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Abstract

This article examines the rise of a culture of local petitioning, through which growing numbers of ordi-
nary people sought to win the support of state authorities through collective claims to represent the
“voice of the people” at the local level. These participatory, subscriptional practices were an essential
component in the intensification of popular politics in the seventeenth century. The analysis focuses
on over 3,800 manuscript petitions submitted to the magistrates across fifteen jurisdictions with “ses-
sions of the peace” in England, with nearly 1,000 dating from before 1640. Over the course of the early
seventeenth century many, if not most, English parishes witnessed attempts to persuade the author-
ities through collective petitioning. Groups of neighbors across the kingdom formulated their griev-
ances, organized subscription lists, and articulated their own role in the polity as “the inhabitants”
or “the parishioners” of a particular community. In so doing, they not only directly shaped their
own “little commonwealths” but also unintentionally helped to develop habits of political mobilization
in a crucial period of English history.

In the early seventeenth century, the parishioners of Bayton had a problem with alehouses.
Only forty to fifty households lived in this Worcestershire village, but disputes over local
drinking establishments sparked a series of complaints and counter-complaints between
1610 and 1621 that illuminate a broader issue in the history of popular politics in early modern
England: the growing importance of local petitioning.1 In 1610, some of Bayton’s parishioners
complained to the county magistrates that an ale-seller called Thomas Morely allowed “abuses
and disorders” in his establishment and they asked for his alehouse to be “putt downe.”2 Soon
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1 When referencing specific petitions, I have always included a full archival reference, both because manuscript
particularities are often important to my analysis and because the archival context should be acknowledged.
However, in cases where they have been transcribed and published, I have also included the URL of the transcription
for ease of access. Petitions from five counties are available in the following volumes: Petitions to the Cheshire Quarter
Sessions, 1573–1798, ed. Sharon Howard, British History Online, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/cheshire; Petitions
to the Derbyshire Quarter Sessions, 1632–1770, ed. Brodie Waddell, British History Online, www.british-history.ac.uk/
petitions/derbyshire; Petitions to the Staffordshire Quarter Sessions, 1589–1799, ed. Brodie Waddell, British History
Online, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/staffordshire; Petitions to the Westminster Quarter Sessions, 1620–1799, ed.
Brodie Waddell, British History Online, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/westminster; Petitions to the
Worcestershire Quarter Sessions, 1592–1797, ed. Brodie Waddell, British History Online, www.british-history.ac.uk/
petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions.

2 Articles against Morley, 1610, 1/1/7/81, Worcestershire Archives and Archaeological Service (hereafter WAAS).
Bayton was listed as already having two victuallers in 1604, only one aleseller in 1615 but then two alehouses
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after, twenty men of the parish signed and submitted a counterpetition claiming that Morely
was “honeste and cyville,” poor but hardworking, and without his alehouse there would be
nowhere in the locality for travelers to stay or for workmen to be supplied with provisions.
Two years later, a group of parishioners petitioned about this again, now targeting
Elizabeth, Thomas’s wife, who allegedly sold “extraordinary” powerful beer very cheaply, caus-
ing all sorts of “disorders,” including idleness, drunkenness, violence, and theft. Around the
same time, nineteen named parishioners submitted a similar petition against John
Kempster and Thomas Bird, also claiming disorder caused by their ale-selling. Then in 1613
the churchwardens of the parish petitioned the magistrates, now complaining about
Thomas and Elizabeth Morely as well as Kempster and Bird, for continuing to sell beer and
causing “abuses,” despite a warrant issued to suppress them. Finally, in 1621, eleven men
signed their names to another petition accusing William Bryan and our old friend Thomas
Morely of running alehouses full of “vagraunt,” lewd, and disorderly people.3 In all, there
were at least six different petitions and counterpetitions organized in little more than a dec-
ade, signed by dozens of individuals in a single village.

What does this flurry of complaints tell us about popular politics? It was an example of
the rise of a broader culture of parochial petitioning, through which increasing numbers of
ordinary people sought to win the support of state authorities through collective claims to
represent the voice of the community at the local level. This article traces the intensification
of these participatory and subscriptional practices in later Tudor and early Stuart England,
through which petitioning became an essential component in the wider changes in local
governance and political culture in these decades. Although there were few places quite
as enthusiastic as Bayton in the early seventeenth century, the number of parishes where
groups of locals banded together to petition the county magistrates was substantial and
growing well before the mass petitioning campaigns that began with the summoning of
the Long Parliament in September 1640. These parochial requests and complaints concerned
a huge range of issues, but groups of parishioners frequently focused on “fiscal” issues such
as eligibility for poor relief, liability for taxation, or responsibility for raising funds to main-
tain roads and bridges. Collective petitions about alehouses—whether complaining about
alehouse keepers or supporting their requests for licenses—were common too, showing
the importance of new regulatory responsibilities imposed by Tudor statutes on local
communities.

This article examines the rising wave of petitioning from the late sixteenth century to the
outbreak of civil war in England in 1642 and, more briefly, beyond, focusing on how the
petitioners organized, represented, and justified themselves. Much existing scholarship
has discussed petitions in this period, but it has tended to either focus on their role in
national political campaigns or simply use them as evidence for examining specific local
socio-economic issues. For example, many historians have almost exclusively foregrounded
petitions to Parliament and to the king, especially the mass subscription campaigns that

“unlicensed and to be indicted” in 1616: list of victuallers, 1604, 1/1/1/15, WAAS; list of alesellers, 1615, 1/1/23/81,
WAAS; list of unlicensed alehouses, 1616, WAAS, 1/1/25/80. There is also confirmation of action against—and reac-
tion from—the Morleys (sometimes spelled ‘Morely’) in 1613 as Elizabeth was bound to appear at the sessions and
five of that family were indicted for “rescuing” her from Abraham Wolverey, the village constable: recognizance of
Elizabeth Bayton, 1613, 1/1/21/47, WAAS; indictment of Humprey Morley and others, 1613, 1/1/21/82, WAAS. Two
decades later, in 1634, Ralph Morley, husbandman, was one of four men indicted for keeping an unlicensed tippling
house in Bayton, so evidently the family were involved in this trade well after the final surviving petition: indict-
ment of Ralph Morley and others, 1634, 1/1/24/81, WAAS.

3 Inhabitants of Bayton, 1610, 1/1/7/84, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/
1610#h2-0007; inhabitants of Bayton, 1612, 1/1/19/85, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-
sessions/1612#h2-0002; inhabitants of Bayton, 1612, 1/1/19/86, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-
quarter-sessions/1612#h2-0003; inhabitants of Bayton, 1613, 1/1/20/58, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/
petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/1613#h2-0001; inhabitants of Bayton, 1621, 1/1/44/33, WAAS, www.british-
history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/1620s#h2-0018.
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began in 1640 and the printing of many of these texts that began soon after. For some of
them, the “origins of democratic culture” and “the public sphere” can be found in the com-
bative published petitions that appeared in large numbers in this decade.4 In contrast, other
historians have examined petitions submitted to local authorities but have done so primarily
as a way of investigating specific social problems, such as poverty, military pensions, ale-
houses, or cottage building.5 However, the work of Keith Wrightson, John Walter, and others
on “the politics of the parish” suggest the possibility of a “political” history of local petition-
ing.6 Indeed, Wrightson himself drew attention to contentious petitions about alehouses and,
more recently, Mark Hailwood and Heather Falvey have shown that these could be decidedly
“political” documents.7 Andy Wood and Amy Burnett have also suggested that subscribing to
local petitions was an important component in the dynamics of “social exchange” and
“neighbourliness.”8

By looking at the full range of local petitioning practices, their relevance to the intensi-
fication of popular politics in the seventeenth century becomes clearer. They were not
merely another example of an increasingly assertive “middling sort” dominating parish
life. Instead, they were part of a broader set of socio-political developments that included
changes in governance, communication, and representation. Local officeholding, citizenship,
oath-taking, litigation, libeling, rumor, and riot have been highlighted by historians as

4 This narrative is most explicitly laid out in the work of a historical sociologist: David Zaret, Origins of Democratic
Culture: Printing, Petitions, and the Public Sphere in Early-Modern England (Princeton, 2000). For the wider political schol-
arship, see Anthony Fletcher, The Outbreak of the English Civil War (London, 1981), esp. chs 2 and 6; Patricia Higgins,
“The Reactions of Women, with Special Reference to Women Petitioners,” in Politics, Religion and the English Civil War,
ed. Brian Manning (New York, 1973), 179–222; Judith Maltby, Prayer Book and People in Elizabethan and Early Stuart
England (Cambridge, 1998), chs 3–5; John Walter, “Confessional Politics in Pre-Civil War Essex: Prayer Books,
Profanations, and Petitions,” Historical Journal 44, no. 3 (2001): 677–701; Amanda Jane Whiting, Women and
Petitioning in the Seventeenth-Century English Revolution: Deference, Difference, and Dissent (Turnhout, 2015); Peter Lake,
“Puritans, Popularity and Petitions: Local Politics in National Context, Cheshire, 1641,” in Politics, Religion and
Popularity in Early Stuart Britain: Essays in Honour of Conrad Russell, ed. Thomas Cogswell, Richard Cust, and Peter
Lake (Cambridge, 2002), 259–89; Jason Peacey, Print and Public Politics in the English Revolution (Cambridge, 2013),
chs 8–10. This focus is also apparent in the work of literary scholars: Ann Marie McEntee, “‘The [Un]
civill-Sisterhood of Oranges and Lemons’: Female Petitioners and Demonstrators, 1642–53,” Prose Studies 14, no. 3
(1991): 92–111; Mihoko Suzuki, Subordinate Subjects: Gender, the Political Nation, and Literary Form in England,
1588–1688 (Aldershot, 2003), ch. 3.

