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A Note on Conventions

When quoting from inquest reports, we have used inverted commas and original spelling for English statements included by the clerks, apparently as the jurors said them, and for Latin phrases. We have expanded common contractions, replaced ‘&’ with ‘and’, inserted some minimal punctuation, and modernised capitalisation and the use of i, j, u and v. When translating from the Latin sections of the reports, we have used modern English spelling and no inverted commas except when quoting direct speech.

We have tried to use the units that would have made sense to the sixteenth-century jurors who provided our information. Distances are given in miles, yards, feet and inches, and areas in acres, though their miles and their acres varied across the country and their miles were probably longer than those we have calculated when reconstructing journeys. Weights are in stones, pounds (lb) and ounces. Times of day are given to the nearest hour, as the jurors gave them, and periods of time to the nearest hour or fraction of an hour. The smallest fraction our jurors mentioned was one-twelfth of an hour, or five minutes to us, but quarter- and half-hours were common. Dates are Old Style but with the year taken to begin on 1 January.

Money is given in pounds, shillings and pence, where £1 = 20s. = 240d. Modern equivalents are notoriously hard to calculate. One popular conversion tool reckons £1 in 1500 worth £666 at 2017 values, or enough to buy nine stones of wool, and £1 in 1600, after a century of inflation, worth only £138, or enough for two stones. Another converter puts the equivalent figures at £787 and £197 and reminds us that by 2023 the equivalents were £1,005 and £252. As we shall see, such figures must be taken with a pinch of salt when entering a world where jurors might think a house worth 13s. 4d. and a cow worth 16s., 20s. or even 26s. 8d.
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Another Tudor England
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On Monday, 6 July 1579 William Shakespere went for a wash in the River Avon. Suddenly he fell into the deep part of the river, where he drowned. Three months later, on Friday, 16 October, Anne Bulleyn took a pail to a pit on the common at Bramerton in Norfolk to fetch water, slipped on the edge and fell to her death. William was not, of course, William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, the aspiring actor, poet and playwright, but William Shakespere of Warwick, the corviser or shoemaker. Anne was not Anne Boleyn, the feisty wife of Henry VIII, but Anne Bulleyn, the nineteen-year-old maidservant of Francis Corye of Bramerton.

When we think of Tudor England, we tend to think of kings and queens, courtiers and adventurers: Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, Sir Thomas More, Sir Francis Drake. Or we reflect on great events that shaped national history: the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the defeat of the Spanish Armada. We conjure up iconic buildings – Hampton Court, Longleat House, Hardwick Hall – or the plays of Shakespeare and Marlowe, the music of Tallis and Byrd. Or perhaps we remember the founders of great local institutions: Archbishop Whitgift at Croydon, Archbishop Holgate at York, Lord Williams at Thame, Lawrence Sheriff at Rugby, William Wyggeston at Leicester.

There is a different history of Tudor England, the history of the several million subjects of those kings and queens and how the great changes of the day affected them. Historians have explored it with dedication, finding evidence in the most ingenious places, from parish registers, churchwardens’ accounts and estate maps to shipwrecks, hedges and slagheaps. Rebel demands, government investigations and the records of the law courts have been squeezed to understand the disorder sparked by competition for land and food, taxation and religious turmoil. Ordinary people have been put back into the big picture of Tudor history, and rightly so.

But there is a third kind of Tudor history, the history of what ordinary people did all day. Many conventional sources shed light on everyday life, but they leave gaps. Waged work shows up better than unwaged, and work better than leisure, except when the moral disapproval of the authorities was so great that they tried to control it. Borough records mostly tell us what went on inside the town walls, parish church records what went on in the church and the churchyard. Depositions in court cases were answers to questions that were asked for a reason, to find evidence relevant to the case. Conflict, change and resistance generated more evidence than simply getting on with things. But getting on with things is what most people did most days.

This book aims to present that third kind of history, a history of everyday life. The idea is not new. In different ways historians of different parts of Europe have been writing such history for a generation, and the Germans even have a word for it, Alltagsgeschichte. Archaeologists spend much of their time reconstructing the daily lives of ordinary folk, though in England they have more to say about the Romans and the Vikings than the Tudors. For historians, what we can explore is limited by the sources at our disposal. Our key sources here are some 8,888 coroners’ inquest reports into accidental deaths filed between 1500 and 1600, like the one produced at Warwick on Wednesday, 15 July 1579, by the Warwickshire county coroner, John Savage, investigating the sad end of William Shakespere, or that put together at Bramerton on 17 October by Ralph Dyxon over the body of Anne Bulleyn.

