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MIDDLESEX FROM FIRST 
REFERENCE TO DOMESDAY BOOK
Pamela Taylor

SUMMARY

The article traces Middlesex from its first known 
reference, in ad 704, up to its description in Domesday 
Book in 1086. Shires did not yet have their later 
functions and there are no documentary series but 
patchy evidence can be accumulated from other records. 
Although Middlesex broadly conformed to the general 
pattern of shire development it was also unique because 
it lay on Mercia’s southern border and contained ever-
covetable London. Topics given particular attention 
include the context in ad 704; the shire’s functions and 
the social structures through which they were delivered; 
the major post-Viking changes that included altering 
the internal structure and external boundaries; and 
Domesday Book’s account. 

INTRODUCTION

This article originated as a 40-minute paper 
delivered at the 2015 LAMAS conference, 
‘Middlesex: Our Lost County’, which 
commemorated the 50th anniversary of 
the county’s abolition. The paper has been 
slightly extended but space constraints have 
prevented radical enlargement. Running 
from the earliest known appearance of the 
word Middelseaxan, in ad 704, up to Domesday 
Book in 1086, it remains an over-rapid gallop 
across four hugely eventful centuries. The 
short references, particularly those to my own 
work, will hopefully act as signposts to more 
detailed sourcing and commentary. 

MIDDLESEX IN DOCUMENTARY 
SOURCES

It is probably already obvious that I am an 

historian, not an archaeologist, and this 
account is almost entirely constructed from 
documentary sources. Counties, though, 
are administrative units that operate 
within national political and administrative 
structures, and for such topics written sources 
are essential. Archaeology, conversely, is at 
its weakest on such structures, which may 
help explain why archaeologists have created 
three rigid time periods, Early, Middle and 
Late Saxon, which have no political context 
and are deployed even in non-Saxon areas 
such as East Anglia. Historians do not find 
this categorisation helpful and, among other 
advantages, therefore avoid potential con-
fusion between Middle Saxon and Middlesex. 

The written sources show that while Middle-
sex conformed in many ways to the general 
pattern of shire development it was also 
from first to last uniquely odd, complicated 
and interesting. That said, uncovering this 
early phase is riddled with uncertainties, 
and it is important to state at the outset that 
because words and their meanings are fluid 
they can easily be misleading. The next two 
paragraphs are a far from comprehensive 
glossary and warning. 

Some apparently recognisable words, in-
cluding shire (scir), province (provincia) 
and parish (parochia), underwent consider-
able shifts of meaning both within our per-
iod and beyond. Province and shire were 
both initially used for any area under an 
individual’s authority, so a bishop’s diocese 
was equally his province or his shire. The first 
reference to Middlesex is as a province. Shire 
did not attain its standard later meaning 
until the 10th-century unification of Wessex 
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and Mercia. Other words, including reeve 
(gerefa), an official whose sphere of control 
could be at many different levels, and burh, 
byrig and other forms that would later settle 
down as borough and bury, carry a complex 
range of meanings.

Until the Norman Conquest documents 
could be in Latin or Old English (after 1066 
OE began to vanish at the official level and 
Anglo-Norman French appeared). Latin pro-
duces potentially misleading translations, so 
that OE ealdorman becomes comes or dux, 
more obviously count or duke. Ealdormen 
were initially sub-rulers but underwent 
a major role- and name-change in the 
early 11th century to emerge as earls (eorl, 
still comes in Latin); but these earls were 
significantly different from later ones. Trans-
lations of senatores, meliores (better men) and 
barones into barons, aristocrats or nobles also 
inevitably carry inappropriate resonances. 
The word ‘county’, incidentally, only arrived 
slowly after 1066.

There are other difficulties. Shires in this 
period did not function like later medieval 
or modern counties, and both their own, 
probably limited, pre-Conquest records and 
those of central (that is royal) government, 
whose extent is debated, have almost entirely 
vanished (Keynes 2013; Rumble 2013). This 
means that everything has to be pieced 
together obliquely from other sources. These 
too are scarce and because the church was 
the best preserver of records, particularly 
title deeds, the evidence comes with some 
built-in biases. 

Shortage of both records and space there-
fore limits me to some specific topics. I 
look at Middlesex in ad 704 and 1086 and 
at the major changes in its organisation 
and boundaries in the intervening period. 
I also include a few local documents that 
carry far wider importance. Middlesex often 
punched above its weight and the reasons 
need highlighting. This was a small shire at 
the margin of various early kingdoms — the 
marginality is one of the essential themes — 
but it contained London, the ever-desirable 
jewel in any ruler’s crown. Long after our 
period London developed into the cuckoo 
from hell, devouring part of its county nest 
in 1888 and the rest in 1965, except for the 
three most distant Urban Districts which 
were transferred elsewhere: Potters Bar to 

Hertfordshire and Staines and Sunbury-on-
Thames, far more bizarrely, to Surrey. 

London’s sprawl started well beyond 1086 
and most of Middlesex remained rural 
well into the 19th, and in many areas 20th, 
centuries. But London was always influential 
and it also had one early period of expansion. 
The Roman walls embraced the riverfront, 
which was awkward for water-borne trade, so 
Lundenwic, the great international trading 
emporium (one of the many meanings of 
wic) that operated from roughly the mid-
7th to mid-9th centuries, was further west, 
running along the Strand from Aldwych 
(‘old wic’) up to Trafalgar Square (Cowie et 
al 2012). Until the 9th-century retreat back 
inside the walls Lundenwic, not intramural 
Lundenburh, was the main settlement and 
its trade the main object of royal desire. 
This desirability is key to understanding the 
power politics playing out in 704. 

