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I. IN,TRODUCTION 

THE main source of the material in this paper lies in what is per
haps the most neglected class of records handled by the economic 
and social historian, the inventories attached to wills for purposes 
of probate from the early sixteenth century onwards. These take 
the form of detailed valuations of the personal estate involved, in 
which each item is valued at curr,ent prices, which were drawn up 
usually by two or three honest neighbours on the day of the 
funeral-probably immediately after the funeral feast when the 
main body of people had left-or on the day following. Written 
for the most part in a homely style, with many a struggle over 
the spelling, these documents provide a mass of information for 
the ,economic and social historian, throwing light upon many 
aspects of past life in a ,my no other class of records can do. 
We can trace from them the development of the simple domestic 
architecture of town and village, room by room, over a period of 
two and a half centuries, and the evolution of furniture and other 
household goods of all kinds, or observe the farming methods of 
different generations-the crops that are sown, the animals kept, 
the implements and the farm-buildings; we can walk into the 
craftsman's workshop and. see his tools or into a shop in some 
little Elizabethan country town and inspect the stock-in-trade. 

The inventories, too, provide an immense amount of material 
for the study of prices over a long period in a particular locality, 
though this evidence is often difficult to interpret and is full of 
pitfalls; and finally there is a mass of miscellaneous information 
that is full of interest for its very minuteness: the changes in 
fuel and lighting, the clothing of different generations and of 
different classes of people, the titles of the books read in the par
son's study or in the farmhouse kitchen, the various sorts of 
drink in the tavern cellar, sometimes even the names of the cows 
that grazed in the ancient fields-like Py and Swallow, Nut and 
Marigold who belonged to Robert Colles of South Kil worth in 1558. 
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We read of the favourite h,a,wk of Mr. Anthony Faunt, the squire 
of Foston: Ringbell soaring on a blue-and-white morning in May 
high over the green pastures of South Leicestershire, the year 
before the Armada. And in these documents, too, one may study 
the rise and fall of ordinary families who have left no mark in 
the public records, especially in the three or four generations of 
the sixteenth century when the social structure was being pro
foundly altered. 

These inventories have been ·used to a very limited extent by 
the historian and only in so far as they happen to have been 
published. 1 There seems to have been no systematic study of 
the long series, often remarkably complete, of the records still 
in manuscript upon the shelves of probate registries all over the 
country . At Leicester, for example, there are several thousand 
of these d·ocuments, the earliest (an isolated record) dating from 
the reign of Edward IV. From about 1500 they become plentiful: 
there are several hundred for the first half of the century, while 
after 1550 few years are not represented by a considerable bundle, 
sometimes runn'ing when mortality was high to upwards of two 
or three hundred in a single year. For certain years the bundles 
are missing, but on the whole the series is well maintained ( except 
for the Commonwealth period) up to the middle of the eighteenth 
century, after which time the detailed inventory is s'Uperseded by 
a bare endorsement giving the total value of the estate. 

Thus this class of record in Leicestershire covers a period of 
roughly two hundred and fifty years (c. 1500-c. 1750) and is 
represented by several thousand documents. Not only may one 
obtain from them a crossssection of the mode of living of all 
classes in any one year, but it is also possible to examine a lengthy 
series for a single village and so to obta'in an intimate picture of 
domestic life in one spot through some eight or nine generations. 
For the village of Wigston Magna alone there are about seventy 
inventories between 1529 (the earliest) and 1600, and some hun
dreds for the seventeenth century, forming one of the finest sources 
for the social history of the village that one could hope to find. 

There are indeed some deficiencies in this class of record . 
Since they were drawn up for the purpose of proving a will and 

!Notably by Fussell and Atwater : Farmers' Goods and. Chattels 150~ to 
1800, in History, XX, 211-220. They found _few pnll:ted mventones 
however, for the Midlands, and none for Le1cestersh1re. 
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adm'inistering the personal estate, which was a matter for the 
ecclesiastical authorities, the unit of administration was the dio
cese and, where this was large, th,e archdeaconry. 2 vVhere, how
ever, a man had real or personal property in more than one 
ecclesiastical division his will was usually proved in the Pre
rogative Court of Canterbury and the relevant inventory will be 
found among the records of that court. So it is that in a small 
county like Leicestershire few of the greater landowners, few 
esquires even, had property solely confined to this area and 
inventories of this class are scarce among the local records. They 
occur occasionally, but they represent mostly the poorer squires 
and gentry with modest estates in one or two parishes, and not the 
wealthy. 

At the other end of the social scale, few cottagers or labourers 
made wills, in the sixteenth century at least, and there are con
sequently few inventories from this class. Here again one finds 
a sprinkling, especially after the middle of the century, but they 
represent the upper end of the class, those who had something 
worth disposing of by will, and not the poorest in the village. 

The great bulk of inventories in a provincial registry refer, 
therefore, to a wide m'iddle range of people, from the prosperous 
cottager 'UP to the yeoman and the gentleman, and in the towns 
from the smaller craftsmen and tradesmen up to the well-to-do 
merchant. We do not usually find represented the poorest or the 
richest in local society, though here and there an example of both 
may be found by chance. And in the sixteenth century, in an 
almost purely agrarian society (so far as numbers are concerned), 
the majority of the inventories are those of farmers, from the 
more prosperous labourer up to the wealthy yeoman. At least 
four inventories out of five fall into this category and it is to these 
that we shall turn frequently in order to present a picture of the 
Leicestershire farmer as he was in the sixteenth century. Before. 
doing so, however, it is necessary to say something of the 
Leicestershire village as a whole, as it was in the days of Henry 
VIII. 

2An account of the law concerning inventories is given in Emmison, 
Tacobean Household Inventories (Bedfordshire Historical Record 
Society, XX, 1938). In Leicestershire the Archdeaconry was co
terminous with the County during the period with which we are 
concerned. 



THE LEICESTERSHIRE FARMERINTHE I6TH CENTURY 37 

II. THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

OF THE VILLAGE 

THE Leicestershire village of this time was already sharply 
divided upon an economic basis : economic inequality was con
spicuous, though there was still a considerable measure of social 
equality. 3 By the first quarter of the sixteenth century, as 
evidenced by the comprehensive subsidy assessments of 1524 and 
1525, the rough economic equality of the medieval village had 
been shattered past recognition. It is not necessary to go into the 
causes of this breaking of the social pattern of the medieval village, 
most of wh:ich are well known; we shall describe here the Leicester
shire village as we find it in 1524-25. 

Leicestershire had been, in the thirteenth century, a county 
with a high proportion of free peasants4 and though this class had 
fallen considerably 'in numbers in most villag,es by the end of the 
fifteenth century it was still a marked feature of the social 
structure of many villages in 1524. Only one village in every six 
or seven had a resident squire at this time, representatives of 
families settled there in many instances since the time of Henry II 
or, Henry III : the new type_ of squire--lawyer, merchant, or 
successful yeoman-had not yet .appeared except in one or two 
places. But in the v'illage where there was no squire we usually 
find the subsidy list headed by one or two wealthy yeomen who 
are often themselves the descend.ants of ancient' families who have 
owned a small freehold in the place for centuries. 5 Such, for 
example, were the Hortons of Mowsley, who in 1524 were assessed 
on three-quarters of the personal estate of the entire village, and 

3The squire's son, for example, often attended the same village school as 
the children of yeomen and husbandmen. William Faunt, son of the 
squire of Foston, went to school in the neighbouring village of 
Wigston in the 1580's (Proceedings in Archdeaconry Court, 1632) 
and George Villers, son of the squire of Brooksby and afterwards 
Duke of Buckingham, went to the little village school at Billesdon, 
near his home. 

4cf. Hilton, The Economic Development of some Leicestershire Estates in 
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth, Centuries (MS. thesis, Oxford). Mr. 
Hilton calculates that in two hundreds for which the information is 
reliable 39 per cent. of the recorded population were free tenants 
in 1279. 

5The following pages on inequality and continuity in the Leicestershire 
village are based upon tax lists, fines, plea rolls, etc., in the 
Farnham MSS. (Leicester City Muniment Room) and to a lesser 
extent upon Nichols' History of Leicestershire. 
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who were descended from a free tenant on an adjacent manor who 
had come into Leicestersh'ire in Henry III's time. Or at Frisby
by-Galby there were the Dands and the Wards, who between them 
paid more than three-quarters of the tax demanded of the hamlet, 
both descended from the wealthier peasants of Richard II's reign. 
As a free tenant in 1381 Robert Dande had paid the highest sum 
towards the poll tax at Frisby, and John Dand, his descendant, 
was the most highly assessed man in 1524. In 1381 William \Vard 
had paid . one of the largest contributions to the tax and in 1524 
another William Ward was rated second only to John Dand. The 
Dands were indeed free tenants as far back as the thirteenth cen° 
tury and may well have been, like the Herricks who were free 
hmants :at Wigston Magna for many centur'ies, the descendants 
of Danish sokemen of the late ninth century. 6 

At Carlton Curlieu the highest assessment in 1545 was that 
of John Warde, descended from a tenant-at-will living in the 
village in the mid-fourteenth century. Almost of equal wealth 
was N'icholas \Veston, descended from a free tenant of 1381, whose 
family dated back to Edward I's time in Carlton. But here it 
was the Bales, comparative newcomers to the village in Henry 
VIII's day and rated only fourth highest in 1545, who were des
tined to buy practically every acre of land in the parish before 
the end of the century : yeomen in one generation, gentlemen in 
the next, knighted in the next, and a baronetcy by 1643, all 
achieved within a hundred years. 

Though the most eminent yeomen in the village of 1524 are 
frequently the descendants of well-to-do peasants of the four
teenth and even the thirteenth century, we find a number of vil
lages like Carlton Curlieu in which the dominant yeoman family 
is of comparatively recent origin in that particular place. The 
wealthiest yeoman in the whole county, and indeed the second 
most highly .assessed man of any class in 1524, was Thomas Brad
gate of Peatling Parva who paid on goods to the value of £110.7 

Hei was (so far as·can be discovered) only the second generation 
in the village; he married one of the Ward family of Carlton Cur
lieu, so uniting two of the richest yeoman families in Leicester-

son the descent of some of the free peasants of Wigston Magna see 
Wi![ston Magna Lay Snbsidies, 1327 to 1599, in Trans. Leics . Arch. 
Society; XX, 59.00. 

7:fhe hi_g-hest assessment in the county is that of Sir Thomas Pulteney of 
Misterton who is taxed on lands to the value of £160 per annum. 
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shire, just as his son Riichard married the sister of William 
Jervis, the most substantial yeoman in the neighbouring village 
of Peatling Magna. By 1567 b~th Bradgates and Jervises h~d 
become the squires of their respective villages. 

In other villages, particularly where the smaller free peasan
try had succeeded in maintaining their numbe,rs, as at Wigston 
Magna for example, we find no one dominating yeoman but a 
number of families of middling wealth. And yet even in such 
villages as these we find that a quarter of the families own a half 
of the personal estate or movable goods, and these are usually 
freeholders who have a long history in the village. Beneath these 
yeomen we find the husbandmen, the craftsmen, the cottagers, 
and the labourers-the majority of the rural population who own 
but a small fraction of the personal property of the village arid 
none of the land. 

The subsidies of 1524 and 1525 were levied on movable goods 
of all kinds and on wages of £ 1 a year or morn, though not on 
real estate unless this could be assessed more highly in individual 
cases than the accompanying personal estate. In a sample 
covering exactly eight hundred taxpayers in forty villages all 
over the county, only six were assessed "on lands"; the remaining 
794 payers were assessed on goods or wages to the total value of 
approximately £4,165. Of these, 123 were assessed on £2,081 : 
in other words, 15½ per cent. of the taxpayers owned one-half of 
the personal estate. With the exception of three or four squires 
in this sample, the leading taxpayers are all yeomen. 

The thirty-three leading taxpayers in the forty villages (all 
those assessed "on goods" to the value of £20 or more) owned 
exactly a quarter of the movable goods. If we omit the two 
squires who come into th'is select list, the thirty-one wealthiest 
yeomen owned 21 ½ per cent. of the total personal estate of these 
parishes. 

To sum up : economic inequality was well marked in 
rural society under Henry VIII. Even if we omit the squirearchy 
(who were less wealthy than many a yeoman, in personal estate 
.at least), we find that 4 per cent. of the rural population owned a 
quarter of the personal estate and 15½ per cent .. owned half of it; 
and even in villages where personal wealth was more evenly dis
tributed, as at Wigston Magna, we still find that 20-25 per cent. 
of the taxpayers own a half of it. 
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III. THE DISTRIBUTION OF LAND 

So far we have spoken of the inequality in the distribution of 
personal property alone: of the distribution of real property we 
have no similar statistical information but all the records go to 
suggest that there was an even greater measure of inequality in 
the ownership of land than in the ownership of goods. Though 
here and there a considerable number of free tenants survived 
they rarely owned as much land put together as the lord of the 
manor, and there were many manors in which the land was owned 
almost entirely by one man. A wealthy yeoman need not 
necessarily have much land of his own~indeed, he could own 
none and still be called "yeoman", as witness Latimer's well
known words on his father's farm at Thurcaston-and such men 
as Thomas Bradgate and Thomas Humberstone generally leased 
far more land from religious houses or from neighbouring squires 
than they could call their own. There is not much doubt, there
fore, ' that in Henry VIII's time, at least, the inequality in the dis
tribution of personal wealth, great though it was, was still less 
than that of real estate. What was the net effect on the degree of 
inequality of the vast transfers of land that took place in the 
sixteenth century one cannot say without a prolonged and detailed 
examination that would go far beyond the scope of this paper; 
but in Leicestershire one's firm impression is that, despite the 
building up of many considerable yeoman estates in the course 
of the century, the unequal distribution of land had been appre
ciably aggravated by the year 1600 : it would take a score of large 
yeoman properties to equal the enormous estates acquired by the 
earls of Rutland in Leicestershire from monastic spoils alone. 

IV. MOBILITY OF THE RURAL POPULATION 

IT has been said that in many instances the leading yeomen of the 
village of 1524-25 were representatives of families that had long 
been rooted in the same place, but apart from these there is little 
evidence among lesser families of long descent in one viUage. 
At Mowsley there were the Hortons, the leading family in the 
village throughout the Tudor period, who had been there since 
Edward III's time, but of the eleven different family names in 
Mowsley in 1524 only the name of Horton is found in the poll 
tax list of 1381 : all the others had appeared since that date. 
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At Carlton Curlieu there were sixteen or seventeen different 
family names in Henry VIII's time, of which only three appear 
in a tax list of 1377. The remaining thirteen or fourteen families 
were less than five generations old in the village.8 

Of the families of Wigston Magna we have rather more 
evidence from the fine series of Wyggeston Hospital records 
running from the latter part of the twelfth century to the end of 
Henry VIII's reign. 9 In this village, where the small freeholder 
retained his holding through the centuries, we find 50-55 different 
family names in the subsidy lists of 1524-25. Of these eight or 
nine can be traced back to the fourteenth century and perhaps 
five to the thirteenth; another four or five families were probably 
three generations old in the village of 1525. Thus about a 
quarter of the fam'ilies living here in Henry VIII's time had been 
a hundred years in the village: three-quarters wete comparative 
newcomers and this in a village markedly more conservative than 
the average in social change. 

Taking a random sample of 289 family names from the sub
sidy l'ists of 1524-25 we find only 28 represented in the poll tax 
lists of 1377 or 1381 for the same village. On an average, there
fore, only one family in ten in the Leicestershire village of 1525 
had been settled in the same place for five generations. In several 
villages not a s'ingle family paying the poll tax remained a hun
dred and fifty years later : at Misterton and Pulteney where the 
Pulteneys had converted every acre to sheep pasture by 1524 not 
one of the seventeen families paying the subsidy in that year (and 
incidentally all paid "on wages") was represented in the village 
of Richard II's clay, nor had any of Newton Harcourt's thirteen 
families been there for five generations. At Kirby Bellars, on 
the other hand, five of the thirty names in 1524 ~ent back to 1381 
at least. Generally speaking there were in the Leicestershire 
village of Tudor days only two or three famil'ies who had been 
there since the fourteenth century and these old families were 
usually the most prosperous yeomen. Many of them owed their 

8There is the possibility that a familv may have changed its surname 
between the late 14th century and the early 16th century while 
remaining in the- same village and so would fail to be recognised 
as one of long standing. But, generally speaking, family names 
were well fixed by 1377-81 and subsequent changes are rare, though 
one occasionally comes across instances. 

