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Thomas Labbé
The Crisis of 1315–1322 in Bresse as Depicted 
in Manorial Rolls

Abstract: This paper assesses the severity of the crisis of 1315–1322 in the Bresse region 
of France. The economic documentation for this region is exceptionally good during 
the period in which it was under the control of the Duchy of Savoy. The accounts of 
many castellanies are continuously preserved from the end of the thirteenth century 
to the fifteenth century, which makes it possible to analyze the potential impact of the 
Dantean anomaly on the rural economy of this region in full detail.

To date, scholars have never studied the impact of the depression of 1315–1322 
in this region. This paper presents a classical analysis of four series of manorial rolls 
(Jasseron, Treffort, Pont d’Ain, and Pont-de-Vaux) for the period of 1300–1330. Par-
ticular attention is given to variations in crop yields and vineyard production, as well 
as to price fluctuations and the indirect demographic evidence that the rolls provide.

Keywords: Harvest, prices, climate, Savoy, manorial economy, shortfall, 1315–1321

The archives of the former princely state of Savoy are famous, for they hold more than 
20,000 manorial rolls dating from the third quarter of the thirteenth century up to 
the middle of the sixteenth century. This documentation is particularly remarkable 
for its precocity. While the compilation of annual manorial accounts had become a 
routine instrument of estate administration in England, such records going back to the 
1330s are very rare in French archives.1 However, the earls of Savoy – especially Pierre 
II (1263–1268) – centralized the administration of their territories during the second 
half of the thirteenth century and thus contributed to the creation of a remarkably 
advanced financial organization. This early centralization can be attributed in part 

1 There is one exception: Guy Fourquin, Les campagnes de la région parisienne à la fin du Moyen 
Âge (du milieu du XIIIe siècle au début du XVIe siècle), Paris 1964. Fourquin studied the accounts of 
the Saint-Denis abbey in his thesis on rural economy around Paris, but the accounts are missing for the 
period 1303–1320. Alain Derville more recently analyzed other accounts preserved for the same peri-
od in Picardie and Artois, see Alain Derville, L’agriculture du Nord au Moyen Âge (Artois,  Cambresis, 
Flandre wallone), Lille 1999. There is an abundance of studies concerning English manorial accounts, 
see Bruce M. S. Campbell, English seigniorial agriculture 1250–1450, Cambridge 2000.
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to the close political relationship between the English monarchy and the County of 
Savoy: Henry III married Eleanor of Provence, the daughter of Beatrice of Savoy. Pierre 
II served in England as a close advisor to his nephew, the king of England, during 
the 1240s and 1250s, and imported English administrative methods to Savoy when he 
himself became count in 1263. The Savoyard manorial rolls of the end of the thirteenth 
century and the beginning of the fourteenth century are therefore very similar to the 
famous and numerous manorial accounts kept in the English archives. Historians have 
used the records from Savoy to study the alpine rural economy going back to the 1330s,2 
but the earliest rolls have not yet been investigated except for codicological analysis.3

This article presents the first results of an ongoing research project devoted to the 
economic analysis of these early rolls, in other words, those from the late thirteenth 
century up to 1330. Considered from the point of view of environmental history this time 
span is rather short to investigate societal changes induced by adaptation strategies to 
climate. However, the targeted period corresponds to the onset of the Little Ice Age and 
the very detailed nature of the rolls make them particularly relevant to investigate the 
impact of a rapid climatic change on a rural economy, at least on a local scale, and to 
investigate in more detail the impact of the crisis of 1315–1317 in this region, which is 
considered to be the southernmost region impacted by this crisis.4 This study focuses 
on four demesnes – Treffort, Jasseron, Pont-d’Ain, and Pont-de-Vaux5 – located in the 
flat region around Bourg-en-Bresse (Dept. Ain), nearly a hundred kilometers north of 
Lyon. Each of these demesnes was managed by a castellanus, who kept careful accounts 
of the resources in his charge including the monetary receipts and expenditures asso-
ciated with them each year. The rolls provide continuous data on incomes, the prices 
of cereals and wine, wages, land markets, and variations in demography during the 
keyperiod from 1300 to 1330. Given the preliminary stage of this research, the present 
paper cannot provide a broad synthesis, but will rather be limited to a description of the 
fluctuations of these different parameters within the period. It aims to reconstruct the 
mean annual fluctuation of these variables, to discuss the severity of the crisis, and to 
investigate the relationship between the economy and weather events.

