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Crime and Society in 
Thirteenth-Century Devon

By Henry Summerson

Abstract

This article investigates the relationship between criminal activity and society as a 
whole in thirteenth-century Devon, in the belief that crime is worth studying both in its 
own right, as something involving large numbers of people, and for the light it sheds, 
through their responses to crime, on the attitudes and behaviour of the rest of society. 
The basic thesis of the article is that conditions in Devon were such as to be likely to 
produce a high level of crime which, in the absence of an administrative system of law 
enforcement more effective than that at the disposal of any medieval government, could 
only have been contained by a moral consensus unequivocally hostile to crime on the part 
of the community of the law-abiding. In pursuit of this argument the attitudes and 
responses of peasantry, secular lords and in particular, since they are the best 
documented, the Church, are examined, and the conclusion reached that any consensus 
attained was only partial, and unlikely to be truly effective as a means of restraining the 
criminally-inclined.

CURIOSITY about crime, about spectacularly profitable robberies 
or acts of lurid violence, is no modern phenomenon. For all that it 
tends to be stigmatised as a peculiarly depressing feature of present-day 

society, this absorbed interest has its roots far back in the past, beyond 
the broadsheets of the nineteenth century, the succès fou of the Beggar’s 
Opera, and the revenge tragedies of the Elizabethans, for the outlaw 
ballads of the fourteenth century1 and the details recorded by obviously 
fascinated thirteenth-century chroniclers2 show that it flourished in the 
Middle Ages, if not earlier. This appeal of crime to the law-abiding is 
not something which should simply be left to the student of national 
psychology, on the contrary, both it and the crimes themselves arc a 
subject of legitimate interest to the historian, moved by the hope that 
inquiry into the nature and circumstances of criminal actions, and into 
people’s reactions to them, can add to his knowledge and under
standing of the society in which they occurred. The society dis
cussed here is that of Devon in the reigns of Henry III and Edward I, 
the earliest period, thanks to the survival of judicial records, from 
which sufficient evidence has come down to make such an investigation
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68 CRIME AND SOCIETY IN I3C DEVON

possible, and the crimes analysed are those of homicide and theft; both 
were felonies, that is, offences whose heinous character led to their 
being reserved for those royal justices in eyre or of gaol delivery upon 
whose rolls this article is principally based.

Thirteenth-century Devon can be characterised as dominated less by 
either the unworldly piety with which the Middle Ages were once 
popularly associated or the barbaric squalor with which the adjectives 
medieval or feudal are still sometimes regarded as synonymous than by 
effort, by the great and continuous labour called for by a way of life 
which made great demands on all members of society, rich as well as 
poor, and often gave very little reward for unending toil. This last 
applies above all to the rustic peasantry, the foundation of the medieval 
social order, and such is the bias of the surviving sources that, although 
the peasants were neither detached from nor unaffected by the actions 
and standards of their lords, it is with the peasants that this article will 
be mainly concerned. Theirs was a materially poor life, seldom far 
above mere subsistence, often in danger of falling below it. The terrible 
fate of Matilda Blake, a beggar who, as she made her way through the 
neighbourhood of Ashreigney in January 1271, was ‘so oppressed with 
cold in the snow and ice that she died’,3 makes only too plain how dire 
the penalties for failure in this rural world could be. Life was hard and 
insecure, and even the most mundane activities were fraught with peril. 
People died when they fell from horses, bridges and boats, or when 
quarries, marlpits and even houses collapsed on them. We read of 
people struck dead by the hammer of a fulling-mill or crushed by an 
apple-press, of ball-games that ended in death and children devoured 
by pigs.4 What injury began, medieval medicine could easily complete; 
the William le Cyrogien charged, though acquitted, with homicide in 
12445 was probably paying the penalty for a professional ignorance and 
incompetence shared to a greater or lesser extent by all his fellow 
practitioners, by men like the Oxfordshire doctor who when asked to 
cure an abscess on the shoulder made an incision so deep that his 
unfortunate patient bled to death.6

