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PREFACE

We wish to express our thanks to Mr. George Farnham, 
M.A., F.S.A., and Mr. Charles J. Billson, M.A., who have 
generously assisted us in the preparation of thispaper. Mr. Billson 
was good enough to read critically the first chapter, and to write a 
long and careful note which enabled us to make the last more 
informative than it would otherwise have been. Mr. Farnham 
has been in touch with us throughout, and we hope that the 
many valuable suggestions he made have been turned to 
reasonably good account. He also translated the deed by which 
the old gildhall was conveyed to the borough's official represen 
tative. Mr. Walter Payne very courteously put himself to 
considerable trouble on our behalf, and we are much obliged to 
him. For the photographs of the buildings as they were before 
the restoration was begun, we are indebted to Dr. R. C. Stewart, 
Mr. Walter Bailey and Mr. Edgar BacfEus.

T. H. F. 
S. H. S.



I
The Borough Constitution in the Middle Ages

The old Town Hall of Leicester, a quaint and composite 
building of various dates, stands a little to the west of St. Martin's 
church, in a narrow street called Town Hall Lane. The earliest 
part of it was erected by the Corpus Christi gild, an important 
social-religious fraternity which, from the middle of the fourteenth 
century until its dissolution, was closely, though never officially, 
connected with the local government of Leicester. Exactly what 
this association meant, and why the hall eventually came to be 
purchased by the town in a curiously roundabout way, cannot 
be understood without some knowledge of the borough con 
stitution between the Norman Conquest and the Reformation. 
We therefore propose to give, as accurately as we can in a brief 
summary, such an account of the development of the chief 
municipal institutions, in the course of that long period, as will 
make the story of the old hall intelligible.

When the Corpus Christi gild was started in 1343, the 
borough had for more than two centuries been ruled, under a 
succession of powerful feudal lords, by a mayor, elected annually, 
and twenty-four substantial burgesses who were known as " the 
Jurats of Leicester." These civic magnates composed the port- 
manmoot, or portmoot, and were at the head of the gild merchant; 
they also formed the council of the town, and were under oath to 
maintain its franchises to the best of their ability. As the port- 
moot, which at the beginning was the only strictly municipal 
institution in the borough, the mayor and jurats, besides enacting 
the by-laws and performing the administrative duties of a 
governing body, sat as a court of record for the conveyance of 
property, and adjudicated in most of the civil and criminal cases 
that arose in the town. In Norman times, the portmoot-court 
was the chief tribunal of the borough, the only inhabitants out 
side its jurisdiction being the tenants of the earl himself,
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who were obliged to plead at the court of the honour 
held at the castle, and those of the bishop of Lincoln, 
who had a large manorial estate in the neighbourhood of St. 
Margaret's church. This estate was called the Bishop's Fee, and 
those who lived upon it owed suit to the episcopal manor-court in the 
eastern suburb, and were in some important respects different 
from the burgesses and inhabitants of the municipality. The port- 
moot was granted to the burgesses of Leicester, and all who would 
be of their company, by a charter of Robert le Bossu, 
the second Beaumont earl, and throughout the middle 
ages its legal profits, or their estimated equivalent, had to be paid 
to the receiver of the castle, one of the earl's most important 
officers. In the course of time, the portmoot lost many of its 
original features ; but as a court of law it survived into the 
nineteenth century, and in 1835 was described by the com 
missioners as a court of record for real, personal and mixed actions 
to any amount, held weekly or oftener if need be.

The gild merchant, granted to "his merchants of Leicester" 
by Robert de Meulan, the first Beaumont lord of the honour, 
was primarily a commercial brotherhood, established for the 
regulation of trade and industry, and as such it admitted to mem 
bership inhabitants of the Bishop's Fee and others who were not 
burgesses of Leicester or, to use a more inclusive term, persons 
who were not participators in the burghal franchises. It \vas, 
however, definitely a part of the borough constitution, for it was 
controlled by the same mayor and twenty-four jurats who com 
prised the portmoot and generally managed the affairs of the 
town, and enjoyed its many commercial privileges conditionally 
upon its fiscal efficiency in providing all the money required for 
public purposes. The meetings of this important body were called 
" morningspeecb.es, " and its duties were partly legislative, partly 
judicial. The commercial ordinances were framed and enacted 
in the morningspeeches, and the mayor and jurats, assisted 
perhaps by some of the more responsible gildsmen, sitting as a 
mercantile tribunal, adjudicated upon alleged breaches of the 
fraternity's industrial regulations, and also upon minor charges 
of a more general character.

The jurats, who, under the mayor's leadership, constituted 
the chief borough court, managed the public business of the town,
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and presided over the gild merchant, usually belonged to pro 
minent mercantile families that had been established in Leicester 
for several generations. Occasionally, however, we find among 
them a wealthy " foreigner," whose means and force of character 
had caused him to be admitted to their fellowship soon after his 
first settlement and qualification as a resident burgess. The 
mayors were chosen from, and upon retirement were re-absorbed 
into, the general body of jurats, many of whom, from 1295 on 
wards, were selected to represent Leicester as burgesses in 
parliament. In 1273—and there are similar records for previous 
years—the jurats were elected " per communitatem Leycestrie," 
i.e., by all the merchant gildsmen assembled in the morning- 
speech. This probably was an ancient custom, but there is no 
later record of an election from below ; thenceforth there appears 
to be no doubt that the jurats filled vacancies in their number by 
co-opting new members from their own social class, and so 
became a self-elected and exclusive oligarchy. How the change 
was brought about is not known, but we incline to connect it with 
an ordinance of 1274—the year after the last recorded election by 
the community of gildsmen—that " no jurat might dwell on the 
fee of the Lord Bishop." This regulation was very likely framed 
and passed as the result of an election, or an attempted election, 
of one of the bishop's tenants to the office of jurat, or because of 
some objection to William Tabor, who in consequence of it " was 
removed from the jurats.'' The ordinance is perfectly sound 
and logical, for it is plain that a non-burgess could not sit in the 
portmoot, which was granted to the burgesses of Leicester, or 
properly take part in the government of the borough. The 
persons who were acute enough to see this may well, carrying 
the argument a little further, have convinced their fellow- 
townsmen that, if a non-burgess could not be a jurat, elections 
to the juratship by the community of merchant gildsmen, many 
of whom were not burgesses, could not be valid : for, when the 
votes were taken, the non-burgesses might turn a minority into 
a majority. If something like this occurred, it may be that the 
method of co-option was adopted as a temporary expedient, and 
then passed into a custom through the apathy of the townsmen. 
Whether we are right or wrong in our conjecture, no ill effects 
seem to have followed the change of procedure ; indeed, so long 
as Leicester was a mediate borough, and its burghal governors
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had constant dealings with the representatives of their feudal lord, 
it was perhaps in the general interest that the jurats should be in 
a position to act according to their own collective discretion. The 
mayor and jurats seem, on the whole, to have been a fair-minded 
and sensible body of men, and to have carried out their duties 
with dignity and common sense. The time was not ripe for a 
democratic form of local government, and in the thirteenth 
century the people of Leicester had not developed the craving 
for political self-assertion which they manifested in later periods. 
They had personal knowledge of the men who managed the 
borough's affairs, and probably their mental attitude may be 
summed up in Pope's lines : —

" For forms of government let fools contest; 
Whate'er is best administered is best."

The portmoot and the gild merchant, as we have seen, were 
at first separate and distinguishable institutions ; but, as tune 
went on, the line of demarcation between them was gradually 
effaced, and they steadily tended towards an inevitable coalescence. 
Before the end of the fourteenth century they had become merged 
into a single body, whose assemblies were called " common 
halls," from the name of their place of meeting, the old 
merchant gildhall near St. Nicholas' church, which had inter 
mediately been called the " mayor's hall " and the " moot hall." 
The jurats were known collectively as " the brethren of the 
mayor," and were sometimes described as the " brethren of the 
bench," in allusion to their judicial functions as a sort of " mayor's 
sessions," which, to meet new requirements, had been evolved 
from the morningspeech tribunal of the gild merchant. The 
coalescence of the portmoot and the gild was favoured 
by the rise of the " occupations," or craft gilds, each 
representing a particular trade, which, in face of the 
opposition of the brotherhood's municipal rulers, had 
gradually superseded the parent gild merchant in the direct 
supervision of industrial details. Though the occupations suc 
ceeded in establishing themselves, their members were also 
members of the gild merchant, and the rules they made for them 
selves had to be sanctioned in the gild morningspeech ; and 
the wardens of every occupation had to present offenders against 
the regulations ordained for their craft in the gild tribunal, which
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became the mayor's'sessions, to be judged by the mayor and his 
brethren. When each trade had its special occupation and 
ordinal of rules, the mayor and the twenty-four, in their relation 
to the gild merchant, appeared only in a legislative and judicial 
capacity. The jurats had long ceased to be elected by the gilds- 
men when the term " common hall " came into use, and the gild 
court had been transformed into the mayor's sessions, and they 
no doubt looked upon the supervision of the occupations, and the 
making of trade ordinances, as being as much borough business 
as any other part of their official duties. When this stage was 
reached, the mayor and the twenty-four had lost their dual 
capacity, both in their own consciousness and in that of the 
townsmen they ruled, and had become a single body entirely 
municipal in all respects.

But, though the mayor and his brethren had become a unified 
body, all-powerful in the burghal government so far as the-towns 
men were concerned, their supremacy was not absolute. They 
were still under the suzerainty of the earl of Leicester, whose 
rights necessitated the regular participation of his officers in the 
town business, and to whom every mayor, upon his appointment, 
had to swear allegiance. The subordination of the borough to 
castle authority must have been specially conspicuous in the 
fourteenth century, when the Lancastrian earls, descendants, 
through his younger son, of Henry III, were frequently, and 
sometimes for considerable periods, in residence at the castle. 
Whenever these personages, with their gorgeous retinues of 
courtiers and soldiery, came to Leicester, large customary presents 
of money had to be found for them, and in various ways they 
and their illustrious guests were a serious charge upon the local 
exchequer. The state held at the castle, however, was in some 
respects advantageous to the burgesses ; it gave lustre to the 
town, added spice and variety to its social life, and provided a 
welcome stimulus to many trades. But, during that very century, 
especially in the latter half of it, when the first and second dukes 
of Lancaster raised the earldom to the full height of its splendour 
and magnificence, a steady transition was in progress, and it can 
now be seen that potent forces were working quietly together to 
bring about the defeudalization of England, and so to change the 
character of Leicester. The process was slow, but it had set in,
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and feudalism, as happens in the case of every human system, 
was gradually ceasing to be.

The first definite stage in the borough's emancipation from 
the lord's authority dates from 1375, when John of Gaunt, duke 
of Lancaster, the last of the resident earls, leased the bailiwick 
to the mayor and burgesses for ten years, at an annual rent of 
eighty pounds, the estimated value of the profits of the portmoot 
and the minor borough courts, which had hitherto been accounted 
for in detail and paid over to the lord's receiver. The earl 
reserved to himself and his heirs certain rents in the borough, 
which were collected by the castle porter, with the escheats of 
free tenements and the wonted jurisdiction of his court held every 
three weeks at the castle. Apart from these reservations, so long 
as the fixed commutation was paid, the mayor and his brethren 
were to be masters in their own house for the period covered by 
the charter. Doubtless John of Gaunt, who was the last man to 
give anything away, did not intend any relaxation of his grip 
upon the town; but it was not in the nature of things that the 
burgesses, after ten years' experience of comparative indepen 
dence, should feel quite so subservient to the castle as they had 
done when the lord's officers were in constant attendance in the 
portmoot, to see that every item of its profits reached its proper 
destination, the money-chest of the receiver. The farm of the 
borough was afterwards leased, for different terms and at various 
rents, by Henry IV, queen Katherine, Edward IV, Richard III, 
and Henry VII. There were intervals when the farm was not 
on lease, presumably because a higher rent was demanded than 
the burgesses thought it was worth. Before 1375, and later when 
the borough was not in farm, the earl was represented in the port- 
moot by a single bailiff, who usually held office for several con 
secutive years, and seems to have been appointed by the earl 
himself. When the farm was leased to the burgesses, two bailiffs, 
either jurats or men of the jurat class, were appointed annually 
to serve on behalf of the town. It was provided, by the terms 
of the lease, that these town-bailiffs should wear robes of the 
earl's livery, to denote that it was from him that they 
derived their authority. The practical relationship between the 
castle and the borough will be better understood if we devote the 
next paragraph to the lord's chief representatives, the men whose
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duties brought them into personal contact with the mayor and 
his brethren.

The earl's principal officer was the steward of the honour, 
a man of superior standing, with whom it was most desirable that 
the ruling body of the town should keep in favour, as it was only 
through him that they were able to approach the earl. This fact 
explains the numerous presents and dinners given to him 
and his colleagues from time to time, at the public expense, 
which figure so prominently in the mayors' accounts. The 
steward was more aloof from the borough business than the other 
castle officials, but he was occasionally present in the portmoot, 
and at the morningspeeches of the gild merchant. His signature 
strengthened the validity of important conveyances, and borough 
charters were witnessed by him, presumably in the court of 
the honour, which sat at the castle. Under the earl, he was the 
supreme authority within the bounds of the honour, and the 
burgesses of Leicester treated him with great deference. The 
next in authority, the chief of the secondary officers, was the 
bailiff, or prepositus, whose position is not too easy to define, 
because it was more subject to modification, according to the 
circumstances of different periods. As stated above, he appears 
generally to have been appointed by the earl ; he is sometimes 
described as " the earl's bailiff,'' and in the main, except when 
the borough was in farm, he was undoubtedly a castle officer. 
There are indications, however, that in some degree he also 
represented the interests of the borough, and in many instances 
he was a jurat of the town, as were the receivers and certain other 
officers who served the earl. There are examples even of men 
who were mayor and bailiff at the same time ; \Yalter de Bushby 
was mayor and bailiff in 1313-4, and in 1482-3 the two offices 
were held simultaneously by Peter Curteys, who was earl's bailiff 
for many years and several times represented Leicester as a burgess 
in parliament. The fact that successive earls were willing to 
entrust the management of their business to the holders of im 
portant burghal offices is remarkable, and it shows that the jurats 
were men able to work harmoniously together, and to reconcile 
interests that might well have been regarded as antagonistic. 
Such a complementary system could not have worked so well as 
it did, and for so long a time, if the jurats had not been the close
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and self-elected body they were. Individually they were respon 
sible men, for they all had considerable interests in the town of 
which they .were the guardians, and the nature of their consti 
tution made for continuity of policy. Being a stabilised body, 
the majority of whom were experienced members who had 
acquired the administrative habit of mind, they were able to 
secure the confidence of the earl and, at the same time, to main 
tain the liberties of the town they ruled. There is very little 
evidence of misunderstandings between the castle and the borough, 
and the mutual goodwill that generally prevailed was, in our 
opinion, mainly due to the general trustworthiness and common 
sense of the responsible burgesses who constituted Leicester's 
oligarchic government.

