, and his total resources were not much greater than the debt.
Death, in fact, saved him from the disgrace of bankruptcy, which befell inthe same year five
prominent exportersin the London Grocers Company, whose capital, like Maghfeld’s, had
been exhausted by the long financial strain of the 1390s, and whose creditors foreclosed to
protect themselves.® This was not an unusual occurrence. The dependence of credit on an
adequate supply of coininthe medieval economy, and thereal uncertainties about when new
supplies of coin would be available, since they relied on so many factors not controlled by
governments, meant that the monetary economy, which supported the market economy, had
a volatility and vulnerability which is outside our modern experience, but is one which
historians should not discount in their analyses, and certainly should not dismiss.
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Chapter 5

Coinage and money in England, 1086—c.1500

N. J. Mayhew

This paper will be concerned with the study of coinage asameansto understanding medieval
money supply. The most important point to register about the coins is that the medieval
English penny contained apenny’ sworth of silver. A number of consequences flowed from
this important point. It meant that the supply of coin was fundamentally dependent on the
supply of silver. One sometimes hearsit said that a certain king struck coin to meet the needs
of a military campaign, but the reality was that no monarch could strike coins without
bullion. No English silver mines produced bullion in quantities that were at all significant
during the Middle Ages, so England had to earn her silver supply in trade with continental
Europe, which she did chiefly through the sale of English wool and cloth. In this way,
English coinage was directly linked to English trade.

A further point to keep in mind isthe extent to which the medieval money supply consisted
of coin, and little else. Of course, credit also had a very important role, which is studied
elsewherein this volume, but one of the truths which the study of credit hasrevealed isthat
credit itself was limited by the available supply of coin. When coin was more plentiful, so
was credit, and vice versa. It should also be admitted that much economic activity was
carried on by means of barter and self-sufficiency, and later in this paper | shall consider
waysin which we might measure the degree of monetization in asociety. But for the moment
| shall concentrate on coin supply, as a means of approaching money supply, since in a
medieval context money was, above all, coin. Credit and barter were ways of getting by
without money, rather than another form of money.

The supply of coined money approximates to what a modern economist means when he
talks about MO, and estimates of the size of the money supply are important because of the
influence which money supply may, or may not, have had on the economy asawhole. This
relationship between money supply and the rest of the economy was famously encapsul ated
at the beginning of the last century by the economist Irving Fisher in the equation MV=PT,
also known as the Fisher Identity, or as the Quantity Theory of Money.! In areview some
years ago Professor Britnell wrote a withering comment about ‘ another of those papersin
which economists armed with a few algebraic simplifications invade a historical literature
they have not read.’? Anyone attempting to tinker with the Quantity Theory in the Middle
Ages should take these words very much to heart. | hopeto show that this particular equation
can deepen our understanding of the historical sources, but, for the moment, I'll take refuge
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in the long tradition of the use of Quantity Theory in economic history.

I n the 1930s an economic historian of early modern Spain, named E. J. Hamilton, applied
Quantity Theory to Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when huge quantities of
bullion from the New World were imported first into Spain and thence to Europe and
beyond, observing that thislarge addition to the money supply coincided with avery marked
and widespread rise in prices. Hamilton had no doubt that the influx of bullion had caused
therisein prices, and this view was widely accepted until after the Second World War. By
the 1950s, however, historians were becoming increasingly interested in the effect of
demographic factors on the wider economy, and some of them began to argue that population
change had a far more important effect on price levels than money supply. Although this
tussle between monetary and demographic factors was originally fought out in an early
modern context, the same issues were also applied to the Middle Ages, and particularly to
medieval England, where the price data is so plentiful. The very marked rise in English
prices, between the late twelfth century and the late fourteenth century, was explained by
some in terms of arise in the money supply, and by others through population change.®

One unfortunate feature of this debate was that it tended to be fought out with a degree
of animosity, which had the unfortunate effect of preventing the various participants from
actually relating to one another. Scholars were prone to split into opposed camps, and to
deny any validity at al to the other side. Demographers disparaged the monetary role, and
viceversa. Happily those days are now gone, and no one today would deny that the behaviour
of prices was influenced both by demographic factors and by monetary ones. Moreover,
various other elements need also to be built into the equation. Technological and
environmental change — special preoccupations of our own age — have also now become
established in the historical debate, illustrating once more the truism that the history we
write tells us quite as much about our own age as about the age we are studying.

