
		
			[image: Cover image: Normal Women: 900 Years of Making History by Philippa Gregory]
		


		
			[image: Title page image: Normal Women: 900 Years of Making History by Philippa Gregory, William Collins logo]

		

		
			Copyright

			William Collins

			An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

			1 London Bridge Street

			London SE1 9GF

			WilliamCollinsBooks.com

			HarperCollinsPublishers

			Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

			Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

			This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2023

			Copyright © Philippa Gregory 2023

			Philippa Gregory asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

			Cover image is based on William Hogarth’s portrait of Mary Edwards (1705–1743) who repudiated her extravagant husband who was stealing her fortune, denying their marriage and declaring herself a spinster in order to be free of him. The cover shows a pixelated portrait of Edwards assembled from pictures of the other ‘normal women’ illustrated in the book.

			A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

			All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

			Source ISBN: 9780008601690

			Ebook Edition © October 2023 ISBN: 9780008601720

			Version: 2026-04-23

		

		
			Introduction

			I first had the idea for this book around the time that I wrote The Other Boleyn Girl, when I found a woman, Mary Boleyn, who made her own remarkable life but enters history only as the sister to the more famous Anne. She made me think of all the other women whose names and stories are lost, and even the stories my mother told me: about growing up during the war years, of her mother who did not dare to be a suffragette, of her aunt, a scholar who could not graduate from an English university, of the letters she edited, written by her kinswoman – an eighteenth-century feminist. This book is about them, and all the women who ‘lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs’.1

			The first schools in England were church schools and the first scholars were priests, so the first historians were men like the Venerable Bede who wrote the Ecclesiastical History of the English People in AD 731, naming only 18 women in their own right from a population of about 1 million: 0.0018 per cent – statistically invisible. There are only six chronicles surviving from the early medieval period – all written by men, mostly about the kings and their wars, and these are the basis of all the histories of the period.

			They set a tradition. A History of the English-Speaking Peoples by Winston Churchill, published in the twentieth century, is a description not of the ‘peoples’ but of English-speaking men: 1,413 named men, and just 98 named women. What we read as a history of our nation is a history of men, as viewed by men, as recorded by men.

			Is 93.1 per cent of history literally ‘His Story’ because women don’t do anything? Are women so busy with their Biology that they have no time for History, like strict timetable choices – you can’t do both? The only women of interest to the male record keepers were mothers, queens, taxpayers and criminals. The records are all written by men – mostly men of the church – and they have little or no interest in women. Women are there, making fortunes and losing them, breaking the law and enforcing it, defending their castles in siege and setting off on crusades; but they’re often not recorded, or mentioned only in passing by historians, as they were just normal women living normal lives, not worthy of comment.

			Medieval women only enter the records when the record keepers complain of them: when they are accused in the church courts of adultery or promiscuity, when they are named in the records as gossips, when they appear in the criminal courts charged with thieving or usury or fraud, when they are registered as prostitutes or kidnapped. They’re often named as rioters: every time land was enclosed, women in England broke fences, trespassed, poached, reclaimed the common land. Every hungry year they broke into bakers, corn mills, or the barns where grain was stored for export, and divided it among the crowd and paid the right price. Sometimes the local priest or magistrate would arrive and oversee the weighing and the selling. If the baker or the merchants resisted, windows might be broken and food might be stolen, but usually everyone understood that the poor women – women whose names were not even recorded – were price-setting and rationing food. But then, in the eighteenth century, the mood changed: merchants and the landowners stopped appeasing the crowd and the women were named as troublemakers, identified in the court records and their harsh punishments recorded. Part of my work in writing a history of Normal Women has been recognising the normality of women, however they are named: rioting women, power-mad women, manipulative women, viragoes, angels, witches.

			Poor medieval women had a sense of themselves: supporting each other, employing each other, naming other women as their heirs, holding other women to a standard of behaviour – but legally they were owned by their fathers or husbands and bound to stay in their communities. Only in work gangs and guilds could they have a sense of themselves as a group with a distinct shared female life. They did not record themselves as a group, they did not define themselves, describe themselves nor publish, nor are there are many diaries of individual women’s lives: until the English civil wars in the middle of the seventeenth century drove women into writing petitions and demanding rights from the men-only parliament, keeping journals of their experiences, recipes for their medicines, private letters to keep families together and businesses intact, and then – finally publishing, so that women could read about themselves.

			They asked why women were not in the Creation story as an equal to Adam? In the explosion of women writing fiction in the eighteenth century, they asked: ‘How is a woman different to a man?’ About 1860, they asked, ‘Why can’t we get a divorce on the same grounds as men?’ Around 1890, they started to ask, ‘Why can’t we vote?’ Around 1950, they asked, ‘Why are we not in History?’ – and women historians began the process of rereading the historical records to find out what the women were doing in their dark and silent past while men were shining a spotlight and amplifying themselves. These are the historians who produced the first great histories of women, succeeded by biographers of heroines and of the family, social historians of movements and then the editors of lists of 10 memorable women or top 20 names. All these publications help put women into history. But the biographies emphasise exceptional individuals, histories of the family see women as daughters and mothers – Biology again! The histories of groups speak of witches or suffragettes or midwives – focusing on bizarre or campaigning groups, not the normality of women’s lives, and the shortlists of women are too short – only 20 women in history? Even Winston Churchill counted 98!

			Indebted to all these authors, what I wanted to write was a huge book about women – those engaged in unusual practices and those living uneventful lives, those who were up against their society and those gliding along the top of it, the few we have heard of and the millions that we have not. And I wanted to show that murderers and brides, housewives and pirates, whores and weavers, farmers and milliners, female husbands, hermits, the chaste, the jousters, painters, nuns, queens, witches and soldiers – are all part of women’s history, all part of our national history – even though they lived and died without a man noticing them for long enough to write down their names.

			And finally – here is just one, very dear to me:

			[image: ]

			Elaine Wedd, around 20 years old, a member of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry. This picture reminds me that when we write normal women into the history of our country, we restore ourselves: our sisters, our friends and our foremothers. And this is my mother – a normal woman, like all heroines.

		

		
			Part 1

			1066–1348

			Doomsday

			Doomsday

			The invasion of England by the Norman army in 1066 – Duke William of Normandy versus King Harold of England – would be far more than a regime change for the women of England. It was the hardening of a tyranny by men who captured the kingdom and its fortune, passed it father to son excluding women, created laws enslaving women, composed religion and philosophy to denigrate women; men whose violence was directed at women, and whose need for cash and greed for profit would underpay and overwork women for centuries.

			The account book compiled to establish the value of lands for royal taxation could be challenged no more than Judgment Day itself, and was named in the twelfth century as the Domesday Book. For the women of England, the Norman invasion was indeed a day of doom.

			The Bayeux Tapestry, a near-contemporary 70-metre long embroidered linen panel, shows an invasion of men: 632 of them. Nearly 200 horses are depicted, 55 dogs, 500 other animals and birds – but only five women, all of them threatened or suffering violence. Anglo-Saxon Queen Edith mourns her husband Edward the Confessor; another woman (probably Ælfgifu, the wife of King Cnut – or Ælfgyva as it is on the tapestry) is being touched by a clerk or priest; a woman flees a burning building with her son; and, in the margin, a naked woman runs from a nude man with an erect penis, and another naked woman defies a naked man who holds an axe.