9Transcribed and edited by A. Hamilton Thompson: Wyggeston Hospital 
Records (Leicester, 1933). 
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long stay in one place to their ownership of an ancient freehold 
of thirty acres or so of land; yet we must not overlook the fact 
that in a considerable number of instances also the substantial 
yeoman of the sixteenth century was descended not from a free 
tenant but from a tenant-at-will in the medieval village. 

V. FARMERS' INVENTORIES, 1500-88 

WIDE though the economic differences between village families 
had become by the first generation of the sixteenth century, these 
were not yet reflected in the standards of housing and of domestic 
comfort : here, apart from the poorest, of whom we have no 
authentic record, there was a substantial equality until the second 
half of the century, when the richer yeoman began to build him
self a half-timbered house of a size and style previously unknown 
in the village and to furnish it accordingly. The surviving 
examples of this style of architecture in Leicestershire (for 
example, at Littlethorpe, Thurcaston, .and South Kilworth) all 
date from shortly after 1560 exoept for those which we know to 
have been built and occupied by squires (.as at Ragdale and Ap
pleby Magna), some of whom beg.an to rebu:ild and enlarge their 
ancient homes during the first quarter of the century. But it is 
evident from the records and from the surviving examples on the 
ground that, so far as the yeoman is concerned, the great period 
of house-building in Leicestershire begins after 1560 and coincides 
with the years in which the same class was making its most exten
sive purchases of land. During the first half of the sixteenth 
century the rich yeoman lived frugally at home like any husband
man: his wealth lay in his fields, ·his crops and animals, and any 
surplus was expended, not on a fine house .and furniture and on 
ostentatious display, but in re-investment in the land, in adding 
fi.eld to field and. in multiplying his livestock. By the early years 
of Elizabeth's reign, however, there was money to spare for display 
as well, and the rich yeoman set out to distinguish himself from 
the humbler village farmers with whom he had formerly been on 
terms of social equality. 

Among all farmers, rich and poor alike, in Henry VIII's 
reign, household goods of all kinds (furniture, bedding, linen, 
brass, pewter, etc.) rarely account for as much as a fifth of the 
total personal estate: on an average the farm-goods (crops, live
stock, and implements) account for six-sevenths of the total inven-
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tory and the household goods for the remainder. There are 
indeed several inventories in which the value of all the furniture 
is less than that of the wood-pile in the yard, and the inventories, 
as we have said, speak for the more comfortable minority of the 
rural population. As an example let us turn to the interior of a 
farmhouse at Gal by, in the upland country to the east of Leicester, 
and for this purpose we may choose a husbandman's house that 
is typical of most at this time, that of Robert Smalley as it 
appeared on a day in January 1559 when John Warner, Thomas 
Halioake, and Wil]iam Kirk-"honest neighbours"-went 
through the rooms appraising the value of all they saw. In the 
hall or living-room, which is here called "the house", stood the 
simplest kind of table, described as "a borde", probably a rough 
table-top resting on trestles. There were no chairs (few Leicester
shire farmhouses had such a refinement at this date) and the 
family sat on a form and two stools. The meagre furniture of the 
hall was completed by a small display of brassware-two pots, two 
pans, and a kettle-and two platters and a candlestick probably of 
pewter. T'he rough eating utensils appear to have been too 
modest to be worth valuing at all, though in other farmhouses 
they are usually listed and priced. In the "parlour", which was 
the name given to the one and only bedroom possessed by most 
farmhouses, was a bedstead and a coffer and nothing more but the 
bedding. Many villagers had, however, a good stock of linen
sheets, tablecloths, napkins and towels-for flax and hemp were 
grown almost everywhere in small quantities and were spun and 
woven 'in the farmhouses during the winter e:venings. 10 In 
Robert Smalley's home no hangings of any kind relieved the 
bareness and coldness of the walls in hall or parlour: these small 
comforts came in generally during the last years of the sixteenth 
century, though a yeoman household might have them a genera
tion or so earlier. 

The third and last room in the Smalley home was the kitchen, 
lying at the opposite end -of the hall from the parlO'ur. This con
tained a salting trough in which meat for the winter was salted 

IOin some places the tithes of flax and hemp were valuable enough to be 
mentioned separately, as at Billesdon in 1527, at Stanton-under
Bardon in 1551, and at Evington in 1551-53. The amount grown was 
usually so small that no inventory mentions it among the crops, 
though a stock of flax and hemp is frequently referred to in an 
outhouse. Most farmhouses had a "linen wheel". 



·; 
,; 

44 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCETY 

down and the bacon cured, afterwards to be hung from the open 
rafters of the hall or the kitchen (many inventories made in the 
winter and spring months speak of "the meate in the roofe" ); a 
garner and an ark (these being receptacles for grain, meal, etc.); 
a pair of querns (the ancient way of grinding corn in the hand
mill) and a few other small utensils used about t he house and 
farm. In all, the household goods were worth-barely four pounds; 
the furniture alone was worth only a few shillings- less than the 
wood and coai outside in the yard. Nothing could illustrate more 
clearly the complete lack of material comforts of the most ele
mentary kind among the majority of village farmers before Eliza
heth's reign, and cottagers lived in even gregter discomfort.11 

A sample of fifty-eight farmers' inventories for the period 
1500-31 shows an average (median) value of only £14 7s. lld. 
for the entire personal estate. Practically two-thirds of these 
farmers 1Pft hehind less t-h.an twenty pounds' worth of movable 
goods; only four of them left more than fifty ponnds' 
worth. The results of this count and of a similar count for the 
years 1570-71 and 1588 may be summarized as follows:-

Table I. L eicesiershi1'e Farmers, Inventories, 1500-1588 

Amount of 1500-31 1570-71 1588 Personal Estate 

Less than £ l O ... 12 7 1 

:£10-:£20 ... 25 9 17 

£20-£30 8 19 15 

£S0-£40 ... 5 8 12 

£40-£50 ... 4 12 13 

£50-£60 ... 1 16 13 

£60-:£80 ... 1 13 13 

£80-£100 2 9 12 

More than £100 ... - 9 13 

Total number of 
Inventories ... 58 102 109 

Median value of 

···\ Inventories £14 7 11 £ 46 1 6 £46 16 8 

llcf. the poorer parson's comfortless living conditions, described in my 
paper on The Leicestershire Country Parson in the Sixteenth Cen
t1,ry (Trans. Letcs. Arch. Sac. XXI, 92-95). 
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To a consider.able extent, of course, the rise in the average 
value of farmers' goods between the beginning of the sixteenth 
century and the end reflects the rise in the general level of prices. 
\,Viebe's figures show that, taking the period 1451-1500 as the base 
(100), the price-index for 1531-40 was 105, for 1551-60 132

1 
and 

for 1583-92 198. Roughly speaking, the general level of prices 
doubled between 1500-31 and 1588 whereas the average value of the 
Leicestershire farmers' goods more than trebled in the same period. 
Moreover, the inventories of the two later periods include a 
higher proportion of smaller fattners than those for 1500-31 as 
the custom of making a will extended to poorer people and one 
would therefore expect the average estate for these years to be 
reduced in value by the inclusion of the less wealthy among the 
rural population. One cannot escape the conclusion therefore 
that so far as the farming class was concerned the sixteenth cen
tury witnessec.l' a substantial increase in the real value of their 
movable goods which is reflected, as we shall see, in the infinitely 
more comfortable farmhouses that were common by the end of 
the century. 

VI. THE LEICESTERSHIRE FARM 

TURNING now to the farm itself, as it was in the sixteenth cen
tury, we find that the typical Leicestershire farm is one in which 
the farmhouse and buildings adjoined the village street, with a 
garden, an orchard and a small croft of half an acre to an acre 
attached, while the lands lay scattered throughout the three, four, 
or five open fields, sometimes in a. regular manner and sometimes 
not. 12 The r-egularity or otherwise with which a farmer's lands 
were dispersed' throughout the open fields in the sixteenth cen
tury depended mainly on how much chopping and changing had 

12E:..-cept in the Charnwood district where a few isolated farms, probably 
with small enclosed fields held in severalty from the be~inning, 
appeared in the reign of Henry ill or even earlier (cf. Old Hays, 
Alderman's Haw, etc.), there were no farmhouses or buildin~s away 
from the village s treet in Leicestershire until the second half of the 
eighteenth century. The parliamentary enclosure of the open-fields 
broke up the completely compact Leicestershire village to some 
extent and gave rise to farmhouses well out in the fields. These 
frequently betray their date and origin by their names, e.g. Quebec 
Farm, New York Fann, Bunker's Hill Farm, and so on, thou1th 
sometimes the new farmhouse took over the medieval name of the 
outlying part of the parish in which it was built, e.g. Shackerdale 
Fann in Wigston. 
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gone on between owners in earlier generations : sales between 
peasant proprietors, exchanges of strips in order to consolidate 
blocks here and there, partitioning among co-heirs, all this would 
tend to obliterate by Tudor days the original regular pattern. 

A survey (c. 1550) of a farm at Arnesby shows us a fairly 
regular distribution of the farm-lands among the three fields. 
"Thomas Poope hath of our Sovereign lord the kyng in coppie
holde 2 yard landes by estimation. Of building, fourteen bays, 
a homested with a garden place one rood and a half, and a close 
of :half an acre" . In the Brook field there were 11 acres of arable 
and 7 acres of leys, meadow, common pasture and feedings; 
in the East field 12 acres of arnble and 9½ acres of leys, etc . ; 
and in the North field 11 acres of arable and 8 acres of leys, etc., 
the rent of the whole farm of 59 acres being given as twenty-eight 
shillings per annum .13 

On the other hand a farm at Wymeswold shows great irregu
larity in the distribution of its lands among the open fields . Its 
73 acres 1 ½ roods wer,e distributed as follows : ~9 acres 2½ roods 
in the Arrow Field, 13 acres, in the West Field, 23 acres in Hard
acre Field, 17 acres ½ rood in Thorp Field, and 10 acres 2½ roods 
in Burton Field, 14 and many similarly irregular farms can be 
found among sixteenth century terriers. 

As to the size of Leicestershire farms and the distribution of 
their acres between arable, pasturn, meadow, woodland, and 
common pasture, a fairly accurate indication may be obtained 
from the fines of the period and other records. The ,acreages 
given in fines are often, it is true, mere round numbers from which 
only approximate proportions can be ascertained, especially where 
the sale of a manor is concerned, but for individual fanns the 
acreages of arable, pasture, etc., are usually given with a fair 
degree of preciseness. If we take fifty-three farms which changed 
hands between 1502 and 1544 we find a total of 2,999 acres 
involved, or an average of 56 · 7 acres per farm. Of this total 

13Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes, I, 41-42. 
14For a fuller description of this farm see A History of the Humberstone 

Family (Trans. Leics. Arch . Soc. XX, 257-259'). Besides being 
irregularly distributed throughout the fields, the strips in any one 
field varied considerably in size. On this Wymeswold farm, for 
example, the 9 acres 2½ roods in the Arrow Field lay in twenty-four 
parcels of which no fewer than fourteen were but a quarter of an acre 
in extent, eight were of half an acre, one of three-quarters and one 
of an acre. 
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nhe arable amounts to 1,780 acres, pasture to 757 acres, meadow 
to 421 acres, and common pasture (including woodland, furze 
and heath) to 41 acres. Putting the figures in another way we 
find a typical farm of about 56½ acres was divided into: arable 
33½ acres, pasture. 14¼ acres, meadow 8 acres, and common pasture, 
etc.,, about ¾ acre. 

\Ve get much the same result if we take the extensive pur
chases of a rising yeoman (Thomas Bent of Cosby) between the 
years 1543 and 1551. In all he bought 1,221 acres of land, of 
which the arable .amounted to 660 acres (54 per cent. of the total), 
pasture to 270 acres (22 per cent. ), meadow to 152 acres (12½ per 
cent.) .and woodland, forze and heath to 139 acres (11½ per cent.) 
Here the typical farm consisted of about thirty-three acres of 
arable, thirteen and .a half of pasture, seven and a half of meadow, 
and seven of common pasture and wood, a distribution which 
agrees largely with that already revealed by the more general 
figures, the only material difference being that here, at Cosby and 
Littlethorp, there was a greater amount of common pasture and 
wood than was found generally in Leicestershire. Or if we 
examine the farms of a single village (Wigston Magna) changing 
hands between 1525 and 1593 we discover the median farm there 
to be one of sixty-one ,acres, of which the arable amounted to 
about thirty acres, pasture to sixteen, meadow to five, and com
mon pasture to ten acres. Here the typical lay-out is much the 
same except that the pasture is somewhat greater and the meadow 
somewhat less than the general average, and the common pasture 
is considerably more extensive. In general we may say that live
stock were rather more import.ant at Wigston than in most 
villages. 

'I'h-e general facts as to the size and lay-out of the Leicest er
shire fann a.re, therefore, clear : the average farm covered sixty 
acres or a little less, of which the arable amounted usually to 
30-33 acres, pasture to 13-14 acres, meadow to about 8 acres, and 
the remainder (a more variable amount) was common pasture and 
woodland. 15 But there were, of course, wide variations in the 
size of farms in actual fact, from those of the prosperous labourer 

15The Arnesby farm already referred to is typical : the homestead in the 
village street with garden and adjoining croft, and 58½ acres in the 
three fields, of which 34 acres were arable and the remaining 24½ 
pasture, &c. 
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or cottager with five to ten acres or so, up to the yeoman with two 
to three hundred acres, and this may best be iUustrated from the 
information as to the arable land revealed in the inventories. 
Since the .arable area was a fairly constant proportion of the 
whole acre.age the variations in this may be taken as indicating 
roughly the variations in the size of the whole farm. 

Table II. Arable Area on Leicestershire Fa.rm.s, 1500-88. 

Area of Arable 1500- 31 1550-72 1588 recorded 

Under 10 acres ... 2 4 4 

10 acres-under 20 ... 3 9 7 

20 acres- under 30 ... 5 6 10 

30 acr:es-under 40 ... 2 6 2 
L~~-

40 acres-under 50 .. . 3 - 1 

50 acres and over ... - 1 -

Total number of 
farms ... 15 26 24 

Recor ded arable area 
of median sized 
farm ... 24 acr es 19½ acr es 20¾ acres 

* Actual arable area 
of median sized 
farm (approx .) ... 36 acres 30 acres 31½ acres 

* Assuming that approximately two-thirds of the arable acreage was sown 
in any one year and hence recorded in the inventory, which would 
have no interest in the fallow field. Hence the recorded arable 
acreage must be adjusted to allow for the fallow field. 
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These :figures agree substantially with those already arrived 
at by an analysis of the fines, except that those for 1500-31 t end to 
exclude the smaller farmers and so to raise the average area. The 
figur,es for 1550-72 and 1588 are much more representative in _this 
respect and agree well with the information derived from the fines. 
They agree also with the information given before the Enclosure 
Commissioners in 1517 as to the number and size of the farms 
involved in the enclosure movement in Leicestershire.16 The 
incompleteness of these returns is of no importance for our 
present purpose : sixty-four farms are mentioned in the Leicester
shire returns for which the arable acreage is given or ascertainable 
and these amount in all to 2,249' acres, giving an average of 35 
acres of arable to each farm. 