Bede (writing in the 730s) tells us that 
in 597, when Saint Augustine arrived to 
reconvert the English, he stayed in Canter-
bury not London, because King Æthelberht 
of Kent was the region’s most powerful 
ruler. Then in 604 Augustine sent Mellitus 
to preach to the province of the East Saxons, 
whose chief city (metropolis) was London and 
whose ruler was Æthelberht’s nephew and 
under his suzerainty (sub potestate positus) 
(Colgrave & Mynors 1969, 142—3). The 
kings of Kent had a wic reeve in London 
until at least the 680s (Thorpe 1840, 35), 
but by then their wider domination was 
being destroyed by the expanding Mercian 
and West Saxon kingdoms, and by the late 
7th century the East Saxons were under 
Mercian overlordship. So far so normal, 
but the Mercians were also embarking on 
something more extreme. East of the Lea, 
in what we now think of as Essex, the East 
Saxon kings retained partial authority until 
825, but west of the Lea the Mercian kings 
began imposing far more direct control and 
the East Saxon kings largely vanish from the 
record (Dumville 1989, 135).

The word Middlesex first appears in 
exactly this context. The actual document 
is a grant of land ‘in the place (loco) 
called Twickenham in the province called 
Middelseaxan’ to ‘Wealdhere, Bishop of the 
East Saxons’ or, in later terminology, Bishop 
of London. The document only survives in 
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a layered later copy (Brooks & Kelly 2013, 
no. 9). First, in 704 Swæfred, King of the 
East Saxons, and Pæogothath comes (sub-
ruler) made the grant with the permission of 
King Æthelred of Mercia. Then Æthelred’s 
successor, Coenred, heads a new witness list, 
saying firmly ‘I have resolved to give this land 
to Bishop Wealdhere’, and the other two are 
only on the witness list. The document then 
concludes with a third witness list headed by 
Coenred’s successor, Ceolred (709—16), and 
this time no local rulers are mentioned. 

This visible suppression of East Saxon 
kingship goes to the heart of Middlesex’s 
origin. The prevailing orthodoxy used to be 
that the ad 704 ‘province called Middlesex’ 
was a unit with a far longer history, 
representing one of the major early divisions 
of the Saxon settlers and later overrun by 
the East Saxons (Bailey 1989, 108; Stenton 
1971, 53—4). But in 1989, as part of a detailed 
discussion, David Dumville wrote:

It seems to me that the term “Middle” 
is almost a guarantee of relative lateness 
... [since it] implies definition in terms 
of surrounding units or peoples. It is at 
the very least curious that the two early 
Anglo-Saxon uses ... Middle Anglia and 
Middlesex, [that is] the Middle Angles 
and the Middle Saxons … appear in 
circumstances where Mercian interven-
tion is writ large in our source material 
(Dumville 1989, 134).

Since that Damascene moment all the 
earlier arguments have been reassessed, and 
Dumville’s position holds sway. So whatever 
the smaller pre-East Saxon groupings, 
Middlesex itself was newly minted in 704 as a 
fully Mercian province. This was the genesis 
of the later shire, albeit with different 
boundaries (see below) and very different 
functions. 

Throughout our period virtually the only 
functions of central government were law 
creation and enforcement, defence, and 
tax collection, and the province or shire’s 
role was delivery. Alongside the limited 
formal organisation the system actually 
worked because of myriad links between 
king, church and shire. Bishops in particular 
were leading royal councillors with multiple 
roles both locally and nationally. Sub-rulers 
too operated at both levels and so did other 

members of the elite, who at the very least 
participated in assemblies (Keynes 2013; 
Roach 2013).

In the initial period each province was 
placed under one or more sub-rulers but 
much of the organisation was normally 
done through the reeves who ran the large 
royal manors (Williams 1997, 40—56). I use 
the word manor throughout, although it is 
anachronistic this early. It is often possible to 
reconstitute the pattern of these manors, not 
least because in order to spread Christianity 
they usually acquired a minster church with a 
team of priests to cover the large coterminous 
parish. These minsters tend to leave a longer 
trace and it has also been argued that they 
encouraged local economic development, 
early markets and so on (Blair 2005, esp. Chs 
2, 5). In Middlesex we can dimly discern a 
few early royal centres, including Kingsbury 
because of its name and Chelsea (which 
probably included Kensington) because 
ten synods were held there between ad 785 
and 816 (Croot 2004, 14—15). But overall 
the model fails to work here. Domesday 
Middlesex shows no royal manors at all and 
only Westminster and Staines are plausible 
minster candidates and market centres. 

This is partly due to countrywide changes 
in the 10th to 11th centuries but such a total 
royal divestment is truly remarkable, and in 
two major ways Middlesex’s divergence starts 
far earlier. Within a small county, London 
and St Paul’s provided an exceptionally 
dominating administrative base, market 
and minster. And although Mercian and 
later rulers were always deeply interested 
in London, distance from the dynastic 
heartlands may have made them more 
willing to transfer their estates to reliable 
beneficiaries. 

The pool would later widen, but around 
ad 704 the obvious beneficiary was the 
bishop of London. The church was the sole 
preserver of literacy and administrative trad-
itions into the post-Roman world, so the 
conversion lure for a king (whose subjects 
followed willy-nilly) always included access 
to administrative skills. Until well after 
1086 bishops were the most important royal 
councillors and suppliers of clerks, and 
they therefore needed landed endowment, 
the only reliable source of income, to fin-
ance their (to our eyes) secular as well as 
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ecclesiastical activities. Importantly, these 
early grants not only covered large tracts 
of land but also transferred most of the 
crown’s administrative rights and res-
ponsibilities (Faith 1999). So it was the see’s 
reeve who did the organisation, and the 
see that received the profits, particularly 
the fines imposed on law-breakers. The 
bishops, though, apparently saw no need to 
create minsters this close to St Paul’s, as the 
eventual churches were ordinary small-scale 
parish ones (Taylor 1995, 268—9; 2004, 9). 

Around ad 704 Middlesex and London 
were right on the contested border between 
the Mercians and West Saxons, and a brief 
cluster of documents shows the Mercian 
kings transferring three riverside estates to 
Bishop Wealdhere. Twickenham, discussed 
above, is the only grant with a full document, 
which survives because the estate and its 
documentation later passed for a while to 
archivally-conscious Canterbury (Brooks & 
Kelly 2013, no. 9). The other two are only 
known from incomplete notes compiled by 
two 17th-century antiquaries from a now-
lost St Paul’s cartulary (Kelly 2004, nos 2—3). 

