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THOMAS ROLFF: AN EXAMINATION OF THE
STRUCTURE OF SOCIETY WITHIN THE KENTISH
HIGH WEALD BASED UPON THE STUDY OF A
FIFTEENTH-CENTURY PARISH CLERK
J.H. MOON

On 31 July, 1447, 'a vicar of Lamberhurst for, behaving in company
like a Hottentot, was sentanced to glaze a window'. The name of this
vicar was Dormand Okenlane.1 A new incumbent was not appointed
until some months later. It was recorded that 'the income during the
vacancy has come into the hands of Thomas Reif [sic], clerk to the
parish church' .2
This paper is an attempt to amplify, and perhaps correct, what has
hitherto been known about Thomas Rolff; and in so doing utilise a brief
study of his career to illuminate the apparent structure of High Wealden
society during the late medieval period. William Morland, in his work,
The Church in Lamberhurst, wrote of Rolff:
'In the 15th century the [parish] church provided an office in which business deals
could be concluded. There are . . . a number of land sale agreements which state that
. . . money shall be paid over at the parish church at Lamberhurst. This meant that
churchwardens and clerks had more authority in public life than . . . now. In
particular a [parish] clerk by the name of Thomas ReIf [Rolff] . . . exercised
considerable power during the middle years of the century and amassed a useful
fortune. His name frequently appears as legatee in the wills of local landowners.' 3

As well as being a witness (and on occasion a beneficiary) to a
number of wills, Thomas Rolff's name also appears as a witness, or

1J. Thorpe, Custumale Roffense (1788), 178.
2J. Thorpe, Regist rum Roffense (1769), 458.
3W. Morland, The Church in Lamberhurst, second edition (Lamberhurst, 1978), 11;
Centre for Kentish Studies (hereafter CKS), DRb/Pwr4 fo, 218, will of 'Thomas Rolff',
1475. This is the form in which his surname is spelt, and will be adhered to throughout
this paper.
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assign, in a number of land transfer documents.4 In fact it is doubtful
whether Rolff did amass 'a useful fortune'. The contention that he did
and the extent of any local authority which he exercised deserve reexamination. Whether Rolff possessed such power, and whether he was
therefore typical of his professional peer group is a central issue.
The published material relating to the normal, or perhaps expected,
duties of the late medieval parish clerk is limited and in the main
concentrates u p o n t h e c l e r k ' s ecclesiastical f u n c t i o n a n d
responsibilities. Indeed, even if the clerk did have an assistant clerk, or
sexton, to help with the more mundane domestic matters relating to
church fixtures and fittings, it is often difficult not to conclude that a
more correct job description might be 'Clerk of the Works' .5
During Rolff's clerkship various additions and improvements were
made to Lamberhurst parish church. The present tower and the west
window were erected, the chancel was re-paved, and a crown-post roof
added to the nave. Sundry furniture mentioned in wills included the
chancel lamp, a hearse, and the rood-beam light. Presumably, the three
side-altars situated in the nave aisle (one of which served as a
parishioners' fraternity chantry), and their maintenance were in Rolff's
care. His stewardship can only be inferred from the surviving probate
evidence, and it is this, a small amount of manorial evidence, and
related land transfer documentation, that makes most mention of
Thomas Rolff, activity of a commercial, and perhaps more literate
nature. Although the sum of the primary source material offers
relatively few, often tantalising and at times contradictory, hints
towards a composite view of Rolff's status and position within the local
community, it does nonetheless contribute towards a sketch portrait set
within a peopled landscape, and allows some insight into which stratum
of local society left a small money bequest to the parish clerk as well as
illustrating reasons for the generosity of those testators who did.
Small bequests to parish clerks are almost common-place within late
medieval wills. The 'golden age' for such legacies appears to have been
from the late fourteenth to the late fifteenth century. A parish clerk's
wages were made up from customary fees by attendance at rites of
passage and obits, the drafting of wills and testaments, voluntary gifts,
and his ability as a scribe, which might attract more secular business
such as the compilation of land charter grants and indentures.