We are now in a position to examine the actual variation in 
the size o.f farms, as revealed by the inv,entories and by the enclo
sure returns. These show that the average arable area is 30-35 
acres and also that the greater number of farms fall into this 
group. Of the sixty-four farms in the enclosure returns no fewer 
than thirty-four fall into the 30-45 acre group; fifty-five farms have 
less than 45 acres of arable; one-third of the farms had less than 
30 acres of arable (corresponding to a total acreage of 55-60). At 
the other end of the scale, only nine of the sixty-four farms had 
more than 45 acr,es of arable, corresponding to a total area of 
75-80 acres and upwards, i.e. only one farm in seven, and the 
largest had 80 arable acres (total area roughly 150-160 acres). 

The inventory figures for 1500-31 (Table II) show very similar 
results, small though the sample is : here again one-third of the 
farms have less than 30 arable acres, a third have 30-45 arable 
acres, and the remaining third have more than 45.17 

The inventory figures for 1550-88 include a larger proportion 
of the smaller farmers and are therefore more representative than 
those for: the earlier period. During this later period we find 
nearly a half of the farms have less than thirty arable acres, i.e. 
they are smaller than the average, and this would almost certainly 
be true of the earlier period also. We must remember too that 

16Leadam, The Domesday of Inclosures, 1517-1518 (1897) . 
17It will be noticed that the inventory sample for 1500-31 does not contain 

a single farm with more than 75 arable acres. In general, however, 
the inventory figures and the enclosure figures agree fairly closely 
except that the former tend to exaggerate the proportion of the 
larger farms .. 
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inventories even in the second half of the sixteenth century repre
sent only the top half of the village farmers and that the inclusion 
of all the smaller cottage0 farmers would appreciably raise the 
proportion of farms smaller than the average. 18 Taking the 
figures as we find them, however, we may sum rup in this way: 
the average Leicestershire farm in the sixteenth century was one 
of about sixty acres, of which between fifty and sixty per cent. 
was under the plough. 19 Between one-third and one-half of the 
farms (probably a half) were, however, smaller than the average: 
in the second half of the century, at least, 16 per cent. of the 
Leicestershire farms had less than fifteen acres of arable (total 
area less than thirty acres) and 48 per cent. had less than thirty 
acres of amble (total area less than sixty acres). At the other 
end of the scale only 4 per cent of the farms had more than sixty 
acres of arable (total area 100-120 acres and upwards) and though 
there .is no hard and fast rule ,as to the size of farm a yeoman 
might have we may distinguish the two broad classes of farmer 
in these figures-the husbandman farming up to sixty acres or so, 
and the yeoman with his hundred acres and more. Below the 
husbandman are the cottager and the labourer with small holdings 
ranging from an acre or two up to perhaps a dozen or fifteen acres. 
Before we turn, howevn, to the differences between the two chief 

lBcf. 1'awney, The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century, Table IV 
(pp. 64-65) giving details of the holdings of 129 tenants on three 
Leicestershire manors of this period. The holdings of 7 are uncer
tain, but of the remaining 122 no fewer than thirty had less than 2½ 
acres of land and 42 had less than ten acres. 61 out of 122 had 
holdings of less than thirty acres, i.e. a half of the total. 

A holding of thirty acres represents roughly a sown arable area 
in any one year of ten acres, corresponding with the lowest group 
in Table II for which there are onlv ten inventories out of a total 
of sixty-five in the three periods selected. In other words the 
inventories represent only a fraction of the small tenants : if 
Tawney's sample is a representative one 50 per cent. of the house
holds should fall into this class as against 15 per cent. represented 
by inventories. On the other hand, most of this large unrepre
sented class could not be called farmers at all : half of them had 
less than 2½ acres of land, two-thirds less than ten acres. If we take 
the criterion of ten acres and more as our guide as to what was a 
farmer, the lowest group in Table II should contain 25 per cent. of 
the total as against the 15 per cent. revealed. 

19The Wigston figures (1525-93) show about 50 per cent. under the plough, 
the fines of 1502-44 about 59 per cent., the Bent figures (1543-51) 54 
per cent., the general average of all these figures being 55½ per cent. 
Out of a total of 5,655 acres, 3,144 were under the plough. The 
arable acreage is very constant in all parts of Leicestershire except 
in the minority of parishes subiected to large-scale enclosure and 
no attempt has been made in this paper to deal with these. 
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classes-the husbandman and the yeoman-it is necessary to say 
a little about the pasture, meadow, and common pasture that 
went with the farm, for open-field farming was essentially mixed 
farming and the management of livestock was at least as important 
as the arable on most farms in Leicestershire. 

The amount of pasture on Leicestershire open-field farms 
was remarkably constant. On the fifty-three farms which changed 
hands between 1502 and 1544 the pasture acreage is 25 · 2 per cent. 
of the whole; on the fifteen Wigston farms that were sold between 
1525 and 1593 it is 27 · 2 per cent.; on the twenty or so farms bought 
by Thomas Bent 22 · 1 per cent. Of the 5,655 acres involved in 
these sales of farms, 1,418 acres are described as pasture or almost 
exactly 25 per cent. The pasture lay in "sikes" where stretches 
of roug~er ground intersected the open arable or in small patches 
where the land was not suitable for ploughing, and was thus often 
surrounded by the arable, but elaborate by-laws regulated the 
movement and feeding of livestock in the fields . 20 

The amount of meadow and common pasture was much 
more variable, both depending to a great degree on the actual 
topography of the parish. On the fifty-three farms already 
referred to meadow amounted to 421 acres out of 2,999, i.e. 14 
per cent. of the whole. On Thomas Bent's farms at Cosby and 
Littletho,rp it amounted to 12½ per cent., but at Wigston to only 
8 · 2 per cent. As a general rule the amount of meadow varied on 
different manors between twelve and fifteen per cent.; very 
occasionally it was as hig.h as twenty per cent. on some farms in 
a well-watered corner of a parish, while in upland parishes where 
streams were few and small (as at Wymeswold) it might be only 
four or five per cent. of the total acreage of a farm . 

Similarly, the amount of common pasture (often called furze 
and heath in fines) varied widely according to the locality. On 
many farms no furze and heath is mentioned at all; at Cosby, on 
the other hand, about one acre in ten is described as such, and 
at Wigston about the same. 

20For the best account of the management of livestock on the open-field 
farm see C. S. and C. S. Orwin, The Open Fields (1~38). 
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Table III. Utilization of lamd in Leicestershire, 1502-93. 

No. of Total Arable Pasture Meadow 
Common 

Date farms acreage (acres) (acres) (acres) pasture 
(acres) 

---- --------------------

1502-44 53 2999 1780 757 421 41 
(fines) 

1543-51 about 20 1221 660 270 152 139 
(Bent 

purchases) 

1525-93 about 15 1435 704 391 122 218 
(Wigston 

fipes) 

------------ ----------------

Totals about 88 5655 3144 1418 695 398 

----------------------------

- - 100% 55·5% 25·0% 12·5% 

It should be noted that parishes in which large-scale enclosure is known 
to have taken place are excluded from this table. The results there
fore represent as nearly as possible the utilisation of land under the 
open-field system of farming in Leicestershire. 

\Voodland was even more variable; the great majority of 
Leicestershire farms had none by the opening of the sixteenth 
century. Indeed, great trncts of South Leicestershire had been 
almost wholly denuded of woodland by Henry VIII's reign. Of 
the fifteen Wigston farms already referred to, only one had any 
wood appurtenant and that but half an acre. Of 4,220 acres of 
land bought and sold in the first half of the sixteenth century in 
Leicestershire generally only 36 acres are described as woodland
well under 1 per cent. 1'>aking the county as a whole, one acre 
in a hundred was under wood at this time but this proportion was 
halved in the southern part of the county where examination of 
numerous fines reveals only 53 acres of woodland out of a total of 

7·0% 
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10,675 acres-one acre in every two hundred. Round the wooded 
district of Charnwood, however, and in the east of the county 
round Launde 1and Owston, the proportion of woodland rose as 
high as ten or twenty per cent., but this was in only a few favoured 
parishes. 21 

The inventories show that coal was being burnt in place of 
wood in the most remote parts of Leicestershire as early as the 
reign of Henry VIII and many miles from the nearest coalfield 
whence it was fetched in wagons by those who had the means to do 
so. The poorer classes in rural Leicestershire used dried cow
dung, bean-haulms, and furze where it was available, for fuel
the former a shocking waste of valuable manure at a time when so 
little was available : but in some parishes there was simply 
nothing else to burn. Leland comments (c. 1535-43) on the great 
scarcity of woodland throughout south and south-east Leicester
shire in his l'tine-rary. 

This early and widespread denudation of the Leicestershire 
woodlands had its effect on building styles also: there are prac
tica.lly no examples of "black and white" timbered houses of the 
sixteenth century in Leicestershire, in marked contrast to the 
\Vest Midlands which remained well-wooded until a much later 
date . In Leicestershire, mud walls, or wattle and daub, were in 
use in town and country until the last twenty years of Hie seven
teenth century, when bricks became a common building material 
for the mass of people and were no longer a luxury for the rich. 

VII. THE VILLAGE FARMER (a) THE HUSBANDMAN 

THOUGH the average farm was one of roughly sixty acres in 
sixteenth-century Leicestershire, half the farms of the caunty 
were below this size. On the other hand, about 4 per cent. of the 
f[l,rms were 100-120 acres and upwards in extent, a figure which 
corresponds with the 4 per cent. of the rural population in whose 
hands a quarter of the personal wealth was concentrated in the 
early part of the century. These facts serve to. distinguish in a 

210f. Thomas Tusser (1573) on Leicestershire : 
" What soile can be better than that 

For any thing hart can desire ? 
And yet doth it want ye see what : 
]\!fast, covert, close pasture, and wood, 
And other things needful as good." 

(Five Hundred Points of Good Husbandry). 
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rough and ready way the yeoman class from the general run of 
"husbandmen". 

The husbandman in the first half of the century lived almost 
invariably in .a small one-floored dwelling of two rooms-known 
as "the hall" or "the house" and "the parlour" or "the chamber" 
iri Leicesfershire-a dwelling no larger than ,a cottage and com
posed of a simple timber-frame holding together wattle and daub 
walls, though an increasing number of farmers were adding a third 
room to this simple plan-a kitchen-and occasionally forming a 
fourth room by boarding over the open roof of the parlour, so 
making overhead a loft which could be used for storage purposes 
or for sleeping, or both. The furnishing of the husbandman's 
house was meagre ancf comfortless as we have seen from Robert 
Smalley's house a lready described. T wo-thirds of the husband
man class left personal estate worth less than £20 in Henry VIII's 
time and not a pennyworth of real estate. The ave{age personal 
estate amounted to rather more than fourteen pounds' worth in 
the first generation of the sixteenth century, of which household 
goods of all kinds amounted usually to about one-seventh of the 
whole : and of these household goods brassware and linen were 
generally the most important items and the furniture proper was 
but a poor collection of carpentry. 22 Six-sevenths of the village 
farmer's worldly goods consisted of livestock:, crops, and farm im
plements and gear in that order. 

Let us take half a dozen husbandmen's inventories in the 
years between 1511 and 1531 to illustrate these facts in more 
detail : two men of average standing, two below the average, and 
two above it, but all called "husbandmen" in the record. 

William Copeland of Queniborough, who died in 1529, left 
personal estate of the value of £15 12s. 2d., about the average for 
his time. His inventory shows that he had· twenty-four acres 
under cultivation at the time of his death, or about thirty-six acres 
of arable in all, including the fallow field : he was thus an average 
farmer so far .as the size of his farm went also. The acreage of 
pasture and meadow is not given but as we have seen the arable 
acreage was ,a fairly constant proportion of the area of the farm, 
ranging between fifty .and sixty per, cent., so that the Copeland 
farm was between sixty and seventy acres in extent. Of the sown 

22"Joined furnitl)reP (i.e. the product of the joiner rather than the car
penter) begins to appear in the inventories of Elizabeth's reign . • 
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area, six acres were 'Under winter corn (equally divided between 
wheat and rye) and the remainder under peas and barley, of which 
there were ten acres and eight acres respectivly. vVe have no 
information about his livestock. 

John Rothley of Syston (died 1531) was another average hus
bandman: his personal estate amounted to £14 14s. 4d. and he 
had twenty acres sown at his death, representing a farm of fifty to 
sixty acres in all. Here six acres were under winter corn (wheat 
and rye are not separately specified), six acres under peas, and 
tight under ,barley. His livestock consisted of ten sheep, seven 
horses and mares, and seven pigs. 

William Tannar of Long Whatton (died 1511 ) was a smaller 
fanner altogether. His personal estate amounted to only £8 4s. 
6d. and he had under cultivation only 10½ acres of arable-a farm 
of roughly thirty acres in all. Six acres of the arable were under 
peas, three under barley, and one and a half under wheat (no rye 
was grown here), an appreciably different distribution from the 
other two described above. His livestock, consisting of an ox, 
three kine, a heifer and two calves, and nine pigs of various sorts, 
were worth in all nearly three times as much as the crops. 

Robert Curzon (died 1527) was a similarly small farmer: 
personal estate £8 15s. 2d., only eight acres under cultivation, 
a farm of ' twenty to twenty-four .acres in all. Three acres of the 
eight sown were under wheat and the remainder divided equally 
between peas and barley. Again no rye was grown. The live
stock consisted of seven cattle, seven sheep, and a mare. 

Well above the average husbandmen are John Palmer of 
South Croxton (1515) and Robert Barnwell of Drayton (n.d. but 
probably 1510°20). John Palmer's farmhouse had a buttery, as 
well as hall, chamber, and kitchen, and his personal estate came 
to £23 5s. 6d. Here again the livestock were worth considerably 
more than the crops ( £9 6s. Sd. as against £6 6s. 8d.); there were 
eighty sheep and thirteen cattle. Of crops there were thirty-six 
acres sown, giving a total arable area of about fifty-four acres 
including the fallow and a farrri covering 90~100 acres altogether. 
As the pasture on Leicestershire farms averaged about a quarter 
of the whole acreage and rarely varied much either way of this, the 
Palmer farm had about twenty-five acres of pasture, suggesting 
that additional pasture was rented to feed as many as eighty 
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sheep. 23 Peas, always the most important crop in Leicestershire, 
covered sixteen acres of the thirty-six sown and wheat and barley 
(not specified separately) the remaining twenty : again no rye. 24 

Robert Barnwell farmed on an even larger scale at Drayton, 
in the south-eastern corner of the county, beside the meadows of 
the Welland. His personal wealth was nearly seven times the 
average, amounting to £91 6s. Od., and he had forty-four acres 
under crops. 'Dhe entire farm covered 110-130 acres, as large as 
many a yeoman's holding, but he is described as "husbandman" 
in the inventory. Once more we find the livestock valued at more 
than all the crops and malt ( £34 Ss. Od. as against £20 13s. 4d.) : 
here there were no fewer than two hundred sheep, twenty-seven 
cattle young and old, and twenty pigs, and here, too, a good deal 
of pasture beyond that on the farm must have been rented. Of the 
forty-four acres sown with crops, barley covered sixteen acres 
(about the average), peas twenty acres (slightly more than the 
average), wheat three acres and rye five. 

The details of these six farms, all worked by husbandmen in 
the first generation of the sixteenth century, help to fill in the 
picture presented by mere averages : there was a considerable 
variety to be found even among the ordinary husbandmen, though 
it is clear that the main outline of the mixed farm is the same in 
almost every instance. One last detail may be added : the inven
tories reveal that oxen were used for ploughing and carrying on 
many farms ("a yoke of oxen" is frequently mentioned), and 
occasionally steers, though on the larger farms horses were 
generally used. The smallest farmers often share a plough team 
for we find inventories that list "halfe the teame" among the dead 
man's possessions. 25 

(b) THE YEOMAN, 1500~40 

Though the terms "yeoman" and "husbandman" had no 
precise definition even in the sixteenth century, for we often find 
the same man indifferently called both in the records, before lie 

23Sixteenth-centurv statistics of the number of sheep in the large new 
Leicestershire enclosures repeatedly suggest an average of one 
sheep per acre. Possibly the density was slightly greater for smaller 
areas on a mixed farm. 

24For a fuller treatment of crops throughout the century, see section 8 
below. 

