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INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE IN KENT, 
1460-1560 

KAREN JONES 

In January 1531, Richard Crosley of Smeeth went to the shop of 
Thomas Smith at Stone Hill to fetch a ladle of his, which he had left 
for repair. Smith told him he had already returned the ladle, and 
claimed that he had not been paid for his work, 

& Richard demaundyd when that was, and .... Smythe seid at that tyme 
when thou hadyst adrabbe in thy Company here, and Richard made 
answhere & sayd no drabbe for shee was my Weddyd Wiff & thow artt 
nott honest to saye that I hade my good & have hytt nott & so 
multyplyd ferther in wordes tyll every of them callyd the other knave, 
& ...Richard bede...Thomas Smythe to Come forthe of ther dore & 
then thow shalt se whether of us shalbe most knave. 

Eventually, Smith responded to Crosley's challenge to come outside, 
and while the onlookers were trying to prevent a fight, 

a doge of the seyd Richard Crosley came toward... Smythe & 
...Smythe thrugh a stone at the seyd doge & Rebuked the doge & ther 
apon ... Richard Crosley thrugh at the seyd Smyth ii stones....' 

Similar causes seem to have been behind a fight which took place in 
Sandwich in 1532: witnesses were questioned about a 'fray' between 
Richard Cristmas, shoemaker, and John Gefferey, in the course of 
which Cristmas 'hurling an iron belonging to his occupation called a 
Stopping stick, brake the said Gefferaie his hede'. Cristmas's servant 
deposed that Gefferey had come to his master's stall, and 

ther it was reasoned by the said Cristmas how the said Gefferie levid, 
& the said Gefferaie said he lived well and earned more money in 
bering corn Monday than be his occupation in a week and said I ough 
the money. Marie said the said Cristmas, thou oughest me for a pair of 
shoes soleing for thy wife. Marie said the said Gefferay, and I owe the 
that thou oughest me for a brown loaf, and so fell at words 2 
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Both these cases illustrate features which have been remarked upon 
in many studies of late medieval and early modern crime. Casual 
interpersonal violence was widespread, often the spontaneous out-
come of an apparently motiveless exchange of insults, and very 
largely perpetrated by men. Although Smith, Cristmas, Gefferey, and 
probably Crosley, were artisans, it has also been noted that violence 
was not confined to the middling or lower orders, but was quite 
routinely indulged in by members of the gentry and local elite.3 

This article examines prosecutions for assault (excluding domestic 
and sexual violence) in Kent between 1460 and 1560, a period for 
which Kent has relatively good surviving local court records, and 
which has been largely neglected in the historiography of crime.4 It is 
based on 1,145 accusations of assault in surviving records for Canter-
bury, Fordwich, Sandwich, Queenborough and New Romney, and in 
samples of church court act books from the diocese of Canterbury, 
and of court rolls and books from some archiepiscopal and Christ 
Church manors.5 It concludes that, although elite men did engage in 
violence, without apparently vitiating their chances of political ad-
vancement, the impression of widespread violence by men of all 
classes given by the court records may be misleading. Prosecuted 
'assaults' by men rarely involved serious injury, and often no injury 
at all. Assaults by men may, moreover, have been less motiveless 
than appears at first sight. Acts of minor violence by women, 
although doubtless less common than male violence, seem, on the 
other hand, to have been under-reported in the local courts. 

The bulk of the evidence on which this article is based is from 
views of frankpledge from the towns and manors.6 These dealt chiefly 
with minor offences, which were presented to the presiding authority, 
the lord's steward or bailiff, or the mayor and aldermen or jurats of 
boroughs, by a jury of neighbours. How far these presenting juries 
were influenced from above is unclear; it is apparent though, that, in 
Kent as elsewhere, jurors often presented their own members (and 
members of the local elite) for minor offences, and that a presentment 
did not preclude the offender from serving on future juries or being 
elected to local office.7 A presentment was usually tantamount to a 
conviction, the defendant having no opportunity to deny the charge, 
and the punishment for assault was almost invariably a monetary fine. 
Minor acts of aggression could also be dealt with by recognisance, or 
as civil actions, or the offender could simply be warned not to re-
offend. Thus the criminal presentments do not represent anything like 
the totality of assaults committed. Acts of violence which came under 
the jurisdiction of the church courts were probably unlikely to be 
ignored or dealt with elsewhere, but these were only those which 
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involved clerics, or an assault by a son or daughter on their own 
parents, or took place in the church or churchyard. Defendants were 
cited to appear in the church courts by officials known as apparitors 
or summoners, but how far these relied on information supplied by 
neighbours or local incumbents is uncertain. It is thus impossible to 
tell from the surviving records how many assaults actually took 
place, or who decided which should be prosecuted. What is clear, 
though, is that prosecutions for assault, at least by men, were ex-
tremely numerous. 

Extent and severity of violence 

Violent crime appeared less frequently than crimes against property 
in late medieval and early modern gaol delivery and assize records. 
However, in local courts in various parts of England, assault was the 
commonest criminal offence, and far more people were punished for 
misdemeanours in local courts than were tried for felony at the 
assizes and quarter sessions.8 In Kent, in the period under con-
sideration, fines for assault, or for drawing a weapon, constituted a 
regular source of civic income: separate sections were sometimes 
devoted to them in treasurers' accounts.9 In all the secular courts 
whose records were used for this study, assaults or affrays (the terms 
seem to have been used interchangeably) far outnumber other crim-
inal presentments. The impression given by the court records is of a 
society where violence, much of it apparently mindless, was ubiquit-
ous and ineradicable. 