5 Steve Hindle, On the Parish?: The Micro-politics of Poor Relief in Rural England, c.1550–1750 (Oxford, 2004), ch. 6;
Jonathan Healey, The First Century of Welfare: Poverty and Poor Relief in Lancashire, 1620–1730 (Woodbridge, 2014);
Tankard Danae, “The Regulation of Cottage Building in Seventeenth-Century Sussex,” Agricultural History Review
59, no. 1 (2011): 18–35; Garthine Walker, Crime, Gender, and Social Order in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 2003),
ch. 6; Mark Hailwood, Alehouses and Good Fellowship in Early Modern England (Woodbridge, 2014), esp. ch. 1;
Heather Falvey, “‘Scandalus to all us’: Presenting an Anti-Alehouse Petition from Late Elizabethan Rickmansworth
(Hertfordshire),” Rural History 31, no. 1 (2020): 1–15; David Appleby, “Unnecessary Persons? Maimed Soldiers and
War Widows in Essex 1642–1662,” Essex Archaeology & History 32 (2001): 209–21; Mark Stoyle, “‘Memories of the
Maimed’: The Testimony of Charles I’s Former Soldiers, 1660–1730,” History 88, no. 290 (2003): 204–26; Imogen
Peck, “The Great Unknown: The Negotiation and Narration of Death by English War Widows, 1647–60,” Northern
History 53, no. 2 (2016): 220–35; Hannah Worthen, “The Administration of Military Welfare in Kent, 1642–79,” in
Battle-Scarred: Mortality, Medical Care and Military Welfare in the British Civil Wars, ed. David J. Appleby and Andrew
Hopper (Manchester, 2018), 174–91; Hannah Worthen, “Supplicants and Guardians: The Petitions of Royalist
Widows During the Civil Wars and Interregnum, 1642–1660,” Women’s History Review 26, no. 4 (2017): 528–40.

6 John Walter and Keith Wrightson, “Dearth and the Social Order in Early Modern England,” Past and Present 71
(1976): 22–42, at 32, 38–39; Keith Wrightson, “Alehouses, Order and Reformation in Rural England, 1590–1660,” in
Popular Culture and Class Conflict, 1590–1914: Explorations in the History of Labour and Leisure, ed. E. Yeo and S. Yeo
(Brighton, 1981), 1–27, at 19–20; Keith Wrightson, “The Politics of the Parish in Early Modern England,” in The
Experience of Authority in Early Modern England, ed. Paul Griffiths, Adam Fox, and Steve Hindle (Basingstoke, 1996),
10–46.

7 For alehouse politics and local petitions, see Hailwood, Alehouses, 29–58, 90–94; Falvey, “‘Scandalus.’”
8 Andy Wood, Faith, Hope and Charity: English Neighbourhoods, 1500–1640 (Cambridge, 2020), 32–33, 195–96, 209–10;

Amy Burnett, “Group Petitioning and the Performance of Neighbourliness in the West Midlands, 1589–1700,” Cultural
and Social History 20, no. 5 (2023): 617–35, at 627–28.
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contributing to a new way of thinking about politics among those outside the aristocratic
elite.9 Petitioning, this article suggests, was no less important.

To analyze these patterns with any degree of confidence requires a substantial dataset of
petitions with granular information about topics, self-descriptions, subscribers, and other
features. The basis of this article is therefore just over 3,800 manuscript petitions submitted
to magistrates across fifteen jurisdictions with “sessions of the peace” in England, from the
City of Westminster and several counties around London to Devon in the west and
Cumberland in the north.10 The sample includes petitions from the 1560s to the 1790s,
though the vast majority come from the seventeenth century, with nearly 1,000 dating
from before 1640. Together this corpus provides a wealth of evidence about their prevalence,
aims, organization, and justifications.

Over the course of the early seventeenth century many, if not most, English parishes
witnessed attempts to persuade the authorities through collective petitioning. Groups of
neighbors across the kingdom formulated their grievances, organized subscription lists,
and articulated their own role in the polity as “the inhabitants” or “the parishioners” of
a particular community. In so doing, they not only directly shaped their own “little com-
monwealths” but also unintentionally helped to develop habits of political mobilization in
a crucial period of English history.

The Popularization of Local Petitioning

The written petition was already a familiar tool for some people. Gentlemen, merchants,
civic leaders, clergymen, officeholders, royal servants, and Crown tenants frequently submit-
ted requests and complaints to the central authorities through a variety of routes. Royal
councilors such as the Secretary of State and the Master of Requests as well as the monarchs
themselves received vast numbers of petitions, with the majority coming from men with
lands, titles, offices, or mercantile wealth.11 Meanwhile, the Court of Chancery and other
equity courts based at Westminster handled many hundreds of petitionary “bills of

9 For some especially important contributions to a vast literature, see Keith Wrightson, “Two Concepts of Order:
Justices, Constables and Jurymen in Seventeenth-Century England,” in An Ungovernable People? The English and their
Law in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. John Brewer and John Styles (London, 1980), 21–46; John Kent, “The
English Village Constable, 1580–1642; The Nature and Dilemmas of the Office,” Journal of British Studies 20, no. 2
(1981): 26–49; Phil Withington, The Politics of Commonwealth: Citizens and Freemen in Early Modern England
(Cambridge, 2006); Edward Vallance, “Loyal or Rebellious? Protestant Associations in England 1584–1696,”
Seventeenth Century 17, no. 1 (2002): 1–23; Cynthia Herrup, The Common Peace: Participation and the Criminal Law in
Seventeenth-Century England (Cambridge, 1987); Steve Hindle, The State and Social Change in Early Modern England,
c. 1550–1640 (Basingstoke, 2000); Alastair Bellany, “‘Raylinge Rymes and Vaunting Verse’: Libellous Politics in Early
Stuart England, 1603–1628,” in Culture and Politics in Early Stuart England, ed. Kevin Sharpe and Peter Lake
(London, 1994), 285–310; John Walter, “‘The Pooremans Joy and the Gentlemans Plague’: A Lincolnshire Libel and
the Politics of Sedition in Early Modern England,” Past and Present 203 (2009): 29–67; Buchanan Sharp, In Contempt
of All Authority: Rural Artisans and Riot in the West of England, 1586–1660 (Berkeley, 1980); Andy Wood, The Politics of
Social Conflict: The Peak Country, 1520–1770 (Cambridge, 1999), chs 9–11.

10 Of these, 1,473 have been fully transcribed and published on British History Online (www.british-history.ac.uk/
search/series/petitions). For the remainder, key metadata (including petitioner, topic, number of subscribers, etc.)
have been extracted from the manuscript texts by Brodie Waddell, Sharon Howard, Anna Cusack, and Sarah Birt.

11 Approximately 60 percent of a sample of 158 petitions from 1600 to 1639; transcribed in Petitions in the State
Papers, 1600–1699, ed. Brodie Waddell, British History Online, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/state-papers. For
more comparison of the social backgrounds of petitioners to local and national authorities, see Brodie Waddell
and Jason Peacey, “Introduction: Power, Processes and Patterns in Early Modern Petitioning,” in The Power of
Petitioning in Early Modern Britain, ed. Brodie Waddell and Jason Peacey (London, forthcoming 2024). Petitions to
the Crown via Parliament, and to Parliament itself, were very common in the late medieval period, but this practice
became rarer under the Tudors before being revived in the early Stuart period: Gwilym Dodd, Justice and Grace:
Private Petitioning and the English Parliament in the Late Middle Ages (Oxford, 2007); Andrew Thrush, “Legislation and
Petitions,” in The History of Parliament: The House of Commons 1604–1629, ed. Andrew Thrush and John P. Ferris
(Cambridge, 2010), www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1604-1629/survey/xi-legislation-and-petitions.
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complaint” each year from lawyers on behalf of their clients, with men from the ranks of the
aristocracy, gentry, and clergy markedly over-represented.12 The process was arduous and
expensive and this made participation impossible for many.13 Although some less wealthy
men and women did find ways to petition the Crown or the central courts, they were
often outnumbered by their social superiors. Under the Tudors, it was only in exceptional
moments that large groups of commoners came together to voice their complaints about
public affairs through written supplications or “articles,” and they were met with sometimes
lethal hostility from the authorities.14

Petitioning local magistrates, in contrast, was less costly, less risky, and increasingly pop-
ular in Elizabethan and early Stuart England. It emerged from long-standing practices of
addressing supplications or “plaints” to urban authorities or itinerate royal judges.15 By
the sixteenth century, people brought problems that could not be solved by manorial or
parochial institutions to justices of the peace who assembled at regular quarter sessions
and undoubtedly heard many orally presented complaints from an earlier date.16

However, it was only under Elizabeth that significant numbers of people began to organize
collectively to submit written petitions to the county magistrates. The first surviving com-
plaints came from groups of parishioners in Essex in the late 1560s, and by the end of the
century this practice was widespread.17 Moreover, the trend continued under the early
Stuarts. For example, the quarter sessions for Somerset, Staffordshire, and Cheshire together
received well over 4,000 petitions over the course of these decades.18 The magistrates of
Lancashire dealt with more than 130 petitions in 1638 alone.19 Although archival gaps
make any estimate of national totals for this period tenuous, the sheer growth in numbers
is unmistakable. As a result, ordinary people’s familiarity with the form and procedure of
petitioning reached unprecedented levels well before the mass campaigns launched during
the Long Parliament.

