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THE VALUE OF BOROUGH SOURCES

By Diame Willen, Georgia State University

In the days when history was the story of kings, presidents and
wars, historians sometimes had a stock response to explain the neglect
they accorded the working classes, the uneducated, the blacks, the women--
in short, the masses of humanity. They argued that although the history
of the masses would be interesting, even significant, unfortunately it was
probably impossible to reconstruct; that until the recent spread of
literacy, the lower classes were inarticulate and consequently sources
were simply not available to tell their story. Within the last thirty
years, however, scholarship has clearly refuted this claim. Not only in
women's history, but in urban history, demographics, black history,
psychohistory, social history, labor history, history of crime, history of
medicine, family history--in all these varieties of the discipline, new
types of source material have been discovered and exploited in imaginative
ways, often through techniques borrowed from the social sciences. Local
sources are especially valuable in this respect, for they can reveal the
individual acting in the context of his or her community on a variety of
issues.

I wish in this paper to discuss a few types of local sources for
the study of urban women in Tudor-Stuart England. Let me first, however,
address a subsidiary issue which I hope need not distract us. The
emergence of women's history as a separate field, whose advocates insist
on legitimacy and even parity, has provoked division or, at the very
least, unease within the academic community and the traditional
disciplines. 1 have argued on both sides of this debate but prefer to
focus on what is the more productive, significant issue: the sources
behind the history. Whether one insists on a separate, independent field
of women's history or works instead to incorporate the study. of women into
traditional courses, a rich variety of local sources are available and
await investigation.

English municipal records become quite full by the seventeenth
century, when 20 percent of the population can be classified as urban.
The boroughs, or chartered towns, usually maintained court recorr-ds, minute
and letter books, accounts, and other miscellaneous deposits, Extracts
or whole classes of documents may have been published, especially if the
area is blessed with an active record society. As an example, I will
focus on the city of Norwich and the records of its Mayor's Court.
Norwich remained after London the second city in the realm; by 1620 it
could boast a population of about 20,000.° A slump in textiles in the
early sixteenth century altered the balance among its one hundred trade
but did not permanently curtail the city's economic vitality.
Nonetheless, its government continually wrestled with those problems
afflicting all preindustrial towns in England--the onerous burden of the
poor and devastation by plague.

The Mayor's Court in Norwich consisted of twenty-four aldermen, who
held office for life; the mayor, elected for a one-year term from the
ranks of aldermen; and justices of the peace, recruited from all aldermen
who had already served as mayor. In practice, the mayor, two or three
Justices, and from five to ten aldermen attended the court, which was
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scheduled to meet twice a week. It was not the only governing body of the
city and, in fact, one of its functions was to serve as the upper house of
the Assembly, whose task it was to pass mmicipal legislation. Of the two
bodies, however, the Mayor's Court was the more efficient institution,
handling ,both emergencies and everday administrative and judicial
decisions.

The wide range of its activities explains both the importance of
the Court and the importance of its records. In the words of William
Sachse, who edited Court records for the 1630s: "to write of the
functions of the Norwich Court of Mayoralty at this time is nearly
tantamount to recounting the history of the city."” As Sachse further
observes:

The Mayor's Court as a judicial bench, or an
administrative board, or a legislative committee,
drafted and enforced laws and orders which brought
the business transactions, family life, moral
lapses, religious scruples, sanitary practices,
modes of amusement, and personal health of the
individual citizen under close surveillance;

which bound his tongue, congrolled his thirst,

and even affected his diet.

As a judicial bench, some of whose members also sat in the Court of
Quarter Sessions, its jurisdiction included all breaches against the
common law except felonies; it enforced laws against vagrancy, petty
larcency, fradulent trade practices, and all pleas relating to
apprenticeships. It also established and maintained the right to serve as
a court of equity. Being more than a court of law, however, the Mayor's
Court assumed in addition many of the functions of a modern town council.
In its administrative capacity, the Mayor's Court appointed committees to
oversee the poor in workhouses, audit accounts for the poor, attend to
city properties, respond to outbreaks of plague, and arbitrate disputes
among its citizens. Reading its records,,one sometimes concludes no
detail was too petty to escape its attention.

