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People of Medieval Pinner 

 
Research Group Presentation:  7th March 2013 

  
 
 
Our topic tonight is 'People of Pinner'; and to start the evening off, I'd like to say 
something about the people who lived in our village seven hundred years ago – 
in the 1300s.  
 
For most places in England there'd be hardly anything known about ordinary 
people from so long ago – but in Pinner we're exceptionally lucky. You see, 
Pinner was part of the manor of Harrow; and in 1300 that Manor had already 
been owned for hundreds of years, by the Archbishops of Canterbury.  From 
'time immemorial', its Manor Court would have been meeting every month or so, 
to deal with all sorts of local problems; like blocked ditches, petty crimes, titles 
to property, stray animals, and lots of other things.   
 
But as far as we know, the court's decisions never got written down. In times 
when very few people could read and write, people were much more used to 
relying on memory.  If a dispute arose, old men would have been be asked to 
give evidence to the Court about what they remembered; about what had been 
decided in the past; and above all, about  'What was 'the custom of the manor’?   
 
Then, for some reason, in about 1250, for the very first time, some Manors in 
England began to record their decisions in writing.  Why things began to be 
written down for the first time then isn't at all clear. But we do know that the 
population of England was increasing very rapidly at this time.  All these extra 
mouths had to be fed, and farmland was in short supply; and so property rights 
would have been even more important to establish than they'd been in the past. 
There wasn't of course a Land Registry in those days; so a decision of the 
Manor Court was in effect the title deeds to people's houses and farms. So 
perhaps that's one reason why, from about 1250 onwards, all over England, 
Manor Courts' decisions began to be written down, for the very first time. 
 
Whatever the reason was, Our Harrow Court Rolls begin in 1315; and with a 
few gaps, they go on for over four hundred years. The result is that we've got a 
wonderful source of information about the people who lived in Pinner, starting 
nearly seven hundred years ago. We know all their names, we know where they 
lived in the village; and we even know what they were doing.  Without these 
Court Rolls, we'd know virtually nothing. 
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I said that the Rolls record all their names; but in the early 1300s that wasn't as 
straightforward as you might think. You see, today, we take it for granted that 
everyone's got a surname; but in the early 1300s this wasn't necessarily so at 
all. In the previous century, the 1200s, very few people in England had 
surnames.  In a small village, like Pinner, where everybody knew everybody 
else, just christian names were all that was needed.   
 
In 1315, when our earliest Court Rolls begin, it's clear that although some 
people had already acquired surnames; there were a great many more who 
hadn't.  
 
So when things had to be written down for the first time, that could be a 
problem. You see, the clerk had to record the names of everyone appearing 
before the Court; and when so many people had the same Christian name, and 
no surname, the clerk himself had to decide how to distinguish between them.   
 
There were several different ways he could do this. One way was by adding 
after their Christian names, the place in the village where they lived. So 
someone called just John would get recorded in the Court Rolls as 'John by the 
end of the Brook';  and someone called just Robert would  get recorded as 
'Robert at Strete', because he lived in the High Street.  And those names, just 
allocated to someone by the clerk of the Court, got 'frozen in' as it were; and 
passed on to John's Robert's sons and grandsons. 
 
Of course, as time went by, these very unwieldy names got shortened: so 'John-
by-the-end-of-the Brook's' descendants would soon have started calling 
themselves just 'Brook'; and 'Robert at the Street's' descendants,  just plain 
'Street'.   Some names got shortened for other reasons. One local man was 
called Hugh at the Dunghill.  Hugh probably soon dropped the 'at the' bit, to 
become plain Hugh Dunghill; but I think his descendants probably went a step 
further, by dropping the 'g' in 'Dunghill' … so as to give themselves the more 
posh-sounding name 'Dunhill'! 
 
Often these 'place name' surnames tell us exactly where they lived in Pinner 
like Isabella Nore (at Nower Hill); and Alice of the Marsh; and William 
Easthende; and John at the Hacche (Hatch End) and his neighbour Roger at 
the Hacche  - I'll be telling you something about these two in a minute. 
 