Fig 1. Middlesex and its hundreds by 1086. Data courtesy of UCL Landscapes of Governance, 2017; some place-
names have been added (scale 1:500,000)

Between 693 and 704 Æthelred of Mercia 
granted Wealdhere ten manentes in Ealing 
and between 701 and 709 Bishop Tyrthelus of 
Hereford, another Mercian see, transferred 
50 manentes in Fulham to Wealdhere with 
the consent of the East Saxon and Mercian 
kings.

Hides, manentes and Twickenham’s cassati 
were interchangeable terms, of which the 
hide was the longest lasting. It is often 
taken to represent 120 acres, notionally the 
amount of land needed to support a peasant 
household, but this is seriously misleading. 
Hidation was fundamentally a system of tax 
valuation and it reflected obligation, not 
exact amounts of land. An estate’s hidage 
could be altered by royal dictat and Domesday 
Book shows widespread reductions between 
1066 and 1086 in counties that included 
Surrey, but not Middlesex. Hidation was 
also only imposed on arable ‘inland’ (the 
core inner part of an estate), not on such 
major extras as woodland (Faith 1999). It is 
therefore impossible to rely on hidage for 
anything more than the roughest indication 
of size, but assessments as large as these 
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will certainly have covered substantial 
areas. Ealing was later included within the 
bishop’s great manor of Fulham which by 
1066, and probably from the start, extended 
continuously westward from Fulham along 
the Thames through both Chiswick and 
Brentford. Fulham and Brentford, notably, 
were the two main early crossing points 
immediately west of London. 

The importance of Brentford, Middlesex 
and their bishop is illuminated in an 
absolutely unique document of ad 704 x 705 
which survived in the Canterbury archive: 
very luckily, since it was one of those marked 
useless (inutilis) by a rationalising monk 
around 1100 (Kelly 2004, 14, Appendix 1; 
Brooks & Kelly 2013, 51). This was a message 
so confidential that Wealdhere, unwilling 
to use a scribe, wrote personally to his 
archbishop, thus creating the first known 
letter ‘from one Englishman to another’ 
(Stenton 1971, 143). A peace meeting 
between the king of the West Saxons and 
‘the rulers of our country (pagi)’ had been 
fixed at Brentford and Wealdhere needed 
his archbishop’s permission to attend. 

How far north the Fulham and Ealing 
grants originally extended is unclear. One 
or other presumably included Acton, also 
always part of Fulham, but it is possible 
that they also covered the large adjacent 
block of eventual chapter estates, Willesden, 
Neasden, Harlesden and Twyford, which 
belonged to the see by c.1000 but whose 
previous history is unknown. It is important 
to remember that estates/manors were 
administrative units which, just like a modern 
London Borough, went by a single name, 
however large an area and however many 
settlements they included. We also know that 
later acquisitions could be added into them 
and that as time progressed, and estates were 
granted to people other than bishops or 
early monasteries, matters naturally became 
more complicated. 

This becomes very obvious when we fast-
forward to the estates accumulated by the 
archbishops of Canterbury. These came to 
the see in pretty much their final form in 
the mid-9th century (Brooks 1984, Ch 7; 
Clarke 1989; Brooks & Kelly 2013, no. 16), 
and appear in Domesday Book as Hayes (59 
hides) and Harrow, at an enormous 102 
hides that included modern Pinner, Kenton, 

Wembley, Alperton and so on (Morris 1975, 
2/1—2). The charters also supply parts of the 
back-story. In 767 Offa of Mercia had trans-
ferred 30 hides between the Lidding (now 
Wealdstone) brook and Harrow on the Hill 
to Abbot Stithberht of Canterbury but by 
c.800 this had been bought by Pilheard, a 
Mercian comes. Better still, by detailing his 
exemptions Pilheard provided an outline of 
government. He had paid 200 shillings and 
promised another 30 a year for the ‘liberty’ 
of his land, which meant that he and his heirs 
were free from paying tributes to the royal 
treasury, providing labour and attending 
public councils — the folkmoots that were 
the predecessors of the hundred assemblies. 
Pilheard rather than the king also received 
the penalties imposed for locally committed 
crimes. 

This matches the rights the bishop would 
always have had on his estates, but despite 
the clearly bad impression such liberties 
really only hit the royal purse by diverting 
fines and imposts. Pilheard comes/ealdorman 
would, like the bishop, have stayed deeply 
involved in all levels of government, and 
the king always retained core essentials. It is 
entirely typical that Pilheard’s exemptions 
did not include the three ‘common burdens’ 
of bridge-building, fortress work and military 
service. 

Within half a century the seasonal Viking 
raiding bands were cohering into larger 
armies with permanent ambitions. London 
was attacked in 842, 851 and 871, the Vikings 
naturally used rivers including the Thames 
and the Lea to penetrate into the interior, 
and a Viking army overwintered at Fulham 
in 878/9 (Kelly 2004, 21—3). Middlesex was 
south of the area of permanent settlement 
that became known as the Danelaw, so there 
were no permanent institutional effects, and 
fashions swing on how devastating all this 
actually was. Rampaging armies are always 
horrible and all forms of government must 
have been hugely disrupted, but to some 
extent the Vikings were merely playing an 
updated version of overlordship. In 874 
they replaced the king of Mercia with their 
own appointee, Coelwulf, and then in 877 
divided the kingdom between him and 
themselves (Kelly 2004, 23—4). It used to 
be thought that London was under direct 
Viking control from 877 until re-conquered 



Pamela Taylor64

by King Alfred of Wessex in 886, but coin 
evidence shows a far subtler picture with 
some coining there by Alfred in the mid-870s 
and by Coelwulf thereafter. There is also still 
genuine uncertainty about which side was in 
control of Middlesex at any given time (Kelly 
2004, 27—8). 

One thing that is clear is that Alfred 
(871—99) and his son Edward the Elder 
(899—924) managed to move on from being 
kings of Wessex to kings of England, with 
Æthelred of Mercia reduced to ealdorman 
(Keynes 1999, 459—65). When Æthelred died 
in 911 his remarkable widow, Æthelflæd, 
Lady of the Mercians (also Edward’s sister), 
carried on with the campaigning in the 
northern Midlands but Edward made sure 
he ‘succeeded’ to London and Oxford ‘and 

all the lands that belong to them’ and then 
pushed northward, building a succession 
of fortified byrig (boroughs, singular burh) 
from Hertford (in 912) up to Bedford and 
Northampton and east into Essex. The East 
Anglian Danes submitted at Colchester in 
917 and the following year the Mercian royal 
line was terminated (Williams 1999, 82—4). 

