
WORFIELD IN NORMAN TIMES 
1066 is a date in our history which everyone knows. William the Conqueror defeated King Harold 
at the Battle of Hastings and became the first Norman King of England. The Norman conquest was 
different from the Anglo Saxon or Danish  invasions – there was no mass migration into the country 
but like every parish in the country Worfield was affected by the way in which William 1 tried to 
contain and control his new kingdom.

Before we look at how the change of ruler affected Worfield we need to go back a little and 
understand what lay behind the Battle of Hastings. England and Norman France had been very 
close. Edward the Confessor's father had married Emma of Normandy in 1002 and Edward had 
been brought up in Normandy. Since Edward died without issue that meant that his successor was 
either going to  come from his wife's family, Harold, or the Norman line, William. Harold had been 
a caretaker king while Edward was alive and had the support of the English people but William 
understood that he was the rightful King. When Harold was crowned King in January 1066, 
William knew that he would need to use force to secure the throne, hence the Battle of Hastings.
The battle was also a battle for identity, the English were fed up with the infiltration of the Normans 
throughout England, which had been going on for 25 years.

William's method of taming his English subjects  was to sprinkle Normans throughout the country. 
This had a dual purpose, it subjugated the natives and  rewarded his loyal countrymen. Roger de 
Montgomery (born in St Germain, Montgomery, Normandy) was given the difficult task of 
managing the border area between Wales and England. He built a castle at Shrewsbury and his son 
Roger de Belleme built Bridgnoth Castle. Other Normans, including the Corbets became Lords of 
the Manor of the surrounding areas and Worfield became the property of his son Hugh de 
Montgomery. 

This method of subjugating the English worked, so much so that the Domesday Record of Worfield 
specifies that there are only three English (presumably free English) with five teams (eighty oxen) 
and twenty eight tenants (villeins). Meanwhile, the Lord of the Manor,Hugh de Montgomery, had 
four teams and five serfs,  67 tenants, ten slaves (boors) and 25 teams. .
 The indigenous people were effectively disenfranchised and onerous duties and responsibilities 
were imposed on the hitherto freemen of the parish. Almost everyone, from tenants to the lowest of 
the serfs seemed to be working first for the landlord, then for the church and finally for himself and 
his family.  

The other big change for people was the creation of the Forest of Morfe which was designated a 
Royal Hunting forest. Nowadays Morfe is probably best known for being a Ward of Shropshire 
Council but Morfe Forest was established by William the Conqueror for his own pursuit of deer, 
wild boar, hares and wolves. There were severe punishments for anyone breaking the Forest Law, 
for example “whoever killed hart or hind should be blinded.” Under later Norman Kings the 
punishments could be death or mutilation. The Forest of Morfe was another restriction on the 
freedom of its people and of course it put more obligations and restrictions in place. The Royal 
Forest Laws were upheld by a court called the Swainmote, swains being freemen of the forest. This 
leads me to wonder if Swancote was not a dwelling where there were swans nearby but a dwelling 
of a freeman of the forest. It may even be that it was a corruption of swainmote. Either seem more 
likely than anything to do with swans. Does anyone know the answer?

All other transgressions apart from treason were heard through the Lord of the Manor's Court. Fast 
forward to the thirteenth century, the Bailiff is Reginald de Bromley and the jurors are Laurence de 
Oldinton, William de Swancote, William de Halvescote (Allscott), William de Hodiles, William de 
Irrys (Irish), Adam de Alen (Hallon),William de Hulton (Hilton), Thomas Griffin, Roger de 
Bremplee (?Bentley), Thomas de Akinton (Ackleton) and Robert de Atterhull. Here we see another 



legacy of the Normans, surnames. Before the Normans there simply were no hereditary surnames 
but the Normans brought the practice of surnames derived from a variety of sources such as where 
they came from, their appearance (eg Redhead), their trade (eg Fletcher) their own heredity (eg 
Johnson). In the case of the jurors, all bar one derived their name from the place where they lived 
which is very helpful for tracing the history of a family. The Eykens, family, although scattered over 
the country now, we  know because Stephen Ewyken is listed as a juror in the Demesne Court that 
they came originally from Wyken. Similarly a surname can give some idea of the landscape and 
history of a place. The  name Rowley was originally Rowelawe. We know this from Stephen de 
Rowelawe who was a juror in the Demesne Court. I don't know what the rowe part means but 
“lawe” comes from the Anglo Saxon “hlaw” meaning rounded hill, which seems a perfect 
description of Rowley.
Farming in the parish was dominated by sheep on the animal side and barley on the arable. In 1202 
the deficiencies in stock in Worfield Manor were 6 ox teams, 24 cows, 600 sheep, 30 sows and 32 
bee skeps. This is an astonishing number of sheep, far more than would be needed to supply the 
needs of the parish so it is not surprising to learn that wool and leather were exported down the 
Severn. Wine was shipped up the river and unloaded at Bridgnorth. Of the arable crops wheat was 
the cereal most grown and there were two mixtures, maslin which was a mixture of wheat and rye 
and dredge, a mixture of barley and oats. The Domesday book also records that there were thirteen 
small fisheries, eight at Burcot and five at Bradney. These may have been specially constructed 
ponds for fattening fish.  There are also three mills (Badger, Worfield and Rindleford) with an 
annual value of 40/-.

Worfield doesn't have any spectacular structural legacies of Norman Britain and it is difficult to 
understand what life was like because documents are few. But we know that the Norman invasion 
changed the way of life of every Englishman. The tentacles of state withdrew people's rights 
without conscience, overcame opposition with extreme violence and  established a hierarchical 
class system which has continued to this day. As if that wasn't enough they even changed our 
language! From this low point one hopes that matters will improve.
.


