The Peasants’ Revolt

In 1348 the Black Death (Plague) reached England.  As many as half of the people in the country died.  The feudal lords, short of tenants, tried to make those remaining work even harder.  Most of the people in England were treated no better than animals. 
 The common people had another barrier in their quest for rights.  All English court documents from 1066 to 1500 were written in what is today called "law French."  Most of the men who could teach the language were dead of the Plague. 

Poll tax

The revolt was precipitated by King Richard II's heavy-handed attempts to enforce the poll tax, to finance military campaigns overseas. It allowed some of the poor to pay a reduced rate, while others who were equally poor had to pay the full tax, prompting calls of injustice. The tax was set at 12 pence or one shilling, compared with the 1377 rate of four pence. The youth of King Richard II (aged only 14) was another reason for the uprising: a group of unpopular men dominated his government. These included John of Gaunt (the Duke of Lancaster) and Archbishop of Canterbury, who was the figurehead to what many then saw as a corrupt church. Many saw them as corrupt officials, trying to exploit the weakness of the king.

Labour shortage
The Black Death that ravaged England in 1348 to 1350 had greatly reduced the labour force, and, consequently, the surviving labourers could demand higher wages and fewer hours of work. Some asked for their freedom. They often got what they asked for: the lords of the manors were desperate for people to farm their land and tend their animals. Then, in 1351, King Edward III summoned Parliament to pass the Statute of Labourers. The statute attempted to curb the demands for better terms of employment by pegging wages to pre-plague levels and restricting the mobility of labour. The enforcement of the new law angered the peasants greatly and formed another reason for the revolt.

The Peasants' Revolt, Wat Tyler's Rebellion, or the Great Rising of 1381 was one of a number of popular revolts in late medieval Europe and is a major event in the history of England. 

Wat Tyler's rebellion was ignited when a tax collector tried to make a determination that Wat Tyler's daughter was of taxable age (15) by stripping her naked and assaulting her.  Tyler, who was working close by, heard the screams of his wife and daughter, came running and smashed in the tax collector's skull with a hammer.  Wat Tyler was elected the leader of the revolt. 

 Wat Tyler's group joined another group led by two priests named John Ball and Jack Straw, and rose 100,000 strong to invade London.   The enraged mob broke open every prison and beheaded every judge and lawyer they could capture. 
 They surrounded Richard II, who asked them what they wanted.  Their answer was, "We will be free forever, our heirs and our lands."  Richard II agreed. 

 In a face-to-face meeting with Wat Tyler a short time later, Richard II ordered the Lord Mayor of London to "set hands on him."  Tyler was stabbed through the throat with a short sword and, as he lay writhing in agony on the ground after falling off his horse, stabbed through the belly. 

 Watching from a distance the peasants instantly arranged themselves in order of battle.  Richard II rode up to them and said, "Wat Tyler was a traitor.  I'll be your leader."  Confused, the peasants followed the king until his soldiers met him and dispersed the crowd. 

 Minus their leader, the peasants went home.  Richard reneged on his promises and hanged 1500 of the rebels after "jury trials."  Those trials were presided over by Judge John Tresilian, who told the jurors in each case that he would hang them if they didn't convict. 