However, a criminal charge of assault could mean anything from a 
mere threat of violence to attempted murder or rape, and local court 
records are mostly perfunctorily worded and rarely indicate at which 
end of the spectrum an accusation lies. For these reasons, assault 
cases have been assumed to be no guide to levels of pre-modern vio-
lence, and have seldom been analysed. But presentments for assault 
do provide evidence about the gender of assailants and victims, and, 
to a limited extent, their social standing. They may even enable some 
inferences to be drawn about the level of violence. For one thing, the 
very perfunctoriness of most entries suggests that these are des-
cribing very minor violence, if indeed it was actual physical violence 
at all. The drawing of blood or other injury was included in some 
presentments as though it made the offence more reprehensible. An 
'assault with drawn dagger' or 'drawn sword' which did not draw 
blood seems to have meant that the potentially lethal weapon was not 
used, but merely unsheathed. Victims of a severe attack would have 
been much more likely to die than would be the case now, yet very 
few prosecuted assaults seem to have proved fatal. For most of the 
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jurisdictions used for this study, the ratio of fatal to non-fatal assaults 
cannot be ascertained, as homicide cases would be heard in higher 
courts, whose records do not survive for this period. But the 
Sandwich Year Books include records of coroners' inquests, as well 
as some prosecutions for non-fatal assault. From 1460 to 1560, 236 
cases of non-lethal assault or affray were recorded in the Year Books, 
while only 17 men and one woman reportedly died as a result of what 
seem to have been assaults, a fatality rate of about 7 per cent. In fact, 
the fatality rate was most likely considerably less than this, as the 
Year Books do not record all prosecuted assaults. Even if deaths 
resulted only from a tiny proportion of assaults, though, a large 
proportion of unnatural deaths were the result of assaults, and the fear 
that one might have inflicted a fatal wound could cause an assailant 
considerable anxiety. William Peryn of Maidstone left his home 'for 
a long time', fearing the consequences of his attack on George 
Bekerton with a hedgebill might prove fatal, and apparently returned 
only when he had learned that his victim had survived.10 Trie use of a 
hedgebill suggests that Peryn was a labourer or a husbandman: what 
of the social status and gender of other assailants and their victims? 

Gender and social status 

In many cases it is impossible to tell the social position of people 
presented at the local courts. However, anyone meriting the title of 
gentleman or esquire would be described as such in the record, and 
leading officials such as mayors and aldermen or jurats (defined in 
the tables as local elite) are easy to identify, as are jurors, who are 
usually assumed to have been among the more respectable of the 
'middling sort'. Servants, though, are not necessarily identified, and 
it should be noted that being a servant at this time was more likely to 
indicate youth than a very humble social position. Table 1 shows the 
gender and social position of offenders and victims in Canterbury and 
the boroughs, where status was easiest to identify. It should be noted 
that distinguishing between victim and aggressor is slightly mislead-
ing as 23 per cent of the total accusations were for mutual assaults. 
The fullest information about the social status of accused and victims 
is available for Fordwich: had comparable data been available for the 
other places, the numbers of comparatively well-off men involved in 
violence might have been shown to have been greater. 

Several historians have noted that members of established families, 
including the local elite, yeomen and even gentry, were commonly 
prosecuted for assault. Patricia Hogan has suggested that only the 
well-to-do could afford the losses resulting from open conflict, but it 
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TABLE 1. CHARGES OF NON-FATAL ASSAULT 
Gender/Social Status of Assailants, and Victims (in italics) 

Male, 
status 

unknown 
Gent/Esq 
Loc. elite 

Juror 
Servant 
(male) 

Female 
TOTAL 

Male, 
status 

unknown 
Gent/Esq 
Loc. elite 

Juror 
Servant 
(male) 

Female 

Canter-
bury 

275 
4 
2 

39 

31 
8 

359 

271 
0 
1 

34 

31 
22 

Fordwich 

94 
4 

10 
87 

4 
5 

204 

66 
2 

25 
96 

4 
11 

New 
Rom'y 

52 
0 

11 
3 

7 
0 

73 

54 
0 

13 
3 

3 
0 

Queen-
borough 

3 
0 
2 

14 

0 
1 

20 

0 
0 
0 

14 

2 
4 

Sandwich 

207 
3 

16 
L ? 

6 
4 

236 

199 
3 

11 
•> 

19 
4 

Total 

631 
11 
41 

143 

48 
18 

892 

590 
5 

50 
147 

59 
41 

may be that the prominence of better-off assailants among those 
prosecuted says more about which cases reached court than it does 
about the actual amount of violence perpetrated." The poor were 
more likely than the better-off to have moved away before the 
(usually twice-yearly) view of frankpledge was held, and are anyway 
hard to identify. But the Kent evidence suggests that violence was 
indulged in by as wide a range of social groups in the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries as was found by Sharpe in seventeenth-
century Essex. 

It is noteworthy that in Canterbury, where social stratification was 
probably the most developed, the local elite and gentry constituted a 
smaller proportion of both assailants and victims than elsewhere. But 
the defendants in assault prosecutions included some men of high 
status, or who occupied, or went on to occupy, prominent positions. 
At Fordwich in 1504, Thomas Turbervile assaulted and drew blood 
from William Marten with a gold ring, an unusual but suitably 
gentlemanly weapon, and was fined 40d12 This did not prevent his 
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being appointed a Justice of the Peace the same year and remaining 
one for some years thereafter.13 A Maidstone grand jury presented 
Edward Culpeper, Esq., for a mutual assault with William Purley in 
1500, and in New Romney, Clement Baker was presented and fined 
for assaults in 1507 and 1509, drawing blood on both occasions, but 
became the borough's Member of Parliament in 1511.14 Most of the 
assaults presented in Queenborough, probably the least socially 
stratified borough, were by men who served as jurors. Thomas Grene 
assaulted Ralph Selby's servant Isabel in 1498 and became mayor the 
following year, while Thomas Harris was accused of drawing blood 
from a man as well as accepting stolen money from him, in 1555, the 
year after his mayoralty.15 The number of men of high social standing 
who were involved in assaults is quite small, and one 'gentleman', 
Valentine Pettit, accounts for no less than three accusations, two in 
Fordwich and one in Canterbury.16 Nevertheless, the appearance of 
men like Turbervile and Baker among the ranks of those presented for 
assault, and the fact that their subsequent careers were not adversely 
affected, shows that violence was not limited to the lower orders, and 
that little if any stigma attached to using it, at least as far as men were 
concerned. 

