Medieval Population

Larry Poos, Study of Essex, 1350-1525
Main question: What are the main trends in population in Essex during the period of ‘transition’ from the medieval to the early modern world?  Although not primarily interested in the relative effects of the early 14th century famine and the mid-14th century Black Death, Poos does trace the broad contours of population change in this era.

Sources: Tithingpenny records, compared to poll tax records of 1377.  Tithings were administrative units into which males over the age of 12 were put for purposes of assessment for the tithe, the tax given to support the church.  Poos uses the extremely good and consistent records of the lists of men eligible for each tithing for the 13th to 16th centuries.  
Poos sums up the merits of his tithing records:


“Taken together, then, these tithingpenny series constitute a set of evidence for late-medieval aggregate population trends from one compact district, unmatched in volume and likely credibility by any records as yet discovered for other parts of England.  It would be misleading to imply that the experience of central and northern Essex necessarily mirrored that of England as a whole, or any other region of the country

Methodology: In order to go from these lists to figures for the population as a whole, Poos has to take his figures through several more steps.  First, he calculates the proportions of males aged 12 and older to the total population for this period.  He does this based on Princeton Model West life tables, which are a set of tables that historical demographers have constructed that take the state of the art of our knowledge about all the demographic features of historical populations and allow us to make ‘best guesses’ about most aspects of a given set of population statistics.  Because of the vulnerable nature of populations during the late middle ages, the Model West life tables he uses are those that assuming population declining at 0.5 percent per annum; then he uses the two disparate figures for the extreme limits of mortality levels 1 and 8 (female life expectancy at 20 and 37.5 
years) to give a range of population totals.
Zvi Razi – Study of Halesowen, 1270-1400

Based on Study of Manorial Court Rolls
Main Question he addresses: What were main trends in population history?  What was the cause of population decline – Black Death (1548-50)  and/or crop failures (1515-17)

The Sources: 

The Manor Court Rolls of Halesowen

The manorial court handled cases dealing with land conveyance and transactions, disputes over inheritance, roads, boundaries; trespasses among neighbors and against the lord; debts, breach of agreement, quarrels between neighbors, failures to render services, rents and other exactions, disturbances of the public order, infringement of village by-laws and the assize of bread and ale (i.e. the laws that controlled the production and distribution of bread and ale), the elections of local officials.  The court also recorded deaths, marriages and births out of wedlock, entries into tithing groups (groups that kept track of taxes), departures of villeins (serfs) from manor
Methodology:

Since the manor court rolls deal with virtually every aspect of a person’s life, Razi assumes that a list of all the people whose names appear in the manor court rolls will give us an accurate count of the adult males in the population, inform us of the basic demographic trends, and give us good data on marriage age, life expectancy at 20, illegitimacy and family size.  In the court rolls from 1270-1400, he identified 3,435 individual villagers, 2,057 males and 1,378 females; another 372 persons appearing in the records were unidentified.
Methodological challenges:
Naming practices are not standardized (e.g. Alexander from Romsley lived in the Hamlet of Kenelmestowe and was a clerk; he appears in the court with three different surnames: de Kenelmestowe, de St Kenelm and the Clerk; his son Clements was called ‘Clements the son of Alexandre of St Kenelm’ and ‘Clements Tandi’); some people also went by nicknames, like Roger Heath a.k.a.‘Smart’.  We can get around this by keeping very close track of the context in which the names occur (so that if Roger is consistently appearing in reference to a certain piece of property, we can know it’s him even if his name changes), and by tracking family relationships, thus building mini-genealogies (so that we come to be able to judge the different relationships amongst people and can tell them apart; the method used to rebuild family relations in this way is called family reconstitution)
Martha Carlin, Study of Southwark
Based on study of property documents and poll tax returns

Main question: What are trends in population of Southwark?  

Methodology – differs for the two different sources

Records of property holding – best set of records is the account rolls of the priory of Christ Church, Canterbury – these list the rents received, as well as the cost of maintaining vacancies, and allow her to track general population trends over the 13th to 16th century..
Carlin is not able to use these to estimate population, so she uses other sources, mostly from secondary sources, to guesstimate its total number of inhabitants.  She can determine the size of its population in relation to London’s in the early 14th century because London had 1,820 lay taxpayers (those who were non-clergy and therefore eligible to pay a tax in 1327 and 1332), and 111 in Southwark, so Southwark is about 6 percent the size of London’s population.  This matches up well with the comparison of the populations in the 1381 poll tax, when the ratio (23,314 to 1,060) is about 4.5 percent.  Thus the population of Southwark was about one-twentieth the size of London’s.  Carlin uses Keen’s estimate of 100,000 as London’s population, so she concludes that Southwark’s population c. 1500 was about 5,000.

Poll Tax Returns of 1381

This is the most detailed source for Southwark’s medieval demography.  All non-indigent (i.e. not destitute), adults (over 15) were to pay an average of 12 pence a piece.  The tax collector drew up a list of each household, with the assessment for each individual, and often with the household residents enumerated.  
Methodological Problems:

The poll tax clearly does not list everyone.  To add the children, Carlin identifies all of the households that were inhabited by ‘singletons’ and then, for the others, which are presumed to have children, she uses the multiplier of 4.5 (what is believed to be the average household size), making a total of 1770 residents.  She then adds 220-230 paupers (on the assumption that 10% of the tax-paying population was indigent, plus 40-50 almspeople (i.e. those living in almshouses supported by charities), 30 religious men and women, and 10-15 secular priests, bringing us up to a total population of 2,000-2100 residents.