Furthermore, virtually all petitions involved more than one person in their creation,
namely a petitioner and a scribe, while many explicitly recorded the participation of
more individuals as additional petitioners or supporters. The particular forms this took
are analyzed in subsequent sections of this article, but surveying the sample of surviving

12 Krista Kesselring and Natalie Mears, “Introduction,” in Star Chamber Matters: An Early Modern Court and its
Records, ed. Krista Kesselring and Natalie Mears (London, 2021), 1–18, at 11; Tim Stretton, Women Waging Law in
Elizabethan England (Cambridge, 1998), 93–95; Laura Flannigan, “Litigants in the English ‘Court of Poor Men’s
Causes,’ or Court of Requests, 1515–25,” Law and History Review 38, no. 2 (2020): 303–37, at 318–28.

13 Barbara J. Harris, “Women and Politics in Early Tudor England,” Historical Journal 33, no. 2 (1990): 259–81, at 268;
Krista J. Kesselring. Mercy and Authority in the Tudor State (Cambridge, 2003), 119–35; Faramerz Dabhoiwala, “Writing
Petitions in Early Modern England,” in Suffering and Happiness in England 1550–1850: Narratives and Representations, ed.
Michael Braddick and Joanna Innes (Oxford, 2017), 127–48, at 135–37; Stretton, Women, 83–86.

14 Richard W. Hoyle, “Petitioning as Popular Politics in Early Sixteenth-Century England,” Historical Research 75,
no. 190 (2002): 365–89; Mark Stoyle, A Murderous Midsummer: The Western Rising of 1549 (New Haven, 2022), 121–22,
139–40, 153–59; Andy Wood, The 1549 Rebellions and the Making of Early Modern England (Cambridge, 2007), 42–44,
48, 156.

15 Petitions to the Assembly and to the Mayor’s Court of Norwich, 1530–37, NCR Case 12d/24/1-4, Norfolk Record
Office; Christian Liddy, Contesting the City: The Politics of Citizenship in English Towns, 1250–1530 (Oxford, 2017), 35, 39, 46–
49, 76, 157, 161, 200; Tom Johnson, Law in Common: Legal Cultures in Late-Medieval England (Oxford, 2019), 202, 213–14,
252–54, 257–60; Alan Harding, “Plaints and Bills in the History of English Law, Mainly in the Period 1250–1350,” in
Legal History Studies 1972, ed. Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff, 1975), 65–86, at 74–77.

16 Anthony Musson and Mark W. Ormrod, The Evolution of English Justice: Law, Politics and Society in the Fourteenth
Century (Basingstoke, 1999), 50–53; Jack Robert Lander, English Justices of the Peace, 1461–1509 (Gloucester, 1989), 84–86.

17 Parishioners of Stambourne, 1569, Q/SR 28/1, Essex Record Office (hereafter ERO); town of Blackmore, 1569, Q/
SR 30/2, ERO. Although there are substantial runs of quarter sessions records for earlier years for Norfolk (1530s),
Staffordshire (1540s), and Essex (1550s), they include no petitions until 1569 or later.

18 Q/SR/2-75, Somerset History Centre (hereafter SHC); Q/SR/16-240, Staffordshire Record Office (hereafter SRO);
QJF/ 3-67, Cheshire Archives and Local Studies (hereafter CALS). This is an undercount of petitions actually submit-
ted because all these series have archival gaps.

19 QSB/1/192-211, Lancashire Archives (hereafter LA).
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petitions does allow some approximate quantification (Table 1). About a quarter of all local
petitions (24 percent) came from collective groups such as “the parishioners” of a particular
village, sometimes with substantial lists of subscribers. The remainder came from named
petitioners, whether single individuals, couples, or small groups. These included some
from groups of three or more named petitioners (5 percent) and some from only one or
two petitioners but supported by at least three subscribers (6 percent). For example, the gar-
dener Richard Jackson submitted a request to the Essex magistrates for a license to build a
cottage in 1589, and his plea was backed by the subscriptions of fourteen fellow parishioners
in Gosfield, including the minister.20 Together, these various forms of collective and group
petitions comprised more than a third (35 percent) of all the requests received by quarter
sessions. As will be seen, nearly all of these petitioners were commoners rather than gentry
or clergy, and they included a wide range of individuals, from poor widows and prisoners to
prosperous yeoman and craftsmen. Given the number of women and propertyless men who
actively took part in local petitioning, it was a far less socially exclusive practice than
parliamentary voting or even parochial officeholding.21

Men and women pursued this tactic for a multitude of reasons, but they often revolved
around recent innovations in public welfare and taxation or the regulation of rural housing
and retailing. Indeed, many of these petitions focused directly on the implementation of new
laws passed since the mid-sixteenth century. The majority came from people claiming or
disputing specific statutory entitlements or responsibilities: parish poor relief (18 percent),
local rates and taxes (9 percent), support for illegitimate children (9 percent), pensions for
military service (2 percent), licenses to build cottages (11 percent), and licenses to keep
alehouses (5 percent).22 In the petitions submitted by groups of people or supported by mul-
tiple subscribers, these topics were even more prevalent, with almost two-thirds focused on
welfare (24 percent), rates (16 percent), and licensing (25 percent). These requests were orga-
nized in response to the legal framework recently created by acts such as those mandating
alehouse licensing (1551), cottage licensing (1589), relief for soldiers (1593), and of course
the various poor laws (1552, 1563, 1598, 1601). The intensification of governance through
new statutes and royal initiatives such as the “Books of Orders” meant that more people
than ever had a reason to submit a petition to one of these sessions.23 Moreover, many
of these claims were successful, with the justices granting a substantial proportion of

Table 1. Sampled petitions to quarter sessions, 1569–1639

no. petitions 0 subscribers 1 sub 2 subs 3+ subs

Collective 237 (24%) 99 2 4 132

3+ named petitioners 46 (5%) 31 0 0 15

1 -2 named petitioners 686 (71%) 577 41 10 58

Total 969 (100%) 707 43 14 205

20 Richard Jackson, 1589, Q/SR 109/56, 56a, ERO.
21 Mark Goldie, “The Unacknowledged Republic: Officeholding in Early Modern England,” in The Politics of the

Excluded, c.1500–1850, ed. Tim Harris (Basingstoke and New York, 2001), 153–94, at 157–58, 161–64.
22 Some of the petitions relating to employment (3 percent) and officeholding (3 percent) were also explicitly

based on Tudor statutes, as were some of the uncategorizable miscellaneous requests (4 percent). For more detailed
discussion of their aims, see Brodie Waddell, “Shaping the State from Below: The Rise of Local Petitioning in Early
Modern England” and Sharon Howard, “The Local Power of Petitioning: Petitions to Cheshire Quarter Sessions in
Context, c.1570–1800,” both in Waddell and Peacey, Power of Petitioning.

23 Hindle, State, chs 5–6; Michael Braddick, State Formation in Early Modern England, ca. 1550–1700 (Cambridge, 2000),
chs 3–4; Paul Slack, “Books of Orders: The Making of English Social Policy, 1577–1631,” Transactions of the Royal
Historical Society, fifth series, 30 (1980): 1–22.
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petitioners’ requests.24 This created a mutually reinforcing cycle whereby every new peti-
tion, especially if followed by news of its success, made it more likely that someone else
would attempt the same strategy.

Overlapping with these new statutory incentives and magisterial accessibility was “the
fastest and largest growth in levels of litigation in recorded history.”25 The swelling number
of interpersonal suits in almost every court in Elizabethan and early Stuart England unsur-
prisingly provoked many of the petitions to county magistrates. Although most of these
came from single individuals, a fifth of the total submitted by groups also focused on this
topic. Many people banded together to use petitions to complain about vexatious prosecu-
tion or to request clemency. Others asked for their adversaries to be legally “bound to keep
the peace” or otherwise punished.26 In 1599, for example, nine parishioners of Kings Norton
successfully sought an order from the Worcestershire sessions against a neighbor who had
caused “the greevous abuse and disturbance of a great part of hir majesties subjectes there
inhabytinge,” while in the same year nineteen men of Droitwich asked these justices to
release the widow Margaret Jefferies from her bond “for her good behavioure” because
“the controversies” between Jefferies and her son were now resolved.27 The broader growth
in litigation thus provoked petitions directly and led many litigants to seek out allies who
might be willing to subscribe to their requests. It also drove the growth in the number
of provincial scribes, scriveners, and legal advisors who helped to craft these documents,
providing a ready source of expertise for potential petitioners.28

This period also witnessed several surges in petitioning at the national level that must
have had an influence on local practice at this time. Many craftsmen and tradesmen in
London gained an intimate familiarity with assertive forms of petitioning though the intense
lobbying campaigns of the Livery Companies, and groups of traders outside the capital also
joined the fray in the 1620s when Parliament showed itself very willing to hear grievances
about monopolies and patents issued by the Crown.29 Likewise, the multitudes of collective
supplications organized by provincial puritans seeking doctrinal and ecclesiastical reforms
helped to develop the petitionary proficiency of numerous clerical and lay activists.
Although the so-called “Millenary Petition” submitted to James I at his accession did not
actually include the thousand subscribers implied in its title, it was just one of many orga-
nized from the 1580s onwards that together involved many hundreds of reformers.30 The
most famous petition of this period, the so-called Petition of Right from Parliament to
the King in 1628, did not involve any participation from the sorts of people who submitted

24 Waddell, “Shaping”; Howard, “Local.”
25 Summarized in Tim Stretton, “The People and the Law,” in A Social History of England, 1500–1750, ed. Keith

Wrightson (Cambridge, 2017), 199–220.
26 Hindle, State, 97–11; Walker, Crime, 24–26, 80.
27 Henry Davis and others, 1599, 1/1/71/35, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/

1590s#h2-0003; William Sparry and others, 1/1/71/37, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-
sessions/1590s#h2-0004.