Nevertheless, the Quantity Theory remainsauseful analytical tool, especialy if it isused
in conjunction with other approaches. Indeed, one of the beauties of modern Quantity Theory
is that it necessarily involves a consideration of changing population levels. Nowadays
economists prefer to speak of GDP —a measure of the size of the economy — rather than of
T for Transactions, chiefly because there are well-established conventions for quantifying
GDP, while T hasremained rather elusive. Economists al so represent GDPin their equations
by the symbol Y.

What | propose to do now isto sketch out an attempt to quantify M and GDP for anumber
of dates over the period 1086 to ¢.1500. Thisis essentially what | did in a couple of articles
in the 1990s,* but this occasion gives me an opportunity to re-visit this subject in the light
of more recent work.

Before turning to the detailed figures, there are a few general remarks worth making.
Thesefigures are estimates, or even ‘ guestimates': arather painful word, which nevertheless
stressesthe very approximate nature of thefigures. It is, of course, insaneto pretend that we
can know what England’s GDP was in 1100. Even today such estimates of current national
output are notoriously subject to regular revisions. Nevertheless, | feel quite strongly that
thisimpossibility does not absolve us of the duty to think out loud about it, because in doing
S0, we can stimulate debate and begin to move towards avery approximate idea of what sort
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of figuresare possible. It a so very rapidly becomes clear during this exercisethat the figures
suggested for one century have an important bearing on the estimates for the adjacent
centuries. | aso feel obliged to float these highly speculative figures, because economic
history without even an attempt at quantification makes a pretty thin brew. And finaly, itis
important to remember that most of the figureswhich | will set before you are only estimates.
They do not pretend to offer precision. It isan unfortunate feature of much academic debate
that what begins life as an estimate or a hypothesis is sometimes taken up by others and
treated asfact. These ‘facts arethen refuted by hostile critics, or used asthe building-blocks
of further hypotheses by friendly supporters, but in either case the original nature of the
estimate is too often lost sight of. Throughout the debate we need to remember that an
estimate is only an estimate.

Nevertheless, | do believe such estimates can be interesting. One of the things which has
convinced me of the usefulness of seeking quantification is the way in which it exposes
conflicting interpretationsin aparticul arly harsh and unforgiving light. The best example of
this is provided by the debate which took place between me and Graeme Snooks about
England’'s GDP at the time of Domesday Book. | estimated GDP in 1086 at somewhere
between £300,000 and £400,000, while Snooks's figure was £137,000.5 These are very
divergent estimates, which actually serve to draw attention to fundamentally different
interpretations of Domesday Book, so | want to look carefully at this early period.

Domesday Book provides an unrivalled source of data, which suggeststhat aninterestin
eleventh-century economic statistics is not wholly anachronistic. Moreover, the attempt to
put numbers on our ideas about the eleventh-century economy focuses concepts which
otherwise tend to remain blurred. Generalized impressions about peasant self-sufficiency
and standards of living, about the exchange of land for service, goods, or coin, or about
urban lifeand trade, are all thrown into stark relief by quantification. It isthe numberswhich
concentrate the mind, crystalize the debate, and force usto think through the implications of
generalized remarks about taxation, or monetization, or self-sufficiency. The search for even
approximate numbers imposes a necessary discipline on our thinking about the medieval
economy as awhole.

Domesday Book givesvery precise information about the numbers of peoplefound on the
manors it surveys. Estimates of population based on that information vary because of
uncertainty about the size of eleventh-century households, and about the allowance which
should be made for the sections of the country not covered by the survey. Nevertheless, there
seemsto be general agreement that the population of England in 1086 was probably not less
than 1.5 million, and not more than 2.25 million. The English eleventh-century datais the
envy of the world. From such firm demographic foundations it ought to be a simple matter
to establish the size of the Domesday economy. For the early modern period, Bairoch has
shown that GDP can be estimated with astoni shing accuracy from the most basic information
about population and average daily wages.® But here our problems are just beginning, since
not only is there uncertainty about the standard of living of the mass of the Domesday
population, but early data on pricesis extremely limited, and the very concept of awageis
inapplicable to most of the people of 1086.