4Unless specifically footnoted, all wills used in this paper are contained within table
one, all land transfer documents in table two.
5F.F. Giraud, 'On the Parish Clerks and Sexton of Faversham, AD 1506-1593', Arch.
Cant., xx (1893), 203-10.
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A mere 16 land transfer documents have survived for Lamberhurst
parish for the years 1420 up to 1476. A l l but three were written 'at
Lamberhurst' (of these three; one was drawn up at Dundle, part-within
the parish, one at Robertsbridge Abbey, the third unknown). Only two,
perhaps three, of the remaining 13 were drafted at Lamberhurst church.
Rolff is a witness to three only out of a total of 16. In one of these three
he is named as both a witness and an assign, as a witness only in
another, as a witness and a possible (unnamed) assign in a third. He is a
possible assign in a fourth, which states that it was drawn up at the
church. The three land grants in which Rolff is named were connected
with Court Lodge land attached to this capital seat of Lamberhurst
manor. The fourth in which he is not named, but could have acted as an
unnamed assign, relates to the Hayden Wood area, part-demesne of
Lamberhurst manor. RoIff is not cited in any land grants that relate to
Dundle, Sandhurst Farm, and Kingswood Farm (Uzzards Farm), all of
them Bayham Abbey manor lands, or in the two remaining land
transfers for Lamberhurst manor land, one as early as 1433, the other
drawn up at Robertsbridge Abbey. In addition, Rolff is not cited in a
Culpepper blanket grant of 1443 that refers to unidentified lands in
various parishes, including Lamberhurst. Whether `apud Lamberhurst'
in the majority of these grants implies that they were drafted at the
parish church is impossible to determine. Even if this were so, Rolff's
involvement may often have been little more than a watching brief. It is
more likely that the majority of grants relating to Bayham Abbey
properties were drawn up at the abbey.
Between 1413 and 1477 only 11 out of 23 Lamberhurst wills
mention the parish clerk, bequests totalled 12s., plus a cloak. Only four
out of these 11 specify Thomas Rolff by name. Of six wills written at
Lamberhurst the scribe of three was Rolff. These three wills contain a
bequest to him, indeed, that of William Thomas includes a second 4d.
for drafting the will. Of the remaining three that were written up at
Lamberhurst, and that do not cite Rolff as the scribe, one includes a
bequest to an unnamed parish clerk. The two larger bequests to an
unnamed parish clerk of Lamberhurst occur as early as 1413 and 1424.
The Chichele register, and other early will collections indicate that
from around 1440 these large bequests cease and amounts totalling
only a few pence became the norm. The next Lamberhurst will to
include a bequest to the parish clerk is dated 1446; by this date it is
possible to be certain that Rolff was in office. From 1446, until 1477,
there were bequests to Rolff in nine wills out of a parish total of 20, the
grand sum was 3s. 8d., plus a cloak.
Comparison with the situation at Cranbrook is helpful. Out of a total
of 44 wills for Cranbrook between the years 1461 and 1477 some 30
Wills contain a bequest to a parish clerk, the sum being 13s. 5d. No
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fifteenth-century wills for Cranbrook are extant prior to 1461; Giles
Hammond, the clerk, is mentioned by name only once, assuming he
was in office up to 1499 when John Hopper and John Sampson served
in tandem. By way of a comparison Lamberhurst wills from 1461 to
1477 total 14, only four contain a bequest to Rolff, the sum being
Is. 2d., plus a cloak.6
Cranbrook wills dating from 1478 up to 1504 cite only 14 bequests
to a parish clerk out of a total of 71 wills, and soon after 1504 such
bequests cease. For Lamberhurst the cessation of the 'golden age' is
even more abrupt, only one will (of dubious value in this context) out
of 13, between 1477 and 1535, mentions a bequest to 'clerks'. Whoever
succeeded Rolff as Lamberhurst's clerk by 1477 missed out on the last
few years of this 'golden age'. The general advent of absentee vicars
and attendant curates-in-charge (and chantry priests), as well as some
increase in lay literacy may, in part, explain the clerk's loss of a unique
educational status among the parishioners. The incumbent's working
practice, or popularity, could affect the clerk's income from will
bequests, especially i f the vicar took over as scribe. From 1463 until
1467, the years that span most of John Hopton's tenure as vicar, Rolff
received only one money bequest from a total of eight wills. During
John Ball's incumbency, although Ball is mentioned as an executor, or
witness, in four wills between 1449 and 1467, Rolff received a bequest
in six wills out of a total of seven that went to probate, plus the cloak in
Ball's own will. Much more comparative material needs examination,
but from the little that has it does appear that not only did the parish
clerk cease to profit by a small legacy from parochial testators, but he
lost some status during the years prior to the Dissolution.
Individuals designated as churchwardens start to appear in wills on
either side of 1500, but rarely as a beneficiary (not when so described),
usually as an assign. Perhaps the churchwardens encroached upon the
clerk's more literate activities. Drew cites 'four men' of the Devon
parish of Hartland during the late sixteenth century who acted as a
body superior to the churchwardens proper. The latter concerned
themselves with the day-to-day administration of church property, and
new acquisitions, a downward trend infringing upon the clerk's duties.
Drew considers these 'four men', who seem to have taken an overall
view of the church's financial state, one of their number acted as
treasurer independent of the churchwardens' accounts, as 'an authentic

6 (Ed.) J. de Launay Abstracts of Cranbrook Wills proved in the Diocesan Courts of
Canterbury, 1396-1640, Kent Record Collections (Canterbury, 1984), 1-94, 324-338,
394, 395.
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specimen of the Proto-churchwarden'.7 However, as early as 1434 a
London parish appointed 'four honest men' to audit the churchwardens'
accounts relative to any income that contributed towards the payment
of the clerks' salaries.8 I f this trend gradually became the norm in a
majority of parishes during the fifteenth century, it could be that the
laity who acted as churchwardens had gradually acquired a standard of
literacy that impinged upon the clerk's non-domestic duties. Perhaps
the normal apparent paradox occurred when a prior specialisation
becomes a common currency. The office of churchwarden became
downgraded and four of the more substantial parishioners were
appointed to overlook the churchwardens, not to engage in their more
mundane executive duties but to take the wide view.
The document that provides the most information about Thomas
Rolff is his will, drawn up on 10 February, 1475. The date for probate
is not listed at the foot. Since there is a gap in the Consistory Court
records between 1475 and 1481, the actual year of his death cannot be
established. However, Rolff is mentioned as both a witness, and as a
joint attorney, in a charter grant dated 5 May, 1476, over 12 months
after he had drawn up his will.
Rolff asked that his 'body to sleep in a tomb in the aisle of the
church of St Mary [Lamberhurst]', an unusual honour for the top
stratum of parochial society, let alone a parish clerk, during this period.
Only seven, out of a total of 24, surviving wills cite bequests for tithes
forgotten, or neglected, Rolff's is not one of the seven. Rolff left 12d.
to the high altar, 4d. for the hearse light, 4d. for the beam light, and
6s. 8d. 'for one new cope', the last for the use of the incumbent, James
Chaynew. He left the remainder of his 'movable goods' to his wife,
Agnes, and appointed her as his executor. He further desired 'that the
aforesaid Agnes shall have my messuage . . . during her life and after
the death of the said Agnes I give . . . the aforesaid messuage . . . to
Thomas my son'. A caveat stated that, if his son died prior to inheriting
the messuage, it should be sold, half the money raised to go to the high
altar, the other half to his two daughters, Katherine and Joan.
The site of Rolff's messuage can be identified from an indenture
dated 12 April, 1487, which mentions 'one tenement with a messuage
and one garden . . . in the town of Lamberhurst, called Relfes [sic] at
,one time The Vyne'.9 Orientation, utilising boundaries given, identifies