28 Christopher Brooks, Pettyfoggers and Vipers of the Commonwealth: The ‘Lower Branch’ of the Legal Profession in Early
Modern England (Cambridge, 1986). For the standardization of the format of petitionary “bills of complaint” used in
equity courts in the late sixteenth century, see William Bryson, The Equity Side of the Exchequer: Its Jurisdiction,
Administration, Procedures and Records (Cambridge, 1975), 96–104.

29 Ian Archer, “The London Lobbies in the Later Sixteenth Century,” Historical Journal 31, no. 1 (1988): 17–44; Ellen
Paterson, “The Politics of Starch: Guilds, Monopolies, and Petitioning in Late Elizabethan and Early Stuart London,”
London Journal 41, no. 1 (2023): 30–46; Elizabeth Read Foster, “The Procedure of the House of Commons against
Patents and Monopolies, 1621–1624,” in Conflict in Stuart England: Essays in Honour of Wallace Notestein, ed. Wallace
Notestein (London, 1960), 59–85; Chris R. Kyle, Theater of State: Parliament and Political Culture in Early Stuart
England (Stanford, 2012), chs 5–6.

30 Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (London, 1967), 304–10, 414–15, 452–55; William Craig,
“Hampton Court Again: The Millenary Petition and the Calling of the Conference,” Anglican and Episcopal History
77, no. 1 (2008): 46–70; John Craig, “The Bury Stirs Revisited: An Analysis of the Townsmen,” Proceedings of the
Suffolk Institute of Archaeology 37 (1991): 208–24.
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requests to their local magistrates.31 It was, however, officially printed and disseminated,
then discussed by many outside Parliament who had an interest in politics.32 Moreover,
its appearance in various publications was merely one example of a broader development
whereby “a diverse range of printed and manuscript petitions and supplications that
adopted the voice of the people” were produced in growing numbers in the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries.33 It would, therefore, be unsurprising if the carefully
crafted complaints to the county justices were occasionally shaped by local knowledge of
particular national petitions. Yet it is equally likely that these innumerable mundane
requests helped to develop a culture of petitioning in towns and villages that some activists
then used when attempting to coordinate campaigns directed at the king or Parliament.

The popularization of local petitioning in these years meant that the practice of organiz-
ing a written appeal to authority was no longer pursued predominantly by a narrow group of
gentlemen, merchants, and professionals. The quarter sessions records held in many differ-
ent archives show that it was an increasingly widespread activity and included many people
who had no legitimate role in conventional politics. In the early decades of Elizabeth’s reign,
the number of individuals with direct experience of coordinating or contributing to a peti-
tion was negligible, whereas in the early seventeenth century tens of thousands of men and
women created or subscribed to petitions about a huge range of practical administrative and
judicial matters that they submitted to the local magistrates.

Collective Representation and Organization

No rules governed how petitioners should identify themselves in their requests and, as a
result, they appeared in a great variety of forms. During the struggle over alehouses in
Bayton, discussed above, one petition came from “the parishioners and the inhabitauntes,”
another from “us the parishoners of Bayton,” and another simply from “wee whose names
are underwritten.”34 Looking across hundreds of other local petitions from this period, one
finds many different modes of self-presentation, often showing evidence of preparatory
organizing and tactical thinking. While their aims were local and practical, some hint at
the sort of strategies that became much more visible in the politicized petitioning campaigns
of the 1640s.

Such issues were not especially relevant in many cases, because most petitions came from
just one petitioner and most of these were not signed. Later there were attempts to ensure
that petitioners signed their texts, but there is no evidence that this was required—or even
expected—before the Civil Wars.35 Instead, the identity of the petitioner was usually simply
expressed in the title or the first line of text, as in “The humble peticion of Richard Beamond
late of Weever laborer” or “Your lordships humble petitioner Anne Barlowe.”36 These texts
included the individual’s name and residence, occasionally alongside their occupation or
marital status. Here, any self-description was usually focused on personal helplessness
and deservingness: “a poore distressed man,” “a poor ympotent and blind widow,” “a
poore maimed Souldier,” “a poore chreature.”37 These petitioners presented themselves

31 Elizabeth Read Foster, “Petitions and the Petition of Right,” Journal of British Studies 14, no. 1 (1974): 21–45.
32 Kyle, Theater of State, 81, 172–73.
33 David Coast, “Speaking for the People in Early Modern England,” Past and Present 244 (2019): 51–88, at 54.
34 Inhabitants of Bayton, 1621, 1/1/44/33, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/

1620s#h2-0018; inhabitants of Bayton, 1613, 1/1/21/74, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-
sessions/1613#h2-0001; inhabitants of Bayton, 1610, 1/1/7/84, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-
quarter-sessions/1610#h2-0007.

35 Dabhoiwala, “Writing Petitions,” 133, 135.
36 Richard Beamond, 1618, QJF 47/1/129, CALS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/cheshire/1618#h2-0016;

Anne Barlowe, 1618, QJF 47/1/128, CALS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/cheshire/1618#h2-0015.
37 Thomas Bickerstaffe, 1608, QJF 37/2/5, CALS; John Lancaster, 1636, QSB/1/165/44, LA; Jennet Bannister, 1636,

QSB/1/160/30, LA; Sarah Goff, 1638, WJ/SR/NS/051/36, London Metropolitan Archives (hereafter LMA), www.
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as individuals or, at most, householders, rather than claiming to speak for a broader com-
munity.38 This was still an expression of a certain kind of politics, namely the traditional
paternalism that Tudor and early Stuart monarchs sought to encourage and reinforce, but
it initially appears very different from the sort of popular politics that tends to be associated
with collective petitioning.

However, even requests from single individuals almost always involved collaboration and
negotiation. The most consistent element of this was the involvement of a scribe. The num-
ber of individuals who wrote their petitions in their own hands was vanishingly small,
though the nature of these documents means that it is not possible to estimate this with
any precision. Based on an evaluation of idiosyncrasies in script, spelling, and expression,
fewer than one in fifty local petitions were autograph manuscripts, written by the named
petitioner themselves.39 This was partly due to widespread illiteracy, but the most important
factor was that petitioners understood that these texts were expected to be presented in a
particular format so they logically turned to people with more expertise to pen their texts.
Virtually no local petitions explicitly mention their scribe, but fragmentary evidence sug-
gests that they might have been written by a professional, whether in the petitioner’s
own neighborhood or in the county town where the quarter sessions were meeting, or
they could be composed by a sympathetic supporter with some degree of knowledge of
the form, such as a parish clergyman.40 Alongside this scribal service, the process of com-
position often must have involved receiving advice about the law and the expectations of
the magistrates. This could have been provided by the person writing the petition if, for
example, they were a trained scrivener, but additionally could involve guidance from
petty legal practitioners—the multiplying country attorneys studied by Christopher
Brooks—and others with a smattering of legal knowledge, including neighbors, employers,
or landlords.41 Finally, as explained below, even individual petitions might include support-
ing subscribers. Therefore, while petitions may occasionally have been submitted to the jus-
tices by a single supplicant with little or no involvement from others in their communities,
most of these manuscripts integrated contributions from multiple people, ensuring that
knowledge of the process gradually spread through the wider population.

The collaborative—even collective—nature of seemingly “individual” requests is obvious
in some of these texts. “The humble peticion of Cassander [sic] Godwin the wife of
James Godwin,” for example, was submitted to the Westminster magistrates in 1627 after
she was “bound over” by one “Mistress Lucie” for allegedly striking Lucie’s child.
Unsurprisingly, Godwin claimed her innocence and asked to be discharged, but more tell-
ingly an additional supporting text was pinned to the main petition from twelve “subscribed
parishoners … att the request and desiere of the bearer hereof our neighbour,” where they
supported her version of the narrative and noted that she “lived in a good and quiet sort.”
These twelve subscribers included nine men, who all signed their names, and three women,
two of whom used marks rather than signatures. This began, then, as a very personal and
traditional request for mercy, but Godwin’s canvassing of the neighborhood for subscribers

british-history.ac.uk/petitions/westminster/1630s#h2-0028. For incisive analysis of the trope of the “poor peti-
tioner” in bills submitted to the Tudor Court of Requests, see Flannigan, “Litigants.”

38 For the importance of wives, children, and other household members in petitioners’ self-representation, see
Brodie Waddell, God, Duty and Community in English Economic Life, 1660–1720 (Woodbridge, 2012), 132–33; Emily
Rhodes, “‘As Man and Wyfe Ought to Doe’: Reconsidering Marital Separation in Early Modern England,” Cultural
and Social History 20, no. 4 (2022): 481–98; I. Peck, “‘For the Dead Fathers Sake’: Orphans, Petitions, and the British
Civil Wars, 1647–1679,” in Waddell and Peacey, Power of Petitioning.

39 For an example that appears to be an autograph manuscript, see Grimball Pemerton, 1616, HAT/SR/28/75,
Hertfordshire Archives and Local Studies (hereafter HALS).

40 Healey, First Century, 93–94. Though focused on the post-1640 period, this practice is carefully analyzed in Lloyd
Bowen, “Genre, Authorship and Authenticity in the Petitions of Civil War Veterans and Widows from North Wales
and the Marches,” in Waddell and Peacey, Power of Petitioning.

41 Brooks, Pettyfoggers, chs 2–3.
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turned it into a well-attested statement of local opinion.42 Such individual petitions backed
by named supporters overlapped with petitions from groups “on behalf” of specific individ-
uals. Indeed, many petitions that were submitted on behalf of a single person were explicitly
collective in nature. For instance, a coalition of “neigbors” in East Grinstead, Sussex, sought
an alehouse license for a local widow, Alice Undrith, in 1598. They described themselves as
“we your poore neighbors, Inhabitants of the said burrough whose names are here under-
written,” who were “moved with pitie But also Requested of Charite” to write “on the behalf
of our poore neighbor.” It was subscribed by twenty men, including two constables and a
bailey, and clearly organized by Undrith, who had “Requested” their action, despite the
fact that she did not sign it.43 Both Godwin and Undrith evidently believed that it was
worth rounding up supporters within their communities instead of simply submitting a sin-
gle plaintive request, meaning that the line between “individual” and “group” petitioning
was often blurred. The former might involve just as much negotiation and cooperation
among neighbors as the latter.