But these 'place name surnames' aren't always so helpful in telling us where 
they lived. Alice 'Pirie' means Alice at the Pear Tree – no doubt that was clear 
enough to everyone at the time, but it's not much help today!  And Katherine at 
the Pond is a bit difficult to pin down as well!  
 



 3 

Another man, called William, crops up no less than 28 times in just a few years; 
but William's surname was Pynnore – which doesn't help us much! My guess is 
that William had probably gone to work in another village when he was young, 
and got called Pinner there, to show where he came from. Then, when he 
moved back to his old village, the Pinner surname came back with him. 
 
Of course an even easier way for the Court clerk to identify someone, was by 
his occupation. So there's Richard le Taylour;  Ralph le Baker;  Roger the 
Shepperd;   Henry the Carpenter;  Godfrey Clericus (that means clerk - 
someone who could read and write). Then there's Martin the Forester; and 
Henry the Herringmonger.    
 
Pinner was of course was a rather isolated farming village then; and I think 
these surnames are telling us that Pinner in the 1300s had to be more or less 
self-sufficient; with its own tailors, and bakers, and carpenters; and indeed, 
herringmongers for the matter of that! 
 
Sometimes it looks as though, when the clerk had to identify someone by a 
surname, he may have based it just on what he looked like – although we may 
have to do a bit of guessing. Did Ralph Bockberd have a big black beard?  Did 
John Rougheved have spikey hair?  Then there's Alice the Little; and William 
Little Hand  - they're all mentioned in the Court Rolls.   I'm sure that these sort 
of names were originally just jotted down by the Court clerk as a sort of aide-
memoire. 
 
Some other Pinner surnames are even more puzzling though. We could 
speculate for hours about how people came to have surnames like Gossemer; 
or Plonkette; or Mackerell; or indeed Longkokke! - I'll leave that one to your 
imagination!   
 
But before I move on from the subject of Surnames, I'd like to leave you with 
one  rather interesting thought.  I think it's more than probable that some of us 
here tonight got our surnames, simply because, seven hundred years ago, a 
Court clerk allocated them to one of our ancestors.  Think about it!      
 
Of course the Court Rolls tell us a lot more about people than just their 
surnames. They tell us what they were doing.  People are always being fined for 
things like failing to clear blocked ditches; or for refusing to lop trees that were 
'blocking the King's Highway.'   In 1334, someone called Nigel Faber was fined 
three pence for having tried to divert the River Pinn for some reason, so that it'd  
'flooded the King's highway, to the common harm'.  
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Another interesting thing the Rolls sometimes tell us about is what ordinary 
people had in their homes.  In 1391 Jon and Isabella Blake asked the Court to 
decide which of them was entitled to inherit their father's household goods, after 
he'd died; and those goods that they were arguing about are all listed.  It seems 
a fairly modest list to us: 'a bronze pot, a plate, a small knife, a water container, 
a tripod and a frying pan'.  But metal objects were much more costly then, and a 
set of kitchen utensils like this was obviously well worth going to Court about. 
 
Sometimes we find out what possessions people had for a rather different 
reason. You see, when someone was found guilty of a serious crime, his 
possessions were all forfeited; and so they all got listed.  William de Wodeman 
was hanged as a 'felon' in 1391; but he doesn't seem to have benefited much 
from his life of crime. All the possessions he left werea worn out coat and 
smock that he was wearing when he was hanged; a worn out pair of boots that 
he'd taken off before he was hanged and one worn out blanket'. 
 
When Nicholas Browne, was hanged he was a much more affluent criminal.  
His forfeited goods included a black horse, a sow with four piglets, sheaves of 
oats and beans, and even a pair of linen sheets.  
 
Another thing these Court Rolls can do sometimes, is to give us a glimpse of 
important events, in this little farming community – yobbos fighting, accidents in 
people's home; even road accidents:  it was just like today really!  Let's look at 
some examples.  
  