All this produced major local changes. 
Attached though they were to Winchester, 
Alfred and Edward recognised London’s 
greater economic and, in an expanded 
kingdom, political potential and therefore 
set it on the path to becoming England’s 
capital. Post-Viking unification also included 
the so-called ‘shiring of Mercia’, a process 
primarily designed to create hinterlands to 
support the new boroughs but which also 

Fig 2. Hertfordshire showing the medieval hundred and diocesan boundaries. Data courtesy of UCL Landscapes 
of Governance, 2017; the diocesan boundary and some place-names have been added (scale 1:500,000)
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achieved greater administrative uniformity 
across the kingdom. Hertford was one of 
these new creations and its shire must have 
included part of earlier Middlesex, although 
how much is frustratingly uncertain. 

Boundaries were never drawn at random 
and in the early period the lines of provinces 
and shires were set round pre-existing sub-
groupings, the territories of the Gumeningas 
(round Harrow), Geddingas (round Ealing) 
and so on. The known sub-groupings have 
been well analysed and mapped by Bailey 
(1989) and, for Hertfordshire, Williamson 
(2010). By the 10th century, though, these 
sub-groupings had become much less 
important but estate ownership far more 
so, and this latter could now determine the 
line. 

Bailey, who had the misfortune to produce 
his chapter on ‘The Middle Saxons’ just as 
Dumville was reframing the debate, provid-
ed a map of the c.704 province by combining 
early charter evidence with the later med-
ieval diocesan and county boundaries 
(Bailey 1989, 109, 116). He included two 
blocks of the later Hertfordshire: the Hemel 
Hempstead district on the west because of 
a St Paul’s charter, and the whole of east 
Herts because, unlike Hemel, it was in the 
later medieval diocese of London. This was 
a pioneering attempt but it raises significant 
problems.

One is that the charter survival rate is far 
too weak to give a reliable picture. Another 
is the important evidence from the Hemel 
charter, which dates from ad 704 x 709 and 
is only known from one of the 17th-century 
extracts from the now-lost St Paul’s cartulary 
described above. The very brief extract tells 
us that Offa, King of the East Saxons granted 
Wealdhere, Bishop of London land in the 
district called Hemel (aliquam partem terræ 
in pago quæ dicitur Hæmele) (Kelly 2004, no. 
4). At that point the Hemel (Hempstead) 
district, which is west of St Albans, was 
therefore in the East Saxon kingdom and 
diocese. We have no idea when it was lost 
but it is not in the c.1000 list of St Paul’s 
estates (Kelly 2004, no. 25; see below). Also 
and more importantly, like St Albans and 
the rest of west Herts it was in the later 
medieval diocese of Lincoln. Lincoln was 
the successor to the late 7th-century diocese 
established by the Mercians for the Middle 

Angles (Dumville’s other target, see above) 
(Taylor 2012, 105). 

Dioceses often preserved the boundaries 
of early territorial units but Hemel shows 
that London’s did not. This makes it unsafe 
to assume that the later medieval diocesan 
boundary preserved an ‘original’ line 
between the Mercians and East Saxons. On 
the roughly north—south section, Bailey’s 
text is more nuanced than his maps and 
Williamson has emphasised early political 
uncertainty and later adjustment round 
estates (Bailey 1989, 109, 115—7; Williamson 
2010, 95—102). My scepticism goes deeper, 
largely because of doubts about the roughly 
east—west line that eventually formed the 
northern boundary of both Middlesex and 
the diocese. Not only is Hemel well north of 
both but equally crucially we know almost 
nothing about the early role of St Albans. 
Of the eventual line Stenton wrote ‘the 
northern boundary of Middlesex represents 
nothing more ancient than the southern 
limit of the abbey’s franchises’, but this 
cannot have been the case in the early 8th 
century (Stenton 1971, 54; Crick 2007, 
Introduction; Taylor 1995, 271—3; 2012, 96, 
105—8). 

The line’s final form was clearly shaped 
by estate ownership, notably in the major 
adjacent kinks that put not only St Albans 
Abbey’s East and Chipping Barnet but 
also Ely Abbey’s Totteridge into Herts and 
Lincoln diocese and the northern parts of 
Edmonton and Ossulstone hundreds into 
Middlesex. These kinks split two place-
names, Mimms and Barnet, both of which 
had presumably initially represented single 
units (Taylor 1995, 270—4; 2012, 105—9). 

Middlesex, even before its losses to 
Hertfordshire, had always been too small 
to support London adequately, and the 
solution seems to have been to spread some 
of the burden more widely. The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle for 1097 complains of the 
oppression of the ‘many shires whose labour 
was due to London’ and Henry I decreed 
Battle Abbey’s lands in Alfriston in distant 
Sussex (previously part of Wessex) to be free 
of bridgework at London (Taylor 2012, 108). 
These references almost certainly reflect 
10th-century planning. 

Middlesex is also important in terms of 
wider chronology. The new shiring arrange-
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ments were rolled out northwards but the 
law promulgated in the 930s as VI Æthelstan, 
one of a series of royal initiatives to deal with 
theft, still shows an ad hoc arrangement 
(Whitelock 1979, 425—7). It starts ‘This is 
the ordinance which the bishops and reeves 
who belong to London have agreed and 
confirmed in our peace guild’, and the first 
clause conveys the essence. Anyone over 12 
convicted of stealing more than 12d was to 
be killed and, after restitution for the theft, 
his possessions divided with a third each to 
the widow if innocent, the king, and the 
peace guild; but if the theft was committed 
on bookland (freehold land held by charter) 
or on bishop’s land, that land’s lord received 
half the guild’s share. No places are given 
beyond that initial ‘of London’ but the area 
probably extended beyond Middlesex and 
the guild was certainly acting outside any 
county structure (Taylor 1995, 277—9). It was 
also short-lived. 