			There are more penises than English women in the tapestry: 88 on the horses, five on the men. The expert designers, weavers and embroiderers – probably English women themselves working for a Norman lord1 – showed allowable male sexual violence arriving with the Normans and tolerated by them.

			William of Normandy was a notoriously aggressive leader, who had already brutally conquered his homeland with a battle-hardened army. Their arrival marked the end of an England that had settled into relatively peaceful rule under Anglo-Saxon lords, inspired by a concept of ‘good lordship’, where women had legal rights, some owned land and their own fortune, ruled over their tenants, could marry or separate freely and could choose their heirs.2

			A third of the surviving pre-conquest wills were written by women, signing their own names. Wynflæd, grandmother of King Edgar, left a fortune on her death (c.950), and a special bequest to her daughter Æthelflæd of favourite jewellery and an estate: ‘Her engraved bracelet and her brooch, and the estate at Ebbesborn and the title deed as a perpetual inheritance to dispose of as she pleases; and she grants to her the men and the stock and all that is on the estate.’3

			The ‘men’ would have been the villeins attached to the land with tenancy and employment agreements, the landless serfs who worked for free and were housed by the lord, and the slaves, who made up as much as 10 per cent of the population,4 captured in war or purchased. They too were landless, unpaid and unfree, mostly white workers. Wynflæd ordered that her slaves be freed, for the benefit of her soul; but two highly skilled among them, ‘a woman-weaver and a seamstress’, she left to her daughters; a cook (probably a slave) was left to her granddaughter Eadgifu, who also inherited two chests, her best bed-curtain, her best tunic and cloak, her old filigree brooch and a long tapestry.5 Other children were to receive a ‘red tent’, a double badger-skin gown, tapestries, bed linen and books.6

			Wynflæd was not the only wealthy woman landowner in Anglo-Saxon England. In East Anglia and the town of Oxford, about one in every seven landowners was a woman, and 14 per cent of the tenants on royal lands were named as women.7 The Domesday Book – a snapshot of England at the moment of William’s invasion – listed 16,667 male landowners and 479 women.8 Among these were some extremely wealthy women: Gytha Thorkilsdottir, Countess of Wessex, mother of King Harold, owned massive estates in southern England stretching over 11 modern counties. Harold’s influential and wealthy wife Edith Swan Neck held vast lands. Two of the greatest women landowners of 1086 were not even named in the Domesday Book – they were referred to as the wife of Hugh, son of Grip, and the mother of Robert Malet.9

			A woman named Asa, a small landowner in Yorkshire, appeared in the Domesday records claiming her lands after separating from her husband. The jury in the case followed the old Anglo-Saxon law: Asa won and held her land in her own right. She was lucky to come under Anglo-Saxon law – the new Norman laws would rule that no wife could own land or keep it after marriage without a specific settlement. No woman would annul a marriage or divorce without permission from the church courts or Parliament for the next eight centuries.

			Another woman tenant, Widow Leofgeat, held 400 acres in Knook in Wiltshire, probably a pension from the Anglo-Saxon royal court where she made the gold fringe to trim royal robes.10 The widow of Manasses, the royal cook, held her dower lands in her own name.11 There was a woman landowner and brewster in Chester and a woman jester or musician-poet – Adelina – who held lands in Hampshire.12 A skilled sempstress, Æflgyd, was paid in land at Oakley in Buckinghamshire for teaching the sheriff Godric’s daughter gold embroidery work.13

			The Domesday Book had been commissioned to show the invader the state of the land that he claimed as all his own. As the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle described: ‘After this had the king a large meeting, and very deep consultation with his council, about this land; how it was occupied, and by what sort of men. Then sent he his men over all England into each shire; commissioning them to find out “How many hundreds of hides were in the shire, what land the king himself had, and what stock upon the land; or, what dues he ought to have by the year from the shire.”’14

			All the lands belonged to the king by right of conquest, and he favoured his chiefs of staff with grants of land. Female ownership all but died out. In 1066, there were 25 women landholders recorded in Essex but only 9 recorded in 1086. Yorkshire listed 19 women in 1066 and 4 in 1086. Suffolk listed more than 50 women owners in 1066 but 43 of them vanished in only 20 years. The great landowners were now all Normans, all male. William did not grant any land to women except kinswomen and a few nunneries.15

			Anglo-Saxon women who refused to accept Norman rule found themselves landless. Edith Swan Neck, widow of King Harold Godwinson, lost her widow’s dower of Walsingham Manor and the famous shrine associated with her. Gunnhildr, King Harold’s own daughter, lost all her lands and hid in a nunnery to escape a forced marriage to a Norman lord.16 Lower-class Anglo-Saxon women were robbed, assaulted and raped by the invading soldiers. Although William commanded the nobles to ‘restrain themselves’, the ‘Penitential Ordinance’ ruled that rapists and fornicators should pay nothing more than a fine, and William’s vice-regents – Odo of Bayeux and William FitzOsbern – protected their men when they were accused of plunder or rape. English women were abducted and sold into slavery.17

			William’s 15 chiefs of staff were given huge estates to hold for the new king. In turn, they granted land to their officers: 170 tenants-in-chief.18 It took only a few years for the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy to be completely replaced by a Norman, French-speaking elite, which protected itself so successfully that it has survived to this day.19 The top tier of landowners in England remains Norman: 70 per cent of the country is owned by 10 per cent of the people,20 most of them descendants of Norman invaders.21 The Grosvenor family, headed by the Duke of Westminster, descend from William of Normandy’s master huntsman, Hugh le Grand Veneur, and are the richest family in England after the monarchy, owning around 140,000 acres of land in Britain, including much of Mayfair and Belgravia in London.22 Asked the secret of his success, the late duke said that it helped to arrive with William the Conqueror.

			The Anglo-Saxons had an elective monarchy – their king was chosen by a parliament of lords – but William won the throne in battle and then left it to his sons. His lords copied him: lands were inherited by male heirs, however distant, however incompetent, overlooking all daughters. The Normans brought patriarchy to England, formalised it in law and kept women from the throne for five centuries.

			One of the few women to be given land was William’s niece Judith. She was endowed with properties and married to a defeated Anglo-Saxon lord: Waltheof, Earl of Northumbria. The attempt to lock the earl to the invaders failed: Waltheof rebelled against William in the ‘revolt of the earls’ and was executed, leaving Judith a wealthy widow. When she defied King William, refusing to marry his next choice, he took her lands back.

			The most powerful woman in England, Queen Matilda, the wife of William, was less honoured than Anglo-Saxon queens, who had been anointed with special holy oil and crowned as monarchs in their own right. Matilda was only crowned in 1068, nearly two years after William, and she was not consecrated with holy oil.23 She did get the work: her husband gave her huge royal lands and fees and the title of regent, relying on her to rule the Duchy of Normandy when he was in England, and England as regent in his frequent absences. Lords’ wives also devoted their lives to managing the lands and houses, workers, industries and communities for the men of their family to inherit. Wives became unpaid managers, tenants for life, not owners.