2 Nicolas Carrier, La vie montagnarde en Faucigny à la fin du Moyen Âge. Économie et société (fin 
XIIIe – début XVIe siècle), Paris 2001.
3 Christian Guilleré/ Jean-Louis Gaulin, Des rouleaux et des hommes. Premières recherches sur les 
comptes de chatellenies savoyards, in: Études savoisiennes 1 (1992), pp. 51–108. Sylvain Gache’s short 
analysis of the natural risks in the castellany of Pont-d’Ain deserves mention, see Sylvain Gache, Les 
risques naturels et l’historien. Études, experiences et perspectives, in: Hypothèse 1999, Travaux de 
l’école doctorale d’histoire de l’Université de Paris I – Panthéon Sorbonne 2000, pp. 55–61.
4 William C. Jordan, The Great Famine: Northern Europe in the Early Fourteenth Century, Prince-
town, 1998, p. 8.
5 The rolls are preserved in the Archives départementales de la Côte d’Or, now abbreviated ADCO. The rolls 
of the castellany of Treffort have been analyzed for the period 1290–1329 (ADCO, B 10146 to B 10155; gaps in 
1300–1301 and in 1310–1311); Jasseron: 1304–1328 (ADCO, B 8050 to B 8058); Pont d’Ain: 1303–1329 (ADCO, 
B 9014 to B 9022); Pont-de-Vaux: 1286–1318 (ADCO, B 9154 to B 9151; three gaps in 1292, 1301 and 1309).
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While the rise of environmental history has led over the past decade prominent 
historians to consider the role of the climate on socio-economic changes,6 French his-
torians traditionally draw on rather sceptical seminal works7 and remains cautious 
about this kind of approach. Aside from the works of Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie,8 
which are well-known but isolated within the French historiographical context,9 it 
is obvious that the research done on the economic and food problems at the begin-
ning of the fourteenth century continues to consider – nearly exclusively – endog-
enous social factors responsible for these hardships. French scholarship typically 
assumes that the adaptive capacities of ancient societies were sufficient to counter 
climatic fluctuations. For example, in one recent and successful handbook (2011) 
on thirteenth and fourteenth centuries French history, J.C. Cassard devotes just one 
single sentence to climate in more than 700 pages.10 Likewise, in Alain Derville’s 
analysis of the evolution of agriculture in the north of France during the fourteenth 

and the fifteenth centuries, the only serious structural causation of food and eco-
nomic issues he points out are variations in demographic trends. While he admits 
that  weather-induced damages could play a role, for example, by triggering high mor-
tality in 1316,11 Derville goes so far as to label climatic factors a lazy explanation.12 
In the most recent French-speaking book about the “conjuncture de 1300”, defined 
by the authors as a period characterized by an increasing number of food shortages 
all over Europe, François Menant, Monique Bourin and John Drendel, focusing 

6 Richard Hoffmann, An Environmental History of Medieval Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 2014. Concerning the topic of this article, see especially Bruce M. S. Campbell, Nature as his-
torical protagonist: environment and society in pre-industrial England, in: The Economic History 
Review 63/2 (2010), pp. 281–314 and recently from the same author: The Great Transition. Climate,  
Disease and Society in Late-Medieval World, Cambridge 2016. See also, for an overview of the re-
search, Phil Slavin, Climate and famines: a historical reassessment, in: WIRES Climatic Change 7 
(2016), pp. 433–447. For an early work, see Mark Bailey, Per impetum maris: natural disasters and eco-
nomic decline in eastern England, 1275–1350, in: Bruce M. S. Campbell (ed.), Before the Black Death. 
Studies in the ‘crisis’ of the early fourteenth century, Cambridge 1991, pp. 184–207; Kathleen Pribyl, 
Farming, Famine and Plague. The Impact of Climate in Late Medieval England, Cham, Springer, 2017.
7 Édouard Perroy, À l’origine d’une économie contractée: les crises du XIVe siècle, in: Annales. Écon-
omies, Sociétés, Civilisations 4 (1949), pp. 167–182; Hans Van Werveke, La famine de l’an 1316 en 
Flandre et dans les régions voisines, in: Revue du Nord 41 (1959), pp. 5–14; Fourquin (note 1); Maurice 
Berthe, Famines et épidémies dans les campagnes navarraises à la fin du Moyen Âge, Paris 1984; 
Georges Duby, L’économie rurale et la vie dans les campagnes de l’Occident médiéval, vol. 1, Paris 
1977 [first edition 1962]; Guy Bois, Crise du féodalisme, Paris 1981.
8 Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Histoire humaine et comparée du climat, vol. 3, Paris 2004–2009.
9 The literature on the Middle Ages is very scarce, but the following deserves mention: Laurent 
Litzenburger, Une ville face au climat: Metz à la fin du Moyen Âge (1400–1530), Nancy 2015. See also 
for a more general overview of the relationship between environment and society, Fabrice Mouthon, 
Le sourire de Prométhée. L’homme et la nature au Moyen Âge, Paris, La Découverte, 2017.
10 Jean-Christophe Cassard, L’âge d’or capétien (1180–1328), Paris 2011, p. 569.
11 Derville (note 1), p. 81.
12 Ibid., p. 90: “explication paresseuse.”
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on  Mediterranean regions, applied Amartya Sen’s entitlement theory to explain the 
crisis.13 Food shortages are then conceived as markets disruptions with very few 
emphasis on the synchronic climate deterioration documented through archival evi-
dences and natural proxies.

Scholars observe however a correlation between climatic stress and food crises, 
but they nevertheless refuse to seriously enter it into the equation. Their skepticism 
about any kind of environmental determinism sometimes leads to an anachronistic 
distortion of medieval sources by discounting medieval people’s explanation of their 
own situation. For example, Gérard Sivery, who specializes in economic history of 
France during the Middle Ages, remains very doubtful about the connection between 
climate and food shortages in the thirteenth century, even as he acknowledges that 
Matthew Paris (ca. 1197–ca. 1259), a Benedictine monk of the Saint Albans Abbey, 
constantly and almost exclusively pointed to climatic events to explain famine in his 
own chronicle.14 More recently, Pierre Savy makes a similar statement: after analyz-
ing the Lombardian chronicles of the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries at length, 
he points out that these authors attributed food shortages and famines primarily to 
exogenous climatic factors. Instead of taking this into consideration, however, and 
trying to understand medieval reactions to climate on the basis of this statement, 
Savy deems it an inherent limitation of the sources. From his perspective, it is evident 
that medieval chroniclers were only able to see food shortages as problems on the 
supply side and that they neglected the social dimension of demand in their analysis. 
Thus, he concludes simply that medieval chroniclers were unable to reflect globally 
on food shortages.15

There may be some justification for assuming that medieval chroniclers were not 
especially aware of economic processes and thus misconceived or overestimated the 
impact of climate on resources and markets. Primary economic sources, however, like 
the manorial rolls analyzed in the present study, refer to weather events as by far 
the most prominent explanation for the vast majority of fluctuations in revenue. This 
alone suggests at the very least that historians should reassess the role of climate in 
medieval perceptions and experiences.