However, economists tell us that GDP may be calculated either by totalling the
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population’s income or its consumption. Thus Graeme Snooks arrived at a figure for
Domesday GDP by summing the annual values of lands in Domesday Book (that is,
£72,000), and adding an allowance to cover omissionsfrom the survey, and another estimate
of the necessary consumption of the work-force whose income or expenditure did not concern
the Domesday Inquest. In this way Professor Snooks reached an estimate of £137,000 for
England’s GDPin 1086. In principle, this approach is reasonably sound, though Snooks has
prabably reached a figure which is much too low. Thisis partly because he allows only a
small figure for omissionsfrom Domesday Book. For Domesday Book not only omitted the
four northern counties and much urban income; much was omitted from those parts of the
country survey which were apparently covered. A recent survey of the Inquisitio Comitatus
Cantabrigiensisand the Inquisitio Eliensisfound many substantial men of whom Domesday
Book says nothing.’

More importantly, Snooks has only allowed the peasantry a figure sufficient (or almost
sufficient) for the meanest existence, and villeins, bordars, and cottars are all alotted a
subsistencelife of equal penury.® Infact, Domesday Book tells us explicitly that somelisted
unfree peasants held as little as a single acre, while others held scores of acres; some were
rich and others poor; some had so little land that they must have had other means of support,
sometimes as labourers, but sometimes as market gardeners, livestock farmers, craftsmen, or
tradesmen active in the market;® on the other hand, some villeins, either jointly or singly,
held whole estates from their lord.2° Without wishing to deny the abject poverty of many, it
isequally true that many unfree peasants generated and marketed a surplus, and Harvey and
Bridbury have both shown that peasant productivity often exceeded that of the demesne.*!
Recognition of these truthswould liberate Snooks from some further doubtful deductions. If
the unfree are allowed to participate in the market, his model would then no longer require
the highly improbable figure of over twenty per cent of GDP to be exported.2

The Snooks model is based on afurther questionabl e assumption: that the val ues recorded
in Domesday Book tell us the total income derived from each manor by the lord and by all
free peasants. It has to be said that most historians have approached Domesday valuations
with some diffidence, and few would assert that any single uniform and unvaried practice
was unfailingly observed across all the different counties covered by the survey. However,
in many casesit seems clear that valuations were based on rents or farming agreements, or
on an estimate of what the manor might belikely tofetchif it were at farm.®® Clearly farmers
expected to make more from an estate than they agreed to pay for it in rent, so we may
postulate a margin of profitability over and above the Domesday valuation. (It was this
margin which was shaved when the record notes that amanor worth £n was actually paying
£n+, and could not long bear it.)** In other cases, of course, the demesne was cultivated
directly, and the value might be a closer money estimate of the full yield, though manorsin
hand were also sometimes valued by reference to their value at farm. Thus the assumption
that the Domesday valet included the entire profit deriving from the manor is probably
unsafe, while Snooks' s assertion that these values included those from the lands of the free
peasants seems to be quite new, and entirely lacking in textual authority.

For al these reasons it seems clear that Snooks's estimate of the 1086 GDP errs
substantially on the low side. My own guess —it is no more than that — about GDP ¢.1086
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was afigurein the £300,000 to £400,000 range. This order of magnitude was founded on the
Domesday valet of £72,000, grossed up to £100,000 for omissions. This is the figure for
what Gregory King might have called ‘the rent of the land’. However, those who paid the
rents had also to make aliving. For the thirteenth century, when land was scarce and | abour
abundant, the gloomiest assessments of peasant life have suggested that a half or athird of
the labourers’ productivity was expended in rent and seigneurial dues. The e eventh-century
English peasant, whose |abour enjoyed a scarcity valuein relation to the available land, may
have been in astronger position than histhirteenth-century counterpart. Onthisbasis, | have
guessed that the £100,000 rental probably implies figures of £300,000 or £400,000 for
GDP.%5
Interestingly, however, all these varied estimates of the size of the economy in the eleventh