Once the new shire system was established 
the role of the shire assemblies increased 
and King Edgar (959—75) declared the 
bishop and ealdorman their joint presidents 
(III Edgar 5.2, in Robertson 1925, 26—7; 
Trousdale 2013, 295). From the time of 
the Danish King Cnut (1016—35), however, 
ealdormen began to be transformed into 
earls, whose role was not tied to individual 
shires (Baxter 2007, Ch 3; Williams 2008, Ch 
1). The role of the chief royal officer in the 
shire, the shire reeve or sheriff (vicecomes), 
had been enhanced well before Cnut’s time, 
and the sheriff took over the ealdorman’s 
shire position (Williams 1999, 108—9). He 
and the bishop became the chief addressees 
of all royal writs concerning that shire, and 
the bishop’s shire role continued until the 
12th century. The sheriff’s enhancement 
probably reflects increasing royal control but 
was also necessary because the divestment of 
royal manors meant that an administrative 
framework based on their reeves was no 
longer viable. As the economy developed 
urban centres were also becoming increas-
ingly important, and London’s dominance 
over Middlesex presumably intensified. 

During the 10th-century reorganisation 
shires were divided into hundreds, which 
replaced the older sub-groupings and their 
meetings or folkmoots. Hundreds were 
important: most of the peacekeeping and 

defence functions were operated at this level 
and hundred juries formed an essential part 
of the Domesday inquiries. There are two 
standard generalisations: a deliberate new 
pattern with 100 hides to the hundred and 
the inclusion as ‘private hundreds’ of areas 
previously attached to large royal manors 
or their privatised equivalents. Once again 
neither generalisation works here (Taylor 
2012, 108—10). Domesday Book provides 
the first detailed picture and there had 
obviously been some intervening changes, 
but the initial patterns are fairly clear. Both 
Middlesex and Hertfordshire were initially 
divided into four, with no sign of 100-hide 
units. 

Middlesex in 1086 had six hundreds with 
a combined hidage of 880.25 and the detail 
suggests an initial four, Elthorne (224.5 in 
Domesday), Ossulstone (219.75), Gore (149) 
and Spelthorne (112). The other, smaller 
two were Edmonton (70) and Hounslow, 
later known as Isleworth (105), probably 
created for the estates of their respective pre-
Conquest holders, Asgar the Staller and Earl 
Algar. Yet neither was a private hundred: 
both remained entirely under the sheriff. 
Still more remarkably, the great ecclesiastical 
estates which elsewhere would have become 
‘hundreds born private’ did not do so here. 
Even the archbishop’s 102-hide Harrow 
was simply part of Gore. There were also 
unusually few private hundreds in the other 
counties near London (in Hertfordshire only 
St Albans), which again suggests deliberate 
royal strategy (Taylor 2012, 112). 

That said, the privileged landowners 
kept the rights mentioned above. After our 
period such liberties certainly included 
the right to bar shire officials from their 
manors and withdraw tenants from the 
hundred assemblies. Given the number of 
privileged jurisdictions in Middlesex, this 
means that its shire and hundred meetings 
cannot have been overly busy. But from the 
12th century, major changes to the legal 
system and the bishop’s loss of his shire 
role fragmented the previous pattern and 
it is important (though difficult) to avoid 
reading backwards. Pilheard’s liberty in 
c.800 included withdrawing tenants from 
the folkmoots but made no mention of shire 
officials and it seems unlikely that the 10th-
century shire-strengthening reforms would 
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have increased landholders’ independence. 
Also while government was still so limited 
and the bishop acted alongside the ealdor-
man or sheriff, everything worked through 
coordination. 

This is obvious in the late 10th century 
in the response to renewed Viking attacks, 
when both London (torched in 982) and the 
Essex coast became crucial to sea defence. 
Bishop Ælfstan was one of those in charge 
of the fleet assembled at London in 992 
(Kelly 2004, 35—6). Military obligations were 
divided into land and sea fyrds (armies), 
and as always the fyrds were levied through 
obligations placed on localities. A royal edict 
of 1008 ordered a ship from every 300 hides, 
the provision to be organised through the 
shire and hundred; but we know that some 
towns had separate quotas and a medieval 
copy of a document of c.1000 shows that 
so too did St Paul’s (Kelly 2004, no. 25). 
Important as the document therefore is, 
it was meant as a short-lived back-of-the-
envelope list. Headed [s]cipmen (men to 
man the ship), it details the distribution of 
the obligation among the estates, and in so 
doing often gives the first reliable reference, 
as with Neasden and Stepney. The see’s total 
endowment was around 300 hides so the 
obligation was spread across both Middlesex 
and Essex, two shires in which the bishop 
was of course equally active. The whole levy 
system was radically changed soon after 1066.

The accession of King Cnut in 1016 
brought some changes in personnel and 
naming but the limited aims and largely 
cooperative methods of government cont-
inued. One major shift, mentioned above, 
was that of ealdormen to earls, but since 
earls were given no formal administrative 
role the shire remained the highest tier of 
local government. Earldoms covered several, 
sometimes shifting, counties but Middlesex 
was normally within the east Midlands group 
(Baxter 2007). Estates were sometimes 
assigned to the earl in his official, rather than 
personal, capacity, but not, Domesday Book 
indicates, in Middlesex. In 1066 Leofwine, 
the relevant earl, held only Harrow, which 
had clearly been appropriated from Canter-
bury. 

The royal court was still peripatetic but 
often in London, so then as later courtiers 
must have coveted Middlesex estates. Those 

held by other earls on the eve of the Conquest 
— Isleworth, Hampton, Harmondsworth, 
Ebury, Tottenham — were all notably 
desirable (Morris 1975; Baxter 2007, 306). 
William the Conqueror probably initially 
put Middlesex with Kent, Surrey, Herts and 
Bucks into the earldom of his half-brother, 
Odo of Bayeux, but Domesday Middlesex 
records no estates for Odo. Its two comites 
in 1086 were part of the new dispensation: 
Robert, Count of Mortain (in Normandy) 
and Roger de Montgomery, created Earl of 
Shrewsbury in the 1070s. Both were among 
England’s richest lay lords, with estates in 
many counties, and their Middlesex holdings 
were ragbag hooverings, primarily from 
former king’s thegns (Morris 1975, 7—8). 