13 Monique Bourin/ François Menant/ John Drendel (eds.), Les disettes dans la conjoncture de 
1300 en Méditerranée occidentale (Collection de l’École française de Rome 450), Rome 2011. Recently, 
see also Pierre Toubert, Disettes, famines et contrôle du risque alimentaire dans le monde médi-
terranéen au Moyen Âge, in: Jean Leclant/ André Vauchez/ Maurice Sartre (eds.), Pratiques et 
discours alimentaires en Méditerranée de l’Antiquité à la Renaissance, Actes du 18ème colloque de la 
Villa Kérylos à Beaulieu-sur-Mer les 4, 5 & 6 octobre 2007 (Cahiers de la Villa Kérylos 19), Paris 2007, 
pp. 451–468.
14 Gérard Sivery, L’économie du royaume de France au siècle de Saint Louis, Lille 1984, pp. 92–93.
15 Pierre Savy, Les disettes en Lombardie d’après les sources narratives (fin XIIIe – début XIVe siècle), 
in: Bourin/ Menant/ Drendel (eds.) (note 11), pp. 181–206.
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1  Climate and Economic Mentalities in the Early 
Fourteenth Century

A first step to understanding how climate influenced medieval economies is to con-
sider contemporary medieval perceptions of the climate and its impacts on their lives. 
This psychological background helps to explain the coping strategies that these pop-
ulations developed during a crisis. Savoyard manorial rolls from the end of the thir-
teenth century and of the beginning of the fourteenth century, which estate agents 
wrote to report to the central financial administration, are full of meteorological infor-
mation which allows for some consideration of how these agents perceived climatic 
events. The following table (Figure 1) plots the typology of arguments that these offi-
cials used in the Bresse region to justify reduced incomes.

As one might expect, these agents often portrayed weather events as the sole 
cause of a decrease in income. For example, in the castellany of Jasseron, there are six 
occasions between 1304 and 1329 in which a deficit in the tithe revenues from grain 
was reported. Agents invariably mentioned climatic factors – e.g., storms or heavy 
rains16 – whenever they cannot account for the expected income in the areas under 
their jurisdiction. In fact, during this period, stewards attributed eighty-five percent 
of fluctuations to exogenous climatic or ecological factors; only rarely did they explic-
itly refer to social factors like poverty, local epidemics, or migration. Officials in the 
locality of Treffort, however, seem to have been more sensitive to this reality, espe-
cially after 1320. They sometimes explained that annuities due on seigniorial lands 
(the terrae tachiarum) could not be collected in their entirety because the peasants 
were no longer able to cultivate them. Thus, in 1323, these terrae tachiarum could not 
deliver the normal quantity of grain because terre remanxit uti inculte propter pauper-
tatem gentium.17 This is probably a testament to a real deterioration of the peasant-
ry’s social condition in Treffort. Even in this castellany, however, where the socials 
aspects of the problem were seemingly obvious, the castellans privileged exogenous 
ecological factors to explain sixty-two percent of the instances of decreased income.

During this very same period, this region – located just at the border between the 
Savoy and the Dauphiné – was the site of a dramatic political struggle. The houses of 
Savoy and of Dauphiné were actually at war from the end of the thirteenth century 
until 1334. The reports submitted on economic accounts, however, rarely mention this 
conflict; the only reference to it is in the context of explaining the occasional destruc-
tion of a mill burned during enemies’ incursions.18

16 In the roll covering the period April 1325–February 1326, the rent in wheat of the terrae tachiar-
um are said to have been reduced propter cecitatem temporum and those of rye propter tempestatem 
(ADCO, B 8058). For 1315, see infra note 24.
17 ADCO, B 10154 (rolls from 12 November 1322 to 8 May 1324); same argument in the following roll, 
concerning the crops of 1324 (ADCO, B 10155).
18 As, for example, in Pont-de-Vaux where the mill of Marcesey did not return anything between 
April 1305 and March 1306 quia destructum est et combustum per dominum Johannem de Gabilione 
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136   Thomas Labbé

It is essential when appraising these sources that one consider the mentalities of 
those keeping these records: the stewards were not aimlessly providing such information. 
They were responsible for the reliability of the balance sheet submitted to the central 
administration of Savoy, and senior members of the central administration in Cham-
bery checked the rolls for irregularities. Stewards needed arguments which could 
convince the auditors that the annual total they forwarded to the count was accurate. 
More than that, every account nowadays preserved in the archives is the clean version 
of the destroyed work document previously submitted to the Accounting Chamber of 
the county. It means that all arguments contained in the rolls have already been filtered 
by the administration which validated then the climate causation. Information about 
climate may thus appear as an administrative argument as well as an observation of 
actual conditions. It is clear then that estate managers and account auditors considered 
weather events to be one of the main reliable causations of variation in revenue, just 
as the chroniclers did during the same period. These sources make it clear that climate 
was considered to exert an important influence on the economy in the late Middle Ages.