century share a common view of a market in which cash played an active part. Other
chapters in this volume explore the role played by coin in the later Middle Ages, and my
figures certainly suggest that thisrole was more extensivein the later period. However, even
inthe eleventh century theimportance of coin should not be underestimated. James Campbell
has dealt gently but firmly with the astonishingly long-lived myth that money and the market
was alien to the late Anglo-Saxon economy.'® The longevity of this myth is difficult to
explain since serious students of Domesday have long recognized the role of coin and the
vigour of the eleventh-century market. Even the Snooks estimate of the economy, seesforty
per cent of GDP entering the market sector, while Bridbury’ s economy is onein which cash
playsan evenlarger role than that envisaged by L ennard, who had himself been so impressed
by thelevel of cash payment in Domesday Book. Reginald Lennard’ slearned and beautifully
written study of Domesday agriculture is now over forty years old, but it deserves more
attention than it often receives. He concluded,

| have certainly learnt that money played alarger part in agrarian affairs than | had supposed and

that the farming-out of manors on stock-and-land leases was so common that this mode of estate

management, which was inherited from Anglo-Saxon England, must at least rank in importance

with the system of tenure by knight-service introduced by the Normans.*
Thus he found, for example, that at least twenty-two of the manors held by Odo’ s tenants
werelet for afixed rent, of which eighteen were listed in money.*® Moreover, wherethereis
evidence beyond Domesday Book, it is clear that the 1086 survey was by no means
comprehensive: Lennard found sixteen places unmentioned in Domesday Book or in the
Domesday Monachorum, which according to the early twelfth-century schedule of the
Archbishop’s Kent estates were paying money farms.® He concluded, not only that * the
renting of manors must have been agood deal more prevalent than we should gather from the
specific referencesto it in the Exchequer text’, but also that ‘reddit’ indicated * the payment
of adefinite rent or farm and not the actual or estimated profits of direct exploitation by the
lord’.2° Further, many ‘values' were also, in fact, rents.? The Domesday Book values at
Halton and Monks Risborough can be seen from separate listingsto be equal to their money
farms, and the Exon Domesday for Foddington shows that it was farmed for arent equal to
its Domesday Book value.Z2 Similarly, Roger de Lacy held Onibury, in Shropshire, from the
bishop of Hereford for an annual rent of 20s. —that is, the samefigure as given in Domesday
Book as the value of the manor.2? Comparison of Domesday Book with the early twelfth-
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century leasesfrom Burton Abbey, St Benet of Holme, Ramsey Abbey, Peterborough Abbey,

Glastonbury Abbey, and St Paul’s Cathedral led Lennard to conclude:
On the whole what we learn about rents from leases of early twelfth-century date seems to be in
harmony with the indications of Domesday Book in regard to the farming of manorsin the reign
of William |. Payments in money are common; but renders in kind and mixed payments are also
found; and the farmer sometimes owes service as well as rent. Arrangements implying a
considerable development of money economy are much more widespread than historians have
usually supposed.?*

Domesday Book’ s account of town lifein the eleventh century haslong been recognized
to be serioudly deficient. Even for those townswhich are apparently recorded quite carefully,
asuspicion remainsthat the tone of the whole survey was essentially concerned with agrarian
(chiefly arable) income and feudal relationships, and that many aspects of town life escape
full consideration. In animportant article on the hidden trade of the Middle Ages, Christopher
Dyer pointed out that Coventry lookslike arural manor in Domesday Book, yet was chosen
as the urban centre for a bishopric in 1102.%° This is not evidence of urban growth of a
prodigious kind between 1086 and 1102, but rather illustrates the way Domesday Book
sometimesfailsto record activity which falls outsideits usual scope. Similarly, the Evesham
Abbey Survey shows that the Domesday entries for Gloucester and Winchcombe
substantially under-record the life of these towns.?

The listing of markets in Domesday Book is particularly eccentric. Darby’s summary
shows that markets were rarely mentioned in the larger towns and cities, though they are
mentioned often for smaller places.?” Thus there is no market mentioned for Oxford, but
thereisonefor Bampton. In Norfolk there are no markets recorded for Norwich or Thetford,
but they arelisted for Dunham, Holt, and Litcham. In Suffolk, which has more markets|listed
than any other county, there was none recorded at | pswich, Bury, or Dunwich. On the other
side of the country there are markets recorded at Okehampton and Otterton, in Devon, but
no mention at Exeter.?® Almost the only exceptions to this rule are Worcester and Y ork,
where markets are mentioned in Domesday Book, but Worcester’s entry occurs under the
manors of Northwick and Tibberton, and the Y ork market is only mentioned in passing to
establish the location of two stalls in the meat market (in macello). Clearly the listing of
marketsin Domesday Book was not systematic, and the presence of marketsin larger towns
usually went without saying.