			William’s great demand of England proved to be money to pay his army and to send back to Normandy. But the England he invaded was a subsistence economy with little use for coins or precious metals. Goods produced locally were bartered and exchanged; people only needed cash for luxuries or rarities that could not be made or grown locally. William tried to stimulate a cash economy, encouraging Jewish merchants from Rouen to settle in England from 1070. Under church laws against usury, Christians were not allowed to loan money and charge interest, and the work was given to Jewish people. Their reliability and honesty led to Jewish financiers managing huge state and private debts, essential to the European economies but hated by their debtors. In London, Jewish men and women settled in the district called ‘Old Jewry’ close to the Guildhall, and by the twelfth century had expanded to other towns, specifically protected by the king as his wards, with the freedom of the highways, so that they could travel the kingdom on business.24 At the end of the century, the Jewish population of England would be less than 0.25 per cent but contributing 8 per cent of taxes, and English people found themselves deep in debt to Jewish moneylenders – their resentment sowed the seeds of antisemitism.25

			After the invasion, everyone had to earn coins to pay taxes. This hit women food producers who fed their family and bartered surplus produce for other goods in the community. As cash became the only measure of value, women’s domestic production looked as if it were done for free and women’s work at home appeared to be unpaid.

			Such a woman was Juliana Strapnel, a tenant renting her cottage and lands in the manor of Ingatestone, in Essex, in 1275. She paid most of her annual rent in labour: she had to do two days of ploughing and one and a half days of weeding, and one and a half days of harrowing the manor fields. She had to help with haymaking and reap one acre at harvest time. Three times a year, she had to work on projects for the manor – like road repair or ditching – and join in nut gathering in autumn.26 She also worked for herself: ploughing, sowing, weeding and harvesting her own strips of land in the common fields, growing her own food and cooking it, raising her own animals, collecting firewood, cutting turves and gleaning after the harvest. She probably brewed her own ale and baked bread and pies in the communal village oven. She was self-sufficient, highly productive, bartering for the things she needed. The new taxes changed this economy. Juliana had to earn cash, selling her surplus food – not bartering – in the market, spinning for a fee for a manufacturer or working for another employer for cash.

			William I kept a fifth of the entire lands of England for himself, as the royal estate, and decreed new laws to preserve vast areas for royal hunting, as much as a third of southern England. ‘Forest law’ became one of the most hated consequences of the invasion – excluding men and women from the land that supported them. The Rime of King William, written in 1087, probably by an Anglo-Saxon cleric, names forest law as one of the worst sins of the king, second only to taxation:

			He had castles built

			and poor men terribly oppressed.

			The king was severe

			and he took many marks of gold and

			hundreds of pounds of silver from his underlings …

			… He established many deer preserves

			and he set up many laws concerning them

			such that whoever killed a hart or a hind

			should be blinded …

			His great men complained of it,

			and his poor men lamented it;

			but he was so severe

			that he ignored all their needs.

			But they had to follow above all else

			the king’s will,

			if they wanted to live

			or hold on to land …27

			This land grab took thousands of acres from previous owners and from community use as ‘common land’ and made them the private preserve of the king. The forest law that applied in these huge areas of England was the will of the invading king; there was no other law or courts. Anglo-Saxon kings had hunted for food and for sport, but they had never created royal forests for their exclusive use, nor banned people from the land. For women, who specialised in harvesting and gathering, the countryside that surrounded their villages offered a free source of wild fruits, herbs, nuts and mushrooms, firewood, turves and grazing land. They fished in streams and rivers, gathered rushes for making baskets and to scatter on floors. They took game and wild birds, collected eggs and put beehives on meadows and moorland. On the coast, they made salt, fished and gathered crabs, lobsters and shellfish. The medieval women lived off the land that was all around them, some of it named as ‘common land’ for all to share in grazing and harvesting rights, some as ‘waste’ where anyone could build a shelter and take up residence. To the women, whose first occupation was food production, the English countryside was both home and larder.

			But by the end of the 1100s, about a quarter of England had been closed to the English people: a third of all southern England and all of the counties of Essex and Huntingdonshire. There was frequent, probably daily resistance against the forest laws, and opposition to the expansion of the hunting preserves resulted in the Forest Charter of 1217, which restored some rights to the people and limited the expansion of the protected lands. Hunting and trespass were recorded, prosecuted and punished with deaths and fines, but the women and children who carried out daily minor incursions and pilfering were rarely caught and rarely punished. Women’s defiance of forest law became a civil resistance that would be seen again and again in the following centuries, as women defended their rights, their communities, their food, their markets and traditions.

			One such defence was recorded in the late 1100s at a Suffolk abbey, where the chronicler Jocelin of Brakelond made a rare mention of women who came to the aid of a cottager who had fallen behind with his rent. When the abbey cellarer arrived to collect payment or take goods and food in lieu of rent from a tenant near Bury St Edmunds, he and his men were set upon by ‘old women brandishing their saucepans, threatening and abusing them’.28 The village women won the battle, frightened the bailiffs away, and the cottager kept his furniture for another day.

			The Normans defended their land grab by building castles: more than 535 of them were thrown up in a hurry in the 30 years after the invasion, by a patriarchy that knew they could only keep their new territory by force. People took to arms to oppose the Norman invaders, and the medieval poet Baudri of Borgeuil described the English resistance: ‘In a pathetic effort at defence, an unwarlike legion of girls, old men and boys gird up the city walls with whatever they can find.’29

			Other rebellions were led by Anglo-Saxon women. Gytha, mother of the dead king Harold, organised a revolt at Exeter, before taking a group of women into voluntary exile from the new rulers.30 There were uprisings on the Welsh borders from 1067 and a year later in the north of England, where an army of 900 Normans were massacred. This would provoke the ‘Harrying of the North’ by William that devastated Yorkshire, causing famine and depopulation, and prompted guerrilla warfare in the east of England led by Anglo-Saxon rebel Hereward the Wake in 1070.

			In 1075, Emma de Gauder (1059–99) defied William I to marry the man of her choice, Ralph, Earl of East Anglia, and recruited him into the ‘revolt of the earls’ with her brother against William’s rule. When the rebellion collapsed and her husband fled, Emma – aged only 16 – held William’s own castle of Norwich against him for three months, forcing the king to make a truce with her, granting her and her troops safe passage to Brittany, where she rejoined her husband. She died while travelling with him on the First Crusade.

			One of the other leaders of the revolt, Anglo-Saxon Waltheof, Earl of Northumbria, became a focus for female disobedience when the nuns of Romsey Abbey declared him a saint and his execution by William a martyrdom. Abbess Athelitz proclaimed his tomb to be the source of miracles, causing Archbishop Anselm to write to the abbess to order her silence, without success. He had to threaten to suspend Romsey Abbey’s right to celebrate mass before Abbess Athelitz bowed to the greater force, ended the cult and asked Waltheof’s son to leave Romsey village.31

			Country

			England was a rural country with a small population of about 1.5 million people speaking Scandinavian languages, different regional English dialects and overnight about 6,000 new Norman invaders speaking Old French. Most of the country remained empty, called ‘waste’: coastal plains, floodland or moorland, mountains and fens, forests and heath. Small wooden-built villages nestled around the stone-walled old manor houses, or sprang up around the new castles, where the ex-military commanders lived. Strips of common land, farmed by each family, petered out into moorland, heath or forest, where packs of wolves and wild boar roamed, and charcoal burners – often teams of women – set up little camps. Vast areas were unknown to anyone but the few poor families who scraped a living from hovels at their edges, or the vagrants or outlaws who used them as hiding and meeting places. Higher lands were used as pasture for flocks of sheep, or left as wild desolate moorland, unmapped and untouched except for the occasional mines or quarries worked by families: husbands, wives and children digging side by side. It was cold and damp, thanks to a ‘little ice age’ in the last quarter of the 1200s. Travellers needed a guide to take them from one village to another, and most poor people never left their village except to go to the nearby market. People could drown in the fords or even in the deep puddles that had opened up on the old Roman highways built centuries before. But the pilgrim ways linked one hospitable abbey to another, beacons of culture and wealth, often run by elite women, offering healthcare, education and a bed for the night. The inns and alehouses of the bustling and lively market towns, run by women who brewed and baked, were busy with men and women visiting for the day, or making the journey of a lifetime to the holy shrines in churches, monasteries and co-ed abbeys and women-only convents – unique places where women could hold power, manage wealth, study and create a life independent of men.

