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What Can Manorial Records Tell Us?

The Dorney and Boveney Manor Court Rolls, spanning from 1514 to 1970, provide
extraordinary insights into rural English life. These records are notable for containing
information about ordinary people - not just the upper classes - across more than four
centuries.

Key Areas of Information

History of the Land: How land was managed, cultivated, and inherited. The Dorney records
reveal the evolution from medieval open field systems to modern enclosed farming,
showing what crops were planted and livestock kept.

Economic Detail: Changes in land values, inflation patterns, and the development of
monetary economy. The records track the transition from payment in goods or services to
cash payments.

Family History: Lists of names with occupations and relationships, particularly valuable
before extensive parish registers were kept. The Dorney rolls contain copies of wills and
property transfers.

Daily Life: What people did, their responsibilities, and community standards. Records show
who failed to repair hedges, grazed cattle in wrong places, or broke local customs.
Topographical Information: Field names, boundaries, and local features. The Dorney
records provide detailed evidence of the manor's geographic evolution.

Lords of the Manor and Their Courts

Following the Norman Conquest, a system developed based on manors. The lord had rights
over people within his manor but also responsibilities to protect them. At Dorney, the
Palmer family held this role from 1637 onwards.

The manor court was the forum for interaction between lord and tenants. It was here that
officers were appointed, disputes settled, land transferred, and fines paid. Courts were run
by the lord's steward and met locally - at Dorney, often in the manor house or village
buildings.

Types of Manor Court

Court Baron: Theoretically held every three weeks (though often less frequent), attended by
tenants who owed suit to the court. Agricultural customs were enforced, disputes resolved,
and land transfers recorded.

Court Leet: Held once or twice yearly, dealing with more serious matters like crime,
appointment of officers, and regulation of bread and ale quality.

At Dorney, both courts were increasingly held together after the 16th century, and by the
18th century, the court typically met annually.



The Dorney Court Records
The main record type we have for Dorney is the Court Roll - the formal record of court
proceedings. These follow a standard structure:

« Manor name, lord's name, and date

o List of jurors empanelled to make presentments

« Presentments of those breaking customary bylaws

« Appointment of officers (constable, hayward, bailiff)

« Property transfers by inheritance or sale

o Fines and penalties
Unfortunately, until 1733 these were written in abbreviated Latin on parchment rolls,
making professional transcription essential for modern use.

Key Officials at Dorney

Steward: The lord's chief officer who presided over courts

Bailiff: Oversaw day-to-day manor running and collected rents

Hayward: Supervised hay-making, harvesting, and common land management
Constable: Maintained local peace and order

Common Rights and Stinting
A crucial aspect of Dorney's records concerns common rights - the carefully regulated
system allowing villagers to graze animals on common land. From 1526 onwards, these
rights were limited by "stinting" - quotas based first on rent paid, then from 1637 on
acreage held.
The 1637 stint system survived until modern times:

« Each cottage: 2 cows

o With 3 acres: 1 additional cow

o With 5 acres: 1 horse

o Further increases by precise scales

The End of an Era

Manor courts continued but dwindled after the 17th century. Many landowners preferred
employing single land agents rather than using the manor court system. By the 19th
century, courts mainly handled copyhold land transfers.

The Dorney Manor Court's remarkable survival until 1970 was largely due to its continued
role in managing common land rights. The 1922 Law of Property Act converted copyhold to
freehold elsewhere, but Dorney's commons required ongoing court management until the
Commons Registration Act 1965 provided new legal frameworks.



Essential Glossary for Dorney Records

Amercement: A penalty or fine

Copyhold: Land held by copy of court roll entry

Court Baron: Court for local tenants to administer manor customs
Essoin: Excuse for non-attendance at court (with fine)
Hayward: Officer overseeing hay-making and common land
Heriot: Payment on death of tenant (often best beast)
Homage: The tenants attending manor court as jury
Presentment: Statement by jury of matters for court attention
Stint: Quota of animals allowed on common land

Steward: Lord's chief officer presiding over court

Surrender: Ceremony giving up land holding

The Dorney Manor Court records represent one of England's most complete surviving sets of
manorial documents, providing unparalleled insight into the evolution of an English village
community across more than four centuries.