The 112 boroughs listed by Darby look much more complete, but in many cases, most
obviously for Winchester and London, the Domesday Book gives nothing like a full
description. Nevertheless, enough is said about placeslike Colchester, Oxford, and Norwich,
and the near contemporary Winton Domesday tells us enough about a big city, for it to be
clear that towns thrived, and required coin to do so. The Winchester surveys show that the
owners of much urban property paid customary dues and nominal rentsto afeudal superior,
often amounting to sums of about 12d. per house, which are similar to the payments recorded
in many Domesday Book towns; but, in addition, the Winchester evidence shows that these
same properties also earned their owners much larger commercial rents, paid by tenants and
subtenants who were actually in occupation, and usually actively involved in trade. We may
be confident that in many cases similar commercial rentslay beneath thefeudal superstructure
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given by the Domesday Book town entries, and just occasionally Domesday Book itself
allows us a glimpse of this sort of sub-letting. Thus we learn of three mansiones in
Nottingham, in which there were eleven merchants’ houses, or of seventy-five hagae in
Guildford where 175 men lived, presumably with their families. It seemslikely that similar
arrangements el sewhere often escaped the attention of the Domesday enquiry, which more
often lists the nominal owner but gives us no information about the actual tenant.

Street names, and sixty-two different occupational personal names in the Winchester
surveys, speak of a variety, vitality, and dynamism in the economic life of the twelfth-
century town which can be traced back to Tempus Regis Edwardi, and which argue for a
particularly buoyant economy in the first half of the eleventh century.?® Oxford also seems
to have enjoyed aperiod of special prosperity then,* but the evidenceis scarce, and for most
townsthe best we can do isarough estimate of population or of the number of houses before
1066. London may have had a population of about 12,000,% and must have been the biggest
city. York had 1,890 tenements and was clearly the next largest city, and Norwich had
1,320.%22 Lincoln had 1,150 tenements, and Winchester about the same ¢.1148 and a century
earlier, which may imply a population of about 5,500. However, comparison with later
Winchester evidence suggesting a population figure of some 8,000 in c.1348, when
Winchester had contracted from its mid-twelfth-century area, arguesthat the estimate based
on house numbersistoo low. It may well bethat individual propertiesin the survey contained
more than one dwelling. Oxford and Thetford both had about 1,000 houses, suggesting, with
the same caveats, perhaps 4,000 or 5,000 inhabitants.®® These were big towns, but many
much smaller settlementswere also heavily involved in trade. A couple of hundred burgesses
or housesin atypical Domesday town such as Derby or Hythe would imply some thousand
inhabitants, but students of the later Middle Ages are well aware that significant numbers of
men who lived by non-agricultural means were often to be found in much smaller
settlements.3* In the same way, many Domesday manors, such as Ashwell or Stanstead
Abbots, in Hertfordshire, or Wimbourne Minster, in Dorset, also contained small numbers
of burgenseswho earned their living astownsmen in settlements which would not ordinarily
be regarded as towns.

The unusually detailed listing of the tradesmen of Bury St Edmunds gives a clear idea of
how far towns had departed from any kind of self-sufficient peasant ideal. But the urban and
monetary influence of townsdid not stop at thewall or ditch, or even at the parish boundary.
We have aready noted the tendency for smallholders to cluster in the vicinity of towns
which formed a ready market for their produce, and James Campbell has aluded to the
reassessment of geld liability in Norfolk to reflect, among other trends, the wealth of
settlements around Norwich.®® The commercial and monetized vitality of many eleventh-
century towns was not confined, but reached deep into the countryside.

If urban devel opment provides one source of evidence for the widespread use of coin, the
role of money in the organization of the army is another. Although knight service and the
fyrd appear to provide the basis of military arrangements with no need for coin, the reality
was very different. The Berkshire customs recorded in Domesday Book reveal how far the
customary military arrangements actually involved the use of coin,® and it seems clear that
this was not a practice restricted to a single county.
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In addition, mercenaries were regularly to be found in eleventh-century armies, and the
role of cash in the Anglo-Norman army has long been recognized.®” But such military
payments should not be seen in isolation. For it is difficult to see how governments could
levy taxes to pay soldiersin a society not familiar with the regular and widespread use of
coin. Taxpayers clearly had to be able to lay hands on coin, and the Berkshire soldiers who
were required to bring coin with them for their subsistence evidently expected to be able to
buy what they needed with it.