Such records survive much more systematically for the sixteenth century than earlier periods thanks to two pieces of legislation. First an act of parliament of 1487 commanded the coroners to hand in their inquest reports to the assize judges. They brought them back to the court of King’s Bench in Westminster, where they were filed away. Then an act of 1510 ordered coroners to make sure they held inquests on all sudden deaths and not just homicides, and to do so speedily, so that bodies would not lie ‘longe above the grounde unburyed to the great noyaunce of the Kynges leage people’.

The reports take us into every corner of Tudor England, with inquests from around half the country’s 9,000 or so parishes. They show us where people lived, where they went to work, where they travelled. They give us glimpses of safe and risky things to do. People died reading books as well as practising archery, mending clothes as well as felling trees. Administrative idiosyncrasies led the records to be kept separately for some counties and great towns, so we have none for Durham and Lancashire, only some for Cheshire and only one year’s worth for London. In contrast we have them for Monmouthshire, which in some respects was treated as an English county; they survive in large numbers for the Lake Counties, where records are otherwise thin; and we get a flavour of London life from inquests held just outside its cramped boundaries, at St Martin’s in the Fields or Charing Cross, at Clerkenwell or Tower Hill.

The victims, all 9,291 of them, form a cross-section of Tudor society. They were wide-ranging in age and social position. Apart from stillborn infants, the youngest whose age we know was eight-day-old James Swyft, who fell out of bed and into the fire while sleeping with his drunken widowed mother. The oldest, said to be about 106, was John Wynde, a thatcher understandably described as old, weak and debilitated, who fell from the roof of a stable when reaching out for his thatcher’s needle. At the top of society was seven-year-old George, Lord Dacre, inheritor of a peerage title dating back nearly a century and of lands worth several thousand pounds a year. He died at the Thetford house of his step-father and guardian, Thomas, duke of Norfolk, trying to adjust his wooden vaulting horse, four and a half feet high and more than six feet long. When he pulled an iron pin out of a back leg, the horse collapsed and crushed his head. At the bottom were the homeless and sometimes unidentifiable poor, like the nameless girl who fell off the steps of a windmill at Cockayn Hatley in Bedfordshire after a night sheltering in the beacon house, where those tending the fire beacons to warn of foreign invasion kept themselves out of the weather.

The numbers of victims from different parts of England were roughly proportional to the population of each county at the time. We can show this by working backwards from the numbers reported in the censuses taken from 1801, or by using the musters of the militia, meant to include all able-bodied men for the defence of the realm. Yorkshire had the largest back-projected population, the largest militia and the most recorded accidents, followed by large southern and eastern counties with prosperous agriculture and rural industry, such as Norfolk, Suffolk and Kent. Small or thinly populated counties like Rutland, Worcestershire or Leicestershire had fewer militiamen and fewer accidents. The matches for individual towns are less close, but it is reassuring that while returns from Bristol, Exeter and Norwich are thin, the other very large provincial centres, Newcastle and York, led the way by a large margin. So we can use the inquests to compare the hazards of life in different parts of the country.

On the other hand, the inquests are not robust for fine-grained statistical analysis. The match between accidents and population is less close than we might like, for the ratio between the number of reported accidents in a county and its estimated population varies widely. Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire look improbably dangerous and Rutland positively lethal, with seven times as many accidents per resident as Hampshire. The main cause was apparently the inclusion or exclusion of reports from the largest towns: Hampshire’s score includes almost no records for Southampton, Portsmouth, Winchester, Alton and Basingstoke. Devon, Cornwall and rural Northumberland are also under-represented, apparently because coroners or villagers were just less diligent there than elsewhere before the 1580s and 1590s, when they reached more usual levels. Even within other counties, more remote areas were under-represented, for it has been shown that an improbably high proportion of recorded suicides and fatal accidents occurred in places easily reached by major roads. And deaths at sea, out of sight of land, were not covered by county or borough coroners but came under the jurisdiction of the lord admiral.

There are other limitations on what the reports tell us. Because some activities were more inherently dangerous than others, inquests do not record all aspects of life in equal depth. Accidents that did not prove fatal did not prompt an inquest. Some fatal accidents certainly were recorded but still do not appear in our series, for example when pardons were granted to those who killed others by accident, but no corresponding inquest report can now be found. Some inquests themselves refer to other deaths at the same danger spot for which no report survives. While the number of available inquests increased decade by decade, rapidly until the 1530s as the filing system developed and thereafter in rough proportion to the overall rise in population, it levelled off towards 1600 despite ongoing population increase, probably as more reports began to be retained with the records of county assize courts.