Given this situation, records of the Court reveal attitudes and
policies on a number of issues affecting the status and activities of
women. For example, town fathers clearly expected that women--whether
wives, widows or single--would participate in the family or household
economy and make an economic contribution. As historian Lawrence Stone
observes, economic necessity created social policy in this respect:
"among artisans, shopkeepers, smallholders and unskilled labourers. . . at
any period of pre-industrial society, husband, wife and children tended tg
form a single economic unit in which the role of the wife was critical."
It is easiest to trace the activities of widows, since they were the one
group of women accorded independent status and the city fathers were
anxious to facilitate their employment as a means of keeping them off poor
relief., Thus in July 1621, when the Court sanctioned the number of
alehouses allowed in each of the four wards of the city, eight of the
thirty-one individua%s licensed were women, and seven of the eight were
specified as widows.” In November 1621, two of these widows brought to
Court the names of four males, who "dwellinge nere them doe tipple w+6hout
lycence," and the Court immediately took action against the males. In
another incident, the Court allowed or "tolerated" Dutch religious aliens
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to pay a fine and practice their trade. Often a husband azﬁi wife were
allowed to work "duringe their joynt lives and hir widowhood."

0f course, the Court expected women no less than men to abide by
the rules of what was a heavily regulated, guild-dominated economy.
Females are often cited in the records for market or trade infractions.
In 1618 a widow Gilberd and a Mr. Byrd were fined for opening their shops
on Sunday; in 1619 the widow Moore, a fisherwoman, was cited for setting
her nets illegally; in 1620 the Court closed the market stalls of eight
peddlers or "pettichapmen," five of whom were women; in 1630 a female
miller was one of the five prohibited from illegally selling grain in the
marketplace; ?.Ed in 1631, the wife of John Longe was fined for keeping
false weights. The Court most vigorously enforced its own injunction
forbidding single women from living on their own, where it was assumed
they would come to no good. Thus time and time again, the Court ordered a
female "lyvinge idely at her own hand" to be either retained in service,
usually within a fortnight, or cofrnPgtted to the Bridewell, where work of
some sort would be provided for her. In its supervisory role, the Court
regularly recorded the fgrms of wage service, which it frequently arranged
for both men and women.

Examples of such actions by the Court are interesting but in the
end do not suggest any surprising new interpretations. The city fathers
were obviously paternalistic in their attitude toward women, as they were
paternalistic in their attitude toward all the town and its interests.
They accepted the household economy and placed the highest priority on
protecting the stability of the family so that no element of the family
unit would become economically dependent on the city government. Hence
they protected the employment rights of widows; they required fathers to
SUppoT{y children and wives, even when the father worked in another
county; they sought supervision of single women to minimize the risk of
illeg]’.t]‘ﬂ}ate children; and they diligently enforced laws against
vagrancy.

Nevertheless, despite the best efforts of the Court, the city faced
not only heavy charges but also the threat of potential unrest from the
great ranks of \‘:he1 poor, estimated from one-third to perhaps one-half the
total population. Many of these people, although employed (or semi-
employed), were unable to maintain a subsistence existence, especially
during crises like plague or harvest failure. So severe was the problem
throughout England that by the end of the Elizabethan era a series of
national statutes had been enacted to cope with the phenomenon. The
legislation distinguished between the infirm and the able-bodied
unemployed, established compulsory taxation to fund relief, recognized the
importance of apprenticeship for pauper children, established the
principle that the poor should be set to work, and encouraged the creation
of hospitals or workhouses for the poor. None of these provisions were
new to Norwich, however, Like a few other urban centers, Norwich had led
the nation, experimenting in the area of poor relief since the 1570s. One
of its aldermen and former mayors, John Aldrich, helped frame the national
legislation. 1In the fact the pioneer efforts of the Norwich city fathers
were even more significant than those of London since in all the realm,
only the Norwich system wag successfully funded and able to last well into
the seventeenth century. 8 City records, including those of the Mayor's
Court, have a great deal to tell about these efforts and the surprising
role accorded women in the experiments.

Women were naturally prominent as recipients of a good deal of this
aid, We know something of the make up of the poor population of the city
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because in 1570, before drawing up their comprehensive legislation, city
fathers ordered a "census of the poor." This document, on deposit1 én the
city archives, was discovered, edited, and analyzed by John Pound. The
census included 525 men, 860 women. The majority of the women were
married, but 183 were widowed and 46 had been deserted by their husbands;
of the 926 poor children listed in the survey, 171 belonged to female
heads of households. A surprising number of women were elderly; 25
percent over age sixty, fifteen women over age eighty., Most significant,
85 percent of the women were employed, whereas only 66 percent of the men
were. No doubt an unemployed husband made his family near destitute,
especially since the vast majority of women (76 percent) were engaged in
spinning, a trade notorious for its subsistence wages. After spinning,
the most popular occupations for women involved the clothing industries:
tailors, embroiderers, button-makers and the like comprised 12 1/2 percent
of employed women in the census. But occupations were as diverse as
haberdasher, washerwoman, and "flesh seller." Some of the examples are
striking. Elizabeth Mason, a eighty-year old widow, "a lame woman of one
hand," nonetheless spun with her good hand. Two other widows were
likewise spinsters although because of their age, one seven‘ti)(—four, the
other seventy-nine, they were described as "almost past work."