To sum up the argument so far, | am suggesting that Snooks severely underestimated the
size of the Domesday economy, and that more generally the role of coin around 1100 was
more important than is sometimes realized. |s there any way we might quantify the use of
coinin 1100, 1300, and 15007 To give us some kind of a handle on this difficult question,
| would like to return to our estimates, and particularly to the Velocity figures.

Velocity isaconcept which seemsto be particularly prone to misunderstanding. Many of
us have assumed that Velocity hasincreased over the centuries, for it seems obviousthat the
pace of economic life has increased dramatically between the twelfth and the twenty-first
century. However, when | began my attempts to calculate V, | came upon the counter-
intuitive discovery that from the twelfth to at least the early twentieth century, V has
consistently tended to fall. | thought at first that the whole model must be flawed, but then
| noticed that V calculated by early modern economic historians between the seventeenth and
the twentieth centuries also tended to fall. How could this be?

It may help, to start with, if wetry to forget about Velocity of circulation and think of it
only asV —that isto say, avariable resulting from substituting numbersfor M, P, and T (or
rather Y—that is, GDP). In short, V isafunction of M, P, and Y. The number which results
from doing this sum appears on Table 5.1 below, and you can see how it declines over time.

Date 1086 1300 1470 1526
Population 2.25m 6m 2.3m 2.3m
Y (GDP) £0.4m £4.66m £3.5m £5m

M £37,500 £900,000 £900,000 £1.4m
P [25] 104.8 104.6 135.1
V (Y/M) 10.7 5.18 3.88 3.57

Y per cap £0.18 £0.78 £1.52 £2.17
Y deflated £0.4m £1.11m £0.84m £0.93m
Y plc defl. £0.18 £0.19 £0.36 £0.40

Table 5.1
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What, if anything, does that mean? If you think of V as the amount of times M has to turn
over to accomplish the monetary work represented by PT to make the economy function, then
it appearsthat even though the economy might be growing, M needed to turn over less often,
because there was more M available. Thisis essentially the reason why V falls over time —
because there is more M around.

Thus V has got nothing at all to do with the frequency with which money payments are
made. A recent article® by Paul Latimer in Past and Present expresses this difference as
transactions Vel acity, for the frequency with which money payments are made, and income
Velocity for what | mean by V. My V does have another interesting feature. Modern
societies have low V figures, because each of us holds large sums of money, in our pockets
or in our bank accounts, ready to spend. Many of us spend our entire monthly salary over the
course of a month, but this means half our total income is inactive in the bank for half of
every month, even if we do not consciously save. In medieval societies people were much
more likely to spend cash as soon as they received it: the Paston L etters give an impression
of people queueing up for coin and having to settle debts with it quickly once they received
it.*® However, thereisaphysical limit to the rate at which M —the total money supply —can
turn over. This meansthat the higher numbersresulting for V occurred because people found
other expedientsto do their business. The high V scoresindicate a society extending amoney
supply inadequate for its needs by various non-monetary expedients, such as deferred
payments, credit, barter, rentsin kind and labour, and feudal military service. In short, al the
features so familiar to medievalists, who have also observed a general tendency for these
expedientsto be gradually replaced by more frequent use of coin. A falling V figure can thus
be seen as an index of monetization.

We should also observe that a high V figure is likely to be a symptom of monetary
distress, or of a society highly reliant on non-monetary expedients in order to conduct its
business. As a means of doing business, cash takes alot of beating. It is far more flexible,
and far more trade friendly, than the alternatives of barter, or rents in labour or kind. It is
important to be aware of the difficulties which a high V implies, because historians are
tempted to suggest that money supply isnot important, becausein times of shortage, you can
justincrease V. In fact, anincreasein V usually amounts to a major economic contraction.