A life of poverty and insecurity bred roughness of manner and 
insensitivity of outlook, coupled with a fierce competitiveness and 
acquisitiveness, and did so, moreover, at all levels of society. When 
Henry de Fraunkenay heard on his sickbed that he had been 
fraudulently dispossessed of lands in Moretonhampstead, he was so 
distressed that he died forthwith.7 In 1238 it was found that Henry 
Crik’s anxiety to get his hands on the cattle of his neighbour Walter of 
Westacott had been so great that he had persuaded his own wife to 
seduce Walter, so that Walter could then be blackmailed into handing 
the beasts over.8 Dead bodies might be stripped of their clothes,9 and 
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so, indeed, might living ones; Constance of Cofflete, robbed on 
Lotherton bridge, was then thrown naked into the river Yealm, from 
which she barely escaped.10 Greed engendered callousness, as in the 
case of the Sowton leper whose house was burgled and all his goods 
taken, so that he was left destitute,11 neither pity for his afflictions nor 
fear of his disease serving to protect him, and callousness sometimes 
shaded into a truly ghastly brutality. In all the Devon records there is 
no case more appalling that that of the two sisters who, having burgled 
William le Pypere’s house near Teignmouth, threw the little girl they 
found in it over a cliff.12 With appetite for possession went a readiness 
to envy the successful and prosperous, a jealous and suspicious outlook 
which made people eager to spread rumours and willing to believe 
them. In 1302 the vicar of Fremington was charged with killing 
Nicholas Cloke simply because an enemy ‘announced through the 
countryside immediately after Nicholas Cloke’s death, out of hatred for 
the vicar, that the vicar killed Nicholas . . ,’13 It was not without reason 
that preachers like the German Franciscan Berthold of Regensburg 
declared that ‘none are so false as the countryfolk among each other, 
who are so untrue that for envy and hatred they can scarce look upon 
one another’.14

It may well be that the effort their daily lives called for from medieval 
people required an unstinted emotional committment which 
manifested itself in other directions as well. There is certainly no doubt 
that their emotions were very close to the surface, that they quarrelled 
easily and as readily turned to violence. The intensity with which they 
pursued their quarrels may be gaged from cases like that of Hamelin 
Cory, making for Richard Hakewomb with a blind ferocity which 
resulted in his impaling himself on his own knife.1’ Countless deaths 
resulted from apparently unpremeditated quarrels, many no doubt 
stemming from purely personal frictions, others attributable to disputes 
over land, over the rough and ready means of law enforcement involved 
in the taking of distraints and pledges, over women—we read of a fatal 
brawl in a brothel in Preston Street in Exeter, and of the death of David 
Honicknowle, killed by two men intent on spending the night with his 
daughter who set on him when he ordered them out of his house.16 
Attempts to end quarrels could easily end in the death of the 
peacemaker; Roger of Riddlecombc, trying to stop a fight between two 
brothers in South Molton, received a knife-wound from which he died 
three weeks later.17 Many acts of violence appear to have been 
precipitated by drink, breaking down the inhibitions of people who had 
few enough to start with; often they took place in or outside taverns, 
one of them, reported in 1238, ending with two men killing one 
another. Most killings were the work of men, but women too could 
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come to blows; we are not told why Cristina wife of Nicholas Muling 
fell out with Margery wife of Henry of Merryfield, only the result of 
their quarrel—Margery struck Cristina dead with a pitcher of ale.19

Much of the above could have been written, mutatis mutandis, of any 
part of England. But there were points at which Devon’s economic and 
social life had characteristics more narrowly its own, characteristics 
which inevitably affected the county’s crime and criminals. It was, of 
course, a very large shire, but not a very rich one, this being due partly 
to natural causes and partly to its having been a late developer, 
cultivation having been inhibited by forest law until King John 
disafforested Devon in 1204.20 The spread of population and 
settlement, and the associated clearance of woodland and waste, 
continued throughout the thirteenth century and into the fourteenth, 
and may perhaps be reflected in what seems to have been the 
abnormally high number of killings in which the fatal blow was 
allegedly struck with an axe. Indeed, the rugged qualities of so many of 
its inhabitants may have been at least partly attributable to Devon’s 
having still been, in effect, a frontier society, generating a way of living 
which readily produced the ferocious demeanour and eager resort to 
violence commonly associated with backwoodsmen and pioneers. 
Large villages with open fields were certainly to be found in 
thirteenth-century Devon (though their open fields began to disappear 
as the century progressed), but predominantly in the lands east of the 
Exe and along the county’s south coast, that is, in the regions of early 
settlement.21 In other parts of the shire their later settlement, mostly by 
individual colonists, created the landscape still typical of a large 
proportion of Devon, one of mainly small communities, of hamlets and 
farmsteads, all too often cut off from one another by the deep valleys 
formed by streams running off Dartmoor. Everywhere communications 
were slow and commonly dangerous. The vast numbers of reported 
drownings in rivers indicate that these were much more often crossed 
by fords than by bridges, while the maintenance of the latter appears to 
have left a good deal to be desired; when Axminster’s principal bridge 
collapsed in 1334, so it was later recorded, ‘nobody did anything for a 
long time, and so many tempests inundated it that the bodies of the 
dead could not be taken for burial . . .’22

Large and small communities could act as breeding-grounds for envy 
and malice, and were certainly the scenes of a great many acts of 
violence. All the same, the factors which elsewhere made for collective 
action and community spirit were also to be found in Devon, and may 
sometimes have served to inhibit the criminally inclined. The men of 
thirteenth-century Devon lived primarily by arable farming, which 
made it essential, at least in large villages, that they cooperate in tasks 