7C. Drew, The Origins o f the Office o f Churchwarden, St. Anthony's Hall
Publications, number 7 (York, 1954), 25, 26.
8(Ed.) A.R. Myers, English Historical Documents IV, 1327-1485 (1969), 732, 733.
9CKS, U813 T20/13, indenture, 12 April, 1487.
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Rolff's messuage as the site of the wooden structure now known as
Mill House. Rolff's wife, or the son, Thomas junior had sold up prior to
1487. The earliest surviving portion of the present house is a timber
frame of two stories, plus attics with queen struts. The whole consists
of a large crosswing to the south and a main block parallel to Town
Hill, the frontage having a continuous jetty. The timbers are massive
and the workmanship of high quality, dating no earlier than the 1480s,
some years after Thomas Rolff senior's demise. Rolff's messuage
would possibly have been of a non-Wealden type, much smaller and
plainer, with perhaps just an end jetty.10
It was the Fowle family who built the present Mill House, the actual
tenant, John Fowle, ends his will of 1519 with the instruction that his
son, Richard, 'shall suffer my [other] two sons, John and Christopher
during their lives to grind their fruits in the milhouses and there make
their cider so that it be their own fruit and no other man's'. Unlike
Fowle, Rolff did not hold Town Mill as well as the Mill House site. The
miller's house during Rolff's incumbency was 'Molts', the messuage
just south of Rolff's, but situated much closer to the river bank." Parish
clerks sometimes held 'a clerk's ale in the church-house', usually
during Easter week. These 'lesser church-ales' were intended to
supplement the clerk's income.I2 I f 'The Vyne' is indicative of a
tippling, or ale-and-cider house, presumably Agnes, Rolff's wife, ran
this intermittent venture. Often a parish clerk lived in a house specially
assigned to him by the churchwardens, although he occasionally rented
a house, sometimes close to the parish church, but owned by a
neighbouring parish.13 In this instance Thomas Rolff held his messuage
of the manor of Lamberhurst, therefore he was a freeman, or freeholder
of that manor. The rent for Mill House in 1568 is cited as 3d. per
annum, with heriot and one year's quit-rent as service.14
It is possible that Rolff was the son of a vicar of Lamberhurst. On
23 October, 1422, Lamberhurst manor lands called `Gerlondy,
Tuttesham and the Beache' are cited as 'late purchased of Ralph Clerk
of Lamberhurst'. The sale was confirmed in 1426, and in the following
year this vicar brought an action for debt at the manor court relative to

10Personal communication from Mr K. Gravett; CKS, U47/42 M12, Lamberhurst
Manor Survey, 1568, Sussex entry 3, Mill House was known as `Matts' from around
1500.
CKS, U47/42 M12, op. cit., Sussex entry 3, 'Molts' was not within the manor, cited
as a boundary only.
12P.H. Ditchfield, The Parish Clerk (1907), 42,43.
13Ibid., 33-35; (Ed.) L.L. Duncan Testamenta Cantiana, West Kent (1906), xx.
14CKS, U47/42 M12, op. cit., Sussex entry 3.
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these holdings.15 Tuttesham was the largest, and most valuable, single
holding within Lamberhurst manor. The Mill House site was within
`Gerlondy'. This may have been retained for his son's use, allowing
that this is an instance of a Christian name devolving into a surname.
Perhaps Thomas Rolff received on-the-job training from his father
while acting as holy-water clerk. A further indication of Ralph, the
vicar's wealth is earlier, in 1414, when he is listed as 'Ralph [?] vicar
of . . . Lamberhurst', one of six feoffees of the manor of Murston, in
the diocese of Bath and Wells.16 It is probable that he was inducted as
vicar of Lamberhurst soon after August 1389 when 'John Clerk's' sede
vacante probate was proved.17 Ralph was the last in a line of successive
Lamberhurst vicars who engaged in Chop Church activity. He was a
man of no mean business acumen but, if Thomas Rolff was his son, he
did not inherit his father's material acquisitiveness.
It is not until 28 May, 1439, that the first-named instance of Thomas
Rolff occurs, within an entry in Lamberhurst manor court rolls. Rolff is
not described as the parish clerk, but it is likely that he was in office by
this date. Rolff accused Dormand Okenlane, the vicar, of stealing 'corn
to the value of 20d.', that he claimed belonged to him. The vicar denied
this charge but failed to attend the following court. It was 'allowed that
Thomas [Rolff] shall recover the sum alleged, 22d. [sic'. A writ was
ordered for payment at the next court, but this roll is lost.18 Inflation
had caused the value of the purloined corn to rise by 2d. in little more
than an interval of one month; 1439 'was a right dear year of corn in all
manner. . . throughout England' •19 The corn may have been a portion
of Rolff's regular dues. Ditchfield quotes a dispute at Morebath that
lasted from 1531 until 1536 in which 'after endless wrangling the
parishioners decided that the clerk should have "a steche of wotis"

15CKS, U47/42 M I , Lamberhurst Manor Court Rolls, 23 October, 1422, 25
November, 1426, 8 March, 1427.
16CKS, U47/42 M12, op. cit., Sussex entry 40. In 1568, the annual rent for Tuttesham
was 10s. 8d., the next highest was 7s. 6d., most were a few pence; (Ed.) E.F. Jacob The
Register of Henry Chichele, Archbishop of Canterbury, 1414-1443, Canterbury and York
Society, series vol., xlii, vol., I (Oxford, 1934), 131,
17CKS, Register of William Courtenay, Archbishop of Canterbury, 1381-1396,
microfilm reel 5, fo, 361, September 1389; British Museum, Additional Rolls
71300-71306, Account Rolls of Robertsbridge Abbey, manor of Lamberhurst, 1323-77.
During the early 1370s 'John Clerk, senior' acted as the abbot's bailiff, he may have been
'Ralph Clerk's' father.
18CKS, U47/42 Ml, Lamberhurst Manor Court Rolls, 28 May, 1439, 9 July, 1439.
18J.J. Bagley, Historical Interpretation I, Sources o f English Medieval History,
1066-1540 (1971), 217.
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(oats), or 3d. in lieu of corn' 20 Thomas Rolff does not appear to have
held any substantial area of land for cultivation.
On 9 January, 1447, the self-same vicar, Dormand Okenlane, was
called to answer before the bishop of Rochester's Consistory Court.
`[The vicar] in the house of Thomas Coggar seated with many others assembled
together for drinking, took hold of the pot of ale which was placed nearby and
concealing it under the table, made water into it and putting it down in front of
William Burdon who was seated at the table, called to him over the table to join him
in drinking; and the same William in turn leapt up and hurled the pot at the said
vicar's head:21