Thegns, the level below earls, formed the 
lowest tier in the pre-Conquest nobility. 
Originally royal servants, they included still-
active holders of specific offices, with stallers 
at the top of the thegnly range. Domesday 
Middlesex gives six named landholders 
described simply as thegns of King Edward 
(listed after the index in Morris 1975, 
which omits some unnamed thegns). The 
most important was Wulfward Wight, who 
not only held three substantial estates, 
Ruislip (30 hides), Kempton (five) and 
most of Kingsbury (seven and a half) but 
also, like many thegns, had other estates in 
other counties (Morris 1975, 8/5, 10/1—2). 
Among the named royal officials were two 
housecarls (bodyguards) of King Edward, 
holding respectively Stanwell (15 hides) and 
Hanworth (five), and a housecarl of Earl 
Harold holding two hides in East Bedfont 
(Morris 1975, 11/1, 7/2, 8/3). Housecarls had 
been notably involved in the fighting in 1023 
when Saint Æfheah’s remains were removed 
from St Paul’s to Canterbury (Williams 1999, 
127—9). 

Domesday Book also includes a staller, 
Asgar, whose estates included three in 
Middlesex: Northolt (15 hides), Edmonton 
(35) and Enfield (30) (Morris 1975, 9/7—9). 
Asgar is particularly interesting because 
there are other sources to supplement the 
Domesday entries. His grandfather, Tovi 
the Proud (attesting 1018—35), founded 
Waltham Abbey, just across the River Lea 
in Essex, and the abbey’s late 12th-century 
chronicle provides some detailed but not 
always reliable material (Watkiss & Chibnall 
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1994). One of the questionable statements 
is that some of Tovi’s estates were attached 
to the stallership (Williams 2008, 29; Baxter 
2007, 142—3). 

This has sometimes been coupled with the 
fact that most of Asgar’s lands, including 
the Middlesex trio, passed to Geoffrey de 
Mandeville, who was later described as 
constable (still at this stage a major household 
official), to construct a hypothesis of a long-
established office designed to protect the 
River Lea and food production for London. 
The supporting estates were supposedly 
based on a large early parish centred on 
Waltham and covering an area on both sides 
of the Lea that included Edmonton and 
Enfield (Doree 1986; Huggins 1991). But 
even if this earlier parish ever existed it is 
unlikely to have survived beyond, at latest, 
the West Saxon conquest of Essex (but not 
Middlesex) in ad 825. And a 1005 boundary 
description of Barnet, rediscovered in the 
1990s, proves definitively that in 1005 all or 
most of the Edmonton—Enfield block, after a 
spell mortgaged to St Albans Abbey, was back 
in the royal treasury (Keynes 1993; Taylor 
1995, 264—6; 2012, 95—101).

Asgar and, three generations earlier, Tovi’s 
father-in-law Osgod clapa (attesting 1026—
42) certainly had London connections but 
official roles were still very fluid (Williams 
2008, 26—7). Under William I Geoffrey de 
Mandeville became portreeve (a town’s chief 
officer) of London and the terms portreeve 
of London and sheriff of Middlesex became 
interchangeable. But under Edward the 
Confessor the two were not synonymous, and 
the further suggestion that Asgar too had 
been portreeve and sheriff has been found 
unconvincing (Harmer 1952, 50—2, 560—1). 

Thegns had no specific shire role but 
as a major part of the local elite they were 
among the addressees of the king’s writs to 
the shire, and summoned to its meetings 
(Williams 1999, 149). Elite involvement 
was essential because government relied on 
hierarchical local delivery. Lesser free men 
might be involved as tenants but another 
useful mechanism was commendation, 
whereby a lesser free man commended 
himself to a greater one, thereby achieving 
protection, while the protector achieved a 
retinue of followers bestowing both status 
and manpower. Domesday Middlesex is 

full of references to pre-Conquest free 
men defined as someone’s man. After the 
Conquest, incomers granted the estates of 
a given predecessor often also successfully, 
though wrongly, claimed the lands of the 
predecessor’s commended men. Geoffrey de 
Mandeville’s Middlesex haul, for example, 
included lands of three of Asgar’s men 
(Morris 1975, 9/4—6). 

Despite the ending of the initial king/
church duopoly the church remained hugely 
important. This is highlighted by Westminster 
Abbey even though its monks have made it 
especially difficult to disentangle truth from 
legend and forgery. There may perhaps have 
been a small pre-Viking monastery but the 
major history begins with Saint Dunstan’s 
(re-)foundation in the 970s and takes a large 
upward leap in the mid-11th century, when 
King Edward the Confessor (1042—66) made 
it a royal burial church, greatly increased the 
endowment, and probably moved the royal 
palace which until then had been close to 
St Paul’s (Harvey 1977, Ch 1; Sullivan 1994, 
Ch 5; Keene 2004, 18—20; Kelly 2004, 8—9). 
The post-Conquest capital, despite being 
referred to simply as London, has always 
been the London—Westminster conjunct. 

Within our period the obvious local 
impact is through the abbey’s estates. 
Beyond the area round the monastery the 
initial 10th-century endowment fell into 
three parts. The first comprised part of 
Paddington, Hampstead and three estates 
that became the large manor of Hendon; the 
second Sunbury, Shepperton and Cowley 
Peachey; and the third Hanwell. It has been 
suggested that each of these had some 
strategic importance and that their transfers 
might therefore be indicative of deliberate 
policy (Sullivan 1994, 69—72). The strategic 
significance is quite likely but, with London 
so important and the hub of the national 
road system, this was inevitable across much 
of Middlesex. The available land pool was 
also limited by the grants already made to 
others. 