Historians must acknowledge that whereas modern mentalities tend to draw a clear 
distinction between nature and culture when appraising economic causation, medieval 
had a more holistic perspective in which climate was a primary driver of economic pros-
perity or distress. It is not the role of the historians to judge the validity of these points 
of view but rather to bear this difference in mind to develop a better understanding of 
medieval societies. As Pierre Toubert argues, the study of a specific medieval percep-
tion of risks is a precondition of a useful history of food shortages19 because – as spe-
cialists in disaster studies have long known – cultural systems are crucial elements for 
understanding social vulnerability and ability to respond collectively to emergencies.

2  Reconstruction of Climatic Fluctuations in the 
Bresse Region between 1300 and 1330

Thanks to the precision with which estate managers consistently reported to the 
central administration, it is possible to reconstruct a detailed picture of climatic fluc-
tuations during this period, at least for spring and summer. This reconstruction is 
even more specific than accounts based on narrative sources like, for example, Pierre 
Alexandre’s thesis.20 The following table (Figure 2) summarizes the evidence pro-
vided in the rolls of Jasseron, Treffort, Pont-d’Ain, and Pont-de-Vaux. It contains all 
explicit mentions of climatic phenomena that can be found in the accounts.

milites (because it has been destroyed and burnt by the soldiers of dominus Johannem de Gabilione) 
(ADCO, B 9159).
19 Toubert (note 13), pp. 467–468.
20 Pierre Alexandre, Le climat en Europe au Moyen Âge: contribution à l’histoire des variations 
climatiques de 1000 à 1425, d’après les sources narratives de l’Occident médiéval, Paris 1987.
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Year Castellany of  
Jasseron

Castellany of 
Treffort

Castellany of 
Pont de Vaux

Castellany of  
Pont d’Ain

Observations based 
on Pierre Alexandre’s 
thesis

1300 Flood: aqua ita 
magna (mills 
damaged)

1301

1302 Flood: 
inundaciones 
aquarum (mills 
damaged)

Flood in August
Cold Summer
Bad Grape Harvest 
(Alsace)

1303 Cold Winter
Good Grape Harvest

1304 Dryness (Alsace)
Storm in Summer 
(Paris)
Bad Cereals Harvest 
(Paris)
Good Grape Harvest 
(Alsace)

1305 Dryness during 
spring and summer 
(Paris)
Bad Harvest (Paris)

1306 Storm in summer: 
mills strucked 
by lightning 
(fulgure)
Heatwave in 
summer: calorem

Flood in Winter

1307 Heatwave in 
summer: calorem

Flood in 
Autumn (mills 
damaged)

Bad Harvest (Paris)

1308 Bad grain 
harvest because 
of a storm: per 
tempestatem fuit 
in aliquibus locis 
dampnaficata
Bad grape 
harvest: fuit 
tempestata

Flood in Winter 
(Escaut)
Hailstorm in Summer 
(Paris)

Figure 2: All climatic phenomena traceable in the in the rolls of Jasseron, Treffort, Pont-d’Ain, and 
Pont-de-Vaux.
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Year Castellany of  
Jasseron

Castellany of 
Treffort

Castellany of 
Pont de Vaux

Castellany of  
Pont d’Ain

Observations based 
on Pierre Alexandre’s 
thesis

1309 Bad grape 
harvest: fuit ibi 
tempestas

Storm in October 
(Paris)
Flood (in Tours)

1310 Flood in march 
and april (mills 
destroyed)
Bad grape harvest: 
deffectum vini

Flood (mills 
destroyed)

Bad grape 
harvest 
because of a 
storm (ovale)

1311 Heavy rains (Paris)
Floods in Summer 
(Paris)
Bad Harvest OF 
GrapeS and Cereals 
(Paris)

1312 Flood in 
autumn or 
winter (1312–
1313) (mills 
damaged)

1313 Dryness in 
summer: 
siccitatem 
temporis

Flood in 
winter 
(Jan.) (mills 
damaged)

1314 Bad grape 
harvest: 
deffectum vini

1315 Bad grain 
harvest: blada 
perdita fuerunt in 
campis propter 
habundanciam 
pluviarum
Bad grape 
harvest
Bad hay harvest

Bad grape 
harvest: 
deffectum vini

Flood (mills 
destroyed)

Floods
Rain from Mid-April 
to End July
Bad Grape Harvest 
(Paris, Tournai)
Bad Cereal Harvest 
(Paris)

1316 Bad grain 
harvest: 
deffectum 
bladorum
Bad grape 
harvest: 
deffectum vini

Bad grape 
harvest: 
paucitatem 
vinorum

Flood in 
december: 
inundaciones 
aquarum (mills 
damaged)

Bad grain 
harvest: 
paucitatem 
blade

Figure 2 (continued)
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Year Castellany of  
Jasseron

Castellany of 
Treffort

Castellany of 
Pont de Vaux

Castellany of  
Pont d’Ain

Observations based 
on Pierre Alexandre’s 
thesis

1317 Rain in autumn: 
de secundo 
feno […] nichil 
computat quia 
non fuit propter 
pluvias

Bad grain 
harvest because 
of a storm: 
tempestatem

Flood in autum-
winter? (mills 
damaged)

Flood in 
autum-
winter? (mills 
damaged)

1318 Dryness from 
23.06 to 01.11 
(mills stuck)

Dryness in 
summer: 
Siccitatem 
temporis

Cheap wine (Paris)

1319 Bad hay harvest: 
sterilitatem prati

1320 Bad hay harvest: 
sterilitatem prati
Good grape 
harvest: maior 
quantitas 
vinorum

1321 Flood in 
summer: 
inundaciones 
aquarum 
(mills 
damaged)

Rain in August (Paris)
Bad harvest (Lyon)