			Abbeys and Convents

			The only Anglo-Saxon women to retain their wealth and power through the conquest were the women of the convents and abbeys. To buy support for his invasion, William I gifted a quarter of all the agricultural land to the church and as the religious houses flourished, so did the elite group of women who managed them. They did not answer to any man in England but reported directly to the pope in Rome, with status equal to a bishop or lord. They created the great religious houses of Wilton, Romsey, Barking, Shaftesbury, St Mary’s Winchester and Wherwell, which were famous for their wealth, landholdings, culture and prosperity.32

			There was a rush of women to enter the safety of the convents after the invasion. Seven or eight new houses for women were founded after 1066 and in the next century, the new cult of Mary, Mother of God, inspired another 100 new houses, offering places for 3,000 women.33 Theodora, in 1096 Huntington, broke her betrothal promise and, disguised as a man, ran away from home before her parents could force her to marry. Once safe, she discarded her disguise, became an anchoress – a female hermit – and took her vows.

			In the twelfth century, the new doctrine of ‘purgatory’ – the belief that sinful souls must wait in discomfort before ascending to heaven – created a new business for enclosed, or ‘cloistered’, women. Patrons hoping for a fast track to heaven left rich endowments in their wills, to buy masses to be sung by the chantry choirs, creating a new income stream for the chantry and careers for musician nuns.

			Under Norman rule, English abbesses improved their wealth, power and status, and some became advisors to the new royal court. In England as in Europe, abbesses were drawn from upper-class families and moved easily between church and court. Abbess Jean de Valois was authorised by the pope himself to leave her post at Fontenelle Abbey to arrange a peace between her son-in-law Edward III of England and her brother Philip VI of France. Mother superior Hildegard of Bingen advised four popes, two emperors and several kings and queens. Queens endowed nunneries, and sometimes retired to them; junior royal daughters might take the veil. Young Matilda, who would marry Henry I, proved an unruly postulant at Romsey, pulling off her black veil and stamping on it. But when crowned queen, she chose her ladies-in-waiting from her convent friends, and after her death they returned to a religious life at the Kilburn convent.34

			Nunneries increased their wealth and influence by charging high fees to novices – they could demand the full dowry of a noble-born girl. This became such a successful way to raise funds that in 1257 it was noted as an abuse by the general church council. Senior nuns could rise to be brilliant administrators: managing employees, working many acres of land and running a huge nunnery as a big business. A class of professional women accountants and managers served as priors, sub-priors and treasurers. Choir mistresses organised the complex music of the church services, while the sacrist cared for the precious vestments, and the fratress was responsible for the tables and linen. An almoner took charge of donations to the convent or abbey and the overall finances; a chamberer looked after the beds and bedding; a cellarer supervised the food and often ran the home farm; a kitchener oversaw the kitchens; an infirmarian managed the hospital, where nuns worked as surgeons, physicians and nurses, diagnosing, prescribing and treating the sick of both sexes. A novice mistress supervised and taught the novice nuns; scholars copied, translated and wrote books; and artists illuminated manuscripts, carved sculptures and painted murals. The buildings themselves were huge mansions, almost palaces, the lands extensive.

			Some enclosed women became famous scholars, musicians, theologians, mystics, philosophers or saints. Euphemia (?1100s–1257), the abbess of Wherwell in Hampshire, was an architect, builder and gardener. Elected to her post on the death of the previous abbess her aunt, Euphemia doubled recruitment at the abbey from 40 to 80 nuns. She built a mill, a hall, rebuilt two manor houses at Middleton and Tufton, planned and built a homestead, a hospital, a dormitory and latrines with a fully working sewage system. When the old abbey bell tower collapsed, she designed a new one, and conceived and built a new sanctuary with 12-foot-deep foundations. She created a landscape garden with a meditation area – all this before the profession of architecture was invented or any theoretical training was available.

			Before the arrival of the printing press, the nunneries were centres of research and writing, book-copying, illustrating, book-making, publishing and book collecting in their great libraries. They were places of education for girls, teaching novices and pupils reading, writing and in some cases mathematics, music and languages. Convents became so successful as schools that the first written instructions for hermit women forbade them the distraction of teaching and told them to study alone.Enclosure and solitude developed into a female speciality after the Norman invasion, and the first instruction for all hermits by Aelred of Rievaulx was addressed exclusively to women.35 More women than men lived as hermits in England from 1100, until the Reformation of the church ended the practice.36 Julian of Norwich was one of them.

			Some women outside the church chose to live and work together in communities called ‘beguinages’, sometimes following the hours of the convent but without taking religious vows or submitting to the control of the church. The Maison Dieu at York in the 1300s may have been one of these – more like a spiritual female commune than a convent.37 Some widows chose to become ‘vowesses’, taking a vow of celibacy on the death of their husband and following the hours of a convent, and some even separated from living husbands and managed their secular households according to convent hours and nunnery vows.

			Women were prepared to die for their faith: in 1285, eight women and 55 men were burned for heresy against the Roman Catholic Church in Yorkshire.38 Not all enclosed women were so committed: some postulants were given to the church as an act of thanksgiving by their families, or to avoid the costs of raising a daughter; these girls were probably unwilling recruits. Nuns escaped from their orders, and some of the reported rapes and kidnaps of nuns were women staging their escape from the convent with the help of a friend or lover. Agnes Sheen, a nun of Godstow Nunnery, was apparently kidnapped in 1290 – but an inquiry revealed she had been escaping the nunnery, not taken against her will.39 Another discontented nun, Agnes de Flixthorpe, ran from her religious house at Stamford and hid out in Nottingham. She was dressed as a man when she was recaptured in 1309. The nunnery put her in chains and punished her for five years, until she convinced them of her penitence in 1314 … when she ran away again. This time she was not recaptured.40 Another nun, Joan of Leeds, faked her own death to get away from her Benedictine nunnery at St Clement’s, York, to the town of Beverley. The Archbishop of York, William Melton, wrote to the dean of Beverley in 1318, telling him to ‘warn Joan that she should return to her house’. He complained that Joan had persuaded her friends to help her make a dummy to pass off as her dead body and be buried in her place, in consecrated ground. According to the archbishop, she ‘perverted her path of life arrogantly to the way of carnal lust and away from poverty and obedience. Having broken her vows, and discarded the religious habit, she now wanders at large to the notorious peril to her soul and to the scandal of all her order.’41 But the archbishop did not order the dean to arrest Joan and send her back to her convent, only to reprove her. Perhaps both men thought it was easier to scold than to capture a woman who was determined to be free.