Some individuals explicitly claimed to represent a whole group or community, relying
more on their office or position than on a list of named supporters. In their petitions,
they became delegates who might legitimately speak to authority on behalf of their neigh-
bors. One of the complaints about disorderly alehouses at Bayton fits this model perfectly: it
came from “us the parishoners of Bayton” according to the main text, but was only signed by
John Geers and Edward Sutton, the village’s two churchwardens.44 This exemplified a com-
mon approach wherein the only named petitioners were parish officeholders, acting in the
name of the wider community. In many cases, the churchwardens, the overseers of the poor,
or the surveyors of the highways identify themselves as individual officers while explicitly
seeking communal redress, such as “to free the said parish” from relieving a poor soldier’s
wife or forcing negligent landholders to maintain local highways that “have byn much
decayed.”45 Even more direct was a request submitted to the Staffordshire magistrates in
1609 for a maintenance order against the reputed father of a poor “basterd chyld.” It
began by announcing that it was from the “overseers of the poore within the parishe of
Gnossall, in the behalffe of the whole parishe,” thereby establishing the four named petitioners
as supposedly authentic representatives of their entire community.46

A formal office was not always necessary for this type of claim. Occasionally the mode of
address implied a process of delegation operating outside the established judicial and polit-
ical hierarchy. One request from Cheshire in 1608 for the repair of three bridges using
county funds was from “John Mynshull of Mynshull and Thomas Mynshull of Erdeswicke
Esquires together with the rest of the parishioners of Church Mynshull and Midlewyche

42 Cassander Godwin, 1625, WJ/SR/NS/019/20-20a, LMA, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/westminster/
1620s#h2-0023. It resembles, in some ways, the medieval practice of judicial compurgation, though the list of sub-
scriptions rather than simply sworn or notarized statements was new: Johnson, Law in Common, 37–38. For further
discussion of individual petitioner’s use of supporters, though focused on the post-1640 period, see Burnett, “Group
Petitioning”; Bowen, “Genre”; Hannah Worthen, “The Process and Practice of Petitioning in Early Modern England,”
in Waddell and Peacey, Power of Petitioning.

43 Inhabitants of East Grinstead, 1594, QR/1/31, East Sussex Record Office. For other examples of petitions seeking
alehouse or cottage licenses for individuals supported by large groups of subscribers, see Robert Daniell, 1617, Q/SR/
27/23, SHC; Arthur Capell and others, 1589, HAT/SR/1/138-139, HALS; Inhabitants of Ridgley, 1629, Q/SR/192/20,
SRO, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/staffordshire/1629#h2-0037.

44 Inhabitants of Bayton, 1613, 1/1/20/58, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/
1613#h2-0001.

45 William Spender and Christopher Matley, 1628, 1/1/52/30, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-
quarter-sessions/1620s#h2-0028; Anthonie Hill and Richard Baker, 1633, 1/1/58/99, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.
uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/1630s#h2-0007. For further examples, see William Poole and Raphe Poole,
1638, QJF 67/2/62, CALS; William Salt and Ellice Hodson, 1629, Q/SR/190/10, SRO, www.british-history.ac.uk/
petitions/staffordshire/1629#h2-0004.

46 Overseers of Gnossall, 1609, Q/SR/108/72, SRO, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/staffordshire/1609#h2-
0007, emphasis added.
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parishe and the inhabitants of the Towneshipes of Church Myshull, Weever and
Wymboldesley and Mynshull Vernon.” The two named men were established gentry land-
lords, yet their official role was not stated and their voices were rhetorically combined
with “the rest of the parishioners” and with “the inhabitants” of four distinct settlements,
a point reinforced by a closing prayer from “we the neighbours of the foresaid place” and a
set of six subscriptions that included not only the two esquires but also four other men who
may each have spoken for one of the townships.47 The petition was thus simultaneously from
two gentlemen, four additional representatives, and the whole neighborhood.

The collective voice of a community did not necessarily need to be ventriloquized by
named representatives in local petitions and many organizers adopted a more direct
approach. In these texts, the petitioners usually simply identified themselves as “the parish-
ioners,” “the inhabitants,” or a similarly undifferentiated group, sometimes supported by a
list of signatures but equally often unsubscribed.48 Such requests are among the first surviv-
ing quarter sessions petitions in England, with two dating from 1569 preserved in the Essex
sessions papers. One came from “We the parisshioners of Stamborne” against a neighbor for
taking in poor lodgers and the other from “the Towneshyp of Blackmore” for reimbursement
after some grain was seized for royal use. These early examples were entirely typical of a
collective mode of representation that was widespread in this period, wherein the complain-
ants asserted a strongly corporate identity. Although this idea is usually associated with the
increasing number of so-called “city commonwealths” issued with royal charters in this
period, it was also very evident in many requests submitted to local magistrates from
rural parishes and unincorporated small towns.49

A more detailed examination of the thirty-nine extant collective petitions submitted to
the justices of the peace for Hertfordshire from the 1590s to the 1630s highlights the
most frequent self-descriptions (Table 2). Twenty-three of the petitions simply came from
“the inhabitants” or “the parishioners” of a named settlement, implying a unified, inclusive,
and nominally equal community.50 In a few cases, they were more specific. For example, two
were submitted by “the poor inhabytantes” of a locality, one from Cheshunt complaining
about profiteering grain dealers during the dearth of 1595 and the other from Aston seeking
redress against a master who refused to pay his elderly servant her overdue wages in 1597.51

In both these cases, the self-description used by the petitioners suggested a communal com-
plaint while foregrounding their apparent weakness and vulnerability to unscrupulous
neighbors.52 Only one group of petitioners in the Hertfordshire subsample introduced them-
selves to the county’s magistrates using a more socially exclusive phrasing. In 1602, “the
Churchwardens, Overseeres and Constables and otheres of the better sorte of the parish of
Widforde” complained about the recalcitrance of an illegitimate poor child’s putative
father.53 This is one of the very few extant examples of collective petitioners explicitly label-
ing themselves as an exclusive and superior group within the wider body of the locality.
Despite many suggestions in the historiography that England’s parochial elite increasingly

47 John Mynshull and others, 1608, QJF 37/1/39, CALS.
48 Note that in many cases, anonymous corporate petitions would have been presented in person at the quarter

sessions by just one individual, most likely a parish officer, or perhaps a very small group, blurring the distinction
between delegatory and corporate.

49 For the strength of urban corporate identity, see Jonathan Barry, “Bourgeois Collectivism? Urban Association
and the Middling Sort,” in The Middling Sort of People: Culture, Society and Politics in England, 1550–1800, ed. Jonathan
Barry and Christopher Brooks (Basingstoke, 1994), 84–112; Withington, Politics of Commonwealth; Tracey Hill,
Pageantry and Power: A Cultural History of the Early Modern Lord Mayor’s Show, 1585–1639 (Manchester, 2010).

50 For further discussion of self-representation in local collective petitions over a longer timespan, see Burnett,
“Group Petitioning,” 621–23.

51 Poor inhabitants of Cheshunt, 1595, HAT/SR/7/146, HALS; poor inhabitants of Aston, 1597, HAT/SR/9/40,
HALS.

52 For a similar example from elsewhere, see “the poore inhabitants within the parish of Wookely” about local
rating in 1617: Q/SR/28/131, SHC.

53 Officers and others of Widford, 1602, HAT/SR/14/75, HALS, emphasis added.
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saw themselves as a morally and politically separate minority in this period, there is little
evidence of self-described “better,” “principal,” or “chief” inhabitants in Elizabethan or
early Stuart petitioning.54 As Henry French has noted in his work on “the middling sort”
in quarter sessions records, such explicit status divisions were nearly always elided
among those writing to the county authorities at this time.55 Instead, it was the voice of
the parish as a whole that supposedly spoke in most of these petitions.

However, it was not merely parishes or townships that presented themselves as united
corporate bodies in such texts. For example, among the Hertfordshire set, one petition
was submitted by “we the fortie poore prisoners” at Hertford Gaol in 1602.56 They were seek-
ing judicial mercy while, through the label they chose for themselves, expressing both their
shared identity and their disadvantaged position. Groups of prisoners in other counties did
likewise, such as “the poore prisoners of the castle of Worcester” in 1619, “the prisoners
beinge debtours in the Gatehouse” of Westminster in 1625, and “the poore & distressed prys-
oners nowe remayning within the Castle of Chester” in 1628.57 Richard Bell has shown that
inmates in the larger London prisons at this time were highly organized and very willing to
collectively complain about their conditions, and it seems their provincial counterparts pur-
sued similar petitionary strategies.58 Meanwhile, occupational groups—whether formal orga-
nizations or merely informal coalitions—also submitted petitions to the local magistrates
that expressed a shared corporate identity. In 1635, the “loud musique called the waytes
appointed for the city and liberties of Westminster” petitioned the justices to protect
their civic monopoly against an intruding musician.59 However, occupational petitions did

Table 2. Self-description in collective petitions to Hertfordshire quarter sessions, 1590–1639

no. (%)

the inhabitants 19 (49%)

the parishioners 4 (10%)

the officers and “otheres of the better sorte” 1 (3%)

the poor inhabitants 2 (5%)

the poor prisoners 1 (3%)

the underwritten 12 (31%)

Total 39 (100%)

54 The only other example in the sample in this period was a petition from “the overseers of the poore of Bromley
Pagets and other cheife inhabitants” in Staffordshire from 1629, seeking a paternity order: Q/SR/193/28, SRO, www.
british-history.ac.uk/petitions/staffordshire/1629#h2-0045. Such phrasing seems to become more common after
1640, at least in Hertfordshire. For principal inhabitants in 1653, 1677, and 1758, see QSR 9/1653/396, QSR 17/
1677/153, QSR 38/1758/66, HALS. For chief inhabitants in 1646, 1659, 1663, and 1665, see QSR 7/1646/97, QSR
11/1659/682, QSR 12/1663/795, QSR 14/1665/207, HALS.