CRIME AND SOCIETY IN I 3C DEVON 71

like ploughing and harvesting.23 They would also have had to 
collaborate to meet the demands of the king’s government,24 not least 
in the task of law enforcement, which in South West England made 
each community a tithing, so that all its male inhabitants were 
responsible for one another’s good behaviour and so liable to financial 
penalties if one of their number committed felony. And they might also 
need to act together both to meet and to resist the demands of their 
lords,25 as in a case reported in 1244, when after Ralph son of John had 
been imprisoned by John de Schylveston for trying to leave his land, his 
brother came to Shilstone Barton with a great following and tried to 
rescue him, assaulting the lord in the process.26 Yet it may be doubted 
whether these considerations were as influential in Devon as in some 
other parts of England. For one thing, the power of manorial lords to 
compel unity among their villeins was generally less. Freedom was 
widespread in a county where the continued extension of cultivation 
depended largely on the labours of independent pioneers,27 and lords 
who made excessive demands on their serfs risked losing them to the 
wide-open spaces which still awaited colonisation, while from the 
mid-thirteenth century labour-services on manorial demesnes were 
being increasingly commuted for cash payments.28 And whereas it was 
in big villages that the need to cooperate to till the common fields was 
greatest, in the small and often remote communities that made up so 
much of inland Devon the peasants were more likely to rely, to have to 
rely, indeed, on their own resources to work the land that they 
themselves had been the first to cultivate. In any case, communal 
agriculture was no guarantee of either harmony or honesty. In 1281/82 
an action of mayhem and robbery was found to have originated in a 
quarrel ‘at the division of sheaves in autumn’, and though the site of 
this dispute is unidentifiable, it is significant that it was somewhere in 
Stanborough hundred, in the open-field country of south Devon.29 
Thefts of grain, moreover, were numerous, and so were thefts of more 
valuable livestock. Pastoral farming, the rearing of sheep and cattle, 
may not have played the predominant role in the economic life of 
medieval Devon that was once ascribed to it, but it was still important, 
especially in those parts of the county, like the remoter reaches of 
Dartmoor, which were good for little else, while horses and oxen also 
had an obvious value for transport and traction. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that livestock should feature prominently among the 
allegedly stolen goods reported at eyres and gaol deliveries.

An extra diversity was given to Devon’s economic life by other 
factors, notably the existence of tin-mines and the possession of ports 
and shipping on both northern and southern coasts. Mines and ships 
doubtless increased the wealth of Devon, but in the present context 
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they are noteworthy because they provided the means of adding to its 
crime. By the end of Edward I’s reign offences by tinners were being 
reserved for the warden of the stannaries in his court at Lydford,30 and 
evidence for their activities is consequently scarce, but the records still 
contain references to tin being stolen in the neighbourhood of 
Sheepstor, and to burglaries by a group issuing from the mine at Bere 
Ferrers, as well as to accidental deaths in stannaries.31 As for the 
inhabitants of Devon’s ports and coastlines, the uncertainties and 
hardships of their way of living, attested by scores of references to 
shipwrecks and accompanying losses of life, helped to breed a 
turbulence and readiness to quarrel and fight fully the equal of that of 
their kinsmen on land. In 1264 the men of Dartmouth appear to have 
engaged in something little removed from a sea-battle with the men of 
Lyme Regis in Dorset,32 while ships that came safely to shore in Devon 
were not necessarily safe thereafter from thieves on land, since the 
sources speak of ships being pillaged at Portlemouth and in the estuary 
of the Exe,33 and of the hanging in 1297 of a man convicted of robbing a 
ship in Dartmouth harbour and killing its master and ten members of 
its crew.34 Some of those who used the ports of Devon can, indeed, only 
be described as pirates, the three men, for example, who came ashore at 
Dartmouth in a ship they had seized from a merchant from Calais, and 
were promptly arrested and hanged on the accusation of mariners from 
Yarmouth who knew their reputation.33

Although it would certainly be going too far to draw the conclusion 
from the details supplied so far that thirteenth-century Devon was a 
county inhabited almost entirely by criminals, there can be no doubt 
that acts of violence and theft were frequently committed, and that the 
crime-rate increased dramatically there during the century, especially 
in cases of homicide, reaching a very high level by the end of it. It 
should be said that the sources pose problems here. Eyre rolls purport 
to be complete records of the homicides committed in a county during 
the periods they cover, but they fail to differentiate between degrees of 
homicide; most suspected killers ran away, and in their absence their 
offences almost invariably received identical treatment, terminating in 
the outlawry of the man or woman responsible. Plainly accidental 
slayings, where the worst that could be said of the killer was that he had 
been careless, through a whole range of what would now be classed as 
manslaughters, killings which though culpable had not been 
intentional, to carefully premeditated murders, all were treated alike. 
But at least the records are consistent in this, a fact which gives a broad 
validity to the statistics which can be drawn from them. What those 
statistics reveal is fairly startling. The three eyres of 1238, 1244 and 
1249, taken together, record a total of 300 killings in 21 years, at an 
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average rate ofjust over 14. per annum. The eyre of 1281/82, covering the 
eleven years since 1270, records 404 killings, an average rate of just 
over 36 per annum. The increase in homicide exceeded 150 per cent. 
Theft is more difficult to assess, since the sources do not claim to be 
complete records of all the thefts committed, only of suspected or, in 
some cases, convicted, thieves. All the same, where the three earlier 
eyres together record a total of 215 of these, that of 1281/82 records a 
total of 253 from, of course, a much shorter period.36

