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Sources 

Exchequer Court depositions 

The Court of Exchequer had its origins in legal developments of the twelfth century and 

was abolished in reforms of the nineteenth century. Its main prerogative (as ‘Exchequer of 

Pleas’) was royal revenue, and the court itself was apparently named after the chequered 

tablecloth used in counting money. Exchequer also took on an ‘equity’ role, settling 

essentially financial disputes between parties under the legal fiction that plaintiffs were 

‘debtors to the king’, and consequently that payment to royal revenue was at stake in the 

outcome of the case.  

Exchequer cases therefore frequently hinged on the actions of the defendant being said 

to impinge the trade or business of the plaintiff. Both parties might claim that their actions 

were sanctioned by customary law, which meant that cases often turned on the memories of 

older or respected local inhabitants. These witnesses were by no means a representative 

sample of society, but they offered a wide cross-section, including labourers and relatively 

poor tradesmen as well as wealthier inhabitants. They were commonly men but also included 

a significant minority of women. 

After a series of pleas and answers from lawyers for each party (largely in TNA, E 111 

and E 112) witnesses or ‘deponents’ were commissioned by the Court to depose, either 

‘before the barons’ at the court in London (TNA, E 133) or elsewhere. So-called ‘country’ 

depositions (TNA, E 134) have been individually listed at the National Archives. They are 

searchable by the names of plaintiffs and defendants (but not deponents) and general details 

of the case, so are more easily accessible to historians (search by keyword at 

http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk). 

Deponents were asked one or more numbered series of scripted questions called 

‘interrogatories’, which were devised by lawyers for each party and vetted by the Court. In 

some cases, the interrogatories do not survive, but the questions can generally be inferred 

from the answers given. Frequently, depositions were formulaic, sticking closely to the 

wording already provided by the interrogatory. But when deponents deviated from the script 

in some way by providing additional details or explaining why they were in such a good 

position to answer a particular question, the answers can take us some way into the worlds of 

early modern people who would otherwise have little voice in the written record. 

The depositions would be collected by the court, along with other evidence (‘exhibits’ 

 TNA, E140), and judgements or ‘decrees’ summarised cases and recorded the opinion of 

the court in books of decrees and orders (esp. TNA, E 123-6, but similar entries can be found 

http://www.durham.ac.uk/imems/cities
mailto:cities.imems@durham.ac.uk


www.durham.ac.uk/imems/cities 
cities.imems@durham.ac.uk  

in a number of different series). Cases were frequently settled out of court, rendering the 

outcome invisible to historians. 

Documents including depositions were collected by regnal years (e.g. the 25
th

 year of 

the reign of Queen Elizabeth) and court terms, which were (roughly) as follows: Michaelmas 

 October to December; Hilary  January to March; Easter  April to May; and Trinity  

June to July. The deposition sets are then numbered within boxes for each term at the 

National Archives. So, for instance, TNA, E 134/24and25Eliz/Mich1 refers to the first bundle 

of depositions in the Michaelmas box for years 24 and 25 of Elizabeth’s reign (as she came to 

the throne in November, the term straddled both years). 

 

For more information, see:  

W. H. Bryson, The Equity Side of Exchequer (Cambridge, 1975). 

F. S. Thomas, The Ancient Exchequer of England... (London, 1848). 

The National Archives Research Guide: 

 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/research-guides/equity-court-of-exchequer.htm 

 

Editor’s notes 

Generally, the transcriptions are as close to the originals as possible. Line breaks (where 

practical) are matched from the original, to make it easier to scan between the two. Dates are 

unmodernised. Spelling and punctuation (including capital letters) are given as in the original, 

except: 

 Standard contractions and obviously shortened words have been expanded, with the 

additional letters marked by underlining. 

 Non-standard contractions or missing letters, but where the meaning is clear, are 

corrected by additional letters in [square brackets].  

 Uncertainty is indicated by a [?], also in square brackets. If more than one word appears 

to be missing or omitted, the absence is indicated by [...]. 

 Money values have been standardised to ‘£ s d’ if they have been written in an unusual 

way, e.g. in columns. Dates are unmodernised. 

 Editor’s notes are in italics. 
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