The table suggests that gentlemen were much more likely to be 
assailants than victims, while the reverse was true for women. Ser-
vants too seem to have been more likely to be victims, though only 
marginally so. It should also be noted, however, that men of high 
status were almost as likely to assault others of their own class as to 
attack their social inferiors. Sixteen of the elite assailants assaulted 
other elite men, and three gentlemen assaulted members of the local 
elite. Some of these incidents were part of (sometimes political) 
disputes among the ruling cliques in the boroughs, as when John 
Somer of Sandwich struck his fellow-jurat, John Westclyve 'esquire' 
with his fist.17 

Philippa Maddern has postulated a 'moral hierarchy of violence', 
whereby it was less criminal to offend against inferiors than super-
iors: those lower in the authority scale, women and servants, suffered 
on account of this, since they were less likely to find justified objects 
for their violence and more likely to have it perpetrated on them.18 

Over-reliance on this explanation would obscure the fact that much 
violence was between people of equal status, but the concept of a 
hierarchy of violence could be used either to explain the appearance 
of the well-off among the aggressors, and the fact that women and 
servants feature more prominently as victims than as assailants, or to 
explain the relative lack of gentry assailants and servant and women 
victims (on the grounds that such violence was justified and so not a 
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matter for presentment). If violence by women was considered 
particularly reprehensible, though, one would expect the assaults they 
committed to be prosecuted with rigour, which seems not to have 
been the case (see below). In all, when the assaults from the other 
courts are included, 54 male assailants, and 64 male and two female 
victims were described as servants. Nine servants were accused of 
assaults on other servants, whereas only two men were accused of 
assaulting their own servant.19 There is probably a huge 'dark figure' 
of unrecorded assaults by employers on their own servants. The 
corporal punishment of servants by masters and perhaps to a lesser 
extent, of wives by husbands, was considered justified. In 1555, two 
six-year-old children were bound apprentice to Thomas a Lee, 
shoemaker of Sandwich: each was to be provided with food and 
clothing and 'a due manner of chastening'.20 It is highly likely, then, 
that assaults by masters on servants, and husbands on wives, were not 
prosecuted except in very severe cases. That mistresses as well as 
masters beat their servants is demonstrated, not by any prosecution, 
but by the report of the examination of the body of Christian, 'lately 
servant of William Basyn', by a chaplain and a surgeon in Sandwich 
in 1504. The surgeon deposed that the girl 'had ii or iii grievous sorys 
off pestilence and therof died, and not uppon no manner beating of her 
mistress as the clamor renyth'.21 If neighbourhood rumour could 
plausibly report that a servant had been beaten to death by her mis-
tress, non-lethal assaults on servants by employers were probably 
fairly common, but not considered suitable for prosecution. Battered 
wives, like servants, might hesitate to report assaults for fear of 
making matters worse. The alarming rumour about William Basyn's 
wife may serve as reminder that women too are capable of violence, 
which brings us to the question of gender. 

Violence and masculinity 

Throughout England, from manorial courts to assizes, and from 
fourteenth-century Yorkshire to eighteenth-century Surrey, all the 
evidence indicates that violence, or at least, prosecuted violence, was 
perpetrated very largely by men. However, as Table 2 shows, in 
South-Eastern England in the late middle ages, the proportion of 
women charged with assault is even smaller than in other regions and 
periods. 

Whether women in the South-East in the fifteenth century and the 
first six decades of the sixteenth actually committed such a small 
proportion of assaults, or whether, for some reason, assaults by 
women were less likely to be prosecuted than those by men, will be 
discussed later. First, consideration will be given to why most 
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TABLE 2. ASSAULTS IN ENGLISH COURTS: NUMBER OF WOMEN 
PROSECUTED AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL 

Surrey Assizes and Quarter Sessions, 1663-180222 

Brigstock (Northants) manorial court, 1301-4323 

Cheshire Quarter Sessions, 1590s24 

Wakefield (Yorks) manorial court, 14th century25 

Cheshire Quarter Sessions, 1660s26 

Essex Quarter Sessions, 1620-1680" 
Havering (Essex) manorial court, 1464-149928 

Appledore (Kent) manorial court, 1403-147029 

Kent local courts, 1460-1560 

Per cent 
20.0 
16.0 
13.0 
11.0 
11.0 
8.0 
4.0 
3.7 
2.7 

physical violence was committed by men, what their motives were, 
and why minor male violence was taken seriously by the courts. 

Perhaps the most obvious reason why the great majority of def-
endants in assault cases were men is that boys were socialised to 
regard violence as acceptable, and girls were not. Several historians 
have stressed that, for men, violence was probably regarded as a 
normal part of life, and an acceptable means of settling disputes, and 
that this view only ceased to be widespread in the late eighteenth or 
early nineteenth century.30 Jo Ann McNamara claims that by the late 
twelfth century, European men had accepted 'a construct of mascu-
linity that defined them as those who fight', and that this forced them 
into 'an endless competition to prove their manhood to one an-
other'.31 On a less theoretical level, the prominence of adolescent 
boys and young men among those accused of violence seems to be a 
constant throughout history, and the youthfulness of the late med-
ieval population may go some way to explaining the prevalence of 
assault charges.32 Turning to male activities which contribute to 
explaining violence, there is little doubt that men spent more time 
than women in alehouses, although drunkenness was rarely men-
tioned as an excuse or explanation for violence. Certainly, violence 
could arise where men were drinking together in an alehouse. In 
1518, four men drinking in William Easton's house in Sandwich had 
their conversation reported to the mayor and jurats. A labourer, 
Maurice Davy, had expressed extravagant regard for Kentishmen, to 
which John Richardson, a tailor, had given the provocative reply: 
'Thou art a fole, there is never a Kentishman will do thee good if ye 
be here this seven yeres'.33 The inane argument which ensued, and 
which escalated into an affray, has all the hallmarks of a public bar 
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quarrel between men who were spoiling for a fight. The locations of 
fights are rarely given in the records, but assaults committed with 
jugs, pots and candlesticks suggest indoor violence, very likely 
located in an alehouse. However, these account for only about 3 per 
cent of the implements allegedly used in assaults. 