After John of Gaunt's death in 1399, and when his 
son had established himself upon the throne as Henry 
IV, the lordship of Leicester became merged in the crown, 
and the sovereignty and the earldom were united until after 
the death of Henry V, when the honour was settled upon his 
widow, queen Katherine. It was subsequently part of the dowry 
of Margaret of Anjou ; but when Edward IV became king it was 
again united with the crown, as parcel of the duchy of Lancaster. 
Henry IV and his successors in some of their dealings with the 
town figured as dukes of Lancaster, and Henry VII specially 
maintained his lordship, which he valued as a source of income ; 
but it was inevitable that, after the honour was merged in the 
crown, its fifteenth-century holders should be regarded more as 
distant kings than as local lords, and none of the later sovereigns 
appear to have been looked upon as specially connected with 
Leicester. Their relationship with the borough was purely a 
business one, and their dues were collected by official receivers. 
In the sixteenth century, the Hastings family acquired great 
authority in Leicester as stewards and receivers of the honour, 
and Henry Hastings, third earl of Huntingdon, as steward, was 
as much deferred to by the burgesses as he could have been if he 
had actually been lord of the honour. The prestige of the third 
earl, however, was not wholly due to his stewardship. It is 
largely to be accounted for by his personal qualities and his high 
standing in the country, and years before his term of office began, 
the older order, under the Tudor sovereigns, had given place to 
the new.
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Feudalism in England was gradually undermined by the 
growth of parliament and the development of the kingship, which 
curtailed the power of over-mighty subjects, and tended to bring 
the nation under the uniform control of a strong central authority 
that was able to enforce the laws it made and promulgated. The 
Wars of the Roses terminated baronial power by exhausting its 
resources and bringing most of the barons to a violent end. At 
Leicester the authority of the kings as earls was steadily super 
seded by their authority as monarchs. Thus we find the sphere 
of the borough courts, whose profits went to the earl, encroached 
upon by the king's courts, and the local ordinances superseded 
by statutes enacted in the national parliament. Such new by 
laws as were made were probably designed to give effect, within 
the common hall's jurisdiction, to royal proclamations, or were 
reflections of parliamentary laws. The development of the 
mayor's sessions, the court evolved from the old gild tribunal, 
whose profits went to the town, was caused by the necessity for 
enforcing the increasing number of national statutes. This 
transference of jurisdiction from the portmoot to the king's courts 
and the mayor's sessions increased the power of the crown 
and benefited the borough treasury, but it took away from the 
authority and value of the earldom. In relation to Leicester, the 
sovereign was a dual personage, and what he gained as king he 
lost as duke of Lancaster, of which duchy the earldom was 
a part. By the middle of the fifteenth century, the mayor's 
sessions had become unequal to the effective enforcement of the 
laws, and to remedy this state of things, and to free the borough 
from the interference of county justices of the peace, Edward IV, 
in 1464, by letters patent granted to the mayor and burgesses and 
their successors, " that such Mayor and four of the Leicester 
comburgesses .... so long as they shall occupy such offices of 
mayoralty and burgess-ship, with one learned in the law to be 
named for ever the Recorder of Leicester, shall be Justices of the 
Peace of us and our heirs within the town and borough aforesaid 
and the precincts and limits of the said town or borough, and 
also to keep and cause for ever to be kept the statutes and ordi 
nances issued concerning artificers and labourers ; and that the 
said Mayor and four comburgesses of the said town or borough 
for the time being, three or two of them, with the said Recorder, 
shall have full correction, punishment, power and authority of
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knowing, enquiring, hearing and determining all matters and 
causes both concerning all felonies, trespasses, misprisions and 
extortions, as also of all manner of other causes, suits and mis 
deeds whatsoever, that in any way chance or arise within the 
said town or borough and the precinct and limits of the same, as 
fully and wholly as the guardians of our peace and the justices 
assigned or to be assigned to hear and determine felonies, tres 
passes and other misdeeds, and the justices of servants, labourers 
and artificers here in the county of Leicester outside the town or 
borough or precinct aforesaid, or in future in any way shall have, 
for the determination of all manner of felonies (the counterfeiting, 
clipping or other falsifying of the money of our realm of England 
alone excepted). And that no guardian of the peace, justice or 
commissioner of us or our heirs, assigned in the county aforesaid 
to hear and determine the premises or any of them, shall interfere 
in anything within the aforesaid town or borough or precinct or 
limits of the same, or outside the said town . . . . , concerning 
the premises or any of them made or arising in any way within 
the town . . . , the exceptions being excepted, or shall enter 
or presume to enter within the town ., to do, enquire into 
or execute in any way any office of theirs to be done concerning 
or arising out of the premises or any of them, the exceptions being 
excepted." The mayor and four burgesses were elected by the 
common hall, (i.e., by the mayor and his twenty-four brethren) 
on the twenty-first of September, and it became the custom for 
each mayor, with the four brethren who in turn had preceded him 
in the mayoralty, to act as custodes pads, the last burgess on the 
list retiring at each new annual election. By these letters, the 
earl's portmoot, as the chief borough court, was superseded by 
a judicial court established by the king. Before the end of the 
century the borough derived the whole of its administrative 
authority, and nearly all its judicial authority, from the king and 
parliament, and, so far as local government was concerned, the 
earl's suzerainty had evaporated. All that we have to do is to 
explain what led to this almost complete emancipation from a 
power which, until the end of the fourteenth century, had been 
so conspicuously predominant.

By the middle of the fifteenth century, a situation had arisen 
which, after a borough ordinance had failed to adjust it, had to 
be dealt with by an act of parliament early in the reign of Henry
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VII. The ordinance which tells us what the situation was in 
cidentally reveals the paramount authority accorded to the mayor 
by his " brethren " and the franchised element in the common 
hall. The franchised element consisted of townsmen who had 
entered the gild merchant—the " whole community " we so often 
find endorsing the decisions of the mayor and the twenty-four. 
In the ordinance we are about to quote from they are described 
as " comens " (commons). In 1466, when Roger Wigston was 
mayor, it was ordained by " Generall assent and agrement as 
wele of the same Maire, his brethren and all the comens of the 
same toune then being at the forsaid comen hall, thet from that 
tyme forth no man presume to entre into the Gilde hall otherwise 
cald the Maires hall at eny comen hall- ther holden or to be holden 
but oonly thoes and sich as ben fraunchest, that is to say men 
entred into the Marchaundes Gild, on payne of imprisonment as 
long as the Maire lykes forthwith doon vpon enery suche persone 
doing the contrary at eny comen Hall.' 1 Miss Bateson considered 
that the fact, here implied, that mere inhabitants, i.e., un- 
franchised persons, had ever been suffered to attend the meetings 
of the executive indicates a portmoot element in the common 
hall, and is further evidence of the coalescence of the two 
original bodies. It appears that, when the portmoot and the 
gild merchant became one, a number of non-gildsmen—persons 
who would have had no right whatever in the old morning- 
speeches—began to attend the common halls, and it was the habit 
of these persons—men " of little substance and of no discretion " 
—to shout and behave in a tumultuous manner when mayors or 
burgesses in parliament were being elected, and whenever a 
borough rate was under discussion. In spite of the above 
ordinance, and of a similar one made in the following year, they 
continued to intrude, and to behave in the same reprehensible 
fashion, until a change in the borough constitution was effected 
by act of parliament.

In 1489 an act was passed, empowering the mayor and his 
brethren, or " the more part of them," to " choose 48 of the 
wiser inhabitants and [to] change the 48 or part of them as often 
as seems necessary." To continue in the words of the published 
summary : " The Mayor and his brethren and the 48, or the 
more part of them shall yearly elect the Mayors, and this election 
shall be as valid as if it had been made in the old way. All other
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officers who have to attend on the Mayor shall be elected by the 
Mayor and his brethren only, or the more part of them. If the 
votes are equal the Mayor has a casting vote. Elections made in 
any other way are void." This statute, by leaving the choice of 
the forty-eight to the mayor and the twenty-four, and by giving 
them the power to dismiss any of their new colleagues at will, 
made no difference whatever to the authority of the close cor 
poration that had ruled the borough for so long. No more than 
a semblance of representation was provided for; indeed the 
position of the mayor and his brethren was strengthened, for by 
recognising the validity of their official status, the act legalised 
their co-optative method of election, which, though it appears 
to have been practised since 1273, had hitherto been sanctioned 
by custom alone.

If these facts are borne in mind, and we have stated them as 
clearly, as accurately, and as briefly as we could, the history of 
the Corpus Christi hall, which for nearly four hundred years 
served all the purposes of a town hall for Leicester, will be much 
better understood than it could be if aonsidered apart from them.



II
The Mediaeval Gilds

The ideas generally entertained about gilds appear to be 
extremely vague. This is not to be wondered at ; for the sources 
of information concerning them are not very accessible, and, even 
if they were more so, the subject presents many difficulties to 
readers who are not to some extent familiar with the life and 
thought of the middle ages. In all towns of any importance in 
mediaeval England there were several fraternities known as 
gilds, and the first thing to be noted about them is, that, though 
they were founded for a great variety of purposes, the root 
principle of their organisation was in all cases the same. It 
should therefore be possible to formulate a definition that will 
fit them all. The Anglo-Saxon word gild, which appears in such 
combinations as Danegeld, the tax originally imposed to protect 
the country from the Danes, meant a payment; and we think it 
may be said of every known fraternity so described, that it was a 
society of men, or of men and women—" brethren and sisteren," 
founded for a specific object and maintained by the subscriptions 
of its members. The majority of the gilds were intended to last 
for ever, and in these permanent organisations the subscriptions 
were augmented by the donations and bequests of the more pros 
perous members, so that in course of time, many of them became 
possessed of considerable property, the income from which 
enabled them to carry out their aims on a much more liberal scale 
than was provided for by the subscriptions alone. The funda 
mental characteristic of them all, however, was that they were 
intended to be kept going by the regular contributions of the 
persons who belonged to them, and that intention is implied in 
the name gild.

These old fraternities had certain other features common to 
them all, or to nearly all of them. Each gild was designed, not 
only to achieve the particular religious, mercantile or other chief
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end its promoters had in view, but also for the encouragement of 
friendly intercourse, the provision of sympathetic help in time of 
trouble, and the assurance to every brother and sister of an 
orderly and ceremonious funeral at death. Members who 
became ill, or fell into any other distress not attributable to their 
own fault, were visited and comforted by others of the fraternity, 
and should pecuniary aid be needed, this was supplied at the 
discretion of the masters or wardens, so far as the resources of 
the gild permitted. When a member died, all the brethren and 
the sisteren were summoned to the burial services, and if any of 
them failed to attend, they were fined such sum of money or 
amount of wax—" to amend the light "—as was appointed in 
the rules. On these solemn occasions, lighted torches were 
carried by the officers, brethren and sisteren, who all wore the 
livery or other distinctive badge of the sodality. The cost of 
burying poor members was defrayed from the common fund, or, 
when this was inadequate, by special subscriptions provided for 
in the ordinances. Membership was limited to persons of good 
repute, and any brother or sister who persisted in serious mis 
conduct was expelled.

The convivial element so prominent in the mediaeval gilds 
is thought by some writers to have been derived from the pagan 
sacrificial feasts of Germany and Scandinavia. Whether this 
be true or not, the festive gatherings of the brethren and sisters 
certainly accorded with Christian principles, and it is evident 
from the phrasing of the ordinances that their common meals 
were essentially religious and sacramental in character. The 
members of a mediaeval fraternity regarded their gild as a body 
in which they were all united in the bonds of peace and of 
brotherly love, and this conception was symbolised by the 
periodical meetings of the brethren and sisteren, to eat and drink 
together in a spirit of mutual goodwill. Every gild had its great 
annual festival, celebrated with church services and special 
banquets, and at these assemblies all quarrels and misunder 
standings between members were supposed to be reconciled. The 
chief feast was held, or culminated upon, the holy day of the 
saint or divine mystery to whose honour the gild had been 
dedicated. On the morrow of the patronal day, the wardens and 
officers were elected for the ensuing year, the fraternity's accounts 
were presented and audited, and the subscriptions of all its mem-
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bers were expected, to be paid in full. In some societies three 
or four business meetings were held din-ing the year, and the 
subscriptions were paid by instalments ; but in all, we believe, 
the morrow of the supreme festival was the great day of reckoning 
and general adjustment. It was probably at these annual 
morningspeeches that alterations were made in the rules and new 
ordinances were enacted. The legislative difficulties that were 
likely to occur at these meetings may be inferred from a report, 
dated 21 January, 1388[9], of the character and foundation of the 
gild of the Lord's Prayer, at York, in which the following (trans 
lated) passage occurs:—"And because the founders of the said 
gild well knew that they themselves might not be wise enough 
to make, at once, all needful ordinances, therefore, at the end of 
the ordinances then made, they added this clause : —' When 
soever, and as often soever, as it may perchance happen that we 
or our successors, wardens and brethren of this gild, may become 
wiser than we now are, none of us nor our successors shall be 
deemed a rebel, or as standing out against our wishes or against 
those of our successors, if haply we put forth at any time hereafter, 
any new ordinance that will be for the greater glory of God or 
the welfare of this gild.' "

Gilds may be divided broadly into two classes : religious and 
mercantile. To the mercantile class belonged the Leicester gild 
merchant and the occupations or craft gilds, which, as already 
stated, were in the first place commercial bodies. Like all other 
gilds, however, they had their religious, mutual-benefit and 
convivial sides. There is not much direct evidence of this in the 
Leicester records; but from the fuller accounts of similar 
fraternities in other places, it is clear that all craft gilds and 
gilds merchant conformed to the same type, so far as their general 
constitution was concerned. That there should be religious 
elements in societies established mainly for secular purposes is 
quite in accordance with the feeling and habit of the middle ages, 
when all men were ostensibly of the same faith, and most 
institutions were in one way or another connected with the church. 
Quite different from these industrial bodies, except in the form 
of their organisation, were the religious or social-religious gilds, 
of which there were several examples in Leicester. The chief 
raison d'etre of a normal religious gild was to maintain one or 
more priests, to sing masses for the souls of its founders, members
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and well-wishers, at a special altar in the parish church to which 
the gild was attached. In their secondary features, the 
religious fraternities were like other gild organisations, and 
combined the advantages of social clubs and mutual-aid societies 
with the assurance to each member of an orderly interment, with 
all the ecclesiastical ceremonies deemed necessary for the 
salvation of his soul and the alleviation of his purgatorial 
sufferings. By far the most important fraternity of this class in 
Leicester was the Corpus Christi gild, which had its altar and 
chapel in St. Martin's church, became wealthy enough to build 
and maintain a hall of its own, and numbered among its members 
most of the chief officials and citizens of the town. Indeed, as 
will be shown in the next chapter, so powerful did this parochial 
society become that, though it never lost its essentially private 
character, its story is an integral part of the municipal history of 
Leicester.

The best way of getting a sound idea of what gilds really 
were, and of learning to distinguish between the special and the 
general features of any given example, is to study comparatively 
such original records as are available. \Ve therefore think it 
will be helpful to give a few quotations from the actual returns 
and ordinances of two or three English fraternities of different 
types, beginning; with a translation, from the original Latin, of 
the ordinances of the gild of the Holy Cross at Stratford-on-Avon, 
which was founded at a time beyond the memory of man. The 
return, in which these rules are included, was made in January, 
1389: —

" These are the ordinances of the bretheren and sisteren of the 
Gild of the Holy Cross of Stratford.

"First : each of the bretheren who wishes to remain in the gild, shall give 
fourpence a year, payable at four times in the year; namely, a penny 
on the feast of St. Michael, a penny on the feast of St. Hillary, a 
penny at Easter, and a penny on the feast of St. John the Baptist. 
Out of which payments, there shall be made and kept up one wax; 
which shall be done in worshipful honour of our Lord Jesus Christ 
and the blessed Virgin, and of the Holy Cross. And the wax shall 
be kept alight every day throughout the year, at every mass in 
church, before the blessed Cross; so that God and the blessed 
Virgin and the much-to-be-reverenced Cross, may keep and guard 
all the bretheren and sisteren of the gild from every ill. And who 
ever of the bretheren or sisteren neglects to come at the above named 
times [when the payments are due], shall pay one penny.

" It is also ordained by the bretheren and sisteren of the gild, 
that, when any of them dies, the wax before-named, together with 
eight smaller ones, shall be carried from the church to the house
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of him that is dead; and there they shall be kept alight before the 
body of the dead until it is carried to the church; and the waxes 
shall be carried and kept alight until the body is buried, and after 
wards shall be set before the Cross. Also, all the bretheren of the 
gild are bound to follow the body to the church, and to pray for 
his soul until the body is buried. And whoever does not fulfil this, 
shall pay one halfpenny.

"It is ordained by the bretheren and sisteren, that if any poor 
man in the town dies, or if any stranger has not means of his own 
out of which to pay for a light to be kept burning before his body, 
the bretheren and sisteren shall, for their souls' health, whosoever 
he may be, find four waxes, and one sheet, and a hearse-cloth to 
lay over the bier [jeretrum] until the body is buried.

"It is further ordained by the bretheren and sisteren, that each, 
of them shall give twopence a year, at a meeting that shall be held 
once a j'ear; namely, at a feast which shall be held in Easter week, 
in such manner that brotherly love shall be cherished among them, 
and evil-speaking be driven out; that peace shall always dwell 
among them, and true love be upheld. And every sister of the gild 
shall bring with her to this feast a great tankard; and all the 
tankards shall be filled with ale, and afterwards the ale shall be given 
to the poor. So likewise shall the bretheren do; and their tankards 
shall, in like manner, be filled with ale, and this also shall 
be given to the poor, but before that ale shall be given to 
the poor, and before any brother or sister shall touch the feast in the 
hall where it is accustomed to be held, all the bretheren and sisteren 
there gathered together shall put up their prayers, that God and 
the blessed Virgin and the much-to-be-reverenced Cross, in whose 
honour they have come together, will keep them from all ills and 
sins. And if any sister does not bring her tankard, as is above said, 
she shall pay a halfpenny. Also, if any brother or sister shall 
after the bell has sounded,'quarrel, or stir up a quarrel, he shall pay 
a halfpenny.

"It is also ordained, that no one shall remain in this gild unless 
he is a man of good behaviour.

"It is moreover ordained, that when one of the bretheren dies, 
the officers shall summon a third part of the bretheren; who shall 
watch near the body, and pray for his soul through the night. 
Whoever, having been summoned, neglects to do this, shall pay a 
halfpenny.

" It is ordained by the common council of the whole gild, that 
two of the bretheren shall be Aldermen; and six other bretheren 
shall be chosen, who shall manage the affairs of the gild with the 
Aldermen; and whoever of them is absent on any day agreed among 
themselves for a meeting, shall pay fourpence.

