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COUNTRY LIFE i.  THEGNLY RESIDENCES AND THE MANAGEMENT OF THE ESTATE

What is a THEGN?  (later JP’s?)                                                   OHP Social Structure

Rectitudines Singularum Personarum – mid-11th century description of a West country estate                                                                       DUP. SHEET Thegns’ Law                                                                                                                                          

Wulfstan (1002-23) “Of people’s ranks and laws”: “if a ceorl prospered so that he owned fully five hides of land of his own, a bell and a fortified gatehouse…then he was entitled to the rights of a thegn” (in some versions “a church and a kitchen” were specified also).

Merchants who made 3 overseas trips at their own expense were entitled to be thegns.

“Thegn” = “one who serves” – but eorlisc not ceorlisc (wergeld 1,200s.)

      “       might have more than one estate, in different shires

      “          “        “     folkland as well as bookland

      “          “        “     property/ies in town (Wulfric held Marks Tey and other lands, +

                                                                           several houses in Colchester)   

      “  - position hereditary, but could be lost: heriot (weapons, horse, or money) had 

             to be paid on his death.

Duties – military (see “Battle of Maldon”)

           -  administrative (might be sheriff [“shire reeve”] or even ealdorman):

               responsible for preservation of peace in his locality: as an “oath-helper” his 

               oath worth 6 times that of a ceorl: held courts

           -  possibly at court (king’s thegn), one month at court, three on estates

                                                                                                 DUP. SHEET Signatories 

BY 1066 – thegns more numerous, but more dependent on king than in earlier periods.   Had become the conduit of royal power throughout the kingdom: land the basis of their power + loyalty to king or higher lord (proto-feudalism?) DUP. SHEET

                                                                                                           Thegns’ guild

WHERE DID A THEGN LIVE? 

Hall /aula / halla / caput of an estate (could have had more than one, on different estates: place of business as well as living, entertainment –including hunting and hawking)

Demesne / infield / home farm (location of hall).

EVIDENCE

Documentary  - halla, aula in Domesday and some post-Conquest documents

Literary – Beowulf – Heorot (though this was royal)

                 Bede – flight of sparrow through hall (II.13)

                 A/S Chron. 755 (story of Cynewulf and Cyneheard) – king visiting his

                   mistress in her “bower” – thanes enter a “fortified place”. 

                 “Battle of Maldon” – “boasted in the hall”. “heroes in the hall”

Archaeological – excavated sites, cropmarks – eg – Cheddar, Yeavering, ??  3 OHPs

BUT – what denotes high status? (finds, size, church)

               “          “      royal?

               “          “      secular as against ecclesiastical?

Were they fortified?   Allen Brown says NO pre-Conquest fortifications (Norman castles=feudalism) BUT Goltho, Sulgrave fortified

                                         pre-Norman castles at Ewyas Harold, ?Clavering

                                         reference in Laws of Alfred to “besiege” 

                                                 “       “  Wulfstan to “fortified gatehouse”

EXAMPLES

Goltho, Lincs

Mid-Saxon – 2 farmhouses (similar to West Stow, but enclosed): then cleared.

c. 900 – fortified earthwork enclosure with hall, weaving shed, kitchen, bower OHP

c. 950 – remodelling of hall/bower/kitchen complex – aisled hall                       OHP

c. 1050 – fortifications levelled and rebuilt to enclose larger area; hall rebuilt

 with bower, separate kitchen, eastern and northern  buildings                            OHP

c. 1100 – Norman motte and bailey                                                                      

Church to E.                                                                                  OHP Reconstructions

Sulgrave, Northants.                                                                                              OHP   

Period I c.950 – hall (several rooms, benches). kitchen to W, structures (part stone) to E.   Later small, stone, rectangular building.   Unfinished bank and ditch to N.

Period II c.1000 – rampart embedding northern stone building, hall rebuilt in stone.

Norman castle motte.   Church to E. 

Springfield Lyons, Essex                                                                                       OHP

Multi-period site (10-(11: post hole or post-in-slot/sill-beam structures with large hall, square building (?tower).  No fortifications.   Lava quernstone (mill at nearby Cuton Hall – in DB). 

WHO MANAGED THE THEGN’S ESTATE?

Reeve – a man with administrative responsibilities (civil servant, local government officer, estate manager?)

Royal reeves – served king

Town reeves – mayor-cum-town clerk, estate agent (received commission on house 

  sales, found tenants)

Shire reeves – sheriff, lord lieutenant

Village reeves – parish clerk

Estate reeves – manager: duties:  maximisation of production on demesne

                                                     administration of custom of the manor

                                                     collection of what was due to lord (see Gerefa)

                                                     tax collector? likely in case of food rents to king

  .