Only men were prosecuted for playing cards, dicing, bowls, tennis 
or other games, most of which were 'unlawful', at least for certain 
classes of people and at certain times. These were more exclusively 
male leisure activities than drinking in alehouses, though they often 
took place in the same locations. Playing games could lead to 
quarrels, very likely fuelled by drink, which ended in assaults. John 
Gilbert was presented at Maidstone manorial court in 1506 for 
drawing his dagger on Henry Phelip when both were playing 'a game 
called le boulys' , and at Sandwich, William Ive was fined 3.?. 6d. for 
an affray in his bowling alley.34 If the playing of 'unlawful' games 
often gave rise to such incidents, this would help to explain both the 
predominance of men in assault cases and the eagerness of the author-
ities to suppress such apparently harmless pastimes. Sporting activi-
ties, were, of course, an overt form of competition, and an opport-
unity for young men to show off their skills and manliness.35 An 
overwhelming desire to win may account for their propensity to give 
rise to violence, a phenomenon not confined to the distant past. 

Disputes in shops or markets over money allegedly owed could also 
lead to assaults. This seems to have been the main issue in the 
quarrels described at the beginning of this article, though Thomas 
Smith seems also to have been inviting violence by his apparently 
gratuitous slur on the sexual honour of Richard Crosley (or of his 
wife). Richard Cristmas's inquiry as to how Gefferey lived may have 
been an implied slur on Gefferey's honesty or ability to provide for 
his household. At first sight, both appear to support the conclusion 
reached by many historians, that men's tempers were short, and 
self-control little developed, with assaults being often for trivial 
motives and resort to violence frequently triggered by an immediate 
slight or insult.36 In the light of some recent work on medieval and 
early modern masculinity, though, perhaps the motivation for these 
two fights was not as trivial as it might seem. Elizabeth Foyster has 
argued that, to maintain the respect of the community, a man had first 
to establish, and then continually prove his manhood to himself and 
others, and that fighting was an effective response to an insult, pro-
viding an opportunity to reassert one's manhood both immediately 
and publicly.37 Alexandra Shepard has emphasised that, for house-
holders, male credit was evaluated in terms of honest dealing and 
access to resources, and that many men saw their economic worth as 
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a central and quantifiable aspect of their masculine identity, which 
'needed constant defence and assertion in competitive bids for 
status'.38 Vern Bullough has included serving as a provider for one's 
family among the basic constituents of medieval manhood.39 

Although sexual honour was certainly a more important component 
of female than male reputation, it has been argued that it was also 
important to men.40 Financial probity, sexual honour and economic 
worth were all elements in the exchanges of insults between Crosley 
and Smith, and Cristmas and Gefferey. Quite apart from consider-
ations of respectable manhood, it should be remembered that much 
business was transacted on credit, and, in small communities where 
everyone was known, a man who acquired a reputation for not hon-
ouring his debts might well find his neighbours unwilling to deal with 
him and consequently suffer material loss. The insults these men had 
exchanged might be interpreted as moves in a competition for super-
iority between men who needed to bolster their own reputations as 
men of good credit (in both senses), by attacking the reputations of 
others. To fail to rise to such challenges was to show oneself less than 
a man, and the ensuing fighting was arguably not so much a matter of 
lack of self-control as an acceptable and expected response. If men's 
need to compete with each other was a main reason for male violence, 
it may also explain why the vast majority of the victims of male 
assaults were themselves male. 

There is some evidence that violence in response to verbal pro-
vocation was considered excusable. In cases of mutual assault, the 
authorities seem to have been at least as anxious to know what had 
been said prior to the outbreak of a fight, as to know who had struck 
the first blow. Furthermore, the provocation does not appear to have 
had to be very great. In Sandwich in September 1521, a witness test-
ified that a fight between Richard Copley and Marmaduke Stringer 
had begun by Copley saying to Stringer 'do thy business'; Copley 
alone was fined, although Stringer seems to have been the first to 
draw his sword.41 Hugh Charier, a servant, was fined for 'giving 
occasion to John Evering, weaver, to strike him' in 1543, while 
Evering was not fined.42 Unprovoked assault was taken seriously: 
John Gillowe of Walmer was fined the large sum of 30^. for striking 
and wounding William Cooper with his dagger 'without any occasion 
by him given unto the said Gillowe'.43 

If violence in response to provocation was considered acceptable, 
why were so many men prosecuted for apparently minor assaults? 
One reason the courts took assaults so seriously was that most men 
regularly went about armed with weapons or tools easily capable of 
killing: the smallest dispute could thus escalate into a fight with 
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potentially fatal consequences. Weapons are mentioned in 441 out of 
the 1145 accusations of assault: these include a few formulaic 'staves 
and knives' which are probably not to be taken at face value.44 But 
daggers were said to have been used, or at least drawn, in 92 cases, 
knives in 79, and sticks or staves in 71. The use of fists alone slightly 
outnumbered that of swords, at 51 to 47, while in another nine cases 
the assailant was simply said to have had a 'drawn weapon'. About 40 
assorted tools and agricultural implements were said to have been 
used, including 20 various kinds of bills, two pitchforks and a 
dungfork. 