" If any brother or sister bring with him a guest, without leave 
of the steward, he shall pay a halfpenny. Also if any stranger, 
or servant, or youth, comes in, without the knowledge of the 
officers, he shall pay a halfpenny. Also, if any brother or sister is 
bold enough to take the seat of another, he shall pay a halfpenny.

" Also, if it happens that any brother or sister has been robbed, 
or has fallen into poverty, then, so long as he hears himself well 
and rightly towards the bretheren and sisteren of the crild, they 
shall find him in food and clothing and what else he needs.

Anyone who examines these ordinances carefully will see that 
they have been amended from time to time, as was customary,
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to meet altered circumstances. In the preamble to the return of 
1389, not quoted here, " Nicholas Samer and Walter Golde, 
wardens of the gild of the Holy Cross of Stratford in the county 
of Warwick," state that " there are, and always have been, two 
wardens [custodes] of the said gild, who are bound to manage 
and gather in all the profits of the houses and rents belonging 
to the gild, rendering an account thereof every year to the 
brethereii and sisteren of the gild.'' Near the end of the 
ordinances, however, two " aldermen " and six help-men are 
mentioned, and in the last ordinance a " steward " [senescallus], 
who appears nowhere else in the rules, is referred to. In two 
other ordinances certain " officers " [hostiarii] are named. The 
gild was an old one when the return was made, and presumably 
the earlier term "aldermen '' means the same as the later 
" wardens " ; but several of the ordinances appear to have been 
framed to rectify abuses, while the one " ordained by the common 
council of the whole gild'' was evidently enacted when the 
fraternity had been established for some time. This society 
belonged to the religious class of gild. The social and religious 
characteristics of gilds in general may be further illustrated by a 
selection from the ordinances of the mercantile gild of the Tailors 
of Lincoln, started in 1328 : —

"If any one of the gild falls into poverty (which God forbid), 
and has not the means of support, he shall have, every week during 
his life, sevenpence out of the goods of the gild; out of which he 
must discharge such payments as become due to the gild.

" If any one dies within the city, without leaving the means for 
burial, the gild shall find the means, according to the rank of him 
who is dead.

" If any one wishes to make pilgrimage to the Holy Land of 
Jerusalem, each brother and sister shall give him a penny; and if 
to St. James's [of Compostella] or Rome, a halfpenny; and they 
shall go with him outside the gates of the city of Lincoln; and, on 
his return, they shall meet him and go with him to his mother 
church.

" If a brother or sister dies outside the city, on pilgrimage or 
elsewhere, and the bretheren are assured of his death, they shall 
do for his soul what would have been done if he had died in his 
own parish.

" Four wax lights shall be put round the body of any dead 
brother and sister, until burial, and the usual services and offerings 
shall follow.

" When one of the gild dies, he shall, according to his means, 
bequeath V.s. or XL.d., or what he will, to the gild.

" Every brother and sister coming into the gild shall pay to the 
chaplain as the others do.
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" There shg.ll be four mornspeeches held in every year, to take 
order for the welfare of the gild; and whoever heeds not his 
summons, shall pay two pounds of wax.

" If any quarrel or strife arises between any bretheren or 
sisteren of the gild (which God forbid), the bretheren or sisteren 
shall, with the advice of the Graceman and Wardens, do their best 
to make peace between the parties, provided the case is such as 
can thus be settled without a breach of the law. And whoever will 
not obey the judgment of the bretheren, shall lose his gildship, 
unless he thinks better of it within three days, and then he shall 
pay a stone of wax, unless he have grace.

" On feast-days, the bretheren and sisteren shall have three 
flagons and six tankards, with prayers; and the ale in the flagons 
shall be given to the poor who most need it. After the feast, a 
mass shall be said and offerings made for the souls of those who 
are dead."

[The feasts are stated in a postscript in another hand, 
to have been held for cherishing love and charity among them 
selves.] The last rule is that " Officers chosen, and not serving, 
shall pay fines."

The rest of the ordinances relate to the customs and technique 
of the tailoring trade. The return, from which they are taken, 
was " written at Lincoln in very great haste," and sealed with 
the seal of the deanery of Christianity at that place. The original 
is in mediaeval Latin.

It is evident from the rules of all mediaeval gilds that, among 
the members, there were brethren, and even sisters, who were 
not free from the weaknesses to be found in all human societies. 
In many of the lists of ordinances, we find a clause to the effect 
that a fine will be exacted from any brother or sister found to 
have entered the ale-chamber without having been authorised 
to do so. The existence of such clauses may by some be con 
sidered as a condemnation of the convivial element in gilds, but 
the maxim : " abusus non iollit usum," is generally considered a 
wise one, and there is every reason to believe that the mediaeval 
fraternities were conducted with due regard to the proprieties. 
The possibility of less venial transgressions is, however, con 
templated in some of the rules, as may be shown by a selection 
from the ordinances of the gild of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a 
social-religious body, founded by men and women at Kingston- 
upon Hull on Sunday, 23rd July, 1357 : —

" If any brother or sister be rebel or foul-mouthed at any 
meeting of the gild, he shall pay a pound of wax. If any of the 
gild cheats the wardens as to any matter of payment due, or profits 
made, or fine, and if it is proved, and yet he stands it out, he shall 
pay two pounds of wax unless he have grace. Moreover, if any 
brother or sister be found charged under any articles [i.e., articles of
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enquiry, such as were frequently made in every court leet, sheriff's 
**WH, &c.], touching felony, such as robbery, man-killing, house- 
burning, assault, plunder, rape, prison-breach, counterfeiting 
money, forswearing the realm, conspiracy, treason, harbouring 
thieves, outlawry, sorcery, heresy, or any other felony touching 
life and limb (which God forbid), then it is ordained that every such 
brother and sister be, without any delay, put out from this gild. 
And also, if any man or woman [masculus vel femella] of the gild 
shall ever be found to be a blackguard [malefactor], lover of law 
suits, libeller, bully, night-walker, destroyer of goods, liar, harlot, 
excommunicate, or guilty of any other crime injurious to the good 
name of the gild and bretheren thereof, he shall, unless sooner 
punished by the law, be put out of the gild. And if any of these 
evil-doers, or their heirs or executors, make claim to any share 
of the goods and chattels of the gild, or demand a division thereof, 
it is ordained that every such claim will be wholly void and of none 
effect, and that no claim of the kind can be maintained before any 
judge, ecclesiastical or civil."

One rule about dealing with quarrelsome members is more 
detailed in this gild than in most: —

"If any of the bretheren or sisteren quarrels with any other, 
(which God forbid), it is ordained that, inasmuch as the gild was 
founded to cherish kindness and love, the alderman, steward, and 
two help-men, shall deal with the matter, and shall earnestly strive 
to make the quarrellers agree together, without any suit or delay, 
and so that no damage, either to body or goods, shall in any wise 
happen through the quarrel; under penalty of four pounds of wax. 
.... And if the qnarrellers will not obey the summons of thes_e 
four officers [the alderman, steward, and help-men], nor settle their 
quarrel in a reasonable manner, then the one who is found most 
in fault shall pay four pounds of wax, unless he have grace. More 
over, if the alderman, steward, and two help-men are unable to agree 
in a matter of this sort,then all and every of the gild shall be sum 
moned and meet, and the matter in difference shall be discussed 
before them, and be referred to them for settlement."

When this gild was started, it was stated at the beginning 
of -the rules, that: —

" The founders charge their estates with the yearly payment 
to the gild, from each married couple, and from each single man 
and woman, of two shillings and twopence in silver, to be paid 
quarterly ; and if any such payment is in arrear (which God 
forbid), the warden of the gild is empowered to distrain upon the 
goods of the defaulters. When, with the assent of the whole 
gild, any fresh man and wife enter the gild, they shall together 
pay two shillings and twopence yearly during their lives, and 
afterwards the survivor shall pay the same sum. If an unmarried 
man or an unmarried woman enters the gild, each shall be bound 
to make the same yearly payment. If any brother or sister after 
wards marries, the gild will take one payment of two shillings 
and twopence for man and wife together, upon the condition
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that the charge remains upon whichever of the two shall survive 
the other. Any brother or sister living outside the town, and 
not making payment on a day certain, fixed by himself, shall be 
fined one pound of wax the first time, and two pounds of wax the 
second time ; and whoever is thus in default a third time, shall 
be put out of the gild, and outlawed, unless special grace be 
given. If any one of the gild becomes surety for another of the 
gild, that any debt due to the gild shall be paid on a day certain, 
and the debt is not paid, and the debtor has no goods, the sum 
shall be levied upon the surety, without any plea or delay. If 
any debtor or his surety is abusive, either in word or deed, and 
refuses payment when the wardens seek this, then double the 
amount of the debt shall be levied, unless grace be given."

An ordinance that comes near the end of the list is worth 
quoting, on account of a singular parenthesis that occurs in it: —

" If the wife of any brother dies in her husband's lifetime, and 
the same brother marries again, as is natural and often done [iii est 
mpris naturaliter], the second wife shall become a sister of the gild 
without any fine or payment."

The returns from which these ordinances have been selected, 
were made in obedience to a writ, elated 1st Xovember, 1388, to 
the sheriffs of London and of the various shires. The writ to the 
sheriffs of London was thus translated from the Latin by the late 
Mr. Toulmin Smith : —

" Richard, by the grace of God, King of England and France 
and lord of Ireland, to the sheriffs of London, greeting. For 
certain good and reasonable causes brought and made known 
before us and our council in our last parliament, held at Cambridge. 
We, strictly enjoining, command you that you do at once, on 
sight of these presents, in the city aforesaid and the suburbs 
thereof [to the sheriffs of the shires the wording here is : —' in 
your full shiremote, and also in all cities, boroughs, market towns, 
and other places in your baileywick, as well within liberties as 
without.'] where it shall seem to you best, let proclamation be 
made, openly and publicly, that all and every the Masters and 
Wardens of all gilds and brotherhoods whatsoever within the said 
city and the suburbs thereof [in writs for the shires : —' within 
your said baileywick], shall send up returns to us and our council, 
in our Chancery, fully, plainly, and openly, in writing, before 
the feast of the Purification of the blessed Virgin Mary now next,
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wheresoever it may be, as to the manner and form and authority 
of the foundation and beginning and continuance and governance 
of the gilds and brotherhoods aforesaid. And as to the manner 
and form of the oaths, gatherings \congregationes], feasts, and 
general meetings [assemblias] of the bretheren and sisteren ; and 
of all such other things touching these gilds and brotherhoods. Also 
as to the liberties, privileges, statutes, ordinances, usages, and 
customs of the same gilds and brotherhoods: And moreover, as 
to all lands, tenements, rents and possessions, whether held in 
mortmain or not, and as to all goods and chattels whatsoever, to 
the aforesaid gilds and brotherhoods in any wise belonging or in 
expectancy, and in whose hands soever such lands, tenements, 
rents, possessions, goods or chattels may now be for the use of 
such gilds and brotherhoods : And as to the true annual value 
of the said lands, tenements, rents and possessions, and the true 
worth of the said goods and chattels: Also as to the whole 
manner and form of all and every the premisses, and of all other 
matters and things in any way concerning and touching the said 
gilds and brotherhoods : Upon pain of the forfeiture and perpetual 
loss of all the lands, tenements, rents, possessions, goods, and 
chattels aforesaid, to us and our heirs. And that the said 
Masters and Wardens shall bring and lay before us and our said 
council, before the said feast of the Purification, the charters and 
letters patent, if they have any [si quas habent], granted by us or 
any of our forefathers, in any way touching or concerning the 
aforesaid gilds and brotherhoods, upon pain of the revocation and 
perpetual annulling of the charters and letters aforesaid, and of 
all the liberties, immunities, privileges, and grants contained in 
the charters and letters aforesaid. And that they shall be ready 
to do and undertake what shall be further ordered and appointed 
in the premisses by us and our said council, by virtue of the 
authority given us by Parliament. Make known to us and our 
said council in our said chancery, together with this writ 
returned, the days and places of the making of the proclamation, 
and the names of those who make it, under your seals, plainly and 
clearly, before the octaves of the Saint Hillary now next. And 
herein fail not at your peril. Witness myself at Westminster, 
on the first day of November, in the twelfth year of our reign.

Wyche." 
The original of this writ is endorsed as follows: —
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" We, Adam Karlille and Thomas Austyn, Sheriffs of 
London, make known to you that, by virtue of this writ, we did 
on Monday next before the feast of St. Edward the King, in the 
twelfth year of the reign of King Richard the Second, as soon 
as this writ was seen, cause proclamation to be openly and 
publicly made in the city of London and in the suburbs thereof, 
where it seemed to us best, of all and every the things set forth 
in the writ, and all the matters therein contained, according to the 
form of the writ and as in therein commanded: namely, in Fleet 
Street in the suburbs of London [Fleet Street was included in the 
ward of Farringdon Without five years later]; also, at the Stan 
dard in Westcheap, London; also, at the Leadenhall upon 
Cornhill, London ; also, at the church of St. Magnus in Bridge 
Street, London ; also, at the church of St. Martin in the Vintry, 
London ; also, in the town of Southwark ; by William Avery, 
Clerk, and William Popiltone, Serjeaunt."



Ill
The Corpus Christ! Gild

From the return made in the reign of Richard II by Henry 
Beeby and Thomas Wakefield, its two wardens, we learn that the 
gild of Corpus Christi at Leicester was started in 1343, in honour 
of Christ's Body, and of the Virgin his mother and all the saints, 
by Sir Ralph Ferrers, John Hayward the Receiver, Gilbert 
Avener, bailiff, John Porter, clerk, Geoffrey Kent, mayor of 
Leicester, Roger of Knightcote [Knighton], John Martin, John 
Elmshall, Richard Leverich, mayor in the following year, and 
William Dunstable. The first four of these founders were 
officers of the earl of Leicester ; those whose names follow that of 
the mayor were jurats of the borough or substantial burgesses of 
the jurat class. We do not propose to analyse the careers of these 
local notabilities, but short notes on a few of them will help us 
to realise the (unofficially) municipal character of the fraternity.

Sir Ralph Ferrers, knight, was a younger son of William 
Ferrers, knight, of Groby, who died in 1324-5. He married Joan, 
widow of Sir William Harcourt, of Market Bosworth, Leics., and 
Ellenhall, Staffs., and daughter of Sir Richard Grey of Codnor, 
Derbyshire ; he died between 24 September, 1391, and 7 July, 
1392, having survived all the other founders of the gild. Mr. 
George Farnham, who has supplied most of the above information, 
tells us that, in the Harcourt pedigree, printed in the Salt 
Society's Transactions, 1914 volume, Sir Ralph is described as 
captain of Calais, and that in the Close rolls, where he appears 
as a witness to various charters, he is usually in company with 
Simon Pakeman, of Kirby, who was the earl of Leicester's 
steward from 1340 to 1346. Mr. Farnham adds that, in the 
Calendar of Close Rolls, under date 21 December, 1371, Ralph 
Ferrers is described as an admiral of the fleet " from the mouth 
of the Thames northward and westward.'' It is recorded in the 
mayor of Leicester's account for 1375-6, that wine was given " in
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the presence of Ralph Ferrers and other honest men of the town 
on the day of the dinner of the lord Grey." From these facts it 
appears that, when the gild was started, Sir Ralph was a young 
man, of good Leicestershire family, who held some appointment 
suited to his rank of knight at Leicester castle. The order of 
the names in the return shows that the officers of the earl took 
precedence of the mayor and the rest of the town officers. This 
is consistent with the borough's constitutional dependence upon 
the castle in the feudal period. Ralph Ferrers, though probably 
at that time he was less wealthy than most of the other founders, 
belonged to a superior social order, and that is no doubt why his 
name comes first in the list.

John Hayward, alias Receiver, alias Cook, alias Wainhouse, 
whose name follows that of Sir Ralph, besides being an important 
officer of the earl, was a man of great prominence among the 
jurats of Leicester. He was mayor in 1346-7, 1347-8, 1348-9, 
1360-1-2, and in 1369, and burgess in parliament from 1348 to 
1351. He was earl's bailiff from 1366 to 1375, when he gave way 
to the two bailiffs elected annually during John of Gaunt's lease 
of the bailiwick. Under one or other of his aliases, he con 
stantly appears in the Records, often as transacting important 
municipal business. The Wainhouse family seems to have been 
the wealthiest in the town, and no burgess played a more 
responsible part in public affairs than this variously-styled mem 
ber of it, who in 1369 was simultaneously earl's bailiff and mayor 
of the borough. Though we know nothing of his private life, it 
is evident that he was a person in whom the greatest confidence 
was placed by all concerned in the local administration.