After 1570 such women and their dependents might receive aid in a
variety of WS, for the Norwich system of poor relief was comprehensive
and complex. First, some combination of industrial education and work
was provided girls as well as boys. In 1571, the city fathers ordered
special chosen, or "select women,” to provide learning and work in their
homes for poor children and idle maids and women. If these poor were
unable to procure their own raw materials, tESy were given materials and
then paid a simple wage by the select women. Other poor cB&ldren were
housed and educated in the city's Great Hospital, St. Giles. Although
the city dispensed with the services of the select women by 1588, it
established additional dame schools throughout the Elizabethan period to
train children. By 1630, the Mayor's Court went so far as to decree: "a
knittinge Schooledame shal be provided in every parishe whergsthere is not
one already to sett children and other poore on work. . ." Moreoever,
by the 1650s, the city operated both a Boys' and a Girls' Hospital, each
endowed 12% private legacies and housing a small number of pauper
children. Beyond such efforts at industrial education, the city simply
put poor women to work, either at the old Norman's Hospital or at the
Bridewell. For those too old or infirm to work, whether male or female,
the city fathers could assign one of a variety of hospitals or lazar
houses. Sometimes the Mayor's Court itself made payment or ordered the
parish to make a direct relief payment for the care of the poor or the
sick in a private home. Finally the ecity, through the Mayor's Court,
found itself administering a mumber of charities, privately endowed. Some
of these, like the loan funds available to merchants and artisans,
naturally excluded females, but others, like the fivi./tenements reserved
for poor widows, were intended specifically for women.

Historians like John Pound and Wilbur K. Jordan, who have studied
poverty, poor relief, and philanthropy, laud the city of Norwich for the
compassion, thoroughness, and generosity of its citizens. Jordan
explicitly acknowledges the contributions of female philanthropists. No
one, however, has drawn attention to the significant role delegated to
women in the operation of the system. The Mayor's Court expected women,
who in effect acted as employees of the city, to provide services and even
administer some of the programs. These women served as custodians,
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educators, employers, or healers of the poor; in some instances, they
made managerial decisions affecting entire institutions. Their services
provided one important element in the stability and endurance of the
Norwich system.

Borough records reveal the many roles women performed in the
operation of the system. The example of the select women and schooldames
comes first to mind. In addition to teaching basic reading and writing to
the children in her charge, each select woman was to oversee a six to
eight-hour workday; she was given responsibility for six to twelve
persons, over whom she had disciplinary authgrity; and for these duties,
she received a salary of 20s. per annum, Women performed similar
functions in other contexts, Thus the city a‘nploy& a man and his wife to
run the free school in the hospital of St. Giles. Likewise the Mayor's
Court recorded on Christmas of 1630 that it appointed Christian, wife of
William Nichols, to set the poor to work., For this task, she received the
wage of 5s. per week, a generous sum perhapssli)ecause she may have been
expected to provide the poor with raw materials.

In maintaining and administering its various hospitals, the city
authorities also relied upon women to a surprising extent . The city
operated seven to nine such institutions after the Reformation. Records
are too incomplete to give specific statistics, but women, either in their
own right or as co-keepers with their husbands, appear to have held more
than half of staff positions. Certainly the city fathers saw women as the
logical supervisors and caretakers for female inmates. When the Girls'
Hospital was established in 1649, its benefactor indicated in his will
that he wished the pauper girls to be placed under the supervision of
"some aged discreet religious women therto appointed . . . by the
Magistrates." Records of the Hospital indicate that matrons in f.
served as keepers of the institution throughout the century.
Interestingly, when the male keeper of the Boys' Hospital died in 1666,
the city employed his widow in turn to fill the position. Earlier
accounts for the Boys' Hospital show the wife of another keeperBRerforming
separate functions for which the city willing reimbursed her. For the
Great Hospital of St. Giles, the city appointed several keepers of both
sexes; 1in June 1631, records of the Mayor's Court indicate that five
women keepers were3§esponsib1e for ninety-two paupers; oddly, no male
keepers are noted. Until it was converted to a Bridewell in 1571, the
old Norman's Hospital hg sed poor women and was under the supervision of a
wardeness or mistress. Where women were in charge as sole keeper of an
institution, although usually responsible to aldermen who served as
auditors and under the ultimate authority of the Mayor's Court, they
naturally made administrative decisions. But in other cases, they
probably performed as caretakers; for instance in hiring a new keeper for
the Great Hospﬁtal in 1680, the Mayor's Court used the telling phrase,
"Nurse keeper."