25See section 9 below on the livestock of the farm and the growing use of 
horses after 1530. 
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has clearly emerged from the ruck of village farmers, there was 
a fairly clear distinction between the two classes in people's minds. 
It had little or nothing to do with the tenure of land, for a yeoman, 
like a husbandman, need own no land of his own; it might have 
a little to do with birth for the sons of minor gentry were often 
styled "yeoman"; but in the main it seems to have been, by the 
sixternth century, a matter of personal wealth and of a man's 
scale of activities and living. Generally speaking, the Leicester
shire yeoman occupied a farm~perhaps two or three-running 
into a hundred to two hundred acres and rented pastures in 
addition; his activities extended into two, three, or four parishes, 
whereas the husbandman's horizon was bounded by the fields of 
his own village; his livestock were ten times as numerous as the 
husbandman's and altogether he lived on a wider and more com
fortable scale. Nevertheless, until the beginning of Elizabeth's 
reign, as we have seen, the yeoman's house, though somewhat 
larger than that of a husbandman, did not reflect the great differ
ences 'in personal wealth that lay in the fi.elds. 'I'he yeoman lived 
well within his ample means, investing carefully in the rectorial 
tithes of his own or of a neighbouring parish, increasing his flocks 
and renting more and more pastures, but spending nothing on 
ostentatious display. With this general picture of the yeoman in 
mind let us take four men of this class in more detail : Thomas 
Humberstone of \Vymeswold, William Lilly's .ancestors at Dise
worth, Latimer's father at Thurcaston, and Thomas Braclgate at 
Peatling Parva. 

Thomas Humberstone, 26 who died c. 1535, held two farms in 
\Vymeswold on eighty-year leases from Beauchief Abbey at a 
total rent of 53 / 10 per annum. These two farms covered 148 
acres and he may possibly have had other lands besides this. In 
1510 Thomas Humberstone also leased from Beauchief Abbey, 
for a term of twenty-seven years, all the rectorial tithes of grain, 
wool, and lambs, all the rents and pro.fits of the glebe, and two 
tithe-barns, at an annual rent of £26 13s. 4d. In modern money 
his total rents amounted to £900~ 1,000 a year, besides the un
known large sums paid. in fines upon entry into the two farms. 
We do not know whether he owned any land of his own, but 
probably he did not. Like many another rising yeoman of his 

26A fuller account of this family is given in my History of the Humber-
stone family (Trans. Leics. Arch. Soc. XX). 
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time he put his eldest son into the Church where he eventually 
came to hold a modest living as vicar of an adjoining parish. 

Of Thomas Humberstone's farming we know very little as 
no inventory of his personal estate survives, but certain details 
in his will help us to form a picture : fifty-five acres of fand are 
specifically mentioned in the will as being under various crops, 
which probably represent all the sown arable on the 148 acres of 
his two farms, and of this area twenty-seven acres were under 
peas, twenty-four under barley, and four under wheat. 

\Villiam Lilly, the astrologer who rose to fame in Charles II's 
time, has left some account of his yeoman ancestors in the north 
Leicestershire village of Diseworth. He tells us that his father 
and. grandfather, who flourished in the second half of the six
teenth centu.ry, "had much free land, and many houses in the 
town", besides a farm leased from Christ's College, Cambridge. 
His grandfather "sent his younger son to Cambridge, whose name 
was Robert Lilly, and died vicar of Campden in Gloucestershire", 
and in this the elder Lilly was exceptional for Diseworth was "a 
town of great rudeness, wherein it is not remembered that any 
of the farn1trs thereof did ever educate any of their sons to 
learning; only my grandfather ... " William Lilly himself would 
have been sent to Cambridge had not his father fallen upon evil 
times and been obliged to sell all his lands, eventually :finishing 
up in Leicester gaol for debt. 

Latimer's oft-quoted description of his yeoman father and 
his farm at Thurcaston, not far from Leicester, would not be 
worth quoting yet again were it not for the light it now throws on 
the yeoman farmer after what has been said above. "My father 
was a yeoman and had no lands of his own: only he had a farm 
of three or four pounds by the year at the uttennost27 and here
upon he tilled so much as kept half a dozen men. He had walk 
for an hundred sheep; and my mother milked thirty kine. He was 
able and did find the King in harness, with himself and his horse, 
while he came to the place that he should receive the King's wages. 

27Cf. Thomas Humberstone's 148 acres at 53/10 a year, and Thomas Brad
gate's lease of the grange farm of Peatling Parva from Merevale 
Abbey at an annual rent of 55/4 (Valor Ecclesiasticus, III, 71). The 
acreage of this latter farm is not known. It is clear, however, that 
the Latimer farm at Thurcaston was about the average size of a 
yeoman holding, perhaps 150 .acres or so and .some additional 
pasture. 



THE LEICESTERSHIRE FARMERINTHE 16TH CENTURY 59 

I can remember that I buckled his harness when he went to Black
heath field [in 1497]. · He kept me to school, or else I had not 
been able to have preached before the King's Majesty now. He 
married my sisters with £5 or twenty nobles apiece, so that he 
brought them up in godliness and fear of God. He kept hospi
tality for his poor neighbours, and some alms he gave to the poor, 
and .all this he did of the same farm : where he that now hath it 
payeth £16 by the year or more and is not able to do anything for 
his prince, for himself, nor for his children or give a cup of drink 
to the poor". 

To the'homely details given in this account which were probably 
typical of .a yeoman household anywhere in the county we may 
add, as a last-illustration, something of the mode of life of Thomas 
Bradg.ate of Peatling Parva as revealed in his inventory and in 
other records. 

He was the richest yeoman in the county, worth three or 
four squires put together so far .as his personal estate was con
cerned, 28 and he appears to have owned small properties in two 
or three parishes. His main farm was, however, the grange farm 
of Peatling Parva held on a lease of ninety-nine years from Mere
vale Abbey which his father had held before him, and in addition 
he rented .a.11 the abbey's lands in the adjacent parish of Peatling 
M.agna. 29 For many years he rented also the 340-acre field, newly 
enclosed by the Turpins at Knaptoft, for his sheep and cattle, 
but at the time of his death in 1539 he was renting instead some of 
the recently enclosed pastures at E1mesthorpe, several miles 
away. 30 Despite their affluence the Bradgates lived in a modest 
house: as described in the inventory made in the autumn of 1539 
it consisted of the usual hall and parlour common to all village 
houses, an inner parlour and a chamber, and a kitchen, buttery, 
and bakehouse-larger th'an the majority of farmhO'uses but still 
only the one-floored dwelling occupied by any village farmer. 
In the hall were two folding tables, a "docer" with six cushions, 
and "other necessaries thereto belonging", valued in all at seven 

28The typical squire in 1524 was assessed on £20-50 of persona l estate, 
many on much less. Thomas Bradgate was assessed on £110 of 
"goods". . · 

29Nichols, History of Leicestershire, (Guthlaxl;o~ Hundred) t\nder Peatlmg 
Parva, 

30His will (Leicester Probate Registry, 1539) leaves to h is wife and second 
son inter alia "the take of my pastures fielde a t helmesthorpe wiche 
I have and hold of Master Thomas Harvy" . 
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shillings. Three other rooms were used as bedrooms and con
tained bedsteads and bedding, linen, coffers, and hangings on 
the walls. The Bradgate family enjoyed, however, the comfort 
of feather beds which very few villagers possessed, and the 
hangings on the walls were rare, too, in the village home at this 
date. In all the furniture, bedding and linen were valued at £7 
17s. Od., rather less than the contents of the kitchen and the 
buttery where a fine array of brass pots and pans "wt a hoUe 
garnysse of pewter", and the silver spoons and salt-cellars, was 
priced at eight pounds. The kitchen was indeed the most highly 
valued room in the house as befitted a good Tudor household for 
whom the best physician was a good cook. The contents of the 
bakehouse ("leads", vats, garners, etc.), brought the total valu
ation of the household goods up to £ 17 2s. Od., or less than one
seventh of the total personal estate (£126 2s. Od.); the remainder 
consisted of the livestock, the crops in the barns, and the imple
ments. The value of the latter cannot be separately reckoned as 
they are lumped together with the contents of the stable, which 
included five horses, but they would have amounted to not more 
than two or three pounds altogether. 

In the barn we find the harvested crops: ten quarters of wheat 
and rye pr.iced at fifty shillings, thirty quarters of barley at six 
pounds, thirty quarters of peas at five pounds, and thirty loads of 
hay at three pounds. The crops were worth in all £16 10s. Od ., 
or about 15 per cent. of the total value of the farm-goods; and of 
the grain crops alone peas and barley constituted six-sevenths of 
the whole by quantity and slightly less by value. 

Apart from the five horses in the stable, the livestock were 
valued at £85 10s. Od.; probably £90 if we include the horses 
which are not separately valued. There were pigs, kept as usual 
only for the larder, sixteen kine with eight smaller beasts, thirty 
steers, six mares and colts, and twenty yearling calves : but the 
largest single item consisted of four hundred sheep valued in all 
at £44. Of the total farm-goods, crops amounted to 15 per cent. 
by value, livestock to 82 per cent., and implements, etc., to 3 
per cent., and of the livestock sheep accounted for practically half 
the total value and cattle and horses together for the other half, 
the value of the pigs being negligible. 
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(c) THE RISE OF THE YEOMEN, 1540-1600 

THOMAS Bradgate died in the autumn of 1539, on the eve of a 
spectacular outburst of buying of land by the greater yeomen of 
Leicestershire, in which his own son Richard figured conspicu
ously. Between 1540 and 1600 tens of thousands of acres of land 
passed into the hands of the yeoman families by purchase, at first 
in parcels of two or three farms and then, by the 1560's especially, 
in whole manors. By the end of the century the greater yeomen had 
risen to the rank of gentry, many to that of esquire, owning the 
manors on which their fathers and grandfathers had been tenants 
half a century earlier. A few families began buying in the 1540's 
-e.g. the Bents at Cosby in 1543, the Bales at Carlton Curlieu 
in 1549--but the movement became wider and more rapid after 
1550 and continued unabated throughout the rest of the sixteenth 
century and into the early years of the seventeenth. 31 The 
reasons for this movement -the largest transference of land
ownership since Domesday- have been considered at length else
where32 and need not be dwelt upon here except to say that so ~.a;r 

as the Leicestershire yeon:ian was concerned the chief factor was 
the rapidly rising price-level for his farm-products (above all, 
wool) in ·contrast to h.is fixed expenses, either freehold land of his 
own or a large farm held at a small .ancient rent. 33 Prices rose 

31The following pages on land-sales are based largely on the evidence of 
the fines (transcribed in the Farnham MSS., Leicester Muniment 
Room) which are mainly concerned, though not entirely, with the 
larger transfers of ownership. Smaller transfers (e.g. of single 
farms or even less) were going on all the time but were rarely com
pleted by means of fines (cf. the multitudinous small transfers of 
land in Wigston Magna during the thirteenth , fourteenth, and 
fifteenth centuries recorded in Wyggeston Hospital Records) . Thus 
to the purchases recorded in the fines must be added further small 
purchases of which we rarely have a record. 

32Cf. Tawney, The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century /1912). 
33The opportunities afforded by the dissolution of the religious houses 

and the throwing of their lands upon the market did not come the 
way of the Leicestershire yeoman to any noticeable extent until two 
or three generations had elapsed. In Leicestershire the nobility 
and ,the old squirearchy were first in the field and obtained all the 
plums the Crown was willing to release, and syndicates of London 
speculators obtained the lesser bargains; but the local yeomen 
mo~tly had to ,,ait until some of these first purchasers or grantees 
re-sold. A typical transaction was the grant in 1541 to sir Walter 
Devereux, lord Ferrers and Chartley, of all the Leicestershire lands 
of Merevale Abbey (besides much of the Abbey's lands in Warwick
shire) and his sale in 1567-70 of 2,768 acres in two manors so obtained 
to Richard Bradgate, yeoman (see below). 



62 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

only slowly from 1500 to 1540, but by the 1550's the price-index 
averaged 32 per cent. above the level of 1500 and by the 1580's had 
practically doubled. In England the price-revolution caused by 
the inflow of Spanish treasure began in the 1550's and culminated 
a century later when the general level of prices was three times 
as high as in 1500; and it is in the 1550's and 1560's that the 
wealthier Leicestershire yeomen beg.in to buy land by the 
thousand acres. 

At Cosby in 1524 lived \Villi.am Bent, assessed in the sub
sidy of that year as highly as most squires, descended from small 
free peasants like so many others of the prosperous Tudor yeo
men34 and owning a Little land of his own. His son Thomas Bent 
began buying on a larger scale: in 1543 he purchased from a 
neighbouring squire four messuages, two cottages, and 130 acres 
of land in his native place. In the following year he bought from 
the same gentleman, for fifty-five silver marks, a messuage, four 
crofts, and 113 acres of land, besides a small chief-rent of 8 /- a 
year. Seven years later, Thomas Bent, gent. (as he was now 
styled), bought from another squire, representative of an ancient 
landed family, the manor of Cosby and four messuages, two cot
tages, six orchards, six gardens, a windmill and a horsemill, and 
805 acres of land in Cosby and the adjacent hamlet of Littlethorpe, 
besides a chief rent of 10/- per annum. In the same year (1551) 
he bought from William Crofte, gent., two messuages, two cottages, 
two gardens~ two orchards, and 173 acres of land also in Cosby 
and Littlethorpe, and so brought his purchases to a close. In 
eight yea,rs (1543-51) he had bought the manor of Cosby and 1,221 
acres of land, not to mention numerous houses and cottages, all of 
which passed at his death in 1555 to his son John Bent who made 
one or two small additions to the property but spent his money 
mainly on the building of "a mansion house" in the 1560's. This 
house still stands in the main street of Littlethorpe, a typical speci
men of the more elaborate style of timbered dwelling that began 
to appear in several villages in this and the following decade, the 
homes of the rich yeomen who were no longer content to live in 

34For example, in the records of the Wyggeston Hospital we find William 
Bent, cartwright, buying small parcels of land in 1431-32 at Kimcote 
and Walton amounting to sixty acres in all. 
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the comfortless manner of their fathers before them. 35 

At Carlton Curlieu lived John Bale, yeoman, who began his 
purchases in 1549 with 264 acres in his native fields, bought from 
the earl of Huntingdon. He appears to have bought no more 
until 1557 when he purchased 706 acres in the neighbouring parish 
of Burton Overy from Francis Shirley, esquire, another repre
sentative of the old squirearchy of the county, and then in 1562-63 
he bought another 817 acres in Carlton Curlieu, Great Glen, 
King's Norton, and Burton Overy, all contiguous. parishes, besides 
about fifteen houses and cottages. All but a very few acres were 
bought from local gentry. 

Between 1549 and 1563 John Bale purchased altogether 1,787 
acres, of which nearly one half was bought in eighteen months of 
1562-63. When he died in 1570, still described as "yeoman" 
though a fine of 1557 calls him "gent."-coming events casting 
their shadows a generation before them-he left all his lands in 
the four parishes to his nephew John Bale tipon his coming of age, 
.and this nephew, now safely styled "gent", bought the manor of 
Carlton Curlieu in 1575 together v;-,ith another eighteen hundred' 
acres of land. Another purchase of 203 acres in 1590, and of the 
advowson of the church in the same year, made him owner of the 
entire parish. Then in 1606 he bought from Henry Sacheverell, 
esq., the manor of Saddington and five hundred acres of land, 
besides 100/- rent there .and in neighboming V!illages . 

He died a knight in 1622~one of James I's many profitable 
creations- lord of two manors and owner of some 4,300 acres of 

"' lanµ of which all but about seventy acres had been bought from 
needy peers and gentry round about, who had been forced by 
rising prices and the more elaborate and expensive mode of l<iving 
of E lizabeth's time to sell off outlying portions of their estates 
for ready money. 