However, figures for V are only as good as our estimates for M, P, and GDP. | have
already explored the conflicting GDP figuresfor 1086 in some detail. Rather to my surprise,
most of my other GDP estimates have been largely unchallenged. Of course, many colleagues
retain a gently amused scepticism about whether a medieval GDP can be estimated at all.
Chris Dyer has expressed such a view by referring to my estimates as ‘brave’. Such
scepticism isentirely proper, and echoes my own earlier reminder: these are only estimates.
One particular area of uncertainty concerns population levels, which, of course, are
fundamental for any estimate of medieval GDP. Serious, distinguished medieval historians
have advanced very widely differing estimates of population, even in recent years, varying
from very low figures of around three million to as high as seven million. Nevertheless, even
in aworld where so much remains uncertain, | would defend comparative estimates of the
type suggested here, not least because they relate estimates from one field or one period to
another. If you alter your population guess for 1300, this has repercussions for 1100 and
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1500, and for your guesses about GDP and V. For this very reason, historians should be
encouraged to look beyond narrow boundaries, to test theories and estimates against other
periods or regions.

However, in recent years some of the figures which | have suggested over the last thirty
years for medieval M have come under scrutiny, especially in two important papers by
Martin Allen in the Economic History Review and the British Numismatic Journal . The
Economic History Review essay gatherstogether all the recent work done over some twenty-
five years very conveniently in one place, and introduces a consistency of method and
approach which renders the figures comparable with one another more effectively than did
the earlier estimates, which were prepared in different ways at different times, and without
fully exploring how closely they could be compared with one another. Allen aso persuasively
argues for estimates ranging between maximum and minimum figures in place of single
estimates, which never aspired to any greater accuracy, but sometimes failed to make their
approximate nature fully clear.

For the most part, the new suggested estimates generally bracket those suggested by
earlier scholars, but the estimates now offered for the period 1282 to 1351 are significantly
different from some of the figures advanced earlier by me. The case for the new proposed
estimates from 1282 to 1351 is made most fully in the British Numismatic Journal article,
and proposes larger estimatesfor the currency than my 1974 suggestions, particularly around
1310-31. Allen correctly points out that my figures did not include an allowance for smaller
English mints (that is, mints other than London and Canterbury), and his method has the
advantage of including them. He al so proposes estimates for Scottish, Irish, and continental
sterlings on the basis of the proportionsin which they appear in the hoards. These are clear
improvements to my earlier figures. Nevertheless, | retain some doubts about some of his
calculations of the estimates of the English penny currency in the decade 1310-20. For the
moment, suffice it to say that Allen has shown my figures ¢.1310-20 are too low, but |
believe they are not as much too low as he suggests.#

As the significance of the size of the medieval currency is more widely recognized, it is
appropriate that varying estimates of it should be discussed. In that sense, differing opinions
may be regarded as evidence of the subject’s coming of age. Nor should the existence of
different estimates invalidate the approach. We have already observed how population
estimates vary widely, but the difficulty of reaching a consensus in no way diminishes the
importance of the subject. Uncertainty about M around 1320 does not directly affect the
estimate for 1300 which is offered in the following table, which sets out these monetary
variablesfor aseries of datesfrom 1086 to 1526, but it should heighten awareness that none
of these figures should be regarded as holy writ.

However, if Allenisright, it may help me with another problem in the fifteenth century.
Just as one explanation of therising prices of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries may lie
in the expanding money supply of those times, the stagnant prices of the fifteenth century
may owe their origin, at least in part, to monetary shortage. John Day and John Munro have
both argued very powerfully for amonetary —and more especially asilver —famine, showing
that mint output in England, and more generally in Europe asawhole, ran at historically low
levels, especialy around 1400 and again around 1450.42
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The calculation of English M at this time is very difficult, and the only really reliable
guess offered to dateisfor the period around 146570, rather |ater than the low point around
1450. However, as Table 5.1 shows, by 1470 my estimates of M look very similar to those
for 1300. Given that popul ation was unquestionably much lower in 1470 than in 1300, one
might even expect the greater amounts of money available per head of the population to have
caused pricesto rise, if monetary factors were truly asimportant as | believe. However, if
Allen’s figures for the fourteenth century are true, they would suggest that M had indeed
fallen by thefifteenth century, and may therefore have contributed to the sluggish behaviour
of prices at that time. In short, if | am wrong about 1310, it may help my other arguments
about the 1400s and 1450s.