It was impossible to forbid men from carrying weapons and 
practising their use. In the absence of a police force or standing army, 
society, both nationally and locally, needed men to defend it by 
fighting when necessary, but this created a dilemma for those in 
authority: men's violence could be disruptive and harmful to society, 
yet legitimate violence could not be discouraged. In 1553 the 
Canterbury Burghmote decreed that 

[I]n consideracion that now of late tyme certeyn officers...were con-
trary to the order of law stryken in the kynges hygh strete & no rescue 
or helpe gevyn to them by any of theseid inhabitants in the appre-
hensyon & takyng of the offenders for that theseid inhabitants ar not 
furnysshed wt. weapons in their houses [every artificer and house-
holder]shall immedyatly after the makyng hereof provyde & have in 
hys house such sufficient weapons staves or clubbes always redy for 
to rescue & ayde the officer or officers whiche so shall goo abowte to 
arrest or apprehend any such malefactors & offenders & ... when oc-
casyon shalbe mynystred theseid householders & their servaunts & 
apprentyces shalbe always redy wt. theseid weapons to ayde & defend 
theseid officers.45 

Clearly, 'weapons, staves or clubbes' could be used for other pur-
poses than the rescue of beleaguered law officers, especially perhaps 
by servants and apprentices, so this was as likely to increase the level 
of violence as to keep it under control. Since the threat of disruptive 
male violence was so great, and the availability of weapons so un-
avoidable, the official response was probably to treat even such 
minimal manifestations of aggression as the shaking of a fist by one 
man at another as a punishable offence. That there was what would 
now be termed a zero tolerance policy towards all assaults by men 
(except those which were regarded as 'due chastisement' of house-
hold members) is also indicated by the fact that assault presentments 
never included any reference to the defendant having been warned 
before, as was the case with many other minor offences. A single act 

39 



KAREN JONES 

of drawing a weapon, or a hand raised in anger, was enough for a 
prosecution. Possibly a small fine for an 'assault' which had con-
sisted of no more than a threatening gesture or a weapon drawn but 
not used, was something akin to a modern fine for exceeding the 
speed limit: no actual damage was caused, but serious harm easily 
could have resulted. It has been pointed out that serious outbreaks of 
violence were rare in England compared to the rest of Europe. This, 
and the comparative rarity of fatal assaults, might suggest that being 
tough on assaults committed by men was by and large an effective 
strategy.46 

Assaults on officials 

One form of violence which was never acceptable, which attracted 
heavy fines, and which seems to have been less overwhelmingly 
masculine, was an assault on a law officer in the execution of his 
duty. Thirty-nine people, including four women, were accused of 
assaulting officials. Six of the victims were apparitors, presumably 
summoning their assailants to the church courts. Probably most of the 
lay officers were also issuing summonses or attempting to make 
arrests, though this is only made explicit in two cases. John Cotell 
assaulted and drew blood from the serjeant-at-mace Christopher 
Breche, while Breche was arresting him, in Canterbury in 1503, and 
in Sandwich in 1493, Peter Houghson, 'alias Peter de Rober', drew 
his sword on the officer who was arresting him, and would have 
killed him had not Robert Wilson intervened: in the fight Peter 
himself was killed.47 Assaults on officers could also be involved in 
rescuing those who had already been arrested. Nicholas Hilles of St 
Lawrence Thanet, 'gentleman', with others assaulted the mayor of 
Sandwich and others, and rescued Hilles's neighbour John Mantell, 
who had been arrested. Robert Absolon, barber, assaulted Thomas 
Dyryk the borsholder of Northgate in Canterbury and rescued Alice 
Grene from his custody.48 Assaults on the watchmen may have meant 
that the assailants were planning a crime. In New Romney in 1487, a 
servant, John Parker, was put in the stocks for making affray to the 
watch, while in Maidstone, John, Richard and William Lylly and 
Thomas Smith attacked the watchmen at midnight.49 In one case, a 
demand for local taxes led to an assault: John Clark of Sandwich 
drew his dagger and 'strake Oliver Frende one of the treasurers for 
demanding of the town's duty'.50 

Female violence 

That slightly over 10 per cent of those accused of assaulting officers 
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were female makes the very small overall proportion of female 
assailants (only 31 women out of a total of 1145 accusations) sur-
prising, as does the fact that women were charged with two of the five 
assaults allegedly committed in the course of thefts. While there is no 
doubt that a substantial majority of assaults were committed by men, 
and that this can be at least in part explained by notions of masculine 
honour and competitiveness, the availability of weapons and the 
effects of drink, a figure of below 3 per cent for female assaults is 
startlingly low (Table 2). Girls were doubtless not socialised to re-
gard violence as normal, yet women are not constitutionally immune 
from impulses to violence, and it is unlikely that women obeyed the 
precepts of advice literature, sermons and homilies, to be meek and 
submissive, to any greater extent than they observed injunctions to be 
chaste, or to avoid gossip and defamation. Explanations for the rarity 
of assaults by women tend to focus on how different their circum-
stances were from men's. Susan Amussen maintains that women's 
brawls, though frequent, were unrecorded because women were usu-
ally unarmed, which is probably true, though not necessarily a full 
explanation.51 Andrew Finch claims that (in Normandy) women were 
not inherently less violent, but that their position in society insulated 
them from much violence.52 Carol Wiener emphasises women's 
dependent position and suggests that family members may have 
turned their grievances over to (male) heads of families to settle, and 
John Beattie explains the lack of evidence for acts of violence by 
eighteenth-century women by the restricted scope of their lives, as 
well as their training for their social role.53 Certainly, women spent 
less time in alehouses, seem not to have engaged in competitive 
games, and seldom travelled far from home. But women of the middl-
ing and lower sorts were far from cloistered: they ran businesses, 
went to market, had to use shared facilities, all activities which could 
lead to disputes. The suggestion that male heads of families used 
violence on behalf of female relatives is at odds with the evidence, 
which suggests that male violence was characteristically triggered by 
immediate provocation, rather than being a manifestation of long-
standing family feuds. Granted that much more violence was perpet-
rated by men than women, it still needs to be established whether the 
very low incidence of assault charges against women in late medieval 
Kent reflects real levels of female violence, or whether women's 
violence was under-reported compared to men's. To do this it is nec-
essary to establish whether those female assaults which did result in 
prosecution have any special characteristics. 