			Towns

			There were only 18 towns in England in 1066, each a sprawl of unplanned houses with big gardens, drying greens for laundry, grazing greens for the town’s animals, orchards, market gardens and parkland for hunting, as well as workshops for craft industries. Here, just as in the surrounding farmland, raising livestock and growing food was essential. The country people brought their produce for sale in the daily or weekly markets, driving the animals on the hoof down long-distance drovers’ roads to urban markets and slaughterhouses. Urban women entrepreneurs went out to the country, taking raw materials to women pieceworkers in their cottages: textiles for spinning, weaving or finishing; cloth for tailoring; leather for saddlers and cobblers; metals for blacksmiths and goldsmiths.

			Most people were born in the rural areas, and many would return to them, particularly girls who would go into town for a few years in domestic service before going back to their villages for marriage, to take up a partnership in the family business, inherit family land and rights, or a tenancy. Town and country life merged – every countrywoman went to market, and townswomen would head out into the countryside for seasonal work during harvesting and haymaking.42 Despite the hard work of tenant farmers like Juliana Strapnel, there were hungry years: in the great famine of 1315–18, about 10 per cent of the population starved.43

			The towns offered people economic opportunities and freedom from the strict rules of the lord of the manor. A Sussex town like Lewes could be a magnet for country girls: women outnumbered men there in 1378.44 Towns presented work opportunities for women as well as for men: Stratford-upon-Avon listed 60 different recognised occupations, Bristol more than a hundred.45 By 1300, there were at least 30 towns and cities in England, each with a good-sized church, a regular market and stone-built buildings. Most settlements had originally formed around a castle, and spilled beyond the old defensive walls, around the castle gates, which might still be closed at sunset every day.

			As the towns grew bigger and more prosperous throughout the century, they became increasingly independent of the local Norman lord in his castle. They sought royal charters to be self-governing: electing a mayor, aldermen and bailiffs to enforce rules on public behaviour, safety and hygiene, and to represent civic interests to important visitors or in disputes with the church or neighbours. Once independence was won, the little towns guarded it fiercely, obeying their own charter and defying requests from lord, church or king.46 They raised local taxes to pay for the few urban services like street sweepers, watchers and gate keepers, and these civic jobs were open to women.

			Life in the urban areas proved so unhealthy, especially for women and children, that towns had to be repopulated from the countryside, especially during plague years or epidemics. Elite people suffered from the dirt and disease almost as much as the poor did: a lady in a castle would use a privy that voided into a moat that was rarely cleaned; townswomen’s houses had a pit dug for waste, which was occasionally dug out; and poor people would use a dung heap or defecate in the muddy streets, which were already fouled by animals. People drew their water from the rivers or from the local pump or well, all contaminated by the waste dumped by households into watercourses and the pollution from industries like leather works, textiles and metal works. With no understanding of how infections spread, there was little interest in cleanliness and hygiene, except as a luxury.

			Small manufacturing industries flourished alongside residential areas. Leather works, with their poisonous dyes and disgusting smells from freshly skinned hides, would be sited on streams and rivers, and women worked in these hard environments, as they did everywhere else: Petronilla Ballew was a tanner in Shrewsbury in the early 1300s.47 Foundries and metalworks were sited in their own, high fire-risk areas, and women worked with metal: forging heavy pieces like ploughshares, skilled pieces such as armour and delicate work like jewellery.

			The guilds became the leading organisations in towns and cities, setting apprentices to masters, admitting male and female members, maintaining standards, excluding ‘foreigners’ (even artisans from nearby towns) and supporting members who had fallen on hard times. They organised celebrations, feast days and holy days, and sometimes put on events for the public. The Guild of Tailors of Lincoln showed its care for men and women members – promising to pay for masses for any deceased brother or sister, at home or away, a sort of after-life insurance.48 No one could set up a workshop and open for business unless he or she was a member of the relevant guild. Women could be guild members, but generally not officers, and there were very few trades without women workers as ‘masters’ or partners. Usually, a man would only join a guild after he had completed his apprenticeship and married, so that he could set up a workshop with a working wife as a full partner.

			Some guilds only admitted women who were related to guildsmen, such as the London Girdlers’, which ruled in 1344 that members could only employ women who were family members.49 Female guild members could claim townsmen status and the freedom of the town: the obligation to pay local taxes and the right to vote for the officers. Other women could claim the freedom of a town if they were independently wealthy or inherited their husband’s townsman status on his death. Some towns were well aware that they needed a female workforce and attracted women with an offer of the status of a ‘freeman’ or ‘townsman’ with legal rights – whatever her status. Women were valued for their money-making abilities, and in many towns even a poor woman who had run away from her home or her feudal lord would be granted ‘freeman’ status if she could show that she had supported herself in the town for a year and a day. Such women – working for themselves and keeping their own wages – usually chose to marry later than those living in the country, and some never married at all, creating a group so numerous and so distinct that historians call them ‘singlewomen’.50

			London

			Prior to 1066, the capital of England was Winchester. It provided the administrative centre for a royal court that moved seasonally, from castle to palace around the country. In 1200, the royal documents were moved to a permanent home in the palace of Westminster, then a small town outside the walled City of London. Westminster and London grew side by side: the City as the centre of trade and Westminster as the home of the royal court and government. In 1100, the population of all the parishes of London was little more than 15,000. By 1300, it had grown to about 80,000.

			There was steady demand for women domestic servants in all the towns, especially in London, where many servants were needed to manage and maintain the great town houses and their market gardens, with their own cows, hens or pigs. Servants also worked in the businesses that were sited at home – manufacturing, retail, catering and crafts – with little distinction being made between work for the family and production for sale.

			Women dominated many London trades; the textile trade was almost entirely run by women, and in the early 1400s the London Brewers’ Company had 39 women members.51 Women formed the majority in retail marketing, especially in second-hand goods, small loans and the pawn business of trading goods for credit or cash: Mariotta Convers was a successful pawnbroker in London in the 1300s.52

			Londoner Emma Hatfield inherited and ran her own chandlery business, making and selling candles. Goda a Gablere was a London moneylender to merchants and shippers in the 1200s.53 She confessed to the crime of being a Christian engaged in the sin of usury, repented and lived out the rest of her life as a nun.54 With no trades closed to women, their industry powered London’s prosperity.55 Women who partnered with their husbands in a trade and then at his death married a fellow guild member consolidated two successful businesses, unifying capital and keeping experienced management in the business. Some widows united and developed multiple businesses over their lives, using their inheritance from husbands to reinvest. Many master widows married their apprentices, giving the business continuity and solving the problem of succession.

			Girls were apprenticed to trades as well as boys, working in skilled and well-paid jobs and gaining a place in the guild on their graduation. In 1276, Marion de Lymeseye was apprenticed to Roger Oriel in his business as a paternoster-maker – a creator of rosaries for Roman Catholic prayers.56

			Many London parishes had their own local guild, an association of prosperous parishioners to provide charity and social control in their area, open to any successful male or female master in the parish, regardless of their trade. The guild of Holy Trinity at St Botolph’s near Aldersgate listed 274 women members and 530 men in the late 1300s.57 Women were equal members in the parish guild of St James, Garlickhithe, in London, and paid the substantial sum of 20d each for the compulsory annual feast – about four or five day’s pay for a skilled worker – suggesting women members were working full-time at skilled artisan level and getting paid the full rate.58 Some parish guilds provided dowries for poorer young women members, for marriage or entry to a nunnery. Pilgrims formed into guilds, as did devotees of some saints and worshippers at certain churches, and some people joined a guild to provide for funeral expenses.59

			Women’s Status

			All Englishwomen lived in a society that accepted without question the judgement of the ancient Greeks and the wisdom of the church fathers: that women were ‘naturally’ inferior to men, physically, mentally and spiritually.60 The incoming Normans enshrined this into law. Every woman lived under her father’s name. On marriage, she became a ‘femme couvert’ – everything she already owned or earned in future became the property of her husband. The children she birthed were his alone. She had no official legal existence and was assumed to act under her husband’s direction. He had to answer for her crimes. If she were kidnapped or raped, it was a crime against her husband or father, who were compensated for damage to their property.