Gilbert Avener, earl's bailiff from 1343 to 1350, was a burgess 
of the same type as John the Receiver, though he never filled the 
office of mayor or burgess in parliament. As a jurat of Leicester, 
we find him auditing the mayor's accounts, sitting in the 
merchant gildhall to hear pleas, etc., witnessing conveyances, 
and in 1346 he, with the steward, receiver, and " other honest 
men of the town," enjoyed the official pleasure of dining with 
the mayor. He owned property in the South Field, and in 1344 a 
" grant from Will the Taverner of Coventry to Gilbert the 
Avener of Leicester and Elena, his wife, of all the lands and 
tenements, etc., which he had of the gift of Thomas son of Walter
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of Bushby " was witnessed by Richard Leverich, mayor, another 
of the gild-founders, and several jurats. This document was 
endorsed : " Carlo, iaberne in alta strata." Walter of Bushby 
had held the office of earl's bailiff for many years, and during that 
time, in 1313-4, without ceasing to be bailiff, he was mayor of the 
town. In the mayor's account for 1350-1 is the item : " Wine 
to John Cook when words arose between Gilbert the Avener and 
Thos. Bulneys," a person of whom nothing else is recorded in the 
annals of Leicester. This was evidently a famous quarrel, though 
nobody now knows what it was about, and it appears to have 
ended in a conciliatory symposium at the public expense. The 
last reference we have to this responsible jurat and servant of the 
earl is contained in a grant, dated to July, 1377, " From Alice 
Goldsmith in her pure widowhood to Sir Hugh of Ashfordby, of 
a messuage lying in the weekly market between the messuage 
sometime Gilbert de Avener's and that sometime John Sabyn's." 
Avener was originally a trade-name, the Latin avenarius meaning 
a dealer in horse-provender.

John Porter, the earl's clerk, was perhaps the man of that 
name who entered the gild merchant in 1329, at the same time 
as " Joh. fil. Willelmi de Waynhous," whom we take to be John 
the Receiver ; but we cannot say for certain, as there were many 
persons of the same name in Leicester. There is, however, one 
reference to him about which there can be no mistake, and this 
occurs in a conveyance of 28 July, 1360, from John Semer, of 
Knighton, to John the Receiver and other jurats, of certain rents 
which issued " from the tenement of Rob. of Appleby, smith, at 
the West gate of Leicester, set between the tenement of John the 
Porter of the duke of Lancaster, sometime belonging to Sir Roger 
la Zouche, knight, on the east side, and the way of the Soar on 
the west, and stretching from the king's highway to the land of 
the aforesaid John the Receiver, which Phil. Dun holds." As 
this house was near the castle, where his duties lay, it may have 
been John Porter's place of residence. Exactly what these duties 
were, we do not know ; but it will be remembered that, when 
the borough was first in farm, certain rents and other dues 
reserved to John of Gaunt were to be collected by " the porter 
of the castle." The bailiff was the earl's principal agent in the 
borough court, etc. ; the position of John the Receiver is denoted 
by his surname.
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These burgess »fficers of the earl were, on his behalf, and 
under the general supervision of the steward, the chief resident 
transactors of the regular business between the castle and the 
town. In the list of founders, their names come before those of 
the mayor and the rest of the company. In municipal documents, 
the name of the mayor, who was treated with the utmost formal 
respect in the borough, always comes first; but in the purely 
social sphere, to which the Corpus Christi gild belonged, the 
jurats who were also earl's officers were given precedence of those 
who were their equals in the borough government, and even of 
the mayor. This was logical, for though the mayor—the head 
of the jurats—was supreme in the borough court and the morning- 
speech of the gild merchant, so long as the conditions of the 
charters were observed, the castle officers were the representatives 
of the earl, to whom each mayor was obliged to swear allegiance, 
as the lord from whom the borough's privileges were derived.

Geoffrey Kent, who was mayor for the third consecutive year 
in 1343, when the Corpus Christi was begun, held that office 
again in 1349-50, 1350-1, and in 1354-5. We first hear of him in 
1319r20, when he entered the gild merchant, and in 1333-4 we find 
him as one of the six jurats who, with " other honest men of the 
town " and four sub-bailiffs, dined with the mayor, John Marewe. 
The date of this feast was 29 September, and the menu consisted 
of " bread, wine, ale, sweet herring, hard fish, fresh-water fish 
and eels, apples, pears, nuts." In the year of his third mayoralty, 
he was allowed one pound " for his expenses in going to London 
on the business of the community concerning hobelers ''—light- 
armed cavalry who rode hobbies, i.e., small horses. His name 
comes second in the list of twelve jurors at the inquisition post 
mortem, held at Leicester on 24 April, 1361, on the possessions 
of the first duke of Lancaster, fourth Lancastrian earl of Leicester. 
It is clear that he was an active and trusted member of the 
twenty-four.

Roger of Knightcote, or Knighton, belonged to a prosperous 
burgess family, several of whom, like himself, were mercers. He 
was mayor in 1353-4 and 1356-7, and in 1361 represented the 
borough in parliament. In that year he, with John the Receiver 
and Roger of Belgrave, one of the parliamentary representatives 
in 1360, acted as attorney, appointed by letters patent, to receive
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seisin of the manor" of Wrangle, in Lincolnshire, which the duke 
of Lancaster, shortly before his death, conveyed to the mayor 
and community of Leicester.

John Martin, who entered the gild merchant in 1314-5, was 
mayor in 1334-5, 1339-40 and 1344-5, and burgess in parliament 
in 1337, 1353 and 1354. He constantly appears in the Records 
as auditing the mayors' accounts, hearing pleas in the merchant 
gildhall, and in other ways taking his share in the work of the 
jurats.

The rest of the founders were all men of the same type, and 
there is no need to go into the details of their municipal careers. 
The gild remained a private society until its dissolution ; but, 
considering the character of its membership', it is not surprising 
that it ultimately became very closely associated with the official 
government of the town. From the first it provided the earl's 
officers and the leading jurats with opportunities of meeting 
together and talking things over " out of court," and so of main 
taining the amicable feeling which had prompted them to join 
together in forming a fraternity of this religious, useful and 
agreeable kind. These men of the fourteenth century, accepting 
and making the best of the circumstances in which they found 
themselves, harmoniously carried on the tradition of their pre 
decessors, and worked together, for their own and the general 
good, in the understanding spirit that is born of old acquaintance. 
They were not without their faults and limitations, but on the 
whole they were, as they styled themselves, " honest men of the 
town," and it was to their credit that they desired to worship at 
the same altar, and to eat and drink together as friends.

The social and religious objects for which the Corpus Christi 
gild was started are set forth in the return of 1389, the greater 
part of which, translated from the Norman French, is printed in 
Thomas North's Chronicle of the Church of S. Martin in 
Leicester. The preamble and the principal ordinances, as 
returned by Henry Beeby and Thomas \Vakefield, in obedience 
to Richard II's writ, are as follows : —

" In the name of God, amen. This is the foundation of the 
fraternity, begun in honour of the solemn feast of the Consecration 
of our Lord Jesus Christ and his blessed and precious Body and 
Blood, and of his glorious mother the Virgin Mary and all the 
saints of heaven, by the grace of his Holy Spirit, and by the good
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devotion of the founders, who by one [common] assent and one will 
ordained in amendment of their lives, and for the salvation of their 
souls and [the souls of] their ancestors, their fathers and mothers 
and all their friends, and the souls of their successors and all their 
friends. And the said fraternity for the time to come must take 
care that all the articles and ordinances by them made for the 
sustaining of the said fraternity be firmly kept and held by them 
and by their successors without any contradiction for ever. And 
first this foundation commences at the said feast [of Corpus Christi, 
which occurs on the Thursday after Trinity Sunday] in the year of 
our said Lord Jesus Christ one thousand three hundred and forty 
and three, when by common assent and one will agreed to between 
them, they ordain and grant for them and their successors the 
articles and these articles of their foundation to keep up and main 
tain in manner as follows : —

" It is ordained also by the entire assent of all the founders that 
there shall be a singing chaplain of the community for all those of 
the fraternity, and for all its benefactors, both for the living and 
the dead, and more especially for all those who first shall commence 
this fraternity, and for the souls of their ancestors, and for all those 
who hereafter shall keep up and maintain it. That the names of the 
founders be written upon a tablet before the chaplain, and named 
every day in his mass. And let the chaplain, whoever he be, here 
after have this charge.

"Also it is provided and agreed that each of them [i.e., each 
member of the gild] have one torch of pure [honeste] wax to carry 
in honour of God and the solemn feast of the Consecration of the 
blessed flesh and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and that such torch 
be saved for all the year ensuing. And if it chance that any of the 
bretheren of the fraternity be summoned at the command of God, 
whatever hour it be, that everyone shall come to the dirige, and 
also on the morrow to the mass, with his torch.

"It is ordained and agreed also that the founders aforesaid 
have the sovereign keeping and ordering of things and points 
touching the said fraternity throughout all their lives without 
contradiction of those who hereafter shall be included in the 
fraternity; and at such time as any of them succumbs to the will of 
God that the others elect one from the community who shall be 
meet and suitable in his place."

The " company " of the founders and their successors, it 
will be observed, stood in the same relationship to the " com 
munity " of the brotherhood as did the mayor and the twenty- 
four to the franchised community of the gild merchant; and 
the founders' method of election to vacancies by co- 
option was identical with that which, for upwards of sixty 
years, had been practised by the close corporation of the borough 
when a new jurat was required to complete their number. This 
plan, by keeping authority within a small and slowly-changing 
body of men, made for mutual understanding and continuity of 
policy ; for a new " founder," or a fresh jurat, unless he was of 
exceptional ability and character, would very soon be subdued 
to the prevailing tone of his more experienced associates. The
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founders of the fraternity, through their experience of the gild 
merchant, were familiar with the traditions of gild organisation, 
and their principles were similar to those of the poet Wordsworth, 
who, when he had outgrown the republican ardour of his youth, 
became " the constant advocate of a strong government, which 
should rigidly administer the institutions matured in a long course 
of ages, and only suffer them to be altered slowly and gradually 
according to the dictates of experience.'' The rest of the 
-ordinances conform to the general type of gild statutes : —

" Also it is agreed that if any of the fraternity fall into poverty 
or sickness, by which he cannot gain his livelihood, it is accorded 
that he be aided out of the common stock so long as it and the 
company are able to accord it, until he be cured of his malady or 
poverty, and that they of the brotherhood shall visit him and 
inspect him severally at their pleasure to be that as is aforesaid."

This means that the members should have the right to visit those 
drawing benefits, to assure themselves that the gild was not being 
imposed upon.

"It is agreed and accorded also that every one at the feast of 
the Consecration shall render account of how much he has received, 
or levied upon, the community, and that which may remain shall 
be at the ordering of the sovereign wardens; and on that day there 
shall be election made of them who shall be guardians or receivers 
for the year to come, unless they have reasonable cause of im 
pediment that they cannot make election on that day, then at the 
least [obviously, this should be "at the latest"] within fifteen days 
after they shall make it.

" Also it is provided and agreed that all those [that are] of the 
fraternity shall assemble themselves in a certain place, according 
as they shall have notice at three times in the year, to have con 
sultation of the common business, that is to say, at the feasts of 
All Saints, Christmas and Easter, and that every one for himself 
that is of the fraternity bring with him his proportion without 
further delay.

Likewise it is agreed and arranged that if it occur that any one 
who is received into the fraternity be an evil doer or an evil 
speaker, or a contradictor to the articles of the foundation, and he 
be twice warned by the sovereigns of the fraternity, and be unwilling 
to justify himself [i.e., to put himself right by amending his 
behaviour], and the third time be charged before the company cf 
the trespass, that then he be ousted from the fraternity for ever; 
and also the [same] penalty be inflicted on those who three times 
are warned to come to the common assembly and do not come, if 
they have no reasonable impediment as is above said."

There is an additional ordinance, to the effect that none 
"" from without " should be admitted to membership without the 
assent of the majority of the founders or their successors.

The wardens of 1389 say in their return that at its beginning 
the gild supported one chaplain only, but that after it had been 
in existence four years two singing chaplains had been provided.
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They also state that, at the time of the response to the writ, the 
fraternity did not own any " goods or chattels or possessions, 
except to the value of twenty shillings, for the sustenance of the 
aforesaid chaplains." This, as we shall see, meant that the 
prosperity of the gild had declined. Henry Beeby, one of a 
wealthy family of mercers, and Thomas Wakefield, the 
" sovereign wardens '' who answered the king's writ, were both 
jurats who served as mayors and burgesses in parliament.

In 1349, six years after its foundation, the following jurats 
and influential burgesses joined the brotherhood : —William of 
Humberston, mercer, John of Peatling (mayor in 1355-6), mercer, 
William Wakefield (burgess in parliament with John the Receiver 
in 1348), John Cook the younger, Richard Stafford, Robert 
Coventry, mercer, and Roger Wainhouse, a relative of John the 
Receiver. This accession of wealthy members put the gild into 
a position to acquire property, and the founders applied to 
Edward III for the sanctions necessary to establish it upon a 
sound legal basis. That king, by letters patent dated 19 August, 
1349, for the consideration of forty marks, gave them permission 
" to found a certain chantry of four chaplains for celebrating 
divine service [every day for ever] in honour of the Precious Body 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the glorious Virgin Mary his 
mother and all the Saints, in the church of St. Martin of 
Leicester," for the salvation of the said king, and of Henry, earl 
of Lancaster, " Henry de Walton, archdeacon of Richmond, and 
the founders of the gild during their lives, and for their souls 
when they should be taken from this world, and for the souls of 
their progenitors then long since departed. By these letters, 
dated at Westminster, the founders were empowered to assign to 
the four chaplains and their successors land, tenements and rents, 
to the value of twenty pounds, in Leicester and the suburbs of 
Leicester, not held of the king in chief, to celebrate divine service 
in the manner aforesaid ; and the chaplains were authorised to 
receive and hold the same, the statute of mortmain not 
withstanding.

Thereupon, the founders purchased six messuages, six and a 
half tofts, and rents worth thirty-six shillings a year, with appur 
tenances, in Leicester and its suburbs, which were valued by 
inquisition, and their value returned into chancery by John
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Windsor, escheator in the county of Leicester. These 
properties, as appears from the escheator's return, yielded 
£3 2s. 8d. yearly, without reckoning the thirty-six shillings that 
arose from rents. By further letters patent, dated at Westminster 
2 February, 1350-1, Edward authorised the chaplains and their 
successors to hold lands, etc., to the value of ten marks a year, 
in part satisfaction of the twenty pounds allowed in the previous 
grant. Shortly afterwards the properties of the gild were worth 
£6 8s. 7d., in addition to the sum, then stated as thirty-two 
shillings, issuing from rents. In Richard II's reign, Sir Ralph 
Ferrers was found to be the sole survivor of the original company, 
and, as we have seen, the return of Henry Beeby and Thomas 
Wakefield, the wording of which implies that no more than two 
chaplains had ever been maintained, revealed that the gild's 
position was far from being so good as it had been forty years 
earlier. Apparently the enquiry made for the purposes of the 
return led to a general adjustment, for very soon afterwards steps 
were taken to put its affairs into better order.

In 1392, William Humberston and John Cook the younger, 
applied for the royal licence to convey to the gild eleven 
messuages, six shops, and £11 6s. of rents, with appurtenances, 
in Leicester and its suburbs. Thereupon, Richard issued a writ to 
Thomas Ralegh, his escheator in Leicestershire, ordering him to 
enquire, in the proper legal manner, whether it would be to the 
prejudice of the king or the country if the request of the said 
William and John were granted. On 10 August, 1392, Ralegh 
summoned John Peterborough and others to act as jurors, and 
they declared upon xiath that the granting of the application 
would not be to the disadvantage of the king or the nation. The 
properties in question were found by the jurors to be of the annual 
value of £19 16s. Accordingly, by letters patent issued at 
Beverley on 7 September, 1392, Richard empowered William of 
Humberston and John Cook to assign the properties to the gild 
chaplains and their successors. In July, 1401, these letters 
were confirmed by Henry IV. In the letters patent of Richard 
II, nineteen persons, in addition to the king and his friends, are 
named ; in Henry's confirmatory letters, the names of more than 
fifty men and women, presumably the brethren and sisters then 
living, are mentioned. The majority of these were married
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couples. By 1493-4, the gild had so increased in wealth and im 
portance that its receipts amounted to £42 7s. Ofd., of which £33 
came from rents that had been left to it by bequest. Though 
nothing, or practically nothing, was disbursed in charity, the out 
goings for this year were £41 3s. 6jd. so that £1 3s. 6jd. only 
was left in hand. The account was inspected by " the mayor and 
his company," and the rolls of receipts were deposited with the 
borough records.