Twenty of the thirty-one women accused of assault appear to have 
been acting on their own, while eleven were accused with others. In 
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most of these cases the co-defendants were male relatives, usually the 
woman's husband. One other woman was charged with inciting a man 
to violence: in 1507, Agnes Deryk of Canterbury was said to have 
'exhorted and procured' Thomas Broke to commit assault and battery 
on Isabel Farre. Like several other women prosecuted for physical 
violence, Agnes was in other trouble too - she was also accused of 
being a scold.54 Two affrays involving several people included 
women as both assailants and victims. Otherwise (discounting Agnes 
Deryk), in only nine cases were both assailant and victim female. The 
only instance of apparently mutual assault between two women was 
recorded in the church court. Agnes Chese and Margaret Pymme 
fought 'with their fists' in Chilham church 'quasi ad sanguinis effus-
ionem' in 1501.55 If women were capable of fighting in church, it is 
unlikely they never did so elsewhere: the extreme paucity of assaults 
by women on other women suggests that such episodes were seldom 
prosecuted, particularly since special circumstances attended all 
those which were recorded. 

Much of the woman-on-woman violence seems to have involved 
weapons and the possibility of serious injury. In Queenborough, 
Eleanor Wade attacked Petronilla Amcot with a 'mardyn pike', drew 
blood and was fined 3s. Ad.; in Canterbury, William East's wife's 
assault and battery on the wife of William Barow resulted in the same 
large fine, and in Sandwich, John Rugley's wife assaulted 'one 
Marion' with a stone and broke her head.56 Most alarmingly, in 1538 
a Canterbury jury was instructed to 

enquyre...of a sawte made by one Cartars wyffe Dwellyng in Jury 
Lane....apon Johane Woode the Wyf of Edward Woode beyng in 
godes peace and the kynges...Which Sayde Carters wyffe dyd take a 
payre of Sheres ...and a Basyne... and vyolentlye dyd cast hitt at the 
hede of the forenamyde Johane Woode then beynge in her owne 
howse.... 

Carter's wife was also indicted as a 'Commyn barrator or Skolde'.57 

Multiple offences characterise all the other women accused of 
assaults on their own sex. Fourteen of the thirty-one female assailants 
were either themselves also in trouble for other offences, or had hus-
bands who were. Two woman-on-woman assaults had been combined 
with theft, while Jackamine Wattys who beat 'a pore woman' in 1508 
was twice presented for scolding. Alice Kempe was cited in the 
archdeacon's court for assaulting her own mother, and in addition 
was considered a common defamer of her neighbours.58 So it seems 
no woman was prosecuted simply for a minor assault on another 
woman, unless it fell within the jurisdiction of the church courts: in 
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the secular courts either the assault was serious, or the woman or her 
husband had a bad reputation or had committed other offences. 

In ten cases, a woman on her own was accused of assaulting a man. 
Three of these were apparently mutual attacks, where it is unclear 
who started the fight. In contrast with the women's assaults on other 
women, only one female assault on a man appears to have been ser-
ious. No dangerous weapon was mentioned in any of these attacks, 
although Alice Halkynden of Walmer was accused of 'hitting' a 
priest.59 This, of course, brought her to the attention of the church 
court, and assaults on people in authority were similarly unlikely to 
be overlooked by the secular courts. The wife of 'Blak Jhon' was 
accused of assaulting the borsholder of Ridingate in Canterbury in 
1506: this was probably an angry reaction to her being presented as a 
bawd, which happened at the same court session.60 Constance Stryn-
ger, brewer, of Eastry, assaulted the aletaster when he came to test her 
ale and point out that she was not complying with regulations.61 In 
Canterbury in 1521/2, Christopher Goodbarne paid 4s. Id. 'for a fine 
against his wyf for disobeying of Mr. Mayor in the market in the price 
of egg sellyng & for castyng of egges at Thomas Gere, serjeant, in the 
presence of Mr. Mayor'.62 

Evidently women, like men, could be roused to violence by their 
'betters' attempting to exercise authority over them, which suggests 
a substantial 'dark figure' of unreported female assaults on social 
equals. The only apparently serious attack by a woman alone against 
a man was perpetrated by Katherine, wife of Stephen Whetston, in 
1554. She assaulted 'one Raynold', a brother of the Hospital of 
Thomas Ellis in Sandwich, 'by the which hurt the said Raynold is like 
to die'. Six weeks later, Raynold must have been on the road to 
recovery, for Whetston was only fined 2\d. for Katherine's attack, 
another example of a husband being held fully responsible for his 
wife's offence.63 Throughout this period there was uncertainty over 
the question of whether married women could be treated as res-
ponsible autonomous persons, to be held personally responsible for 
their crimes. This was compounded by the fact that, if a fine was 
imposed on a wife, it was, at least technically, her husband who had 
to pay it. All-male juries of presentment may therefore have been 
reluctant to instigate prosecutions for minor misdemeanours against 
their neighbours' wives. 

Minor assault, like most of the offences dealt with in local courts, 
could be prosecuted or not depending on the discretion of the 
presenting jury or the local elite, though if blood was shed, a weapon 
drawn, or an official attacked, prosecution was probably automatic. 
The proportion of females prosecuted for assault in the late medieval 
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South-East was exceptionally small compared to the eight to twenty 
per cent found in other areas of England and at other periods (Table 
2). But the proportion of women bound over in the surviving recog-
nisances, most of whom were probably accused of physical violence, 
was 19 per cent (51 out of 267) which is much more in keeping with 
the findings of other studies.64 The proportion of women prosecuted 
for rescue, another offence which must usually have involved 
violence or the threat of it, is almost the same (three out of fifteen). 
And in the church courts, where what determined whether an assault 
was prosecuted was usually the location of the offence and not the 
gender of the assailant, seven out of 44 defendants on charges of 
violence were women (16 per cent). The few women who were prose-
cuted for assault in the secular courts seem all to have committed 
relatively serious attacks, or to have assaulted officials or been 
accused of other crimes at the same time. This suggests that minor 
violence was more often overlooked, or dealt with by recognisance, 
when women were the aggressors than when men were. 

