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The Peasants' Revolt was a series of riots mainly in the south of England.  It 

developed into a march on London of perhaps 60,000 people.  Most of the people 

were peasants, but there were also landowners. There does seem to have been 

some planning.   
 

 They took control of the city for several days, forcing King Richard II to meet 

them twice.  The revolt ended when their leader, Wat Tyler, was killed and they were 

fooled into returning home by Richard II. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Long-term Causes 
 
a) The Black Death   

 
The Black Death of 1348-9 
had killed 1½ million out of 
4 million, affecting every 
village in the land. 

 
 
b) Wages  

 

 
Some peasants, called free labourers, were paid wages.   
Their wages had gone up after the Black Death, because there 
weren’t so many peasants.  
Some lords offered more money 
to get survivors to work for them. 
 
 

 
c) The Statute of Labourers  
 
The new law, the Statute of Labourers in 1351, 
tried to put wages back down to what they had 
been before the Black Death.  

 
 
 
d)  Freedom 
 
The other peasants, called villeins (and serfs) wanted to be free labourers. 
 
 

free labourers villeins  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
They had to work three days each   They wanted to be paid wages  
week on the lord’s land for no pay.   like the free labourers 
 
They also had to do other work   They wanted to end the old feudal 
and pay fines to their lords.   system by becoming free labourers. 



2. Short-term Causes 
 

a) The Poll Tax 
 

Taxes were rare, but three taxes were 
collected in four years. 

 
This was to pay for the Hundred Years' 
War, but most people knew and cared 
nothing about that. 

 
The poll tax was unfair as everyone over 
14 years old had to pay the same, 
however rich or poor. 

 
In 1377 the tax was  4 pence (4d). 

In 1379 the tax was  4 pence (4d). 

In 1380 the tax was 12 pence (1 shilling) which could be two weeks’ wages! 
 
     That is why in 1380 lots of people hid from the tax collectors. 
 
  So the following year, 1381, the tax collectors came back, looking for the people  
  they had missed. 
 

 

  b) John Ball  
 

 Poor priests like John Ball stirred up the peasants against the lords. 
 

They said the Church was too rich. Bishops 
had forgotten how God wanted his Church. 
Therefore the peasants wanted no bishops. 
 
God wanted an equal world. with no lords, 
as in the Adam and Eve story. They said the 
Feudal System was against God’s wishes. 
 

 

‘When Adam delved and Eve span 
Who was then the gentleman?’ 

 
 ‘We are men formed in Christ’s likeness and 

they treat us as beasts.’ 
 

- John Ball  

 

Many peasants, already angry about their pay and conditions (long-term causes), 
were pushed by the heavy taxes and the words of men like Ball (short-term causes) 
into hitting back. It was dangerous to rebel (revolt), but they were desperate. 



3. Revolts in the Countryside 
 
• The Peasants’ Revolt was really a series of riots 

across southern England. 
 
• In May 1381, peasant anger erupted when tax 

collectors arrived again.  The people feared a 
new poll tax. In fact, the collectors were looking 
for people who had not paid in 1380. 

 
• In Essex a landowner led peasants in refusing 

to pay a tax collector in the village of Fobbing.   
Three of his clerks were killed in Brentwood a few days later.  

 
• In Kent, Wat Tyler was made leader and 

John Ball was freed from Maidstone jail.  
 
• In Canterbury they burned down the 

palace of Archbishop Simon Sudbury. As 
he was also Chancellor, he was blamed 
for the Poll Tax. 

 
• There were also riots in Sussex and Surrey, 

Hampshire and Hertfordshire, across East Anglia to 
Norfolk and as far as Dorset, Worcestershire and 
Yorkshire.   

 
• Manor houses were attacked.  

Tax records and legal documents were destroyed.  
 Law courts and jails were also attacked.  
 
• About 60,000 rebels went to London from Kent and 

Essex, to take their complaints to King Richard II, 
who they believed would agree with their demands. 

 
 4. The Rebels in London, June 1381 
  
• The Kent rebels camped at Blackheath; the 

Essex rebels camped at Mile End outside 
London.  

12
th June 

 
• The Kent rebels broke into the Fleet prison.   
 
• The Essex rebels burned down Lambeth Palace, 

the Archbishop’s London home. 
 
• Richard II tried to meet them at Blackheath but 

rowed back to the Tower of London.  



• Rebels crossed London Bridge into the city. 
13

th
 J

un
e  

• Rebels destroyed the home of Sir Robert Hales, 
the Royal Treasurer. 

 
• They burned the Savoy Palace, home of        

              John of Gaunt, the king’s uncle and adviser. 
 

• The law courts at the Temple were attacked.  
 

 
• The King met Wat Tyler at Mile End. 14th June  
• Richard II pardoned the 

rebels and gave them 
freedom. Thirty clerks wrote 
out pardons. 

 
• Many rebels went home. 

Tyler and others broke into 
the Tower that night. 

 
• Sudbury, Hales, John Legge (organiser of the poll tax) 

and 140 others were killed. 
 

 

15
th

 J
un

e • Richard met Tyler at Smithfield.  Tyler now 
demanded there should be no lords and that 
church lands should be divided. 

 
• Tyler was insulted; a fight broke out; Tyler      

  was badly wounded by the Mayor Walworth.   
 
• Tyler was taken to St. 

Bartholomew’s hospital, but 
later dragged out and 
beheaded. 

 
• Richard calmed the rebels, agreeing to their demands. 

‘Would you shoot your King? I am your captain. You shall 
have no other captain but me.’  Believing him, they went 
home. 

 
 8,000 of the King’s troops followed, killing about 1,500 rebels. 

 
 Small groups were easily dealt with. Rebel leaders were hanged, including Ball. 

 
 The King took back all his promises. The Revolt had failed.  

“Villeins you were and villeins you shall remain,” he said. 



5.  The Consequences of the Peasants’ Revolt. 
 
• Poll Taxes were dropped.    

(When Mrs. Thatcher introduced one she faced riots!) 
 
• Wages slowly rose.   

Lords preferred to keep workers than to keep the law. 
Within ten years the government gave up trying to 
control wages. 

 
• The Feudal System collapsed. 

The shortage of workers meant that the lords could 
not keep demanding the old feudal services.  This meant the end of having to work 
for no pay, not being allowed to leave the manor and paying fines to the lord. 
 
Within 100 years all the peasants’ demands about the Feudal System had come 
about.  By 1500, there were no more villains: all labourers were free. 

 
 
In the short term the revolt had been a failure but in the long term many of its 
aims were achieved.  It helped to bring an end to the feudal system. 

 
Richard II’s personal bravery calmed 

the rebels. He cleverly said he was giving 
them what they wanted, so that they 
would be easily defeated when they had 
gone home.  

 
The King was later overthrown by 

Henry IV, however, and murdered. One 
reason was the way he ruled England.  
He had become a very arrogant man, 
who believed that he could do whatever 
he wanted, without caring about the 
consequences. 

 
 

 