It is possible that the conveyance of property, worth so much 
as £19 16s. for the year, by Humberston and Cook did not 
represent the personal generosity of those two burgesses. The 
writ of 1388, it will be remembered, under penalty of forfeiture, 
called for a complete return of the lands and possessions of all 
gilds and brotherhoods. The returns were made early in 1389, 
and in 1391 parliament passed an act, which was directed pri 
marily against the evasion of the cost of mortmain licences by the 
religious houses. The expense of mortmain licences was con 
siderable, and to escape this it had become customary for lands 
to be conveyed, not to the religious houses directly, but to feoffees 
who held them for their " use." The act of 1391 extended to all 
corporations, whether ecclesiastical or not, and it seems likely 
that the conveyance by Humberston and Cook in the following 
year was a means of regularising properties held by individual 
members as trustees for the Corpus Christi gild. It is quite 
possible that the properties included recent gifts by Humberston, 
Cook, and other well-to-do gildsmen ; but we are left wondering 
whether, at the date of the return, the fraternity's resources were 
in fact limited to the twenty shillings a year set down by Beeby 
and Wakefield. Before the act of 1391, the company may have 
thought it practicable, by a little ingenuity, to avoid the cost of 
getting the grant of Edward III confirmed by his successor. That 
the form of evasion described above was practised in Leicester in 
the fourteenth century is shown by a grant of land, in the parish 
of St. Margaret, to twelve feoffees and their heirs, which was 
witnessed by the mayor, John Cook alias Receiver, the earl's 
bailiff and five jurats. It is only from the endorsement of the 
conveyance that we know that the income from this land was 
intended for the use of the gild in St. Margaret's church. That 
the practise was resumed in the next century may be gathered
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from Miss Bateson's comments on the prosperity of the Corpus 
Christi gild in 1458, the date of one of the surviving rentals. She 
says: " exactly how the gild became possessed of so much land 
does not appear, though the conveyances [i.e., the various con 
veyances deposited with the borough muniments] of this period 
are numerous. There seems, however, to be reason to suspect 
that some of these conveyances, though they make no mention of 
the gild, were really intended for the gild's use. . . . The gilds 
would seem to have obtained most of their land endowment under 
feoffments to their chaplains and some of their members, or to 
their wardens and some of their members, making no mention of 
the gild's ' use.' No doubt it was the expense of obtaining a 
mortmain licence that led the gilds to be content with this form 
of trusteeship, although it gave the gild only a moral, and not a 
legal, hold on the trustees."

In the early days of the Corpus Christi fraternity, the mem 
bers, as appears from one of the ordinances, were to " assemble 
themselves in a certain place according as they shall have notice 
at three times in the year, to have consultation on their common 
business," and another rule enjoins them to attend the great 
annual gathering " at the feast of the Consecration." Where 
the earliest meetings were held is not recorded, but in the mayor's 
account for 1365-6 is a memorandum of one shilling paid for " the 
rent of a tenement on the East Gate which the gild of Corpus 
Christi holds." This was the " room over the East Gate built by 
Peter the Saddler " mentioned in the mayoral account for 1353-4. 
About 1400, perhaps just after 1392, when the fraternity was 
growing and had an income of about twenty pounds, the original 
gildhall was built on the west of St. Martin's church, and sub 
sequent meetings were held in that room, which forms the eastern 
portion of the hall as it now stands. The western part was added 
about the middle of the fifteenth century, to meet the require 
ments of an increasing membership and an enhanced prosperity. 
Probably in the reign of Henry VII, by whose order the forty- 
eight " wise and sad comyners inhabitants" were in 1489 
appointed to augment the ancient council of the mayor and the 
twenty-four, a second hall was erected on the south side of the 
western extension of the first, which it adjoins at right angles. 
In view of the fact that the earliest record of n common hall being
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held in the Corpus Christi hall is dated 1495, it is likely that the 
second addition was made for the accommodation of the enlarged 
governing body, which could no longer assemble conveniently 
in its old meeting place, the merchant gildhall by St. Nicholas' 
church. The lower portion of the second hall, which was re 
constructed and refurnished in 1563, is the room that has long 
been known as the mayor's parlour. These alterations, and the 
structural evolution of the hall and its supplementary buildings, 
will be described and illustrated in the architectural section of 
this paper. Considering the burghal character of the gild, the 
arrangement by which the governing body met in its hall was 
both convenient and economical. The town was saved the 
expense of erecting an entirely new set of buildings, and if, as is 
probable, the mayor and his brethren contributed to the cost of 
the second (western) hall, the fraternity was enabled, without 
depleting its funds, to make its home more commodious and 
better suited to its increased importance.

The good understanding that existed between the ruling 
body and the gild, and the desire of the mayor and his brethren 
to conduct the public business harmoniously and with dignity, 
are shown by two borough ordinances enacted " in the fest of 
Seynt Edward the Kyng, in the XVII yere of the regne of owre 
liege lord Kyng Edwarde the fourth, by the assent & agrement of 
John Reynolde, then being Maire of the same town, and of all 
his seid breder." By the first of these by-laws, it was provided 
that any brother of the bench who by deed or word, openly or 
secretly, rebuked or dishonoured any of his colleagues should 
forfeit, to the "Chambur of the towne of Leycestre," for the first 
offence three-an-fourpence, and for the second six-and-eightpence, 
these penalties to be forthwith exacted from the trespasser by the 
mayor and the two masters of the Corpus Christi gild for the time 
being. Any offender refusing to pay his fine was to be " com 
mitted by the Maire's Commandement to warde, there to contynue 
withoute redempcion till the payne be leueyed." Should the 
mayor be lax in enforcing the punishment, the same penalties 
were to be imposed upon him by the masters of the gild. If any 
brother committed the offence a third time, he was to be dis 
charged from the bench and excluded from the fellowship of the 
brethren for evermore.
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It was further ordered that all disputes that might arise 
between the brethren should be brought before the mayor and the 
two masters of the gild, who should consider the case impartially, 
as right and good conscience required, and so " determine, awarde 
& ende the cause between the parties." Should any of the 
parties decline to be bound by the decision of the mayor and the 
two masters, he was to be discharged from the bench and fellow 
ship. Every one of the brethren was to do his utmost to preserve 
and increase the honour of the mayoralty, and continually report 
" in every place & company by ther Maire the moste honoure, 
worship & godenes " he could. If any of the brethren heard or 
knew of any person speaking ill of the mayor, he was to " put 
hym in his most effectuall devoire to rebuke, reconcile & 
reforme every siche symple persone, to his power, on the payne 
& deposicion affore written." By a third clause, it was ordered 
that any brother who disclosed the business of the mayor and his 
brethren, such as the name of a new mayor to be elected on St. 
Matthew's eve, the choice of a burgess for parliament, or " any 
other mater consernying gode rule or profitte to the toune, the 
Maire or of his breder," should be discharged from the bench and 
fellowship for ever.

The second ordinance, passed at the same time, shows how 
careful the brethren were in electing a new member to their 
council :—" Also it is ordeyned & acte that no Maire hereafter 
yn the tyme of his Mairalte sett no maner of man upon the Bynke 
with oute avise, councell & agrement of all his breder or the most 
part, yn payne of hymselfe to be discharged of the Bynke & 
excluded of the feloship of the seid breder for euer more after the 
tyme of his office of the Mairalte." Respect for the mayoralty, 
we gather from this ordinance, and the desire to avoid public 
scandal caused the brethren to tolerate and uphold a mayor who 
took too much upon himself until his term of office had expired.

An idea of the regular doings of the gild as a religious 
fraternity may be gathered from the list of " Payments of 
Custom," amounting in all to £26 7s. 4d., for the complete year, 
from the feast of St. Jerome, 1493, to the same feast in 1494. The 
items are as follows : —

"Paid to the four chantry priests, £21 6s. 8d. ; for tallow 
candles for keeping the morrow mass, 2s. ; for keeping of the altar 
[in the gild chapel in St. Martin's church] 3s. 4d. ; for bearing of the
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fertur [the feretory or shrine in which the Host was kept] and for 
torches on Corpus Christi day, 2s. 6d.; for John Parsons' obit, 15s.; 
for ringing of the bells at Dirige [the Office of the Dead, so called 
from the first word of the antiphon in that service] and mass for 
the brethren's and sisters' souls, lid.; to the bellman, 2d.; for 
washing of altar cloths and albs, Is. 2d.; for mending of albs, 5d.; 
for four tucking strings [cords, generally of white cotton, for 
girding the albs], 4d.; for making of the rental, 6d.; for 13J Ibs. 
of wax for burning about the altar, 9s.; the rent gatherers [for that 
year, Sir Thomas Glen and Thomas Gillot], £2; for parchment, 
paper and ink, and for making of the account, 2s. 6d.; for writing 
the [names of] the brethren and sisters in the table [near the gild 
altar, that they might be prayed for by name], 2d. ; to Joan Danvers, 
' the whiche is graunted hyr for term of lyfe,' 20s.; for sweeping of 
the parlour and the hall, 2d.; to John Ashby for making of a deed, 
4d. [In an order, dated 17 September, 1489, concerning the election 
of the twenty-four, John Ashby is described as the " commen 
seriaunt" of that body]; for sealing-wax, $d.; spent in ale for 
master mayor and his company ' when he went to se the lyvelode 
[i.e., to inspect the revenue] of Corpus Christi gild,' 4Jd.; spent on the 
men that brought the great timber, Id.; for hallowing one altar 
cloth and a corporas [a case for the corporal, the cloth used to cover 
the sacred elements], 6d.; for a citation for John Goldson, 6d.; to 
the summoner [an officer of an ecclesiastical court], 2d.; for ribbon 
for making of a corporas case, 6d."

All the persons mentioned by name in this account were 
connected with the administration of the borough government. 
John Parsons, whose obit cost fifteen shillings, had been mayor 
in 1472-3 and 1479-80. John Goldson, yeoman, entered the gild 
merchant in 1473-4 ; in 1482-3 he served as a meat-tester, and in 
1488-9 he was one of the auditors of account, chosen in the com 
mon hall, for the Swinesmarket quarter of the town. Thomas 
Gillot, the rent-gatherer, one of a prominent official family, 
served as one of the borough chamberlains in 1484-5, and Sir 
Thomas Glen, his fellow, probably belonged to the family of that 
name which provided a burgess in parliament, and at least one 
other jurat, in the previous century.

In the gild account for 1525-6, besides the fifteen shillings 
paid for John Parson's obit, there are the following items: — 
thirteenpence for keeping the obit of the brethren and sisters ; 
four-aiid-tenpence for the obit of Mr. Swyke, mayor in 1485-6 
and 1492-3 ; four-and-fivepence for Mr. Davy's obit—Thomas 
Davy was mayor in 1488-90 ; five-and-ninepence for the obit of 
Thomas Hurst, mayor in 1494-5 ; eight-and-ninepence for the obit 
of Mr. Bailey, apparently Will. Bailey, whose house, the property 
of the gild, was repaired in 1493-4; five shillings and two shillings, 
respectively, were paid for the obits of John Whitwell and William 
Chandler, both burgesses who had held municipal offices. There
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is also an item of three-and-eightpence " ffor Brownyngs masse 
evy Wenysday," but who Browning was does not appear. 
Another mass was provided for in the will, dated 25 August, 
1517, of Thomas Heyrick, who, after providing for his family and 
leaving certain small sums to the mother church at Lincoln, the 
Leicester monasteries, and the ecclesiastical staff of his parish 
church, St. Martin's, provided that his wife should " have the 
lands to her and her assines for ever, off thys condicon, that she 
do put in surtye to gylde of Corpus XPI, to have yearly a dyrige, 
with mass of require for my sole and my wyeff soule, my father 
and my mothe solles, and all my frends' sooles, and all Criest'n 
soulles ; and at the same dyrge for to be spende yerly viijs. iiijd.; 
and that to endure as long as the lands be habull to performe the 
same."

Thomas Heyrick was one of the Leicestershire family of that 
name, which rose to great prominence in the town and county in 
the sixteenth century, and provided Leicester with several mayors 
and burgesses in parliament. The head of this family was Sir 
William Heyrick, who, having made a fortune as a goldsmith in 
London, in 1595 purchased the estate of Beaumanor, in Leicester 
shire, from the agents of the earl of Essex. Sir William was the 
guardian of his nephew, Robert Herrick the poet, whose father, 
Nicholas, started the London business which Sir William turned 
to such good account.

In their return of 1389, Beeby and Wakefield stated that the 
brethren and sisters of the Corpus Christi gild, at every annual 
feast-day, had " used every one of them to carry a torch going in 
procession with the said Precious Body of our Lord Jesus Christ 
each time in a company. And after the procession so made at 
the observance of the same feast, each time have they used to be 
at an eating together, each one paying for their vesture [the gild 
livery] and eating.'' No record of these processions has survived, 
but their character may be inferred from ^Yhat has been recorded 
of similar festal parades in other towns. The principal feature 
would be the Host itself, encased in a feretory—the " fertur " 
mentioned in the " Payments of Custom " for 1493-4, carried 
beneath an embroidered canopy. Machyn, describing in his Diary 
the London gild processions of 1554, says : " Then came a canepe 
borne by iiij of the masters of the charters over the Sacrament,"
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and from an inventory of 1493 we learn that the Corpus Christi 
gild at Coventry possessed a canopy, embroidered with gold on 
two sides, which was carried over the Host in the annual pro 
cessions by four burgesses of that town. The torches mentioned 
in the account, we may infer from Machyn, would be held aloft 
on staffs near the canopy, and it was customary for such torches 
to be decorated with flowers. The accounts of St. Margaret's, 
Westminster, show that two shillings was paid for garnishing the 
torches for Corpus Christi day with flowers that cost sixpence, 
and at the church of St. Martin, Outwich, London, sixpence was 
spent on rose garlands for the same feast. The procession of gild 
members and chantry priests at Leicester would be attended by 
the mayor and his brethren, in their official robes and probably 
all wearing the insignia of the gild, the borough officers, the 
clergy from the various churches and religious houses, and 
persons dressed as saints, apostles, virgins, and numerous 
Scriptural and legendary characters in the popular semi-sacred 
dramas of the period. \Ve may assume that the procession was 
brightened, if the day happened to be fair, by many ecclesiastical 
banners and by the " great streamer of silk " that was brought 
into requisition on Whit Mondays. For the " eating together," 
which was probably enlivened by the music of the waits who 
played before the mayor, the gildhall was made specially clean 
and tidy, as is shown by the stewards' account for 1525-6. : —

" It' ffor wedyng of the Cort & clensyng off the howse
ageynst Corps Xpi dynar ———— viijd." 

Several records of the earlier part of the sixteenth century 
indicate that the mayor and his brethren were in the habit of 
doing their business and taking their pleasure in the hall of the 
gild. In the chamberlains' account for 1524-5, it is noted that 
sevenpence was paid " for Charkecoll for Mr. Mere and his 
brethren at Corpus Christi Hall diverse tymes." At the common 
hall held there in the twenty-first year of Henry VIII's reign, 
when Roger Gyllot was mayor, it was ordained by the mayor, the 
twenty-four and the forty-eight, in the name of the whole body 
of the town, to give to John Beaumont, gentleman, six-and-eight- 
pence fee, " to answer in suche causses as the towne shall nede 
and requyre.'' The John Beaumont thus retained as town 
lawyer was made recorder of Leicester in 1537 ; he afterwards
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became Master of the Rolls. The chamberlains of 1541-2 record 
expenditure of eight-and-fourpence on dinner at the hall, and also 
of eightpence on ale imbibed there after the mayor had " eton 
weynesson." The mayor not infrequently received presents of 
venison from neighbouring noblemen, and he was wont to share 
his enjoyment of them with his colleagues. The hall book 
records, late in 1540, the gift of " two does of this season " by 
Henry VIII. On 20 March in that year, Henry had granted to 
the mayor and burgesses two fairs ; one on the feast of the 
Nativity of St. John the Baptist (24 June), and two days before 
and after, the other on the feast of the Conception of the Virgin 
(8 December), and two days before and after. These were in 
addition to two old fairs, held at the beginning of May and at 
the end of September.

Under the act (37 Hen. VIII, c. 4) for the dissolution of 
colleges, the possessions of certain brotherhoods and gilds, that 
had been dissolved with the colleges and chantries, were vested 
in the crown, and the king was given power to send com 
missioners to seize the possessions of others, that they might be 
" used and exercised to more godly and virtuous purposes." The 
commissioners were ordered to return into the court of chancery 
certificates "in writing of their doings in the same." Instruc 
tions were issued to the " parson, vicar, curate, chapter, priests, 
churchwardens and two of the most honest persons " in every 
parish where such fraternities were established, to make an exact 
return of their tithes, statutes, possessions and rentals, and of the 
uses, misuses and abuses connected with them, and to enquire 
specially whether any properties had been sold or otherwise 
transferred since 4 February, 1535. The return concerning the 
Corpus Christi gild, which goes back no further than the re- 
foundation in 1392, gives the following particulars of the 
fellowship : —

" Founded by William Humberston and John Cook the 
younger under the licence of king Edward III, to the intent to 
find four priests to celebrate divine service within the parish 
church of St. Martin in Leicester, and to pray for the founders' 
souls ; in which parish are five hundred houseling people [i.e., 
communicants] or above, and no more priests but only the vicar, 
whose stipend or living is so sore decayed that he is not able to
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find any other priest to serve there, so that, without help of the 
said chantry priests, many of the said parishioners in time of 
sickness shall be like to perish without the rites of the church ; 
also the churchwardens, with eleven other honest men of the 
said parish have the presentation and election of the same ; and 
at this present time there are but two of the said four priests now 
singing—for that the rents of the same are so far in decay and loss 
of rent than they have hithertofore been, and there be no lands or 
possessions sold or alienated since the time before limited [4 
February, 1535-27, Hen. VIII], and an inventory of the same 
hereafter doth appear."

