
Manorial or feudal system 
 

A very brief summary of the manorial or feudal system is set out below, to put Wheatley’s 

lands and people into context. 

 

The feudal system divided society into different groups based on their roles. The king was 

at the top and the peasants were at the bottom doing all the work. There were three levels of 

society below the king. These being barons or lords (or in some cases bodies such as 

monasteries); knights; and peasants or serfs. Each of the levels depended on each other in 

their everyday lives. The king was the only absolute owner of land, with the other levels of 

society holding whatever right they had to the land from the level above. Below the king was 

a tenant-in-chief who was a vassal of the king.1 Barons, the tenants-in-chief, would normally 

be granted land in more than one manor (what may now be similar to a parish). The vassal 

entered a contract in which he promised to fight for the king at his command, whilst the 

monarch agreed to protect the vassal from external forces, a valuable right in a society 

without police and with only a rudimentary judicial system. Barons also had to provide 

lodging and food for the king and his court when they travelled around his realm. The barons 

kept as much of their land as they wished for their own use, then divided the rest among their 

knights. 

 

By the 8th century, it had become standard for barons or lords to lease land to the next 

level down. They did not relinquish their property rights, but only the use of the lands and 

their income. The granting lord retained ultimate ownership and could recover the lands from 

the knight in case of disloyalty or death. When a lord granted land (a fief) to a tenant-knight, 

there had to be similar obligations between the parties as those between the king and the 

lords. Knights, however, had to agree to attend the manorial court of the lord, then known as 

the Lord of the Manor. These manorial courts were fairly mundane affairs dealing with 

agricultural policy, but they also included the handing down by the lord of sentences for 

criminal offences, including capital punishment in some cases. The knights also kept as much 

of the land as they wished for their own personal use and distributed the rest to villeins or 

serfs. 

 

Serfs were at the bottom of the pile and they were generally peasant farmers who provided 

manual labour on their master's land in exchange for using part to produce their own food. 

They had no rights. They were not allowed to leave the manor and had to even ask their 

lord’s permission before they could marry. 

 

 
1 It has a mutual obligation to the superior state or party. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tenant-in-chief