In the north-east of the county the Hartopps were having a 
somewhat less meteoric career. Richard Hartopp of Burton 

35That John Bent built his "mansion house" between 1555 and 1584 is 
made clear from the inquisitions post mortem on his father's lands 
and on his own. In 1556 we read inter alia of "a toft in Little 
Thorp" and in 1584 of "a toft on which a mansion h ouse is now 
built in Littlethorp". (Farnham, II, 104-5). As the existing house 
bears a close resemblance in style to one at Thurcaston known to 
have been built by Nicholas Grosvenor in 1568 (Nichols, History) 
the pres umption is that the house at Little Thorpe was probably built 
c. 156(}.70. 
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Lazars, yeoman, descended from good yeoman stock of an earlier 
century, headed the subsidy list for his village in 1524, assessed 
on goods to the annual value of £30. \Ve know little of his mode 
of farming at this time or of his tenure of land, but no doubt these 
were much the same as those of the Bradgates and the Latimers 
who have been described. In 1552 Thomas Hartopp made his 
first large purchase: from a neighbouring squire-Richard 
Bornugh of Borough-he bought 225 acres in Braunston-by
B€lvoir. Twelve years later the S€a1 was set upon this acquisition 
by the purchase for the sum of £330 of the manor of Braunston
by-Belvoir from \Valter Devereux, viscount Hereford, together 
with 1660 acres of land, houses in the village,. and the advowson 
of the church. 36 The next generation made purchases in other 
parishes round about: an inquisition on William Hartopp, gent., 
in 1586, shows that in all nearly three thousand acres had been 
bought since 1552: by 1642 a baronetcy had been acquired also. 

And lastly, as an example of this process, we may cite Richard 
Bradgate who had inherited the flocks and fields of his father 
"Thomas at Peatling Parva. In 1567 he bought the manor of 
Peatling Parva and 1203 acres of land there and round about; in 
1570 the manor of Bruntingthorpe, next door to Peatling, and 1,563 
acres of land, all from Walter, viscount Hereford-2, 768 acres in 
two transactions, besides various small rents and parcels of land. 
Altogether, when he died in 1572, he cannot have owned far short 
of three thousand acres of land as his inquisition post mortem 
speaks of other properties not referred to in these fines. Nev.er
theless his will and inventory still describe him as yeoman, and 
not until near the end of the century do we find his son called 
"gent.". 

Richard Bradgate's inventory survives and from it we may 
illustrate the farming of a wealthy yeoman. He left some three 
thousand acres of land and personal estate amounting to £716 
8s. 4d. 37 He ·had married the sister of William Jervis, a yeoman 
of the adjacent parish of Peatling Magna, who had acquired that 
manor in 1564, a career parallel to that of Richard Bradgate though 
on a smaller scale. 

36Walter, viscount Hereford, was selling a great deal of land in Leicester
shire at this time. Between 1564 and 1571 he disposed of about 
4,850 acres in four sales alone (Feet of Fines, Leicestershire). 

37Cf. John Bale of Carlton Curlieu, who died in 1570, leaving about 1,800 
acres of land and personal estate amounting to £568 9s. Sd. His 
inventory is, however, missing. 
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Though the inquisition post mortem on Richard Bradgate's 
lands speaks of his "mansion house" ,in Peatling Parva (he, too, 
had followed the fashion among rising yeomen) his inventory 
makes it clear that this was in fact, like the Bent "mansion" at 
Little Thorp;; only a glorified farmhouse. Household goods still 
form only 12 per cent. of the total personal estate (in his father's 
time it was much the same-13½ per cent.), but their total value 
is £84 ls. 8d. as against £17 2s. Od. a generation earlier. There 
is nothing strik,ing about the furniture : most of the additional 
value lay in the fine collection of brass pots and pans and in the 
eighty pieces of pewter, not to mention a more varied and expen
sive collection of apparel. 

Farm-goods accounted for 88 per cent. of the personal estate, 
and of these livestock represented nine-tenths, the crops only 
seven per cent. and the implements, etc., the remainder The 
livestock were valued at £575, the 1340 sheep being priced at 
£380 and the 82 cattle and horses at £190, the remainder being 
pigs. The fallow field at Peatling could accommodate 300 sheep 
and some of the horses and cattle,38 but 1,040 sheep, 40 oxen, 20 
steers and kine, and 9 horses and colts grazed in "Knaptoft pas
ture", probably the same great field enclosed by the Turpins that 
his father had rented fifty years earlier. 39 

Once more the inventory was taken in the autumn : all the 
crops are in the barns and none in the ground. The amount of 
grain grown w.as much the same as at the time of his father's 
death in 1539, though with rising prices ~t was worth nearly twice 
as much, and the proportions of the different crops were remark
ably similar except that in 153-9 no oats were grown and in 1572 

there were two quarters in the barn. The yield of hay had, how
ever, nearly trebled. 

38As the total area of Peatling Parva is only 964 acres the three open fields 
can hardly have averaged more than 300 acres apiece . Richard 
Bradgate's 300 . sheep must have taken the greater part of the 
acreage of the fallow field leaving very little for the other farmers. 

39A field of 340 ·acres of pasture and meadow at Knaptoft was known as 
Bradgate field in the early 16th century, and the name still survived 
at the end of the nineteenth century. 
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Thomas Bradgate, 1539 Richard Bradga.te, 1572 

Total value of crops- Total "ualue of crops-
£16 10s. Od. £40 6s. Sd. 

70 qrs. of grain £13 10s. Od . 72 qrs. of grain £24 6s. Sd. 

30 loads of hay £3 Os . Ocl. 80 loads of hay £16 Os. Od. 

Grain CroPs-

30 qrs. of barley 
(43 per cent. of the total) 

30 qrs. of peas 
(43 per cent. of the total) 

10 qrs. of wheat and rye 
(14 per cent. of the total) 

Grain Crops-

30 qrs. barley (41½ per cent.) 

30 qrs. peas 

6 qrs . rye 
4 qrs. wheat 

2 qrs. oats 

(41 ½ per cent.) 

(14 per cent) 

(3 per cent.) 

Not all the yeomen rose rin the spectacular manner of the 
Bents and the B~adgates, the Bales and the Hartopps, nor were 
all by any means as rich. There was a mic1dle range of yeomen 
who rose more slowly, families like the Wyatts of Arnesby, the 
Martins of Anstey, the Dands of Gal by, and the Hortons of Mows
ley, whose purchases of land were on a much more modest 
scale anci who did not reach the rank of "gent." until the latter 
part of the seventeenth century or even the early eighteenth, and 
who did not pass 'beyond this rank. An analysis of the inventories 
for the year 1570 shows for example that the median inventory 
of the husbandmen amounted to £46 ls. 6d. while that of the 
dozen yeomen who left wills in the same year was £95-£100, 
roughly twice as much as the average husbandman left. Of the 
twelve yeomen in this list six left more tha,n £ 100 of personal 
estate (the highest being John Bale of Carlton Curlieu £568 9s. 
Sd., John Welshe of Earl Shilton £39'5 8s. Sd., and John 
Whitinge of Garthorpe £332 4s. 2d.) and six less than £100 
worth, the lowest being £21 ls. 6d. Thus there was a great gulf, 
even among the yeomen themselves, between the greater and the 
lesser sort : the majonity of yeomen in the sixteenth century did 
no more than improve their position steadily and slowly, buying 



THE LEICESTERSHIRE FARMER IN THE 16TH CENTURY 67 

farms rather than whole manors, 40 and many never rose beyond 
the honest title of "yeoman" : only the small minority flashed up 
through two or three classes in two or three generations. 

VIII. THE CROPS (a) 1500-31 

AND now we may turn from the study of the social changes in 
the countrys,ide during the second half of the sixteenth century 
to the more stable life of the fields 

"the mild continuous epic of the soil", 
the crops and the cattle of the Leicestershire farmer four hun
dred years ago, on which the inventories throw much light. The 
record is not always as infomrntive as we should like : frequently 
"the croppe in the fielde" is valued as a whole, or if the various 
crops are specified they are grouped together in inconvenient 
ways for our purpose. For the period 1500-31, which we shall 
consider first, we find however eight inventories which specify 
the exact acreages of the growing crops, and to these we can add 
seven others in which we can separate the combined crops 
accurately enough. The eight farmers for whom we have precise 
details are : 

Drote of Acreage of crops Total 
Na1ne Inv entory Peas(a) Ba,riey Wheat Rye Oats sown 

Robert Barnwell n.d. 20 16 3 5 44 
William Tannar 1511 6 3 1½ 10½ 
Robert Parkyn 1521 rn 23 3½ 2 1½ 49 
R>ichard Smart 1527 6 5½ 8 rn½ 
Robert Curzon 1527 2½ 2½ 3 8 
Thomas Barton 1527 14 12 1 2 29 
William Copeland 1529 10 8 3 3 24 
Thomas Porter 1530 12 7 4 2 25 

Total (acres) 89½ 77 27 14 1½ 209 
(a)including "beans". 

40The Hortons of Mowsley and their kindred a1 Saddington are an 
excellent example of this type of solid yeomen. The fines from 1546 
onwards show both branches of the family purchasing farms in these 
parishes (See Farnham, op. cit., vols. III and IV ~nd~r Mows~~y _!lnd 
Saddington). At Saddington Thomas Horton died m 1635 . se1sed 
in his demesne as of fee" of a messuage, a cottage, and five v1rgates 
of arable, meadow and pasture and a close of pasture. His son John 
Horton (styled "gent." in 1658) subsequently sold a messuage, two 
cottages, and 2:40 acres of land in Saddington. This class of 
yeoman measured its acres in hundreds rather than the thousands 
of the wealthier sort. 
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The crops grown by these eight farmers on 209 acres show 
the following average proportion: peas (including beans) 
42·8 per cent., barley 36·8 per cent., wheat 12 ·9 per cent., rye 
6·7 per cent., and oats ·7 per cent. 

Three other inventories lump together "wheat and rye" as 
they were invariably sown together for winter corn. Other 
inventories in which only winter corn is recorded as sown tell us 
that in fact exactly twice as much wheat was sown as rye41; we 
are thus enabled to separate the acreages under each crop on 
these three additional farms. Finally there are four more inven
tories which group together "wheat and barley" and we may 
separate these according to the ratio established by the previous 
eleven inventories. So we arrive at the crop ratios on fifteen 
farms with a total sown area of 378½ acres, as follows : -

Peas 164 acres 43 · 3 per cent. l Barley 142 acres 37 · 6 per cent. 
spring corn 

I 
81 · 3 per cent. 

Oats 1½ acres ·4 per cent. 

Wheat 52 acres 13·8 per cent. winter corn" 

Rye 19 acres 5·0 pt:r cent. 18 · 8 per cent. 

The Leicestershire farmer concentrated heav,ily on peas42 and 
barley, these two crops together occupying four acres out of 
every five, while the winter-sown crops of wheat and rye occupied 
slightly less than one-fifth of the sown acreage iri any one year. 
Oats were rarely sown, only one farmer out of the fifteen for 
whom we have the necessary information bothering to grow any. 
He was the largest farmer in the list, with 49 acres under culti
vation (indicating a farm of 125-150 acres altogether) but even he 
grew only an acre and a half. 

41Twelve inventories in this period show a total of 46 acr es of wheat 
sown and 23 acres of rye. 

42Wherever "peas" is used, "beans" should be understood also. The 
inventories rarely mention "beans" separately but they are clearly 
included. 
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Peas and barley were not only the largest crops but also the 
least variable from farm to farm. The average acreage under 
peas was 43 · 3 per cent of the sown area and the a1ctual range from 
farm to farm was anything between 25 per cent. and 57 per cent.; 
but there is a closer grouping than these figures would suggest. 
Nine of the fifteen farms in the above table had 40-50 per cent. 
of their cultivated area under peas. 

Similarly, every farmer grew a substantial amount of barley. 
The average acreage sown was 37 · 6 per cent. of the whole, the 
actu.aJ range being from 28 to 47 per cent. on individual farms, 
but ten of the fifteen farms had 30-40 per cent. of their sown acres 
under barley, which was thus as staple and general a crop as peas 
and beans. 

Wheat was a somewhat more variable crop but every farmer, 
from the poorest to the most well-to-do, grew some. It appears in 
every one of the twenty 1inventories up to 1531 which specify the 
actual crops. Alice Multon of Wymondham, whose inventory 
tenip . Edward IV is the earliest we have, grew two acres of 
wheat out of ten acres under cultivation at the time of her death; 
Richard Straunge, cottager of Somerby, had only four acres under 
crops but even he had some wheat, though perhaps only half an 
acre or an acre; arn:l Robert Curzon in 1S27 had three of h is eight 
acres under wheat.43 Indeed, tihe three highest percentages of 
sown area under wheat are shown by three of the smaller farmers 
in the l:ist with a total .acreage under all crops of 8, 12 and 19½ 
acres respectively. Wheat appears in practically every inventory 
throughout the sixteenth century (though it diminishes in im
portance, as we shall see), even among the "labourer" class or 
such of them as left a will.44 

To sum up, though the amount of wheat grown on the farms 
,in the above list varied between 3½ per cent. and 41 per cent. of 
the sown .area more than half the farmers (eight out of fifteen) 
sowed 10-20 per cent. of their arable with the crop, which was 

43Alice Multon had two acres of wheat, four of barley, a nd four of peas. 
She also had thirteen sheep and three cattle. Richard Straunge had 
two acres of barley and wheat (grouped together in the inventory) 
and two acres of peas. He had five cattle of various sorts and five 
sheep also. 

44Richard Spencer of Long Clawson describes himself as "labourer" in 
his will dated 1561 (Leicester Probate Registry). He had 1½ acres 
of "weate grou.nde" besides an acre of peas, and twenty sheep and 
six cattle. 
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thus almost as invariable a crop as barley or peas. On an average 
about one acre in seven of t!he arable was under wheat. 

In contrast to these three staple crops, which between them 
took up nearly 95 per cent of the arabl,e area in Leicestershire and 
were grown by every farmer, rye was grown on only eight of the 
fifteen farms listed. Of the twenty inventories in the period 
1500-31 ,vhich give the necessary details as to crops, ten record 
rye growing and ten mention none. Thus in any given year 
only half the farmers of the county grew any rye and they, on 
an average, sowed about one acre in ten with the crop, the pro
portion varying on individual farms between 4½ per cent and 12½ 
per cent. of the sown area. Roughly speaking we may say that 
rye was an appreciable crop (i.e. 10 per cent. or more of the total 
arable) or perhaps a quarter of the farms, a small crop on another 
quarter, and was not grown at all on the remaining half. As a 
general rule it is the smaller farmers who tended to grow little 
or none. 

There ,is, however, some evidence to suggest that many 
farmers may :have grown ry,e every second or third year : we find 
a considerable number of inventories in which no rye is specified 
amongst the growing crops but there is rye in the barn from the 
previous y,ear's harvest. 45 

The fact that rye was an inconsiderable crop in Leicester
shire is suggested, too, by the occurrence of local names in the 
open fields like Rye Hill or "Ryelond.es", names given to the 
small patches of the great arable fields which were better suited 
to this crop . As Tusser says in his Five Hundred Poi:nts of Good 
Husbandrie rye was best for gravelly and sandy soils on which 
wheat did but poorly,while 

" peason and barley delight not in sand, 
But rather in claie or iin rottener land". 

The distribution of crops in the sixteenth century, as in later 
times, was governed very largely by soil and climate and it is 
wholly false to imagine a stereotyped and fix.ed pattern of arable 
farming all over the country or even over such part of it as worked 

45E.g. the inventory of William Owers of Thor~ Arnold, drawn upjn the 
late autumn of 1531, which speaks of six acres of wheat m the 
ground but no rye. If rye were intended to be sown it would have 
been in before the wheat; we must therefore assume none was sown 
here. In the barn, however, we find a quarter of wheat and a 
quarter of rye, besides barley, peas, and malt. 
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the open-field system46; and we can readily perceive this in Leices
tersh.ire, where, as elsewhere, the particular crops grown, even in 
Tudor times, depended very much on the kinds of soil available. 