55 Henry French, “Social Status, Localism and the ‘Middle Sort of People’ in England 1620–1750,” Past and Present
166 (2000): 66–99, at 75–77. For the potential social limits of the term “inhabitant,” see Henry French, The Middle Sort
of People in Provincial England, 1600–1750 (Oxford, 2007), 97–102.

56 Poor prisoners, 1602, HAT/SR/14/38, HALS.
57 Prisoners at Worcester, 1619, 1/1/26/43, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/

1619#h2-0001; debtors in the Gatehouse, 1625, WJ/SR/NS/012/133, LMA, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/
westminster/1620s#h2-0018; prisoners at Chester, 1628, QJF 56/4/2, CALS.

58 Richard Thomas Bell, “Print Networks, Manuscript Pamphleteering, and the Development of Prison Politics in
Seventeenth-Century London,” Journal of British Studies 62, no. 1 (2023): 186–218.

59 The Waits, 1635, WJ/SR/NS/041/19, LMA, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/westminster/1630s#h2-0008.
For a similar complaint from the Company of Brasiers and Panniers of the town and borough of Wigan in 1636,
see QSB/1/175/82, LA.
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not always come from official guilds and associations in the corporate towns. A more infor-
mal group was “the Weavers of Braintree & Bocking” who submitted a plaintive request for
“redress” due to depressed trade in 1629.60 Despite lacking formal status as a “corporation”
or “company,” these Essex tradesmen—like the Hertford prisoners—forcefully articulated a
collective identity through their petition.

Perhaps the most impressive example of this type was the complaint from a group of fish-
ermen describing themselves as “your Petitioners being many hundreds in number of the
Counties of Worcester and Salop” addressed to the Worcestershire magistrates in 1613.61

These men presented themselves as not only extraordinarily numerous and geographically
widespread, but also as established householders “having wives and families to maintaine”
and as skilled workers having “served their apprentishipps to the trade of fishing.”
According to their petition, unlicensed “countrymen” were exhausting the River Severn
with “forestalling netts,” thus ruining the livelihoods of the “many hundreds” in both coun-
ties who relied on its natural bounty. Only a “generall order” from the bench, they argued,
could restrain these miscreants who “offend and persist against the good of the kingdome.”
Through this assertive rhetoric, the fishermen contended that they were a broad and impor-
tant constituency that should not be ignored. No subscription list has survived to prove the
specific suggestion that they numbered “many hundreds,” but the language of the petition
nonetheless implied something closer to a popular campaign for government action against
a common threat than a narrow complaint about a few disorderly individuals.

Such claims to represent a wide but coherent community infused the texts of other local
appeals and requests. Even petitioners who did not describe themselves in these terms
might seek to present their case as a communal concern with major public implications.
Occasionally, for instance, small groups of inhabitants suggested that the misbehavior of
their adversaries was disturbing “a great part” of the parish’s population, that it was intol-
erable “in soe well governed a common wealth as this is,” or that it offended against the
whole “Christyan comon wealth.”62 While such explicit rhetorical invocations of the public
good were rare in these texts, they were symptomatic of a general tendency among local
petitioners to justify themselves through reference to the impersonal requirements of
“law,” “statute,” “equity,” or “justice.”63 Supplicatory pleas for the mercy or charity of
county magistrates were also frequent, yet potentially more contentious ways of thinking
about the responsibilities of state authorities were already very evident among the men
and women who organized appeals to the quarter sessions at this time.

An extraordinary petition submitted to the justices of the peace for Lancashire in 1606
exemplifies the potential ambition of some claims to speak for the public interest.
Although no specific individual or group were named as petitioners, the complaint outlined
how “the countrie [was] oppressed” by servants demanding high wages and “seeking libber-
tie to worke when thay please,” and how “housekeepers” (householders) were threatened by
thieving “masterlese people.” It asked for the magistrates to establish a House of Correction
and an annual meeting to set wages “according to lawe,” because husbandry and “all trades”
in the county were failing “through want of execucion of such like goverment, as is in the
south parte of this Realme.” If the justices acted quickly to redress this social and economic
“decay,” then “thee Contrie” would of course be grateful, but the collective danger of

60 Weavers of Braintree and Bocking, 1629, Q/SR 266/121, ERO. For context, see John Walter, “Grain Riots and
Popular Attitudes to the Law: Maldon and the Crisis of 1629,” in An Ungovernable People? The English and their Law
in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. John Brewer and John Styles (New Brunswick, NJ, 1980), 47–84.

61 Fishermen of Worcestershire and Shropshire, 1613, 1/1/21/74, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/
worcs-quarter-sessions/1613#h2-0006.

62 William Sparry and others, 1599, 1/1/71/37, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-
sessions/1590s#h2-0004; Richard Hurpur and others, 1618, QJF 47/3/72, CALS, www.british-history.ac.uk/
petitions/cheshire/1618#h2-0056.

63 Many examples can be found with a simple search for any of these terms in the British History Online volumes,
www.british-history.ac.uk/search/series/petitions.
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inaction was also made clear.64 In this case, the petitioners presented themselves as very
directly vocalizing the concerns of “the countrie” and its householders, seeking statutory
justice and good “goverment.”

There was, therefore, a wide spectrum of ways that petitioners described themselves and
their concerns, from narrow and particular to broad and general. The latter are most visible
in the many collective complaints that reached the county magistrates, yet more ambitious
claims can also sometimes be glimpsed in the ways that individuals or very small groups
organized and composed their appeals. As local petitioning became increasingly ubiquitous
under the early Stuart kings, more and more people began to engage in the politics of
representation through this medium.

Subscriptional Practices

From a modern perspective, a list of signatories is integral to the nature of a petition. In
medieval and indeed in many early modern contexts, this particular feature was both unnec-
essary and rare. Most petitions to county quarter sessions did not include any subscriptions,
and this is a useful reminder that petitioners could engage in popular politics without
attempting to gather names. Yet, signatures and marks appear often enough to be worth
closer examination. After all, most of the petitions about Bayton’s alehouses, discussed
above, were subscribed by a group of named individuals. Three of the documents together
include thirty-six individual men’s names, with fourteen of these appearing on more than
one petition. Another had a subscription list, which unfortunately has not survived, and a
fifth document—now lost—may have included still more names. As the parish had only thirty
taxpaying men in 1524 and perhaps forty-five to fifty families by 1676, it seems clear that
most of Bayton’s householders signed their names to one or more of these petitions.65

One type of request fits the subscriptional model better than any other because it was
presented first and foremost as the voice of a group of identifiable individuals rather than
as a statement from a whole parish or similar body. Instead of using an anonymous title
such as “the inhabitants” or “the parishioners,” these petitioners began their appeals by
describing themselves as “we whose names are hereunto subscribed,” “wee whose names
bee heerunder written,” or some very similar formulation.66 Such phrasing appears at the
start of about a third of the collective petitions in the Hertfordshire subsample (Table 2),
so it was not merely a rare deviation from the norm. In these documents we can perhaps
see a belief among at least some people that a temporary, informal coalition of individuals
had as much right to petition the magistracy as a more formally constituted body. Although
they almost always specified that they were residents of a specific place, they made no claim
to represent the whole village or neighborhood as a single entity. For these petitioners, their
own individual identity remained visible and important, even as their particular concerns
were amalgamated into an unmistakably collective voice.

In practice, however, the distinction between primarily subscriptional appeals from “the
underwritten” and petitions from corporate entities, named officers, or even single individ-
uals was blurred by the tendency of the latter types to occasionally include significant

64 Untitled petition, 1606, QSB/1/1/46, LA. This may have a been presented by the grand jury as it has some sim-
ilarities with grand jury petitions elsewhere. There is no clear evidence for this, so it may have just come from an
informal group or even been sent anonymously. The petition was presented at Ormskirk and a bridewell for that
district was opened by 1608: B. W. Quintrell, ed., Proceedings of the Lancashire Justices of the Peace at the Sheriff’s
Table During Assizes Week, 1578–1694, Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 121 (Chester, 1981), 41.

65 Michael A. Faraday, ed., Worcestershire Taxes in the 1520s: The Military Survey and Forced Loans of 1522–3 and the Lay
Subsidy of 1524–7 (Worcester, 2003), 93; Anne Whiteman and Mary Clapinson, eds., The Compton Census of 1676: A Critical
Edition (London, 1986), 258.

66 Arthur Capell and others, 1589, HAT/SR/1/138-139, HALS; Gamaliell Hale and others, 1613, HAT/SR/24/62,
HALS. The most common variations, found across all counties, were names “hereunto subscribed,” “hereunto writ-
ten,” or just “underwritten.”
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numbers of subscriptions and the former type to regularly include only a few. Across the
whole sample of 969 local petitions submitted before 1640, a total of 21 percent had three
or more subscribers, including small proportions of the many petitions from individuals
or couples (Table 1). As already discussed in the cases of Cassander Godwin and Richard
Jackson, women and men making “personal” appeals for relief or mercy might recruit neigh-
bors to endorse their claims with signatures or marks.67 Likewise, requests presented by
churchwardens, constables, or overseers could be reinforced by the addition of subscriptions
from the wider community, effectively authenticating the representative status of these par-
ish officers.68 Meanwhile, among those that presented themselves as “the parishioners,”
“the inhabitants,” or a similar collective group, a majority (56 percent) had multiple sub-
scribers, but this was obviously not a requirement, or even a standard expectation, because
the rest had only one or two, or even no subscribers at all. We should not, therefore, attempt
to draw a firm line between “traditional” corporate or personal petitioning and “modern”
subscription-based petitioning.