This was a form of behaviour that Thorpe appears to have considered
typical for a 'Hottentot' while ' i n company'. The ecclesiastical
authorities certainly did not consider it seemly behaviour for a vicar,
and on 31 July, 1447, at Hailing, Dormand Okenlane was ordered to
'make religious procession as far as the cathedral church [of Rochester]
and there glaze a window at his own expense, and travel as a penitent
and in a document written in his own hand . . . to relinquish that
parish'. Okenlane resigned 9 August, 1447, William Blackboume was
inducted a short while after this date. It was reported that 'the income
during the vacancy has come into the hands of Thomas Relf [sic], clerk
to the parish church and. . . from what is known to take place between
them no-one contracted simony'.22 After the theft of Rolff's corn in
1439, it seems unlikely that he and Okenlane would have connived
together at simony, or anything else. This is the only occasion in which
Rolff's name is mentioned in Rochester's Consistory Court books.
Okenlane had been vicar of Lamberhurst for 11 years; he attracted the
attention of the Consistory Court on a number of occasions. For
example, the fourth entry, late 1446, refers to a dispute between
Okenlane and William Tyler.23 Robert Tyler left 4d. in his will of 1458,
to Thomas Rolff. Even during the year of his expulsion Okenlane sued
Henry Gillow for recovery of tithe at Lamberhurst manor court, with
complete success. It may be of note that John Kingswood, not Rolff,
acted in court on the vicar's behalf.24 Kingswood later employed Rolff
to write up his will and witness it. He also left Rolff a bequest of 4d.

20 Ditchfield, op. cit., 41, 42.
21CKS, DRb/Pa/2 fo, 77, Rochester Consistory Court book, 1444-1456; Thomas
Coggar's 'house' is the Victoria Stores site, then the 'Redd Lion' tavern. His father,
William Coggar, lived at Coggars Hall.
22Thorpe (1788), op. cit., 178, 178fn; Thorpe (1769), op. cit., 458.
23CKS, DRb/Pa/2, op. cit., fos, 53v, 56, 58v, 63, 64, 64v, 66, 67, 77.
24CKS, U47/42 M2, Lamberhurst Manor Court Roll, May 1447.
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Contentious events, such as the theft of Rolff's corn, may have strained
parishioner relationships, but seemingly not irretrievably. The fabric of
village society was, and still is, fluid, never fixed upon strict party
lines, but reflecting the pragmatic, timeless morality of parish-pump
politics.
Why did some Lamberhurst testators leave a bequest to Thomas
Rolff, the parish clerk, and others not? An initial analysis of the
research material failed to disclose any apparent pattern regarding
family, or commercial linkage, or manorial geographic distribution
throughout the area. The earliest Consistory Court book lists additional
proven probate for a number of fifteenth-century wills that are not
entered up into the Rochester Probate Will Books.25 The first two
volumes of the latter, 1440-56, were compiled after 1447. The scribe
was selective in that he omitted all wills without testaments.26 Further
examination, and correlation, of the sum of the primary source material
indicates that High Wealden society appears to have been divided up in
three broad layers; a top stratum of minor gentry, or more often landrich hands-off yeomen farmers, who derived their income from money
rents, a middle stratum of hands-on yeoman farmers who held
properties of the top stratum and sub-let those that they did not work
themselves, and a bottom stratum who farmed the sub-let holdings. The
last can be further sub-divided into two groups. They were either
existing freemen of the various local manors who acted as employed
overseers, akin to present-day farm managers, or sons (or relatives) of
the top two strata. This bottom stratum rarely held more than one farm.
The top stratum lived in a capital messuage (which might be farmed for
them) and held multiple scattered properties from a variety of chief
lords, usually monastic institutions. They added to their non-nuclear
estates by rental, outright purchase, and judicious marriage (or
remarriage). Such conglomerates often crossed manorial, parochial and
county boundaries. This endowed the top stratum with some
independence of action and thought (non-attendance at manor courts
including frank pledge), and the power to play one chief lord off
against another. Abbots and priors often appear to have considered
some members of this top stratum as part of their own peer group. Once
the members of this top stratum were identified among Lamberhurst
probate records it became apparent that it was only this top, land-rich