This dramatic increase in crime can doubtless be in part ascribed to 
the shake-up of society and of government during the Barons’ Wars of 
the mid-1260s. Devon had not been directly involved in the fighting, 
but it was not immune from the disorder it produced. At some time 
between the battles of Lewes and Evesham (14 May 1264 and 
4 August 1265) for instance, what was described as ‘the whole 
community of Exeter city’ descended on the abbot of Sherborne’s 
manor of Littleham, where they ‘broke chests and coffers, and took and 
carried off the money and other goods and chattels found there’.37 Still 
more important must have been the increase in population, especially 
in the lands west of Exeter, which were slower to develop than those in 
the east and south of the county.38 What was said and done at Devon 
eyres was recorded under three sub-sections, made up of the lands east 
of the Exe and of those north and south of the road to Cornwall (that 
road in effect followed the line of the railway, running from Exeter 
round the northern end of Dartmoor to Okehampton, and then on to 
Launceston). In 1249, out of 69 recorded killings, 26 were committed 
east of the Exe, 19 north of the Cornish road and 20 south of it. In 
1281/82, however, out of 401 killings (no place is recorded for the other 
three), whereas 82 were recorded as perpetrated east of the Exe, 152 
took place north of the Cornish road and 162 south of it. These last two 
parts were steadily filling up with people, and the homicide figures 
inevitably reflect this fact. But a society’s crime-rate and the 
fluctuations in it cannot be attributed to material conditions alone. 
Certainly the circumstances of life in thirteenth-century Devon were 
such as to be likely to produce a high level of crime, especially among 
the peasantry. The poverty of many of those involved in criminal 
activity, moreover (253 of those named as killers and 93 of those named 
as thieves at the 1281/82 eyre were said to have had no chattels), was 
such as to make the threat of forfeiture in the event of conviction a 
meaningless one, while doubtless also predisposing them to acts of 
robbery and rapine. Consequently it becomes necessary to ask what 
considerations were likely to be able to restrain the violently or 
larcenously inclined? For the man in a blind fury as he faced up to an 
old enemy, or for the vagabond confronting the choice between theft 
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and starvation, probably none at all, and in fact in the latter case 
society allowed a fair amount of latitude.39 But not all crimes were 
committed in these circumstances, which might in any case be 
sometimes themselves avoidable. The rest of this article will therefore 
be devoted to an analysis of the factors, the emotional, intellectual and 
spiritual pressures, which worked for and against the prevention of 
crime and, though the evidence is inevitably often unsatisfactory, to an 
attempt to assess their effects.

In the first place, there is the question of respect for law. Taking an 
example from another country in another century, Alexander Herzen, 
writing of nineteenth-century Russia, declared that ‘The peasant who 
had been acquitted by the court trudges home no more elated that if he 
had been condemned. In cither case the decision seems to him the 
result of capricious tyranny or chance’.40 It seems unlikely that the 
medieval English peasant saw law with the same incomprehension, on 
the contrary, all the signs arc that he knew very well how the courts 
worked and, when the need or occasion arose, did his best to exploit 
that knowledge. Thus the fact that the vendetta, the blood-feud, had 
long been as far as possible repressed by royal authority, did not 
extinguish men’s desire for revenge on their enemies, with the result 
that the records are full of malicious accusations made in the hope of 
obtaining vengeance through the misuse of legal processes. It seems 
clear that law seldom had any objective existence, as something to be 
deferred to regardless of personal inclination, but was seen rather as a 
set of rules to be manipulated, as far as possible, in the interests of 
oneself and one’s friends and kinsmen. Consequently an accusation in 
court tended to be seen not as the product of some sort of impersonal 
administrative mechanism governed by impartial rules but as a 
person-to-person affront. A man charged with theft some time before 
1281 responded by recruiting a band of criminals to help him burgle 
the house of the man responsible for his indictment.41 Such an attitude 
is hardly surprising, since many such charges did in fact originate in 
private quarrels. How far people were willing to go in pursuit of their 
ends by exploiting legal processes is vividly, and revoltingly, illustrated 
by a case reported in 1285, when one Maurice de Lucy, in order to 
substantiate his allegations of a totally fictitious assault on his own wife 
by Roger of Poltimore, dug up the body of a miscarried child and took 
it home with him to be used as evidence, an action which, if undetected, 
could have resulted in Roger being hanged.42 The fact that law was 
exploited for personal ends, and that people could see how it was 
manipulated, therefore makes it unlikely that it was generally regarded 
as ‘the general agreement of the res publica. . . a just sanction ordering 
virtue and prohibiting its opposite . . .’ celebrated by Bracton.43 This 
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does not mean that all decisions of all courts were greeted with 
suspicion or contempt, rather that law was probably seen in much the 
same sort of light in which the modern motorist tends to regard traffic 
regulations, as things necessary, or even excellent, until they affect 
himself, when they instantly become pernicious and unwarranted. An 
attitude so ambivalent was not likely to provide a firm foundation for 
the maintenance of law and order.

