Order outside the Manor

Each county was divided into ‘hundreds’, and Hatfield lies in the
Broadwater Hundred of Hertfordshire, named after the original meeting
place of the Hundred Court near Stevenage. The Court chiefly dealt with
breaches of the peace, where the court of the manor concerned had not
acquired the right to handle such cases or where the matter affected
more than one manor; but it also had certain duties of a local govern-
ment nature to perform such as the maintenance of important highways
and bridges. Before the Norman conquest the Earl presided over justice
in the hundred and shire courts, but this now became the work of the
Sheriff. Twice a year the Sheriff attended at the hundred courts to hold
his “tourn”, that is to judge the more serious cases coming before the
court. All free men of the hundred owed suit to (i.e. had to attend) the
hundred court, and a man called the hundredor presided for ordinary
business, with a jury.

The Sheriffs, who before the Conquest had been less powerful than
the Earls, became more and more powerful and oppressive. In 1170 King
Henry II conducted an “Inquest on Sheriffs” when their activities were
enquired into and many removed from office. Edward II, in 1315, made
the office a Crown appointment because too many improperly qualified
men were being elected. Nevertheless, in the fourteenth century Sheriffs
were very unpopular, and their prestige declined.

Edward III therefore found it necessary from time to time to appoint
persons in each county to hear and determine felonies. The first appoint-
ment of these “Keepers of the Peace” was in 1327 when Robert de
Kendall, Hugh Fitz Simon, and John de Blomvil were commissioned
for Hertfordshire. In 1336 Edward III being at Hatfield appointed seven
men for Hertfordshire. They were William de Shuneshull (Seneschall?),
William Trussel senior, John de Molys, Hugh Fitz Simon, John de
Blomvil, Thomas de la Haye, and Roger de Louth. Hugh and Roger
(see Book 2, page 8) were leading Hatfield citizens, and probably the
others were all local men. From 1350 onwards these men, who came to
be called Justices of the Peace, met once a Quarter at Quarter Sessions,
and with the aid of the juries of the hundreds tried criminal offences.
The Hatfield cases were all heard at the Hertford Quarter Sessions as
they are today. The office of Justice of the Peace was formally defined in
the statute of 1360; and he carried out duties similar to those of the
Sheriffs tourn, taking over more and more of his authority.

In the 1590’s there were thirty-five Justices of the Peace within the
county of Hertford, among whom we find such familiar Hatfield names
as Sir John Brocket, Knight, Sir Philip Boteler, Knight, and Sir Henry
Boteler, Esquire.
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