There are smaller issues of accuracy. Some reports, about one in a hundred, make mistakes, most commonly giving an inquest date before the date of the accident, so that one or the other must be wrong. This was an especially easy slip to make when copying Roman numerals, where a missing x or v or i can make all the difference. Greater inattention – or conceivably ignorance – led to rare comic malapropisms. One clerk twice assures us that Thomas Hancoke ‘scandalizavit’ – offended – an elm tree before he fell off it, rather than ‘scandavit’, or climbed it. Other reports are too badly damaged to read. A few files are entirely lost, or perhaps await discovery among unsorted records at the National Archives. Very occasionally, when two copies of the same report were filed, they contained different details, one hour out on the time of death for example, one day out on the date, a cow, rather than a mare, being driven down the road by someone who tripped and fell onto a pitchfork.

All this means that we cannot produce watertight statistics for the accident rate per head of population, even for the fatal accident rate per head of population, nor can we be certain that a particular victim died at two rather than three in the afternoon. More fundamentally, we are dependent on what the inquest jurors told the coroner. If they chose to cover up a suicide to spare the family from shame and the forfeiture of the victim’s goods, or misclassify a murder to favour the killer, then we may be none the wiser. If they left out details we would like to know, we can usually get no further.

The proportions of different causes of death recorded may also depend on the dynamics of the inquest process. Drownings made up 43 per cent of reported accidental deaths, for reasons we shall explore. But drowning was also a frequent method of suicide, so families were anxious to establish before the law that their kinsfolk had died by misfortune. Carts were involved in more than one in seven fatal accidents because they were widespread and because they were unstable combinations of woodwork, animal power and human miscalculation. But as moving objects with valuable components they were prime targets for coroners, keen to levy lucrative forfeitures on vehicle owners. We shall have to think carefully about coroners, jurors, witnesses, and the stories they told, about how the coroner’s court operated and how people thought about accidents.

Yet for all their difficulties, the reports enable us to write a book about Tudor history in which Henry VIII must share his space with Henry Pachet of Stockingford, Warwickshire, who was crushed in a coal-pit collapse at Merevale in June 1587, a book in which Elizabeth I looms no larger than Elizabeth Geffe of Ampthill, Bedfordshire, who was tending a malt kiln at five in the morning in April 1594, set fire to her clothes and was too weak to put out the flames. It is a book in which Wolf Hall was the place where John Colt was kicked in the stomach by a sorrel-bay mare on 5 July 1577 and died at 11 p.m. the following day. Yet it is a book that shows how the everyday life of the people intersected with the doings of the great, and how the headline events of Tudor history could affect anyone and everyone.

The great men and women of Tudor England do appear here, but they are on the margins. Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey and then duke of Norfolk, was lord treasurer to Henry VII and Henry VIII and led the English army to crushing victory over the Scots at Flodden in 1513. For our purposes he was the owner of a young horse that ran wild on a Lambeth street and trampled Agnes Wodehous. Thomas Cranmer was the archbishop of Canterbury who held Henry VIII’s hand on his deathbed and wrote the Church of England’s first Book of Common Prayer. For us he was the brother-in-law of Henry Byngham esquire, who was killed when Cranmer’s palace in Canterbury burnt down on the night of 18–19 December 1543. Sir Thomas Gresham was a pioneer of economic thought, a government adviser on coinage and state debt and a public benefactor, founder of the Royal Exchange and Gresham College at London. But our focus is on Henry Heywarde, the fifty-year-old yeoman who had charge of Gresham’s horses at his country house, Intwood Hall in Norfolk. At 11 p.m. on 13 January 1564, Heywarde was in bed in his chamber above the stables when he was woken by the restlessness of the horses below. He hurried to calm them but fell downstairs in his haste and broke his neck.

As for kings, queens and big events, they are here too, but seen from new angles. Henry VIII changed England for ever by dissolving the monasteries, selling many of the monastic lands and enabling the conversion of the buildings. At Stone Priory, Staffordshire, in August 1538, dissolution led to Henry Skatergoode being hit on the head by a stone thrown down by the labourers dismantling the bell tower. By 1542 half a dozen others had been killed by collapsing walls or chimneys as religious houses in Cambridge, Gloucester, Huntingdon, Lichfield, Wigmore and Wymondham turned into demolition sites. Monastic buildings were still being adapted years later. In 1567 a stone column with an iron bar running through it, presumably robbed from the priory, fell on Barnard Benneson in ‘the newe worke’ at Watton, Yorkshire, and in 1570 John Hedd fell thirty feet when taking down old timbers at Amesbury Priory in Wiltshire. Meanwhile the monks disappeared. The last identified monk to suffer an accident was a canon of Alvingham Priory in Lincolnshire who fell into a millpond in 1532; the last friar was an Augustinian drowned at Forebridge, Staffordshire, in 1534.