It is noteworthy that prosecutions of women for scolding, de-
famation and other forms of verbal aggression far outnumber those 
for assault. Doubtless verbal aggression was more prevalent than 
physical aggression among women, but men's insults could damage 
their neighbours' reputations at least as easily as women's could. Yet 
men were practically never prosecuted for insulting anyone other 
than officers or social superiors. The evidence suggests that accus-
ations in local courts reflect socially-constructed views of men and 
women rather than an objective record of the offences they had 
committed. The men who drew up lists of presentments thought of 
their own sex as likely to defend their honour by fighting, and of 
women as naggers, scolds and gossips. Therefore, most quarrels 
between men were categorised as assaults, even if no physical injury 
had been inflicted, while most quarrels between women were 
classified as scolding or defamation, even if minor physical violence 
had been used. Interesting evidence on the subject of verbal 
aggression can also be found in the Kent court records, but that is 
another story.65 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

The writer is grateful to Dr Michael Zell for his advice and assistance 
in the preparation of this article. 

44 



INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE IN KENT, 1460-1560 

NOTES 

1 Canterbury Cathedral Archives (hereafter CCA), CC/J/Q/330/ii, iii. 
2 East Kent Archives (hereafter EKA), Sa/AC/3/33r and v. 
3 J. A. Sharpe, Crime in Early Modern England, 1550-1750 (1984), 96. 
4 With the notable exception of M. K. Mcintosh, Autonomy and Community: the 

Royal Manor of Havering, 1200-1500 (Cambridge, 1986); A Community Transformed: 
the Manor and Liberty of Havering, 1500-1620 (Cambridge, 1991), and Controlling 
Misbehavior in England, 1370-1600 (Cambridge, 1998). 

5 For a full list of sources, see K. M. Jones, 'Gender, Crime and the Local Courts in 
Kent, 1460-1560', PhD thesis, University of Greenwich (2001), 257-265. 

6 With the exception of Sandwich, for which the relevant Year Books were used. 
7 C. Harrison, 'Manor Courts and the Governance of Tudor England', in C. Brooks 

and M. Lobban (eds), Communities and Courts in Britain (Hambledon, 1997), 54; S. 
Olson, A Chronicle of All that Happens: Voices from the Village Court in Medieval 
England (Toronto, 1996), 101; E. Searle, Lordship and Community: Battle Abbey and 
its Banlieu, 1066-1538 (Toronto, 1974), 415. 

8 J.M.Beattie, Crime and the Courts in England, 1660-1800 (Oxford, 1986),402; J. G. 
Bellamy, Law and Public Order in England in the Later Middle Ages (1973), 33; J. S. 
Cockburn, 'The Nature and Incidence of Crime in England, 1559-1625: a Preliminary 
Survey', in idem (ed.), Crime in England, 1550-1800 (1977), 60; B. A. Hanawalt, Crime 
and Conflict in English Communities, 1300-1348 (1979), 60, and her 'The Female Felon 
in Fourteenth-century England', Viator, V (1974), 267-8; C. Herrup, The Common 
Peace: Participation and the Criminal Law in Seventeenth-century England (Cam-
bridge, 1987), 27; E. Powell, 'Jury Trial at Gaol Delivery in the Late Middle Ages: the 
Midland Circuit, 1400-1429', in J. S. Cockburn and T. A. Green (eds), Twelve Good Men 
and True: the Criminal Trial Jury in England, 1200-1800 (Princeton, 1988), 100; J. A. 
Sharpe, Crime in Seventeenth-century England: a County Study (Cambridge, 1983), 91; 
J. Briggs, C. Harrison, A. Mclnnes and D. Vincent, Crime and Punishment in England: 
an Introductory History (1996), 40-41; M. P. Hogan, 'Medieval Villainy: a Study in the 
Meaning and Control of Crime in an English Village', Studies in Medieval and Renais-
sance History, n. s. II (1979), 138; Jones, thesis, 62; Mcintosh, Autonomy and Commu-
nity, 209-210; L. A. Knafla, ' "Sin of All Sorts Swarmeth": Criminal Litigation in an 
English County in the Early Seventeenth Century', in E. W. Ives and A. H. Manchester 
(eds), Law, Litigants and the Legal Profession (1983), 57. 

9 For example, CCA, CC/FA/7/59 (1486-7); EKA, NR/FAc/5/30v (1493). 
10 Lambeth Palace Library (hereafter LPL), ED 648/9 [he returned in 15051. 
1' Hogan, 'Medieval Villainy', 142; Mcintosh, Autonomy and Community, 209; Ol-

son, Chronicle, 175-6, and her 'Jurors of the Village Court: Local Leadership Before 
and After the Plague in Ellington, Huntingdonshire', Journal of British Studies, XXX 
(1991), 251. 

12 CCA, U4/3/127. 
13 Calendar of Patent Rolls, Henry VII, 1494-1509, 645; J. S. Brewer et al. (eds), 

Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII (1862-1932), I, 
4927; II, i, 6, 677; II, ii, 3748. 

14 LPL, ED646/3; EKA, NR/FAc/5/144, 15 lv, 162. 
15 Centre for Kentish Studies (hereafter CKS), Qb/JMs/l/21v, 1/12; Qb/JMs/2/25, 26. 
16 CCA, U4/3/91(1499); U4/3/127 (1504); CC/FA/9/85 (1507-8). 
17 EKA, Sa/AC/2/242v (1516); D. Gardiner, Historic Haven: the Story of Sandwich 

(Derby, 1954), 149-50. 