| should, however, also mention another important factor about later medieval English
money. In the mid-fourteenth century England began to strike large amounts of gold coinage
for thefirst time. Mavis Mate argued long ago that theimportance of the introduction of gold
coin had been seriously overlooked.® In the past people have tended to imagine that gold
provided a convenient medium for international trade, allowing the silver to stay at home,
where it was convenient for minor transactions. Unfortunately this happy picture bearslittle
resemblance to what actually happened. In reality, merchants paid their debtsin England in
whichever metal gave them the better deal. For most of the later Middle Agesthat was gold,
which meansthat the yellow metal flowed into England fairly plentifully, but silver flowed
out. Asaresult, the English money supply became seriously skewed in favour of gold. Inthe
1460s and 1470s the mint output which provides the basis for the M estimate consisted of
£629,000 in gold but only £222,000in silver (London mint, 1464—75). For the longer period
1377-1483, the surviving mint accounts show that £2,484,837 of gold was struck, but only
£430,625 of silver.* Interestingly Braudel and Spooner argued long ago that silver was a
much more inflationary metal than gold.* The lower values of the silver coinage made it
much more flexible, and more widespread than gold, which, in contrast, tied up large units
of spending power inasingle coin. Thusit seemslikely that agold-dominated money supply
may have tended to lower prices. In short, any study of the money supply needs to take
account not only of the total face value of the currency, but also of the metals and
denominations of which it is composed.

Toclose, | want to draw attention to anew sort of monetary evidence which is becoming
ever moreimportant, namely stray-find evidence. In the last twenty years the metal detector
has brought to light an undreamed of number of new coin finds. The evidenceis so plentiful
that it has been possible to collect the data and arrange it chronologically to provide a
possibleindication of relative changesin theamount of coinin use over successive centuries.
This sort of data has most recently been utilized by Christopher Dyer in an intriguing paper
in the British Numismatic Journal .*® There are, of course, anumber of important reservations
to be noted. The assumption that modern coin discovery bears a constant relationship to
medieval coin loss, and indeed that coin loss bears a constant relationship to original coin
useisan heroic one. In redlity, there will undoubtedly have been distorting factors at work,
some of which we can only guess at. At least one such distorting factor can be clarified
somewhat. It seems probable that small coins may have been more easily dropped, and less
easily found, than larger ones. This probability can be confirmed by an analysis of the finds
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Output 1279-1351 Finds 1992—2000%
pence 89.8% 78%
halfpence 6.9% 12.5%
farthings 3.2% 9.5%
Table 5.2

data and comparison with the known output of different denominations.

Thus one should not simply assumethat stray finds exactly replicatethe original currency.
Nevertheless, subject to sensitive interpretation, cumulative stray-find evidence will make
an important contribution to our knowledge of the English money supply.

In summary, this paper has argued that coin was used more widely and earlier in the
Middle Agesthan is often thought. Coinswere the essential component of the money supply,
and so, together with a range of other factors, had an important impact on the medieval
economy. The variable V in the Fisher equation MV=PT provides a useful coefficient of
monetization, although this approach is subject to thereliability of the estimates reached for
M, P, and T.

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
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confirm that recorded sums of money were indeed paid in money. See also, for example, the manors of Ottery St
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e.g., at Hempstead, Glos., which wasfarmed for ‘ 60s. numero’:Lennard, Rural England, p. 111. Gillingham’ suse
of ‘the ambiguous form “pounds’’, rather than the ‘more clearly monetary £' stresses the distinction between
pounds by weight and by number, but should not obscure the fact that there is not a shred of evidence that these
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Ibid, p. 120. Finn supported this finding, though he regarded the schedule asfal. 11 of the Domesday M onachorum.
For example, Wingham was valued at £100 in Domesday Book, but the schedule tells us it was farmed for that
amount and additionally rendered a gablum of £29 10s., and customary dues of over £3.

Lennard, Rural England, p. 123. For example, Appledore was valued in Domesday Book at £16 17s. 6d., but in
the Domesday Monachorum was said to be worth £12 and at farm for £16 16s. 7d. But see also. Harvey,
‘Domesday England’, p. 93, for another interpretation of reddit and valet and the difference between the two.
Lennard, Rural England, pp. 125-7. Finn, Norman Conquest, al so detected many rents not explicitly recorded as
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