At a less theoretical level, there were the efforts of families, friends 
and neighbours to settle or prevent quarrels which could otherwise lead 
to bloodshed and social strife. Where civil lawsuits are concerned, 
deeds which record the settlement of disputes over landownership 
through the mediation of outsiders prove that such peacemaking could 
be successful;44 indeed, in such cases we know only of the successes, 
never of the failures. In criminal cases the reverse is true, since we have 
evidence for failures but not for successes, though it would be 
unreasonable to suppose that there were none. Still, the fact that 
attempts at reconciliation could end in the death of the peacemaker at 
least gives some idea as to who the peacemaker might be. They could 
be neighbours, of course, or perhaps an official, like the Abbot of 
Buckfast’s bailiff whose attempt to make peace between quarrellers 
involved him in a brawl which resulted in his becoming a killer himself, 
albeit in self-defence.45 When Walter Babbel and Hugh de Loges came 
to blows in Raleigh near Pilton, it was Hugh’s wife Alice who tried to 
settle the quarrel, though her only reward was to be struck dead by 
Walter.46 Women may often have assumed the peacemaker’s role; they 
could, indeed, be both the cause and instrument of violence, but overall 
their involvement in homicide was notably small in proportion to their 
relative numbers.

One pointer to the potential efficacy of community pressure as a 
means of crime-prevention may be the scarcity of reported charges 
against the Jews of Exeter. The mayor’s court rolls show that Jews were 
liable to be exposed to insult or assault,47 and at eyres presentments 
were made purporting to show them engaged in what medieval 
Englishmen probably believed were their characteristic occupations, 
burying treasure and making a stolen chasuble into a quilted 
counterpane.48 But though the evidence is undeniably scanty, it 
contains no suggestion that the Jews retaliated against their ill-wishers. 
Some of the credit for this should probably go to the city government of 
Exeter, for its efforts to ensure fair treatment for Jews in its court,49 but 
it is likely that it was basically the responsibility of the Jewish 
community itself which, aware of its vulnerability, kept a low profile 
and, to prevent giving occasion for attack, exercised a firm control over 
its members. Yet when whole villages could, in a particularly malign 
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expression of community spirit,50 become embroiled in violent 
quarrels, like that between North Molton and Bishop’s Nympton at 
White Chapel, probably in the 1270s, which only ended when a woman 
received a fatal arrow-wound,51 when family relationships could 
deteriorate to the point at which husbands killed wives or wives killed 
their husbands, on one occasion with a daughter’s assistance,52 or a 
stepfather could try to have his stepson hanged for theft,53 and a man 
could be convicted of stealing his father’s money and valuables and 
only escape the gallows by claiming benefit of clergy,54 it becomes clear 
that community and family, though undeniably sometimes effective in 
restraint of crime, were also liable to be compromised by their own 
willingness to condone or commit it.

One of the difficulties involved in an inquiry of this sort is that of 
establishing just what standards of behaviour people were trying to 
maintain. The society of thirteenth-century Devon was undoubtedly a 
professedly Christian one, which should therefore have been governed 
by and obedient to Christian standards. The rites of the Church 
constituted an important part of the framework of men’s lives. Not only 
did people demand a regular distribution of the sacraments for their 
own spiritual comfort,55 but attendance at mass could also help to unite 
them as a community both physically and emotionally.56 Nor, as the 
sidesmen’s reports of 1301 in Bishop Stapledon’s register make clear, 
were frequent masses all that the men of Devon required of their clergy, 
they looked for sermons as well and, it would appear, were surprisingly 
rarely disappointed.5' The successive vicars of Colyton who called in 
the friars to instruct their parishioners may have been too ignorant to 
preach themselves, but at least they were conscientious enough to 
appreciate the demand for spiritual instruction and take steps to meet 
it. Yet it is hard to be confident that the Church was as influential as its 
own central position and the claims made on it by society at large 
might lead one to expect, partly because of the difficulties of its message 
and the shortcomings of some of its ministers, partly because the 
standards it upheld may not in fact have been the only ones by which 
society could order its affairs—a possibility to be discussed later. As far 
as its attitudes towards crime were concerned, the recorded utterances 
of the Church show its position to have been a most rigorous one. 
Killing and stealing were mortal sins, it was with divine authority that 
the Church pronounced them wicked, and commentaries on the Ten 
Commandments show that this doctrine was interpreted widely and 
sternly. To commit a mortal sin it was not necessary just to kill by 
direct action: anyone who conspired to cause death by false testimony, 
or malicious accusation, or even who refused food to a pauper who died 
as a result, would likewise imperil his soul. Theft covered all acts of 
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fraud, usury and deceit as well as the taking of another man’s 
goods.58