			As always, women were quick to take advantage of their oppression. If a woman had no presence in law, she could run up debts for her husband or father to settle, and he would be sued – not her. He might be held responsible for her criminal behaviour too, such as taking part in public unrest. This became an increasingly difficult question for the courts when women rebelled – for seven centuries after the Norman invasion, judges were afraid that women believed they were free to riot, and were terrified that they were right.

			Women accepted the dogma of inferiority but lived as if they were healthy, strong, intelligent, spiritual and sexual. They were told, and some may have believed, that they were inferior to men; but many lived as equals, getting on with their real lives, ignoring the lawmakers, creating their own businesses, making their own fortunes and keeping them, leaving money and lands to their chosen heirs – often kinswomen. They played as well as worked alongside men, dancing, dicing, competing at chess and other games, as witnessed by Ipomydon, a twelfth-century poet:

			When they had dyned, as I you saye,

			Lordes and ladyes yede to playe;

			Some to tables, and some to chesse,

			With other gamys more or lesse.61

			In 1276 in the London Eyre, a game of chess turned violent: ‘David de Bristoll and Juliana wife of Richard le Cordwaner were playing chess together in Richard’s house, with several others present; a quarrel arising between them, David struck Juliana in the thigh with a sword, so that she died forthwith.’62

			In the game of chess, the queen was a piece of authority, essential to the survival of the king – whose death marked defeat and the end of the game. But she was not yet able to move in all directions. She could only move one diagonal square at a time, until around 1300, when she was allowed to move two squares in her first move and became one of the key pieces for victory.63

			Some women married late, or never married at all, and were single women, owing fealty to no man, economic managers of their own individual lives.64 To cope with women like these, the feudal law had to invent a category known as ‘femme sole’ – a woman alone. Such a woman could enter into a tenancy in her own name, run a business, borrow, lend and even earn freeman status, equal to men. Many widows also declared themselves femmes sole and even married women could claim the status if their husbands allowed. Some towns insisted on giving women traders femme sole status to prevent them hiding behind their husbands’ names, dodging taxes and shirking their civic responsibilities.

			Noble Norman women took their husband’s status as their own – often deputising for him. Some queens assumed full regency powers in the absence of the king: William I’s wife Matilda took on a heavy share of the work, ruling in his absence as a duchess in the Norman lands and as queen regent in England, where she was the first female consort to be named ‘Queen of England’. She established herself as an active ruler in both of her territories, travelling between the two countries to enforce her rule and, as shown in the Domesday Book, sitting as a judge on legal cases and granting charters.65

			Her son’s wife, Queen Edith Matilda (1080–1118), served as regent during Henry I’s frequent absences from England, initiating a programme of church-building and signing laws and treaties with her own name. Their daughter, Empress Matilda, would invade England at the head of her own army against the usurper to the English throne, her cousin Stephen.66 Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122–1204), famous for her independence, sexual freedom and unconventional behaviour, acted as regent during the absence of Henry II, and as an old lady served as regent for her son Richard I, negotiating for his release after he was captured while returning from the Third Crusade in 1190.67 Isabella, queen consort of Edward II, planned and executed an invasion of England in 1326, deposed her husband the king and ruled as regent for her son Edward III.68

			Most great Norman estates, gifted to Norman lords by the king in return for a vow of loyalty, were managed by their wives and, after their deaths, their widows. Slowly, women moved into positions of power. These women employed hundreds of workers, farming thousands of acres, managing many houses – some of them castles or palaces. These upper-class women behaved as lords, deputising for their absent husband or young son, on the land and in the manor court, sometimes drawing an income, some making a fortune and leaving wealth and goods to their chosen heirs. Women’s authority was so normal that it was rarely a topic for comment.69 While the noble husbands represented the family at the royal court and in the wider political world, competing with other great men, summoned by the king to serve in his army or even called by the church to crusade, the women ran the great homes and lands, ordered the servants, managed the workers, commanded the peasants, sat as judges in the manorial courts, and recruited and even led fighting forces. On the lord’s death, his widow would manage the estate for a young son – like the thirteenth-century Margaret de Lacy, later de Quincy, Countess of Lincoln, who inherited the title of Countess of Lincoln from her mother and never handed over power and fortune to her son, who died before her.70

			As poet and author Christine de Pisan (1363–c.1430) wrote: ‘Because barons and still more commonly knights and Squires and gentlemen travel and go off to the wars, their wives should be wise and sound amid wars and manage their affairs well.’71 Lady Isabel Berkeley was clearly worried to leave her home with her husband in charge. She told him to do absolutely nothing: ‘Keep well all about you till I come home, and treat not without me, and then all things shall be well.’72

			Bridget of Sweden, who founded the order of nuns known as the Bridgettines in 1344, would only appoint women to run the abbeys that housed both monks and nuns in co-ed houses, believing leadership to be a natural quality for women because the Virgin was ‘head and queen of the apostles’.73

			Walter de Bibbesworth’s treatise on gardening in 1230 urged women to be good gardeners – he meant food producers.74 When Bishop Robert Grosseteste wrote his French manual in 1241 on managing a great household, estate and farming, he addressed it to the English heiress Margaret de Lacy, who may have been the bishop’s patron and may have commissioned the book.75

			Upper-class women served as legal authorities and were sometimes appointed to formal office – their status outweighed their ‘female defect’. In 1257, the lady of the manor Angareta de Beauchamp sat as judge in her own manor court and sentenced criminals to be hanged on her own gallows. Nichola de la Haye, who held Lincoln Castle through two sieges, was appointed sheriff of Lincoln in 1216. Ela, who inherited the title of Countess of Salisbury from her father, requested and was awarded the post of sheriff of Wiltshire in 1231.76 One lady even reprimanded the king himself. Isabella, Countess of Arundel, with a dignity ‘more than that of a woman’, complained to Henry III that he was extorting money and breaking his word in 1252. According to chronicler Matthew Paris, she told the king, ‘You govern neither us nor yourself well.’77

			The Magna Carta – the 1215 agreement forced on a reluctant King John by the leading lords of the land – accidentally gave women new rights. In promising that there should be no arbitrary arrest and guaranteeing a trial by jury for freemen, the charter also gave rights to women who had the freedom of a town or city. Covered by Magna Carta under the status of freemen, they assumed a new legal existence.

			Two clauses of the Magna Carta benefited widows. The lords wanted to free their own families from the control of the king so that a wealthy widow’s lands could be managed by her family – not sold by the king to the highest bidder or given to a favourite. This proved a win for the widows who, as acting heads of families, might now control their dower lands. In addition, Clause 8 of Magna Carta ruled that ‘No widow is to be distrained to marry while she wishes to live without a husband, as long as she gives security that she will not marry without our [royal] consent.’78

			For the first time since the arrival of the Normans, a widow could refuse a second husband; no one – not the king, not her family – could force her to the altar. This was a huge real-life gain for many individuals, since about a third of all women were widowed – now they could suit themselves. For all, it offered the possibility of a future state of freedom.