Saint Dunstan bought some of the abbey’s 
endowment from the king but by now estates 
were more likely to be given by laymen, 
who had of course at some stage received 
them from the king. Part of Hendon was 
granted by King Eadwig to his minister 
Lyfing in ad 957 (Sullivan 1994, 87—9). 
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Ministers were minor officials. At a higher 
level, ten hides in Islington initially granted 
by Coenwulf of Mercia (796—821) to his 
comes Beornoth belonged in 903 to another 
Mercian ealdorman, Æthelfryth dux, but had 
probably passed to St Paul’s by the century’s 
end (Kelly 2004, no. 10). We only know about 
Islington because Æthelfryth obtained a 
replacement after his original book (charter) 
was destroyed by fire, and two 17th-century 
antiquaries made copies from this before 
it vanished (Kelly 2004, 67—70). It is also 
useful to know that to get his replacement 
Æthelfryth petitioned Edward the Elder, 
Æthelred and Æthelflæd, who under him 
held rulership and power (principatum 
potestatemque) over the Mercian race (gentis), 
and all the leading men (senatores) of Mercia. 

Westminster Abbey’s second, transform-
ative wave of endowments came thanks 
to Edward the Confessor. More than 50 
estates flowed in, many in far-flung counties, 
but within Middlesex were Chalkhill (in 
Kingsbury) and Greenford, both from 
royal officials (Harmer 1952, nos 77, 88), 
Knightsbridge, from an unknown source 
(Taylor 2017, 10—12), and Staines, perhaps 
given by Edward himself at Christmas 1065 
(Harmer 1952, nos 97—8). Staines, strateg-
ically situated on the banks of both the 
Thames and Colne, was the Roman Pontes 
(Bridges) and remained Middlesex’s other 
great Thames crossing place. Edward’s 
grant specifically included a 35-hide soke 
(a jurisdictional area where the rights and 
profits of justice went to the soke holder) and 
various berewicks (outliers), both signalling 
the remains of a classic royal manor. 

Edward’s grant also included land 
within London called Stæningahaga, ‘the 
enclosure of the men of Staines’ and a name 
perpetuated in Staining Lane (Harmer 
1952, 518). There is no Domesday London 
but Maitland’s suggestion that Domesday 
Middlesex’s 46 burgesses paying 40s a year to 
Staines were probably residents of the haga 
has been generally accepted (Morris 1975, 
4/5; Maitland 1897, 181; Harmer 1952, 518; 
Reynolds 1962, 18). It was quite common for 
great men to have burghal properties but 
by the mid-11th century many seem to have 
switched their primary residence out into 
the countryside (Fleming 1993; Holt 2010, 
esp. 69—70). This wider picture is obviously 

important but it is unclear how well it fits 
either Staines, apparently a royal and then 
a Westminster manor, or London, whose 
urban activity had older and wider roots than 
most. 

Staines was among the crown’s last major 
divestments in Middlesex but the final one 
was 30-hide Harmondsworth. Domesday 
records the pre-Conquest holder as Earl 
Harold, but this is tricky. Harold, like many 
others, probably blurred the distinction 
between his official and personal lands but 
Domesday actively supports the Conqueror’s 
strategy of damnatio memoriae, airbrushing 
the inconvenient truth that Harold, not 
Edward the Confessor, had been William’s 
predecessor (Garnett 2007). All Harold’s 
lands were of course forfeit and in 1069 the 
Conqueror gave Harmondsworth, Harold’s 
only Middlesex estate, to the Abbey of Holy 
Trinity Rouen (Bates 1998, no. 232). In 1086 
the king’s total holdings in the county were 
12½ acres called Nomansland plus dues from 
32 cottagers and William the Chamberlain’s 
vineyard, all of them probably close to the 
City (Morris 1975, nos 1/1—4).

MIDDLESEX AND DOMESDAY BOOK

Domesday Book is England’s first compre-
hensive survey and an amazing, uniquely 
detailed source. Even so, as with all records, 
it is important to know what it was, and 
was not, concerned with. A single, roughly 
contemporary source provides a description 
(Hamilton 1876, 97). Commissioners were 
to establish the required facts through 
sworn answers from the sheriff (vicecomitis 
scire), all the magnates (baronum) and their 
Frenchmen and, within each hundred, the 
priest, reeve and six peasants (villani) from 
each villa (another difficult word, best 
translated as township). This all shows that 
central government was working as usual 
through detail provided by the shire and 
hundred. 

The first question, though, was: ‘What 
is the name of the mansio?’ (which in this 
context means much the same as manor). 
All the following questions were about this 
unit: who held it and for how many hides, 
details of ploughs, peasants, slaves, freemen, 
non-arable resources, recent changes in 
ownership and value. So Domesday Book 
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is about resources, not settlements. Each 
shire’s returns were grouped by landholder, 
and usually within that by hundred. 

Large manors, as discussed above, often 
covered several settlements and sometimes, 
as with Fulham, several later medieval 
parishes. Many subsidiary settlements 
emerged after 1086 but Hendon provides a 
clear-cut example of an earlier amalgamation 
resulting in Domesday place-name loss. By 
1086 Westminster Abbey had combined three 
contiguous holdings into the single manor 
of Hendon, called after the central estate of 
the three, and the names of the other two, 
Bleckenham to the south (roughly today’s 
Golders Green) and Lothersley to the north 
(today’s Mill Hill) therefore go unrecorded 
in Domesday and have subsequently 
vanished (Sullivan 1994, Ch 7; Morris 1975, 
no. 4/12). Conversely, multiple ownership 
could generate multiple entries. The canons 
of St Paul’s had two estates in Islington, two 
laymen had two more, and Hugo de Berners 
was holding from the bishop in Stepney the 
estate that became Bernersbury; Barnsbury 
today is in Islington (Morris 1975, nos 3/22—
3; 9/3; 23/1; 3/2).

 How much Domesday detail you get on 
a recognisable place is therefore the luck 
of the draw. It is sometimes assumed that 
an absent name would have been in the 
famously missing survey for London, but this 
is usually wrong. Middlesex probably came 
right up to the City walls and was certainly no 
further away than the later (12th-century) 
bars: the canons of St Paul’s were receiving 
rent from ten cottagers on nine acres at 
Bishopsgate (Morris 1975, no. 3/27). It has 
also been definitively shown that the estate 
in Stepney held from the bishop by Brian’s 
wife was Clerkenwell (Morris 1975, no. 3/3; 
Taylor 1990).