In pursuing its mission to save souls by the prevention of sin, the 
Church showed itself well aware of the way sins manifested themselves 
publicly as crimes. In his summula, a manual for confessors issued in 
1287, Bishop Quivil of Exeter drew his priests’ attention to the overt 
consequences of the Seven Deadly Sins, how Anger could generate 
violence, slander and homicide, and Avarice lead to theft, adultery and 
fraud.59 The Church allowed that it was not a deadly sin to do harm 
unwillingly or unintentionally (an attitude shared by the common law), 
and that the sinfulness of a criminal action varied according to 
circumstances, making it less sinful, so Quivil argued, to cut a man’s 
head off quickly with a sharp sword than to torture him to death. But 
this concern with motive and circumstance could make the Church’s 
position not less, but more, severe. Secular law judged a man by what 
he did, not by what he thought. Not so the Church. The great Bishop 
Bartholomew, in one of his late twelfth-century sermons, declared that 
the man who planned to kill, steal or debauch was damned by his 
vicious intentions even if he failed to attain his evil ends.60

It was all expecting too much, both of the clergy and their flocks. 
Quivil laid down that churchmen were to set examples of dignified 
behaviour and praiseworthy living, recalling sinners to the path of 
truth and salvation by the integrity of their lives as well as by their 
preaching, and in fact the evidence (like the sidesmen’s reports referred 
to above) suggests that the Church in Devon attained very fair 
standards of behaviour and practice. Perhaps because Devon was a 
comparatively poor county, there is little sign there of the multitudes of 
idle or underemployed chaplains and men in minor orders who made 
so noteworthy a contribution to the crime-rate of more prosperous 
parts of thirteenth-century England,61 and although some clerics 
descended to homicide and larceny, such men were few and usually 
unimportant (though there is one spectacular exception to this rule, 
discussed further below). Yet it is not clear that their own good conduct 
provided the clergy with sufficient leverage to enable them to exercise 
an active influence over the laity for the prevention of crime. One 
difficulty was that however well the clergy ordered their lives, they were 
always liable to find themselves at odds with the laity over tithes, 
mortuaries and other, similar, payments claimed by the former as their 
due from the latter.62 Another lay in the fact that indisputably 
Christian doctrines of charity and forgiveness provided sound justifi
cation for attempts to modify the rigour of the Church’s doctrine on sin 
and crime. Women convicted of killing their husbands were usually 
burnt alive. Richard le Blunt’s wife Alice was condemned to suffer this 
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horrible death, but as she was led to execution she was forcibly rescued 
and taken to Heavitree church by a group of men and women led by the 
priest of St Mary Arches in Exeter.63 Suicide was a mortal sin, yet 
when Henry the beadle hanged himself in Ottery St Mary, the parish 
priest allowed himself to be persuaded (admittedly with the assistance 
of a bribe) to conceal the cause of death, thereby allowing administra
tion of the dead man’s will and ecclesiastical burial for his corpse.64 In 
both these cases the churchmen involved may well have been 
ultimately directed by their consciences to act in the interests of mercy, 
and others, clerics and laymen, may have been similarly moved. The 
resulting clash of opinion, with some men condoning what others, with 
reference to the same authority, condemned, is not likely to have made 
the Church’s stand against crime more effective.