25CKS, DRb/Pa/2, op. cit., fos, 89v, 92, 102v, 104v, 106v, 211v. Proven probates
include those for Thomas Berrys, Thomas Remys, John Whitmelk, John Gildrigge; CKS,
Register of William Courtenay, op. cit., fo, 358v, sede vacante probate for Walsingham,
16 September, 1389.
26(Ed.) F. Hull, Guide to the Kent County Archives Office (Maidstone, 1958), 121.
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class, or stratum that left a bequest to Thomas Rolff, the parish clerk,
never the middle stratum of hands-on farmers. In fact, few of the
middle stratum made a will. There is no instance of freemen overseers
in the bottom stratum making a will, the exceptions being relatives of
the top two stratum after inheritance, and in relatively few cases,
descendants of overseer families who progressed on up through to
middle, or even top stratum level, such as the Jeffrey family.27
The business and social life-style o f the top stratum was, of
necessity, peripatetic and hectic. The frequent incidence of the caveat
'tithes forgotten, or neglected' is indicative of this, not a sign of
poverty. One aspect of the prerogative of power through wealth has
always been the tardy settlement of accounts. This caveat appears in the
wills of William Thomas, Robert Tyler, John Stephyn, and John
Kingswood, all of whom left a bequest to Rolff. A second group of
testators to include such a bequest, but who were up-to-date with their
tithe payments, were John Courthope, John and Thomas Norton, and
William Coggar. Although the majority of both groups from this top
stratum had their capital messuage within the confines of the parish the
empires of the latter group were less scattered, they were more closely
involved in local affairs, and their sons often took care of business
matters further afield. Of the wills of the top stratum that do not include
a bequest to Rolff only four cite the caveat regarding tithes forgotten.
William Burgoyne's entry refers to Horsmonden church, not
Lamberhurst. He was buried at Bayham Abbey, a semi-retired London
merchant, and a late arrival in the parish. Almost all of Lamberhurst's
testators expressed a wish to be buried at Lamberhurst church. Francis,
Beawke and Clout, again members of this top stratum, had settled in a
property within the parish as they neared retirement. In each case their
personal involvement with Rolff would have been brief. The same
applies to those of the top stratum who had paid tithe but did not leave
a bequest to Rolff; Bovynden, Twysden and Pattenden. None of the
middle stratum, the Clyves, Hammond and Olyvere, (none of whom
left a bequest to Rolff) cite 'tithes forgotten, or neglected'. Their
commercial activity was of a local nature. The few proven probates
listed in the earliest Consistory Court book (but not entered up in the
Probate Will book) all relate to parishioners from the middle stratum,

27 J.H. Moon, Thomas Rolff, Parish Clerk: Aspects of a 15th century Parish of the
Kentish High Weald, University of Kent Diploma in Local History (1991), 33-45,92-97,
(hereafter Dissertation) discusses, with examples, the three strata system of land tenure in
more detail; additional research into this subject, with special reference to social mobility
and wealth creation, by the present writer, is in preparation; CKS, U813 T27/1, indenture,
1533, refers to John Jeffery, 'Clothier'.

202

THOMAS ROLFF: A FIFTEENTH-CENTURY PARISH CLERK

but from the two or three lines recorded it is not possible to know
whether they had been up-to-date with their tithe payments, or whether
they left a bequest to Rolff.
Whether a bequest to Rolff by the top stratum was prompted by past
personal, or business association, or simply because it was an activity
typical of, or expected from that social class, is a tantalising
conundrum. Rolff is cited by name in only three wills. He was certainly
acquainted with John Ball, the vicar; Rolff wrote John Stephyn's will,
and it is almost possible to infer a personal friendship between Rolff
and William Coggar. However, Rolff actually wrote up the respective
wills of both Kingswood and Thomas, but is merely referred to as the
parish clerk. Yet Rolff is listed by name as a witness to Kingswood's
will. Therefore, it would be wrong to conclude that the listing of a
bequest to an unnamed parish clerk in other wills that do not name
Rolff as witness, or executor, is indicative that such a peripatetic top
stratum testator was i n ignorance as t o who held office as
Lamberhurst's parish clerk.
This view for the probable social structure of High Wealden society
during the fifteenth century is derived from an attempt to gain a clearer
understanding as to the nature of late medieval parish clerkship, and the
social context within which he operated. To ascertain whether this
interpretation would hold for the whole area would require further
study. Additional circumstantial evidence for such a conclusion can be
found in witness lists for land transfer documents. The top stratum
employed those of their peer group active within the locality, and their
own sub-tenants from the two lower strata in relation to the manor from
which the land in question was held. The middle stratum used members
of their immediate landlord's family, members of their own peer group
(usually holding of the same manor, but not necessarily of the same
mesne tenure top stratum), and sometimes their own sub-tenants from
the bottom stratum.
The witness lists for wills follow a similar pattern. A sub-class, a
local form of domus famulorum, included a live-in famulus, many of
whom were specialist craftsmen, often based upon the capital messuage
of the top stratum, or that of the wealthier middle stratum. This
explains the cessation of written evidence for self-employed freeman
craftsmen centred upon the village nucleus after the early 1300s. A
supplementary work force of day-work freemen who might hire out to
supplement a manorial holding of a few acres, pigs and a milk cow,
certainly existed. However, the number of such subsistence holdings,
mainly occupied by day-labourers, had diminished post-1300. The
freeholder-craftsmen class gradually devolved into landless freemen as
their messuage/workshop holdings became amalgamated into
substantial farming units. The fourteenth-century Account Rolls for
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Lamberhurst manor demesne indicate that Robertsbridge Abbey
utilised the services of itinerant carpenters and other specialist
craftsmen, but none lived within the parish and many, seemingly, were
based outside the High Weald area. The day-rate for the carpenters was
the then equivalent of the average yearly rental for one small messuage
with an attached acre.
A tentative conclusion can be drawn from the 1334/5 Subsidy Roll,
and other evidence from the late thirteenth century up to the early
1400s, that many of the fifteenth-century testators of the Hundred of
Brenchley who can be placed among the top stratum, such as the
Bureye and Wellere families, established the foundation of their family
fortunes post-1265, (the Francis family were well established as early
as 1240). The Coggar, Cook and Gillott families were among a halfdozen who originated from Wadhurst parish. Robertsbridge Abbey's
overlordship of Lamberhurst manor had a lighter touch than that
exercised by the Primate within his manor of Malling/Mayfield. The
Customs of Kent (e.g., the 'free' alienation of customary freeholdings)
compared favourably with the Sussex system of copy-hold. The demise
of the Scotney family after 1259 (but not the cadet branch who held the
manor of Curtehope, later Scotney), and the loss of local power and
influence upon the manor of Lamberhurst by the triumvirate of the
Crevecoeur, Thurnham and Kent families post-1265, after their
involvement in the Second Barons' War, created a situation ripe for
parvenu land speculation. The monastic institution mainly involved,
Robertsbridge Abbey (via grants in free alms), may well have
welcomed this cessation of lay chief lord interference regarding the
regulation of these properties. Lamberhurst manor (and the outer ring
of original den areas, mostly held of Bayham Abbey) was divided into
substantial tenant farms, and much of the direct-managed demesne was
farmed out. The first half of the fourteenth century was a period of top
stratum consolidation, the next 50 years a holding operation while the
middle stratum (the Pattendens, for example) established their position.
A second wave of new-rich, such as the Twysdens, began to acquire
numerous properties in Lamberhurst, and the surrounding parishes,
from the 1370s. Around the same date the Apps family of Canterbury,
while acting as agents for the Primate, were buying-up a good deal of
Lamberhurst manor demesne coppice-wood (and charcoal). By 1377,
the Apps family had acquired a number of properties within the manors
of Lamberhurst and Bayham Abbey. It would be a mistake to conclude
that all members of the bottom stratum were poor. The Lindridge
family who held the farm of the same name of Bayham Abbey (from
the 1250s), through the top stratum of the Thomas family and the
middle stratum of the Hammond family, most certainly were not.
Lindridge was one of around a half-dozen large farm holdings that had
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evolved from pre-Conquest den settlement. Sandhurst Farm, again held
by a family of the same name, is another example. The capital
messuage of each, with the exception of Lindridge, housed a top
stratum family. It is a small mystery (although the components of a
possible solution are being assembled) why only the Lindridge family
display most of the characteristics of bottom stratum membership up
until just prior to their demise in the early sixteenth century. The
Sandhurst family had attained top stratum status by the early fourteenth
century, at least.28
The Courthopes were a special case; a yeoman top stratum family
recovering, in part, the fortunes of their knightly forebears (a cadet
branch o f the Scotney f a m i l y ) , v i a an involvement i n the
cattle/leather industry and commercial cider manufacture. The
Ricarde family were members of the domus famulorum of Court
Lodge (the Burgoyne family's capital messuage) as late as the first
half of the fifteenth century. By a judicious investment in land they
attained property and movable wealth equivalent to that of the
average middle stratum member. Again, this is another retrieval of
past fortune, the Ricardes had been minor top stratum up until the
1350s. Initially it was thought that because they held their properties
direct of the Abbot of Robertsbridge that this indicated a new trend
just prior to the Dissolution. I t is now known that Thomas, then
William Ricarde, became overseers of the southern half of the manor
of Lamberhurst. The Jeffrey family, among others, had earlier used
such a position for strata advancement. By 1533, John Jeffrey was a
wealthy clothier.
Upward social mobility can best be illustrated by tracing the progress
of the Pattenden family. As late as the second half of the fourteenth
century they were den tenants (the den of the same name in Goudhurst,
attached to Loose manor), but by the early 1500s they were established
middle stratum (via the top stratum of the Wallere family) within the
Hook Green area of Lamberhurst manor. By 1533, Henry Pattenden
was in partnership with John Gare, 'Skinner of London'. The
acquisition of a farm holding within this Hook Green area was a
favoured stepping stone towards middle stratum status during this
period. The Palmer family were overseers o f commercial cider
manufacture from the early fourteenth century. They were middle
stratum (via the top stratum of the Courthopes) by the 1440s, and
although members of the family were involved in the Peasants' Revolt,
and later in an attempt to reinstate the canons of Bayham after the