A closer examination of the 205 petitions with three or more subscribers reveals that they
had an average of twelve names attached to each, but this overall figure hid great variation.
There was, perhaps surprisingly, no obvious pattern in the number of subscribers. Rather
than most petitions having ten, twelve, or twenty supporting names, one finds a reasonably
even spread from three to fourteen subscribers, with larger numbers featuring more rarely
(Figure 1). These were not, therefore, simply lists of the members of the self-selecting coun-
cils or “close vestries” that were emerging in many localities at this time.69 Most had ten or
fewer subscribers, but almost as many had more than that, and one in eight (12 percent) had
twenty or more. These larger groups were diverse in terms of their aims and survive from
almost all sampled counties. For example, thirty subscribers supported an anti-alehouse
petition in Hertfordshire in 1598, but forty-one individuals included their names on a
pro-alehouse petition in Somerset in 1627.70 More numerous still were the seventy

Figure 1. Subscribers per petition in sample (n = 205), 1569–1639

67 See above, nn. 20 and 42.
68 For an example, see the churchwardens of St Peter’s Droitwich, 1613, 1/1/21/87, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.

uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-sessions/1613#h2-0008.
69 Hindle, State, ch. 8; Wood, Faith, 222–23.
70 Inhabitants of Layston, 1598, HAT/SR/10/48, HALS; Ellis Pawley, 1627, Q/SR/58/112, SHC.
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parishioners of Weston near Bath who together requested a cottage license for their neigh-
bor, Thomas Warde, a wheeler, in 1617.71 The largest group of all was the nearly one hundred
inhabitants of four different townships in Cheshire whose names were added to a request to
dismiss allegations against John Yate of Middlewich, an “honest and civill” young man, in
1608.72 Most rural settlements had only twenty to forty households at this time, so these
well-subscribed petitions made a forceful representational claim merely through their
numerical scale.73

No matter how numerous they were, subscribers did not represent a genuine cross-
section of the whole population of a particular community, especially in terms of gender.
Men were strongly prioritized by anyone gathering subscriptions, whereas women were
almost invisible in this part of the petitioning process, though there was evidently no formal
rule against their participation. Approximately 95 percent of all subscribers’ forenames were
identifiably male and a further 4 percent were unclear or unknown.74 Only about one in a
hundred had female forenames, a vastly smaller proportion than the quarter of petitioners
who did.75 Their occasional appearance does, however, show that some women were seen as
sufficiently “credible” to be a valuable addition to a list of subscribers. In 1620, for example,
when nine “neighbours and tenants” of Fladbury petitioned the magistrates of
Worcestershire seeking a cottage license for Katherine Emmes, the mix of signatures and
marks at the bottom of the page included “Marget X Farrie hur marke” alongside the
names of eight men.76 Likewise, in 1628, Anne Greene joined with seven men of
Wybunbury—including the parish constable—in requesting action against a neighbor who
they accused of a long list of disorderly and immoral behaviors.77 Intriguingly, Greene
was one of the three subscribers who signed their names in full while the rest of the
men used only marks. These women were, however, very rare exceptions to the typical prac-
tice of including only male subscribers on petitions to the quarter sessions.

The men whose names filled the list at the bottom of many requests occasionally
attempted to enhance their standing by adding titles, though this practice was far from uni-
versal. Just under half of the petitions with groups of subscribers that were submitted to the
Hertfordshire magistrates before 1640 included any such status labels. Among the 412 sub-
scribers to these requests, twenty-three people (6 percent) added additional information
apart from their names. These were eleven clergymen (“vicar,” “clerk,” “minister”), eleven
parish officers (constables and churchwardens), and Katheryn Dyer, widow (“vid.”).78

71 Parishioners of Weston, 1617, Q/SR/27/23, SHC.
72 Inhabitants of Middlewich and others, 1608, QJF 37/1/44, CALS.
73 In 1563, “the commonest size” of a parish was “about twenty families” and this would have grown with the

near doubling of population by ca. 1650: Alan Dyer, “The Bishops’ Census of 1563: Its Significance and Accuracy,”
Local Population Studies 49 (1992): 19–37, at 33.

74 Based on the 1,131 subscribers from sampled petitions for Cheshire, Derbyshire, Staffordshire, Westminster,
and Worcestershire before 1640. I am very grateful to Sharon Howard for extracting and cleaning this data from
the transcriptions. The data have been published as Brodie Waddell and Sharon Howard, “The Power of
Petitioning in Early Modern England, 1573–1799,” version 1.0 [dataset] (2022), https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.
7027692.

75 For the close analysis of the gender differentials of local petitioners, see Howard, “Local.”
76 Thomas Pirkes and others, 1620, 1/1/33/75, WAAS, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/worcs-quarter-

sessions/1620s#h2-0001. For another female subscriber to a cottage license petition, see the signature of “Joane
Holdford” in 1638: Johan Duckworth, 1638, QJF 67/3/30, CALS. See also inhabitants of Albury, 1589, HAT/SR/1/
138-139, HALS; inhabitants of Stevenage, 1597, HAT/SR/9/79, HALS.

77 Inhabitants of Wybunbury, 1628, QJF 57/2/78, CALS. For another petition about judicial matters with female
subscribers, see the request from Cassander Godwin of Westminster that was supported by nine men as well as
Alice Thorton, Mary [Beacon?], and “The Mark of Mis[tress] Chilld widow,” discussed above: Cassander Godwin,
1625, WJ/SR/NS/019/20-20a, LMA, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/westminster/1620s#h2-0023. For the fragile
“credibility” of women’s testimonials in the context of local judicial practice, see Laura Gowing, Domestic Dangers:
Women, Words and Sex in Early Modern London (Oxford, 1998), 48–52.

78 Inhabitants of Albury, 1589, HAT/SR/1/138-139 (vicar, widow), HALS; inhabitants of Westmill, 1590, HAT/SR/2/
183 (rector), HALS; HAT/SR/1/180 (clerk), HALS; inhabitants of Hoddesdon, 1590, HAT/SR/2/182 (two constables),
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Notably, not a single “gent” or “esq” appeared in these lists. The prominence of local min-
isters among subscribers is unsurprising because their presence offered a useful stamp of
credibility, even authority, to otherwise undifferentiated coalitions of individuals. As these
clergymen sometimes served as the petitioners’ scribes, specifying their position may
have also helped to authenticate the text and the other subscribers. In similar ways, just
as it was relatively common for parochial officers to submit petitions on behalf of whole par-
ishes or individual neighbors, it seems that the status that came with local officeholding
might also be considered helpful when assembling supporters. Nonetheless, the number
of subscribers who explicitly labelled themselves as constables, overseers, or churchwardens
was relatively small. In fact, they were probably under- rather than over-represented, because
approximately one in twenty adult men held a local office each year, whereas only one in
forty subscribers in the subsample laid claim to this status.79 Overall, these collections of
names were remarkably unadorned. While titles and offices were powerful tools in the
so-called “politics of the parish,” they evidently mattered relatively little to the politics of
local subscription.

The nature of the subscriptions is also revealing. The vast majority of names were written
out in full (94.5 percent), with only a small proportion leaving marks (4.9 percent) and a neg-
ligible number of initials (0.6 percent).80 At first glance, this might appear to show spectac-
ularly high levels of literacy among subscribers to local petitions, because in other sources
from this period most people left marks or initials.81 However, the remaining names are a
mix of autograph signatures and scribal subscriptions, with multiple names written by
the same hand. It is not always possible to distinguish consistently between these two meth-
ods of signaling the support of individuals, but at least a fifth of the total—and perhaps sig-
nificantly more—were scribal subscriptions rather than unique signatures. In 1594, for
example, “the Inhabitantes” of King’s Langley in Hertfordshire submitted a petition request-
ing a cottage license for Edward Simson, “an honest poore man destitute of a dwelling
house.” At the head of the list of subscribers, the scribe wrote “per me Richard Adames, pas-
tore de Langley”; his distinctive hand had also penned the main text as well as the names of
the other eight supporters.82 Although three of the men added their own unique marks next
to their names, the rest did not, so it seems that neither these “humble Supplicantes” nor
the magistrates believed that petitioners needed to authenticate their support with a signa-
ture or mark.

Often a single petition included more than one type of subscription. In 1619, for example,
Roger Boulton and William Clowes of Hanford asked the Staffordshire magistrates to release
them from their recognizances and take action against John Johnson, who they accused of
malicious prosecution and fathering a bastard with “a notorious strumpet” that might
soon become “chargeable to the parishe.” Yet they were not acting alone, for the petition
was also subscribed by the parish minister and more than forty other men.83 Notably, the
whole manuscript is a mix of different hands: the text of the petition itself is in one

HALS; inhabitants of Bushey, 1592, HAT/SR/4/150 (parson), HALS; inhabitants of Anstey, 1592, HAT/SR/4/48 (par-
son), HALS; inhabitants of Kings Langley, 1594, HAT/SR/6/48 (pastor), HALS; inhabitants of Layston, 1598, HAT/SR/
10/48 (vicar), HALS; HAT/SR/19/77 (clerk), HALS; inhabitants of Great Amwell, 1608, HAT/SR/19/109 (two consta-
bles, two churchwardens), HALS; inhabitants of Caddington, 1617, HAT/SR/29/174 (minister), HALS; inhabitants of
Bishop’s Stortford, 1617, HAT/SR/28/233 (vicar, two constables, two churchwardens), HALS; inhabitants of
Berkhamsted, 1618, HAT/SR/29/210 (minister), HALS; parishioners of Bishop’s Stortford, 1622, QSR 2/1622/22 (con-
stable), HALS.