In May 1392, the Court was told that one William Renne had 'drawn blood' from 
William Grandon, with a stick; and then William Grandon had responded by 
'drawing blood' from his attacker with a small knife. Then William Pyrye had 
joined in, drawing more blood, with a billet of wood.    I'm sure that this was a 
fight outside the alehouse, on a Saturday night just after it'd closed. (Boys will 
be boys!)  Any way, they were each fined sixpence –that was a lot of money in 
those days .   
 
Children don't often get mentioned in the court Rolls; but when they do it's 
usually for very tragic reasons.   
 
In 1423 the Court was told that 'Joan, the daughter of Roger Webbe, of Pinner, 
had drowned, in a vat of hydromel'.  Hydromel was a popular drink in medieval 
times – it was made from fermented honey.  Nowadays it's called Mead. I 
expect that poor little Joan Webbe had been climbing up to see what was in the 
barrel  when no one was looking, and just fallen in.  
 



 5 

In the early 1300s, when our Rolls begin, the peasants all seem to have 
accepted that they had to come to Court when summoned, and generally buckle 
down and do what they were told; but after the Black Death in 1349, the old 
system of having to work on the Lord of the Manor's land and generally tow the 
line – this system was beginning to break down. After the Peasants' Revolt in 
1381, people were beginning to stand up for themselves even more and 
refusing to go on being bossed around by the old Manor Court.  In the 1400s we 
begin to get reports of men actually defying the Court – something I think that 
would've been almost unheard of a hundred years earlier.   
 
For example, in 1430 John Ponder was fined for using a four letter word, in 
Court! It wasn't the one we might expect today, but even worse I'm afraid.  I can 
hardly bring myself to repeat it but here goes: 'Raca'!  (But before you get too 
upset, someone told me that the word Raca' appears in chapter 5 of St 
Matthew's Gospel!  I didn't believe this until I went and looked it up. It does!)  
 
Eighty years later, John Nutting went even further than just saying Raca in 
Court. He refused to come to Court at all and when the Court bailiff was sent to 
fetch him, he'd merely said to the bailiff  'I defy thee, precious knave'. I think that 
'precious knave's' a lovely expression, don't you?  Much more elegant, than just 
telling the bailiff to 'Raca off!' 
 
After all this talk about Court Rolls, I think it's time to have a look at some of 
them, so that you can see what I've been talking about. Can we have the first 
slide please? 

 
This is what a Court Roll looks like when it's rolled up, as this one 
still is.    
 
 
 
 

 
and this is what a typical page look likes when it's unrolled.  
You may just be able to read the word Pynnore here.   
These Court Rolls are all in Latin, and they're not very easy 
to read until you get your eye in; but fortunately for us we've 
got what's called a 'Transcript'.   

 
Because in the 1930s, a local historian, called Percy Davenport, painstakingly 
transcribed Court Rolls from thirteen hundred and 15 right up to 1732. It was a 
mammoth task. Those transcripts run to something like two thousand pages, 
just for the medieval period alone. 
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This is what just one page of those two thousand pages looks like. This one's 
for the year 1321.  They're still in Latin of course; but you can see all the 
people's names listed . You see, attendance at Court was just like being 
summoned for jury service is today – compulsory:  and just as unpopular too!  
But you could get out of appearing in person, provided you could get someone 
else to stand in for you – and then both people's names got written down. So 
these names on the left here are the people who should have been there; and 
these names on the right are the people they've sent to represent them. 
 

Here's a close up of all the names at 
beginning of the that transcript , 
including some of those names I 
mentioned just now.  The Christian 
names have all been 'Latinised'; but 
the Surnames are all in English. Here 
at the top there's that Robert at Strete; 
and here's John Bockberd. Even 
closer up, here's Radolphus (that 
means Ralph) Radolphus Le Bakere; 
and underneath his name, here's 
John-by-the-end-of-the-brook and 
here's Ralph Bockberd.  
 
Many years ago the late Jim Golland 
and I did a lot of work indexing every 
entry in these transcripts, for just the 
first twenty years or so, from 1315 to 
1337.  (Even those few years take up 
over two hundred pages of transcript 

like this.) We summarised it all in what we called a 'Who's Who in Pinner'.   
 