The year's account, as given in the return, shows that the 
income of the gild was £27 Is. 7jd. ; the outgoings, including 
a loss of 17s. 8d. through the " decay or vacation of divers tene 
ments," £18 7s. ; and that there remained a clear balance of 
£8 14s. 7jd. One of the chaplains, Henry Grimes, had a 
stipend of £6; the other chaplain, John Foster, was paid 
£5 6s. 8d. ; and the third received 9s. 6d. for celebrating " the 
fiijs mass called Jesus mass " within the church of St. Martin. 
The cost of obits and alms amounted to £2 4s. 2d., and the pay 
ments for wine, wax, and lanterns used in the church celebrations 
came to 9s. 6d. The fees of the bailiff or steward are put down 
at £1, and in the column of outgoings are mentioned certain 
amounts for rents allotted to the king " in the right of the late 
monastery of Leicester,'' i.e., the abbey of St. Mary de Pratis, 
which had recently been suppressed.

The proceedings against gilds and chantries were interrupted 
for a while by the death of Henry YIII ; but shortly after the 
accession of Edward VI a bill was passed authorising the con 
fiscation of their lands and other properties to the crown, and 
visiting commissioners were appointed to enquire into the state 
of the various fraternities and to arrange for the transference of 
their possessions. The commissioners were at Leicester in 
1547-8, for it is recorded in the chamberlains' account for that 
year that two-and-fourpence was spent in wine for the " kynges 
maiestes viwtors [= viewers or visitors] for chauntres." It may 
be assumed that the lands, tenements, rents, etc., of the Corpus 
Christi gild were, as the result of the commissioners' enquiry, 
immediately forfeited to the crown. In the charter of 1589 by
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which the borough was incorporated, they were granted by queen 
Elizabeth to the mayor and burgesses of Leicester. They were 
then let to R. Hawkes and T. Bate, whose lease expired in 1595, 
when they fell into the possession of the corporation of Leicester, 
subject to the small annual payment of 7s. 9d. Particulars of these 
properties are set forth in the borough rental for the year ending 
Michaelmas, 1595. All that is known of their intermediate 
history is thus stated by Mr. Charles J. Billson, in his Mediaeval 
Leicester, pp. 64-5 : —

"It is said by Nichols that all the possessions of the Corpus 
Christi Guild were purchased from King Edward VI by Robert 
Catlyn, of Beby [Beeby], in Leicestershire, afterwards Chief 
Justice of England. He does not, however, give any authority 
for this statement, which seems inconsistent with Queen 
Elizabeth's grant to the Leicester Burgesses. Among the par 
ticulars for grants of the reign of Edward VI, filed at the 
Augmentation Office, there is, however, a request dated 8 July, 
3 Ed. VI, by Robert Catlyn of London and William Thomas, to 
purchase the farm of parcel of the possessions of the late guild 
or chantry of Corpus Christi in the town of Leicester. It would 
seem therefore that, if this grant were carried out, Catlyn and 
Thomas, or their nominee, took a lease for years only of part of 
the Guild's possessions, leaving the freehold to the Crown."

What became of the hall, after the suppression of the gild 
and the appropriation of its endowments, will be told in the next 
chapter, as accurately as our present knowledge permits.



IV 
The Conveyance of the Hall to the Town

There appears to be no doubt that after 1495 the Corpus 
Christ! gildhall was regularly used for the principal meetings of 
the borough council, and we gather from the records of the first 
half of the sixteenth century that, throughout that period, it was 
also used for municipal feasts and the entertainment of official 
visitors. In 1524-5, for example, the borough paid one shilling 
and fourpence for a gallon of wine, " to be spent [there] on the 
commissioner," and the chamberlains of 1541-2 note an outlay of 
eight shillings and fourpence for " the dinner at the hall," and of 
eightpence upon ale consumed in the same place " after the mayor 
had eaten venison." There is no evidence of any payments for 
rent, and the presumption is that the joint occupation of the 
premises was a matter of mutual convenience and friendly agree 
ment. The freehold, however, had always been the exclusive 
property of the gild, and when, in consequence of the chantry act 
of 24 December, 1547, the gild was suppressed, and the hall, with 
the rest of its possessions passed to the crown, though the ruling 
burgesses continued to use the building as before, it is obvious 
that their tenure became extremely insecure. The confiscation 
must have been exceedingly galling to the mayor and his council, 
especially if the cost of the structural extensions made in Henry 
VII's time had been borne by their predecessors in office. The 
position, however, remained unaltered until 1563, when the 
building, with its appurtenances, was purchased for the town by 
Robert Braham, recorder of Leicester from 1558 to 1575, and four 
times one of the borough's representatives in parliament, from 
Mrs. Cecily Pickerell, of Norwich, the widow of John Pickerell, 
who had lived at Dichborough, near Diss, in Norfolk. The 
Pickerells were a family of good standing in Norwich, and one of 
them, Thomas Pickerell, who died in 1544-5, was three times 
mayor of that city. Cecily herself was a daughter of Augustin 
Steward, mayor of Norwich in 1534 and 1546, and parliamentary
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representative in 1542. How this lady became associated with 
the municipal authorities is at present conjectural; she is not known 
to have had any relatives or friends in Leicester, and there is no 
evidence that John Picker ell who in 1492 owned land in the north 
quarter of the borough was in any way connected with the 
Pickerells of Norwich. Mr. Charles J. Billson, however, who 
has investigated the transaction more thoroughly than any other 
historian, tells us, in his Mediaeval Leicester, that the Corpus 
Christi hall appears to have been the sole Leicestershire item in 
a large grant of religious properties, situated in Cambridgeshire, 
Chester, Derbyshire, Devon, Essex, Norfolk, Surrey, etc., 
formally made to Mrs. Pickerell on the day before she reconveyed 
the freehold to Braham, and we know, though this is not stated 
in the deed, that Braham was the appointed agent of the Leicester 
burgesses. In the light of these facts, certain inferences may be 
drawn from the indentured conveyance, engrossed in legal Latin 
and preserved in the city muniment room, which has been thus 
rendered into English by Mr. George Farnham :

" To all the faithful of Christ to whom this present writing 
indented shall come, Cecily Pickerell, of the city of Norwich, 
widow, late the wife of John Pickerell, gentleman, deceased, 
greeting in the Lord everlasting. Know that I the said Cecily— 
for a certain sum of money to me the said Cecily well and truly 
paid by the hands of Robert Braham, of Barrow on Soar, in the 
county of Leicester, gentleman, of which I acknowledge myself 
by these presents to be fully paid and satisfied, and the same 
Robert, his heirs and executors, to be fully acquitted and dis 
charged for ever—have bargained, granted, enfeoffed and sold, 
and by this present writing have confirmed to the said Robert All 
that cottage or tenement, with its appurtenances, situated and 
being next the graveyard of St. Martin in the town of Leicester 
in the said county, now or late in the tenure or occupation of the 
mayor and burgesses of Leicester aforesaid, and late belonging 
and pertaining to the late gild of Corpus Christ! there, also the 
reversion and reversions whatsoever, all and singular, of the 
premises or of any parcel of the same, as well as the rents and 
yearly profits whatsoever reserved on any leases and grants of the 
premises or any part of them in any way made, as fully, freely 
and wholly in as ample a form and manner as I the said Cecily
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Pickerell have lately had all and singular the premises, amongst 
others, for me and for my heirs for ever, of the gift and grant of 
our lady Elizabeth, the now queen, by her letters patent signed 
under the great seal of England, bearing date at Westminster the 
sixth day of February in the fifth year of the said lady the queen, 
as by the said letters patent amongst other things more plainly 
appears. To have, hold and enjoy all the aforesaid cottage or 
tenement, with its appurtenances, to the said Robert Braham, 
his heirs and assigns, for ever, to the sole use and behalf of him 
Robert, his heirs and assigns, for ever. To hold of the said lady 
the queen, her heirs and successors, as of her manor of East 
Greenwich, in the county of Kent, in free socage, by fealty only 
and not in chief, for all rents, services, exactions and demands 
whatsoever therefrom to the said lady the queen, her heirs and 
successors, in any way to be rendered, paid or done. And I truly 
the said Cecily Pickerell and my heirs will warrant and will for 
ever defend by these presents the said cottage or tenement, 
with its appurtenances, to the said Robert, his heirs and assigns, 
to the use aforesaid, against me the said Cecily and my heirs. 
And further know that I the said Cecily have made, ordained, 
constituted and set in my place by these presents my beloved in 
Christ John Eyrycke [Herrick] and William Manby, conjointly 
and severally, my true and lawful attornies to enter in my stead 
and in my name into the said cottage or tenement, with its 
appurtenances, and to take full and peaceful possession of the 
same, and afterwards to deliver full and peaceful possession and 
seisin in and of the same cottage or tenement, with its appur 
tenances, to the said Robert or his certain attorney in this behalf, 
according to the tenor, force, form and effect of this my present 
writing indented thus made to him, ratifying and confirming all 
and whatsoever my said attornies, in my stead and in my name, 
jointly or severally may do in or about the premises by these 
presents. In witness of which to this my present writing 
indented, I the said Cecily have affixed my seal. Dated the 
seventh day of February in the fifth year of our lady Elizabeth, 
by the grace of God of England, France and Ireland queen, 
defender of the faith, etc.

by me Cecily Pyckerell.
Recognised before me John Gybon

in my chancery the day and year above written."
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On the back of the deed is written, in contemporary hand 
writing : " They dedis and Raylaisse of the towne halh bought 
by Mr. Brayham or Recorder in the tyme of Mr. Raymcud mayre 
Anno 1563."

The most striking feature of this document is the description 
of the property, which included two halls of considerable size, 
as a " cottage or tenement with its appurtenances." There are 
circumstances which show that the conveyance must have been 
prepared in advance, as part of the preconcerted arrangement 
with Mrs. Pickerell or her advisers, and we cannot but think that 
the misleading definition of the premises was designed to conceal 
the relative importance of the buildings as they then stood. Other 
points to be noted are, that there is nothing in the deed to 
indicate that Braham was anything more than a private gentle 
man, purchasing on his own account, or that Heyrick and Manby, 
who had both held the office of mayor, were in any way connected 
with the borough of Leicester. However, before commenting 
upon it further, we may consider a little more closely Mrs. 
PickerelPs position and the character of her financial transactions, 
which were of a kind very common in the latter part of the 
sixteenth century.

By his will, dated 1 November, 1554, and proved 9 February, 
1555, John Pickerell of Dichborough left the greater part of his 
considerable estates, and certain debts owed to him by the crown, 
to his wife Cecily, whom he appointed sole executrix. Mrs. 
Pickerell was therefore in a position to join the army of well-to-do 
speculators in the lands of dissolved gilds and chantries, and Mr. 
Billson discovered that no fewer than three grants of such 
properties were made to her by the court of augmentations in 
the short space of two years. The first of these was made in the 
third year of Elizabeth's reign, the second in the February of the 
fifth year, and the third in the following June. In the roll of the 
second grant, dated 6 February, 1562-3, in which the Leicester 
hall was included, the gild premises are described in the same 
terms as in the conveyance to Braham, which, as we have seen, 
was executed on the next day. The object of the persons who, 
like Mrs. Pickerell, engaged in these transactions was not to 
retain the properties they bought, but to se^ll them at a profit as 
soon as they could find purchasers, and so to obtain money for
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further speculations of the same kind. Why the Leicester burgesses 
waited for fifteen years before taking steps to secure the hall, we 
cannot even guess; but they may at last have been stirred 
to activity by the fear that it might get into the hands of some 
grasping speculator in religious properties, and that they 
would not be able to remain in occupation without having to pay 
an extortionate price. There is, however, no positive evidence 
to support this conjecture, and we have yet to consider how Mrs. 
Pickerell may have been brought into the scheme.

John Pickerell's will was proved by a man called Edmund 
Brudenell, who acted as proxy for the widow and executrix, and 
may have advised her subsequently in the management of her 
affairs. As Brudenell is not a Norfolk name, and, so far as we 
know, is not a common one anywhere, it is possible that Mrs. 
PickerelPs representative was one of the Leicestershire Brudenells, 
of Stonton Wyvill or Stonton Brudenell, near Market Har- 
borough. Mr. Billson points out that there were, at the time in 
question, at least three members of this family who bore the 
Christian name of Edmund, and he thinks that the one most likely 
to have acted for Mrs. Pickerell was the Edmund Brudenell who 
died in 1590, and whose recumbent effigy, cut in alabaster, is in 
the chancel of Stonton \Yyvill church. According to the in 
scription over his tomb, this Leicestershire gentleman, one of whose 
relatives had been chief justice of the common pleas, possessed 
many excellent qualities and was " learned in the laws of the 
realme both civill and common." He was doubtless a man of 
influence in legal and official circles, and, as a prominent resident 
in the county, well acquainted with Robert Braham and the chief 
burgesses of Leicester, he would naturally be disposed by 
neighbourly sentiment to consider the interests of the borough, 
and if he was in fact Mrs. Pickerell's agent and adviser, would 
be able to secure that lady's co-operation, either out of goodwill 
or upon reasonable terms. Mr. Billson's hypothesis, that it was 
through the good offices of Edmund Brudenell, of Stonton, that 
the hall was brought into the legal possession of the town, strikes 
us as being thoroughly reasonable, and we hope that it will one 
day be confirmed by definite proof. At present that proof is 
lacking, and we must regretfully admit that we cannot account 
for the burgesses' delay, or fully answer the questions raised by 
Mrs. PickerelPs deed of conveyance.
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Certain items in the chamberlains' account for 1556-7—mid 
way between the dissolution of the gild and the purchase of the 
hall—suggest that the burgesses then considered their irregular 
tenure to be fairly secure ; for in that year the hall was repaired 
at considerable expense, and a new study was erected for the 
mayor. Towards the " repparacions of the studdy," 10s. was 
subscribed by the mayor himself, and a loan of £7 16s. Oid. is 
mentioned in the same connection ; 6s. 8|d. was paid " to the 
chnrch [no doubt the adjacent St. Martin's] for 9 peces of olde 
woode for the same studdye and for 44 pounde of lead for the 
lasse [the ridge-tree of the roof] and the gutter." These expenses 
would hardly have been incurred if the burgesses had felt that 
their tenancy was likely to be seriously threatened, and it is 
worth noting that the chamberlains confidently describe the 
building as " the towne haule."

The amount of the consideration paid to Mrs. Pickerell is not 
stated in the deed, but apparently it was not large. The chamber 
lains' account for 1562-3 shows that a payment, said by Kelly and 
North to have been £10, was made in that year to Manby, towards 
what he had advanced for the purchase of the hall, and that £2 
13s. 4d. was paid to Braham, " that he had laid out and for his 
pains." In 1565-6, a further £7 9s. 4d. was paid to Manby, and 
certain "arrearages of the hall," stated by Kelly to have amounted 
to £5 10s. 8d., were also settled. If these figures are correct, 
and include everything, the premises were obtained for 
£25 15s. 4d. That the completion was regarded by the bur 
gesses as an event that demanded convivial celebration, is 
proved by the chamberlains' record that wine was provided " at 
the possessyon taking of the hall," which then became the legal 
property of the borough, whose title was confirmed in 1589 by 
the first Elizabethan charter of incorporation.
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V 

The Town Hall

Shortly after the acquisition of the gild premises by the 
borough, the second, or western, hall was converted into a three- 
storey building, with two gables facing the courtyard. New 
windows were provided for the room (the mayor's parlour) on the 
ground floor, the old mullions, cut into short lengths, being used 
for the windows of the room immediately above it, and, to com 
plete the division, a floor was put in at the tie-beam level of the 
roof. Stairs, a chimney and two fireplaces were constructed, and 
one bay at the south end was divided into small rooms. What 
these alterations cost, and how they were paid for, is not recorded, 
but many references to subsequent additions and repairs are con 
tained in the chamberlains' accounts of the period. The general 
character of these may be inferred from the following selected 
items : —

In 1563-4, lime was bought " for Corpus Christi hawle," as 
was " seeling " [= covering] for the benching in the parlour, and 
3d was spent upon a lock " to hang upon the chest where the 
accompts be." In 1564-5 the " carrying of a door from the old 
hall to the new hall " is noted ; in the next year's account 
we find the following entries:—" mendyng the hangyngs in the 
parlour, 3d.," " benching in the hawle " and " one hundreth of 
eightpeny naylls for the same worke, 8d.," while in 1567-8 forty 
gutter slates were purchased for 6d. In 1568-9 a larder house 
door and a window " in the scholemaister chamber at the towne 
haule " were provided, and in 1577-8 the stairs " goinge upp in 
to the hye chamber " had to be mended. In 1579-80, " hyngells " 
were required for the kitchen window, and in 1584-5 occurs the 
item : " Varvens [hinges] and neales spente in the parler at the 
hall." In 1578-9, under the routine heading : " Reparacions," 
among other items costing in all £1 3s. 4d., we find : " worke in 
the old hawll [the merchant gildhall ?] . . . settinge upp a
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frame for the armour .... glasse wyndows .... for the 
chamber for Mr. Recorder."

