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This week’s programme presented by Tom Holland 

Medieval Slavery 

Tom Holland spoke to Dr David Pelteret the author of  Slavery in Early Mediaeval 

England: From the Reign of Alfred Until the Twelfth Century (Woodbridge, 1995) 

Slaves are very much part of the social and economic fabric of Britain in the period 
from the fall of Rome until the Norman Conquest.  Indeed, Domesday (1086) shows 
that 20% of the population of Cornwall are still slaves even though it is accepted that 
chattel slavery ends in the early decades of Norman occupation.  
 
The Greek geographer Strabo refers to Irish export of slaves and there are early 
tombstones which mention slaves and freemen. But, in England, after the Romans, 
it’s the laws of Kent under  Aethelberght that refer to slavery. A 12th century source 
refers to laws of 616 and the king’s ‘female grinding slaves’ (grinding corn most 
likely) and 3 classes of freemen. David mentioned two particularly arduous activities 
for slaves – ploughmen and dairymaids- and that there are two ‘sources’ for them... 
captured in war or indigenous (maybe a similar origin but performing menial agrarian 
tasks). 
 
There is also evidence of a slave trade. Wulfstan, Bishop of Worcester in the 11th 
century seeks to stop a Bristol slave trade and Dublin was a centre for such a trade 
during the Viking era. There’s a statute from the Diocese of Westminster in 1102 
which seeks to put a stop to slavery and in 1170, in Ireland,  another which sets 
English free. In Northern France (Verdun) there’s a slave market selling people to 
the Iberian peninsula. 
 
David made clear the problems in researching this area; that there are only a handful 
of references and that powerless people leave no records. 
 
 
Peter the Wild Boy 



 
Kensington Palace was home in the 1720’s to an extraordinary servant boy or pet 
who was found in the woods near Hamburg in northern Germany and brought back 
to England to be something of a royal plaything. Peter the Wild Boy (as he became 
known) was dumb and had been living wild before the journey that transformed his 
life. Lucy Worsley, Curator at the Historic Royal Palaces 
(http://www.hrp.org.uk/KensingtonPalace/ ), had come across Peter because there is 
an image of him painted on the walls near the main staircase at Kensington Palace 
and she was keen to find out just what Peter was suffering from and how his 
treatment compared to that of others who were ‘different’ in the eighteenth century. 

Lucy visited Berkhamsted where Peter is buried having lived to a ripe old age thanks 
to the care of a local farmer who looked after him on behalf of the Crown. She also 
visited Berkhamsted School  (http://www.berkhamstedschool.org/) where they have 
a collar that belonged to Peter. It looks like something that a dog would wear but it 
was intended to ensure that when Peter wandered off (as he was prone to do) 
someone would always bring him back. 

Lucy went on to talk to Professor Steve King  at the University of Leicester 
(http://www.le.ac.uk/hi/people/sak28.html) who has researched ‘difference’ in the 
eighteenth century and Professor Philip Beales at the Institute of Child Health in 
London (http://www.ucl.ac.uk/ich/homepage) who thinks that Peter may well have 
been suffering from a condition only recently diagnosed and  called Pit Hopkins 
Syndrome.    

There is more information about Pit Hopkins at http://www.pitthopkins.org/ and 
Peter’s story is used by an organisation called Open Storytellers in their social 
inclusion work  www.openstorytellers.org.uk 

 

The Marshall Plan 

Was it the Attlee government that put Britain on the road to economic recovery after 
the war – or was it the Marshall Plan? Tom Holland spoke to Professor Kathleen 
Burk at University College London 
(http://www.ucl.ac.uk/history/about_us/academic_staff/professor_burk )who has 
researched the European impact of American economic aid. Kathleen stressed that 
the Marshall Plan didn’t provide money, it provided goods and some critics would 
argue that these were goods that the Americans wanted to off-load. It was designed 
to shore up Europe in the face of a strengthening Soviet Bloc. Britain was also 
helped by the fact that her industry hadn’t been as badly affected by bombing as that 
of continental Europe’s – Germany in particular. Indeed, Britain did so well after the 
war that it came out of the Marshall Plan a year earlier than planned and it was only 
re-arming for the Korean War that put the economy into reverse. 
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Read Professor Burk’s paper   'The Marshall Plan: Filling in Some of the Blanks', 
Contemporary European History, 10, 2, (July 2001) 

 

The War Agricultural Committees 

Dr Catherine Pearson has edited the diaries of E J Rudsdale who was Curator of 
Colchester Castle Museum and the secretary of the local District War Agricultural 
Committee which was charged with ensuring that enough food was produced during 
the Second World War. These committees (local and county) had tremendous 
powers and farmers who didn’t come up to scratch good lose their land. 

Helen Castor spoke to Catherine and the Professor Brian Short from the University 
of Sussex who is currently writing a book on the impact of these committees. 

E J Rudsdale’s Journals of Wartime Colchester are Edited by Catherine Pearson 
and published by The History Press        

 

 

 

Contact Making History 

Do you have a question for the Making History team? Anything from Cro-Magnons to 
the Cold War.  

Email making.history@bbc.co.uk 

Write to: 

Making History 

BBC Radio 4 

PO Box 3096 

Brighton 

BN1 1PL 

 

Producer: Nick Patrick 
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