Elizabeth’s reign is famous for the spectacular entertainments mounted to amuse the queen and impress her subjects. May Day 1559 saw one of the first, a firework display on the River Thames outside Whitehall Palace. John Penne was taking part, but drowned when a small barrel of gunpowder caught fire and the crew overturned his boat trying to escape the explosion. She also liked to tour the country on progress, staying with her leading subjects. In August 1561 it was the earl of Oxford who hosted her at Castle Hedingham, but it was William Smythe of Havering-atte-Bower who was knocked from his horse by an elm tree as he drove his father’s cart to the castle with supplies for the queen’s party.

The Spanish Armada of summer 1588 presented the gravest invasion threat of Elizabeth’s reign, and preparations to meet it energised all England. In February and May there were mishaps with a gunpowder mill in Surrey and a cart loaded with ‘salte peter water’, a vital ingredient for gunpowder, in Suffolk. Already in February 1586, not long after the war with Spain began, Margaret Wyllys had been hit on the head by a stray branch as she watched men in a Cambridgeshire park felling ash trees requisitioned to make pikes. At musters in April and July there were firearms-training accidents at Leighton Buzzard and Stafford. On 14 July, five days before the Spanish fleet was sighted off The Lizard, Thomas Dickyns of Burton Lazars, Leicestershire, charged astride his gelding towards a ‘quyntell’, a target on a post, brandishing ‘a gavelocke of yron’, a javelin. What it would have done to the veterans of the Spanish army is doubtful, but as it glanced off the post and flew off sideways it accounted for Robert Pares, lying on the ground nearby.

The study of a subject such as this raises moral and emotional problems. It is hard not to feel the agony of events like those at Plumstead, Kent, on Thursday, 9 June 1580. Joan Jenninges was a young widow with several daughters. At seven in the evening, she was out of the house where spotted sow rushed in, overturned the crib, and bit hungrily – avidly and cruelly, said the jurors – into the baby’s head. Elizabeth Keye, spinster, perhaps a teenaged family servant, found Petronella dead. We have done our best to avoid condescension or voyeurism in writing about tragedies like this. One of us pulled a pot full of scalding tea over himself as a toddler and the other has been rushed to hospital after a hornet sting on the neck. In other circumstances, in sixteenth-century circumstances, we might very well have been dead. It behoves us to write with respect about the people of the past and their misfortunes. But it is important that we do so. Without a coroner’s report Joan and Petronella might be, at best, digits in a reconstitution of the population history of their parish. What the coroners’ inquests equip us to do is bring them and their world back to life.
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Wild and Tame
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The lives of people and of animals were closely entangled in Tudor England. One fatal accident in four involved an animal in one way or another. People met animals in farming, hunting and travel, in homes and woods and marshes, generating different kinds of risks as the strength and aggression of the creature combined with the frequency of interaction and its site. Ducks could not savage the unwary like bears and bulls but were more likely to bring on a drowning. Yet the world of animals was never predictable. Horses or cattle might be disturbed by dogs, pigs or insects. Runners stumbled on molehills and anthills, and carts got stuck in fox-earths. Even dead animals could kill. In March 1516, at Ellerton in Yorkshire, Isabel Chamber tripped over the skull of a horse and fell into a marshland spring.

All manner of game was ripe for hunting. The high-status quarry was deer. Few died in the chase, though it did happen. John Massie tripped running after a doe in Bagworth Park, Leicestershire, and cut his thigh on his sword. William Gryffethe drowned in a pond in Wedgnock Park, Warwickshire, trying to recover a buck. Most spectacularly, Elis ap Euan was butted in the head by a buck he had just shot in Brickhill Park, Buckinghamshire. Much more common were attacks by stags on those walking or working in parks or woods. The dangerous months were September to November, what one jury called ‘the rutt tyme’, when stags were itching for a fight. The injuries were horrible, broken limbs, torn bowels. Derbyshire jurors liked precision: fourteen separate wounds on John Sharpe at Staveley, twenty-three on Richard Calley at Haddon.

Smaller mammals could be hunted for meat or pelts. Thomas Hatton and Thomas Welles went after squirrels. They threw a staff or cudgel to knock the squirrel from the tree, but Hatton’s staff got stuck and he fell retrieving it, while Welles tripped over a tree-root as he ran, looking upwards, and fell on his cudgel. Hare coursing had to be done at speed. John Vinnicot got in a tangle with his five-foot staff and impaled himself on the sharp end as he vaulted over a hedge. John Battell hunted otters in the Lincolnshire fens but fell through December ice.