This is what it looks like.  I'm afraid it's difficult to read on the screen; but I've got 
the original here – and if anyone's interested they'd be welcome to come at look 
at it afterwards. It runs to nearly twenty pages of close typing, and 
it mentions the names of over two hundred different men and women, all from 
Pinner, in just twenty years or so; and why they're appearing before the Court.  
Jim wrote this short introduction to it, here.    In it, Jim made what I think's an 
especially interesting point.  Pinner Church was rebuilt and re-dedicated in 
1321; so all these people mentioned here, would have been the ones who 
began to use that brand new church that had just been built for them. Let's have 
look at some of the other pages in the Who's Who. 
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Here, on page 11,  John at the Hacche 
(that means Hatch End) gets mentioned 
no less than thirty times, for a whole 
host of different reasons. Here in 1321 
it's recorded that he's accused his 
neighbour Roger at the Hacche, of 
cutting down a hedge on his boundary; 
and a month later he's being acquitted 
by a jury of having made this claim 
falsely. So disputes with neighbours are 
nothing new!    
 
 

 
Here, on the next page there's a lot more about that Roger at the Hacche  He 
seems to have been a rather awkward customer - as you can see he's got 
eleven entries, for all sorts of different reasons – here in 1316 he's being  fined 
sixpence, because his servant had struck the daughter of Margery at the 
Hacche.   And as you can see, none of these people who live in Hatch End had 
acquired surnames yet – that's why they're all called just 'at the Hacche. 

 
On page 13 here, we see 
the names of some 
Pinner people I 
mentioned just now, being 
hauled before the Court. 
Here at the top there's 
William Littlehand; and 
next, here's our old friend 
Alice the Little.  This 
column on the right tells 
us why – they're all being 

fined for minor offences like brewing beer (Alice got done four times for brewing, 
in just a few years);  or being charged for letting their pigs out to eat acorns in 
the woods in autumn (a penny a pig seems to have been the going rate).  
 
So one way or another, nearly all of the men in the village would have got 
themselves mentioned in the Rolls, sooner or later; and many of the women too. 
That's how we know about their surnames.  Most individuals are mentioned 
several times, for one reason or another – some are mentioned twenty or even 
thirty times. The only ones who hardly ever get mentioned are the children. But 
even they do,  sometimes.   
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 I told you just now about poor little Joan Webbe of Pinner, who'd drowned in a 
barrel of hydromel. A hundred years later the Rolls record another tragic 
accident in Pinner. 
 

A medieval farm cart for bringing in the 
harvest would have been a massive 
affair like this; with big iron spikes on the 
wheels, to make them grip; and needing 
three or four horses to pull it.   One day, 
in 1523, nobody seems to have noticed 
that a little boy from Pinner, Thomas 
Rede, was playing under the wheels;   
…and as the cart moved off, he was 

crushed to death – somewhere in the fields not far from where we are tonight. 
 
Of course, these Court Rolls, like the one we looked at just now, aren't 
illustrated except for one exception.  
 

In the year, 1497, at one sitting,  the clerk of the 
Court decorated the  initial letters with these two 
portraits.. I think they're sketches of real people. 
[1497 enlarged –top]  Here they are closer up – 
this is the top one. And here's that other one 
enlarged. [1497 enlarged – bottom] They're not 
very flattering are they? Perhaps they're of the 
Steward and his wife!  Any way, perhaps these 
might just be the very earliest pictures that exist 
showing us what just two of our local people looked 
like,  five hundred years ago. 

 
[Here's another sketch by the clerk. It's an even 
less flattering one this time!  I'd love to know who 
it was meant to be.  (Incidentally, it looks to me 
as though the man's smoking a cigarette – but I 
think that in 1497 that would have been rather 
unlikely! And anyway you wouldn't have been 
allowed to smoke in Court, would you?) 
 
Apart from these two cartoons we don't know 
what any of these Pinner people looked like. 
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