Leicestershire is a rolling sea of clay dotted with small islands 
of glacial sands and gravels, especially east of the Soar where the 
larger isl.a111ds are almost invariably crowned by a village, leaving 
only the smaller patches for cultivation. To the west of the Soar 
the sandy and gravelly soils are rather more extensive, but taking 
the county as a whole the soils suitable for rye are only a small 
proportion of the whole, while barley and peas could be grown 
extensively. 47 The fact that rye could only be grown on very 
limited patches in the arable fields sufficiently accounts for its 
non-appearance on half the farms in any one year and that it fre
quently appears in the barn when none is sown. When perhaps 
the only field which contained soils suited to rye lay fallow, 
according to the three-field rotation, it meant that little or no rye 
would be grown anywhere on the arable in that year and not until 
Rye Hill or "Ryelondes" came once more into cultivation would 
the crop appear again in the ground. This may account, too, for 
the fact that it is the smaller farmers whose inventories most 
frequently sho,w little or no rye, for with such limited areas suit
able for the crop the smaller a man's holding the less likely was 
he to have a strip on those patches in any one year, whereas the 
larger farmer, with four or five times as many strips scattered 
throughout the fields, was almost certain to have a half acre or so 
of rye land if there was any at all in the whole field. 

As for oats, the crop was practically unknown on the ordinary 
Leicestershire farm in Henry VIII's time. Only one farmer of 
the fifteen in our list grev,- any and that was but 3 per cent. of 
his total crop. H e was the largest farmer in the list, and there 
is other evidence to show that the well-to-do farmers (e.g. the 

46Cf. Fussell, Farming Methods in the Early Stuart Period, in the Journal 
of Modern History, (March and June, 1935), for a good acco1;mt of 
the great varie,ty of English farming from county to county m the 
first half of the seventeenth century. 

47Leland, in his travels round the country c . 1535-43, noted between the 
Trent and Melton-by Langar and Long Clawson-"many benes and 
peson, as yt is communely thorough al Leyrcestreshir". The 
inventories are not sufficiently numerous to enable one to say 
whether the proportion of rye grown was greater west of . the. Soar 
than east of it but certainly peas and beans were the predommant 
crop, as witne~s the charming place-name of Barton-in-the-Beans in 
the west of the county. 
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religious houses and the squires) grew oats where the lesser 
farmers did not, though even so many wealthy yeomen grew 
none. The crops of the fifteen farmers above may be compared, 
for instance, with those in the barns of Gra.cedieu priory imme
diately after the harvest of 1539. 48 The crops at the priory and 
at its outlying Merriall Gr.ange were: wheat 22 qrs., rye 4 qrs., 
barley 64 qrs., oats 28 qrs., and peas 49 qrs. There the pro
portions of barley (38·3 per cent.) and wheat {13·2 per cent.) are 
much the same as for the average lay farmer; the rye (2 · 4 per cent.) 
is about half as important. The major difference is that on the 
monastic lands oats take the place of peas to a large extent. Here 
oats and peas together amount to 46 · 1 per cent. as against 43 · 3 
per cent. for peas .alone on the ordinary farm. Oats alone in the 
Gracedieu barns amount to 16 · 8 per cent. of the total crop. 
Similarly the tithe corn and demesne corn receipts of Leicester 
Abbey between 1393 and 1470 show a proportion of about 8 per 
cent of oats. 49 

The marked predominance of peas and beans and barley in 
Leicestershire farming, occupying four arable acres out of every 
five, was of long standing. Statistics of th.e tithe and demesne 
corn receipts of Leicester Abbey show that the distribution of 
crops had been much the same since the later years of the 14th 
century with the exception of the acreage under oats and that is 
a difference due more to the larger scale of monastic farming than 
to the passage of time. 

48Nichols, History of Leicestershire, West Goscote hundred, 654. 
49Hilton, op. cit. 106. The figures for 139'3-1470 in Table V below are also 

selected from Mr. Hilton's statistics. 
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Table V. Leicestershire Crops, 1393-1531 

Leicester Abbev tithe corn and 
demesne corn receipts Inventories 

(by quarters) 1500-31 
Crop (by 

acreage) 
1393 1399 1470 

-------- ------ ------ ------

Wheat 14·0% 14·0% 14·S% 13·8% 

Rye 5·0% 6·0% 5·0% 5·0% 

Oats 9·0% 7·0% 8·0% ·4% 

Barley 40·0% 45·0% 42·5% 37·6% 

Peas 32·0% 28·0% 30·0% 43·3% 

-------- ------ ----- --

Totals 100·0% 100·0% 100·0% 100·0% 

The wheat .and rye figures are almost identical for both 
periods, showing a total winter sowing of 19-20 per cent. through
out the whole period 1393-1531 and revealing incidentally once 
again that !he three-field system was more complicated and 
flexible than a field of winter corn, a field of spring corn, and a 
fallow field. In Leicestershire at least the winter corn covered 
only a fifth or rather less of the sown area in any one year and 
other manorial records show that both winter and spring corn 
were in fact sown in the same field. Indeed, we find that the 
cultum, or wong, or furlong-as it is variously called-was the 
unit for cropping purposes rather than the whole field. 50 

SOHilton, Appendix III on the cropping of the demesne at Kirby Bellars 
(Leicestershire) in the late 14th and early 15th cents. makes this 
quite clear. This is undoubtedly the reason, too, why so many 
inventories lump together two or three crops for valuation purposes 
in the fields. Some inventories, as we have seen, separately specify 
each crop; others value "the crops in the fields" as a whole; but 
the majority have some such formula as "Wheat, barley, and rye 
16 acres" and "Peas and Oats 16 acres" from which it is clear that 
the inventory is describing the crops in each of the two fields under 
cultivation. It is an almost invariable rule for the barlev to be 
sown in the same field as the wheat and the rye and for· peas to 
be sown in the other field, either alone or with a small amount of 
oats. Very rarely do we find any other comhination of crops in 
the Leicestershire inventories. 
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Oats, as we have seen, were a more important crop on the 
lands of the wealthier farmers than on the average farm and 
accounted for about 8 per cent. of the total corn receipts of 
Leicester Abbey during the fifteenth century, taking the place to 
that extent of peas, as at Gracedieu priory. Here again, if we 
add together the yields of peas and oats in the monastic barns 
we get roughly the same figures as for peas .alone on ordinary 
farms, though Graced.ieu showed twice as high a proportion of 
oats as Leicester Abbey (16 · 8 per cent. as against about 8 per 
cent.). It was simple to vary the proportions between peas and 
oats .as they were nearly always grown in the same field. 

Barley was somewhat more important for the Abbey than 
for the smaller farmer, though it should be noted that the figures 
for 1393-1470 in Table V relate to quantitie•s and those for 1500-31 
to acreages and, since we do not know the respective yields of 
the crops with any accuracy, comparison should not be pushed 
too far. Broadly we may say that the distribution of crops on 
the Lticestershire farm in Henry VIII's reign was much the same 
as it had been since the latter part of the fourteenth century at 
least. 

(b) 1558-88 

IN the middle decades of the sixteenth century, however, the 
distribution of crops shows a curious change which is difficult to 
explain. The year 1558 was one of high mortality and the inven
tories are numerous enough to produce a satisfactory sample for 
this year alone. Fourteen farmers' inventories give details of 
crops for 343 acres : of these eleven specify the various crops 
separately and there is no doubt about the validity of the figures, 
while in three others various crops are grouped together and have 
to be separated according to the ratios established by the other 
figures. 
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- - -

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
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10 
11 

12 (a) 
13 (b) 
14 (c) 

----

Totals 
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Table VI. 

Crops grown by Fourteen L eicestershire Farmers in 1558 

Acres under: Percentage of total acreage under: 

Acres 
Sown 

Peas Barley Wheat Rye Oats Peas Barley Wheat Rye 

--- --- - - - ------ --- --- - -- --- - - - -

14 7 4 2 1 - 50 29 14 7 
12 5 6 ½ ½ - 42 50 4 4 
38 12 16 8 1 I 31½ 42 21 3 
36 16 12 2 2 4 44½ 33 5½ 5½ 
17 6 6 1 3 I :is 35 (i 17½ 
28 12 11 1½ I½ 2 4:l 39 5½ 5½ 
17 3 5 1 1 7 17½ 29} 6 6 
26 6 12 I½ l½ 5 23 46 6 6 
20 9 9 1 1 - 45 45 5 5 
13 4 5 I 3 - :!I :is½ 8 23 
8 I I 1 5 - 12½ 12½ 12½ 62½ 

16 8 5 I 1 1 50 28 7 7 
39 19 11 3 :~ 3 49 28½ 7½ 7½ 
59 24 20 5 5 5 41 34 8½ 8½ 

--- --- ---- ---- - - - ~ - - -- - --- --- - - ----

343 132 123 29½ 29½ 29 38·5 35 ·8 8 '6 8·6 

(a) Actually "wheat, rye, barley, oats 8 acres , peas .and beans 8 acres' '. 
(b) Actually "wheat, rye, barley, oats 20 acres, peas and beans 19 acres". 
(c) Actually "wheat, barley, rye 30 acres, peas and oats 29 acres' .. 
Though in two of these inventories oats are grown with the barley and 

the winter corn, it was much more common for them to be sown 
with the peas, especiany if they represented any appreciable 
quantity. 

Peas, barley, and wheat were still the three most invariable 
crops as they had been in the early years of the century but all 
showed a decline in importance. Peas had fallen from 43 · 3 per 
cent. of the arable area to 38 · 5 per cent., barley had fallen slightly 
from 37 · 6 per cent. to 35 · 8 per cent., and wheat showed a 
remarkable decline from 13 · 8 per cent. to 8 · 6 per cent. Rye, on 
the other hand, rose from 5 · 0 per cent. to 8 · 6 per cent. and was 
now of equal importance in the winter sowing where formerly 
it had covered hardly a third of the area under wheat. 'Dhirty 
years later, in 1588, rye had fallen back again to the proportion of 
1500-31 but wheat did not recover ground as a result : the wheat 

Oats 

---

-
-

3 
II 
6 
7 

41 
19 
-
-
-

7 
7½ 
8½ 

---

8·s 
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acreage remained the same at 8 · 6 per cent. of the sown area. 
Thus the decline in the importance of wheat, begun perhaps in 
the second half of the fourteenth century, 51 continued at least to 
the end of the sixteenth in Leicestershire. We have, too, the 
words of William Lilly, recollecting his childhood on the farm at 
Diseworth,: at the age of eighteen (in 1620) he was obliged to 
leave home and seek a living in London where he "saw and eat 
good white bread, contrary to our diet in Leicestershire". By 
the early years of the seventeenth century it is apparent that 
wheaten bread had practically disappeared from the table even of 
a yeoman household such as the Lillys' : only barley bread or rye 
bread were known. 

Nevertheless, every farmer grew some wheat in 1558: the 
proportion varied from 4 per cent. to 21 per cent. on the fourteen 
farms listed, and the great majority of farmers (more than two
thirds) devot~d between 5 per cent. and 10 per cent. of their 
arable to the crop. It was therefore .a steady and invariable crop, 
though small. 

Both peas and barley were slightly more variable crops than 
they had been in 1500-31. Only five of the fourteen farmers h ad 
30-40 per cent. of their arable under barley as against ten out of 
fifteen in the earlier period; the cultivation of peas had, however, 
not changed JO much. 

In 1500-31 rye had been grown on only half the farms in 
any given year, mainly due apparently to the very restricted areas 
in the open fields suitable for the crop, but in 1558 it was grown 
to some extent on every farm .- The variability of the acreage 
under this C!OP was extreme (from 3 per cent. to 62½ per cent.) 
and the highest proportions are generally shown by the smaller 
farmers who had in earlier years shown the highest proportions 
under wheat, indicating perhaps that the decline in wheat-growing 
was due chiefly to a falling standard of living (as represented by 
the kind of bread they ate) .among the poorer farmers. Every 
farmer now grew rye, the majority devoting between 5 per cent. 
and 10 per cent. of their arable land to it. Rye and wheat were 

SlHilton (op. cit.) shows that in 1363 wheat had formed 21½ per cent. of 
the total tithe and demesne corn receipts of Leicester Abbey. By 
the last decade of the century (1393-99') it had fallen to 14 per cent. 
at which proportion it remained fairly constant until the 1530's, 
thereafter falling again in the period 1558-88 to about 8½ per cent., 
according to the inventories of lay farmers. 
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the least variable of the crops in 1558, though the smallest in pro
portion, and the winter sowing was hardly less important in this 
year than it had been in earlier times-17 per cent of the arable 
was sown with wheat and rye as against 19-20 per cent during the 
period 1393-1470. Roughly speaking the changes in the propor
tions of the crops in 1558 were achieved by growing more rye in 
the place of wheat in one field and more oats in place of peas in 
the other field. 

The increased cultivation of oats is not easily accounted for. 
In 1500-31 only one farm in fifteen grew any; now nine out of 
fourteen did so and the crop was practically as important as 
wheat and rye. This might be attributed to some extent to the 
increased use of horses on Leicestershire farms for draught pur
poses52 were it not for the fact that oats, like rye, diminish in 
importance by 1588, falling to only 3 per cent. of the sown area. 
The sudden increase in the importance of both rye and oats in the 
middle of the century and the subsequent reversion of both to a 
lower level by the last years of the century is difficult to explain. 

Before leaving the inventories for 1558 something should be 
said about the respective values of the crops, since the acreage 
under the different crops is not the only index to· their relative 
importance. If we examine the inventories dated in the last 
quarter of the year, i.e. after the harvest and before any appre
ciable quantity has been consumed, we obtain a good idea of the 
relative values of the crops in the barns. Wheat and rye are usually 
valued together and it is not., unfortunately, possible to separate 
them here. 

The results of thirty-one inventories all dated between 1st 
September and 31,;t December, 1558, may be summarised as 
follows:-

£, s. d. 
Barley 128 4 0 47 per cent. 
Peas and beans 74 8 0 27½ " ·wheat and rye 64 11 4 24 

" 
Oats 4 6 4 1½ " 

Total value £271 9 B 100 
" 

52See page 53 below. 
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The actual values given for the crops per quarter vary very 
widely. Wheat ranges from 6 / 8 to 16/-; barley from 5/-to 13/4; 
rye from 4/- to 12/-; peas and beans from 2 / 9 to 13 / 4; and oats 
from 2/- to 4 / 6. But the relative values of the different crops are 
consistent in each inventory and the median values reflect these 
fairly accurately. The median value of wheat after the 1558 
harvest was 10 / - a quarter; of barley 7 / 9; of rye 6 / 4; of peas and 
beans 5/-; and of oats 2/8. 53 

It is perhaps pushing our figures too far to fit these values 
per quarter to the total values in the barns, but if we do so we 
may obtain a rough idea of the yield of the different crops. vVe 
discover that barley constituted about 40 per cent. of the harvest 
of 1558 by quantity, peas and beans 35 per cent., wheat and rye 
20 per cent., and oats 5 per cent. 

Fitting these last figures again to the known acreages under 
the differei1t crops in the year 1558 the results so obtained reveal 
in a very broad fashion the varying yields per acre. Thus barley 
covered roughly 36 per cent. of the sown area and yielded 40 per 
cent. of the total crops by quantity; wheat and rye covered 17 per 
cent. of the acreage and produced 20 per cent. of the total yield. 
Peas and beans on the other hand produced a less than proportion
ate yield and oats very much less. The lumping together of the 
wheat and the rye prevents us from ascertaining the comparative 
yields with any great accuracy but the approximate figures are 
(taking the yield of oats as the index) : wheat and rye 2 · 0, barley 
1 · 8,3, peas and beans 1 · 5, and oats 1 · 0. It should be noted that 
these are c01npara.tive and not absolute yields (which we have no 
means of ascertaining) but for all their rough approximation they 
reveal some interesting facts about sixteenth century farming in 
Leicestershire. 