Church buildings were not included 
in the list of questions and Domesday 
Middlesex (unlike some counties) ignores 
them. The entry for the ‘Land of Saint Peter 
Westminster’ starts: ‘In the villa where Saint 
Peter’s church stands, the abbot of that 
place holds...’ (Morris 1975, no. 4/1), but no 
churches are listed among manorial assets. 
There is silence at Harmondsworth, whose 
church was specifically included in the 1069 
grant (Morris 1975, no. 5/1; Bates 1998, no. 
232), and equal silence at Staines, although 

Domesday Buckinghamshire lists a pre-
Conquest annual payment ad monasterium (to 
the minster or monastery) de Stanes (Morris 
1975, no. 4/5; Morris 1978, no. 7/2). Priests 
on varying amounts of land are sometimes 
mentioned and were probably tending 
local churches, but there is no discernible 
pattern and, given their absence from 
Harmondsworth and Staines, no possibility 
of a total roll-call. 

Some of Domesday Book’s information 
on pre-Conquest landholders has already 
been described. After Hastings their 
estates became forfeit and were usually 
transferred to incomers. Many of the most 
successful feature here, including Geoffrey 
de Mandeville who acquired 11 Middlesex 
estates and others in another ten shires 
(Morris 1975, nos 9/1—9 plus 2/3, 25/2). Like 
the king and great ecclesiastics, such people 
only resided on a few of their properties and 
vineyards, which were re-established after 
1066, are reckoned to signal a residence. It 
is therefore interesting that Robert, Count 
of Mortain, had eight arpents of ‘newly 
planted’ vines at Kempton, and it greatly 
improves Kensington High Street to picture 
Aubrey de Vere’s three arpents of vines 
on that useful south-facing slope (Morris 
1975, nos 8/5, 21/1). On the other hand 
why would the abbot of Holy Trinity Rouen 
have wanted even his single arpent of vines at 
Harmondsworth (Morris 1975, no. 5/1)? 

Church estates were not generally forfeit 
and they occupied a considerable percentage 
of Middlesex. Proximity to London was so 
obviously desirable that demand must greatly 
have outstripped supply, and even the best-
placed ecclesiastics had to fight to retain 
their endowments. By 1086 Archbishop 
Lanfranc had managed to regain Harrow 
(held on the eve of the Conquest by Earl 
Leofwine) but the bishop of London had 
a range of probably irresistible tenants in 
Stepney, among them the A-list bishop of 
Lisieux and Ranulf Flambard, and was still 
trying to recover two other blocks there that 
had been completely lost (Morris 1975, nos 
2/2—3, 3/2—5, 7—9, 15/1, 16/1). 

Domesday also records, usually only by 
their first names, a range of post-Conquest 
lesser free tenants holding small estates 
from more powerful men. Below these again 
are unnamed Frenchmen and/or soldiers 
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(milites), incomers who appear patchily on 
both church and lay estates. On these 70-
hide Isleworth, which also covered Heston 
and Twickenham, provides the best entry. 
There were 28 ploughs between the villeins 
(villani, upper peasants) and Frenchmen, 
and ‘a Frenchman and an Englishman’, both 
proven soldiers (milites probati), held four 
hides containing various villeins and bordars 
(Morris 1975, no. 12/1; Reynolds 1962, 83—
4). 

This brings us to the peasants, the entirely 
English villeins, bordars, and cottars or 
cottagers. For these levels bare totals alone 
are given but Middlesex is the only county 
to supply the sizes of holdings systematically. 
Taking the hide (with all due caution) at 120 
acres and the virgate, or quarter-hide, at 30, 
for the just-mentioned free Frenchmen and 
soldiers the average is 180 acres per person, 
for villeins 30, for bordars seven and a half 
and for those cottars with any land an average 
of one (Morris 1975, Appendix). There were 
also still slaves on some estates, both church 
and lay (for example Morris 1975, nos 2/1—2, 
3/14, 4/8, 7/4, 8/5, 9/7—9).

Domesday also tells us about the landscape. 
Since all mills were still water-driven, any 
mill required a substantial stream, and this 
sometimes raises interesting questions. 
Where, for instance, can Hugo de Berners’ 
mill, the most valuable in Middlesex, have 
been within what is usually thought of as 
Barnsbury (Morris 1975, 3/2)? The clay 
uplands were still heavily wooded but the 
manors on the Thames gravels had been 
more fully cleared. Large manors can again 
be tricky. Today’s Fulham is only on the gravel 
but its Domesday woodland extended across 
the clays of Wormwood Scrubs, Acton (‘oak 
settlement’), Ealing and, almost certainly, 
distant Finchley (Morris 1975, 3/12; Taylor 
2004, 14). Hunting parks were normally 
formed on poor soil, which in Middlesex 
meant the clay uplands. The London citizens 
would later claim unrestricted hunting rights 
across all of Middlesex from time immemorial 
but Domesday contradicts them (Taylor 1995, 
227). It records two parks, one in Enfield, 
probably the later Old Park rather than 
Enfield Chase (Morris 1975, no. 9/9; Tyack 
1976, 213), and the other in Ruislip (Morris 
1975, 10/1). Both the pre-Conquest holders, 
Asgar the Staller and Wulfward Wight, were 

prominent men and the parks may well have 
been theirs rather than new creations for 
their supplanters (Liddiard 2003). 

Riverside manors, unsurprisingly, were the 
most likely to provide extensive meadows, 
weirs and fish dues. What, though, did the 
abbot of Holy Trinity Rouen do with his 
yearly 1,500 eels from Harmondsworth 
(Morris 1975, no. 5/1)? Or, less facetiously, 
where were they sold? This returns us to 
the constant point about interdependency. 
London and Westminster apart, Staines is 
the only plausible Domesday candidate for 
a Middlesex market town, but even here 
its 46 burgesses were probably actually 
residents of London’s Stæningahaga (see 
above). The only other burgesses appear in 
Fulham, where ‘the Frenchmen and some 
London burgesses’ had 23 hides of villein 
land on which dwelt 31 villeins and bordars 
(Morris 1975, 3/12). This probably indicates 
investment rather than residence. 

So in conclusion, all early sources, inc-
luding Domesday, are horribly obscure, 
but they show that right from the outset 
Middlesex can never be considered in 
isolation from London, its eventual nemesis.
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