
 
 
John Ball (ca. 1338 – 15 July 1381)  

Why a plaque: 

John Ball was an English priest who took a prominent part in the Peasants' Revolt of 1381. 
Some believe that he was born in St Albans, although others suggest Colchester. His trial 
following the revolt was held in the Moot Hall in St Albans, which was demolished in 1572 
and much later replaced by the present Town Hall building (1829-1832). 
 
Importance in St Albans: 

At his trial in St Albans he was sentenced to death, offered the chance to repent and save his 
soul, but refused, and he was hanged, drawn and quartered at St Albans in the presence of 
King Richard II on 15 July 1381. 
 
History: 

John Ball was first mentioned in the Colchester Court Rolls of January 1352 which may 
support Colchester as his birthplace.  He trained as a priest in York, later moving to Norwich 
and then back to Colchester.  

He is said to have gained considerable fame as a roving preacher, without a parish or any 
link to the established order, by expounding the doctrines of John Wycliffe and the Lollard 
movement. Some accounts suggest that he was actively preaching articles contrary to the 
faith of the church at least a decade before Wycliffe started attracting attention. John Ball 
was highly critical of the way the church taxed people and he urged them not to pay their 
tithes. He also believed that the Bible should be published in English.  His utterances brought 
him into conflict with the Archbishop of Canterbury, and he was thrown into prison on 
several occasions. He also appears to have been excommunicated for inflammatory sermons 
advocating a classless society, but he continued to preach in open marketplaces and 
elsewhere.  

At the outbreak of the Peasants Revolt rebellion (June 1381) he was rescued from 
Maidstone prison by Kentish rebels, whom he accompanied to London. Around 30,000 
peasants set off for London to air their grievances with the new King Richard II. At 
Blackheath, Ball gave a sermon repeating his criticism of the way society was governed. After 
the rebellion collapsed, Ball was taken prisoner at Coventry. He was given a trial in which, 
unlike most, he was permitted to speak: he freely admitted to the charges against him and 
proudly confirmed his revolutionary faith. He was sentenced to death, offered the chance to 
repent and save his soul, but refused, and he was hanged, drawn and quartered at St Albans 
in the presence of King Richard II on 15 July 1381. His head was displayed stuck on a pike on 
London Bridge, and the quarters of his body were displayed at four different towns. 

 

JOHN BALL 
c. 1338 -1381 
PRIEST AND LEADER OF THE PEASANTS REVOLT 
was tried on this site in the presence of King Richard II 
before execution 

 