It is also possible, though here the ground becomes even more 
treacherous, that the Church’s official position with regard to crime 
was undermined by competition from other, more secular, standards of 
behaviour, above all those of the temporal lords. Such characteristi
cally knightly qualities as courage and military skill, pride in oneself 
and one’s family, and lavish generosity, though often equated by the 
Church with violence, arrogance and wastefullness, had a widespread 
appeal in a hard world. The Church did indeed try to take the chivalric 
values over and consecrate them to its own use,63 but they remained 
attractive in independence of their ecclesiastical trappings. They were 
also, of course, of a sort easily distorted to give rise to every sort of 
criminal behaviour, especially acts of violence. The knights and gentry 
of Devon very rarely appear as killers or thieves, though the case of 
Simon, son of Herbert de Pinu, charged in 1238 with killing a servant at 
a tournament in a moment of anger, provides both an exception to this 
rule and an illustration of the sort of arbitrary violence to which such 
people were often prone.66 It is their retainers and servants who more 
often appear in the court records, showing all the readiness to use force 
commonly associated with their lords. On two occasions, indeed, 
servants killed their masters in quarrels precipitated by the latter’s 
drunkenness.67 When the hayward of Roger de Mules, lord of Haytor 
and Stanborough hundreds, found John Havek feeding their common 
lord’s oxen in the wrong place, he demonstrated his displeasure by 
striking John dead with a stick.68 Pride was regarded by moralists as 
one of the characteristic failings of the knightly classes,69 but there is 
plenty of evidence that lesser men in Devon also valued their good 
names and reputations, and were prepared to defend them, if necessary 
by force. The rolls of the mayor’s court in Exeter contain numerous 
actions of defamation alleging that the plaintiff had been insulted, 
usually as a thief, a ruffian or a whore,70 while the killing of Nicholas 
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son of Thomas Kouke in about 1272 was said to have stemmed from a 
tavern quarrel between Nicholas’s mother Mabel and her husband’s 
mistress, during which Mabel, forcibly thrown out of the tavern, went 
to her son complaining of the great disgrace done to her, so prompting 
Nicholas to attempt the retaliation as a result of which he lost his life.71 
It is not always easy to say how far aristocratic standards were being 
deliberately followed in such cases. As already observed, a ready resort 
to violence was commonplace in medieval Devon, and poor people may 
have valued their reputations all the more because they lacked material 
supports for the self-respect. All the same, the appeal of knightly 
conduct was certainly there, and neither townsmen nor clerics were 
immune to it. The Church’s attitude to tournaments was one of fierce 
hostility, and Christian burial was refused, at any rate officially, to 
those killed at them.72 Yet when John Bosse’s daughter was married in 
Exeter in April 1304, part of the festivities consisted of tilting at a ring 
‘in the manner of a tournament’, and when things took a disastrous 
turn and one Nicholas le Taillur was killed as he ran in front of a 
participant, his unwitting slayer proved to be a cleric.73

Here, as elsewhere, the Church can be seen to have found it difficult 
to induce its own members to observe its own standards, as can be most 
clearly seen in what was certainly the most remarkable crime 
committed in thirteenth-century Devon, the murder of Walter of 
Lechlade, precentor of Exeter cathedral, killed in the cathedral close in 
the early hours of 10 November 1283.74 The deed, which stemmed from 
quarrels within the chapter and between the bishop and the dean over 
Heanton Punchardon church and the appointment of an archdeacon 
for Exeter, was organised by no less a figure than John Pycot the dean, 
who employed criminals from Somerset and even Monmouth and 
harboured them at his manor outside Exeter. Among others involved 
were several clerics, including the vicars of Ottery St Mary and 
Heavitree, and Alfred de Porta, the mayor of Exeter, who was said to 
have left the south gate of the city open so that the criminals could 
escape. Alfred was hanged, and so was his hayward, who, it was 
reported, stood at the gate, and, when all was ready, ‘put a little horn to 
his mouth and blew once’ to summon the assassins. Clergy as well as 
laity, in fact, could be afflicted by a thirst for vengeance, and also by a 
desire for material possessions. When Bishop Blondy lay dying in 1257, 
the attendant churchmen and laymen conspired to dispose of his goods 
and benefices without even knowing if the bishop was alive or dead.75 
These were exceptional cases, and the Church usually made a much 
better showing, but the fact that clerics could behave thus does indicate 
the difficulties under which it laboured.

In attempting to direct the behaviour of knights, townsmen and 
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peasants, the Church may therefore have had to compete with other 
values, even though these may not have been clearly formulated, as 
well as with original sin. But at least it had access to those sections of 
society, while the values against which it had to contend, however 
secular their ends, were not necessarily without value as restraints on 
criminal behaviour. Possessiveness may have imperilled men’s souls, 
but the man with something to lose was more likely to be law-abiding 
than the man who had nothing, while concern for one’s reputation may 
have helped to keep people honest in an age when to call a man a thief 
was unequivocally to insult him. But what about those who have 
nothing to lose and to whom the Church had little or no access (except, 
perhaps, as a source of charity), the vagrant population on the roads? 
These were probably numerous, and were certainly responsible for a 
good deal of crime. Most of the 61 killings attributed to unknown 
criminals at the 1281/82 eyre will have been the work of such people, 
who also made up the 60 known killers and 24 thieves described as 
vagrants or strangers at that eyre. Many came from the neighbouring 
counties of Cornwall, Somerset and Dorset, but they also included 
Irishmen and considerable numbers of Welshmen. In 1258 Welsh 
thieves were even said to be bringing to Devon livestock they had stolen 
in Wales.76 The natural milieu for such people was the roads of Devon, 
where their operations made certain places notoriously dangerous, 
places like Street in Rockbeare, perhaps, on the road from Exeter to 
Honiton, of which Tristram Risdon wrote in the seventeenth century 
that ‘it hath been very famous, or rather infamous, for harbouring 
thieves’.77 Law-abiding society kept vagrants at arm’s length, and 
those who admitted them to their homes did so at peril of their lives. 
Joan de la Hole of Sutton gave shelter to an unknown woman named 
Alice. Alice’s return for her hospitality was to cut Joan’s throat and 
burn her house down.78