45 



KAREN JONES 

18 P. C. Maddern, Violence and Social Order: East Anglia, 1422-1442 (Oxford, 
1992), 98-9, 125-6, 232. 

19 CCA, CC/FA/ll/406v (1526-7); FA/12/36v (1528-9). 
20 EKA, Sa/AC/4/81v, 82. 
21 EKA, Sa/AC/2/120randv. 
22 J. M. Beattie, 'The Criminality of Women in Eighteenth-century England', Journal 

of Social History, VIII (1974-5), 85. 
23 J. M. Bennett, Women in the Medieval English Countryside (Oxford, 1987), 39. 
24 G. Walker, 'Crime, Gender and Social Order in Early Modern Cheshire', PhD the-

sis, University of Liverpool (1994), 56. 
25 Hanawalt, 'Female Felon', 258. 
26 Walker, 'Crime, Gender and Social Order', 57. 
27 Sharpe, Crime in Seventeenth-century, 117. 
28 Mcintosh, Autonomy and Community, 210. 
29 S. M. Sweetinburgh, 'Women, Household and Community: Appledore and Hythe, 

c.1400-1470', MA dissertation, University of Kent (1993), 83. 
30 M. Bailey, 'Rural Society', in R. Horrox (ed.), Fifteenth-century Attitudes: Per-

ceptions of Society in Late Medieval England (Cambridge, 1994), 160; Maddern, 
Violence, 79; E. Powell, 'Social Research and the Use of Medieval Criminal Records', 
Michigan Law Review, LXXIX (1981), 977; B. Lenman and G. Parker, 'The State, the 
Community and the Criminal Law in Early Modern Europe', in V. Gatrell, B. Lenman 
and G. Parker (eds), Crime and the Law: the Social History of Crime in Western Europe 
since 1500 (London, 1980), 40; N. Elias, The Civilising Process: the History of Man-
ners (reprint, Oxford, 1978), 186, 201-2. 

31 J. A.McNamara, 'The Herrenfrage; the Restructuring of the Gender System, 1050-
1150', in C. A. Lees (ed.), Medieval Masculinities: Regarding Men in the Middle Ages 
(London, 1994), 22. 

32 Powell, 'Social Research', 977; Hogan, 'Medieval Villainy', 146-8, and her 'The 
Slight to Honor: Slander and Wrongful Prosecution in Five English Medieval Vil-
lages', Studies in Medieval and Renaissance History, n. s. XII (1991), 11. 

33 EKA, Sa/AC/2/256 r and v. 
34 LPL, ED 650/15; EKA, Sa/AC/2/250. 
35 P. J. P. Goldberg, 'Masters and Men in Later Medieval England', in D. M. Hadley 

(ed.), Masculinity in Medieval Europe (1999), 64-65. 
36 Bellamy, Law and Public Order, 37; T. C. Curtis, 'Quarter Sessions Appearances 

and their Background', in J. S. Cockburn (ed.), Crime in England, 1550-1800 (1977), 
135-7; Elias, Civilising Process, 200; A. J. Finch, 'The Nature of Violence in the 
Middle Ages: an Alternative Perspective', Historical Research, LXX (1997), 267, and 
his 'Women and Violence in the Later Middle Ages: the Evidence of the Officiality of 
Cerisy', Continuity and Change, VII (1992), 25; Searle, Lordship and Community, 415; 
Sharpe, Crime in Seventeenth Century, 132; L. Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in 
England, 1500-1800 (abridged edn, 1979), 77. 

37 E. Foyster, Manhood in Early Modern England: Honour, Sex and Marriage (1999), 
45, 178. 

38 A. Shepard, 'Manhood, Credit and Patriarchy in Early Modern England, c. 
1580-1640', Past and Present, CLXVII (2000), 83. 

39 V. L. Bullough, 'On Being a Male in the Middle Ages', in Lees, Medieval Mascu-
linities, 34. 

40 B. Capp, 'The Double Standard Revisited: Plebeian Women and Male Sexual 

46 



INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE DM KENT, 1460-1560 

Reputation in Early Modern England', Past and Present, CLXII (1999), 71; S. 
McSheffrey, 'Men and Masculinity in Late Medieval London Civic Culture: Govern-
ance, Patriarchy and Reputation', in J. Murray (ed.), Conflicted Identities and Multiple 
Masculinities: Men in the Medieval West (1999), 243-278. 

41 EKA, Sa/AC/2/287v. 
42 EKA, Sa/AC/3/160. 
43 EKA, Sa/AC/3/218 r and v (1549). 
44 Maddern, Violence, 29. 
45 CCA, CC/AC/2/76v-77. 
46 E. Powell, 'Law and Justice', in Horrox, Fifteenth-century Attitudes, 40. 
47 CCA, CC/J/Q/302/15; EKA, Sa/AC/2/23. 
48 EKA, Sa/AC/2/265v(1518); CCA, CC/J/Q/333/1 (1533). 
49 EKA, NR/FAc/4/248v; LPL, ED649/1 (1505). 
50 EKA, Sa/AC/4/162 (1560). 
51 S. D. Amussen, ' "Being Stirred to Much Unquietness": Violence and Domestic 

Violence in Early Modern England', Journal of Women's History, VI (1994), 75. 
52 Finch, 'Women and Violence', 29. 
53 C. Z. Wiener, 'Sex-roles and Crime in Late Elizabethan Hertfordshire', Journal of 

Social History, VIII (1975), 44-45; Beattie, 'Criminality of Women', 89. 
54 CCA, CC/J/Q/331/1, CC/FA/9/84v. 
55 CKS, PRC.3.1/154v. 
56 CKS, Qb/JMs/1/6 (1496); CCA, CC/J/Q/352/3 (1519); EKA, Sa/AC/3/158 (1543) 
57 CCA, CC/J/Q/337/3. 
58 CCA, CC/J/Q/307/8 (1508); LPL, ED644/6 (1488); CCA, CC/J/Q/307/14/20, 

J/Q/307/13, J/Q/309/9; CKS, PRC.3.1/138v. 
59 CKS, PRC.3/4/75v(!516). 
60 CCA, CC/J/Q/306/8. 
61 CCA, U15/34/7/1 (1539). 
62 CCA, CC/FA/ll/129v. 
63 EKA, Sa/AC/4/50 r and v. 

These 267 recognisances were not counted among the 1 145 assault cases. 
65 Jones, thesis, chapter4; K. Jones and M. Zell, 'Bad Conversation? Gender and So-

cial Control in a Kentish Borough, c. 1450-1570', Continuity and Change, XIII (1998), 
11-31. 

47 



KAREN JONES 

48 


	KAS front page.pdf
	Blank Page