The Court took seriously the importance of nursing and medicine.
It not only licensed surgeons, apothecaries, bonesetters and the like, it
also financed various medical services for the poor. In addition to
appointing a physician for St. Giles Hospital, it assigned some of the
five sma}_l;éer hospitals, or lazar houses, especially for the treatment of
the i11. A few female keepers are named time and again in the records
as they assumed responsibility for curing the ill. Most prominent was
Widow Wright, mentioned first as Wright's wife in 1616. 1In 1617 she was
cited as a widow and keeper of the lazar house of St. Benet's Gate when

she agreed to tend a family "infected with the french po:v:."39 In the next
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few years she kept busy with similar charges. For example, in a typical
case she agreed in 1618 that for a fee of 1gﬁl+d., she would keep and heal
Robert Allome "who hath a scalded Head." Even as late as 1630 the
Mayor's Court recorded that Widow Wright "doth undertake to kepg{[‘yes
Childe a moneth And to use her best endeavors to heale his heade.” B
that time the widow may have been returning to work, for du&ng the 1620s
Stephenson's wife had acted as nurse keeper for St. Benet's. ~ The method
of payment for such services was curious but apparently successful, as
there is evidence of few disputes. Payment was on an installment basis,
with an initial sum and then the promise of more to come when the patient
was in fact cured; the cost was often shared between the city and the
parish.

Never substantial, the city's resources and medical facilities were
especially inadequate during outbreaks of the plague. A severe epidemic
could be catastyophic as in 1579-80 when Norwich lost perhaps a third of
its population. When plague returned in the 1630s, city authorities not
only enforced isolation and quarantine of the ill, but they also levied
new taxes and built additional pesthouses to treat those infected. Men
were appointed to serve as night watchmen and gravediggers while female
personnel were used to identify and treat the ill. Court records note
that in June 1630, early in the epidemic, Sanscroft's wife was paid 7d.
per day for carrying water to the pesthouses; in April 1631, the Mayor's
Court named Jacqueline Mansay "a Searcher and a Keper of the Infected of
the French Congrecacion," apparently against her will since the Court
forbade her to travel abroad; in July Banister's wife was given a similar
assignment for native inhabitants, for which she received a fee of 4s6d.
per week with the additional incentive of 2d. "for every one she
searcheth"; 1in September the Cg&rt specified five other keepers of the
infected, four of whom were women.

In one final other way, women played an important part in the
operation of the poor relief system. In return for a weekly payment
usually made by the parish, the Mayor's Court assigned the elderly, the
infirm, and especially orphaned and abandoned children to the care of a
relative or a neighbor. Although men and women alike received such
charges, the Court was likely to turn to women to care for children. One
example will suffice here. When Richard Spencer died, leaving as orphans
two sons, age thirteen and twelve, and a daughter, age seven, his goods
were sold to parish officials and the children entrusted to two aunts.
The aunts were promised 50s. for which they agreed to take care of the
education ofsthe children, in this case probably through
apprenticeships.

A preliminary survey of borough records in the case of Norwich thus
suggests that women made a meaningful, even indispensable contribution to
the functioning of the poor relief system, a system whose scale and
success was unique to this provincial capital. The study is preliminary,
however, and itself raises a host of new questions, which in turn can be
answered only through the investigation of additional local sources. I
have had the opportunity to examine accounts for the Boys' and Girls'
Hospital. But if I could locate other hospital accounts and read them in
conjunction with the city's chamber or treasurer accounts, I might find
additional female personnel employed by the city, enhance my knowledge
about those individuals already identified, and determine the percentage
of resources expended by the city on these programs. Even more intriguing
would be the task of comparing practices in Norwich with practices in
sister cities to determine if in other areas women were also employed to
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perform essentially social work. I will admit that at the outset, I was
not particularly interested in poor relief and expected to find women only
as the recipients of charity. But as is so often the case in research,
the records themselves have identified and defined the issues in ways
surprising and enlightening to the historian.
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