The only occasions on which such people appear to have mingled 
freely with the law-abiding were the various fairs of Devon,79 where 
attendances were doubtless too great for vagrants to be easily kept 
away. They provided opportunities for purse-clipping and other forms 
of theft, though few can have done as well as the thief who netted no 
less than £15 in cash from a stall at Crediton fair,80 and they also 
enabled criminals to dispose of stolen goods. So notoriously, indeed, 
did they come to be used for the latter purpose that a man who tried to 
sell a horse at Tavistock fair for less than that township judged it was 
worth was instantly arrested, on the grounds that he must have stolen 
it.81 A variety of picturesque names testifies to the status and 
reputation of these medieval waifs and strays: Ralph Ronneaway, 
Robert Godbithamungus, William Routaboute, William Swengebaggc, 
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John Luggespurs,82 all of whom would probably have quailed before 
the man recorded baldly as ‘William le Wykkede, hanged’.83 It is hard 
to imagine these men respecting any moral or religious standards, or 
fearing any sanction except the gallows, where in fact many of them 
ended up. They were certainly not sustained by any concept of honour 
among thieves, as an extraordinary story from the 1280 Somerset eyre, 
reading like an early version of the Pardoner’s Tale, makes only too 
clear. Four unknown thieves committed a robbery in Devon, probably 
at Bampton fair, and retreated into Somerset. When they got to 
Winscombe they quarrelled, and three of them ganged up to kill the 
fourth. They then continued their journey, until they came to an 
unnamed hill, where a second quarrel resulted in two of the survivors 
uniting to kill the third. These two once more resumed their march, 
and had crossed into Gloucestershire before they in their turn fell out; 
one of them killed the other, and yet again went on his way, only to be 
himself arrested and hanged for the original robbery in Devon.84

It has already been heavily stressed in this article that the 
circumstances of life in thirteenth-century Devon were such as to be 
likely to generate a high crime-rate. By the end of that century they 
were if anything likely to produce even more violence and brigandage, 
if only because there were more people in the county and so more 
competitors for lands and livelihoods (that there was a marked increase 
in the suicide rate suggests something of the strains that resulted),85 
though the wars of Edward I’s reign must also have contributed by 
familiarising people still further with the use of force and by enhancing 
the appeal of military virtues and skills. In these circumstances crime 
could only have been effectively combated either by an administrative 
apparatus of a size and sophistication which medieval England simply 
did not have, or, at a more fundamental level, by a moral consensus 
hostile to crime and able to influence people’s behaviour and outlook. 
The basis for the latter would appear to have existed, in the doctrines 
and practices of the Church, but the evidence suggests that neverthe
less it was flawed, and therefore unable to bring the necessary pressures 
to bear on those who might prove to be criminally-inclined as 
effectively as clerical opinion would have liked. The fascination with 
crime detectable in some of the literary sources of the period, remarked 
on at the beginning of this paper, may even point to a certain 
unconscious ambivalence on the subject among some, at least, of the 
law-abiding, which could also have undermined society’s ability to 
contain its members’ capacity for violence and dishonesty. An 
important section of society, and that the most prone to crime, the 
wanderers on the roads, was to all practical purposes impervious to 
moral pressure anyway. An analysis of this sort is bound to give a grim 
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impression of the society so examined: the study of human frailties and 
misdeeds rarely does anything else. Yet this is a subject which can be 
seen in other perspectives. The sheer variety of crimes and of attitudes 
to them can be seen as evidence for the vitality of society as a whole, 
and criminal activity itself says something about the energetic 
responses to harsh conditions of people who at any rate did not just sit 
back and allow those conditions to overwhelm them. The names some 
of them bore may even be a pointer to their sense of humour. The study 
of crime is in a sense the study of failure, of the failure of certain people 
to attain the moral or material standards found desirable or necessary 
by society at large, but it is often only from the study of such failures 
that it is possible to learn what constituted acceptability and success. 
No doubt it was the honest and law-abiding who did most to create the 
landscape of present-day Devon, its villages, fields and farms, yet the 
dishonest and lawless also left their mark upon it. It is to thieves that 
Thuborough and Thriverton, to gallows that Litchardon, Whitchurch 
Down and Forges Cross, owe their names.86 No society can be fully 
understood without reference to those whom that society itself rejected 
and feared.
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