1322 Bad grain 
harvest: 
sterilitatem

Bad grain harvest: 
sterilitatem 
temporis

1323 Bad grain 
harvest: 
sterilitatem 
bladorum
Bad grape 
harvest: 
steritlitatem

Bad grain 
harvest
Bad grape 
harvest: 
sterilitatem 
temporis

Flood: 
inundaciones 
aquarum 
(mills 
damaged)

Good grape harvest 
(Center of France)
Expensive wine 
(Tournai)

1324 Bad grain 
harvest
Bad hay harvest: 
sterilitatem 
temporis

Flood in 
february: 
impetum et 
multitudinem 
aquarum 
(bridge 
destroyed)

Figure 2 (continued)
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The accounts reveal that the fourteenth century began with a succession of hot 
summers including two heatwaves in 1306 and 1307.21 According to the tree-ring 
based climate reconstruction provided by the “Old World Drought Atlas”22 (Figure 3), 
the heatwave in 1306 can be associated with a European drought, while the heatwave 
in the following year was part of a local drought. Bresse, however, was not negatively 
impacted by the drought: these years were characterized by good harvests, and the 
only difficulty reported was that field work was impeded during a few of the hottest 
days. Until 1310, in fact, it seems that grains and wine production did not suffer any 
general decrease because of climate. Problems were limited to local areas and typi-
cally the result of summer storms (for example, in the castellany of Treffort in 1308 
and in 1309).

21 The managers of Jasseron note that, during the summer of 1306 and the summer of 1307, it was too 
hot to properly cultivate the vineyard.
22 I thank Stefan Ebert from the Institut für Geschichte of the Technische Universität Darmstadt, for 
the advices on the use of the OWDA’s data.

Year Castellany of  
Jasseron

Castellany of 
Treffort

Castellany of 
Pont de Vaux

Castellany of  
Pont d’Ain

Observations based 
on Pierre Alexandre’s 
thesis

1325 Bad grain 
harvest because 
of a storm: 
propter cecitatem 
temporis, propter 
tempestatem
Bad grape 
harvest

Flood in 
January: 
inundaciones 
aquarum 
(mills 
destroyed)

Dryness during 
summer (Paris)

1326 Flood in Paris 
(February)
Dryness in Flanders
Dryness in Normandy

1327 Bad grape 
harvest 
because of a 
storm: propter 
tempestatem

1328 Bad grain 
harvest: 
sterilitatem 
temporis

Storms in Summer 
(Paris)

Figure 2 (continued)
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Figure 3: Reconstruction of the Palmer Drought Severity Index for the years 1306 and 1307. Brown 
color indicates drought, green color indicates wetness. Data: Edward R. Cook et al., Old World 
megadroughts and pluvials during the Common Era. Science Advances 1 (2015), pp. 1–9. https://
www.ndcc.noaa.gov/paleo-search/study/19419.

The year 1310 marked a decisive turning point in the region. Heavy spring rains23 
caused disastrous flooding that destroyed all the mills in the castellanies of Jasseron 
and Pont-de-Vaux. The damage continued in 1311, in which harvests suffered due to 
rainy weather conditions even though there were fewer calamitous events. Luckily, 
the next two years saw an improved harvest, especially in the areas of vineyards. In 
1313 the hot, dry summer was ideal for grape production.

As in the entirety of northwestern Europe, a second wave of devastation swept 
over the region in 1314, followed by a succession of three rainy years. In 1315, 1316, and 
1317, all the managers reported a clear decrease of yields, both in wine and grains, and 
invariably blamed these on inclement weather. For example, in the roll covering the 
period from June 1315 to March 1316 (i.e., concerning the harvest of 1315), the steward 
of Jasseron wrote that the grain tithes of the terrae tachiarum decreased because 
grains have been destroyed by heavy rains.24

These hardships were followed by a period of recovery from 1318 to 1320. The year 
1318, in fact, seems to have offered an abrupt transition after three years of heavy 
rains: according to the account from Jasseron, a lack of water impeded operation of 

23 It might have been a storm, but the sources do not allow a definitive statement.
24 ADCO, B 8054 (roll from 23 June 1315 to 18 March 1316): blada perdita fuerunt propter habundan-
ciam pluviarum.
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the mills from the end of June to the beginning of November.25 The fairly low hay 
harvest in 1319 suggests that this summer was unusually dry, too, but none of the 
stewards use the word siccitas (drought) in their reports for this year. The compari-
son with the “Old World Drought Atlas” for these years is particularly interesting, for 
the reconstructed Palmer Drought Index Severity shows a significant drought in 1319 
and a minor one in 1318 (Figure 4), which is the exact opposite of what the accounts 
suggest. Further investigation is necessary to clarify the exact weather patterns of this 
two years. At any rate, the region prospered during the very end of the 1310s, and the 
harvest in 1320 was extraordinarily bountiful, especially in regard to wine. In Jasse-
ron, the steward provided funds to buy new barrels because winery’s cellar did not 
have enough barrels to store all the harvest.26 This suggests that the harvest that year 
was practically unprecedented.