At this time, a bedroom was fitted up in the town hall for the 
accommodation of the recorder, Richard Parkyns, Braham's 
successor, and his " man." As the details of the furnishing are 
rather interesting, we may as well quote them in full. In 1581-2, 
26s. 8d. was paid for " a trusse beddsteade, a trundle bedde and 
a cubbard sett in the chamber att the hall there to remeyne for 
the use of Mr. Recorder." In the account for the next year, the 
record is thus completed:—"three mattes for the Recorder's 
chamber 22d. .... for russhes for the same .... a trundle 
bedd readie corded [for travelling] for the Recorder's chamber 
4s. 8d. . a feyther bedd ticke for the bedd in the Recorder's 
chamber at the hall 14s. 6d., twoe bowlsters .... 6s. .... 
one pillowe . . . 2s. 8d. . . . . for fyve stonne and 1 pounde 
of feythers for the same at 5s. 4d. a stonne .... 26s. 9d. .... 
16 elnes of silcke wooll for a coverledd for the bedd ... at 
Is. 6d., the elne 24s. .... one wooll mattris .... 8s. .... 
one other mattris therefore 5s. ... .a coverledd for his man's 
bedd, viz., the trundle bedd there .... 4 yards of darnyxe for 
a carpitt for the parler, 8s. 8d." The last item was presumably 
not provided for the recorder. " Darnyxe " means Dornick, a 
stuff originally made at Tournay, for which name Dornick was 
the Flemish equivalent. At the foot of the 1582-3 account is a 
note to the effect that the furniture in the recorder's room is to 
remain to the use of the town, and that this is to be annually 
recorded in the accounts " for the better remembrance thereof." 
A similar precaution had been taken in 1572, when a " Sake of 
Sylver gilt " was bought from Mr. James Clarke, one of the com- 
burgesses, for £10 Os. 6d., " to be paid of the towne stocke, 
which Salte shalbe kepte allweys hereafter to the vse 
of the towne, and to be lent to the mayor for his 
yere, and so to the mayor's succeessors allweis hereafter, 
the same mayor safelie at the goinge forthe of his 
meraltie to delyuer over the same Salte to his successor in the 
presence of foure of the mayor's bretherne & of the chamberlyns 
provided alweyes the chamber of the towne is the owner thereof. 
And the chamberlyns for the tyme beinge, yerlie, & from yere to 
yere, ever hereafter to accounte & sett over the same Salte in there 
accounte by them yerelie to the use of the towne made." The
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good burgesses did not mean any mistake to be made about it, 
and the handing-over of the " Salte " to succeeding mayors was 
duly recorded each year in the chamberlains' roll.

This valuable salt-cellar was intended for use at the yearly 
mayoral feasts, and it no doubt graced the board at the numerous 
civic banquets held at the hall on occasions of public rejoicing. 
Perhaps the most memorable of these was the one held in 1588 
to celebrate the defeat of the Spanish Armada. It is on record 
that two long tables extended from one end of the great hall to 
the other, that two were set in the parlour, and a fifth " in the 
chamber upstairs.'' Among the more notable persons present 
were the high and mighty, and withal beneficent, Henry, third 
earl of Huntingdon, steward and receiver of the honour ; his 
brother, Mr. Walter Hastings, commander of the Leicestershire 
forces ; Thomas Skeffington, of Belgrave, who was high sheriff, 
and George Norris, the mayor. The anniversary of the scattering 
of the Spanish galleons was similarly celebrated for many years, 
but doubtless not on the same scale as at the time of its occurrence. 
In the centuries that followed there were many occasions for 
special festive gatherings, but we feel that the ancient glory was 
departing when we read that in 1805, when the battle of Trafalgar 
was convivially honoured, " an elegant transparency of the late 
gallant Admiral Nelson was placed at the upper end of the hall." 
Several of the mayors are chiefly remembered because of the 
generous character of their official feasts; one of the most 
sumptuous, recorded by Nichols, was that of Mr. Mansfield, the 
founder of Mansfield's bank, who was elected mayor in 1792. 
Throsby, whose History of Leicester was published in 1791, 
writes :—" In the Town-hall yard, which is small and square, is 
an excellent kitchen for cooking the good things on feasting days, 
particularly the mayor's feast, held in honour of the dedication 
of St. Martin's church ; on which occasion there is a sermon 
preached by the vicar of the parish, who is always considered the 
mayor's chaplain. He admonishes his hearers to abstain from 
excess, on religious festivals ; but very few of the devourers of 
flesh and wine attend divine service on that day, consequently 
not many benefit from his discourse. It is generally a jolly day."

At many of the earlier feasts, bear-baitings were arranged 
for the amusement of the mayor and his guests. In 1580, " two
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berewards att Mr. Mayors dynner " were remunerated, and the 
following item in the chamberlains' account for 1582 shows that 
" George Warde beareward and the Erie of Huntington's man 
and one other beinge Sir Christopher Hatton's man and a beare 
ward at Mr. Mayors dynner" were paid seven shillings "more 
than was gathered." The contests may have taken place at the 
hall, as Kelly seems to have thought, but it is more likely that 
the company adjourned to " the piece of ground called the Bare 
gardin," of which the " yeerlie rent " was twenty pence.

These baitings were extremely popular with all classes in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and were warmly encouraged 
by Elizabeth and James I. The procedure is thus described by 
Sir Sidney Lee (Shakespeare's England, vol. ii, pp. 429-30) : — 
" At the opening of a match, the bear, which was kept in training 
by the keeper or bearward, was attached by a long chain to a 
stake in the middle of a ring. Macbeth is reminiscent of this 
feature of the arena, when he utters the despairing cry : —

' They have tied me to a stake, I cannot fly, 
But bear-like, I must fight the course.'

(Macb. V, vii, 1-2).

To like purpose Gloucester exclaims in King Lear (III, vii, 54) : 
' I am tied to the stake, and I must stand the course.'

Active operations began with the letting loose upon the 
chained bear of four, five, or six mastiff dogs. The bear often 
1 pinched ' or clawed one or two of the dogs to death at the first 
onset, and the rest retreated to bark at their foe at a safe distance. 
. . . But the pause in the strife was not prolonged ; fresh dogs 
replaced those which were mutilated or slain until the bear was 
either mastered or proved himself invincible. In case of the 
bear's death or disablement, the game was continued with another 
bear, and at times as many as thirteen appeared in the ring in 
succession. The bears' wounds seem rarely to have proved fatal, 
and the bearwards carefully tended them in the bearhouse for 
further encounters." The chamberlains of 1588-9 record that wine 
and sugar and ten shillings in gold were provided for " Mr. 
Skevington then highe sheryff and dvvers other gentlemen with 
hym at a greate bearebaitinge then had " in Leicester. Such was
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one of the amusements that delighted our ancestors in good queen 
Bess's glorious days.

Before the middle of the sixteenth century, Leicester began 
to be visited by strolling dramatic companies, whose performances 
were usually given in the town hall. Nearly a hundred of these 
companies, each under the protection of a royal or noble patron, 
played in Leicester, and were rewarded out of the borough ex 
chequer, before their tourings were stopped by the civil 
disturbances of the sixteenth century. No company was 
allowed to perform without the sanction of the municipal 
authorities, but permission was seldom refused to those that were 
properly accredited ; and when it was withheld, as occasionally 
happened, perhaps because the hall was required for other pur 
poses, the actors were allowed monetary compensation. The first 
reference to the players in the borough records occurs in the 
chamberlains' account for 1530-1, when 3s. 4d. was given to the 
troupe under the patronage of the princess, then about thirteen 
years of age, who subsequently became queen Man-. This 
company visited the town in the following year, as did also the 
king's players, and in 1537-8 five shillings was paid to the earl 
of Derby's company. The same sum, " at the commandment of 
Mr. Mayor,'" was given to the duke of Somerset's company in 
1547-8, and in 1562-3 the queen's players received 13s. 4d. 
Similar entries occur regularly in the accounts for the next sixty 
years, and we constantly read of jesters, minstrels and other per 
formers being remunerated from the public purse. The 
circumstance that the borough was visited a few times by the earl 
of Leicester's company, of which Shakespeare in his youth may, 
or may not, have been a subordinate member, led Kelly to assume 
that the author of Hamlet must have acted in the town hall. 
We should like to think that this was so, but unfortunately 
the researches of modern students of dramatic history tend 
to show that such a belief is untenable. We know, how 
ever, that Edward Alleyn and many other famous actors 
appeared in Leicester, and Richard Burbage's impersonation of 
Richard III was so well known in the district, that bishop Corbet's 
host at Market Bosworth, a man " full of ale and history," when 
he escorted that witty prelate to the battlefield, pointed out the 
spot where Burbidge died. Except during the civil war and the
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subsequent rule of the Puritan saints, when the gaiety of 
Leicester was to a great extent eclipsed, the hall was constantly 
in use for theatrical entertainments, balls and convivial feastings 
until 1750, when the Assembly Rooms in the Haymarket were 
erected. After that date it was intermittently used for sub 
scription dances, concerts, and so on ; but it was gradually 
superseded by buildings better adapted to the requirements of 
modern pleasure seekers. The mayoral banquets continued to 
be held there, but these lost much of their civic dignity in 1836, 
when the town plate was sold by auction, and the mace, which 
should have been jealously guarded, was knocked down to the 
wife of a publican, whose fortune was made by the custom it 
brought to his house. The mace was repurchased in 1866 for 
£85.

In the reign of Elizabeth certain officials, known as " salt 
petre men," were appointed to roam the country in search of 
potassium nitrate, for use in the manufacture of gunpowder, and 
were given authority to impound the materials from which it 
could be obtained. This chemical appears to have been found 
chiefly in mud walls and earthen floors, which the saltpetre men 
were in the habit of breaking up, greatly to the annoyance of 
owners and tenants. Many entries in the chamberlains' accounts 
relate to the damage done to the town hall by the operations of 
these persons, and we feel no doubt that the serious settlements 
in the older portions of the surviving buildings were caused by 
them. The first reference occurs in 1571-2, when a man was sent 
to London with a letter, from the earl of Huntingdon to the earl 
of Warwick, " abowte the townes busynes consernynge the salt 
peter man." In 1584-5, the floor of the kitchen was dug up, and 
four years later the borough paid 4s. 4d. for " makinge agen of 
newe of all the erthen florthes att the hall after the saltpeter 
man." The last allusion is in the account for 1627-8, when 2s. 2d. 
was " payed to Thomas Brewyn and another man for levelling 
the Townehall floare which the Saltpeter man digged." An old 
writer, quoted in C. F. Innocent's Development of English 
Building Construction, says : " This Saltpetre Man, under shew 
of his authoritie, will make plaine and simple people beleeve that 
hee will without their leaue breake up the floore of their dwelling 
house vnlesse they will compound with him to the contrary.
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Any such fellow if you can meet with all, let his misdemenor be 
presented, that he may be taught better to vnderstand his office." 
Apparently there was a limit to the powers of these corrupt 
itinerants ; but that they were considerable is shown by a petition, 
presented at Leicester in 1590, to the earl of Huntingdon, wherein 
the mayor and burgesses say : " there ys a saltepeter maker with 
in this towne, whoe reporteth he will throwe downe our mudde 
walls, beinge the common seasing [seisin = possession] of our 
towne, which yf he performe, will bee in damage to the towne, 
a thousand markes or there aboutes." The high-handed ways of 
these men caused their office to be abolished during the Common 
wealth.

In 1584, " the Towne Hall vocat Guild Hall [was] assured 
unto '' Robert Heyrick, then mayor, and Thomas Clark, the rich 
landlord of the Blue Boar, who had bound themselves in a bond 
of £200, for the repayment of £100 advanced by Mrs. Agnes 
Stringer, or her late husband, to the municipal body. This sum 
had been borrowed to enable the mayor and council to discharge 
a debt of £100, incurred by them in promoting the manufacture 
of cloth, that the poor might be " set on worke." At the same 
time each of the twenty-four undertook to subscribe Is. 2d., and 
each of the forty-eight 7d., quarterly, towards the payment of the 
£100 lent to " the clothier," the superintendent of the cloth- 
making, whose bond was to be kept in the hall, " amongst the 
records there."

In 1586-7, John Carver, received 15s. for " carvynge and 
makinge the Quenes Arms, which is in the hall extant," and 
" for the gyldinge thereof " 26s. 8d. was paid. The arms are no 
longer " extant," but the mace-stand, dated 1586, with the letters 
" E. R." [Elizabeth Regina] and the initials of the two chamber 
lains, George Oldham and Thomas Chettle, is still at the west 
end of the great hall.

The chamberlains of 1589-90 mention slating at the town 
hall, an item of pretty frequent occurrence, under the heading 
" Reparacions." At the end of their account is the following 
note:_" Furnyture for the warres remeyngnge att the Towne 
hall, viz., tenne corselettes and 10 pikes—Item 12 vewe [ = yew] 
bow'es and 14 sheyfes of arrowes . . 40 swords, 40 dagers, 
and 40 gerdells, 9 muskitts and one bastard [= unusual-sized]



60 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY

muskytt, 20 calyvers, 27 flashes and tuche boxes, 8 bandrolls 
[ = flags], 9 muskett staves, 19 almond reyvytts [= suits of light 
armour, with flexible plates sliding on rivets, first used in 
Germany (" almond ")], 9 blacke bylls and 3 halberts, 21 Spanish 
murryans, 6 black murryans, 14 skulles and 40 cappes, a horse- 
mans harnes, a stythie to amend the armour uppon—Item in the 
parler at the hall remeyninge 6 halberts, 29 leyther buckitts and 
half a hyde . . , . a barrel with some gonne powther, etc. 1 ' 
These implements of war had no doubt been got together in face 
of the Spanish peril.

A curious incident occurred at the town hall on 20 October, 
1601, when two burgesses were elected to represent Leicester in 
parliament. Some weeks before the election, the mayor and the 
mayor-elect wrote to the fourth earl of Huntingdon, who, like his 
predecessor, expected to be consulted on such occasions, that the 
choice of the corporation had fallen upon William (afterwards 
Sir William) Heyrick, of Beaumanor, and George Parkyns, who 
had recently been made captain of one of the queen's castles. 
The earl approved of Mr. Heyrick, but recommended a towns 
man named Bromley in place of Mr. Parkyns. All might have 
gone well but for the fact that certain members of the corporation 
were secretly plotting for the election of George Belgrave, the 
representative of an old local family, to one of the seats. The 
earl, for some reason, greatly disliked Mr. Belgrave, and in 
formed the corporation that if he were chosen he would " shake 
hands with the chosers." This threat aroused a spirit of 
opposition in Mr. Belgrave, whose unprecedented behaviour is 
best described in the letter, signed by the mayor and several of 
the more conservative members of the council, which was sent 
to the earl on the day after the election : —

" May yt pleaze your good lordship to be certified that vpon 
Tuesday morninge laste, beinge assembled for the choice of our 
burgesses, Mr. George Belgrave presented himself amongst vs 
in a blewe coate with a bull head [the earl's livery], affirminge 
and protestinge he was your lordships servant, and that Sir 
Henrie Harrington, verye late the night before, had obteyned 
that favour of your honor in his behalfe, and muche bemoned his 
former vndewtifull carriage towardes your lordship with a 
remorsive remembrance of many most honorable favors receaved
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from your lordship and your house towardes his anncestors, him 
and his. And recommendinge his former suite to be one of cure 
burgesses, beinge demanded whether he had any letter from your 
lordship, answered, that this (poyntinge at his coat and cogni 
zance) he hoped was a sufficient testimonie of your lordships 
favour towardes him and of his submission towardes your honor, 
and further that it was so late before Sir Henrie cold procure your 
lordships said favor as that you cold not write, and for the trueth 
of the premisses he offered his corporall oathe ; whereupon wee, 
thinkinge all this to be true, made choice of him with Mr. Will. 
Herricke to be our burgesses. And now this eveninge wee are 
credibly certified that your lordship hath geven him no suche 
entertaynement. And thus by his said lewde and most dishonest 
dealinge beinge much abused, we thought it our dewties forthe- 
with to signifie the same vnto your lordship, humbly cravinge 
your lordships mcst honorable favor for some reformacion for 
this vile practize. And thus with remembrance of our dewties 
we humbly take our leaves."