28Dissertation, (1991), op. cit., 7-18,56-63.
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Dissolution, by 1583 John Palmer was a 'citizen and grocer of
London' 29
An examination of post-Dissolution land transfer documentation for
Lamberhurst, especially for the eighteenth century, indicates that the
three strata system, as set out above, is no more than the precursor of
later methods of land tenure, such as leases for lives, for years, trusts,
uses and conveyance. With slight variations the same multi-layer
method of land tenure applies, with legal up-dates to exploit loopholes
within on-going legislation.
Some reasons why Thomas Rolff, the parish clerk, did not receive a
small legacy from all the parochial top stratum, have been offered.
However, the variety of human nature and family vicissitudes, need to
be taken into some account. Families of the top stratum might fail to
produce a male heir to inherit, and the conglomerate property would be
dispersed, perhaps to married daughters who lived elsewhere. Sons
often sold up if they went into trade, or one of the professions. What of
those members of the top stratum who retired to a tenement belonging
to their multiple holdings not situated within Lamberhurst's parochial
catchment area? It can only be a matter for conjecture as to how many
small bequests were lost to Thomas Rolff in this manner.
Lamberhurst wills for the fifteenth century display a hope for
personal salvation, with often little indication of a past, deep inner
spiritual belief. The parish church was a focus of corporate pride, yet
many bequests were obviously made when the impending end caused
the mind to contemplate an afterlife. Perhaps a growth in lay literacy,
coupled with a more thoughtful participation in local ecclesiastical
affairs, gradually created an increase in worldly-wise pragmatism, in
tandem with a private concern for an inner spiritual life. There is only
one instance of Lollard activity (of an antinomian nature) within the
general area. One method of attempting to identify the new-rich is to
seek out bequests f o r public works and deeds o f charity. For
Lamberhurst all but two of such possible testators were members of the
well-established top stratum. Of the two exceptions John Clyve was
middle stratum, his wish to have `Heedon Street' repaired was perhaps
activated by practical reasons of vested-interest as he held property
near this lane. William Ricarde is the other exception, the only true
parvenu example. William Coggar's will also contains a bequest
regarding local deeds of charity, and is the only such will that includes
a bequest to Thomas Rolff. Many o f these charitable donations