79 Goldie, “Unacknowledged,” 161.
80 Again, based on the 1,131 subscribers from sampled petitions for five counties before 1640.
81 Mark Hailwood, “Rethinking Literacy in Rural England, 1550–1700,” Past and Present 260 (August 2023): 38–70.
82 Inhabitants of King’s Langley, 1594, HAT/SR/6/48, HALS.
83 Roger Boulton and others, 1619, Q/SR/151/22, SRO, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/staffordshire/

1619#h2-0018. Note that two of the subscribers’ first names are illegible and so could potentially be women, though
this is unlikely. Another petition against Johnson was submitted by Robert Cowper, with eighteen supporting sub-
scriptions: Q/SR/150/30, SRO, www.british-history.ac.uk/petitions/staffordshire/1619#h2-0014.
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hand; the subscriptions of the petitioners, the minister, and four other men is in another; six
other hands wrote the names of forty additional subscribers; and four names appear to be
autograph signatures. It seems that eleven literate individuals penned the almost fifty sub-
scriptions on this petition. This might, at first, suggest an attempt at deception, with a small
cluster of men trying to present themselves as a much broader group. But given how often
other local petitions include similar sets of subscriptions in the same hand, this is very
doubtful. The more likely explanation is that autograph signatures—or even unique marks
or initials—were not seen as especially important to the practice of petitioning at this
time. Put simply, such manuscripts show that many petitioners believed that it would be
beneficial to back their requests with a number of named supporters, yet they saw little dif-
ference between a subscriber who signed themselves and one who merely agreed to having
their name added. One could, therefore, join a coalition of neighbors submitting a petition by
helping to organize and compose it—even if it was submitted without any subscriptions—or
by ensuring that one’s name was added—even if a more literate neighbor actually wielded
the pen—or of course by writing one’s own signature.

Subscriptions in local petitioning were, therefore, common and meaningful but not essen-
tial nor consistently autographical. The fact that they were deployed regularly and that they
occasionally resulted in long lists of named participants demonstrates that the practice of
gathering subscriptions was becoming increasingly familiar to many ordinary people thanks
to the expansion in local petitioning. We should not equate these neighborhood campaigns
about poor relief, alehouses, or petty criminality with the mass petitions about church and
state that followed. For example, the more than 3,000 subscriptions attached to Cheshire’s
many local petitions in the first four decades of the seventeenth century were qualitatively
different in scale and aims from the 6,154 subscriptions reportedly collected in that county
in a single petition to defend episcopy in early 1641.84 Nonetheless, as more and more people
took part in parochial organizing and canvassing, this practice became thoroughly embed-
ded in popular political culture.

A Longer-Term Perspective

Petitioning was not an innovation of late Elizabethan England. Even the more specific act of
submitting a written petition to a local magistrate can be glimpsed occasionally in earlier
records. For instance, half a dozen supplications to the Norwich civic authorities survive
from the 1530s, including a few from individuals seeking mayoral adjudication in conflicts
with neighbors, one from two “Wardens” representing the “occupacion of rough masons”
against an unlicensed craftsman, and one from thirteen named “makers of Tallow
Candylls” for permission to produce wicks without cotton so that “All your Comons shalbe
suffycyently servyd.”85

Yet surveying the development of local petitioning across the early modern period shows
that this practice spread much more widely in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth cen-
turies. Many thousands of people in villages and market towns initiated, organized, or sub-
scribed to written complaints and appeals about a broad range of local issues. They
petitioned—whether individually or collectively—about disorderly behavior, unjust impri-
sonment, alehouse licenses, cottage building, parish rates, poor relief, and much else.
Moreover, local petitions might follow very traditional forms, but they also regularly reveal
more “modern” ways of engaging with the authorities. Superficially “personal” requests
from one or two named individuals almost always involved working collaboratively with a

84 The first figure is an estimate based on the 204 sampled petitions to the Cheshire quarter sessions. It would be
higher if it included petitions to other local authorities such as the Chester City Assembly, the Palatinate of Chester
Great Sessions, and the Chester Consistory Court. For the latter figure, see Judith Maltby, Prayer Book and People in
Elizabethan and Early Stuart England (Cambridge, 1998), 239.

85 NCR 12d/24/1-4, 9, 11, NRO. Note that none of these six requests had any subscriptions.

18 Brodie Waddell

https://doi.org/10.1017/jbr.2024.4 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jbr.2024.4


scribe, often drawing on a wider pool of expertise among their neighbors, and in many cases
canvassing for supporting subscribers. The same practices underwrote delegatory petitions
submitted by parochial officers, who frequently took pains to represent themselves as speak-
ing on behalf of the whole parish, rather than merely on their own authority. Collective peti-
tions took this further, insisting on a shared voice that implied a broad consensus among
“the inhabitants” rather than trying to embody the “better” local elite.

Furthermore, the lists of names attached to so many requests submitted to county mag-
istrates show that subscriptional practices of organization and negotiation, which would
become central to popular politics in the 1640s, were already spreading through innumera-
ble rural parishes across the kingdom. Their numbers were often impressively large consid-
ering the small pools from which they drew, and the frequent lack of distinctions among
“the undersigned” suggests that status was not necessarily as important as is sometimes
assumed. While all petitions were shaped by inequalities of gender, wealth, and officehold-
ing, many nonetheless intentionally presented the impression of “a horizontal sort of beast,”
demonstrating a form of political engagement that was remarkable in its social breadth and
depth.86

The vast expansion in local petitioning established a subscriptional habit that was trans-
formed into a national partisan tool with the eruption of mass petitioning that followed
Charles I’s recall of Parliament in 1640. It began with the so-called “Root and Branch” peti-
tion for church reform reportedly subscribed by 15,000 Londoners that autumn, but this was
just the first shot in a series of campaigns that involved tens of thousands of named petition-
ers from across the country in the 1640s and 1650s.87 Further outbursts during, for example,
the Exclusion Crisis of 1678 to 1681 meant that mass petitioning became a core part of pop-
ular political culture in England for many decades to come.88 It is, therefore, remarkable that
practices of local petitioning changed relatively little in most respects after 1640, apart from
a new tendency for some petitioners to draw on tropes from national political rhetoric in
their parochial struggles.

After growing steadily across the early Stuart period, the sheer number of local petitions
seems to have risen further in the middle decades of the seventeenth century, before peak-
ing and beginning to decline in most counties during the reign of Charles II.89 Although peti-
tions survive from many local jurisdictions in the eighteenth century, including nearly
10,000 submitted to London’s overlapping judicial institutions, requests of this type appear
to have been increasingly uncommon or were dealt with outside the formal sessions of the
peace. Levels of litigation were declining, and some problems could be more easily handled
by petty sessions or statutory authorities such as turnpike trusts.90 Meanwhile, the propor-
tion that came from collective groups or multiple named petitioners remained roughly the
same during the Civil Wars and Interregnum, before declining somewhat in the later seven-
teenth century and continuing at that slightly lower level into the eighteenth century.
Likewise, there was no sudden increase in subscriptions after 1640. The proportion that
had three or more named subscribers was stable throughout the period, with perhaps a
slight decline after 1660. Indeed, this stability in subscriptional practices seems to have con-
tinued into the eighteenth century too.91

It is, therefore, unsurprising that more than four decades after the storm of complaints
about alehouses in Bayton, another petition about the same subject from the same village

86 E. P. Thompson, “Patrician Society, Plebeian Culture,” Journal of Social History 7, no. 4 (1974): 382–405, at 397.
87 Fletcher, Outbreak, pp. 91–92.
88 Mark Knights, Representation and Misrepresentation in Later Stuart Britain: Partisanship and Political Culture (Oxford,

2004).
89 In counties with reasonably consistent quarter sessions records, the number of extant petitions peaked in the

1630s (Staffordshire), 1640s (Cheshire and Essex), 1650s (Hertfordshire), and 1660s (Lancashire).
90 These longer-term patterns and their causes are discussed in more detail in Waddell, “Shaping”; Howard,

“Local.”
91 Based on the full sample of 3,809 quarter sessions petitions, 1569–1799.
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was submitted to the Worcestershire justices in 1666. It came from twenty-three “inhabi-
tants” who did “humbly importune” the magistrates to suspend the alehouse license
recently granted to Daniel Roberts. Like many early Stuart requests, it was supported
with a mix of autograph signatures and scribed subscriptions, including the vicar and two
churchwardens. The only aspect of the petition that distinguished it from its predecessors
was the justification used by the complainants: they argued that Roberts was unfit to sell
ale because “in the late warres [he] tooke up armes against his majesty” and more recently
had refused to attend the established church “to hear divine service and sermon at time
appointed.”92 While the heavy-handed references to religious and political nonconformity
gave the petition’s rhetoric a distinctly Restoration edge, it was very similar to earlier
requests in terms of its organization and form.

So, if practices of local petitioning were characterized more by continuity than by change
after 1640, then the rapid expansion of the practice in the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries makes this the most important period for understanding its role in early
modern popular politics. It was then that its key features solidified and spread, such as
the participation of undistinguished “inhabitants”—including poor men and women—along-
side claims to popular representativeness and the occasional use of numerous subscriptions.
The term “vox populi” would have meant little to most of the petitioners mentioned in this
study, but their efforts nonetheless indirectly contributed to the growing prominence of the
voice of the people as a central part of English political culture.
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