The earl, in reply, said he was glad that Mr. Belgrave's 
election was not due to the burgesses' contumaciousness, but to 
the " shameless dealing of that treacherous bad person," against 
whom he would " by the grace of God take such order as in honor 
and lawfully " he might. This threat was carried out by the 
earl, who exhibited an information against Belgrave in the Star 
Chamber. After several discussions in parliament, in some of 
which Belgrave himself and Sir Francis Hastings, the earl's 
brother, took part, and after a conference between the lords and 
the commons, the following order was, on 17 December, read to 
the House of Commons : —

"Whereas one George Belgrave, in the county of Leicester, 
esquire, a member of this house, hath made complaint of an in 
formation exhibited against him into the court of Star Chamber, 
pretending an abuse in the highest matters, as are those which do 
concern the most honourable and high court of parliament, and 
hath appealed unto this house for that the information was filed 
sedente curia ; and whereas the house did refer to the committees 
for returns and privileges the examination of the cause alleged 
in the information ; and the substance thereof having been related 
unto this house, this house thereupon did, upon the question
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again moved and largely debated, pronounce and declare the said 
George Belgrave to be free in their judgments from any abuse 
offered to this house, and that he is not to be molested for any 
such information ; and have resolved that this shall be entered 
as an act of this house."

Parliament seems to have thought, to use the expression of 
one of the members who spoke in debate, that " the matter 
savoured rather of wit than of malice." At any rate, Mr. Bel- 
grave was allowed to retain his seat as a member for Leicester.

In 1632, a collection of books was transferred from St. 
Martin's church to the town hall, apparently upon the suggestion 
of John Angel, master of the Free Grammar School, town 
preacher, and confrater of Wigston's hospital. These books 
formed the nucleus of a town library, that was subsequently 
enriched by many gifts and bequests, and would now be more 
valuable than it is, if it had not suffered from the depredations 
of modern "collectors."' A full description of the books, many 
of which are of special interest, with a learned introduction, was 
published by the corporation in 1919. The cost of fitting-up the 
room in which they were housed was £10 15s. 3d.

In 1636-7, a great deal of work was done at the hall, and the 
" Chardges of new buildinge of the parlor ... and of the Cham 
bers over it and the buildings adjoyninge to it, and for glasing 
and other cost bestowed uppon the hall," amounted to £224 
14s. 3d. The handsome carved chimney-piece, which still 
adorns the mayor's parlour, was made and fixed in its place at 
this time. The chamberlains state that, apart from the expense 
of fixing it in its place, this cost the town £23, which was made 
up as follows: — £15 16s. 6d. to the carver " for cutting of the 
chimey peece ; £4 13s. 6d. " to Sheene for wood [and for] 1 
joyners worke for the same chimney peece " ; and £2 10s. to 
the carver for " putting the said chimneye peece into cullors and 
guilding the same." Two masons employed at this time received 
13s., between them, for a week's work, and 9s. was paid to their 
two labourers. There is also an item of £3 8s. 4d., " given to 
the workemen at the towne hall at severall tymes in beare and 
bread and for victualls for them at the reareing of the buildings." 
An inscription on the mayoral seat in the parlour states that it 
was presented by Richard Inge, mayor, in 1637, which would be
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towards the end of his year of office. This seventeenth-century 
worthy was an ancestor of the dean of St. Paul's, who, when he 
was in Leicester in 1923, sat in the fixed chair to be 
photographed.

On 29 May, 1645, when Leicester was surrounded by the 
king's troops, and Charles himself was at Ayleston, less than 
two miles away, a council of war that was being held in the town 
hall was rudely disturbed by the sound of prince Rupert's artillery, 
which was stationed a few hundred yards to the south of the 
borough. "This occurrence," says Thompson, "at once 
terminated the councils of the corporation .... Some members 
of the committee' went to one part of the line of defence, to supply 
ammunition to the soldiers—some to another, to encourage the 
defenders by gifts of money ; while others remained at 
the town hall, there to receive any advice that might be tendered 
to them." By six o'clock in the evening a breach had been 
made in the wall of the Newarke, and before the dawn of the 30th 
the town had been surrendered to the royalists, the last futile 
stand having been made near the hall and St. Martin's church. 
In the general pillage, the borough charters were seized, and £100 
had to be disbursed to recover them. Five shillings was paid to 
a soldier for the statute seal, and 8s. 4d. for " worke done about 
the charter-house door," which had been broken open by the 
raiders. The chamberlains of 1646-7 note that Is. 8d. was paid 
for bread and beer " when Mr. Mayor and others was at sortinge 
the writings in the charter-house," and for pack-thread to tie 
them together, and that " two great chests, to lay the charters 
and other evidences in," were purchased for £3.

About a fortnight after Leicester was taken by the king's 
forces, the battle of Xaseby was fought, and the town was given 
up by its royalist governor to general Fairfax. In 1647-8, 
£2 6s. 3d. was paid for " wine, biskets, sugar, beare and tobacko, 
when Mr. Mayor and the aldermen went to visit Cromwell [who 
was probably at the hall] att his goeing into the North." A 
similar entertainment was provided for Cromwell and his son in 
1648-9, "att their comeing out of the North." In 1651, £3 
15s. 2d. was paid for " 2 gallons of claret, 2 gallons of sacke, two 
gallons of white, three pound of sugar, and a bankett p'sented to
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the lord gen'all Cromwel, when he went to Worcester." Several 
other parliamentary officers were entertained on their way to 
Worcester, and 3s. 5d. was spent upon "3 oz. tobacco and pipes 
to the hall when coll. ffairfaxe and col. Hacker was there." After 
Charles's execution, 5s. was paid to a joiner for mending " two 
dores in the p'lor and one chaire, and for taking downe the late 
kings armes there." In 1651-2, Robert Bradshaw received £4 
Os. 8cl. for " blazeing the States Armes, att the Towne Hall and 
the East Gate and the West Gate, and for scowring the chimney 
peece and pictures, in the Towne parlor and Hall." At the 
Restoration, the king's arms were set up again, and Mr. Turvill 
was paid £14 for " alteringe the Great Mace and for the foure 
silver maces by order of a Common Hall."

An undated hall paper shows that, about 1662, the cord- 
wainers complained of the lack of a common leather hall, where 
leather made in the town or brought in by " forreiniers " might 
be proved and sealed by the testers, and humbly craved that the 
council would order such a hall to be kept, as their livelihood was 
threatened by the impositions of unscrupulous dealers, who 
foisted unwarranted leather upon them. Beneath this petition 
is written : " the Walke under the Library [on the side nearest St. 
Martin's] and the Old Kitching att the hall are appointed at present 
for a leather hall until further Order therein taken." We learn 
from Mr. Hartopp's Hearth Tax Returns that in 1664 there were 
six hearths in the "Towne Hall in Holy Rood Lane,''asTown Hall 
Lane was sometimes called in former days. In the chamberlains' 
account for 1683-4 is the item : " Mr. Newton, Vicar of St. Mar 
tin, Leicester, for chamber belonging to the Towne hall and now 
used with the Vicaredg house at will per annum 2s. 6d."

" Rushes at the hall against the Assises " is an item in the 
chamberlains' account for 1585-6, and the judges sat there in 
1611-12, when the windows of the great hall were taken out 
because of the heat. The assizes, however, were usually held 
at the castle, as they had been since the thirteenth century, and 
that this was the rule in 1611 is shown by a letter of that year 
printed in the Records of the Borough, vol.iv.p. 114. Wehavenot 
been able to ascertain when the borough assizes began to be 
regularly held in the town hall, but it was probably when they
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were first separated, from the county assizes, which are still held at 
the castle. There are records of assize trials at the hall in the 
latter part of the eighteenth century, and it was used for nearly 
all the judicial purposes of the borough for the first three 
quarters of the nineteenth. The portmoot court, the borough 
sessions and the sittings of the local justices were held in the 
gildhall from the time of its first occupation by the borough 
authorities for the common halls, which, latterly under the style 
of " council meetings," continued to be held there until 1876. In 
the early part of the seventeenth century, there were two borough 
sessions in the year ; but in 1647-8 it was resolved at a common 
hall that in future three should be held. In the first half of the 
seventeenth century, the mayor and borough justices sat on 
market days, to deal with malefactors and brawlers, in the Gains 
borough, an old municipal building in the Saturday Market. 
The Gainsborough was pulled down, and superseded by the Ex 
change, which stood near the site of the present Market Hall, in 
1748. In 1791, the upper rooms of the Exchange were still used 
by the magistrates on certain days.

Thompson, in Leicester in the Eighteenth Century, informs 
us that the march of intellect began in Leicester in 1764, when an 
inimitable piece of art called the Microcosm was exhibited in the 
Exchange, and the learned and ingenious Dr. Griffis delivered 
in the town hall a course of lectures, on natural and experimental 
philosophy, which " entirely answered the just expectations of 
the curious." By 1856, the march had so far proceeded that a 
number of women, who scorned the company of men on this 
occasion, met in the hall to consider the laws relating to their 
sex. In 1857 a meeting to protest against the income tax was 
held in the same place, which in 1866 was the scene of a great 
reform demonstration. In 1872 an act was passed to enforce the 
closing of hotels and public houses in provincial towns at 
eleven p.m. On the first night this act was put into 
operation, seventeen drunken people were shut up in a 
small cell at the hall, which is still pointed out by the present 
caretaker, whose duty it was, as a young policeman, to 
conduct most of these persons to their unsavoury lodgings. This 
place had been used for the temporary incarceration of offenders 
since 1836, the year after the Municipal Reform Act, when the 
hall became the headquarters of the police, and a house was built
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of brick, on the south side of the quadrangle, for the accom 
modation of the chief constable. This is now occupied by the 
caretaker. As early as 1814 it was considered that the old hall 
had become inadequate to the needs of the borough, and plans 
for a new one were prepared by Mr. Firmadge, whose bill, paid 
1 May, 1820, came to £122 10s. These plans, however, never 
materialised, and it was not until 1876 that the present fine 
Municipal Buildings, designed by the late Mr. Francis Hames, 
were ready for occupation. Since that date, so great have been 
the growth of the city and the activities of the legislature, that 
these buildings are becoming insufficient for modern require 
ments. But that is another story.

When the magistrates took their seats for the last time, on 
7 August, 1876, in the old hall we have been writing about, 
several valedictory speeches were made, and, to meet the occasion, 
two boys summoned for larceny were pardoned and dismissed. 
The chair was then taken by the mayor, alderman Barfoot, who 
proposed an eloquent retrospective resolution, which ended with 
an expression of the corporation's trust that the glory of the new 
hall might exceed that of the old. This resolution was passed 
unanimously by the assembled councillors and justices. Coun 
cillor Preston informed the company that, in spite of his views, 
which were of the extreme radical order, he had a reverence for 
old buildings of the class to which the hall belonged, and that he 
fully appreciated the good taste which had caused the resolution 
to be drawn up. The same good feeling and respect for old 
associations characterised the speeches of other councillors, and 
the mayor concluded his own remarks by saying that he hoped 
the hall would not be allowed to fall into decay, but would be kept 
in good repair and maintained for some useful public service. 
A local paper, reporting the proceedings, stated that " the idea 
thus mooted met with a general response, and the subject [would] 
come on for deliberation at an early meeting of the council." 
Perhaps, as impartial historians, we ought to put on record the 
sentiment of a Mr. Holyland, who was reported by the Midland 
Free Press of 12 August, 1876, to have said that he " hoped that 
with the shutting up of the old town hall, all the old doings of 
the corporation would also be shut up, and they would hear no 
more of what had been dinned into their ears in time past of the 
deeds of the old corporation forty years ago."
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At the conclusion of the final meeting, the mayor and coun 
cillors, accompanied by representatives of nearly all the public 
bodies in the town, walked in procession from the old hall to 
their new headquarters, where further speeches were made. A 
banquet was then partaken of at the Corn Exchange in the 
Market Place, and the day's proceedings concluded with a display 
of fireworks on the race course, now called the Victoria Park, 
and a mayoral ball in the Horsefair Street Assembly Rooms. 
After a long career of municipal service, the ancient hall became 
a historic monument, and as such may it long be respected.
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THE STAINED GLASS 
IN THE MAYOR'S PARLOUR

By A. B. McDonald, A.R.C.A. (L.ond.)

About two years ago, having undertaken to superintend the 
resetting of the glass in the mayor's parlour, I made an inventory 
of the chief items as they were then displayed. The principal con 
tents of the thirteen divisions of the row of windows, beginning at 
the south end and proceeding northwards, were as follows :—(1) a 
Tudor rose ; (2) a portcullis, with a few emblems of the Corpus 
Christi gild, whose device was a Host and chalice charged with 
the "I.H.S." ; (3) a man and the word "September" ; (4) a 
crown ; (5) a winged grotesque ; (6) the symbol of the garter and 
the prince of Wales's feathers ; (7) a cow's head, with gild 
emblems and pieces of modern glass; (8) gild emblems and 
modern oddments; (9) "I.H.S.'' and gild emblems; (10) gild 
emblems and a knot; (11) a man and an animal, apparently a 
hound ; (12) a cinquefoil on a shield ; and (13) a man, a castle, 
and the word "June."

Bearing in mind the history of the building, it is probable that 
the gild emblems, the cinquefoil, the Tudor rose, and the designs 
contemporary with them, were first placed in position about the year 
1500, when the western hall appears to have been erected. They 
may originally have formed parts of a decorative scheme 
symbolising the connection of the hall with the religious fraternity 
and the borough, and including a series of designs which set 
forth in some appropriate way the familiar characteristics of the 
twelve months of the year. It was evident, however, that the 
surviving pieces of old glass were merely odd remnants of the 
original composition, and that the windows had been clumsily 
reset, and many times repaired with such materials as were handy, 
during the centuries which had elapsed since they were first 
glazed. All that can be said of the original scheme is that it
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was composed of white painted glass enriched with yellow silver 
stain. The rest of the coloured pieces, with the exception of 
certain bits of old ruby glass, which may have been put in at 
any time, are modern.

These heterogeneous fragments had been inserted in a hap 
hazard way, without any regard for their combined effect, and the 
most that could legitimately be attempted was to produce orderly 
pattern and uniform distribution out of the existing chaos. My 
aim was so to rearrange the materials before me that, without any 
cutting, they would form proportionate and undisturbing patterns 
which would include every bit of the old glass that had come 
down to us. This turned out to be incompatible with the attain 
ment of order and proportion ; but the less important pieces, 
which could not be fitted into any satisfying pattern, though 
there was no place for them in the windows, have been 
carefully preserved, and neither these, nor those which appear 
in the new setting, have been cut. The original design, with 
most of its component parts, has been lost beyond recovery ; but 
the new arrangement includes all the fragments that present any 
points of interest, and enables them to be examined more con 
veniently than was possible before the reconstruction. I hope 
that the present setting, in spite of the limitations imposed by the 
mutilated condition and paucity of the materials, which could 
not properly be augmented by deceptive additions, is at least 
reposeful and technically sound.
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THE ARCHITECTURAL PLATES

The six plates that follow consist of plans, elevations, 
sectional drawings, etc., representing the old town hall as it 
appears now that the work of restoration is almost finished. 
When the work has been completed, the details of it will be fully 
described in a complementary section, which we hope will be 
ready for publication next year. Meanwhile, a short explanation 
of the order in which the chief parts of the building came into 
existence may be useful.

The hall and its appurtenant structures comprise a set of 
miscellaneous buildings which enclose an uncovered quadrangular 
court. The largest of these, the great hall, stands on the north 
side of the quadrangle, and is separated by its outer wall from the 
narrow thoroughfare called Town Hall L/ane. The three eastern 
bays of this room were built about 1400, and formed the original 
hall of the Corpus Christi brotherhood. About 1450, the gild 
having increased its membership and improved its financial 
position, the original hall was extended westwards by the addition 
of two more bays. Some fifty years later, a second hall was built, 
on the west side of the courtyard, at right angles to the western 
portion of the great hall, i.e., to the two bays added in the 
middle of the fifteenth century. This second hall was erected 
about the time when the principal meetings of the borough council 
began to be held in the great hall of the gild, and it is not unlikely 
that its cost was defrayed by the ruling burgesses. The kitchens, 
etc., stood on the south side of the yard, opposite to the main hall, 
and the houses of the four priests who served at the gild's altar in 
St. Martin's are said to have occupied the east side, and so to have 
completed the square ; but of this there is no proof. Soon after 
1563, when the gild premises became the property of the town, 
the western hall was converted into a three-storey building, with 
two gables facing the courtyard. The room on the ground floor
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became the mayor's parlour, and the attic over the first-floor room 
was formed by the insertion of a floor at the tie-beam level of the 
roof. In 1637, the mayor's parlour and the room above it—the 
one now occupied by the Leicestershire Archaeological Society— 
were " new built," and the mayor's seat and the elaborately 
carved chimney-piece in the parlour were fixed in their places 
at the same time. The buildings in which the town library is 
stored were erected about 1632, and were afterwards " beautified " 
and extended by alderman Newton and others. The brickhouseon 
the south side of the court, formerly occupied by the chief 
constable, dates from about 1840, as do the cells and other police 
buildings which appear on the plans.
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