29 CKS, U55 T250, indenture, 1501, and U813 T27/1, op. cit., give additional
information on the Pattenden family.
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(Coggar's is a good example) were reliant upon dire circumstances
occurring, usually the cessation of the blood line. Therefore, i t is
debatable whether the intended recipients ever benefited. As such
forms of bequest, of a more and more probable nature, increase in the
years after Rolff's demise this may have been yet another mode of
establishing a testator's social arrival, a fashion among the later
generation that was to add to the parish clerk's gradual loss o f
testamentary income.30
It is probable that the survival of the primary source material used in
this present work is not unusual as regards the records of other
parishes. However, i t is the correlation of both ecclesiastical and
commercial documentation relating to Thomas Rolff, in his capacity as
parish clerk, that has provided this insight into the duties and activities
of such an official. Morland's contention that Thomas Rolff was much
involved with land transfer documentation is somewhat overstated.
Rolff's will indicates that he most certainly did not amass 'a useful
fortune'. It is possible that Morland mixed up Thomas Rolff, the parish
clerk, and Ralph, the vicar, as one and the same person. As regards any
local authority and influence the most that might be claimed is that
Rolff's position afforded him some prestigious aspect by association. It
may well be that by the eighteenth century the parish clerk often
considered himself second in importance to no-one in many parishes.
However, the fifteenth century clerk comes across as a more modest
individual. Doubtless it became obvious that Rolff was not using his
tenure of office as a stepping stone to higher rewards, certainly after he
married. This may have instilled a feeling of trust among his fellow
parishioners. He was somewhat of a parochial exception in that he was
a member of a literate, professional class. Although a clericus it is
doubtful i f Rolff would have been considered a litteratus, by any
capable of such a value judgement. Being land-poor Rolff was no threat
to any land-rich fellow freemen; indeed, then as now, he may have
inadvertently served as a salve to any sense of inferiority among the
semi-literate yeoman class. In addition, Rolff's seemingly conservative
and orthodox attitude matched, and suited the majority o f the
parishioners he served.
At first sight it may appear somewhat out of character that Rolff
should leave a money bequest to the vicar, James Cheynew, a
participant in Jack Cade's insurrection. However, the list of 1450 was a
general pardon, not a named attainder, and many within the Weald, who
were never followers of Cade, took advantage of this blanket pardon

3° Dissertation, (1991), op. cit., 46-49.
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for past misdemeanours. There is no actual evidence relating to
Cheynew, but William Sandhurst, of Lamberhurst, is listed as a fellow
rebel, although elsewhere he is described as one of the constables of the
hundred of Brenchley who had been attacked by the remnants of Cade's
followers.31
Thomas Rolff appears to have spent his adult working life within the
confines of Lamberhurst parish. Although he is cited at the Consistory
Court hearing of 1447, one interpretation might be that he was not in
attendance. A few wills indicate that Rolff might have had to travel
further afield to nearby parishes while acting as joint executor for the
disposal of the said testators' lands. Not only was Rolff, seemingly, a
religious, and perhaps political conformist, a true representative of the
parochial majority he served, but also with regard to his personal
ambition his horizons were all horizontal, never vertical. There is no
record of Thomas Rolff having any assistants; if not he certainly earned
his stipend and would have been rarely found at home. Wealden
parishes usually cover a large area; Lamberhurst is no exception. At the
least it seems reasonable to presume he had the assistance of a
peripatetic holy-water clerk. It is almost impossible to contemplate how
Rolff could otherwise have combined this duty with his other multiple
tasks and responsibilities, such as acting as cantor, ringing curfew,
nones, matins, and evensong, attending to the lamps and tapers, and the
myriad of other domestic duties.
Although it appears that it was only the top stratum, the propertyconglomerate testators, who left bequests to Thomas Rolff in his
capacity as parish clerk, even within this activity the variety of human
nature and intercourse must have played some part. Such gifts mirrored
other aspects of the local community's corporate pride in the parish
church but the inclusion of a bequest could well have been a 'thank
you' for past, or future, unspecified favours, post-decease, the
maintenance of a grave, or an insurance that specific obit requests were
overseen. Simple social interaction, past friendship, might often explain
this frequent act of generosity in some cases. However, it was also a
means by which a testator might proclaim his acceptance among the
peer group to which he aspired. The amount given by this top stratum
ranged from 2d. to 8d., a rough norm being 4d., for Lamberhurst, from
the 1440s up until the 1470s. Although a cursory examination of the
Rochester Probate Will books of this period for the surrounding High
Wealden parishes indicates that these wills also follow a similar

31Ibid., 46-55.
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pattern, comparable micro-research into the medieval society of these
parishes (manorial structure is just a basic example), is at present
notable for its absence. It is only after such parallel enquiry has been
attempted that any comparison, and conclusion, as to whether Thomas
Rolff's situation as the fifteenth century parish clerk of Lamberhurst
can be considered an exception, or a norm for the High Weald.
Thomas Rolff's will states that he desired that his 'body sleep in a
tomb in the aisle of the church of St Mary, at Lamberhurst'. This is
worded in a manner that implies his wish stood some chance of
fulfilment. Did modesty cause him to specify the aisle, not the nave, or
was there some connection with the fact that the aisle housed the
various side-altars? Whatever the case, it is perhaps these few words
that indicate in some manner the status and respect in which Thomas
Rolff was regarded by his fellow parishioners. The progress of this
present enquiry brought to light the existence, and identification of a
possible early fourteenth-century parish clerk of Lamberhurst church.
By co-incidence he, too, was much involved in commercial and land
transfer documentation, but mainly after he had taken the tonsure.
Thomas Rolff did not use his office for advancement into major, let
alone holy orders. Possibly his ambition was thwarted, or his needs
more secular. Thomas Rolff, Lamberhurst's parish clerk, c. 1435-1476,
married, produced and raised a family, and seemingly died in harness.32
(This paper is a compilation taken from a dissertation submitted to the
University of Kent in December 1991 for the Diploma in Local History.
A copy is in the University Library at Canterbury.)