			Common women assumed authority too, appointed by town and church councils to be the principal inquirers into crimes like false paternity claims, abortion or witchcraft. In almost every market, it was women who were appointed to inspect food and ale production and women officials who approved licences. Often women led the hue and cry – pursuing named individuals or suspected criminals, policing the community before there was an official force. It was the duty of all to chase after the criminal. In the village of Warboys, there were 124 hues from 1290 to 1353 – 33 of them raised by women.79

			Without legal status, women seldom served as reeves or constables – legal officers – and were only rarely called as witnesses at the manor criminal courts.80

			In 1195, under Richard I, some knights were sworn to keep the peace on their lands, and by 1344 an Act required ‘two or three of the best reputation in the counties’ to be assigned keepers of the peace by the King’s Commission – there was no specific request that the keepers be men. In 1361, an Act entitled ‘What sort of persons shall be Justices of the Peace; and what authority they shall have’ specified that ‘one lord and with him three or four of the most worthy in the county with some learned in the law’ should become justices of the peace, able to arrest, hear and punish.81 Again, no sex is specified and ladies would deputise for their lords as justices. Manor courts would be judged by the lady of the manor in the absence of the lord.

			Many women represented themselves in the civil courts. In 1344, Idonea de Hukestere successfully sued William Simond for butchering her sow. Isabella de Worstede, a house owner, took builder William Grene to court for poor work on her chimney.82 In 1328, Alianore Wormenhal represented herself before the councillors of Oxford to ban her husband’s heir from tenement buildings that she had bought jointly with her spouse and now claimed as exclusively hers. Despite the explicit law that a wife’s property belonged to her husband or his heirs, and that she had no rights, the Oxford council listened to Alianore Wormenhal and consulted London councillors. They reported that in London a woman could hold land – and buildings – in her own right. Oxford decided to follow suit and Wormenhal, representing herself, won her case, kept her property and set a precedent.83 There were even women attorneys practising law in London in the thirteenth century, one of whom was Avice de Gardebois, an attorney at law who pursued her husband’s debtors.

			Women were complainants in nearly half the cases of slander in the church courts, often representing themselves, to insist on their virtue as wives or daughters, or their reliability and honesty as businesswomen.84 A woman’s ‘good name’ not only affected her status in the community and her marriage prospects – her business depended on it. While officially she had no legal existence – her name on a contract meant nothing – in real life she could run a business if her word was known to be completely reliable. A ‘good name’ was not just a woman’s dowry, it was her capital.

			Women’s Work

			Many women worked in the business of credit – lending money in small amounts to each other, and pawning clothes and household goods for cash to redeem later.

			Specialist moneylenders were always Jewish: a woman’s name as good as that of a man, licensed equally by the church to undertake the so-called sin of usury, offering large credit and international banking businesses. Jewish bankers took bonds – promises to pay – and issued tokens to be redeemed by other Jewish moneylenders, backed by their own gold reserves and guaranteed by their word. Bankers were so badly needed for national and international trade that they were specifically protected by the monarchs in all the European countries.

			A Jewish woman, Licoricia, lent money on her own account and in partnership with other lenders in the 1230s. The death of her first husband, Abraham, made Licoricia one of the richest women of Winchester as she consolidated his business with hers. The estate of her second husband, David of Oxford, held such great debts that they had to be sealed and taken to the Jewish Exchequer in London, and Licoricia was imprisoned until the assessment was complete. After the debts had been calculated, she was offered the chance to buy his debt book at a price of 5,000 marks – the equivalent of £3.8 million in 2022.85 Licoricia bought back her husband’s debt book with her own money, to become one of the country’s greatest financiers, meeting with King Henry on his visits to Winchester, using royal support against her bad debtors, and liaising with king, court and other Jewish moneylenders to manage royal and even international loans.

			Licoricia ran a successful business of moneylending for thirty years, financing the royal family, the aristocracy and even the church, travelling from her home in Winchester all around England. Her name, and that of her son, was often recorded in the Calendar of the Rolls of the Jewish Exchequer over disputes when she pursued bad debts. She died in 1277, murdered with her maid, Alice of Bicton, apparently during a robbery at her house, and was probably buried at the Jewish cemetery in Winchester.86

			Licoricia’s success in supporting the national finances, like other Jewish businessmen and women in England and Europe, caused envy and suspicion. Individual lords who owed more than they could afford to moneylenders encouraged outbreaks of antisemitic hatred by their tenants to rip up debt books and cancel debts. An English Benedictine monk, Thomas of Monmouth (1149–72), accused the Jewish people of Norwich of murdering a Christian boy, inventing the ‘blood libel’ against them, in order to create a profitable shrine for the boy, adding a fake legend to the increasing antisemitism.

			The Second Crusade against non-Christians in Europe and Muslims in the Middle East, the taxes and the debt to finance the crusade, all stoked feelings against Jewish people. When Jewish representatives attended the coronation of the new crusader king, Richard I (the ‘Lionheart’) in 1189, it caused antisemitic riots at the ceremony and in other English towns. Two York moneylenders, Benedict and Joceus, were attacked on their journey home and Benedict was killed. Months later, a mob broke into his house, killing everyone and looting his papers, including his debt book. Joceus led the Jewish people of York to royal protection in the king’s tower in York Castle, but royal troops left their posts to join the mob in a siege of the tower. A few Jewish families who accepted safe passage and baptism into Christianity left the refuge and were killed. Those still inside – about 150 men, women and children – took the decision to die. The men killed their wives and children, and set fire to their possessions, before killing themselves. The mob then raided York Minster and destroyed the Jewish debt books that were kept there.

			While York was the most notorious of massacres, attacks also took place in London, Norwich and King’s Lynn. A papal decree requiring Jews to wear a white or yellow badge came into force in England, where it was ordained that ‘every Jew shall wear on the front of his dress tablets or patches of cloth four inches long by two inches wide, of some colour other than that of the rest of his garment’.87

			Richard’s successor, King John, desperate for money, imposed crushing taxes on English Jews and imprisoned families and communities – men, women and children – when they could not pay. In 1275, Jewish people were even forbidden to lend money.88 The royal debts, and finance for the corn and wool trade, were taken over by Italian bankers authorised by the pope.89 In 1290, Edward I, urged on by his wife Eleanor of Castile and his mother Eleanor of Provence, executed 300 Jewish heads of household and expelled Jewish families from the kingdom. It was estimated at the time that more than 16,000 individuals went into exile, perhaps as many as 8,000 women refugees. Those families who professed Christianity and remained in England struggled to survive.90 Many converted, denied their religion or hid their identity by changing their names, a decision that fell especially hard on Jewish women, who traditionally passed down their religion to their children. While Italian bankers controlled the profitable areas of moneylending and finance, further down the social scale the poorer debts came to be serviced by English people – often women – who concealed the crime of ‘usury’ by not charging interest but adding a ‘gift’ to the repayment.

			Women’s work in the country remained a necessity: ‘A household will survive without the husbandman; but not without the goodwife.’91 So declared a peasant proverb, recognising that the labour of a woman proved indispensable: her husband’s was not. Everything that a man did, his wife would do alongside him, in their shared family business, and she would give birth, plant, harvest, cook, feed and raise the family as well.