Hardships returned quickly in 1321 with new floods and a succession of bad har-
vests, especially in 1322 and 1323 (bad grain and grape harvest both in Jasseron and 
in Treffort). The estate managers’ reports do not provide a clear direct link with cli-
matic conditions, but their semantics are anything but neutral in this crucial period. 
From 1320 onward, the estate managers of Jasseron and Treffort almost systemati-
cally mention the sterilitas temporis (sterility of times) to justify the drops of reve-
nues, without any further information. As has been suggested above, the stewards in 
this region seem to have been more sensitive to the deterioration of social condition 
of peasantry, which might explain why their argument shifted in this way. Indeed 
– as this study will show – the period 1321–1324 constitutes the absolute low point
of the entire period from 1300 to 1330 in terms of decreasing yields and inflation.
In this context, one can argue that this sterilitas temporis constitutes a new pattern
of interpretation and reflects a shift in which economic issues were attributed other
factors. After several years of citing severe climatic events as the cause for their
repeated reduced yields, the stewards began to develop a longer-term perception of
these cycles. The fact that they blamed these problems increasingly on ʻsterilityʼ pos-
sibly indicates a growing perception of a more global depression caused by both a
decrease in the amount of land being cultivated and the general impoverishment of
the  population.

Finally, between 1300 and 1330, the region was struck by two waves of acute 
social stress (1314–1317 and 1321–1324) which came in the midst of periods of relative 
tranquility. However, as the drought of 1318 shows, extreme weather events occurred 
even during periods of relative abundance. This observation underlines and confirms 

25 This event also had an impact on the functioning of the mills and on the production of hay in 
Pont-de-Vaux.
26 ADCO, B 8057 (roll from April 1320 to June 1321): […] quia maior quantitas vinorum fuit ibidem anno 
1320 quam alio tempore precedento et non erat ibi tot dolia domini in quibus posset reponendum vini 
nisi alia dolia emerentur. ([…] because there was more wine in 1320 than any time before, and there were 
not enough barrels to store the harvest).
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at the regional level Bruce Campbell’s general depiction of the period from 1315–1342 
as an era of remarkable and perhaps even unprecedented instability27; in this twenty- 
eight year span, there were eleven years of bad harvests, or one year of scarcity for 
every three years.

27 Bruce M. S. Campbell, Physical Shocks, Biological Hazards, and Human Impacts: the Crisis of 
the Fourteenth Century Revisited, in: Simonetta Cavaciocchi (ed.), Le interazioni fra economica e 
ambiente biologico nell’Europa preindustrale secc. XIII-XVIII – Economic and Biological Interactions 
in Pre-Industrial Europe from the 13th to the 18th centuries, Florence 2010, pp. 13–32.

Figure 4: Reconstruction of the Palmer Drought Severity Index for the years 1316 to 1319. Brown 
color indicates drought, green color indicates wetness. Data: Edward R. Cook et al., Old World 
megadroughts and pluvials during the Common Era. Science Advances 1 (2015), pp. 1–9. https://
www.ndcc.noaa.gov/paleo-search/study/19419.
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3 Reconstruction of Harvest Fluctuations
If the available documentation is detailed enough, twenty-first century historians can 
actually trace the impact of weather events on crop yields with considerable precision. 
The date for the region covered in this study actually allows for quantitative study of 
fourteenth-century wine and grain harvests. In Jasseron, Treffort, and Pont d’Ain, the 
counts of Savoy still managed parts of their vineyards at their own expense and stored 
the entire harvest of these vinae domini for their own use. The rolls thus provide fairly 
exactly the amount of wine produced in these vineyards. The following figure presents 
the raw data of annual wine yields produced by these seigniorial vineyards, coupled 
together with comments on the weather as contained in the rolls of the castellanies.
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Figure 5: Real production of wine (1300–1330).

This figure confirms that climate and wine production are clearly correlated in each of 
these locations. Hot summers in 1306–1309 and in 1319–1320 produced good harvests, 
while the rainy summers of 1310 or 1314–1317 resulted in harvest failures. Continuous 
rainfalls in 1310 hindered the development of grape blossoms in Pont-d’Ain, dealing 
the vineyard there a blow from which never recovered. Further disastrous harvests in 
1315 and 1316 led to the disappearance of this vineyard entirely.

As the period 1305–1309 seems to have been fairly uneventful with ʻtypicalʼ har-
vests, it can serve as a reference point to establish average yields when these vine-
yards were operating at ʻnormalʼ capacity. The value 100 has been assigned to this 
mean for a comparison with the exact quantity of wine produced in each individual 
year. With this methodology, it is possible to estimate the drop of wine production in 
the region due to climatic issues (Figure 6). It then appears that vineyards’ incomes 
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fell sixty to eighty percent during the period 1314–1317. Philippe Racinet has simi-
larly calculated an eighty percent decrease in 1317 for the vineyard of the Benedictine 
priory of Saint-Arnoul located north of Paris,28 a region where the crisis is known to 
have been very serious. From the point of view of wine production, the gravity of the 
situation seems to have been as worrying in Bresse. The damages range from thirty to 
sixty percent of their normal values during the period 1321–1325.
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Figure 6: Indexed production of wine (1300–1330).

Such a reconstruction of grain yields is more challenging. Like landlords in many 
other parts of western Europe, the counts of Savoy did not directly cultivate their crop-
lands anymore in the early fourteenth century, which makes it impossible to deter-
mine the exact yields of particular fields, as can be done with vineyards. However, 
the rents collected on seigniorial lands called the terrae tachiarum do provide indirect 
but reliable information that more or less accurately reflects fluctuations in yields. 
These terrae tachiarum rents were a holdover from an era when peasants had been 
required to cultivate seigniorial lands for their lord. By the beginning of the four-
teenth century, this labor service had been transformed into a kind of tithe: the estate 
managers leased these lands to peasants against an annual rent in kind, generally a 
portion of the crops in wheat, rye, and oats. Now, as Figure 7 and 7bis indicate, this 
rent was variable and proportional to the overall returns of the fields. In the demesnes 
of Treffort and Jasseron,29 the terrae tachiarum annuities actually run parallel to one 
another. Besides, the fluctuations in this rent seems closely linked to climatic factors, 
though not as closely as the figures for vineyard production. Indeed, while the vari-
ation in rents paid depended primarily on crops production, it was also the result 