Rabbits lived in the margins between wild creatures and farmed. They bred in warrens carefully maintained by landlords who culled them for profit and protected them with devices like the pit for trapping foxes into which Margery Egeoke fell. But they spread across the countryside to feed. John Frankecheyny and Francis Stourton were hunting them in the open when they had mishaps with bows and arrows. William Potter and Richard Reyner were poaching, breaking into warrens on November nights in parties of half a dozen. Potter was shot by one of his partners in crime. Reyner, fully equipped with nets, ferrets and greyhounds, was ambushed by the park keeper and his sons in the queen’s park at Langley Marish, Buckinghamshire, and hit by a crossbow bolt.

Birds caused six times as many hunting accidents as mammals. Here the pastime with cachet was falconry. Young hawks for training had to be taken from nests or caught in traps, and both involved perilous climbs up trees or over cliffs. Sir Christopher Alleyn and his sons watched as Francis Eton clambered after fledglings, but Richard Ward, John Foster and Louis Meverell, a clergyman, a yeoman and a gentleman, climbed in person. Thomas Samborne got as far as going out hunting but fell on his knife as he made a perch for his goshawk. Robert Barowe, gentleman, had a ‘hawkkes perke’ in an oriel window at his house, but fell out of the window as he inspected it.

For those in search of birds to eat, wildfowl was a prime target. Some were caught young, but this involved running around the slippery edges of ponds or rowing fast after ducklings, cygnets, moorhens or coots. The only professional bird-catcher among our victims, John Nycolson, may have been on the chase when he fell into the River Eden. Batfowling aimed to surprise drowsy birds with nets or staffs at the waterside on autumn evenings. But there were risks. One hunter overbalanced throwing his net over a teal, another hitting a mallard. John Shorte was on the dark side of a hedge, ready to catch the birds flushed out by Arthur Fayerfaxe’s beating, when Arthur hit him through the hedge. In the 1580s and 1590s, shooting ducks began to look an easier option, but guns presented dangers all their own.

More died going after crows than ducks. Here the aim was to climb trees in spring to take chicks from the nest. Rook chicks were a particular delicacy, and rooks outnumbered their relatives at least two to one among the climbers’ prey. All manner of men tried it, from a Kent beggar to a Warwickshire gentleman, but slipping holds and snapping branches sent them tumbling down, forty, fifty or sixty feet, even those who equipped themselves with a long stick to knock down the nest. Adult crows could be shot, but the usual risks ensued.

Heron and starling chicks also lured hunters into the trees. House martins nesting on buildings posed a different challenge. Alexander Hyckes fell from a bridge at Aynho, Northamptonshire, and Alan Walton from the treasury next to the gate of Pontefract Castle. Walton wanted the ‘litle bird calld a martyn’ for his daughter Ellen, but whether as a pet or for dinner is unclear. Pigeons too nested in buildings. Catherine Machyn climbed a ladder in a barn to catch some, but others went higher. John Emere, a monk of Sawtry Abbey, Huntingdonshire, fell from the roof of the abbey church. Richard Alworth came down sixty feet from the broken ceiling of a chapel at Over Norton, Oxfordshire. Trapping was a final option, traditional for some birds, such as woodcock. Richard Wolstanrrose hit his head on a rock as he snagged his large ‘cockeshut nette’. John Skrymsher cut his leg on his knife as he fashioned ‘pitfalles’ for birds.

Bees, like rabbits, hovered between wild and farmed. Thomas Bradleye and Henry Moises climbed trees craving wild honey. Bradleye even took a hatchet with him to widen the crack in the tree that led to the nest but fell, surrounded by irate bees. Thomas Lowe and John Tyllam were presumably trying to stock hives as they climbed after swarms. Most intriguing was the scene at Beckley, Sussex, in June 1568, when the servants of Thomas Water rushed outside with a brass tub and a small cowbell to calm swarming bees and charm them into a hive. They left behind in the kitchen Thomas’s little daughter Mary, who fell into a tub of water.

Fishing caused more fatalities than all other types of hunting combined. It killed wherever there was water, all over England, all year, though summer was worst. A quarter of fishers were in boats and the rest on foot. Most were men, of all ranks and ages. Women fished occasionally. In Cumberland, Catherine Hostill fished at Holme Cultram, and in Norfolk, Jane Coper caught sand-eels in the Salthouse Main Channel. Both were overtaken by incoming tides. Fishermen did not feature only as victims, for they were often the first finders of the drowned.

It is rarely clear what type of fish was being taken. Eels were widely trapped and lampreys caught on the Wensum. Crustaceans and shellfish appeared occasionally. Hugh
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