The crops of 1588 need little additional comment. A number 
of inventories, covering altogether 210½ acres, give the details of 
separate crops, showing the following distribution : wheat 17¼ 
acres (8 per cent.), rye 8½ acres (4 per cent.) , barley 77{ acres (37 
per cent.), peas and beans 102½ acres (49 per cent.), and oats 4½ 
acres (2 per cent.). A number of other inventories covering 139½ 

53These values are very different from those cited by Tawney, op. cit . 198, 
whose fig,ires are derived ultimately from the very inadequate price
data collect'ed by Thorold Rogers in his Hfstory of A i;riculture and 
Prices. They do not confirm at all the relative values shown in 
Tawney's table. 
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acres group various crops together, but separating these according 
to the ratios established above and adding the results so obtained 
to the above figures we have fae final results for 1588. 

Table VII. Leicestershire Crops in 1588 

Crop Acres sown % of total are? 
sown 

Wheat 30 8½ 1 Winter coru 

Rye 14¾ 4 f 12½% 

Barley 135¼ 38½ 
) 

Spring Corn · Peas and beans 161 46 

f 
87½% 

Oats 9½ 3 

Totals 350½ 100% 

We have seen that wheat had declined in importance by 1558 
apd it remained at the same level thirty years later. Rye also had 
fallen back by 1588 to a lower place than it had occupied in 1500-
31, and the total winter0 sown crop was now only one acre in eight 
instead of the one in five which had prevailed for at least a hundred 
and fifty years up to 1558. Oats also declined in importance 
during the period 1558-88 but were more generally grown on 
Leicestershire farms than they had been at the beginning of the 
century. Barley had remained the most constant crop throughout 
the sixteenth century: 37 ·6 per cent. of the arable acreage in 
1500-31, 35·8 per cent. in 1558, 38·6 per cent. in 1588. Peas 
(including beans) had declined sharply in importance between 
1500-31 and 1558, falling from 43 · 3 per cent. to 38 · 5 per cent, but by 
1588 were appreciably more important (45 ·9 per cent.) than they 
had been at any time since the middle of the fourteenth century. To 
some extent this may have been another result of the falling stan
dard of living for the bottom half of the rural population-white 
bread made of wheat giving way to pease bread and pottage for 
human consumption-and partly also it may have been a con
sequence of an increasing devotion to sheep-farming on a large 
scale among the squires and the wealthy yeomen. That sheep 
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competed ·with human beings for peas is made evident, for 
example, from the Acts of the Privy Council. On November 6, 
1586 "were cert.aine letters signed by their Lordships to the 
counties underwritten, proh.ibitinge the fattinge and feedinge of 
sheepe with peaze and enjoyninge the £armours to bringe their 
peaze to the marketes, there to be sold and uttered &c." And 
among the seven counties so enjoined Leicestershire is one. 54 

Many of the smaller farmers now grew no wheat at all, or at 
most only half an acre or so. Rye, too, had fallen back and was 
now grown on only half the farms of the county in any one year 
as it had been at the beginning of the century. Oats ~ere grown 
on about a third to a half of the farms in 1588, though in small 
quantities; peas and barley were grown everywhere. Indeed, 
with the falling off of the winter corn, peas and barley now occu
pied .an even more predominant place in Leicestershire agriculture 
than they had ever done. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
the two crops had taken up about 72 per cent. of the arable acreage 
between them (probably rather more, as these earlier figures are 
of quantities and peas and beans were low-yielding compared with 
barley and wheat) rising to 81 per cent. in 1500-31. After a fall 
to 74 per cent. in 1558 the two staple crops had increased in im
portance by 1588 to practically 85 per cent. of the arable acreage. 
A letter written early in 1620 by the justices of the peace for 
Leicestershire said that so far as their county was concerned the 
providing of a storehouse for corn, as ordered for the encourage
ment of farmers and relief of the poor, was unnecessary, "the 
county being remote from any means of exporting grain and 
growing chiefly peas and barley which cannot be long kept". 55 

54Acts of the Privy Council, 1586-87, 248. Peas had provided a valuable 
winter fodder for animals (especially sheep) since the fourteenth 
century. E.g, at Owston Abbey in 9 Richard II 32 qrs. of peas were 
baked into bread for provender for different animals, and ½ qr. for 
the horses of Knossington, an abbey manor. The far,mer of Lock
ington in 1477-a Leicester Abbey manor- in addition to a money 
rent had to provide the Abbey's sheep with peas and hay. (Hilton, 
op. cit. 103n., 109n.) 

sscaz State Papers Domestic, 1619-23, 124. Maslin or "blende corne" 
rarely appears in Leicestershire inventories before the 1580's and 
1590's and then onlv on a few farms. The inventory of Edward 
Purefoy of Fenny Drayton, esquire, (14 April 1595) speaks of 
"wheate and maslin in barne" and at Breedon on 31st December, 
1594, re read of "3 acres of Blend corne sown" and "3 acres of 
Wheate in the same field". 
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IX. THE LIVESTOCK 

THE arable .acreage on the average Leicestershire farm was, we 
h.ave seen, generally between 50 per cent. and 60 per cent. of the 
total 'area. The pasture leys amounted to 25 per cent.; the area 
of meadow w.as much more variable but on an average w.as 12} 
per cent. of the total; and the remainder was common pasture. 
Thus 40~50 per cent. of the typical farm was pasture of one sort 
or .another or producing feed for livestock and it is to this aspect 
of the farm that we must now turn. 

The enclosure movement which was so revolutionary a 
feature ;f Leicestershire village history from about 1450 up to 
the early seventeenth century was entirely the work of the greater 
landowners-the squirearchy and, before 1539, the religious 
houses, 56 and the profits went to this cl.ass exdusively. Here 
and there we find a wealthy yeoman renting some of the new 
pastures from ,a, neighbouring squire and stocking them with 
several hundred sheep, but the ordinary farmer had no share in 
this movement unless he were unfortunate enough to be the tenant 
of an enclosing abbot or squire in which case he was evicted from 
his farm and banished from his native village for ever. 

Thus we find even in Leicestershire, where the enclosure 
movement was strongest of anywhere in England, and even in 
the first thirty years of the century when the movement was at 
its height, that few farmers kept more sheep and cattle than could 
graze off the small pastures on the farm and the commons appur
tenant to it. Some farmers had no sheep at all,57 few kept as 
many .as a hundred. If we analyse the inventories in which some 
sheep are mentioned for the period 1500-31 and for the single year 
1588 we get the following results : -

56For example, Leicester Abbey enclosed extensively a,t Ingarsby, Bag
grave, Kirkby Mallory, and Belgrave; Garendon Abbey at Nor
manton-le-Heath; Owston Abbey at North Marefield; and Launde 
Abbey at Whatborough. 

57It is difficult to say how many farmers kept no sheep at all as the 
absence of sheep from an inventory made in the depths of the 
winter may indicate th~t stock had been killed off for lack of 
winter fodder, but cer.tainly some farmers seem to have kept no 
sheep at any time. 
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Table VIII. 

Nwmb,er of Sheep on Levcestershire Farms, 1500-31 and 1588 

No. of Sheep 1500-31 1588 

1-19 9 26 

20--39 9 19 

40-59 5 11 

60--79 3 7 

80-99 1 7 

100--199 4 6 

200 and over 2 2 

Total number of 33 78 
farms 

The number of sheep kept by the ordinary village farmer 
(including even the yeomen) shows little change between the 
beginning of Hie century and the end. In 1500-31 the average 
(median) farm had 34 sheep; in 1588 the corresponding number 
was 30, the slight fall again being due in all probability to the 
inclusion of a greater number of small farmers in the later 
inventories. 

In 1588 a third of the farms in the county had fewer than 
twenty sheep, well over a half had fewer than forty. Only one 
farm :in ten carried over a hundred sheep, only one in forty more 
than two hundred. The proportions for the first thirty years of 
the century are much the same bearing in mind the fact that in 
this period the smaller men are not fully represented. If we 
include in the figures the farms which had no sheep we can say 
that perhaps two-thirds of Leicestershire farms in the sixteenth 
century had fewer than forty sheep, i.e. only just as many as 
could be grazed off the pasture leys and the common appurtenant 
to the farm . 

Even the greater yeomen carried no vast flocks of sheep in 
the early part of the century. We have seen that Thomas Brad-
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gate, the most substantial of them all, possessed but four hun
dred when he died in 1539, and Latimer's father had only a hun
dred. Robert Mansfield of Braunston (died 1528) left 280 sheep, 
Robert Barnwell of Drayton (:c. 1510-20) 220 sheep. Somewhat 
later, among the yeomen we find John Marshall of Great Stretton 
(died 1541) with 200 sheep, Robert Vincent of Saltby (1563) 340, 
and John Whitinge of Garthorpe (1569) 260 sheep. Thomas 
Jusly of Lutterworth had, in 1588, 453 sheep in all- 134 ewes 
and 39 lambs in the common field at Lutterworth and a farther 
280 ewes pastured at Bittesby, three miles away, another place 
which had been almost wholly depopulated by large-scale enclo
sure for pasture early in the century.58 

Richard Bradga.te (died 1572) had, we have seen, 1340 sheep 
of all kinds-300 grazing on the common field at Peatling and 
the remainder. on rented pastures in depopulated Knaptoft-but 
he was to .all intents and purposes a squire, lord of two manors 
and owner of three thousand acres, t;hough still styled "yeoman" 
when he died. 

It is dear from this account of the scale of sheep-raising on 
Leicestershire farms that only the monastic houses in the earlier 
period and subsequently the squirearchy participated in the 
enclosure movement for sheep-farming on a big scale: the prior 
of Launde had two thousand sheep at Whatborough in 1539, 
Anthony Faunt-squire of Foston, not far from the Bradgates at 
Peatling P.arva-had thirteen hundred sheep of all kinds on the 
pastures newly enclosed at Foston. 59 Another wealthy squire 
in the same district, Sir William Turpin ( died 1617) whose 
ancestors had converted almost the whole of the parish of Knap
toft to sheep and cattle pastures before Henry VIII's time, kept 
3,100 sheep in all . Of these 1,738 grazed at Knaptoft, another 
832 on "Misterton groundes" enclosed long before by the Pul
teneys, .and 530 more at Horninghold and Stoughton, elsewhere 
in the county, and at Harrington in Northamptonsh.ire. 60 

sa1 hope to publish an essay on these deserted village sites in Leicester
shire on another occasion. 

59Anthony Faunt died in 1588 but his inventory was not made for some 
reason until 1596. This is one of the few squires' inventories in the 
Leicester registry and shows a scale of farming and a personal 
estate ( £542 Os. 4d.) equal to that of the richest yeomen. Here, 
too, livestock accounted for the greater part of the personal estate 
-£396 in all. The sheep were valued at £300, the horses at £40, 
and the cattle at £56. 

60Inventory of Sir William Faunt (Leicester Probate Registry, 1617). 
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As with sheep-farming, so with cattle : the average fanner 
kept no more than could be fed off his own pastures after allowing 
for the sheep, which were generally more important. We find 
cattle kept (oxen and steers) for draught purposes, for 1nilk (the 
"milch kine") .and possibly also for a little meat, but the numbers 
are small. Of forty-eight farms in the period 1500-31 only fifteen 
have more than ten cattle of all kinds. A fifth of the farms have 
no cattle at all; the average number for all farms is six. 

The figures for 1588 are not materially different. Out of 
seventy farms more than one-half had fewer than ten cattle of 
all kinds; 64 out of 70 had fewer than twenty. 'Dhe average 
number had, however, risen from six to nine and far fewer farms 
were now without cattle of any sort. The yeomen, of course, 
had large numbers. Thomas Bradgate had seventy-four cattle 
"young and old", Richard Bradgate, his son, had seventy-three, 
including no fewer than forty oxen valued at £100-more than 
the three hundred sheep pastured in the fallow field at Peatling. 
Robert Vincent (1563) had forty-three cattle, John Marshall (1541) 
thirty-one. 

Oxen and steers continued to be used for draught purposes 
throughout the century but there is evidence from the inventories 
that horses became common from about 1530 onwards. ·on 
thirty-two farms for which the livestock are specified in the first 
thirty years of the sixteenth century horses are mentioned on 
only nine : nearly three-quarters of the farms have none. But 
in 1531, for which we have particulars of fourteen farms, horses 
are found on six. The proportion of farms with no horses has 
fallen to about a half. By 1588 only ten farms out of sixty-eight 
have no horses, a proportion of about one in seven ., No farm at 
this date had more than ten horses : the average number was 
five . Thus there is a steady :increase in the number of horses kept 
for farm-work from 1530 onwards and the increased cultivation 
of oats among ordinary farmers may possibly be attributed to this. 

Pigs were kept only for the larder. Few farms were without 
half a dozen rooting around, but not many farms kept more than 
a dozen, which eventually became the "bacon flitches" hanging in 
the kitchen roof. 
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X. CONCLUSION 

WE have been mainly concerned in this essay with the actual 
economic and social circumstances of the Leicestershire farmer, 
the area and lay-out of his farm, his mode of farming- the crops 
grown and the livestock kept-and the kind of house he lived in. 
Little or nothing has been said of the tenure of land, of the extent 
to which leasehold was displacing the ancient customary 
tenures on Leicestershire manors in the sixteenth century, and of 
the struggle between landlords and tenants as the former strove 
to break down the age-old manorial customs which were the 
village farmers' greatest protection against economic and social 
change. 61 Little has been said, too, of the enclosure movement 
in which Leicestershire had such a conspicuous place at this time, 
for this is a large theme even taken alone; and nothing has· been 
said of the communal management of the open fields as exempli
fied, for instance, in the elaborate by-laws drawn up by a village 
meeting at \Vymeswold some time in the fifteenth century. 62 All 
these aspects of the Leicestershire farmer's life, what we may 
broadly call the lega.l framework within ·which he moved (though 
it was of the utmost practical consequence also), must be left for 
the fuller treatment they deserve and which it is hoped to give 
them in a larger study of Leicestershire in the Sixteenth Century. 

We have seen in the course of this essay the spectacular rise 
of the yeomen in the sixteenth century, many of them rising in 
two generations to be lords of manors and owners of thousands of 
acres of land; others, the lesser yeomen, steadily consolidated their 
properties and social position during the century and formed a 

610n this subject generally see Tawney, The Agrarian Problem in the 
Sixteenth Century {1912). As regards the tenure of land in Leicester
shire at this time, Tawney gives (Table I, 25) the status of 618 
tenants on nine Leicestershire manors. Of this total 134 were free
holders, or 21 · 7 per cent. of the whole, a proportion second only 
to that for Norfolk and Suffolk (36 per cent.), the immemorial home 
of a free peasantry. Small though this Leicestershire sample 
admittedly is, it reveals that since the late thirteenth century the 
proportion of freeholders to all tenants had practically halve<l 
(falling from 39 per cent. in 1279 to 21 ·7 per cent. in the 16th cent.) 
and the detailed history of various Leicestershire villages bears this 
out fully. Of the remaining 16th century tenants in Tawney's 
sample, 311 (or 50·3 per cent.) were c,,stomary tenants (i.e copv
holders or tenants-at-will) and 124 (or 20·0 per cent .) were 
leaseholders. The status of the remaining 49 tenants (S·O per cent.) 
is uncertain. 

62Historical Manuscripts Commission, Middleton MSS. 
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great source from which the minor gentry of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries were recruited. There is no doubt about 
the advancement of the yeomanry during this period of rapid 
change, but how had the ordinary farmer-the husbandman
fared ?63 

The evidence on this question is somewhat contradictory : 
on the one :hand we have the undoubted market decline in the 
cultivation of wheat which may reflect a general diminution in 
the consumption of wheaten bread .and an increased use of less 
appetising bread made from barley, rye, or pease. On the other 
hand it is possible that the wheat grown in sixteenth-century 
Leicestershire was a cash~crop and that even the smallest farmers 
grew it for the purpose of paying the rent and purchasing small 
necessaries that the farm could not produce. It was not necess
arily consumed at home, therefore, in the form of bread, though 
the will of William Ellis of Quorndon (dated 19i January, 1535) 
indicates that wheaten bread was eaten by ordinary folk on special 
occasions at least. 64 As to whether or not it was eaten on ordin
ary occasions we have no evidence, other than Lilly's statement 
about the early years of the seventeenth century that white bread 
was not eaten in Leicestershire by that date. And yet if wheat 
had been a cash-crop why should its cultivation diminish so 
markedly after the middle of the century just when rents and 
fines were rising fast? 