28 Philippe Racinet, Les maisons de l’ordre de Cluny au Moyen Âge. Évolution et permanence d’un 
ancien ordre bénédictin au nord de Paris, Louvain, Bruxelles 1990, p. 73.
29 There were no terrae tachiarum annuities in Pont d’Ain and Pont-de-Vaux.
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of a process of negotiation between the estate managers and the tenants who had 
to petition for a reduction. The administrative proceedings can therefore delay the 
reduction to the year after a failed harvest, as was surely the case in 1315 in Treffort. 
Nevertheless, a general decrease of these rents between 1314 and 1317 and then again 
between 1321 and 1324 is clearly visible in both castellanies.

Figure 7: Real incomes of the terrae tachiarum rent in Jasseron (1300–1330).

Figure 7bis: Real incomes of the terrae tachiarum rent in Treffort (1300–1330).

Assigning the value 100 to the mean value of these rents for the period 1305–1309 
results in an estimation of reduced grains yields in the region of forty to sixty percent 
in 1314–1317 and of forty to seventy percent in 1321–1325 (Figure 8).

4 Price Fluctuations and Social Impacts
Many studies have demonstrated how grain and wine prices in pre-industrial societies 
were a function of supply, i.e., of agricultural yields. In other words, a failed harvest 
caused inflation. The manorial rolls of Bresse contain a section called venditiones 
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Figure 8: Mean cereals yields (1300–1330).

(sales) that includes an annual estimation of price per setier30 of wine and various 
grains (wheat, rye, and oats). This abundance of information about grain prices pro-
vides continuous datasets for the entire period of 1300 to 1330 in three castellanies (Jas-
seron, Treffort, Pont-d’Ain). Every year, the estate managers converted every instance 
of revenue in kind into a monetary value before sending the final balance sheet to the 
central administration in Chambery. The use of this data does present some methodo-
logical problems that deserve mention: It is impossible to determine for sure if the food-
stuffs were actually sold by the estate managers, and, if so, how they were sold. Thus, 
we do not know if the prices indicated in the venditiones reflect the market exactly. 
However, as the wheat and rye prices in the three different locations examined are per-
fectly correlated, a case can certainly be made that the venditiones reflect the actual 
market to at least a certain extent. This assumption is further reinforced by the overall 
high volatility of the prices. On the other hand, the price of chicken and the price of 
bread recorded in the venditiones were clearly fixed by the custom and were conse-
quently the same every year. Figure 9 plots the relationships between variations in grain 
yields in Jasseron and Treffort and the average price of the setier of wheat31 obtained by 
aggregating the data from the castellanies of Jasseron, Treffort, and Pont d’Ain.

This figure confirms the strong inverse correlation that is characteristic of the rela-
tionship between yields and prices in the medieval economy. The first drop in grain 
yields in Bresse led to an inflation rate close to ninety percent between 1314 and 1317. 
Then, after a rapid fall in 1318 and a stabilization phase of moderate prices until 1320 
(good harvests), prices rose abruptly again in 1321 and 1322 as a direct consequence of 

30 Regional unit of measurement
31 Data about wine prices is unfortunately too patchy to compile a continuous dataset.
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Figure 9: Mean cereals yields and mean wheat price (1300–1330).

disastrous harvests. Cereal prices more than doubled, reaching their highest level for 
the entire period of 1300 to 1330 in 1322.

Though these numbers are impressive, inflation in rural Bresse was much 
lower than what has been observed in urban areas in northern France, Flanders, or 
England, where the crisis of 1315–1322 was even more dramatic. In the city of Béthune, 
for example, Alain Derville found a five-fold increase in prices,32 while, according 
to another study, prices in Bruges tripled during this time.33 Ian Kershaw observed 
that corn prices more than tripled in South England in 1316,34 which is quite similar 
to the data compiled by Campbell et al. concerning the grain market in London.35 
Not only the ratio, but also the length of the inflation is not exactly the same as what 
happened in these northern urban markets. While prices in Bruges and London prices 
peaked in 1316 and then started to decrease the following year, they continued to rise 
in the Bressian demesnes even after the harvest of 1317. This delay might highlight 
a difference in the ability to cope with price inflation that distinguishes urban and 
rural economies. Authorities in Bruges or London actually imported large amounts of 
grain from the Mediterranean region in 1316 to stem the inflation36; such a response 
was surely impossible in rural locations. It is certainly also true, however, that the 

32 Derville (note 1), p. 81.
33 Van Werveke (note 7), p. 10.
34 Ian Kershaw, The great famine and agrarian crisis in England, in: Past & Present 59 (1973), 
pp. 3–50, here p. 8.
35 Bruce M. S. Campbell et al., A Medieval Capital and its Grain Supply: Agrarian Production and 
Distribution in the London Region c. 1300 (Historical Geography Research Serie 30), London 1993, 
p. 202. Coming from the city’s assize of bread and given in pence per bushel, these data concerns
wheat prices: 7,87 (oct. 1304), 8,75 (oct. 1305), 8 (oct. 1306), 9 (oct. 1307), 12 (oct. 1309), 25,5 (oct. 1316), 
15 (oct. 1317).
36 Van Werveke (note 7), pp. 12–13.
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shortfall was less existentially critical in the rural settlements of Bresse than in north-
ern urban centers, so that there was no absolute need to take such drastic measures 
against inflation.

