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Chris Penhall takes us back to the 14th century.
In the wake of the Black Death and Poll Tax,

trouble is brewing

alking past the tranquil churchyard of St Mary’s in

Great Baddow on a bright June day, it is hard to

imagine the fear and trepidation that must have been

felt by the vast crowd of men gathering here in readi-

ness to fight their King, Richard II, in the summer of 1381. These

men and another group at Rettenden had been mobilised by local

leaders; some joined willingly, others were coerced. Five hundred

Essex men were killed in the ensuing confrontation near Billericay

that day.

But what had angered the common man so much that they were
prepared to defy their King?

The immediate cause of the rebellion, which began in Brentwood

on May 30th, was the imposition of the Poll Tax of 1380. However,

1 there was much more to the discontent sweeping

through the peasantry than the hardship caused by

one tax.

16

As the revolt spread, targets of the unrest were mainly the King’s
officers: Sir Robert Hales was attacked at Cressing Temple; John
Ewell, the King’s land agent was murdered in Manningtree; and the
King’s agent in Essex, Sheriff John Sewale was attacked in
Coggeshall

L Left: John Ball, a former chaplain of St James in Colchester, was one

of the rebellion’s leaders. He was imprisoned and excommunicated
by the Archbishop of Canterbury for his views of a classless society
and for highlighting the social problems of the day and when
released, became involved with the Poll Tax rebels
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isoners were l¢

lowly dieffrom lack of food and water

.

Photo: Elizabeth Bastin

returning from the foreign wars, widespread
disillusion with the hierarchy of the church,
many of whose leaders were involved in govern-
ment and the spread of social debate brought by
wandering preachers — including one of the
rebellion’s leaders, John Ball — unrest was
inevitable.

The incident that sparked the revolt occurred
when the tax commissioner, Thomas Brampton,
went to Brentwood on 30th May, having ordered
the headmen of the villages of Stanford-le-Hope,
Corringham and Fobbing to appear before him
as they had withheld payment of the tax.

Brampton and his assistants were attacked and
driven from the town by the aggrieved villagers
of Fobbing.

Consequently, Sir Robert Bellknap, Chief
Justice to the Common Pleas went to Brentwood
on 2nd June with 20 soldiers to punish the
rioters. A much larger crowd awaited them and
three of his clerks and three local jurors were
murdered, their heads carried on poles around
the town and neighbouring villages.

The revolt had begun and spread rapidly
throughout the county and beyond. The targets
of unrest were mainly the King’s officers and the
bureaucracy of tax gathering: amongst the
victims were the King’s agent in Essex, Sheriff
John Sewale, who was attacked in Coggeshall,
as was the estate of the King’s treasurer, Sir
Robert Hales, at Cressing Temple. John Ewell,
the King’s land agent in Essex was murdered in
Manningtree and his documents were destroyed.

At the same time, the rebellion spread to Kent,
where the leaders that are familiar to us today
came to the fore — Wat Tyler, Jack Straw and the
Essex preacher, John Ball.

Ball, a former chaplain of St James in
Colchester, became involved when the rebels
released him from the Archbishop’s prison in
Maidstone. Born in Peldon, he was one of many
wandering preachers who talked of social prob-
lems. His avocations of a classless society were
perceived as such a threat that successive
Archbishops of Canterbury imprisoned and
excommunicated him, forbidding him to preach.
Undeterred, he travelled wherever he could find
an audience and was in Maidstone for preaching
in the Diocese of Archbishop Simon of Sudbury.

The Essex and Kent rebels then headed for
London, believing only a direct plea to the King
would ensure their aims would be met. They did
not hold the King responsible for their ills —
reserving their hatred for his advisers, particu-
larly John of Gaunt fighting under the slogan,
“With King Richard and the True Commons”.

The King agreed to meet the rebels who were
encamped outside the city walls, on June 14th at
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