			A woman was so essential that few men entered into the rental of a cottage and land until they were married. Sometimes a bachelor tenant would resign his tenancy to renew jointly with his wife, acknowledging the equality of their partnership.92 In the village of Cuxham in Oxfordshire, a man marrying a bride with her own land would take her name. When Joan Chyld wed her husband, he shared her inheritance and took her name to became Henry Chyld at Chertsey.93 Cristina Penifader’s father gave her grants of land from 1313 until her marriage in 1317 in the village of Brigstock, in Northamptonshire, where up to a quarter of land was inherited by daughters.94
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			Women trapping rabbits with a ferret in the Queen Mary Psalter, c.1316–21

			A woman could pay her own feudal entry fee for the right to inherit the cottage and the land and, at her death, she could leave the cottage and fortune to her heirs.95 Widowers tended to ignore the church’s traditional mourning period of a year, to remarry a new wife at once.96 But a widow would be expected to observe mourning and run her house and business alone for a year; many continued to do so – avoiding a second marriage. Despite the Norman laws that ruled that a man leave everything to his son, widows inherited. From the 1200s, a peasant couple tended to own land ‘in jointure’ so that when the husband died it passed automatically to his equal partner: his wife.97 Agnes Kateline, a widow, was a tenant in her own right when she was fined for not keeping her ditches properly dug in Broughton village in 1309. Her son was also a tenant in the village, but he did not represent his mother, who answered for herself to the manor court as an independent landowner.98 In most areas of the country, widows of tenant farmers took over their husband’s tenancy as a right, paying a fee only if the man had been a villein.99

			The oldest son might be named as sole heir in order to keep the landholding together, but daughters were traditionally given an inheritance, and if there was no surplus land or money to be divided, daughters usually had the right to live on the family tenement, a resident partner in the family home and business.100 Sometimes women were gifted land in return for caring for their elderly parents; some villages allocated land to single women or widows in return for their care of elderly members of the community.

			In the gardens outside the cottages, tenants grew vegetables and fruit, and grazed hens or a pig or a cow, mostly in the care of the women.101 Dairy produce, ‘puddings’, fruit, grains and vegetables were women’s speciality: ‘housewifely made’ meant it was of high quality.102 No real distinction was made between food production for the family table and food production for barter or cash. They were the work of women and self-evidently valuable. Women found time for recreation as well, wrestling, running and playing ball games such as ‘stool ball’, which traditionally used three-legged milkmaid stools as bats.

			In the early 1300s, men and women in labouring jobs seem to have earned about 3d a day: equal pay for equal work, and a set rate for the task, with employers paying for the skill, not for the sex of the worker.103 Casual work – hired by the day or for the task – paid better than contracted work; urgent, seasonal and temporary work was the best paid.104 This proved a huge advantage for women workers who could fit highly paid short seasons of intense work around their usual work of farming, producing and maintaining the home. The value of a woman’s daily work in her own fields set the rate for seasonal work outside the home: any cash offered by an outside employer had to be worth more than her domestic work or pay more than the value of her home produce, for a woman to take the job.

			Some countrywomen chose to leave their gardens and fields to become wage labourers: as live-in servants in a gentry household in town or country. Service was not demeaning; servants were often family friends, or children from a neighbour’s household. Upper-class families sent sons and sometimes daughters to stay in other households to learn manners and management of land and home. Apprentices might be put by their parents with a family friend to work alongside the employer’s children. Wards, godchildren and friends might be first employed and then married into employers’ families. Servants were described as ‘family’ and often remembered with affection in employers’ wills.105 Some servants even left their savings to their employers as a recognition of a loving long-term bond.

			Most countrywomen preferred casual work, picking up seasonal jobs, like sheep-shearing in spring or reaping or gleaning in a gang in summer to supplement the money they earned working in their homes.106 In the towns, women gangs would work on big buildings or on repairing roads and bridges. Sometimes they were engaged on large projects like drainage or enclosures. Gangs of women dominated the charcoal business: going into the forests to cut or gather firewood, turning it into charcoal by controlled burning, working in day and night shifts over the smoking heaps of smouldering wood, before selling it to the industries that needed high heat: the metal forges and glass-making workshops, and the saucepans in the kitchens of the great houses.

			The business of textiles, especially wool production, was done by women in their own homes and workshops in city, town and country. Women were shepherdesses, managing the flock; all-women shearing gangs travelled around the country in early summer; and almost every woman spun as she went about her working day, her spindle twisting as she walked, her distaff stuck in her belt. Women dyed wool – sometimes employing their little children to trample the fabric in the dye tub – and some set the thread for their husband’s loom or wove on their own looms in their homes. Women in nunneries and abbeys had textile departments, spinning, dyeing, weaving, finishing and embroidering. Finished fabric would go on sale in England, while unfinished fleeces became the biggest English export to Europe. Women also spun flax for linen, hemp for ropes and strong thread, and dominated the luxury textiles.

			The rich silk trade was almost wholly owned, managed and staffed by women, and the women masters represented themselves in appeals to the aldermen of London and to the king to block the import of cheap finished silks that threatened English production and trade. The craftswomen imported raw silk and silk thread and spun and wove a heavy silk yarn.107 The work they did was so superior that Queen Matilda, wife of William I, bought religious vestments made in Winchester by Helisenda, the wife of Alderet, and presented them to the cathedral at Caen. Helisenda, famous as the best orfrey worker in England – a specialist sewing technique that blended colours and complex patterns – was poached by Queen Maud of Scotland.108 English women textile artists invented the Opus Anglicanum, which overlaid threads of silver and gold with embroidery incorporating precious stones. In 1239, Mabel of Bury St Edmunds made a chasuble and altar veil that so impressed Henry III that he commissioned an embroidered standard for Westminster Abbey. Roesia Burford made a cope with coral for Queen Isabella in the 1300s.109

			All medieval clothing was designed to be re-made: women’s gowns’ sleeves, skirts and bodices were detached and laced together in different combinations. No stigma attached to something being ‘second hand’: the royal wardrobe maintained and supplied clothes for successive monarchs, and a queen could wear a gown created for her predecessor. Gifts of used clothing between equals signalled favour; clothing was left in wills and given to servants as a benefit. Items of clothing circulated as trade goods, while the mending, redesigning, cleaning and reselling of clothes was a profitable and legitimate women’s occupation, one that overlapped with the market in stolen goods. Women became lenders and pawnbrokers, swapping goods or paying cash against an item of clothing or household equipment, and also dominating the business of ‘fencing’ – buying and reselling stolen goods.

			Almost every woman sold wool from her own sheep, used it herself, or spun it for sale as yarn in the local market or for a woman wool merchant. Many women did piecework for cash, spinning for contractors who supplied them with fleeces or flax and collected the finished yarn. Many of these contractors were women, some of them rising to great prosperity in the wool business: England’s greatest export and women’s special trade. A spindle was easily made: it was nothing more than a weighted hook, which span around, twisting the thread, and the distaff was a pole, rather like a broom handle that held the raw wool. The work could take place anywhere, often while the woman was doing another task like travelling to market or waiting for water at the well.

			The change from the little hand-spindle to a spinning wheel, slowly adopted in England from the 1300s, moved the work from a portable cheap technology into a piece of larger, heavier equipment
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