Indeed, living standards do not seem to have been critically threatened in 1315–
1317 in the region of the present study. Although the rents due on some houses suggest 
that some displacement of the population occurred, there is no evidence of starva-
tion or an increased mortality rate in the four rolls analyzed. The managers neither 
mention such extreme hardships nor describe anything beyond the aforementioned 
impoverishment of the population. In addition, the sparse evidence about the dis-
placements of the population, cannot be correlated in all the castellanies and the 
fluctuation of the rents involved is difficult to estimate at this stage of the research.
In Jasseron, for example, the rents given seem to have varied on each house in the 
different locations of the castellany. In the village of Ceyzeriat, each house had to 
give one chicken and one loaf of bread. Yet, the revenue of each of these different 
rents indicates a different number of houses, which probably reflects the different 
privileges involved in the calculation of these different taxes. However, within each 
category, the number of house remains stable, indicating that there was no deser-
tions of entire houses in this village (Figure 10). In Treffort, to the contrary, the rent 
in oats due on each house located outside the free territory of the city indicates that 
some movement of population occurred right after 1315 (Figure 11). In just two years, 
tenants left two thirds of the houses, and many of these remained empty until at 
least 1329. Despite the fact that the rolls do not explicitly mention what caused this  
desertion,37 it seems likely to be associated with the harvest failure of 1315–1317. There 
is no evidence to suggest that these people died, but it is impossible to determine 
what happened to them.

Finally, one last parameter can shed some light on the social disorganization that 
afflicted the region in the wake of the harvest failure and inflation from 1315 to 1317 
and 1321 to 1324. Indeed, the accounts of holdings being surrendered in Jasseron and 
in Treffort consistently reflect a visible disturbance of the rural society during these 
periods. In these two places, the land market was evidently more volatile from 1317 
to 1319 and from 1323 to 1324 (Figure 12 and Figure 12bis): two to three times as many 
holdings changed hands in these periods as in an average year or the early fourteenth 
century, suggesting that small tenants had to sell off some lands to overcome the hard-
ships. This rate is even close to what has been observed in Hertfordshire and Cam-

37 The roll of 1316–1317 explains that computat minus […] pro octo hospiciis que vacant et domus 
corruerunt ad presens (reckons less […] for eight houses that remain empty, and buildings actually fall 
down) without giving more precision (ADCO, B 10153); we find in the roll of 1317–1318: computat minus 
solito quam in computo precedent […] pro undecimae hospiciis qui vacant, de quibus plures corruerunt 
(reckons less than in previous account […] for 11 houses that remain empty and partly felt down) (ADCO, 
B 10153).
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Figure 11: number of house located extra franchesiam Trefforti returning the rent in oat (1290–1330).

Figure 10: Variation of rents bearing on house in Jasseron (1300–1330).
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bridgeshire38 or Norfolk.39 The peaks of this turnover, however, did not occur at the 
same time in England and in Bresse. In England, the number of transactions rose strik-
ingly right after 1315 and 1321, a direct sign of the urgent need of money to buy food 
after the bad harvests. In Jasseron and in Treffort, the land market only changed after 
1317 in response to the first wave of bad harvests, and in 1323 in response to the second 
wave. This suggests that the living conditions were less severely affected in Bresse, 
where the population was able to withstand the first failed harvest and even able to 
cope with one or two years of penury. As it has already been said, the main issue in 
Bresse was the impoverishment of the peasantry, which did not face the real survival 

38 Kershaw (note 40), p. 38.
39 Jordan (note 4), p. 100.
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Figure 12: Surrender of holdings in Treffort (1307–1330).

Figure 12bis: Surrender of holdings in Jasseron (1307–1330).

challenges of their counterparts in northern Europe. It was only back-to-back harvest 
failures and the resulting years of inflation that finally led to visible social distress.

5 Conclusion
The analysis of the manorial rolls of four castellanies of Bresse, though too incom-
plete to give a comprehensive view of the problems, clearly indicate that the classi-
cal fluctuation of the Dantean anomaly also contributed to important issues in this 
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region, which scholars have considered the southernmost region impacted by the 
crisis of 1315–1322. The quantitative documentation at our disposal, apart from a body 
of weather observations which explain the variation of revenues in part, indicates 
a drastic drop of wine production of up to eighty percent after 1315, and a drop of 
grains yield that can be roughly estimated to fifty percent of the normal yields at the 
very beginning of the fourteenth century. In terms of price fluctuations, an economic 
downturn started in 1310, when the crisis worsened in two waves of inflation: a first 
one from 1314 to 1317, which the estate managers attributed to heavy rainfalls, and, 
after a temporary recovery, a second and more intense one from 1321 to 1325.

This documentation shows a very direct impact of the weather on local society. 
The social repercussions of the deteriorating climatic conditions are nearly immedi-
ately evident, both in terms of declining agricultural output and of fiscal adaptation. 
The demographic impact, which appears not to have been particularly dramatic, 
highlights the resilience of these rural communities in dealing with variations in the 
weather. Despite this resilience, a succession of failed harvests obviously made local 
society increasingly sensitive to calamity. This is the most important impact of this 
period’s climatic deterioration on this society: the repetition of bad weather events in 
such a short period weakened its resilience and made it more and more vulnerable to 
the next problem that arose. That explains why the question of poverty only emerged 
in the rolls in the 1320s and not before. This led to the accountants – and then of 
the central administration of the county of Savoy – being more attuned to the social 
issues of the peasantry.

   