We cannot be certain therefore that the diminishing acreage 
under wheat reflected a fall in the standard of living for the 
smaller farmers and there is no other certain evidence to suggest 
that this class was finding things more difficult in the second half 
of the sixteenth century. Indeed, the evidence of the inventm.-ies 
concerning the ordinary farmers' household goods indicates a 
steady improvement in living conditions and in comforts gener
ally rather than any falling standard. We have seen that 
between 1500-31 and 1570-71 the median value of the husband
man's personal estate increased more than three-fold (from £14 
7s. 1 ld . to £46 ls. 6d.) despite the fact that the later years 

63Remembering always •that the inventories speak for roug-hly only the 
top half of the rural population, or perhaps very slightly more, 
during most of the century (see footnote 18 previously). 

64"Also I will that a bushel! of wheat and a bushell of malt be made into 
bred and ale and be spent amongst my neighbours in the Church at 
my burying". (Farnham, Quorndon Records, 191). 
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include a larger proportion of less affluent farmers, and though the 
greater part of this increase can be accounted for by the sharp 
rise in th,e prices of grain, wool and livestock it is clear from the 
detailed lists of household goods that there was a real improve
ment here also, an improvement which dates, for most husband
men, from the early part of Elizabeth's reign. 

The comfortless farmhouse of Robert Smalley as it was in 
1559 has already been described : this was the average village 
farmer's home and better than half the rural population could 
show; a generation later we find much more comfort in the farm
house. Let us take for example the homes of two farmers in the 
village of Wigston Magna, a village which was exceptional in 
having neither a resident squire nor a dominating yeoman family, 
but contained instead a considerable number of middling farmers 
who owned a bit of land : a village .pre-eminently of true peasant
proprietors in the sixteenth century. Robert Coulson, whose 
inventory was taken on December 7, 1596, left personal estate 
amounting to £22 13s. Od., less than half the average for his 
time; but his farmhouse contained, besides the usual hall and 
parlour, a buttery (here called a "spence"), a "farre parloure" 
and a "hether parloure", and an "entree"-a more commodious 
house than most yeomen had possessed fifty years earlier. 

The household goods amounted here to fully 40 per cent . of 
the total personal estate, the amount of linen of all kinds being 
particularly noticeable. In the hall we find "a table, two fonnes, 
a bench, two tresles, one cheare, four stooles, a cupboard, a 
wheele" and a fine array of fire-irons in the hearth. The walls 
were warmed and made cheerful by "painted clothes" (i.e. 

hangings), as were some of the bedrooms also, and there were 
such refinements as linen table-napkins, towels, and sheets. \Ve 
are not told much about the farm 0 goods but it is clear that the 
farm was a small one despite the greater comforts of the house. 

Richard Danne, who died in the spring of 1599, was a small 
peasant proprietor. Back in 1525 an ancestor (probably his 
grandfather) had bought for £20 a small farm in Wigston com
prising a farmhouse, sixteen acres of arable, four of meadow, and 
six of pasture, and 2/8 rent in Wigston and Burton Overy. It 
will be noted~incidentally that the proportion of arable, meadow, 
and pasture, is much the same on this small farm as it was on 
larger farms : the arable is 61 ½ percent. of the total area, pasture 
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about 23 per ,cent., and meadow (rather higher than the average) 
about 15½ per cent. 

In 1577 Richard Danne paid £40 for a much smaller farm in 
\Vigston-a rnessuage, garden, and orchard, 13¼ acres of arable, 
1½ acres of meadow, 4 acres of pasture, and :half an acre of wood, 
19} acres in all. Allowing for the chief rent of 2/ 8 per annum 
included in the purchase of 1525 the price of land in \Vigston just 
about trebled between 1525 and 1577. 65 

The actual grant and schedule of lands which are the subject 
of the fine of 1577 have survived also66 and are worth particular-
1zmg. The grant is endorsed "a Cott: & halfe yard land" and is 
headed "Grant of a cottag.e & half a virgate of land in the fields 
of Wigston by Anthony Tyghe of Wigston husbandman and 
Agnes his wife daughter and heir of Egidius Pawley deceased 
formerly of Wigston to Richard Danne and Richard Damporte in 
consideration of a sum of money, dated July 13, 19 Elizabeth 
[1577]". 

The cottage was in the tenure or occupation of Richard 
Damporte (or Davenport) and is described as having one half 
virgate of arable, meadow and pasture belonging to it. In all 
the lands described in the schedule attached to the grant amount 
to 11½-11¾ .acres, comprising 38-38½ roods of arable, 8-8½ 
roods of pasture, and three doles of meadow. Clearly we have 
a virgate of twenty-four acres, the most usual measurement of 
the virgate in Leicestershire (though it could vary widely between 
different villages) and this small farm of approximately twelve 
acres together ,vith the cottage represented a typical holding of a 
medieval cottager which had survived more or less intact at 
Wigston : or it may indeed represent a partition between two 
heirs of the virgate of land which was the normal holding of a 

65Cf. Cossington, a few miles north of Leicester, where a farm of about 75 
acres fetched £220 in 1592 and was sold again in 1608 for £400, 
practically doubled in value in sixteen years. (Skillington, A 
History of Cossington, 139-40). 

66Leicester, City Muniment Room (Wigston Deeds). 
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free peasant at Wigston in earlier centuries . 67 

However._this may be, we have here in 1577 a self-contained 
little farm which had passed by marriage from the Pawleys, a 

long-established family of farmers in the village, to Anthony 
Tyghe, and thence to Richard Danne by purchase. The purchase 
included, besides this cottage and small holding, further small 
parcels of land not specified in this schedule : about 3½ acres of 
arable, 2 .acres of pasture, a small amount of meadow, and half 
an acre of wood (one of the few surviving remnants of woodland 
in Wigston at this date), amounting to rather more than six acres 
in all. Of these parcels we have no detailed schedule. 

The 46½ roods of arable and pasture whiieh made up the little 
farm (besides the three doles of meadow) were by no means dis
tributed evenly throughout the three fields of the village, indica
ting perhaps, as suggested above, that the farm represented a 
partition of the original medieval virgate between two co-heirs in 
which the various strips were not allocated evenly as between the 
fields. Thus in Thythorn Hill field there were 10½ roods of 
arable and a rood of pasture, in Goldhill field 11 ½ roods of arable 
and 4½ or 5 roods of pasture, and in Mucklow field 16 roods of 
arable and 2½ roods of pasture. Many of the pasture leys were 
intermingled with the arable strips, probably as part of larger 
blocks of pasture usually known as "sikes" . 68 

At the time of his death in April 1599 it appears that Richard 
Danne was himself occupying the farm he had bought in 1577, 
then in the occupation of Richard Davenport, for we find in his 

67 A cottage and twelve acres of land seems to have been regarded as the 
minimum holding from which to get a living. Thus William Dey
con of King's Norton in his will dated 20 Jarnrnry 1570 (Leicester 
Probate Registry) provides for his mother as follows "I give & 
bequeathe to my lovinge & welbeloved mother vjli xiijs iiijd & to 
have her :findinge wt my wyffe as longe as she dothe lyve & also 
her parler as yt ys nowe nothinge there in to be menissed 
[diminished] but yf yt fortune yt my said wiffe & my mother can 
not agreye to gether then my mynde & will is yt my mother shall 
have my cotage house in ye toune named Woodfords house to dwell 
in iiij akers of land in every felde & iiij kye pasturs & x shepe 
commons & ij loods of hay & ye sayd iiij akers of land to be plowed 
& tilde at ye charges of ym yt shall dwell one my gronde duringe 
my mothers liffe ...... " 

68For the names of some of these sikes at Wigston see my paper on The 
Fields of Wigston Magna in Trans. Leics. Arch. Society, XIX, 163-
198. Numerous schedules and surveys of Leicestershire lands show 
parcels of pasture and meadow intermingled with the arable. See 
also Gray, English Field Systems (1915), 35. 
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inventory that he had 9½ acres of arable under crops on 30th April 
which would represent the entire sowing for that year, and with 
the fallow of the third field (allowing for no great mathematical 
regularity) we have the 13¼ acres of arable of the original pur
chase. The other small farm, purchased in 1525, was probably 
in the occupation of a kinsman John Danne, who was assessed 
"on lands" in the subsidy of 1594. 

Though Richard Danne's personal estate ( £42 13s. 6d.) was 
not far short of the averag,e for his time, he was a smaller farmer 
than the average, working les? than twenty acres in all. Of the 
9½ acres sown by the spring of 1599 he had five acres under 
peas, four under barley, and the remaining half acre under 
wheat. He grew no rye or oats, nor do either of these crops 
appear in the barn-only barley, peas, and wheat again, together 
with a little hay. His winter corn is therefore a very small part 
of his farming-only half a acre in one field, the remainder (95 
per cent. of the sown area) being spring crops. Once more we 
see the extreme elasticity of the open-field system and its agri
culture: the long-standing notion of a field of winter corn and a 
field of spring corn simply has no validity. 69 

The livestock on Richard Danne's farm were few in numbers, 
only five sheep and three pigs; a few cattle (the number is not 
given but they are valued at only £6 13s. 4d.), and the usual two 
or three horses and mares. In all the farm-goods-crops, live
stock, and implements-were worth £.31 12s. 2d. Crops in the 
barn and field were worth £10 6s. Sd., or about a third of all the 
f~rm-goods; implements, carts, hurdles and other gear about three 
or four pounds, and livestock the remainder. 

The household goods are valued at £11 ls. 4d., well over a 
quarter of the total personal estate. For farmers generally there 
is a notable increase in the value of their household goods, not 
only absolutely but as a proportion of the whole personal estate. 
The description of Richard Danne's house suggests, however, that 
he was not occupying the cottage which he had bought with the 
appurtenant farm twenty-two years earlier: he must have had a 
larger farmhouse in the village for we find a hall, parlour, and 

69Cf. also the inventory of Willam Power of Wymeswold (1588), husband-
man, who left personal estate of average value. He had sown 20 
acres of peas and barley and only half an acre of wheat, with no 
rye or oats. Here the winter sowing was less than 2½ per cent. of the 
whole. 



92 LEIC~STERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

buttery ("spence") mentioned and "the chamber over the haule" 
and "the chamber over the parlour". Adjoining were the farm
buildings, 1Jhe stable, barn, and wool-house-the latter containing 
a "woollen wheele" and a "linen wheele". In the barn were 
four quarters of barley, half a quarter of wheat, and a quarter of 
peas, together with some hay. 

The farmhouse itself was a two-floored dwelling, though there 
was still np fixed staircase but simply upper rooms formed by 
boarding over the hall and parlour (formerly open to the roof) 
and reached by means of a movable ladder through an opening or 
perhaps a trap-door. At the same time as this evolution in the 
internal plan was taking place, the ancient skeleton of the timber
frame-that of a pair of "crucks" or "forks" at either end of the 
house with intermediate pairs aocording to the number of "bays" 
of building required-was being superseded by upright timbers 
at the four corners surmounted by straight gable-timbers with 
a cross-tie which gave far more head-room in the upper part of the 
house and allowed for the eventual development of upstairs rooms 
as a permanent feature of planning. 

The evolution of the Leicestershire farmhouse in the course 
of the sixteenth century was probably this: in 1500 a single-floored 
dwelling of only two rooms, open inside to a steeply curved roof 
whose slope was determined by the great curved timbers at the 
gable ends, with here and there a kitchen added as a third room. 
The next stage, of which we have some evidence in the inventories 
about the 1550's, is the boarding over of the parlour (and rather 
later, the hall as well) to form rough sleeping accommodation or 
perhaps only storage space in the loft so formed. In point of 
time the use of such a loft for storage purposes probably came 
first but once the idea was born the possibility of using the upper 
space for additional sleepling ,aocommodation must soon have 
been perceived, for in the farmhouse of 1500, then no larger than 
the cottage common to all the rural population except the squire, 
the packing of a family into one small "parlour" at night-even 
if some were left to sleep on the floor of the hall before the fire~ 
must have presented great practical difficulties. We find 
this upper space used for sleeping by the middle of the 
sixteenth century, and the evolution of the timber-frame into 
four uprights at the corners of the house with straight timbers in 
the gable-ends must have come shortly afterwards as an inevitable 
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solution to the problem of head-room once the upper space 
developed into permanent sleeping-quarters. 70 Hence we find 
the new style of timber-frame appearing in the 1560's in the 
Leicestershire village. For another thirty years or so the upper 
rooms remained detached from the lower rooms except when the 
ladder was in position, though they became increasingly like 
ordinary rooms and less like lofts as windows were inserted in 
the eaves and solid furniture was installed on the now properly 
constructed floor. Then, .at the end of the sixteenth century, the 
problem of the fixed staircase was solved and the two-floored 
farmhouse made its appearance by the days of the early Stuarts. 71 

\Ve must return, however, to Richard Danne's house in the 
afternoon of the last day of April in the year 1599. The funeral 
feast of bread and cheese and ale is over and the mourners have 
departed; only the vicar-Mr. Thomas Thornton-and three 
honest men remain behind to make the valuation of the dead 
man's goods. The vicar seats himself at the table in the hall 
and draws the sheet of rough paper towards him. "First", he 
begins to write, "we finde in ye haule one couberd one table one 
cheare ij formes i bench a faling [i.e. falling or folding] table iij 
stowles ij shelves ij peales' ', all of which are put down at ten 
shillings. Then comes the brass and the pewter, valued at 
twenty-six shillings and eightpence, followed by all the things 
"in the chimny" -fire-irons, hooks for the pot, and so forth
and then the contents of the spence or buttery, which consist 
mainly of barrels, tubs, pippins, and other receptacles. In the 
parlour are two bedsteads, three coffers, and the usual bedding, 
while in the two upper rooms we find bedsteads mingled with 

70An example of one type of sleeping-loft (from Yorkshire) is illustrated 
in Jekyll and Jones, Old English Household Life, 61. A terrier of 
Wigston Magna vicarage dated 5 October, 1606 (Diocesan Record 
Office, Lincoln) describes a sixteenth-century building in which one 
room alone has been boarded over : "The Vicarage house consisting 
of 3 baies, built all of prickpostes and covered with Thatch, one baie 
beinge chambred over and boarded, and the whole buildinge dis
posed into 4 roomes, viz. the hall, one parlour, one chamber and a 
nether house". Wigston was a rectory until 1506. In that year it 
was wholly appropriated by Lenton Priory and a vicarage endowed 
instead. This building may perhaps represent the first "vicarage 
house", built about this date. 

71 When the fixed staircase does appear in the ordinary farmhouse it is 
such an innovation that it is usually mentioned in some way in the 
inventory. Generally speaking it is a rarity before 1600 and does 
not become at all common until well into the seventeenth century. 
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various stores such as twenty strike of malt, bacon flitches 
(hanging in the roof), tubs and garners. The crops in the field are 
then reported on anci noted down and the grain in the barn left 
over from the previous harvest. The contents of all the out
buildings are numbered and valued, and the whole sum of Richard 
Danne's worldly goods is at last arrived at. 

The inventory is done, a few final details are discussed; the 
vicar rises from the table, folding the paper carefully and handing 
it to William Danne, the dead man's executor, for him to present 
at the ard:1deacon's court the next time he has to visit Leicester, 
four miles down the road. 72 In the long melancholy twilight of 
the spring evening, the last spring of the sixteenth century, Mr. 
Thomas Thornton makes his way slowly down the village street 
towards the vicarage beside the church, casting a glance in passing 
at the churchyard where Richard Danne. now lies; and there, 
resting in "morningless and unawakening sleep" in the cold clay, 
we too may leave the Leicestershire farmer in peace. 

72There was no hurry about it. William Danne did not go into Leicester 
until the sixteenth of June, when he exhibited the inventory at the 
archdeacon's court and had the will proved. 