32Ibid., 64-75,84-87.
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TABLE ONE: LIST OF LAMI3EkHURST WILLS.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

1413 Thomas Bureye.
1424 Katherine Wallere.
1433 William Burgoyne.
1446 John Courthope.
1451 William Thomas.
1458 Robert Tyler.
1459 John Clyve.
1459 John Stephyn.
1459 John Kingswood.
1462 John Norton.
1462 Thomas Bovyden.
1463 William Sandhurst.
1467 John Ball.
1467 John Hammond.
1467 John Twysden.
1467 Robert Beawke.
1468 Thomas Norton.
1468 Ralph Clyve.
1468 William Olyvere.
1472 William Patenden.
1473 Henry Francis.
1474 William Coggar.

23.
24.

1475 Thomas Rolff.
1476 John Clout.

1.

6s. 8d.
20d.

French

6d.
4d.
4d.

Wrote will +4d.

8d.
4d.

Wrote will/executor.
Wrote will/witness.

Cloak.

4d.

2d.

English.
Original will.
Bequest to wife.

English.
English.
Chantry Priest.
Latin:
English/executor.

[All wills written in Latin unless stated otherwise. L = written at Lamberhurst. Rolff
named in wills number: 8, 9, 13, 22. Cited as 'Clerk' in wills number: 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 9, 10,
17, 22. 'Tithes neglected' in wills number: 5, 6, 8, 9, 16, 21, 24, Lamberhurst church
only.]
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.

1482 William Sacri.
1487 Thomasine DareII.
1488 James Patenden.
1489 John Hodgkin.
1492 John Ayherst.
1494 William Ricarde.
1508 William Lovell.
1510 Thomas Geffraye.
1519 John Fowle.
1525 Thomas Fowle.
1525 Richard Brode.
1533 John Hodgkin.
1535 Gabriel Streeter.
1598 Thomas Lampard.

39.

1598 Thomas Collyn.

English.
English.
Chantry Priest.
English.
English.
English.
Churchwardens.
20d.

Priests and Clerks.
Churchwardens/
English.
Original/English.

['Tithes neglected' in wills number: 30, 32, 37. Will number 37 for Gabriel Streeter, 20d.
was for monthly 'Dirge'.]
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(1)
(2)

(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)
(11)
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)
(19)
(20)
(21)
(22)
(23)
(24)
(25)
(26)
(27)
(28)
(29)
(30)
(31)
(32)
(33)
(34)
(35)
(36)
(37)
(38)
(39)

CCLA DCc/Reg G fo, 282 (sede vacante).
E.F. Jacob (ed.), The Register of Henry Chichele, Archbishop of Canterbury,
1414-1443, Wills Proved before the Archbishop or his Commissaries, Canterbury
and York Society, Series vol., XLII vol., H (Oxford, 1937), 288.
PRO PCC Luffenam fo, 18.
CKS DRb/Pwil fos, 38v, 39.
CKS DRb/Pwrl fo, 114.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fos, 123v, 124.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fo, 134.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fo, 132v.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fos, 164, 164v.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fos, 230, 230v.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fo, 228.
ESRO DYK/H/288 (original).
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fos, 373, 378, 378v.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fos, 384v, 385.
CKS DRb/Pwr2 fos, 385, 385v.
CKS DRb/Pwr3 fo, 20v.
CKS DRb/Pwr3 fo, 7.
CKS DRb/Pwr3 fo, 21.
CKS DRb/Pwr3 fo, 20.
CKS DRb/Pwr4 fo, 39.
CKS DRb/Pwr4 fos, 131, 131v.
CKS DRb/Pwr4 fos, 153v, 154.
CKS DRb/Pwr4 fo, 218.
CKS DRb/Pwr3 fo, 154v.
CKS DRb/Pwr5 fo, 96.
LHA D1, Langhorne's Notebook, Wills 25.
PRO PCC Mines fo, 28.
CKS DRb/Pwr5 fos, 160, 160v.
PRO PCC Dogett fo, 25.
CKS DRb/Pwr5 fos, 238, 238v, 239.
PRO PCC Bennett fo, 12.
PRO PCC Bennett fo, 28.
CKS DRb/Pwr7 fo, 178v.
PRO PCC Bodefelde fo, 37.
PRO PCC Bodefelde fo, 38.
CKS DRb/Pwr4 fo, 83.
CKS DRb/Pwr9 fo, 163v.
LHA DI, Langhorne's Notebook, Wills 36.
CKS U813 T25/3 (original).

TABLE TWO: LAND TRANSFER GRANTS.

1433
1443
1453
1454
1457
1467
1476
1447

CKS U813 T20/10
BM Harl 77 G53
CKS U813 T20/8
CKS U813 T20/11
CKS U813 T20/9
CKS U813 T20/12
CKS U8134 T20/14
ESRO DYK/H/21

`Berye' Grant.
`Colpepyr' grant.
'Burgoyne' indenture.
'various' indenture.
`Cutthorne' grant.
`Heddon' indenture.
'Halle' grant.
`Dundle' grant.
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x
x
W
W
x
x
x
x

L
x
L
L
R
L
L
D

x
x
Ap
x
x
Ap
A
x

C
C
C?
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1457
1469
1447
1420
1432
1445
1450
1455

ESRO DYK/H/25
ESRO DYK/H/27
ESRO DY1C/H/285
ESRO DYK/H/310
ESRO DYK/H/311
ESRO DYK/H/312
ESRO DY1C/H/314
ESRO DYK/H/315

`Dundle' grant.
`Dundle' mortgage.
'Sandhurst' demise.
`Kingswood' grant.
`Kingswood' grant.
`Kingswood' grant.
`Kingswood' quitclaim.
`Kingswood' grant.

=Thomas Rolff is a witness.
Thomas Rolff is an assign.
Thomas Rolff is a possible assign.
= Document drawn up in Lamberhurst church.
C? = D o c u m e n t probably drawn up in Lamberhurst church.
• = D o c u m e n t drawn up in Lamberhurst parish area.
• = D o c u m e n t drawn up at Robertsbridge Abbey.
• = D o c u m e n t drawn up at Dundle.

A
Ap

=
=
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x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

L
L
L
L
L
L
L
L

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

